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1 Introduction: the IEMP model and its critics

Ralph Schroeder

This volume brings together essays that critically assess Michael Mann’s

sociology. Themajor works discussed here areThe Sources of Social Power,

Volume I: A History from the Beginning to 1760 AD (1986) and Volume II:

The Rise of Classes and Nation-States, 1760–1914 (1993). We shall have to

wait for Volume III, which will take us to the present day, because Mann

has concentrated for the last decade on another project: two volumes

which have just been published entitled Fascists (2004) and The Dark

Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing (2005). Fascists is a com-

parative historical sociology of the six main fascist regimes, and the

companion volume, The Dark Side of Democracy, covers the main modern

instances of ethnic cleansing. He has now returned to working on the

third volume, to be called ‘Globalizations’. Still, we already have some

indications of what is to come in the third volume from various articles

(see the list of his publications at the end of this book) and from his recent

book Incoherent Empire (2003), an analysis of America’s role in the world

today.

This introduction is intended for orientation. In the first part, I provide

a brief introduction to Mann’s sociology. In the second, I will give an

overview of the contributions to the volume.

Mann prefers historical narrative to sociological model-building, but in

the opening chapter of the first volume of the Sources of Social Power he

puts forward what he calls the IEMPmodel, named after the four sources

of social power: Ideological, Economic, Military and Political. In my

exposition, I will concentrate on modern Europe, and especially on

Volume II, or what Mann calls the ‘age of popular modernity’, from

1780 onwards (2000: 16), because that is where his IEMP model ties

up most closely with contemporary debates in social theory.

Three of the four sources of social power – economic, ideological/cultural,

andpolitical –will be familiar to students of social theory.This is theway that

Marx, Weber, Durkheim and most contemporary theorists analyse society.

Themost distinctive part ofMann’s model is that he conceptualizes militar-

ism as a fourth and separate source of social power.
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From our vantage point after the end of the ColdWar, it may be easy to

overlook the importance of militarism, which has recently been very

much neglected in sociology. Mann, however, treats it of equal weight

with the other three sources, and we will see later that his separation of

military power from political power is contentious. Moreover, we will

need to wait until Volume III, when Mann covers the two World Wars,

which he has labelled the period of ‘citizen warfare’, and the Cold War’s

‘nuclear age’ (1988: 166–87), to find out how he analyses war on a global

scale. It can be anticipated, however, that these periods of mass mobiliza-

tion, and what he has called the ‘deterrence-science’ militarism of nuclear

warfare, which almost put an end to history altogether, will go some way

towards vindicating his separation of military power from the other forms

of power.

Mann argues that militarism – along with economic power – was one of

the primary determinants of social change in modern Europe up to the

period ending with the Napoleonic Wars (1993: 251). The resources

devoted to preparing for and making war in Western societies peaked at

the end of this period, both in fiscal extraction and manpower (1993:

215), not to be matched again, as Mann is fond of pointing out, until

present-day Israel and Iraq. This peak in military power coincided with

the state’s greatest relative size vis-à-vis civil society (1993: 504).

Apart from its role as a dominant power organization, the importance

of militarism – and here Mann is in agreement with a school of thought

which includes Theda Skocpol, Charles Tilly and Jack Goldstone (see

Collins 1993) – is that up to and including the French Revolution, the

function of the state was primarily military and geopolitical (1986: 511).

His break with this ‘state-centred theory’, in which the power of the state

is determined from the outside in (i.e. from the relations between states to

internal state power), comes mainly, as we will see below, in the nine-

teenth century with the growth of the infrastructural and collective power

of the state.

But militarism shares determining the relations between states with a

different type of power, the outward-facing side of political power which

he labels ‘geopolitical diplomacy’. For Mann, there are two types of

political power: outward-facing, or how the relations between states are

governed depending on whether these powers are more equal or highly

unequal, and inward-facing political power, power within the state, which

will be discussed in a moment. The outward-facing form of political

power organization, outside the bounds of territorially centralized units,

alternates between hegemonic empires and multi-state civilizations.

These two constellations have quite different ‘rules of the game’, rules

by which relations between states are governed apart from the military
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strength with which they are enforced. This, the level of themost ‘macro-’

relations of power, also partly falls outside what can be theorized in

sociology, as it seems that Mann wants to allow for a degree of contin-

gency here (hence Mann’s dotted rather than solid causal arrow in

his diagram of the IEMP model, 1986: 29). One example is the ‘over the

top’ – over the topof all four sources – slip intoWorldWar I (1993: 740–802).

The importance of geopolitical diplomacy is that it may prevail over

militarism when it is controlled by the shared norms of transnational

elites. Examples are the middle of the nineteenth century (1815–1880)

when transnational capitalism plus British ‘near hegemony’ and a balance

of power allowed the shared norms of diplomats to maintain relatively

pacific geopolitical competition. Another possible example is today’s ‘soft

geopolitics’ after the Cold War (see Mann 1997). On the other hand,

when, as often in modern times, militarism is autonomous and beyond

the control of (civilian) political elites, and/or when society – the ‘nation’ –

is mobilized for war, military power prevails over geopolitical diplomacy.

This brings us to the most well-known part of Mann’s work, his

analysis of political powerwithin the state, and in particular his distinction

between despotic and infrastructural power, or power ‘over’ as against

power ‘through’ society (1993: 59–60). Pre-modern imperial and

European absolutist states had much despotic power over a – laterally

insulated – civil society, but little infrastructural power to penetrate civil

society or implement its control on the ground. Feudal states had little

despotic or infrastructural power. Authoritarian states – such as Nazi

Germany and the Soviets – had both. The key question is: how do we

arrive at today’s ‘bureaucratic–democratic’ state, which is low on des-

potic power and high on infrastructural power?

Mann identifies several stages en route: after the puny feudal ‘coordin-

ating state’, political power expands with the rise of the ‘organic state’

from the Reformation to the Napoleonic Wars. During this period, milita-

rism and geopolitics centralized the state and added to its despotic power,

but also deepened its reach down into civil society – infrastructural

power. Butmilitarism and geopolitics, and not domestic politics, remained

the major causes of state-building into the nineteenth century.

This is the first part of the story, to borrow from the title of one of his

essays, of ‘the rise and rise’ of the state: the organic state (up to 1780)

expanding and reaching downward. The next period, from 1780 to 1815,

as mentioned earlier, saw the high point of the state’s power over civil

society as well as a peak inmilitary power. After this period, in themiddle of

the long nineteenth century, there was a further ‘rise’ with the ‘tightening’

of the state–society relationship, ‘caging social relations’ (1993: 61).

This was the advent of the ‘polymorphous’ state: ‘polymorphous’ in
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the sense that the scope and the functions of the state expanded, but

also in as much as it is no longer possible to speak of the state in the

singular, but only of its ‘crystallizations’, the state’s functioning in different

capacities.

The tightening of the state–society relationship, slowly replacing des-

potic state power over civil society, means that the power of different

groups in civil society can crystallize in the state. Put differently, the

infrastructural power of the polymorphous state – in contrast with the

power of the organic state – reaches not just downward but upward.

Again, this is a form of power ‘through society’. When deciding which

groups are dominant in society, or which distinctive paths the state

thereby takes, Mann looks to ‘higher level crystallizations’ (1993: 76)

which prevail among the various functions of the state. Thus the state

becomes much more powerful during this period, but also ‘morphs’,

develops in different directions, and loses its coherence (1993: 79).

Losing coherence means both taking on a variety of new functions

(1993: 79) and no longer being subject to the control of a single auton-

omous regime.

This is an evolutionary view of the state and political power – the state

has become ever more powerful – but it has also become less autonomous

from, more entwined with and more promiscuous with the other sources

of social power. And its size relative to civil society declined over the course

of the nineteent h century , even wh ile its scop e incre ased (19 93: 504) .

States were more diverse at the end of the nineteenth century with their

different ‘higher level crystallizations’ than they are today, after being

‘compromised’: some regime types were, according toMann, defeated by

twoWorldWars. Thus we have arrived at ‘bureaucratic–democratic’ state,

low on despotic and high on infrastructural power, or at ‘democratic-party

states, routinely controlled by civil society’ (1993: 61), or at the ‘age of

institutionalized nation-states’ (1995). Northern states after World War

II have converged on liberal-democratic and social democratic norms

(2000: 48). They are more homogenous as they all have ‘democratic

party’ regimes, and their coherence has increased – even while new

functions have been added and there are more inputs from civil society.

Political power is thus the most complex part of Mann’s IEMP model.

But the main point here is simply that Mann puts much more weight on

political power than any other classical social theorist with the possible

exception of Weber, and than any other contemporary school of social

theory apart from the ‘state-centered’ school – though this school pro-

fesses comparative history rather than ‘theory’.

So we can move on to ideological power or ‘culture’; Mann seems to

think that either term can be used. There are two types of ideological
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power, which Mann calls ‘sociospatially transcendent’ and ‘immanent

morale’. Here it is best to give some key examples: the ‘sociospatially

transcendent’ ideology of Christendom and its ‘normative pacification’

was ‘necessary’ for the rise of modern Europe (1986: 506–7), but its role

was gradually replaced by the shared norms of the state-system in amulti-

state civilization (1986: 512–13) which played such a decisive role, as we

saw above, by themiddle of the nineteenth century. ‘Immanentmorale’ is

a less autonomous form of power, strengthening existing social organiza-

tions. The street-level organizations of the fascist paramilitary social

movements, as we shall see in a moment, are a prime example.

The place where comparative historical sociologists would most expect

ideological power to play a decisive role is in relation to the world-

religions. The foremost thinker associated with this view is Weber. But

in the chapter on the world-religions in Volume I (1986: 341–72), Mann

is sceptical towards assigning a key role to the world-religions in social

development, and a comparative approach to world-civilization also falls

outside his – narrowly evolutionist – narrative of power. The second place

where we might expect a major role for ideology is during the French

Revolution. But again, while acknowledging its local morale-boosting

role, Mann is doubtful about its transcendent role in subsequently

spreading the impact of the revolutionary message beyond France.

Ideological power provides a good opportunity for a brief digression

from the IEMP model to discuss Mann’s ideas about networks and

power. The most famous statement in Mann’s sociology is that ‘societies

are constituted of multiple overlapping and intersecting networks of

social power’ (1986: 1). Networks are thus the ‘containers’ (my word,

not Mann’s) of the four power sources. In relation to ideological power,

this means that ideology must be contained in an organizational form to

have an impact. As has just beenmentioned,Mann distinguishes between

two types of ideological power, ‘sociospatially transcendent’, covering a

larger territory in a diffuse manner, and ‘immanent morale’, which is

more intensive than extensive. And we have already encountered two

types of political power, ‘despotic’ and ‘infrastructural’. The other

sources of social power also come in different types, so that in addition

to ‘intensive’ and ‘extensive’ types of power, Mann distinguishes between

authoritative and diffused power, and between collective and distributive

power. The various combinations of authoritative/diffused and intensive/

extensive yield four combinations of what Mann calls the ‘organizational

reach’ of networks (1986: 9). We will also come back shortly to the zero-

sum or A over B nature of authoritative power, which can be contrasted

with Mann’s notion of collective power, adopted from Parsons, ‘whereby

persons in cooperation can enhance their joint power over third parties or
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over nature’ (1986: 6). At this point, we should merely note that Mann

has described his approach as ‘organizational materialism’, which means –

again, in my interpretation – (a) that power always has to be contained in

an organizational form, it is never free-floating, and (b) that the types of

power are not ideal types in Weber’s sense, constructs that are imposed

on reality, nor are they a reality separate from human beings and imposed

upon us, but they are rather, to use Mann’s term, ‘emergent’.

We can now return toMann’s scepticism about the ideological reach of

the French Revolution. He is willing to concede that ideological power

played a world-historical role on this occasion, but the wider ideological

ramifications of this event were limited because the organizational net-

works could not carry this ideology very far in practice, which was in any

case hemmed in by France’s geopolitical defeat in 1815 (1993: 246). As

the contributions to this volume will make clear, ideological power is

where Mann is at the receiving end of the strongest criticisms, but

I would point out here that this organizational materialism, the idea

that ideology, like the other sources of power, is always contained within

the reach of networks, is also an excellent tool for eliminating excessive

claims for the power of ideology or culture: briefly put, if it is not in a

network or in an organization, it can’t do anything.

The only other place in Mann’s sociology where the power of ideology

comes into the foreground as a determining source of social power is

among the fascists. In this case, ideology took the form of providing the

immanent morale for a social movement, which boosted authoritarian

statists’ parties into power and ultimately, in the Nazi case, aimed at the

transcendence of their national cages. Mann makes an important though

highly contentious contrast with the role of ideological mobilization in the

other authoritarian statist surge of the twentieth century – communism –

which, he argues, was primarily oriented to transforming everyday life

(and failed partly for not delivering on this aim), and not towards trans-

cending its borders. Again, we see ideological networks, some sociospa-

tially transcendent and others providing immanent morale, some seeking

to transform other power networks, others being contained within them.

When it comes to economic power, the faultline in social theory has

been between those whose analysis focuses on capitalism and those who

prefer the label ‘industrial society’. Capitalism in Marxist thought means

the economic determinism of classes and their conflict. For liberal social

thought, on the other hand, capitalism often consists of a frictionless

plane of atomized market relationships. The alternative ‘industrial

society’ view is that economic growth is produced by science and tech-

nology and the division of labour – without the state’s developmental

assistance.
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The IEMP model goes along with Marxism in defining classes in

relation to capitalism and economic power. Yet ‘commercial’ and ‘indus-

trial’ (1993: 250) capitalism consists of diffused rather than authoritative

power, and therefore does not fundamentally reorganize other power

relations, including distributive – class – relations (1993: 219). Mann’s

downplaying of social change as a result of modern capitalism brings to

mind Ernest Gellner’s comment that the concept of capitalism is much

overrated (for some comparisons between Mann and Gellner, see

Schroeder 1998).

This distinction between capitalism and industrialism in Mann’s

account of the nineteenth century – and his bracketing industrialism

together with the increase in collective (rather than distributive) power –

makes all the difference in setting his position apart from that ofMarxists.

But it also sets him apart from liberal social thinkers, who argue that

markets or civil society provide an important balance against the modern

state – after the increased productivity of the industrial revolution and the

division of labour in the market has made possible the transition from a

pre-modern (despotic andHobbesian) state to the modern liberal state of

Locke, Tocqueville and the pluralists. Instead, we need to recall the

‘promiscuity’, as Mann calls it, of political power that was mentioned

above: the economy bolsters the collective/infrastructural power of the

state, and the state, in turn, ‘tightens’ its relationship with the economy/

civil society.

In going beyond the use of ‘industrialism’ or ‘capitalism’ as master

concepts, with the respective ramifications of each, Mann is in line with

an emerging consensus among economic historians that looks more

closely at the different phases of the two industrial revolutions and at

regional variations in industrialization during the long nineteenth cen-

tury. Without going into this complexity, it is possible to say that Mann

provides a response to the question of the relation between economic

power and the other forms of power in society, or a response to what has

been possibly the key question in social theory – the primacy of capitalism

or industrialism in the transition to modernity. His answer is both,

neither, and more: both, inasmuch as he wants to use both concepts to

argue that the increase in collective power that was made possible by the

industrial revolution and by capitalism was such that it revolutionized the

other sources of social power, and especially the infrastructural/collective

powers of the state; neither, in so far as capitalism and the industrial

revolution did not fundamentally transform distributive power, and that

although industrialismwas transnational and uniformly imposed changes

on society, it was also adapted by nation-states to their own ends. And

more than these two concepts are needed since this transition was also
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determined: (1) up to 1820, by geopolitical diplomacy andmilitary power

which remained in the control of an elite; and (2) thereafter by political

power because the state, in the form of the strategy of dominant regimes

which controlled it, and by means of its increasing scope and infrastruc-

tural power, was central to how the relations between citizens/classes

were institutionalized (see ‘Ruling Class Strategies and Citizenship’,

Ma nn 1988 : ch. 7). Thus the stat e is also gaini ng infras tructu ral streng th

as it becomes democratized by incorporating citizens/classes.

This last argument is also the key to the transition to ‘popular moder-

nity’. This transition is a product not of economic but of political power,

conceived not as ‘power over’ or despotic power, but ‘power through’ or

infrastructural power. This allowsMann to avoid a one-sidedly economic

determinist explanation which relies on the combination of class and

power, and a one-sidedly political or ‘elite theory’ explanation whereby

the ruling elite forces social change from above. Further, it allows him to

propose that there is variation in the paths to ‘popular modernity’ – a

variety of state forms or state ‘crystallizations’ – within an overall pattern

towards an increase in infrastructural/collective power.

Perhaps ‘popular modernity’, power from below as opposed to elite

power, will thus turn out to be a more important concept than capitalism

or industrial society for Mann’s theory. If so, it will cement the dominant

place of political as opposed to economic power in his social theory, at

least on the question of the transition to modernity, and set him apart

from most major modern social thinkers – the closest perhaps being (the

relatively neglected) Carl Schmitt, whom Mann discusses at length in

Fascists.

Yet there remains – and this is why the focus on the age of popular

modernity (or the transition to modernity/capitalism/industrial society) is

so central to an assessment of Mann – a question which leads to a

potential criticism: what is the lever of this transformation? Mann seems

to argue that it is (a) a much longer-term process (at least in the crucial

case of England/Britain) reaching back to long before this transition

(1993: 214). But then (b) he also does not want to downgrade the

revolutionary character of the two industrial revolutions (1993: 94,

597) in enhancing collective power – but in this case, the burden of the

explanation lies on science and technology which are extra-social forces

(see also Goldstone’s chapter in this volume), and part of the traditional

explanation of ‘industrial society’ theorists. Or finally it is (c) a chain of

factors – a state with stronger despotic power gained from militarism

enables state-led economic development, which allows economic growth,

which, in turn, enhances the infrastructural collective power of the state

(1993: 251). Yet such a chain of causes, though it comes closest to
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Mann’s view and may be closest to the truth, fails to satisfy in the sense

that it does not allow us to go from history to a theory of society, where

theory supplies both the analytical tools as well as an explanation of ‘how

we got here’. Put differently, this ‘chain’ puts Mann among the multi-

factorialists or multi-causalists like Gellner (1986) or neo-Weberian

institutionalists, rather than among theorists of power who identify

‘primacy’ in the course of history.

Mann often insists that he uses and needs all four sources to explain

social change, but his aim is still ‘primacy’ (Mann, 1986: 3–4). For the

long nineteenth century, which is covered in the second volume, this

becomes very complex. If there is nevertheless an overall pattern, then,

as we have seen, it is the ‘tightening’ state–society relationship. There is

also a broader pattern that can be discerned with the help of his recent

series of lect ures entitled ‘Moder nity an d Globa lization’ (200 0), whic h is

the shift from elite to popular modernity. With Fascists and The Dark Side

of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing, Mann has now extended both

patterns into the twentieth century. He argues that the democratization of

the state of ‘popular modernity’ has a ‘dark side’, the violence used in the

name of ‘the people’ – in some cases by colonial settlers, but increasingly

centred on the state, to suppress and eliminate others who are not part of

‘rule by the people’. ‘Tightening’ and ‘caging’ can therefore be positive –

a democratization of power from below whereby power becomes laterally

shared or compromised (even here, there is a negative side – ‘others’ may

need to be displaced or eliminated ‘sideways’). Or it can be negative, as

when the pressures of war and from below squeeze ‘statists’ upwards into

the tops of their national cages such that they coerce and remove ‘others’

in the cage below – at the extreme murdering them – or in their aggressive

outward expansion. In his Fascists and The Dark Side of Democracy,

political power thus constitutes the most important part of Mann’s

explanation of the twentieth century’s (non-war) atrocities. If political

‘caging’ and ‘popular’ democratization are also the master trends –

outsidewarwhenmilitarism trumps the other sources – of the third volume,

as they are for the nineteenth century and for Fascists and The Dark Side of

Democracy, then it can be anticipated that this volume will go strongly

against the congratulatory self-image – the end of history and the global

triumph of democracy and markets – of our age.

Overview of the contributions

The volume is divided into four parts. The first two cover Mann’s

theoretical background, method and the four types of power. In the

third part there are three essays that assess Mann’s view of the rise of
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the West. And in Part IV, there are three contributions which discuss the

prospects for analysing contemporary change in the light of Mann’s

sociology.

Collins sketches how Mann’s theory fits in with and advances upon

some key findings of contemporary sociology. Mann’s central contribu-

tion, he says, is to trace how one power network – the state – crystallized

more strongly inmodern Europe than did the other power networks. This

process, for Collins, culminates in today’s states as the targets of social

movements. Collins anticipates Mann’s Volume III in suggesting that

today these social movements are not, as in classical social theory and in

Mann’s second volume, classes and nations, but rather gender, ethnicity,

environmentalism, religion and many more. Even in this cacophonous

struggle, Collins argues, the key aim of social science must be to continue

along the lines Mann suggests: to find the major cleavages in politics-

centred struggles that define contemporary social change. Here I would

remind the reader of a point I made earlier: that Mann’s focus during

‘popular modernity’ is above all on political power.

Hall begins by contrastingMann’s view with the disenchantment thesis

held by Weber and Ernest Gellner, whereby modern society does not

allow for all-embracing political ideologies – regrettably for the

Nietzschean Weber, thankfully for the Popperian Gellner! Mann’s early

empirical research on the British working class, Hall points out, made

him, too, stay clear of the ideological fervour of the social sciences in the

1970s, and put him close to a pragmatic and reformist version of demo-

cratic socialism. But Hall also suggests that Mann underplays the ideo-

logical implications of different regimes: socialism, in Hall’s view, often

took a more statist form than Mann allows, and ideology on the right,

rather than being merely technocratic (Mann’s view), did in fact have a

strong – anti-statist – appeal. Hall worries aboutMann’s failure to analyse

some of the drawbacks of socialism; in Hall’s view, entrenching the rights

of some social groups may be at the expense of other groups (for example

curtailing the rights of immigrants) and may also foment industrial con-

flict. At the same time, he notes the absence of alternatives to the liberal

American post-war political order – even if he also recognizes its short-

falls. Hall thus follows Collins’ highlighting of state-centred struggles

with a different argument: there may be illiberal consequences if state

struggles permanently entrench the rights of some social groups to the

detriment of others.

The program of the multi-dimensional conflict sociology that Collins

advocates, I would argue, is above all Weberian in inspiration, even if

Collins also detects the ghost of Marx. The next two contributors con-

centrate on Mann’s method. Kiser, who also argues for a Weberian
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sociology, is more interested in method than content. Kiser’s preference

is for an ‘analytical Weberianism’ which can steer between a ‘verstehen’-

based cultural Weberianism and a macro-‘structural’ Weberianism that

gives no room to agency. Kiser’s analytical Weberianism meshes with a

rational choice agenda in social science, in which the rationally maximiz-

ing actor is the basic unit for causal analysis. And while he concedes that

Mann’s social actors often follow broadly rational goals, they do not

always do so. For Kiser, then, Mann only partly lives up to the scientific

aim of rational choice historical sociology, which is to find causal explan-

ations in the light of pre-specified goals of individual actors.

Bryant, like Kiser, notes that the building blocks of Mann’s theory at

the micro-level are minimal; actors pursuing their well-being. Yet the

main criticisms that have been directed at Mann’s method in the past

have not attacked these foundations as such, but have rather come from

positivist and Marxist epistemology, charging him with too much theory

(or too little empiricism) from the positivist side and too little materialism

from the side of Marxist theory. Bryant defends him against both charges

and points out how theory and evidence discipline each other as much as

they can in Mann’s historical narratives. Yet he also faults Mann for

paying insufficient attention to ideology, using early Christianity as an

example. He argues that the beginnings of Christian belief were less

uniform and they had a more insecure appeal than Mann allows, and

that to cope with this he could have paid more attention in this case to the

complex content of ideology or culture.

Gorski also wants to put more emphasis on ideological power. To do

this, he reviewsMann’s explanation of the rise of theWest; the normative

(ideological) pacification achieved byChristianity in theMiddle Ages, the

growth of state muscle with military competition from the sixteenth

century onwards, and the subsequent increase of the state’s infrastruc-

tural capacity in the nineteenth century. In place of this, Gorski offers a

religion-centred explanation not, as inWeber’s case, of economic change,

but rather of patterns of state-formation; and more specifically, of reli-

gion’s society-organizing capacity or Mann’s ‘infrastructural power’.

Further, Gorski argues that ideological power played a role for longer,

and more forcefully, than Mann allows, including its entwining with

secular ideologies like nationalism, right up into post-war welfare states.

Finally, he suggests that many forms of ideology – religion and its sub-

stitutes in the form of everyday transcendences and rituals – still play a

role today, against Mann’s implicit argument, shared by many contem-

porary social thinkers, that modernization entails secularization.

Hobson and Weiss both also criticize Mann’s downplaying of the

bottom-up capacity of civil society at the expense of the increasing
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top-down capacity of the state.Weiss does this by arguing that the state can

gain power from the coordination of economic relations, while Hobson

suggests that ‘realist’ power between states can be softened by the civil

societies within states. Hobson begins by making the case against the static

‘billiard ball’ logic of realist international relations theory, but he also thinks

that Mann shares some of its faults. Geopolitics is too much of a separate

arena for Mann, Hobson argues, which consists only of power interests.

Hobson’s alternative is to recognize that states sometimes shape the inter-

national arena as well as being shaped by it. And like several other contri-

butors, Hobson thinks that Mann pays insufficient attention to ideology, in

this case the norms and shifting identities of the actors in the international

arena. Still, Hobson thinks that there are considerable payoffs for an inter-

national relations theory informed by historical sociology.

Weiss addresses the topic of state power and economic globalization.

She highlights Mann’s point that ‘transnational and national interaction

has surged together’ (Mann 2000: 44) in the twentieth century, instead of

being two zero-sum processes as they are for most others in the debate

about globalization. What she criticizes is that Mann still sees the state as

constrained by globalization, and proposes instead that states’ enabling

role, and especially industrial governance, has grown and made states

stronger in the face of globalization. The state has not only become a top-

down regulator – Mann’s view – but also in Weiss’s view a coordinator of

economic activity which is responsive to civil society. This is an important

challenge not only to Mann’s ideas, but also to current thinking about

globalizing economic forces.

Poggi challenges Mann’s separation of military power. The political

implication of Mann’s argument that Poggi wants to avoid here is that a

separate source of military power can override the democratic account-

ability of the state. This is also an empirical issue: military elites are not

separate, he says. They are, with a few isolated empirical – not theoretical –

exceptions, subordinate to political elites. Poggi may be suggesting good

reasons against separating military power and sticking to the holy trinity of

economy, ideology/culture and politics. Yet I cannot help briefly interven-

ing here to argue that there is, to my mind, an unassailable argument in

Mann’s sociology for keeping military power separate: first, as Mann

shows, the idea that the domination of the South by the North was due

to economic exploitation is one that the evidence forces us to abandon (see

also O’Brien 1997). It seems that even at the height of colonialism in the

late nineteenth century, geopolitical interests far outweighed economic

ones. If this is so, then we must have military power as a separate source

of power to explain this domination, since clearly political power won’t do

(the legitimate monopoly of power within states), and cultural/ideological
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power, as Mann shows in Modernity and Globalization and The Dark Side

of Democracy, also cannot explain the colonialist domination of the South.

(It can be added that international relations theory also does not help us

here since it cannot explain systematic relations of domination. The only

international relations theory which could explain this domination is world-

systems theory, which was ruled out under economic power above.) Logic

combined with evidence may therefore force us to treat military power

separately – that is, of course, if we do not want to abandon the idea of

Northern or Western domination altogether.

Thepolitical implicationsof thenext section, ‘EuropeanExceptionalism?’,

aremore oblique, though they aremost obvious in Brenner’sMarxist attack.

Brenner revisits some key debates in the transition from feudalism to

capitalism and restates the case for economic primacy. He argues for the

mutual dependenceof –or overlapbetween– thepropertied and ruling elites.

This ruling class, he argues, was critical to the economic-cum-political

transition from feudalism to capitalism. He agrees with Mann on the

importance of political power and inter-state competition, but contends

that he ignores the economic dimension of this factor. According to

Brenner, ‘warfare was, for the lords of medieval Europe, a great machine

for economic aggrandizement’. With this argument, he puts economic

exploitation at the centre of social change, in contrast with Mann’s

(and Tilly’s) emphasis on state-formation and militarism.

Two further chapters challenge Mann’s account of European excep-

tionalism, Goldstone from a comparative perspective (as we will see in a

moment), and Epstein on the European turf itself. In the place where

Mann emphasizes theChristian ideological or normative umbrella fostering

economic exchange, Epstein stresses trade beyond this normative zone.

He also adds a role for religionwhichMann overlooks: the corporate form

of the early modern church, which ultimately lent itself to the institution-

alization of property beyond the religious sphere. He further questions

Mann’s argument (though from a different perspective than Brenner’s)

that the state’s economic power was driven by military competition.

Instead, Epstein argues, there was a delicate balance between the state’s

economic and political power such that the most successful states were

those that could overcome prisoners’ dilemmas and coordination failures;

where elites were not entrenched in zero-sum rent-seeking and the state

could efficiently gather taxes.

Epstein’s chapter provides an interesting example using rational choice

theory in historical sociology. But while Kiser’s chapter in this volume

(discussed earlier) advocates rational choice as a method, Epstein’s

argument is an application of the method: he charts European states’

ability to extract taxes in terms of ‘transaction cost analysis’ (a concept
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that lies broadly within the rational choice paradigm) about the costs of

coordinating economic activity by different types of institutions.

For Goldstone, the strength of Mann’s method, the focus on networks

of power rather than reified ‘societies’, is also its weakness. Mann must

trace these networks over time, rather than being able to compare them

synchronically as bounded units. In Goldstone’s view, this handicaps

Mann’s account of the rise of the West: in place of Mann’s narrative of

England’s emergence as the leading edge of power, Goldstone presents

evidence that Holland had more impressive economic growth than

England up to 1750. Even more importantly, China’s economic growth

was more powerful and, according to recent scholarship, China also had

higher levels of consumption than England up to roughly the same

period. The explanation for the breakthrough to modernity must there-

fore be located after 1800, when a divergence in economic growth,

uniquely high in England/Britain, took place. Goldstone thinks that the

crucial factor here is knowledge, and in particular the technologies of the

steam engine and coal, thus suggesting a further source of social power

that must be added to Mann’s four-fold schema.

Whatever the role of England/Britain in the rise of the West, its liberal

path to modernity has a special place inMann’s theory. Trentmann thinks

that Mann treats this case as too top-down, with an old regime elite

reluctantly ceding some political power to themiddle and later the working

classes in the nineteenth century. In correcting this picture, Trentmann

does not deny elite power, but he argues that this leaves out pressure from

below, which shifted the ground among all political actors, not just the

elite. Thus over the course of a series of crises in the nineteenth century, the

very terms in which political conflict was negotiated were transformed, a

change in the political culture which came to consist of an increasingly well

organized and vocal civil society. Again, there are implications for con-

temporary politics since Trentmann refers to Mann’s resigned – almost

fatalist and certainly ‘determinist’ – dissection of the decline of British

power. Yet Mann’s refusal in his most recent work, Fascists and Ethnic

Cleansing, to overlook the ‘agency’ of the perpetrators even if his explan-

ation remains ‘structural’ is perhaps a sign that, as he gets closer to the

present day, he will be able to rectify his relative neglect of our power to

shape – rather than be shaped by – our social cages.

Snyder proposes that it is impossible to separate ‘is’ and ‘ought’ in the

study of ideology. Although he couches his analysis in utilitarian and

economistic language – supply and demand, competitive advantage, salva-

tion premiums, etc. – he in fact argues that ideology rests on non-utilitarian

commitments and constitutes an attempt to surmount practical realities.

And while ideology on occasion plays a decisive role in Mann’s work,
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Snyder thinks that he provides no convincing explanation of why this is so.

His own view is that they are successful because groups infused with the

force of beliefs are demonstrably stronger than those who are not. Snyder

uses a number of examples, especially early Christianity, to illustrate his

alternative view of the power of ideology. And while early Christianity is

Snyder’s main example, there are clearly implications of his view for

today’s ideologically riven world, with further implications for interna-

tional relations, Snyder’s home discipline.

Laitin takes Mann to task for his main thesis about ethnic cleansing,

that ‘murderous cleansing is modern, because it is the dark side of

democracy’ (Mann 2005: 2). In Laitin’s view, Mann does not establish

this link and in fact often presents evidence that goes directly against it;

what Mann often does show is that ethnic cleansing is an abomination of

the democratization process. Further, Laitin questions whether Mann’s

identification of genocide as the worst form of murderous violence is

justified: this allowsMann to put cases with proportionately fewer killings

into a category that is worse than more systematic killings in many

instances of warfare, ethnicide and the elimination of enemy political

classes. For Laitin, the value of Mann’s recent work lies more in his

subordinate theses and in empirical accounts of political violence.

Laitin’s contribution brings us back to fundamental debates about the-

ory andmethod. Yet what is remarkable aboutMann’s reply to his critics is

the extent to which the debate remains on the terrain of substantive

empirical issues, rather than theoretical or methodological ones – as with

so many contemporary debates among social scientists. Put differently,

there ismuch common ground here, and agreement that theway forward is

by weighing the evidence. The Dark Side of Democracy also leads us back to

the heart of today’s most serious political conflicts, the civil wars of the

post-war period in which all four sources have been blamed as root causes.

Mann’s focus on the infrastructural power of states in particular (or the

lack thereof) will no doubt provide himwith the tools to chart the strength-

ening of twentieth-century democracies as well as their continuing weak-

nesses and failures. He has synthesized an enormous amount of material to

allowhistorical analysis to stay abreast with contemporary social change.We

look forward to his third volume and to continued critical engagement with

him as he tracks the sources of social power into the twenty-first century.
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Part I

Theory, practice, method





2 Mann’s transformation of the classic

sociological traditions

Randall Collins

Michael Mann’s ongoing work is as close to classic sociology for our own

day as anything one can find. This is so in several senses. It has the scope

of classic themes: the major conditions and processes which shape the

relatively stable social structures of each historical period, and propel

their changes. Mann’s work is also classical in a sense that connects it

with what we have come to see as the main stream of macro-sociology; he

sets forth that which we have learned fromMarx andWeber that is worth

preserving, and displays the state of our knowledge on Marxian and

Weberian themes. This is not to diminish the considerable originality

which is found in Mann. A living classic contains a balance of what is old

and what is new; it gives a sense of continuity from the great issues of the

past and the concepts that frame them, and a sense of growing intellectual

sophistication. Scholarship is a collective enterprise; much of what makes

Mann’s work a contemporary classic is his exemplary statement of lines of

research that have been pursued by many scholars. But this is true of any

great classic. Weber was selected out by his successors from a large and

sophisticated scholarly community doing related work in what we would

now call historical sociology; he too was a packager and crystallizer of the

work of that larger community.

The main analytical innovations in the later twentieth century have

come from the part of the scholarly field where there is a strong admix-

ture of Weberian and Marxian concepts in the research enterprise of

historical sociology. We have been in a new Golden Age of historical

sociology from the mid-1960s onwards, centred on such topics as the

comparative sociology of revolutions (Barrington Moore, Skocpol,

Goldstone, and others); social movements (Tilly, McAdam, Tarrow,

and others); the development of the modern state (Mann and others);

the capitalist world economy (Wallerstein, Abu-Lughod, Frank, Chase-

Dunn, Arrighi, and others). The common focus on these world-

determining, centrally important phenomena has brought Marxian

and Weberian scholars into fruitful interchange, and into blending

many conceptions.
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In the last third of the twentieth century, a hybridMarx/Weber conflict

sociology came to dominate a large field of scholarship. Its home ground

has been historical sociology, the wide-ranging kind of history that I have

called ‘macro-history’; in contrast to the more limited specializations of

many disciplinary historians, historical sociologists have used the wide

scope of long-term change, and the leverage of comparison among partly

similar but differing world regions, to build a general theory. A common

ground among Marx and Weber has proven fruitful: that examining

conflicting social interests is the best way to understand the patterns of

social change; and that stable patterns of social structure exist when those

conflicts are demobilized, held latent or in tension, by the dominance of

one set of interests over others. These patterns of conflict in Mann’s

terminology are called ‘sources of power’; their stable formation in a

particular historical period are called ‘crystallizations’.

In what follows, I will review Mann’s work as our contemporary stan-

dard of knowledge on four points: the expansion of class conflict theory

into the four-dimensional model of economic, ideological, military and

political power networks; globalizing the unit of analysis and dissolving the

bounded society into a set of overlapping territorial networks; the military-

centred theory of the modern tax-extracting and society-penetrating state;

and the state-centred theory of conflict mobilization in the modern era.

From Marxian class conflict to Weberian

three-dimensional stratification to Mann’s four

power networks

Mann’s big synthetic work, The Sources of Social Power, has the feel of a

contemporary classic, because it gives perhaps the best current statement

of what sociologists have developed from the synthesis of theMarxian and

Weberian traditions. By the 1970s, there was already considerable con-

vergence between the camps that stratification has three aspects;Marxian

theorists were largely concerned with the issue of the relative autonomy of

ideological and political structures whichmade for flexibility in defence of

class interests, for instance by the politically motived reforms of the

welfare state which preserved rampant market capitalism from itself.

Mann’s early work dealt with just these issues; his 1970 paper ‘The social

cohesion of liberal democracy’ demonstrated that the upper and upper-

middle classes are much more mobilized politically than the working and

lower classes, and thus are ideologically committed to democracy without

sacrifice of their class interests.

Mann built explicitly on theMarx/Weber synthesis which treated all three

dimensions as versions of struggle over social power: i.e. the left-Weberian
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position which takes all forms of stratification as extensions or analogies to

class conflict. Mann’s major innovations were two: to split the political

dimension into two further dimensions; and to conceptualize each dimen-

sion as a social network. Mann refers to this as the IEMP model, a con-

venient acronym for Ideological, Economic,Military and Political. Turning

these back into the Weberian terminology, we have economic class, status

group as cultural or ideological communities, and the dimension of ‘party’

or political power split into military power and political power per se. As

Mann notes, although Weber defined the ideal type of the state as an

organization monopolizing legitimate political force upon a territory, this

is an abstraction from history; much of the time states lacked amonopoly of

force, and mililtary units of marauders, ad hoc coalitions, rebels, or bandits

could build up outside states and shape new ones; states sometimes crystal-

lized from military organization but were not coextensive with it. By the

same token, the political dimension of power has its own organizational

locus and its own forms of action; we get a more refined theory of politics

when we separate it out for special consideration.

Like Weber at his best, Mann does not make these distinctions merely

for the sake of taxonomic clarification; they are working tools by which he

builds an histoire raisonné, a narrative history of social institutions. Mann

is more of a historical sociologist than Weber, in the sense that Mann

shows the sequences by which the structures of power emerged in world

history, and what went into their specific blends and crystallizations in

particular places and times. Weber, by contrast, was primarily a compar-

ativist using historical materials; although the comparisons are meant to

contribute to explaining the crucial divergence in world history which

gave rise to modern capitalism, Weber rarely gives much of an account of

how processes of change actually worked themselves out. (The main

exception to this is in Ancient Judaism (Weber 1952), which gives more

of a sense of the series of political struggles that shaped Judaic religion

thanWeber does for any of his other studies of the world religions.)Mann

thus gives more of a payoff to the Weberian style; whereas Weber pro-

vided a toolbox for analysing world history, Mann actually does the

historical analysis.

Mann’s move to separate military and political dimensions opens the

way for a more systematic theory of both, and of their interaction.

Geopolitical relations among states now come into their own. There has

been a tradition of geopolitical analysis, to be sure, since the turn of the

twentieth century; but it was for a long time a distinct, even segregated

speciality. The nationalist and bellicose ideological predelictions of some

of its earlier practitioners gave geopolitics a nasty reputation in liberal and

left circles; and even after the analysis of military ‘international relations’
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or ‘interstate relations’ became respectable in political science depart-

ments after mid-century, geopolitical research remained largely distinct

from sociology, even though it had an undertone of resonance with

Weberian historical sociologists. Mann’s elevation of military power to

a distinct dimension of the expanded Weberian model is a signal of the

legitimation of geopolitical theory. The modern state developed from the

ramifications of the military revolution of early modern times; this shows

that the importance of the military involves not only the external relations

among states – their geopolitics – but also the internal structuring which

happens on a state’s territory as it builds infrastructure to support its

military forces. The sphere of politics, independent of the military, grows

historically because of the institutionalization of the Weberian, force-

monopolizing territorial state. As the state develops an administrative

and tax-extracting apparatus, it becomes a target for social groups who

attempt to control it; the state itself becomes a prize to be captured, and a

tool to be used for the agendas of all politically mobilized groups. Thus

the sphere of politics, which Mann has pulled out for consideration

separate from military power, is emergent, increasingly autonomous

from military power; this happens in an historical sequence in which

military configurations are the crucial first steps.

Here is a further significance in the fact that Weber’s ‘Class, Status and

Party’ was a subsection within his chapter on ‘Political Communities’.

ForWeber, classes, status groups, and ‘parties’ or political factions are all

contenders for control of the state; one could define politics narrowly, but

in an historically useful way for the modern era, as action to get control of

the state apparatus, either as an end in itself or in order to use it to further

one’s ideologies and interests. But as Mann shows, only after the histor-

ical rise of the military-centred state could political interest groups of this

sort become mobilized to contend over it. By separating the dimensions

of military and political power, Mann generalizes them to lines of action

which can occur in all historical periods and whether or not the state in

any specific sense actually exists. As a result, we can see how various

forms of power create structures, as well as operating within existing

structures. Weber’s analysis, with its tendency towards comparative sta-

tics, in Mann’s hands becomes fluid and dynamic.

Each of the IEMP dimensions is a social network: which is to say, a

chain of connections linking people together. One advantage of this

conception is that power is never free-floating; we are never tempted to

treat it merely as an abstraction, somehow existing inherently in the

‘system’, or in the ‘logic’ of social form, as in the tendency for scholars

influenced by semiotic post-Marxism to talk about the logic of capitalist

reproduction, or of feminist theorists to talk about the logic of patriarchy.

22 Theory, practice, method



Networks do not have logics; they are real connections among people,

empirically observable as to where they spread out in space. It is always

possible, in principle, to examine the shape of a network of power;

ideological power, for example, is not simply at one time in history the

workings of religious belief, but has a structure of priests, monks, mis-

sionaries, people participating in religious ceremonies. Similarly with

economic power; this is not simply a matter of the abstract logic of

capitalism, but can be studied as the networks which exist among entre-

preneurs, merchants, customers; among upstream and downstream flows

through business organizations; and as specific circuits of capital which

exchange particular currencies in particular kinds of transaction. Mann’s

conception of power networks, in the case of economic networks, reso-

nates with the new economic sociology promoted through such work as

HarrisonWhite (2002), Viviana Zelizer (1994), and others. Networks are

inherently processual; they exist as long as and to just the degree that

action flows through them. They are emergent, but also ephemeral; they

come into existence, expand by adding new links and intensifying the flow

through them, but also contract, die down, fade out. In current economic

sociology, markets (which economists theorize as following an abstract

logic of competition) are seen more realistically as webs of connections

through which non-competitive niches are established, regions of profits

are constructed and sometimes defended against intruders. Mann’s con-

ception of economic power networks thus meshes with another currently

flourishing theoretical research enterprise. Economic sociologists are

building a distinctive, empirically grounded theory of how economic

networks operate; connecting this with Mann’s conception promises a

way of seeing how the dynamics of economic networks interacts with the

other three kinds of power networks: ideological, military and political.

Globalizing the unit of analysis

The concept of power networks leads us to another respect in which

Mann’s work exemplifies the leading conceptions of contemporary schol-

arship. There is a strong tendency to dissolve boundaries, to see struc-

tures as fluid, contingent, or at least historical constructions. Mann

makes this abundantly clear in the case of the state. States in the

Weberian sense, monopolizing force over a territory with clearly marked

boundaries, came into being gradually between the seventeenth and the

nineteenth centuries; earlier states were often a thin layer of military

aristocrats, moving from place to place, maintaining alliances through

feudal ties or dynastic marriages. Even themore centrally organized states

that existed from time to time (the late Roman empire; some Chinese
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dynasties) had a thin layer of bureaucracy that interfered little with local

powers. Boundaries and jurisdictions of states were generally vague. In

still earlier periods, proto-states consisted in ceremonial centres which

sometimes amassed military as well as ideological power; but prehistoric

peoples repeatedly evaded these crystallizing power centres by migrating

away, as Mann shows in one of the stellar chapters of the first volume of

The Sources of Social Power. The construction of states with boundaries,

andwith identities of people inside them as belonging to a particular state,

occurred only because of special historical conditions (which we will

come to below).

The example of states as contingent, historical constructions is import-

ant for social theory because it underlies a major scholarly misconception

up through the mid-twentieth century. The unit of analysis was typically

and unreflectively taken to be the ‘society’, a bounded system with a

shared identity, culture, and economic and political institutions. The

‘society’ was a concept abstracted from the nation-state, the result of

successful state-building culminating in the late nineteenth or early twen-

tieth century. Functionalist and cultural anthropologists projected it onto

tribal societies, disregarding or minimizing their relationships with other

tribes; nationalist historians, even in parts of the world where states were

clearly riven with ethnic and other divisions, projected the ideal back-

wards in picking out a clear channel of national development leading up

to the unified society even if it were still a future project.

Mann’s conception of power networks provides a way of reconceptua-

lizing the units that social scientists work with. It is not useful to go to the

opposite extreme, after the fashion of some poststructuralist thinkers,

declaring all structures to be mere labels of equal dubiousness; for in

some historical periods units do become more bounded, not only more

state-like but more society-like, with sharper cultural identities, more

segregated economic institutions, a more intense circuit of local political

action. The issue is to be able to see the scope of the social unit as a

variable. Mann solves this problem by treating the four kinds of power

networks as of varying and overlapping geographical scope. Each network

spreads out in space, and has its own intensity of flows and exchanges.

But the different networks need not have the same extensiveness, nor the

same intensity.

Mann discusses this problem in posing the question of what is the

leading or pattern-setting power network at a particular historical

epoch. In the first millennium CE, ideological power networks were

generally the most extensive andmost dynamic, i.e. religiousmissionaries

spread out widely beyond the boundaries of existing military and political

agglomerations: Christian missionaries spreading into northern Europe,
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and Buddhist monks spreading from India into China, and later into

Japan, and within those places from royal courts and capital cities into

the countryside; Islamic movements spreading, at one period along with

military forces, but later in peaceful movements of Sufis and other pop-

ular religious organizations. This should not be regarded simply as the

spread of belief, since indeed belief in these periods was often shallow,

compromising and syncretist; more fatefully, it was the spread of ideolo-

gical organization, of the structure of monasteries, lay religious orders,

patterns of spreading rituals and texts, and the linking of these together

into long-distance communities bound by pilgrimages and contributions.

We could multiply such examples. Some parts of the world, such as

India, were much more structured by religious networks than by their

regional and usually ephemeral state structures. One way of intepreting

Weber’s theory of religious influences on the growth of capitalist market

economy is to see this as the development of religious networks which

expanded their material component into a market economy; at the point

where the economic character of the exchanges came to outweigh the

religious exchanges – an event which I have argued took place several

times in world history, in medieval Christan Europe, as well as in

Buddhist China and Japan (Collins 1999) – a large-scale economic net-

work cut loose from the ideological network, ushering in a different kind

of leading edge of power and a different dynamism of historical change.

One of the things we see from this illustration is that some historical

power networks are larger and more expansive than others; but also that

the leading network provides a way for other networks to piggyback upon

it, to follow its geographical expansion, and at some points in time to

become autonomous from it, outstripping the earlier power network in

scope and dynamism.

What then is a ‘society’? Better to say, what is it that sociologists,

historians, and other scholars are studying? It is the shifting networks of

military, political, economic and cultural action across the world land-

scape, and their degree of overlap. World-system theorists, like Chase-

Dunn and Hall (1997), have been studying these processes in a similar

way, looking at what they call (with a neo-Marxian tone) bulk goods

networks (economic), prestige goods networks (ideological), political

networks and geopolitical networks. There are considerable variations

in patterns of relationship among such networks, but some generaliza-

tions also are emerging. Among these are the conditions which allow one

network to break out of local bounds set by other types of networks –

where religious networks can leapfrog the economy; and conversely

where one type of network is a facilitator for the expansion of another.

In the contemporary world, we see this in the expansion of ideological
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networks of popular entertainment culture flowing from a few world

production centres into mass world distribution; here a cultural network

is also a component of the global economy, selling cultural products.

Mann and other scholars have documented that so-called globalization

is not a distinctively recent process mainly characteristic of the late

twentieth century. Globalization or world-system has always been a

central process throughout history, in the sense that local units of social

organization are typically structured ‘from the outside in’ by their rela-

tionship with long-distance networks of one kind or another. The prob-

lem isn’t to explain the global networks so much as to explain the

conditions which determine the kinds of local units crystallizing within

them. There is no simple trend towards omni-globalization, since the

predominance of long-distance processes have at various points in time

shifted towards more intense, locally bounded units. Here states have

been crucial, and are likely to continue to be so; precisely becausemodern

states crystallized as organizations marshalling an escalating level of

military resources, they had to penetrate deeply into local communities,

with the result that they mobilized cultural and political networks that

reinforced the focus upon the bounded state. Modern states generated a

very strong zone of overlap, or coincidence, among cultural and political

networks with units of military action; and although economic networks

have often overlapped these states as parts of a world economy – indicating

that the capitalist economy is less locally bounded than politics – states

remain very engrossing centres for social action. Political mobilization is

the most immediately practical way of trying to get what one wants; it

generates high levels of emotional commitment because it shapes collective

antagonisms, whether directed towards domestic rivals or foreign enemies;

and these political mobilizations make people identify as cultural commu-

nities, thus countering the trends of the world cultural economy. Military

links separate as well as connect; a geopolitical network is in an analytical

sense causally connected together, but its outcomes often are to keep local

state units tightly bounded and in place.

Even in a palpably global economy, and with a great deal of cultural

flows across state borders, state units are too important as centres of

action for them to fade away. The particular states which exist, of course,

can change their forms; the EuropeanUnionmay well become a powerful

federation, which given the right geopolitical conditions could conceiva-

bly become a strong state superseding the activities and loyalties of the

older states which made it up. But these are changes in the distribution of

borders among networks, not in the nature of the beast. There remains

the potential for all of the different power networks to expand, contract

and overlap in various ways, into the foreseeable historical future. But a
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crystallized state, with its local overlap and mutual reinforcement of

several if not all power networks, is too powerful an attractor of social

action, too useful as an organizational resource, to be easily superseded.

Whatever comes after, if anything does, is bound to have some state-like

characteristics.

The rise of the military-centred, tax-extracting,

society-penetrating state

The fully fledged ideal type of the force-monopolizing territorial state

gradually developed from 1500 in the West, although there have been

variations along this continuum elsewhere in world history. Mann is one

of the spearheads of a movement of contemporary scholarship (along

with Tilly 1990; Parker 1988; and others) focusing on the military revo-

lution which drastically increased the size and expense of armed forces.

State organization began to grow in order to extract resources to support

current military expenses and past debts, above all by creating a revenue-

extraction apparatus. This was the pathway towards bureaucratization

and centralization. State penetration into society brought a series of

effects in economic, political and cultural spheres. State apparatus now

could increasingly regulate the economy, provide infrastructure, compel

education and inscribe the population as citizens in government records.

Mann’s account of the rise of the modern state is congruent with

Weber’s theory of the rise of bureaucracy. Considered in Weberian

terms and on the level of organization, the rise of modernity is best

characterized, not as a move from feudalism to capitalism, but from the

patrimonial household to bureaucratic organization. What Weber called

patrimonial organization exists where the basic unit of society is the

household, and larger structures are built up as networks of links among

households. It is important to note that the household mode of organiza-

tion is not the same thing as the family mode of organization, although

they are related. The household typically had at its core a family, the

head of household with his wife (or wives) and children, perhaps with

some other relatives; and thus property and authority were hereditary.

But households could never be very large if the only people they inclu-

ded were family members. Patrimonial households were full of pseudo-

familistic relationships; a household of the upper classes would include

servants, retainers, guards, guests, hostages and others, all supported

from the household economy, and all expected to provide some resource:

work, loyalty or military force. An important house contained within it

enough armed force to be powerful; it was a fortified household. Links to

other households of lesser or greater power constituted the political
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structure of the society; under certain legal arrangements, these might be

called properly ‘feudal’, but a variety of other structures were possible.

The economy too was organized in patrimonial households or their

linkages; the labour force consisted of servants and apprentices under

familistic protection and discipline rather than independent wage rela-

tionships. To refer to a great ‘house’ was both literal and metaphorical;

the aristocracy and the great burghers ormerchants were the possessors of

the largest household units with the most retainers.

The rise of bureaucracy was the dismantling of the patrimonial house-

hold. Workplace was separated from home, private force was superseded

by professional military and police units belonging to the state. The

physical separation among buildings where production, consumption,

politics and administration took place was also the creation of the divide

between public and private spheres. Bureaucracy was the creation of

offices separate from the persons who held them, the creation of a sphere

of interaction apart from family ties and pseudo-familistic relationships of

loyalty and subordination. The impersonality of bureaucratic organiza-

tion depends upon paperwork, codifying activities in written rules and

keeping count of performance in files and records. Bureaucracy is thus

the source of modern ideologies: the rule of law, fairness, justice, imparti-

ality; the previous practices of loyalty to the patrimonial household, and

the consumption of organizational property became condemned as nepo-

tism and corruption. Bureaucracy is the source of individualism since the

unit of accounting and responsibility is the individual who can be

appointed, promoted, moved from one position to another, paid, repri-

manded and dismissed, all with reference only to a personal dossier rather

than family and household connections.

Weber’s explanation of the transition from patrimonial to bureaucratic

organization has usually been interpreted as a series of material precondi-

tions (existence of writing, long-distance transportation, a monetary

system, etc.) or as a functionalist argument that bureaucracy arises

because it is the most efficient way to coordinate large-scale and complex

activities. Mann provides a more dynamic and better-rounded historical

picture of the process. The state is a project, an attempt to control and

coordinate force in as definite a manner as possible. Bureaucratization

was a move in the struggle between whoever was the paramount lord at

any particular moment and his allies and rivals among the other great

patrimonial households. A crucial condition was the geopolitical config-

uration. Decentralized chiefdoms and hereditary feudal lineages raised

less military resources for their paramount lords and thus tended to be

conquered, or were forced to imitate the bureaucratizing manners of the

more successful states. Dynastic states proved geopolitically weak
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because farflung marriage ties produced scattered states, in effect subject

to the effects of logistical overextension. History of course is more com-

plicated than a simple winnowing out of non-bureaucratic states by

bureaucratic ones; resource advantage is not the only geopolitical princi-

ple, and some states favoured by marchland positions might survive with

more quasi-patrimonial structures (as Britain did down through the nine-

teenth century); and bureaucratizing states might nevertheless fail to

expand their territorial power because of logistical overextension.

Nevertheless, the long-run trend is towards the victory of the bureau-

cratizers. The successive waves of themilitary revolution were steps in the

development of bureaucracy, first within the military itself (especially

logistically intensive branches such as artillery), then in the revenue-

extraction service. State penetration was largely bureaucratization at the

expense of the patrimonial household. Extensive market capitalism and

especially its industrial form prospered under particular versions of state

penetration and military mobilization; in this way bureaucracy spread

from government into the economic sector; and this in turn fed back into

still further government bureaucracy.

The mobilization of modern social conflict

The process of state penetration into society, in Mann’s terms, which is

also the Weberian shift from patrimonial households to bureaucracy, via

the intermediate phase of patrimonial bureaucracy, made possible

modern mass politics: ideologically, it fostered the conception of the

individual’s rights to democratic representation and legal status apart

from the jurisdiction of the household head; structurally, it made it

possible for workers, women and youth to mobilize in their own places

of assembly and their own cultural and political movements. Overt class

conflict became possible in the modern era because penetration by the

revenue-extracting state created a centralized arena for political action; a

complementary reason was that class and other conflicts were mobilized

by being freed from the constraints of patrimonial household organiza-

tion (a point also developed by Tilly 1978; 1995).

State penetration mobilized people’s collective identities into social

movements operating at a national level: in part because the state itself

now constituted a visible target for demands from below; in part because

state penetration provided the mobilizing resources of communication,

transportation and consciousness-raising. State penetration thus fostered

both its own support and its domestic opposition; as Mann has demon-

strated, both nationalism and class conflict were mobilized as part of the

same process. The modern state became a breeding-ground for social
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movements; and whenever a social movement has been successful, it has

institutionalized its victories by creating new laws which are administered

by the bureaucratic state.

Social movements became possible in themodern era in a way that they

were not possible before the rise of the modern state. The nearest equiva-

lent to social movements in a society organized around patrimonial

households would have been religious movements; sometimes these had

political ramifications, but in general they could only be aimed at attack-

ing or reforming existing religious centres, or at setting up new religious

centres; or sometimes such religious movements took the form of prose-

lytizing groups spreading religious networks further into the hinterlands.

Such religious movements typically connected more patrimonial house-

holds into a religious network; or drew out a few individuals to leave their

households and become full-time religious specialists, usually by becom-

ing monks living in their own self-contained communal households.

The modern era is a time of social movements, ranging from electoral

party politics through single-purpose reform and protest movements, and

out into revolutionary, breakaway utopian, and lifestyle movements. We

live in an era of social movements because state penetration and the

dissolving of the patrimonial household makes individuals available to

be mobilized, without having to break away from constraining social

structures on the level of everyday life. Unlike premodern monks or

religious proselytizers, individuals do not have to radically break away

from ‘the world’ of everyday life in order to participate in social move-

ments; for most people, these are part-time activities that break no social

ties and challenge no social authorities that live in close proximity to

them. Consider the contrast with premodern households where servants,

younger sons, and women, would have had little chance to participate in a

conflictual collective activity mobilizing others of their own position, and

apart from the full participation of the household and the community in

which it was embedded.

Mann shows that all the major political movements were mobilized at

the same time and by the same process. Class conflict movements and

nationalist movements often got in each other’s way, and sometimes

fought each other violently, as in the left/right struggles of the early

twentieth century; yet both were equally modern movements, reflecting

complementary aspects of modern social organization. The rise of the

bounded, population-inscribing, society-penetrating state could become

an object of group loyalty, at the same time that it mobilized classes into a

national arena where they could fight to subdue their class enemies and to

seize the state apparatus to carry out their reforms. In the late twentieth

century and into the next, these forms of group mobilization have not
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been superseded, but they have been joined by many more movements:

race and ethnicity (construed in various ways), gender, sexual preference,

student, environmentalist, animal rights, anti- and pro-religious move-

ments. All these operate under the umbrella of the overarching, society-

penetrating state, and thus make an appeal to the same large public

consciousness and to state enforcement of their demands.

This is why the late twentieth century has the character of political

gridlock; there are too many movements, cutting across each other in too

many ways for grand victorious coalitions to emerge; and even the

attempts at grand protest coalitions (e.g. the ‘rainbow coalition’) are

artificial constructs with little coherence. If we add into the mix the

various kinds of entertainment movements which attract people’s loyal-

ties and enthusiasms, it is apparent that contemporary society is both

highly mobilized, and in some sense highly conflictual, yet lacking in clear

lines of politically organized conflict. A high degree of mobilization along

multiple lines produces a situation which is not exactly static – indeed

viewed locally in close detail there is always considerable ferment – but in

which at the aggregate level conflict groups tend to cancel each other out.

In trying to characterize this situation, it is not surprising that many

observers have adopted the terminology of ‘postmodernism’, of a world

of infinite perspectives, without grand narratives of historical change. The

nihilistic epistemology that sometimes goes along with this rhetoric is

oblivious to a rather clear sociological picture on the level of what has

brought about this situation. It is not because we live in a postmodern

society that there is a high level of group mobilization, resulting in a

cacophony of ideological voices and for the most part blocking each

other on the level of coherent political action. This high level of mobiliza-

tion of conflict groups is a direct extension of the main political trend of

modernization, the continuing penetration of state into society pulling

individuals into framing their conflicts at the level of the largest public

arena. That arena has become increasingly crowded.

Big dramatic confrontations, like the showdown of class war that

Marxians once envisioned coming up on the horizon, are rare, not

because economic class conflict isn’t real, but because it is just one of

many possible lines of conflict which become mobilized. The story that

Mann tells is in a sense a continuation of the story of class conflict; but the

later chapters of the story are not the victory of the working class (or even

its defeat) that Marx would have comprehended. They are closer to what

is implied in Weber’s additional chapters, that conflicts go on in several

dimensions. Yet Weber still has a rather tidy conception of class, status

and party, which can indeed on occasion mutually reinforce each other.

The chapters that Mann adds, nearly a century later, tell us that the main
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trend of modern era, state penetration, mobilizes an increasing variety of

conflicts. The class conflict model is on the right track; it is the heading of

the story. The later generations of scholars telling the story, Mann pro-

minent among them, multiply the lines of conflict analogous to class.

Extrapolating this trend into the future is a safe bet. But herewe comeup

against the horizon of theoretical questions for the future. Howmany lines

of conflict can possibly be mobilized? Are there not situations – wars,

geopolitical strains, economic crises, organizational transformations not

yet envisioned – which can simplify or superimpose lines of conflict, mak-

ing some of them much more fateful than others? In this sense the classic

macro-historical question, if not the classic answer, belongs to Marx. Mann

represents how far we have travelled on themulti-dimensional path; and this

is the pathway of scholarly complexity and theoretical sophistication. But if

the formations of power crystallize in particular historical periods, at times so

do lines of conflict. On the agenda for future sociology is a theory of the

crystallization of major conflicts.
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3 Political questions

John A. Hall

No sociological enterprise of this magnitude has ever been undertaken
that was not animated by some – tacit or implicit – political passion. One
waits absorbed to see what that will prove to be.

(Anderson 1986: 176)

Great treatises do indeed contain images of good and evil, of limits to our

options given the constraints of social structure. So the central question at

the heart of this chapter is that of Perry Anderson. Mann certainly has

political views, and one contribution of this chapter is to complement

Randall Collins’s general picture with specific information about the more

politicized British background from which Mann came. Of course, strongly

held political views can be dangerous for scholarship: hope can replace

analysis – as it did, for example, for Hobhouse and Ginsberg, sociologists

at the London School of Economics long before Mann taught there. Let me

say immediately that I do not think this is so for Mann. Rather he has

followed empirical trails in directions he found unpleasant, and has quite

often changed his mind as the result of substantive work. This gives me my

subject matter. I suggest that there are tensions between his central political

values, discovered early and maintained today, and his substantive discov-

eries. I seek to push him, in ways that might be uncomfortable, to confront

ambiguities and lacunae. This should not be misunderstood, especially in

light of an occasional personal comment. My affection for the human being

has no limit, and I revere the scholar; further, my own political preferences

are similar, even if I am a little more pessimistic about their realization. More

to the point, I do not mind being wrong, should that prove to be the case, for

that is something from which we can all learn.

I begin with a comparison to Max Weber, and then turn to the British

background. Attention thereafter focuses on popular politics – but on the

nation as much as on class, as well as on the interaction between them.

Max Weber and Michael Mann

Fred Halliday once remarked that Mann wished to be Max Weber. Whilst

sense might be given to the notion that Mann is our Weber, matters are in
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fact rather complex. In a nutshell, Mann obviously differs from his

German forebear but he is closer to him than one might think. It makes

sense to consider three points.

On the first point – that of the rise of the West – little time needs to be

spent. Mann did indeed take this half of Weber’s Problematik more or less

for granted, albeit the solution he proposed had a great deal to do with

power rather than belief, anyway seen in Durkheimian rather than

Weberian terms. Several authors in this volume take up this theme, some

supporting, others disputing Mann’s position – and many more argue that

his notion of ideological power is deficient precisely because it ignores

Weber’s concern with the content of doctrine.1 It will be interesting for

me to see Mann’s replies to issues on which it seems to me that he is – or, if

he has changed his mind, was! – very largely correct (Hall 2001).

A second element here is his desire to respect the autonomy of different

sources of power. It is here that he is most obviously Weberian, albeit he

differs in three ways: in his insistence on the autonomy of military power;

in his view of ideology; and in his attempt to replace Weber’s view that

there is no pattern to the interaction of power sources with a systematic

account of why particular sources gain salience at particular points of the

historical record.2 An early generalization exemplifying this last point was

that ideological power, in the form of the world religions, changed the

pattern of history – but thereafter lost significance, as is demonstrated by

the inability of the Reformation to change political boundaries in Europe

(Mann 1986: 470). Collins describes Mann’s position well, whilst many

of the authors in the volume debate particular claims. Two points can

usefully be added.3 First, Mann has changed his mind at key points. Most

important of all, perhaps, is the realization in Fascists that the twentieth

century was an age of great – and transcendent – ideologies. Secondly,

one should take care to locate the real suggestiveness of Mann’s work.

There is some justification to Barrington Moore’s charge, at least for

those of us wedded to multicausal explanation, that there is sometimes

more sense than absolute originality in Mann’s explanation of events in

terms of his IEMP model.4 Mann’s greatest strength may well lie in his

middle-range theories. There is, to begin with, the challenging question

at the start of Sources as to which society one belongs – the point of course

being that social theory has so reified the nation-state that it is incapable

of understanding most of the historical record. Equally important are the

emphases on ‘interstitial emergence’ and the ‘promiscuity’ of power

sources, together with the continuing insistence that social movements

gain their character from the nature of the state with which they interact.

The most striking contribution is that of the notion, ever more amplified,

of ‘caging’.
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There is an obvious sense in which the emphasis on the autonomy of

different sources of power is germane to the theme of this chapter. (Less

obvious is the fact, to be discussed, that a crucial element of the first

purportedly ‘Eurocentric’ view has relevance for politics too.) Mann is

well aware that citizens need to be protected from the powerful as much

as from the rich, for at least sometimes these two categories do not over-

lap. Further, he shows consistent awareness of the need for settled geo-

political frames, for it is the absence of such that occasions zero-sum trade

rivalry leading to wars in whose aftermath social revolution can all too

easily occur.5 Finally and more specifically, interesting arguments about

gender suggest that women’s movements are best advised to take on the

state since it is there rather than in social relations as a whole that progress

can be made.

Nonetheless, much more central for the purposes of this chapter is a

third level, best referred to as the Nietzschean feeling of power so often

present in the work of Max Weber. Donald MacRae, in an otherwise

wholly irresponsible book about Max Weber, interestingly described the

great German thinker as a failed existentialist (1974). Certainly Weber

admired those who ‘marked’ the world, whilst being well aware – at least,

for most of the time – of the constraints within which we live. Very much a

part of this vision is the insistence that modernity has an opportunity cost,

that is that the increase in technical power provided by modern science

undermines moral certainty, thereby leaving us in a disenchanted world.

This is of course the other side of Weber’s Problematik, perhaps even more

influential on social thought than the better-known thesis about religion

and the rise of capitalism.6

The obvious initial point that must be made is that Mann’s world,

descriptively and prescriptively, feels entirely different. He is instinctively

democratic, and has, as we shall see, particular understanding and sym-

pathy for the achievements of the British working class. In my opinion,

this makes him write better about collective power than about distributive

power.7 Further, he is opposed in formal terms to the view that modern

life is bereft of meaning. One element of this is appreciation of the

richness and decency of the lives of ordinary people.8 At least as import-

ant is the view, stated in a powerful but little-known early essay, that

capitalism is based on a particular ideology, that of possessive individu-

alism – albeit that ideology is not endorsed or even fully appreciated by all

members of the societies in question (Mann 1975).

In the final analysis these views do not take one that far from the

disenchantment thesis. The most striking follower of Weber’s central

vision seems to me to have been Ernest Gellner – who endorsed the

disenchantment thesis whilst appreciating the prosaic virtues of affluent
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liberal democracy.9 This was essentially because the operating ideology of

such societies was so thin: possessive individualism does not warm the

heart like wine, nor can much mileage be found in the call for consumers

of the world to unite. Hence Gellner in effect preached a good deal of

political passivity for liberal democracies. Let the public world be cold

and efficient so that warmth can flourish in the private realm! Down with

all attempts to run complex modern societies as ideocracies, for every

attempt at public re-enchantment of modernity has led to disaster!

Mann should be and to some extent is deeply troubled by the disen-

chantment thesis. Most obviously, the political transition that Mann

desires, that of democratic socialism, will only be possible if an alternative

vision of society, that is a general ideology, is both available and widely

embraced. Has realization of the horrors perpetrated by the great ideolo-

gies of modernity now made him a little nervous about the demand for

renewed ideological transcendence? Attention here will focus most, as

noted, on the tension between his political hopes and his sociological

analysis. But there is a second consideration of at least equal weight.

Mann’s instinctive democratic sentiments rest upon a sense of fundamen-

tal human decency. However, he has recently discovered that there can be

a dark side to democracy, that ethnic cleansing, even mass murder, can

be popular. Mann has thought through political strategies needed to cope

with the national side of the drive to modernity, but one still wants to know

whether his moral vision as a whole has been shaken. But before turning to

these matters, and to a crucial way in which they merge, let me provide

some basic details of the British background from which he derives.

An English social democrat

The ‘new critics’ of the 1950s made much of the ‘pathetic fallacy’. It was

held to be a terrible mistake to concentrate on the teller rather than the

tale. There is a good deal of truth to this, but sin may be justified on this

occasion. Some simple biographical information does cast light on his

intellectual trajectory. Still, something of a mystery will remain. For the

rise of historical and comparative sociology has often been linked to

immediate political events. What might be termed Theda Skocpol’s gen-

eration in the United States became aware of the state because it exhibited

its powers, above all in conscription (Hall 1989). British scholars have no

such immediate political experience, although most do have national

decline clearly at the forefront of their minds. Still, there seems a direct

connection between politics and scholarship in the cases of Mann’s rivals:

Perry Anderson’s hatred of his own class surely has something to do

with his Irish background, whilst Garry Runciman is one of Britain’s
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‘great and good’. In contrast, Mann’s intellectual journey seems to lack

any prime mover.

Mann was born in Stretford, one of Manchester’s outlying towns, in

1942, and spent his childhood in the same area, first in Sale and then in

Rochdale. His father was of lower-middle-class background – an ‘organ-

ization man’ in the words of his son, who began his career as a salesman

and ended it as a sales director.10 His mother – whose household accounts

he refers to in his book (1993) – came from a more solidly middle-class

background, placing him in a cross-class family; she remained at home

caring for all three children.11 He attended a local primary school, before

then going to Manchester Grammar School – at that time a state school

with a prodigious record of academic achievement. This non-elite back-

ground may help explain Mann’s democratic sensibility. But the back-

ground was in no way working-class. To the contrary, the father tended to

vote Liberal, and the mother perhaps Conservative. The cooperatives

that were so important in Rochdale were, moreover, organized by the

Liberals rather than by Labour. In consequence, the town had a long

tradition of sending Liberals to Westminster. Hence it was not perhaps

surprising that Mann himself was a devoted Liberal for at least two years,

serving as a volunteer campaign worker for Eric Lubbock – whose success

in gaining entry into parliament in 1961 seemed at the time to herald one

of many purported Liberal revivals.

Mann gained entry to University College, Oxford where he studied

history – a course then requiring attention to the whole run of British

history and to political theory. No particular intellectual influences stand

out from this period, but a commitment was clearly made to socialism.

Perhaps in consequence he began to train as a social worker in Barnett

House upon the completion of his degree. But he never completed the

formal degree, the CQSW, allowing him to practise as a social worker.

For he was approached by Patrick Collinson who suggested that he

apply for a grant to study the relocation of a Birds factory from

Birmingham to Banbury. Thus the move into academic life – for this

Oxford doctoral thesis became his first book,Workers on theMove (1973a) –

was essentially accidental. It is important to note too that the initial entry

into the profession was thoroughly empirical: a British doctorate at that

time had no general courses, and so was based entirely on research.

As Mann did his initial doctoral work whilst at Nuffield College, it is

not surprising that the views of Alan Fox, the leftist theorist of industrial

relations, had some impact upon Mann. But before the doctorate was

finished Mann was appointed to the Department of Applied Economics

at Cambridge University. The formative figure at the time was John

Goldthorpe, although he moved to Nuffield College within a year of
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Mann’s arrival. Still, Goldthorpe was the chief investigator of a research

project on levels of working-class militancy in different European coun-

tries. The project failed to attract large-scale funding, and so folded

within a very short period, but it did lead Mann to deal with French

theories of class, notably those of Touraine and Mallet. These were

apparent in his second book, the short but highly stimulating

Consciousness and Action in the Western Working Class (1973b). But his

actual work for the DAE was on a local labour market survey in

Peterborough conducted between 1969 and 1972. This became The

Working Class in the Labour Market, co-authored with Bob Blackburn in

1979. The detailed empiricism of this volume is, again, very noticeable.

But by that time Mann had moved to a regular academic position in the

Department of Sociology at the University of Essex. This was one of the

best departments in the country, headed by David Lockwood and with a

series of important young scholars, amongst them Howard Newby and

Colin Bell. His teaching responsibility included that of a general course

on the Enlightenment, and it was this that gave the empiricist a taste for

general ideas. Mann was particularly close to Lockwood, whose intellec-

tual formation had been at the London School of Economics – not least in

a study group, together with Ralf Dahrendorf, which sought to replace

the consensus theory of Talcott Parsons with an invigorated appreciation

of social conflict.12

A coherent general picture emerges from Mann’s early work. An initial

element can be seen in Mann’s first, oft-reprinted article on ‘The Social

Cohesion of Liberal Democracy’ (1970). Various data sources are held to

demonstrate that there is no consensus within liberal democracy, that is

neither a ‘dominant ideology’ nor any sort of Parsonian shared set of

values – let alone any ‘end of ideology’. This led Mann to suggest that

social cohesion results from some combination of force, fraud and resig-

nation – as well as that produced by the benefits of sharing, unequally, in a

growing economy. Very closely related to this is the research on the

working class. Workers on the Move (1973a) had noted the pragmatic

way in which workers calculated their best options when faced with a

move, and how they maintained connections with friends and family

remaining in the initial location. The Working Class in the Labour Market

(1979) went further in the same direction, showing rational adaptation to

a wasteful world in which internal promotion, demonstrated to be the

only real source of mobility, effectively depended upon sucking up to

management. But it is a 1976 essay which best captures Mann’s general

view – and which makes one realize that it is very much based on British

material. The British working class is seen as an estate of the realm, too

ensconced in society to really dream of changing it.13 Its great historical
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achievement is held to have been that of ‘working less hard than the

workers of any other major industrial power’.

This may not be economic efficiency, but it is undoubtedly civilization. Britain
still has a very peaceful, pleasant social climate. For this we can thank the working
class. Of all working classes, the British is one of the least violent. This is because it
has built the best, the most civilized defences for its community against the
exploitation that is capitalism. Eventually those defences may prove inadequate.
Its own political party is beginning to use the power of the state against the old
compromises, and is asking that further sacrifices be made. It is very doubtful
whether, in response, the core of the working class can generate alternative solu-
tions. (1976: 29)

The last sentence of this passage neatly encapsulates the main thesis of

Consciousness and Action in the WesternWorking Class (1973b). Capitalism

on its own generates mere trade union consciousness on the part of

working classes. An alternative socialist vision does occasionally develop,

but this was held to be the case only when conflicts are layered or super-

imposed on top of each other, as Dahrendorf had argued powerfully in his

Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society (1959).14 Mention is made of

working-class political consciousness being created when religious con-

flict is layered on top of class disputes, and hints are given of the impact

not just of aggressive employers but of the impact of exclusionary author-

itarian regimes. This is the origin of much that Mann will have to say later,

but the ideas are as yet hunches more than fully developed theories.

How should all this be taken in political terms? One’s first impression is

of determined leftist radicalism. Consider this judgement about the

impossibility of reforming the labour market:

We do not believe that alienation can be remedied merely by reforms, even
compulsory ones, located within the firm. Political reforms would also be neces-
sary, principal among which would be the guarantee of economic security to every
citizen whether he was in employment or not. That, of course, means the abolition
of wage labour, and of capitalism itself. (Blackburn and Mann 1979: 294)

Mann’s reputation in this regard so to speak soared when an investigation

by Lord Annan – the greatest of Great Britain’s ‘great and good’ – into

student troubles at Essex named Mann as leading troublemaker. Further,

at this time he was attracted to French ideas, being in fact the first person

to bring Nicos Poulantzas to England. Most importantly, his central

claim was really that of Lenin – that workers left to themselves would

never gain political consciousness. This was remarkably close to the spirit

of The New Left Review of the time, scornful of ‘pseudo-empiricism’ and

piecemeal social reform, keen to elevate the thoughts of the masses by

means of the introduction of continental theory.
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Mann was distinctively not of this company. He found Poulantzas, for

instance, to be more interested in Marxism than in the world. This is not

to say that Marxism, especially in its structuraliste form, was ignored. But

the questions that it raised were considered by means of his deep-rooted

commitment to empiricism. Above all, awareness of the importance of

war, and of its centrality to state finances, stands behind such early essays

as ‘States, Ancient and Modern’ (1977).15 His mild marginality was

increased, I suspect, by his liking of British life, of the decencies, the

compromises and meaningfulness, of the lives of ordinary people. The

theme of a marvellous essay of this period went so far as to say that anti-

capitalism of theorists had more to do with their own ills, placed by

modernity in the interstices of the market, than with the condition of

workers (Mann 1975). The elitism of Lenin’s call for a vanguard party

and of The New Left Review’s demand for intellectual leadership made no

sense to an instinctive democratic socialist.16 Above all, of course, was the

presence of the Labour Party, of a potential mechanism for social change.

Several of Mann’s views made him somewhat at odds with the Labour

Party. He had little time for the anti-Europeanism prevalent at the time,

and his appreciation of basic material goods must surely have made him

suspicious of the anti-industrial ethos – wittily named ‘Hobbit socialism’

by one critic – to which it was often related. As it happens, I think that he

does not quite understand the party, given that he has emphasized its

secular nature. This is surely not correct, essentially because it is too

English a view. There is much to Halevy’s view that the British working

class had methodism rather than Marx, especially in the Celtic fringes

upon which Labour has always depended. Still, what is noticeable is the

view that Labour could be reformed – towards genuine democratic soci-

alism. The key text in this context is his 1985 Fabian Society pamphlet

Socialism Can Survive: Social Change and the Labour Party.17 This inter-

estingly distinguished three groups of potential Labour voters. The

unionized working class provided reliable Labour voters. Those increas-

ingly disadvantaged by life in declining inner cities tended not to vote

heavily, but appeals could at least be made to them. In contrast, Labour

was in danger of losing non-unionized workers outside large industry.

Two striking claims were made in this context. First, Mann insisted that

the right had no ideology capable of general appeal. Second, Labour

could survive only if it moved beyond the provision of a mere shopping

list of policies towards the creation of a genuine ideology, that is of a

transcendent vision capable of uniting different groups towards a com-

mon purpose.

There is undoubted logic to Mann’s position, both in itself and as an

extension of some of the central categories of his work. But I interpret his
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position differently, then and now. Mann considers himself to be a rather

optimistic democratic socialist. It seems to me that his central point about

Britain – that the working class is unlikely to be able to generate an

alternative vision – must suggest pessimism about social change that we

both deem progressive. In that sense, Mann forcefully undermines the

hopes of the left. And a further critical point must be made immediately.

It seems to me wholly wrong to say that the right had no ideology:

Thatcherism set the agenda – and not just in Britain! – to a very remark-

able extent.

These points will be developed in the rest of this chapter, by turning

away from the peculiarities of Britain to the more general substantive

findings of his major works. But before doing so, it may be useful to briefly

complete the biographical material with which this section began. In

1972 he wrote a paper on ‘Economic Determinism and Structural

Change’ designed ‘not only to refute Karl Marx and reorganize Max

Weber but also to offer the outlines of a better general theory of social

stratification and social change’ (1986a: vii). This did not lead to a single

volume for Methuen, instead becoming his ongoing The Sources of Social

Power. But the ambition of the project was impressive enough to get him

to the London School of Economics in 1977, as a reader in sociology with

particular reference to research methods – albeit his main teaching was in

sociological theory.18 The connection of Lockwood with Dahrendorf

(at that time the school’s director) perhaps helped him get the job, but

the enthusiasm of Ernest Gellner for historical sociology also played a role

in the appointment.19 In 1986 the first volume of The Sources of Social

Power, purportedly dealing with agrarian society with two further volumes

(on industrial society and on theory) to follow, appeared to very great

acclaim. But in that year Mann was refused promotion at the London

School of Economics, albeit this was offered a year later, and he moved,

perhaps partly in consequence, to UCLA – where he has stayed, despite

misgivings and consequent soundings to British universities, ever since.

Of course, the character of his project has changed, with the second

volume that appeared, to a rather more mixed reception in 1993, essen-

tially covering the long nineteenth century. By necessity this means that

the historical trajectory of The Sources of Social Power must now involve at

least three volumes – and possibly four, if the intent remains that of

closing the project with a volume on theory. Research for that volume

has of course led to the production of important volumes on fascism and

on ethnic cleansing, as well as a lecture series at Queen’s University

Belfast on ‘Modernity and Globalization’ (2000). In addition, important

work has been done on the persistence of national differences within

capitalism and on the ‘incoherence’ of the American empire (Mann and
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Riley 2002; Mann 2003). All of these works make use of the IEMP

model, but at least two of them have immediate significance for his

politics. I suspect that the discovery of a dark side to democracy is – or

perhaps ought to be – of particularly great importance to his basic moral

preconceptions.

Negative critique: the theory and practice of socialism

The tension in Mann’s political views about Britain has already been

made clear. But much more is involved than a single, slightly odd case.

Classical socialism had joined together a theory with practical means

ensuring that it would be realized. What Marx put together, Mann sets

asunder. This needs elucidation, with attention given to the fullest and

latest statements. Once that has been done, reflections on Mann’s posi-

tion can be offered.

The discovery that matters here concerns the patchiness of support for

socialism. A continual theme in all of Mann’s work has been that civil

society left to itself will manage by itself, with popular movements arising

only in response to state demands. When recruiting officers and press

gangs take young men away, it breeds reactions, as do demands for

taxation. There is no doubt at all but that this general account of social

movements is as firmly established a sociological law as any that we

possess. But I am interested here in something that goes a little bit beyond

this, namely the way in which the degree of radicalism of social move-

ments results from the nature of the political regime with which they

interact. Let me rehearse the core of Mann’s argument by noting the

situation of working classes before 1914.20

Russian workers proved themselves to be genuinely revolutionary in

1917, when they seized power, thereby creating the situation of dual

control so brilliantly analysed by Trotsky. Of course, Russian workers

were not always revolutionary. In the early years of the century trade

unionist ‘economism’ was prevalent, and Lenin did indeed capture its

character in ‘What Is to be Done?’ Variations in intensity of feeling are

best ascribed to changes in the policies of the regime. Roughly speaking,

people hate being killed on the barricades, and only take on the state when

they are absolutely forced to do so. Differently put, moments of liberal-

ization are likely to decompress, to allow activists to seek reform rather

than revolution. When the autocracy of the Romanovs shot strikers, it

bred revolutionaries; when reforms were promised, more moderate,

economistic politics gained ground.21 The same sociological mechanism

is at work in a rather different regime type, the authoritarian capitalism of

Wilhelmine Germany. A short period of anti-socialist laws led to the

42 Theory, practice, method



creation of a worker’s movement with a political wing as well as an indus-

trial wing. Max Weber argued that this was a regime blunder, that workers

would have had no political consciousness other than national loyalty had a

more generous policy been pursued (Weber 1978). A word of caution is

due at this point. The early presence of citizenship in the United States and

the relative ease with which workers were incorporated in Great Britain

does go a long way to explaining the absence of socialist political conscious-

ness in those countries. (Britain developed a Labour Party, of course, in

large part because of a moment of near exclusion – when the Taff Vale case

suggested a legal attack on trade union rights.) But Mann’s complete

theory about the social cohesion gained by liberal capitalist regimes entails

quite as much a rather different consideration. Both Britain and the United

States in fact experienced moments of genuine worker radicalism. If poli-

tical opening did much to defuse the situation, vicious repression imposed

in each case by a united dominant class played a considerable role in

destroying challenges from below. Mann’s analysis here is brilliant, power-

fully undermining naı̈ve liberal self-congratulation.

This substantive sociology is surely disturbing for a democratic socia-

list. The key source of left popular movements has been that of citizenship

struggles – rather than of any logic of response to capitalism per se. This

suggests that liberal machiavellianism, that is giving rights whilst remov-

ing the state from responsibility for social and economic affairs, might

well allow for political stability without economic justice. This position

was well argued by Alan Gelb and Keith Bradley (1980) when discussing

the early years of Mrs Thatcher’s political economy. ‘Beer and

Sandwiches’ in Downing Street during periods of Labour government

had led to militancy, precisely because this was seen as a sign of state

responsibility for employment, welfare and the state of the economy. In

contrast, leaving everything to the market – albeit, taking care to provide

schemes to distract the young – disoriented and debilitated quite gener-

ally, with the consequence that the opposition to high levels of unemploy-

ment was very muted.22 Perhaps this example misleads, in that it suggests

some large move from one political economy to another. In fact, institu-

tional foundations for tripartite social contractual bargaining were never

very strong in the Anglo-Saxon world, making the move to unfettered

neoliberalism relatively easy. The fact of path dependency, of our being

trapped – bar the disruptions of major defeat and subsequent collapse in

war – by our past, stands right at the front of much of Mann’s most recent

work.23 This has enormous implications for his political views, as is made

clear in his most recent defence of socialism.

‘After Which Socialism?’ is a response to the claim, made particularly

clearly by Dan Chirot, that the socialist project had failed once and for all
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(Mann 1992a). For Mann the death of state socialism has nothing to do

with the essence of socialism. For a regime that was totalitarian and

bureaucratic fundamentally betrayed democracy – which does stand at

the heart of socialist beliefs. In this context, Mann makes two claims.

First, a good deal of the move towards democratic accountability has

resulted from the actions of working classes.24 Second, he sees no reason

to believe that societies that have achieved elements of social democracy

are necessarily bound to lose out in the face of intensified international

economic pressures. A distinction is drawn at this point between different

elements – nationalization, economic planning, redistribution and social

welfare – that comprise social democracy so that finer distinctions can be

drawn. Mann recognizes that nationalization has lost its appeal, and he

further allows that some types of economic planning are under threat –

albeit he insists (without much evidence) that greater European unity

might allow a concerted stand against international capitalist pressure.

Mann often stresses the need of any particular model to change its

emphases, but – with that proviso – he argues that the other elements

of social democracy remain in place. Hints are given, however, of a

recognition that socialism has a poor record in the underdeveloped

world – although this admission is allied to an insistence that liberal

doctrine has been no more efficacious.

It is as well to highlight immediately change in Mann’s position.

Bluntly, a good deal of radicalism has gone. Realism and moderation

reign in a discussion that concerns less the replacement of capitalism than

softening of life within it – for that is, surely, what social democracy means

in comparison to democratic socialism. Further, Mann’s very recent work

demonstrates that many of the checks against the market are present not

just in Nordic social democracy but quite as much in European conserv-

ative corporatist regimes – that is, in the social formation established after

World War II by Christian Democrats. Beyond this basic consideration,

three further points need to be considered.

The first must trouble everyone on the left. The softening of capitalism

in Europe has not been the result of any inevitable process of social

evolution. Very particular circumstances created the farmer–worker alli-

ances of Northern Europe (Esping-Andersen 1985). Further, social pro-

gress resulted as much from promises given to peoples involved in

conscription war as it did from popular movements from below.

Finally, Christian Democracy gained its power on the back of the military

destruction of radical right political movements. It was less endogenous

than imposed. Social democracy too was given a boost by American

determination to act against communist movements in Europe after

World War II. All of this leads to a general analytic point. To Mann’s
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hesitancy about the radical potential of working classes must now be

added awareness that much progressive social change has been conjunc-

tural. Lucky accidents have mattered more than any long-term beneficial

trend. Luck is not generally available – thank goodness, one must add,

given that a part of the luck in question was that of major war. In a

nutshell, one can praise social democracy and think its heartland secure,

but it is hard to be optimistic as to its spread.

Secondly, Mann’s comments about state socialism are worrying. One

certainly misses any sustained analysis of what was by any standards a

world historical change. More to the point, such an analysis would likely

raise interesting points about Mann’s own position. For one thing, his

celebrated schema of state autonomy never really compared levels of state

strength (Mann 1984b).25 This is a complex matter. Still, there is much

to be said for the view that constitutional states have greater strength than

despotic states in the industrial era, that is when both possess key infra-

structural means. For what is astonishing about much – but certainly not

all – of the history of actually existing socialism is that the leviathans

involved were desperately puny. Even in the industrial era, voluntary

cooperation of citizens with their state – that is a state that they trust

because they have a measure of control over its actions – matters enor-

mously. Differently put, legitimacy enhances the infrastructural reach of

the state. For another, the ease with which state socialism is considered as

something utterly distinct from the core of socialism is disturbing. It is

certainly true that Bolshevism had its peculiarities. It was militarism

incarnate and a model for development. Still more importantly, more

than half of the first Bolshevik cadre was non-Russian, with a significant

section of this group having Jewish backgrounds – whose experiences with

the nationalisms of the Russian periphery had turned them into (radical)

empire savers.26 Nonetheless, the heroic appeal of these socialists, the

belief that a new moral world was being created, surely has something

to do with socialism. Did not very many socialists in the West believe this

to be so?

Finally, reference should be made to an important essay in which Mann

analyses variations of working-class consciousness after World War I

(1995). A principal argument of this essay is that the right fought back

against socialism and communism with very great effectiveness. By and

large Germany’s social democrats were unable – at once too respectable

and convinced that agrarian life was both backward and bound to end – to

recruit in the countryside. There was no peasant–worker alliance in this

case but rather genuine ideological innovation on the right – at its least in

technocracy and rationalization, at its most powerful in fascist ideology.

The central point of Mann’s work on fascism is that it had genuine moral
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appeal. Whilst the horrors of that ideology have been revealed, much

caution should surely be shown – as already suggested – to the notion that

the right lacks capacity for ideological innovation and moral appeal.

The general argument of this section is simply that the substantive

evidence provided by Mann must make our hopes for social democracy,

and especially for its spread, both muted and limited. It may well be worth

fighting for and the fight may not be in vain; but it will scarcely be easy.

Two final considerations can round out the argument. First, I have not in

fact presented all of the substantive considerations raised by Mann that

curtail hope. For instance, he makes much throughout his work of the

capacity of upper classes to outflank those beneath them. This has scar-

cely diminished in contemporary circumstances, thereby at the least

adding difficulties to working-class movements that are so much more

nationally caged. Second, serious thought about the well-being of the vast

majority of mankind makes one realize just how difficult progressive

politics can be. If all human beings count, that is if we consider the welfare

of the members of poorer societies than our own, then it behoves us to

introduce as much free trade as possible. How can the Caribbean prosper

if the European Union insists on consuming its own expensive sugar beet

rather than accepting the sugar cane which is the region’s only element of

comparative advantage? Advocating such openness means condemning

some of my fellow citizens to the vagaries of change and probably

to the necessity for harder and certainly newer work. I do so, but less

than gladly.

Positive critique: nationalism and liberalism

The best way of highlighting Mann’s achievements, descriptive and pre-

scriptive, in the field of nationalism is by means of a comparison with the

very familiar view of Ernest Gellner. A fine essay by Mann (1992b)

critically assailed what many think the central link in Gellner’s theory,

namely the notion that the coming of the industrial era bred nationalist

politics. The core of Mann’s argument was that nationalism in France

and England pre-dated the industrial era, emerging in the eighteenth

century largely because of the intensification of geopolitical competition.

As it happens, Gellner was not worried by this attack: it mattered little in

his view if the cultural homogenization he felt was required by modernity

was created by states in a few specialized cases (Gellner 1996: 536). One

might go further and add to Gellner’s defence an insistence that the

combination of social inequality and ethnic marker did often matter in

the history of nationalism. But my general sympathies in this whole

matter go with Mann. Nationalist mobilization pre-dates industrialism
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in varied places essentially because nationalism is above all the result of

exclusionary politics of states.

But I do not think that Gellner’s most important insight has to do with

the needs of the industrial era. What is absolutely central to Gellner’s view

is that nationalism is about homogenization: roughly speaking, get your

own state or try to assimilate – and pray that you find yourself in a country

in which the dominant group will let you in. This viewpoint has been

subjected to much criticism. One line of argument suggests that the

politics and practices of forcible homogenization have been so destructive

that it makes nonsense of his view that cultural unity was a precondition

for economic success (Laitin 1992: 159–63). There is some truth to this –

which is not to deny that a pre-existent homogeneity may encourage

economic success. Another line of argument intermingles prescription

with description. Is homogenization in fact inevitable? Is it not possible

for us to do better? Can arrangements not be made allowing multicultur-

alism, even multinationalism, to flourish? Will not inclusion and recogni-

tion of minorities allow for varied combinations of cultural diversity

within shared political frames? Differently put, is there not reason to

believe that just as nationalism (understood as secession) is caused by

the desire to exit consequent on the lack of voice, so too might the loyalty

of cultural minorities be secured by political liberalism? No scholar has

made these points more cogently than David Laitin, whose work is

represented in this volume. It is worth recording his comment that

Gellner – whose work he admires despite the bite of his attack upon it –

was describing his own life and calling it sociology (Laitin, 1998).27

My claim is that Mann stands exactly between these two poles, and that

he is right to do so. He certainly has none of the absolutism and pessimism

so characteristic of Gellner’s account, as can be seen if we consider the two

sides of his portrait in turn.28 On the one hand, he stands close to Gellner’s

critics, albeit in novel ways. Full-blooded nationalism was not inevitable:

several thresholds had to be crossed before murderous ethnic cleansing

occurred. Crucial to this account is a concern with geopolitical insecurity.

One way in which this corrects Gellner is in its view of Czechoslovak

history: the multinational entity in which Gellner grew up was destroyed

by geopolitics rather than the logic of industrialism. More generally, how-

ever, Mann is suggesting that the heights of nationalism are linked to the

intensity of geopolitical competition. This allows for an initial prescription,

namely that geopolitical security may allow for more liberal arrangements –

and so for the maintenance or creation of multinational states. Mann of

course favours the introduction of liberal arrangements of all sorts, typi-

cally varied combinations of federalism and consociationalism, and he

thinks that they have had some success. Finally, he notes that many new

Political questions 47



states, notably in Africa, have such varied ethnic composition as to make it

unlikely that any one ethnic group will dare to play the ethnic card:

differently put, the history of Europe may not be repeated elsewhere.

But there is a pessimistic side to counter this initial optimism. Laitin’s jibe

at Gellner’s expense might well not appeal to Mann – for did not Gellner’s

life exemplify the twentieth century of Europe, whose importance in world

history can scarcely be in doubt? Further, Mann is well aware that liberal

policies do not always work, as has often been the case with federalism in

East Africa. In this context, it behoves us to realize that liberalism in much of

Europe came after vicious ethnic cleansing – that is after deep divides in

society had been ‘removed’. Most importantly, Mann is at one with Gellner

in stressing that forcible homogenization is – at the least – a temptation of

modernity. For Mann of course the pressure for homogenization does not

come from the needs of industrialism, but from nothing less than democracy

itself. It seems to me to be intellectually brave to stress that murder can be

popular, and it leads me to suggest that Mann stands close to Gellner in two

final ways. First, The Dark Side of Democracy shares a measure of

Eurocentrism with Gellner. Northwestern European development, in

which class came before nation, is judged as a lucky precondition for liberal-

ism – the argument being that skills of conflict regulation developed in the

area of class were then used so as to domesticate nationalism. Secondly,

Mann does not subscribe to the view, so present in the foreign policy of the

contemporary United States, that multinational arrangements, being pur-

portedly ever possible, should thereby always be encouraged. I suspect that

he would agree that, given demography and recent history, recognition

should be given to an independent and rather homogeneous Kosovo.

Let me finish this section as I did the last by underscoring that the

national question poses great difficulties for political judgement. To say

that one ought to encourage liberal arrangements ab initio but drop them

once politicized national self-consciousness has been created is difficult

enough. Still more problematic is the near contradiction between the

demands of intervention and liberalism. Intervention tends to work best

if it is early, forcible and decisive. But the liberal arrangements that do

much to make foreign policy making less adventurist depend upon delay –

crucially upon subjecting policy to sustained evaluation by committees

and cabinets. This is a very difficult circle to square at all times; it is at

present well beyond our institutional capabilities.

Decency and sympathy, Europe and America

The general issues raised can be taken a little further by briefly commenting

on an interaction between class and nation that has relevance when judging
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Mann’s admiration for social democracy and his increasing frustration

towards the United States. I suspect that there is a little simplification

and exaggeration in Mann’s view. To advance the argument, four points

on an imaginary circle need to be distinguished (Hall 2002). The dangers

of ethnic nationalism, standing so to speak at the north of this circle, are

well known, as are the attractions of civic nationalism standing at the east.

But civic nationalism can be repulsive, as Mann has stressed: ‘join us’,

perhaps – but quite as much ‘join us or else’. Further, most civic nation-

alism is based on an ethnic core, whose culture has firm rules that those

wishing to get in must accept. A wholly more desirable position, that of civil

nationalism, is that at the south of the circle. This is the world in which

multiculturalism and/or multinationalism is allowed and in which national

identities can be redefined and loosened – in which, most important of all,

genuine entry into the society can be seen in key indices such as that of high

rates of intermarriage between different ethnic groups. The character of

civil nationalism can be seen in the fact that ethnicity is a choice rather than

a cage. The fear of many commentators – a fear it should be stressed rather

than an omnipresent reality – is that multicultural policy could stand to the

west of the circle in question, so caging ethnicities as to encourage vicious

competition. Such competition could fuel demands for ethnic nationalism.

