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150 George Steinmetz

small number of cases”™ (2003:14) - a concept they draw from Richard Locke
and Kathleen Thelen (1995). This format is juxtaposed with two other types:
“statistical studics of large numbers of countries” and so-called idiographic
studies (Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003:13, 17). Their critique of the first
approach is well taken; the problem lics at the other delimiting, boundary.
Why is “comparison” a necessary component of any and all “analytic™ histor-
ical research? It is critical to their project to defincanarea called comparative-
historical analysis and to mark a distance from merely historical sociology.
The key term here is comparison. Comparison would seem to be logically
indispensable to assessing the plausibility of theory for critical realism (sce

Lawson 1997; Steinmetz 2004). [nvestigation of a single case provides less

assurance that the causal mechanisms of interest actually exist. So what i
wrong with Mahoney and Rueschemever's argument?

On the one hand, Tam struck by the had faith of sociologists who continue
to construct a lincage of comparative macro-history purged of historians’
contributions. Mahoney and Rueschemeyer do not include a single book or
article by a historian in their category of comparative-historical analysis. 1t
is as if our discipline believed that Max Weber invented history and that it
did not reappear until sociologists became interested again in the 1960s. In
fact, comparative-historical social science originated in history, and most of
the classics are by historians. One has only to think of Ranke's universal
history and his works on French, German, English, Spanish, Roman, and
Ottoman history. One immediately thinks of classics by Perry Anderson,
Marc Bloch, Fernand Braudel, Robert Brenner, Otto intze, Eric Hobs-
bawm, and Ernst Kantorowicz, and of more recent comparative work by
Geoff Eley, Michael Geyer, Jiirgen Kocka, Charles Maier, and Jurgen Os-
terhammet. The longest tived journal of comparative-historical social stud-
ics, Comparative Studies in Socicty and History (1958—present), has been
edited by historians.

The bigger problem, however, lies with Mahoney and Rueschemeyer’s
attempt to restrict properly “scientific” macro-social inquiry to the com-
parative type. Against this, we should recognize that the ontological and
epistemological characteristics of social life make the case study the pre-
condition for any comparative assessment of theory. Within an open system
like the social, and in contrast to artificially closed systems like the scientific
cxperiment, empirical events are inevitably multiply overdetermined by a
plurality of conjuncturally interacting causal mechanisims. Because genuine
cxperiments cannot be conducted in the human sciences, one has no other
choice than to investigate the expression of underlying causal mechanisms

within complex constetlations in concert with other mechanisms. Morcover,

[ransition to Post-Tordism 151

the mechanisms making up the formative constellation will vary from case
to case. A.w::,ﬁ_ mechanisms in social sciences usually exist in _;M_:._.n_ _.;.:_Ad,c_‘
than a simple, uncombined form (Bhaskar 1986: \:_1::. An empirical
Q.::_,:ﬁ may reflect two differing combinations of the ,f,..:,:c set of :_:.a:..f
nisms, rather than the presence or absence of a single mechanism. Due M:

counter-plie 4 TIUE & e
plienomenality, an empirical contrast may also result, not from the

variable presence of a single mechanism, but from its varying ability to be
cx_:.czﬁ.;_ at the level of the actual. Both of these r,::m:_c_.:\::_; undermine
the notion that a comparison of two or more cases is necessarily ¢
conclusive than a case study. , T

,{F,,_:_ events are unique or unrepeatable in the sense that they cannot be
explained in terms of a universal law, even if there are partial ﬂcw:_:_.::;, at

the _c,w_ of events (Tawson 1997). The usual deployment of the terms “idi-
wmn:,_:n: and "nomothetic™ is thus an incoherent intellectual survival—or
w?ﬁ. must retain these terms, then we have to admit that social explanation
is necessarily idiographic. One can gain access to causal mechanisms only
through the study of unique events, specific individuals, etc. Since ::W _jaw
object of an explanation is the individual event or case, it makes no mc:ﬁ.c,:,
mﬁ Swa studies against explanation. Indeed, excluding case studics _,,_.:_:
historical sociology would be equivalent to excluding explanation from his-
torical sociology. |
Social knowledge necessarily involves movement between case studies and
theory: and comparisons among case studies. In Peirce’s terms, discovering
any regularity requires movement from induction to retroduction to “de-
ductions from retroductive suggestions” (Peirce 1931-1932, vol. 2: 491) TM
planation concerns the unique phenomenon, theory concerns :_:_clf.?m
mechanisms, and the evaluation of theory requires an gac:::__::.:m of
cases ~that is, comparison. Comparison may therefore be “indispensable”
given an “analytic interest in causal explanation,” as Mahoney and Ruesche-
_:c.,ﬂ% claim, but it cannot be identified with explanation. Indeed, ::.R.,? :v
philosophical program, not even positivisni, in which the two are Q_:;,Z;

