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Martin Hall and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson (ed.s), Civilizational Identity: The Production and Reproduction of "Civilizations" in International Relations, Palgrave Macmillan (2007)
This book has two key arguments to make: that analysing international politics in terms of civilisations is worthwhile and that within such analysis an anti-essentialist orientation is more fruitful.

The editors are at pains to assert that in their conception a civilisation is not a reified thing, but a process which is weakly bounded, contradictory, loosely integrated and heterarchical (not centralised). It is not clear though how this has been established or how further information will be ascertained about these civilisational processes which we have decided are complex and contradictory. This question of research method and of ways of knowing civilisations is answered in different ways by the various contributors.

The book is arranged as it was generated, in 'panels' of three papers, each followed by a discussion chapter. The selection retains the variety of a typical conference panel, with contributors pulling in different directions within their common theme and the discussant talking more about their own research than about the papers they are discussing. But if the book retains the feel of a conference it is one of a high calibre in which current work in the field is competently presented and new directions suggested.

Jacinta O'Hagan advocates greater research attention to how concepts of civilisation are mobilised in contemporary political discourse. But the substance of how such a discursive analysis can be done and what it can add is left for later chapters. Mark Salter's contribution is particularly notable here, seeking not just to show how civilisational imagery is used in world politics but also to suggest why it is mobilised in the way it is. Through a theoretically informed discussion of discourse in the 'war on terror', Salter considers how concepts of civilisation and barbarian are strategically used to constrain and enable what can be thought, said and done politically.

The focus on discourse is picked up again by Ann Towns who sets out a useful genealogy of the connections between views of the status of women and of stages of civilisation. Other contributors to the second part of the book also make reference to aspects of civilisational discourse and these strands are pulled together well in Jacqueline Best's discussion of the logics and styles of 'civilisational talk'.

Alongside this focus on discourse, other contributors follow Patrick Jackson in pursuing a non-essentialist sociology of civilisations in world affairs. However, the specifics of Jackson's theoretical outline of such a sociology, resting primarily on Weber, are neither utilised by other authors nor by Jackson himself for the purpose of empirical analysis. This leaves open the question of whether Weber provides the best theoretical basis for a political sociology of civilisations and, indeed, which developments in sociology since Weber might be most relevant.

Sharing a 'panel' with Salter, Mustapha Pasha considers how the role of religion in the 'Islamic Cultural Zones (ICZs)' might be studied from a postorientalist perspective. Pasha highlights how cultural essentialism outside the West is connected to colonisation as well as how postcolonial analysis must be careful not to replicate the binary essentialisms it resists. This theme is continued in Catarina Kinnvall's critique of Indian scholars associated with Ashis Nandy and what Kinnvall calls neo-Gandhianism. Kinnvall's main argument, that these writers resist Western essentialising of India by producing their own mythologised cultural essentialism, is well made. But she overstretches the point in holding these writers consequently responsible for every excess of Hindu fundamentalism, up to and including the Ayodhya riots. 

Jackson's hope for a political sociology of civilisations receives a boost in part three of the volume. Brett Bowden and Leonard Seabrooke contribute a political economy perspective on Gerrit Gong's classic concept of the 'standard of civilisation', applying this concept to the neoliberalism of the international financial institutions. John Hobson's chapter, which seeks to deconstruct the 'Eurocentric Clash of Civilizations', stands as an object lesson in the benefits of a broad historical knowledge. Systematically undermining Western pretensions to uniqueness and superiority by highlighting histories of interconnection with Islamic and Asian cultures, Hobson makes a compelling argument to 'de-Westernize' our views of the West. In a similar vein, Peter Mandaville makes a less coherent but still useful argument for considering the Islamic Umma as a heterarchic civilisation.

In the concluding chapter, Martin Hall reiterates the claim made in the introduction that this book forms part of a 'fourth wave' of scholarship on world civilisations. The first three waves being those identified by Shmuel Eisenstadt in his Multiple Modernities. The claim that the present authors move past Eisenstadt as part of a fourth wave rests on their supposed anti-essentialism. To substantiate this claim, the contributors would need to match their ontology of ambiguous, loosely bounded civilisations with an anti-essentialist epistemology and methodology that could serve as a basis for a research programme. Jackson wants to use Weber. Hall suggests drawing on the anthropologies of myth and philosophies of history. Neither option is fully developed yet.

This book makes a valuable start in setting out various aspects of current research into processes, identities and discourses in world affairs connected to the idea of civilisation. Whether it proves to be the book that defines a new generation of civilisational analysts remains to be seen.