We have some understanding of Scandinavian social democracy, both as

a general model and in terms of important differences within that model,

and are particularly well informed, as noted, about the role played by cross-

class alliances between peasants and workers (Esping-Andersen 1985). But

a key characteristic of the regime type is that of very high levels of social

homogeneity – in terms of nation, class and religion. There is decided truth

to the notion, very well explained by Peter Baldwin (1990), that high levels

of welfare spending rest upon the willingness to give generously to people

exactly like oneself. It may be philosophically regrettable that there are

limits to sympathy, to respect for ‘the universal stranger’ – Hume and

Smith did not think so, but I do – but it is something that has to be taken

seriously when considering social democracy. Note that contemporary

Denmark, a country dear to my heart, has established harsh regimes

restricting both entry into the country and the attainment of citizenship

and welfare rights for immigrants. This is not, one has to say, the end of the

Danish system but rather its very logic: this is national socialism. I suspect

that rates of intermarriage between Danes and immigrants are low.

Certainly, the country is so homogeneous that it is hard for newcomers to

gain acceptance. Consider the United States in contrast. Mann has made us

aware that the country was founded in hideous acts of ethnic cleansing, and

it is all too obvious that the tenor of American civic nationalism has the

permanent potential of becoming illiberal. Still, American identity has in
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quite a few regards been less fixed than that of most European states, and a

great achievement of the society as a whole is that of very high rates of

marriage between members of different ethnic groups. This does not apply

at all, of course, to the position of African Americans within the United

States: racial discrimination remains the hideous horror that it has always

been.29 Nonetheless, some of the admiration shown towards social democ-

racy ignores its limited social preconditions. Many who admire its achieve-

ments would be uncomfortable living within its confines.

A final comment is in order about the external policy of the United

States. One of Mann’s continuing, most forcefully argued points is, as has

been seen, that of the varied impact of geopolitics. Since 1945 a great deal

of international stability has been provided by the United States. There is

very strong evidence that this has been of enormous benefit to the

advanced world, but of more questionable value to the rest of humanity –

whilst there can be no doubt that the engagement of the United States

has been very much in its own, at times predatory, self-interest. By what

standards should one judge the American empire? Whilst it is not hard to

imagine better policies, the partial stability provided – together with the

fact that its non-territorial character means that American imperialism

has killed far fewer than did the imperialism of Great Britain – ought to

place some limit on condemnation. A part of the reason for that relatively

benign history is that of incoherence, lack of interest in the world – for

who is to say that coherence would be of the right kind? Indeed, we have

had the most radical sort of coherence imaginable in the last years, as

Mann (2003) himself stresses in contradiction to the title of his book, and

it is such – for I agree with Mann’s arguments – as to threaten the stability

of world politics. Beyond that, however, I suspect that there is a difference

between us. I have long wanted a European presence to balance the

power of the United States (Hall 1986: Conclusions), so as to create

better policy. But that is very unlikely: Europeans prefer to be supine yet

whining, and certainly are not prepared to pay the vast amounts needed to

gain geopolitical autonomy. Further, I doubt that the euro will replace the

dollar as a currency in which world commodities can be traded, thereby

believing that the United States will retain considerable benefits from

seigniorage. There is plenty to criticize, but perhaps one’s hopes have to

be for a restoration of moderation in Washington given that it is very hard

to envisage any alternative.

Conclusion

Max Weber made us well aware of some of the difficulties that face

academics when they deal with the political. For one thing there is the
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question of time, the fact that politicians have to act – without the benefit of

a seminar beforehand. For another, politics involves coercion. Aron made

much of the fact, as he had it, that politics is not moral, not least when

trying to distinguish himself from his generation; it led him to a strict

consequentialist position in which condemnation was only held to be

acceptable when a workable alternative could be specified.30 In general,

when one sees the mess that intellectuals have often made of politics, one is

tempted to say leave well alone – do not, so to speak, rush in where angels

fear to tread. For that very reason I am somewhat nervous about raising the

subjects of this chapter at all. I am entirely happy to see Mann producing

substantive sociological results. If his work does amount to analytic history,

then I want more of it. And one thing can be stated firmly: our primary

loyalty must be to the truth. There is no question but that Mann seeks the

truth. The intellectual bravery of his account of fascism – at the heart of

which is the reconstruction a genuine moral appeal – is wholly meritorious.

Still I have made three arguments for him to consider. First, his sub-

stantive findings seem to me – and despite his own protestations – to

undermine rather than to support his political hopes for socialism. In

contrast, secondly, there is much greater fit between his hopes and his

analysis when dealing with nationalism – whose varied characters he has,

in my view, done much to successfully explain. Thirdly, there seems to be

a touch of (accurate, desirable) Eurocentrism in his work. What I have in

mind here is less debates to do with the rise of the West, than the fact that

the sequencing and speed of social changes matter a great deal.

Northwestern Europe has a social portfolio that privileges liberalism

because class did, as he stresses, come before nation, and over a very

long period at that. In general, I am a little more pessimistic than Mann.

But this is not to say that there are no political developments that can raise

one’s spirits. Three cheers can surely be raised for the enlargement of the

European Union, and for the vast improvement in European politics

more generally. Something less than that level of enthusiasm must be

given to the extension of the market principle. This is not so much

because the principle is wrong, as because geopolitical logic – seen most

clearly in the appalling agricultural protectionism of the United States

and the European Union – looks set to make its application so very biased.

Notes

1 I coined the term ‘organizational materialism’ with Mann’s work in mind in
Powers and Liberties (1985: 21), and have been amused to see that this has been
much used – not least by Mann himself. Guenther Roth told me in 1986 that
the Politbureau of Weberian scholars had discussed Mann’s work when it first
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appeared, and had decided that it was not fully Weberian precisely because of
its negative view of Weber’s account of ideology.

2 On the last point, see Mann (1986a: 523–4) and Chapter 16 passim. It may be
of interest to record Mann’s own assessment of his relation to Marx and
Weber. When responding in an interview to a question posed by Wayne
Hudson – in an in-house journal, c. 1988, the reference for which cannot
now be found – asserting that he had returned to Weber he replied:

It is Marx’s questions that I really go back to. I think Marx helps us most when he is

clearest, and therefore most materialist. I don’t like the fashionable Marxism, which

sophisticates Marxism, while removing his materialist emphasis. Weber’s weakness was

his persistent tendency towards idealism. You could say that I rework Weber’s project

from a more materialist but not a reductionist standpoint, and that I owe the cutting

edge of that standpoint to Marx.

3 A third point could be added. Mann has taken considerable attention to get his
history right – so much so that each volume he produces covers a smaller
historical range albeit with massive detail. One notes that the first volume of
Sources received enormous attention, whereas the second volume elicited few
reviews of significance. Is the price of fastidious empiricism that of being
ignored? Must books offer simplistic views – rather than complexity, difficulty,
even ambivalence – in order to gain success? Or, is it the case that Mann has
been so overwhelmed by historical material that he has in fact ceased to be a
sociological theorist, becoming an analytic historian instead? Of course, this is
as much a question about the status of historical sociology as it is about the
work of Mann himself.

4 Moore (1988).
5 Another place where an appreciation of the logic of geopolitics is apparent is in

‘Nationalism and Internationalism in Economic and Defence Policies’
(1984a). This politically engaged essay in fact stood some way apart from
much of the left in Britain at the time because it took for granted that defence
against the Soviet Bloc was necessary, albeit not by the means envisaged by the
military establishments of the time.

6 Weber is of course the ghost haunting the minds of members of the Frankfurt
School; his fears are quite as much at the back of the mind of communitarian
thinkers such as Charles Taylor.

7 I differ here from Stewart (2001) who argues that Mann fails to understand
the collective face of power. Joseph Bryant makes the same point in this
volume, when considering Mann’s treatment of the early Christianity.

8 In this context, it is worth noting that he has little time for the full-blown
secularization thesis that derives from Weber, according to which the era of
religious belief is quite simply over and done with.

9 This point was made, with characteristic brilliance, by Anderson (1992). One
should note, however, that Gellner did more or less accept the secularization
thesis.

10 The basic facts of this section were provided by Michael Mann in an interview
in June 2001.

11 Some of the dynamics of such families are analysed in McRae (1986).
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12 Mann’s Sources of Variation in Working Class Movements in Twentieth Century
Europe was written to honour Lockwood on the occasion of his retirement.
Mann acknowledged a debt (1995: 15) not just to Lockwood’s appreciation of
differences in working-class behaviour (which he sought to explain, however,
in a rather different way) but ‘even more to his constant example and injunc-
tion to pursue a form of sociology that is simultaneously theoretical, empirical,
comparative, historically and socio-politically relevant’.

13 Cf. McKibbin (1990).
14 It should be noted that Mann makes no specific mention of Dahrendorf’s

work – but the idea seems to me to have been his.
15 Awareness of the importance of war allowed Mann to distinguish himself from

the historical sociology of Perry Anderson: he noted the way in which military
explanations – especially when explaining the trajectory of East Central
Europe – were introduced in an ad hoc manner. This general viewpoint was
absorbed by a group of graduate students – including Roland Axtmann and
John Hobson – at the London School of Economics in the late 1970s and early
1980s.

16 My own experience in a local branch of the Labour Party in the late 1970s and
the early 1980s suggests that he had a point. The introduction of discussions
of Foucault led the working-class members, almost immediately, to protest –
by voting with their feet.

17 Also important is ‘Nationalism and Internationalism in Economic and
Defence Policy’ (1984a). This argued for an alliance of democratic socialist
states in the face of international capitalist pressures. A notable feature of that
essay, developed at greater length in later work, was the realization that the
advanced core of capitalist society did not depend upon the exploitation of the
developing world – that, to put it differently, imperialism was unnecessary, for
all that it was all too present. He urged at the time that ‘class be taken out of
geopolitics’.

18 His concern with methodology led to the interesting ‘Socio-logic’ (1981).
19 For several years Mann ran, with Gellner and the author, a seminar on

‘Patterns of History’ in which very distinguished lecturers were quizzed for
references for the books on which the organizers were at work.

20 The discussion that follows draws on Mann (1993), chs. 15, 17 and 18.
21 This is made particularly clear in McDaniel (1988). This is one of the sources

on which Mann relies.
22 The most striking account of the stability of capitalist society, when freed from

government, is that of my former colleague Michael Smith in his classic Power,
Norms and Inflation (1992). I compared Mann and Smith in ‘A Curious
Stability’ in my Coercion and Consent (1994).

23 The fullest statement is Mann and Riley (2002).
24 Mann cites and endorses the argument of Rueschemeyer, Stephens and

Stephens (1992).
25 Mann’s ‘The Autonomous Power of the State: Its Nature, Causes and

Consequences’ (1984b) is the most cited of all his essays.
26 I rely here on the data of Riga (1999).
27 Several chapters in this volume make the critical points noted.
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28 I draw here of course on Mann (2005).
29 The points alluded to here receive fuller treatment in Hall and Lindholm

(1999).
30 This logic lay behind my criticism of Mann’s view of America. There is much

to condemn, but how heavy should the condemnation be given that an alter-
native is not readily available?
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4 Mann’s microfoundations: addressing

neo-Weberian dilemmas1

Edgar Kiser

Most historical sociologists study macro-level outcomes, explain them

using macro-level causes, and test their arguments using macro-level

data. Although all of these scholars realize that individual action brought

about these outcomes, and few believe that these individuals are either

just bearers of social structure or cultural dopes, explicit discussions of

individual motivation and action are rare in historical sociology.

One obvious reason for the lack of focus onmicro-level causal mechan-

isms is that it is especially difficult in historical sociology. When actors

are more distant from us in time and space, it is harder both to theorize

(make assumptions) about their motives and to get any empirical data

about them. The classical sociologist who most explicitly addressed the

difficult issue of the motives of historical actors was Max Weber, and

contemporary neo-Weberians (along with a handful of rational choice

theorists) have been most likely to follow his lead. This chapter explores

the microfoundations used by one of the most prominent and accom-

plished neo-Weberian historical sociologists, Michael Mann.

Weberian historical sociologists who address the problem of micro-

foundations face two dilemmas. First, how can they use multiple micro-

level causal mechanisms (Weber’s four types of social action or something

similar) without making their arguments tautological? The problem here

is the same as that of tautology in rational choice models that do not

specify preferences a priori – with many different microfoundations

allowed, any action can be ‘explained’ after the fact. This problem can

be resolved by either denying the importance of theory testing, or by

specifying the conditions under which different microfoundations will

be important.

The second dilemma is whether to specify micro-level causal mechan-

isms theoretically (a priori assumptions) or empirically (verstehen using

rich, usually primary, data sources). The theoretical strategy works best

when general, shared motivations are important and large groups of

people are involved, while its greatest cost is oversimplification. The

empirical strategy works best when rich data are available (more likely

56



for elites and contemporary societies) and themotivations to be explained

are particular (specific elites or culturally different societies).

This chapter will outline and assess various solutions to these two

dilemmas in Weberian historical sociology. After quickly reviewing

microfoundations in Weber’s work, and different approaches taken by

contemporary Weberians, I focus on Mann’s Weberian microfounda-

tions. Mann is explicit and detailed in specifying microfoundations, and

makes important progress towards specifying the conditions in which

different motivations will be operative. However, the complexity of his

microfoundations does sometimes produce ad hoc arguments. His use of

verstehen to specify microfoundations has increased significantly in his

more recent work, and it has been coupled with an increasing focus on

non-instrumental motivations.

The Weberian heritage: multiple microfoundations

from both theoretical and empirical sources

The foundation of Weber’s approach to causal analysis is methodological

individualism. By this he means that all complete explanations must

include an analysis of individual motives and actions (the same argument

has been made recently from a rational choice perspective by Hechter

(1983) andColeman (1990)).2 Weber ([1922] 1978: 11) defines motives

as ‘a complex of subjectivemeaning which seems to the actor himself or to

the observer as an adequate ground for the conduct in question’.

Weber’s four types of social action are different orientations to action.

Weber’s instrumental action is consequentialist. People are motivated

instrumentally whenever they choose a course of action which they

believe is the most effective means of attaining their goals in a given

situation. His other three orientations to action are non-consequentialist.

Action may be determined by a conscious belief that it must be done

because of duty, right, or merely for its own sake, regardless of its con-

sequences – Weber’s value-oriented action. Emotional action, determined

by the actor’s specific affects, is likewise non-consequentialist. Finally,

action can be purely habitual – determined by reflex rather than calcula-

tion or impulse.

As an empirical summary, Weber’s use of multiple micro-level causal

mechanisms is reasonable – people certainly act in many different ways

for many different reasons. However, it is problematic as a theoretical

approach unless the conditions under which different motivations for action will

be dominant can be specified. In other words, it is necessary to specify the

scope of these different micro-level causal mechanisms. This is a difficult

theoretical task (its difficulty is one of the strongest arguments in favour of
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using simpler microfoundations). In the absence of a theoretical specifi-

cation of their interrelations, arguments using different microfoundations

to explain different actions will be ad hoc.

Weber makes some progress toward addressing this issue by giving

analytical primacy to instrumental rationality. He (1978: 5) argues that

‘[t]he interpretation of such rationally purposeful action possesses, for the

understanding of the choice of means, the highest degree of verifiable

certainty’. He ([1903–06] 1975: 186) goes even further to claim that ‘[i]t

is incontestable that the degree of ‘‘self-evidence’’ attained by this sort of

understanding is unique’. Hence, by assuming instrumental motivation,

the analyst can most easily derive models that yield empirical implications

for any set of circumstances. Weber (1975: 186) notes that ‘the relation

between ‘‘means’’ and ‘‘ends’’ is intrinsically accessible to a rational

causal account which produces generalizations, generalizations which have

the property of ‘‘nomological regularity’’’ (emphasis in original).

Weber did not believe that all action could be explained instrumentally.

He (1975: 190) stresses the fact that ‘the ideal typical constructions of

economics – if they are correctly understood – have no pretensions at all

to general validity’. Instrumental microfoundations are used as ideal

types (1975: 188), and as such they often clearly reveal anomalies. ‘For

the purposes of a typological scientific analysis it is convenient to treat all

irrational, affectually determined elements of behavior as factors of devia-

tion from a conceptually pure type of rational action’ (Weber 1978: 6; see

also 1975: 190).

Although this provides a clear starting point for the analysis and a way

to address anomalies, it does not fully resolve the problem. In the absence

of precise arguments about the conditions in which non-instrumental

microfoundations will be important, they can still be used in ad hoc

ways. As a consequence, it becomes very difficult to test arguments or

to adjudicate between competing accounts stressing different microfound-

ations. This is the first dilemma of Weberian microfoundations: how is it

possible to use complex microfoundations and still be able to test (even in

a rough sense) particular arguments?

The second Weberian dilemma concerns the proper method for figur-

ing out the motives of actors – should it be theoretical (by assumption) or

empirical? Weber’s method of verstehen combines theoretical assump-

tions (there are four types of social action, we can begin by assuming

instrumental motivations) with empirical analysis (using historical

sources such as diaries, letters and memoirs) to get a detailed picture of

what and how historical actors thought.

We would always prefer to use the most realistic motivations in our

explanations, but our ability to do so is limited by the availability of
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appropriate evidence. In some cases, we have detailed information

about the goals of action, but it is rare to have such good data in historical

work. Weber notes that ‘[m]any ultimate ends or values toward which

experience shows that human action may be oriented, often cannot be

understood completely, though sometimes we are able to grasp them

intellectually. Themore radically they differ from our own ultimate values,

however, the more difficult it is for us to understand them empathetically.’

When empirical evidence is unavailable or unreliable, the only choice

(other than ignoring microfoundations) is to make assumptions about

motives. It is always preferable to make these assumptions explicit, but

this is often not done in historical sociology.

Contemporary forms of neo-Weberian microfoundations

Contemporary neo-Weberians have attempted to dealwith these dilemmas

in very different ways. At the risk of oversimplification, we divide them into

three broad groups (see Collins’s essay in this volume for a more detailed

summary). Cultural Weberians (Bendix 1977; Hamilton and Biggart

1980, 1984; Gorski 1993) have attempted to retain complexmicrofounda-

tions and verstehen while downplaying the importance of testability,

whereas structural Weberians (Gerth and Mills 1946; Skocpol 1979;

Ertman 1997) and Weberians influenced by rational choice theory

(Adams 1996; Swedberg 1998; Kiser and Hechter 1998; Kiser and Baer

Forthcoming; Norkus 2001) have preserved testability at the cost of for-

going verstehen and analytically simplifying microfoundations.

Cultural Weberianism

For much of this century, cultural Weberianism was the dominant form.

Until a few decades ago, Parsons’s (1937) interpretation of Weber was

still dominant – The Protestant Ethic and The Spirit of Capitalism

([1904–05] 1930) was seen as his most important work, and as a result

he was understood mainly as an idealist counterpoint to Marx who

advocated an interpretive methodology (verstehen). Cultural Weberians

(Bendix 1977; Hamilton and Biggart 1980, 1984; Gorski 1993) have

provided rich and detailed analyses of the cultural (especially religious,

elaborating on Weber’s argument about Protestantism) and historical

factors affecting many aspects of society. These arguments are often

based on data from primary sources that document changes in culture

and individual motivations over time.

Contemporary versions of cultural Weberianism do not claim value

rationality is the only (or even main) micro-level causal mechanism, but
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use it as part of an explanation employingmultiplemicrofoundations. For

example, Hamilton and Biggart’s (1980, 1984) work on policy imple-

mentation looks at both instrumental interests and incorporates values.

They stress the fact that different types of agents are controlled in differ-

ent ways. The personal staff are selected on the basis of personal ties and

loyalty, they are usually dependent on the governor, and if all else fails

they can be sanctioned severely and arbitrarily. Compliance of cabinet

heads is maintained less by personal ties than by philosophical and

ideological similarity (Hamilton and Biggart 1984: 55–66). Since cabinet

heads have a great deal of autonomy from the governor, monitoring is

difficult, so a similarity of fundamental values is important to ensure that

they usually act in the interests of governors. Professional experts are

controlled by a combination of monitoring and sanctions typically used

for civil servants and by drawing on their professional loyalty.

Gorski (1993) develops an argument about the ‘disciplinary revolution’

in early modern politics, by applying Weber’s main thesis in The Protestant

Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism to the state. He claims that instrumental

motivations cannot fully explain the efficiency of state administration in

Holland andPrussia. Internalized religious values and religiousmonitoring

mechanisms also motivated state officials. Gorski argues that one of

the main causes of the efficiency of administration in Prussia and

Holland was that rulers selected agents on the basis of religious affiliation,

since these agents had religious values that inhibited corruption. Gorski’s

stress on value rationality, without denying the importance of instrumental

motivations, illustrates the use of complex microfoundations in cultural

Weberianism.

Themain limitation of culturalWeberianism is an inability to construct

general, testable models. This is the consequence of using multiple

micro-level causal mechanisms without specifying the scope within

which each will be important. Some have avoided this criticism by deny-

ing the necessity for general, testable theories, and instead develop argu-

ments about unique times and places.

Structural Weberianism

The most radical movement in the other direction (and in line with most

contemporary historical sociology) is to avoid the dilemmas of Weberian

microfoundations by avoiding the micro-level entirely, focusing instead

on the macro-level aspects of Weber’s work. This rough category can be

labelled structural Weberianism (see Gerth and Mills 1946; many of the

essays in Tilly 1975; Skocpol 1979; Ertman 1997). The foundation for

this move was a new interpretation of Weber’s work, based more on
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Economy and Society (1978) than on his work on the religious foundations

of capitalism (Gerth and Mills 1946; Collins 1986).3 This interpretation

sees Weber as a primarily materialist conflict theorist who usually (but

certainly not always) used instrumentalist microfoundations, rather than

as a verstehen-based cultural sociologist.

The main limitation of this work is its neglect (in some cases explicit

rejection (Skocpol 1979)) of human agency. Although they rarely provide

any explicit, general discussion of microfoundations, they are implicitly

specified using a fairly simple process: (1) loose instrumental microfoun-

dations are assumed (rationality, but usually without goal specification);

and (2) the interests of actors are then specified as a direct reflection of

their structural positions. When their actions do not seem to fit their

structural interests, other factors are introduced (usually cultural factors

assuming value rationality).

This sort of rough materialism, amended when necessary, is the most

common form of specifying microfoundations in contemporary historical

sociology (not just among Weberians). It works well either when the

micro-level is not very important (for example when strong selection

mechanisms are present) or when the link between structural position

and interests is fairly clear and unmediated. However, the lack of explicit

focus on the micro-level has two negative effects: (1) since microfounda-

tions are unclear and underspecified, they often change throughout the

argument in ad hoc ways; and (2) more specific features of microfounda-

tions – risk, discount rates, information availability – are usually not

addressed.

Analytical Weberianism

A third type of Weberianism is emerging. Just as Analytical Marxism

(Elster 1985; Roemer 1986) attempted to blend structural arguments

from Marxism and rational choice microfoundations, analytical

Weberianism provides a bridge between structural Weberianism and

rational choice theory. It is made possible by the conjunction of a more

materialist interpretation of Weber and a broadening of rational choice

theory.4 Analytical Weberianism begins with instrumental rationality,

but unlike most rational choice approaches it also assumes that other

types of motivations (values, emotions) are sometimes important (Adams

1996; Kiser and Hechter 1998; Norkus 2001). It then attempts to specify

the conditions under which non-instrumental motivations are likely to be

important. Its goal is to produce both general propositions with abstract

scope conditions and concrete analyses of particular historical events and

outcomes.
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To take just one example, Adams (1996) begins with standard rational

choice microfoundations, then uses agency theory to model the relation-

ship between metropolitan principals and colonial ‘company men’. She

(1996: 14) assumes that ‘both principals and agents tend to act in intend-

edly rational fashion, and opportunistically, to advance their own indivi-

dual gains’. In the conclusion of the paper, Adams (1996: 26) broadens

the microfoundations of her argument by briefly exploring the possibility

that motivations such as family honour were also important.

The main problem Analytical Weberianism faces is the difficulty of

specifying the scope of different micro-level causal mechanisms (includ-

ing both non-instrumental motivations and different goals within instru-

mental rationality). Analytical Weberianism is in this respect more

difficult than Analytical Marxism, since the latter does not have to address

the problem of multiple microfoundations.

Mann’s solutions

Michael Mann’s work does not fit cleanly into any of the types of

Weberianism outlined above. His solutions to the Weberian dilemmas

are often novel, and worth exploring in some detail.

Like Weber, Mann is a methodological individualist. Mann (1986: 4;

see also 15, 29) argues that ‘these human characteristics [his assumptions

about motivations and action] are the source of everything. They are the

original source of power.’ Fascists (2004) makes it clear that the book is

about understanding the motivations and actions of individuals. The first

sentence reads: ‘This book attempts to explain fascism by understanding

fascists – who they were, where they came from, what their motivations

were, how they were organized, how they rose to power.’5

Instrumental microfoundations are also primary for Mann. He (1988:

59) begins an early essay with what he calls a ‘crude materialist psychol-

ogy’[:] ‘mankind is restless and greedy for more of the good things of life,

and that essentially this is a quest for greater material rewards’. He opens

The Sources of Social Power (1986: 4) with a similar description of his view

of human nature: ‘human beings are restless, purposive, and rational,

striving to increase their enjoyment of the good things of life and capable

of choosing and pursuing appropriate means for doing so’. He (2005: 25)

later argues that instrumentally rational action ‘is obviously important in

human affairs’. This indicates that for Mann this assumption is not just

analytically useful as it is for Weber, but a reasonable (albeit rough)

summary of the empirical world, as well. Mann thus accepts instrumental

microfoundations more fully than Weber, empirically as well as

analytically.
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Echoing Weber, there is also a strong focus on the role of mistakes and

unintended consequences throughout Mann’s work. This is most promi-

nent in the second volume of Sources of Social Power (1993: 3–4). He

outlines a ‘foul up’ theory of the state (1993: 53–4), and although he does

not fully support it, it provides an important part of his argument at the

end of the volume (1993: 740–802) about the causes of World War I

(in which he claims that ‘actions taken were objectively irrational’). His

argument (2005) about ethnic cleansing also relies heavily on mistakes

and unintended consequences. Mann (2005: 26) argues that ethnic

cleansing is in part based on irrational microfoundations. His (2005)

discussion of the unintended consequences of a series of interactions

yielding escalation toward ethnic cleansing reads like an informal game

theoretical analysis – in fact, this section could benefit from the explicit

use of those theoretical tools. This focus on imperfect information and

unintended consequences is very different from rational choice models

used in traditional neoclassical economics, but it is quite similar to those

developed in contemporary institutional economics (see North 1991).

Mann’s use of multiple microfoundations

Unlike rational choice theorists who argue for the necessity of a priori

specification of the goals of actors, Mann (1986: 30) says that ‘what the

goals are, and how they are created, is not relevant for what follows’.

Rational choice models that do not specify goals a priori tend to become

unfalsifiable tautologies – so is Mann able to avoid this problem? In

general he does so by implicitly assuming fairly general goals, such as

wealth and power. However, his introduction of other more specific goals

is often ad hoc.

Although Mann relies heavily on instrumental microfoundations, it is

not fair to judge his work using the standards of rational choice theory,

since he does not view it as a form of rational choice theory. In fact, he does

not provide any extendeddiscussion of rational choice theory until hismost

recent book, Murderous Ethnic Cleansing, and his conclusions there are

primarily negative. After noting that he uses causal mechanisms developed

by rational choice theorists (among others) to explain ethnic cleansing,

Mann (2005: 25) makes the fairly standard criticisms that the actors in

these models are ‘too stable’ and too few, and that emotions are ignored.

His (2005: 26) conclusion is that ‘Rat. theory demands a level of rigor

and simplicity not found in the real world.’ He then supports a Weberian

approach relying on multiple microfoundations (Weber’s four types of

social action) and a verstehen methodology. The argument for multiple

microfoundations is developed further in a later section (20 05 : 26–30).
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Mann creates a complicated list of nine different types of killers, most with

mixed microfoundations.

The main source of non-instrumental microfoundations in Mann’s

arguments is his discussions of ideological power. For Mann (1986:

22–4), ideological power encompasses concepts and categories of mean-

ing, norms, and aesthetic and ritual practices. He divides it into two types:

transcendent autonomous organizations and immanent ones that inten-

sify morale in other power organizations. Mann pays special attention to

the material foundations (infrastructure) of ideology – the technologies,

organizations, and networks that create and spread ideas and values.

Ideology plays an important part in some of Mann’s arguments. He

(1993: 31) suggests that interests alone cannot explain class action –

‘norms and passions’ are also important. Mann’s (2000: 13, 19, 28,

50–3) discussion of globalization often concentrates on identities and

values. Mann (2005: 25) argues that ‘we must also study how norms,

values, and social identities arise and help define our sense of our own

interest’ (see also 1993: 50). One of his most extended arguments about

ideological power is his (1986: 300–80) discussion of the role of religion

in shaping historical trajectories, including the rise of theWest. The main

argument is that the different ‘world religions’ that develop between BC

600 and 700 AD initiate a branching process in which clusters of societies

go down different paths. In addition to this, he sees religion as important

to the rise of theWest, although not in the standardWeberian ‘Protestant

ethic’ sense. Basically, he argues that Christianity provided the normative

pacification necessary for capitalism to flourish. Mann (1986: 342, 363)

sees religion not as epiphenomenal, but as an important ‘tracklayer of

history’.

However, just as non-instrumental microfoundations play a smaller

role in Weber’s substantive analyses than they do in his theoretical typol-

ogy, ideology often plays a lesser role than other sources of power in

Mann’s arguments. In the preface to his States, War, and Capitalism

(1988: ix) Mann notes that ideology is ‘for the moment omitted’ in this

volume.6 Mann (1993: 1–2) later argues that ideological power becomes

less important and more immanent in the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries (economic and military power are dominant in the first, eco-

nomic and political in the second). He (2005: 6, 32–3) argues that

political power relations are most important in ethnic cleansing, but

that ideology also plays some role.7 Mann does not follow Weber in

stressing the importance of legitimacy for states, but focuses on

the more material aspects of Weber’s model (1988: x; 1986: 7). He

(1988: 65) also rejects Weber’s argument about rationalization because

it relies too much on ‘ideological factors’. Although the role of religion is
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discussed very briefly, his ‘caging’ argument about the origin of states

uses purely instrumental microfoundations (1986: chs. 2 and 3). His

(1986: 130–57) discussion of the development and dynamics of ‘empires

of domination’ based on ‘compulsory cooperation’ also relies on instru-

mental microfoundations almost exclusively (primarily military power).

Mann’s theory of ideology is basically materialist, and thus reliant on

instrumental microfoundations. His use of ideology does not indicate any

link to highly constructivist or interpretivist cultural theory. He treats

ideology concretely and materially, as a definite type of power organiza-

tion, inhabited by personnel who have interests. One recurring theme in

Mann’s discussions of religion is its role in providing cohesion and unity

to ruling classes. This is its main effect in Mesopotamia (to some extent),

Rome and Persia (a lot), and throughout Europe with medieval

Christianity. Chapters 4–7 of the second volume of The Sources of Social

Power (1993) trace the ways in which ideological power shapes the

development of the bourgeoisie as a class, including shaping its passions.

Mann’s argument about the success of various religions is a reflection

theory, or, as he puts it, ‘recognizably materialist’. He (1986: 306–7)

suggests that Christianity responded to the contradictions of the Roman

empire and satisfied some basic needs of converts.Mann (2004: 2) makes

basically the same argument about the success of fascism: ‘since fascists

did offer plausible solutions to modern social problems, they got mass

electoral support and intense emotional commitment frommilitants’. It is

not rare for Mann to provide material foundations for values. He

(1986: 19) argues that the success of Flemish and Swiss pikemen was

due to the high morale and trust created by their egalitarian communal

life. His discussion of hoplite armies is similar. He (1986: 201) argues that

their battle formation (close, with interlocking shields) produced high

morale and commitment to ‘common good for the city and all the people’.

One of the most ‘Analytical Weberian’ aspects of Mann’s project is his

attempt to specify the conditions under which ideology (and thus values

and sometimes emotions at the micro-level) is important. His (2004: 78)

most general argument is that times of crisis lead to the breakdown of

existing routines, which induces people to seek new ideas and routines. In

his conclusion to Fascists (2004: 357), Mann specifies the limits of instru-

mental rationality thus: ‘When multiple crises generate multiple goals

among collective actors who overlap and intersect in complex ways,

ensuing actions rarely follow narrow interest group rationality.’ He

applies this argument to both the rise of world religions and the rise of

fascism. In another example, Mann (2005: 26) argues that emotions are

one important source of ethnic cleansing, and he specifies the stage in the

process in which they arise – they become especially important when
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ethnic hostilities escalate. These are both very helpful specifications of the

scopes of alternative micro-level causal mechanisms. Perhaps Mann’s

theoretical conclusion to The Sources of Social Power (Volume IV) will

elaborate on them.

Mann’s use of verstehen

Mann’s early work did not employ the methodology of verstehen. Direct

quotations or other forms of detailed empirical evidence of motives are

rare. Instead, Mann relies on broad information about structural and

(to a lesser extent) cultural conditions, and assumptions about motives

(e.g. 1986: 380–1). This combination of somewhat loose assumptions

(specifying instrumental rationality but not specific goals/preferences)

and broad historical empirics is by far the most common mode in con-

temporary historical sociology. Readers generally trust this approach

only in the hands of scholars who know the history well and have few

theoretical biases. Since Mann excels on both criteria his version of this

methodology often produces impressive results.8 This is not true more

generally – this is a case in which the type of practice that can be used

effectively by exemplary scholars is not advisable as a norm for all.

Mann’s most recent work, on the twentieth century, does begin to

employ verstehen. In The Dark Side of Democracy (2005: 26), Mann out-

lines his method: ‘We should attempt to reconstruct the preferences of

variable and changing actors, including values, traditions, and emotions,

as well as instrumental goals, amid broader and changing contexts of

power.’ He (2005: 212 ff.) goes on to use extensive detailed data on

microfoundations, including biographies of 1581 German perpetrators.

This is also true of Fascists (2004: 3): ‘To understand fascism, I adopt a

methodology of taking fascists’ values seriously. Thus each of my case-

study chapters will begin by explaining local fascist doctrine, followed, if

possible, by an account of what ordinary fascists seem to have believed.’

The book relies on both verstehen and assumptions about the structural

determination of interests and preferences, but Mann has a clear prefer-

ence for the former. He (2004: 9, 12–13) prefers direct evidence of

fascists’ beliefs to deducing these beliefs from fascists’ social character-

istics.9 However, Mann is aware of the fact that verstehen is very difficult

even in fairly contemporary societies. Even in the twentieth century,

Mann (2005: 212) concludes that ‘it should be frankly admitted that we

cannot penetrate far into the characters of most perpetrators, since we

lack reliable psychological data’.

What explains the increasing reliance on verstehen and non-instrumental

microfoundations in Mann’s later work? It could be a period effect – like
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many others, he could have been affected by the recent historical

and cultural ‘turns’ in the social sciences (McDonald 1996). Or it

could be a different type of period effect, a consequence of the focus

on more contemporary societies in his current work. Not surprisingly,

the increased use of verstehen in Mann’s later work is coupled with a

larger focus on non-instrumental microfoundations. For example,

Mann (2004: 25) defines fascists’ behaviour as irrational: ‘for they greatly

exaggerated the threats and neglected safer means of avoiding

them which were prevalent across the northwest. They over-reacted,

reaching for the gun too abruptly, too early. Explaining this puzzle – of

class behavior which seems somewhat irrational – is one of the princi-

pal tasks of this book.’ He (2004: 63–4) later argues that the answer

to the puzzle is to be found in individuals’ emotions (fear, hatred)

and values (nationalism, statism, militarism). Mann (2004: 357) con-

cludes that ‘goals were displaced away from a narrow instrumental ration-

ality calculating about economic interest to a broader ‘‘value rationality’’

in the sense of Max Weber’s sense of the term’. It is obvious that

verstehen is easier as we get closer to the present (as well as closer cultu-

rally), but there is also a general tendency to include more details in

studies closer to the present (witness the tendency for multi-volume

historical works to focus on shorter time intervals as they approach the

present). One of those details seems to be complex, non-instrumental

microfoundations.

Conclusion

LikeWeber, Mann’s microfoundations derive from a mix of assumptions

(instrumental rationality) and empirical data. The nature of the mixture

varies over time in his work, with verstehen becoming more prominent

recently. This is probably a consequence of his recent focus on the

twentieth century, since micro-level data are easier to obtain.

Mann is much more clear, explicit and detailed about his microfoun-

dations than most other comparative-historical sociologists. His preli-

minary attempt to specify the conditions under which non-instrumental

microfoundations will be important is a significant contribution to the

literature. Although these are important advances, his work could be even

stronger if he elaborated these ideas further. As noted above, Mann does

not always specify the goals of actors, so rational choice theorists will see

his microfoundations as incomplete, and thus find arguments based on

them difficult to evaluate. In these cases, unless they know the history

well, readers have to trust the author’s historical knowledge and theore-

tical sense. Michael Mann has earned that trust.
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Notes

1 I would like to thank all participants in the ‘Anatomy of Power’ conference,
23–24 February 2002, at UCLA, for very helpful comments.

2 Weber (1978: 13) claims that: ‘Action in the sense of subjectively understand-
able orientation of behavior exists only as the behavior of one ormore individual
human beings. For other cognitive purposes it may be useful or necessary to
consider the individual, for instance, as a collection of cells, as a complex of bio-
chemical reactions, or to conceive his psychic life as made up of a variety of
different elements, however these may be defined . . . For the subjective inter-
pretation of action in sociological work these collectivities must be treated as
solely the resultants and modes of organization of the particular acts of indivi-
dual persons, since these alone can be treated as agents in a course of subjec-
tively understandable action.’

3 Although Collins (1986) was influential in developing a more materialist inter-
pretation of Weber, he is not easily classified as a structural Weberian since
microfoundations play an important role in much of his work.

4 Swedberg (1998: 4) argues that Weber’s economic sociology is closer to the
rational choice work of James Coleman than to ‘much of what goes under the
heading of verstehen in contemporary sociology’.

5 However,Mann sees micro- and macro-levels as fairly loosely coupled, arguing
that the link between the two is ‘too complex to be theorized’ (1986: 29).
Although rational choice theorists do attempt to move from micro-level
assumptions to collective or institutional outcomes, they realize the difficulty
of the process. Coleman (1986) noted that the aggregation of individual actions
into macro-level outcomes takes place through many different causal mechan-
isms, and is often complex and difficult to model.

6 The focus of the book is on debates between economic determinist and mili-
tarist theories, both of which rely on instrumental microfoundations. For
example, his discussion of the causes of the decline of Britain (1988: 212–27)
explicitly rejects cultural arguments in favour of material causes.

7 Mann generally follows Weber in stressing the importance of multiple causal
factors. Although the primacy of different power relations varies across sub-
stantive settings, all four generally play some role in every case. The same is true
of microfoundations for Mann, especially in his later work (see 2005: 25–6).

8 One of the most appealing aspects of Mann’s writing is his ability to outline
what we do not know. His (1986: 426) discussion of whether or not people
understood inflation or the effect of debasement on inflation in the Roman
empire is one of many examples.

9 Brustein’s (1996) Logic of Evil provides an interesting contrast to Mann’s
verstehen-based approach. Brustein argues that the main reason people
joined the Nazi Party was that it served their basic material interests.
Instead of using verstehen, he compares party platforms to structurally
derived interests (and finds strong support for his argument). Mann
(2004: 79) rejects this view, stressing the basic values of fascists, who
‘situated interest-based economics or politics amid a Weltanschauung
(a general orientation to the world)’.
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5 Grand, yet grounded: ontology, theory, and

method in Michael Mann’s historical

sociology

Joseph Bryant

The transdisciplinary project of historical sociology is founded upon

the premise that neither historiography nor social science can proceed,

independently, to a full or sound explication of any collective human

action. The mutual engagement of history and sociology is an analytical

prerequisite for keeping in focus the simultaneity that determines the

social constitution of historical events and processes, and the historical

transformation of the agents, institutions and cultures that constitute the

fluxional realities within which ‘history/social life’ is made. The episte-

mological challenges entailed in this joint venture are manifold: questions

of evidence, concept-formation and theory must all be rethought so as to

permit an integrative comprehension of the historical and the social, the

diachronic and the synchronic.

Few scholars have contributed more to this enterprise than Michael

Mann, who is producing a body of research celebrated both for

the scope of its historical coverage and the nuanced deploy of its cate-

gories of interpretation. Attempting nothing less than a grand histori-

cal sociology of ‘world time’, Mann’s immense yet still unfolding

‘canvas’ features a mixture of styles, ranging from the broader brush

strokes of generalizing macro-narratives to more finely detailed render-

ings of selective sociohistorical processes. Mann’s many-sided efforts

to lay bare the ‘infrastructures of power’ that have shaped the epochal

trajectories of change in world history thus provide an exemplary

base from which to assess the research practices of historical social

science. Here I will review a select number of criticisms that have

been levelled against the project of historical sociology (data deficien-

cies, selection-bias problems, arbitrary emplotment, ad hoc theorizing),

and explore how these concerns are addressed in Mann’s work.

To illustrate the challenges commonly entailed in any ‘mutual disciplining’

of history and sociology, we will conclude with an examination

of Mann’s account of the rise of Christianity in the ancient Roman

world.
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Foundations: Mann’s ‘organizational materialist’

ontology

In the opening chapter of Sources, Volume I, Mann lays out a conspectus

of the social ontology that informs his forays in general and substantive

theorizing, as well as his methodological practice. ‘Societies’, we are told,

‘are constituted of multiple overlapping and intersecting sociospatial networks of

power.’ He continues: ‘Societies are not unitary. They are not social

systems (closed or open); they are not totalities . . . Because there is no

system, no totality, there cannot be ‘‘subsystems,’’ ‘‘dimensions,’’ or

‘‘levels’’ of such a totality. Because there is no whole, social relations

cannot be reduced ‘‘ultimately,’’ ‘‘in the last instance’’ to some systematic

property of it’ (1986: 1). The heuristic significance of this ‘no system, no

totality’ declaration can scarcely be overstated, as it dispels at once the

confusing mists of all the many ‘extraneous’ ontological metaphors –

architectural, organismic, mechanical – that have long misinformed

enquiry into the distinctive realities of social life.

While seeking to liberate us from reified models of systemic wholes,

Mann concedes that societies are integrated; their institutional coher-

ence, however, is always a matter of degree, variable over time and

across cultures. The manner and extent of societal integration that

obtains is in each case largely structured by a recurring tetrad of associa-

tional networks that overlap and intersect to establish relations of social

power: ideological, economic, military, and political (IEMP). Because each

of these basic arrangements addresses distinct though interrelated

human concerns – what to believe and value, how to produce and

distribute, how to defend or conquer, and issues of governance – it

follows that the organized means of attaining these diverse ends will

never fully coincide or cohere. As the permutations of concord and

competition between the wielders of different forms of power are tem-

porally and locally contingent, variation and complexity – not symmetry

and integration – is the hallmark of the ‘internal patterning’ that is

constitutive of societies. Being less unitary than affiliative, societies

operate not as ‘systems’ but as ‘loose confederations of stratified allies’,

with an attending multiplicity of competing interests and agendas

among the actors involved (1986: 14). Nor does it transpire that social

structures consistently pivot on any one particular modality of power: a

differential dynamism in the sources of social power imparts an ‘episodic’

perturbation to historical change, as now one new or revamped power-

source, now another, rises to a position of ‘relative predominance’,

occasioning transformations in the other networks within which it is

entwined.
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Mann’s reflections on the nature of agency are given in briefer

compass:

Human beings are restless, purposive, and rational, striving to increase their
enjoyment of the good things of life and capable of choosing and pursuing
appropriate means for doing so. Or, at least, enough of them do this to provide
the dynamism that is characteristic of human life and gives it a history lacking for
other species. (1986: 4)

In pursuit of their goals, humans form relationships so as to obtain the

necessities of life and to secure advantages over others in that competitive

process: hence the ubiquity and centrality of questions of power. The pur-

suit of these diverse interests results in our participation in multiple over-

lapping associations, with concomitant tensions in our commitments and

available courses of action. As participants in many different ‘lifeworlds’,

human beings must exercise ‘an active agency’, creatively balancing

their multiple involvements, their divergent interests. We strive rationally

to match means to goals, but as the complexity of social life exceeds

‘the understanding of contemporaries’, our actions commonly issue in

‘mistakes, apparent accidents, and unintended consequences’; we ‘scheme’

deliberatively to accomplish certain ends, but also ‘drift’ half-consciously

in our acculturated practices and routines (1993: 3, 18–19).

This rudimentary ontology – of ‘confederal’ societies with fluid and

overlapping boundaries, as precariously achieved and transformed over

time by pragmatic agents buffeted by variegated and at times conflicting

objectives and affiliations – how might this be characterized? Mann has

employed the phrase ‘structural symbolic interactionism’, though he now

appears to favour ‘organizational materialism’ as the distinguishing des-

ignation for his overall approach. Whatever terminology is used, it is a

minimalist, indigenous ontology that braces Mann’s historical sociology.

Not only are his orienting assumptions uncomplicated and few, they are

consistent with what historical and ethnographic empiricism has consis-

tently conveyed about the contours and rhythms of social life – in marked

contrast to the ‘plausibility strains’ that attend the metaphorical theoriz-

ing that informs both sociocultural evolutionist and rational-choice inter-

pretations of history. Mann’s conception of social structure is

dynamically flexible and multifaceted, yet suitably fortified by an astute

appreciation of the compulsions of organized power; while the agency of

his actors introduces no tendencies or capacities that are not amply

attested in the varied chronicles of the human adventure presently

available.

The interpretive underpinnings of Mann’s grand historical sociology

are thus empirically educed and theoretically balanced. His ontology
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avoids the excesses of hyper-structuralist and voluntarist models of social

life, and his orienting assumptions carry insights that are robust in their

implications:

(i) we are sensitized to the primacy of social power, and to the variable

permutations it manifests within the organized networks that com-

petitively and cooperatively shape and transform the worlds we

inhabit;

(ii) we are alerted to the dangers of overly holistic, totalized models of

the social, and duly instructed to track the shifting configurations of

alignment and opposition that arise amongst the groups and organ-

izations that confederally comprise most societies; and

(iii) idealist and teleological tendencies are held in check by a realistic

appraisal of the limited rationality of acculturated human agents,

who are generally incapable of harmonizing their multiple commit-

ments and objectives, or of fully comprehending the complexity of

the changing worlds they live in.

Analytics: a theory of social power

What, then, ofMann’s general theory of power, his ‘organizationalmateria-

list’ conception of history? Power, viewed abstractly, can be defined as a

‘generalized means’ for the attainment of goals; more concretely, it usually

manifests as a capacity ‘to organize and control people, materials, and

territories’ (1986: 2–3). In any given situation, the exercise of power will

feature the deploy of various media – resources, skills, capabilities – that

activate or mobilize relations and instrumentalities requisite for the

achievement of chosen objectives. It is this focus on the infrastructures of

power, i.e. logistics, communications, organization, tools and technologies,

that is the hallmark of Mann’s approach. More so than in any previous

historical sociology, the actual ‘mechanics’ of power are featured at the core

of the analysis. The marching ranges and fighting capacities of armies are

astutely calculated; the productive advantages of the heavy plough are

enumerated; transport and communication linkages are scaled and

assessed; the consequences of literacy are traced through their varied social

ramifications; new accounting techniques, cartographic advances and

time-keepingdevices are appraised; the coordinating capabilities of bureau-

cratized states are specified in reference to their fiscal resources; and so on,

all quite meticulously, down through the temporally and spatially uneven

development of the ‘leading edges’ of power in both local andworld history.

While Mann’s preoccupation with the infrastructures of power has not

been challenged as an unsound focus, two kinds of analytical criticisms

have been raised: one, positivist in inspiration, is directed against the

74 Theory, practice, method



scope of Mann’s historically grounded theorizing; the second, typically

Marxist, addresses the substantive logic of the IEMP model.

As regards Mann’s deploy of ideal-type categories, and his mutual

‘tacking’ between the empirical and the conceptual, proponents of

nomological-deductive theorizing have objected that this style of research

fails to sustain either the building of theories or the testing of hypotheses.

It is alleged that a faddish fascination with historical ‘uniqueness’ and

‘contingency’ has deflected social science from its mission to identify

omnitemporal laws and causal universals. An ‘idiographic inhibition’ is

purportedly taking hold, as historical sociologists produce involuted nar-

ratives that artfully ‘patch’ and ‘amend’ their ‘loose conceptual frame-

works’ whenever the particularities of a case so warrant – all the while

congratulating themselves on their ‘sensitivity to context’! (Goldthorpe

1997: 14–15.) The proposed alternative? Bypass the unwanted ‘complexity’

through the standardizing procedures of abstraction and reduction. To permit

a mass processing of cases one need only identify the set-commonalities

that are ranged among the host of variable peculiarities that make for

different times and other places, thereby easing the way for their eventual

explication by way of an encompassing reductive postulate. Or, as Kiser

and Hechter put it: ‘Historical scope conditions can always be translated

into abstract ones by redefining particular features of historical cases as

values on a set of parameters’ (1998: 797).

But how sound is this proposed exchange, to sacrifice or subordinate

in-depth knowledge of the contexts within which social life is enacted for

the pursuit of formal abstractions that lack a secure grounding in empiri-

cal reference? Are the case-entries within a postulated set truly compar-

able if their alleged commonalities have been forged by way of strained

‘homogeneity assumptions’? And if the outcomes of macro-social pro-

cesses are determined by shifting conjunctions of causes, what is themerit

of deploying general theories that presuppose ‘same cause, same effect’

scenarios?However one is inclined to answer these kinds of questions, it is

indisputable that the promised breakthrough to nomological consolidation

is yet to arrive, and that past efforts at deductive rigour have consistently

issued in a wreckage of abandoned axioms, reified abstractions and

pseudo-universals. At some inescapable point, a flight from the concrete

to the general will enter a descending arc into triviality, or tautology. So

if the purpose of our theories is the explanatory comprehension of real-life

processes, it follows that actual history must provide not merely the

content, but also the limits to our generalizations. Mann’s theorizing

is, by reasoned design, resolutely historical, and sustained by a close

sociological analysis of the contexts within which social life is transacted

and transformed. Given the diligence of his engagement with the histories
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he has investigated, is it plausible that he would fail to detect the operation

of any grander connections, had these existed in reality, and not only as

the pretences of a universalizing theory?1

The Marxist critique of Mann’s theoretical project takes up a different

issue: the relative autonomy of the four principal forms of power.

Likewise concerned with relations of coercion and command, with ideol-

ogies and the economic foundations of social existence, Marxism offers a

parallel, but competing historical sociology to that being developed by

Mann. The key point of difference, from a Marxist perspective, is that

Mann’s ‘organizational materialism’ is not materialist enough, as the eco-

nomic forces and relations of production are held to exercise a prepon-

derant influence on shaping social life more generally, and in generating

and sustaining corresponding forms of political, military and ideological

power more specifically.

Mann objects to all theories that posit a causal or constitutive primacy.

While recognizing that his four sources of power are interjoined and

overlapping, Mann insists that each exerts a distinctive form of control.

A patterned distinctiveness in the ways in which power is manifested is

sociologically consequential, notwithstanding that the functioning of

each form is conditioned by or dependent upon the others. Moreover,

Mann maintains that as each power-source generates and follows its own

immanent logic of development and organization, this imparts a fluctu-

ating ‘determinism’ to the dynamics of social change, as major enhance-

ments in the performance capabilities of one form of power can, on

occasion, lead to a general restructuring of the other networks within

which it is entwined. In these ‘world-historical moments’ of transform-

ation, Mann – like Weber before him – finds no singular pattern of

uniform causality, but rather a shifting matrix wherein the protean

forms of power ebb and flow, coalesce and collide.

While recognizing that institutionalized power operates through a plura-

lity of organized arrangements, Marxists generally seek to establish a

fundamental dependency upon economic foundations. Perry Anderson

has accordingly challenged Mann on the purported autonomy of political

power on the grounds that polities cannot function without the deploy of

ideological and military/policing powers, which in turn presupposes a capa-

city to materially fund or provision these instrumentalities. In Anderson’s

words, ‘political regulation is scarcely conceivable without the resources of

armed coercion, fiscal revenue and ideal legitimation’ (1990: 61).Moreover,

having afforded property relations only an occasional and sparse coverage,

Anderson (1992) suggests that Mann has missed an opportunity to track

more closely the integrative connections that these have commonly called

forth among his quaternary forms of power.
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The historian Chris Wickham, a specialist in the late antique, early

medieval West, has expressed similar concerns, arguing that in Mann’s

analysis of classical antiquity ‘the state has not been theorized sufficiently

as an economic form, in particular in its relationships with the landowning

class’ (1988: 67). Wickham likewise suggests that in his account of the

Roman Empire, Mann is insufficiently attentive to ‘the greatest develop-

ment hitherto known of slavery as a mode of production’, and its cen-

trality in the dialectical progression of Rome’s political and military

powers. For Wickham, ‘social formations (whether bounded or

unbounded) are more tightly articulated’ than Mann generally allows,

and it is their grounding in the material forces and relations of production

that provides for that underpinning coherence (1988: 77).

Do we have an irreconcilable theoretical dispute? I think not, for when

Marxists allege that Mann exaggerates the autonomy of the political or

ideological, he can reply that they are neglecting his repeated insistence

that the principal forms of power operate in a highly interdependent,

though fluxional, manner. And he would certainly not disagree with

Anderson’s observation that the exercise of state power is dependent

upon a triadic complex involving military force, economic resources

and normative legitimacy – the verbs ‘entwine’ and ‘intertwine’, after

all, are among the most frequent locutions Mann employs! But where

Marxists are disposed to specifying the economic preconditions or bases

of other forms of institutionalization, Mann is more concerned with

tracking the emergent properties that arise from the particular develop-

mental logics of each of the four forms of power, and the ‘interstitial

surprises’ that periodically spring from their incomplete integration.

Although his treatment of this point is not systematically articulated,

the causal ‘autonomy’ that Mann insists upon is emergent, not foundational,

as is made clear in two important passages. The first takes up the classic

idealism–materialism polarity:

[I]deologies are not ‘free floating’ but the product of real social circumstances . . .
Unless ideology stems from divine intervention in social life, then it must explain
and reflect real-life experience. But – and in this lies its autonomy – it explains and
reflects aspects of social life that existing dominant institutions (modes of eco-
nomic production, states, armed forces, and other ideologies) do not explain or
organize effectively. An ideology will emerge as a powerful, autonomous move-
ment when it can put together in a single explanation and organization a number
of aspects of existence that have hitherto been marginal, interstitial to the domi-
nant institutions of power. (1986 : 21, italics added)

The second concerns de Ste Croix’s celebrated Marxist analysis of class

struggles in ancient Greece and Rome (1981), thought by Mann to
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overemphasize the significance of economic considerations at the

expense of military and political developments2:

It is not my intention, to paraphrase Weber, to replace a one-sided materialism
with an equally one-sided military/political theory. Obviously, military/political
forms have economic preconditions. But if militarism and states can be productive,
their resulting forms may themselves causally determine further economic development,
and so economic forms will also have military and political preconditions. (1986: 223,
italics added)

So, just asMarxismdoes notmaintain that ‘the economic’ is continuously

determinant, monotonically exerting its push and pull throughout the social

order, so Mann’s ‘relative autonomy’ thesis does not dispute that political,

military and ideological forms of power are entwined with and presuppose

sustaining economic foundations. And just as Marx’s base–superstructure

metaphor does not imply that the former ‘causally disables’ or ‘neutralizes’

the latter, but only tendentially restricts its forms andmodes of operation to

practices that comport with established or, in times of social transition,

newly emerging economic conditions, so Mann’s IEMP model does not

sectorally detach or isolate the organized networks of power from their

confederal forms of association and reinforcement.

In recognizing that sociological theories cannot serve as deductive ‘levers

of construction’, but only as interpretive aids in the study of actual history,

Mann and hisMarxist interlocutors share a common analytical orientation.

That they ultimately differ on the question of ‘ultimate determinacy’ is,

I think, less significant than their kindred interest in delving into the

concrete struggles and compacts between human groups, as these find

expression in the organized forms of power that impart directionality and

a measure of contingent order to history’s transforming processes.

Practice: Mann’s historical-sociological method

In a 1989 interview, Mann provided the following characterization of his

research style: ‘I am an empiricist and I work to results through historical

examples.’ Sociology, he continued, needs to be based on a ‘wide-ranging

and fully critical macro-history’, which in turn must be informed by

historically grounded ‘sociological theorising’ (1989: 70). As ‘theory and

data perennially enmesh and correct one another’, this will enable us to

develop more cogent and nuanced categories of interpretation as well as

sounder explications of key historical patterns and processes (1994: 42).

To illustrate Mann’s method of ‘zigzagging’ between theoretical con-

ceptualization and empirical engagement, let us turn to one of the major

concerns of his IEMP model, the analysis of political power. Here a
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concept like the ‘state’ will figure prominently, but in applying this to

different places and periods, it becomes apparent that a chained series of

specifications will be required to do justice to the diverse and dynamic

phenomena under investigation. Mann accordingly develops a number of

historically freighted categories – e.g. chiefdoms, temple-based redistribu-

tion polities, city-states, empires of domination, feudal-conquest empires,

empires of compulsory cooperation, the patrimonial state, constitutional

and absolutist regimes, the national state, the liberal-capitalist state, and

so on – that allow him to bring into relief the salient differences between

‘states’ ancient, medieval, and modern, and the important sub-varieties con-

tained within each. Moreover, as these diverse forms of state organization

make their entries and exits on the stages of history, Mann is able to

specify the infrastructures of power that determined their actual capacities

for ‘extensive’ and ‘intensive’ control, their varied dependence upon

‘authoritative’ and ‘diffused’ mechanisms of integration and coordination,

and their particular mix of achieved benefits, ‘collective’ and ‘distributive’.

Far from functioning in any uniform causal manner, Mann shows that

states throughout history have not only ‘crystallized’ variably with other

power organizations and institutions over time, they have changed drama-

tically in their own capacities and influence, differing significantly in terms

of operational size, the nature and scope of their functions, the extent of

bureaucratization and their social representativeness. Does this ‘tacking’

procedure simply ‘recapitulate observations’, as critics such as Goldthorpe

contend (1997: 15), or is analytical induction an appropriate methodology

for a discipline that attends to the reflexive agency of acculturated actors,

whose practices and identities are socially situated, and thus internal to the

shifting constellations of organized power that give determinant shape to

the processes of history?

Adding discipline to the mutual interrogations of theory and evidence

is the logic of comparison, a method that ‘teases out’ causal variations and

uniformities through a systematic alignment of cases that exhibit consti-

tutive similarities or parallels. Mann utilizes this method, but with cau-

tion. Given his ontological criticisms of ‘overly bounded, overly

integrated’ models of social totalities, it is not surprising that he objects

to ‘comparing societies as units, across different times and places’ (Mann

1986: 503), or protests that in many instances, genuine comparison is

precluded by an absence of truly ‘autonomous, analogical cases’ (Mullan

1987: 186).3Mann argues that comparative sociology ‘must be restrained

by an appreciation of world-historical time’, to such extent that ‘com-

parative analysis should also be historical’, and so attentive to the often

vast differences in the power organizations and resources at play in any

given period (1986: 173–4).
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Mann is far more comfortable with the ‘before/after’, ‘then and now’

analytics of strict historical comparison, where specific cases and conjunc-

tures are located along their developmental trajectories, which allows for

a temporally discriminating appraisal of the precise causal powers at

work. Thus ancient and medieval ‘proto-nationalisms’, for example, are

shown to be quite distinct from the modern forms of nationalism that

have crystallized with the rise of territorially centralized states, democra-

tization, diffused literacy and mass communications. The Assyrians,

Romans, Huns, Mongols and Aztecs were hardly slackers in the terror-

istic slaughter of their enemies, but again, Mann convincingly demon-

strates that genocides and ‘murderous ethnic cleansings’ are not

‘primordial’ or ‘perennial’ forms of action, but decidedly modern phe-

nomena, contingent upon the formation of centralized nation-states, the

ideological conflation of democracy and nationalism, and the cultural

intensification – via religion, language and literacy – of ‘macro-ethnic’

identities. In principled contrast to those comparativists who ‘combine

promiscuously material gathered from different phases in the develop-

ment of social-power sources’ (1986: 173), Mann subjects his sociology

to the requisite rigours of temporal specificity and periodization.

Having subsumed comparative analysis within the arching logic of

historical sociology, it should come as no surprise that Mann’s preferred

mode and medium of explication is narrational in form. Although the

manner in which historical-sociological narratives are composed will vary

in accordance with the issues investigated, all will feature a sequentially

ordered placement of human agency within the dynamic institutional

and cultural contexts that give it purpose and directionality. Mann has

described this interpretive effort as an attempt ‘to establish ‘‘what happened

next’’ to see if it has the ‘‘feel’’ of a pattern, a process, or a series of accidents

and contingencies’ (1986: 503). In as much as each case develops

temporally, ‘this dynamic must itself be part of our explanation of its

structure’ (1986: 174). Given that the arrangements of any momentary

‘present’ – as consolidated in the form of roles, institutions and cultural

traditions – are the legacies of ‘past’ agency, it follows that our analytical

narratives must encompass sufficient temporal depth so as to identify

origins and turning-points. Mann has used the geological metaphor

of sedimentation to refer to this process whereby the past gives shape to

the present, selectively and cumulatively, as ‘layers dating from varied

previous eras become buried as enduring institutions which live on and

entwine with brand-new processes and institutions’ (2000: 5).

To critics who object that the norms of history are – in this ‘narrative

turn’ – displacing scientific standards of explanation, we must reply that

the project of historical sociology is mutually transforming or synthesizing,
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i.e. the social sciences are to become fully historical, just as historiography

must utilize sociological insight and conceptualization in its interpretive

and configuring operations. In Mann’s own wide-ranging research, his

narratives are simultaneously ‘historical’, successively charting the tem-

poral flows of interaction and change, and also ‘sociological’, in that roles,

institutions and social structures are specified and invoked to render

intelligible the courses of action that clash and coalesce to propel each

moment of the social-historical process. Those who would uphold the old

idiographic–nomothetic antinomy must do more than simply complain

that historical-sociological explanations are insufficiently ‘theoretical’ or

‘deductive’; they must explain how any purported ‘historical fact’ can be

understood without the identifying and coordinating insights of socio-

logical knowledge, or how any proposed ‘sociological theory’ could lay

claim to plausibility if it has not been derived and vetted through a

detailed comprehension of historical cases. Particularizing and general-

izing analytical operations are not separate or independent stages: the accuracy

and cogency of each ultimately presupposes the soundness of the other. The

historicist recognition that social realities are immanently dynamic, trans-

formational, must be coupled with a sociological awareness that the

events and processes that comprise history are situated within determin-

ant cultural and structural constellations.

To clarify the preceding, let us turn toMann’s use of empirical sources.

Given the immense ranges of world-time thatMann seeks to incorporate,

it follows that the labours of historians will provide much of the factual

basis for the narratives he constructs. A reliance upon ‘secondary sources’

is characteristic of most ventures in comparative macro-sociology, and

this dependence has attracted the attention of critics. Two concerns have

been repeatedly raised. First, just how reliable are the ‘facts’ of history, as

initially rendered by historians and as subsequently utilized by social

scientists? Secondly, in situations where historians have produced incom-

patible interpretations of the same case or phenomena, how are historical

sociologists to arbitrate and choose?

Scepticism regarding the ability of historians to reconstruct aspects of

the past takes a variety of forms, from postmodernist assertions that

‘historical facts’ are rhetorically or ideologically concocted rather than

detected in the available sources, to positivist anxieties that such sources

are generally too few and fragmentary to serve as reliable databases. Both

positions are unbalanced. The ‘primacy of rhetoric’ perspective, which

came to prominence in the work of scholars such as Barthes, Hayden

White and Michel de Certeau, is fatally compromised by its complete

inattention to historical method, i.e. the actual research procedures

whereby historians establish their facts through a source-critical probing
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of the evidentiary remains and the placement of each provisional finding

within a larger nexus of implicated discoveries. Salutary in alerting us to

the temptations of ‘reading too much’ (or ‘too little’) into the evidence,

these critics have failed to attend to the ways in which historical sources

impose limits and obligations on the configuring and emplotment designs of any

narrative, which must both ‘cover and connect’ the materials that bear on

the topic being investigated. As for the ‘poverty of historical data’ line – a

polemic advanced by the quantitatively oriented crowd of ‘cliometric’

historians – this too fails to comport with the working conditions that

normally confront those who would explicate the human past. For not

only is it the case that most historians will never be able to process all the

available source-materials that pertain to their specialized subjects, but,

more telling, the concreteness and ‘social density’ of most forms of

historical data bestow upon historians certain interpretive advantages.

Funerary deposits, diaries, pottery sherds, skeletal remains, videos, pub-

lic and domestic architecture, language, implements of agriculture and

war, articles of adornment, judicial transcripts: all such materials derive

from real, not simulated, human use and performance; being authentic

elements from past social worlds, they bring us into immediate contact with

our subjects, their technical accomplishments, their expressed thoughts

and beliefs, their practices and institutions, and the ecologies within

which they lived. Each singular relic is – as an ‘objectification’ of a past

social act – implicated in a wider plexus of circumstances and conditions

that were involved with its particular creation or utility. Carrying a high

level of indexicality, historical source-materials typically permit the infer-

ential derivation of a variety of contextual features, thus allowing for

integrative, and at times even ‘thick descriptive’, reconstructions of the

living milieux of distant times. The study of history confronts daunting

challenges; but principled objections to its capacity to recover aspects of

the past need not be credited, for these claims do not accurately char-

acterize either the research procedures or the resources that ground

historical enquiry.

But in granting historians a capacity to establish reliable ‘historical

facts’, does this legitimize the appropriation of such facts by social scien-

tists? At least one critic, John Goldthorpe, has expressed doubts. In his

view, the grand synthesizing ventures of historical-comparative sociology

rest upon quite speculative ‘interpretations of interpretations’, wherein

contact with the primary evidence is ‘both tenuous and arbitrary to a quite

unacceptable degree’ (1991: 222). According to Goldthorpe, it is a ‘pick-

and-mix’ subjectivism – driven by a priori theoretical or ideological com-

mitments – that governs which ‘facts’ are selected for incorporation, and

also determines their strategic placement within the inventive narratives
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composed. In deploying ‘loose conceptual schemes’ to explicate complex

bodies of evidence for which no direct processing has been attempted,

historical sociology would appear to be a hybrid discipline lacking both

theoretical and empirical warrant.

These charges merit, and have received, serious consideration; and it

must be conceded that historical-comparative enquiry is not braced by an

infallible methodology. But Goldthorpe’s critique is more categorical

than substantive, and is itself based on serious mis-characterizations of

both historiography and the project of historical social science.

Macro-comparative research is commonly reliant upon secondary

sources, but does this dependence ‘screen’ researchers from the primary

source-materials, as Goldthorpe implies? That is a dubitable inference,

given that the narratives offered by historians normally carry a high level

of descriptive reportage on the specific features of the evidence utilized. As

these specialists typically seek to advance their own accounts by pointing

to perceived ‘weak links’ in rival offerings, discussions on how the avail-

able evidence has been used or misused are usually quite explicit – a

convention that minimizes the risks that non-specialists will blindly draw

their mediated data from the more contested ends of the interpretive

spectrum. Note, too, that source-anthologies are abundantly available,

presenting reproductions of images and texts that enable non-specialists

to ‘turn to the sources’ themselves. So not only will historical-comparative

scholars repeatedly encounter primary evidence in the reportage contained

in the specialist literature, they have the option of examining large bodies

of collected source-materials directly. This manner of research is labour-

intensive and time-consuming; and a failure to consult widely and

deeply enough in the secondary scholarship – with attending forays in

the primary sources as well – will result in partial or unbalanced explanatory

efforts. But this, surely, only confirms that the project of historical sociology

is an inherently demanding, rigorous enterprise, and hardly supportive of

‘loose and tenuous’ speculations.

Goldthorpe’s accompanying criticism, that grand historical sociology is

‘arbitrary’ in its engagement with the empirical, likewise seems to pre-

sume that shortcomings in performance testify to a limitation in principle.

As he describes the situation, practitioners in this field are inordinately

dependent on research that is produced by specialists, yet they are undis-

ciplined in their synthesizing utilization of the information appropriated.

In treating ‘historical facts’ as if they were ‘discrete and stable entities that

can be ‘‘excerpted’’ and then brought together in order that some larger

design may be realised’, grand historical sociologists are engaged in an

illicit ‘scissors and paste’ operation (1991: 221). A serious charge, but is

the alleged ‘inconsistency’ real or largely rhetorical? The only social
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scientists who might be prone to treating historical sources in the atomis-

tic fashion described would be those who believe that general laws and

causal uniformities have been discovered, or are pending. Since most

historical sociologists are convinced that ‘time and place do matter’, they

accordingly seek to identify the ways in which social processes unfold

differently as a consequence of their varied contextual placement.

Goldthorpe’s characterization of the ‘dependency’ relation is also mis-

leading, seeing that historical sociologists have never been mere ‘passive

recipients’ of the interpretive labours of specialist researchers. As Mann

points out, not only do historical sociologists critically ‘rethink’ the argu-

ments and the evidence provided by historians, in the light of ‘theories

based on broader knowledge about how societies operate’, they have also

been known to take the step of analysing primary historical data directly

(1994: 41). Consider the following exercise in ‘sociological rethinking’.

Having read extensively in the secondary literature on the ancientmilitary

empires – Sargon’s Sumer, Assyria, the Persians, the Greeks and

Alexander, Rome’s conquering legions – Mann subjected contemporary

as well as modern claims regarding the size and fighting capabilities of

ancient armies to theoretical and comparative scrutiny. Given the rudi-

mentary infrastructural conditions then obtaining, and the likely con-

straints of demography, Mann concluded that most standard accounts

of the military campaigns of antiquity not only grossly overstate the

numbers of combatants and victims involved, they also seriously miscon-

strue the nature of militarized forms of imperial domination. In societies

resting upon slender agrarian foundations, professional armies would

have been modest in proportion, and any fuller civilian mobilization for

purposes of war exceedingly difficult to sustain. An effective marching

radius of roughly 90 kilometres – the distance that could be traversed over

the three days for which carried provisions would normally last – placed

severe restrictions on the controlling ‘reach’ of would-be despots. Despite

the bombastic claims recorded in the royal archives and inscribed upon

the lithic monuments of self-glorification, most ancient dynasts and god-

kings were constrained to rule in decentralized arrangements, owing to

the undeveloped state of their communicative and administrative infra-

structures, and the limited striking powers of their armed forces. While

building on the insights of specialist historians, Mann has here used an

integrative sociological theory to correct the ‘historical facts’ as pre-

sented, thereby turning what was deceptively propagandistic into a win-

dow onto the bluffs of those who laid claim to autocraciesmore pretended

than realizable.

As for the direct examination of primary sources,Mann has again set an

exemplary standard. In the opening volume of Sources, he offers a
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sociological reappraisal of state financial records, beginning with an

innovative analysis of the Exchequer Rolls that provide information on

the revenues and expenditures of the Tudor monarchy. He followed this

up with incisive recalculations of the budgetary statistics from the five

major modernizing powers – Britain, France, Prussia/Germany, Austria,

and the United States – over the period (c. 1760–1910) in which their

state structures and functions underwent revolutionizing transforma-

tions: in fiscal extractive capacity, size of personnel (civil and military),

and in the bure aucrat ized coordi nation of socia l life (1993: chs. 11–14).

Another noteworthy example is Mann’s multifaceted analysis of German

fascism (2004), which draws upon voting records, party propaganda,

membership files, journalism and other contemporary sources, and also

features an assembled data-set of some 1,500 biographies of Nazi war-

criminals, which he compiled on the basis of published court transcripts,

newspaper accounts, autobiographies, and scholarly studies of known

perpetrators of atrocities. Comparative-historical research must continue

to anchor itself in the professional competencies of the specialists who

provide us with carefully decoded and sifted evidentiary foundations and

with narrational accounts that both inform and orient. But precisely

because ‘theory leads us to ask questions of the data which historians

have not asked’, historical-comparative sociologists can at times produce

nuanced revisions or entirely novel insights, ‘finding patterns in the data

to which historians had not been sensitive, and finding inconsistencies or

implausibilities in their accounts’ (1994: 43).

Consider now the charge of selection-bias, which usually registers in

two keys: (1) an allegation that historical-comparative analysts are prone

to selecting from the secondary literature only those ‘facts’ and ‘story

lines’ that comport with their own theoretical or ideological agendas; and

(2) a principled claim that whenever situations of narrational discordance

arise amongst specialists, historical sociologists are incapable of objec-

tively arbitrating between the rival interpretations (Goldthorpe 1991;

Lustick 1996). Little time need be spent on the first charge, for any

such partisan practice would – if it existed – simply point to a need for

greater rigour in the research process. Narrational discordance is a more

serious issue, but one that hardly results in a ‘subjectivist impasse’ or

‘paralysis’. To begin with, historians themselves are not content to allow a

cacophony of controversy to persist, but subject the issues in dispute to

repeated scrutiny, typically by drawing in newly discovered evidentiary

materials or by making connections with data hitherto neglected or

marginal. More inclusive analytical frameworks are commonly pursued,

and earlier theses that lacked empirical warrant are discarded.

Historiography, in short, is very much a critical enterprise, and the
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ongoing cycle of revisionism and the qualifying resistance it calls forth

functions as a progressive sifting process, such that, in most cases, ‘we not

only know more now, we understand better’ (Martin 1998: 15). By

attending to the source-critical procedures that enable historians to ren-

der discriminating empirical appraisals, synthesizing scholars should be

able to make informed assessments about which interpretations carry

greater factual support and which are sustained by parti pris commit-

ments. As to detecting the latter, whether these be theoretical or ideolo-

gical in inspiration, we can turn to the sociology of knowledge, an

instrument for enhanced objectivity that scans for perspectival bias in

the cognitive-evaluative frames and resources that are used in the produc-

tion of knowledge-claims. By raising to reflexive awareness the paradigm

affiliations of historians and area-specialists, as well as their reliance upon

culturally specific normative interests and categories of understanding,

the configurational tendencies that inform rival interpretive accounts can

be identified, thus opening yet another vista onto the ways in which the

evidentiary materials might have been abridged or repackaged owing to

observational and cognitive partiality. Selection-bias is an ever-present

danger, but through source-critical techniques of empirical processing

and the analytical reflexivity that attends the sociology of knowledge,

historical-comparative sociology need not despair of its capacity to

move forward with the task of synthesizing the bodies of specialist scho-

larship that must be integrated if genuinely scientific insights are to be

found and tested.

Performance: on the hazards of analytical ‘tacking’

Mann subscribes to a ‘recursively progressivist’ view of science. As a

self-avowed ‘zigzagger’ who works back and forth between historical

particularities and sociological categories, Mann places the mutual inter-

rogations of theory and evidence at the heart of his enterprise.What, then,

are the hazards that he and other historical sociologists must negotiate?

Two forms of capsizal are commonplace. In inclining towards or ‘tacking’

by the empirical – usually the safer course – it is always possible that the

accumulated ‘facts’ can simply overwhelm any attempt at theoretical

ordering. An exhausting litany of detailed qualifications, a jumbled inclu-

sion of every available evidentiary source, narratives so involuted as to

lack an appreciable direction: these are a few of the empiricist tendencies

that can unbalance the interpretive process. But ‘tacking’ by the theore-

tical holds still greater hazards. Here one not only runs the risk of impos-

ing one’s theory upon recalcitrant data, deforming the evidence in a bid to

preserve the formal coherence of our applied models; we can also simply
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fail to make contact with solid empirical ground, as the conceptual maps

we navigate by might be so inaccurately or notionally drawn as to exclude

from view precisely those moorings that are factually decisive or

significant.

Remaining on even keel throughout the course of interpretive tacking

is never an easy trial, and even the most accomplished of historical-

comparative scholars will occasionally careen or veer off course.

Notwithstanding the criticisms raised elsewhere in this volume, I have

found Mann’s navigational performances to be both exemplary and

highly instructive. There is one component in his IEMPmodel, however,

that requires theoretical broadening. I refer to ideology, one of the most

elusive of concerns in the social sciences generally, and one that poses

distinctive interpretive problems for any theory that seeks to explicate

macro-historical processes in terms of enhancements in social power. For

determining the performance capabilities and functional utility of, say,

the Maxim gun, Watt’s steam-engine, or a literately trained bureaucratic

officialdom, is a relatively straightforward procedure; and comparisons

with earlier or functionally competing instrumentalities are usually so

direct that gauging their respective advantages yields quite clear infer-

ences regarding their consequences for social power. But can the ‘force of

ideas’ be assessed in a similar manner? In what way is monotheism amore

powerful ideology than polytheism? Is nationalism or liberalism the more

effective political programme? Can the threat of eternal damnation be

weighed against the doctrine of samsara, the endless cycle of rebirth?

Which of the two, ‘holy war’ or ‘just war’, produces the more committed

and efficient cadres for battle? The basic difficulty to rendering precise

determinations of power here is that ideologies are symbol systems, and

though they undoubtedly carry differential practical implications and

possibilities, they require credence and compliance for their efficacy

and realization. Thus, while ideologies are conveyed objectively, in discur-

sive and material forms of auditory and visual communication, they are

and must be appraised subjectively, in cultural praxis. This latter aspect

does not so easily fit within Mann’s framing optic of ‘organizational

materialism’, which is preoccupied with logistics and infrastructures,

i.e. the media and mechanisms through which power is implemented

and realized.

Mann’s historical sociology of ideological forms of power thus displays

an occasional imbalance, as an interest in explaining how certain

beliefs and ideals gained currency skews or suppresses a concern with

why they resonated. This asymmetry is most pronounced in his treatment

of religion, and in his discussions of the Axial Age ‘salvation religions’

more specifically. Mann’s attentiveness to the infrastructural and
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organizational features that enabled various religious movements to rise to

entrenched positions of coordinating normative control is consistently

informative; his effort to account for their initial ideological appeal, how-

ever, is too cursory on content, and so less successful. Let us clarify a few of

the difficulties by reconsidering Mann’s explanation of the triumph of

Christianity in the ancient Mediterranean world.

For Mann, Christianity was a religion that advanced by articulating an

ideology of sociospatial transcendence, diffusing through and across the

existing boundaries of class, gender and ethnicity, and subordinating

political, military and economic organizations to its higher claims of

sacred authority. As a ‘salvation religion’, Christianity promised its devo-

tees ‘relief from earthly sufferings’, on the basis of a claimed ‘monopoly

of, and divine authority for, knowledge of the ultimate ‘‘meaning’’ and

‘‘purpose’’ of life’. Explicating the rise of the new movement will accord-

ingly turn on identifying ‘the fit between the Christian message and the

motivations and needs of the converted’ (1986: 301–2). Owing to the fact

that the emerging religion was heavily text-based, specifying the doctrinal

content is simply a matter of exegesis; gaining insight into the sensibilities

of the converts, Mann concedes, is a more difficult challenge. And it is

here that he makes the first of a series of questionable assumptions. Given

what he takes to be the rapidity and wide geographic and social sweep of

the movement’s spread,Mann infers that Christianity carried a ‘universal

appeal’ within the Roman Empire (he titles a subsection accordingly).

There are difficulties with this:

(i) Christianity’s actual growth-pattern was highly uneven, and the

sociologically decisive augmentations of membership occurred

quite late in its historical trajectory;

(ii) given its protracted and asymmetrical course of advance, it is clear

that Christian doctrines were anything but ‘universal’ in appeal, and

could claim resonance with only specific and quite limited audiences,

at key phases in its early development.

Mann argues that the ‘universal appeal’ of the new faith can be inferred

from three evidentiary clues. First, there were clear ‘monotheistic, salva-

tionist, and syncretic currents’ in Middle Eastern thought that preceded

the Christian variant by centuries. Mann alludes to both Zoroastrianism

and Jewish monotheism, as well as to sundry Hellenistic mystery-cults,

and to Neoplatonist and other religious strands within Greek philosophy.

Second, Mann infers that a concern for personal salvation was gaining

momentum at this time, as he believes is indicated by the proliferation of

Gnostic sects that early on split off from Christianity, each offering their

own customized modality for those in quest of earthly transcendence.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, Mann contends that Jesus’s own
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salvific message was ethical, simple and rational, and hence of inclusive

appeal. How secure are these interpretations? As regards the first two –

the trend towards monotheism, a heightened preoccupation with perso-

nal salvation – Mann invokes a consensus that was fashioned several

decades back. A principal difficulty noted by more recent scholarship,

however, is that monotheistic beliefs had been in currency for some seven

or eight centuries, and likewise with the promise of afterlife benefits on

offer in traditional religions such as the Egyptian and in a few of the oldest

of the mystery-cults (Eleusis, Orphism). Documenting an increased

attraction for these beliefs in the time of Jesus remains elusive, as the

evidence is too porous and counterbalanced to permit a chronologically

firm specification of trends. As to the ‘universal rationality’ of Jesus’s

simple message, it would appear that Mann has here succumbed to the

theological bias of modern Christian scholarship (especially liberal

Protestant). Mann writes: ‘by rejecting mysteries, ritual, and magic,

Christ (or his gospel writers) was appealing to rational forms of faith’

(1986: 305). This is an interpretation that runs counter to the evidence,

seeing that theNewTestament is literally drenched inmysteries andmagic,

beginning with the tales of Jesus’s supernatural birth, continuing on with

his ministry of miracles and exorcisms, the cosmically transforming event

of his crucifixion, his postmortem elevation and pending return as judge,

destroyer and redeemer, the stories that tell of the inherited charismata of

his wonder-working disciples, the institutionalization of the sacramental

rituals of baptism and the eucharist, the repeated insistence that faith –

and not ‘the foolish wisdom of world’ – will bring about a rapture of

deliverance for ‘whosoever believeth in Him’, and of course the closing

text, Revelation, with its arching demonology and arcane prophesies of

divine vengeance and redemption for the few. If our scan is widened to

include the vast corpus of ancillary Christian texts, apocryphal and apo-

calyptic, the extra-canonical gospels and the apostolic pseudepigrapha,

the picture that emerges is even more radically inconsistent with the

‘Jesus-as-pious-ethicist’ portrait that comports with modern Christian

sensibilities. Similarly unfounded is Mann’s accompanying premise,

that ‘if Christ’s reported teachings were brought into contact with most

groups of people of his time, they would encounter a degree of sympa-

thetic response within the empire’ (1986: 305–6). Here again the primary

sources tell a different story, for not only did most of his fellow Jews reject

the man-god’s ministry and persecute his followers as blasphemers, but

written accounts of the early Christian mission to the Gentiles are replete

with beatings and arrests, scornful ridicule and riotous mobs defending

their traditions in response to Christian ‘atheism’ and ‘abominations’.

Indeed, as Mann himself correctly notes later in his chapter, for some
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three centuries the Church would labour under a very negative public

image, based partly upon popular misunderstandings of Christian ritual

(the eucharist as cannibalism, the agape as a licence for incest), but also

on the very real resentments that this was a superstitio that dishonoured

the ancestral ways, alienated the goodwill of the gods, and traitorously

advocated a repudiation of collective responsibilities and fellowship,

ranging from military service to attendance at the games and festivals

that punctuated the civic calendar. Mann’s ‘simple, ethical, rational’

Christianity is a ‘theologized’ mirage, so selective in its representation

that it all but derails the effort to ground the faith’s difficult but eventual

ascendancy in the actual confluence of circumstances that enabled it to

ride out the storms of persecution and internal schism, and progressively

attune its salvific programme to incorporate ever larger numbers of con-

verts in Rome’s changing and increasingly challenged empire.

Having posited an inherent appeal to the Christian kerygma, Mann

turns to a series of ‘deficiencies’ within the Hellenistic–Roman world

that would provide an opening for the interstitial emergence of a new

form of ideological power. Mann argues that like the other great empires

of the era (Persia, Han China, the kingdoms of India), Rome’s very

successes, its social and economic development, created a number of

‘tensions’ within the extended social fabric. These contradictions of empire

turned on five paired antinomies: universalism–particularism; equality–

hierarchy; decentralization–centralization; cosmopolitanism–uniformity;

and civilization–militarism. The world’s salvation religions are to be

understood as reformist responses to the existential problems that were

created by those contradictions, and this is how Mann explicates the

Christian triumph. By creating and offering a ‘universalistic, egalitarian,

decentralized, civilizing community – an ecumene’, Christianity ‘provided a

solution to these contradictions’ (1986: 307). This argument is somewhat

abstract, but there is a more significant concern: did not the Church itself,

from its very inception, feature a series of polarizing ‘contradictions’ that

must severely qualify any claim that it was ‘universalistic, egalitarian,

decentralized, and civilizing’? I refer to such matters as the early dispute

over whether the message was intended for non-Jews; the ambiguous and

contested relations between rich and poor brethren among the faithful

(cf. Clement of Alexandria’s casuistical sermon, Who is the Rich Man

That Will Be Saved?); the recurrent conflicts over persisting patriarchical

norms (as exemplified in the Montanist crisis and the challenges of

Gnosticism); the contested rise of a monarchical episcopate; the pro-

nounced anti-intellectualism and hostility to Greek culture that, in turn,

was resisted by compromising Hellenizers (a tension well captured in

Tertullian’s defiant sneer, ‘what has Athens to do with Jerusalem?’); and,
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not least, the long, protracted and divisive struggle over membership

criteria, as disciplinary hardliners repeatedly called for the explusion of the

wayward, while laxists sought their pastoral restoration and forgiveness.

Mann is sound in his general claim, that Christianity constituted an

alternative subcommunity that offered the possibility of salvation to all

and sundry, irrespective of ethnic, gender and class identities. But given

thatmany of themovement’s own internal divisions and tensions – between

competing ‘orthodox’ and ‘heretical’ factions, between ‘flesh’ and ‘spirit’,

the saved and damned, this fleetingworld and an eternal one to come–were

simply overlaid upon existing conventions, such as male primacy, the rights

of slaveowners, and the legitimacy not only of war but juridical and

penal torture as well, it is exceedingly difficult to see how this banned

and marginal religion – prior to its imperial adoption by Constantine –

could have functioned as an egalitarian or ‘civilizing’ vehicle within

the vast empire.

While maintaining that Christianity arose in response to ‘sufferings’ in

the Hellenistic–Roman world, Mann is insistent that this should not be

understood in materialistic terms. He takes issue with both the Marxist

position, as exemplified by Kautsky, where Christianity is viewed as a

proletarian movement of the disinherited and oppressed; and also the

idealist spin on this proposed by Troeltsch, who held that the poor of the

ancient world streamed into the new faith as part of a cultural shift ‘away

from materialism’, in spiritual yearning for the ‘purely mystical and

religious values of life’ (1986: 308). Mann’s rejection of these positions

is not compelling, as he relies on an untenable revisionism regarding the

social composition of the early converts, and focuses too narrowly on

what he calls ‘economic-crisis theory’. The standard Marxist interpreta-

tion, he reasons, is easy to refute, for if ‘economic crises and consequent

political repression had played a major part in the rise of Christianity, it

would have spread largely after A.D. 200 . . . [whereas] the evidence

points to a continuous spread of Christianity from soon after the crucifix-

ion itself’ (1986: 308). Mann does not cite any supportive evidence here,

and as a matter of fact, most of the sources utilized by historians to

estimate the Christian growth-pattern attest to a late, two-phased expan-

sion: the first, modest but significant, arising in the aftermath of the failed

Decian Persecution (c.250); and then a major transformation in the

fortunes of the faith, upon Constantine’s conversion in 312, whose

imperial patronage and largesse triggered a massive influx of new and

higher-status converts.4 Indeed, on the eve of that momentous event, it

has been estimated that Christians comprised, at best, roughly 10 per

cent of the 50 to 60 million people who inhabited the Empire, and more

plausibly only 3 to 5 per cent, of which the Greek-speaking East claimed
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a disproportionate concentration (cf. MacMullen 1984; Hopkins 1998).

Mann’s foundational premise, that Christianity grew rapidly and con-

tinuously from the outset, cannot be credited. His account is further

weakened by the fact that such an ‘onward and upward’ momentum

lacks sociological plausibility: not only is the ‘convert pool’ for a prosely-

tizing religion usually diverse and changing over time, the ‘context for

conversion’ is also in continuous flux, both on an internal level, as the new

faith remakes itself through missionary advances and institutionalization,

and also externally, as wider structural transformations impinge upon the

social standing of the movement.5

In place of a ‘materialist’ explanation, Mann substitutes a

Durkheimian reading, with religion furnishing the ideological and ritual

grounds for communal identity and normative integration. As Mann

expresses it, ‘Christianity was not a response to a material crisis, nor

was it a spiritual alternative to the material world. The crisis was one of

social identity: What society do I belong to?’ (1986: 309). Again, ‘the

early Christians were relatively happy and prosperous people, conscious

of newfound wealth, powers, and vitality, seeking to articulate their

emergent, interstitial social and personal identity in philosophy, ethics,

and ritual. Their ‘‘suffering’’ was confined to the normative sphere, or

deciding what community they belonged to’ (1986: 309). In this render-

ing, Mann all but completely bypasses the pronounced ‘world-negating’

orientation of early Christianity, which ranged from a dismissive indiffer-

ence to an openly bitter hostility towards the saeculum and the demonic

forces that there held sway. 1 John 5.19: ‘the whole world lies in wicked-

ness’; 2 Peter 1.4: ‘become partakers of the divine nature, escaping from

the corruption that is in the world through lust’; 2 Clement 6.3: ‘hate the

things that are here’; James 2.5: ‘has God not chosen the poor in the world

to be rich in faith and heirs of the Kingdom that is promised’. Such

passages could be culled almost at random from the texts of the first

three centuries, and the ‘Two Worlds’ topos – here Satan and his mini-

ons, there the Heavenly Kingdom andHis elect – was everywhere a staple

of early Christian discourse. Believers prayed daily for a miraculous

eschatological deliverance: ‘Lord, Come!’ was their fervent cry, in expect-

ant hope that their divine redeemer would terminate this wicked aeon in a

culminating act of cosmic violence and selective redemption. The early

Christians undoubtedly sought ‘community’, but the one they thought

they belonged to was only in transit, a ‘sojourning’ body of God’s faithful,

who had enrolled in the militia Christi to wage unrelenting war against

the forces of darkness, until such time as their Saviour’s return.

Communalism in the early Church was ideologically tied to this millen-

arian, apocalyptic vision, which helps account for both the remarkable
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martyrdom complex that provided such a potent emotional and ritual

centre for Christian expression, and also the equally daunting ascetic

drive, which celebrated, among other things, encratic marriages, lifelong

celibacy, and a principled turn against a host of worldly pleasures, all

now transvalued as sinful pursuits that would bring eternal hell-fire in

their wake.

It is perhaps a direct consequence ofMann’s inattention to the defining

features of the early Christian message – its apocalyptic worldview, its

demonology, the primacy of faith over reason, the celebration of martyrs

and virgins, its principled identification with the humble, the poor and the

outcast – that he fails, ultimately, to provide a consistent account of

Christianity’s eventual ascendancy.6 The interpretive synthesis he offers

in the end is disjointed and chronologically confused. Christianity spread

rapidly and widely, we were told, because it was ideologically organized to

permit extensive recruitment and to sustain high levels of intensive com-

mitment. Being ‘universal, egalitarian, decentralized, and civilizing’, the

new faith was said to offer a solution to the contradictions of empire.

However, in the latter third of his chapter,Mann shifts course, and argues

that for the new faith to triumph, it was constrained to make a number of

‘worldly compromises’. Hence the marked decline in the status of women

within the Church (‘Christianity intensified patriarchy’), the affirmation

of the institution of slavery, and the hardening of a clerical order freed

from lay controls. Mann observes: ‘These revisions were part of a general

move toward hierarchy, authority and orthodoxy that produced a recog-

nizable ‘‘Catholic’’ church by about A.D. 250’ (1986: 327). Now, since it

was precisely this version of Christianity that would win Constantine’s

favour some half a century later, one must question Mann’s original

interpretation regarding the ‘contradictions of empire’ and Christianity’s

‘universal appeal’, seeing as he is now allowing that those very contradictions

and tensions had been taken on board long before the faith would garner

imperial support. Mann correctly notes that, in the end, ‘the ecumene

was Romanized [and] Christianity was limited’ (1986: 329), but in order

to explicate that involved process, it is necessary to follow in tempore the

actual internal transformations of the nascent faith, as it struggled to

codify and refine its ideological principles, develop a functioning cultus,

and fashion an ecclesiastical organization capable of both preserving

and augmenting its beleagured membership – all in contested adaptation

to ever changing circumstances within the wider world it simultaneously

condemned yet sought to convert.

What analytical precept might be drawn from the foregoing? If even the

best of our theories and models can bring only selected features of reality

into discerning focus, it follows they will require supplementation and
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ongoing adjustment as we strive for greater comprehensiveness and pre-

cision in our analyses. In the case ofMann’s IEMPmodel, it has provided

original and substantive insights over vast ranges of social time and

terrain, especially as regards questions of economic, political and military

forms of power. An organizational materialist approach to ideology,

however, is less viable, given the irreducibly subjective considerations

that are involved in the creation, consolidation and competition of rival

worldviews. The conveying infrastructures and media – an alphabetical

script, literacy, epistles, codices, roads and shipping lanes, territorially

based legal and political regulation – are capable of supporting and

carrying quite diverse kinds of ideological traffic; what is sociologically

and historically decisive is the quality and nature of the ‘goods’ commu-

nicated.The study of ideological power thus requires a fully engaged sociology of

knowledge or culture, to explicate the cognitive and emotive content of

ideas and images, as these derive salience and efficacy from the social

circumstances of their derivation and functional purpose. To this neces-

sary hermeneutic effort, a specification of the logistical conditions that

facilitate the production and diffusion of cultural forms will contribute

immensely; but contrary to the celebrated view of one of my university’s

most distinguished luminaries, the medium should never be conflated

with the message.

Coda

MichaelMann’smany-sided contributions to the field of historical sociol-

ogy have justifiably earned the praise and critical attention of his peers.

Not only do we benefit from an immensely rich and diverse body of

substantive research – the temporal range of which extends from our

initial passage into ‘social caging’ with the pristine state-based civiliza-

tions that arose along the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates some five

thousand years ago, and presently continues with explorations into the

driving forces of Globalization, as these restructure the institutions

and conventions of contemporary societies. Along the way we have learned

about the conquests of charioteering aristocracies, the Greek phalanx and

the dawn of critical rationalism, Marius’s Pole and the accomplishments

of the Roman legion, the consequences of socially diffused literacy, the

fiscal sinews of states (ancient, medieval and modern), the growth of

nationalism and bureaucracy, industrial capitalism and class struggles,

fascists and murderous ethnic cleansings. But Mann’s achievements are

also methodological and theoretical. He has reaffirmed the cogency of

Weber’s oft-ignored counsel that the ‘construction of abstract ideal-types

recommends itself not as an end but as a means’, the aim of which is to
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reveal ‘concrete cultural phenomena in their interdependence, their cau-

sal conditions and their significance’ ([1904] 1949: 92). As he tacks back

and forth between the conceptual and the empirical, Mann’s IEMP

model functions as just such a heuristic, capturing the entwined relations

among the networks of power that dynamically constitute and transform

the confederal and conflictive associations of social life. This is a deep

historical sociology, as Mann repeatedly demonstrates that present social

arrangements are the legacies of preceding collective actions, often dating

from pasts long distant. Theory here does not efface or elide history; it

explicates it, doing full justice to the contingencies and confluences that

impart directionality to the temporally unfolding courses of agency and

institutionalization that comprise our subject of interest.

The work is grounded, exemplary; given the grandeur of its scale (still

unfinished!) and the skill of its execution, one might reasonably question

whether it is in any way imitable.

Notes

1 Mann instructively testifies that most of the labels he utilized to classify the
many social formations analysed in Volume I ‘have been applicable only to
specific eras in world-historical time. This was not my original theoretical
stance. Rather, it has empirically turned out to be the case’ (1986: 526).

2 Mann’s counter to de Ste Croix is selective and fails to engage the immense
body of evidence the historian packs into his very big book. Mann’s own claim
that ‘military and political power organizations unconnected to conquest’ were
central in the Greek historical drama is uncharacteristically unnuanced (1986:
222), while the specific account he offers of the decline of polis (1986: 227–8) is
a condensed and chronologically jumbled linkage of developments – the
‘mercenary explosion’, tactical innovations in warfare, the ‘new tyranny’,
heightened civic factionalism, the rise of the Macedonian military monarchy –
that need tighter specification of their complex interplay. In the 146 pages that
comprise chapter 5 of my Moral Codes and Social Structure in Ancient Greece
(1996), I take a stab at it.

3 Mann has been criticized on this score, by Anderson and Runciman most
notably, who question several of Mann’s arguments by alluding to compar-
able cases where the causal configurations failed to issue in similar results.
A number of Mann’s claims regarding the role of Christianity in facilitating
the ‘rise of the West’, for example, have been challenged on the grounds that
the Greek Orthodox variant provided no similar fillip for the Byzantines.
Mann’s thesis on the consequences of an early tenth- to eleventh-century
breakthrough to highly intensive modes of agriculture in northwestern
Europe is likewise challenged, as critics point to even more advanced pro-
ductive techniques and commercial relations in Sung China. These are
complex issues; their possible resolution must await the specialized research
that will follow.
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4 Even this ‘bandwagon effect’ should not be overestimated, as it would take another
full century ormore forChristianity to enroll within its ranks the vast ruralmajority
of the population; Mann’s statement that ‘the final phase of the spread, from the
town to the countryside’ took place after c.250 is far too early and optimistic.

5 On these concerns, see Bryant (1998).

6 Mann’s discussions of the other ‘salvation religions’ tend to be similarly under-
weighted as regards the content of the belief-systems involved. The analysis of
Hinduism is almost entirely focused on caste, andwhile undoubtedly central, this
can hardly be understood without an accompanying exploration of the transmi-
gration doctrine, and the specificities of the karma-samsara-moksha logic of both
progressive and immediate salvation. Jainism and Buddhism are both situated by
Mann as urban phenomena, with strong ethical appeals to artisanal and trading
groups and of potential utility to Kshatriyas seeking to curtail the powers of the
Brahminical priesthood. But here again, he says next to nothing about their
respective doctrines (ahimsa, panpsychism, the Four Noble Truths, the Eight-
fold Path, nirvana) or their organizational forms, which makes it difficult to
understand why these religions were eventually marginalized by a revamped
Hinduism, following the death of Ashoka, the ‘Buddhist Constantine’ (1986:
354–6).NordoesMann look to the immensely significant salvationpathof bhakti,
passionate and sectarian devotion to a personal saviour god, which was culturally
influential in India from at least the time of the Bhagavad Gita (c.300 BCE).
Taoism, mentioned but briefly, is curiously styled a ‘quietist, private cult’, when
in fact religiousTaoism introduced a ‘cyclical apocalyptic’ theme that periodically
provided the legitimacy for major social protests (e.g. the Yellow Turban
Rebellion, 184–215), as well as a social reformist current, beginning with the
Celestial Masters sect that actually established an autonomous regional ‘theo-
cracy’ in southeasternChina (c.142–215) in the laterHan period. Zoroastrianism
is properly identified as the first of the universal salvation religions, but the
transcendent promise of this revelation,Mann speculates, was somehow usurped
to furnish an ‘immanent’ ethnic and ruling-class ideology for the Persian imperial
autocracy. The interpretation is a plausible one, but without a clearer specifi-
cation of the particular mix of ‘transcendent’ and ‘immanent’ doctrinal compo-
nents, Zoroastrianism’s failure to rise to ‘world-historic’ status remains a puzzle.
Only in the cases of Confucianism and early Islam does Mann provide a

historical sociology that is sufficiently attentive to their respective ideas and
beliefs, and this closer engagement seems to be related to the high social content
and minimalist metaphysics of these two ideologies: the one politically oriented
and kinship-based, while the other combines political, juridical and militarily
preoccupations. Presumably for much the same reason, Mann’s analyses of
various secular ideologies – nationalism, socialism, fascism – likewise display a
more secure and comfortable grasp.
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Part II

Types of power





6 Mann’s theory of ideological power: sources,

applications and elaborations

Philip S. Gorski

Even in its current, unfinished state, The Sources of Social Power is prob-

ably the single most ambitious work of historical sociology to appear

during the last thirty years – years in which historical sociology has

enjoyed a remarkable renaissance throughout the English-speaking

world. The aims of The Sources of Social Power are grand in scope and

three in number: (1) to challenge reified conceptions of society and

determinist theories of history; (2) to reconceive sociology as the study

of social power; and (3) to re-write Western history as a history of the

growth and transformation of social power. No mean task!

This chapter does not attempt to recount or evaluate the arguments of

The Sources of Social Power in their entirety; that is more than one chapter –

and this author – can do. Rather, it focuses on one type of social power,

what Mann refers to as ‘ideological power’. It asks three questions:

(1) What are the theoretical sources (and silences) of Mann’s concept

of ideological power? (2) What role does ideological power play (and not

play) in Mann’s interpretation of Western history? (3) How might we

elaborate and improve on Mann’s theory of ideological power? Its aims,

in other words, are exegetical, evaluative and (re-)constructive.

My answers to these questions will become clearer below, but it may be

useful to anticipate them here. Briefly, I will argue: (1) thatMann’s concept

of ideological power has two main sources: classical sociology of religion

and the Marxism of the Second International; (2) that Mann’s analysis of

ideological power in Western history focuses mainly on two forms of

ideological power: ‘extensive’ and ‘authoritative’ ideological power; and

(3) that his conceptual framework and his historical narratives would be

deepened and enriched by greater theoretical and empirical attention to two

other forms of ideological power: ‘intensive’ and ‘diffuse’ ideological power.

Ideological power: sources and silences

The first volume of The Sources of Social Power opens with an amusing –

and devastating – critique of a certain kind of vulgar sociology, which
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treats societies as things, and seeks law-like generalizations about social

change. ‘Societies’ in the sense of bounded and unitary totalities, coun-

tersMann, do not exist and never have. Society, he quips, is a ‘mess’. And

while it is possible to discover some order in this mess, its behaviour

cannot be reduced to any general laws. But if societies don’t really exist,

and laws cannot be found, then what is the point of sociology? What are

its proper objects and aims? These are big questions, andMann gives bold

answers. The object of sociology, he says, should be social power, and its

aim to chart the growth and transformation of power through time and

space.

In order to pursue this aim, one first needs a general theory of social

power, and that is what Mann offers in the introduction to The Sources of

Social Power. Social power, he argues, derives from four, main sources:

meaning systems, material resources, physical violence and administra-

tive infrastructure. Hence, we can distinguish between four basic types of

social power: ideological, economic, military and political. Mann empha-

sizes that these four types are ideal-types à laWeber, and that real ‘power

networks’ – the networks of interaction in which power is embedded and

through which it is exercised – tend to draw on multiple power sources.

They are ‘impure’ alloys in which one type of power is strengthened

through the addition of others.

Of course, real existing power networks vary, not only in terms of their

sources and composition, but along other dimensions as well, such as

their scope and efficacy. Thus, Mann also distinguishes between ‘exten-

sive’ power, which is high in (spatial) scope but low in (social) efficacy,

and ‘intensive’ power, which is high in (social) efficacy but (often) low in

(spatial) scope. In other words, extensive power networks combine a low

degree of mobilization with control over a large swath of territory; while

intensive power networks combine a high degree of mobilization with

control over a smaller area. Mann also distinguishes between ‘authorita-

tive’ and ‘diffuse’ forms of power.1 Authoritative power is typically exer-

cised through explicit commands, while diffuse power tends to operate

through similarities in habits or practices. Mann is less clear about the

conceptual underpinnings of this typology, but the key differences would

seem to be in the degree of hierarchy and centralization, on the one hand,

and on the other, in the degree to which the social actors themselves are

aware of the power relationship. I will discuss this more below.

The word ‘power’ can be used in two rather different ways. Unlike

many social scientists, Mann is very careful to keep them separate. The

first is power in the zero-sum sense of ‘power over’. It typically involves

relations of exploitation, domination or coercion (e.g., the power of the

bourgeoisie over the proletariat, the power of a monarch over her
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subjects, the power of an occupying army over the conquered popula-

tion). Mann refers to this type of power as ‘distributive’ power, since

it normally implies the (unequal) distribution of various life-goods

(e.g. honour, wealth, territory, authority). The other kind of power is

power in the non-zero-sum sense of a positive capacity or ‘power to’. It

typically involves systemic or organizational capacities (e.g. the produc-

tive capacities of capitalism, the administrative capacities of patrimonial

states, the logistical range of a fighting force). Mann refers to this type of

power as ‘collective’ power, because it denotes the capacity of a particular

collectivity to change or control its socio-spatial environment. These two

types of power are not necessarily exclusive of one another; on the con-

trary, most power networks embody both.

The analytic and descriptive potentials ofMann’s theory of social power

are enormous. By combining his distinctions between the various sources

and forms of power, one can generate dozens of different types and

sub-types of social power (e.g. extensive, military power or extensive,

authoritative, military power). And one can use these types to characterize

a wide range of highly diverse power networks – everything from the

absolutist states of earlymodernEurope (extensive, authoritative, political)

to the loose-knit, self-help circles of contemporary America (intensive,

diffuse, ideological). Mann’s theory also allows one to pose normatively

salient questions regarding the interrelationships and tradeoffs between

distributive and collective power in any given power network. The ques-

tion, of course, is whetherMann fully taps these potentials in his analyses of

social power. The answer, in my view, is that he does not.

Having reviewedMann’s general theory of power, I now turn to a more

detailed examination of his approach to ideological power – its meaning

and sources. The closest thing to a full definition may be found in volume

two of The Sources of Social Power, where Mann states that: ‘Ideological

power derives from the human need to find ultimate meaning in life,

to share norms and values, and to participate in aesthetic and ritual

pract ices’ (1993: 7). In othe r word s, ideologic al power flows from a

deep-seated human desire to understand the nature of ‘the world’ and

how one should act in it, and to belong to a community which shares and

enacts these understandings.

Mann distinguishes between two different types of ideological power:

‘transcendent’ and ‘immanent’. It should be noted that Mann uses the

word ‘transcendent’ in a socio-spatial sense, rather than an ontological or

phenomenological one. For him, ideological power is transcendent inso-

far as it encompasses and/or cross-cuts other power networks. Thus, the

‘world religions’ were ‘transcendent’, not in the sense that they divided the

cosmos into mundane and otherworldly spheres, but rather insofar as
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their power networks encompassed and cross-cut political and economic

ones, such as empires or classes.2 Immanence is also used in a strictly

sociological sense. Immanent ideological power refers to the solidarity or

morale of a specific social group. An example would be the sense of

identity and purpose which members of the working class have derived

from socialist ideology.3

What are the theoretical sources of Mann’s concept of ‘ideological

power’? Two seem key: the sociology of religion and Marxism. About

the first, Mann is quite explicit. In volume one of The Sources of Social

Power, he presents his theory of ideological power as an elaboration and

synthesis of Weber’s and Durkheim’s work on religion.4 For example,

his claim that ideologies address questions of ‘ultimate meaning’

strongly echoes Weber’s discussions of the world religions, and his

claims that ideological power ‘can be wielded by those who monopolize

a claim to meaning’ (1993: 22) is reminiscent of W eber’s ( 1978:

1158–1211) analysis of ‘hierocratic authority’. Similarly, the view that

ideologies generate and reinforce a set of ‘shared understandings of how

people should act morally in their relations with each other [that] are

necessary for sustained social cooperation’ [ibid.] is clearly an adapta-

tion of Durkheim’s claim that religions instil and sustain a sense of

‘moral similarity’ and ‘mechanical solidarity’, which serves, in turn, as

the normative foundation for relations of cooperation and exchange

(Durkheim 1964: 70–110). Likewise, his invocation of ‘ritual and

aesthetic practices’ recalls Durkheim’s discussions of ‘collective effer-

vescence’ and the Durkheimian approach to religion more generally.

While there is no mention of Marxism in Mann’s discussions of ideo-

logical power, there are good reasons for suspecting its influence. The

first is Mann’s choice of the word ‘ideology’ – a word with strongly

Marxist undertones – over a more neutral alternative, such as ‘culture’ –

a word which is more in vogue at the moment.5 But theMarxist influence

on Mann probably goes deeper than simple word choice. For there are

obvious affinities between Mann’s notion of ‘immanent ideological

power’ and the revisionist theories of ideology advanced during the

early twentieth century by leading Marxists like Gramsci, Lukács and

Lenin (for an overview, see Eagleton 1991). Different as their views were

in other regards, all three believed that ‘socialist ideology’ was a necessary

precondition of working-class solidarity and thus of socialist revolution.

Mann’s innovation lies in broadening this analysis beyond the proletariat

and identifying ideology as a key ingredient in the solidarity of other social

groups.6 Mann’s treatment of ideology also has deep affinities with

another, later strand of Marxist thinking: Althusserian structuralism.

For Althusser, of course, ideology was not only, or even primarily, a set
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of ideas; it was first and foremost a set of organizational networks or

‘ideological state apparatuses’, which included, inter alia, the church,

the school and the bourgeois media (Althusser 1972). Like Althusser,

Mann is at least as interested in the organizational base of a particular

ideology as he is in its symbolic content, and perhaps even more so. In

fact, at one point, Mann refers to his own theoretical perspective as

‘organizational materialism’. Thus, while Marxism may not appear in

the opening credits of The Sources of Social Power, it does seem to have

figured quite heavily behind the scenes.

After looking at the theoretical sources of ‘ideological power’, it may be

useful to ponder the theoretical silences as well. By ‘theoretical silences’,

I mean the various strands of thought, either in Marxism or the sociology

of religion, which are absent from Mann’s theorizing. On the religion

side, the most notable absence is the phenomenological school, which

defines and analyses religion, not as a system of beliefs or rituals, but as a

type of experience, namely, the experience of (self-)transcendence

(i.e. a rupture in ‘everyday’ or ‘wide-awake’ consciousness). This school

has a distinguished lineage stretching back from Berger and Luckmann

through James and Simmel to Hegel. On the Marxist side, the most

striking absence is the psychoanalytically informed version of Marxism

championed, not only by the Frankfurt school (Horkheimer, Adorno,

Marcuse, Fromm, etc.), but also the French school of structuralMarxism

(e.g. Althusser and Poulantzas), a school, interestingly, from which

Mann draws other important ideas. Notable, too, is the inattention to,

and even dismissal of, post-modern and post-structural brands of social

theory as represented, for example, by Barthes and Foucault.

There are also certain analytical silences in Mann’s discussion. By

‘analytical silences’, I mean a lack of attention – theoretical or empirical –

to certain forms of ideological power which are contained in, or implied by,

Mann’s overall theory. Looking more closely at Mann’s analysis of ideolo-

gical power, we see that it is premised on two key oppositions: distributive

vs. collective, and intensive vs. extensive. Drawing on these categories,

Mann distinguishes between two types of ideological power – transcendent

ideological power, which is collective and extensive, and immanent ideo-

logical power, which is distributive and intensive. But there are two other

permutations of ideological power which can be derived from these oppo-

sitions: intensive and collective and diffuse and distributive. Strangely, they

remain unexplored and nameless in Mann’s work.

Of course, we should not place too much weight on theoretical or

analytical completeness. Mann intends his theory of power as a heuristic

device, rather than a ‘general theory’, so the fact that Mann ignores or

downplays certain traditions of thought or dimensions of ideology is
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problematic only if, and to the degree that, it generates interpretive blind-

spots or explanatory problems in analyses of historical change. Thus, it is

to those analyses that I now turn.

The Protestant ethic revised: ideological power and

the rise of the West

What explains the ‘rise of theWest’? Why did the Christian civilization of

Western Europe and North America become the ‘dominant power actor’

of the modern world? This is one of the great puzzles of modern social

science, of course, and it is also a central focus of Mann’s work. Mann’s

solution can be found in the concluding chapters of The Sources of Social

Power, Volume 1. What allowed the West to jump ahead of the rest, he

says, was capitalism and ‘organic states’. But what explains the genesis of

capitalism, and the formation of ‘organic states’? And when did it occur?

These are the key questions.

Where capitalism is concerned, Mann’s answer is as clear as it is

unorthodox. Like Weber, Mann believes that the birth of capitalism

was due, in no small part, to the peculiarities of Western Christianity.

Unlike Weber, however, he locates the origins of Western capitalism a

good deal earlier, in the medieval period, rather than the early modern

era; and he identifies Catholicism and the nobility, rather than

Protestantism and the bourgeoisie, as the key actors. They were key, he

says, because they possessed ideological power which could be translated

into ‘normative pacification’. The ideological power of Catholicism was

transcendent in form. With its vast network of churches, cloisters, courts

and colleges, the Western Church was far more extensive than any other

power organization in the West; indeed, it was the only organization

which encompassed Europe as a whole. And with its systems of theology

and ethics and its rich liturgies and symbols, the Medieval Church could

provide a relatively coherent account of ‘ultimatemeaning’ and the ‘ritual

and aesthetic practices’ which individuals craved. The ideological power

of the landed nobility took the form of immanent morale. To the degree

that this morale was premised on the privileged place of the nobility

within the institutions and teachings of the Western Church, transcen-

dence and immanence were intertwined. Together, saysMann, these two

networks of ideological power created fertile soil for the development of

capitalism because they ‘helped ensure a basic level of normative pacifi-

cation’, in which property relations could be stabilized and commerce

could grow.

The actual seeds of capitalism, however, were economic, rather than

ideological. They were first planted within the agricultural sector, where
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‘intensive’ forms of cultivation laid the foundations of future prosperity.

Here, too, Mann’s account is both similar to, and different from,

Weber’s. It is similar in adopting a multi-causal model of capitalist

development which emphasizes both ideological and economic factors.

But it is different in focusing on agriculture and the countryside; for

Weber, of course, it was the commercial elites of the Medieval cities

who served as the early ‘carriers’ of the ‘capitalist spirit’ (Weber 1988:

312–443; Weber 1978: 1332–3). Put in the barest possible terms, then,

Mann’s argument is that transcendent power plus immanent morale

equals normative pacification, and (extensive) normative pacification

plus (intensive) agricultural technique equals capitalism.

Mann’s argument regarding the formation of ‘organic states’ is a bit

more orthodox but also a bit less clear. It is more orthodox in the sense

that it highlights the impact of war and geopolitics, as has most recent

work on state formation in early modern Europe (for an overview, see

Gorski 2001a). The basic argument, which Mann accepts, at least as a

starting point, is essentially as follows. During the sixteenth century, the

costs of warfare were greatly increased by a number of interrelated tech-

nological and tactical innovations, such as the diffusion of gunpowder

and firearms and the increasing use of massed infantry. Following

Michael Howard, these developments are commonly referred to as ‘the

military revolution’.7 The increased costs of war led to increased political

conflict. To survive, rulers had to raise more and more taxes, and main-

tain larger and larger armies, and to do that, they needed to expand their

administrative staffs, none of which was to the liking of their subjects,

great or small. This expansion and centralization of state administrations

often went together with a weakening of traditional ‘liberties and privi-

leges’ and the marginalization of representative assemblies – in a word:

‘absolutism’.8 Thus, geopolitical competition and state formation went

hand-in-hand. In Charles Tilly’s well-known phrase: ‘states made wars,

andwarsmade states’ (Tilly 1985). Because of its emphasis on war, I have

referred to this perspective as the ‘bellicist approach’. Mann affirms the

basic tenets of this approachwhen he concludes that ‘states and themulti-

state civilization [of Europe] developed primarily in response to pressures

emanating from the geopolitical andmilitary spheres’ (1986: 511). But he

also qualifies them by inserting the word ‘primarily’. For Mann, the

dynamics of early modern state formation are not entirely captured by

the phrases ‘absolutism’, ‘administrative centralization’ and ‘military

revolution’. State power was also developing in other ways and for other

reasons which are not part of the orthodox account. In that account, state

formation is usually conceptualized, if only implicitly, as the concentra-

tion of power in the hands of the sovereign. Mann does not deny the
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importance of this sort of power – what he terms ‘despotic power’ –

particularly for absolutist regimes. But he does insist on the significance

of another type of power, what he refers to as ‘infrastructural power’, or

‘the power to coordinate civil society’. And he argues that this type of

power was especially important in ‘constitutionalist’ regimes, where

the powers of representative assemblies remained more or less intact

(1986 : 477) . In fact, he impl ies that ‘infrastruc tural powe r’ m ay have

actually been more effective than despotic power. For how else are we to

explain the hegemonic status attained by England and other constitu-

tional regimes at various points inmodern history? But provocative as this

point is, it raises still further questions. Where, one might ask, does

infrastructural power come from, and in what does it consist? What

networks is it embodied in, and how did they come into being?

Strangely enough, Mann does not give us any clear answers to these

questions.

Let us put this problem to the side for one moment and focus on the

argument as a whole. Combining these two lines of thought – about

capitalism and about states – we see that Mann has used the four sources

of social power to develop a general account of the ‘rise of the West’. The

model consists of two parts: a (broadly) neo-Weberian explanation of

Western capitalism, which focuses on the role of ideological power in

the growth and transformation of economic power; and a (mainly)

neo-Hintzian explanation of early modern state formation that focuses

on the role of military power in the growth and transformation of political

power. While Mann treats these two processes as analytically separable,

he does not regard them as historically unconnected. On the contrary!

He argues that the economic surpluses generated by Western capitalism

were crucial to the growth of European states. And he suggests that the

competitive and multipolar character of the European state system

provided fertile ground for the expansion of Western capitalism. In his

view, state formation and capitalist growth were entwined with one

another, and reinforced one another. Capitalist growth generated eco-

nomic resources for states, and produced more organic societies, while

organic states provided a favourable context for capitalist expansion. The

overall argument is presented graphically in Figure 6.1. The solid arrows

represent clearly specified causal relations. The dotted arrow represents

less clearly specified causal relations. And the double-pointed arrow

represents interaction effects – ‘entwinings’, in Mann’s language. The

graphic also contains a temporal dimension. Ideological power is placed

to the left of military power because ‘normative pacification’ antedated

the military revolution historically. Having laid out Mann’s argument, let

us now examine it more closely.
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Logically speaking, Mann’s model could be criticized on a number of

different levels. First, one could argue that the temporal parameters are

incorrectly specified. (Did normative pacification begin in the Middle

Ages? Or did it really occur later?) Second, one could argue, as I have

already done, that certain concepts are inadequately specified or

explained. (What is ‘infrastructural power’? Where does it come from?)

Third, one could argue that key links are missing from the model. (Was

there an important connection between ideological power and political or

military power?) Finally, one could argue that the model as a whole is

logically insufficient, because it fails to identify key differences between

the West and the rest. (Didn’t ‘Medieval’ China exhibit high levels of

normative pacification?)

The criticisms I have to make fall into the first three categories.9

Broadly speaking, they concern the when (periodization), the what (con-

ceptualization) and the why (explanation) of Mann’s argument. Let me

begin with the issue of periodization, specifically,Mann’s periodization of

‘normative pacification’. Mann’s notion of ‘normative pacification’ is

strikingly similar to the concept of ‘social disciplining’ used by many

European historians. The study of social disciplining has been something

of a growth industry in recent years andmuch of this work has focused on

the role of religion. Numerous articles and books have been written about

the efforts of the Church to regulate social life and suppress sinful beha-

viour (see Hsia 1989; Gorski 2000b). But most of this work has focused,

not on the Middle Ages, but on the early modern period (c. 1500–1750).

There is a reason for this focus. The three major ‘confessions’ of the post-

Reformation era – Catholicism, Lutheranism and Calvinism – were all

concerned – one might even say obsessed – with ‘discipline’, meaning the

outward conformity of the religious community to Christian morality.

And they all (re)established special courts and other church bodies to

enforce it. The Calvinist consistories, Lutheran marriage courts, and the

various Inquisitions are the best known and most important examples.

Nor was this campaign restricted to the religious realm. It also spilled over

into the realm of social provision, where religious and political reformers

joined together in an effort to transform ‘vagrants’ and other ne’er-do-

wells into obedient and productive subjects through the introduction of

more rational – and often more punitive – systems of poor relief. Similar

developments can be observed in the military realm as well, where new

regimes of discipline and drill were implemented. Indeed, it is hard to find

an arena of early modern social life which was not affected by these new

disciplinary practices, which is why I have spoken in other contexts of an

early modern ‘disciplinary revolution’ (Gorski 1993; 2003). Of course,

this was not the first attempt to forge more disciplined selves and
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societies. The monastic reform movements of the Middle Ages and the

civic ‘police ordinances’ of the Renaissance are evidence enough of that.

But it was the first to succeed on a broad scale (in the West, anyway).

From this period on, crime, illegitimacy and other indicators of social

‘disorder’ commenced a steady decline which continued until the late

eighteenth century (Gorski 2003). It should be noted that the disciplinary

revolution was most intensive – and evidently also most successful – in

those areas of Europe which came under the sway of Calvinism (e.g. the

Netherlands and England) – the very areas which would dominate the

global economy until they were overtaken by another society with even

deeper Calvinist roots – the United States. Thus, it could be that Mann

and Weber are both (half) right about the connection between religion

and capitalism – Mann about the key mechanism (pacification), and

Weber about the key period (early modern).

This brings me to my second set of criticisms. They concern Mann’s

discussion of early modern state formation. As we have seen, Mann

accepts the basic premises of the bellicist approach. But he also seeks to

go beyond it – with his concept of ‘infrastructural power’, for example.

The theoretical thrust of this concept is clear enough: a highly centralized

state may be good at neutralizing rival power networks but poor at

building up its own. In Mann’s language, it may be high in distributive

power, but low in collective power. One thinks, in this context, of des-

potic states, both new and old. Perhaps this is why Mann contrasts

‘infrastructural power’ with ‘despotic power’. Be that as it may, the key

point is that administrative and political centralization are not the sole

determinants of state strength. Strength is also a function of ‘infrastruc-

ture’ – of the organizational networks through which states ‘coordinate

civil society’. But while the theoretical thrust of Mann’s concept is clear,

the empirical reference remains vague. It is not clear which ‘organiza-

tional networks’ he is talking about. One possible answer is church net-

works. TheWestern Church played a significant role in the governance of

European society throughout the Middle Ages. It disseminated political

decrees, interpreted and enforced the law, and provided poor relief and

health care. The early modern era witnessed a major expansion in this

role. Churches began to maintain public records (e.g. of births, deaths

andmarriages), provide popular education, police popular behaviour and

monitor cultural life, amongst other things. The early modern era also

witnessed a major expansion – and tightening – of the networks them-

selves. The quantity and quality of parish clergy and church buildings

increased dramatically. So did the number – and power – of lay offices

and institutions. In the language of the specialist, church networks were

‘filling in’. And not only that. They were also becoming more tightly
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entwined with political and social networks. Rulers now exercised greater

control over ecclesiastical officials and institutions, and churches often

enlisted the aid of the state in the enforcement of discipline and the

suppression of dissent. So if Mann is correct in arguing that the infra-

structural power of European states increased during the early modern

period – and there is good reason to think that it did – then one reason

may be the expansion of church networks and their ‘entwining’ with

political ones.

It is worth noting, at least in passing, that this focus on church networks

also sheds light on another puzzle raised by Mann: the apparent affinity

between constitutional regimes and infrastructural power. Why did

constitutional regimes, such as Britain or the Netherlands, have more

powerful infrastructures than absolutist ones like France or Spain? Part of

the answer, no doubt, is that absolutizing princes often dismantled or

undercut potential sources of infrastructural power, such as civic com-

munes or regional parliaments, in their quest for despotic power. But this

cannot be the whole answer, because there were also other states, such

as the Polish Republic or the Kingdom of Hungary which had strong

constitutions and weak infrastructures. Another part of the answer,

I would suggest, was Calvinism. Calvinism played a crucial role in the

defence of constitutional government. It provided the political muscle

and the ideological backbone for anti-absolutist uprisings throughout

Western and Central Europe, not only in Britain and the Netherlands,

but also in Hungary and Poland and, less successfully, in France (Gorski

2001b; Te Brake 1998; Evans and Thomas 1991). Calvinism also

generated immense amounts of infrastructural power, at least in those

countries where it took root, such as Switzerland, Britain and the

Netherlands. This is because Calvinists were more concerned with reli-

gious discipline and social order than Catholics and Lutherans were, and

because they developed more effective systems for maintaining it. Thus,

the apparent correlation between constitutional regimes and infrastruc-

tural power is at least partly spurious, insofar as both of these outcomes

are the product of a third factor which was not included inMann’s model:

Calvinism.

There is at least one more problem with Mann’s analysis of early

modern state formation, a type three problem involving a missing causal

link, in this case between ideological power on the one hand and political

power on the other. As we have seen, Mann is openly critical of the

bellicists for ignoring the significance of infrastructural power.

However, he tacitly accepts their claim that the growth of despotic

power was primarily due to geopolitical and military factors. I am less

prepared to do so. This does not mean that I regard the bellicist
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perspective as false. Bellicist scholars have identified a number of the key

mechanisms which drove earlymodern state formation. But they have not

been able to produce a general model of early modern state formation

which fully explains the structural and political variations in which they

are interested. Even the most nuanced and complex discussions of the

relationship between geopolitics and state-building have generated per-

plexing anomalies and theoretical inconsistencies.10 One reason for this,

perhaps even the main reason, is that they have systematically ignored

religion. This is unfortunate, because ‘bringing religion back in’ greatly

enhances our understanding of early modern states and regimes. While

disputes over war finance were often an ingredient in fights between

advocates of absolutism and defenders of constitutionalism, they were

rarely the only one. Confessional conflict – usually between Calvinists

and Catholics – was often a factor as well, and it played a catalytic role in

many of the most violent and consequential conflicts of the sixteenth and

seventeenth centuries, from the French Wars of Religion and the Dutch

Revolt through the Bohemian Uprising to the English Civil War. Where

the militant Calvinists and their republican allies won, as in the

(Northern) Netherlands and England, the powers of representative

assemblies were preserved and expanded; where they lost, as in France

and Bohemia, they were effectively abolished, and the road was paved for

extreme forms of princely absolutism. There was also an Imperial-

German variant of confessional conflict, which pitted Lutheran ‘estates’

against a Calvinist monarch, as in Prussia and (some parts of) Hessia. In

these cases, a Calvinist victory culminated in royal absolutism. Thus,

while there is no law-like relationship between religion and regime, it is

evident that confessional conflict, like geopolitics, was a key mechanism

in the development of early modern states.

Greater attention to religion also helps to explain a second, key aspect

of state formation: the degree of bureaucratization. The degree of bureau-

cratization among early modern states was highly variable. It was once

assumed that bureaucracy went together with absolutism – and patrimo-

nialism with constitutionalism. If this were the case, then there would be

no need to analyse administration separately from regime. But revisionist

work has shown this claim to be insupportable. Some states, such as

Spain and France, had absolutist regimes and venal administrations;

others, such as Britain and Sweden (in its ‘Age of Liberty’), had constitu-

tional regimes and bureaucratic administrations. As Thomas Ertman has

recently noted, the more bureaucratic states form an arc stretching from

the British Isles through Scandinavia and down into the German-speaking

lands, while venal states also run from the northwest to the southeast, from

Spain through France and into Italy (Ertman 1997). Interestingly, the
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divide between bureaucratic and venal states lines up closely with the

border between Protestant and Catholic Europe. The correlation is not

perfect. There were some Protestant countries which were not particularly

bureaucratic, such as the Dutch Republic; and there were some Catholic

countries, like Bavaria, which were. But the most bureaucratic states

(England, Sweden and Prussia) were all Protestant, while the most venal

ones (Spain, France, Naples) were all Catholic. I have argued elsewhere

that this pattern was the result of two processes (Gorski, 2005). The first

was the invention of venality during the Papal Schism, and its subsequent

diffusion from the Papal Curia to the monarchies of the Mediterranean

(i.e. France and the Iberian and Italian Peninsulas). The second was the

invention of a non-proprietary system of clerical office-holding during the

Reformation, and their subsequent diffusion to the state administrations of

most Northern European polities. It is the interaction of these processes,

I conclude, which goes furthest towards explaining the geographical dis-

tribution of bureaucratic and venal systems of office-holding in early

modern Europe.

Of course, one could take this critique of the bellicist perspective even

further, by emphasizing the various ways in which religion and the

Reformation fed into geopolitical competition and the military revolu-

tion. In their discussions of early modern state formation, bellicists often

point to the marked increase in the scope and intensity of warfare during

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.11 And they usually attribute this

increase to ‘the military revolution’ and, more particularly, to the use of

gunpowder, which made existing stone fortifications obsolete, and to the

use of lightly armed mercenary soldiers, who could be trained and

equipped more easily and more quickly than armed knights. I do not

doubt that this is part of the explanation for the increased scope and

intensity of early modern warfare. But I do question whether it is the

whole explanation. After all, most of the major wars of this period,

whether civil or multinational, were at least nominally about religion.

Of course, religion was rarely the only ingredient in these conflicts. But by

introducing new confessional and sectarian cleavages into old political

and dynastic conflicts, the Reformation destabilized the status quo ante and

created new opportunities for political consolidation and expansion – and

new occasions for political conflict and resistance. Over time, conflicts

about religion and conflicts about politics tended to become entwined

with one another. Unlike most proponents of the bellicist position, Mann

gives these dynamics their proper due.

Up to the seventeenth century grievances expressed in religious terms were
paramount in social struggles; yet they took on an increasingly state-bounded
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form. The breakup of Europe’s religious unity in the sixteenth century was
predominantly into politically demarcated units. Religious wars came to be fought
either by rival states or by factions who struggled over the constitutions of the
single, monopolistic state in which they were located. (1986: 435)

But there is another connection between ideological and military power

which Mann does not recognize, and that is the connection between

religious and military discipline. In some cases, this connection was quite

obvious and direct. Here, one thinks especially of the New Model Army,

whose discipline and morale were grounded in Puritan morality and the

elan of the ‘elect’ (Gentles 1992). In other cases, the connection was

probably more subtle and indirect. Here, one thinks more of the

(re-)discovery of drill by Maurice of Orange and Simon Stevin – one of

the key elements of the military revolution (Hahlweg 1987). While the

models on which they drew were Roman in origin, one cannot help but

wonder whether their receptiveness was not heightened by their convictions,

which were strongly (if not orthodoxly) Calvinist. Nor are these the only

examples one could cite. On the contrary, most of the great innovations in

early modern training and tactics seem to have been pioneered by ascetic

Protestants – Oliver Cromwell, Gustavus Adolpus, Frederick William I.

Thus, there are good grounds for supposing an ‘elective affinity’ between

ascetic Protestantism andmilitary ‘rationalism’ – and for adding an arrow

to Mann’s model, an arrow from ‘ideological power’ to ‘military power’.

Thus far, I have criticized Mann on three counts. First, I have argued

that his periodization of ‘normative pacification’ is problematic. While

onemight, perhaps, speak of an extensive phase of pacification during the

Middle Ages, it seems clear that the more intensive – and probably more

decisive – phase came later, following the Reformation. I have also argued –

and this is the second point – that Mann’s discussion of ‘infrastructural

power’ is more theoretical gesture than historical analysis. More concre-

tely, I have argued that the sources of infrastructural power were largely

ideological, and that church networks were the heart of state infrastruc-

ture during this period. Finally, I have argued that Mann’s model misses

the key connections between ideological power, on the one hand, and

political and military power on the other. Specifically, I have suggested

that confessional conflict and ascetic Protestantism played a crucial role

in shaping early modern political regimes and administrative structures,

and thus contributed to the development, not only of infrastructural

power, but of despotic power as well. In addition, I have suggested that

religious discipline may also have exercised a subtle influence on military

discipline. These various lines of criticism are summarized graphically in

the revised version of Mann’s model presented in Figure 6.2.
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Their positive content is three-fold: (1) greater interpretive stress on

the early modern period as the key turning point in Western history – the

period when the West surged ahead of the rest; (2) greater explanatory

stress on the role of ‘ideological power’ (the Protestant and Catholic

Reformations) in the transformation, not only of economic power (capit-

alism), but also of political and military power (‘organic states’ and ‘the

military revolution’); and (3) greater theoretical stress on intensive and

collective forms of ideological power – on the ways in which post-

Reformation religiosity mobilized human energies and directed them

towards social transformation. The third point may well be the key one,

at least from a theoretical point of view. As I indicated in the first section

of this chapter, the concept of intensive ideological power is implicit in

Mann’s general theory of social power but absent from his specific typo-

logies of ideological power, which focus on extensive (transcendent) and

distributive (immanent) forms of ideology. It is now clear that this analy-

tical silence has heuristic consequences – negative ones. In the following

section, I will suggest that the (relative) absence of diffuse forms of

ideological power from Mann’s analysis may also be a source of inter-

pretive and explanatory problems as well.

The end of ideology? Ideological power and

‘causal primacy’

In the opening pages of The Sources of Social Power, Volume II, Mann

takes up the question of causal ‘primacy’. He begins by criticizing ‘pure

or monocausal theories’ such as orthodox Marxism, and rejecting all

claims of ‘ultimate primacy’ – claims that a particular level or dimension

of social reality (e.g. production, the material) is always and everywhere

the decisive one. But he does not eschew the search for primacy as such.

Rather, he argues for a more restrictive notion of primacy, a historically

delimited type which obtains only in particular times and places. He then

presents his own conclusions about primacy. They are as follows.

‘Medieval Europe’, he says, ‘had been decisively structured by

Christ endom ’ (1993: 1). But ‘Christia nity lost much of its force from

the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, broken by mutually reinforcing

developments, in economic, military and political power’. After that, says

Mann, it became sufficiently unimportant, that it can be safely omitted

from subsequent discussion (1986: 472). ‘During the eighteenth cen-

tury’, he adds later, ‘two sources of social power, the economic and the

military, preponderated’. In the nineteenth century, however, ‘economic

and politic al power sources began to do minate’ (19 93: 1). Ideologic al

power had not disappeared, of course. But its key sources were now
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classes and nations, rather than clergies and churches; socialism and

nationalism, however, could not fully or permanently fill the void left by

socialism and nationalism. Broadly speaking, then, Mann argues that

ideological power has declined since the Reformation, at least relative to

other power sources.

This is a somewhat different kind of argument than the one we exam-

ined in the preceding section. It concerns causal weighting rather than

causal connections. Accordingly, the kinds of objections to which it is

susceptible are slightly different, though they, too, are of three basic

types. First, one could argue that the evidence Mann considers has not

been weighed properly. Secondly, one could argue that important evi-

dence has not been weighed at all, either because it has been accidentally

overlooked or because it has been systematically excluded, due to biases

within the conceptual framework. Finally, one could argue that the

weighing procedure itself is problematic, either because the metric is

unclear or because it has been applied inconsistently. My comments

will be mainly, if not exclusively, of the first two sorts.

Mann’s conclusions about the declining significance of ideological

power is premised on two basic claims. The first is that the splintering

ofWesternChristendomdecreased the ‘extensive’ power of theChurch, and

hence ‘its capacity for social organization’ (1986: 471). The second is that

the rise of Protestantismdecreased the overall power of religion (1986: 470).

Now, the major premise of the first argument is clearly correct, at least

in the following sense: where there had been one, unified religious net-

work, which encompassed and shaped all of Europe, at least to some

degree, there were now many. To be precise, there were now three major

networks (Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed or Calvinist) as

well as several minor ones (e.g. Baptists, Unitarians, and so on). Thus,

Europe’s church networks became (relatively) more fragmented and less

centralized. But the conclusion which Mann draws from this premise

does not necessarily follow. There is no prima facie reason to assume that a

(relative) decline in extensive (and perhaps authoritative) power results in

an overall decline in the ‘capacity for social for organization’, since the

decline in extensive (and authoritative) power could have been counter-

balanced by gains in intensive (or diffuse) power. And, in fact, there is

considerable evidence to suggest that this is precisely what happened. As

we saw in the preceding section, the Reformation era was a period, not

only of state-building, but of church-building as well, a period in which

the numbers of church officials, church buildings, church organizations

and church rituals were all dramatically on the upswing. As a result, most

churches were probably much better able to mobilize and control their

followers than they had been before. Thus, while church networks did
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lose their capacity to organize and unify Europe as a whole, they did not

lose their ‘capacity for social organization’ per se. On the contrary, one

could argue that the churches’ capacity for social organization actually

increased during the Reformation era, insofar as they were better able to

shape individual conduct and penetrate into everyday life.

Mann’s arguments about Protestantism are subject to the same objec-

tion. Insofar as it failed to bring all of Europe under its sway,

Protestantism was not a ‘transcendent, society-creating force’, at least

not on a Continental scale. But this loss of extensive or ‘transcendent’

power could have been – and in my view was – counter-balanced by gains

in intensive, ‘society-creating’ power. For while Protestant Churches

failed to recreate Western Christendom, they were quite successful in

forging territorial societies. By diffusing the literate biblical culture of the

elites to the middling and even lower strata, and imposing greater doc-

trinal and liturgical consistency and religious and social discipline, the

Protestant Churches of the Reformation era actually decreased the level

of cultural stratification and regional segmentation within the territories

under their control and were, in this sense, ‘society-creating’ and even

‘transcendent’ (Gorski 2000a).

In sum, I am not sure that Mann has weighed the early modern

evidence properly. The root of the problem would seem to be the

unstated minor premise which underlies his conclusions, namely, that the

‘capacity for social organization’ is solely (or at least mainly) a function of

extensive (or perhaps authoritative) power. But as Mann himself has

emphasized, the capacity for social organization can be measured in

different ways. One can look at the number of people or the amount of

territory (extensive) organized, or one can look at the level of mobilization

or the degree of control (intensive). While the Reformation may have

brought a decline in the former capacity, it also brought an increase in the

latter. Thus, it is not so obvious that ‘ideological power’ declined during

the early modern era; in fact, depending upon how one weights the

relative losses and gains in extensive and intensive power, one could

well conclude (as I would) that it actually increased, at least in absolute

terms.

What about the modern evidence? Here, Mann would appear to be on

safer ground. After all, church networks in the West have now lost much

of their intensive power as well, especially in Europe. The sinking levels of

‘religious participation’ (e.g. church attendance, church marriages, etc.)

and ‘religious authority’ (judicial, political, cultural, etc.) documented by

several generations of sociologists is certainly ample evidence of that. But

this decline is probably more recent, and less complete, than Mann, and

most social scientists, appear to realize (for an excellent overview, see
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Höllinger 1996). To be sure, one can find harbingers of ‘secularization’

quite early – in the relaxation of church discipline during the late seven-

teenth century, or the growth of religious scepticism among intellectuals

during the eighteenth. But the real turning point seems to have come a

good deal later; it was not until the early twentieth century that religious

disaffection and disaffiliation became mass phenomena, and church con-

trol of schools and social provision was seriously weakened or abolished.

Until this time, Western church networks retained a great deal of mobi-

lizing power, and remained a key element of state infrastructures. So even

if Mann is correct about the ultimate outcome, the decline of ideological

power – and hemay not be, for reasons discussed below – he is most likely

wrong about the timing, because the real decline in church power

occurred a good deal later than he suggests – almost four centuries after

the Reformation.

Despite these problems of periodization, it should be emphasized that

Mann’s explanation for the decline of church networks is still superior

to the conventional accounts of ‘secularization’. The weakening of

church networks was due, not to generic processes of ‘modernization’

or ‘social differentiation’, as the classical theories of ‘secularization’ imply

(Tschannen 1992). Rather, it was due to the emergence of rival networks

(states, nations, classes) and rival ideologies (liberalism, nationalism,

socialism) which provided competing forms of ritual participation and

alternative sources of ‘ultimate meaning’.

What Mann’s account misses, however, is the persistence of religious

networks and ideologies into the modern era, their ‘entwining’ with

secular networks and ideologies, and the effects which this had on the

latter. Consider nationalism. Mann is right in emphasizing the relation-

ship between religion and ‘proto-national consciousness’ in the early

modern era (Gorski 2000b; Hastings 1996; Marx 2003). And he is also

right in emphasizing the growth of a secular strand of nationalist dis-

course following the French Revolution. But it is wrong to imply that

secular nationalism replaced religious nationalism. The religious strand of

nationalist discourse remained strong among segments of the European

population until well into the twentieth century, and survives even today

in places like Ireland, Poland and, to a certain degree, the United States

(O’Brien 1988; Hutchison and Lehmann 1994; Zubrzycki 2000). Class

formation was also affected by church networks. The story of class for-

mation is not just a story of class struggle between labour and capital; it is

also the story of a struggle between socialist and confessional movements

and parties for the hearts andminds of workers (Rueschemeyer, Stephens

and Stephens 1992; Luebbert 1991; Nipperdey 1988; McLeod 1995;

Hölscher 1989). And the outcome of this latter struggle was important,
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not only for the salience of class cleavages, but also for the direction of

social reform – liberal, social-democratic, or Christian democratic.12 And

in this sense, church networks also influenced the second wave of

European state formation: the emergence of ‘welfare states’.

This is not to say that church networks retained the ‘ultimate primacy’

which Mann claims they had in the Middle Ages. Nor is it to dispute the

growing importance, and perhaps even dominance, of other networks in

themodern era. Rather, it is to suggest thatMann’s claims about the timing

and extent of their decline are misleading and somewhat overstated.

Church networks did not lose ‘much of their force from the sixteenth to

the eighteenth centuries’; in some ways, their force actually increased, at

least for ordinary people. Nor is it ‘safe’ to omit them from the next century

either, when they continued to exert considerable force, not only in the

private lives of individuals, but on the shapes of other networks, as well.

Indeed, one could argue – and some historians have argued – that Western

Christianity reached its apogee, not in the Middle Ages, but in the nine-

teenth century. For all these reasons, I would argue, church networks

weighed a good dealmore heavily; and quite a bit longer thanMann allows.

Thus far, I have argued that Mann’s account of ideological decline is

marred by a mis-weighing of the evidence on church networks – the first

of the three types of potential problems I identified above. In focusing

on the decline of Christianity’s extensive power, I contended, Mann

overlooked its growing intensive power. And this led him to locate its

(relative) decline a full four centuries too early. In this section, I ask

whether there might also be other evidence that is missing from Mann’s

account, evidence that might alter his conclusions regarding causal pri-

macy – a criticism of the second type. Specifically, I ask: (a) whether there

are additional types of ideological power networks which are absent from

Mann’s analysis; and, if so, (b) whether taking these networks into

account could undermine Mann’s claims about the (relative) decline of

ideological power. My answers to these two questions, to anticipate, are

(a) ‘yes’ and (b) ‘maybe’.

As we have just seen,Mann’s analysis of ideology in medieval and early

modern Europe focuses mainly on the growth and transformation of

‘transcendent’ and authoritative power, specifically the hierocratic

power of the Christian churches. ‘Intensive’ and diffuse forms of ideolo-

gical power enter into this analysis only peripherally, in the ‘immanent

morale’ of the landed nobility; they do not figure in Mann’s discussion of

church networks.

If we look closely at Mann’s analysis of ideology in modern Europe, we

find different networks but a similar emphasis. Here, the focus tends to be
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on nation-states and political religions, especially socialism and fascism.

These networks are somewhat less (socially) transcendent than their

Christian predecessors, since they organize particular classes, nations or

‘races’. But they are arguably also somewhat more authoritative – more

likely to employ commands and coercion. Once again, intensive and

diffuse forms of ideological power enter into the picture only at the

margins, usually as precursors to more authoritative ones.

If we focus on these particular networks, then Mann’s conclusions

about the decline of ideological power seem quite plausible. The

extensive power of the Christian churches did decline somewhat after

the Reformation, and their intensive and authoritative powers have

now declined as well (if not as early or as quickly as Mann and others

presumed). Of course, the institutional and numerical contraction

of Christianity during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-

ries was also accompanied (and to some degree caused) by the expan-

sion of the great ‘political religions’ of the modern era. And for

a time, these secular faiths generated networks which were even

more extensive (socialism) or more intensive (fascism and nationalism)

than those of their religious rivals. But the great world wars of

the twentieth century – two hot and one cold – sapped these networks

of their strength, perhaps irreversibly. They live on in the routines

of politics and platforms of socialist and nationalist parties, but in a

severely weakened form.

But what if we expanded our focus, to include more diffuse networks of

ideological power? Would we still arrive at the same conclusions? Before

we can answer these questions, we must first be clear about their terms,

especially the term ‘diffuse ideological power’. To my knowledge, Mann

does not define, or even discuss, this particular permutation of power.

But by building on his definitions of diffuse power and ideological power,

and examining the contrasts he draws between authoritative and diffuse

power at various points, we can piece together a definition of diffuse

ideological power which is very much in the spirit of Mann’s theory.

I present it in summary fashion. Diffuse ideological power differs from

authoritative ideological power in at least four ways: (1) Organizational

and spatial structure: While authoritative networks (e.g. churches

and political parties) tend to be organizationally unified, geographically

centralized and internally hierarchical, diffuse networks tend to be frag-

mented, de-centralized and flat. (2) Means and methods: Unlike some

authoritative networks (e.g. nation-states and hierocracies), which rely

on the exercise or threat of physical or psychological coercion, diffuse

networks employ peaceful and persuasive tactics to diffuse their ideolo-

gies. (3)Onto-logic: Authoritative ideologies (e.g. world religions and
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political religions) provide relatively complete worldviews, which purport

to explain how the world works, and how we should act in it; they are

explicit, formal and systematic, and possess a relatively high degree of

internal, logical consistency. Diffuse ideologies provide partial or incom-

plete worldviews. They focus on particular realms of life, and provide

scripts for acting within them. They do not necessarily provide a coherent

picture of the world, a complete system of life-conduct, or an explicit set

of values. (4) Ideology and action. Authoritative ideologies can be con-

sciously and intentionally taught, learned and applied. This is not always

the case with diffuse ideologies, which are often absorbed and deployed

without the conscious will or knowledge of the actor. (The usual caveats

about typologies apply: authoritative and diffuse ideological power, as

defined here, will rarely be encountered in ‘pure form’; mixed and inter-

mediate types are both possible and likely. Thus, the two types are best

seen as the end-points of a spectrum, their four characteristics as a means

of locating a particular network on that spectrum.) Thus, we can imagine

a network which has a very diffuse organizational and spatial structure,

but authoritative methods and ideas (e.g. a network of terrorist cells).

Or conversely, a network with an authoritative organization, but diffuse

methods and ideas (e.g. a certain type of business corporation).

What does a diffuse ideological network look like? And where might

we find one? Classical and contemporary theory provides some useful

signposts and examples.

ConsiderWeber’s discussion of the various types of religious leaders and

the sorts of communities which form around them (Weber 1978: 438–50).

For Weber, the main purpose of this discussion is to delineate the unique

features of a particular kind of leader that (Weber believes) played an

especially consequential role in the ‘rationalization’ of Western religion:

the ‘ethical prophet’. What is of interest to us in this discussion, however,

is not Weber’s typology of the prophet and his antagonist and arch-rival,

the ‘priest’, so much as the other types of leaders which he uses as

analytical foils for them, especially ‘magicians’, ‘mystagogues’ and

‘exemplary prophets’. For they form the nodes of more diffuse networks

of ideological power, the power of the magician being the most diffuse,

and that of the exemplary prophet the least. Magicians, as Weber under-

stands them, do not issue commands; they provide services. Consequently,

their ‘communities’ consist of ‘clients’ rather than ‘followers’. And

because their clients are more concerned with the efficacy of their

services, than the coherence of their worldviews, they need not

provide an authoritative onto-logic. Mystagogues also provide services,

though of a somewhat different kind. They dispense ‘boons of salvation’

rather than worldly goods. But they do not claim a monopoly over
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these boons, just a reliable supply. Further, since the source of salvation

is magical (or charismatic), there is little pressure to articulate a clear

and explicit doctrine. Exemplary prophets also promise salvation, but

not by magical means. It is not difficult to find modern, Western

analogues of these different, historical figures – psychic healers, ‘cult’

leaders, travelling gurus, and so on. And if we look beyond the religious

sphere, broadly construed, the list swells further, with ‘self-help’ authors,

‘twelve-step’ programmers, and ‘inspirational speakers’, and other ideo-

logical entrepreneurs who cater to the ‘human need’ for ‘concepts and

categories of meaning’, ‘understandings of how people should act

moral ly’, and ‘aesthetic /ritual pra ctices ’ (1986: 22). All of wh ich leads

one to wonderwhether dis-enchantment has givenway to re-enchantment.

Has the contraction of traditional religion opened space for the

expansion of post-modern magic? The answers to those questions will

depend in large part upon how one defines religion and magic – a tricky

and controversial issue. This much is clear, however: the (relative)

decline of the ‘great traditions’, sacred and secular, has been followed

by an (equivalent?) increase of ‘little traditions’. What distinguishes the

big and the little traditions, then, is not the ‘human need’ they address,

but rather their comparatively diffuse organizational and onto-logical

structures. As intellectuals, we may find such ideologies to be ‘trivial’ or

even distasteful, but we should not assume that they are socially

insignificant.

A strikingly similar argument with a slightly different emphasis can be

found in the work of Thomas Luckmann, a sociologist of religion in the

phenomenological tradition. For Luckmann (1990), the contrast is not

between great and small traditions, but between great and small ‘trans-

cendences’. ‘Transcendence’, in Luckmann’s usage, is a quality of indi-

vidual experience, not a property of social networks. Transcendent

experiences, as he defines them, are ones that point beyond the physical

boundaries of our existence or the temporal boundaries of immediate

experience, and make us aware of, or feel a part of, some larger process or

entity. Luckmann distinguishes three different levels or degrees of trans-

cendence. ‘Little’ transcendences involve consciousness of things which

are not immediately given, but could be, or have been, directly experi-

enced – day-dreams and memories, for example – and which thereby

create a rupture or break in the flow of sensory experience. ‘Intermediate’

transcendences involve a feeling of union or sameness with someone or

something which is other than ourselves, but which are understood as

part of our experiential reality, such as ‘nature’ or another person. Great

transcendences, finally, pertain to entities or processes that cannot be

experienced directly, and that are not a part of ordinary or sensory reality.
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This is the level at which the great world religions are situated. However,

all three levels are susceptible of religious interpretations, and most

religious traditions have offered – or imposed – certain ways of ordering

them (e.g. through sacralized understandings of personhood and experi-

ence or ritualized forms of interaction). While transcendent experiences

of one sort or another are a human universal – an inherent feature of our

consciousness – their phenomenological and sociological structures are

highly variable – and strongly correlated. Which brings us to the part of

Luckmann’s argument which is relevant to our concerns – the structure of

transcendence in ‘modern, functionally differentiated societies’; it differs

sharply from that found in traditional and undifferentiated ones.

According to Luckmann, it is flatter, more fragmented, freer and more

personalistic. It is flatter in the sense that little and intermediate trans-

cendences predominate, because the overarching world pictures which

are the sine qua non of great transcendences are no longer accepted by

large numbers of people. It is more fragmented in the sense that such

experiences of transcendence which people do have, whether great or

small, are highly diverse in character: physical elation, sexual union,

aesthetic contemplation, and so on. It is freer in the sense that priestly

elites have lost their ability to monopolize and control the interpretation

of transcendent experiences; they now face competition from other spe-

cialists, both religious and secular (mystagogues and moralists, psychics

and psychoanalysts), whose interpretations lack juridicial force. Finally, it

is more personalistic insofar as individuals can – and often do – assemble

their worldviews à la carte from the ideological smorgasbord of modern

culture. Thus, where Weber’s analysis of religious leadership focuses our

attention on the changing structure of ideological networks, Luckmann’s

analysis highlights the changing nature of ideology itself. Whether the

great transcendences will be restored in some form in some future society,

we cannot know. That the small and intermediate transcendences are of

greater importance to many members of contemporary society, no one

will doubt.

The works ofWeber and Luckmann suggest how wemight think about

the structural and onto-logical characteristics of diffuse power. For

insights into its means and methods and its relation to action, the

Durkheimian tradition is of more use. Of course, Mann invokes this

tradition himself when he identifies ‘aesthetic/ritual practices’ as one

aspect of ideological power. In practice, Mann tends to view ideological

power through a Weberian lens: he focuses his attention on the organiza-

tional structure and intellectual content of ideological networks.

‘Aesthetic and ritual practices’ are generally absent from the picture.

This is unfortunate, because ritual is arguably the chief means through
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which beliefs and values – which is what Mann means by ‘ideology’ – are

reproduced and rendered plausible. The locus classicus on the relationship

of ritual, belief and ideology is of course Durkheim’s Elementary Forms,

hismagnum opus on the social origins of religion (and the religious origins

of social categories) (Durkheim 1995; see also Marshall 2002).

Durkheim’s analysis will be familiar to most readers, but it is worth

recalling its basic outlines. It begins with the argument that the one

thing that all religions have in common is a distinction between the sacred

and the profane. The central question, then, is how this distinction arises,

and why it seems plausible. The answer, he argues, is to be found in the

experience of ‘collective effervescence’, the feeling of energy and unity

which is generated by mass rituals. It is the contrast between these

moments of collective elation, and the routines of everyday life, which

gives rise to the distinction between sacred and profane, and to notions

of a larger force or external power which governs our lives. Now in

reality, says Durkheim, this force or power is society, itself. But it is not

recognized as such, at least not in pre-modern, pre-scientific and pre-

sociological (!) societies. Rather, it is interpreted as a supernatural power

or divine being. Religious beliefs are thus true to the extent that they are

grounded in actual experience (collective effervescence) and refer to

something real (society), but false insofar as theymis-interpret the experi-

ences and mis-recognize their actual source. The importance of this

analysis for our purposes is that it specifies a diffuse means – meaning a

non-coercive, non-violent means – for the production and diffusion of

ideological power, namely, ritual. Of course, the religious networks which

are the subjects of Durkheim’s study are diffuse mainly in their means;

they can be (relatively) authoritative in structure and onto-logic. But

Durkheim’s analysis could easily be extended to structurally and onto-

logically diffuse networks as well, and already have been by various neo-

Durkheimians (see, e.g., Bellah and Hammond 1980; Warner 1959).

Mann also tends to adopt a Weberian point of view in his analyses of

ideology and action: ideology is conceptualized as an explicit system of

values that individuals use to guide or orient their actions. Here, too,

Durkheim’s work suggests a very different perspective, one which focuses

on the embodiment and naturalization of ideology, rather than on its

codification and application. This line of analysis has been pursued by

many social theorists, but its most famous advocate, at least in sociology,

is undoubtedly Pierre Bourdieu. For Bourdieu, of course, the key issue

is not the origin of beliefs and values, so much as the legitimation

of inequality and domination.13 This is a Weberian question, but

Bourdieu’s answer draws heavily on Durkheim. As in Durkheim’s analysis

of ritual, however, Bourdieu’s work on legitimation focuses on a process of
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mis-interpretation and mis-recognition. What is mis-interpreted and mis-

recognized in this case, however, is the nature and source of class ‘distinc-

tions’, the subtle differences in taste andmanners which serve as ‘principles

of vision and di-vision’ – as signs and markers of social status. The origins

of these differences are social: they are to be found in an individual’s

upbringing and education. But they are (mis)interpreted as natural differ-

ences in individual endowments – a mis-interpretation whose plausibility

and persistence derives from the fact that such differences in ‘habitus’ are

inscribed in the individual body. The result is that class differences are seen

as natural differences, not only by dominant groups, but also, even espe-

cially, by the subordinate strata. Bourdieu’s work of ‘distinction’ shows us

what a diffuse relationship between ideology and action might look like,

that is how an ideology might be ‘absorbed and deployed without the

conscious knowledge or will of the actor’.

Based on these brief discussions of Weber, Luckmann, Durkheim and

Bourdieu, I think it is fair to conclude that there are indeed forms of

ideological power which are present in Mann’s conceptual framework, but

absent from his historical analyses, diffuse ideological power being one of

them. This brings us to the second and more important question, namely,

whether the existence of these networks challenges Mann’s conclusions

about ideological power and causal primacy in the contemporary world.

To answer this question properly, one would need to assess the pervasive-

ness of these networks and the power of their effects in the modern West.

I cannot hope – andwill not pretend – to provide any sort of definitive answer

in the closing pages of this chapter. What I would like to do instead is offer

a few hypotheses, which could serve as a starting point for further reflection.

My first hypothesis is that networks of diffuse ideological power have

grown in number and size, and that they are considerably more important

now than they were, say, two centuries ago, at least within the West.

In fact, I would go so far as to argue that the growth of diffuse ideological

power is one of the hallmarks of ‘modernity’. I am by nomeans the first to

remark on this development. It has been described by many social theor-

ists, albeit in different language. Weber conceptualized it as the differ-

entiation of autonomous and competing ‘value spheres’, while Durkheim

treated it as one aspect of the ‘division of labor’.

My second hypothesis is that the growth of diffuse ideological power is

both the cause and the consequence of ‘secularization’, understood here

as a decrease in the size and influence of authoritative church networks.

Many sociologists have noted this process, of course. But their descrip-

tions of it are usually incomplete, both empirically and theoretically:

empirically incomplete, insofar as they focus only on the negative side

of the process – on the declining power of church networks; and
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theoretically incomplete, insofar as they trace it to abstract and imperso-

nal forces operating ‘behind the backs’ of social actors. This descrip-

tion misses the positive side of secularization – the growth of non-

ecclesiastical and/or non-religious networks in the interstices of the

old church networks. Metaphysics, cosmology, pastoral care, marital

counselling, social welfare, moral and practical education – these and

other ‘functions’ have been usurped or assumed by non-clerical elites

with ideologies of their own. The other problemwith these theories is that

they take the action out of the process. It is important to remember that

‘secularization’ was a category of practice long before it was a category of

analysis – that it was a political programme before it became a heuristic

device. As we have seen, Mann does not make this (theoretical) mistake.

But he does miss the ‘positive’ side of the secularization process.

If these two hypotheses are correct, then one could reason that the

growth of diffuse ideological power in the modernWest has in some sense

counter-balanced the decline of authoritative, church networks. The

question, of course, is in what sense, and to what degree. One answer –

the answer usually given by liberals, modernists and other defenders of

the Enlightenment – is that the decline of authoritative ideological power,

in both its religious and political forms, results in a decline of ideological

power per se. In this perspective, the fragmentation and de-legitimation of

extensive and centralized networks of ideological power creates a space

free of violence and coercion in which individual choice and rational

discourse can unfold. This is the position which is implicit within

Mann’s work. Another answer, more consistent with a post-modernist

perspective, is that the growth of diffuse ideological power, especially

within civil society and the private sphere, results in a strengthening of

ideological power tout court. The reasoning here is that diffuse ideological

power is actually more insidious, precisely because it is more fragmented,

less articulate, more unconscious, and so on. Indeed, post-modern

cultural criticism could be seen, in part, as an attempt to make diffuse

ideological power more visible, to reveal the underlying homologies and

connections between seemingly disparate discourses and practices. The

position one takes on this issue will determine how one responds to

Mann’s claims about causal primacy. Whatever position one takes, how-

ever, it is clear that the tasks of Ideologiekritik are quite a bit different

today, than they were in Voltaire’s age.

Summary and conclusion

In The Sources of Social Power, Michael Mann makes two broad sets of

claims regarding the significance of ideological power in Western history.
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The first has to do with its role in the rise of the West. Mann argues that

the extensive power of the Western Church and immanent morale of the

landed nobility helped to pacify Western society during the Middle Ages,

thereby creating a key precondition for the emergence of modern capit-

alism: social order and stability. The second has to do with the role of

ideological power in the modern era.Mann contends that the influence of

church networks has decreased since the early modern era, and the

importance of ideological power along with it.

In this chapter, I have raised a number of concerns about these

claims. First, I have argued that the impact of ideological power and

Western development was both later and more complex than Mann

suggests. Specifically, I have argued that the key period of normative

pacification was the early modern era, rather than the Middle Ages, and

that the impact of religious ideology was not just economic but political

and perhaps even military. Thus, ideological power ‘intertwined’ with

and ‘changed the shape of’, the three other ‘power sources’ during the

Western take-off. Second, I have raised questions about the timing and

extent of the decline in ideological power. In particular, I have argued that

the decline of church networks occurred much later than Mann (and

others) have (routinely) claimed; and that the decline of church networks

and other more authoritative forms of ideological power since the nine-

teenth century may have been offset by the emergence of more diffuse

types of ideological power, thereby complicating any assessments of

‘causal primacy’. In developing these criticisms, it should be noted,

I have drawn heavily on Mann’s own concepts. Thus, this chapter can

be read, both as a criticism of some of Mann’s historical interpretations

and as a testimony to the power of his conceptualizations.

Unlike history, which values the study of the past largely (if not wholly)

for its own sake, sociology is rooted, first and foremost, in a concern for

the present. Thus, it is not unfair to ask what light, if any, the foregoing

discussion might shed on the contemporary situation. One conclusion

which one might draw is that the tasks of Ideologiekritik are quite different

than they were during the classical era of sociology, at least in contem-

porary Western societies. For the classical theorists – Marx, Weber and

Durkheim – the critique of ideology generally took the form of a sociology

of knowledge, in which a particular set of ideas (whether conceived as

ideology, values or norms) was linked to a particular social group (via

material interests, ideal interests or collective rituals). In this way, it was

hoped, the universalistic pretensions of a particular set of ideas were torn

away to reveal the particularistic context in which they were rooted,

thereby clearing the ground for a truly universalistic perspective. Today,

one could argue, the task of ideological critique has been turned on its
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head. Confronted with diffuse forms of ideological power, the task of the

social critic is to reveal the universalistic pretensions which lurk beneath

apparently particularistic sets of ideas, so as to render them subject to

explicit discussion and rational reflection. It is not an easy task. Diffuse

ideological networks are more difficult to identify than authoritative ones.

They usually do not have a central headquarters, resort to explicit threats

or physical violence, publish comprehensive platforms or doctrinal state-

ments, or preach the message which they practise. Finding them may

therefore require procedures and concepts quite different from the ones

bequeathed to us by classical sociology. I would suggest four metho-

dological rules for the study of diffuse ideological power:

1. Spatial and organizational structure: look for informal linkages and

organizational homologies, rather than formal ties and organizational

hierarchies.

2. Mechanisms andmodalities: look for tactics of seduction and a politics

of pleasure, rather than brute commands or naked interests.

3. Ideology and action: search for rules-of-thumb and recipes for success

and the practical strategies and cultural scripts embedded within

them, rather than internally consistent worldviews or comprehensive

systems of life-conduct.

4. Embodied ideology: be on the lookout, not just for what is said, but

what is done, that is for the mute practices and rituals through which

ideology acts on the body, and not just for the noisy words and phrases

through which it announces itself.

If these methodological rules have a post-modern ring, that is no acci-

dent, because it is post-modern theorists who have developed the sharpest

ears for diffuse ideologies, with their focus on practices, pleasures, dis-

courses and the body. Sociologists need not accept the epistemological

premises and political conclusions advanced by the post-modernists, or the

opaque style and polemical rhetoric which often go along with them. But

they should probably be more open to the themes and concepts developed

by post-modern theorists.

This is not to say that authoritative ideologies can now be safely

ignored. The ‘old’ religious and political ideologies of the West may

have weakened during the past half century, but they are by no means

extinct. The political power of Christian fundamentalism in the United

States and of ethno-cultural nationalism in post-Soviet Europe, both East

and West, are certainly evidence enough of that. To ignore authoritative

forms of ideological power would be as grave an error as ignoring its more

diffuse forms.Where theWest is concerned, the most important task may

be to trace out the relation between diffuse and authoritative networks – to
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understand the links between consumerism and liberalism, say, or

between patriotism and nationalism, or self-help and evangelicalism.

Neither should we assume that the decline in authoritative ideologies is

irreversible. For new ideological networks are now emerging outside the

West, and in opposition to it. Viewed fromLosAngeles, London, orBerlin,

these networks may appear anachronistic and irrational, as the last cry of a

moribund traditionalism. But that is probably howProtestantism looked to

the elites of Madrid, Paris and Rome during the early sixteenth century.

And how wrong they were! Historically, authoritative ideologies have

usually incubated in the peripheral regions of the world. There is no reason

to assume that the future will be any different.

Notes

1 As the reader may have noticed, the analytical categories underlying the dis-
tinction between authoritative and diffuse power are not as clear as they are for
the distinction between intensive and extensive power. I will discuss this
problem, and some possible solutions, in the third section of the chapter.

2 This is quite different from theway that students of religion have used this term,
namely, to describe religious worldviews which postulate a ‘transcendent’ or
supra-mundane reality or to describe experiences which interrupt or ‘trans-
cend’ the phenomenal flow of sensory experience and seem to point to another
realm or dimension of consciousness.

3 Unlike some of the other types of power which Mann identifies, these two do
not seem to stand in a zero-sum relationship to one another; a particular power
network can possess high levels of transcendent and immanent ideological
power. Take Hinduism: it transcended and encompassed political and social
divisions between kingdom and caste, even as it undergirded the morale of a
particular group – the Brahmins.

4 This is by no means the first attempt at such a synthesis. A particularly well-
known example, which resonates with Mann’s in various ways, is Geertz
(1973).

5 This choice is not entirely surprising, given Mann’s own background, his
working-class roots, Labourite leanings, and early engagements with French
Marxism.

6 Marx himself used the term ‘ideology’ in at least two distinct ways: (1) to deride
‘idealistic’ or ‘utopian’ forms of theorizing (as in his early polemics against the
young Hegelians and Proudhonian anarchism); and (2) to criticize the rheto-
rical trickery through which dominant groups conceal their material interests
from the dominated (as in his vitriolic attacks on liberalism and rights as a mask
for capitalism and exploitation). Nowhere, however, does Marx use the term
‘ideology’ in conjunction with the terms ‘socialism’ or ‘communism’; for he
regarded socialism as scientific, and ideology as its opposite – as un-truth. Of
course, there is one place where Marx discusses the role of ideas in sustaining
morale, and that is ‘The Eighteenth Brumaire’, where he points out how
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revolutionary leaders have drawn on ‘the languages of the past’ to fashion the
societies of the future. And it is this analysis which Gramsci and other fin-de-
siècle Marxists used to construct a positive view of ideology qua immanent
morale, that allowed them to speak of ‘socialist’ or ‘proletarian ideology’ with-
out apparent contradiction. I would suggest thatMann’s concept of ‘immanent’
ideology is inspired by this strand of Marxist thought, at least implicitly.

7 See Howard (1976). For a more thorough treatment of the military revolution
per se, see especially Parker (1988).

8 On the connection between the military revolution and state formation, see
especially Downing (1992).

9 I leave the fourth type of criticism to one side, not because I think it is less
important, but because I lack the qualifications to take it up.

10 This is not the place to review the various versions of the bellicist model, and
the empirical anomalies and theoretical conundrums confronting each of
them. More detailed discussions of these issues can be found in Gorski
(2003, ch. 1) and Gorski (2005).

11 For an overview and empirical test of this literature, seeKiser andLinton (2001).
12 This connection is implicit in Esping-Andersen (1990) and is more explicitly

developed in Kersbergen (1995).
13 This idea runs like a red-thread through most of Bourdieu’s oeuvre. The most

concrete and detailed treatment is to be found in Bourdieu (1984).
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7 Political power un-manned: a defence of the

Holy Trinity from Mann’s military attack

Gianfranco Poggi

This brief contribution addresses only one of the problems raised by

Michael Mann’s imaginative and substantial discussion of the military

phenomenon in his magnum opus (Mann 1986; 1993). The problem

concerns the conceptual status Mann confers upon that phenomenon

by considering it as the locus of a distinctive, relatively self-standing

source of social power, on which it falls occasionally to play an autono-

mous role in the making and unmaking of societies, and which in any case

interacts with the other sources as the custodian of a resource – organized

coercion – which they don’t control while it does.

Put otherwise, I question, below, Mann’s decision to stage his show

with four protagonists – IEMP – rather than with the usual trinity of

political, economic and ideological power. In doing so, he expressly and,

one might say, gleefully sets himself against the trinitarian orthodoxy.

I contend that, on purely conceptual grounds, this a doubtful decision,

though I concede that it has occasionally some justification in specific

empirical circumstances.

In making that decision, I believe, Mann was carried away by the

intensity of his reaction against the social theorizing prevalent at

the time he conceived and planned Sources of Social Power, for there the

military phenomenon was sometimes ignored, more frequently treated

diffidently and without an adequate sense of its nature and significance.

By adding military power to the orthodox trinity, Mann placed it on the

high ground, and made it axiomatic that a valid, theoretically inspired

account of the story of human civilization required, among other things, a

sensitivity to the nature and dynamics of organized violence – not just

those of the material metabolism between human beings and nature, of

the construction and maintenance of collective entities via relations of

command and obedience, or of the elaboration of authoritative under-

standings of what is true, proper, or beautiful.

While recognizing the significance of this theoretical concern, and the

relevance of the insights it has produced in the writings of Mann himself
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and of other scholars, I suggest that at the conceptual level none of this

justifies abandoning the conventional trinity of political, economic and

ideological power.

One must admire Mann’s courage in refusing to abide by that trinity,

for a multitude of diverse sources affirm it, imply it, or assume it. I, for

one, find it all over the place. Recently, Runciman has forcefully restated

it in his treatise (Runciman 1983). Weber’s opening sentence in ‘Class,

status group, and party’ asserts it almost explicitly. Etzioni’s typology of

compliance structures in complex organizations uses it (Etzioni 1975).

One of Gellner’s best book titles, Plough, Sword and Book, echoes it

(1988). Statements about the nature of economics suggest that the dis-

cipline deals with only the first of three modes of allocation – contract,

custom, command. Books and essays I come across often pattern on the

Marxian notion of ‘means of production’ those of ‘means of coercion’ and

‘means of interpretation’. Kant has a parallel trinity of three evil disposi-

tions, ‘hankering after lordship’, ‘hankering after possessions’, and

‘envy’, which last one with a little massaging can be rephrased as ‘hanker-

ing after recognition’.

I am sure Mann can easily add other entries to this haphazard list of

trinitarian views on power, but nomatter – to him, they are all out of step.

Military power deserves equal time with the members of the established

trio, as his own Grand Narrative intends to prove, at any rate to his own

satisfaction; not entirely to mine, though, for two main reasons.

First – apart frommy own stubborn preference for conceptual trinities,

at any rate over against quartets if not always over against pairs: for, let us

face it, omne trinum est perfectum – I sense that, if he read Mann, Occam

would reach for his razor; for, although the phenomenon of organized,

technically assisted capacity for sustained coercion performs a significant

amount of analytical and empirical labour for Mann, such labour does

not justify promoting that phenomenon to the rank of a fourth source of

social power.

A further reason against that promotion is the fate it inflicts on a

particular member of the established trio – political power. The latter is,

as it were, un-manned by being denied its conventional grounding in

organized violence, and rendered sterile. Mann’s operation of placing the

discourse on power no longer on a tripod but on a four-legged table is

deceptive, for one of the other three legs is rendered lame by the operation

itself, which deprives political power of the conceptual identity bestowed

upon it by centuries of theoretical reflection.

This is no place to review the intellectual itinerary which grounded that

conceptual identity in coercion. I will just mention that it began, of

course, in Greece; but on the face of it the Greeks, by inventing and
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naming politics, did not subscribe to my own bloody-minded identifica-

tion of politics with violence. Indeed the Greeks had a fancy notion that

politics was based on the human’s capacity for talk, which allowed them,

under appropriate conditions – those characteristic of the polis, which

they proudly saw as an exclusive privilege of their own kind – to collect-

ively envision conceptions of virtue of the polis’s own making and to

design institutions oriented to those.

Where is the violence in all this?Well, ask the (relatively) oldmanwho in

Crito rattles on to his horrified friends and disciples (who have arranged to

save his life by spiriting him out of Athens) about the only way he can show

his own true devotion to the city’s Laws – drinking the hemlock. The point

is that even discursively generated laws, the product of politics understood

in that fancy Greek manner, have to be sanctioned by collective coercion.

Coming straight to our own times, again we find notions of politics

which on the face of it do not ground it in violence. Bertrand de Jouvenel

(1963) and Jean-Yves Calvez (1967), for instance, claim that politics

arises, instead, from the confrontation with Other-dom – l’autruité. But

there are ways of dealing with The Other which are not political – we can

be curious about The Other, we can traffick with It, we can ignore It. The

ways that are political turn out to revolve on the decision to fight It, or to

submit to It, or to incorporate It, that is to subsume It under a community

bounded, again, by the validity of certain enforceable norms.

Field and Higley (1981) understand politics as the settling of conflicts

which the parties do not allow themselves to negotiate – but for this very

reason the settlement must be coercively imposable if not always

coercively imposed, otherwise it would not settle matters. The frequent

reference in other American literature to the ‘binding’ nature of political

decisions coyly points in the same direction. Witness Mann’s own, four-

point definition of the state, ‘much influenced by Weber’, where the last

feature is ‘4. some degree of authoritative, binding rule making, backed

up by some organized physical force’ (1993: 55).

When it comes to the state, the central political institution of modern-

ity, Weber’s definition, with its ‘monopoly of the legitimate use of force’,

seems absolutely de rigueur these days, and we know from Anter’s work

(1996) that it was widely shared in Weber’s own time. Parts of Weber’s

own Politik als Beruf become mystifying without that definition – particu-

larly its discussion of the Machiavellian problem, of the moral danger-

ousness of political leadership. Many successive theorists, from Elias to

Tilly, have discussed it at length. But that monopoly is an elaboration

(quantitatively and qualitatively variable) of a conceptually (and histori-

cally) prior relationship, once more, between political power in a generic

sense, and not-yet-monopolized physical force. In sum, politics is a
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recurrent, constitutive aspect of social life among humans because, as

Popitz states, ‘there is no social order based on the premise that violence

does not exist’ (1992: 23).

While ‘loosening’, as he says, the ties between military and political

power, Mann repeatedly and emphatically stressed instead the relation-

ship between political power on the one hand and territoriality, centrality

and administration on the other. About none of these three features,

however, one could say, as Popitz suggests about violence, that no social

order is thinkable without it. This means, to me, that political power as

Mann construes it is without anthropological grounding.

As against this, the construction of the ‘classical trinity’ offered by

Popitz (I like to refer to this author, who died recently, because in my

judgement he has received within anglophone sociological circles nothing

like the recognition he deserved) anchors each of its components in a

distinctive kind of inescapable human vulnerability – respectively, vulner-

ability to death and suffering (political power), to hunger and deprivation

(economic power), to a sense of personal insignificance and cosmic

meaninglessness (ideological power). I wonder what human vulnerability

is addressed, presupposed, managed by a power characterized by cen-

trality, territoriality and administration.

Or, seeing that Mann himself derives ideological power from a distinc-

tive set of human needs, and economic power from another set, I wonder

from what set of human needs he would derive political power as he

understands it. In fact, in the text I have in mind (1986: ch. 1), he does

not mention human needs, but derives political power from ‘the useful-

ness of territorial and centralized administration’. Usefulness to whom,

one wonders, given that in the course of both prehistory and history

hundreds of populations lived cheerfully enough without the benefits of

administration, let alone its centralized and territorial forms. And as

concerns many of the populations which did experience administration,

its benefits, one suspects, had to be imposed upon them, at any rate early on.

Guess how? By the application of physical force, expressly and com-

pellingly addressing the first of Popitz’s vulnerabilities.

Another standard way of conceptualizing different power sources is by

grounding each not (at the negative end) on distinctive needs or vulner-

abilities, but (at the positive end) on distinctive resources. For instance,

my former colleague at the University of Virginia, Murray Milner, Jr, has

developed in his Status and Sacredness a sophisticated ‘resource-based’

theory of status which juxtaposes it to power and privilege (1994). Again,

Mann’s understanding of political power must part company with this

approach, for administration, centralized and territorial or otherwise, is

not a resource, but a task.
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In dealing with these matters, Mann knows he stands in a (to say the

least) uneasy relationship to Weber’s theoretical legacy, given that the

latter is trinitarian as concerns power. He seems less aware of the extent to

which he differs from Weber on a related question: the conceptual rela-

tion between political power and the state. To him, ‘political power

means state power’ (1993: 9). To Weber it doesn’t. Underlying this

difference there is another one: in most texts of Weber’s, and probably

in all the more significant ones, the adjective ‘modern’ in the expression

‘modern state’ is pleonastic. The state as he characterizes it (particularly in

other definitions than the one quoted above, which do not limit them-

selves to the above ‘monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force’) is

another of those distinctive Western products Weber writes about in the

‘Author’s Introduction’ to The Protestant Ethic, and indeed belongs,

among those, in the subset of specifically modern ones. This does not

hold for the way Mann understands ‘the state’; though he does devote

special attention to themodern state, he’s willing to call ‘states’ all manner

of other polities.

This is of course a perfectly legitimate preference, and onewhichMann

shares with a number of other authors, thoughmy impression is that these

are outweighed if not outnumbered by those who stand with Weber on

this question. Yet that preference leads to some awkwardnesses when

Mann tries to square it with Weber’s own. On page 55 of the second

volume of Sources of Social Power (1993), for instance, after quoting the

standard Weberian definition, focused again on the monopoly of the

legitimate use of physical force, Mann claims to differ from it ‘on one

point. Many historic states did not ‘‘monopolize’’ the means of physical

violence.’

Now, I find this confusing, for three reasons. First, the category of

‘historic’ states, so far as I remember, is not used byWeber, which makes

it difficult to see against what background of understandings shared with

Weber Mann posits his one difference from him. Second, Mann shifts

fromWeber’s use of physical violence to the means of it – not an insignifi-

cant shift, since the crucial notion of legitimacy can be applied only to the

uses of violence, not to itsmeans. Finally, given that Weber never imputed

hismonopoly to other than the (modern) state, what’s the use of remind-

ing him (so to speak) that it does not hold for other polities?

Mann’s last quoted passage goes on to say that ‘even in the modern

state the means of physical force have been substantially autonomous

from (the rest of) the state’. This clause is again conceptually untidy, for

‘means’ as such cannot be autonomous or otherwise – the subjects who

wield them can. It also surprises one by conceding a lot to the argument

Mann is opposing, for it implies that at any rate in the modern state those
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means are a however wayward part of the state itself – quod NON erat

demonstrandum. Against these petty objections to the clause in question

must be set the fact that it opens Mann’s way to a number of significant,

empirically grounded arguments, as I shall soon argue.

A final difficulty with Mann’s treatment of both the political and the

military components of his quartet lies in his insufficiently elaborate and

differentiated discussion of physical force, coercion or what you will.

What drives Mann to give ‘separate and equal’ status to military power

is essentially his intent to give full conceptual recognition to the difference

which armies have repeatedly made at a number of significant points in

history, to the contribution which periodically ‘men on horseback’ have

made to the course of Western history in particular. Here again he both

agrees with Weber and differs from him.

The difference lies chiefly in the fact that, although Weber was fully

aware of the historical significance of the military factor and of related

institutions (especially fiscal ones), when he emphasizes the significance

of physical force for his concept of politics and the (modern) state, he

seems to have primarily in mind its employment by domestic agents of

the executive and the judiciary: bailiffs, policemen, excisemen, customs

officers, prison guards, truant officers, executioners – and soldiers when

they play a direct role in repressing aggressive expressions of popular

discontent and in re-establishing the public order at the behest of the

authorities.

This is in keeping with Weber’s keen sense that the state, like other

polities, is in the first place a set of institutional and material arrange-

ments for the domination of one part of society by another, and it is this

domination which the employment or the threat of employment of organ-

ized physical violence primarily grounds, expresses and sanctions.

This emphasis is reflected also in the place held by the notion of

legitimacy in his political thinking. There is no place for such a notion

within ‘politics between nations’, at any rate in the Westphalian/

Hobbesian/anarchical understanding of such politics which presumably

Weber shared. For him legitimacy is a (contingent) quality of the ‘verti-

cal’ relationship between the dominant and the dominated part of society,

a (contingent) aspect of the command/obedience relation – and there is

no such thing as command/obedience in the ‘horizontal’ relationship

between sovereign nation states.

At this point I would like to digress briefly on whether and how, in his

understanding and appreciation of politics, Weber squared the emphasis

on domestic aspects I just attributed to him with his passionate commit-

ment to the might of the German nation and thus to the ‘primacy of

foreign policy’. Perhaps it is not unjustified that most commentators
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distinguish between Weber’s political writings and his politological ones,

placing those focused on the ‘primacy of foreign policy’ among the former

rather than the latter. But in Weber’s own mind, of course, that distinc-

tion sometimes gets short-circuited.

It is my impression – I voice it hesitantly, for to turn it into something

more than just an impression would require a revisitation of the sources

I cannot undertake at this point – that this happens in particular in a most

significant piece of writing: the published version of his talkPolitik als Beruf.

This talk was given early in 1919, at which time unavoidably (whether

Weber wanted and admitted this or not) his thinking about politics was

chiefly preoccupied with the question, how to make sure that Germany, a

recently and disastrously defeated nation, would soon resume its rank as a

most significant European andworld power.Weber was a revanchist. Did

he not say at Versailles, to some representatives of the allies, ‘we shall

meet again, gentlemen, on the field of honor’, or words to that effect?

(Incidentally, I have long felt that this imagery, appropriate to the joust or

the medieval battlefield, was almost insultingly inappropriate in the

mouth of someone who well knew how men in their thousands had

died, say, at Tannenbaum or at the Somme.)

That preoccupation, I sense, lays a heavy mortgage, in particular, on

the conception of democracy presented in Politik als Beruf, giving it its

peculiar plebiscitarian twist, and possibly informing also Weber’s famous

conception of an ethic appropriate to the political realm. As late as 1917,

in texts foreshadowing changes to be introduced in the German constitu-

tion after the war – which he still hoped Germany might win –Weber had

carefully discussed institutional arrangements for ensuring the account-

ability of parties and bureaucracies. In Politik als Beruf this no longer

matters as much, and Weber holds forth about something as rum – let

us say it outright – as ‘the ethic of responsibility’ central to The Leader’s

sense of personal honour.

One reason for this, I suspect, is that patriai tempore iniquo Weber’s

thinking is thrown all in the direction of foreign policy and thus, when all

is said and done, of war. Hence its occasionally disturbing overtones,

remindful of the later Schmittian definition of ‘the political’ as an ambit of

decision revolving around the question who’s friend and who’s foe, a

question unavoidably ‘existential’, the answer to which must rest on the

judgement of a single person. Or, put otherwise, in the situation of early

1919 the cry ‘Bismarck, Bismarck, where art thou now?’ becomes more

and more compelling for Weber, and biases many aspects of his under-

standing of politics.

With this, we can return to the contrast between Mann’s and Weber’s

ideas.While, as I argued,whenWeber discussed the state the ‘professionals
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of violence’ on his mind were chiefly those involved in domestic affairs,

Mann’s second volume of Sources of Social Power contains a useful, brief

discussion of the relationship between police forces and armies, but the

latter markedly predominate in Mann’s thinking. This is common among

authors who make much of the relationship between politics and violence

in interpreting (in particular) European history, and most particularly, of

course, among thosewho emphasize the impact of the changing technology

of warfare on political institutions. Among significant contemporary

writers only Foucault, I think, has theorized the relationship between

coercion and the state by emphasizing instead the domestic, repressive,

law-and-order-keeping uses of the former: and in this he agrees with

Weber – and disagrees with Mann.

Perhaps one reason forMann’s opposite emphasis is that in a work such

as Sources of Social Power, with its focus on momentous changes and a

narrative approach, it makes little sense, when dealing with organized

violence, to emphasize those forms of it that from the material standpoint

have changed relatively little in the course of history. For instance, the

firepower deployable in operations of law enforcement and repression has

certainly undergone remarkable quantitative and qualitative changes in

the course of modern history, but nothing as remarkable as those under-

gone by firepower on the battlefield. Even when the army is called out to

repress domestic disturbances, it is typically its most archaic component –

mounted troops – that first makes its appearance. (Incidentally, in some

countries those troops are not supposed to charge at a crowd before

playing the bugle three times!)

Oddly enough, Mann’s definition of politics-and-the-state, with its

focus on territoriality, centrality and administration, shares the concep-

tual emphasis I attribute to Weber on the domestic side of the political

enterprise. However, he deprives it of its coercive edge, by turning over

most of the nasty stuff to a separate fourth power source, where the name

of the game is not just repressive and punitive violence inflicted on

individuals or on groupings of individuals, but, at bottom, mass killing.

The alternative would have been to stick with the conventional con-

ceptual trinity, to confirm the intimate, constitutive relationship between

political power and force, to emphasize that the actual recourse to force

tends to be exceptional, being routinely replaced by material and sym-

bolic ways of threatening that recourse and keeping it available as a last

resort. It would have been possible, then, to thematize the oscillation, in

the conduct of political business, between aminimum and a maximum of

actual or symbolic use of force – between hegemonic, consensus-building

moments and repressive moments, between carrot and stick, between

welfare state and warfare state, between one and the other of the typical
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postures of the contemporary state towards the lower orders in particular

theorized by Piven and Cloward (1971).

Such oscillations could have been correlated (the direction of causal

influence might of course be difficult to determine) with the ways in

which and the extent to which ‘even in the modern state the means of

physical force have been substantially autonomous from (the rest of) the

state’. I have already quoted this passage, and although on that occasion

I had typically gone out of my way to find something conceptually wrong

with it, I had also suggested (untypically, this time) that it has a lot to

recommend it at the empirical level. I shall develop this point by drawing

on a chapter of a recent book of mine (Poggi 2001).

First, let me restate the trinitarian view I am ‘pushing’ here, by quoting

the definition of ‘politics’ in Collins’s Conflict Sociology:

What we shall deal with here is the ways in which violence has been organised in
society . . . In this fashion we can deal with all questions that might arise about
politics . . . Politics, in this approach, involves both outright warfare and coercive
threats. Most of what we refer to as politics in the internal (but not external)
organisation of themodern state is a remote version of the latter . . . Much politics
does not involve actual violence but consists of manoeuvering around the organ-
isation that controls the violence. (Collins 1975: 157)

The expression ‘the organisation that controls the violence’ has some impli-

cationsworth teasing out. First, ‘organisation’ implies a readiness, a capacity

to exercise (or threaten) violence; the violence exercised or threatened is a

product, amanifestation of pre-constituted, abiding arrangements. Second,

‘organisation’ implies that these arrangements constitute an expressly con-

trived, differentiated, relatively self-standing aspect of a broader social

reality. Third, the notion of ‘control over violence’ suggests that from the

standpoint of that broader reality, the phenomenon of violence has costs

(including the risk of being challenged and overcome by greater violence, or

the risk of being overused) which it is the task of organization to curb.

The institutionalization of political power in general and, more speci-

fically, the development of the state, point up the complex and sometimes

paradoxical relationships between these implications. The state tends to

restrict the play of diffuse violence in the society and thus to pacify

society, in two closely related ways. It declares illegitimate much of the

violence people would otherwise indulge in – much, not all; as feminist

critics have pointed out, the violence exercised and threatened by men in

their dealings with women has mostly not been considered illegitimate.

And it tries, more or less consistently and successfully, to reserve to itself

the social and material devices that make violence more formidable –

from uniforms to military and police command systems to weapons.
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This last one is the critical process in the curbing of domestic violence.

The political centre vests in a part of itself, specifically organized to deal

with it, an overwhelmingly superior capacity for violence. Thus, individuals

or groups which might otherwise attempt to engage in violence on their

own behalf are persuaded to cease and desist from such attempts. What

pacifies society, thus, is not the disappearance or the utter rarity of social

and material devices for restraining, killing, maiming, destroying, but the

fact that these are vested, in principle, only in the political system, which

entrusts them in turn to a specialized part of itself. To the extent that this

happens, a paradox presented by Hobbes is confirmed: as the potential for

violence increases, its actual exercise (or the threat of it) diminishes. This

requires that the part of the political system entrusted with the potential for

violence be – again – an ‘organisation’: a purposefully contrived and coher-

ently controlled set of practices, people, resources, specialized in building

up and maintaining that potential. The political system must ensure that

the organization in question packs enough of a punch to ‘pacify’ the social

process at large and, when necessary, to keep outside political forces from

interfering with it. It must also ensure that the potential for violence it vests

in the organization does not become dispersed into the rest of society by a

kind of osmosis or entropy. Finally, the organization itself should not, as a

whole or in its parts, exercise or threaten to exercise violence on its own

behalf, against the larger society or the political system itself.

Let us restate this argument. The larger society can be secured against

internal disorder and external aggression only if, through its political

system, it possesses itself of a potential for violence which is formidable –

in the etymological sense of the expression, meaning ‘such as to evoke

fear’. Organization serves this aim, for it entails that violence will be

primarily (indeed, as far as possible, exclusively) engaged in an effective,

workmanlike fashion by trained, competent specialists. It also serves the

aim of differentiating institutionally the business of violence from the

remainder of the social process.

Here comes the tricky part. Exactly that institutional differentiation

creates an awkward possibility: the specialists in question may use their

own exclusive guardianship of a critical social resource (organized vio-

lence) to affect the definition of public interest with which are charged

other parts of the political system, and the related policies. The organiza-

tion they inhabit may become self-absorbed, relatively unresponsive to

the requirements and expectations of the rest of society. It can foster its

own autonomy of other parts, increase its claims upon the resources they

produce and manage, or seek to impose on the rest of the political system

a self-interested understanding of what the larger society, taken as a

whole, can and should do.
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These possibilities are enhanced by the fact that an organization built

around violence tends to have a strongly hierarchical structure; this, on

the one hand, allows it to confront promptly and effectively the contin-

gencies requiring violence to be threatened or exercised; on the other,

it allows the top levels of the structure to deploy the organization’s

resources in a coherent and unitary fashion. Thus the organization can

present more of a challenge also to other parts of the political system. The

guardians and practitioners of organized violence may deal with the rest

of the system as if from the outside, disregarding or subverting their own

subordination to other parts, including those instituted to stand for the

whole of the political system. In this fashion, the relationship between

organized violence and political power, although it is a part-to-whole

relationship, may come to resemble those between ideological or eco-

nomic power on the one hand, and political power on the other.

There is of course great diversity in the extent to which the top-level

military personnel act as a semi-independent elite, in the nature of the

claims they advance, and in the content of the arguments by which they

support those claims. Some countries have occasionally experienced the

outright usurpation of political power by military leaders, in others these

have successfully blackmailed the political elites into undertaking policies

(sometimes of no direct military significance) different from those they

had intended to pursue, in yet others the military have traditionally been,

at worst, a pressure group seeking to increase or maintain its share of the

state’s budget.

In spite of this variety, it is possible to identify, among the recurrent

issues, two particularly significant ones: on the one hand, how significant

is, in the context of political experience in general, the problem of war and

of the preparedness for it; on the other, how necessary it is that the

institution specifically committed to handling that problem be granted a

large amount of autonomy. I will comment briefly on these themes.

In the context of themodern state, and particularly in theWest, the first

theme – the persistent significance of war – has had a complex career. On

the one hand, in the nineteenth century the war phenomenon, from time

immemorial the central issue and the central instrumentality in the rela-

tions between states, acquired a monumental, ominous dimension, first

fully displayed in the mass carnage of the American Civil War; and in the

first half of the twentieth century, two world wars enormously amplified

and deepened that experience. Through most of the second half of the

century, the capitalist West and the collectivist East stood in a relation-

ship which some claimed to be akin to war, and which occasionally

seemed to push them towards the brink of an unprecedented kind of

warfare of total mutual annihilation. Besides, a distressing number of
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highly murderous wars took place outside the areas directly occupied by

the blocks, and without involving them in direct military confrontation,

though many of those wars were related to the blocks’ policies.

On the other hand, in our own time war seems to have become some-

thing of a dirty secret, at any rate for theWestern publics, which preferred

to emphasize political issues related to economics. Even in the West/East

contest, it was widely felt, the key issue was not the military might of the

two blocks, but the productive capacities of the respective socio-

economic systems, and their ability to promote industrial growth both

in the countries of each block and in the so-called Third World. Only in

the USA and the USSR (especially, perhaps, in the latter) were the

military elites spared the suspicion that their role in the politics of the

respective countries had become a recessive one.

Naturally enough, this was for military elites a threatening feeling.

They often reacted to it by arguing that, for all appearances to the

contrary, war unavoidably remained the overriding concern of states,

and organized, armed might their bottom-line resource. In some cases,

military elites acknowledged that all-out war (not just nuclear, but also

conventional) had become a highly improbable option; however, they

began to prospect alternative uses for their own distinctive competences,

and developed a set of neologisms and euphemisms for such uses – for

instance, counter-insurgency measures, low-intensity military opera-

tions, peace-keeping interventions, aid to civil authority.

The persistent centrality of the military phenomenon to political experi-

ence is not, however, the sole theme to which military elites connect their

claims. Another is the necessity that, for many intents and purposes, the

military institution be run according to criteria exclusive to it, and enjoy a

high degree of autonomy with respect to other political and social institu-

tions. In order to understand this requirement, we may consider the utter

peculiarity of the core activity of fighting soldiers, which (when all is said

and done) consists in seeking to kill people who in turn seek to kill them.

Soldiers are supposed to carry out this activity in a frame of mind,

which is well conveyed by the meaning of the expression ‘mission’ in the

military context. This entails that one is sent to accomplish a task not of

one’s own, but in the accomplishment of which one is to invest all one has

and is. ‘Mission’ also suggests that the task in question is a distinct phase

or aspect of a broader project, of which one may not be even aware. The

responsibility for formulating and assigning the task, and of coordinating

it with other phases or aspects of the same project, falls with others. The

connection between one’s specific activity and those of others assigned

the same mission, between that mission and other missions, can only be

ensured by prompt and thorough obedience to commands.
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However, the execution of commands by a soldier, while (so to speak)

oriented by obedience, must also be motivated by a sense of personal

engagement. It would not be safe for this to be provided exclusively

by the soldiers’ attachment to their personal survival and bodily integrity,

for all too often this might induce soldiers to flight rather than to fight.

(In French, sauve-toi, literally ‘save yourself’, also means ‘run away’.) An

additional, and sometimes an overriding, motivational ingredient must

instead be solidarity – a keen sense that one has a significant personal

stake also in the survival and bodily integrity of others with whom one is

closely associated. One might say that obedience provides a vertical tie

between the individual soldier’s conduct and that of his or her superiors;

and solidarity a horizontal linkage between the individual soldier and his

or her peers. A further emotional requirement is that, in the combat

situation, soldiers should feel called upon to prove themselves in the face

of an extremely testing and threatening situation.

What soldiers are to prove about themselves used to be characterized as

manliness; if this notion is to be disposed of because of its sexist connota-

tions, one should replace it with another one bearing the same complex

semantic freight. This embraces the capacity, in extremely stressful situa-

tions, to give and execute commands, to demonstrate solidarity toward

one’s associates, to perform complex activities, to endure deprivation, suf-

fering, the prospect of painful death; it also encompasses a willingness to

engage in violent, armed aggression and to overcome others’ resistance to it.

In the context of a more-or-less modernized society, such psychical

dispositions tend to be rare, as well as potentially dangerous. Their

inculcation, therefore, requires a specialized environment, which insulates

those who impart them, as well as those in the process of acquiring them,

from the rest of society, and thereby both protects the society itself and

maximizes the probability of having those dispositions duly learned and

experimented with. The insulation is both symbolic (for instance the

wearing of uniforms, the ceremonies of induction of soldiers) and physical.

(As an Italian saying goes, the reason army barracks are guarded by senti-

nels is – to keep common sense out.) Above all, it is institutional; that is a set

of publicly acknowledged, sanctioned practices structuremilitary life differ-

ently from all other forms of social life, for instance by valuing obedience,

solidarity and various aspects of what one used to call manliness over

contrasting attitudes and dispositions rewarded by the larger society.

As Mann has shown in his writings, typically a state’s military compo-

nent is not content with being an object of public controversies over its

nature and significance, but actively intervenes in them in order to asserts

its autonomy of other parts of the state, and maximize its leverage on the

state’s policies. This is indeed somethingWeber himself knew a lot about,
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though he preferred to discuss similar tendencies with reference to the

state’s bureaucratic apparatus rather than its army. (We know, however,

that he resented the semi-dictatorship Ludendorff imposed upon

German public life during the last phase of the Great War.)

I think Mann has rendered us all a service by reminding us of the

military’s drive towards autonomy. This results from its position as a

relatively segregated and highly specialized institution, entrusted with

formidable resources which, if it disregards or ‘suspends’ its constitu-

tional position as a mere executor of political decisions made by other

state organs, it canmobilize to affect their policies, or even to take over the

state’s commanding positions.

Mann knows and relates a great deal about the rich phenomenology

generated by that drive, and emphasizes those moments and aspects of it

which have made a significant difference at various salient points in

modern history, sometimes through complex ‘intertwinings’ between

what he calls military power on the one hand, economic and/or political

power on the other.

The question remains, whether any of this authorizesMann’s view that

military power has the same analytical status as political, economic and

ideological power. As is clear from all the above, I would answer that

question in the negative, though I concede that in certain contexts the

relationship between military and civilian elites comes to resemble that

between two self-standing powers. But my sense is that even when this

happens, it happens within and about the state, and thus confirms the

higher conceptual status of political power over against ‘military power’.

Take the Pinochet episode, for instance. It was a classical military take-

over of state power, brutally bringing organized violence to bear in order to

change the Chilean state’s constitution, regime and policies, in alliance with

and in the service of domestic economic power. One part of the state sought

to increase its sway over other parts and thereby over the whole of the state.

One constitutive component of institutionalized political power prevailed

upon and subordinated others – it did not try to ‘go it alone’. The point of

the exercise was to place the main levers which controlled the state machine

in the hands of the military leaders. In this, the episode confirms, rather than

negating, the intrinsic institutional identity of the military as the custodian

and the specialized practitioner of that most distinctive and fearsome

resource of political power – organized, armed violence.No less – and nomore.
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8 Mann, the state and war

John M. Hobson

MichaelMann’s two-volumemagnum opus,The Sources of Social Power, is,

in my opinion, one of the most impressive works of scholarship produced

in the last fifty years. Indeed, the striking mix of empirical sensitivity and

sweeping historical narrative within a sophisticated theoretical framework

is such that the informal label of Mann as the ‘modern-day Max Weber’

is – despite his effacious modesty – richly deserved. That said, I do

see some significant problems in his work, though I will argue here

that these can be remedied. In this chapter I reconsider and evaluate

Michael Mann’s broad corpus of work through the lens of International

Relations theory. This makes sense because Mann’s work has direct

relevance for International Relations (IR), and to the extent that he

invokes the importance of the ‘international’ when explaining social

change, so he inevitably and unavoidably enters the terrain of IR theory.

My central objective here is to use insight from IR theory to enter into a

constructive dialogue with Mann, ultimately so as to suggest ways in

which his pioneering theory can be further enhanced.

It is important to begin by noting that, unbeknown to most historical

sociologists, in the last decade or so a growing number of IR scholars have

begun to look towards the neo-Weberian historical sociological works of

Mann and others. The reason for this is straightforward. The hitherto

dominant paradigm of IR – neorealism – has increasingly been found

wanting for at least four major reasons. These comprise:

(i) an ahistorical approach that denies the importance or possibility of

change;

(ii) a pure structuralist ontology that denies agency and ‘kicks the state

back out’;

(iii) an excessive materialist epistemology;

(iv) a reductionist causal model.

First and foremost, neorealism explicitly rejects historical sociological

analysis insofar as it insists that the international system has been forever

governed by continuity associated with the timeless logic of international
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‘anarchy’ (where there is no higher authority standing above states in the

international system). Elsewhere I have described this ahistoricism as

‘tempocentrism’. I define tempocentrism as a mode of ahistoricism,

which in effect takes a snapshot of the present international system and

extrapolates it back through time such that discontinuous ruptures and

differences between historical epochs and state systems are smoothed over

and consequently obscured. In this way, history appears to be marked, or

is regulated, by a regular tempo that beats according to the same, constant

rhythm of the present system. This is in fact an inverted form of ‘path

dependency’ (Hobson 2002: 9–10). Thus in reconstructing all historical

systems so as to conform to a particular conception of the present,

neorealists tarnish all systems as homologous or ‘isomorphic’ (i.e. as

having the same properties or structure). In this way, the study of inter-

national relations takes on a ‘transhistorical’ quality, as all political actors

behave in uniform ways regardless of time and place. Consequently, this

abolishes the need for historical sociology (HS) altogether. Thus, by

deploying tempocentrism, neorealists write off the process or study of

‘change’ from themainstream IR research agenda. But with the end of the

Cold War and the growing awareness of globalization, the question of

international change has been fundamentally resuscitated as a subject

worthy of theoretical and empirical investigation. Because neorealism is

unable to offer ways to understand this, many IR scholars began to turn to

historical sociologists such as Mann in order to furnish them with the

means to theoretically grasp the problem of change.

Second, IR scholars became increasingly dissatisfied with the structur-

alist logic of neorealism. Not only is structuralist analysis weak in explain-

ing or even focusing on the question of change, but it also brackets out the

effects of agency.Moreover,Waltz denies the possibility of a theory of the

state, leading him to effectively ‘kick the state back out’ (see Hobson

2000: 19–30). Above all, the social properties or identities of states,

societies and transnational actors are explicitly bracketed in the formation

of inter-state behaviour. Mann’s highly sophisticated non-reductionist

theory of state power as well as social power provided a second reason as

to why some IR theorists began to look towards HS. Third, the excessive

emphasis on material structure found in neorealism meant that social

process became bracketed or ignored. This has in particular spurred on

the ‘sociological turn’ within IR, with the meteoric rise of constructivism.

Mann’s focus on ideology at first sight appeared attractive in this respect.

Fourth, neorealism has been found wanting for its ‘reductionism’ –

reductionist in the sense that domestic social relations or state–society

complexes are irrelevant for understanding inter-state behaviour, such

that the international structure is ontologically privileged. Accordingly,
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the international is conceived of as wholly autonomous from the domestic

realm and is, therefore, ‘self-constituting’. Again, Mann’s conception

proffered on the first page of Sources of Social Power points to an alter-

native approach: that ‘Societies are constituted of multiple and intersect-

ing sociospatial networks of power’ (Mann 1986: 1). Just as there is no

such thing as ‘society’ understood as a ‘pure’ or self-constituting entity, so

by implication there is no such thing as international society or the

international system, understood as a separate and self-sufficient realm.

Mann’s analysis of overlapping power networks on the one hand, and his

multi-causal IEMPmodel on the other, has also been important here as a

means to redress this problem within IR.

These four major insights amount to what I call the ‘promise’ of

historical sociology for IR. Put simply, the promise of historical sociology

within IR is to provide a remedy for the defects that neorealism gives rise

to. And for these four reasons then, Mann’s name (and others) began to

appear in the footnotes of IRworks. But whileMann’s work has undoubt-

edly much to offer IR, it is also the case that IR theory can contribute to

enhancing Mann’s macro-historical-sociological approach. For despite

the fact thatMann’s work provides many cues for a theoretical alternative

to the hegemony of materialist neorealism within IR, the extreme irony

here is that Mann himself frequently slips into a neorealist analysis of the

international.

I suggest that insight from IR reveals two ‘twin paradoxes’ with respect

to Mann’s work: first, the reproduction of a neorealist conception of the

international leads him to contradict many of the insights that he offers,

and simultaneously leads him to reproduce the four limitations found in

neorealism as mentioned above (none of which, I’m sure, Mann would

remotely want to be associated with). Second, despite the fact that

Mann’s non-reductionist approach goes further than most historical

sociologists in challenging materialism, nevertheless he does not fully

escape materialist logic, and his non-materialist analysis often becomes

obscured. This, like the first paradox, ironically limits his ability to

provide either a satisfactory analysis of ‘change’ through time or to fully

realize – or retain the integrity of – his multi-causal model, or even to

deliver on the ‘promise’ of historical sociology for IRmore generally. And

at the extreme, his reproduction of materialistic-neorealism leads to an

ahistorical analysis that denies the rationale for historical sociology in the

first place. Accordingly and paradoxically, these two paradoxes emerge

through the lens of constructivist and historical sociological insight found

within the discipline of IR.

The purpose of this chapter is to reveal these limitations and suggest

ways that these problems can be addressed – not so as to transcend
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Mann’s approach, but to enhance it. Above all, I suggest that movement

towards what I call a ‘thick’ historical sociology can overcome the twin

limitations of excessive materialism and neorealism that exist within the

broad canvass of his work, both of which cause various problems for

Mann’s historical-sociological theoretical model. The first section of the

chapter reveals his preference for a neorealist definition of the interna-

tional, while the second section examines his tendency towards a ‘thin’

(or materialist) historical sociology.

Between neorealism and non-realism in Mann’s

definition of the international: negating the rationale for

historical sociology and compromising the IEMP model?

Let’s briefly begin by noting the fundamental claims made by IR’s most

well-known neorealist – KennethWaltz. His approach was first laid out in

his famous text,Man, the State andWar (Waltz 1959), but took its clearest

and most definitive form in his Theory of International Politics (Waltz

1979). In this latter book,Waltz argued that the principal focus of enquiry

must be to explain historical ‘continuity’. His whole theory stemmed from

his particular observation that international politics has always remained

the same, by which hemeans that in an anarchic state system, the political

units are always destined to compete and conflict as all seek to survive.

This is true regardless of the type of political unit in existence – city-states,

empires or nation-states – and regardless of the social properties or iden-

tities of the actors (e.g. capitalist, feudal; Christian or Islamic; democratic

or authoritarian). To wit his well-known statement: ‘[t]he texture of

international politics remains highly constant, patterns recur and events

repeat themselves endlessly. The relations that prevail internationally

seldom shift rapidly in type or quality. They are marked by a dismaying

persistence’ (Waltz 1979: 66). And no less importantly, it was this obser-

vation that led him to create a theoretical model that was causally

reductionist – where international anarchy is ontologically privileged.

This move was made because anarchy, unlike national societies, does

not change over time. Accordingly, anarchy – and only anarchy – can

explain why IR has always been governed by the timeless and universal

conflict of political units.

Waltz’s claim is that under the anarchic structure of the international

system, states are engaged in an inevitable struggle for survival and power.

Given that there is no higher authority to regulate the political actors (i.e.

anarchy), they have no choice but to adopt ‘self-help’ in order to ensure

their own survival. This requires them to emulate the successful powers as

well as balance against them, so that they canminimize the ‘relative power
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gap’. Failure to do so means that they will become vulnerable to the

predatory behaviour of other powers and will be attacked at best, and

swallowed up at worst (Waltz 1979: 73–4, 76–7, 88–99, 118, 127–8).

The crucial point here is that in conforming to this competitive and

singular logic of anarchy (emulation and balancing), states unwittingly

reproduce anarchy because their behaviour prevents any one state from

swallowing all the others up, and thereby closes off the possibility for a

single ‘hierarchy’ to emerge. In this way, the anarchic multi-state system

is perpetuated over time, thereby negating the possibility of ‘change’. Thus

not only does the possibility of ‘change’ disappear, but so too does the

notion of agency. For, as I have explained elsewhere, the logical corollary

of Waltz’s structuralism is that he in effect ‘kicks the state back out’ (see

Hobson 2000: 19–30; 2002: 5–20).

But perhaps the main problem with Waltz’s model lies in its inherent

‘tempocentrism’, such that the international system takes on a transhisto-

rical quality, as all actors regardless of their ‘identity’ or ‘social systems’

and regardless of time and place, behave in exactly the same way. It is this

tempocentric manoeuvre which leads neorealists to look constantly for

signs of the present in the past, and, in a type of self-fulfilling prophecy,

come back and report that the past is indeed the same as the present.

Thus they assume that either history is repetitive such that nothing ever

changes because of the timeless presence of anarchy (Waltz 1979), or,

that history takes on the form of repetitive and isomorphic ‘great power/

hegemonic’ cycles, each phase of which is essentially identical, with the

only difference being which great power is rising or declining – i.e. same

play, different actors (Gilpin 1981). In this way, neorealists assume that

the ‘superpower’ contest between Athens and Sparta is equivalent to the

recent Cold War between the USA and USSR; or that current US state

behaviour is broadly equivalent to that of historical great powers such as

sixteenth-century Spain and especially nineteenth-century Britain

(Gilpin 1981; Kennedy 1988). At the most general level, neorealists

tempocentrically conclude that ‘the classic history of Thucydides is as

meaningful a guide to the behavior of states today as when it was written

in the fifth century BC’ (Gilpin 1981: 7). It is this ‘trick’ to represent all

historical actors and systems as isomorphic that leads neorealists to con-

clude that world politics must always have been governed by the timeless

and constant logic of anarchy, which thereby enables them to dismiss the

utility of historical-sociological enquiry (see Waltz 1979: 43–9).

Historical sociology’s prime purpose should be to counter the tempo-

centric ahistoricism of neorealism and other structuralist approaches,

thereby bringing the issues of change and agency back in. This is its

promise. But while the spirit of Mann’s enterprise undoubtedly provides
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such a remedy, nevertheless to the extent that Mann reproduces neore-

alism, so he falls into the same trap and thereby fails to deliver on the

‘promise’ of historical sociology. The key question then is: how and to

what extent does Mann fall into this trap?

Mann’s work has had a particularly strong impact within historical

sociology not least because he has sought to ‘bring the international

back in’. As with Skocpol (1979), Collins (1986) and Tilly (1990),

Mann’s conception of the ‘international’ tends mainly to rely on a neore-

alist definition. Indeed, for the most part when Mann ‘thinks’ of the

international he tends to equate, or conflate, it with ‘geopolitical militar-

ism’. Particularly revealing here is that in every empirical chapter of the

second volume of Sources of Social Power, when he discusses the role of the

international it is invariably under the heading of ‘geopolitical militarism’

(or something similar). But it makes sense to begin this analysis with

Mann’s ‘early’ discussion of militarism, outlined in chapter 4 of States,

War and Capitalism.

Mann’s basic argument is that contra Marxism, militarism does not

derive from capitalism or social processes, but from the logic of inter-state

geopolitics: ‘[M]ilitarism derives from geo-political aspects of our social

structure which are far older than capitalism’ (Mann 1988: 128). Many

passages are striking for their neorealist content, to wit:

[W]arfare has been a normal way of conducting international relations throughout
recorded history . . . But always in conjunction with peace: war and peace succeed
each other as the characteristic instruments of inter-state relations. These are carried
on in relatively rational, calculative forms, with an eye to the particular advantages in
any situation of either war or peace. To these historic patterns of diplomacy,
capitalism cannot have contributed much, one way or another. (Mann 1988: 131)

And just as Waltz ( 1979: ch. 2) temp ocentrical ly arg ued agai nst L enin’s

theory of imperialism – that capitalism could not have been responsible

for the imperial struggle at the end of the nineteenth century precisely

because imperialism and geopolitical rivalries have existed as long as

political units have existed (to wit Athens and Sparta) – Mann does

likewise. ‘Politically speaking, neither the capitalism of the West, nor

the state socialism of the Soviet Union, are the key enemies of those

who desire peace and survival today. The enemies are rather the common

geo-political pretensions of the super-powers – the same pretensions as

Greece and Persia, Rome and Carthage, possessed’ (Mann 1988: 144,

my emphasis). Accordingly he concludes that, ‘the main theory of the

force of geo-political militarism [is] one that still endures today’ (Mann

1988: 132). In this way, Mann subscribes to the standard neorealist view

of (geopolitical) ‘historical continuity’. But the link with neorealism does
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not begin and end with chapter 4, for the rest of the book reiterates the

argument. Thus Mann takes liberalism to task for its theory of pacific-

capitalist modernity, and argues that warfare has crucially informed the

rise of citizens hip an d clas s struggle s (chapt ers 5 and 6), as well as ‘ru ling-

clas s strat egies’ (chapte r 7), an d finally the rise and decline of great

powers (to which I return below).

If the deployment of neorealist-inspired arguments was only confined to

States, War and Capitalism, then the power of my critique here would

certainly be much diminished. But the argument is faithfully reproduced

across the vast corpus ofMann’s writings. This is especially apparent in his

famous discussion of state formation, where it was geopolitical inter-state

conflict that centrally informed the process of state-centralization and the

growth of infrastructural power (Mann 1986: 419–99; 1988: 73–123;

1993: chs. 11–12). Furthermore, the international was important to the

rise of British and German industrialization; and once more, this is exclu-

sively understood in terms of warfare and inter-state competition (Mann

1993: chs. 4 and 9). And from the British case, the process of state

emulation (as in Waltz and Gilpin) ensured the spread of industrialization

across the European continent: ‘Once it became clear across the multistate

system thatBritain had stumbled on enormous newpower resources, it was

swiftly copied’ (Mann 1986: 450). Moreover, the role of warfare is impor-

tant within his explanation of both domestic class relations and social

revolutions (Mann 1986: chs. 12–15; 1993: chs. 5, 6, 7, 18).

Neorealist analysis is strikingly reproduced in chapter 8 of States, War

and Capitalism, where he analyses the rise and decline of great powers (in

this case using Britain as an example). Here, Mann’s analysis is identical

to that found in the work of Robert Gilpin (a leading neorealist scholar).

Gilpin argued that under anarchy, the rise and decline of great powers

was inevitable. In essence, he argued that those states which could best

adapt their domestic social structures to the logic of (anarchic) inter-state

competition would rise – namely by emulating the leading practices of the

dominant states – while those that were maladaptive would necessarily

decline (Gilpin 1981; and for a full discussion see Hobson 2000: 30–7).

This idea implicitly derives fromWaltz’s claim that: ‘Actors may perceive

the structure [of anarchy] that constrains them and understand how it

serves to reward some kinds of behavior and to penalize others . . . those
who conform to accepted and successful practices more often rise to the

top’ (Waltz 1979: 92, 128). Here’s Mann:

In [an anarchic] multi-state civilization it is virtually inevitable that [the rise
and decline of great powers] will happen. The dominant power will be caught up
by several others and then be merely one among equals . . . The conditions that

156 Types of power



first led to [a great power’s adaptive] success are institutionalized, but then those
very institutions hold the [maladaptive] power back from further developing if the
environment changes. (Mann 1988: 211)

No less significant is the point that this ‘adaptive’ game of survival

arguably permeates the central aspect of Mann’s Sources of Social Power

volume I, where much of his focus is on the dialectical swing between

‘multi-actor-power civilisations’ (more or less equivalent to ‘anarchic

multi-state systems’) and ‘empires of domination’ (broadly equivalent to

what Waltz calls ‘hierarchies’). And though Mann does indeed pay con-

siderable attention to the role of domestic forces (as does Gilpin), never-

theless the key point is that the rise and decline of these regional entities is

at all times governed by their ability to adapt to the international military

system (Mann 1986: 533–8). Accordingly, the international structure is,

once again, ontologically privileged. And in turn, this means that tracing

the ‘leading edge’ of international power can be undertaken by an analysis

thatmirrors that of Gilpin’s theory of the ‘rise and decline of great powers’.

Nevertheless, while a neorealist conception clearly predominates his

understanding of the international, it is noteworthy that there are (albeit

occasional) junctures whereMann points to or hints at various non-realist

definitions. In a particularly sophisticated discussion of Mann’s work,

Steve Hobd en ( 1998 : ch. 6) correct ly poi nts out that there are a series

of competing views in Mann’s definition of the international (in addition

to the neorealist conception). One is a constructivist conception. Thus,

for example, when discussing ‘foreign policy’ Mann emphasizes the

point that:

Statesmen had social identities, especially of class and religious community, whose
norms helped define conceptions of interests and morality . . . [D]iplomacy and
geopolitics were rule-governed . . . Even war was rule-governed, ‘limited’ in rela-
tion to some, righteously savage in relation to others. (Mann 1993: 69; also 70–5)

Moreover, much of this overlaps with the analysis advocated by the

English School of International Relations. Indeed Mann’s definition of

what he calls ‘multi-power-actor civilisations’ is similar (though not

equivalent) to the English School’s definition of international society, to

wit: ‘decentralized power actors competed with one another within an

overall framework of normative regulation’ (Mann 1986: 534, my emphasis;

also, Mann 1993: 270, 278–82, 293).

It is also worth noting that Mann seems to be aware of some of the

problems with neorealism. As he has candidly noted:

Some IR practitioners have been examining the impact of social relations on
geopolitics for well over a decade. Sociologists did not respond as helpfully as we
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might. It was over a decade ago that some sociologists became aware that our
specialism was neglecting the impact of geopolitics on social relations. We first
borrowed precisely the traditional form of realism from which many IR practi-
tioners were then fleeing . . . We passed each other in the night. (Mann 1996: 223)

It is no less important to note that there is nothing intrinsic toWeberianism

that makes for a neorealist definition of the international (Hobson and

Seabrooke 2001; but for the contrary position, see Schroeder 1998).

Certainly Mann is less prone to neorealism than are other neo-Weberians,

particularly with reference to his complex theory of the state (see Hobson

2000: 192–203; cf. Hobden 1998: chs. 4–6, 8). And at many points in

Sources of Social Power volume II, Mann explicitly argues against neorealism

(e.g. Mann 1993: 48–51, 256–8, 293, 743–57).

Despite all this, though, it seems clear that Mann’s definition of the

international is clearly dominated by a neorealist approach. And my

major point is that this is problematic because neorealism’s reductionist

structuralist ontology and ahistorical predisposition undermines the

integrity of his multi-causal IEMP model on the one hand, and under-

mines the rationale for a genuine historical sociology of IR and HS on the

other. It is also significant to note – especially with respect to scholars

such as Skocpol and Tilly – that their deployment of a neorealist concep-

tion of the international system unwittingly leads them to ‘kick the state

back out’ (see especially, Hobson 2000: 174–91). Thus ifMann wishes to

realize his serious commitment to a multi-causal model of historical-

social change, he will need to critically rethink his conception of the

international.

Should he seek to revise his views of the international, the obvious

question becomes: ‘How?’ Ironically, sociologically inspired IR theory

can help to remedy the problem here; ‘ironically’ that is, because Mann’s

import within IR is based on the fact that in part he supposedly provides a

sociological model. There are more ways of envisaging the international

than simply equating it with geopolitical militarism (as he implicitly

recognizes). One might, for example, focus on the social and ideational

forces that go to construct the international system or ‘international

society’. Two obvious approaches of relevance here are the English

School of International Relations and constructivism. In its original

English School incarnation, Hedley Bull (1977) and Martin Wight

(1977), though leaning on a materialist approach, nevertheless went

beyond neorealism by advocating two central insights: first, that states

are not passive victims or bearers of international structure, but can

reshape the international system into a relatively cooperative ‘inter-

national society’ (thereby returning the lost theme of agency). And second,
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they argued that states set up normative institutions which prescribe

certain forms of behaviour, which states voluntarily conform to because

they value order over insecurity. This might fit well with Mann’s broader

objectives, especially in his desire to produce a non-reductionist and

‘agential’ theory of the state. And, as noted above, there are echoes

of this argument found at various points in his work. Needless to say, this

clashes with his bald neorealist statements and rests uneasily with much of

the implicit neorealist analysis found across his extensive writings.

Or he might seek to draw on a constructivist approach, where the

international ‘system’ does not exist ‘out there’, but is a society that is

embedded within particular norms and inter-subjective understandings

between the agents. Mann himself hints at this at different points (as

mentioned above). Of course there are many ways to develop such an

appro ach (see Hobs on 2000 : ch. 5). One might loo k to the dom estic

identities of the agents and look at how domestic norms and moral

purpose are internationalized to govern international political life,

which then react back on states and their identities (e.g. Reus-Smit

2002). Or he might draw from a Weberian-constructivist approach,

where the degree to which states can embed themselves within the legi-

timate prevailing norms of society enhances their ability to project finan-

cial power internationally (Seabrooke 2006). This is congruent with

Mann’s general desire to show how the international and domestic realms

overlap in a seamless whole, while also producing an approach that

successfully reveals changing international practices over time.

Moreover, it complements his approach to the state in which the exercise

of infrastructural power entails a strong degree of consensus between

state and society. And given that Mann is interested in the power

of ideology or norms, this could complement his general model. But

whichever particular path Mann might choose to follow ultimately mat-

ters less than the point that maintaining his neorealist definition of

the international, at the very least, compromises the integrity of his

approach.

The question now becomes: is Mann’s commitment to a multi-causal

model – in which materialism and ideationalism (or ‘constructivism’) are

adequately combined – fully realized in his overall work? The argument of

the next section is that the balance he achieves between these two

approaches is lop-sided in favour of materialism. Once again, I argue

that on the one hand this hinders his ability to provide an adequate

historical-sociological approach with respect to domestic and inter-

national, social and political change, and on the other hand it threatens

the integrity of his multi-causal IEMP model.
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Between thick and thin historical sociology: negating

the rationale for historical sociology and compromising

the IEMP model?

It is a curious irony that mainstream historical sociologists reject the

importance of norms, culture and identity in their models of social change

(something that I have sought to remedy inmy own work; Hobson 2004).

And it is all the more curious that Weberian-inspired scholars are so

resistant to this focus given that Weber became famous for his ‘construc-

tivist’ thesis outlined in his The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism

(Weber 1976). Even if Mann had no truck with such a focus, a discussion

of this issue would still be relevant. But given that ideology forms one of

the four core defining aspects of his theoretical model, a discussion of this

issue becomes all the more pressing. The two guiding questions for my

discussion are: ‘how successfully has Mann imported the issue of ‘‘ideol-

ogy’’ into his work?’; and ‘what are the consequences for his overall theory

if ideology is not satisfactorily dealt with?’

Definitionally speaking, I argue that a thin historical sociology (HS)

rests on materialist or rationalist premises, while a thick HS invokes a

social constructivist approach. Materialist frameworks ultimately rest

upon the notion of a ‘universal will to power’. Actors know what their

interests are prior to social interaction, and the game they play in society

or international society is to maximize these interests. To the extent

that rationalists discuss the role of ideas at all, they are viewed as

merely functional to the power-maximizing interests of various agents.

Constructivist frameworks, by contrast, do not presuppose actors’ inter-

ests as exogenously given. Rather, they are informed through the process

of social interaction. More specifically, agents’ interests are informed

by their identities, and their identities are shaped by the normative and

social environment within which they reside. And such identities are

constructed through what might be called ‘statecraft’ and ‘socialcraft’.

In short, while materialists are concerned with the process of defending

agents’ interests, social constructivists are concerned with defining agents’

interests.

As in his discussion of the international, soMann’s writings oscillate or

slip between various positions; in this case between a ‘thick’ and ‘thin’

HS. In a recent essay, Chris Reus-Smit claims that Mann’s analysis is

ultimately materialist and rejects it in favour of a constructivist approach

(Reus-Smit 2002: esp. 123–6). While there is much in what he says,

nevertheless he omits discussion of Mann’s notion of ‘transcendent ideo-

logical power’; a conception that is entirely congruent with Reus-Smit’s

preferred constructivist approach. Put differently, it is unfair to claim that
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Mann’s HS is a purely thin one. For, more than most theorists in HS,

Mann pays explicit attention to ‘ideology’.

Mann invokes two definitions of ideology. His ‘thin’ definition is

broadly congruent with the notion of ‘regulatory norms’ found in ortho-

dox rationalist/materialist approaches, which views ideology as some-

thing that merely reinforces (or is reducible to) the interests of certain

power-actors. He calls this ‘immanent ideological power’. But his second

definition is congruent with that of ‘constitutive norms’ as favoured by

constructivists, where ideology takes on a ‘transcendent’, autonomous

quality. Here such norms transcend given class and social structures and

reconfigure societies along new normative lines (as discussed in Mann

1986: chs. 3, 4, 10, 11). My point is slightly different to that made by

Reus-Smit: that like his theoretical ancestor, Max Weber, Mann’s

approach steers an inconsistent path between (genuine) constructivism

and materialism, though he steers much more strongly towards the

materialist pole. And to the extent that he does, he either compromises

the integrity of his multi-causal IEMPmodel, or he jeopardizes the power

of his historical-sociological conception of international and social change.

What then are Mann’s constructivist credentials and what are their

limits? Almost exactly like Max Weber who began his first volume of

Economy and Society by arguing that the task of the historical sociologist

should be to get to grips with the meaning of human action (Weber 1978:

ch. 1), Mann begins So urces of Socia l Power volum e II by making three

broadly constructivist claims about ideological power:

First, we cannot understand (and so act upon) the world merely by direct sense
perception. We require concepts and categories of meaning imposed upon sense
perceptions. The social organization of ultimate knowledge and meaning is
necessary to social life, as Weber argued . . . Second, norms, shared understand-
ings of how people should act morally in their relations with each other, are
necessary for sustained social cooperation . . . [And] to monopolize norms
is . . . a route to power. The third source of ideological power is aesthetic/ritual
practices. These are not reducible to rational[ist] science. (Mann 1986: 22–3)

From there, Mann sporadically engages in genuine constructivist ana-

lysis, mainly through his discussion of ‘transcendent’ (constitutive)

norms and their impact on reshaping society. This was applied most

keenly in his dis cussio n of the Roman Empire ( 1986 : ch. 10), where in

particular he claims that, ‘Christianity was not a response to material

crisis [or material needs] . . . The crisis was one of social identity: What

society do I belong to?’ (1986: 309). He also applied this analysis both to

the emergence of civilization in Mesopotamia and world religions (1986:

chs. 3, 4, 11). And perhaps most famously, he placed a great deal of
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emphasis on the norms that held feudal Europe (i.e. Christendom) in

place ( 1986 : ch. 12).

Furthermore, the constructivist emphasis on the role of legitimacy is a

feature ofMann’s theory of the state. For it is one of his central claims that

states which can ground themselves within, and cooperate with, social

actors through infrastructural (consensual) power generate greater

amounts of governing capacity than do those states which seek to isolate

the mselves from societ y through despo tic power (Mann 1993 : ch. 3). In

short, Mann does take ideology seriously, and certainly points to the

importance of legitimacy in the realms of social action as well as the

state. At this point of proceedings, his preferred descriptive label for his

model – ‘organisational materialism’ – is clearly inappropriate.

But this constructivist commitment is significantly compromised at

other points in his writings, where in Sources of Social Power Volume I,

for example, he begins by asserting, in classic materialist fashion, that:

Human beings are restless, purposive, and rational, striving to increase their
enjoyment of the good things of life and capable of choosing and pursuing
appropriate means for doing so . . . [Accordingly] we can take for granted the
motivational drive of humans to seek to increase their means of subsistence. That
is a constant . . . Human motivation is irrelevant except that it provided the
forward drive that enough humans possess to give them a dynamism wherever
they dwell. (Mann 1986: 4–5)

Mann generally equates ideology with religion and his major discussions

of the role of ‘transcendent ideological power’ refer exclusively to reli-

gious instances. Not that there is anything wrong with such an emphasis,

but it becomes problematic when other sources or forms of ‘thick’ norms

and identity are ignored or omitted.

This problem becomes most acute in his discussion of the post-1500

world, where his analysis of the role of norms or ideology is heavily,

though intentionally, downgraded. In Sources of Social Power volume I

his discussion of the rise of capitalism intentionally pays no attention to

the Renaissance, the Reformation and the Scientific Revolution, since

they came too late to explain the rise of Europe, which he sees as begin-

ning around 800 CE (1986: esp. 377). Moreover, one can search only in

vain for an analysis of the ways in which norms and identity inform the

process of state-formation. And in Sources of Social Power Volume II

when discussing the 1760–1914 period, he asserts that ‘Ideological

power relations were of declining and lesser power significance . . .
[I]deological power . . . was more ‘‘immanent’’ than ‘‘transcendent’’’

(Mann 1993: 2). Does this mean that after 1500 ‘constitutive’ (or ‘trans-

cendent’) norms are of little importance? Presumably not, but Mann
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writes almost as if it were so. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note here

that Mann himself conceded during the conference that ‘the twentieth-

century, probably more than any other, has been the age of ideology’.

Mann might reply to all this by saying that it is not his intention to

produce a full or ‘thick’ theory of ideology (or constitutive norms and

identity) along the lines that I am pressing for. This is because to do so it

might ultimately lead one down the road towards ideational reductionism –

something which he warns expressly against. In any case, as he verbally

put it to me during the conference when this chapter was presented as a

paper, ‘Sociologists long ago went through a flirtation with social con-

structivism, but the moment quickly passed.’ Arguably though, such a

‘response’ is surprisingly thin (no pun intended). And in another sense,

such an answer is surprising because in Sources of Social Power Volume I

he clearly had no problems with producing a ‘thick’ theory of ideology,

even if it was done so sporadically. Moreover, it is important to note that

I am not suggesting that this should be done at the expense of sacrificing

the materialist aspect of his model. In other words the issue at stake here

should not be viewed as a zero-sum contest between ideationalism and

materialism.

Thus the crucial question now becomes: why is an approach that

focuses more fully on the role of ‘thick’ norms and identity (as well as

legitimacy) important? The short answer is that failure to do so jeopar-

dizes the rationale for historical sociology at worst (thereby leading on to

an ‘ahistorical historiography’), or at best compromises Mann’s multi-

causal methodology and undermines the integrity of his IEMP model.

How is this the case? As noted earlier, all materialist analyses tend to view

societies in different times and places as governed by a ‘universal will to

power’; a rationality that is independent of social process or interaction.

Agents know prior to social interaction what their interests are and seek to

maximize themwith whatevermeans or resources they have at their disposal.

Accordingly, the only ‘differences’ over time that materialist historical

sociologists can point to is changes in the material or resource environ-

ment. Not surprisingly, materialist theorists invest a great deal of time and

energy in revealing the different ‘technological forces’ or different means

(or modes) of production through time. But this is symptomatic of a ‘thin’

historical sociology in which tempocentric ahistoricism occupies centre-

stage, precisely because the agents, regardless of time and place, behave in

exactly the same ways. That is, the game that agents play, in either the

domestic or international spheres – regardless of time and place – remains

the same, as they seek to defend or maximize their interests.

In the context of Mann’s overall theory, this ultimate marginalization of

‘thick’ norms and identity-formation processes is puzzling. For example,
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Mann emphasizes the point that peasants under feudalism were very

much constrained and informed by the religious context and that this

was crucial in achieving normative pacification (Mann 1986). In the

absence of this Christian identity, feudalism would presumably have

imploded if we follow the logic of Mann’s argument. And clearly agents

under capitalism think and act differently. Ironically, this was in fact the

whole point of Max Weber’s famous thesis outlined in his The Protestant

Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Weber 1976). But curiously, this most

Weberian of issues is left aside in Mann’s analysis, as indeed it is in the

works of other prominent neo-Weberians on this subject (e.g. Giddens

1985; Collins 1986; Hall 1986). The key point is that historical sociology

should be able to reveal these ideational processes if it is to adequately

reveal social change over time. For without this, we are left with a model

in which actor-behaviour remains constant through time (as it is guided

by an ahistorical and asociological ‘universal will to power’). Put simply,

the bracketing of ‘thick’ ideational processesmeans that the core rationale

for historical sociology is basically lost. For if Mann’s historical sociology

is ahistorical and asociological, then what is historical or sociological

about it?

If this conclusion might be seen by some as somewhat excessive, then it

is surely less controversial to suggest that failure to theorize the role of

‘thick’ norms and identities compromises the integrity of his multi-causal

IEMPmodel. For if ‘ideology’ is omitted then clearly all we are left with is

an EMPmodel. To which might come the reply that the deployment of a

‘thin’ conception of ideology would retain the integrity of the IEMP

model. But this is not the case. Mann’s fundamental objective is to

break with reductionist methodology. And perhaps his ultimate contri-

bution is to reveal how all (four) sources of social power entwine and

mutually constitute each other. But a ‘thin’ definition of ideology (as

‘immanent’ rather than ‘transcendent’ power) is unable to perform this

constitutive role in shaping the other power sources. This is because

‘immanent’ ideological power merely supports, or is functional to, the

other power sources and, therefore, has no autonomy. Accordingly, in

being unable to constitute the economic, military or political sources of

social power it is, therefore, unable to play the role ascribed to it by

Mann’s non-reductionist methodology. Put simply, without a ‘thick’

conception of ideology, ‘there ain’t no I in the IEMP model’.

Conclusion

In his important discussion of Mann’s conception of the international,

Steve Hobden (1998) concludes that Mann’s multiple conceptions
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necessarily produce a contradictory approach owing to the deployment of

incompatible epistemologies – naturalist and interpretivist. I believe this

is too harsh not least because it is possible to produce a model that

combines materialist and constructivist insight. In any case, as already

noted, Mann has to a certain (albeit inadequate) extent achieved this.

And to the extent that this has been sufficiently recognized, no one has yet

seen this as problematic. My concern lies more with the point that

Mann’s deployment of reductionist neorealism, on the one hand, and

excessivematerialism, on the other, threatens to compromise the integrity

of his multi-causal IEMP model at the very least, and undermines the

rationale for HS at most. The problem then is significant, but it is

nowhere near as grave as Hobden or Reus-Smit suggest and, most

importantly, it can be remedied.

In sum, therefore, I am suggesting that Mann needs to produce a more

carefully thought-out analysis of the international (which, of course,

properly plays a very important role in his overall historical sociological

analysis). And I also invite him to drop the preferred label of organiza-

tional materialism and consider renewing his original focus on the role of

‘transcendent ideology’, which has unfortunately become significantly

downgraded in Sources of Social Power volume II (dealing with the post-

1760 period), as well as extending it to incorporate the issue of ‘identity’.

I ask this not so as to transcend his overall model, but so as to fully realize

the laudable theoretical and empirical objectives that underpin his

remarkably impressive intellectual enterprise.
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9 Infrastructural power, economic

transformation, and globalization

Linda Weiss

This chapter attempts two things. One is to show how Mann’s theory of

state power continues to generate new insights that advance the debates

on state capacity, economic transformation, and globalization. The other

is to suggest how these insights are at odds with some aspects of Mann’s

recent work on globalization.*

Mann’s theoretical and historical work on state power, as even themost

cursory survey would reveal, has influenced scholars young and old across

the social science disciplines. His theory of state power and the distinction

between infrastructural and despotic power have offered particularly

fertile soil for scholars of comparative politics and political economy.

Many scholars of comparative politics have applied his concepts to

explain failed or weak states in the developing world (e.g. Lucas 1998;

Centeno 1997), to account for developmental blockages or break-

throughs in transition economies (Stoner-Weiss 2002; Zhu 2002), to

revise conventional explanations for the rise of the West (Hall 1985),

and to explain why some states, whether European or Asian, have been

more effective than others at economic development (Weiss and Hobson

1995). In recent years, young sociologists have also sought to extend

Mann’s idea of the modern state’s infrastructural power (IP) to symbolic

and social infrastructures (e.g. Loveman). As the range of applica-

tions attests, Mann’s theoretical and conceptual innovations continue

to bear fruit.

Infrastructural power and economic transformation

In general, Mann’s theory of state power has been most fruitfully applied

to explain broad historical differences in types of state and contrasts in

state autonomy. But I want to emphasize that his state power concepts

also offer an invaluable tool for analysing contemporary power differences

among industrial states in an era of globalization. Indeed they have played

a central role in structuring my own efforts to explain cross-national

variations in the industrial state’s transformative or developmental
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capacity. At one level, this may seem surprising. For if we accept Mann’s

point that all modern states presiding over capitalist economies are, by

definition, infrastructurally strong states, then IP would at first glance

appear to be a blunt instrument for differentiating contemporary varieties

of state capacity associated with different state orientations, structures

and state–society relations.

None theless , as I h ave argued in earlier work (19 98), it is precisely the

notion of IP that allows us tomake advances in understanding what I have

called the transformative capacity of modern states – the ability to coor-

dinate structural economic change in response to external pressures. The

state’s ability to link up with civil society groups, to negotiate support for

its projects, and to coordinate public–private resources to that end make

up the broad tapestry of IP. They also constitute – at themicro-level of the

industrial economy – the finer fabric of interconnectedness and negotia-

tions that can be captured by the phrase ‘governed interdependence’

(GI). I have deployed the concept of GI to indicate a range of state–

economy relationships in which government agencies and economic

actors enter into cooperative arrangements for the pursuit of jointly

coordinated projects under the goal-setting auspices of the state.

GI defines a network of collaborative relationships between government

and business in the joint pursuit of transformative projects; in this rela-

tionship each party retains interests independent of the other, while the

state remains the ultimate arbiter of the rules and goals of interaction in

which information is exchanged, resources are pooled, and tasks shared.

I have called GI an outgrowth of IP because, through its linkages with key

economic groupings, the state can extract and exchange vital information

with producers, stimulate private-sector participation in economic pro-

jects, and mobilize a greater level of industry collaboration in advancing

national goals.

Like Mann’s theory of IP, the GI argument rejects the notion that

the state’s ability to ‘impose’ its decisions is central to its transformative

capacity. Like IP, GI refers to a negotiated relationship in which state

and civil society actors maintain their autonomy, yet which is nonethe-

less governed by broader goals set and monitored by the state. Of central

importance is the state’s ability to use its autonomy to consult and to

elicit consensus and cooperation from the private sector. One might say

that IP is the genus from which the GI species is derived. From this perspec-

tive, then, when the task is to explain why the state’s transformative

capacity in the economic arena varies cross-nationally, there is a clear

analytical advantage in ridding ourselves of the more coercive ‘statist’

notions of state strength and weakness, and adapting and extending

Mann’s notion of IP.
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The first argument I shall try to develop is that Mann’s insights con-

cerning shifts in political power and state–society relations – generated

by his analysis of the rise of the modern state – can be applied in a parallel

manner to our own era. For example, in contemporary political eco-

nomies, governed interdependence may be viewed as the obverse of

statism (or top-down direction of the economy), much as infrastructural

power – as Mann (1993) has argued in a broader historical perspective –

came to be the obverse of despotic power (in the transition from pre-

industrial tomodern states). In both cases, state–society relations become

closer and more negotiated in character as states seek to achieve their

goals. However, while infrastructural power is a defining characteristic of

all modern states, with their territorial reach, their penetrative and extrac-

tive capacities, governed interdependence is a more specialized version of

infrastructural power, vital to the state’s transformative capacity in a

variety of economic arenas. (As such, GI is not developed to the same

degree in all industrial states.) The main point, then, is that GI is to

statism, what IP is to despotic power.

Infrastructural power and globalization

The key issue for discussion of these concepts of state power today is the

impact of globalization. Many believe that globalization is modifying the

state’s infrastructural powers. But are the important modifications most

aptly described as constraints limiting state power, or as enabling condi-

tions for the exercise of new forms of state power such as, for example,

GI? This is what I shall suggest, extending Mann’s ideas of IP to make

sense of current developments in state–economy relations in the global-

izing developed democracies. In what follows, I will consider the impli-

cations of globalization for state power in both Mann’s general logistical

sense of IP and in the more particular transformative sense of GI.

In this context of rising interconnectedness, I develop a second argu-

ment. It proposes that Mann’s recent writings on globalization contain

two insights at odds with each other; one of these insights is developed

at the expense of the other, and this leads him to take a somewhat

‘conservative’ position on the question of the state’s utility to social life,

especially in the economy – a point which I shall return to shortly. In

Modernity and Globalization, Mann observes that globalization and the

growth of the state have gone hand in hand, and that ‘In the long run, we

must conclude that transnational and national economic interaction have

surged together, not one at the expense of the other’ (2000: 44). In his

1997 piece, Mann characteristically poses the two breakthrough ques-

tions: first, how much have transnational networks grown? Second, is
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their growth at the expense of national networks? To my knowledge, no

one before Mann had made this fundamental distinction; a great many

participants in the debate had simply elided the two issues, thereby

assuming that the more globalization, the less scope for the nation-

state. (Reflecting this elision, many definitions of globalization thus

became little more than tautologies, since one hardly needed to go

beyond the fact of rising interconnectedness to conclude that state

power was in decline.)

I want to show (and this is the substance of my second argument) that

Mann’s point that the ‘transnational and the national have surged

together’ deserves to be taken more seriously, not least by Mann himself.

Why? Because this point has quite different implications from, and is

somewhat at odds with, the emphasis he then gives to measuring eco-

nomic globalization, and his conclusion that ‘Nation-states remain brute

economic realities, in the sense of remaining discrete, bounded networks

of economic interaction’ (2000: 41). While I fully agree with his estimate

that ‘national economies bound four-fifths of the world’s economy [pro-

duction and investment], one-fifth being international’ (40), I do not

concede that ‘globalization’s (quantitative) limits’ form the yardstick of

the state’s room to move or its continuing importance to social life.

I propose instead that globalization and state growth have gone hand in

hand precisely because economic interdependence – or the exposure of

social relations to international pressures – increases, not decreases, the

social utility of the state.

This notion of social utility is of course fundamental to Mann’s theory

of IP. Mann defines IP as ‘the institutional capacity of a central state,

despotic or not, to penetrate its territories and logistically implement

decisions’ (1993: 59), and likens its effects to a kind of ‘caging’ process,

giving a quality of ‘boundedness’ to social relations. The state acquires an

organizational autonomy and usefulness to social life that derives from its

territorial centrality. In Mann’s terms, political power (qua state power)

‘derives from the usefulness of centralized, institutionalized, territorial-

ized regulation of many aspects of social relations’ (1986: 26).

Globalization however is widely viewed as a process that ‘uncages’

social relations, making territorial centrality less salient. So the issue

examined here is whether the state’s IP has reached its limits in an era

of growing interdependence. Does globalization – for example by increas-

ing exit options for capital – reduce and redefine the state’s utility to social

life, thus limiting IP? How, in particular, does Mann view the impact of

this uncaging process on the state’s IP? Since it is the uncaging of economic

relations, implied by the growth of capital mobility, that is considered the

most threatening to IP, I shall focus my comments on this aspect of
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interdependence. I shall argue, with the globalists, that globalization is

impacting on state power, but that contrary to their expectations, it is

impacting in ways unanticipated by constraints theory.

Paradoxically, I suggest, globalization increases, not diminishes,

demand for the state’s centralized powers of coordination. The more

general point to emphasize is that openness can create strong pressures

for maintaining or extending cooperative ties between government and

industry, as well as for information sharing, for coordinated responses to

collective action problems, and more generally for the state to act as

provider of collective goods. The state’s infrastructural powers thus

appear to be increasingly salient for many sectors and countries. This is

not to say that the ‘increasing demand’ is always met – but rather that

there is more external impetus for the state to coordinate responses in

diverse economic sectors. I discuss this impact as the tendency of global-

ization (qua heightened vulnerability via intensification of international

exposure, systemic risks and competitive challenges) to elicit a ‘governed

interdependence’ response and thus to increase the incidence of GI – a

state capacity enhancing effect.

I start with a discussion of Mann’s theory of state power and his assess-

ment of globalization’s impact on infrastructural strength; the second

section outlines recent findings on state activities in taxation, welfare and

production-enhancing programmes that are consistent with a less conser-

vative view of the globalization–state relationship; the third section shows

one way in which Mann’s novel but underdeveloped points in the 1997

paper regarding the complementarity between global and national net-

works of interaction may be developed (in my examples, via the extension

of the idea of IP [as GI] to the sphere of industrial governance).

The state’s infrastructural power

Mann’s theory of state power, outlined in his 1994 essay, then further

developed and applied in Volume II of Sources of Social Power (1993),

makes a theoretical breakthrough in clarifying what is distinctive about

the state’s power in the modern industrial era. Whereas modern states

have developed ‘infrastructural’ powers by negotiating with and acting

through civil society – thus penetrating, extracting and coordinating their

resources – the powers of pre-industrial states take a more despotic form,

by virtue of their ability to issue commands (but not necessarily to

implement them) without such routine negotiation. The key contrast

drawn between the two types of state power is that of exercising power

through civil society, rather than over it. In Mann’s terms, this is the

difference between collective and distributive notions of power.
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The real innovation, however, lies in the understanding that the state’s

(collective) power rests on organizational means or logistical techniques,

which modern states develop by virtue of their centrality to a particular

territory. Unlike other power actors, states have the organizational dis-

tinction of being bound to a particular geographical space (1993: 27).

This defines their territorial centrality and gives them an ‘in principle’

utility for other actors within that space, whose organizational reach may

differ. The fact that the state is centralized and that non-state groups are

not, writes Mann, ‘gives to it logistical capacities for exercising auto-

nomous power’ (1986: 521).

There does however appear to be some ambiguity in Mann’s writing

about whether the modern state has autonomy in any real sense. On one

hand, Mann implies that it is necessary to expunge ‘autonomy’ from a

general definition of the (modern) state’s power – since this is an empirical

question, to be determined on a case-by-case basis (i.e. the question of who

controls whom that has long fascinatedMarxists and liberal pluralists). On

the other hand, if we take autonomy tomean the room to manoeuvre – or the

capacity for social goal-setting that is independent from any particular

power grouping in civil society – then Mann appears to concede this

possibility by virtue of the state’s unique territorial centrality to social life.

Thus the modern state acquires autonomous power vis-à-vis other

groups by virtue of its territorially organized centrality. As Mann puts it,

‘any autonomous power that the state can acquire derives from its ability

to exploit its centrality’, in other words, by the performance of certain services

or activities that are more effectively performed if centrally coordinated

(1986: 171). In order to provide those services on a stable basis, the

state has to develop organizational means and logistical techniques that

enable it to penetrate and extract resources from society. This requires

routine negotiation: the capacity of the state to extract resources is closely

linked to the willingness of the population to accept these burdens. Thus,

IP is fundamentally negotiated power, its core features being the capacity

for social penetration, resource extraction and collective coordination.

Let us now place this discussion in the context of current changes in the

international political economy. In view of such changes and the standard

conceptions of globalization, the question that Mann’s work poses for

analysis is not whether the state as a set of political institutions, or the

nation-state as a political and territorial entity, is declining – pace radical

globalists. Rather, as so-called moderate globalists (qua ‘constraints

theorists’) might contend, the real issue – to use Mann’s state power

language – is whether the growth of economic networks that transcend

the boundaries established by political power has reduced the state’s

room for manoeuvre and thus its salience for social life.
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As the constraints theorists see it, states generally are losing their

independence or autonomy for social goal-setting; their rule-making

authority, decision-making powers and ability to control domestic out-

comes, in short, their room to move is becoming increasingly restricted

and specialized over a far narrower terrain than ever before (e.g. Held

et al. 1999). In economic terms, this argument implies that the state has a

diminishing capacity to extract revenue in order to pursue its social and

economic goals, hence a declining ability to provide for social protection,

and a reduced relevance and capacity to promote economic renewal.

Mann writes that the most infrastructurally powerful states are those

which cage more social relations within their ‘national’ boundaries

(1993: 61). Is this at all times correct? From the historical perspective

of modern state formation and the struggle to establish territorial bound-

aries, this statement seems true. Yet it may have more limited relevance

today. For one thing, many weak Southern states meet this criterion

(‘cage more social relations’) simply by virtue of being largely excluded

from the global economy. For another, there is evidence to suggest that

the more globalized the economy, the more important the state becomes

to social life, a point I shall take up shortly.

So let us pose the question from the perspective of the developed

North. How is the uncaging of social relations, implied by globalization,

impacting on Northern IP – on the state’s penetrative, extractive and

coordinating capacities? To date, Mann’s main answer to this question

has been to stress not only the limited nature of global economic net-

works, but also the heterogeneity and plurality of national outcomes, as

contained in his 1997 essay on globalization. Therein he recognizes the

‘global variety’ of nation-states in terms of their size, power, form and

geography, and proposes that this variety itself ensures that globaliza-

tion’s impact will vary. That piece also contains a novel argument. It says

that global and national networks of interaction are not competing for

space, but are intertwined. Here Mann sets out to identify the various

networks that make up the global and notes that ‘What adds up to the

global is a very complex mix of the local, the national, the international . . .
and the truly transnational’ (1997: 481). The fact that multinationals

concentrate so much of their ownership, assets and R&D at home is

offered as an example of how ‘an economy may be global, but this may

be conferred by help from national and international networks of inter-

action’ (479). The implication is that global networks are limited to some

extent by their dependence on non-global networks for their operation.

But Mann does not explore the mechanisms of this intertwining.

In a second related argument that, like the first, encompasses military,

political, economic and ideological power relations, Mann argues quite
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compellingly that globalization is not creating a single, unified system of

social relations across the globe, but a set of contradictory tendencies,

which include uneven and divisive, as well as unifying, outcomes.

‘Though globalization is occurring, it is not singular but multiple, and it

dis integrates as well as it integrates ’ (2 001: 1). The thrust of Mann’s

arguments, then, is that globalization does not generally hurt or hollow

out the state for one or more of three reasons: either because globalization

is limited and intertwined with national (and other) networks of inter-

action; or because states themselves differ (and therefore external impacts

vary); or because globalization itself has multiple consequences, some of

which can only be effectively dealt with by nation-states (e.g. the envir-

onmental degradation that the spread of industrialization sets in train).

All three arguments advance the debate enormously and I do not wish

to dispute any of them. In fact, in contesting the standard view of global-

ization’s impact on the state, my own work has taken a similar tack in

stressing the institutional basis of national responses to economic inter-

dependence and the corresponding variety of outcomes – albeit from a

much narrower analytical perspective than Mann’s. But the point worth

making here is that in so far as such arguments concern the diversity or

variety of globalization impacts, they qualify rather than undermine the

standard view of globalization as a fundamentally constraining force.

I must remind the reader at this point that my comments are aimed at

Mann’s analysis of how global economic relations impact on state power,

not at his analysis of globalization in general. In this narrower – though

unquestionably important – context, Mann’s response to globalizers is

now sufficiently accepted, dare one say, that it may almost be seen as part

of the respectable mainstream. As Mann puts it, states are not hollowing

out because government regulation is still necessary: ‘markets require

rules and the vast bulk of these are provided by nation-states’ (2000: 44).

Moreover, Mann continues, states are still big spenders, and they inter-

venemuchmore today than did nineteenth-century states. However, they

are strongly constrained by financial capital and this is manifested in their

relinquishment of macro-economic policy tools, in particular Keynesian

techniques of demand management (41–5).

So far so good. But canMann go a little further in offering an answer to

the question raised by his own work, namely, how globalization impacts

on the state’s usefulness to social life? In the economic arena at least,

Mann seems to define ‘usefulness’ chiefly in regulatory terms. Is there

more to the role of political power in the globalizing economy? I propose

that there is, and that it means taking seriously Mann’s idea of a positive

relationship between globalization and the growth of infrastructural

power. For while his work has made us take more and more note of
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variety, unevenness and plurality of national responses, we may have

become less and less inclined to notice certain features of globalization

that tend to invite a range of common (though not convergent) responses,

which point in a state-enhancing direction.

In what follows, I shall indicate findings from recent research to show

how globalization is bringing the state back in (or keeping it there). I shall

emphasize as a tendency of globalization the propensity to provoke a

range of responses at the national level that have certain features in

common, regardless of state size, tradition or culture, which nonetheless

conflict with standard constraints/convergence theory; and I shall offer

some tentative hypotheses for this development.

We shall start with the research findings in three major areas of govern-

ment activity – that of taxation, social spending and industrial governance.

Mann has something to say about the first two, much less about the third,

since he appears to accept the ‘regulatory state’ hypothesis that, post-

Keynesianism, there’s not much for states to do in the economic arena.

The state’s declining social usefulness?

The taxing and spending behaviour of nation-states offers one of the clearest

indications as to the stability (and strength) of IP over time. If the extractive

capacity needed to sustain social infrastructures is clearly in decline, then

this must be taken as one important indicator of the state’s diminishing

usefulness to social life. An equally important measure in this regard is the

actual welfare effort of the developed democracies. A third indicator of

social usefulness must look beyond ‘distribution’ to matters of ‘production’

and the state’s supportive and coordinating role in that context. Of course,

declining state effort in any of these areas may not necessarily be linked to

globalization, but that is a separate issue which we leave to one side.

Let us begin with the OECD data on taxation and welfare effort, which

offer an important measure of infrastructural strength.

Taxation

Inmatters of taxation, the findings of recent studies are in important ways

uncongenial to the constrained state thesis (Tanzi and Shuknecht 2000;

Quinn 1997; Garrett 1998; Hobson 2003). In the developed democra-

cies, average tax burdens have grown and expenditure has risen by 20 per

cent and 23 per cent respectively over the period of rising interdepen-

dence (1965–1999). If this is unexpected, so too is the finding that the tax

burden on capital has grown, with increases of 52 per cent, somewhat

outpacing labour tax increases of 44 per cent. Where nominal corporate
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rates came down, governments found scope to protect revenues by

‘broadening the base’ – e.g. by reducing tax concessions. Moreover, only

four out of twenty OECD countries reduced their average company tax

burdens (two very marginally) in the 1995–7 period, compared with

the base of 1970–4. Tellingly, all but one of the ‘tax cutters’ belonged

to the Anglo-Saxon group of low-taxing nations (Weiss 2001: 11). It is

true that states generally do not treat the corporate sector as a ‘cash cow’,

historically extracting a relatively small share of their total revenue from

corporate taxes (today ranging anywhere from c. 2 per cent to 15 per

cent). But this structural restraint remains more or less stable and is not a

product of rising interdependence. If there is a significant constraint from

globalization, it is not in the direction expected. States have increased

direct tax yields, but at the price of a partial loss of progressivity in

personal income tax, by squeezing middle-income earners. Hence, as

Hobson concludes, not a race to the bottom, but ‘to the middle’.1 The

evidence overall leaves little room for doubting the general trend:

Notwithstanding limited oscillations and country particularities over

time, it is clear that the tax burden on corporations in the OECD has

generally increased rather than declined in the period of rising economic

interdependence, that governments have not shifted the tax burden from

capital to labour and, moreover, that they have generally increased taxes.

It is too obvious to belabour the point that there are limits to the state’s

extraction capacities; less obvious is that those limits are negotiated domes-

tically rather than determined externally. Thus, aggregate tax burdens continue

to vary cross-nationally, quite significantly. Does this mean IP is ideologically

(or culturally) diversified? That appears to be one part of the story. The

other part has to do with the structure of political and economic organiza-

tions, in particular, variations in the strength of labour organization and party

dominance in parliament (cf. Steinmo and Tolbert 1998 on the link

between taxation patterns and organizational arrangements). If we put

ideology and organization together, we might say that domestic institutions

(as constellations of orienting norms and arrangements) mediate extractive

capacity. Globalization may invite a stronger fiscal response by virtue of the

economic and social pressures it generates in some sectors, but domestic

institutions mediate the nature of that response. The point seems clear. If

the state’s social usefulness is in decline, it is not evident from either its

propensity to tax in general, or its responsiveness to civil society in particular.

Social welfare

The findings on social welfare tell a similar tale of sustained IP and scope

for political choice within domestic constraints.2 While all developed

176 Types of power



welfare states have experienced rollbacks in benefit levels, eligibility

restrictions and cost controls, including neoliberal reforms of health

and social services, nonetheless total welfare effort (public social expen-

diture as a share of national income) has not declined in the period of high

globalization. Indeed, as with taxation, welfare behaviour has varied in

important ways across different groups of nations. Increases in inter-

national capital movements are associated with quite different spending

outcomes linked to distinctive institutional patterns. Slight spending

declines in some welfare states (i.e. in liberal market economies (LMEs))

have thus been offset by either the maintenance or moderate expansion of

welfare commitments in others (i.e. in coordinated market economies

(CMEs)). As these labels imply, the outcomes are linked to domestic

institutions. In the case of welfare states, the latter include: distinctive

programmatic norms (embedded ideas regarding the value of either uni-

versalistic or means-tested benefits) and structures of economic and

political organization (e.g. the extent to which these aggregate and offer

broad representation of interests resistant to welfare retrenchment)

(cf. Swank 2003).

Thus in the developed democracies the state’s fiscal behaviour over the

past three decades or more of ‘rising globalization’ has not been consis-

tent with the idea of a tightly constrained state, or one whose social

usefulness is in decline – in short, an all-out ‘race to the bottom’. This

in no way contradicts the fact that income inequality has risen in some

nations, and that it may in part be associated with globalization (cf. Quinn

1997). The key point is that while some aspects of globalization may

contribute to rising income inequality, this impact varies cross-nationally,

appearing stronger in LMEs (notably, theUS,NewZealand andBritain),

and weaker in the CMEs (notably Scandinavia) (cf. Galbraith 2001).

In noting cross-national variation in the welfare effort, Mann suggests

that this highlights a ‘cultural’ division within the globalization of eco-

nomic relations. At one level this seems true – if by culture we mean

domestically institutionalized value orientations and arrangements

for responding to the big questions of social life. (As noted above, the

divergent responses to external pressures of the CMEs and LMEs are

closely correlatedwith such institutional differences.) But there are grounds

for considering that both cultural and institutional explanations for

diversity of outcomes may be true only in a proximate sense. Consider

the proposition: the more liberal the state tradition (or Anglo-Saxon the

culture), the weaker the support for domestic protection. But if we adopt

a longer time horizon, and add another element to the equation – the level

of globalization/trade interdependence – note how the pattern changes:

the less exposed the economy and the more liberal the state tradition, the
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weaker the support for domestic protection (the United States being the

exemplary case). Conversely, the more exposed the economy and the more

entrenched an ideology of social partnership, the more support for

domestic compensation (the exemplary case being Sweden). This last

proposition was of course famously developed by Peter Katzenstein

(1985). Numerous studies have also added a robustness to this proposi-

tion, establishing firmly the link between level of economic openness (qua

trade interdependence) and level of social expenditure.

Indeed, the relationship between level of trade interdependence and

welfare effort is by now sufficiently robust to suggest something more

positive about globalization’s impact on the state’s usefulness to social

life. I will suggest what that ‘something more’ might be in a moment,

noting that while we hear constantly about the constraints of globalization,

we hear far less about its enabling logic. Andwhile we hearmuch about the

association between globalization and the distribution effort, we hear

almost nothing about its association with the production effort, which

I discuss next, under the label of ‘industrial governance’.

Industrial governance

We turn now to an area marginalized in Mann’s analysis. This concerns

the state’s role in upgrading production, or industrial governance.

A recurring argument is that in a world ofmobile capital and international

agreements, all states, even those which may have long been involved in

sponsoring economic upgrading, are compelled to minimize or withdraw

from industry and trade promotion – in short, from any action aimed at

protecting or promoting one’s economic advantage. If this is not because

of an incompatibility with WTO rules, then it is argued to be due to its

sheer futility – tantamount to watering one’s own garden in a world where

the plants can relocate. Yet there is substantial evidence to show that the

state’s capacity for industrial policy is not waning with increased inter-

dependence. States continue to foster new growth sectors, subsidize

technological innovation and upgrading, invest in infrastructure, finance

education and training, including active labour market policies, and

regulate industry and finance in distinctive ways to buttress national

competitiveness – all in stark contrast with the predictions of the

‘constrained state’ view.3

While the tools of industrial policy often undergo change as circum-

stances alter, states constantly adapt their instruments to the new tasks.

Thus, for instance, the Koreans have abandoned directed credit, central

to their post-war growth strategy; but they have not withdrawn from

transformative projects. Deploying a range of instruments, old and new,
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the state remains essential to everything from the restructuring of the

chaebol and financial sector to the creation of a venture capital industry

and retail market for Korean software (Weiss 2003b). The Japanese, on

the other hand, continue to find ways of structuring competition in order

to achieve their long-held goals of increased investment and technological

upgrading (Tilton 2003). Even more significant in overturning expecta-

tions, as the global race in high-technology intensifies, the German

state has abandoned its relative passivity in industrial policy in favour

of strategic initiatives in the high-technology sector and venture capital

industry. At the same time, states have not stood by idly after signing up

to the WTO’s market-opening measures. Thus, neo-developmentalism

continues to involve the state as a pivotal force in Taiwan’s industrial

latecomer strategy, constantly moving Taiwan upscale in IT in the bid to

remain ahead of its mainland neighbour. In the banking industry as well,

state sponsorship of mergers and acquisitions (M&As) (via regulatory

and tax incentives) has become the favoured tool of both the Europeans

(especially France and Germany) and the Asians (notably, Taiwan,

Korea and Japan) – all seeking ways to strengthen their financial sectors

as foreign competitors prepare to take advantage of the WTO’s market

access agreements.

While we need more systematic research for the developed democra-

cies, the existing findings on competitive strategy and regulatory reform

are significant for at least two reasons. First, they indicate that states are

just as important as ever in making interdependence possible (Alamgir

2003; Zhu 2003), and in ensuring that global financial markets work

rather than self-destruct (Coleman 2003). Moreover, states are just as

central as ever in sponsoring new industry sectors, even – or especially – in

less developed contexts, like Thailand, where these initiatives may be

blocked (Doner and Ramsay 2003).

Second, such findings show that states constantly adapt their policy

tools, using a mix of old and new instruments (Woo-Cummings 2003) –

from tax laws and national competition prizes to venture capital funds – to

achieve their policy goals. Among the old instruments, Woo-Cumings

observes that administrative guidance – otherwise known as bureaucratic

discretion ‘to make, interpret and enforce detailed rules of economic

behaviour’ – has been modified to function in less despotic ways and for

entirely new national goals including financial restructuring and corpo-

rate reform. (I shall return to this point in amoment.) At the newer end of

the ‘policy instruments’ spectrum, one of the most important is the public–

private ‘partnership’ which takes various forms in different settings, and

develops as governments extend and deepen ties with organized eco-

nomic actors to pursue transformative projects. In many cases, the
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competitive pressures of global markets appear to be encouraging produ-

cers to enter into such networks. Such relationships of ‘governed interde-

pendence’, as I have argued elsewhere, and as a number of other studies

have begun to show in distinctive ways (Coleman 2001; 2003; Doner and

Ramsay 2003), are the stuff of transformative capacity in today’s states.

I elaborate on these below.

The cumulative evidence thus weighs against accepting a purely

‘constrained state’ view in which declining social usefulness compromises

infrastructural strength. It suggests two conclusions. First, it shows that,

however much globalization throws real constraints in the way of state

activity (most notably in the macroeconomic arena), it also allows states

sufficient room to move, and thus to act consonant with their social and

economic objectives. Second, as mentioned earlier, the evidence indi-

cates that there is ‘something more’ to globalization than a constraining

logic. This is strongly suggested but not developed in Mann’s analysis of

globalization.

The state-enabling logic of globalization

Tomake sense of the counter-evidence we therefore need to add an extra

dimension to the globalization dynamic. Like the proverbial sword,

globalization appears double-edged: enabling as well as constraining.

Enablement implies that in the face of relatively similar globalization

pressures, there are countervailing pressures on governments and,

often, political incentives to intervene. One can therefore explain

the state’s room for manoeuvre in terms of the dual logics of global

capitalism – not simply limiting, but also offering scope for policy choice

by virtue of the pressures felt by particular social constituencies, the

corresponding demands they place on governments, and the political

incentives for policy responses.

Competitive challenges and state capacity We can offer at least two

theoretical arguments as to why globalization has enabling rather than

simply constraining effects on the state’s delivery of production-

enhancing policies, both of which highlight the competitive pressures

of interdependence and the social usefulness of IP, the second of

which underscores the transmogrification of IP as transformative capacity

in the form of governed interdependence (GI).

The first argument about enablement concerns the conditions of global

competition, which serve to valorize business access to national innova-

tion structures, to a constant supply of skilled labour, and to various other

infrastructural resources on which firms depend. However potentially

180 Types of power



mobile the modern corporation may be, increased exposure to world

markets heightens the firm’s need for continuous innovation, industrial

upgrading and competent workers. So instead of generalized slashing of

corporate taxes and shifting the tax burden from capital to labour, gov-

ernments will often have strong incentives to provide services to capital in

exchange for maintaining tax revenue. As a number of scholars have

observed, for all the neoclassical strictures about the harm wrought by

state intervention, internationally oriented firms are still prone to wel-

come the benefits offered by a host of government programmes (Boix

1998; Garrett 1998). At the very least, this offers a plausible way of

explaining why, in many national settings, internationally mobile firms

may be willing to sustain relatively high tax (and spending) levels, con-

trary to the standard expectations of capital exit.

There is a second argument as to why globalization enables room for

manoeuvre and in so doing creates pressures for state–business alli-

ances (and, in particular, governed interdependence). This concerns

the way in which intensified competitive pressures may threaten to

destabilize key sectors of the economy – from agriculture to telecom-

munications and finance. The effect of such competitive challenges is to

urge governments to devise new policy responses, new regulatory

regimes and similar restructuring reforms. Most critically, responding

to these new challenges creates incentives for governments to develop

new or strengthen existing policy networks. For some purposes, this

entails the expansion of inter-governmental cooperation in more or less

permanent forums (e.g. the EU, WTO, Bank for International settle-

ment, G8). For others, it involves the extension of links between govern-

ment and business (involving both domestically and transnationally

oriented firms), which enhance coordination of transformative projects.

In each case, neither governmental nor business autonomy is thereby

negated, but rather ‘enmeshed’ in a network of interdependencies, the

rules for which are established by government – hence ‘governed inter-

dependence’. This entails a variety of public–private partnerships and

alliances, policy networks, information exchange and self-regulation

under the state’s goal-setting auspices.

Infrastructural power as a globalization tendency? The claim is not

that GI has generally supplanted statist and liberal pluralist state–society

relations. Rather, the claim is that GI is a tendency of globalization, and

that to the extent that it is emerging in different forms in different national

settings and sectors, two things follow: theoretically, it implies a positive

relationship between openness and state power; empirically, it implies

that states are likely to gain or increase their transformative capacity.
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What evidence do we have of the growth of GI? One way in which the

growth of governed interdependence (hence changes in transformative

capacity) can be observed in settings both European and Asian is by

means of the state building or extending its links with domestic power

actors – both vertically and horizontally, as William Coleman (2001) has

shown for France in the context of strengthening agricultural exports; and

as Mark Lehrer (2000) and Cieply (2001) have demonstrated for

Germany and France with regard to promoting high-technology entre-

preneurship and its financing. Similar developments have been analysed

in the case of neo-developmental states in East Asia (especially Korea and

Taiwan) where the state’s success in coordinating more complex indus-

trial upgrading in the context of increasing openness has come to rely

more heavily on participation of organized business in the policy process

and on the coordination of inter-firm networks for product development.

The Korean state’s recent partnering with an IT consortium to create,

inter alia, a domestic software industry is a case in point (Weiss 2003b).

While the GI partnership for pursuit of joint projects may often occur by

invitation of organized interests in civil society (as has occurred in

Germany and Korea), GI is not present unless the rules of the game are

established by the state.

There is evidence in other arenas as well that states may come to

interact more closely with organized power actors – especially where

systemic risk (and competitive rivalry) is strong (and perceived to be

so). The US shift from a predominantly arm’s-length towards a more

collaborative approach to the regulation of financial derivatives, arguably

the most globalized of markets with the greatest potential for system

destabilization, appears to support this conclusion (Coleman 2003).

Earlier parallels in America’s formation of public–private partnerships

in agriculture and high-technology also support the hypothesis – e.g. the

formation of Sematech in 1987 to relaunch the US semiconductor

industry. This and similar high-technology initiatives have meant the

overthrow of an arm’s-length approach to industrial change and the

embracing of GI, impelled by fear of losing out to the Japanese, and

legitimated in the strategic language of a threat to national security.

Conversely, in markets with little systemic risk (or external competition) –

e.g. in US telecommunications (cf. Tilton 2003) – one may expect

preservation of an arm’s-length regulatory style.

These examples, from Asia to Europe and the US, add flesh to the

larger theoretical point that globalization does indeed impact on state

power, but the impact is not only, or even generally, constraining. For

globalization also contributes to the expansion of governing capacities

through the transformation of public–private sector relations, by creating
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new pressures for social coordination. There is then a plausible case for

studying globalization as a process with nationally enabling effects, not

just constraining ones.

Mann’s big picture perspective on globalization is highly attuned to

incorporating such diverse logics. But his apparent acceptance of

Keynesianism as the sine qua non of the state’s economic role, alongside

the reality of the ‘financial capital constraint’, leads him to avoid any

consideration of globalization’s positive (or enabling) impact on state

activity in the sphere of production. Even in the sphere of welfare, where

he links outcomes to cultural differences (much in the way I have linked

them to institutional differences), he passes by that opportunity.

But what if ‘globalization’ is not only the common denominator behind

higher-order welfare efforts, but also the driver of greater state coordina-

tion of economic change? This is indeed what I am proposing. To argue

along these lines means of course that globalization would need to be

disaggregated (something I do not do here), so that future research would

need to consider both the ‘global’ character of markets (hence their

potential for systemic risk as in the case of financial derivatives), and the

intensity and character of international competition (measured, for

instance, by the international exposure of particular sectors).

Conclusion

I began with the question raised byMann’s work as to how globalization

was impacting on the state’s usefulness to social life. We know from

The Sources of Social Power that the biggest state transformation came

with the leap into industrialism as states gained in penetrative reach and

extractive capacity what they forfeited in despotic power over their

subjects. Are we seeing a parallel trend with the leap into globalism?

Is the state’s infrastructural power being ‘transformed’ by global

markets and international competition? Indeed it is, I have argued,

but in some ways unanticipated by Michael Mann’s work, or conven-

tional theory. Mann makes two observations on this issue. The first is

novel and important and suggests a link between the development of

globalization and the growth of state power. While his earlier writing

on globalization begins to explore that link, it disappears from his most

recent work. Mann develops instead the more conventional observa-

tion, based on quantitative analysis of the relative importance of

the domestic economy vis-à-vis the global one, that the economy

is still largely national in scope and that the state still plays an impor-

tant regulatory role, with variations according to different state

characteristics.
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I have indicated ways in which Mann’s first observation could be

developed further. This would lead not to finer and finer measurements

of economic globalization, but to more historical and comparative ana-

lysis of the links between the various levels of globalization, the varying

nature of its pressures, the changing perceptions of national vulnerability,

and the corresponding character of state activity. In the context of indus-

trial governance and state–economy relations examined here, I have

proposed that contrary to the dominant ‘constraints’ view of globaliza-

tion, a key tendency of increasing economic integration and the height-

ened risk to national economic security is to induce a shift from the more

statist, top-down and rigidly arm’s-length forms of rule to more colla-

borative and jointly coordinated forms of economic management (or new

forms of governed interdependence). This is another way of saying that

the state’s usefulness to social life tends to be strengthened, not weak-

ened, by globalization; that the state’s infrastructural power remains

robust and that it is being adapted to new tasks. Understanding more

about the specific conditions under which globalization produces this

effect is a subject worthy of further research. Mann’s theory of infrastruc-

tural power and its evolution under new conditions of economic global-

ization remains central to that task.

Notes

* Work on this chapter was facilitated by support from the Australia Research
Council’s Discovery Grant Program.

1 Unless otherwise indicated, data in this paragraph are from Hobson (2003).
2 This paragraph is based on data from Swank (2003).
3 Arguments and references in this section are from Weiss (2003a).
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Part III

European exceptionalism?





10 From theory to history: ‘The European

Dynamic’ or feudalism to capitalism?

Robert Brenner

Introduction: Mann’s post-modern enlightenment

conception

Michael Mann’s notion of ‘The European Dynamic’ lies at the heart,

and is the ultimate payoff, of his enquiry into the sources of social power.

It constitutes his account of the emergence of both the modern agro-

industrial economy and the modern centralized state and international

system of multiple states, in terms of what he understands to be the four

networks and sources of social power. But, from the outset, one is obliged

to confront a conundrum. There appears to be a yawning gap between

Mann’s explicit theoretical commitments and his practical historical

account of the rise of the West.

In introducing his general theoretical approach, Mann delivers a stern

warning of the dangers of attributing too much coherence to societies as a

whole, the sort of jeremiad as to the perils of reification of concepts that

has long been the meat and drink of post-structuralism fading into post-

modernism. ‘[M]ost sociological orthodoxies’, he asserts, ‘mar their insights

by conceiving of ‘‘society’’ as an unproblematic, unitary totality’ (1986: 2).

In fact, argues Mann, ‘We can never find a single bounded society in

geographical or social space’ (1). Societies, he insists, ‘are not social systems;

they are not totalities’ (1). ‘Because there is no totality, individuals are not

constrained in their behavior by social structure as a whole’ (1–2). We

therefore have no reason to expect, by way of the aggregation of the

social-structurally constrained actions of the society’s component indivi-

duals, the emergence of system-wide patterns of development. ‘Because

there is no social system,’ says Mann, ‘there is no ‘‘evolutionary’’ process

within it’ (1). The upshot, in Mann’s view, is that society needs to be

understood not as a unified whole, but in terms of four separate networks

of social interaction (economic, political, military and ideological). These

emerge autonomously as distinct ‘organizations, institutional means of

attaining [different, fundamental] human goals’ and thereby constitute

society as ‘multiple overlapping and intersecting power networks’ (2).
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Nevertheless, whenMann comes to explaining the rise of the West, his

interpretation could hardly go more directly against his advice on

method. He makes no bones about conceiving of Europe as a whole

from around the year 800 AD as a coherent totality – ‘a single broad

socio-geographical area’ that ‘possessed a social unity’, ‘contain[ing] a

single set of interrelated dynamics’ (1986: 373). Consistently with his

conception of societies as ‘consisting of multiple overlapping and inter-

secting power networks’, Mann insists that the ‘origins of the European

miracle were a gigantic series of coincidences’ (505, emphasis added).

But, he does not shrink from referring to what emerged from these

coincidences as the ‘medieval social structure’ (374), nor attributing to

it an inherent ‘enormous dynamism’ (374). This dynamism reflected the

fact that ‘[a]ll the sources of social power – economic, political, military

and ideological relations – tended to move in a single general direction of

development’, which ‘it is conventional to describe . . . as ‘‘the transition
from feudalism to capitalism’’’ (373). ‘European dynamism was sys-

temic’, he proclaims, and ‘characterized Europe as a whole’ (504), with

the result that, although ‘[s]etbacks occurred . . . the checks did not last

long before the forward movement resumed’ and ‘the motor of develop-

ment that medieval Europe possessed . . . helped it move toward indus-

trial capitalism’ (373). ‘[W]e can discern movement toward this leap

forward gathering force through the whole medieval and early modern

period’ (373), ‘an essential continuity, perhaps from about 800 to the

agricultural revolution of the eighteenth century’ (400, emphasis added).

The outcome is perplexing. Mann professes great doubt in theory

about the notion of society as a socio-geographic unity, with specific

associated patterns of development. But he has no compunction whatso-

ever about embracing in historical practice a conception of Europe as

precisely that – a ‘single broad geographical area’ that ‘possessed a social

unity’ which evolved by way of ‘a single set of interrelated dynamics’ over

the course of a thousand years, issuing not only in the agricultural and

industrial revolution, but also themodern centralized, territorial state and

the modern multi-state international system (373–4). Nevertheless, the

fact remains that, in the end,Manndoes not shrink from finding the ultimate

theoretical lessons of the long-term unilineal evolution of Europe’s eco-

nomy and polity to be purely anti-holist – viz. that the state is autonomous

and that the rise of the multi-state system took place in abstraction from,

is inexplicable in terms of, the trajectory of the economy.

The object of this chapter is to get to the bottom ofMann’s disconcert-

ing combination of ‘post-modern’ anti-holistic social theory and classical,

eighteenth-century unilineal evolutionary sociological history. In the first

part of the chapter (I.), I will ask howMann can present as his fundamental
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thesis that society is constituted by four ‘overlapping and intersecting

[social] power networks’ that pursue their own distinct trajectories in

separation from one another, yet, at the same time, grasp the rise of

Europe as the ascent of a unitary totality in which these four separate

networks of social power evolve together for a millennium. To provide an

answer, I will present Mann’s theorization of the sources of social power,

limn out his interpretation of the ‘European miracle’, and specify the

conceptual-cum-historical links that he has forged to connect the two. In

the second part of the chapter (II.), I will ask how effectivelyMann’s theory

prepares the ground for his account of the rise of the West and how well

the latter gives credence to the former, while evaluating his historical

interpretation in its own terms. To offer a critique and alternative, I will

call into question the capacity of his theory to adequately incorporate

property, force and class exploitation, show that this incapacity undercuts

the theoretical presumption in favour of the separation of the economic at

the core of his account of the European miracle, and, from that concep-

tual point of departure, by challenging his understanding of European

economic development and the rise of the centralized, territorial state,

cast doubt on his ultimate generalizations concerning the state.

I. From anti-holism to the European Miracle?

1. Mann’s Theoretical Framework: the sources of social power

From function to power ‘In its most general sense’, says Mann,

‘power is the ability to pursue and attain goals through mastery of one’s

environment’ (1986: 6). Mann thus understands social power to find its

source in the specialized organizations, called ‘networks of social power’,

that people establish to get things done for society, carrying out the

division of labour in society most broadly conceived (6–7). The four main

types of network of social power arise in order to fulfil what Mann sees as

human beings’ four basic needs (14), or society’s four basic functional

requirements – the provision of meaning (ideological power), defence

(military power), subsistence (economic power), and order and justice

(political power). They do so by generating, respectively, the four main

sources of social power – transcendent values and normative cohesion (or

whatMann calls immanent morale), concentrated coercion, the capacity to

extract, produce and allocate natural resources (or what Mann calls the

circuits of praxis), and centralized, institutionalized, territorial regulation

(14–15, 22–9).1

The four types of cooperative networks for getting things done thus

found social power through constituting organizations that mobilize the
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four sources of social power for carrying out – ever more effectively – the

four basic societal tasks or functions. Mann, following Talcott Parsons,

terms this constitutive, horizontal form of power ‘collective power’, by

contrast to ‘distributive power’, which refers to the more familiar form of

vertical power, meaning ‘mastery exercised over other people’ (6).2

Distributive power ‘is the probability that one actor within a social rela-

tionship will be in a position to carry out his ownwill despite resistance’ (6).

It entails a zero-sum game, in contrast to the positive-sum game entailed

by collective power.

From collective to distributive power Mann understands distribu-

tive power as deriving from collective power.3 It emerges out of the

hierarchy of supervision, coordination and control that Mann sees as

inherent in the division of labour within the network of social power itself

and indispensable to the latter’s fulfilling its role within the societal

division of labour. Vertical distributive power is, thus understood by

Mann, no less than horizontal collective power, in terms of its function-

ality (1986: 6–7). As Mann explicates the emergence of distributive from

collective power:

[I]in pursuit of their goals, humans enter into cooperative, collective power
relations with one another. But in implementing collective goals, social organiz-
ation and division of labor are set up. Organization and division of function carry
an inherent tendency to distributive power, deriving from supervision and coor-
dination. For the division of labor is deceptive: Although it involves specialization
of function at all levels, the top oversees and directs the whole. Those who occupy
supervisory and coordinating positions have an immense organizational super-
iority over the others. The interaction and communication networks actually
center on their function, as can be seen easily enough in the organization chart
possessed by every modern firm. (6–7)

As Mann memorably puts it, ‘The chart allows superiors to control the

entire organization, and it prevents those at the bottom from sharing this

control’ (7). The fact remains that those at the bottom are obliged to obey

not just because they are subordinates within an organizational hierarchy

inevitably controlled by those at the top, but because they have no place

else to go (7), in view of the indispensable function performed for them by

those at the top. Compliance will therefore be forthcoming, because those

in authority ‘set in motion machinery for implementing collective goals’

that are shared by those at the bottom and because, for those at the bottom,

‘opportunities are probably lacking for establishing alternative machinery

for implementing [those] goals’ (7). In deriving distributive from collective

power, Mann actually puts most of the emphasis on the superior organiz-

ational position of those at the top vis-à-vis those at the bottom, at least
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rhetorically. ‘The masses comply’ because ‘[t]hey are organizationally out-

flanked’ (7, emphasis in original). But, at least as far as I can see, it is the

functional indispensability of those at the top that is ultimately decisive in

making for their domination over those at the bottom. Their organizational

control alone is quite insufficient, for, unless those at the bottomdepend on

their superiors to carry out a crucial function for them, they can avoid their

power simply by opting out of the organization.

Mann makes clear that, ultimately, ‘[t]he few at the top can keep the

masses at the bottom compliant, provided their control is institutionalized

in the laws and norms of the social group in which both operate’

(7, emphasis in the original). But since ‘[i]nstitutionalization is necessary

to achieve . . . collective goals . . . distributive power, that is, social

stratification, also becomes an institutionalized feature of social life’ (7).

In other words, the legitimization of distributive power occurs in the

process of legitimizing collective power, because the former emerges in

the process of constituting and consolidating the latter. Strikingly, yet

consistently, Mann neither needs – nor does he make – any reference to

force in deriving distributive from collective power. Subjection to insti-

tutionalized distributive power results from the functional dependence of

those at the bottom on those in control of a common organization to

generate collective power to realize shared goals.

Mann does not, it should be said, ever quite make explicit what is

actually entailed by distributive power. When those at the top of a net-

work of social power exercise their distributive power, what are they able

to accomplish for themselves – i.e. beyond what they would already be able

to accomplish by virtue of their authority within the organization in terms

of the organization’s own function(s)? Mann does not tell us what, if

anything, they are enabled to distribute to themselves from those at the

bottom by virtue of their distributive power, or precisely how they

manage this. This is a major lacuna to which it will be necessary to

return.4

Society as multiple intersecting, overlapping networks of social

power Mann’s account of the sources of social power in terms

of human requirements and societal functions is designed to provide the

rationale for his rejection of the notion of society as a unified totality, to

lay the basis for his alternative conception of society as constituted by

autonomous, intersecting and overlapping networks of social power, and

to pave the way for his interpretation of the EuropeanMiracle. According

toMann, in order for humans to fulfil their needs for ‘material subsistence’,

‘to settle disputes without constant recourse to force’, ‘to explore the

ultimate meaning of the universe’, and ‘to defend whatever they have
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obtained and pillage others’, they constitute, respectively, economic,

political, ideological and military networks of social power (1986: 14).

Since these networks of social power thus arise to fulfil separate and

distinct functions, it stands to reason that they should, all else equal,

take the form of separate and distinct organizations pursuing separate and

distinct paths – rather than evolve in unison as they might do if they were

bound together within a unitary social structure. ‘Where is the necessity’,

asks Mann, ‘for all these social requirements to generate identical socio-

spatial interaction networks and form a unitary society?’ (14). There is

none. Rather, ‘[t]hose involved in economic subsistence, ideology, mili-

tary defense and aggression, and political regulation possess a degree of

autonomous control over their means of power that then further develops

relatively autonomously’ (15). As a result, ‘Human beings do not create

unitary societies but a diversity of intersecting networks of social interac-

tion’ (16). As Mann sums up, ‘Societies are actually federations of organiza-

tions’ (52, emphasis in the original).5

Stability and change In the end, the networks of social power do

have a tendency to unity, which derives, according toMann, from the fact

that the four major social power networks ‘are not fully independent of

one another’(1986: 14–15). As Mann asserts, ‘all are necessary for each’,

with the result that ‘the character of each is likely to be influenced by the

character of all’ (14–15). Ultimately, ‘[t]he more institutionalized these

interrelations, the more the various power networks converge toward one

unitary society’ (15). Mann offers little indication of the actual mechan-

isms that accomplish and reproduce this convergence of networks of

social power – or the relationship between convergence and the separ-

ation/autonomy of networks at the heart of his theory – and his reliance on

the functional interdependence among them raisesmore questions than it

answers. In the end, the interrelated issues of societal integration and

stability, as far as I can discern, are only minimally confronted, with

legitimation in terms of societal values and norms left, residually, to do

most of the work.

In keeping with his idea of power as resulting from the autonomous

creation of independent organizations to accomplish major societal func-

tions, Mann sees social change as driven above all by organizational

improvement through organizational innovation and as taking place

through what he terms ‘interstitial emergence’. People are always seeking

to find better organizational means to achieve their goals. They use the

‘invention of new organizational techniques’ to construct more effective

networks of social power. They nurture these ‘rival configurations of

one or more of the principal power networks’ within the ‘interstices’ of
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the existing society, meaning alongside the already-existing networks.6

Ultimately, the new improved organizations transcend their outmoded

predecessors, the new networks of social power not somuch transforming

as replacing the old (2–3, 15–16). As Mann summarizes the process:

History derives from restless drives that generate various networks of extensive
and intensive power relations. These networks have a more direct relation to goal
attainment than institutionalization has. In pursuit of their goals humans further
develop these networks, outrunning the existing level of institutionalization.

This may happen as a direct challenge to existing institutions, or it may happen
unintentionally and ‘interstitially’ – between their interstices and around their
edges – creating new relations and institutions that have unanticipated conse-
quences for the old. (15)7

2. The link between theory and history: the separation of the political

from the economic

Mann’s pivotal theoretical conclusion that the four sources/networks of

social power tend to be not just conceptually but institutionally separate

from one another constitutes the key conceptual link between his general

theory of the sources of social power and his particular interpretation of the

Europeandynamic.Because networks of social power emerge autonomously

in relationship to the four fundamental societal needs, it follows that ‘a broad

division of function between ideological, economic, military, and political

organizations is ubiquitous’ (1986: 18). Given the premise that the institu-

tional separation from one another of the four networks of social power is

thus historically quite normal, if not necessarily the norm, Mann is able to

proceed logically, with no need for further explanation, to find unremarkable

the general proposition on which he founds his analysis of the Europe

Miracle. In Europe from 800 AD onwards, as the outcome of a long and

fortuitous historical development, the conceptually separate functions of the

state and of the economy came to be carried out by quite institutionally

separated organizations or networks of social power. As Mann puts it:

Medieval European states . . . redistributed very little of contemporary GDP.
Their roles were overwhelmingly political. The separation between economic and
political functions/organizations was clear and symmetrical – states were political,
classes were economic. (17, emphasis added)

With the institutional separation of the political and the economic as

his point of departure, Mann is enabled to provide a clear rationale for the

unilineal evolution of the European socio-geographic totality:

(i) Autonomous networks of political power provided social peace and

protection of property, but did not predate upon the economy;
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(ii) Autonomous individualistic and competitive networks of economic

power, unfettered and unburdened by political institutions, gave rise

to self-sustaining agricultural, commercial and industrial growth;

(iii) Capitalist economic classes, arising from the networks of economic

power, selected out modern nationally defined centralized states,

which themselves emerged from inter-state conflict, as providing the

best available political support for their own efflorescence, consoli-

dating in the process the modern multi-state international system.

3. The European Miracle

Political foundations of economic dynamism ForMann, the decisive

factor making for the flowering of European economic and political

dynamism was the putting in place in the period before 800 AD, as the

outcome of long series of historical developments leading from the

ancient empires of the eastern Mediterranean and Middle East through

the Roman Empire to feudal Europe, of an historically unprecedented

type of network of political power (1986: 409). ‘Previous civilizations had

provided infrastructure of extensive power [i.e. effective political regula-

tion extending over large distances] but only at great cost, often through

what I termed . . . compulsory cooperation’ (377). The latter were char-

acterized by unitary states with a monopoly of power that were inextric-

ably intertwined with the economy by virtue of their politically coerced

mobilization of labour and heavy taxation. Although such states could

bring about a certain degree of ‘development’, beyond a certain point

they sapped an economy of its surpluses and its energy. But, in the wake

of the disintegration of the eastern empires and with the fall of the Roman

Empire, there emerged what Mann calls a ‘multiple acephalous feder-

ation’ (376) – a political network of social power that possessed none of

the growth repressing effects of its predecessors.

Above all, a triumphant Christianity, the immediate legacy of historical

developments within the Roman Empire, replaced compulsory cooper-

ation and itself constituted networks of political power that were unpre-

cedentedly cheap and effective.8 ‘Compulsory cooperation [was] swept

aside by Christendom’s normative pacification, and the European state

never recovered it’ (423). Christianity operated through two channels to

provide the requisite political regulation. First, it offered transcendent

values, which made possible a certain pacification of the Continent.

These values legitimated, and thereby secured obedience to, social

norms by the general population. They also gave the constituent local

economic networks a feeling of identity and membership in a cohesive

larger whole – i.e. Europe – that was essential in paving the way for their
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expansion. Second, Christianity reinforced what Mann calls the ‘imma-

nent morale’ of the ruling class of feudal lords that directly governed the

society. It thereby made for an enhanced level of cohesion among its

members, enabling them to offer cheap, but reasonably well-run

de-centralized states, which did not monopolize political power (376, 377,

397). It was ‘the combination’ of virtually costless Christian ideology and

inexpensive, weak, parcellized feudal states that depended upon that

ideology that ‘helped ensure a basic level of normative pacification, con-

firming property and market relations with and between the cells [of the

economy]’ (377). The outcome was that ‘enough of [the infrastructure of

extensive power] was provided by ideological means, by Christianity

without a state, that expansion and innovation could burst out from the

local intensive cell’ (377; cf. 504).

From individualism and competition to self-sustaining growth The

system of political regulation supplied by Christianity and the weak

feudal state was able to unleash Europe’s economic dynamism because

it freed up the operation of an underlying economy that was itself con-

stituted by individualistic economic units holding de facto private property

which operated in competition with one another. From as early as 800 AD,

the agricultural, commercial and industrial units of the economy were

‘dominated by private property, in the sense of hidden and effective

possession’ (1986: 399). Their ‘localism did not stifle an outward, expan-

sionist orientation, but took the form of intense, regulated, class riven

competition’ (412). The result was in keeping with Adam Smith’s expec-

tations of the invisible hand – the unfettered growth of exchange and

towns, leading to the growth of specialization and the division of labour,

an uptick of investment, and, above all, the acceleration of technical

change.

Europe’s economic progress was built, according to Mann, upon the

unique productiveness of Europe’s individualistic agriculture. Although

European civilization long trailed China in terms of a variety of extensive

power networks, ‘in another range of power achievements, intensive ones,

especially in agriculture, Europe was leaping ahead by AD 1000’ (378).

‘The image [is] of small groups of peasants and lords standing looking at

their fields, tools, and animals, figuring out how to improve them, with

their back to the world, [able to be] relatively unconcerned with more

extensive techniques of social organization [that through political regula-

tionmade possible exchange and assured their private property and social

order] in the secure knowledge that these were already available’ (413).

Europe’s individualist cultivators working fertile wet soils thus provided

the main motor of growth. European lords and peasants were able,
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according to Mann, to take agricultural technology beyond that of any

previous civilization. With their iron ploughs, they penetrated the soil

more deeply. With their harnessing of draught animals, they tapped

energy more effectively. With their sheep-corn husbandry, they struck

a more productive balance between arable and pasture (403–6).

The outcome was epoch-making. ‘[Lords’ and peasants’] economic

praxis was enhanced, and this provided one of the decisive power reorgan-

izations of world history’ (412–13), especially as the growing output of

European agriculture circulated, from the start, to growing towns, whose

artisans and merchants served to facilitate the growth of urban industry

and international commerce and, in turn, to stimulate the further growth

of agriculture. Full fledged economic development was the order of the

day for the first time in world history, manifested in the fact that, accord-

ing to Mann, productivity rose continuously, as expressed in rising yields

(402–3). This enabled an ever-greater part of the population to subsist off

the land and, equally strikingly, allowed for the transcendence of the

Malthusian dynamic, ensuring ‘that with a hiccup or two, populations

continued their upward movement right through medieval and early

modern periods (402). The agricultural and industrial revolutions repre-

sented the ultimate outcome of the same, 1,000 year-long continuous

process.

From economic dynamism to centralized state and multi-state

system Finally, as Europe’s economy expanded ever further

beyond its initially mainly local, ‘intensive’, forms and became ever

more ‘extensive’, indeed international, especially via the construction of

ever broader and more complex commercial networks, it nurtured the

need for new, broader forms of political organization to regulate it. Mann

understands this process as an exemplification of his more general under-

standing of how societal change takes place by way of organizational

innovation. ‘European dynamism, now primarily economic, threw up a

number of emergent interstitial networks of interaction for which a form

of [political] organization that was centralized and territorial was distinctly

useful. In the competitive structure of Europe, some states lit upon this

solution and prospered. There the power of the state, centralized and

territorial, was enhanced’ (1986: 416, emphasis in the original).

Mann thus sees certain medieval states – functioning, by definition, as

political networks of social power, to provide central, territorial institutio-

nalized regulation – as gaining increased effectiveness by virtue of their

increased centralization and territoriality, as they evolved ‘interstitially’

vis-à-vis other states, out of a process of intensifying inter-state competi-

tion, i.e. warfare. As Mann puts it, ‘states and multi-state civilization
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developed primarily in response to pressures emanating from the geopo-

litical sphere’ (65), and it was in this sphere that the autonomy and

creativity of the medieval and early modern networks of social power

were primarily asserted – specifically the construction of geopolitical

territory. In Mann’s words, ‘The main reorganizing force of political

power . . . concerns the geographical infrastucture of human societies,

especially their boundedness’ (521), ‘[t]he outstanding example of

[which] is in [medieval and] early modern Europe’ (522).

As the economymeanwhile dynamically developed, its ‘new character-

istics’ brought ‘new pacification requirements’ – specifically defending

contracts, organizing markets and guaranteeing property (421, 422).

Especially after 1200, above all merchants, who needed the protection

and privileges that the state could offer and were prepared to pay for these

(see ‘the state–merchant alliance’, 1986: 427–8), but also other social

forces that hoped to gain either from protection of their property or from

the spoils of war, threw their support behind the more centralized and

territorial states that had emerged, especially by providing finance,

thereby further strengthening it (423–4, 427–8, 430–2). Speaking more

generally, as the economy expanded, it ‘required an extensive infrastruc-

ture quite as much as an intensive one’ (437). The latter could not be

provided by the Christian Church, the scope of which was too broad. Nor

could it be supplied by the older highly local feudal states, the range of

which was too small and ‘the multiple, particularistic obligations to which

fettered private property’ (399). The economy therefore came to ‘select

out’ states whose borders fit its broadened scope. These emergent

‘national’ states were able to prosper, in turn, by providing coordination,

especially in the form of justice, for the dominant groups of the dynamic

economic order. Increasingly powerful, they came to win out in the field

of geopolitical competition, constituting in the process what came to be

the modern international system of states (444–5).

As Mann puts it, ‘The precipitating factor of this secular trend [to

centralized territorial coordinating states and corresponding interna-

tional state system] was almost always the fiscal pressures on the state

emanating from its international military needs. But the underlying cause

of the extension of the state’s coordinating powers lay more in the exten-

sion of class relations over a wider geographic terrain through the transi-

tion from broadly ‘‘feudal’’ to capitalist economics’ (512, emphasis

added). ‘As the original dynamism of feudal Europe became more exten-

sive, capitalism and the national state formed a loose but coordinated and

concentrated alliance’ (446).

To succinctly sum up the progression set in train by the establishment

of separated political and economic networks of social power:
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Unimpeded but protected by institutionally separate networks of political

power, autonomous individualistic organizations of economic power,

under pressure of mutual competition, drove self-sustaining economic

progress.Meanwhile networks of political power pursued their own distinct

trajectories towards centralization, territoriality and the coordinated

national state in response to military competition, but were able in the end

to survive and thrive only because they provided indispensable functions

for the developing economy and its leading classes, who supported them

financially and administratively. This bifurcated symbiotic evolutionary

process ultimately issued in industrial capitalism, on the one hand, and the

centralized territorial national state and multi-state system on the other.

Mann’s ultimate theoretical conclusions fall out – that the state is autono-

mous, especially with respect to international relations, and the developing

economy could not and did not determine the multi-state framework that

turned out to regulate it.

4. The riddle resolved: coincidental capitalism from 800 AD

The resolution of the riddle ofMann’s seemingly contradictory combina-

tion of an anti-holistic, anti-evolutionary theoretical standpoint – culmi-

nating in his view of society as constituted by multiple intersecting,

overlapping networks of social power – and an Enlightenment interpreta-

tion of the European miracle – exemplified in the unilineal pattern of

growth of the economy and parallel maturation of the centralized terri-

torial state andmulti-state system – should now be evident. Up to a point,

Mann does follow his methodological cum theoretical programme. He

therefore explains the origins of the European miracle as resulting from a

long ‘pre-history’ of the development of what he believes to be essentially

autonomous political and economic networks of social power, manifest-

ing ‘a gigantic series of coincidences’. Thus, Mann’s ‘argument is that

without an understanding of more macrostructures of power – beginning

with those in the eastern Mediterranean, continuing with those in the

Roman Empire, and culminating with those in Christendom – we could

not find in place both the intensive and extensive power preconditions of

the European miracle’ (409). So far so good.

But, it could hardly be more obvious that, with his subsequent account

of the European miracle itself, he betrays his own methodological stric-

tures. ‘We can never find a single bounded society in geographical or

social space’ (1986: 1), he says. But from 800 AD, Europe constitutes just

such a society in Mann’s account. ‘Societies’, he asserts, ‘are not social

systems; they are not totalities’ (1). But, what Mann actually argues is

that the separation, from about the same time, of a political network of
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social power providing protection for but no predation upon an economic

network of social power constituted by individualistic private property

units inmutual competition provided exactly such a totality for little short

of a millennium. ‘Because there is no totality’, Mann argues, it follows

that ‘individuals are not constrained in their behavior by social structure

as a whole’ (1–2). Yet, it is because the separation of the economic from

the political constituted a structure of constraint upon the society’s con-

stituent members that the individual actors in Mann’s story are, as he

argues, persistently obliged to pursue quite consistent micro-patterns

throughout the length of the medieval and early modern periods – what

Mann terms ‘rational restlessness’, manifested in the ongoing search for

more effective production so as to enable higher profits. Mann concludes

that, ‘Because there is no social system there is no ‘‘evolutionary’’ process

within it’ (1). Yet, it is because individuals did actually follow consistent

micro-patterns against the background of a persisting social system that

Mann is able to find what could hardly be a more classically unilineal

evolutionary pattern, manifested in a thousand years of economic devel-

opment and state building.

What is the European totality that forms the point of departure and

constitutes the explanation for the European Miracle? It is, of course,

nothing less than the classical capitalism defined by Adam Smith, in

which a non-interfering state capable of providing peace, justice and

security, on the one hand, will free up, on the other, individual private

property so as allow, via the invisible hand, individuals to reap the rewards

of their own effort and to bring, by way of competition, permanent

progress. As Mann paraphrases the Glasgow sage, ‘If you have peace,

easy taxes, and a tolerable administration, the rest is brought about by the

‘‘natural course of things’’’ (406).

Mann could not be more explicit about the Smithian character of his

account, even if he would not be entirely happy with the label.9 Well

before the turn of the first millennium, the European economy was made

up of ‘a multiplicity of part-autonomous, competitive, local economic

power networks – peasant communities, lordly manors, towns, and mer-

chant and artisan guilds – whose competition settled into that single,

universal diffuse set of private property relations we know as capitalism’

(510, emphasis added). Once the separation of the economic and poli-

tical had been established:

[I]ndividual families and local village-and-manor communities were participating
in awider network of economic interactionunder institutionalized norms governing
property possession, production relations, and market exchange. They possessed
the autonomy and privacy to keep to themselves the fruits of their own enterprises
and thus to calculate likely costs and benefits to themselves of alternatives strategies.
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Thus with supply, demand, and incentives for innovation well established, neo-
classical economics can take up the explanation. (1986: 409, emphasis added)

More specifically, once the burden of compulsory cooperation was lifted,

‘an extremely long-term persistence of a distinctively ‘‘European’’ peasant-

plus-iron economy . . . fits quite well into a neoclassical explanation of the

European miracle’ (408, emphasis added). At the same time, especially

where they had decent access to major markets, ‘the lords’ estates became

more like capitalist agriculture, producing commodities for exchange’

(408, emphasis added). As Mann concludes, ‘The transition that saw

Europe leap forward was not primarily the late-medieval transition from

feudalism to capitalism. That process was largely the institutionalization

of a leap that had occurred much earlier. By 1000 AD that leap, that

dynamic, was already taking western Europe to new heights’ (412) – and

would carry it through to the agro-industrial revolution of the eighteenth

century. Mann takes it for granted that with the establishment of the

separation of the political from the economic by 800 AD or thereabouts,

instantiated by weak but effective non-predatory states and secure private

property, capitalism had for all intents and purposes come into being.

Henceforth, as a consequence, capitalist development could be assumed,

it did not have to be explained; a transition to capitalism was therefore

extraneous10; and capitalist development was a done deal.11

II. Networks of social power or social-property relations?

A theoretical and historical argument that posits, and purports to explain,

steady capitalist development from the end of the Dark Ages into the

epoch of the agricultural and industrial revolutions is bound to raise

eyebrows, of both conventional economic historians and traditional his-

torical sociologists. The former tend to see self-sustaining economic

growth as coming relatively late, in the early modern epoch at earliest.

The latter are committed to viewing the movement from medieval to

modern as entailing a transition from one sort of society to another –

feudal to capitalist or traditional to modern – and of conceiving, in turn,

of the separation between state and civil society as expressive, if not

constitutive of, modernity. But, if we are to properly appreciate and

fruitfully criticize Mann’s novel conclusions, we must fully grasp the

way in which he comes to them, closely examining each step in the

argument.

The separation between the economic and the political, emerging at

the start of the Middle Ages, constitutes, as has been repeatedly stressed,
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the key conceptual link between, on the one hand, Mann’s theoretical

understanding of society in terms of functionally defined networks of

social power and, on the other, his socio-historical interpretation of the

European Miracle in terms of the interconnected development of capit-

alism and rise of the centralized territorial national state. But both sides,

so to speak, of this nexus are open to question.

(i) Mann’s theory of social power provides the point of departure for

his idea of autonomously developing organizations/institutions, and he

moves smoothly in conceptual terms from the four separate societal

functions or needs to the four separate networks of social power, to the

notion of society as constituted by multiple overlapping intersecting net-

works, to the plausibility, even expectation, of a separation of the political

from the economic in medieval Europe. But, in so doing, Mann leaves

paradoxically undertheorized the issue of the economic reproduction of

the agents that operate the autonomous organizations that for him con-

stitute society, let alone the processes of economic appropriation via

property rights, property differentials and class exploitation underpinned

by force that figure so centrally in classical, and not justMarxist, historical

sociology. The question that therefore imposes itself is how Mann can

integrate these mechanisms within his theory of power and, in particular,

whether, in so doing, he can sustain the separation of the economic and

political as either theoretically plausible outside capitalist societies or

empirically actual in most of medieval and early modern Europe?

(ii) The medieval separation of the political from the economic pro-

vides the premise or point of departure for Mann’s interpretation of the

European Miracle. This is, first, because he proceeds from Smithian

premises about the automatic operation of the invisible hand under

conditions where political networks of social power secure order and

justice but do not fetter the economy and where private property is

secure. It is second because, analogously to – if in a different way from –

classical political economists from Smith to Marx, he sees the capitalist

economy and capitalist classes as developing in the interstices of the

old order and selecting out and buttressing the centralized, territorial

state. Nevertheless, both these mechanisms – behind, respectively, self-

sustaining growth and the rise of the modern state – find their rationale, in

the first instance, in a theoretical argument that, as just suggested, may be

faulty due to its difficulty in integrating the reproduction of property

differentials and exploitation. More directly to the point, it may be asked

whether Smith’s assumptions concerning the inherent dynamism of unfet-

tered individual property per semake sense and can grasp the actual path of

the European economy. Could medieval peasants and lords really be

expected to operate along capitalist lines? If not, is it possible to sustain
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the notion that the evolution of economic networks of social power during

the medieval and early modern period, and the social classes that it

precipitated, lay behind the rise of the modern state and international

system of states?

1. From collective to distributive power? The question of

property differentials

Mann’s approach distinguishes itself from those to be found in the

Marxist, as well as the Weberian, traditions, in deriving distributive

power from collective power, itself generated through the organization

of networks of social power to fulfil a societal requisite. The ‘translation’

from horizontal to vertical power takes place, it will be recalled, by means

of social power networks’ organizational hierarchies – indispensable to

the division of labour within the network of social power, essential in turn

to the execution of their societal function/fulfilment of a need, and

ultimately irreplaceable by those at the bottom – while simultaneously

endowing those at the top with the coordinating and supervisory capacity

to out-organize those at the bottom. As Mann succinctly sums up: ‘The

masses comply because they lack collective organization to do otherwise,

because they are embedded within collective and distributive power

organizations controlled by others’ – that carry out functions required

by all (1986: 7).12

Property, force, and material appropriation Nevertheless, the fact

remains thatMann never specifies how those at the top – bymaking use of

their distributive power – extract – presumably without equal compensation –

what they need to materially reproduce themselves qua rulers, over and

against the ruled. Nor does he tell us how, in terms of his theory, those at

the bottom of the organization – or indeed all other members of society –

accomplish economic appropriation. Networks of economic power carry

out the tasks of extraction, allocation, transformation/production, and

distribution required to make available a final product to society. But,

Mann does not, within his formal theory, specify the mechanisms by

which members of the society – either within or outside networks of

economic power, dominant or dominated – actually gain regular access

to that product, exploitatively or non-exploitatively.13

The issue of economic appropriation – of the structures or mechanisms

behind the distribution of the economic product – is routinely answered,

by both theoretical historical sociology and empirical practical history,

by reference to property rights in general and exploitation in particular,

leaving aside the complex and controversial question of what, precisely, is
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entailed by each. The structure of property rights in the means of produc-

tion, as well as in the social product produced by others, thus governs the

way in which the economic product is distributed so as to make possible

the reproduction of the members of the society. This structure is, in turn,

it is generally assumed, directly or indirectly, guaranteed/sanctioned by

force. In fact, in his practico-historical analysis, Mann has no trouble

acknowledging such commonplaces. This is indeed evident in an infor-

mal definition that he provides of stratification – which he takes to refer to

private property differentials in general and economic classes in

particular.14

Stratification involves the permanent, institutionalized power of some over the mate-
rial chances of others. Its power may be physical force or the ability to deprive others
of the necessities of life [itself dependent on force, R.B.]. In the literature on origins
it is usually a synonym for private property differentials and for economic classes,
and so I treat it as a decentralized form of power. (1986: 38, emphasis added)

It remains the case that, in the course of presenting his formal theory

of social power, Mann makes no attempt to conceptualize and assimi-

late either private property, or private property differentials, or the

exploitation associated with the constitution of classes, or the force

required to sanction or support these. Private property differentials

do come up in Mann’s discussion of diffused power, which he sees

as arising – in contrast to the authoritative power generated by formal

organizations – out of informal, unorganized cooperation, exempli-

fied above all by market exchange. But though Mann sees unequal

property as a form of distributive power, he is unable to demonstrate

how it is derived from diffused collective power, but must treat it, though

implicitly, as a premise of the latter. As he puts it, market exchange

‘embodies distributive power, whereby only some persons possess owner-

ship rights over goods and services’ (8, emphasis added). But since

market exchange obviously cannot itself explain the distribution of

ownership rights over goods and services among those who enter into it,

this is not to account for the distribution of ownership rights, but to take

it for granted.

As to force, Mann – consistently – has only restricted use for it within

his theory of social power. This is, above all, because he understands

distributive power, in the first and last instance, as accruing to those at the

top of networks of social power by virtue of their strategic position within

the organization and their irreplaceability in enabling those networks to

perform indispensable societal functions. Since those at the bottom of the

organization are out-organized by and dependent upon those at the top

for the execution of these functions – which they cannot themselves
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organize to perform – there is no need for force to back up power. It

follows that, within his theory of power, Mann allots a role for force in a

clear and formal way only to military networks of social power, for the

obvious reason that the execution of their function requires it by defini-

tion. He grants as well, if more informally, a role for force with respect to

the operation of political power networks, apparently because it is essen-

tial for the administration and enforcement of justice (11, 14). But since,

in his formal theory, Mann does not go beyond his derivation of distri-

butive from collective power and seek to explain – presumably by

recourse to the same analytical framework – the appropriation of the

economic product by those at the top (or, for that matter, those at the

bottom, or those outside) networks of social power, it is not so surprising

thatMann has little place in his formal theory for property rights and thus

coercion.

From collective power to exploitation? The question remains as to

whetherMann’s theory of power can – or does implicitly – account for the

processes of economic appropriation made possible by property rights in

general, their distribution, or exploitation in particular. In this respect,

the definition of stratification that Mann puts forward in the course of

presenting his formal theory of social power is not helpful, because it

simply re-poses the question.

Stratification is the overall creation and distribution of power in society. It is the central
structure of societies because in its dual collective and distributive aspects it is the
means whereby human beings achieve their goals in society. (10, emphasis in the
original)15

The problem confronting Mann would thus seem to be to comprehend

his informal, practico-empirical garden-variety account of stratification

(above) in terms of his formal theoretical account (here). But he never

resolves this directly.

Mann’s theory does, it must be stressed, offer a possible route to

integrate economic appropriation by way of property rights/property

differentials in general and exploitation in particular within his theory

of social power: that is, to understand unequal economic appropriation

as a species of distributive power, and thus to conceptualize it in the

same way Mann conceptualizes distributive power more generally – as

derivative from collective power. But, there is reason to doubt that this path

is actually open to Mann, given his characterization of distributive power

itself. Mann would thus presumably interpret unequal economic appro-

priation as he does distributive power, as resulting from the relation-

ship of those at the top – executing the function of coordination and
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supervision in the hierarchy and thereby making an indispensable

contribution to the organization’s operation – and those at the bottom –

out-organized by those at the top and dependent upon them to set

in motion the machinery upon which everyone depends. In this

case, the acquiescence of those at the bottom in any sort of payment

by themselves to those at the top would be understood as an express-

ion of the dependence of the former on the latter for the execution of

a function necessary for themselves. Viewed from the opposite angle,

any exaction by those at the top from those at the bottom would ultimately

be ensured by the implicit threat of those at the top to refuse to carry out

their role.

Nevertheless, this account seems problematic. The threat of defec-

tion by those at the top could ensure a payment from those at the

bottom only if those at the bottom were unable themselves to assume

their role; otherwise the organization’s rulers’ threat to renege would

carry no bite. Mann takes it for granted that the ruled cannot perform

the function of the rulers, but he does not explain on what basis. In fact,

it is not easy to come up with a reason why those at the bottom could

not take over the role of those at the top – unless, of course, it is that

they lack the resources required to perform the role. Such resources

might include instruments of force, means of production, or appropri-

ate training or skill. But if economic appropriation by those at the top

from those at the bottom were made possible only because those at the

bottom were unable to assume the place of those at the top due to the fact

that they lacked and the former possessed the instruments of force, or

means of production, or appropriate training or skill required for the

role, that economic appropriation would have to be interpreted as

resulting from the ‘background’ distribution of resources, and not

from the ability of those at the top to perform a function. In this case,

we would be back to standard approaches to unequal economic appro-

priation, which view it as resulting from differential property rights in

the means of production or the social product, backed up directly or

indirectly by force, rather than polar positions and roles within an

organizational hierarchy. For the same reasons that it is hard to see

how position at the top of an organizational hierarchy, i.e. Mann’s

‘organizational’ chart, can, in the absence of an unequal distribution

of resources, favour those at the top or endow them with the capacity to

distribute anything (non-reciprocally) from those at the bottom, it is

difficult to see how it can constitute for those at the top the more general

capacity to ‘carry out [their] own will without resistance’ vis-à-vis those

at the bottom. Mann’s derivation of distributive from collective power

is in doubt.
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Stratification in history If it is not easy to see how collective power

can give rise to unequal appropriation in general and exploitation in

particular, it is also difficult to grasp how the various social relationships

and processes underpinning the latter that are found historically could

find their roots in the former. This is above all because the structures of

property rights behind unequal appropriation have been about – have

been constituted in order to make possible – the economic reproduction

of some collectivities at the expense or exclusion of others – and not to

carry out a social function as are Mann’s networks of social power.

Because they are designed to make for exploitation and exclusion but

not the execution of a societal function, it is difficult to see how they could

find their foundation in the cooperation of the exploited and excluded, as

does Mann’s distributive power vis-à-vis collective power. Since, in their

essence, these social relationships and processes are non-reciprocal, it is

finally difficult to see how they could have their maintenance ensured by

normative legitimation alone, as isMann’s distributive power, without the

supplementation of an indispensable quotient of force.

Thus, as Mann himself puts it, private property differentials in general

and class exploitation in particular involve the ‘the permanent, institutio-

nalized power of some over the material chances of others’ (1986: 38).

Historically speaking, as Mann says, this permanent institutionalized

power has been exerted in two ways – by means of the direct application

of ‘physical force’ or on the basis of the ‘deprivation of others of the

necessities of life’, itself requiring the sanction of force (38).16 The first of

these, quasi-universal in pre-capitalist class societies since the rise of settled

agriculture, was made possible by the self-organization of exploiters (lords)

precisely so as tomobilize andmonopolize themeans of force. This enabled

the take by pre-capitalist ruling classes, in the form of a coerced levy or tax

(in the guise of labour, kind or money), from a class of peasant producers

who possessed their means of subsistence, i.e. sufficient land, tools and

labour to produce what they needed to maintain themselves. The second,

most characteristic of capitalist societies, is enabled by the separation of the

direct producers (workers) from theirmeans of subsistence and production

(both land and tools) and the monopoly of the means of production by a

separate class of capitalists.17 This structure makes possible the take in the

form of a profit by a capitalist ruling class, by obliging the direct producers

to sell their ability to labour to the latter for less than the former can sell on

the market the product of the use of its labour, a relationship that must be

ensured in the last analysis by the coercive powers of the state.

In each of these cases, it should be clear, economic appropriation

depends on the emergence and maintenance, ultimately by force, of

different systems of what I would call social-property relations – i.e. the
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relations among direct producers, among exploiters, and between exploi-

ters and direct producers that, taken together, enable/specify the regular

access of individuals and families to the means of production (land,

labour, tools) and/or the social product per se. That is, the distribution

of the economic product takes place in accordance with place in a social-

property structure, not with position/role in an organization, or network

of social power, defined by its function. The flow to pre-capitalist lords

from possessing peasants did not follow from their mutual cooperation

within a network of social-power, in which the former performed indis-

pensable functions required by the latter. Peasants as possessors of the

means of subsistence were, by definition, economically self-sufficient

and, as a rule, fully capable of self-government. They had no need for

lords to perform any task in order for them to carry out their economic

reproduction or political functions. For this reason, pre-capitalist lords

could not appropriate part of peasants’ product by performing/withhold-

ing a necessary function, nor were they were required to perform such a

function to effect their take. To reproduce themselves at peasants’

expense, pre-capitalist lords were simply obliged to constitute a collectiv-

ity capable of applying sufficient force, with the performance of any

economic or political function by lords for peasants or society literally

noblesse oblige. Lords might, in fact, carry out major productive or govern-

mental roles, but only as a consequence of, not as a condition for, their

rights to the peasants’ product.

Nor does the flow to capitalists from proletarians require their mutual

cooperation within a network of social power, in which the former per-

form indispensable functions required by the latter.Workers are econom-

ically dependent upon capitalists, but not for the latter’s performance of

indispensable functions. From domestic industry through contemporary

cooperatives, workers have carried out all aspects of whatMann terms the

circuits of praxis, with no need for the intervention of capitalists.

Capitalists cannot therefore appropriate part of workers’ product by

performing/withholding a necessary function for a network of economic

power, nor are they required to perform such a function at all. To

reproduce themselves at workers’ expense, they are simply obliged to

dispose of capital, in the form of money or means of production, under

conditions where workers without such capital have no choice but to cede

to them part of their product to survive – either in the process of working

for a wage with capitalists’ means of production, or working on equip-

ment leased from capitalists for a rent, or working with ‘their own’ means

of production purchased with money borrowed (against little or no col-

lateral) at interest from capitalists. Capitalists might indeed organize

production directly, but not as a requirement to appropriate part of
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workers’ product, and only as a consequence of, not as a cause, of their

monopoly of the means of production.

As Marx somewhere put it, a capitalist is a captain of industry because

he is a capitalist, not vice versa. Similarly, a lord was a general, judge or

policeman because he was a lord, not vice versa. By the same token, an

emperor was operator of irrigation systems because he was an emperor,

not vice versa.

2. The merger of the economic and political in pre-capitalist societies

But given that, in pre-capitalist economies, economic reproduction

depended upon appropriation via property rights in general and exploita-

tion in particular that themselves required the institutionalized capacity

to apply force, it is hard to see how the pre-capitalist economy could ever

be autonomous from the polity, how the two could be anything but

inextricably intertwined or merged. As Mann himself recognizes, ‘In an

agrarian economy it is difficult to exclude the peasant altogether from

direct access to the means of production [and subsistence]: land. Once in

possession, he or she was . . . coerced directly’ (1986: 151). Lords thus

tended to find it difficult to derive an income from ownership of land

alone – as, due to peasant possession, there were few tenants or workers to

valorize it. They were therefore generally obliged, in order to reproduce

themselves economically, to constitute ‘permanent, institutionalized

power’ over the peasants that would enable them to apply force to gain

access to the peasants’ labour or product – via slavery, serfdom, or tribute

in money or kind (152). In order to accomplish this, they had to organize

themselves into a political community, the existence of which was pre-

mised upon the endowment of its individual members by the community

with ‘politically constituted private property’ in the form of a right to a

take from the peasants. This right might enable direct access to peasants’

product in the form of de-centralized levies by the community’s members

(as with a fief). Alternatively, it might give community members indirect

access to peasants’ product via a share in a collectively appropriated

centralized levy or tax (as with a state office). In either case, lordly

political communities had to reproduce their members’ rights by means

of executing the quintessentially political functions of defence, or offence,

against outsiders (military), settling disputes among their members con-

cerning their rights (justice), enforcing the settlements of those disputes

(police), and finally, of course, the point of the whole exercise, extracting

part of the peasants’ product (‘taxation’). In sum, the property rights

through which lords materially reproduced themselves (institutionalized,

e.g. in a fief or an office) were politically constituted by a lordly community
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executing the functions that we normally associate with the state or the

political – functions that had to be backed up by coercion. To reproduce

themselves pre-capitalist lords had to form a state. By the same token,

access to these politically constituted rights depended uponmembership in

the political community. Economic reproduction was therefore in its

essence a political process. The economic and political, class and state,

were merged.

At the same time, in pre-capitalist societies – as in every society – the

institutions and personnel executing political functions – and thereby by

definition constituting the state – had to have the capacity to wield

sufficient force to overcome any resistance, if they were to be effective.

The reason for this is that the fulfilment of every political function –

military, justice, police, taxation – requires this. Given that in pre-

capitalist societies the political communities making up the dominant

class reproduced their members economically precisely by wielding the

means of coercion to carry out political functions in the name of their

members in order to forcibly exact either de-centralized or centralized

levies from peasant possessors, it follows that the pre-capitalist state, to

function effectively, had to incorporate the dominant class. Put another

way, the pre-capitalist state had to largely overlap, in terms of institutional

form and personnel, the pre-capitalist ruling class.

To come at the same point from the opposite direction: in pre-capitalist

class societies any potential leader or leaders that wished to create,

re-create, or expand the capacity to carry out political functions – to

constitute a ‘state’ – could recruit military, judicial and police function-

aries only bymaking those functionaries members of a ruling class, capable

in material terms of self-financing a ruling-class form of life. Such a leader

could actually accomplish this only by bringing these followers together in

a political community capable of sustaining their allegiance by endowing

them with ‘politically constituted private property’, providing rights

directly or indirectly in the peasants’ product. Put another way, any

group capable of carrying out politico-military functions by virtue of its

coercive capacity was virtually certain to use that coercive capacity to seek

to create the conditions for materially reproducing itself and its members

on a permanent basis by means of establishing rights in the peasants’

surplus and the ability to redistribute wealth from other lords – for this

was the only viable way to do so against the background of an economy

dominated by peasant possessors. They could be expected, in other

words, to plunder the peasantry and create the conditions for reproducing

their predatory position, establishing themselves as an exploiting class.

Simply stated, in the pre-capitalist context, to constitute and expand a

state it was necessary to constitute and expand the ruling class, while any
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group capable of carrying out political or state functions would use its

ability to exert force to make itself a class of exploiters.

It is true that, at times, pre-capitalist rulers sought to break the fore-

going rule – that is to develop the administration of the state by appoint-

ing followers who were directly dependent upon themselves because they

lacked the politically constituted private property, the powers and rights

in the peasants’ surplus, required for ruling class membership and,

thereby, independence. But, equally routinely, such administrators did

everything they could to secure precisely such property – in the form of

offices, fiefs or land. The upshot is that the term ‘bureaucracy’ has at best

limited applicability to pre-capitalist political systems, since state officials

almost always were endowed with from the start, or came to possess, a

certain autonomy from the administration by virtue of their politically

constituted private property – fiefs, offices, land. As a consequence, the

execution of public functions depended upon persons who saw their

political position first and foremost as a private source of income. As

Mann himself summarizes the process, ‘[the] State’s recently acquired

centralized powers were lost as its agents ‘‘disappeared’’ into ‘‘civil

society’’, then were lost again, and so forth’ (1986: 521). If reproduction

of pre-capitalist ruling classes was dependent upon ‘the political’, the

reproduction of the pre-capitalist state was dependent upon ‘the

economic’.

3. European Miracle or feudal evolution?

Mann is able to establish a general theoretical presumption in favour of

the normality of the separation of the economic and political that he

claims to find in Europe at the time of the Dark Ages on the basis of his

vision of society as constituted by autonomous intersecting, overlapping

networks of social power, which themselves arise from the constitution of

separate organizations to realize separate societal functions. That separa-

tion opened the way, according to Mann, for the European miracle by

unleashing self-sustaining economic growth, which provided in turn the

structural foundation for the inexorable rise of the centralized territorial

state and multi-state international system. I have attempted to cast doubt

on Mann’s conceptual justification for the expectation of separate net-

works of political and economic power by arguing that it depends on his

eliding, in his formal theory, of the process of economic appropriation on

the basis of differential property rights and exploitation. Indeed, I have

tried to show that his theory cannot in fact grasp differential property

rights and economic exploitation because it cannot derive them as forms

of distributive power from collective power. In this way, I have sought to
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prepare the ground for demonstrating that the requirements for pre-

capitalist ruling classes tomaterially reproduce themselves against a back-

ground of peasant possession generally precluded the very possibility of

the separation of the economic from the political, and enforced their

merger. The question that therefore imposes itself is the relationship

between these two divergent theoretical conceptions and the actual his-

torical dynamics of economic and political development in the medieval

and early modern period.

Weak autonomous state or predatory feudal state? Mann is able, in

practice, to assert the separation of political from economic networks of

social power in the medieval epoch not only by attributing an overriding

role in normative pacification to the Christian Church, but also by pictur-

ing the medieval state per se as weak and minimally predatory. Since he

defines the medieval state as ‘the monarch and its creatures’ (1986: 436) –

presumably those in themonarch’s immediate entouragewhowere directly

dependent upon it – he has no difficulty making good his claim that it was

quite feeble and accomplished little plunder, able to appropriate little of the

economy’s GDP. But Mann is able to characterize the medieval state in

this way only by virtue of his peculiar – and theoretically inconsistent –

definition of the state, which limits it to centralized, territorially based

institutions executing government functions.18 ‘[S]o decentralized were

their political functions and so lacking territoriality were they’ that ‘in some

ways it is misleading to call any of them ‘‘states’’’, especially since they ‘had

virtually no fiscal or economically redistributive powers’ (392). But once

we identify all of the forces carrying out political functions – not just those

executing them from the centre – we are able to comprehend the medieval

state in very different terms – terms with whichMann is ultimately obliged

to concur. Like the vast majority of other pre-capitalist states throughout

history, the medieval state necessarily encompassed the bulk of the feudal

ruling class because the personnel and institutions of that class necessarily

played such an overwhelming role in executing state political functions. As

a consequence, it was neither soweak, nor so autonomous, nor so devoid of

the capacity for predation as Mann contends – nor indeed so lacking in

centralization or territoriality.

The medieval state and agrarian ruling class were obliged, like most

other pre-capitalist rulers, to reproduce themselves in relationship to a

peasantry in possession of its means of subsistence. Peasant possession

was, in the first instance, like other forms of private property in this epoch,

itself politically constituted – i.e. maintained by a political community for

its members, in this case the peasant village, by means of its executing the

political functions necessary to secure their rights – judicial functions to
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settle disputes among them concerning their rights, police functions to

enforce judicial decisions, and military functions to defend against out-

siders, including lords. AsMann puts it, ‘Formidable as were the powers of

lord, they were restrained by the fact that even the serf could find support

from the village community and from customary law’ (395). Peasant

possession was sustained, it should be added, not only by the action of

peasant communities, but also by the inability of individualmembers of the

lordly class to find it in their self-interest to contest it. Because the agricul-

tural economy was operated for the most part by peasants in possession of

their means of subsistence, there tended to be only a restricted market in

tenants or wage workers. As a consequence, individual lords had little

motivation to expropriate their own peasants for, having done so, they

would face major problems valorizing the land thus vacated either through

renting it or farming it directly using hired labour.

Faced with producers in possession of their means of subsistence, med-

ieval lords could sustain themselves economically only by constituting and

maintaining the capacity to take a levy by extra-economic coercion from

the direct producers. This was made possible by their constructing and

maintaining the classically feudal political ties of interdependence which

joined overlord to knightly follower and thereby constituted the feudal

group, the ultimate source of lordly power, both leaders and followers.

The overlord typically brought his vassals around him by endowing them

with fiefs, which required their holders to provide him and his following

with politico-military service, while endowing them with rights in the

peasants’ product (feudal rent), enforced by the feudal group.

Feudal lordship was able to successfully constitute itself – across much

of Western Europe, from roughly around the year 1000 AD – by virtue of

the ability of local lords to appropriate to themselves the right of the ‘ban’ –

viz. political powers tomake war, administer justice and levy taxes that had

hitherto accrued to the Carolingian state and its members. This they were

able to accomplish by gathering around themselves a political community

of vassals, glued to the group through the obligations and benefits of the

fief. What ultimately enabled these groups to amass the minimal coercive

capacity to reproduce themselves economically by exploiting the peasantry

and plundering other lords was their construction of castles as centres of

military control and arming themselves as mounted warriors on horseback

with coats of armour.With the benefit of their central fortresses and on the

basis of their superior military resources, they were enabled to dominate a

rather minimal territory, over which they exerted the judicial, police and

military powers required to defend the rights of the members of the group

so as to make it possible for them to levy exactions on the peasants and

warfare on their neighbours.19

214 European exceptionalism?



What the lords offered the peasants was a form of ‘protection’, in the

classic sense. The peasants’ payment was in no way recompense for

‘defensive’ functions performed for them by lords. Lords had little or

no interest in risking life, limb or money for peasants’ safety, and had no

need to do so to exact their take. Like gangs everywhere, lordly bands

simply made the peasants an offer that they could not refuse. The pea-

sants paid up, not because of any function the lords carried out for them,

but because the lords monopolized powerful coercive resources – castles,

weaponry, armour, horses. To the extent that peasants could resist, they

did so, and were able, during the early part of the feudal epoch, in

important regions of Western Europe, to bring down rent so profoundly

as to reduce many lords to poverty.20

It might be noted, in passing, that the rise of feudalism in the form of

banal lordship, taking place out of the disintegration of Carolingian rule,

had nothing dowith lords offering protection to peasants frommarauding

bands during the epoch of the great invasions of Europe. The latter had

essentially petered out before the former got off the ground. It is inter-

esting to note in this regard that:

[I]n northern France, threatened by Viking raiders, a tradition of peasant resis-
tance [to the invaders] . . . continued despite the collapse of royal power. This
tradition was codified in the capitulary of Meersen in 847, with the general call to
arms of the Franks . . . At the end of the century this practice was generally
replaced by the selfish and ineffectual maneuvers of armed bands of aristocrats,
with whose interests the levy often conflicted. In 859 the peasants between the
Seine and the Loire came together to repel the Vikings, but their contingents were
crushed by the princes’ cavalry. Again in 884 the villagers formed guilds to resist
those who pillaged them.

On the other hand, the ‘growth in the number of castles . . . cannot be

related to the need for defense against invaders – the Viking raids north of

the Loire ceased around 930 and in theMidi the Saracens of Freinet were

wiped out in 972’. The emergent class of banal lords constructed the

castles, roughly between 950 and 1050. They did so, not to defend

themselves against external raiders, but as an indispensable precondition

for the establishment of their dominance, the consolidation of their

power.21

The feudal bonds of interdependence that enabled the constitution of

a feudal band around a leading lord made possible the construction of

what were in fact full-fledged states, even if highly localized ones, capable

of dispensing justice, keeping the peace and waging warfare, though

only over a very restricted area. But it remains the case that the raison

d’être of the governments thus created was to constitute the dominant

class of feudal society by establishing the instruments for extracting,
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redistributing and consuming the wealth upon which this class depended

for their maintenance. State and ruling class were thus two sides of the

same coin. The distinctive ties which boundman to man in feudal society

(not only the relations of vassalage strictly speaking, but also the more

loosely defined associations brought together by patronage, clientage and

family) constituted the building blocks, at one and the same time, for the

peculiarly fragmented, locally based and politically competitive character

of the feudal ruling class and for the peculiarly particularized nature of

feudal states. It was lords’ feudal levies that provided the material base for

the feudal polity. It was lords’ capacity to create, expand and sophisticate

their states that held the ultimate key to their material reproduction as

individuals and as a ruling class.

In view of the essential merger between state and ruling class in med-

ieval Europe, Mann’s claims that the medieval state was autonomous,

weak and only minimally predatory is difficult to accept. The fact is that

Mannhimself, when he comes to concretely describing themedieval state –

as opposed to characterizing its role in the European Miracle – reaches

the same conclusion, relinquishing in the process his initial definition of the

state in terms of its ruler and immediate entourage and agreeing that

the collectivity constituted by the ruler’s lordly followers should be

included. ‘Most of the functions that [the ruler] exercised for the society’,

says Mann, ‘were exercised through other autonomous power actors, the

vassals’ (1986: 391). Thus, ‘[h]is ritual functions and the infrastructure of

literacy for his bureaucracy were controlled by transnational church; his

judicial authority was shared with church and local [feudal and] manorial

courts; his military leadership was exercised . . . over retainers of other

lords; and he had virtually no fiscal or economically redistributive powers’

(392). This is understandable, since ‘the feudal state was an agglomeration

of largely autonomous [lordly] households’ (391). As he concludes, in

symptomatically self-contradictory language, ‘The weak state could not

implement legislation without the local cooperation of the lords: it was the

lords’ (411, emphasis added). As the other side of the coin, feudal states,

understood as made up not just of kingly or princely overlords and their

immediate entourage, but the lordly groups that followed them, could not

only appropriate major portions of the peasants’ product, but were able, in

the process – and in order to do so – centrally administer broad territories

with impressive efficiency.22

Capitalist development or Malthusian stagnation? The significance

for Mann’s interpretation of the European Miracle of his weak,

non-predatory, but nonetheless effective medieval state was its ability to

unleash the inherent potential of unfettered but protected individualist
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private property. Once the founding separation of the political from the

economic was secured, Mann stresses, the neoclassical logic of the invisible

hand could take over the explanation. Implicit inMann’s reasoning are thus

two assumptions, derived from Adam Smith. First, since by specializing,

agriculturalists could secure gains from trade greater than from diversifying,

they would naturally specialize, if only given the opportunity to secure the

fruits of their labour by secure private property and freedom frompredation.

Second, since by specializing agriculturalists would leave themselves depen-

dent upon the market for their inputs, they would have no choice, if they

wished to survive, but to sell their output competitively and thus to produce

at the lowest possible cost. But, both these premises are open to question,

especially with respect to the peasant possessors in charge of most agricul-

tural production in medieval and early modern Europe.

It should be noted first that, possessing direct non-market access to

their means of subsistence, peasants did not have to seek the gains from

trade. Because they were relieved of the necessity to buy their inputs

on the market and thus from the requirement of selling their output,

they had no need to produce competitively, so no need to maximize

price with respect to cost, thus no need to specialize. Faced with the

entry of lower-cost producers into their market, they would of course

suffer reduced income from sales of their physical surpluses. But they

would face no threat of going out of business, since their material

reproduction did not depend on those sales.

Nevertheless, the fact remains that to point out in this way that pea-

sants were not required to seek the gains from trade to survive is in no way

to demonstrate that they did not, in any case, find specialization and cost-

cutting more generally to be in their self-interest, as is generally assumed.

Obviously, virtually as amatter of logic, peasants, like anyone else, wished

to secure the gains from trade, to the extent possible, all else equal. But all

else was not equal. The fundamental problem with the Smithian view

therefore is that it fails to take into account the cost of specialization in

terms of other peasant goals, what they would have to give up if they chose

to concentrate in Smithian fashion on producing what they produced

best, and bought everything else on the market. In fact, the trade-offs for

seeking to secure the full gains from trade were too great, because spe-

cialization meant market dependence and subjection to competition, and

the potential costs of the latter overrode the benefits of the former. As a

consequence, peasants ended up choosing a whole series of ‘rules for

reproduction’, or strategies for maintaining themselves, that ruled out

specialization and maximizing the gains from trade.

Specialization conflicted, in multiple ways, with peasants’ pursuit of

the goal of economic security. Given the unpredictability of the harvest,
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to specialize was to risk disaster. In a bad harvest, food prices would rise,

due to reduced supply. But having to pay high food prices would leave

consumers less money to buy other goods, bringing down demand and

thus the price for discretionary items. In this situation, specialized pea-

sant producers would find themselves caught in a scissors, their returns

squeezed by greater outgoings for food and smaller incomings from the

sale of their non-food output. They might therefore have to go out of

business, at a time when the costs of survival were at their height. But,

since there was no welfare state for peasants, this might mean starvation

and death, not an outcome that they could risk. Peasants could not afford

to take a chance on this result, so they had to avoid the dependence on the

market that comes part and parcel with specialization. Thus, they tended

to adopt the rule for reproduction of ‘safety first’ or ‘produce for sub-

sistence’, meaning diversify in order to directly produce everything one

needs to survive, marketing only the physical surpluses left over.

Peasants’ need to insure themselves against illness and old age also

militated against specialization, because what they were obliged to do to

secure such insurance was inherently non-economic. Specifically, parents

had to have large families, in order to make sure that a sufficient number

of sons survived to adulthood to take care of them. But, such a strategy

would have been rendered unfeasible were the peasant family dependent

upon the market and subject to competition, as it would have been had it

specialized. This was because children were not cost-effective, since they

cost more to support than they could bring in, and would have rendered

non-competitive the peasant economic unit. The outcome was that to

secure social insurance, it was necessary to avoid specialization in order

to avoid having to compete to survive. Again, the sensible route was to

‘produce for subsistence’.

Similar reasoning held with respect to peasants’ strategy of subdividing

holdings, the point of which was to provide material support for the male

children who would provide them social insurance, while continuing the

line. Subdivision, like having many children, was non-economic, because

reducing the size of the plot normally rendered it less economically

efficient, and thus less competitive. Since peasants needed to subdivide

their holdings for indispensable goals, they had, on still other grounds, to

avoid specialization, and to choose ‘safety first’.

Finally, an extension of the foregoing point, peasants generally wished

to respond favourably to sons’ demand not just that they sub-

divide their holding to provide them a basis to form a family, but they

do so as soon as possible, so that they could marry early. To make this

economically feasible, peasants had to avoid market dependence, thus

specialization.
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In view of their choice for the foregoing rules for reproduction, pea-

sants’ private property, however secure and unfettered, could not bring

about the pattern of self-sustaining unilineal economic growth assumed

byMann, following Smith, to result when the direct producers possessed

politically unfettered private individualistic property. On the contrary,

taken in aggregate, peasants’ choices for production for subsistence, early

marriage, many children and subdivision of holdings were all premised

upon eschewing specialization and issued in a macro-pattern of demo-

graphic expansion leading to declining marginal returns. Early marriage

and many children made for population growth. Population growth

brought extension of the area of settlement and subdivision of holdings.

Extension of the area of settlement brought cultivation of worse land,

while subdivision of holdings made for lower land/labour and capital/

labour ratios. These two longer-term trends taken together made ines-

capable, despite the once-and-for-all adoption of a number of new farm-

ing tools and techniques, the defining tendency of medieval agriculture:

viz. declining labour productivity. The latter manifested itself in rising

food prices, declining wages and declining terms of trade (relative prices)

of agriculture compared to industrial goods.23

The upshot was a developmental pattern quite the opposite of the self-

sustaining growth that Mann sees highlighting the European Miracle.

With agricultural output per producer declining, or at best kept stag-

nant by increasing labour intensity, the urban population as a percentage

of the total could not, pace Mann, surpass strict limits. European towns’

population – driven upward, as Mann says, by the demand for urban

military and luxury goods from the feudal lords of Europe – did not rise,

therefore, as a proportion of European total population, above 12 per

cent–15 per cent before 1700. Perhaps most definitive, with labour

productivity declining, the growth of population past a certain point

would issue in famine, disease and attempts to restrict the size of families.

European demographic growth thus hit pretty much the same ceiling

around 1300–1350 and again around 1560–1620, setting off the ‘general

crises’ of the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries. One witnesses there-

fore, between 1100 and 1750, not steady economic and demographic

growth punctuated by a few hiccups, as Mann contends, but rather two

‘grand agrarian cycles’ (identified by Postan, Abel, and Le Roy Ladurie),

marked by long phases of upward population growth and declining

marginal output per person, more or less abrupt turnings of the trend,

then long phases of population stagnation, decline or collapse, character-

ized by the opposite trends. Reflecting pre-capitalist social property rela-

tions dominated by peasant possession, the medieval and early modern

economy of Europe was not Smithian but Malthusian.
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The centralized territorial state: capitalist or feudal dynamic? The

emergence of the centralized territorial states and the multi-state inter-

national system that together came to compose modern Europe was

predicated, according to Mann, upon the ascent of the ever more

dynamic networks of economic power and associated capitalist classes

that drove the EuropeanMiracle – although the relationship was not quite

direct. ExemplifyingMann’s notion of ‘interstitial emergence’, ever more

powerful and cohesive centralized territorial networks of political power

tended to arise on the ruins of their international Christian and local

feudal predecessors due initially to their superiority ‘in their own terms’ –

i.e. in responding to the military and financial pressures arising from

international warfare, especially by constituting geographical space

through defining and strengthening borders. But they were able to prevail

in the long historical run only because their ultimately national form ‘was

distinctly useful’ to the increasingly extensive economy and its capitalist

class representatives (1986: 416). As Mann puts it, ‘Merchant and land-

lord capitalists entered and reinforced a world of emergent warring yet

diplomatically regulating states’ (514) that had arisen out of autonomous

processes in response to international pressures. Nevertheless, in view of

what I have argued to be the evolution of an essentially feudal, not

capitalist, political economy during the medieval and early modern per-

iod, both elements of this account need to be challenged in the same way.

The centralized territorial state did not develop autonomously in its own

terms as a self-developing network of social power either with respect to

shaping space/creating boundaries or providing central regulation. Nor

was it buttressed by capitalist development and capitalist classes. Its

growth was driven, on the contrary, by the material requirements, the

rules for reproduction, of the dominant class of feudal lords, who played

a core and indispensable role in its construction at every step, since they

constituted it at all levels, above all in its military aspect.

Like peasants, lords possessed direct, non-market access to everything

they needed to survive, so were not subject to competition in production.

Like peasants, too – though for different reasons – lords were unable to

find it in their economic interests to pursue a capitalist strategy of cost-

cutting bymeans of specialization, accumulation, innovation. The reason

for this was that their dependence on coerced labour by peasant possessors

made it very difficult for them to effectively improve production. Peasants

had no incentive to work effectively on lords’ land with lords’ tools. Lords

could not force peasants into line through threat of dismissal, because

peasants possessed their means of subsistence. Deprived of the ability to

fire, perhaps the best disciplinary device yet discovered to motivate care-

ful and intensive labour in class-divided societies, lords found the
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supervisory costs of securing satisfactory work too high to justify much

agricultural investment or innovation. Unable to profit by increasing the

size of the pie through specialization, investment and innovation leading

to higher productivity, lords could not, pace Mann, any more than could

peasants, function like capitalists, but were obliged to rely either on

extensive growth, extending their lands and cultivation, or redistribution of

the existing pie by way of increasing their take from peasants and/or other

lords, which required in turn building their lordly states.

Lords could increase the output from their estates by expanding pro-

duction along already-existing lines through opening up and cultivating

new lands. They might accomplish this on an individual basis via simple

assarting, that is the local carving out of arable land from pasture, forest

and waste, which took place throughout Europe, on a very large scale,

during the early centuries of feudalism, when unsettled landwas plentiful.

Alternatively, they could do so collectively through pushing out Europe’s

borders through colonization, as exemplified in the great expansionary

movements that ended up remaking the political face of the Continent

between 1000 and 1300, largely by warfare and conquest – the lordly led

trek beyond the Elbe to establish great estates in eastern Germany and in

Poland; the crusades leading to the invasion of the eastern end of the

Mediterranean; and the re-conquest of the Iberian Peninsula through

centuries of warfare with its Arab occupiers.

In the absence of access to new land, decreasingly available over the

long run, and unable to increase their income through productive invest-

ment in and increased productivity from their lands and peasants, lords

had little means to increase their economic returns except by improving

their ability to coercively redistribute wealth from peasants or other lords.

This required the construction of lordly groups of sufficient breadth,

strength and sophistication to prevail against both other lordly groups

that were doing the same thing and their own peasants – who were not

only increasingly well organized, but prepared, through mobility and the

threat thereof, to take advantage of intra-lordly competition for peasant

tenants. Lords were thus obliged to devote their surpluses to constructing

larger, better-armed and more cohesive feudal states to increase their

capacity to take the peasants’ product and to plunder the lands and

possessions of their lordly rivals.

It cannot be over-stressed that this turn by lords to whatmight be called

‘political accumulation’ – by analogy with its capitalist counterpart – is

inexplicable merely in terms of its potential for increasing lordly income

from peasants. It was imposed upon themajority of lords as a consequence

of the structure of the trans-European feudal economy/polity as a whole.

European feudal society was constituted from the start by amultiplicity of
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separate, initially localized, lordly groups organized for the purpose of

exerting force so as to transfer wealth, not just vis-à-vis the peasantry, but

also against other lords. Politico-military competition was thus an over-

riding fact of life, which bore down on every feudal state. Mann is there-

fore quite right to emphasize the way in which the multiplicity of states

made for inexorably increasing politico-military stress onmedieval states.

He is also on target in bringing out that, in the field of natural selection

thereby constituted, the more cohesive, centralized, territorially defined

and militarily equipped would tend to win out – and to emphasize, in the

process, the centrality of innovation in military organization and technol-

ogy. He is correct, finally, in emphasizing the indispensable creative and

strategic role played by the overlord and his immediate dependants at the

centre of the feudal state in coordinating, disciplining and reorganizing its

members in response to ever increasing politico-military pressure from

without. But the problem with Mann’s account is that the action of the

lordly leader – king, prince or count – to build ever more efficacious

national polities vis-à-vis other such polities could not proceed, with

respect either to greater domestic centralization or to more precise terri-

torial definition or to more effective military preparedness, without the

conscious collaboration of the political community of lordly followers

that collectively constituted his state. Mann’s proposition that ‘[t]he only

interest group that consciously willed the development of the national

state was the state elite itself, the monarch and his creatures’ (1986: 436)

is thus the opposite of the case. The overlord’s initiatives are simply

incomprehensible apart from that of his lordly followers, especially the

greatest feudal lords, since he depended upon them for counsel, admin-

istration, finance and military backing. Indeed, the overlord could not be

successful in maintaining his following, unless his state-building suc-

ceeded with its primary task, improving the capacity of his political

following to reproduce themselves economically, and this meant improv-

ing not only the capacity to exploit peasants, but also – and especially – to

wage war versus other lordly groups. Warfare was, for the lords of med-

ieval Europe, a great machine for economic aggrandizement and state-

building the key to warmaking. It was because not just the monarch and

immediate dependants but feudal lords more generally had an interest in

being part of an ever more effective state, that European monarchs, over

time, were able to take the lead in building them.

The economic evolution of the feudal economy was thus marked not

only by a cyclical Malthusian dynamic – driven by the tendency to popula-

tion growth, subdivision of holdings, expansion of area of settlement,

and declining agricultural productivity – but also by a unilineal dynamic

to ever larger, better-equipped, more centralized and territorially defined
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states – driven by the requirement for ever more effective political accu-

mulation to make possible lordly reproduction in a European world of

competitive feudal groups. This is not the place to limn out, in any detail,

this evolutionary process, but itmay be possible to indicate something of its

nature by mentioning the following successive phases.

(i) banal lordship: This was the initial, classical, small and highly loca-

lized form of feudal state, emerging throughout much of Western Europe

around 1000 AD. It was instantiated in highly de-centralized political

communities, organized around castellans and their mounted knightly

followings, which made possible the redistribution of wealth to the lords

who composed it from the peasants on their estates and the lordly groups

they conquered in war. But its limited scope and internal incoherence left

it vulnerable to peasant resistance and mobility, as well as politico-

military pressure from larger, better-organized lordly groups. As a con-

sequence, over the course of the thirteenth century large sections of the

lordly class of France and westernGermany suffered a crisis of seigneurial

revenues.

(ii) centralized national state/de-centralized individual exaction: Emerging

out of chronic intra-feudal conflict in northwestern France and ultimately

the conquest of England, this form of political-class rule was perfected

through the successive contributions of Norman, Anglo-Norman and

Angevin lordly groups. It featured the achievement of ever greater

group cohesion through the ceding by the groups’ lordly members to

their ducal and kingly leaders of rights to regulate their interrelations and

to discipline them – exemplified in their relinquishing the right to wage

private war within the group, their granting to the ruler the right to settle

disputes among them (justice), their making him (not just their immedi-

ate overlord) their lord, and, above all, their support for the imposition of

the common law. But, given the dependence of the Norman and English

dukes and kings on their lordly followings for all aspects of their rule, this

amounted simply to a major advance in the group’s self-organization and

self-regulation. The payoff of this centralized, cohesive state to the ruling

class was enormous. It made it possible to re-strengthen lordship vis-à-vis

the peasantry by bringing the weight and breadth of the state behind each

of its lordly members in their conflicts with peasants who were not

generally organized much beyond the village level – most spectacularly

by institutionalizing serfdom within the common law. It also made it

possible for the Norman, then English, lordly group to achieve hitherto

unprecedented politico-military success against its less well-organized

neighbours in the British Isles, Western Europe, and even Sicily and the

eastern Mediterranean. This was highlighted, of course, by the conquest

and parcelling out of England to the Norman lordly political community
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and the subsequent establishment there of what was, up to that time, by

far the most highly advanced form of Mann’s coordinated national state.

(iii) centralized national state/collective extraction: The basic condition for

the rise of this type of state, classically in France, but also in west German

principalities, was the politico-economic weakening of local lords, under

assault by peasant communities. This opened the way for certain remain-

ing great lords, in particular the Capetians and their successors – now

under excruciating pressure from the much bigger and better organized

English state/lordly class – to expand their power. This they accomplished

through a process of ‘concentric growth’ (Perry Anderson) by which they

built an ever more geographically extensive state by conquering and

absorbing the jurisdictions of their smaller, weaker, localized rivals. But

this was not, in essence, a question of state versus lords. The French

monarchs were themselves a great lordship. The way, moreover, that they

increased their power was precisely by expanding their feudal group in the

classical manner by granting rights in the peasants’ product – very often to

the same lords whose jurisdictions they had absorbed. Although this pro-

cess initially took place largely through the handing out of fiefs, over time it

increasingly took a novel and epoch-making form – viz. the granting of

offices in the army, judiciary and money-raising administrations that gave

the holder politically constituted private property in part of an increasingly

centralized take, royal taxation. This new form of state, and of the political

organization of the lordly class, proved hugely more effective than its

classical feudal predecessors in terms of its capacity to economically repro-

duce the lordly class through political exactions from the peasantry and

plunder of other lords. The size and geographical scope of the state made

peasant resistance, generally confined to a village or series of neighbouring

villages, difficult; the unitary character of the take cut off the prospect of

peasants’ using their mobility to play one local lord off against another. As

the state became ever larger and able to finance itself ever more effectively

through never-ending warfare, it became militarily ever more potent.

Already proving a serious foe for the English by the end of the Hundred

Years’ War, it emerged as the ‘absolutist’ war machine of Louis XIV in the

seventeenth century, capable of supporting by taxation and plunder a

gigantic apparatus of military officers, judges and revenue collectors – a

dominant class that lived to a great extent off the returns to their privately

owned offices in a kind of centralized feudalism.

(iv) quasi-centralized national state/de-centralized exactions: The lordly

class of Eastern Europe, developing through colonization east of the

Elbe, initially took a highly primitive, de-centralized form. It was therefore

completely unprepared to withstand the stresses of the population collapse

of the fourteenth century, and faced a profound crisis of seigneurial
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revenues. Over the long run, out of processes of intensive warfare, it ended

up building a new form of quasi-centralized state, the estates-type state,

whose lordly members represented themselves directly – in local diets and

national estates. The point of this form – essentially a league of lords – was,

by vastly increasing intra-lordly cooperation, to make it possible for the

individual lordly members of the diets and estates to valorize their estates

by successfully exploiting the peasantry – by controlling their mobility and

cutting off the towns as a place for them to flee, imposing legal serfdom.

The new form of state functioned quite well in reviving the economic

fortunes of the East European lordly class in the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries, but it was too small and de-centralized to stand up to its better-

organized, more centralized rivals elsewhere in Europe – and either had to

increase its internal coherence by assuming an ‘absolutist’ form, as in the

Prussian case, or find itself unable to resist external pressure and ultimately

dismemberment, as in the Polish case.

The foregoing evolution, it seems to me, undermines both of Mann’s

major theses concerning the rise of the centralized territorial state. While

medieval and early modern states developed, as he asserts, under the

pressure of international politico-military competition in much the way

he says they did, they did not do so autonomously. That competition

represented the pressure on lordly groups throughout the system to adopt

the rule for reproduction of political accumulation in order to reproduce

themselves economically. The latter demanded ever more effective poli-

tical redistribution of income and wealth from peasants and other

lordly groups, so required, under the leadership of an overlord, the self-

organization of lords into ever larger, more cohesive, more centralized,

more territorially defined, and more militarily potent national political

communities, or states. The rise of Europe’s international system of

national states organized for war was the inescapable by-product of that

development. Mann rightly concludes that ‘there is nothing inherent in

the capitalist mode of production to lead to the development of class

networks, each one of which is largely bounded by the territory of the

state’ (1986: 513, emphasis added). But the very constitution of the feudal

mode of production led inescapably to precisely this outcome.24

Conclusion

The basic building blocks of society – the fundamental social groups that

compose it – are, for Mann, organizations, networks of social power that

are constituted tomobilize resources to realize social needs.Mann’s notion

of society as a ‘federation of organizations’ encapsulates this vision. But,

there is a fundamental ambiguity in Mann’s conception: viz. who is
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creating and operating these organizations and for whom? In developing

his founding concept of collective power, Mann speaks as if there is a

direct connection between function and fulfilment: those who establish

social power networks do so to realize their own social needs and it is

only by, in the process of, establishing them that they form social groups.

But this would appear misleading. For to realize their needs people would

seem to be obliged not so much themselves to create an organization to

carry out the requisite function, as to gain access to such an organization’s

output, especially since the former can in no way be assumed to assure

the latter. Mann asserts, for example, that, ‘As humans need material

subsistence they develop economic relationships, cooperating in produc-

tion and exchangewith others’ (14). But, as has been argued, it seemsmore

appropriate to argue that, to make possible the material appropriation

that they require to reproduce themselves economically, people seek

to constitute and sustain social groups that provide them property rights

and/or the capacity to exploit that endows them in turn with access

either to the means of production to fulfil their needs directly themselves

or to appropriate the goods and services produced by others. In pre-

capitalist societies peasants constituted political communities to defend

their rights in the means of subsistence that enabled them themselves to

produce what they needed. Lords, by contrast, rarely played any role in

eitherMann’s local praxis (production) ormore extensive circuits of praxis

(production, allocation, etc.), but secured the income they needed to

sustain a ruling-class form of life by building political communities that

made it possible for them to establish rights in the peasants’ product

sanctioned by force.

The same point applies not just to networks of economic power, but

perhaps evenmore clearly to networks of political power.Mann says that,

‘As humans settle disputes without constant recourse to force, they set up

judicial [and we might add police, military and tax] organization with a

specified area of competence’ (14). But, by their very nature, the political

functions provided by states are to constitute the conditions to make

possible the secure exercise of other, non-political functions – particularly

economic reproduction, though not just that. It is therefore difficult to

conceive of people establishing or maintaining state institutions for the

execution of political functions except to fulfil the political needs of some

already-existing group or group-in-formation – typically defence of property

rights and military defence. Can we really conceive of people setting up

and maintaining such organizations to fulfil political functions, per se for

themselves, as Mann seems to do when he views medieval and early

modern states as autonomously carrying out functions relating to domes-

tic or inter-state relations – unless of course they already constitute, or are
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in the process of forming, a social group? As Mann ends up conceding,

‘The first means of political power is territorial centralization. States are

called forth and intensified when dominant social groups, pursuing their

goals require social regulation over a confined bounded territory’ (521,

emphasis added).25 From this standpoint, the dependence, not the

autonomy, of the state would seem inescapable.

How then to understand the coming into being of the separation – in

terms of both institutions and personnel – of the economic and the

political, an indubitable, and defining, reality of many modern societies?

What made for the widespread merger of the political with the economic

in pre-capitalist societies was, of course, the indispensability of political

organization to mobilize the capacity to coerce directly that was required

by the ruling class to make possible economic appropriation from

peasant possessors by communities of lords. By the same token, what

enabled the separation of the political from the economic was the emer-

gence of social-property relations that made possible economic appro-

priation in general and exploitation in particular, with no need for the

direct application of force. These relations are, again, what Mann is

referring to when he speaks of unequal property and exploitation made

possible by ‘the deprivation of others of the necessities of life’ (18), which

is, of course, instantiated where capitalist social-property relations obtain.

Against a background in which the direct producers are devoid of the

means of production – both land and tools – it is sufficient to possess

capital (in the form of money or the means of production) in order to

gain access to the fruits of exploitation and thereby membership in the

ruling class. Since workers lack the ability to survive unless they are able to

sell their labour power to members of a capitalist class who together

monopolize the means of production, capitalists can depend on economic

coercion in order to exploit. A state with amonopoly of force defends private

property in general, so there is, as a rule, no need for capitalists themselves

to wield force or to becomemembers of a political community that does so.

Indeed, from the standpoint of capitalists, the means of force are by and

large a faux frais of production, to be relinquished to the extent possible,

and there is no need for them to be members of the state in order to

effectively exploit workers.

It is their capacity, in contrast to most if not all previous ruling classes,

to exploit without the need to apply force – and therefore to find the

means of force a cost to be minimized – that endows capitalist classes

with an interest in a separate state that takes responsibility for carrying

out political functions and that therefore monopolizes force. By the

same token, it is the possibility of becoming a member of the ruling

class without membership in the state or direct access to the means of
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coercion – and corresponding impossibility of using the state as an engine

of exploitation by extra-economic coercion and in that way to politically

constitute a ruling class – that ‘frees’ the state administration, for the first

time in history, to function as a bureaucracy – by which I mean a gover-

ning group that cannot use its offices as private means of coercion to

take an income and who are therefore at least to a degree capable of

using them to ‘objectively’ carry out the specialized public functions that

we associate with the state. But the question that immediately imposes

itself is how, given the existence of such a state possessing a monopoly

of force, capitalist classes can feel secure in their income. Why would not

this state plunder the capitalists as did most previous states the direct

peasant producers?

A full answer to this question is beyond the scope of this chapter, but

two basic responses provide the necessary preliminaries, the first histor-

ical, the second conceptual.

A fully formed capitalist state that did not engage in predation upon

capitalist producers could not, at least initially, emerge historically without

the overthrow of the feudal-absolutist state. This was itself only made

possible when and where there had emerged a capitalist class capable of

accomplishing this, naturally bound up with the rise of capitalism itself.

The latter was dependent upon the transformation of social-property rela-

tions entailed by the transition from feudalism to capitalism, a two-sided

historical process in which the two fundamental constitutive features of the

feudal mode of production were successively transcended – first, feudal

exploitation by extra-economic coercion and, second, peasants’ possession

of their means of subsistence. The classic case is England where, first,

peasant resistance and flight broke feudal lordship during the fourteenth

and fifteenth centuries and where, second, feudal lords, unable any longer

to take a surplus by force, asserted their rights to the land by separating the

peasants from the means of subsistence in the fifteenth and sixteenth

centuries. The class of capitalist tenants that emerged from this process

had been rendered devoid of their means of subsistence, even if still possess-

ing the means of production necessary to produce goods for the market.

They were therefore rendered dependent on themarket for a crucial input –

land – so had to compete in order to survive and, for this reason, in

contrast to their peasant predecessors, were obliged to adopt the rule for

reproduction of maximizing exchange value/profits – meaning that they had

to specialize, accumulate, innovate and move from line to line. The epoch-

making outcomewas a long-term tendency to rising labour productivity that

brought in its train: the transcendence of the Malthusian trends that had

hitherto confined the economy to secular stagnation and poverty; the reduc-

tion in relative prices for food compared to manufactures; the growth of the
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domestic market; the movement of the labour force out of agriculture into

manufacturing – a full-fledged process of economic development, expres-

sing the establishment of capitalist social-property relations.

In England, the rise of capitalism took place within a landlord shell:

indeed, the landlord class, collecting competitive rents from commercial

tenants, was the primary beneficiary of and ultimately the dominant force

within the new social order. The capitalist landlords, as well as their

capitalist tenants, had an overriding interest in a centralized state that

would possess the coercive capacity to defend their property rights – but

would also resist the temptation to use their monopoly of force to plunder

them by sustaining or creating politically constituted private property,

especially in office. By means of a long series of ultimately revolutionary

conflicts, they succeeded in securing these goals through winning supre-

macy in the state of their class institution Parliament in 1688–9.26

Once capitalism was/is well-established, one could/can expect that the

state would/will itself choose to defend private property and function

for capital, so long as vigorous capital accumulation had/has become the

norm. The reason is straightforward: in this situation the government is

dependent upon the success of capital to achieve its own goals. That is, for

a government to secure strong financial support for itself through taxa-

tion, to achieve high levels of employment so as to elicit political support,

and to secure social order, it needs dynamic economic growth. To secure

the latter, it needs healthy capital accumulation. To secure rapid capital

accumulation, the state must, to the degree it is able, provide the incen-

tive to invest of decent rates of profit. The upshot is that states in the

presence of capitalist property and capitalist accumulation can be

expected to make the creation of conditions in which capitalists make a

good profit their top priority: so as to secure capital accumulation and

economic growth. To do the opposite – i.e. attempt to use its monopoly of

force to prey on capital – will kill the proverbial goose that lays the golden

eggs. In sum, under capitalism, although the state is indeed separate from

the economy and does possess a monopoly of force that allows it to take

action independently from the capitalist class, the state can be counted on

to act in the interest of the capitalist class. Only apparently autonomous,

the state is dependent upon capital.

Notes

1 With respect to networks of political power, Mann deviates from his theoretical
framework, neglecting to define and characterize them in purely functional
terms, confining them to judicial/governmental regulation backed up by coer-
cion that is centrally administered and territorially bounded (1986: 26). But his
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justification for doing so – that political ‘functions can be possessed by any
power organization’ – fails, because it could be applied to any of his four
networks of social power. That a particular function could be carried out by a
‘different’ sort of institution, itself defined functionally, is a logical outcome of
characterizing institutions in functional terms. It is indeed no defect, but rather a
strength, of functional categorization for comparative-historical analysis. As an
example, Mann himself goes out of his way to characterize, quite sensibly, the
order-keeping function he attributes to the medieval Christian Church as political.
More directly to the point, he is unable, in his concrete analysis, to restrict the
definition, or scope, of the political to governmental/judicial functions executed by
central institutional agents and must expand his definition to include all govern-
mental/judicial functions whatever institutions/agents execute them, as is actually
consistent with his theory. See also below (pp. 213–14).

2 See Parsons (1960: 220–1 ff.).
3 Cf. Parsons: ‘[P]ower is . . . a facility for the performance of a function in, on

behalf of, the society as a system’, and only secondarily and derivatively
‘a facility for getting what one group, the holders of power, wants by preventing
another group, the ‘‘outs’’, from getting what it wants’ (1960: 220).

4 See below (pp. 206–7 ff.).
5 Mann is ambivalent about his own fundamental assertion that the autonomous

execution of separate societal functions leads to the institutional separation of
social power networks. See, for example, his notion of the ‘promiscuity of
organizations’ (1986: 17–18). But, he needs institutional specialization in
order to derive and justify in theoretical terms his anti-holistic anti-evolutionary
conception of society as constituted by multiple autonomous, overlapping,
intersecting social power networks, so is ultimately obliged to stick with it.

6 Mann here proceeds explicitly by analogy with the Marxian idea that societal
transformation is driven by the development of the productive forces, carrying
with it new relations of production, which grow up in the ‘interstices’ of the old
order and bring about its overturn and replacement (1986: 15–16).

7 Mann seems insufficiently clear on the central issue of the criteria by which
superior effectiveness is identified – effectiveness in terms of what goals and
whose goals? – and on the conditions under which an emergent network will
transcend one already in place. In particular, does a new network of social
power transcend an old one when it works better doing the same task – perhaps
by way of a competitive process – or when it better serves another (increasingly
powerful?) network of social power – perhaps because the leading representa-
tives of that network have achieved greater power?

8 ‘I have singled out one [main power network], Christendom, as necessary for all
that followed’ (1986: 507, emphasis in original).

9 For Mann’s own explication of his relationship to Smithian approaches, see
1986: 406–7. Mann points out that, in his own account, unlike that of Smith
himself or latter-day Smithians, Durkheimian mechanisms, driven by
Christianity – i.e. values legitimating normative pacification, the construction
of European identity, and the enforcement of social solidarity of the feudal
ruling class of lords – are invoked to account for the establishment of the
Smithian preconditions that opened the way for the European Miracle – viz.
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social peace, justice, non-predatory political institutions. But it must be said
that the preconditions are no less Smithian for that reason.

10 As Mann concludes, ‘[T]he European miracle cannot be interpreted as ‘‘the
transition from feudalism to capitalism’’ as theMarxist tradition has it’ (1986:
506).

11 It might be noted in passing that Mann’s explanation of the rise of the
centralized, territorial state bears a family resemblance to the classical account
of Adam Smith, in which the monarchy enters into alliance with the nascent
urban bourgeoisie, granting them privileges of self-government in exchange
for their support, so as to extend protection of private property and law and
order at least to the towns, over and against the marauding nobility (Wealth of
Nations, Book III, ch. 3). But, as Mann would emphasize, this account under-
stands the development of the state only internally, in terms of civil society
alone, leaving out the critical role of inter-state relations in general andwarfare
in particular that he brings out.

12 For the critical role of the organization’s rulers’ functional indispensability in
accounting for their domination, see above (pp. 192–3).

13 Mann defines ‘[t]hose able to monopolize control over production, distribu-
tion, exchange, and consumptions’ as constituting a ‘dominant class’ (1986:
24). But, what this implies, in Mann’s theoretical framework, is no more than
the proposition that those at the top of the hierarchy within networks of
economic power, as in the case of any network of social power, are able to
exert distributive power over those at the bottom. It does not tell us whether
economic appropriation takes place within the network of economic power
and, if it does, how it does. Nor does it tell us about economic appropriation
that takes place outside, or beyond, networks of economic power, vis-à-vis
other networks of social power.

14 I term this conceptualization of stratification informal, because Mann does
not present it in connection with the presentation of his formal theory of social
power in ‘Societies as Organized Social Networks’, the first (theoretical)
chapter of Sources of Social Power, but rather in ‘The End of General Social
Evolution: How Prehistoric Peoples Evaded Power’, the book’s second
(analytico-historical) chapter.

15 This definition of stratification is found in ‘Societies as Organized Social
Networks’, the first (theoretical) chapter of Sources of Social Power.

16 Mann does not explicitly spell this out, but it seems tomemore or less logically
implied.

17 For the same formulation of capitalist exploitation, 1986: 374–5.
18 See note 1.
19 For the standard account of the origins and early development of feudal

lordship, see Poly and Bournazel (1991).
20 See below (p. 223).
21 Poly and Bournazel (1991: 26–7, quotation from page 26).
22 See below (pp. 222–5).
23 Mann can reach the opposite conclusion because he takes yields as indicative

of labour productivity, when, in fact, they expressed the productivity of the
land. Yields tended to increase due to the ever-increasing number of people
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per unit of land that resulted from population growth, i.e. due to the intensi-
fication of labour. But because each additional labour input per unit of land
yielded an ever smaller increase in output, rising yields could neither support a
decreasing proportion of the labour force off the land or put off demographic
crisis indefinitely.

24 Mann asserts, similarly, that ‘Nothing in the capitalist mode of production (or
the feudal mode of production if that is defined economically) leads of itself to
the emergence of many [political] networks divided and at war, and of a class
structure that is nationally segmental’ (1986: 515, emphasis added). But, the
problemwith this formulation is that the feudalmode of production, requiring
the increasingly effective political organization of its dominant lordly class for
its very economic reproduction, cannot, without mischaracterizing it, be
defined economically.

25 It should be noted, for the sake of clarity, that networks of political power –
organization to fulfil political functions – can emerge to serve groups that are
not dominant – as, e.g., peasant communities (which in a few historical cases
have no lords) or relatively egalitarian tribes.

26 For a fuller explication of the economic and political processes briefly outlined
here, see Brenner (1993).
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11 The rise of the West

Stephan R. Epstein

The appearance in 1986 of the first volume of Michael Mann’s trilogy

(Mann 1986) brought to an end an extraordinarily fruitful decade, during

which a heterogeneous group of economic historians (Mendels 1972;

Jones 1981; Brenner 1982), economists (North 1981), and historical

sociologists (Anderson 1974a; 1974b; Wallerstein 1974–80; and Hall

1985) jointly attacked, challenged and rewrote many of the established

narratives of premodern European history. Mann’s empirical range was

greater, his theoretical ambitions broader and his analytical scope more

encompassing and compelling than most; but he shared with this group

the core aim of defining and explaining the mystery of the ‘European

miracle’, and it is on this matter that Mann’s thoughts are arguably most

incisive and original.

Our understanding of the premodern (medieval and early modern)

economy has changed significantly since 1986, not least thanks to the

works I have just mentioned, which set inmotion amore systematic use of

cross-cultural comparison and more rigorous, social science-based ana-

lysis; other influential developments are more recent, like the rise of

‘global history’ and the irruption of southeast Asian economic history

into European historians’ consciousness discussed by others in this

volume. However, many of the certainties about the premodern economy

that writers in that decade took for granted have also now been challenged –

certainties about the absence of cumulative, intensive economic growth

and technological change; the causes of productivity gains in agriculture;

the dominance of anti-market mentalities among the peasantry, and the

origins of markets; the devastating consequences of harvest crises on

mortality; and the pernicious economic effects of non-‘democratic’ poli-

tical institutions. Now that premodern European historians are question-

ing the very definition of ‘modernity’, this is an appropriate time to take

stock of Michael Mann’s contribution to these debates.

Among the many powerful insights in Sources of Social Power, two stand

out for theoretical originality and empirical substance. The first concerns the

nature of coordination – the control by decision makers of interdependent
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activities that jointly satisfy one or more constraints – as both the major

source of social and economic power (Mann 1986: 537, ‘collective and

distributive powers’), and as a heuristic framework for a materialist history

of premodern Europe. The second insight concerns the growth of social

power over time and space.

Mann is particularly effective about the first phase of political coordi-

nation in medieval Europe, which he defines as a ‘form of territorial

federalism’ shaped by the dialectic between national political regulation

and local autonomy and dating to the period between 1155 and 1477,

when the ‘feudal’ Burgundian state came to an end (1986: 416). He is on

less sure footing after 1477, perhaps because he shifts focus to the highly

centralized English monarchy and tends to forget the persistence of forms

of ‘territorial federalism’ with their attendant political and fiscal tensions

under the Spanish Habsburg, the Polish Commonwealth and the Holy

Roman Empire of the German Nation. His discussion of differences in

political coordination within constitutional and absolutist monarchies is

enligh tenin g (1986: 477– 83), but it underest imates the difficult ies that

most pre-Napoleonic Continental states faced in overcoming ‘feudal’ or

parcellized regulation. This may be because Mann prefers the better-

informed neo-Weberian Perry Anderson to the neo-Whig Douglass

North, but it also stems paradoxically from a lack of attention to the

benefits of coordination for economic power.

Mann’s blind spot towards the economics of coordination is notable

particularly in light of his strong criticism of the neoclassical assumption

that markets are ‘natural’. To some extent Mann follows Douglass North

in emphasizing the need for ‘normative regulation’ in markets, but he

takes the argument further and is empirically more convincing. North’s

main weakness is that he lacks a theory of power and the state, which he

replaces with public choice assumptions about state ‘predation’ mitigated

by the virtues of English and North American constitutionalism. By

contrast, Mann’s theory of power as coordination gives us a well-defined

template to assess the benefits and limitations of different forms of state.

Thus, for example, his view that markets and regulated competition are

‘a form of social organisation, a mobilisation of collective and distributive

power’, leads him to emphasize, in my view correctly, the efficacy and

creativity of ‘empires of domination [which] combined military concen-

trated coercion with an attempt at state territorial centralisation and

geopolitical hegemony’ (Mann 1986: 412, my italics).

ForMann, in other words, markets are coordination, and coordination –

viewed as a combination of ‘freedom’ (market) and ‘power’ (hierarchy) –

makes the market. This somewhat Hicksian claim has important

implications that are not always fully or consistently pursued (Hicks 1969).
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Mann, for example, implies that ‘empires of domination’ that do not face

strong countervailing powers will do well at coordinating markets that

enhance productive and commercial efficiency. This supports current

opinion about the Chinese imperial economy and in part also the Mughal

andOttoman ones, but seems to conflict with his claim elsewhere that only

medieval Europe develops ‘capitalist’ (e.g. competitive) markets. A more

significant implication is that both oldMarxist debates on the transition to

capitalism (which posited a dichotomy between market (capitalist) and

non-market (feudal) society, and assumed that markets would emerge

fully fledged from the transformation to property rights to land; see

Robert Brenner’s chapter in this volume) and the neoclassical counterblast

(thatmarkets are natural so their origins can be ignored) are fundamentally

miscast. Mann’s theory suggests that we put in their place a – comparative

and historical – political economy of markets, no longer premised on a

specious opposition between regulation and non-regulation, and between

hierarchy and market. In practice, Mann tells us, historical markets arise

from different permutations of the two pairs. The claim frees us at a stroke

from the institutional Whiggishness inherent in much neoinstitutional and

historical economics, which posits a linear progression in institutional

efficiency from ancient ‘despotism’ to modern liberal democracy based

on ex ante claims about the economically optimal constitution. Instead,

Mann invites us to enquire into the economic consequences of different

forms of political organization – be they centralized or decentralized,

despotic or absolutist, city-centred or territorial, federal, parliamentary or

republican – without any prescriptive or preconceived views on their rela-

tive advantages and drawbacks at different points in time.

Mann’s second major insight, which concerns the evolution of social

power, consists of two distinct claims. On the one hand,Mann develops a

materialist theory of the persistent growth in time of social power that

recalls G.A. Cohen’s recasting of Marx’s theory of technological deter-

minism. Compare Mann:

Human capacities for collective and distributive power have increased quantita-
tively throughout [history] . . . A process of continuous invention, where nothing
is lost, must result in a broadly one-directional, one dimensional development
of power. This is obvious if we examine either the logistics of authoritatively
commanding the movement of peoples, materials, or messages, or the infrastruc-
tures underlying the universal diffusion of similar social practices and methods.

(Mann 1986: 524)

with Cohen:

The productive forces tend to develop throughout history [because] men are . . .
somewhat rational. The historical situation of men is one of scarcity. Men possess
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intelligence of a kind and degree which enables them to improve their situation.
Rational beings who know how to satisfy compelling wants . . . will [therefore] be
disposed to seize and employ the means of satisfaction of those wants . . . When
knowledge provides the opportunity of expanding productive power [men] will
tend to take it, for not doing so would be irrational . . . It is a [historical] fact . . .
that societies rarely replace a given set of productive forces by an inferior one . . .
yet [it is also a fact that] productive forces are frequently replaced, by better ones.

(Cohen 1978: 150–4; italics in original)

However, whereas Cohen is concerned with the accumulation of

human knowledge in everyday production, Mann emphasizes that the

major advances in human power come from the movement of knowledge

across space. Historical change in Mann’s view seems to arise from the

dialectic between endogenous developments in the technologies of com-

munication and their diffusion, through the unfolding of what he terms

the ‘marcher effect’ or what Ernest Gellner called the ‘doctrine of the

essential periphery’. As we shall see further, peripheries play a critical role

in Mann’s theory in taking up the torch of leadership from the core: the

‘new erstwhile recipients are also essential for further progress’.1

Themarcher effect solves the conceptual and narrative problem of how

configurations of social power are recombined in a materially progressive

sense: inMann’s tale, Europe adopts the best of Near Eastern civilization

via Christianity (and Rome), while northwestern Europe and particularly

Britain benefit from their distance from the conflict between Christianity

and Islam (Mann 1988: 17). The marcher effect also provides an elegant

justification forMann’s strong emphasis on European institutional social,

political and cultural unity, on the importance of geopolitical interaction,

and on institutional cross-fertilization across the Continent, which sets

him against the more traditional ‘Eurocentric’ emphasis on uniquely

national ‘paths’ to capitalism adopted by several of the writers listed at

the beginning of this chapter (Mann 1986: 508).2 Mann’s historical

analysis (for example of British developments since theNorman invasion,

which he describes as largely endogenous with the exception of foreign

wars) is not always consistent with his theory, but the theory, as we shall

see, is generally sounder than the history.

Mann’s principal theoretical contribution for practising historians is

therefore a materialist theory of history driven by two major sources of

development: the intensification and extension of political power through

technologies of coordination and communication, and the diffusion

of these power forms from core to frontier societies through culturally

replicable blueprints. The theory is inherently evolutionary, and as such

is closer to Marx than to Weber. Indeed, Mann’s main conceptual and

analytical weaknesses stem fromnot applying this evolutionarymaterialism

236 European exceptionalism?



rigorously to the ‘rise of the West’, a question he frames in strictly

Weberian terms as the problem of the European ‘miracle’. Whereas

Mann in materialist guise postulates the unity of mankind in a ‘process of

continuous invention . . . [which generates] a broadly one-directional, one

dimensional development of power’, Mann in Weberian form postulates

the distinctiveness and non-universality of Western history, its unique and

‘miraculous’ transition to modernity, and interprets the underlying heur-

istics of the two models quite differently. In the first, evolutionary, ‘acorn-

to-oak tree vision of humanity’ asGellner termed it (Gellner 1980a: 73–80;

Mann 1986: chs. 1–11), Mann assumes that there will be many examples

of a particular development and relies on the comparative method to

identify causation. In the second, ‘gatekeeper model of human progress’

(Gellner), Mann describes the European historical path as fortuitous, for

which reason general laws and comparative analysis do not apply and

subjective interpretation and ‘feel’ take centre-stage (1986: 501–3).3

This theoretical inconsistency forces Mann into several analytical cul-

de-sacs. One problem stems from the fact that Mann lacks a theory of

economic and technological development. This means that he never fully

justifies his materialist claims (how is new human knowledge produced?),

and slips easily into a tautological definition of capitalism as a combination

of free markets and growth that arose only in Europe (Mann 1988: 10–11,

13). Statements that premodern Europe was the economic ‘prime mover’

because only Europe had the right mix of normative regulation and indi-

vidual freedom to dispose of privately owned resources (Mann 1986: 375,

506–7), and that European agriculture was vastly more productive than

that of Asia (1986: 405–6), are not backed up with any evidence, and flatly

contradict the broadly evolutionary postulate that economic development

is universal. Mann admits to this failing with respect to analysing differ-

ences within Europe (1986: 450: ‘a genuine theory would require both

economic theory and a comparative methodology’), but the same point

applies to differences between Europe and the rest of the world.

The conflation of capitalism with industrialization probably lies at the

root of this difficulty.Mann does sometimes distinguish between capitalism

defined in Marxian terms an d indust rialization (1986: 374– 5), but mostly

he suggests that the distinction is ‘ideological’. As a result, he confuses

two aspects of premodern development that are best kept analytically

distinct: a Smithian process, based on slowly evolving technological

practice and specialization of function in response to growing market

demand (market integration), that occurredmainly in the agrarian sector;

and a Schumpeterian process, based on endogenous patterns of training

and labour mobility rather than direct market stimuli, which led to more

rapid technological change mostly in the industrial and service sectors.
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Recent research on premodern Southeast Asian economies has

brought the distinction between the two processes into sharper relief.

There is now enough evidence of long-run intensive economic growth

outside premodern Europe to require some important revisions of older

historical models. Intensive growth of the Smithian kind seems to have

been ubiquitous in Eurasian agrarian societies, implying that Smithian

growth did not require a full-blown capitalist mode of production in

Marx’s strong sense, although it may have required a form of capitalism

in Mann’s weaker, neoclassical sense. Smithian growth could be quite

easily reversed, however, mainly due to a collapse of the power system

that enforced the rules of trade as an effect of domestic conflict or outside

aggression.

The logistical fragility of premodern systems of extensive, despotic

power, and the high costs of socio-political coordination, meant that

economic reversals could also be deep and long-lasting. On this account,

Europe’s political fragmentation and institutional pluralism may have

been something of an advantage, because they allowed locally more

appropriate reactions to major logistical and socio-economic setbacks

like the late medieval and seventeenth-century ‘crises’. Differences in

institutional flexibility may explain why Europe after c. 1300CE seems

to have generated more systematic patterns of Schumpeterian growth

than Southeast Asian societies, where technological change outside agri-

culture became progressively muted. Indeed, it seems likely that the

major and abiding differences between premodern European and non-

European societies were the mechanisms for the generation and diffusion

of technical knowledge, rather than the presence or absence of markets.

In sum, if we define capitalism inMann’s terms as an economic system

based on free markets and individual, exclusive property rights, we are

facedwith two problems: first, premodern Southeast Asia becomes just as

capitalist as premodern Europe, which makes it hard to posit any kind of

European exceptionalism, and second, we are no closer to explaining the

processes of technological innovation that led to the European Industrial

Revolution. Mann’s theory does not help us identify a solution, either,

because it doesn’t predict the impact of system traits (state and market

structures) on economic and technological outcomes; this is where it

would most clearly benefit from systematic comparison and counterfac-

tual reasoning. Mann is aware of this limitation (1986: 450), but con-

siders it an issue of empirical incompleteness; in my view instead it

generates some serious blind spots in historical interpretation. Four of

these stand out: the overestimation of Christianity as an autonomous

historical force, and conversely the underestimation of the Papal

Revolution; the underestimation of the law and of the greatest legal
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invention of the Middle Ages, the corporation; the overestimation of the

independent role of war; and the absence of an endogenous theory of the

state and of state ‘efficiency’.

Christianity, norms and transaction costs

Mann views his main contribution to earlier narratives of the rise of

medieval Europe as adding Christianity to the standard economic, polit-

ical and military brew. Crucially, he uses the role of Christianity in the

rise of the West to justify the claim that ideological power plays an

independent role in historical change; so it is important to examine

what evidence he brings to bear on the matter. This can be summed up

in two testable claims: first, that the Christian ideology generated a kind

of ‘transcendence and immanent morale’ among feudal lords (1986:

376–7) that underlay early European dynamism, and secondly, that

Christianity generated the supra-local networks of trust necessary for

long-distance trade to take off (Wickham 1988).

The first statement can be rephrased as the claim that Christian

ideology and the Church solved problems of military and economic

coordination in the early Middle Ages when secular forms of territorial

coordination were weak. However, a few centuries earlier, Christianity

had been unable to save the Roman empire from the barbarians or keep

the eastern and western halves of the empire united, and nothing much

had changed since; the pre-Gregorian Church was still ideologically and

institutionally weak. Moreover, it seems inappropriate to date the start-

ing point of European exceptionalism by dint of the substitution of

secular rule by Christian ideology to the eighth century (Mann 1986:

413), since the eighth century coincided with the only prolonged period

of almost unbroken Frankish unity ‘which gave a powerful impetus to

Frankish economic hegemony, as well as . . . territorial expansion’

(Wickham 1998: 347). Perhaps conscious of these problems, Mann

turns to much later evidence, including the tenth- and early eleventh-

century Cluniac and Cistercian movements – which however in eco-

nomic terms mimicked the great eighth- and ninth-century Benedictine

landlords, that in turn were modelled on the great Merovingian and

Frankish aristocratic dispersed estates – and the Gregorian reforms and

their aftermath in the eleventh and twelfth centuries (Mann 1986:

379–83). But he fails to question if the ideologically and institutionally

aggressive Church of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was an institu-

tional and ideological prime mover, rather than a dynamic response to

the growing claims of territorial monarchs amidst broader social and

economic changes.
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Mann objects to Anderson’s description of the feudal core as a ‘fusion

of two prior patterns, the Germanic and the Roman’, because it ‘fits

Christianity too easily . . . as the transmitter, through Rome, of the

‘‘classical legacy’’’ (Anderson 1974a; Mann 1986: 505). However, by

insisting on Christianity’s independence as a historical vector, he ignores

the question why only one out of many possible versions of that religion,

medieval EuropeanChristianity, became so aggressively expansionist and

institutionally dynamic. Conversely, he underestimates the importance of

the Frankish empire in developing a ‘unitary economic, military and

ideological power’ before the year 1000 (Mann 1988: 11; 1986: 376–7),

which by 1350CE had been used to nearly double the size of Christian

Europe by expanding into Iberia, Scandinavia, the Celtic periphery and

east-central Europe (Bartlett 1993: 292).4 On all these grounds, the

independence of the political and themilitary effects of Christian ideology

seem anachronistic and overstated.

Mann’s second claim for Christianity is that ‘normative pacification

enabled more produce to be traded over longer distances than could

usually occur between the domains of such a large number of small,

often highly predatory, states and rulers’ (Mann 1986: 383). In other

words, as trade expanded and intensified over greater distances, social

interaction become more complex and less predictable, and shirking and

opportunism increased. In the absence of strong coordinating states

(which only arose in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries; see Mann

1986: 379), Christianity enforced the rules of the game by threatening

divine punishment. The argument gives rise to two predictions: long-

distance trade would develop first where secular extensive power was

weak, and long-distance trade between Christians and Muslims would

be under-developed compared to similar trade between co-religionists.

According to Mann, the first commercial networks linking northern

and southern Europe arose in the eleventh century in a territory delimited

by two lines in which French, English and German monarchical powers

were absent: ‘there is a correlation of economic wealth and dynamism and

weak states’ (1986: 408; but see contra: 402, on early growth in England).

This however confuses the territorial size of states for their political and

economic power, at a timewhen the twowere still inversely related. At the

start of the twelfth-century commercial revolution, the lands concerned –

currently still Europe’s economic heartland, its ‘blue banana’ – corres-

ponded largely with the core of the old Frankish empire. At their two

extremes were two regional ‘prime movers’, the County of Flanders and

Lombardy, which established commercial and industrial leadership by

energetically coordinating typically Carolingian modes of extensive

power that included the enforcement of justice, a stable coinage and
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measurements, the creation of new towns and markets, and canal build-

ing and drainage. The success of the Champagne fairs as the linchpin of

the commercial network was similarly based on strict political coordina-

tion and the provision of justice by a powerful regional count (Verhulst

2002; Epstein 2000b; Bautier 1953; Milgrom, North and Weingast

1990). Other important commercial institutions, like the Law

Merchant, were by-products of social coordination that arose endogen-

ously from the regular interaction of merchants with political authorities

(Greif, Milgrom and Weingast 1994). The specifically ideological role of

the Church in these developments is obscure, not least because it formally

remained largely hostile to trade well past the thirteenth century.

Evidence that at the outset of the commercial revolution the volume of

long-distance trade between Christian co-religionists was substantially

larger than that between Christians and infidels for ideological reasons,

rather than for reasons of distance, is instead inconclusive. Thirteenth-

century Genoese merchants, for example, seem to have traded more with

theMuslimLevant thanwith theFrench, Spanish and Italians (Figure 11.1),

and the same probably applies to Venice and Pisa in the same period.

The relative proportion of infra-Christian trade undoubtedly increased

over time, but most of this was over short and medium distances: right

up to 1600 the volume of infra-Mediterranean trade – a significant

share of which took place between Muslims and Christians – was

still far greater than north–south trade across the Alps (Bautier 1953;

Braudel 1972; Spufford 2000). There are two plausible explanations
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why religious differences were apparently not a big barrier to trade.

On the one hand, it seems likely that shared transcendental norms are

not a sine qua non of trade (Wickham 1988); on the other, the higher level

of political fragmentation in the early medieval West compared to

Arab countries may paradoxically have made opportunistic behaviour

easier between Christians than between Christians and religious aliens,

because the commercial penalties for opportunism among Christians

were lower.

The papal and legal revolutions

The ‘Latin-Christian’ identity was of course not a transcendental given,

but was linked to the Gregorian institutionalization of the papacy as a

universal and imperial authority. From the late eleventh century onwards

the term Christianitas took on an increasingly territorial and ‘western’

meaning, partly because Latin Christians became increasingly aware ‘that

the rest of the world was not Christendom’ (Bartlett 1993: 252–3).Mann

has little to say about the rediscovery and reformulation of Roman law,

which provided the intellectual and ideological underpinnings of the

Papal Revolution and was instrumental in revolutionizing the sources of

social power (see Mann 1986: 440–1 for a cursory reference). In the

hands of the Church, Roman and canon law became sources of extensive

and intensive power that harnessed Christianity to the expansion of social

and territorial authority (Bartlett 1993: 243); law became a means for

ideological, logistical and financial centralization, and helped transform

the Patrimony of St Peter into the first ‘ancient-modern state’ (Berman

1983: 113–14; Prodi 1987).

The legal revolution had two additional, crucial ramifications for

European development. Between the late eleventh and the early thir-

teenth centuries the law became ‘disembedded’, as an emerging class of

professional judges and lawyers trained in law schools at universities

established an ‘autonomous, integrated, developing body of legal princi-

ples and procedures’ (Berman 1983: 86). Moreover, universal law

became the means by which Rome successfully developed the principles

of political and legal pluralism against imperial pretensions. One of the

effects of these two processes was what Mann calls ‘autonomy’ (Mann

1986: 397): ‘the predominance of foreigners in a country’s trade, the self-

regulating powers of artisan andmerchant guilds and banking houses, the

political autonomy of urban communes against territorial princes, and

the power of the merchant republics . . . No single group could mono-

polise power; conversely, all power actors [lords, towns, peasants] had

autonomous spheres.’
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‘Autonomy’, however, was neither spontaneous, nor natural, nor

somehow held together by the ‘normative regulation . . . provided by

Christianity’ (Mann 1986: 398); nor at this point in time did it yet relate

specifically to the individual ‘subject’ in a modern sense. The concept –

the outcome of a truly revolutionary ‘fusion of the Germanic and the

Roman’ – is more accurately related to that of the corporation.

Corporatism became central to most defining features of the ‘West’. It

was the basis for the incorporated town, borough and rural community,

for the university, and for the international religious and military orders

that organized the institutional consolidation and expansion of Latin

Christendom. The theory of corporate personality made it possible to

organize merchants and trading bodies into autonomous organizations,

which could negotiate with the state for commercial privileges and

military support because their existence extended beyond the lives of

their members; it facilitated the dissemination of useful and practical

knowledge by craft guilds, whose membership was individual and non-

ascriptive and made it easier for artisans to migrate (Epstein 1998); and it

legitimated the charters protecting ‘proto-industrial’ communities in the

countryside from attacks by corporate guilds in the towns (Epstein

2000a : ch. 6). Western the ories of polit ical repres entation an d corporate

bargaining and the development of the Western state – including the

peculiar tradition of ‘small’, urban-based states which survived side-

by-side with the rising national states (Brady 1991) – all relied on

the medieval principle that corporate groups do not derive their ultimate

legitimacy and powers from superior authority. Corporatism turned

into the West’s most powerful ‘vector of expansion’ (Bartlett

1993: 309–10).

In retrospect, the major historical significance of Christianity was not

so much the establishment of a European ideological ecumene between

900 and 1300, in the development of which it piggybacked on the Franco-

Carolingian empire. Its main ‘track-laying’, world-historical achievement

was the institutionalization of the Church, which from the twelfth century

spurred the legal and political development of the self-contained, self-

defining corporation, freed from legitimating authorization from above. If

we drop ideology as an independent variable, the claim about European

uniqueness that justified Mann’s avoidance of comparisons with non-

European societies becomes even more problematic, and the question

posed byGellner whether the European trajectory corresponds to a ‘gate-

keeper’ (random and unique) or an ‘acorn-to-oak tree’ (functional and

evolutionary) model of human history, gains new salience.

By downplaying the impact of religious ideology I do not mean to turn

Roman law into an alternative deus ex machina, as Mann charges
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Anderson with doing (Mann 1986: 398–9). Yet, by taking Roman law,

which had been the law of a tributary state, and bending it to its own

political requirements and to the needs of a decentralized society in which

local rent taking and property rights were more important to lords than

their relationship with the state (tax raising), the Church gave political

legitimacy to European corporatism. Corporatism in premodern Europe

became a social, economic and political vector of expansion through the

combination of two historically contingent elements: political and social

fragmentation, which kept corporate groups small, community- rather

than territorially based, and non-ascriptive, and the corporate charter of

Frankish ascendancy, which provided a flexible, infinitely replicable

organizational matrix (Bartlett 1993).

Mann has more to say about the Roman law origins of private property

in land, which he disputes. But his preferred explanation, that private

property rights arose from the ‘disintegration of an expansive [Roman]

state [that] had enabled its provincial agents and allies to seize and keep

its public, communal resources for themselves’, and that ‘as early as

800CE, European feudalism was dominated by private property, in the

sense of hidden and effective possession’ (Mann 1986: 398–9), stretches

the point too far, not least because it implies that ‘effective possession’

was lacking in coeval non-European societies like the Chinese, Indian,

Arab and Ottoman tributary empires.5 It might be more useful to distin-

guish between ‘effective’ and ‘direct’ possession of land, a distinction

expressed in feudal Europe as between direct and eminent domain.

‘Effective’ or beneficial possession, permitting free choice of crops, the

disposal of harvests subject to customary tribute, and a degree of land

transfer but not the eviction of the direct cultivators, seems to have

characterized all advanced agrarian and tributary states. ‘Direct’ posses-

sion, which included rights of jurisdiction and disposal and thus the

theoretical possibility of forced eviction, lay with the lord or state, but

disposal rights were seldom exercised. By contrast, the concept of full

possession, which implied the peasant’s capacity to dispose freely of his

land and thus also to become ‘voluntarily’ landless, seems to have

emerged only in late medieval and early modern Europe out of under-

developed and poorly understood Roman precursors (Johnston 1999).

From this point in time, European property rights may have been unusual

because title to land became exclusive and could be permanently alien-

ated, rather than because title to land was secure.

Exclusive ownership established the legality of taking possession of surety

for a loan. Thus, European lenders could protect their capital and returns

through courts of law by evicting borrowers from their property if they

defaulted, rather than relying on less certain social and moral suasion by
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friends and kin as seems to have happened in other agrarian societies

(Pomeranz 2000). More clearly defined property rights may have increased

the pool of capital available to European peasants, allowing them to borrow

for longer and at lower rates of interest than would otherwise have been the

case. In premodern China and India long-term debt seems to have been

poorly developed, and rates of interest were no lower than 8–10 per cent

(Pomeranz 2000; Deng 2003); by contrast, European peasants were able to

raise long-term credit at rates that fell from 10 per cent on average in the

thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries to 3–4 per cent in the eighteenth

(Figure 11.2). Of course, if European rates began to fall significantly below

Asian ones only during the fourteenth century, as the evidence suggests,

we must also conclude that medieval Roman law – which had developed

earlier – was at best a necessary but not a sufficient condition for sustaining

well-working markets in land and capital.6

The extent to which differences in access to rural credit affected agri-

cultural development and productivity in Europe and elsewhere is never-

theless still unclear. Recent work by Pomeranz, Allen and others suggests

that Chinese and Indian agriculture at its best compared well with

European averages on measures of calories produced per unit of land

and worker; what effect a lower cost of capital made on setting European

agriculture on a more intensive course through the greater use of drain-

age, livestock, enclosure and wage labour awaits further investigation.

War, taxes and the origin of the modern state

Taxes, as the means to assert the independent force of military power in

the growth of the modern, national and nation state, are central to

Mann’s theory; and it is due in large measure to Sources of Social Power

volume I’s analytical tour de force on this issue that the political economy

of taxation is now axiomatic in the study of the premodern state.

Mann takes the view that premodern states traded taxes for public

goods. He focuses mainly on the state demand side, and argues through

a detailed analysis of English taxation that a disproportionate share of tax

receipts was spent on warfare (1986: 428–30, 511). By taking tax receipts

as proxies for the size and growth of the territorial, coordinated state, and

expenditure as an indicator, ‘though not a perfect one’, of the functions of

the state (416–17), he infers that war was central to state formation.

Although he qualifies these claims by noting thatmost domestic functions

of the state (e.g. its fiscal supply side) do not appear on the balance sheet

because they consisted of ‘normative’ services, he does not dwell much on

what such services consisted of, what drove demand for them, or how

they evolved over time.
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Mann’s lack of attention to the state’s provision of public goods raises

the question of what caused what. Did warfare drive subjects’ willingness

to pay taxes (Mann’s proxy for state formation), or was it the state’s

political and technical capacity to raise taxes, its infrastructural power,

that determined its capacity to wage war? Contrary to Mann’s claim

(1986: 424–5, 433, 451, 452–4, 457), evidence for early modern

England and France suggest the latter. The English case poses the most

serious problems forMann’s argument, for two reasons. First, the financial

size of the English state did not grow substantially in real terms between the

fourteenth and the late seventeenth centuries; expressed in per caput terms

it actually declined (424–30).7 Second, between the mid-sixteenth and the

mid-seventeenth centuries England kept out of the major European wars;

yet in the intervening period, the civil functions of the English state

increased significantly and the sphere of public legislation on prices,

wages and welfare expanded, taking over parts of the ‘transnational

power of the church’ in the process. As England evolved ‘from coordinated

to organic state’, ‘centralising tendencies made state finances an incom-

plete guide to state activities’ (Mann 1986: 458–61). Mann’s explanation

for the anomaly is ad hoc and begs the question of causation: ‘England

brought up the rear because the costs of its main armed force, the navy, did

not escalate until well into the seventeenth century. Only when England

and Holland supplanted privateering with empire building and encoun-

tered each other’s naval power did their states take off . . . The permanent

war state arrived in England in two stages’, the early Tudor period and the

late seventeenth century (1986: 457).

On the evidence provided, therefore, claims about the independent

function of military power must be strongly qualified. Tax receipts are at

best an ambiguous measure of premodern state activities and power,

because they leave out most of the public goods the state provided.

Moreover, warfare was only one and perhaps not the most important

among a variety of factors causing state activities to expand. There were

endogenous social and political pressures that Mann disregards, which

included the need to pay for a growing legal and regulatory administration

and to meet the costs of interest on the public debt.8

Nevertheless, Mann’s puzzle of finding a measure of state power

remains. Can one distinguish between, and measure changes to, the

state’s military power – defined by its ability to tax – and its infrastructural

power – defined by its ability to coordinate? In other words, can one

distinguish empirically between the fiscal efficiency and the economic effi-

ciency of the state?

Fiscal efficiency can be defined in simple terms as the capacity to max-

imize state income subject to political, economic and technical constraints.

The rise of the West 247



Work by Mann, Patrick O’Brien and others suggests that between the

thirteenth and the eighteenth centuries (when England managed to break

through traditional, premodern barriers to fiscal expansion) the upper

bound to what an advanced agrarian state in Europe and Asia could

demand in tribute for purely military and administrative purposes was

about 10 per cent of GNP, while the lower bound below which the state

could no longer operate effectively was 3–5 per cent. The proportions are

small, but the scope of variationwas very large. Since economic and technical

constraints to taxation were similar across European societies, the main con-

straints on states’ tax-raising and war-making machinery must have been

essentially political. Recent research on this topic suggests that three main

sets of factors were at pla y (Bonney 199 5; and  1999; Epstein  2000a: ch. 2).

First, a state needed to overcome the time inconsistency or commit-

ment problem, which arises from the fact that the trade-off between taxes

raised and public goods provided is not simultaneous. Subjects’ willing-

ness to pay was the result of repeated commitments of trust that the tax

recipient(s) – the ruler(s) – would not renege on their promises. Trust

could be enhanced, and the rulers’ opportunism could be tempered, by

aligning their interests with the taxpayers and by keeping the costs of

monitoring the ruler low. One of the most effective premodern European

states from this point of view was the republican city-state and federation,

in which political elites were jointly taxpayers and tax recipients, and their

actions in both roles were relatively transparent.

Second, fiscal efficiency was a function of state sovereignty and infra-

structural power. More centralized tributary states faced lower negotia-

tion, monitoring and collection costs than more decentralized and

politically fragmented ones. This explains why the politically ‘organic’

and jurisdictionally integrated English state of the late seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries could raise more taxes more cheaply than most

nominally ‘absolutist’, but in practice decentralized, Continental states

(Stasavage 2003). It may also explain the apparently high degree of fiscal

efficiency in premodern China.

Third, fiscal efficiency was a function of the costs of monitoring tax-

payers. Since sedentary peasants and their wealth were easier to oversee

than mobile merchants, more highly centralized tributary states like

China pursued policies favouring the former over the latter. The most

sophisticated attempt at direct, moderately progressive taxation ever

attempted in premodern Europe, the Florentine Catasto of 1427–30,

failed after a few years because the republican city-state found the costs

of administration impossibly high (Petralia 2000).

In earlymodern Europe, where states solved their financial shortfalls by

borrowing against future income, long-term interest rates provide a

248 European exceptionalism?



measure of relative fiscal efficiency (non-European tributary states had no

need to tap the capital markets, because their peasant tax base was

sufficiently large, and warfare was less persistent and unpredictable

than in Europe) (Epstein 2000a). In Europe, perceived differences in

domestic regime determined the sovereign risk premium – the yield

spread over the lowest prevailing rate – that individual states had to pay

on long-term debt (Figure 11.3). There are three points to bemade in this

regard. First, the most salient regime difference was between city-states

and monarchies, with the former generally paying lower rates of interest

than the latter. Second, the risk premium was influenced by the bor-

rower’s financial competence and by the liquidity of its capital markets, as

the consistently lower rates paid by Florence and Venice compared to

north European city-states attest. Third, interest rates converged

between political regimes in the long run, suggesting that the more severe

constraints facing monarchies in terms of credible commitment and

political fragmentation were relaxed over time. The links between bor-

rowing costs, fiscal efficiency and regime structure are sketched in

Figure 11.4.*

One final point deserves mention. A comparison between the early

modern Dutch Republic and England suggests that the effects of military

demands on fiscal efficiency were ambiguous. On the one hand, the

Dutch Republic was forced to pay high rates of interest during its war

against Habsburg Spain, even though it had one of the most sophisticated

fiscal and financial systems in northern Europe. Creditors lacked faith in

the Republic’s ability to meet its obligations, whether because the fiscal

system was actually less efficient than it now seems, or because they

feared that the country would be defeated and would default on its

debts; rates only fell sharply after the peace of Westphalia (1648). On

the other hand, the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century-English mon-

archy paid the highest interest rates in Europe most probably because it

kept out of the European military arena, as a result of which it faced few

pressures to reform a still ‘feudal’ and inefficient system of taxation;

most importantly, it only established a funded public debt in the 1690s,

three-and-a-half centuries after the Italian city-states and about a century

and a half after the major Continental monarchies. Fiscal reform, begun

by Parliament during the first Civil War, only fully caught up with best

Continental practice by importing more advanced financial methods

from the Netherl ands after 1689 (Epstein 2000a : ch. 2). In sum, althoug h

the long-term direction of fiscal change is clear, its direction over the

medium term (which could last over a century!) was not clear-cut. On this

evidence also, military power was a function of political power rather than

an independent variable as Mann claims.
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Political and economic efficiency

Mann postulates a strong link between European capitalism, a unique

kind of infrastructural power, and military competition between states.

However, he does not explicitly address the links between state and

economic efficiency, claiming that the correct unit of economic and

political analysis is the European network rather than its constituent

regions, and that in any case European state structures converged over

time (1986: 455). In other words, the geopolitical approach takes pre-

cedence over the state-centred, endogenous one. I have already men-

tioned the advantage of this stance for identifying how patterns of social

power migrate; but it also involves some serious drawbacks. If the main

geopolitical force, warfare, was not an independent vector of state forma-

tion, as I have concluded, other – most plausibly endogenous – forces

must have been at play. Perhaps more contentiously, many economic

historians would claim that geopolitical forces also played a secondary

Borrowing
costs

Feudal ‘state’

Territorial
state

Urban
federation Centralized

monarchy
City-state British

constitutional
monarchy

Constitutional
state

Fiscal efficiency = fn (Capital markets * Fiscal sovereignty)

Figure 11.4. Borrowing costs and fiscal efficiency
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part in the economic rise and decline of nations, and that other forces –

primarily market integration and technological innovation – over which

domestic policy and institutions had the dominant influence, were nearly

always more salient. A theory of how power works within states is there-

fore essential – but Mann’s view of individuals as largely reactive to state

power seems to exclude this (1986: 436).

A geopolitical approach also glosses over the significant political differ-

ences between European states, and may underestimate their economic

consequences. One of the most historically pregnant aspects of pre-

modern Europe was its variety of political regime types, and the fact that

economic leadership did not stay with one type of regime or country for

very long. Mann’s discussion of the slow ‘migration’ of power from

southern to northern Europe is suggestive, but his explanations are

vague, in terms of shifts from regions with more extensive power tech-

niques to oneswithmore intensive power techniques (Mann 1988), or from

‘weak states’ to states offering ‘most centralised order’ (1986: 407–8). He

also suggests that the dynamic equilibrium of the European multistate

system was maintained by the ability of political rivals to ‘copy in a more

ordered, planned fashion’ the ‘new power techniques’ that the ‘leading

powe r stu mbles across’ (19 86: 456) , but his deta iled dis cussion of Brit ish

state formation seldom refers to the country’s many cultural, institutional

and technological debts towards its neighbours. Thus, Mann’s insight on

the dialectic between advanced and peripheral societies gets lost because

of his focus on state networks and his lack of comparative analysis.

Reformulating the problem of the ‘European miracle’ in more mater-

ialistic and comparative terms can solvemany of these difficulties. Having

questioned ideological and military power as independent explanatory

variables, the crux of Mann’s analysis of the rise of European capitalism

can be summed up in two questions: what was the impact of power

systems on economic outcomes (such as efficiency in production), and

why did economically optimal power structures change over time?

Although Mann is mainly interested in the causes of state (rather than

economic) growth, he assumes that a strong positive correlation holds

between the two. His theory implies that some states are better for growth

than others, and that infrastructurally ‘strong’ states generally grow faster

than ‘weak’ ones because they coordinate more effectively between com-

peting organized agents (we saw that Mann’s apparent exception to this

rule, the commercially dynamic ‘corridor’ between Flanders and north-

ern Italy, actually confirms the rule). Medieval European states also

offered protection to merchants; exploited economies of scale in warfare;

leveraged domestic conflicts over fiscal distribution to expand their tax

base; and generally stimulated economic expansion by helping to extend
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literacy, apply more effective management and communication tech-

niques, and recover classical learning that included Roman law (1986:

422–3, 431–2, 436, 440–1).

Mann identifies two general causes of state decline or underperfor-

mance, both of which have strong Olsonian undertones (Olson 1982).

The first cause is implied in Mann’s thesis of the marcher effect, accord-

ing to which latecomers – marcher or peripheral societies – benefit from

being able to ‘copy in a more ordered, planned fashion’ the ‘new power

techn iques’ that the leading power had ‘stumb led across’ (1986 : 456) . By

implication, leading societies decline as their power structures get

entrenched and generate rent seeking by the elites.

The second, related cause is political and jurisdictional fragmentation,

as a comparison of English constitutionalism and French absolutism

reveals. ‘Absolutist states [like France] were not infrastructurally stronger

than constitutional ones’; absolutist despotism lacked the English ‘power

to co-ordinate civil society’; it was ‘considerably less organic [e.g. polit-

ically integrated] than its constitutional counterpart, for it operated

through a greater number of divisions and exclusions . . . Whereas con-

stitutionalism reinforced the development of an organic capitalist class,

absolutism tended to block it or crosscut it with other political divisions’

(Mann 1986: 477–9). Political fragmentation raised the costs of political

and fiscal negotiation, search and enforcement. High political transaction

costs – caused by contradictions between the heterogeneous segmentary

and class interests of the ruling elites – produced coordination failures in

Spain and France that weakened their powers to tax. The results were

disastrous, for ‘a state that wished to survive had to increase its extractive

capacity over defined territories to obtain conscripted and professional

armies or navies. Those that did not were crushed on the battlefield and

absorbed into others’ (Mann 1986: 490).

These institutional and materialist aspects of Mann’s theory still seem

tome very fertile; indeed, economic historians have barely begun to apply

his ideas, and some of my attempts to do so are accordingly quite spec-

ulative. Combining Mann’s insights about state formation, social coordi-

nation, and the growth and transmission across space of social power,

with the views I have set out about premodern economic growth may give

us a framework for answering the puzzle, or better, the set of puzzles

known for short as ‘the rise of the West’. We can sum up its main

parameters in the following synthetic points (see also Figure 11.5).

1. The most remarkable feature of the premodern European economy

was its sheer inefficiency. The gap between actual and potential agri-

cultural output was frequently large; in eighteenth-century France,
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existing technology could generate a 60 per cent higher output than

was achieved in practice (Grantham 1993). However, some eco-

nomies made use of their technological endowments more effectively

than others. The main source of agricultural inefficiency and slack,

and the main restrictions to premodern Smithian growth, came from

ITC =
Fn (PD*CF) 

Feudal ‘state’

City-state

Urban federationTerritorial
state

Britain after 
1688

Nineteenth-century
constitutional state

State sovereignty

PD: Prisoner’s Dilemma; CF: coordination failure

(1)  Feudal ‘state’: economic and political power (EPP) is parcellized among military elites, led 
       by one primus inter pares; powers of coordination are weak
(2)  City-state: EPP vested in the dominant urban elite, which establishes strong coordination 
       with its ‘country’; weak coordination with nearby/competing cities
(3)  Territorial state: EPP vested in competing urban and rural elites; coordination by territorial
       ruler based on policy of ‘divide and rule’ 
(4)  Urban territorial federation: EPP vested in competing urban elites, held together by external
       military pressure; coordination through regional urban hegemons
(5)  Britain after 1688: EPP vested in integrated national elite; legal /corporate affiliation in
       decline; strong centralized authority; strong coordination
(6)  Constitutional state: EPP no longer derived from legal right /corporate affiliation; citizenship
       as a bundle of ‘universal’ individual rights; strong central authority; strong coordination

Figure 11.5. Political structure and institutional transaction costs (ITC)
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the ‘effective local possession of autonomous economic resources’

(Mann 1986: 406), which gave rise to institutional impediments to

trade, poorly specified property rights due to the parcellized sover-

eignty inherited from the ‘feudal’ past, and restrictions on rural proto-

industrial growth. In sum, premodern economic inefficiency was

caused by a lack of social and political coordination that generated

multiple Prisoner’s Dilemmas.

2. Smithian and Schumpeterian growth were not restricted to one region or

political regime. However, large output gaps, sharp differences in agri-

cultural productivity and in other expressions of growth like urbanization,

and regular patterns of strong regional growth followed by long-term

stasis or decline, point to weak convergence across regions. Although

communication networks made it possible for new regional leaders to

utilize the systems of knowledge and power developed by former leading

regions (see paragraph 9 below), the lack of economic convergence, the

existence of a variety of institutional equilibria and changes in leadership

themselves suggest that knowledge still spread slowly and unsystemati-

cally. Changes in leadership also indicate that the optimal institutional

context for growth changed over time, and that the crux of the changes

lay in the interaction between political and economic power.

3. The interaction between political and economic power was most

effective at the regional level, where the logistical ‘tyranny of distance’

was weaker and where urban and rural manufacture could benefit

most from economies of agglomeration (Krugman 1991). However,

economic and political power (EPP) in ‘feudal’ states was parcellized

among military elites, led by a primus inter pares, and powers of coor-

dination were localized and weak. By contrast, EPP in city-states in

the Franco-Roman European core was vested in dominant albeit

fractious urban elites, which established strong coordination with

their ‘country’ (Figure 11.5). City-states combined to an unprece-

dented degree feudalism’s intensive ability to coordinate trade and

markets (because city-state elites sometimes included feudal lords

and always included landowners), and the tributary Roman state’s

extensive, logistical capabilities (Epstein 2000b). A large proportion

of the characteristically European intensive and extensive economic,

administrative, military and ideological (both secular and religious)

power technologies were developed between 1100 and 1500 by the

Italian and German-speaking city-states (Mann 1986: 437). These

tools diffused northwards from the Mediterranean, initially to the

remainder of the Frankish core (northern France, Flanders and the

Rhineland) and later tomore peripheral states like England, the north-

ern Netherlands and Scandinavia (Brady 1991: 146, 150, 155).
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4. Up to c. 1450–1500CE the power of town over country was a source of

dynamic growth, as towns deployed the most sophisticated legal,

political, military and ideological powers of coercion yet invented to

coordinate interchange with the countryside. However, city-states in

the Roman-Frankish European core faced three long-run obstacles.

First, city-based republics combined EPP in the rulers’ hands, which

led republican elites to confuse government by a class or party with the

rule of state, and to systematically exploit their political power over the

urban hinterland for economic ends. Second, city-states discriminated

between citizens and non-citizens, which made it harder to coordinate

power with other subject cities because coordination required the

recognition of all citizen rights as equivalent, and became a further

source of rent seeking in the countryside (most peasants were

excluded ex officio from rights of citizenship). This may explain why

European republicanism was unable to produce a general theory of

the state as opposed to a theory of citizenship, and surely explains

why no republican city-state became a successful territorial state

(Koenigsberger 1988; Epstein 2000a; 2000b). Third, corporate

affiliations in the Roman-Frankish core were stronger than in the

more peripheral states (Brady 1991). Greater opportunities for corpo-

rate ‘capture’ may explain why the economies of the most advanced

city-states slowed or contracted as the European economy emerged

from the late medieval ‘crisis’ (Epstein 2001; 2006).

5. Territorial states and national monarchies adopted many of the tech-

nologies of power (tax and administrative structures, market networks

and welfare structures) developed by city-states, most of which had a

fixed cost base and displayed economies of scale. On the other hand,

territorial and national states often weakened the jurisdictional powers

of town over country, which helped rural proto-industry to grow.

Proto-industry sought protection from urban guild monopolies in

chartered, corporate villages or ‘new towns’, while depending at the

same time on towns for skilled labour and services. This paradox

explains why the most successful proto-industrial ‘districts’ in pre-

modern Europe were situated in densely urbanized regions, and

why proto-industry developed fastest during the late medieval and

seventeenth-century ‘crises’, when centralizing states attacked urban

EPP with the greatest determination.

6. Proto-industry contributed to Smithian growth by absorbing surplus

agricultural labour. Consequently, the institutional freedoms from ‘old’

town prerogatives that were necessary to develop proto-industry in

villages and new towns set basic limits to an economy’s capacity to

release agricultural labour, and, consequently, to raise the productivity
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of agricultural labour. The greater ability of its urban sector to absorb

excess rural labour by creating new urban centres gave seventeenth- and

eighteenth-century British agriculture a critical institutional edge over

Continental agriculture (Epstein 2001; Glennie 2001).

7. The efficiency of territorial and monarchical states was determined by

the extent of cross-cutting political divisions (jurisdictional integra-

tion) inherited from the medieval past. In territorial and absolutist

states, EPP was vested in competing urban and rural elites, corporate

affiliations and prerogatives were still strong, and negotiation and

coordination costs were high; territorial rulers had to adopt policies

of ‘divide and rule’. In the British constitutional monarchy, EPP was

vested in an integrated urban and rural elite, corporate affiliations

were in decline, and central authority and coordination were strong.

Although the political similarities between absolutist and constitu-

tional monarchies were greater than the differences (Mann 1986:

479, 482–3), absolutist states were politically weaker than a constitu-

tional monarchy like England after 1688. England also benefited long

before 1688 from an unusual degree of jurisdictional integration,

which kept barriers to trade and the costs of market integration low

(Mann 1986: 493–4).

8. A federated city-state like the United Provinces combined some of the

advantages and disadvantages of city-states andmonarchies. From the

city-state, it took strong powers of coordination with the countryside

and the alignment of elites’ economic and political interests, which

raised levels of social trust and kept borrowing costs low; from mon-

archies, it took a willingness to coordinate interests at a national level

through the Stadtholder, who did not directly embody segmentary

economic interests. EPP was however vested in competing urban and

aristocratic elites held together by external military pressure (from

Spain, England, France, etc.), corporate solidarity was stronger than

national identity, and fiscal and economic coordination required

costly negotiation (’t-Hart 1993).

9. Regional leadership shifted from the southern and central European

heartland to northwestern Europe via Spain because the corporate,

romanized institutions that wielded intensive power in south-central

Europe resisted centralization (Brady 1991). The social costs of

change in less romanized peripheral regions were lower. Those shifts

were reflected in patterns of urbanization (Epstein 2001), of long-

distance trade and, most critically, of regional technological leader-

ship, which moved from northern Italy (c. 1100–1500) to southern

Germany and the southern Netherlands (c. 1450–1550), then to the

Dutch Republic (1580–1680), and finally to Britain (1700–1880)
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(Davids 1995: 338). In other words, institutional efficiency was a

necessary but not sufficient condition for marcher regions to forge

ahead; they also needed access to outside sources of technological

innovation, and they had to be able to create new ones. In pre-

modern Europe, clusters of innovation could shift to new regions

because skilled craftsmen could migrate freely where their skills

were more highly rewarded, and because the costs of migration fell

over time, with the late medieval and seventeenth-century crises

marking major improvements in this respect (Davids 1995: 341;

Epstein 1998). The link between technological migration and EPP

was straightforward: regions with higher economic returns to

migrants also enjoyed commercial leadership (Davids 1995:

339–40, 343–5), and commercial leadership was a result of more

effective coordinating powers.

10. Although the migration of social power was a continuous process,

major shifts in economic and technological leadership from ‘core’ to

marcher regions were consolidated over relatively short periods of

time. The most significant discontinuities occurred during the late

medieval and the seventeenth-century crises, which are both best

viewed as ‘distribution crises’ over the allocation of social surplus

between producers, rentier urban and landlord classes, and the

state (Steens gard 1978; Epstein  2000a: ch. 3 ). While elites i n t he

core regions, most notably north-central Italy, sought refuge in rent

seeking and caused their economies to contract (Epstein 2006),

peripheral regions like the northern Netherlands and England

benefited from greater political and jurisdictional integration to

import and copy the core regions’ fiscal, financial and manufactur-

ing techniques. Europe as a whole benefited from the diversity of

alternative political, legal and economic institutions, which

increased the variety of options and created opportunities for

improvement through ‘mutual jealousy’ (Hume 1994; Bernholz,

Streit and Vaubel 1998).

11. The ‘acephalous’ and dendritic European state system (Mann 1986:

500–1) increased the costs of technological diffusion, most of which

occurred randomly through voluntary and forced migration by indi-

vidual skilled artisans. On the other hand, political disintegration

may have diminished the likelihood of technological path depen-

dence and may have generated a broader range of technological

options than a more integrated political system. As the costs of

migration slowly fell, the economy benefited from selection and

recombination out of a larger knowledge pool. Inter-state competi-

tion had two further advantages: it generated a culture of technical
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and consumer emulation within the elites, which made them keen to

attract skilled craftsmen to produce for them, and it gave rise to

institutional experimentation, diffusion and recombination, most

notably in the sphere of war finance, where military success offered

proof positive of institutional efficiency.

Notes

1 Gellner (1980b: 68–9) commenting on the Soviet Marxist Yuri Semenov
(1980). See Mann (1986: 539): ‘A regionally dominant, institution-building,
developing power also upgrades the power capacities of its neighbours, who
learn its power techniques but adapt them to their different social and geogra-
phical circumstances. Where the dominant power acquires the stable, specia-
lised institutions of either an empire of domination or a multi-power-actor
civilisation, some of the emergent interstitial forces it generates may flow out-
ward to the marches, where they are less confined by institutionalised, anti-
thetical power structures. Hence the bearers of interstitial surprise have often
beenmarcher lords. Theworld-historical process acquires their migratory legs.’
Mann seems to have been strongly influenced by Gellner and Semenov (see
also note 2 below), although he does not cite them.

2 Mann’s theory postulates the general unity of mankind, or at least of the
inhabitants of the Eurasian landmass. See Gellner (1980b) for similar com-
ments about Semenov’s brand of Marxism.

3 Weber arguably believed more strongly in counterfactual reasoning than
Gellner and Mann credit him with; see Ringer (2002). Decomposing complex
historical processes into small-scale, recursive modules can solveMann’s prob-
lem of ‘grand comparison’; see Roehner and Syme (2002).

4 European territorial expansion disproves Mann’s view that blockage by Islam
to the South and East was a necessary precondition for medieval growth (Mann
1988: 18; 1986: 406–7, 508).

5 It also seems to contradict the claim on the following page that ‘unitary,
exclusive ownership’ was the result of the rise of the state (1986: 399).

6 On the other hand, the evidence also suggests that a fully fledged market of
this kind emerged only during the ‘late medieval crisis’, which Mann denies
marks the origins of the transition from feudalism to capitalism (1986:
500–11).

7 See Bonney (1999: 56) and the data provided by Patrick O’Brien for the
European State Finance Database (ESFDB) (www.le.ac.uk/hi/bon/ESFDB).
For the subdued effects of the sixteenth-century military revolution on French
taxation, see Bonney (1999: 141), and the data published by Bonney for the
ESFDB.

8 See Martin Körner’s detailed breakdown of states’ revenue and expenditure
published by the ESFDB.

* I wish to thank Jan Leuten van Zanden and Maarten Prak for suggesting the
graphic representation in Figures 11.4 and 11.5.
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12 A historical, not comparative, method:

breakthroughs and limitations in the theory

and methodology of Michael Mann’s

analysis of power

Jack A. Goldstone

Michael Mann’s work ranges over such a vast array of periods and places –

the prestate peoples of prehistory in the Old and New World; the

ancient empires of Egypt, Assyria, Persia, Athens, Hellas, Rome; the

varied states of Europe from the Middle Ages to the present; and excur-

sions into India, China and the lands of Islam – that one’s first reaction to

my title might be: how could anyone claim that Mann’s method is not

comparative? Letme consult an expert who should know:MichaelMann.

On p. 503 of the Sources of Social Power, Volume I (1986), he says:

‘Historical, not comparative, sociology has been my principal method.’

My purpose in this chapter is to explore the implications of this statement.

I believe that this approach has allowed Mann to make several major

breakthroughs in our understanding of states, their emergence and their

development. For this, we will always be in his debt. At the same time,

I wish to suggest that the limitations imposed by this choice have also led

to problems in his theory of the emergence of the modern world.

Breakthroughs: Mann’s theory of state formation and development

Mann’s theory of state formation and development offers some of the

most striking and significant advances since Weber. This advance does

not lie in his four-fold typology of power, the now famous IEMP quartet:

ideological, economic, military and political power. Although Mann is

careful to trace his lineages to Spencer, and not Parsons, it is easy to

recognize the lineaments here of the four-fold way; Parsons’ boxes of

systems in systems also rely on four basic types of social interaction

(maintenance of values/ideology, adaptation to economic/environment

settings, integration by conflict resolution and law enforcement, and goal

setting via politics). Where Mann differs from Parsons, and this is such a

radical difference that it is transformative in its implications for social

theory, is in Mann’s identification of where and why these types of social
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relationships are exercised. They are not exercised within self-sufficient,

systemic (in the sense of holistic and contained), ‘societies’. Rather, these

various types of social relationships are exerted across networks that

overlap, span, connect and differentiate multiple societies. Indeed, in

Mann’s theory, it is ‘societies’ that are convenient, approximate and

subjective constructs; it is the networks of power that are real. In addition,

these relationships are not exercised for the purpose of sustaining socie-

ties (e.g. for functionalist aims) – how could they be, since these relation-

ships are generally not congruent with the boundaries of specific

societies? Rather, actions in the various power networks take place in

order to further the aims of power-holders: religious or other ideological

leaders, controllers of modes of production, chiefs and monarchs, and

generals.

Mann therefore does not offer an analysis of ‘societies’ in any general

form. Indeed, he argues that efforts to do so pursue an illusion. Rather, he

traces out how specific historical-social relationships emerge from the

interaction of various networks of power, generating along the way

various patterns of different political, territorial, religious/ideological and

military units. Moreover, since the networks of power themselves develop

historically, as new means of exercising power across time and space are

developed, the outcome of the networks’ interaction produces a succession

of developing social patterns and units. Comparisons of ‘societies’ as if they

were separate and individual ‘cases’ of some more general, pervasive and

context-free general type is therefore simply misguided. What historical

sociology must do, given this theoretical framework, is trace the develop-

ment of social interaction over time as produced by the development,

extension and interaction of various power networks.

This is a remarkable breakthrough in social theory, which had arguably

previously been transfixed by the reification of ‘societies’ as the object of

theoretical explanation. Shifting our emphasis from societies to the power

networks that both constitute and extend beyond them is as radical as

shifting the study of momentum from looking at the reactions of indivi-

dual particles under forces to understanding the dynamics of the fields

that constitute both the forces and the particles.

Yet this is not all. Mann’s theory makes yet a further breakthrough by

classifying the nature of power in two respects. First, Mann differentiates

between intensive and extensive power (1986: 7–10). The former is the

ability to concentrate power at a particular time and place. The ability to

bring overwhelming military force to bear in a single battle, or to derive

greater economic output from a single individual or group, are examples

of intensive power. Historical instances include the Greek hoplite pha-

lanx or the Roman legion in military power; the heavy iron mould-board
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plough and the steam-engine are examples in economic power. Extensive

power, by contrast, is the ability to extend the reach of power over a larger

spatial area. The ability of Roman emperors to extract revenues from

regions spanning England and Iraq was extensive power; so too was the

ability of the Pope to shape belief and church practices across continents.

Although some power-wielders controlled high levels of both extensive

and intensive power in some dimensions (e.g. Roman emperors had

superior intensive military power and extensive political power relative

to the Greeks), others varied. China, Mann seems to believe, had exten-

sive but not intensive economic power in its peasant agriculture; feudal

knights had intensive local power but little extensive reach.

So far, we are up to eight modes of power: each of the IEMP types

could appear as intensive or extensive power. But Mann goes further.

In addition, we can class power-wielders as to whether their power was

high or low in regard to being despotic and infrastructural (Mann 1984;

1986: 94–8). The degree of despotic power corresponds to the latitude or

lack of constraint in the range of actions available to the power-holder.

Ottoman sultans had enormous despotic power; they were largely

unchecked by other social and political actors in their choices. Modern

presidents of developed states, by contrast, are hemmed in by laws and

institutions that limit their options and punish them for transgressions;

their despotic power is low. The degree of infrastructural power corres-

ponds to the resources that a leader can command to pursue a goal.

Egyptian pharoahs had considerable infrastructural power to bring the

manpower and materials together that built the pyramids; but this is

dwarfed by the economic and manpower resources available to modern

states for prosecution of wars or domestic regulation and redistribution.

Again, the two types of power are independent; high despotism can (and

usually does) coincide with low infrastructural power, and vice versa.

Mann thus provides us with a ‘power’ field of great diversity and

subtlety: four types of power, each of which can be graded along four

separate dimensions (intensive, extensive, despotic, infrastructural). By

tracing how these types of power developed, and how particular organ-

izations and leaders increased or lost power of various types along these

dimensions, Mann can generate a deep understanding of the earliest to

the latest forms of religious, economic, military and state power.1

Mann’s method in his works is therefore not comparative, in the sense

noted by Skocpol and Somers (1980), of testing a theory by its ability to

predict the common characteristics of specific cases from a limited set

of information about those cases. Rather, Mann’s method is detailed

‘process-tracing’ (Goldstone 2002c), a mapping of segments of the histor-

ical landscape by articulating the key causal relationships that produced
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specific, often unique, outcomes. The value of his theory of state forma-

tion and development as being the result of intersecting and overlapping

power networks, changing in intensity, extensivity, despotic power and

infrastructural power over time, is precisely that it gives a richer andmore

integrated mapping of how states develop over time than previous

theories which treated states simply as the ruling elements of distinct

‘societies’, whose nature and power is determined by the systemic char-

acteristics of the societies they ruled, whether those characteristics were

unidimensional (Marx) or multidimensional (Weber, Parsons).

This method would seem highly appropriate to Mann’s goal, which is

not to explain ‘societies’ as such, but to explain the emergence and devel-

opment of a particular kind of social formation: the modern industrialized

nation-state. In Mann’s work, this formation emerges not as the logical,

evolutionary development of ‘societies’ as such, but rather as the outcome

of a series of particular historical conjunctures or ‘accidents’ (1986: 531).

The particular constellation of power characteristics that constitute the

modern nation-state did not necessarily have to come together; that they

did come together in a particular pattern was the result of collisions

of various systems of beliefs, military technology, state expansion and

economic improvements. In Mann’s view, this novel pattern of power

relationships created a situation in which the modern history of western

Europe became quintessentially a history of classes and states, while the

rest of the world remained mired in a more stagnant pattern of extensive

imperial power, with weak classes and weak states held together mainly by

ideological unification and compulsory cooperation of various elite factions

and popular groups. Although the preceding statement is explicitly compara-

tive, ‘comparison’ is not essential to Mann’s argument, which is interested

primarily in explicating the historical development of classes and states

and their combination into what was unquestionably, by the twentieth

century, the globally dominant power-formation: the modern industria-

lized nation-state. Mann thus focuses his account on the ‘leading edge of

power’, that is, on those specific historical formations and developments

that produced the outcome of interest.

I would accept almost all of the above insights. Mann is brilliant in

mapping out how changing degrees of diverse types of power lifted the

range of political control from villages to city-states to empires of dom-

ination to modern integrated states. He is equally insightful in showing

how the contradictions among different kinds of power, arising within

and spanning without particular social formations, could create crises

that undermined empires and revolutionized economic production. But,

the key question remains – has he identified the sources of modernity?

That is, after all, the central goal of the entire enterprise.
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To my mind, Mann falters in this respect. Not that his story is wrong,

but it is limited and incomplete, precisely because it misses factors that

can only be revealed by careful comparisons among different ‘societies’.

Limitations: Mann’s social theory and the emergence of modernity

AlthoughMann’s volume seeks to focus on the ‘leading edge’ of power in

history, there are some odd omissions if this is true. Although Mann

points out that ‘leadership’ flowed in a northerly and westerly direction,

from the Near East to Greece to Rome then to northern Italy, the

Rhineland, and eventually to the constitutional states of Holland and

England, there is almost no information onwhat were clearly the ‘leading’

economies and powers of Europe in the twelfth to seventeenth centuries,

namely Byzantium, the republic of Venice, Medici Florence, the

Habsburg empires, Holland and the Ottoman Empire. Rather, across

the chapt ers on the ‘Eu ropean dynamic ’ (Mann 1986: ch. 12– 14), the

focus is, first, on the expansion of intensive agriculture using the iron-

tipped mould-board plough in the wet-soil northwest of Europe, second,

on the expansion of state power as demonstrated by the fiscal growth of

the English state, and third, on the growth of national markets, again

mainly in England.

Mann justifies this focus by pointing out that – even though Holland

and France were close behind (1986: 450) – Britain was the first country

to make it to the ‘modern’ formation of industrialized nation-state. Thus

developments there deserve primary treatment. Indeed, Mann tells us

that ‘the probably proximate causes of the Industrial Revolution’ can be

traced to processes unfolding in Britain: agricultural improvement pro-

duced domestic surpluses, and ‘the surplus thus generated was widely

diffused in a large number of small amounts . . . Thus a surplus was

available to exchange for more varied household-consumption goods.

[Therefore] the mass production of low-cost goods of all three types

[clothing, iron goods, and pottery or leather] boomed . . . The boost to

its three main industries, cotton, iron and pottery; the stimulus to their

development, which then turned into technological and scientific com-

plexity; the generation of steam power; capital intensity, and the factory

system’ (1986: 495). Essential to this process was the growth of a large,

integrated, national market for boosting demand and coordinating sup-

ply; this in turn was produced in large measure by the expanding role of

the national state and its military and domestic roles in coordinating

national authority.

This is a wonderfully coherent story, and it fits the general pattern of

explanation of the Industrial Revolution that has dominated recent
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historiography. While at one time, the Industrial Revolution was seen as

the product of an eruption of new knowledge and new technologies in the

eighteenth century, spurred by the growth of modern scientific knowl-

edge (Ashton 1948; von Tunzelmann 1978), in recent decades the story

of the Industrial Revolution has been transformed by new scholarship.

Quantitative studies by Crafts and Harley (1992) have shown that there

was no sudden explosion of economic growth in eighteenth-century

Britain; rather there is evidence of persistent and moderate growth from

the mid-seventeenth century up to the early nineteenth century, and only

thereafter does growth accelerate. Many of the technological advances

behind this growth – introduction of fodder crops and reduced fallowing

in agriculture, intensified use of water power in manufacturing, the

cotton gin and spinning jenny, even the early cotton factory and rolling

and puddling processes for iron – were not based on scientific advance

but on farmers’ and artisans’ ingenuity (Mokyr 1999). In addition, as

Mann notes, there is strong evidence of technological change and inten-

sive growth during theMiddle Ages – use of water mills, the heavy plough

and new horse harnesses, the spread of iron tools – and thus of consider-

able expansion in population and resources. The story that Mann tells is

fully consistent with this new scholarship: in the Middle Ages, northwest

Europeans greatly increased their output from agriculture. Over the

course of the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, they therefore gradually

increased their surpluses, while the growth of national states and their

expenditure and authority created the demand and coordination to

underpin national commodity markets. The growth of the market slowly

drew after it further innovation and productivity increases. Everything

else simply followed from the existence of this pre-existingmomentum: as

Mann states above ‘development . . . turned into technological and

scientific complexity; the generation of steam power; capital intensity,

and the factory system’.

While Mann differs from other current explanations of the emergence

of modernity in the complexity of his argument – that it was the inter-

weaving of four different types of power in transnational and subnational

networks that, by something of a rare and accidental combination, pro-

duced the shift to modernity – he is following the same general lines of

argument as such scholars as Brenner (1976), Wallerstein (1980), North

(1981), Hall (1985), Crosby (1997), Landes (1998) and Levine (2001).

All of these scholars agree that something changed relatively early in

European history, between 1000 AD and 1500 AD, that imbued

European ‘society’ or societies with a historically exceptional dynamism

that led, in due course, to modern industrial societies. In all these stories,

some factor unleashed early accumulation; this accumulation then
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provides the demand that leads to further growth. They differ only in

arguing over what that ‘something’ was – a change in class relations

(Brenner), the articulation of a new international division of economic

roles (Wallerstein), a new foundation of security of private property and

transactions (North and Hall), an exceptional concern with counting,

machines and exploration (Crosby and Landes), or demographic and

production shifts at the level of household and farm (Levine). Where

Mann exceeds all of these competitors is in managing to incorporate all of

their themes within a single, comprehensive view of the development of

multiple, overlapping networks of power.

The problem with this accomplishment, however, is that the main

precepts of the argument will not withstand careful historical comparisons,

both within Europe andwithout. After all, as I have said elsewhere, even if

one can trace the steps that lead from a point of origin to an outcome,

concatenation is not causation (Goldstone 2000). It may well be true that

the adoption of iron-tipped mould-board ploughs increased the produc-

tivity of labour in northeast wet-soil agriculture beyond anything seen

before in those regions. But how do we know that the surpluses thereby

produced were critical in producing later innovation and growth? Were

those surpluses greater than those produced in other times and places? By

how much? How much is enough?

To point to one critical comparison within Europe: consider Holland

during the Golden Age. As de Vries (2000) has demonstrated, in the

seventeenth centuryHolland intensified its agriculture beyond that found

anywhere else in Europe, producing a level of real income approximately

double that of England in the early seventeenth century, and remaining

about 50 per cent higher all the way to 1750. For almost 150 years, in

other words, Holland had more surpluses than Britain; its warehouses

certainly served a large national and international market; and its manu-

facturing, transportation andmilitary resources were the most intensively

powerful in Europe. At the height of its power, in 1688, Holland success-

fully invaded Britain and replaced the British monarch with its own, and

then used British financial and military muscle for the next thirty years

mainly to defend and maintain Dutch independence and power on the

continent.

Yet the ensuing process that Mann argues naturally unfolded in

England – ‘development . . . turned into technological and scientific

complexity; the generation of steam power; capital intensity, and the

factory system’ did not occur. In Holland, manufacturing and real

incomes simply collapsed, falling by 40 per cent from 1740 to 1820

(although, admittedly, wages remained above English levels almost to

the end of this period). There was no technological and scientific

Michael Mann’s analysis of power 269



complexity introduced into Dutch society andmanufacturing; instead, in

the early eighteenth century the Dutch Reformed Church exerted itself to

discipline thought, Newtonian science retreated into a few diminishing

corners of Dutch universities, and steam power and factories came later

to the Netherlands than to most other countries in Europe (Davids 1995;

Feingold 1996). Surpluses led nowhere.

Similarly, it may be that the growth of the national state accompanied

the development of modern industrial economies. But is that cause and

effect? How much growth of state power is productive of modern eco-

nomic growth – and how much is too much? Hall (1985) argued that

despotic Eastern empires either were too arbitrary, or too extractive, or

both, to permit modern economic growth. ButMann tells us that prior to

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, European states were too tiny

and too weak to coordinate national markets, integrate their societies and

provide a spur to productive techniques. Apparently, sometime in the

sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, some European states got it ‘just right’.

But how do we know this, except by attesting the coincidence of state and

economic growth? Might it be that modern economies emerged despite,

rather than because of, the growth of modern states?

After all, the state in Prussia and France seemsmodern, but Germany’s

economic modernization lagged a century behind that of Britain. Mann

suggests that constitutional states, such as Britain and the Netherlands,

had advantages for growth relative to absolutist states. But we have just

seen that this did the Netherlands no good.Why Britain? For that matter,

if the growth of the modern state and the modern economy are truly

‘European’ processes, and not the outcome of aberrant British exception-

alism, why does so much of Europe fail to develop modern national states

until the twentieth century? After all, ‘Britain’ (with its imperial Irish

possession of an ethnically distinct population, plus Scotland) was not a

nation-state but a multinational empire that broke up with Irish indepen-

dence in the early twentieth century. Germany and Austria-Hungary

were run as empires until 1914, as was Russia until 1991. If we want to

find an early case of the nation-state, providing nationally integrated

markets, internal peace and a nationally unified elite, we would find it

first in Japan after the Tokugawa unification in the early 1600s. And we

do find considerable economic growth under the Tokugawa regime. But

there is no trace of modern industrialization until after the Western

introduction of new networks of power in the late nineteenth century.

Finally, if there is a solid foundation for the overall story that European

modernization emerged in an unusual dynamic of accumulation and

growth sometime from 1000 to 1500 AD, then there should be some

evidence by 1800 or so of the effects of the dynamic. That is, the leading
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areas of the European economy should be showing greater levels of either

consumption, or of surplus production, or of trade, or – if starting from a

lower level than other regions – of rates of economic growth than other

regions of the world. Yet in fact – and again, this is an empirical question

hinging on historical comparisons – no such evidence can be found.

I believe this calls into question all the theories of the emergence of

modernity listed above, from North, Brenner, Hall, Landes and Mann.

After all, if there is no evidence for any advantages to Europe either in

rates of economic growth or levels of economic consumption or produc-

tion as late as 1800, why bother with any arguments pointing to factors

that supposedly set in motion substantial advantages accruing to Europe

many centuries earlier?

The comparative method and evidence

Mann is quite correct that it is false reification to isolate separate ‘societies’

and compare them as wholes. Populations in various regions of the world

were connected by trade, conquest and communication. Religions, com-

modities and empires moved across vast expanses of lands and population

without much regard for natural or created boundaries. Yet we can still

compare specific characteristics of the populations living in different areas

in order to test the assertions developed from process-tracing undertaken

in studies of one region.2

I mentioned above the emphasis that Mann places on the medieval

expansion of productivity through harnessing animal power (using new

harness and plough technology) and water power. He states ‘in global

terms, moreover, it probably gave western Europe a decisive agricultural

edge over Asia and particularly over Chinese intensive rice-cultivation

techniques’. Yet how do we know this is true if we do not compare?

First, how large was the increase in productivity?We can try tomeasure

this directly, in terms of output per seed, or per acre, or labourer. Or we

can try to measure this indirectly, in terms of the expected effects of

accumulating an agricultural surplus: urbanization, or consumption of

manufactured and/or imported goods.

Mann himself gives data in terms of seed ratios (yield in grains har-

vested per grains sown) for various times and places. He noted that in the

second century AD, Roman agronomists offered the following estimates

for yield ratios: from 8:1 to 10:1 in Sicily; from 10:1 to 15:1 in Etruria;

and 4:1 for Italy as a whole (1986: 265). By comparison, England in the

thirteenth century had a yield ratio of 3.7:1, France of 3:1. We do not

know how representative these figures are for these regions as a whole –

we are dealing with surviving records, not ideal random samples. But it
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seems that medieval yields were comparable to that of average Roman

yields for Italy as a whole. By the seventeenth century, yields for England

and the Netherlands are up to 7:1. In other words, they have roughly

doubled in the period from 1200 to 1700. Is that evidence of exceptional

dynamism? The yield level achieved is still less than the yield ratios

reported for Roman Sicily – an area, I hasten to point out, as large as

the Netherlands. Moreover, the growth rate is not impressive. If crop

yields continued to grow at this rate – doubling every 500 years – we

would still today be harvesting only 50 per cent more per seed sown than

our eighteenth-century forebears. Hardly an adequate basis for modern

civilization!

But perhaps what matters is that growth began – surely it could accel-

erate later? What of the urbanization and consumption effects of even

modest increases in agricultural surpluses that could spur even more

growth? Here again, comparisons are most illuminating.

Comparisons of Europe and China are often downplayed by Mann as

comparing apples and oranges. After all, the Chinese emperors had vast

extensive power. The displays that dazzled European visitors thus

depended on the forcible extraction of very tiny local surpluses from a

large and widely dispersed population. An imperial court that was opu-

lent by European standards should not be taken to imply that Chinese

society was any more than a vast collection of relatively isolated village

‘cells’ producing tiny surpluses which were stripped off for imperial and

elite use, certainly insufficient to generate large market demand and

economic dynamism through consumption. Where the European states

and statelets might have less dazzling accumulations of wealth at their

apex, they had far superior intensive production, spread over their popu-

lations, which produced a dynamic of ongoing growth. Or so the argu-

ment goes.

Yet comparative evidence simply will not sustain this argument.

Recently collected evidence on consumption, production and trade in

late eighteenth-century China shows not an involution of impoverished

and overcrowded peasants prizing a bare living from the land (that is a late

nineteenth-/early twentieth-century portrait). Rather, core regions of

both China and India in the eighteenth century show levels of consump-

tion, production, trade and urbanization to match those of the leading

regions of Europe.

It is impossible here to summarize the last two decades of research on

Chinese agriculture, urbanization, consumption and trade. Fortunately,

I do not have to do so: other scholars have begun to provide such syntheses.

What I have labelled the ‘California school’ of comparative sinologists

(Wong 1997; Frank 1998; Lee and Wang 1999; Pomeranz 2000a;
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2000b) have assembled considerable evidence of high living standards,

urbanization and trade in China. Let us offer a few compelling compar-

isons: Pomeranz (2000a: 39) estimates that for China as a whole, calorie

consumption in the early eighteenth century was 2,386 calories per adult

equivalent per day (1,837 calories per capita per day). This is comparable

to English estimates for the mid-nineteenth century. This estimate of ade-

quate nutrition is confirmed by estimates of Chinese life-expectancy that

are also comparable to English levels c. 1750 (Wong 1997: 28; Lavely and

Wong 1998; Pomeranz 2000a: 37).

One might well ask how this was possible – certainly Chinese rice-

cropping, with its multiple crops per year, was enormously productive in

terms of yield per seed planted and per acre farmed, but the intense

labour requirements to achieve such production surely would have

meant a decreasing output per labourer and per capita; especially as

China’s population increased from150million or so at themid-seventeenth

century to 350 million in 1800 (Lee and Wang 1999: 6, 27).

In fact, estimates by Li (1998) for the Yangzi delta, the area of highest

population density and urbanization, with a population larger than that of

England and Holland combined c. 1750 (over 30 million), suggest that

the application of labour to rice paddy land was virtually unchanged for

several centuries. People were fed exactly as they were fed in Holland and

England – by increasing the application of capital to the land to boost

output, and by deploying labour in manufacturing (urban and rural) to

produce commodities that could be exported in return for more capital

and foodstuffs.

Agricultural output can be boosted by farming more land, applying

more labour to existing land, or by applying more capital (in the form of

irrigation, fertilizer, improved crops, etc.). In China, agriculture was

already highly capital-intensive compared to European farming methods

by the sixteenth century. Irrigation has long been cited as amajor factor in

Chinese farming, but in fact the key input in rice-farming in the lower

Yangzi was the application of imported fertilizer, some 3.3 million tons

of cottonseed, rapeseed and soybean cakes per year, c. 1750, or roughly

200 pounds of fertilizer per person per year.

This fertilizer was obtained in exchange for manufactured products,

mainly textiles, produced in the Yangzi delta and exported all over north-

ern and central China. Planting of cotton and mulberry trees (to feed

silkworms) displaced local plantings of rice or were interspersed in multi-

ple cropping regimes, greatly raising the value of output per acre.Women

were increasingly diverted from adjunct tasks in farming to primary

responsibility for the production of silkworms, cocoons and thread. In

addition, the products of the Columbian exchange, chiefly potatoes and
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maize, lifted productivity in marginal regions of China just as they did

throughout Europe (Wong 1997; Pomeranz 2000a).

Along with fertilizer and manufactures, grain exports and other bulk

items flowed throughout China. Far from a host of isolated village cells

with only state extraction to prize resources loose from villages, it appears

that internal trade of all sorts in China exceeded that of Europe.

Wu Chengming (cited in Pomeranz 2000a: 34) estimated that in the

eighteenth century, the long-distance trade in grains annually involved

sufficient produce to feed 14 million people; this is more than twenty

times the Baltic grain trade in its heyday. And in the eighteenth century,

China’s largest item of foreign trade was tea, exchanged primarily for

European silver. Yet all that tea was grown on land apparently not needed

to produce foodstuffs, because the efficiency of Chinese agriculture

allowed a large portion of land to be devoted to commercial crops. In

fact, in the Yangzi delta c. 1750, Pomeranz (2000a: 329) has assembled

acreage data by prefecture that shows that of roughly 52 million acres in

cultivation, over 50 per cent were devoted to non-grain crops. Again, this

is in a region with a population of over 30 million!

Trade and grain surpluses flowed to large urban markets. Many cities

in China – and elsewhere in Asia – were larger than any European city

before 1800 (Elvin 1973). In the mid-seventeenth century, when London

is credited with beginning to spur a national market (Wrigley 1967), its

population was 400,000. At the same time, the chief commercial city of

the Yangzi delta, Nanjing, had over a million inhabitants, and Beijing, the

imperial capital, perhaps 600,000. By 1800, another commercial city in

southern China, Guangzhou (Canton), and its neighbouring sister city

Foshan had a million-and-a-half residents (Frank 1998: 109). The

Yangzi delta (today home to Shanghai) was in fact an urbanized zone

similar to Holland or southwest England, dotted with major cities such as

Hangzhou, Huzhou, Jiangning, Ningbo and many smaller towns in addi-

tion to Nanjing. As an aside, we should note that China was not unique in

this respect. The core regions of India and Japan were also highly urban-

ized. In 1757, Robert Clive remarked regarding Murshidabad, the old

capital of Bengal, that ‘This city is as extensive, populous and rich as the

city of London, with this difference: that there were individuals in

the former possessing infinitely greater property than in the latter.’ Much

the same could have been said of Lahore,Agra andDelhi (Goody 1996: 13).

What we see in the Yangzi delta in the eighteenth century is a prosper-

ous society, at its foundation propelled by the enterprise of peasant

households in private markets, producing manufactured products for

sale in national markets, and engaged in agriculture that was capital-

intensive and dependent on imported purchased inputs.
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Mann places considerable emphases on the dispersion of surpluses and

demand to peasant households in England as creating the foundation

for demand-led growth. So we should note that the consumption of

Yangzi delta peasant households also matched or exceeded European

levels, and that consumption was surging. While many peasants wore

ramie and hemp garments in the seventeenth century, by the eighteenth

century they had switched to cotton and silk; Pomeranz has shown that in

the lower Yangzi cotton cloth consumption per capita c. 1750 was nearly

as high as that in England in 1870 (Pomeranz 2000a: 141). Household

furnishings – benches, tables, mirrors, beds, chests – also were comparable

to that in Western European probate inventories (Pomeranz 2000a: 145).

Consumption of non-necessities, such as sugar, tea and tobacco, also met

or even exceeded advanced European levels.

It should also be recalled that heavy-ploughing of deep soils for wheat is

in many ways an inefficient system of agriculture compared to rice (or

even loess-soil dry) paddy farming. Deep ploughing requires lots of

animal power – and those animals need to be housed and fed, using up

valuable resources. Devoting large areas to pasture for horses and cattle

and sheep was unnecessary in lowland China, where waterways gave

cheaper and easier transport than the horse-drawn cart, something that

England would only match after its canal craze in the late eighteenth

century. Nor did absence of draft animals mean that Chinese families

lacked protein in their diet or manure for their fields – keeping chicken

and pigs and innumerable fish ponds meant more and higher-quality

manure for fields and adequate protein for diets, at the cost of far less

land and labour than keeping large field animals (Pomeranz 2000a).

In pointing to the origins of the Industrial Revolution, Mann empha-

sizes the role of demand and mass-consumption of three key com-

modities: cotton textiles, iron products and pottery. I lack data on

Chinese iron production and consumption c. 1800, but for cotton and

pottery the information we have is compelling. Of course, much Yangzi

textile output was exported beyond the area, so the following figures are

not all local consumption; but of course this was also true of British cotton

output, and is all the more evidence of a mass-market demand to be

satisfied by large-scale production. Pomeranz (2000a: 333), drawing on

a variety of sources, estimates annual silk and cotton textile output in the

Yangzi delta c. 1750 (not raw thread, but textiles) as 2 pounds per person

per year of silk, and 14 pounds per person per year of cotton. This is rather

more than the totalper capita output of cotton, wool, silk and linen together

for the United Kingdom in 1800 (12.9 pounds per year). Since the Yangzi

delta’s population in this period was about twice that of the UK, the total

output in this region was far, far larger. Yet despite the size and growth of
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this market (recall that in the seventeenth century, hemp and ramie were

dominant textiles, so that this market in silk and cotton was a newly

emerging mass-production and export market roughly double the size of

that in Britain), we do not find the further development of technology and

power that is attested to flow naturally from the momentum of growth in

Europe.

Similarly, in regard to pottery, Josiah Wedgewood’s development of

mass production for ceramics to supply English demand in the late eight-

eenth century is often remarked upon as a striking departure in the

direction of market-driven mass production. But compare this descrip-

tion of the China’s major ceramic works in the seventeenth century: the

works at Jingdezhen imported vast quantities of refined cobalt oxide

(to provide the blue colour) 6,000 kilometres from the Middle East,

produced customized wares in patterns and shapes for Islamic lands,

and shipped boatloads of ceramics to India, Europe and the Ottoman

empire. Much of this development was prompted by Muslim merchants,

who ‘probably were responsible for the great investment of capital that

transformed the privately owned kilns of Jingdezhen into well-organized

industrial complexes controlled by commercial syndicates’ (Finlay

1998: 155).

In sum, it is difficult to find substantiation in comparative evidence for

the claims made in regard to early exceptional European economic

momentum developed in the course of the historical process-tracing

undertaken by Mann.

Another type of power

There is yet another type of power that I believe was responsible for the

rise of the West, and it is hardly touched on by Mann’s work. That is the

power of knowledge. In his latest work on ‘Modernity and Globalization’

(Mann 2000) he does explicitly include as one element of the ‘power

ins titutions’ of mod ernity ‘Secula r rat ional sc ience’ (2000 : table 1). Yet

despite this prominent mention, the rise of science plays only a minor

supporting role in his longer-term story. It is simply one more kind of

ideological power, arising out of the Enlightenment, grafted onto the

already-surging momentum of economic growth swelling up from the

Middle Ages and taken up by the emerging states and economic classes in

their efforts to expand. At times, it disappears into the more diffuse

process of ‘rationalization’ of organization, effort and thought noted by

Weber. There is little appreciation of the special role of knowledge in

differentiating the West from the rest. Of course, in Mann’s view, knowl-

edge simply couldn’t play a key role, since he argues that economic
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momentum in the West became exceptional well before 1500, at a time

when even Eurocentric scholars acknowledge that both the Orient and

Islam far exceeded Europe in their knowledge of science and technology.

However, I hope the above comparative evidence makes it plausible

that claims of exceptional European economic growth prior to 1800must

be greeted with considerable scepticism. It seems tome that wemust look

for some power effect that: (1) occurs after 1800; and (2) is geograph-

ically concentrated in Britain, in order to explain the rise of modern

industrial society. I say this because there is no evidence of economic

divergence between Europe and China before 1800, and because even

after 1800 large-scale industrialization of all productive and transport

processes develops in Britain at least a half-century ahead of its develop-

ment elsewhere on the continent, even a century ahead of such clearly

European regions as Iberia, Italy and Eastern Europe. Thus whatever

happened to create the emergence of the modern world happened rela-

tively late, and – at least on this Mann and I agree – it happened first in

Great Britain.

I will not belabour what I feel is the answer to this problem here, as

I have dealt with it elsewhere at length (Goldstone 1987; 1998; 2000;

2002a; 2002b). In brief, what happened was more a matter of innovation

than of accumulation. Britain and Europe indeed experienced growth in

the high Middle Ages; but so too did many other parts of the globe.

Europe developed cities, large-scale trade, rising consumer surpluses

and powerful states in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, but not as

much as some other societies in other regions of the world. England

developed the steam engine and applied it to mining, textile production,

iron and steel production, and transportation from 1700 to 1800. No

other society in any region of the globe or any era of history had ever done

anything of the sort.

The steam engine was not just another technological innovation, like

the spinning jenny or rolling and puddling process. It was different in at

least three key respects. First, the latter inventions, like many others,

applied to specific processes and industries. They were not generally

transformative. Improve cotton-spinning and weaving technology all

you like – it will not do much to improve the efficiency of agriculture or

transportation. Steam engines, however (like water mills or windmills in

this respect), were a general-purpose technology that could increase

productivity in every aspect of production and transport. Steam engines

pumped out coal and transported it, making heat energy more cheaply

available to produce bricks for construction and tiles for draining lands;

steam engines operated digging and hauling and transport machinery to

move everything from fertilizers to finished products to market more
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cheaply than before; steam engines powered factory machinery to speed

up production of products from iron to cotton.

Second, the steam engine allowed societies to tap a wholly new source of

energy, or at least to do so in newways (Malanima 2001). Prior to the steam

engine, one could producemotive energy only by harnessing something else

that already moved: animals, people, wind, water. One could burn coal,

charcoal, or other fuels, but that only produced heat. The steam engine

allowed one to take combustion energy (from wood, charcoal and, most

usefully, coal) and convert that intomotive energy. This was a breakthrough

unprecedented in history. Wrigley (1988) and Pomeranz (2000a) have

treated coal as valuable for providing an alternative heat source to wood/

charcoal, and thus saving forests. Millions of acres would have been

required to produce the heat energy available from underground coal. But

this is only part of the story – other societies that ran into fuel shortages have

found other ways to manage their needs for producing heat energy, from

conserving and replanting forests to burning other organic materials. It is

not the heat produced by coal that made it critical to England’s future, but

themotive power produced by coal when harnessed to steam engines. Steam

engines, in fact, were so inefficient that over 95 per cent of the heat energy of

the coal was lost – Britain might as well have left its coal in the ground if

95 per cent of its heat energy was being wasted! But even that 5 per cent

gave Britain an incredible mechanical advantage in intensive power, in the

ability to concentrate large amounts of motive power, far beyond what

water wheels or animal power could produce in a confined space.

Third, steam engines, and their efficient operation and deployment,

were simply inconceivable without modern science. Knowledge of

vacuums, measurement of pressure and hydraulic flow, the ability to

calculate specific heats, the ability to calculate quantities of work produced

from a given amount of fuel – all were essential to build, operate and

efficiently deploy steam engines in production ( Jacob and Reid 2001).

It is no accident that our modern technical terms for power (watt), force

(newton) and work (joule) are all named after Englishmen, for it was there

that the science of power was first developed. Certainly, modern science

was a pan-European development, with roots throughout the continent,

and indeedmore accurately a global development with roots in Indian and

Islamic mathematics and astronomy as well as Greek philosophy. Yet the

particular development of science into power engineering was only under-

taken in Britain; in this respect we have the late and uniquely British advent

of a new type of power (literally) that ushered in themodern industrial age.

Of course, there are complexities here that I am hurdling over: the

marriage of science with entrepreneurship; the role of religious pluralism

and toleration in conducing to innovation and entrepreneurial risk-taking;
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the role of an emerging democratic society in spreading the aptitude and

rewards for education and innovation. I have mentioned these elsewhere in

mywork (Goldstone 1987; 2002a; 2002b), but they deservemore extensive

treatment. These elements are parts of the overlapping power networks of

ideology and politics that Mann rightly features, and that remain important

elements of the emergence of themodernworld. I thereforewould not claim

that a focus on the emergence of knowledge as power, through science

harnessed to power engineering, was sufficient to explain the emergence

of modernity. However, I do believe it is a necessary element of any such

explanation, and it is an element that Mann’s theory largely overlooks.

In truth, one cannot contend that Mann neglects the power of knowl-

edge in his work. Knowledge of agriculture, of how to smelt iron and craft

iron weapons and tools, of how to capture water power for useful work, of

how to increase the output of heavy soils, and how to structure state

finances and credit markets, all play a role in the development of networks

of power and the formation of states and economies. Yet such knowledge

seems to come in somewhat at random, transforming power networks yet

not being part of their dynamic. It may be that, prior to the scientific

revolution, we can only treat such major leaps in knowledge as exo-

genous, episodic interruptions of prior equilibria.

After 1750, the power of knowledge no longer simply erupts period-

ically at random around the world. Modern science and engineering not

only transform our understanding of nature and our ability to shape it;

they transform the process of knowledge acquisition itself. Scientific

enquiry – refuting common sense, and basing true belief on engines of

measurement and testing of nature (Carroll-Burke 2001) – becomes a

uniquely productive way of increasing and aggregating knowledge that

provides useful power (Mokyr 2002). Indeed, as Mann seems to hint in

his latest work, by the nineteenth century, the deliberate expansion and

utilization of scientific knowledge is a critical characteristic of modern

societies. This process may have its roots in medieval universities and

artisanal tinkering. Yet by the nineteenth century it is no longer a mere

general extension of rationalization and premodern thought. It is a new

source of power that is inherent in modern societies – and a continuous

power source that transforms military and economic, as well as ideol-

ogical and political, power in the direction of modernity.

Conclusion

MichaelMann’s theory of social powermarks amajor advance over many

of its predecessors in decentring ‘society’, and in exploring the inter-

actions of distinct types of power, and their historical development along
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several dimensions. In this regard, he has made a lasting contribution to

social theory. His method of historical process-tracing of changes in the

patterns of power deployment over time has provided valuable insights into

the development of states, economies and stratification systems.

Yet this method is limited by its self-conscious choice not to test its

findings through directed comparisons across cases. Such comparisons

raise scepticism about some ofMann’s assertions regarding key moments

in the emergence of modernity. Combining historical and comparative

methods may yield more clues to exactly how the modern world

developed.

In particular, the old saw ‘knowledge is power’ may reflect more than

just Mann’s contention that manipulating ideological power in a social

network is a source of power comparable to that wielded by military,

economic and political authorities. Rather, the emergence of modernity

seems to depend on a new kind of knowledge, and a new approach to the

production and deployment of knowledge, that had no precedent.

Modern scientific knowledge and its ongoing production and expansion

seems to be a unique power in its own right, which played a critical role in

the emergence and development of modernity.

Notes

1 Mann also provides yet another power distinction – between authoritative
(consciously exercised) and diffused (spontaneous or background) forms of
power (1986: 8–9). But Mann makes much less use of this in tracing the
historical development of social relations, focusingmuchmore on authoritative
power in the military and political realms. However, in economic and ideol-
ogical power, diffused power relations aremore important, especially before the
development of well-defined economic classes and religious hierarchies.

2 Indeed, I have argued that the virtues of comparative/historical sociology are
best shown when both process-tracing and cross-case comparisons are brought
to bear on problems of explanation (Goldstone 1997).
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Part IV

Promise and perils of modernity





13 The ‘British’ sources of social power:

reflections on history, sociology, and

intellectual biography1

Frank Trentmann

Britain performs a unique function inMichaelMann’s presentation of the

dynamics that made the modern world. It stands out, first, as the society

that invented a modern state and modern capitalism in the eighteenth

century, and then pioneered a viable model of modernization in the

following century: a liberal-reformist system, fusing old regime and cap-

italist middle classes, and later complemented by welfarism. The British

model in The Sources of Social Power anticipates the patches of light shed

by the ‘cultural solidarity’ of the northwest European liberal democratic

bloc in the twentieth century in the dark story of Fascists and The Dark

Side of Democracy (Mann 1986; 1993; 2004; 2005). Through British

history Mann traces what is to him the single most important source of

the reordering of power in the modern world: the development of the

fiscal-military state. It is the eighteenth-century fiscal-military state which

produces the interdependence between the global and domestic dimen-

sions of change. It is the state’s international actions and the resulting tax

burden that politicize people at home and which prestructure the old

regime’s liberal strategy of modernization. In the nineteenth century, it is

a liberal state which drives the ‘national caging’ of social groups, and

which preserves the military, diplomatic and financial power of old aris-

tocratic and new financial elites, causing the crisis of 1914.

The story of the migration of power, away from ideological towards

military and economic sources, that is at the heart of Mann’s view of

modernity is thus a heavily British story. Other societies contribute to the

reorganizing of social power and arrive at different modernizing strate-

gies, but Britain came first, not only in the sense of being the first capitalist

society, but also in setting in motion a global–domestic dynamic of state

expansion that would shape the formation of nation and class. There is

also a link of a more immediate intellectual nature between British history

and Mann’s vision. For, I would suggest, this vision is not only indebted

to a particular strand of British historiography, but has elective affinities

with an older British radical tradition, that of TomPaine and John Bright,
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who, like Mann, had strong roots in Manchester. Next to the obvious

influence of Max Weber and Otto Hintze, then, it may be helpful to bear

inmind the legacies of British radicalismwith its analytical preoccupation

with the state as an engine of foreign aggression, domestic overtaxation

and corruption, and as a space for old elites to reassert their power.

A critical reading of Mann’s use of Britain must not merely engage

with historiographical or empirical aspects of British history but discuss

these with a view to the more general theoretical ambition of his work and

its intellectual sources. One appeal of Michael Mann’s work, which has

only recently been appreciated by the historical community, is the way in

which the story of Britain is intimately connected to global and transna-

tional developments. These connections inMann’s work will be explored

in related stages. We shall begin by exploring the causal direction from

international power to domestic politics, according to which the state’s

activities abroad create political culture at home and the national ‘caging’

of society. The view of the state is intimately linked to a strong ‘radical’

view of social and political relations, in which the state is less an auto-

nomous institution than a space through which a united old elite acquire

disproportionate historical agency, exercising power over a relatively

impotent and divided people. It is a strong (and pessimist) version of a

‘radical’ vision of history, because it lacks the populist optimism of its

radical ancestors who invoked a future in which ‘the people’ would

emancipate themselves from statist oppression. It neglects civil society’s

internal generation of social power in the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries. The ‘decline’ of Britain in the twentieth century in Mann’s

work illustrates the contemporary legacy of the power crystallization of

the old regime and the unbroken hold of elites on society (Mann 1988).

The explanation of British modernization exemplifies the strengths

and weaknesses of Mann’s organizational view of ideas (focusing on

who controls literary communication) instead of a cultural understanding

of ideas and values (concerned with meaning and sentiment) underlying

collective identities and actions. A short discussion of the role of ideas and

culture will return us to the spatial attraction of Mann’s approach: the

interdependence between international power relations and the national

caging of societies. Curiously, the Empire plays only a marginal role in

Mann’s explanation of British modernization and European modernity

more generally. Yet, the reshaping of social power within European

societies did not merely play out a process first set in motion in global

military struggles but was an intrinsic part of the simultaneous creation of

imperial expansion and imperial culture.

In the last decade, the ‘fiscal-military state’ has become a central actor

in histories of modern Britain, yet few cite Mann’s work. Ironically, the
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reasons for the partial reception of Mann’s conceptual insight reflect the

very success of the term in eighteenth-century historiography. Such was

the success of John Brewer’s synthetic Sinews of Power (1989) – which

popularized the term, partly drawing on Mann’s essay on ‘The auto-

nomous power of the state’ (1986) – that few historians since have bothered

to engage with Mann’s original and ambitious argument about the cen-

trality of the fiscal-military state in the modernization of Britain. It is

therefore entirely appropriate to use this occasion to accord Mann the

recognition he deserves and to restore the fiscal-military state to its full

meaning. LikeBrewer,Mann emphasized the unique size andmodernity of

the British state, its efficiency and its administrative innovation. As

opposed to earlier images of an archaic oligarchic system, an old elite

here produced highly modern instruments of state power. Likewise, both

studies highlight the inflationary fiscal-military cycle of foreign war leading

to ever higher taxes and increasingly efficient modes of extraction as the

main dynamic of state-building, a point first made by Otto Hintze before

World War I. What is equally revealing are the differences. Brewer focuses

on the century between the Glorious Revolution and the French

Revolution. Mann traces the dynamic back to the high Middle Ages

(198 6: ch. 13). Furthermore, he sees the evolution of a powerful fiscal-

military state in the eighteenth century as the engine of the transformation

of domestic power relations, shifting the people from their apolitical every-

day lives onto the track of popular politics, then pushing an old regime in

crisis onto the liberal track of modernization, one rail laid by electoral

reform and liberal constitutionalism, the other by the ‘petite bourgeoisie’

and its programme of liberal political economy. The British state now

begins to order a very ‘messy’ society of overlapping and transnational

group networks and identities, increasingly (though never perfectly)

‘caging’ it into nation and classes.

Much more so than in the now commonplace references to the fiscal-

military state in the eighteenth century,Mann offers a master-narrative of

the development of modern society. The state is the heroic agent of

modernity – not class or nation as in earlier socialist and nationalist

narratives. This is a welcome addition to the cast of historical characters.

It avoids the economism that had characterized much social history,

without falling into the originary trap of older national sagas. Similarly,

our principal actor and the drama it unfolds is more complex and ambi-

guous than earlier populist master-narratives, be they socialist or Whig.

Liberty and welfarism, far from being the result of a national elite’s talent

for liberty or the achievement of a working class, appear as products of the

state’s aggression abroad and the extraordinary and regressive fiscal

extraction needed to fund it. Even the avoidance of genocide, Mann has
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arguedmore recently, was achieved only at the cost of Britain becoming a

class society, in which class differences helped to cut across ethnic divi-

sions.2 This ambivalent picture of modernity can accommodate some of

the criticisms levied against more monochromatic pictures offered in the

1980s, such as J.C.D. Clark’s portrayal of Britain as an ‘ancien régime’

(1985), which ignores themodernizing features of the eighteenth-century

state and commercial society. Unlike conservative and socialist narratives

of modernity, then, Mann’s is attractive because it creates a conceptual

bridge between the aristocratic and commercial world of the eighteenth

century and the liberal industrial society of the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries. It can be read as an institutional complement to the emphasis

on continuities between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries devel-

oped by historians of ideas and popular politics (Winch 1978; Stedman

Jones 1983; Pocock 1985; Biagini 1992; Bevir and Trentmann 2002).

Framing this development by putting international relations and domes-

tic regime strategies together, moreover, considerably widens the scope of

influences on liberal ideas. In this sense, Mann can be read as a statist

complement to Tuck’s recent argument (1999) that Western liberal

notions of the sovereign individual played out earlier ideas about the

sovereign state in an aggressive international climate.

How much of this interpretive burden can the British state bear? The

significance of war and taxes in the decades after 1688 is beyond debate,

and so is the unique efficiency of the British fiscal state and the uniquely

high fiscal cost to eighteeenth-century Britons, especially consumers

(O’Brien 1988). But what about the general primacyMann has accorded

to the state in the modernization of politics and society? Mann’s strong

argument about the state is underpinned by an equally strong view of the

oligarchic, apolitical nature of British society between the Glorious

Revolution and the French Revolution. Britain appears as a stable society

ruled by an integrated ruling class, a nobility and gentry headed by a

monarch. It is only in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries

that the expansion of the fiscal-military state finally pushed people to

voice their grievances in a new language of politics. Before the late eight-

eenth century, the ‘state and class had mattered little to most people’

(Mann 1993: 116). Indeed, people in general, in Mann’s view, are

apolitical animals, preferring to be left alone: it is the state that forces

them to demand political rights. In eighteenth-century Britain, they were

mainly illiterate and incapable of organizing themselves. The vast major-

ity of their actions, Mann insists, were spontaneous and ‘apolitical’, like

most food riots (121). And even here, the roots of politics are in the state.

‘Military-fiscal extraction drove forward a political and national class

struggle’ (Mann 1993). The whole battle over the franchise, Mann is
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confident, would have left the British people cold, if their economic lives

as producers and consumers had not been trampled upon, and if working

combinations had been granted (620).

The strong view of the fiscal-military state, then, combines an active

view of an old regime elite, coordinating power relations through the state

almost effortlessly, with a reactive view of politics, popular politics in

particular. It presumes a long-term causation of state expansion (on the

global stage of military violence) spilling over into domestic grievances,

political unrest and the formation of nationhood.

Yet, politics and nationalism were active as well as reactive factors,

both within and without Parliament. Surely, one dynamic driving the

expansion of the British imperial state was a popular Protestant nation-

alism (Pincus 1996). By the 1740s, the language of liberty and patriotism

had been welded together with a popular, masculine imperialism into a

new kind of mass politics that turned Admiral Vernon (the victor of Porto

Bello) and the Duke of Cumberland (the victor of Culloden) into popular

heroes (Wilson 1995). In the late eighteenth century, loyalism was a mass

movement (Colley 1992). In short, one reason for the tremendous suc-

cess of the fiscal-military state was that many people (not all people, but

not just elites either) supported Empire, Church and King. Popular

politics was not a reaction to a state project, it was a constitutive part of it.

A similar process of interweaving can be found in the formation of the

nation. Mann distinguishes between proto-nation and the genuine arti-

cle, distinguished by its link to the state, which in the nineteenth century

begins to cage a messy society into a class-nation. This distinction and

periodization becomes complicated, however, once our focus shifts to

Protestantism and how it defined national interests and fuelled the geo-

political activities of the state. The transatlantic civil war in the 1760s–70s,

that led to theUnited States of America and a newBritish imperial state in

the process, for example, can be viewed as conflict between rival forms of

Protestantism, between Anglicanism and nonconformist denominations

that acted as vehicles of different identities and traditions of authority

(Clark 1994). By the eighteenth century, English national identity could

draw on a long and diverse set of traditions – from medieval conceptions

of dynasty and law to early modern Protestantism and ethnic conceptions

of the colonized other (Spenser 1633; Canny 1998; Clark 2000). It was

not a mere by-product of state formation.

Mann’s use of the ‘old regime’ reflects the preoccupation of his larger

sociological theory with secular modernity – and its blindspots. The

geopolitical interest in a secular state blends out many other dimensions

of state and government. Contemporaries would have been surprised

to see it almost exclusively analysed as a secular state, rather than a
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confessional state which was, after all, created out of a popular rebellion

against a king (James II) with Catholic ambitions; equally, dissenters

would have found the link between their demand for religious toleration

and civil liberties underemphasized. Mann’s larger view of secularization

as part of modernity is also at odds with the renewed centrality of religion

in nineteenth-century Britain and continental Europe. A ‘fundamental

secularism [characterized] modern European civilization’, we are told.

Religion lost ‘much of its capacity for social organization to secular

power sources and to a predominantly secular European culture’ (Mann

1986: 471). The indifference to religion is part of a larger abandonment

of ideology by Mann as an analytical category of power in the modern

period.

The distinction between despotic and infrastructural power was a

tremendously simple but powerful insight of Mann’s Sources of Social

Power. The fiscal-military state is low on the first and high on the second,

but only when it comes to waging war and financing it. This leaves an

obvious question. Who or what agency holds power in domestic relations

not touched by this geopolitically oriented state? In volume one, Mann

noted in passing that the British constitutional and French absolutist

regimes ‘were subtypes of a single form of state: a weak state in relation

to the powerful groups of civil society, but a state that increasingly

coordinated those groups’ activities to the point where we may begin to

talk of an organic class-nation whose central point was either the court or

the court/parliament of the state’ (1986: 481). Recent historical research,

by contrast, has moved towards a view of power in eighteenth-century

Britain based on coordination between diverse social and political groups.

Whereas Mann emphasizes the central state as the knowing agent which

initiates and controls coordination, historians have viewed coordination

partly as a sign of the vulnerability and dependence of state actors.

Parliamentary and extra-parliamentary politics and public scrutiny

offered significant arenas for a wide range of groups to criticize and

control the workings of the state. If the Hanoverian state often managed

to extract the resources it needed, then, this was partly because it was

willing to listen to a growing volume of public voices (Hoppit 2002). An

older view of eighteenth-century politics as an increasingly restrictive

system dominated by an increasingly unrepresentative oligarchy has

been toppled by studies finding reciprocity,mutual recognition, openness

and high degrees of contestation in elections and local government

(O’Gorman 1989; Rogers 1989; Goldie 2001).

The connection between ‘old regime’ and fiscal-military state moves

Mann away from exploring the dynamics of power coordination. Mann’s

view of Hanoverian England is ultimately that of a top-down society,
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perhaps best summarized in his verdict that ‘[t]he nation was a class’, a

tiny elite meeting in the Houses of Parliament (Mann 1986: 469). This

approach reflects perhaps the influence of two separate strands of British

historiography: Plumb’s argument of the return of stability (1967) and

Namier’s older view of self-interested elite politics (1929). It overrates the

coherence and power of the old regime alliance of aristocracy, gentry and

merchant oligarchy. To be fair, Mann is careful to introduce the ‘old

regime’, ‘the British ruling class in 1760’, as a ‘label [that] is not meant to

indicate great homogeneity; its politics were factionalized’ (Mann 1993:

97). Yet, as with Namier, old regime politics is personalized politics: it is

about ins and outs. Little is heard here about urban politics, the conflict

between Whigs and Tories or Court and Country, Jacobites and anti-

Jacobites and the very different strategies of order and state expansion

they were championing, such as the heated debates about Empire and the

conflict between a Eurocentric and a navalist blue-water strategy. These

conflicts had broad social dimensions to them, in which popular pressure

was exerted on elites and in which elites tried to manage or court public

politics.

Mann’s view of the ‘old regime’ as a collective actor also structures the

argument about its successful survival in the nineteenth century. After

successfully adapting itself to capitalism in the early modern period, the

‘old regime’ masters the socio-economic and political challenges of the

modern period by adopting a ‘liberal’ strategy of modernization in alli-

ance with the ‘upper petite bourgeoisie’. The old regime harnesses the

twin forces of modernity: state and capitalism. In ‘old regime liberalism’

new bourgeois groups become their junior partners. Once firmly in place,

the updated liberal version of the old regime sees a crystallization of

earlier systemic practices and power habits. The Victorian period, and

in many ways the twentieth century as well, is thus marked less by change

of regime than by a change in personnel, as financial and mercantile elites

(the City) come to complement older landed elites in positions of power.

Just as with the old elites in the eighteenth century, so with the ‘gentle-

manly capitalists’ in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: it is their

decisions which determine the structure of British society and economy

and its global face of Free Trade and the gold standard. World War I, for

Mann, is not an erratic accident but the systemic outcome of ‘old regime

liberalism’. Financial elites pursued their capitalist interests while an

older elite monopolized diplomatic and military institutions and dis-

courses of power. Note, this division of labour is again premised on the

passivity and impotence of the people and on an exclusionary picture of

party politics. The ‘Liberal party’, Mann emphasizes, ‘was a party of

notables, not a social movement’ (Mann 1993: 620). The working classes
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only ‘stumbled’ onto a reformist path eventually because they were

pushed by the action of state and capitalist elites, just as they had earlier

stumbled onto the liberal demand for the vote because of the fiscal-

military state. Even then, the politicization of the people retained traces

of apathy, most notably, according toMann, an inward-looking preoccu-

pation with domestic affairs that left foreign politics solidly in the hands of

an old elite.

From an analytical perspective, Mann’s view of modern Britain here is

distinguished by the parallel working of two sets of spatial and social

power relations. One set illustrates his overall thesis of the ways in

which geopolitical state actions create national societies. The other set

is about how the British old regime manages to obscure the systemic

linkage between global and domestic power relations andmonopolize the

control of the former by separating it from the latter. In a similar vein, the

financial elite continues to get away with global economic policies that

spell ‘decline’, poverty and unemployement for twentieth-century

Britons (Mann 1988). There are, of course, good academic godfathers

of this view, especially Joseph Schumpeter (1943), who highlighted the

staying power of the aristocracy in imperial, military and diplomatic

positions of power in Victorian Britain, a view developed further by

Arno Mayer in The Persistence of the Old Regime (1981). Yet these aca-

demic sources are perhaps more secondary influences or amplifiers of a

deeper, underlying ‘radical’ view of history in Mann’s work that is more

home-grown. The emphasis on the corruption of the old regime and how

it travelled ‘sideways’ into the City, the instrumentalist view of elite

politics, the ease with which the people are allegedly distracted from the

realities of international politics, and, above all, the centrality of taxes as a

litmus test of aggression abroad and injustice at home – all these are

classic tropes of the English radical tradition. The ‘feudal’ link between

an aggressive state, aristocratic culture and tax-based corruption had

been the running theme of Tom Paine and followers. The Chartists

believed that parliamentary representation would improve the conditions

of the people by severing the connection between aristocratic privilege

and tax-funded war and corruption. Manchester became the home of a

Victorian extension of this critique. Richard Cobden and John Bright

looked to freedom of trade to erase aristocratic control of international

affairs and the feudal-militarist culture that came with it. Late Victorian

and Edwardian ‘new liberals’ and radicals, like J. A. Hobson and

E.D. Morel, located the springs of the new imperialism in the secretive

influences of a few financiers in foreign policy dominated by their aristocratic

cousins and in mass media and leisure which kept the people ignorant

of their true internationalist interests. Enlightened public opinion and
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democratic control of foreign affairs continued to be twin aims of radical

politics well into the twentieth century.

The principal strength of this tradition is its understanding of the

geopolitical foundations of domestic social structures. This remains a

fruitful line of enquiry, as, for example, work on the conjuncture between

imperial expansion and an aristocratic reassertion of power in early

nineteenth-century Britain has shown (Bayly 1989). Mann’s radical

account of Britain and modernity, however, has a distinctly pessimist

flavour. Such is the configuration of power structures moulded by aristo-

cratic and financial elites over centuries, and the deep-rooted lack of

popular will to change them, that in the essay ‘The Decline of Great

Britain’ (1988) he confronts readers with a catastrophic alternative: a

comprehensive collapse of services and manufacturing, or commercial

capital and multinationals ‘able to go it alone’ with unemployment at

20 per cent.Here is the voice of the ‘radical’ academic writing in the shadow

of Thatcherism. This pessimism recalls Cobden at his gloomiest, as in

England, Ireland and America (1835) where Britain, dominated by feudal

elite and expensive interventionism, without the political will to produce a

well-educated electorate, threatened to fall behind America. While Mann

shares many of the same targets as his radical ancestors (the fiscal-military

state, aristocratic corruption, the City), his pessimism arises from a theory

of history which lacks their populist narrative of emancipation. Whereas

Paine’s critique of statism was complemented by a utopian civil society of

small self-governing communities (Keane 1988), Mann’s historical vision

is one of the increasingly extensive and intensive institutionalization of

power and the caging of societies – even globalization, he has recently

remarked, does not reverse this trend, merely modify it (2000). Mann’s,

in short, is a ‘radical’ critique from above. There is no collective actor from

below to put the critique into emancipatory practice.

Reading Mann in this intellectual context prompts several related

questions. To what degree is the ‘radical’ view of the enemy (corruption,

an old–new–elite nexus, liberal political economy) a helpful tool for

analysing historical change? Second, how well does Mann’s view of

politics without the people map onto the history of modern Britain?

Finally, how do we reconcile a vocal radical culture, which focused on

the rights of the people and international justice, with Mann’s insistence

that elite hegemony was based on public indifference to politics and

international affairs?

The first question moves us straight to the heart of the thesis that the

old regime switched onto the tracks of liberalism in its hour of crisis in

the 1830s. Of course, the First Reform Act happened, as did the reform of

the poor law and the switch frommercantalism toFreeTrade. Butwhatwas
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the dynamic of this switch, and what groups were involved? Here the ‘old

regime’ perhaps suggests much more of a collective actor than most histor-

ians would be comfortable with. After all, the split of one socio-political elite

formation (the Tories) over Catholic emancipation and Free Trade was a

necessary condition for the triumph of liberal reforms. On the other side of

the political spectrum, it has been argued, the reforms of the 1830s and

1840s were not triumphs of liberal politics but driven forward by a small

coterie of Whig aristocrats who understood themselves as enlightened

leaders in the historic mission of regaining public trust in government

(Mandler 1990). The old regime was deeply divided, some turning to

liberal modernization for survival (though no one envisaged a dynamic

industrial growth society), others embracing imperial mercantialism or

insular conservatism. New financial and mercantile elites were no less

divided in their views on free trade and protection (Howe 1992). Perhaps

the City benefited disproportionally from the global economic bias of

Victorian and Edwardian Britain, but this does not mean that a ‘gentle-

manly capitalism’ had privileged access to the state at the exclusion of

industry, or that it could have functioned without a successful export

industry (Daunton 1989; Offer 1999). It is problematic to map sociological

groups or economic sectors onto an entire socio-political regime, let alone

deduce a regime’s historical origins and workings from their costs and

benefits (Trentmann 1998).

Complicating our view of ‘the old regime’ opens an analytical space for

popular politics. Earlier we noted the role of popular contestation and

affirmation in eighteenth-century politics. Nineteenth-century politics

carried echoes of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century ideas but now

became a more regularized affair, witnessing the expansion of political

mass movements and a new preoccupation with politics in national

culture. Mann has a valid point when he repeatedly reminds us that it

matters who has political power, and who has not. Yet his organizational

concern with politics favours an instrumental concern with the formal

control of institutions at the expense of other forms of political commu-

nication and contestation. Politics, to Mann, is a black box, or perhaps

rather a transparent, neutral instrument coordinating previously existing

resources and interests. It is not a process through which social groups,

claims or problems acquire and contest interests, identity and legitimacy.

Thus, the description of the Liberal party as ‘a party of notables’ distracts

from its tremendous appeal to popular radicals and liberals, and from

the political narrative of civil society and emancipation with which its

members identify (Biagini 1992; Trentmann 2000/2003). ‘So what?’ it

might be replied. Does an account of popular politics affect Mann’s

larger argument about old regime liberalism, its origins, sociological
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composition or policy preference? It does not strictly question the dis-

proportionate power of old and new elites, nor does it dispute Mann’s

observation that the British regime was distinguished by capitalist and

older elites’ willingness to cooperate rather than enter into conflict with

each other. What it does though, is to question the dynamics that gave

birth to the liberal regime type and that helped to sustain it – and, in this

sense, it points to the need to qualify the apportionment of responsibility

and blame for the path of modern British developments. Let us briefly

review the evolution of ‘old regime liberalism’ examining questions of its

birth (1832), legitimacy (mid-Victorian fiscal reform) and hegemony

(popular Free Trade).

Following standard accounts, Mann portrays the First Reform Act of

1832 as the conscious strategy of an old regime in crisis seeking ‘to detach

the petite bourgeoisie from themob’ (Mann 1993: 125). This is correct in

as far as many Whigs recognized the claim of increasingly prosperous

middling groups to representation and hoped to containmore democratic

reforms. But this instrumental reading of politics misses the cultural

contribution of political debate and mobilization in the formation of

social and political interests and identities. For it was only in the agitation

for reform that middling groups gradually came to define themselves as a

collective actor: ‘the middle class’ (Steinmetz 1993; Wahrman 1995).

Similarly, feminist studies have emphasized that after 1832 workers

played an instrumental role in constructing new gender identities by

adopting the language of the independent, responsible male citizen to

justify their demand for enfranchisement (Clark 1995).3 Politics, in other

words, was not just a set of strategies initiated by the elite which rear-

ranged an existing chessboard of players; it transformed the nature of

the game, the identity of its participants, what could be said and what

imagined to be doable.

This applies to the elite as well, and helps to explain the renewed

legitimacy of an elite-dominated government in the mid-Victorian

period. The survival of the liberal old regime in Britain in the 1840s – a

decade of violence, revolution and famine elsewhere – is not sufficiently

explained by the united front of new and old elite. It does not explain why

the old regime was not confronted by a succession of systemic crises and

attacks but, instead, managed to develop an unprecedented degree of

legitimacy. A period of unprecedented tax-relief, as Mann rightly points

out, was a lubricant of greater harmony. Yet, why did the elite suddenly

choose this strategy, if a united aggressive stance had worked so well in

defending its interests? And why a strategy of fiscal retrenchment and

reform that ultimately closed the tap of the fiscal-military enterprise

which had served the old elite so well in the past? Nor does a tax-cut
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fully explain why the people forgave the rather unpretty treatment they

had received at the hands of a united regime. One answer to these

questions centres on the concept of trust. A new generation of elite

politicians had emerged (Huskisson, Peel, Gladstone) which turned

against mercantilist traditions and privileges and towards a notion of

political leadership as responsible for restoring and recycling trust

between governors and governed. Fiscal equity became the basis of social

trust. Taxes had to cease being seen to target certain classes and benefit-

ing others (Matthew 1979; Daunton 2001). The reasoning of this new

elite, moreover, rested precisely on the idea that fiscal politics could be

used to give tax-paying citizens an enhanced, direct interest in the state of

international affairs; Gladstone, in his budget of 1853, reintroduced the

income tax with the argument that linking the income tax threshold to the

franchise would make citizens support peaceful, and thus cheaper gov-

ernment. The success of this redefinition of leadership depended on the

prior significance assigned to the fiscal-military sources of ‘corruption’

and political inequity by popular radicals (Stedman Jones 1983;

McKibbin 1990). In other words, if radicals had seen their grievances

as ultimately caused by capitalism, race, gender or any other set of

inequality, tax-relief hardly would have generated the loyalty to the old

regime it did.

Finally, liberal hegemony rested on popular support for Free Trade.

Liberal political economy survived the great depression of the 1880s and

the challenge of imperial tariff reform after 1903 because it was able to

generate superior support across classes and regions. While sections of

aristocratic and capitalist elites (including some financial-mercantile

groups) looked towards protectionism or tariff bargaining, popular radi-

cals and liberals, organized labour and women’s movements mobilized to

defend pure, unilateral Free Trade. To them it combined a vision of

social emancipation and civic consumption with international peace

and national identity that emphasized Britain’s mission to civilize the

world and perform its imperial trust. Free Trade was not just an instru-

ment of self-seeking elites but a popular vision of civil society, however

flawed we might think this to have been with hindsight. Moreover, the

popular defence of Free Trade belies the argument that the geopolitical

choices of the old regime were made possible because of public indiffer-

ence to international affairs; rarely, in modern history, has popular pol-

itics been more engaged in international affairs than the radical and

liberal interest in national freedom fighters after 1848, the Gladstonian

campaign against the ‘Bulgarian atrocities’, the Congo reform move-

ment, and Free Trade. The geopolitical thrust of the liberal system had

broad roots in British society. To recognize this does not mean we have to
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abandon Mann’s emphasis on the ‘national’ caging of metropolitan

societies. In fact, we can use it to overcome a dangerously flawed but

persistent binary that has structured narratives of British history. The

battle between Tariff Reform and Free Trade was not a battle between a

nationalist-imperial and a cosmopolitan project staged by producers

(Birmingham) versus financiers and merchants (City, Manchester).

Nor were the imperial costs and benefits of Free Trade unintended

consequences. In the Victorian and Edwardian periods, Free Trade

developed into a national ideology of ‘transcendent’ qualities (in the

Weberian sense) shaping cross-class identities, partly because it became

an increasingly nationalist project, extending notions of Protestant mis-

sion and national superiority into an imperial and international vision.

This process of the national caging of what had earlier been a supra-

national cosmopolitan project of the Enlightenmentwas located in political

culture, rather than directed by the state (Trentmann 2002).

The functional primacy assigned to the fiscal-military state in Mann’s

work overshadows the changing role of social power and self-organization

inmodern history. For a book about ‘social power’ there is remarkably little

about its changing conception over time. In the course of the seventeenth

and eighteenth centuries, the ancient concept of ‘civil society’ acquired

new significance, simultaneously describing norms of civility and a growing

network of clubs and associations (Keane 1988; Colas 1997; Morris

1990b; Trentmann 2000/2003; Clark 2000; Hall and Trentmann 2005).

Britain was very much a frontrunner. By the turn of the nineteenth century

the majority of Britons, including many women and workers, were active

in some club or association, ranging from cultural clubs to friendly

societies. Applying Mann’s fiscal litmus test of social power reveals their

significance: the combined budget of philanthropic societies in the late

Victorian period exceeded the budget of smaller European states at the

time (Prochaska 1990: 358). Associational life reorganized urban society

and helped create new middle-class identities: it also created new bound-

aries of exclusion and new potential for authority and policing (Harrison

1982; Davidoff and Hall 1987; Morris 1990a; Trentmann 2000/2003).

Mann uses the term ‘civil society’ throughout his writings, including for

ancient and medieval societies. Yet in Sources of Social Power it denotes

little more than a descriptive reference to society as such, while in his

recent Fascists, it is used more narrowly to denote any kind of association;

whether the militant Stahlhelm in Germany after World War I has enough

pluralist or tolerant features to qualify inclusion into ‘civil society’ is

debatable. This lack of analytical clarity reflects a relative methodological

indifference to the configuration of power in society outside the state.

Arguably, how power is reconfigured within social networks should be
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crucial to Mann’s larger story of the migration of power, since it is

premised on historical actors’ reinterpretation of the purpose and nature

of social life and its relation to political life. The roots of this omission rest

in Mann’s institutional, statist conception of politics. Yet, much of

modern society is about collective organizations which were neither pre-

occupied with the state nor defined by it. People create and define sources

of social power when they get together to form a library, a working

men’s club, an evangelical reformmovement, or private insurance societies.

The relation between bodies rooted in civil society and the state is a

historical variable that depends as much on conceptions of society and the

internal dynamics of these bodies as on the position of the state.

This analytical blindspot points to the low interpretive weight Mann

attaches to the role of ideas. For it is not only ideas of civil society that are

neglected, his treatment of modern societies in the Sources of Social Power

assigns to ideas a relatively minor part, more generally. Following Weber

and Durkheim, Mann distinguishes between ‘immanent’ configurations

of ideology (which reinforce the confidence of an existing social group)

and ‘transcendent’ versions of ideology (which transcend existing groups

and create new sacred forms of authority) (Mann 1986: 23ff.). The latter

applies to the world-salvation religions, but it declines with the coming of

a secular European civilization. Power now migrates from ideological to

military and economic sources. His concern with power has by now

become a question of organizational control of resources, especially

literary forms of communication. Ideologues matter if it can be shown

that they control and regulate the flow of ideas; this organizational treat-

ment and scepticism of intellectuals recalls Gellner’s theory of nation

formation.4 The emergent ideologies of conservatism, liberalism and

romanticism, by contrast, do not seem to matter much.

There is a conflation here between ideas and communication, or, to be

precise, literary infrastructure, that echoes Karl Deutsch’s work on the

formation of nations. Control over meaning systems and the production

of meaning are, however, phenomenologically very different things; a

binary presentation of the history of ideas as either about disembodied

sequence of one great intellectual influencing another or about organiza-

tional networks controlled by ideologues is unhelpful and brackets the

new history of ideas and discourse as well as cultural history (2004: 78).

Mann analyses ideological sources of power as a separate category as if

they can be separated from military, political and economic ones. The

organization of political and economic resources, however, requires a

prior idea and knowledge of the nature of these resources and the work

they should be put to. Equally, the ideas that define projects of capitalist

development and critique them are rooted in longer traditions of beliefs
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(Bevir 1999; Bevir and Trentmann 2004). Ideologies are particularly

powerful and ambitious combinations of ideas, and there are more or

less ideological periods in history, but there are always ideas that inform

the other sources of power. Liberal political economy, to take just one

example, is read by Mann as an articulation of a prior capitalist transfor-

mation of socio-economic relations: ‘By 1770, Adam Smith’s ‘‘invisible

hand’’ ruled civil society. Classical political economy arose to describe it.’

Similarly, Free Trade gives expression to the existing interests of capital-

ists in the nineteenth century. This is debatable empirically and theo-

retically. How do people know of the social realities around them and

what their interests are, let alone the interests of an entire regime? It can

be argued that Smith’s view of society was far removed from the realities

of a freemarket, industrial growth society.He describedwhat ought to be,

rather than record what there was (Poovey 1998;Winch 1978). Similarly,

popular support for Free Trade presumed it would foster more civic and

less materialist social relations, a far cry from the common equation of

Free Trade with free market materialism. In fact, it bears out Mann’s

general methodological defence of the ‘unintended consequences’ of

history. Interestingly, Mann is reluctant to apply this insight to modern

Britain as much as to other societies. Unlike old regime liberalism in

Britain, the path to a modern industrial society in Germany, for example,

is interpreted much more as the unintended consequence of an author-

itarian incorporation to an industrial society (Mann 1993: 324ff.).

The role of modern Britain in his earlier work connects with Mann’s

recent work on the twentieth century.Mann has always distanced himself

from any presentation of modern Britain in terms of ‘peculiarity’, pre-

senting it rather as one point on a spectrum of modernizing paths. At the

same time, Britain does not receive the same critical analysis as other

countries. This, perhaps, results from the confident ‘radical’ focus on the

state that withdraws energies from a critique of ideologies. But it also

comes from an instinctive, underlying liberalism (or perhaps, rather,

humanism) that smuggles in concepts of non-ideological normalcy.

Mann’s justification for moving away from ideas and ideologies when

discussing modern Britain may be found in his recent study of Fascists.

Family socialization and institutions ‘normally insulate us from needing

frequent recourse to general meaning systems . . . [by] generat[ing]

everyday routines which ‘‘work’’ and seem ‘‘normal’’. In times of crisis,

however, traditional routines may no longer seem to work and we are

thrown onto more general ideas in order to find new workable practices.’

It is in such moments of crisis that intellectuals can offer new meaning

systems. World War I and the inter-war crisis were such abnormal times.

It is now that ideas are integrated again in the analysis, as in Mann’s
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discussion of Carl Schmitt, who receives more attention than any other

single thinker in his works on modern societies (2004: 75 ff.). But how

‘normal’ was a society, like modern Britain, where a popular and often

fanatical evangelicalism shaped mass movements and perceptions of

society and political economy in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth

centuries (Boyd Hilton 1988)? The proliferation of moral reform associa-

tions, the density of popular political mobilization, and the spread of new

ideas on race, gender and society suggests that most modern Britons were

not content with the ‘normal’ routines provided by family and institutions

of everyday life. The divide between a non-ideological normal society and

an ideological crisis-ridden one is deeply problematic. Again, whileMann

is surely right in his recent study of Fascists to include the languages of

historical actors, his treatment of ideas remains imprisoned in an organ-

izational materialism. His work on the biographies of fascists in several

countries is groundbreaking and reveals whole clusters of social data, but

the ideas remain instrumental. What fascists say is in the last analysis

interesting for him because it gives voice to non-ideological social cat-

egories, such as age, social background, ethnic identities. Ideas and lan-

guage do not shape social categories.5

Mann’s secular, non-ideological rendering of modern Britain, then, is

intimately connected to his organizational preoccupation with the infra-

structures of power. This assessment requires one modification, however,

and this will point us back to the spatial dynamics of power, which are the

most original and stimulating dimensions of Mann’s work. In his most

recent work on ethnic cleansing (2005), Mann draws an interesting con-

nection between liberal ideas and ethnic politics through which he links

different types of liberal democracy in Western societies to the different

treatment of their colonial subjects. In a liberal view of the state as inter-

nally stratified, as in Britain, where the state has the independent role of

mediating between groups, ethnic cleansing is unlikely, for the state pre-

serves diversity amongst its citizens. In a liberal view of the nation as an

organic body, as in the United States, by contrast, there might be a

temptation to purify the organic unity further, and such regimes have

given rise to instances of ethnic cleansing (2005: ch. 4). But, what about

Australia? Mann emphasizes that ethnic cleansing here was driven by

colonial settlers, far away from the metropole which was unable to check

this process (2005: 79–83). What is interesting from an analytical perspec-

tive is the introduction of an additional spatial dynamic to the geopolitical

one in the Sources of Social Power. Then it was the geopolitical activities of

the fiscal-military state at the stage of global conflict that set into motion a

reconfiguration of social power at home. Now, Mann adds a reverse

linkage: ideas about liberal democracy arising in the metropole spill over
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into ethnic policies in the colonies. No doubt, this argument will attract

debate. The contribution of British/imperial history to this debatemight be

to raise a question about the analytical framing of this power relationship.

Mann’s work implies a certain linear cause-and-effect relationship that

maps onto metropole and colony. Recent work in imperial and post-

colonial studies, by contrast, has placed metropole and colony as mutually

constitutive formations in one and the same analytical frame (Cooper and

Stoler 1997). From this perspective, ideas and identities in Britain, includ-

ing those of liberal democracy and citizenship, were always also shaped by

colonial developments (Hall 2002).

British history plays a crucial role in Mann’s account of the develop-

ment of the modern world and the migration of power within it. Mann’s

use of modern British history, this chapter has argued, reveals the ideol-

ogical context and theoretical ambition and tension of his work more

generally. Our discussion has sought to produce a creative encounter

between Mann and recent historical work to bring out those larger

theoretical issues. In Mann’s hands, the thesis of the fiscal-military state

and a successful old regime liberalism reflect an organizational, instru-

mental and secular view of power that privileges elite actors and central-

state institutions at the expense of popular politics, civil society and ideas.

In the last decade, historical studies of the latter have complicated our

understanding of the former. Starting his project during the Thatcher

years,Mann emphasized the state as a powerful domestic and global actor

and took a fairly pessimistic view of the creative potential and relative

autonomy of popular politics and civil society – at the very time when

many continental Europeans turned to a version of civil society that

almost forgot the state and political power altogether. One principal

contribution this allowed Mann to make was to raise a big question

about the connection between the global and domestic reconfiguration

of power in the modern world. This remains an enduring achievement.

Historians of Britain and its Empire are increasingly turning to perspec-

tives of culture, civil society and post-colonialism. If they are unlikely to

find much sympathy with Mann’s more organizational and instrumental

approach, they will certainly be the poorer for not engaging with the larger

questions of his work.

Notes

1 I am grateful to the editors, workshop participants and Frank O’Gorman for
their comments.

2 Here is an interesting argument about class if there ever was one! As other
chapters focus on class and fascism, it will suffice here to raise one
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methodological issue. Why is class privileged as a form of identity that tends to
scramble militant ethnic ones? Why is a range of other identities and forms of
difference, such as gender, religion or age, for example, unable to perform a
similar function of diffusion?

3 Cf. Mann, to whom the gendered identity of workers, like other identities and
interests, are fully formed prior to their entrance into the political process:
‘To struggle for his interests, the masculine collective laborer was forced
into politics, where he encountered the existing crystallization of the state’
(1993: 617). Other chapters discuss Mann’s treatment of class and gender
more extensively, so it will suffice here to point to one area of disagreement.
The decline of class fervour in the course of the nineteenth century, in Mann’s
view, results from the shift from family to male employment (227). As most
historians have now pushed forward the rise of class consciousness as a predo-
minant identity into the late nineteenth century or have eliminated it altogether,
Mann’s argument becomes difficult. In fact, it could be argued, inversely, that
the more gendered language of increasingly male-dominated labouring politics
helped to consolidate a sense of working-class politics. Similarly, the gendered
culture of evangelicalism and the gendered division of home and work has been
seen as integral to the formation of middle-class identities in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries (Davidoff and Hall 1987).

4 Ernest Gellner,Nations and Nationalism (1983: 123 ff.): ‘these thinkers did not
really make much difference’ (1983: 124). It always struck me as odd that
academics take such a low view of what is (or should be) their own business.

5 If we can no longer deduce class consciousness from workers’ social character-
istics, why should we be able to do this for fascists? Note the ambivalent treat-
ment of anti-semitism. On the one hand, Mann recognizes that Hitler’s
contempt for Jews from the Pale had no connection to any social experience,
given their small percentage in German society. On the other hand, he argues
that the type of anti-semitism was a direct function of the socio-economic profile
of haters and hated: in Germany ‘Jewish dominance over credit and trade
encouraged a materially-motivated antisemitism among poor peasants and
(probably less frequently) among urban renters and consumers’ (2004: 258).
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Handlungsspielräume, England 1780–1867. Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta.

Thompson, F.M.L. (ed.). 1990. The Cambridge Social History of Britain
1750–1950. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Trentmann, F. 1998. Political Culture and Political Economy. Review of
International Political Economy, 5.

2002. National Identity andConsumer Politics: Free Trade and Tariff Reform.
In P. O’Brien and D. Winch (eds.), The Political Economy of British Historical
Experience, 1688–1914. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

(ed.). 2000/2003. Paradoxes of Civil Society: New Perspectives onModern German
and British History. Oxford and New York: Berghahn.

Tuck, R. 1999. The Rights of War and Peace: Political Thought and the International
Order from Grotius to Kant. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wahrman, D. 1995. Imagining the Middle Class: The Political Representation of
Class in Britain, c. 1780–1840. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Wilson, K. 1995. The Sense of the People: Politics, Culture and Imperialism in
England, 1715–1785. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Winch, D. 1978. Adam Smith’s Politics: An Essay in Historiographic Revision.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

‘British’ sources of social power 305



14 Networks and ideologies: the fusion of ‘is’ and

‘ought’ as a means to social power

Jack Snyder

In the contemporary era, international politics is increasingly animated by

the projects of ideology-infused transnational networks. In the wake of

the attack on the World Trade Center, the attempt to squelch the

Al Qaeda global Islamic terrorist network was the all-absorbing foreign

policy enterprise of the advanced democracies. At the same time, trans-

national networks, especially non-governmental activist organizations

linked in what is styled a ‘global civil society’, have become a central

carrier of liberalism’s worldwide ideological project of promoting democ-

racy and human rights.

The power of transnational ideological networks is hardly a new phe-

nomenon in international affairs. The Comintern and the Christian mis-

sionaries were earlier examples. Nonetheless, some particular features of

the contemporary era may be fuelling the current surge in the power of

such networks, such as the creation of the Internet, the purported global-

ization of markets and culture, and the peaking of the United States’

military-economic preponderance. Much of the research on contempor-

ary principled networks has been done by enthusiasts who see the ideas as

spreading largely because they are correct. They concern themselves with

the short-run tactics of advancing the ideological agenda (Risse and

Sikkink 1999). Only a few works have tried to understand this phenom-

enon from the standpoint of a basic theory of the sources of social power

(Keck and Sikkink 1998; Boli and Thomas 1999). That is where the

writings of Michael Mann may be able to help.

Mann’s conception of the sources of social power arguably becomes

most distinctive when analysing the confluence of networks and ideology.

Making a self-consciously heretical move for a sociologist, Mann rejects

‘society’ as the basic building block of his analysis of social power.

Instead, he thinks in terms of people linked in networks of social ties,

networks that may sometimes cut across political and cultural boundaries

or may lie in the interstices of official power structures. In his historical

analysis, what he calls ‘spurts’ in social power tend to happen when

interstitial and cross-boundary networks form around a powerful
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ideology that unleashes a qualitative leap in the mobilizing, organizing

potential for social cooperation on a broader scale (1986: 3). Such epi-

sodes are the major engines of his two-volume history of social power

(1986; 1993). His analyses of the rise of the world’s major salvation

religions and of the French Revolution are the two key examples that he

himself points to in this regard (2004: 78). In particular, his comparative

analysis of the power networks underpinning the rise of Christianity,

Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam provides what is arguably the most

methodologically focused moment in the two volumes. The nexus

between networks and ideologies consequently offers an ideal opportu-

nity not only to apply Mann’s thinking to a set of central issues in

contemporary international politics, but also to gain insight into the

nature of Mann’s enterprise as a whole.

I begin by reviewing some of Mann’s more general remarks about

networks, ideologies and social power, including his stance towards the

classic arguments of Karl Marx, Max Weber and Emile Durkheim, as

well as some of Mann’s summary evaluations in The Sources of Social

Power. I next turn to Mann’s empirical analysis of the great religions

and the French Revolution to assess which of his views seem best sup-

ported by these histories.

To help organize the analysis, I focus in particular on the relationship

between ‘is’ and ‘ought’ in the efficacy of these ideas-based social net-

works. I mean this in two related senses. First, what is the relationship

between the social facts of a given social arrangement and the nature of

ideological concepts that gain power in it? Second, how are empirical and

normative arguments related in generating persuasive ideological power?

I will show that ‘is’ and ‘ought’ are closely related both in the content of

ideological doctrines and in causing social outcomes in ways that are

disturbing from widely accepted philosophical standpoints. Most people

tend to accept as obviously true David Hume’s dictum that one cannot

properly derive an ‘ought’ conclusion from an ‘is’ premise, yet protago-

nists inMann’s stories do it all the time. Likewise, most people agree with

Jürgen Habermas, John Rawls and American public opinion scholars that

a social actor’s principled arguments lack persuasive force when they

have transparent origins in the actor’s parochial social position, yet

Mann’s protagonists successfully deploy such arguments all the time. We

know this from our daily newspapers, too: within Slobodan Milosevic’s

‘principled’ network, it made perfect sense to argue that because of the fact

that Serbians had died in a battle inKosovo several hundred years ago, they

ought to own it now. I want to use Mann’s rich material to try to under-

stand how this kind of miraculous transubstantiation of ‘is’ into ‘ought’

occurs.
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Mann’s stance on ideological power and social networks

Drawing on the concepts of the founders of sociological thought, Mann

identifies three sources of ideological power: control over meaning,

morals and ritual. Drawing on Weber, Mann argues that understanding

the world and acting in it require ‘concepts and categories of meaning’

that cannot be derived from mere sense perceptions. Such meanings,

which are ‘necessary to social life’, derive from ‘social organization’.

They provide answers to fundamental questions about humankind’s

relationship to nature, the origins of society, life-cycle transitions and

the basis of legitimate authority. Those who control social meanings

wield the power tomobilize collective activity and to distribute its benefits

(1986: 22). Mann claims to go beyond Weber in stressing the role of

ideology not just as a ‘switchman’ that determines on which of multiple

possible tracks actors pursue their interests, but (together with economic,

military and political power) as the ‘tracklayer’ that creates de novo a

pattern of social action (28).

FromDurkheim,Mann draws the argument that norms (‘shared under-

standings of how people should act morally in their relations with each

other’) are necessary to sustain social cooperation based on mutual trust

and collective morale. He who controls norms wields power (22). Mann

goes beyond Durkheim, however, by pointing out that ideology does not

simply ‘integrate and reflect an already established ‘‘society’’; indeed itmay

actually create a society-like network, a religious or cultural community,

out of emergent, interstitial social needs and relations’ (23, 369–70).

Drawing further on Durkheim, Mann stresses that ideological power

encompasses yet a third dimension: aesthetic and ritual practices. This

dimension of ideological power, he says, can have potent effects on

collective action and distributive outcomes, and cannot be rebutted by

rational arguments.

Whereas Marxian analyses imply that ideology gains its power by

creating a false consciousness, duping its victims and masking the

truth, Mann says that manifestly false ideas are unlikely to spread.

Rather, effective ideology has power because it exists on a plane that

transcends mere truth or falsity: ‘It cannot be totally tested by experience,

and therein lies its distinctive power to persuade and dominate’ (23). In a

social sense, however, Mann remarks that effective ideologies are ‘true’

insofar as the social world is ordered by their cosmologies and concepts of

the sacred (369–70).

Expressing Mann’s framework in terms of ‘is’ and ‘ought’, the first

dimension of ideology, dealing with ultimate meaning (a kind of trans-

cendental ‘is’), exists on a plane that stands above the merely empirical
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‘is’ and ethical ‘ought’. The second dimension, morality, occupies the

plane of ‘ought’. The third dimension, ritual, makes concrete the first two

dimensions. The three together constitute social reality, and in that sense,

create the social ‘is’.

Mann makes little room in this framework for the purely factual and

causal aspects of ideology – that is beliefs about how the world works that

are in principle subject to empirical verification or refutation (the empirical

‘is’). Bolshevism was rare, he says, in grounding its ideology in a scientific

theory that was vulnerable to empirical falsification. Other secular ideol-

ogies, such as that of the French Revolution, typically combined empirical

arguments inextricably with non-falsifiablemoral ones (1993: 193–4). The

lack of a substantial, autonomous role for empirical beliefs is not too

surprising for the great salvation religions, but it is striking in a scheme

that also applies to the great secular ideologies, including not onlyMarxism

but also liberalism. This makes sense, however, in terms of Mann’s notion

that successful ideologies do not simply describe the world, they remake

the world to fit their descriptions (1986: 369).

Mann contends that ideologies become powerful not because of the

content of their ideas per se, but because of theway they go about answering

basic questions of meaning and the consequences that this has for their

organizational potential. ‘The answers that ideologies give to the ‘‘meaning

of life’’ questions are not all that varied’, he asserts, and those answers are

non-falsifiable and riddled with contradictions (21). What distinguishes

then between the ideologies that succeeded in conquest from the also-rans?

Ideologies that are the engine for the expansion of social power are those

that ‘argue that human problems can be overcome with the aid of transcen-

dent, sacred authority’ that cuts across existing social boundaries in a way

that makes possible the organization of a broader, more effective power

network (22). ‘An ideology will emerge as a powerful, autonomous move-

ment when it can put together in a single explanation and organization a

number of aspects of existence that have hitherto beenmarginal, interstitial

to the dominant institutions of power’ (21).

The intellectual content of the ideology’s ‘explanation’ plays an impor-

tant role in this process. As we shall see more fully in discussing the

historical examples, it must address the substance of perceived social

problems or contradictions, it must fit the outlooks and concerns of the

actors that comprise the network-in-the-making, and it must do so cre-

dibly enough to be ‘genuinely adhered to’ (23). Network organization,

intellectual content and social opportunity must all dovetail to generate a

leap in social power. To explain how this works, I will invent some

terminology that I think is consistent with Mann’s framework, though it

may not precisely reflect the way he talks about it.
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One element in this mix is the latent organizational potential for the

emergence of such a network. This depends on the available infrastruc-

ture, such as means of communication and on exploitable social contra-

dictions. A second element is the presence of appropriate suppliers of

ideology. While Mann is adamant that ideological power is much more

than a matter of manipulation, entrepreneurs with a motive to supply the

ideology play a large role in his stories. A third element is the demand for

the suppliers’ particular ideas, which typically must resonate with the

social concerns of a potentially mobilizable constituency and also with

that target constituency’s existing conceptual apparatus. The fourth ele-

ment is the dynamic of competition and positive feedback through which

these three components accumulate social power and expand the domain

of the power network that the ideology animates. I discuss and illustrate

each of these elements in the following sections.

Structural potential

Mann’s descriptions of the latent structural potential for a qualitative leap

in ideologically based social power focus on two dimensions: the prior

existence of an infrastructure of social ties and capabilities out of which a

new network can be formed, and on social contradictions that prevent

existing networks from maximizing their power potential.

Prior infrastructure: trackfollowing or tracklaying?

Mann pays considerable attention to the latent infrastructural poten-

tial for the creation of an ideologically motivated network. Ideas need a

medium to facilitate their spread. In the case of the rise of Christianity,

this medium was provided by widespread urban, elite literacy and by a

broad network of pre-existing ties among traders linking urban areas

throughout the Roman Empire and linking different social strata

within particular urban areas (1986: 125, 313, 366). Even before the

rise of Christianity, Roman authorities were fearful that such ties

created a latent potential for the rise of a social network that could

rival their authority. As in the case of the Falun Gong in contemporary

China, what bothered the authorities was not so much the ideological

content of such a potential rival’s message but the mere fact of the

independence of its network. Emperor Trajan, for example, objected

to the formation of volunteer fire brigades on the grounds that

the firemen, once linked in a group, might find political topics to

discuss (324).
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Mann notes that empires can play a big role in creating the infrastruc-

tural potential for the spread of universal salvation religions. As in the case

of the Romans, imperial masters may not themselves attempt to homo-

genize the religious and cultural identities of their subjects, often prefer-

ring to preside over a live-and-let-live system of religious pluralism and

tolerance. However, by creating a political framework for the movement

of goods and people, the establishment of urban melting pots, and foster-

ing literacy and some cultural contact, empires help create the conditions

that facilitate the emergence of such ideological networks. In general,

Mann contends that such developments are favoured when there exists

some kind of mismatch between the geographical extent of a political

system and its market or social networks. This may apparently take

different forms, however, since the Roman Empire’s arena of political

control comprised numerous cultural areas, whereas the Hindu cultural

area was larger than the area of control of any political entity. Mann

implies that the mismatch of size created favourable conditions for the

emergence of salvation religions in both cases, though ones taking differ-

ent forms (1986: 352, 363–6).

Islam, however, inverts this pattern. The feuding tribes of the Arabian

peninsula lay outside the networks of the Byzantine and Persian

empires, though they were perhaps influenced by the model provided

of these civilizations and by the example of existing monotheistic reli-

gions (344–8). Instead of animating a latent network created by an

imperial precursor, Islam was a tracklayer that laid down a pattern of

social organization that integrated a vast array of disparate societies.

Muhammad’s doctrine provided an ideological solution to the collective

action dilemmas that had left the Arabian tribes divided and their

disenfranchised younger sons discontented amid the growing trading

wealth of Mecca. Ties of reciprocity based on belief rather than kinship,

welded together by a simple doctrine and intensive ritual, created the

morale that was needed for military victories and the openness to con-

version that was needed for the network’s open-ended growth.

However, the extent of the growth followed a pattern that was the

opposite of that of Christianity, which expanded only as far as the latent

network that Rome had provided for it. Instead, Islam rolled up the

areas that lacked any comparable ideology of mass collective action, but

came to a halt when it reached the edges of civilizations that had already

discovered such power techniques. Thus, Christianity reorganized an

existing civilization, whereas Islam created a civilization mainly out of

hinterlands. If useable theory is to come out of this analysis, it must

evidently be of the kind that explains when and why such different

patterns emerge.
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Social contradictions: power through integrative synthesis?

Structural potential for an expansion of social power capacity may also be

latent in social contradictions, whose resolution may allow an intensifica-

tion of collective action. As in Marx’s theory, a given mode of social

organization can bring the development of social power only so far until

its growing internal contradictions produce a deadlock of opposing logics.

Mann’s most elaborate example of this is the rise of Christianity as a

solution to no fewer than five contradictions of the social order of

Imperial Rome: the tension between universalistic ties of Roman citizen-

ship and the particularistic ties of kinship, class, village and tribe; the

tension between the equality implicit in citizenship and the hierarchical

nature of the Roman state; the formal centralization of imperial rule

versus the reality of local governance; the uniformity of official culture

versus the multicultural reality of the empire’s lands; and the tension

between militaristic and civilizing methods for managing relations with

barbarians at the edge of empire (1986: 306–7). Christianity’s appeal,

says Mann, was that it offered a solution to these contradictions by

creating an effective ideological basis for ‘a universalistic, egalitarian,

decentralized, civilizing community’ (307). The network underpinning

this development was centred on urban middling strata, linked by ties of

trade between cities and classes, who felt especially cross-pressured by the

contradictions of Roman society. Initially, urban Jews outside Palestine

and later urban Greeks were central to this network’s growth.

Mann, like other contemporary authorities, argues that these contra-

dictions did not amount to a material crisis of empire in the period of

Christianity’s expansion. In fact, living standards andmaterial conditions

were good, though Rodney Stark (1996) placesmore stress thanMann on

the horribly crowded urban conditions and deplorable public health

conditions that made cities ripe for epidemics. Rather, Mann says,

‘their ‘‘suffering’’ was confined to their normative sphere, or deciding

what community they belonged to’ (1986: 309). Christianity’s solution to

this normative dilemma was in part doctrinal: it resolved contradictions

by erasing them with its ecumenical formula for integrating the commu-

nity. As Stark (1996: 209) puts it, ‘Christianity served as a revitalization

movement within the empire’ by ‘offering a coherent culture that was

entirely stripped of ethnicity’. But doctrine was only one aspect of this.

Mann points out that ‘the contradictions of Romewere essentially organi-

zational’, and the normative solution was only effective insofar as it was

also an organizational solution (1986: 310).

Stark’s research is especially good at showing the effectiveness of

Christianity in solving collective action problems. Christians had much
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higher survival rates during epidemics than pagans did, because

Christians were much more likely to take good care of sick members of

their community (Stark 1996: 74–5). Stark’s rationalistic account also

stresses selective incentives: women were disproportionately attracted to

the Christian community, which preached relative equality between the

sexes. Based in part on inferences from his theories of social ecology, he

speculates that the expansion of Christianity was fuelled in part by con-

versions of men through marriage (1996: 95–115). Overall, Christianity

was convincing because, relative to the alternatives, it produced tangible

social results. Empirical demonstration (the ‘is’) established the credibil-

ity of the cosmological and especially the ethical doctrine (the ‘ought’).

This seems to be a common pattern. Mann argues similarly that the

Hindu cosmology that gave meaning to the caste system ‘was a plausible

belief system because it led to results’. Brahmins controlled not only

ritual, but also practical knowledge, including literate communications

channels, and served to integrate social and economic networks that were

politically balkanized. Caste doctrine worked both to ‘mobilize a collec-

tivity’ and also ‘authoritatively stratify it as well’. From the standpoint of

both collective and distributive power, cosmology seamlessly accounted

for compelling social facts (Mann 1986: 362). In the rise of Islam, the

social demonstration effect of doctrine was even more direct: cavalry

infused with Islamic morale won all its battles. On a more mundane

level today, Islamic cosmology gains credibility because in Cairo and

Istanbul, Islamist networks are good at filling gaps in the educational,

health and public service infrastructure.

Nonetheless, as Mann notes, the power of the salvation religions

to organize collective action was far from unlimited. Christianity, for

example, failed to solve the fifth and ultimately decisive contradiction of

empire, namely, how to manage relations with the barbarians.

Christianity did not organize itself to convert these outsiders and instead

left the problem to the secular military realm. Not only in this area, but

even in the area of basic mass education, Christianity remained parasitic

on the political and organizational structures of the pagan empire that

had preceded it (1986: 334).

In sum, salvation religions produced a spurt in social power because

they developed a doctrinally infused network that resolved social contra-

dictions and unleashed collective action. Methodologically, one worry is

that with the advantage of hindsight it is all too easy to describe any

successful social movement in these terms. To save the argument from

being a rather loose tautology, it is important to show in detail all the fine-

grained causal connections among the pre-existing network ties, the

micromotives of actors, the rise of ideas and the specific stages of growth
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of the movement. Stark’s approach, which aspires to ground itself on

deductions from explicit analytical assumptions and on rigorously posi-

tivist comparative testing methods, provides a methodological structure

that helps us to gauge whether Mann’s somewhat looser, inductive,

historical sociology is merely telling of confirmatory ‘just so’ stories. In

fact, Mann and Stark do advance similar arguments on most points,

despite the fact that Stark makes no reference to Mann’s work.

The supply of ideology

In an organization-centred account of ideological power such as Mann’s,

one might expect the theme of active persuasion to recede into the back-

ground. In its place, one might expect an examination of how ideas are

reified as social facts that are so taken for granted, so embedded in social

practice, that the question of persuasion to believe in them hardly arises

(Berger and Luckmann 1964; Grafstein 1992). ‘Immanent’ ideologies, as

Mann calls ideologies that legitimate the status quo, might endure

because practical living presents no alternative; ‘transcendent’ ideologies,

as Mann calls the utopias propounded by entrepreneurs in alternative

interstitial networks, might prevail because they demographically or mili-

tarily out-compete their rivals (Stark 1996).

WhileMann occasionally notes such dynamics, for themost part he does

not go down this road. Instead, active purveying of ideas through social

networks and active persuasion of converts is a central theme ofThe Sources

of Social Power. Mann explains how Christianity was propagated in a two-

step process in which elites disseminated written doctrine and persuasive

epistles (the letters to the Corinthians, for example), which was subse-

quently transmitted orally to illiterate lower strata (1986: 316–20). Even in

early Islam, where armed conquest played the initial role, religious conver-

sion per se was meant to take place not by coercion but persuasion backed

by the monopolization of literacy, law and ritual (347).

If persuasion is a key mechanism for generating ideologically based

social power, who is doing the persuading, and why? Mann admits that

‘ideologies always do contain legitimations of private interests andmater-

ial domination’ (23). On an institutional plane, he argues that fixed

investments in economic and military assets create incentives to intensify

social power to ‘cage’ people in networks that preserve those investments.

On an ideological plane, he implicitly admits that much the same occurs.

His accounts are populated by Brahmin priests who live well and have

high status, and byKshatriya secular leaders who promote Buddhism and

Jainism precisely because it relegates religion to otherworldly pursuits and

gets the Brahmins out of this-worldly ones (355). New ideologies bear the
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imprint of self-interest and social position no less than status quo doc-

trines. Christianity caught on first among urban, mercantile, Hellenized

Jews who sought to distance themselves from the insular, militant identity

of the tribal Jews of Palestine, much as Reform Judaism caught on

with similar groups in the nineteenth century (Mann 1986: 317; Stark

1996: 53–4, 63).

Yet Mann insists that ideologies ‘are unlikely to attain a hold over

people if they are merely’ justifications of private interests (1986: 23).

The case where this is perhaps clearest is the emergence of a militant

nationalist ideology in the course of the French Revolution, which

centred on identifying and confronting internal and external ‘enemies of

the nation’. As François Furet (1992), Lynn Hunt (1984), and with

reservations Mann (1993: 167–9, 188–9, 207) have convincingly

shown, the content of revolutionary ideology cannot be understood

mainly in terms of the parochial material interests of the bourgeoisie or

any other social group. Rather, asMann puts it, ideological ‘principle was

an emergent property of revolutionary politics, an unintended conse-

quence of action’ (1993: 197). Trying to maintain power with no estab-

lished framework to institutionalize support from fickle, politicized urban

masses, ‘the ideological elite discovered its basic power technique: moral

persuasion to evoke a grand declaration of principle, which then proved

coercive and self-fulfilling’ (196). In this fluid environment, says Mann,

warhawks like ‘Brissot did not win the support of the assembly by prag-

matic arguments’. Indeed, pro-peace spokesmen argued more cogently

and with greater foresight. Nonetheless, ‘the assembly chose bellicosity as

a statement of high emotional principle to unite disparate power factions’

(204–5). Normative persuasion had its volatile reign, increasingly

divorced from the empirics of underlying self-interest or plausible con-

sequentialist reasoning.

In Mann’s view, this peculiar ascendancy of a sociologically unmoored

ideological elite reflects the unique political errors that characterize the

French Revolution: ‘as revolutions occur when regimes lose their powers

of concentration on their interests, mistakes are essential to revolutions’

(170). This perspective strikes me as unhelpful. Mann would have been

better advised to draw on his own tracklaying metaphor. Far from being a

unique situation, the French Revolution was an archetype of politics in

conditions when political institutions are weak relative to high demands

for mass political participation, a circumstance analysed in the seminal

work of Samuel Huntington (1968). Precisely under these circumstances

of institutional deficit, politicians are desperate to use ideology and

cultural symbols to try to lay down some tracks in the institutionally

trackless political desert. Ever since the paradigmatic French Revolution,
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nationalist claims to rule for ‘the people’, despite the lack of institution-

alized accountability to the people, are the nearly universal expedient

of political elites who face this dilemma. In this setting, over-baked

accusations of traitorous links between internal opponents and external

enemies are a ploy that allows hard-pressed political elites to shore up

their tenuous hold on power in the absence of institutional legitimacy.

Thus, the unmooring of political ideology from social networks in this

circumstance – the disconnection of ‘ought’ from ‘is’ – is neither unique

nor a mere mistake. Rather it is the typical outcome of a gap between

institutions and participation. In one form or another, this dynamic

has been a major engine producing the nationalist ideologies that have

been the most characteristic political doctrines of the modern era

(Snyder 2000).

The demand for ideology

In contemporary discussions of the appeal of nationalist elites’ propa-

ganda, the central puzzle is why do the followers follow (Fearon and

Laitin 2000)? The same question arises in Mann’s discussions of the

rise of salvation religions and other ideologically powered networks.

Four answers seem possible.

The first answer is that an ideology is more likely to be effective if its

purveyors have an advantage in controlling the means of persuasion, in

the way that Milosevic controlled Belgrade television coverage of the

Kosovo issue in the late 1980s (Gagnon 1994–5). Throughout Mann’s

case studies from the Brahmins to Brissot’s newspapers, control over

media, information and education exerts a powerful effect in creating a

demand for ideology. When such resources remain in the hands of

established elites, the prospects of ‘immanent’ ideology are favourable,

butwhen such resources are found in the interstices of society, ‘transcendent’

ideology has a chance. However, supply does not always create its own

demand. As we have seen, Christians left basic education in the hands of

the pagan Roman state, but they prevailed anyway.

The second answer is that the success of ideological persuasion may be

illusory: perhaps Milosevic did not persuade Serbs with his ideological

arguments, but simply created a self-fulfilling prophecy through faits

accomplis that provoked Serbia’s enemies and consequently forced Serbs

to rally to him as their most plausible protector (De Figueiredo and

Weingast 1999). In such cases, one might expect ideology to tag along

behind behaviour rather than driving behaviour. This view of the

sequence is plausible for the French Revolutionary Wars. In order to

deflect Brissot’s charges of treason, the French King threatened to attack
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anti-revolutionary French émigrés in German border states, triggering

Austrian deterrent threats which in turn provided further ammunition for

Brissot’s belligerent persuasion campaign. This cycle of provocation and

reaction helps to explain how a revolutionary movement that initially saw

itself as pacific could so quickly turn militant in its nationalism (Snyder

2000: 161–7; Walt 1996). However, such dynamics cannot account for

the bulk of the success of the ideologies Mann discusses. In the Christian

case, in particular, he shows that ideological persuasion was a central

force in its own right.

A third answer is that ideological persuasion works best when it piggy-

backs on familiar ideas, that is when it resonates with existing cultural

preconceptions. Thus, the Serbs were arguably primed to accept

Milosevic’s ethnonationalist propaganda by the legacy of rivalry between

Serbia and Muslim Turkey and by experience of Croatian fascist atro-

cities against Serbs in World War II. Similarly, Mann notes that early

Christian teaching includedmany elements that were familiar to its target

groups of Hellenized Jews and Greeks, since it combined Greek philos-

ophy and Jewish ethics (1986: 319).

The fourth answer focuses less on the familiar pedigree of ideas than on

their social utility for the target group. Mann argues, for example, that

there was an ‘elective affinity’ (to useWeber’s term) between the needs of

urban trading classes in the Roman Empire and the doctrines of

Christianity. Official Roman dogma failed to provide an ideological legiti-

mation for private activity outside authoritative hierarchies or an ethical

basis for stable relations of reciprocity that underpin market transactions.

Christianity, says Mann, filled that gap (1986: 312–13).

Pedigree and utility may bemutually reinforcing. Christianity appealed

to Hellenized Jewish traders for both reasons. But which force is the more

primary one? Does the basic motivation arise on the utility side, and then

wordsmiths rummage through a toolkit of resonant themes to fit the need,

or does the available stock of cultural meanings exert a more active force

on ideological development?

Mann’s discussion of the rise of Buddhism out of Hindu traditions

suggests that the latter is sometimes true. In Mann’s account, Hindu

Brahmins had a worldly face as regulators of communal rituals, but

also an otherworldly face towards transcendental meanings. Both were

socially useful, the former because it put the Brahmins in control of

much of everyday life, and the latter because it helped assert their status

vis-à-vismundane political andmilitary elites. However, the otherworldly

element, if taken too seriously, risked pulling Brahmin concerns out

of the mundane entirely. Buddhism, says Mann, represented precisely

this trend, which grew in part out of the logic of the earlier Hindu
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ideology: Buddhist and Jain asceticism resonated because of ideological

echoes from Hindu cosmology. These offshoots then picked up support

from non-Brahmin elites who perceived utility in a doctrine that would

relegate religion to otherworldly matters, but in Mann’s account this

appears as a consequence rather than as the primary cause (1986: 354).

To get further leverage on the question of pedigree versus utility, the

spread of the cult of Isis in the Roman Empire can be compared to the

somewhat later rise of Christianity. The cult of Isis and Serapis emerged

fromHellenized Egypt around BCE 200 and spread to numerous imperial

cities over the subsequent five hundred years. Its cultural pedigree was

pagan, not Jewish. Despite these dissimilar cultural origins, the correla-

tion between the communities to which Isis and Christianity spread has

been calculated by Stark at 0.67 (1996: 199). This implies that these

‘interstitial’ communities felt some demand for an ideology that would

suit their needs better than that of official Roman doctrine. Score one

point for utility over pedigree.

Christianity won out over Isis. Why? Stark speculates that this had to do

with the intellectual content of their respective doctrines, but not because

of their different pedigree. Rather he notes that Isis was a typical pagan cult,

in which adherents would add Isis to their existing stock of deities in the

hope that Isis would deliver private goods to the worshipper. In terms of

sociological function and utility, this was not a qualitative break. In con-

trast, Christianity required exclusive conversion to a monotheistic com-

munity with high solidarity, creating normative bonds that effectively

promoted collective action and the provision of collective goods within

the group (Stark 1996: 205–8). Christianity was a doctrine whose intellec-

tual content generated a leap forward in social power, whereas that of Isis

did not. The substance of ideas mattered because of their different impli-

cations for utility, not because of their different pedigrees.

Mechanisms of expansion: competitive advantage

and positive feedback

How is it that certain ideologies generate the leap in social power that

allows them to expand their sway over territory and people? The principal

set of mechanisms pertains to the ways that ideologies generate an

increase in the effectiveness of mobilizing the power latent in a social

network. A secondary set of mechanisms helps explain how the network

becomes locked into a particular pattern, including some mechanisms

that are not grounded in effectiveness advantages.

Socially effective ideologies can expand their scope of domination

either by competition effects or demonstration effects. Early Christianity
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gained power in the Roman Empire in part, says Stark, because fewer of its

adherents died in plagues. Early Islam prevailed over local cultural rivals

because it defeated them in battle. Thus, they gained a degree of advantage

through competitive fitness without having to persuade anyone. However,

these social proofs of the efficacy of their doctrines also helped persuade

on-lookers that their religious tenets were potent. Direct competition

effects and secondary demonstration effects should normally go hand

in hand, though in particular cases, one or the other may play the more

central role.

How do ideologies increase the effectiveness of groups? The general

answer is that they increase the effectiveness of collective action within

the network by reducing shirking and opportunism and thus facilitating

cooperation in power-generating tasks (Hechter 1987; Hardin 1982).

I see two basic routes by which they do this.

The first route is that ideologies motivate individuals to contribute

more towards achieving the network’s goals. For example, if the ideology

convinces believers that they will gain a reward in paradise if they die in

battle for the cause, this purported selective incentive will reduce shirk-

ing. Mann argues that motivation for the enterprises of large-scale net-

works is dramatically enhanced when such networks can tap into the

emotions generated by local and family ties: ‘extensive classes and nations

have possessed more moral fervor, more passion, when they can also

mobilize the more intensive networks of the members’ (1993: 227).

People are willing to die for religious and nationalist causes because

ideology links the stakes in them to hot-button, home-fires issues of

blood, family, gender and identity. Consequently, it is good strategy to

use religion as an ideological stalking horse for, say, class grievances that

may have less inherent emotive content (228). The trick is to link the

practical objectives to the high-energy motivators. For this reason, highly

effective ideologies, like Hinduism’s doctrine of caste, have come ‘in a

package that could not be easily unpacked’, where sacred texts, for

example, are also the sources of scientific, legal, social and economic

knowledge (1986: 357–8).

The second route is that ideologies imbue cooperative norms with

sacred force so that collective action dilemmas can be more easily solved.

The deontic force of a sacred ideology is not necessary to solve all

dilemmas of group action. Often, coordination based on custom, trial

and error, or contractual institutions can do the job. This is especially true

when cooperative arrangements have been in place for a while, and

consequently have been able to generate expectations around which

cooperation can converge. But almost by definition, such expectations

are weakly formed in the tracklaying stage of the development of a social
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network’s power to organize collective action. Cooperation needs a boost

from charismatic ideology. Stark’s account of the success of the early

Christians in surmounting public health dilemmas is a good example.

This works not just by motivating individuals to incur costs or take risks

for the collective good, but also bymotivating them to engage in potentially

costly sanctions against those who violate group norms. Mann points out

the key role of ostracism in enforcing the caste system. Because India was

politically decentralized, such culture-wide sanctioning norms had to be

coordinated and enforced through ideology, not through external authority

(1986: 357–8). Even so, it would be wrong to view this system as working

simply through the psychological internalization of norms. Even in a

decentralized system, individuals who fail to fully internalize the norms

must behave as if they have done so as long as there is a good chance of

being called to task by a true believer. Once India began to urbanize, and

individuals’ caste identity became difficult to verify, employers began to

follow their pecuniary interest and stopped trying to enforce caste-based

work norms, since the risk of being sanctioned for failing to sanction others

had dramatically declined (Hechter 2000).

Normative solutions to collective action problems do not necessarily

produce a highly efficient social equilibrium.While Mann sees Hinduism

as in some ways the most effective of all ideological systems for organizing

collective and distributive outcomes (1986: 342), its rigidly stratified

system was in other ways inefficient and ultimately uncompetitive.

Ideological systems have to be only as efficient as their local competitors.

Given that proviso, expansion of an ideologically based network might

happen not because of any great efficiency, but because of some other

source of positive feedback.

Positive feedback can occur where there are increasing returns to scale.

Minor, temporary or completely fortuitous advantages can establish a

given competitor as themonopolist in amarket niche, whose position gets

locked in by increasing returns. VHS versus Betamax is the canonical

example (Pierson 2000). Thus, Christianitymay have beenmore efficient

than the cult of Isis as a power-generating network, but it was not efficient

enough to save the empire from the barbarians or even to sustain the scale

economies that united its eastern and western domains. Christianity’s

ascendancy had something to do with its relative efficiency in generating

collective action within its club, but it also had something to do with the

positive feedback effects that were generated by virtue of the niche it was

filling.

Other forms of positive feedback may result from the dynamics of

rhetoric. In the French Revolution, for example, Mann observes that

the ideological elite got trapped in the rhetoric of treason that it had
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adopted for transitory, tactical reasons. Lock-in occurred unintentionally

when ‘popular pressure ensured that later ‘‘betrayal’’ would risk dignity,

position, even life’ (1993: 196, 207, 234; Lichbach and Seligman 2000:

112–13). In the field of international politics, we call this ‘blowback’

(Snyder 1991: 41–2).

Another mechanism of positive feedback, already discussed above, is

the fait accompli. This can create ideological lock-in by provoking an

action by a competitor that fulfils the predictions of the ideology and

makes its prescriptions necessary. In short, an ideology can entrench its

hold and expand its domain either because it is more effective than

competitors in organizing collective action, or through a variety of insti-

tutional, rhetorical, or behavioural positive feedbacks, or both.

The relationship of ‘is’ and ‘ought’

What does the foregoing suggest about the relationship of ‘is’ and ‘ought’

in ideologically infused social networks? At a minimum, it is clear from

Mann’s historical accounts that the content of normative ideology typi-

cally mirrors social structure in much the way that Durkheim said it does,

though not always for Durkheim’s reasons. Mann (1986: 155) endorses

Jacobsen’s (1976) classification of the stages in the development of

Mesopotamian religion, wherein the changing depictions of god and the

content of social norms track closely with changes in the social distribu-

tion of political, economic and social power. Mann calls his own account

of the rise of early Christianity in the interstices of the Roman Empire ‘a

very Durkheimian model’ (1986: 309).

In terms of the rhetoric of ideological persuasion, Mann portrays norma-

tive and empirical claims as conflated and intermingled in every social net-

work he discusses. His discussion of the late eighteenth century is typical.

The Enlightenment is ‘a fusion of religion, science, philosophy, and the arts’

(1993: 194). Specialized science spilled over into ‘generalist moralizing

knowledge’ (229–31). In the French Revolution, ‘leaders mixed values

and norms with fact’ in ‘Hunt’s ‘‘politics of authentic emotions’’’ (193). In

theNewWorld, ‘supposedly factual portrayals’ of French andHuron behav-

iour ‘were actually moral and political tracts’. The expansion of literacy

spurred ‘writing, reading, and oral assembly networks’ that created ‘links

between the intensive and the extensive, between the secular instrumental

and the sacredmoral’ (229).Hume’swell-meaning prescriptive intervention

evidently failed to straighten out the prevailing conceptual mess.

It is less clear fromMann’s accounts precisely how ‘is’ and ‘ought’ come to

be entwined in this way, or why people tolerate their indiscriminate confla-

tion in argument. One possible answer is that, as social constructivists would
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have it, social facts, including identities and interests, are constituted of

norms. In this view, ‘is’ is thoroughly suffused by ‘ought’ in its very bones.

The opposite view is that social norms serve as a superstructure that ration-

alizes social facts and interest. Not only Marx believed this. Weber argued,

for example, that shamans invented religion in their attempts to rationalize

and obfuscate why their magic often failed to deliver the promised results.

Taking a somewhat different tack, Edna Ullmann-Margalit argues that

de facto coordination equilibria take on normative force on the grounds

that it is wrong to frustrate convergent expectations that are beneficial to

the group (1977: 85–9). In these various ways, ‘ought’may emerge from ‘is’,

whether Hume likes it or not.

Mann’s view, as I understand it both from his general statements

and from his historical accounts, is different. He sees neither ‘is’ nor

‘ought’ as having primacy over the other; rather, they are interactive and

co-constitutive of social power networks. An ideologically animated expan-

sion of social power depends on the coming together of a latent potential for

collective action in a social network, the motivation of a group of entrepre-

neurs to organize that collective action, and their provision of a normatively

infused ideology that effectively overcomes barriers to collective action.

The promotion of this ideology requires effective persuasion that con-

flates ‘is’ and ‘ought’. Mann repeatedly shows this, but he does not expli-

citly show why this is the case. Boiling this down to its essence, my own

explanation is as follows. Large-scale collective action in human groups

inherently requires the effective invocation of transcendental meaning and

deontic norms.Habit, force and direct reciprocity are simply inadequate to

overcome the potential problems of shirking and opportunism that are

endemic to any complex, extensive social network. Collective social action

needs a boost from the sacred. Conversely, the claims of intellectual

systems of transcendentalmeaning and normative obligation are inherently

unverifiable on their own terms. Apart from a little man behind the curtain

who can stage ‘miracles’ on their behalf, the only compelling proof that can

be mustered for them is a social proof: namely, that groups that adhere to

these doctrines demonstrate competitive advantages that make outsiders

want to jump on the bandwagon. Thus, the sacred needs a boost from

effective collective action. In thisway, ‘is’ and ‘ought’ are necessarily bound

together in social action as well as in social persuasion.

Implications for Mann’s research programme

Mann’s research programme on the sources of social power is fascinating

and fertile. His historical interpretations are well grounded empirically and

produce fresh insights on diverse conceptual issues. However, from the

322 Promise and perils of modernity



standpoint of a consumer in the field of international politics, unapologetic-

allymired in the search for deductively derived empirical generalizations, his

research programme as presently constituted has some limitations.

One problem is the distracting focus on ‘the four sources and organiza-

tions of power’: i.e. the political, military, economic and ideological (1986:

22). This typology labours under the dead weight of the history of socio-

logical thought, especially the debate between the schools of Marx and

Weber. But Marxism is obsolescent as an active social philosophy, and

monocausal explanations based on political, military, or economic reduc-

tionismare no longer the liveliest contenders in contemporary social science.

Because of the debates sparked by social constructivists, it probably does

make some sense to theorize about the relationship of ideological power to

the other three, but to run politics against economics and against military

power is a contest that even Mann does not seem to take very seriously.

The harm done by this classification scheme is mainly that it distracts

from other schemes whose mechanisms and processes cut across these

dimensions. I have in mind not only the rationalistic collective action

theories that Stark, for example, invokes, but also culturalist arguments

like those of Furet andHunt.Mann brings in such themes episodically, but

his research programme is not set up to theorize about them systematically.

This is a problem on methodological as well as substantive grounds.

Methodologically, it would strengthen Mann’s ability to prove his argu-

ments if they were framed, like Stark’s aspire to be, in terms of empirically

testable deductive generalizations. The proof of this is in the pudding:

Mann’s arguments about the rise of Christianity are often similar to

Stark’s, but the latter’s cleaner approach to stating and testing hypotheses

often makes his account the more telling demonstration.

Substantively, abandoning the hoary four horsemen for a more pro-

ductive categorization of power-generating mechanisms would increase

the likelihood of finding the portable generalizations that Mann tells us

just cannot be had (1986: 341).While it is unlikely thatMann himself will

want to make this move, those in more positivistic fields who want to

adapt his approach and insights would be well advised to attempt it. For

those who want conceptual take-home points that can illuminate con-

temporary circumstances, theory should offer a more clearly specified

generative logic and amore specific list of potentially relevant hypotheses.

Implications for understanding contemporary networks

and ideologies

Let me conclude with one brief example showing how these insights

might be applied to contemporary issues. In the field of international
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politics, social constructivism has been one of the most influential

research programmes since the end of the Cold War. Within constructiv-

ism, an especially strong research agenda has been advanced by those

scholars who see social reality as constituted by ideas and norms ‘almost

all the way down’ (Wendt 1999). In their view, culture, defined as shared

knowledge or symbols that create meaning within a social group, deter-

mines whether behaviour in the absence of a common governing author-

ity is bloody or benign. This has practical implications. If more benign

ideas and identities can be effectively spread throughout the globe by

cultural change and normative persuasion, they argue, then ‘ought’ can

be transformed into ‘is’: support for warlike dictators can be undermined,

perpetrators of war crimes and atrocities can be held accountable, benign

multicultural identities can be fostered, and international and civil wars

will wane.1 This outlook is echoed by influential activist networks, such as

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, who see themselves as

the vanguard bearing a set of norms that has the potential to fundamen-

tally transform the nature of world politics.

In contrast, sceptics about such transformations argue that anarchy,

whether among states coexisting in a self-help system or among contend-

ing groups inside collapsed states, gives rise to an inescapable logic of

insecurity and competition that culture cannot trump (Mearsheimer

2001; Posen 1993). These realist sceptics fear that a transformative

attempt to supersede self-help behaviour amounts to reckless overreach-

ing that will create backlashes and quagmires. Ironically, in this view, the

idealist vanguard of the new world order will need to rely increasingly on

old-fashioned military and economic coercion in a futile effort to change

world culture for the better.2

Mann’s perspective on the nature of social power might bring some

valuable insights to this debate. His work should sensitize us to the

power that value-infused transnational networks can generate. The

realists are wrong to dismiss such prospects out of hand. However,

Mann’s approach should also alert us to the fact that the power potential

of a network does not derive from ideas and persuasion ‘all the way

down’. Ideas thrive only if they find a social niche in which they resolve

contradictions of meaning or organization for actors in the network.

Some scholars such as Kathryn Sikkink make an effort to analyse the

sociology of power in activist networks, but their sociological interest in

the targets of persuasion and in the material preconditions of an effec-

tive human rights regime remains limited (Risse and Sikkink 1999). For

both the scholars and the activist organizations, their principled idealist

ontology makes them less attuned to these considerations than Mann’s

insights would recommend.
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This is unfortunate, because of the key role of successful demonstration

effects as a social proof in persuading targets to jump on a network’s

bandwagon. So far the liberal human rights and transitional justice

agenda has at best a mixed record to report (Stedman 2001: 748).

Democratic consolidations have gone most smoothly in South America,

South Africa and East Central Europe, where past human rights abuses

were not sternly prosecuted. Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and

Rwanda did not deter subsequent abuses in the immediate neighbour-

hood. In the Islamic world, liberal human rights approaches are for the

most part anathema, as transnational networks based on illiberal princi-

ples of sharia and terrorism spread. Human rights successes, such as

expelling perpetrators of ethnic ‘cleansing’ from Kosovo and bringing

Milosevic to the Hague, may be attributable more to naked military

coercion than to the power of human rights norms and networks. In

short, social proof for this ideology remains to be demonstrated.

Arguably, designing human rights strategies that are more attuned to

the kinds of sociological dimensions that Mann explores might improve

that network’s effectiveness. As the world grapples with the volatile con-

sequences of the rise of ideology-infused networks of various kinds,

Mann’s historical sociology provides an invaluable conceptual guidebook

to such dynamics.

Notes

1 Finnemore and Sikkink (1998: 916); Risse and Sikkink (1999); Wendt (1999:
141, 377–8); Ruggie (1998: 199 and passim). These scholars adhere to the
constructivist approach to the study of international politics, but not all con-
structivists are so clearly wedded to this transformative political agenda. For
more qualified views, see Katzenstein (1996: 536–7) and Owen (1997: 232–5).
For further analysis, see Snyder (2002).

2 Layne and Schwartz (1999). For a more positive assessment of the role of
military power in support of a constructivist agenda of global transformation,
see Ruggie (1998, 240–55).
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15 Mann’s dark side: linking democracy

and genocide*

David Laitin

The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing was written

by one of the premier macro-historical sociologists writing in the early

twenty-first century. Through his two-volume study of The Sources of

Social Power, Mann carries forward the great tradition of Marx,

Weber and Moore with his vast historical knowledge, his conceptual

innovations (portraying power in its separate military, economic,

political and ideological components), and his compelling normative

concerns (for social justice and the revulsion of violence). The Dark

Side sparkles with the erudition and normative concerns that characterize

his earlier writings. And his portrayals of murderous acts by states

taken against their own populations – often in contradiction to

approaches I have taken on the same issues – reflect an understanding

of process, contingency and the popular social base of grisly perfidy.

Much of the book is so well grounded sociologically and historically

that both the complexity of the particular and the patterns of the general

are retained.

Yet in regard to the principal set of theses, he uses his erudition and

keenness of subtle argument to cloud social reality rather than to clarify it.

This is a strong charge to hold against a scholar of Mann’s stature. Yet

I believe it is fully justified. Rather than enumerate the sub-theses that are

cogently developed, or summarize his enlightening reconstruction of

events, I will focus here on my critique of his principal theses.1

There are two separate points I will make to support my charge. First,

from the book’s provocative title on through the text,Mann associates the

most grievous andmurderous violations of human rights with democracy.

Again and again the data compel him to back off from any causal story

linking the two, but somehow he holds tenaciously to increasingly

watered-down versions of an initially bold causal claim. Through his

tenacious grasp on discredited hypotheses, Mann conjures the unwary

reader into believing the book supports the claim embedded in the book’s

title – namely, that there is a systematic association between democracy

and murderous ethnic cleansing.
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Second, Mann designs a categorization of dastardly acts such that the

modern form of state murderousness (genocide) appears, despite ambi-

guous evidence, as the very worst of a terrible genre. Nonetheless, Mann

impresses his reader that it is both natural and obvious to view genocide as

the highest stage of state brutality. It isn’t. Perhaps Mann is driven to

exaggerate the relative evil of genocide over other forms of mass murder

because of his nostalgia for the snows of yesteryear (class politics). He

is not apparently driven by any objective assessment of comparative

state evil.

Point 1: the association of democracy and murderous

ethnic cleansing

The book begins with a portrait of an Albanian couple in Kosovo – a

74-year-old Batisha Hoxha sitting in her kitchen with her 77-year-old

husband, Izet. Several Serbian soldiers burst into the house, and beat the

old man dead in search of information about the whereabouts of their

children (2005: 1). One might ask in horror – is this book about the

collapse of empire? Or is it about the excesses of nationalism? Perhaps it

is a book about the implications of state failure? But no. This is a book

whose title isThe Dark Side of Democracy!What, the perplexed reader asks

himself, does this violent vignette have to do with democracy?

This vignette serves as the segue into the principal theses of the book.

The first one is that ‘murderous cleansing is modern, because it is the

dark side of democracy’ (2005: 2). Note well this thesis does not say that

murderous cleansing is modern and so is democracy, so that modernity

has its dark side. Rather the ‘because’ logically implies that murderous

cleansing is caused by democracy. In his explication of this first thesis,

Mann begins backtracking. Democracy means rule of the people, he tells

us; under certain conditions, however, ‘the people’ gets defined as an

ethnos, and when this happens we see a rejection of citizen diversity.

However, sinceMann holds that ‘citizen diversity . . . is central to democ-

racy’, states that deny diversity are not by definition democracies (3).

Already the initial association between ethnic cleansing and democracy is

qualified. It seems that it is the denial of what is central to democracy that

is the culprit.

We then move on to thesis 1(a), one that further qualifies the principal

thesis. HereMann theorizes that, ‘murderous ethnic cleansing is a hazard

of the age of democracy’ (3). In the explication of this thesis, murderous

cleansing is no longer caused by democracy, but it is a result of a perver-

sion of democratic ideals (4). By thesis 1(c) the qualifications continue.

Not democracy per se, but the process of democratization is the culprit, as

Mann’s dark side 329



this process unleashes forces that are not easily controlled by states in

transition. By thesis 1(e) we see the principal thesis virtually abandoned.

‘Regimes that are actually perpetrating murderous cleansing are never

democratic,’ he points out, ‘since thatwouldbe a contradiction in terms’ (4).

Qualifications and re-statements of his theses abound throughout the

tome. In his account of the Rwanda genocide, for example, Mann con-

cludes that the Hutus were motivated by a slogan of ‘majoritarian democ-

racy’ (473). But here it is an ideological slogan, not democracy itself,

which is implicated. Mann’s culprit is not democracy, but a form of

politics that uses democratic vocabulary, but in a different semantic

sense. Elsewhere, we are told that ‘democratization struggles’ have their

dark side (69). So it is the struggle for democracy rather than democracy

itself that is the culprit.

In the final sentence of his penultimate chapter, Mann continues to

water down his principal thesis. The sentence is a non sequitur, and

doesn’t follow from the data in that chapter on counterfactuals. ‘For

murderous ethnic cleansing’, he writes, ‘is the dark side of the would-be

democratic nation-state’ (501). I’m not sure what a ‘would-be demo-

cratic nation-state’ is, but I think Mann is saying that it is the dark side of

states that are not democracies. And in the final paragraph of the book, we

learn that ethnic cleansing will disappear ‘when democracy is securely

institutionalized’ (529). Therefore the original notion that ‘murderous

cleansing is modern, because it is the dark side of democracy’ now

becomes something of the following: so-called democracies that really

aren’t yet democracies are dangerous.

Throughout the book, Mann elaborates on yet another thesis in regard

to democracy, one that is not only watered down, but logically nonsens-

ical – and as formulated, trivial. Mann implies that because democracy

and genocide are both modern, they implicate one another. Logically,

Mann is incorrectly linking two phenomena that are temporally but not

causally linked. This type of reasoning would make democracy culpable

for world war, AIDS and rap music. But the substantive claim, viz. that

genocide is a function of the modern age, is trivially true. Students of

nationalism and ethnicity have long known, at least since the LSE path-

breaking studies of nationalism, that social solidarity based on myths of

common descent is a relatively modern phenomenon.2 It is therefore

unremarkable that state builders and revolutionaries in pre-modern

times did not signal out descent groups as their enemies. Thus ethnically

based killing is modern.

An unflattering summary of this rendition of Mann’s principal argu-

ment might be this: in all periods in human history political leaders have

ordered or tolerated the murder of subsets of their populations. In the
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modern era, while the percentage of the populations killed due to state-

led violence may have been reduced, the targets have changed. While in

the ancient world,where you livedwas key; in the earlymodernworld it was

what you believed; and in the twentieth century, it has been what descent

group you came from. That you cannot systematically murder groups that

are not understood as groups is a true finding – but a trivial one.

Yet another rendition of the democracy!genocide thesis is the claim

that in many contexts killing the ethnic/religious/racial other is popular,

and therefore demagogues’ ‘mass appeal is a democratic one’ (2005: 514).

There can be no doubt that killing the other can have impressive mass

appeal. That doesn’t make the killing democratic. More important, it

doesn’t mean that democracies are more susceptible to killing ethnic

others than are autocracies. As Reinhard Bendix elaborated in a classic

study (1978), all modern rulers legitimate their domination in the name of

the people. Both dictators and democratic leaders in the modern period

seek to do things that are popular, and often succeed in manipulating

information to make their own projects popular. What differentiates

tyranny from democracy in the modern age are institutions such as fair

elections and rule of law, factors that play almost no role in Mann’s brief

against democracy. Evidence for the popularity of (or even general partici-

pation in) mass killing does not therefore implicate democracy as a causal

factor in such killing.3

Somuch for the theoretical claims.What about the empirical evidence?

It is almost astonishing that a book entitled The Dark Side of Democracy

would have eleven of its seventeen chapters describe hideous killing of a

variety of sorts perpetrated in non-democracies: Turkey and the

Armenian genocide (two chapters); the Nazis and the holocaust (three

chapters); the communist politicides, fratricides, callous or mistaken

revolutionary projects, and ‘classicides’ (‘Mann’s neologism’) in the

Soviet Union, China and Cambodia (one chapter); the murderous ethnic

cleansing in post-communist Yugoslavia (two chapters); and the geno-

cide in Rwanda (two chapters). In nearly all of these cases, Mann makes

the indirect and unconvincing claim that these events took place in a

context of organic peoplehood (the nation, the tribe, or the class), and

killing in the name of the people employs core words in the democratic

vocabulary. But killing in the name of a people however named in non-

democratic states does not implicate democracy in that killing!

Take the case of the Turkish genocide. Mann reports that Turkey up

through 1915 was a ‘semi-democratic system’ (2005: 125). But it had

‘effectively abandoned democracy’ (2005: 129) before the Armenian geno-

cide. Thus Mann assesses that this case does not support the core thesis of

the book. The Young Turks had attempted a ‘democratic transition’, to be
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sure, ‘but it was aborted well before the murderous cleansing began’

(2002: 170). In the conclusion to his social history of the Armenian geno-

cide Mann reiterates that in a ‘direct sense’ this was not a case of the ‘dark

side of democracy’. However, he asserts that the genocide ‘could only have

occurred in the age of democracy’ (trivially true), and as a result of a

‘perverted democratization process’. This last claim is odd because Mann

quickly admits that democratization as a process was not taking place at the

time of the genocide. So there could be no empirical link between the two.

Take now the case of the Nazis and their genocide. Mann correctly

writes that the Nazis got to the brink of power through democratic elec-

tions. However, in the opening pages of the volume he asserts that ‘of

course’ the Nazi regime was a dictatorship (2005: 4). Later he points out

that the organic nationalism associated with Nazism will ‘quickly . . . lead’
a polity ‘out of democracy’, because ‘a state led by an elite or dictator

claims to speak with a singular voice’ (63). And in his full discussion of the

holocaust he elaborates, pointing out that the consolidation of Nazi power

was by violent means, and having ‘immediately terminated democracy . . .
it was a party dictatorship that was to perpetrate the genocide’ (184). Thus,

the reader should conclude, these chapters will add no evidence in support

of the principal thesis of the book. But at the very end of the three-chapter

analysis of that genocide,Mann concludes that ‘the ultimate tragedy of the

Jews was also essentially modern: to be the main target of this cleansing

organic nation-statism. In this way,’ Mann writes, ‘I have accommodated

the Final Solution in a slightly indirect fashion into my first ethnic thesis: it

was the dark side of the democratizing nation-state’ (317). This is an odd

conclusion since Mann agreed up-front that the genocide took place in a

de-democratizing nation-state.

The subsequent analysis of communist cleansing (chapter 11) nearly

(but not completely) abandons the principal thesis of the book, as Mann

admits in its introduction that the states examined were ‘not remotely

democratic’ (2005: 320). Since these polities viewed the people as a

‘singular organic whole, not as stratified into plural interest-groups, as

in liberal or social democracy’, he reasons, ‘this took them away from true

democracy’ (350). However, because the killing in these cases ‘nourished

organic conceptions of we, the people, the people as a singular ethnic

nation or a single proletarian class’ (350), Mann sees these cases as

supporting his thesis (1a) that murderous ethnic cleansing is a hazard of

the age of democracy. As I argued earlier, the ‘age of democracy’ argu-

ment has little merit. It would be like blaming the Yoruba civil wars on

plutocrats because they took place during the Gilded Age.4

The most compelling evidence for a relationship between democracy

and genocide is provided in Chapter 4, ‘Genocidal Democracies in the

332 Promise and perils of modernity



New World’. This chapter is a powerful and disturbing presentation of

historical events that can only unsettle Americans, Australians, Spaniards

andGermans. Their forefathers participated in a degree of human cruelty

that is unimaginable to the twenty-first century liberal mind. That by

today’s standards, figures such as Thomas Jefferson should be seated next

to Hitler and Milosevic as perpetrators of genocide is a gruesome idea,

but one thatMann supports with stunning cogency. That settlers in these

zones of European expansion not only gratuitously murdered indigenous

suspects of attacks, but also envisaged and wholeheartedly supported

solutions to the native problem that involved extermination is an undeni-

able fact of European migration and settlement. I continually sought to

formulate mitigating circumstances to differentiate settler genocide from

the Hitlerian holocaust – for example that indigenous peoples whose

livelihoods were threatened by the settlers actually were threats to those

settlers, in terms of raids and attacks, and this was clearly not the case of

Jews in Germany – but these were failed patriotic attempts to vindicate

the founding fathers of a liberal democracy in which I am a citizen. That

American society is built on a foundation of genocide is blood that cannot

be wiped clean from its hands.

Is this, then, the smoking gun linking democracy to genocide? I remain

unconvinced. Take one of themore unsettling claims of the chapter – that

Jefferson was a democrat and also a genocidal murderer. However unset-

tling, this is hardly evidence of such a link. After all, he was also a

Christian, a wine drinker, an English speaker and a slave owner. We

wouldn’t say genocide is the dark side of wine drinking. There needs to

be first a systematic relationship linking his democratic credentials to his

genocidal policies, and second, there needs to be a mechanism theorized

that shows the relationship to have causal properties.

In the conclusion to the chapter on settler democracy, Mann suggests

(but does not demonstrate) a systematic relationship. He concludes

(2005: 107), ‘themore the settler democracy, themore ethnic exclusivity,

the worse the treatment’. He subsequently stipulates that of four empires

(two of which are not discussed in the text) themore democratic ones (the

British and Dutch as compared to the Spanish and Portuguese) hadmore

‘deliberate genocidal bursts’. He then adds that the German case is the

exception. But a perusal of Table 15.1 below hardly gives support to the

thesis. With n¼ 4, one exception weighs quite heavily. Moreover, Mann

slips two cases of horrific ethnic cleansing by settlers (the Russian settlers

in the Caucasus that ‘almost amounted to genocide’ and the Han settlers

in Yunnan, in which an estimated 90 per cent of the local population were

murder ed (2002: 146) ). If these cases were part of the dataset, and settler

governance were coded as non-democratic for both of them, it would
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become clearer that there was no relationship whatsoever between the

level of democracy and the number of indigenous people murdered.

The evidence linking settler democracy to extermination remains con-

fusing and inadequate. Mann provides some support to the idea that in

the US, the more democratic the state (with California scoring highest),

themore thorough the genocide. But this theme is not developedwith any

systematic data. The only case of settler expansion included in Mann’s

treatise where you do not get genocidal outbursts is Mexico, a case not

coded on the independent variable. The text gives causal properties to

such issues as Cortez’s patience and the fact that settlement was largely by

males, and thus the desire to take natives for sexual and/or marriage

partners. These factors do not speak to the thesis at hand. Mann might

have considered more recent cases as tests. A systematic dataset would

surely include cases such as South Africa and Palestine, where settlers

constructed democracies for their own ethnic groups, treated the indi-

genous populations inhumanely, but did not engage in genocide. In these

two twentieth-century cases, to useMann’s formulation, ethnos and demos

were deeply entwined, yet there was no genocide.

These new cases, along with those discussed in the book, suggest an

alternative thesis, one raised byMann. Under conditions where (a) native

labour is not wanted, (b) settler land claims threaten the survival of

natives, and (c) military power is more advanced among settlers, murder-

ous ethnic cleansing is more likely, at times reaching genocide. Thus

there is a logic of settler colonialism: settlers bring with them advanced

agricultural techniques in a territory where the indigenous population

lacks these techniques. When their labour is not needed by the settlers,

these indigenous populations are seen as an unnecessary encumbrance on

the advance of civilization. It is this logic, not the logic of democracy,

which provides the incentives for extermination.

Table 15.1. Democracy and genocide in settler colonies

Settler Colony Democracy Genocide

Mexico Imperial centre not

democratic; settlers not coded

Selective repression and

ethnocide, but not genocide

Australia Imperial centre democratic;

settlers have some local democracy

Policed deportations, with

‘unpremeditated genocidal bursts’

United States Imperial centre democratic;

settlers have considerable local

democracy

Ethnocide, policed deportations,

and common bursts of genocide

Southwest

Africa

Centre highly authoritarian;

lack of local democracy

Deportations and systematic

genocide
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Throughout the book, as with the case of settler democracy, Mann

is cavalier about disconfirming evidence. In his chapter on ‘counter-

factual cases’, he examines the case of India, where the BJP, an ethno-

nationalist party, ‘came to power democratically’. Once in government,

rulers realize, ‘those who cannot keep order will fall’ (2005: 483).

This need (‘here Mann is a functionalist’) ‘moderates their ethno-

nationalist tendencies’ (2002: 513). Mann does not ask whether the

fact that India is a functioning democracy was part of the reason that

BJP leadership felt a need to preserve order. Meanwhile, in Indonesia

(far less democratic than India), Mann exhibits worry that its prospects

for murderous cleansing are far worse than in India. Mann does not

infer from these examples that democracy puts some constraints on

murderous cleansing (as he did otherwise with weaker data for the

western United States in regard to native Americans). To his credit,

however, he provides the evidence that allows his reader to discredit

the book’s core claim.

By the end of the book, Mann’s principal thesis is barely hanging on a

thread. Indeed, to keep the narrative moving, the vast bulk of the book

steers clear of the claim of its title and its principal thesis; only occasional

oblique references to democracy – mostly at chapter’s end – pay obeisance

to the book’s advertisedmessage. But he returns to the democracy theme in

the concluding chapter, where he calls for us in the ‘North’ to ‘show more

realism in our views of ethnic cleansing’ (2005: 522). Here he suggests that

we in democratic states are no more immune to ethnic cleansing than

are citizens of less democratic states. The notion that organic national-

ism or religious fundamentalism can hit all populations, democratic

or authoritarian, is surely a worry. With this in mind, Mann concludes

in his penultimate chapter that, there is ‘no simple relationship . . .
between democracy and ethnic cleansing’ (498).5 On this last point

(without the ‘simple’) I agree; it is astonishing that Mann persistently

implies otherwise.

Point 2: genocide as the highest form of ghastly murder

Mann’s categorization of appalling acts is laid out in his table I-1

(2005: 12). On the x axis, Mann distinguishes ‘Types of Cleansing’ and

this axis has three values, going left to right: ‘none’, ‘partial’ or ‘total’.

This variable is continuous. On the y axis, the variable is called ‘Types of

Violence’, and from top to bottom it goes from ‘none’ to institutional

coercion, policed repression, violent repression, unpremeditated mass

deaths, and finally premeditatedmass killing. On the bottom right corner,

the confluence of ‘all’ on the x axis and ‘premeditated mass killing’ on the
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y axis constitutes genocide, and the table points to it as the highest form of

violent cleansing.

The logic behind this table is biased. Take first the distinction on the

x axis between ‘partial’ and ‘total’, with the implication that the latter is

morally worse. For the case of genocide (which is total), Mann examines

the percentage of the targeted ethnic population. But for the case of

politicide and classicide (which are partial) Mann assesses not the per-

centage of political enemies killed but the percentage of the total popula-

tion lost. And so, the killing of all gypsies in Nazi Germany is the highest

form of state murder; whereas the killing of all supporters of Lon Nol by

the Khmer Rouge doesn’t reach the pinnacle of murderousness, even if

more Lon Nol supporters were killed than were gypsies.

Now take the y axis, where premeditatedmass killing is a higher form of

state murder than callous war, mistaken revolutionary projects, and

ethnocide (e.g. killing entire populations through the transmission of

disease or through callous labour practices). In mass murder these are

difficult distinctions to uphold. First, while state leadersmight be excused

for the first wave of deaths in amistaken revolutionary project (such as the

forced collectivization in Ukraine), the lack of murderous intent for the

first round of deaths doesn’t excuse the persistence in fulfilling the pro-

ject. Second, as Mann cogently demonstrates through his processual

accounts of actual genocides, the degree to which state murderers were

following a single plan – even in the case of the Nazis in regard to Jews – is

historically quite low. In most cases, as Mann shows, there was a ‘Plan A’

to address the problem of ethnic others that was incompletely successful.

This induced a ‘Plan B’, somewhat harsher. The actual genocide occurs

with ‘Plan D’, hardly in the minds of the killers when ‘Plan A’ was

devised. Mann’s processual approach to mass killing undermines his

own categorization on the y axis of table I.1. He undermines his own

categorization scheme by criticizing rival accounts of genocides as ‘over-

premeditated’ (2005: 112).

Not only is table I.1 logically flawed, but it is also not an uncontested

barometer of evil. Ethnocides, callous warfare, and other atrocities that

do not reach the pinnacle of evil are not self-evidently less grievous than

genocides. I do not have strong priors on the comparative dastardliness of

murderous state projects. I would even admit that the bile in my stomach

reading about what Mann calls ‘callous warfare’ is far less upsetting than

for the chapters on genocide. Rather, I am criticizing the objectification of

this feeling into two apparently Guttman-like scales. These scales allow

Mann to make normative comparisons without clear moral argument.

Furthermore, elementary arithmetic suggests that the stomach some-

times betrays reality. Take Mann’s claim that the callous warfare of
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pre-modern periods fell short of genocide. But the extent of the killing

(for examples the percentage of the targeted population killed) may (we

don’t know) be larger in earlier periods. Consider further Mann’s discus-

sion of the thirteenth-century war in France against the so-called Cathar

heresy. Chroniclers report that when the Cathar stronghold of Beziers

was stormed, ‘most of its 8,000 or so inhabitants were slaughtered – men,

women and children’. Consider as well the Thirty Years’ War in

Germany and Bohemia, in which 3–4 million people, constituting some

15–20 per cent of the population of the Holy Roman Empire, were killed.

This in Mann’s schema is also callous warfare. For Mann’s rhetorical

purposes, the siege of Beziers and the atrocities of the Thirty Years’ War

need to be less gruesome than Rwanda (a true genocide). In parenthesis

Mann reduces the reader’s horror by noting that the thirteenth-century

chronicler ‘may have been exaggerating’ about the extent of killing in

Beziers. (Note well, they may have underestimated the gore, but Mann

does not speculate on a possible upwards revision of estimated deaths.)

And the brutality of Magdeburg (a Protestant stronghold that was

stormed by Catholic forces in 1631, killing some 30,000 men, women

and children) is somewhat mitigated because it was not premeditated

(2005: 48–9). Mann’s categorization scheme codes this siege as ‘callous

warfare’ falling one diagonal box towards multicultural toleration and

away from genocide. Thus portrayed graphically, we get the impression

that it wasn’t all that bad. But what was the scale of the death? It may not

have qualified as genocide (by definition), but it may not have been less

systematically brutal.

The modern age, even with genocides, may well have been less brutal

to individuals than earlier periods. Most datasets show a declining

probability of dying a violent death in the modern as opposed to the pre-

modern era. Perhaps pre-moderns specialized in generalized callous

brutality while moderns specialize in more targeted brutality. But murder

of people by those claiming political authority surely is declining (as a

percentage of the world’s civilian population) as murder of peoples (defined

as ethnic entities) increased. The pictorial image in table I.1 of the modern

form of massacre to be the highest stage of brutality is therefore arbitrary.

Mann believes that class conflict is a more civilized, less dangerous,

form of conflict than ethnic/national conflict. The oft-repeated clause

‘when class trumps ethnicity’ is invariably followed by some favourable

social outcome as compared to the alternatives. Cromwell’s contribution

to the killing of about 15 per cent of the Irish population (2005: 51) was

mitigated by the fact that class politics dominated the secular realm (54).

Nineteenth-century British politics were, according to Mann, less violent

because class conflict was supreme.6 However, when it is the reverse, that
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is when ‘nation trumps class’, we are led to expect some ghastly human

horror. This becomes nearly a mantra, and it reads like nostalgia for the

good old storms of The New Left Review as opposed to today’s snows, that

only drop blood.

Here again, chapter 11 on communist cleansing is instructive. Mann

pulls no punches in counting the dead as a result of communist factional

wars, communist-induced famines, communist purges of class enemies,

and communist forced resettlement of peoples. But this chapter has a

sub-theme that is consistent with these cases’ placements on table I-1,

which are less extreme than genocide. After toting the victims of

Stalinism, some 8–10 million innocents killed (2005: 329), Mann reas-

sures us that this does not constitute genocide. ‘At its worst’, he concludes,

‘this amounted to deliberate classicide/politicide’ (330, my emphasis).

The phrase ‘at its worst’ makes sense if and only if the logic of table I-1 is

accepted, and that classicide/politicide is fundamentally less hideous than

genocide.

At the end of this chapter, Mann suggests that communist killings may

have had a silver lining, even assisting economic development (350). This

conjecture also makes classicide/politicide perpetrated by communists to

be less bad than the genocide of settler democrats. But even thoughMann

acknowledges that today’s liberal democracies rest on a foundation of

genocide, he does not use evidence of the long-term consequences to in

any way exonerate the perpetrators. Of course, in the settler massacres

there weren’t economic benefits to the murdered autochthonous popula-

tions; but neither were there benefits bestowed on kulaks as a result of

Stalinist brutality.Mann insidiously lessens the moral weight of politicide

as compared to genocide not by moral argument but through an appar-

ently objective table comparatively evaluating the scope and range of

murderous practices. And this is designed to emphasize the pluses (and

diminish the minuses) of class warfare.

In conclusion, Mann’s principal set of theses linking democracy to

genocide is massively misguided. His categorization of ‘Types of

Violence and Cleansing in Inter-Group Relations’ (table I.1) designed

to lessen the moral weight of murderous class warfare is equally mis-

guided. Mann repeatedly (and correctly) shows that projects that began

with idealistic goals have gotten revoltingly perverted when initial results

were disappointing inmeeting those goals. Yet there is a parallel here. In a

sense, Mann’s project to expose the dark sides of democracy and nation-

alism ran up against powerful evidence to the contrary. The brilliant

research that went into the book’s making fell victim to Mann’s unwill-

ingness to adjust his findings to the evidence – and led ultimately to a

ghastly perversion of his historical sociological project.
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Notes

* Editors’ note: With Professor Mann’s approval, the editors assured Professor
Laitin that the typescript they sent him in 2002 would be final, and that he
could base his review entirely on that version. Substantial changes, however,
were made in the course of the publication process. To retain the integrity of
Laitin’s critique, several quoted passages that were cut from the 2005 published
version have been retained herein and cited with their 2002 page reference. To
meet publication schedules, Laitin was unable to read fully the published
version, and in consequence takes responsibility only for correct representation
of the content of the 2002 typescript.

1 I write ‘principal’ because there are other theses on the causes of murderous
ethnic cleansing, relating to need for labour, fragmentation of states, and
balance of power among social forces that get considerable support from the
case studies. If Mann had made these factors his principal theses, the book
would have stood as a major contribution to our understanding of state-led
terror. It remains so, but now you need to overlook the leitmotif of the book in
order to appreciate its positive contributions.

2 Kedourie (1960) and Gellner (1983) are the principal proponents of this view;
Hobsbawm (1992) develops these themes in a series of provocative lectures.

3 Mann (2005: 3) adds several sentences (from the 2002 version I reviewed) to
his explanation of his first hypothesis that acknowledges this problem, and
resolves it in a rather confusing manner. The majority, he writes, ‘can rule
‘‘democratically’’ but also tyrannically’.

4 In this chapter on communist regimes, Mann slyly slips in a reference to the
‘contemporary phase of murderous ethnic cleansing in Chechnya . . . perpe-
trated by an elected democratic regime’ (2005: 355). But if Mann wanted to
know whether there was any correlation between democracy and insurgent
warfare in the post-World War II world, he would learn that there is no
association whatsoever (Fearon and Laitin 2003).

5 In Mann (2002: 526) there is no ellipsis.
6 See e.g. claims to less brutality when ‘class trumps ethnicity’ (2005: 5).

In the 2002 manuscript, this point is reinforced on pp. 68, 79, 80, 81, 82
and 98.
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Part V

Response





16 The sources of social power revisited: a

response to criticism

Michael Mann

I feel honoured by this volume and indebted to the contributors for

their praise and their criticism. Having long avoided reflecting on my

methodology, I thank Joseph Bryant for revealing it to me and then

defending it. Randall Collins gives an incisive account of the substance of

my model of the four sources of social power (ideological, economic,

military and political) and its location amid other sociological theories.

As he says, my power sources are distinct in not being abstract but

embodied in real networks of people. These have emergent properties

giving them some causal autonomy, though they do not amount to ‘logics

of development’, since they are also closely entwined. I do not focus on

power resources held by individuals – unlike Bourdieu’smodel of economic,

cultural, political and social forms of power. I focus on differences between

the four networks, unlikemost forms of ‘network theory’ (e.g. mathematical

modelling or Castells’ ‘network society’). The closest parallel, as Collins

observes, is with the new economic sociology emphasizing networks of

economic connection.As he says, the same job could be done on ideological,

military and political power. I also retainmy distinctions between ‘collective’

and ‘distributive’, ‘intensive’ and ‘extensive’, ‘diffuse’ and ‘authoritative’,

and ‘infrastructural’ and ‘despotic’ power, and I use them below.

I reject sociology’s foundational notion of ‘society’ because the boundaries

of the four power sources rarely coincide. Despite the increasing ‘caging’

of people within modern nation-states (noted in Sources, Vol. II), these

have never been powerful enough to constitute whole ‘societies’. Human

activity comprises multiple, overlapping, intersecting networks of social

interaction. This model has become widely accepted since I initially

advanced it. It enables us to identify the root of social change, since plural

power organizations can never be entirely institutionalized or insulated

from influences coming ‘interstitially’ from cracks within and between

them. Social change results from a dialectic between the institutionaliza-

tion and the interstitial emergence of power networks.

I oppose all systems theory, all holism, all attempts to reify ‘societies’.

These make the ‘totality’ of social interaction into an actor in its own right.
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But there is no totality. So Robert Brenner is right to pick me up for my

remarks in Volume I of Sources suggesting that Europe in the Middle

Ages was a single society. All I actually demonstrated was that

Christendom was then a real network of interaction (though I did under-

estimate its links with Islam and Asia). There is no singular ‘world system’,

no singular process of globalization; nomulti-state ‘system’ dominated by a

singular ‘realist’ logic; no logic of patriarchy. History is not the history of

class struggle, or of modes of production, or of ‘epistemes’ or ‘discursive

formations’, cultural codes or underlying structures of thought governing

the language, values, science and practices of an era, underpinned by a

singular process of power enveloping all human activity.1 These systems

theories succeed in capturing theorists not social reality.

I also oppose mono-causal theories. Explicit ones are now rare,

though implicit ones abound, the unintended consequence of academic

specialization. Economists tend to elevate the economy (though today

many also embrace ‘institutions’which are obviouslymore diverse), political

scientists politics (though today often embracing economistic models).

Many sociologists are also surprisingly economistic. In analysing globaliza-

tion, many content themselves with analysing changes in the structure of

capitalism, assuming these will change social life as a whole. Conversely,

since ‘the cultural turn’ many confine themselves to ideological and cultural

analysis. This is no better. Globalization involves economies, cultures, and

also nation-states (there are now over 190 of them) and organizations

dedicated to mass destruction. Globalization involves all four types of

network and is therefore a plural and ‘impure’ process.

Ideally, any sociologist analysing macro-topics would always discuss all

four sources of social power. If sociological theory is to be of any use at all,

it must be both empirically based and cover the breadth of human

experience. Of course, juggling four balls at once through world-history

is ludicrous over-ambition, and I drop one of them from time to time

(most of my critics say I am prone to fumble ideology).

I begin by discussing general criticisms of ideological, military

and political power. Then I turn to more empirical issues, beginning

with ethnic cleansing and then at greater length discussing Europe’s

‘miraculous’ economic development and brief global dominance, focusing

on comparisons with Asia/China. Finally, I offer some theoretical and

normative conclusions.

Ideological power

My view of ideological power is said to be too materialist, too instrumen-

tal and too rationalist. Though in principle my model is none of these
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things, my practice has sometimes faltered. I prefer the term ‘ideology’ to

‘culture’ or ‘discourse’ not because I view ideologies as false or a cover for

interests, as materialists tend to say. By ideology I mean only a broad-

ranging meaning system which ‘surpasses experience’. ‘Culture’ and

‘discourse’ are too all-encompassing, covering the communication of all

beliefs, values and norms, even sometimes all ‘ideas’ about anything.

When used so generally, they presuppose a contrast between only two

realms, the ‘ideal’ and the ‘material’, leading to the traditional debate

between idealism andmaterialism. Thematerial might be conceived of as

nature as opposed to culture, or the economic base versus the super-

structure, or joint economic/military interests (as in IR ‘realism’), as

opposed to ‘constructivism’, or even as ‘structure’ as opposed to ‘agency’.

These dualist debates are perennial but sterile. After a period dominated

by materialist theories of everything, we now have cultural theories of

everything. In my recent work I have noted how ‘nation’ and ‘ethnicity’

have largely replaced ‘class’ as objects of research; they are said to be

‘cultural’, whereas classes are said to be ‘material’; they are usually

discussed without any reference to classes; and ‘cultural’ and ‘ethno-

symbolist’ have largely replaced ‘materialist’ theories of nations and

ethnicities. Thirty years ago fascism was explained in relation to capitalism

and classes; now it is seen as a ‘political religion’. My books Fascists and

The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing suggest that this

is not progress, but a shift among equally one-sided theories. Since I offer

a four-sided theory, I win 4–1.

I have occasionally given the impression of being a materialist by

(1) using the word ‘material’ when I should have written ‘concrete’ or

‘real’ (critics quote some of these passages); (2) endorsing JohnHall’s and

Perry Anderson’s description of my theory as ‘organizational material-

ism’; (3) emphasizing the ‘logistics’ and ‘infrastructures’ of ideology; and

(4) declaring (1986: 471–2; 1993: 35) that ideological power had

declined during the long nineteenth century, and that the extensive

power of religion had continued to decline since, in the face of rising

secular ideologies like socialism and nationalism.

Having now researched twentieth- and twenty-first-century fascism,

ethno-nationalism and religious fundamentalism I disown the second

part of (4) above, and accept that these centuries have so far been highly

ideological. I accept Gorski’s criticism that religion has not generally

declined in the world. I was generalizing only on the basis of traditional

Christian faiths in Europe, which still are declining. Edgar Kiser is

also right to see me moving towards greater recognition of value- and

emotion-driven behaviour. I have sometimes been too rationalistic about

earlier periods. Joseph Bryant rightly says I give early Christianity too
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rational a content, at the expense of its mysticism, its superstitions and its

prejudices. A universal doctrine of rational salvation cannot alone explain

why 3,500 Christians chose martyrdom under the Emperor Diocletian –

nor the conduct of Islamist or nationalist suicide bombers today. And

Frank Trentmann is right to say I neglected the religious content of

eighteenth-century English politics.

Yet John Hobson is wrong to see me as a materialist in the realist

sense, as opposed to the idealist ‘constructivism’ he advocates. I have

no objection to ‘constructivists’ whether in International Relations or

sociology repeating that inter-subjective ideas, norms and values are

important influences on human action, that actors’ identities and interests

are socially constructed, and that structures and agents are mutually

cons tructed (Reus- Smit 2002: 129–34 ; cf. Brubaker 1996 : ch. 1). Yes –

but some human constructs then become reified as institutions and social

structure, socializing and constraining later actors. Sociologists from

Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann to Anthony Giddens have called

this the duality of action and structure. Idealist and materialist theories

are equally simplistic by comparison.

My model abandons the distinction between ideas and materiality in

favour of one between ‘ideas-and-practices combined’ (or ‘action and

structure combined’) in each of four power networks. Yet one, the

ideological, is clearly more idea-heavy than the others. It comprises net-

works of persons bearing ideologies which cannot be proved true or false,

couched at a sufficient level of generality to be able to give ‘meaning’ to a

range of human actions in theworld – as religions, socialism and nationalism

all do, for example. They also contain norms, rules of inter-personal

conduct which are ‘sacred’, strengthening conceptions of collective inter-

est and cooperation, reinforced, as Durkheim said, by rituals binding

people together in repeated affirmations of their commonality. So those

offering plausible ideologies can mobilize social movements, and wield a

general power in human societies analogous to powers yielded by control

over economic, military and political power resources.

Hobson and Reus-Smit say this is too instrumental, since it is concer-

ned with power as means not ends and so neglects the content of ideol-

ogies. Trentmann says I emphasize control over meaning systems at the

expense of the production of meaning. These accusations puzzle me.

When I discuss Sumerian or Christian religion, or nationalism, fascism,

‘Hutu Power’ or American neoconservatism, I do discuss their content,

since powerful ideologies are those whose content gives plausible meaning

to people’s lives. I do not claim to discuss all ideas, values, norms and

rituals, only those mobilized in macro-power struggles. Ralph Schroeder

gives my defence of this neglect: ideas can’t do anything unless they are

346 Response



organized. This is why the label ‘organizational materialism’ still seems

apposite, for ideas are not free-floating. Nor are economic acquisition,

violence or political regulation – they all need organizing. This is all

I mean by the term organizational materialism.

Since ideologies surpass experience, they provide a bridge between reason,

morality and emotion. Successful ones ‘make sense’ to their initiates but also

require and evoke a leap of faith, an emotional commitment. There must

be a truth content, since an ideology would not spread otherwise, but the

perception that it makes sense tugs morally and emotionally as well as

scientifically. Science alone lacks this power, being ‘cold’ and subject to

cold refutation. Jack Snyder succinctly explains in this volume why

groups infused with ideological fervour are more powerful than those

who lack it. I find his analysis accurate and impressive.

Idistinguishedtwomaintypesof ideology, ‘transcendent’and ‘immanent’.

These terms were taken from theology, where they indicate two types of

divine presence or spark. I wanted in fact to suggest that an ideology can

have a presence or spark capable of moving human beings to act outside,

and then defining, instrumental means–ends calculations.

Transcendent ideologies are the most powerful, with a more universal

appeal, capable of breaking through divisions between established power

networks – and across classes, genders, regions and states – by appealing

to interstitially emergent common identities, interests and emotions

generated by social change. The world religions did this most of all. More

recently socialism, fascism, nationalism and religious ‘fundamentalism’

have also claimed transcendent visions and have drawn into an emergent

collective network people from across the boundaries of different institu-

tionalized power networks. Socialist movements helped create broader

class identities than had hitherto existed, nationalists helped create nations

bridging existing class and regional divisions. This also helped give both

types of collectivity a moral belief and emotional confidence in their own

world-historical role.

Immanent ideologies strengthen the moral and emotional solidarity

and force of existing power networks. This is not merely ‘ideological

reproduction’ as Althusser and the early Bourdieu used to say. For it

may be the enhanced morale given by an ideology which enables an army

to be victorious (as Gorski suggests was so of Cromwell’s New Model

Army), or it may enable a movement claiming to speak for a class to effect

a revolution.

Since these are ideal-types, ideologies may be more or less one or the

other. Influential ones tend to contain elements of both. At election times

most politicians attempt ‘the vision thing’ (in the inimitable words of

President Bush the Elder), though (like him) their vision tends to be
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minimal and pragmatic. But even the most visionary ideologies are not

born immanent or transcendent. They become so after complex social

processes involving coalition-building and instrumental perceptions of

what will work as well as more intuitive or principled elements.

I now add a third residual type, institutionalized ideologies, indicating

only a minimal presence of ideological power. These are conservative

and pragmatic, endorsing ideas, values, norms and rituals which serve to

preserve present social order. They believe that emerging conflicts can be

mediated successfully by compromises embedded in present institutions.

At the borderline are ideologies like Thatcherism and social democracy,

which (as John Hall says) are mildly transcendental. Though they

work through present institutions, they have a vision of a better society.

The essence of institutionalized ideologies is recognition that progress

lies through compromise and pragmatism, so that ‘dirty’ back-stairs

dealing must compromise their values. That is what most politicians in

democracies know above all else (and what they cannot quite openly

admit before their supporters and electorates). But in parallel fashion,

the masses comply less because they believe the existing social order is

morally right than because they live in it and habitually reproduce it

through their actions. This is their habitus, as Bourdieu says: they have

internalized cultural dispositions to act, think and feel in certain ways

which lie below formal consciousness. Institutionalized ideologies are

closer to the anthropologists’ conception of ‘culture’ as the ideas, values,

etc. that pervade everyday social practices.

I embrace as a virtueHobson’s accusation that my treatment of ideology

is ‘sporadic’ – in the sense that the importance of ideological power

fluctuates greatly according to time and place. ThoughTrentmann stresses

the significance of religion in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century

England, I doubt he denies my main point: religious ideologies were

most intense (being genuinely transcendent) in the seventeenth century,

then they declined through the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth

centuries. Institutionalized ideologies are ‘thin’, in Hobson’s sense,

immanent ones are moderately thick, giving actors powers they would

otherwise not have possessed. Transcendent ones are the thickest,

constituting collective actors and interests and achieving major structural

changes. Their construction is not an everyday occurrence, of course, at

least not at the macro-level.

Emerging interstitial networks generate an explicit search for meaning.

This happens where crises threaten the everyday routine of institutionalized

networks and ideologies. In response, institutionalized elites begin to

divide. Liberals may urge compromises with emerging discontented

groups, conservatives intensify traditional values mixed with pragmatic
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repression. If crisis deepens, radical ideologists emerge, developing,

through struggles, more general meaning-systems surpassing practical

experience and claiming to be able to solve the present crisis. If institu-

tionalized elites remain divided, radicals may achieve more intensive and

extensive popular mobilization. This happens interstitially, since many

people from different social networks are now forced into conscious

reflection on the impasse, coming to similar conclusions. As Jack

Goldstone (1999) has said of revolutions, while initial opposition to the

institutionalized order may be largely explicable in terms of narrow

instrumental interests, the creation of an alternative order requires

general ideological visions going beyond direct self-interest and presenting

a plausible way of overcoming the existing crisis.

One classic example comes fromMarxian andWeberian interpretations

of the rise of Protestant capitalism. Marx stressed the rise of the bourge-

oisie, a new class emerging interstitially from diverse backgrounds. Some

began as prominent merchant families, others as gentry, yeomen or

even peasant farmers, engaging in more capitalistic farming, others were

traders and artisans taking goods between producers and consumers.

Though their behaviour was converging, they did not initially conceive

of themselves as being the same sort of people at all.Weber focused on the

common problems of meaning they faced, making moral sense of lending

and borrowing, establishing rational accountancy practices, and socializing

labour discipline. He noted how the ideology of Calvinism gave religious

meaning and virtue to these practices, though he recognized in principle

that this was a two-way process, with capitalistic practices also encouraging

Calvinism. Through this mixed transcendent–immanent process a new

collective actor emerged: a self-conscious Protestant bourgeoisie, pioneering

capitalism, fighting for its political rights, even fighting revolutions and

civil wars. Often it had higher morale than its opponents, derived from

religious commitment.

In Sources I added geopolitics, adding the princes of Northwest Europe

as interstitial power actors. They had been hitherto marginal, dependent

actors in European geopolitics, yet their economic and naval power

resources were growing. Removing religious legitimacy from Rome

meant release from the power of France, Spain and Austria. This is why

the moment that Luther nailed his defiant theses to the door of

Wittenberg Church, the Elector of Saxony sprang to protect him – and

the Thirty Years’ War became inevitable. Thus the Protestant/Catholic

divide across Europe resulted as interstitial economic, political and military

power resources were (originally unintentionally) mobilized by divines

grown ideologically discontented within the Church – a brief example of

my model in action.
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Fascists seeks to explain the emergence of the first mass fascist move-

ments in response to the European crisis generated by World War I. This

was less severe in countries where liberal representative government was

already institutionalized before 1914. Their elites could absorb post-war

crises, blending centre-left pragmatic reformism and centre-right ad hoc

repression. They gradually adapted their institutionalized ideologies

with elements of social and Christian democracy. Here institutionalized

ideologies held the upper hand.

It was different in the semi-authoritarian monarchies destabilized by the

war and the brand new states created out of the ruins of collapsed Empires.

These were all ‘dual regimes’ (half-constitutional, half-authoritarian),

lacking the routine institutions and mass compliance for coping. Both

proved more vulnerable to emerging fascist movements. These were

distinctively classless, their original core forming from soldiers of all

ranks demobilized in 1918. They confronted the crises with plausible

ideological solutions drawn essentially from their experience of military

power during the war. They saw discipline, comradeship and national

unity as the keys to modern social progress. This was the kernel of

fascism, a transcendent nation-statist ideology. In Germany, Italy and

Austria fascists could mobilize more mass emotional commitment

and violence than could conservatives, liberals or socialists. But where

conservatives maintained firmer control of military and political power,

they were able to suppress the fascists, though taking the precaution

of stealing fascist ideological clothing. The authoritarian regimes of

Antonescu (in Romania) and Franco (in Spain) purported to be

‘traditional’, but actually their fascist-derived corporatism was a new

immanent ideology of the right. Here we see institutionalized, transcend-

ent and immanent ideologies struggling against each other in one period

and continent.

Too much optimism pervaded some of my earlier discussions of

ideologies. I dwelt on ‘progressive’ ideologies that improved the world,

stressing their creation of collective more than distributive power, as

Gorski and Bryant observe. Early Christianity was levelling and universal;

medieval Christianity brought normative pacification; nationalism trans-

cended classes. Gorski (drawing on Foucault) instead emphasizes the

distributive disciplinary power of Calvinism. He suspects ‘discipline’ also

loomed larger in the normative pacification provided by Christendom.

He may be correct. With fascism, communism and ethno-nationalism in

mind, I now see clearly that world-transforming ideologies contain both

collective and distributional power, and do both good and harm. On the

whole I prefer mildly transcendental ideologies, offering a vision of a

better, though limited and not ideal future. I return to this later.
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Political and military power

Gianfranco Poggi criticizes my separation of military from political

power, cleverly forcing me into considering them together. He refines

arguments voiced in his book Forms of Power (2001). He notes that the

separation makes me a deviant among theorists, though perhaps my

real deviance is to discuss military power at all. Poggi says that since

‘force and fear’ underlie political power, it is redundant to identify a

separate military power deploying exactly these resources. I will flatly

reject this, arguing that the two have diametrically opposed qualities.

In Sources I defined military power as ‘the social organization of physical

force in the form of concentrated coercion’. Reflecting on Poggi’s

criticism, I realize that ‘coercion’ was not strong enough. Webster’s

dictionary allows ‘coerce’ to mean ‘compel to an act or choice’, or

‘bring about by force or threat’. This could refer to workers threatened

with dismissal, or priests cowed into silence by their bishops. I should

have defined military power as the social organization of concentrated lethal

violence. ‘Concentrated’ means mobilized and focused, ‘lethal’ means

deadly. Webster defines ‘violence’ as ‘exertion of physical force so as to

injure or abuse’, or ‘intense, turbulent, or furious and often destructive

action or force’. These are the senses I wish to convey: military force

is focused, physical, furious, lethal violence. This is why it evokes

the psychological emotion and physiological symptoms of fear, as we

confront the serious possibility of agonizing pain, dismemberment, or

death. Poggi and I agree that this is a distinctive and important experience

of power in human societies.

Poggi, however, relates it to politics, drawing on Popitz and Schmitt for

support, though they were discussing the extremely violent politics of

inter-war Germany. Schmitt became a Nazi, of course. He feared that

mass (working-class) parties would vote en bloc in disciplined military

fashion (his metaphor) and be unable to engage in constructive debate

and compromise. With the example of the Bolshevik Revolution before

him, he concluded that liberal democracy could not survive the onset of

mass society. Politics required an authoritarian centre as protection

against class warfare. Schmitt embraced steadily more militaristic models

of politics, since force must be met by force. So his definition of politics

as ‘dividing friend from foe’ reflected not the essence of politics, but

its descent into militarism.

Military power holders say, ‘If you resist, you die.’ Such a lethal threat

from armed persons is terrifying. The very unpredictability of who will

end up as a corpse adds its own terrors. Though bombing or storming a

city never kills everyone, the inhabitants all fear they might be one of the
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victims.Military power is not confined to armies. Lesser organized, lethal

violence comes from gangs of paramilitaries, criminals or youths. I have

written this chapter in two cities, Los Angeles and Belfast. In both of them

lethal armed gangs remain active. Since 1980 about 25,000 people in

the US have died in gang warfare, over twice as many as in the Afghanwar

of 2001–2002. ‘Only’ 3,700 have died in the conflicts in Northern Ireland

over the last three decades, though many more have been beaten up or

knee-capped.

Very few rules govern the deployment of military power. The ‘rules of

war’ are precarious in all ages – as we have recently seen in Afghanistan,

Iraq and Guantanamo Bay. The paucity of rules or norms is unlike

economic or ideological power – and especially unlike political power,

as we see in a moment. Military power also has distinctive internal

organization. It combines the apparent opposites of hierarchy and comrade-

ship, intense physical discipline and esprit de corps. This is so that

soldiers will not respond with flight when they face the prospect of terror

themselves. Only where social movements actually begin to physically

fight do they develop such intense and peculiar solidarity. This is what

made fascists tougher than their socialist rivals. Alcohol and drugs are

often also administered, to dampen down combatants’ own terror. They

are not administered to political officials. Power exercised within

military organization tends to be somewhat despotic and arbitrary, though

tempered by shared comradeship and morale. And military power wielded

over outsiders is the most despotic and arbitrary power imaginable.

I continue to define political power as centralized, territorial regulation

of social life. Only the state has this centralized-territorial spatial form.

Here I deviate from Weber, who located political power (or ‘parties’) in

any organization, not just states. Most sociologists have ignored him and

used the term only for state-oriented activity, though recent use by

political scientists of the term ‘governance’ revives Weber’s viewpoint.

Governance may be administered by all kinds of bodies, including

feudal manors and guilds, and modern corporations, NGOs and social

movements. I prefer to keep the term ‘political’ for the state – including,

of course, local and regional as well as national-level government. In

feudalism, it becomes difficult to identify where states end and class

organization begins, which Brenner makes some play of. But states and

not NGOs and others have the centralized-territorial form which

makes its rules authoritative for anyone within its territories. I can resign

membership of an NGO and so flaunt its ‘rules’. I am absolutely required

to obey the rules of the state in whose territory I reside, and changes of

citizenship are uncommon and rule-governed. ‘Governance’ is increasing

in the world, but I prefer to discuss its non-state aspects in the context of
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ideological, economic and military organizations (with some geopolitical

exceptions I mention later).

Weber said the modern state possessed a monopoly of legitimate

violence, though I prefer a monopoly of institutionalized violence.

Political rituals and routines, rather than normative legitimacy, makes

actual violence minimal. They go together with institutionalized ideologies,

occurring when violence, like ideology, is minimal. Regulation exercised

from centre through territories, rather than either legitimacy (ideology) or

violence (military), is the key function of the state. Its key apparatuses

concern law and rule-governed political deliberations in centralized

courts, councils, assemblies andministries. But as LindaWeiss emphasizes,

the state is not only laws and rules but also informal coordination between

officials and representatives of domestically powerful groups. As she says,

themost effective states generate the intense infrastructural and collective

power she terms ‘governed interdependence’. Infrastructural power is the

essence of the routinized powers of states, while the exercise of despotic

power is a sign of a weaker state. The part of social life which is intensely,

routinely regulated and coordinated in a centralized and territorial

fashion concerns networks of political power. In these senses political is

the very opposite of military power.

I now confront two objections: behind law and coordination lies physical

force; and states deploy armies, especially abroad in space which is not

nearly so rule-governed. Both obviously contain some truth. Behind

law does lie physical force, but in most states it lies well back and is not

usually mobilized into lethal action. Political force is usually evoked first

as a ritualized, machine-like, rule-governed and non-violent constraint.

I reject Poggi’s notion that when facing the state and its force we normally

feel ‘vulnerability to death and suffering’. I start with the easiest case

for my argument, contemporary Western states. Here politics are over-

whelmingly pragmatic, ritualized and non-violent. Regimes change with

ceremony, not force.

True, crime and dissent may bring more forceful retribution in the

form of ritualized coercion. But as Durkheim noted, our law is more

restitutive than repressive, and it allocates punishment along agreed

sliding scales. If found guilty of minor offences, we may receive only a

probationary sentence or a financial penalty. For more serious offences

punishment escalates, and we may be coercively deprived of our liberty.

But unless we physically resist, incarceration remains ritualized and

non-violent – we are handcuffed and placed in a locked cell. Our main

fears are of public shame, of being trapped in an oppressive judicial

machine, of losing wealth, or of being coercively confined. Terror is not

the most appropriate word for our sentiments, unless perhaps we face
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the death penalty or a life sentence. A Republican or Loyalist activist in

Belfast may feel terror when confronted in the street by the Irish

Republican Army, the Ulster Volunteer Force, the paramilitary Royal

Ulster Constabulary (now the PNSI), or the British Army, but after

being arrested, different emotions will be aroused by the police and

judicial authorities (unless torture is feared). This is the force of rules,

not furious violence.

Strikes and political dissent sometimes invoke rough stuff from

paramilitary and police forces. But Los Angelenos typically feel more

fear when straying into unfamiliar ‘ghettos’ with alien gangs supposedly

lurking nearby, than when picketing factories or marching against

war; similarly for Belfast Republicans straying into Loyalist areas, or

vice versa. They feel they understand and so can play around the edges

of the rituals of police violence more easily than with those of gang or

paramilitary warfare. You can’t play games with the IRA or the UVF,

but you can (much of the time) with the British or Irish governments.

States sometimes repress more violently, but usually in graded escala-

tions. In the first, the police employ non-lethal riot tactics, causing

injuries but rarely deaths. In the second stage, mixed police, paramilitary

and army units will escalate shows of force. They broadcast threats, shoot

in the air, and make demonstrative advances armed with low lethality

weapons – riot armour and clubs, tear gas, rubber bullets, the blunt edge

of cavalry sabres, carbines rather than automatic weapons, etc. In the

third, military, stage the armed forces take over, exacting exemplary

repression by killing as ruthlessly as they consider necessary, in order to

terrorize the others. Here we see the escalation from political through

mixed to military power relations.

Many states are more violent and/or despotic. Nonetheless, most still

try to institutionalize their power. Royal prerogatives were exercised most

effectively when they were not arbitrary, but predictable, conforming to

established norms in consultation with the main regional power-brokers.

Royal courts, baronial councils, city-state oligarchies, estate assemblies,

etc. had their rituals and norms. The prevalence of rules among those

who counted politically means that truly despotic power was usually

mitigated by more routinized infrastructures. Despotism was a term of

abuse, meaning power was illegitimate because arbitrary. The main

institutional weakness of monarchy was well understood – a disputed

succession or an erratic, incompetent monarch, either of which in extremis

might lead to civil war – a move from political to military power. Of

course, many historic states dealing with crime or dissent used violence

more routinely, but this was usually against the lower orders, not politically

recognized personages. Public beatings and limb amputations were
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part of this sliding scale, while police and state par amilitarie s often

tortu red, sometime s in publ ic. But for pers ons of substanc e, such

punishme nts usually followe d after le gal form s or cons ultations were

followe d – either a trial or an inqu isition with rules or a deal struck with

famili es of substanc e.

Of course, the most violent and arbitrary states le ap right over any

divide betw een politica l and military power. Nazi s, Stal inists, Ma oists

and Catholic Grand Inquisito rs killed large numbe rs of peopl e whose

only crime was being defined as possess ing an ‘ene my’ ident ity (as Jew,

kulak , landlo rd, heretic, etc.). An y legal form s were pho ney. An Ivan the

Terribl e or a Timu r raised terror to an art- form. These cases blur politic al

and military power. But all the power sources sometime s blur into

each othe r. E conomi c and polit ical power blurr ed in the Soviet Union.

Many Afri can stat es strad dle the bor derline betwee n the two: stat e

offic ials cont rol m ost of the eco nomy but operate under corrup t capit alist

principles, while control over the para-statal economy generates much

political struggle, being an important cause of the Rwandan genocide of

1994, for exampl e (see Da rk Side , ch. 15). But the se cases do not negate

the utility of distinguishing between political and economic power. Nor

do very violent states negate the division between political and military

power.

The second objection is that states deploy armies, which are often

the most powerful armed forces. Nonetheless, civil and military admin-

istrations are normally separated, military castes and coups are distinctive

phenomena, and many armed forces are not state-organized. Most tribal

military federations were stateless; while most feudal levies, knightly

orders, private merchant armies (like the British East India Company)

andmost insurgent and guerrilla forces were substantially independent of

states. Some modern paramilitary formations have had closer links to

political parties than the state, like theHutu Interahamwe or the Nazi SA,

while the Italian fascist party emerged out of a paramilitary. Most terror-

ists are stateless, as are bandits and criminal and youth gangs. Such

military formations are widespread across the world today, enjoying

great success in challenging the armies of states. Only rarely since

World War II have the latter defeated guerrillas. Poggi is trying to

merge political and military power precisely when most warfare is not

between states. Since 1945 inter-state wars have declined, and intra-state

wars – civil wars – now form the majority of wars, causing the majority

of victims. Some call this ‘the new warfare’, but actually it is a revival of

very old human social organization. All the military groups I have

identified deploy arbitrary terror against outsiders, and within they cultivate

discipline, comradeship and esprit de corps. Moreover, as Schroeder says,
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military power conquers new territories, whereas political power can only

rule within.

A state may wield different military and political capacities. Germany

has much more political than military power, the United States has the

reverse. The US is the greatest military power in the world. In 2003 it

conquered the whole of Iraq within twenty-four days. Its generals used

the typical strategy of armies enjoying superior offensive fire-power:

concentrate it on the enemy’s command-and-control centres, seize and

hold strategic communications routes and then take the capital. The US

did this very effectively, even without significant allies on the ground.

Give-or-take a siege or two, it is how the European empires also

conquered their colonies. But American political powers are puny by

comparison with theirs. The US lacked international political allies, but

more critical was its failure to find political allies within Iraq. Apart from

Kurdish forces in the north, it lacked allies who could mobilize patron–

client networks on the ground. Ignoring the experience of past empires, it

has relied for pacification and policing on its own soldiers, and so its

apparatus of control remained highly lethal. Its ‘police’ are soldiers

armedwithM-16/M-4 semi-automatic weapons, calling in tanks, artillery

and air-strikes. Such weapons produce mayhem, mangled and maimed

bodies, and male, female, infant and elderly victims. This is the way to

conquer armies and terrorize peoples, but not to police them or establish

the rule of law (or to win them over ideologically). Here the distinction

between military and political power is critical to an understanding of the

abject American failure in Iraq. I seemy book Incoherent Empire as a policy

pay-off frommymodel, for I predicted the disasters which would ensue if

an occupation and restructuring of Iraq (or Afghanistan) were attempted

by a United States deploying massive military offensive fire-power, stingy

economic budgeting, and wholly inadequate political and ideological

power resources.

John Hobson says that I have tended to equate international relations

with geopolitics. Initially I did, but not since introducing two refine-

ments. First, I distinguished between ‘inter-national’ and ‘transnational’

relations. Inter-national relations (always with a hyphen) are relations

between states or between groups organized within each state – like

national football associations organized into FIFA, for example.

Transnational relations transcend the boundaries of states, passing

through them without reference to state power. I used the distinction

mainly when discussing globalization, which blends both. I could

have usefully deployed them when analysing earlier multi-power actor

civilizations like Sumer or Greece. Their individual city-states shared in a

common ‘civilization’ which was predominantly transnational, and they
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also conducted inter-national relations, including going to war with each

other (though the word ‘national’ would be strictly anachronistic before

modern times).

Second, I distinguished ‘hard’ from ‘soft’ geopolitics. ‘Hard geopolitics’

arematters of war and the avoidance of war; ‘soft geopolitics’ are inter-state

agreements concerning non-lethal matters like law, the economy, health,

education, the environment, etc. If the essence of political power is author-

itative rule-making and enforcement, while that of military power is

rule-light lethal violence, then hard and soft geopolitics must be separated

into, respectively, military and political power. Soft geopolitics involve

agreements between states often setting up inter-governmental organiza-

tions (IGOs) which write the fine print, police conformity and punish

breaches. Soft geopolitics politicize inter-national space, i.e. to submit it

to routinized regulation, whereas hard geopolitics militarize it.

True, inter-national space is rarely as rule-governed as national space

(though it is not anarchic, as realists sometimes say). We use the term

‘trade war’ to indicate a rivalry, in which, for example, in 2002 the US

arbitrarily slapped tariffs on foreign steel imports, and the EU responded –

as it was entitled to do under WTO rules – with counter-tariffs on a

range of US exports. But while the WTO legal machinery ground slowly,

it did grind towards fining the US millions of dollars for its tariffs. In this

case the US evaded the fine by abolishing the offending tariffs in 2004.

Since the WTO is ultimately a voluntary body, the US could refuse to pay

and withdraw from it, but the advantages of membership are too great. Of

course, some agreements are not enforceable at all. The Kyoto Treaty on

Global Warming may be reneged on without punishment. It involved

norms rather than laws, a much weaker level of political power. But

overall, IGOs are part of politics.

In contrast, the ‘hardest’ of geopolitics involve wars or deterring wars,

which are expressions of military power relations. So too are threats of

war, and sanctions and blockades which inflict death and suffering, and

so are alliances to build up one bloc’s military strength against others.

Alliances to preserve peace may blur the difference, though since they are

characteristically insecure and changeable, they are less rule-governed

than soft geopolitics. Once again, politics is about rules, routinization and

the relative dominance of infrastructural over despotic power, whereas

military power is rule-light, arbitrary and essentially despotic.

But concepts are only valid if they help explain the real world. Are

there military, as opposed to political, phenomena? At the beginning

of the twenty-first century, despite IGOs and NGOs and a supposed

‘transnational civil society’, the world remains lethal. One in six states

are riven by civil wars, and there are purportedly twenty million
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Kalashnikovs in use around the world. The US has military bases in over

one hundred countries and has invaded two countries in the last three

years. Over eighty countries collaborate in its ‘war against terrorism’ –

because international terrorists have killed the citizens of over eighty

countries. The US has 1.4 million men and women in its armed

forces, though this is smaller than the 1.6 million employed in the US

private security industry – a disproportion found also in Britain. There are

‘no-go’ areas for the police in many supposedly advanced and pacified

countries. Isn’t it time more social scientists studied organized, furious,

lethal violence? We are human beings, mobilized into social groups,

perennially prone to attack each other violently. Not everyone can

sublimate violence into academic polemic.

Explaining murderous ethnic cleansing

Which brings me to David Laitin’s polemic against my treatment of ethnic

violence. My provocative title, The Dark Side of Democracy, seems to

have enraged him, since it is the only possible source for his main claim

that I say democracies commit murderous ethnic cleansing. On pages 2–4

of the book I explain my title in the form of one principal thesis and five

sub-theses. The last two of these say that institutionalized democracies do

not commit murderous cleansing, except for some settler states, and that

by definition a democracy cannot murder a large number of its own

citizens. So I never simply say that democracies commit murderous ethnic

cleansing. Nor is it correct that ‘on through the text, Mann associates the

most grievous murderous violations of human rights with democracy’.

Since I do not say such things, I never retreat to a ‘watered-down version’

of them. I do think there are connections between the two, or I would not

have chosen this title. So let me explain what they are.

The book lays out eight principal theses (as well as the five sub-theses)

which proceed successively from the most general causes to the most

concrete processes of cleansing. After presenting them, I acknowledge

(on pages 9–10) that they are only empirical tendencies, with exceptions.

Nor do I present a large sample of cases. This is thick analysis of a few

cases, able to bring out the unique features and causal processes of each.

My first thesis says that murderous ethnic cleansing is modern because

it is the dark side of democracy – it does not say that democracies commit

murderous ethnic cleansing. I go on to explain what this means. First,

cleansing is modern, rarely found in large-scale human groups in former

times. It does seem to have occurred in some conflicts between the kinds

of small and simple human groups studied by anthropologists, and there

was a larger exception perpetrated by a certain type of conqueror-settler,
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to which I will return. Laitin says my overarching claim is ‘trivially true’,

showing he is not familiar with the literature. Most writers on genocide

see it as a perennial feature of the human condition. I quote some of them.

I also have some local news for him from LSE, where present scholars

Anthony Smith and John Hutchinson have overturned the old LSE

(Kedourie/Gellner) orthodoxy (which Laitin and I apparently share).

They say that ethnic solidarities and conflicts are not exclusively modern,

but ‘perennial’. I quote them too. I expect some of these scholars will

criticize my book. If they do, they will regard my argument not as trivial

but important – and false.

The main reason I give for my modernist position is that ethnicity,

though present in all eras, was much less important to power relations in

former times thanwas class. Rulers and ruled were so divided by class that

this outweighed any common ethnic identity they shared (most shared

none). This invokes my second thesis: murderous ethnic cleansing only

occurs where ethnicity dominates class, with class-like sentiments of

exploitation channelled into ethno-nationalism. Atrocities were rarely

committed by one ethnic group against another. I show, for example,

that the Assyrians’ worst atrocities amounted to ‘exemplary repression’

not ‘genocide’, as many have said. Thus, for example, some Jews or

Babylonians were killed in order to get the majority to comply with

Assyrian rule. Even Assyrian deportations had pragmatic economic and

political goals, with no desire to ‘cleanse’ whole ethnic groups from their

homelands. They killed and deported many people, but for different

purposes.

My historical argument continues through a pre-modern phase of

mid-level religious cleansing generated by ideologies of ‘democratization

of the soul but not the body’. Then came the crunch: modernity in

Europe brought the notion of (political) ‘rule by the people’. This ideology

transcended class divisions once it referred to ‘the whole people’. It did

not initially do so in the liberal countries. There ‘the people’ initially

meant only adult male property-owners, and so the emerging nation

was ‘stratified’ and diverse – again nation did not transcend class. This

happy accident meant that representative government was gradually

extended class by class and from men to women, so that the whole of an

ethnic group (or of multiple ethnic groups) was admitted to a common

citizenship only after liberal democracy was already substantially institu-

tionalized. Major ‘cleansing’ happened in some of these countries

(I instance Britain and France), but generally through more peaceful,

institutional means.

Yet through the nineteenth century the ideal spread of rule by the

‘whole people’, which is really what we mean by democracy. But this
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might confuse two different root words of ‘the people’, the Greek terms

demos and ethnos. Inmulti-ethnic contexts, rule by the whole peoplemight

mean only rule by a dominant or majority ethnic group. This became

especially problematic in the authoritarian Romanov, Habsburg and

Ottoman empires, where insurgence might be in the name of rule by

either all citizens or the locally dominant ethnos. I then trace the latter

notion into ‘organic’ nationalism, which sees the people as one and

indivisible and demands ‘Poland for the Poles’, ‘Ukraine for the

Ukrainians’, etc. This I say was the root of the evil that followed.

So Laitin is wrong to say that I am imprecise about how modernity

causes ethnic cleansing. Most scholars have concluded that it involved

the rise of nationalism. This is true, but insufficient. I add first that the

root of nationalism was the demand for rule by the people; and second

murderous ethnic cleansing resulted where organic nationalism appeared

in the bi-ethnic contexts explained in my theses 3–5. It is in this sense that

ethnic cleansing is the dark side of democracy. More precisely, it is the

perversion of democracy – not usually of institutionalized democracies

(I will say why later), but of democratic ideals and processes of democrati-

zation. Nor is this a mere abstraction, for in my case studies I show that

almost all the eventual perpetrators of murderous ethnic cleansing started

their political careers seeking ‘rule by the people’, and then perverting their

own initial ideals. These are quite close connections, operating through

both broad historical processes and individual careers. Are the connections

‘logical’, as Laitin seems to require? I don’t quite know what ‘logic’ would

look like in history. But Laitin seems to have been dealing so long with

static correlations between variables, dealing with process through lagged

variables and cohort analysis (which he does brilliantly) that he cannot

recognize processual historical arguments when he sees them.

In the case of the settler colonies I make the most direct connection.

This is the only type of case where I say that still-functioning represen-

tative governments (for the colonists, not the natives) perpetrated mas-

sive murderous ethnic cleansing, and were more likely to do so than less

representative governments. To support this, I do make brief compari-

sons between different colonial powers, and Laitin criticizes this brevity.

He does not mention that the bulk of my comparative analysis concerns

not place but time and agents. I compare colonies and states in North

America and Australia before and after settlers acquired de facto and

formal self-government. Murder increased after these changes. I also

compare settlers, the colonial government and churches, and find that

settlers favoured murder most, churches least.

I locate the underlying cause of such cleansing as the arrival of settler-

conquerors who want the natives’ land but not their labour (and such
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had probably formedmost of the exceptions in earlier history). Laitin says

my economic argument makes democracy causally redundant, but he is

wrong. Where authoritarian colonial governments and churches had the

power to restrain the settlers, cleansing was less serious. Both causes –

settlement for land but not labour, and settler representative government –

were required for murderous ethnic cleansing.2

There were two partial exceptions to my colonial argument, occurring

between the 1860s and the 1900s: the atrocities perpetrated by Imperial

Russia in the Caucasus and by Germany against the Herero in South

West Africa in 1907. Only the Herero case is sufficiently documented to

perceive the role of settlers.3 Coding de facto reality on the ground as

democratic or authoritarian is alsomore complicated than Laitin seems to

think. This governor formally ruled the colony, and he was moremoderate

than most settlers, but they controlled the law-courts and most land

acquisition, so provoking the Herero revolt which was suppressed with

massive force culminating in genocide. But in both cases, settlers (and

the civilian part of the state) played only minor roles in the culmination.

The main perpetrator was the army high command, who in this period

came with distinctively modern and technocratically ruthless war-plans.

I suggest this might be a generic exception, providing a secondary

contribution of modernity, at least in this period. I discuss what I call

military ‘tactical lures’ towards murderous cleansing, instancing General

Sheridan’s tactic (during the same period) of attacking Native American

villages in winter, which committed the braves into a war of position

(in which his fire-power had the advantage) instead of a war of movement

(to which the Native Americans were better suited). This was intended to

force the braves to return to the villages to defend their women and

children. It worked, and the result was general slaughter of Indian civilians

as well as braves. I suspect similar lures existed in the Caucasus. Later

I instance Milosevic’s falling-back on the more ferocious paramilitaries

when his army, the JNA, proved ineffective as a ‘constrained lure’. But

ultimately I did not sufficiently integrate military power into an argument

that centred most on political power and then on ideological power.

Inmy non-colonial cases the relation between democracy andmurderous

cleansing was not so direct. Yugoslavia contained the closest relations.

Elections were held in all the republics only weeks or months before the

ethnic wars started. Ethno-nationalists, including those who (apart from

Milosevic) became the leading perpetrators, won them all. These were

free elections except for Serbia, where Milosevic exerted some controls

over the process. He won the largest number of votes, but more extreme

nationalist opposition parties got the second-largest share – and then

provided the main paramilitary perpetrators. Ethno-nationalists now
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controlled every government in Yugoslavia (there were three rival groups

in Bosnia), and theymutually escalated into organic nationalism and war.

Among them, only Milosevic had not spent most of his political career

favouring democracy.

Ottoman Turkey held free elections, with a limited franchise in 1908,

seven years before the genocide. Independent centrists won the most

seats, though the Young Turks did respectably, in alliance with the

minority nationalist parties who later became their victims. At this time

they favoured extending representative government, with democracy as

their ultimate goal. Then a succession of military defeats interacted with

coups and ethnic conflict pushed them towards ‘organic nationalism’,

away from democracy. Formerly the leading advocates of reform, they

were the perpetrators of the 1915 genocide, not the reactionary Sultan’s

party or the conservative centrists. In Rwanda, elections had followed

independence during the 1960s. Hutu nationalists won them and

their notion of ‘majoritarian democracy’ became less and less tolerant of

the Tutsi minority. A military coup led to a Hutu-led dictatorship

under President Habyarimana, which lasted twenty-one years until the

eve of the genocide. Most commentators believe that the Habyarimana

regime restrained ethnic violence. However, it was destabilized by a

Tutsi invasion, economic difficulties and international pressure for

the restoration of elections. It was in the run-up to these elections that

Hutu Power factions radicalized and began to take over most of the

new parties. SincemostHutu politicians expected them towin the elections,

they were jumping on the bandwagon. The Hutu Power factions

perpetrated the genocide.4

So almost all the leading perpetrators began their political careers

demanding the creating or deepening of representative government.

Then they perverted their own ideals. I take pains to describe their

political trajectories. This means that Laitin can give as evidence of

their anti-democratic stance my descriptions of the later stages of their

careers, when they had abandoned their earlier ideals. He takes some

statements from when they were actually murdering, when they were not

remotely democratic. But I am describing a process, which begins with

attempted democratization and then, when demos and ethnos increasingly

entwine, goes into reverse.

The Nazi movement is the only one that started anti-democratic. Nazi

leaders endorsed the leadership principle, attacked a Weimar democracy

they claimed was corrupt and ineffective, and were violently brawling

from early on. Nazism does not fit. But their major foreign collaborators

whom I discuss do largely fit. Seven nationalist movements of eastern

Europe began as democrats, then embraced organic nationalism,
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involving some murderous cleansing (though full-scale participation in

Nazi genocides required other causes too).

Finally, India and Indonesia contain less serious conflicts. In India

(Kashmir and 1947 apart) most ethnic conflicts involve ‘riot cycles’, in

which further escalation is eventually stopped by government repression

of rioters. Laitin says this is because India is a democracy, so this is a

counter-case. My own argument is more complex. I repeat others’

research finding that murderous riots occur less frequently in periods of

martial law, when democracy has been suspended. I also say that govern-

ment repression of riots comes from India being a stable institutionalized

state, so that political elites see their own interests as resting more on the

preservation of order than pursuing ethno-nationalist goals. I say that

Indian democracy exercises a particular restraint on ethno-nationalism,

for caste politics act like class politics elsewhere to lower the transcendent

appeal of ethno-nationalism. Congress and the parties of the left express

lower-caste grievances, undercutting the power of Hindu nationalism.

Even the nationalist BJP is forced to respond to these, since it is vulnerable

to the charge that it expresses high-caste interests. Caste/class partially

undercuts nation. Laitin also claims violence is worse in Indonesia than in

India because it is less democratic, though I emphasize that its state is less

stable. Chua’s (2004) case studies suggest that democratization generally

worsens ethnic violence in developing countries, including Indonesia.5

This raises the broader links between political and ideological power.

My thesis 1(c) says that democratizing regimes are more dangerous than

stable regimes, whether these are democratic or authoritarian. My fifth

thesis adds that going ‘over the brink’ into actual murder occurs when a

state has been factionalized and then radicalized amid unstable geopolit-

ical conditions. Putting these together reveals the differences between the

types of ideology which I sketched earlier.

On the one hand, stable, institutionalized regimes generate ‘institu-

tionalized ideologies’, strengthening pragmatism (including pragmatic

repression), and routines which reproduce existing institutions.

Politicians and police chiefs in India, despite often having strong

Hindu biases themselves, eventually intervene to impose order since

their careers ultimately depend on it. This lowers the attractions to

them of ‘immanent’ or ‘transcendent’ ethno-nationalist ideals – whether

the state is democratic or authoritarian. Tito’s regime operated similarly

in Yugoslavia. On the other hand, democratization is more likely to

generate some domestic instability and faction-fighting. If it is also linked

to unstable geopolitics, radicals can mobilize popular support around

immanent and transcendent ideologies. Laitin thinks I am resorting to a

weaker argument if I invoke ideals rather than practices. Both have
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their distinct power. If practices are stable, generating routine pragmat-

ism among elites and a routine habitus among the masses, they are strong.

But if practice is unstable, then ideals matter. Some ideals may have very

unpleasant consequences. I hope this is all now clear. Next time I might

choose a more boring title.

Laitin’s second complaint concerns my typology of violence and

cleansing contained in Table 1.1. Its main purposes were to distinguish

the main types of violence and cleansing, to distinguish the focus of my

research – the shaded areas in the table which are high on both criteria –

and to indicate stages of escalation. That I say the intention to kill large

numbers appears late in the process does not ‘undermine’ my categories,

as Laitin says. Quite the reverse: it enables me to better identify the stages

of escalation. Throughout the book I describe many countries and

sequences with what I hope is a consistent terminology. I think this

table generates the most useful typology available in the literature.

Yet I do concede some ground to Laitin. My typology is not a pair

of Guttman scales, since types and degrees of violence and cleansing

mingle. There are actually elements of three scales: proportion of a total

population cleansed, proportion of a total population dying, and extent

of intended killing. I attempt to distinguish between unintended

deaths, intentional killing and the half-way category of ‘callous’ deaths

(behaviour which unintentionally caused deaths, but was not quickly

rectified because the perpetrator cared little for the victims’ fate). That

is why genocide is below ethnocide in the violence typology and why

callous projects rank above merely mistaken projects in the cleansing

typology. This third element is confusing, I admit. If it were possible to

devise accurate statistics on all these dimensions, I might devise a better

schema.6 But murderous ethnic cleansing does not allow that kind of

precision, and the table is adequate to its purposes. It is also true that

I occasionally compound the problem by saying that x is ‘a worse’ case.

This seems to indicate a moral stance, though I only intended to indicate

a relative position in the table. I share Laitin’s doubts about the status

of ‘genocide’ as the ‘worst evil’, as opposed to other forms of inhumanity.

I say this in the text, when dealing with General Krstic’s trial. It only

makes a legal difference whether he is convicted of conspiracy to genocide

or crimes against humanity – equivalent to most of my shaded areas. He

did command mass murder.

But I reject Laitin’s further accusation that I show leftist bias in excusing

class more than ethnic atrocities. I do say that class conflict usually

generates fewer deaths than ethnic conflict. I give reasons for this – classes

are more inter-dependent than ethnic groups and tend to form less total

identities. But I say that post-revolutionary Marxist regimes differ.

364 Response



Thewhole point ofmy long chapter on ‘communist cleansings’ is to precisely

categorize them (as no one has previously done) and to analyse similar-

ities and differences in violence and cleansing between conceptions of

democracy that became perverted by ethnic or class organicism. Of leftists

I note their distinctive evils, ‘classicide’ (killing classes) and ‘fratricide’

(killing comrades), which fascists tend not to commit, plus the infusion

into class of ‘ethnic’ (hereditary) elements, supposedly with no place in

Marxism.

My book focuses on process, and my thesis 6 says that intentions to

murder only appear very late in cleansing sequences. Clear intent

to commit mass murder does eventually appear in my cases, includ-

ing communist ones, especially in Cambodia. Laitin says I excuse

leftists because they intended to kill less often. This was not true of the

Khmer Rouge, while classicide once begun was fairly systematic.

However, famine deaths resulting from forced collectivization in China

and the Soviet Union were not intended. They fit my category ‘callous

wars, civil wars and revolutionary projects’. They were callous since once

the lethal effects of policy were known, the regimes were slow to

change them. They did not care much for their victims. I also say that

these callous acts resulted in the deaths of truly vast numbers of people –

in fact much more than the intended deaths in either the Soviet Union or

China. These are all precise and, I believe, correct statements. I excuse no

one. Since I say similar things about the Franciscanmissions in California

and the British government during the Irish famine (lower absolute death

numbers but these were higher proportions of the total populations),

perhaps it is these comparisons which really bother Laitin.

We like to think of perpetrators being quite alien from us – ‘primitive

peoples’ (likeHutus or perhaps Serbs),Nazis bringing a supposedly unique

Holocaust, and communist dictatorships. More recently ‘failed states’

have entered the category of ‘the Other’. I had not thought much about

good and evil until writing this book, but that I know now that they are not

things set quite apart from each other or from everyday life. They emerge

together out of the problems confronting each generation in each place.

Representative democracy is a major improvement for large-scale societies

(more direct forms of democracy were always available for small ones), but

it brought evil where ethnos and demos entwined. This is a problem of our

civilization. That is what I mean by The Dark Side of Democracy.

Economic versus political power: the European miracle

Two chapters in this volume, by Stephan Epstein and Robert Brenner,

discuss the remarkable rise of Europe to global leadership in the early
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modern period. I will respond, beginning within Europe and then broad-

ening out to comparisons between Europe, especially Britain, and Asia,

especially China. The latter also gives me the opportunity to comment

on a debate which has erupted since my first two volumes of Sources.

I finished Volume I twenty years ago and would now change various

arguments in the light of subsequent scholarship. I also know more

about basic economics. So I recognize my mistake in persistently using

the rising productivity of land (rather than labour) as a measure of devel-

opment – and now I can at least understand Brenner’s accusation that

I am a ‘Smithian’, though I reject it.7 I also object to Brenner’s assertion

that mine is a functionalist theory of stratification. I do not say that those

who hold power perform ‘indispensable functions’ for subordinates. I do

say that distributive power derives originally from collective power, i.e.

that stratification derives from social cooperation. So did Marx and so

have many others.

Yet Brenner has a point when he says that my depiction of the European

dynamic sometimes appears too ‘systemic’. My remark that the crises of

the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries and of the seventeenth century

were mere ‘hiccups’ in an overall upward trend needs toning down

(millions died). Brenner’s argument that feudal lords and peasants were

locked into relations which tended to stifle development also has

some force. There were numerous obstacles and many inefficiencies and

contradictions. Those who narrate development find it difficult to avoid an

onward-and-upward tone. I did distinguish different geographic rhythms

and I would now also distinguish more clearly several phases of economic

development. First came the somewhat hidden and localized intensive

development of the acephalous, backward and overwhelmingly rural net-

works of the early Middle Ages, in which Christendom and (over a certain

space and time) the Carolingian Empire provided a minimum of more

extensive integration. Then came more extensive ‘Smithian’ development

towards markets, towns and states, still largely subordinated to local,

feudal relations of production; then further development of commodities,

markets, towns and states into Smithian ‘high equilibrium’ agrarian

economies; then the surges into capitalism and industrialism that I will

describe below. In each phase, there was a tendency for the institution-

alization of social relations which had helped early development to

block further development. As I described in Sources – and as Epstein

also argues – these were not so much overcome as outflanked, as regions

marginal and interstitial to previous phases pioneered new development.

The ultimate ‘secret’ of such extraordinary yet uneven development in

Christendom-becoming-Europe was its combination of intensive and

extensive power relations, localism plus connections to a wider world.
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Brenner sees his most fundamental argument as concerning the

relations between economic and political power in feudalism. His discus-

sion raises a dilemma confronting all analysis, but especially mine. I wish

tomake analytic and institutional distinctions between the four sources of

social power, while also recognizing that they are mutually entwined.

Since Brenner ignores ideological power and integrates military and

political, he deals only with what he calls the economic and the political.

He says I separate them too much. He says that the reproduction of the

feudal ruling classes depended upon the political, while the reproduction

of the state depended upon the economic. He adds that the raison d’être of

feudal government was to enable the dominant class to extract the surplus

labour of the peasants. This is a functionalist statement, since he is saying

that not merely did government help the dominant class extract, but also

this was the reason the government existed in the first place. The needs

of the system (themode of production) determinedmore particular social

relations. I favour much more political (and military and ideological)

autonomy than this. Medieval states performed multiple functions, and

so they performed none of them perfectly.

He says the peasants physically occupied the land and knew they could

live perfectly well without the lords. So the lords need their manorial

courts, their armed retainers and the ultimate force provided by the central

state in order to extract their ownmeans of subsistence. This is quite unlike

capitalism, he says, in which surplus labour can be extracted through

purely economic means, since the workers do not possess the means of

production. In fact, he says the distinction is between capitalism and all

prior historical modes of production, practising a similar reductionism on

all of them. I am sceptical of this familiar Marxist distinction. What

happens to workers today who occupy their factories and deny access to

the owner is rather similar to what happened to peasants withdrawing their

labour from the feudal manor. They get repressed by force. Peasants were

also economically trapped by the lords’ organizational control of the mill

and the market, just as workers today are by comparable economic power

organizations. The differences are of degree not of kind.

But Brenner gets intomore difficulties when he uses the same explanation

for violence between feudal lords, that is in explaining wars. Medieval

wars, he says, derived from ‘the material requirements, the rules for

reproduction, of the dominant class of feudal lords’. Indeed, he says

that the eventual emergence of a Europe divided into national states is

the inescapable outcome of the feudal mode of production. The ultimate

driving force of wars was that lords could not derive higher productivity

from their present lands. So they ‘had to’ either extend the cultivable part

of their lands or extract more from the peasants or other lords by force.
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This is surely a statement of alternative possibilities not just for a feudal

regime but for any agrarian regime which has reached the limits of avail-

able technology on its presently cultivated lands.

But the question is whether any regime could do these things. If it could

not, or if the cost of doing so was too high, then it might not even attempt

them. In Europe some regimes could do this, cheaply. That is the decisive

point, and that is not given by any definition of the class relation between

lords and their peasants. In fact Brenner shows us how they could do this.

He takes us on two brief tours of territorial expansions, one by lordly

states into the pagan east, into Muslim Iberia and into Celtic lands, the

other of expansions of kingdoms like France at the expense of smaller

local lordships. But these two types of expansion did not derive from ‘the

rules of reproduction of feudal lords’. They derived from the geopolitical

opportunities presented within Europe by the combination of the collapse

of the Roman Empire, the barbarian invasions, and an era of local

defensive warfare by knights with castles and armed retainers. Europe

then presented the spectacle of much virgin land, many small states and

some areas which were populated but almost stateless. Brenner here

rightly emphasizes that some peasant communities were capable of must-

ering determined military resistance against the neighbouring lords. But

scattered among these relatively weak statelets and stateless communities

lay some more powerful states, for whom the opportunities for conquest

were therefore unusually great. Some took their chance and the rest is

European history. They would have probably taken their chance what-

ever their relationships to the peasants, whether or not these were feudal.

The consequence was the military/fiscal route of state modernization

charted for Europe by Charles Tilly and myself. Epstein raises some

pertinent questions about this, including that I give insufficient attention

to the actual form of medieval and early modern states.What I have to say

about this actually derives from the puzzle that this European route has

not been followed in those other continents which developed multi-state

systems. Miguel Centeno (2002) has shown this for post-colonial Latin

America, and Jeffrey Herbst (2000) has shown this for post-colonial

Africa. They produce suitably nuanced explanations for this, but these

begin from the absence of serious inter-state warfare in those continents.

Europe turns out to have been an unusually warlike multi-state system.

However, another continent had experienced comparable levels of war-

fare, and with an initially similar trajectory of development. During the

Spring–Autumn and Warring States periods in China (BC 770–221),

there was repeated warfare among many small states. The outcome was

political consolidation, penultimately into four great states, and then,

finally, into one state conquering the others. Since then, China has
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remained one imperial realm (except for periods of civil war). Until this

final stage, there developed fiscal-military, patrimonial/bureaucratic

states, recognizably ‘modern’, resembling in many ways European states,

though much earlier in time.

Scholars tend to describe the earlier phase of this process in both

continents as ‘feudal’. But to explain their propensity for warfare and

then for consolidation, they focus on a different aspect of feudal relations:

the ties of vassalage, relations of loyalty and service between lord

and vassal. Combined, they exploited the peasantry (as Brenner stresses),

but the incentives to war and consolidation did not come from that

exploitation, but from the power vacuums and the power disparities

that resulted from initially highly decentralized lord/vassal configurations.

The power vacuum meant this was not a zero-sum game for those who

couldmobilize a significant number of vassals. Theywere likely to winwars.

Since the word ‘feudal’ has to do double-duty, referring to rather

different class and military/political relations, it leads to much confusion.

Perhaps it would be better to give a different term to the latter at least in

Europe and China, one that reduces them neither to the feudal nor the

capitalist mode of production, allows for some political autonomy, while

also conveying their distinctive military and ideological power relations

and a dynamic towards consolidation and ‘modernization’. I suggest

‘mini-imperial’, since the big states were absorbed by conquest and

intimidation of smaller states and stateless areas, beginning to rule them

either highly repressively or ‘indirectly’, buttressed with ideologies of their

own civilizational superiority, but with successful mini-empires then

culturally assimilating the conquered and integrating them into common

state institutions. These are all characteristics of empires, though many

were rather small empires, and they were multiple. ‘Mini-empires’ will

serve well. I will reintroduce the concept in my discussion of the Europe/

China debate, for they figure large there.

Yet we have not grasped all of the power structures ofmedieval Europe,

or even begun to account for the different eventual outcome in the two

continents. Brenner reduces Europe to the villages and manors of feudal-

ism. I have added the lords, vassals and levies of feudal mini-imperialism.

But what about the autonomous towns and guilds and the ‘brotherhoods’

of medieval Europe, and what about the Church? Epstein also recognizes

their importance, calling them ‘corporations’. Brenner says nothing

about them. In Sources I say that the medieval period mobilized intensive,

local forms of power within extensive normative solidarities, the com-

bination being necessary for the development of market-based econo-

mies. In earlier periods I stressed the extensive normative pacification

provided by Christendom. Epstein is uneasy with this, and wants to add a
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Carolingian political legacy and a Church revival of Roman law which

then turned into a powerful corporate legal profession. He adds more

political power (and more complexity) to my mainly ideological

argument. He may be right. But he and I agree that such institutions

held some autonomous power vis-à-vis states and lords. For their part,

states attempted to play off lords against merchants, the Church and

other corporations. It is difficult to find much that is comparable in

China. I trace a substantial part of the deep-rooted dynamism of

Europe to the diversity of local power actors. I said that in a sense there

was ‘private property’ in the sense of ‘hidden powers’ long before that

term came to have specifically capitalistic connotations. Now I turn to the

‘Miracle’ itself.

Economic power: the European Miracle versus

Asian revisionism

Here I respond not only to critics in this volume, but also to a more

general debate which erupted since I wrote the first two volumes of

Sources. Writers who stress the ‘European Miracle’ of development tend

to emphasize the deep historical roots of the rise of Europe and especially

Britain, hitherto back-waters. Sources put me in this camp since my

explanation went back centuries and largely stayed within Europe.8

Brenner (with Isett 2002) argues that Britain overtook China by virtue

of a deep-rooted transition from a feudal to a capitalistmode of production,

though breakthrough came only in Britain, and fairly suddenly, in the

late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (since feudalism was

blocking development before then). All this has been contested by a

group of ‘Asian Revisionist’ scholars, comprising the ‘California

School’, which includes Jack Goldstone (2002, and his chapter here),

and an ‘anti-Orientalist’ group, which includes John Hobson in a recent

(2004) book. They and writers like Pomeranz (2000), Bin Wong (1997)

and Gunder Frank (1998) make the following arguments about the

power sources.

Economic power

This is where most focus. They deploy two main arguments.

(1) Only in the nineteenth century did the European economy – more

specifically, theBritish economy – overtake theAsian economy– specifically

that of China’s most advanced region, the lower Yangzi. In the eighteenth

century, they say, the two continents and regions were broadly level.

Before then, Asia and China had been much more advanced, but then
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Europe had experienced ‘Smithian development’. In the eighteenth

century both were similarly caught in the Smithian ‘high equilibrium’

trap of agrarian economies. ‘Smithian development’ could extend the

division of labour and markets, but without major technological or

institutional breakthroughs no further surge of development was possible.

Only the technology and institutions of the industrial revolution,

acquired first by England from 1800, enabled first Britain, and then

Western Europe to surge forward into global dominance.

(2) Overtaking occurred only because of two ‘happy accidents’. First,

Europe/Britain (unlike China) happened to have coal nearby its industry,

reducing the costs of industrialization and enabling technological virtuous

cycles to develop between its industries. Second, Europe/Britain forcibly

acquired New World colonies which happened to provide sugar,

timber, cotton and silver, which boosted its domestic economy and living

standards and enabled it to trade with Asia. Revisionists reject the view

that Europe and Britain possessed a deep-rooted dynamic which more

persistently led towards breakthrough. Of course, Euro/British advocates

(includingmyself) also note accidents, especially of ecology (soils,minerals,

indented coastlines allowing lower transport costs, etc.), but alongside a

deep social dynamic.

Ideological power

Goldstone says that the decisive reason for the eventual overtaking was

the autonomous role and dynamism of British science. This is also

implicit in the writings of some other revisionists. It is unclear whether

we should regard this as a third happy accident. But, conversely, Hobson

stresses the dependence of European on Chinese science.

Political power

They deny that the Chinese state was a growth-choking, anti-capitalist

bureaucracy or even a major restraint on private domestic markets. It

probably left trademore alone than European states, while themulti-state

system of Europe also had inefficiencies.

Military power

The overtaking also involved military violence, in which Europeans

excelled. Their military power also enabled eventual domination.

To discuss these issues it is helpful to distinguish two phases of economic

development, one to a Smithian high-equilibrium agrarian society, and
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a second resulting from a breakthrough into an economy of more

permanent growth. It is also helpful to distinguish the period of

European/British economic overtaking from a later period of European

power domination of Asia/China. On economic issues I focus on the

comparison between Britain and the lower Yangzi.

I start with the demographic and economic measures of the ‘moment’

of economic overtaking (the Chinese data are mostly in Lee and

Campbell, 1997, and Lee and Wang, 1999). The revisionists say that

these measures indicate that China was at least level with England

through the eighteenth century and into the beginning of the nineteenth

century. They show that China had achieved over the previous few

centuries a massive population growth with no apparent rise in mortality

rates. China also practised population controls, and not only the notori-

ous female infanticide. Since there was a surplus of males, many men

were celibate while even the luckier ones tended to marry late. Couples

also delayed the first child longer than couples in England did and they

ended childbearing over six years earlier, so family size was smaller. There

was also widespread adoption, which enabled parents to cope with the

gender imbalances that often resulted from such practices. This is a

picture of an agrarian society able to expand population when resources

expanded, and restrict it when they didn’t. Only in the nineteenth cen-

tury, Lee and his collaborators argue, did the system break down, with

famines resulting.

Nonetheless, for England we have the far more comprehensive dataset

of Wrigley and Schofield (1989). Interestingly, these data derive from

parish records, that is from the implantation within each village of an

ideological power organization, a nationally organized church. There was

no parallel, organizationally or in terms of records, in China. These data

cast doubt on the revisionist argument. They show a steady English

population rise from the 1690s, then a dip in the 1730s and then an

astonishing rise, a doubling of the English population in only eighty years,

from 1740 to 1820. There is not consensus on its causes. Razzell (1998)

emphasizes mortality decline, Wrigley and Schofield stress fertility rises.

Hart (1998) links the two by tracing a large decline in the stillbirth rate

during the eighteenth century, and therefore an improvement in female

nutrition (confirmed by Wrigley 1998), suggesting women were parti-

cularly better off in England than China. But the most important differ-

ences are that by 1750 infanticide was unknown in England andmortality

crises attributable to famine had disappeared. By 1700 the relationship

between food prices and mortality rates, already weak, had disappeared.

In contrast, Lee and Wang (1999: 45, 110–13) admit both to famines

in eighteenth-century China and to a continuing strong relationship
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between grain prices andmortality rates. Though any eighteenth-century

differences between the most advanced regions of the two continents

cannot have been great, it does seem that Malthusian crises had been

banished in England and not in China.

Indeed, Kent Deng (2003) believes that fluctuations in the Chinese

population were still those normal to traditional agrarian societies.

Growth was possible, he argues, only where new land or new crops

could be worked, and neither produced growth which could be sustained.

He sees the Chinese economy as stuck within normal ‘Smithian’ agrarian

cycles. On demographic grounds he dates the ‘great divergence’ between

Europe and China as occurring before 1700. The revisionists respond to

this by saying that without subsequent industrialization England would

have reached the high point of a Smithian agrarian cycle, and then slipped

back again as over-cropping and environmental degradation put a brake

on living standards, nutrition and fertility. They point to Holland, which

had surged ahead in Europe in the seventeenth century, and then

slumped well behind England in the eighteenth.

But Brenner and Isett (2002) answer this with data on British labour

productivity. These show fluctuations in earlier centuries, but a massive

increase above these levels of about 60 per cent starting from somewhere

just before 1700 to 1750. This enabled overall population growth, but

there was also a doubling of the urban population, without any apparent

decline in national health. Both these trends were unparalleled anywhere

else in the world, though Holland saw a less dramatic rise. Brenner sees

this as the crucial shift out of Smithian cycles, the fruits of a capitalist

revolution in agriculture, with farmers treating all factors of production,

including labour, as commodities. China’s only expansions at this time

were into virgin lands or new crops, neither of which increased labour

productivity. In fact, say Brenner and Isett, Chinese labour productivity

was declining. Britain could expand agriculture yet also release labour.

The Smithian limits were being breached, since a breakthrough in labour

productivity had occurred.

But was there yet industry to absorb the released labour? The conver-

sion of coal into steam power proved to be the energy core of the English

industrial revolution. Revisionists (following Wrigley) say that coal was a

happy accident, abundant near the emerging industries, whereas inChina

coal was abundant but far from the areas which might have potentially

industrialized. The facts are contested. But even if this were so, Britain’s

good luck had come early. Even by 1700 England produced five times as

much coal as the rest of the world put together, and fifty times as much

as China.Moreover, while Chinese coal output was declining through the

eighteenth century, in Britain it was growing steadily, boosting the release
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of population to the towns and boosting the growth of metal-working. As

we see later, this linkage between coal and metal-working also generated

technological invention. So, if coal was a happy accident, it came early, in

steadily greater quantities, and with ‘virtuous’ linkages elsewhere.

Nonetheless, economic historians now place less weight on particular

‘leading’ industries like coal mining, metal-working and cotton. They say

that growth diffused fairly evenly across the whole English economy

(Crafts 2000). Temin (1997) measured the efficiency of early nineteenth-

century English industry in terms of its ability to lower prices of its

exports in relation to imports. Substantial lowering occurred across most

industries, not just coal and cotton, but also ‘hardware, haberdashery, arms

and apparel’ indicating generally rising productivity. He says this reveals

that a general entrepreneurial, innovative economic culture was already in

place by 1800. Capitalist economic institutions also existed in China, but

they now dominated England. An institutional breakthrough had also

occurred. Brenner wants to attribute this all to changes in agrarian class

relations, but that seems too narrow. Entrepreneurs emerged out of a variety

of social backgrounds – landlords, yeoman and tenant farmers, peasants,

merchants, artisans. Something much more diffuse was occurring.

It is true that trade relations were still more developed in Asia. The

revisionists have demonstrated that Asia still dominated long-distance

trade. Capitalist commerce had existed in coastal areas all over Asia well

before 1700, with Chinese traders in the lead. At the beginning of the

nineteenth century Europe still contributed a much smaller proportion of

world trade. Frank observes that Europe had essentially nothing China

wanted, except silver, whose export from the Americas to Asia was the

only product enabling the Europeans to receive the many Chinese goods

they desired. So Immanuel Wallerstein was much too Eurocentric when

he claimed that there was a European ‘world economy’ existing by the

seventeenth century.

If Europe’s colonies were a ‘happy accident’, had they yet made much

of an economic difference? This remains controversial, but they obviously

made some difference. They brought silver to Europe, enabling Europe

to trade with China, and they brought new crops, impacting somewhat

on diets and calorific intake. O’Brien (forthcoming) says that inter-

continental trade before the industrial revolution was limited. He

estimates that trade with the New World boosted British resources by

(at most) 1 per cent of GDP. Of course, cumulatively 1 per cent per

annum might provide quite a boost, and this trade had been proceeding

since the early sixteenth century. From about 1650 the price of goods

traded internationally had been slowly though consistently falling,

suggesting improvements in efficiency.
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All this suggests trade and colonies did make a difference. But only

from the mid-nineteenth century was there substantial convergence

in commodity prices, suggesting the emergence of integrated global

markets. They then centred in Europe and its colonies, though including

parts of Asia by the end of the nineteenth century (O’Rourke and

Williamson 1999; 2002). Colonies did eventually make a big difference,

but not by 1800. There was as yet no single ‘world economy’. There was

not a European world economy, but nor was there an Asian or a Chinese

world economy (as Frank claims). Only the market for silver can be said

to have been genuinely tri-continental, linking Asia, Europe and the

Americas. Regardless of whether British productivity had ‘overtaken’

that of the Lower Yangzi, they were not in competition, let alone involved

in relations of dominance. They were still separate parts of the world. Of

course, that was not so for the Americas. We should not lose sight of the

obvious: that colonies are not primarily about ‘overtaking’ or ‘economic

efficiency’. They are about domination, extermination and economic

expropriation by a force more naked than feudalism had ever seen.

So I have tended so far to uphold the traditional view of European/

British overtaking, of Asia/China. It happened well before 1800 – though

dominance was not yet achieved. There were no longerMalthusian cycles

in Britain, there was a surge in both labour productivity and capitalist

institutions. The other vital factor in economists’ models is technological

innovation. To discuss this will take us out of the purely economic realm,

however. It will take us especially into ideology. Of course, I argue that the

EuropeanMiracle has to be explained in terms of all four sources of social

power.

Science also played a major role in European development, one that

I mentioned but did not stress sufficiently in Sources. Goldstone and

others have shown that the new technologies of the industrial revolution

can be traced back to the English ‘scientific revolution’ of the seventeenth

century. Though (as I noted) most of the major inventions did not

come from scientists, but from the ‘micro-technologies’ of engineers and

artisans, it has now been shown that they had absorbed the general prin-

ciples of scientific theories, and they shared a common technical vocabulary

and method. They had imbibed the ideology that natural phenomena

were orderly and predictable, mastered by means of a scientific method

of exact measurement and reproducible experiment. Not absolute truth,

but instrumental, incremental knowledge was their goal (Mokyr 1992;

2000). After about 1650, everyone agrees that Europeans, not Chinese,

were making the important scientific and technological breakthroughs.

However, science was not as autonomous as Goldstone implies. Nor

was it accidental. It was embedded in broader networks of ideological
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power, being a central thrust of the part-Protestant, part-rationalist

reaction against the theology dominating science in Europe until the

sixteenth or seventeenth centuries. Scientists believed that the laws they

discovered were God’s laws. Leibnitz, Boyle andNewton embedded their

theories amid Protestant theology. In Catholic Europe science blossomed

later, embedded in the anti-religious rationalism of the Enlightenment.

Margaret Jacobs (1997; 2000) notes that many of the scientists, entre-

preneurs and engineers of the English industrial revolution were

Protestant Dissenters, committed to values of probity, order, and faith

in both religion and science. Even in Charles Darwin’s time in the mid-

nineteenth century, most researchers defined their work not as ‘science’

but as ‘natural theology’.

But science also responded to demand from political and military power

holders. Representative governments in Holland and Britain, and ‘enlight-

ened absolutism’ elsewhere, opposed what they viewed as the particular-

ism of old regimes, which had developed science as a closed, somewhat

esoteric caste, often in holy orders. They favoured a more public science.

Leibnitz, Newton, Boyle and others were members of the English Royal

Society, subsidized from public funds. King Charles II himself granted

permission for Newton to uniquely remain a Fellow of Cambridge

University without taking holy orders (Newton would not accept the

dogmas of the Church of England). States in competition with each

other appreciated the utility and ideological lustre of science. So did

militaries. Naval and artillery competition spurred discoveries in metal-

lurgy, chemistry and the precise measurement of time and space. Biology,

botany and geology were boosted by colonial expansion. French and

British warships carried scientists like Jean-Charles de Borda, Joseph

Banks and Charles Darwin around the world, and ships were often stuffed

with plants and animals on both legs of their voyages to the colonies, with a

massive influence on the agriculture and diet of the people of Europe.

There were reverse influences too. Science was also ‘democratized’,

not only by Protestant or Enlightenment influences, but probably more

importantly by changing economic and political power relations. Old

class and status divides were breached as entrepreneurs and scientists

mixed together in clubs and reading-rooms. Members of Parliament and

artisans shared some knowledge of contemporary scientific theories. Free

communication of invention is crucial to economic development.

Newcomen’s first steam engine of 1713 was for pumping water out of

flooded coal mines. Hundreds of people added piece-meal improvements

over the next 150 years. Early eighteenth-century craftsmen were

perfecting small instruments like clocks, telescopes, eye-glasses, guns

and naval sextants and their metal-working improvements were adapted
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into bigger industrial machinery. Economic historians emphasize that

technology made a slow but cumulative impact on growth in England.

England’s crucial technological resource lay less in initial invention

than its subsequent diffusion, boosted by demand for industrial products

from a competitive market, including large military customers, but also

dispersed middling consumers.

Goldstone also says science retained autonomy after the industrial

revolution. Scientific institutions may be distinct, but do they also

exercise power over the four power sources? In Britain most university

scientists/natural theologians remained in holy orders until the 1870s.

Others found employment in commercial colleges like the East India

Company College or the School of Mines. A few were gentleman-

scholars with private incomes (like Darwin). Not until the late nineteenth

century did they collectively congregate in secular universities, a caste

apart. But by the mid twentieth century they needed research funding

which only government, especially the military, and big corporations

could provide. The leading edge of science (by now American) was

servicing the demand of the military-industrial complex. Modern

scientists have never been as autonomous as were earlier alchemists and

astrologers. The problemwith Daniel Bell’s (1976) famous assertion that

a post-industrial society moved power from capital to knowledge was

presented by his own data: 75 per cent of R&D funds came from the

government, mostly for military purposes. Science’s main role was to

contribute to the rationalization of ideological power in the modern era –

science as ideology.

Goldstone is right that I neglected the role of science in the industrial

revolution. I have remedied this not by making science a fifth source of

social power, as he suggests, but by putting more science into my four

sources. This especially puts more ideological power into my explanation

of the later stages of the European breakthrough, as Gorski urged. But

science was also stimulated by inter-state competition culminating in

military and naval revolutions entwined with the (long-maturing) rise of

northwest Europe, where it was reinforced by Protestantism and repre-

sentative states. All this culminated in an agrarian capitalism/commercial

imperialism, first in Holland, then more persistently in Britain, whose

mass markets and communication infrastructures encouraged competi-

tive industries to slowly invent and develop. I am also reluctant to accept

Goldstone’s emphasis on autonomous science as the crucial difference

between Britain and China, since most of these broader stimuli were also

absent from China at this time.

John Hobson (2004) has presented an impressive list of early modern

European scientific and technological inventions which were imported
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fromChina or adapted fromChinese prototypes. Thus he seeks to expose

the Eurocentrism of most accounts of the European breakthrough.

I plead guilty to downplaying earlier Arab influences and trade (as

Epstein notes). Hobson accepts that most of the crucial last steps insert-

ing machines in factory or mass production were added by Europeans.

But the main issue raised for my model of power organizations by

the inter-continental flow of science is whether such ideas are more

‘free-floating’ across the world.

Knowledge is communicated through social networks which are always

logistically constrained. But a single traveller in an alien land who notices

a machine which might be useful back home can take home a drawing or

model of it. Hobson shows that some merchants and missionaries were

doing so over centuries of contact between China and Europe. Anyone

with some knowledge of European work practices might be the carrier.

A Jesuit might see the utility of a threshing device.

Yet such communication still had power preconditions. From perhaps

1600 parts of Western Europe were reaching up toward Chinese levels of

economic development, while facing very different political and military

problems. So Europeans were more interested in Chinese economic than

political or military techniques. We must also explain why Europeans

were, by about 1600, much more eager to copy and modify foreign

machines than were the Chinese. In fact, by then Europeans were

unusually outward-going and curious. Today the world faces comparable

conditions, but with a very different result. Economists note that

contemporary conditions should have enabled poorer countries to

acquire and adapt Western technology, especially since their elites are

often educated in the West. East Asia did so, but much of the world has

not. The main explanation given by economists is that their economic

and political institutions have not been supportive.

So there are several preconditions for what first seemed like ‘free-

floating ideas’. Provided human beings widely separated in space face

similar problems, are somewhat outward-oriented, and possess favour-

able institutions, then the diffusion of technical knowledge may float

across the world. The global diffusion of broader ideologies, like religion,

seems at this time to have been much more variable. Neither the Chinese

nor the Europeans were much interested in each other’s religions, yet

elsewhere natives converted readily to Islam or Christianity when they

identified it as the key to acquiring all forms of power, recognizing that the

foreigners were vastly more powerful than they were. Ideology is a source

of power, but it is closely entwined with the other power sources, and

it probably diffuses more when it combines reason with morality and

emotion, which science does not do.
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I move on to political institutions. The revisionists concede signs of

political decline in the Chinese (and in theMughal and Ottoman) empire

from about 1600 onward. These formerly great states now seemed less

able to provide order or dominate their region. China had reined in its

long-distance trading fleets in the mid-fifteenth century. Thereafter, not

even Chinese merchants and settlers in nearby Taiwan received serious

aid from the imperial court. The Chinese state had turned inward, even

though Chinese merchants continued to trade across Asia.

Economists find a strong correlation between economic growth and the

rule of law in the world today (e.g. Barro 1997). They stress the political

underpinnings ofmarkets and private property. Economic historians note

the excellence of the British political underpinnings during the early

modern period (North and Weingast 1989). Revisionists say the same

about the Chinese imperial state: China had enforceable property rights,

they say, with even fewer restraints on property sales (and on labour

mobility) than in Europe. However, Stephan Epstein’s (2000) figures

cast considerable doubt on this. Europeans could borrow more and at

longer-term and lower rates than the Chinese. Whereas Chinese interest

rates were typically 8 per cent–10 per cent, European rates were at this

level by the fourteenth century, and down to 3 per cent–4 per cent by

the mid-eighteenth century. This suggests that Europe had more clearly

and securely, legally defined property rights. In this volume Epstein also

generates a typology (which is also a rough historical sequence) of states’

ability to solve coordination problems and lower transaction and borrow-

ing costs – feudal ‘states’ did worst, then territorial states, then urban

federations, then city-states, then Britain after 1688, then nineteenth-

century constitutional states, which were the most efficient of all. This is

formidable historical sociology, backed by data on long-term borrowing

costs by states, down to under 3 per cent by the early eighteenth century.

The British state provided its paradoxical mixture of the rule of pro-

perty law (which enabled violent dispossession of peasants from the land)

and the rule of laws providing freedom from arbitrary power, due process,

and freedom of association, including business association. Both sides of

the paradox seem different from China. On the one hand, during the

eighteenth century the Dutch and British parliaments represented major

property-owners and limited the powers of their monarchs. These states

were the major propertied classes, whereas in China the imperial state was

to some degree above class structure. The English state exercised more

collective power through the major property classes. It was already more of

a capitalist state.

On the other hand came political struggles also unparalleled in China.

In Sources, I said that the second half of the eighteenth century in England
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saw a revival of older seventeenth-century struggles over legal rights,

taxation and representation. Trentmann criticizes me for neglecting

similar struggles during the first half of the century. I expect he is right

(the period 1600–1760 tends to slip between the cracks between my

two volumes). But during the eighteenth century, emergent, interstitial

forces sought further reform through parliament, the law-courts and the

streets. Under pressure, the old regime divided. As Trentmann says, both

conservatives and reformers mobilized mass support – ‘King and

Country’ and ‘Protestant Defence’ against ‘Reform’ mobs (I had

neglected the former). I stressed that these struggles were fuelled by a

great expansion of the discursive media of ideological communication –

literacy, newspapers, pamphlets, coffee-houses, etc. They mobilized to

successfully extend freedoms and representation, coupled with rational-

bureaucratic state reform over the period from 1760 to 1832. I am

surprised that Trentmann thinks I give a uniformly top-down account

of British politics, sincemy emphasis shifts in different periods. I emphasize

that most political power actors (not just insurgents) stumble their way to

success, under pressure, rather than plan it in advance. But by 1832

the state comprised all property-owners. China saw neither comparable

political struggles during the eighteenth century, nor a similar result. The

British state was more helpful to capitalism from the early eighteenth

century, and then it was riven by class conflicts specific to capitalism.

Finally, I come to military power. Europe contained many states in

lethal rivalry with each other for centuries. These originated as the ‘mini-

imperial’ states I identified earlier, swallowing up their non-Christian

and statelet neighbours, a game that was not zero-sum for the stronger.

The game lasted for centuries, transitioning smoothly into imperialism

overseas. Iberia, parts of EasternEurope,Wales and Ireland sawplantations

of settlers. Granada, the last Muslim province, fell to Ferdinand and

Isabella’s forces on 2 January 1492. Eight months later, on 3 August

they saw off Columbus on his voyage of ‘discovery’. Britain moved

smoothly through Ireland into North America and the Caribbean, with

settler colonies modelled on Conway and Londonderry. In the twilight of

European imperialism, Germany and Italy sought overseas colonies

almost as soon as they had absorbed the last local statelets into their

domains. Existing imperial ideologies of civilizational superiority only

needed fine-tuning. From the early sixteenth century Europe was

Christianizing the Americas and sub-Saharan Africa. Thereafter

European colonialism retained its self-righteousness, able to regard its

most terrible atrocities as the workings of ‘divine providence’, or the

necessary triumph of civilization over barbarism – and later as the

triumph of the white race over inferior races. Conviction in its own
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moral superiority was deep-rooted, improved morale, and so contributed

positively to imperial triumphs, for the reasons given in this book by

Gorski and Snyder.

For centuries victorious armed states, merchant associations and

settler militias expanded, while the defeated decayed or disappeared in

Darwinian processes of the survival of the fittest. From the seventeenth

century, Holland, France, and then Britain – and their merchants

associations and settlers – became the main winners in this process.

Fiscal pressures from their colonial/commercial wars led the states toward

devising modern financial institutions like the Bank of England, bond

markets, stock exchanges and financial derivatives. It also led countries

which were naval powers towards more representative government, as

I explained in Sources. Abroad, these states not only allowed their

merchants autonomy (as also did the Chinese state), but they also gave

them economic and military support where necessary. Tariffs and taxes

could be kept low where mercantilism involved seizing market share by

military power. Associations of merchants like the British East India

Company and the Dutch VOC deployed their own private armies, and

so did settlers. Such organizations were devised less to accumulate capital

than to conquer, expropriate and so monopolize economic resources.

The Dutch and British states were aggressively promoting commerce

abroad, unlike the contemporary Chinese state, sometimes doing the

fighting themselves, sometimes merely giving political privileges to

armed bands of merchant capitalists and settlers.

Persistent military market competition among states, trading companies

and settlers had perfected concentrated offensive fire-power. Europeans

had very small armies and ships compared to those of China and other big

Asian states. But the edge in Europeanwarfare since the sixteenth century

had gone to fire-power, and European states invested heavily in this.

Small high-tech armies and navies triumphed. There were no ‘Smithian

cycles’ in military power, but steady progress. Europeans became better

and better at killing people and overcoming their civilizations. European

army and naval forces became more and more difficult to overcome in

battle. Skilfully inserted into disputes between native princes, they

could conquer land empires, as in America and India, where musketeers

were proving their superiority over native levies from the early 1700s.

But before the nineteenth century, European forces were mostly

confined to sea-coasts which their naval guns could rake. By 1750 they

dominated most sea-coasts, though China and Japan were still beyond

their logistical reach.

Europeanwars were costly, often draining the economy – amajor cause

of the decline of Holland, for example. Perhaps more of the European
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than the Chinese surplus was frittered away on war, cancelling out the

waste of Chinese female infanticide or Chinese neglect of foreign trade.

All human groups operate well below utility maximization. I do not

neglect the economic inefficiency of war, but I do note that economic

efficiency is not its principal goal. The ‘efficiency’ of war is military:

achieving victory rather than defeat.

But the point is that victory can then change the parameters of

economic efficiency. This is what militarism has done from ancient

times right up to the successive expansions of Europe, Japan and the

United States. Militarism generated an international economy not of free

trade but of trade and land monopolies won by lethal violence. This had

been nurtured by competition in countless battlefields and shipping-

lanes. Militarism helped bring global domination, and with it the power

to restructure the international economy. Exterminating the natives in

colonies in the temperate zones, and replacing them with white settlers,

brought economic institutions which boosted per capita GDP there – so

say modern economists. This is a very macabre calculation. ‘Per capita’

means by each surviving person’s head – the heads measured did not

include dead native ones.

So Pomeranz, Frank and Hobson are right to emphasize the import-

ance of military power to European dominance, and – to an extent

depending on the economic importance of colonies and imposed terms

of trade – to European overtaking. There was also amilitary reason for the

inward-turn of the Chinese state. It did not result from any ‘innate’

conservatism of the imperial state, but from perception that its greatest

threat came from the barbarians on its northern land frontier. Therefore

China concentrated its resources and its trade there, and not in the sea-

lanes. Its military posture on its northern frontier was defensive, geared to

containing mobile, dispersed enemy forces. It had less incentive than

Europeans to intensify aggressive fire-power against concentrated forces,

since it did not face them. But this meant that in the long run the Chinese

empire would disintegrate in face of the fire-power of European ships and

marines.

But if revisionists wish to argue that lethal violence and colonies

contributed substantially to European overtaking and/or dominance,

they must recognize that this was neither accidental nor late. It was very

deeply rooted in European social structure, and it had been repeatedly

exercised, first against other Europeans, then against the relatively

weakly organized peoples of the Americas and Africa, then into South

Asia – and finally subordinating the Chinese Empire itself. Its rhythms

were those of the centuries – of feudal mini-imperialism transitioning into

the mini-imperialism of expanding national states and then into overseas
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colonial imperialism. By the eighteenth century the forms of European

militarism were well-suited to an age of naval/commercial rivalry.

In 1750 China was still the world’s greatest power, with the greatest

share of its trade. Millions of Chinese still enjoyed the living standards to

which only thousands of Britons could aspire. But Chinese powers were

by now stagnant, even in the lower Yangzi, whereas England’s were

surging. I have identified in each of the four sources of social power

distinctive surging rhythms, each entwined with the others, though each

also somewhat autonomous. Somewhere between 1660 and 1760 these

surges began to cumulatively take Britain beyond Smithian cycles of even

a high-equilibrium agrarian society. It was not a sudden ‘take-off’ (as in

the Rostow theory of the industrial revolution, now largely discredited),

but a cumulative process of sustained slow growth of at first about 1 per

cent per annum, eventually rising to nearly 3 per cent (and never higher)

in the mid-nineteenth century (Crafts 1998). There could have been no

single ‘moment of overtaking’, for the different sources of power had

different rhythms. But it was a cumulative, entwined set of surges.

Then in the nineteenth century it spread to much of Western Europe

and to Britain’s white settler colonies.

If we want a purely symbolic ‘moment of overtaking’ the year 1763 will

do, since it involves important moments in the development of at least

three power sources. After success in its war against France and Spain,

Britain acquired dominion over a large part of three continents under the

terms of the Treaty of Paris. It also meant that some settlers, especially in

North America, no longer needed protection by British forces. Their

independence and greater extermination of the natives was now on the

cards. In the same year James Watt began to tinker with a Newcomen

engine, leading to the first modern steam engine; and John Wilkes MP

was charged by the English Crown with seditious libel, provokingmassive

riots leading into a great political reform movement. But no single

moment would adequately capture such a long-drawn-out process.

Revisionists have underestimated the deep-rooted, entwined nature of

European economic, ideological, political and military dynamism. This

undermines their ‘moment of overtaking’ and ‘happy accident’ arguments.

I have stressed here the different and sometimes conflicting temporal

rhythms yet inter-penetration and long-run cumulation of ideological,

economic, military and political power development. But I dissociate

myself from some of the notions of European/British ‘superiority’

evinced by writers like David Landes (1998) and Eric Jones (2002). In

this overtaking, efficiency was subordinated to power, and virtue played

no part. Natives across much of the world would have been better off

without the British Empire; while Manchester, my own birthplace,
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became the hell-on-earth which Engels described so graphically in 1844

in his book The Condition of the Working Classes in England. Most of the

British themselves barely benefited for another hundred years.

This moment of overtaking was not global dominance. Not for a

century after 1763 did the Western Powers begin to dominate East

Asia, as symbolized by the unequal treaties imposed on Japan and

China, and the colonialism imposed elsewhere. China continued to

stagnate, though Japan responded, for it shared many parallel power

resources to England’s. China needed communism to adequately

respond, almost another hundred years later, and two hundred and fifty

years after the English surge.Western leadership may last little more than

two centuries from the moment of overtaking, and only one century from

the moment of dominance. The recent resurgence of Japan and the Little

Tigers of East Asia, and the present resurgence of China and India

(a similarly uneven yet cumulative process), seems to be shifting the

balance of global power away from an over-extended United States and

a toothless Europe. But this hundred years was actually the only period in

history in which any single region of the world has been globally

dominant.

To explain all this, I still feel that we must go back in time and further

eastward and southward across the European continent – and also, of

course, further afield. This began as a Mediterranean surge in contact

with the Muslim world and Asia. Then it took a northwesterly swerve,

through the network of trading cities and into the larger Catholic states,

then into the Protestant lands, and then into England (before departing

elsewhere). The deep ploughing of heavy, rain-watered soils in northwest

Europe was not in itself of world-historical significance (as Goldstone

observes with some acerbity). Its immediate significance was local,

contributing to significant ‘Smithian’ growth. But since this locality

later acquired world-historical significance, this plough played a part in

the EuropeanMiracle, in conjunction withmany other forces and relations

of power. Explaining the emergence of all these required starting early.

No one has persuaded me I should have started any later, or that a proper

explanation should ignore any of the four sources of social power.

Conclusion

I began my project by asking the ‘Engels question’ – whether one of my

four power sources was of decisive, final causal power in the structuring of

social relations (he said economic power was, and so does Brenner). My

answer is probably the Weberian ‘no’, but because of what Bryant calls

my ‘emergent’ rather than ‘foundational’ view of power. The economy,
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the state, etc. do not possess given structures, exercising steady, perma-

nent influence on social development. They instead prove to have emer-

gent properties, as new assemblages of bits and pieces of them emerge as

unexpectedly relevant for more general social development, and are

appropriated as part of a new interstitial force. There seems to be no

general, single patterning of these processes. All I have managed so far

are period-specific generalizations, some of them arguable. More usually,

I give multi-layered explanations like the one just presented – tentative,

controversial and somewhat vulnerable to the empirical research of the

next decade.

However, I make two general observations about causality. First, the

causes of the development of one power source (other things being equal)

mostly lie within its own antecedent condition, because its organization

has some degree of autonomy. If we want to explain the industrial

revolution, we look more at late agrarian economies than at religious or

scientific discourse or at the practices of militaries or states; yet all are

necessary for a full explanation. If we want to explain the rise of the

modern state, we must look first at antecedent politics, which derived

more from struggles over fiscal-military exploitation than, say, from

exploitation deriving directly from the mode of production. It is obvious

that new military organizations and strategies arise primarily to counter

prior ones, and that Luther developed his theology primarily in response

to disputes within the Catholic Church – though he became of world-

historical significance only with the addition of economic and political

power relations which led into wars of religion.

Second, when we refine our explanation by including the influence

of other power sources, we rarely stress their core qualities. More often

we bring in peripheral aspects which come to have particular (usually

unexpected) significance for the power source we are trying to explain.

To explain the rise of the modern state, we must introduce economic

power relations, butmost crucially those which were especially relevant to

states, like taxes and expenditures bearing differently upon economic

classes, i.e. the state’s own economic infrastructure. Conversely, to

explain why twentieth-century capitalism is divided into nations as well

as classes, we focus less on the major political struggles of the nineteenth

century – which concerned class, religious and regional movements –

than on the unintended consequences of the pressure for them all to

organize themselves at the level of the state in order to further their

collective interests. Such analysis takes us further away from the prospect

of any simple theory of ‘ultimate primacy’.

Yet we can generalize about the sources’ distinctive power capacities.

Ideological power tends to be diffuse rather than authoritative, flowing
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informally and interstitially through networks of communication,

relatively unimpeded by authoritative power centres like states, armies

or class boundaries. The logistics of communicating verbal, then written

and then electronic messages are less daunting than they are for armies,

goods or law-enforcement. I stressed this in earlier historical times when

writing about the spread of salvation religions, iron ploughs, cavalry and

coinage. I returned to it here when discussing inter-continental flows of

scientific and technical knowledge. Transcendent ideology also plays a

distinctively discontinuous historic role, erratic in its manifestations,

relatively sudden in its major eruptions. Yet such eruptions require

conjunctions with long-maturing tendencies in other power networks,

reaching crisis point throughmore contingent events like wars, recessions

or fiscal crises.

Economic power is the most deeply entrenched in everyday life. Its

routines involve half our waking lives and energies; it yields subsistence

without which we would not survive. It combines diffuse markets with

authoritative production units. Its rhythms are characteristically slow.

The metaphor of economic ‘revolutions’ misleads, as we saw in Britain’s

industrial revolution, which took over a century. The great post-1945

economic ‘boom’ inWestern Europewas alsomore persistent than sudden

(Eichengreen 1999). Depression and inflation can impact more suddenly,

but they do not, unaided, generate major social change. Political revolu-

tions may transform distributive power relations, though they seem to also

require combinations of war defeat, political crises and emergent ideol-

ogies. Economic networks exercise the most massive impact on collective

power in the cumulative long term. Industrial capitalismmay have changed

the whole population’s lives more completely than any other power

process in human history. Yet gradualness means that the other power

sources have time to adapt, often without great discontinuities in

power distributions, as I showed in the case of nineteenth-century

England in Sources. Trentmann criticizes my stress on top-down rather

than bottom-up pressures on nineteenth-century politics. He exaggerates

this, though my central argument does concern divisions within the work-

ing class. Economic conflict generated three competing types of working-

class movements: class, sectional and segmental. Only where political

exclusion of all workers thrust all three willy-nilly together did ostensibly

revolutionary politics result. In Britain, in contrast, the regime was admit-

ting male workers into political citizenship strata by strata and this pro-

duced a divided and then a reformist ‘lib–lab’ outcome. I still think this

holds up.

Military power is essentially authoritarian and tends to provide the

most disjunctive impact on social structure. The European Union
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remains a decentralized decision-maker, and so remains a military

minnow. In the past, the enormous power of each European colonialism –

exterminating native peoples, overturning native states, property rights

and sometimes religions in the tropics – resulted most directly from

superior military power. The two world wars of the twentieth century

generated communism and fascism among defeated and dislocated

countries and shifted patterns of technological development across the

world. The effect ofWorldWar I was to disrupt processes of globalization,

the effect of World War II was to boost them. Wars have great emergent

powers, especially of destruction, but also sometimes of construction.

The small guerrilla wars of today degrade their local environment but

often also generate their own local modes of production, dependent on

coercive control of goods which are high in value–weight ratio, like

diamonds or cocaine.

Political power is predominantly authoritative and ‘conservative’, in

the sense that it regulates, institutionalizes and stabilizes social structures

over given territories. It also usually changes quite slowly and pragma-

tically. The law does this above all. However, economic cycles, shifts in

class power, war and emergent ideologies may entwine in broad political

crises within these territories, crystallizing diverse forces onto broader,

more confrontational political struggles resulting in the extreme in coups,

revolutions or ethnic, religious or other civil wars. But the question today

is whether ‘soft’ geopolitics can help soften external relations, lessening

wars and gradually filling those spaces which IR theorists used to call

‘anarchic’ with institutions.

The entwined effect of these power relations is complex and changeable,

making sociological explanation very challenging. A central theme of

my third volume is to assess long-term economic power vis-à-vis the

short-term deflective power of wars, political crises, revolutions and

ideologies. Did they actually re-direct the development of modern

capitalism or merely temporarily, sometimes catastrophically, disrupt it?

Moving to John Hall’s challenge, I conclude by being more explicit

about the normative and supposed pessimistic implications of my model

(emphasized also by Trentmann), and this also enables me to comment

on Linda Weiss’s view of globalization.

Distinguishing between four distinct power sources generates a model

which is in some ways pluralist. Ideological, economic, military and

political power, though entwined, are not normally merged. Capitalism,

states, ideologies and militaries are not normally staffed by the same

people, serving the same interests, mobilizing the same emotions. That

is a good thing. I am sceptical of all those fused, systemic and often rather

pessimistic views of the modern world as dominated by a ‘rationalization

Sources of power revisited 387



process’ leading to an ‘iron cage’ (Max Weber), by a ‘capitalist system’

now looking rather ‘eternal’ (pessimistic Marxism), or by epistemic

disciplined power (Foucault) – or all theories of globalization as a singular

process, even though some of them use metaphors of diversity – ‘liquidity’,

‘hybridity’, ‘de-territorialization’. These still see globalization imposing

a singular quality on all social relations. All these visions are greatly

exaggerated. Even when there are tendencies in these directions, we see

reactions against them.

Normatively, I oppose attempts to fuse together economic, military

and political power in the service of some grand transcendent ideology

promising attractive but chimeric ideals of perfection. If implemented,

these fusions increase despotic power and then bring disaster or ossifica-

tion. We recognize the despotism and disasters that ensued from the

attempt to impose state-centred fusions in the name of fascism and

socialism. Nazism, Stalinism, the Great Leap Forward and the Khmer

Rouge brought some of the worst disasters in human history; though

Mussolini, Franco and subsequent Soviet and Chinese regimes managed

milder, less destructive despotisms. Currently, China and Vietnam may

be working their way towards decent futures. More recent attempts at

theocratic fusion have brought despotism to some Muslim countries –

and mildly threaten it in Hindu India. The Taliban and Sudanese

Islamists brought disaster, the Iranian Ayatollahs brought a more

conservative despotism.

A neoliberal, capitalist-centred fusion, modelling all social life on the

power of economic markets, now presents another potential despotism –

by capital, since the ownership of capital is the greatest power within

markets. This refers to the bundle of Thatcherite, neoliberal, ‘rational-

choice’, ‘cost-accounting’, ‘let markets rule’ ideologies recently promi-

nent in the West (including its academe), and especially in the US. They

conceal trends towards monopoly and rule by big capital. In the US, for

example, if current tendencies in disenfranchising the poor, campaign

financing, and media concentration continue, democratic politics and

ideologies might be overwhelmed by capitalist power (maybe they

already are). Where neoliberal ‘structural adjustment programmes’ are

let rip across the world’s poorer countries, they rarely have much impact

on growth, but inequality widens and foreigners grab more of their

eco nomies ( Incohe rent Em pire , ch. 2). We shoul d reme mber on e former

laissez-faire disaster, the Irish famine, where intervention to feed the Irish

was opposed on the grounds that it interfered with the natural workings of

essentially beneficent markets. Unchecked market powers might be later

followed by stagnation, since more resources must go into maintaining

that power against resistance from below. As John Hall notes, my
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empirical analyses reveal that despotism generates revolution. The way to

revitalize leftist ideology across the world would be to let neoliberalism

rip. However, the world need not go through such suffering. Far better to

deconcentrate power. Freedom and social dynamism require erecting

fire-walls between different sources of social power, protecting their

relative autonomy. Different groups should control the power resources.

Freedom and democracy rest on this separation of powers.

Reforms are desirable within the individual sources of social power.

Though both collective and distributive power are necessary to social life,

better to maximize collective at the expense of distributive power, so

diffusing power more equally between social actors. That leads to three

further preferences, for democracy, decentralization and competition,

historically a liberal preference, though too often confined within

the realm of political power. Political democracy is desirable. Even my

consciousness of the dangers of confusing the demoswith the ethnosmeans

that the checks and balances normal to liberal models may demand

confederal and consociational methods of power-sharing between ethnic

groups (though this is a complex matter).

But the struggle for ideological and economic democracy may be

equally important as political, and liberals have been less prominent

here. Ideological democracy has been best explored by Habermas

(1990: 116–18). He sees it mainly as a ‘communicative structure’

embodying a rational discourse whereby all contributions are equally

heard and the better argument alone determines the ‘yes’ or ‘no’

responses of the participants. This ‘ideal speech situation’ would indeed

be a truly egalitarian, democratic and collective ideological power. At

present, he says, it is subverted by capitalism, the state and other power

organizations which embody a rival strategic/instrumental rationality

favouring their interests (what he calls ‘the logic of the system’), which

triumphs over the human ‘lifeworld’. This might seem utopian, for it

would involve radical curtailments of present distributive ideological

powers. But that so much of our media, even its content, is controlled

by authoritarian corporations, even individual persons, is inimical to

genuine democracy. And therein lies a necessary struggle.

Marxists criticize a liberal democracy confined to the political sphere,

seeing it as overwhelmed by the economic power of capitalism. They

advocate workers’ control to democratize and decentralize economic

power. Of course, Marxists subverted this ideal when they reached

power, fusing state ownership and control of economic power resources.

In fact they left all the power sources more concentrated than under

capitalism. The abject failure of state socialism forced most leftists to

endorse weaker ‘social democratic’ forms of economic democracy,
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involving freedoms of speech and association for workers, rights of

bargaining and consultation, and a de-commodification of basic living-

standards through the welfare state. This has been substantially achieved

in numerous countries, though maintaining it requires struggle, and

changing conditions require changing ideological solutions. Social

democracy was until recently a mildly transcendental ideology. Then

some of its adherents retreated to a more institutionalized ideology,

from which they merely defend existing achievements. So arises another

necessary struggle.

In contrast, liberals uphold the freedom and social creativity involved

in competition between many economic units, each enjoying only limited

powers. Liberals endorse capitalism as long as it is decentred, fearing

only centralization and concentration. In his later work Robert Dahl

saw capitalist concentration as subverting democracy. There are further

economic problems with liberalism – neoliberalism in the South, and in

the North evidence that the ‘liberal’ or ‘Anglo-Saxon’ regimes of political

economy are widening inequality, unlike the social democratic, Christian

democratic or Asian ‘developmental’ regimes which dominate most of

the advanced world (Mann and Riley, 2004). Liberalism now seems to be

more of the problem than the solution to the concentration of economic

power in the hands of a few.

I welcome LindaWeiss’s addition of ‘governed inter-dependence’ (GI)

to my ‘infrastructural power’ (IP). GI captures what the most effective

states do – like eighteenth-century Britain or Prussia, or the Chinese

imperial gentry-scholar state ruling an agrarian society, or the contem-

porary regimes she instances. She does not mention these earlier states

and they did differ. Organizations representing the masses were not a part

of GI in them, but they are in contemporary instances, in the shape of

organized labour, populist parties and religious pressure groups, gener-

ating welfare states, redistribution of incomes and intervention in labour

markets. Weiss focuses on business/state relations, yet even South

Korean GI in the 1960s (with powerful chaebols and a semi-authoritarian

state) sponsored low inequality and housing and education subsidies.

This leads to a distinction between class-divided (earlier cases) and popu-

list GIs (her own examples), which helps qualify her statement that GI

characterizes modern states. States attracted by neoliberalism, like

Britain and the US, may coordinate with business groups (though

presumably less than elsewhere), but are returning to more arm’s-length

legal controls over labour unions and the welfare state – a regression

towards class-divided GI.

But this difference is dwarfed by the fact that many Southern states,

like those of most sub-Saharan Africa, have never enjoyed much
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infrastructural power, let alone governed inter-dependence. On indepen-

dence, they inherited power networks which radiated less from territory

to centre than from the colonial mother-country to their port-capital,

which had little contact with most of the colony’s hinterlands. Today the

main power networks still radiate abroad from the port-capital, but now

they reach to Northern-dominated capitalism. It is too simple to say that

these countries are ‘excluded’ from global capitalism, asWeiss and I have

both written. Their political and economic elites are not excluded. They

are the ‘gate-keepers’ between the world and the country, but with the

masses excluded. Weak infrastructural powers force elites to fall back on

violent, less effective despotic powers to rule their countries (Herbst

2000; Cooper 2002). They may first attempt to rule through corrupt

patrimonialism (half-despotically), but if this generates faction-fighting,

they rely on repression which typically fails because of low infrastructural

powers, generating revolt from regional warlords excluded from power,

and the civil wars ably dissected by Laitin and colleagues. Latin American

countries seem in a half-way position, with more effective and quasi-

democratic states, though with infrastructures weakened by enormous

social inequalities, comprador bourgeoisies and enclave economies –

examples of faltering class-divided GI. But most of the South sees rather

little GI.

High infrastructural powers coupled with low despotic powers give us

populist GI. High infrastructural powers with more despotism moves

towards class-divided GI, and this may then further reduce despotic

powers. Low infrastructural powers push more towards despotism and

the absence of any GI. This suggests that level of infrastructural power

may be more causally decisive than level of despotic power. Support for

this comes from the higher correlation of contemporary economic growth

withmeasures of state capacity, like the rule of law and efficientWeberian

bureaucracy, than with levels of democracy (Barro 1997: chs. 1 and 2;

Evans and Rauch 1999).

Weiss is optimistic about the impact of economic globalization on

Northern countries. She is correct that I have previously been rather

defensive about the continuing powers of nation-states vis-à-vis global-

ization, and that this derived from social democratic Keynesian bias. I also

agree that contemporary pressures may enable as well as constrain. But

globalization itself neither constrains nor enables, since it is not an agent.

Globalization is plural (economic, ideological, military and political), and

so contains multiple agents. Some of these may constrain, as for example

our economic pollution of the planet. In the future this may be viewed

as the high-equilibrium trap of industrial societies, constraining further

development, leading to economic cycles comparable to the Smithian
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cycles of agrarian societies. But I see few constraints on the North coming

from globalizing capitalists. They live here, after all. Indeed recent writing

on economic globalization (including those of Weiss and Hobson) has

downplayed such constraints, while my own research with Dylan Riley

reveals the variety of macro-regional responses to recent pressures. I am

pessimistic about the Anglo-Saxonmacro-region, especially Britain and the

United States. In that limited sense I am flattered to be described by

Trentmann as a John Bright gone sour (and not only because we both

lived in Rochdale).

Substantial pressures are felt on all Northern states. Lesser ones are

capitalist though not global in origin. European populist GIs rested on

compromise between capital and labour, and organized labour has

weakened. Since it is now disproportionately based in the public sector,

unions have lost some of their GI capacity to coordinate state with private

sector workers. High unemployment and marginal employment among

less skilled workers also seems structural in contemporary capitalism. But

according to recent welfare state literature, the main pressures come not

from globalization or capitalism, but from demography and life-styles.

Over the last decades Europeans have been spending more years in

education, retiring earlier, and living longer while requiring more health

care. The burden of welfare is growing, the working population financing

it is shrinking. The burden is higher the more generous the welfare state,

the more populist the GI. Most states will have to slash welfare, unless

they choose to exploit non-citizen immigrant labour. So far their cuts

have maintained existing levels of class and gender equality. Though

pressures on classes and genders vary, the biggest difference may

be between the private and public sectors, the latter enjoying better

retirement and pension schemes. This would also have the consequence

that organized labour would be less crucial to reducing inequality. This

reinforcesWeiss’s criticism of traditional Keynesian social democracy but

indicates that populist GIs must find new solutions to new problems of

economic power.

Military power differs. Its main defect is not distributive power within,

but lethality towards those outside. Thus the question of internal military

democracy does not so greatly trouble me. Though in earlier history

I sometimes saw order, and even economic development flowing from

the exercise of military power in large-scale societies, that is not true

today, except in the direst, the most Hobbesian of local circumstances.

Organized violence is nowmuch too lethal to bringmuch good to anyone.

There are alternative sources of order available today to the militarism

wielded by local warlords, rival states or the enraged Superpower.We can

potentially strengthen a dense web of soft geopolitical arrangements
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which can ritualistically mediate and institutionalize conflicts, rele-

gating lethal violence to marginal and infrequent roles in social inter-

action. That may also be utopian, but it generates another necessary

struggle.

John Hall suggests I have become more pessimistic as tension has

grown between my empirical work and my values. I remain attached to

a mildly transcendental leftist ideology, which now must make revisions

to twentieth-century social democratic Keynesianism. Progress has many

facets – living-standards, more intensive and extensive power networks,

wealth, democracy, security, etc. Any achievements in them bring new

problems and many bring their own dark sides. The European Miracle

brought dynamism and growth, alongside much increase in suffering.

Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century English people developed more

constitutional government, especially in the settler colonies. Yet these

most murderously cleansed the natives. Many highly educated young

men and women in advanced European countries converted to fascism

for what they saw as principled, moral reasons. Then many of them

committed terrible atrocities. The liberal democracies fire-bombed the

people of Dresden and Tokyo. In Incoherent Empire I depict Al Qaeda

militants as being genuine anti-imperialists who kill innocent civilians.

Freedom-loving Americans aerially assault Afghan and Iraqi settlements,

killing civilians and terrorists alike. Good and evil in human affairs are

usually closely entwined.

I suppose this is a mixture of pessimism and optimism. We must face

up realistically to our social propensity to do both good and evil. The

struggle for social betterment never ends. Democracy and freedom

are not achieved states but processes, and each generation is set new

challenges in reconfiguring the sources of social power.

Notes

1 Though Foucault does intermittently distinguish between three power
agencies – class (or caste), command economics, and the state.

2 I qualify these arguments with careful discussion of the callous use of native
labour causing high death-rates and of unintended ethnocide, especially
through disease.

3 In the version Laitin saw, I instanced a third possible case, byChina in Yunan in
the same period. I relied on a single article which revealed little about the actual
processes, so I dropped it.

4 I omit the three major communist cases from this discussion, since they did not
pervert democracy in the way I have discussed. For what it is worth, all three
parties had in principle favoured both political and economic democracy, but
they soon betrayed these ideals.

Sources of power revisited 393



5 IdonotacceptallChua’sarguments.She is lessknowledgeableoutsideSouth-East
Asiaand sheemphasizes theeconomic causes of conflictswhich I thinkworkbetter
in explaining ethnic rioting thanmore sustainedmurderous cleansing.

6 Laitin’s examples of ‘elementary arithmetic’ are too elementary. The figure of
3–4million dead in theHoly RomanEmpire as a result of theThirty Years’War
is not those ‘killed’ (by other humans), but mostly deaths through malnutrition
and disease. After the storming of Beziers in the Albigensian ‘Crusade’, I said
not that ‘8,000 or so’ but ‘most of its 8,000’ inhabitants were slaughtered,
according to one chronicler. I say not that he ‘may have been exaggerating’ but
that ‘most scholars believe the chronicler . . . exaggerated’. I do not know of
one who believes this is an underestimate.

7 I am nomore Smithian thanMarxian. In Sources (1986: 409), whenmy analysis
of the ‘Miracle’ is mostly complete, I say that the difficult part of the explana-
tion is now over, since both neoclassical and Marxian orthodoxies can kick in,
with bothmarkets and class actors in place. Brenner says I ‘paraphrase’ Smith’s
famous remark about markets being natural, but I was actually quoting
Ernest Jones, andmy next sentence is ‘But this approachmisses several import-
ant preconditions’ (1986: 406–7). Nor do I say that the requirements for
capitalism were in place by the end of the first millennium. In that passage
I say (1986: 510) that 1477 was the symbolic date when various power net-
works ‘were beginning to develop into . . . a capitalist multi-state civilization’
(1477 saw the collapse of that most feudal of states, the Duchy of Burgundy).
Only half-a-millennium out!

8 Because I focus on Europe I figure as one of the eight characters in the title of
Blaut’s Eight Ethnocentric Historians (2000). Two other contributors here,
Robert Brenner and John Hall, are also among the eight, and so is Max
Weber. Karl Marx should obviously be the ninth. This is good company.
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