For Popper “give a ¢ ]
r Popper, to “give a causal explanation of an event means to deduce a

statement which describes it, using as premises of the deduction once or
more universal laws, held together with certain singular statements™ (1992
?c,f:“ 59; emphasis in original). A single event, in other words, can _,M
.m.xc‘_;._:i_. Similarly, Nagel insisted that “explanations may be offered for
J_:__S;:a_ occurrences” (1979 [1961]: 15) and developed an mz:_:_,_c involv-
ing an individual historical event (pp. 552 passim).

It is also unclear exactly what sort of comparative method Mahoney and

—N—.,., ~ o s Thev v t
ueschemeyer endorse. They recommend “contextualized comparison,”
son,
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which is summarized as a method of exploring “how variables may have
different causal effects across heterogencous contexts™ (2003:13). This pro-
cedure would seem to be compatible with critical realism, as long as there is
no assumption that causal mechanisms are empirical or that explanation is
concerned with constant conjunctions of events involving clusters of causal
factors. Yet the authors also endorse “macro-causal analysis,” which suggests
an understanding of explanation as involving constant relations of depen-
dence between clusters of determining causal factors and specific outcomes.
For critical realism, by contrast, comparison might invelve a group of em-
pirical phenomena having fittle in common at the empirical level other than
the hypothetical impact of a given underlying causal mechanism. The goal of
explanation would be to investigate the vicissitudes of the underlying causal
mechanism in differing empirical contexts (Steinmetz 200.4).

Fam not making the statisticians’ criticism of selection on the dependent
variable. There is nothing wrong with organizing comparisons around phe-
nomena that are simitar at the empirical level; this is an alternative to com-
paring phenomena that have little in common at the empirical fevel other
than the putative effect of some causal mechanism of interest. Indeed, many
historians would prefer comparisons among entities that are historically
connected to one another in this way {Bloch 1953, Grew 19803 Sewell 1967).
There may also be ethical or political reasons for organizing a comparison
among phenomenally similar events or objects.

Others have rejected the idea of comparison from the standpoint of in-
commensurability (sce Keane forthcoming: Lambek 1991; Nancy 2000; Povi-
nelli zoo1; Yengoyan forthcoming). These arguments cannot be dismissed as
the ravings of a “camp” of politically driven, unsystematic, anti-science post-
modernists—especially since this argument can be traced back historically at
least as far as Kants theory of the “sublime” and German Romanticism. Bue
to the concept-dependence of human action, comparison necessarily in-
volves problems of translation into a meta-language. Translation may repress
the incommensurable aspects of the translated culture or force differing
cases into categories determined by the more powerful. Conceptual catego-
ries used in comparisons with the non-West often treat parochial or geohis-
torically limited categories as if they were universal {Chakrabarty 2000).

It is obvious that “difficultics of translation” will arise between theorists of
incommensurability and positivistically inclined social science. 1 ike positiv-
ists, critical realists are willing to deploy theoretical categories and languages
to designate mechanisms that may not be consciously perceived by the
actors in question. But critical realism does not require that mechanisms be

universal to all societies. Nor does it insist that the empirical level of events
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weight on the shoulders of current rescarchers. € Tharles Tillv's Big Structures,
Large Processes, Huge Comparisons opens with the sentence, “We bear the
nineteenth century like an incubus™ (1984: 1). The incubus pressing down
upon us today has a more recent origin in the sccond wave of historical
sociology, which was overwhelmingly informed by Marsisim or by a Weber-
ianism that was itself a reaction-formation to Marxism.

The insistent mobilization of adjectives such as “big™ and “important”
also suggests the competitive pressures of a discipline thatiis still perceived as
dominated by quantitative sociologists with “big N This scems to be
an almost masochistic sort of “symbolic identificatton” (Facan 19910 1343
Laplanche and Ponatalis 1973 [1967]: 144), an identification with an external
location from which historical sociologists think they are being observed. We
should instead be seeking a more pleasurable “imaginary identitication”
with an image of * ‘what we would like to be™ ™ (Zizek 1989: 105). What many
of us would like to be is students of a small number of cases. This could be
called historical sociology a la recherche de Pabjet petit n."The quantitative
connotations of “big” in this discussion cannot be dissociated from the
socio-historical context of Fordist big science, the era in which method-
ological positivism came to the fore. Both the wiclders of the “big N™ and
their counterparts, with their equally “big” and “macroscopic™ cases (Skoc-
pol 2003), scem somchow fixated on the gigantism of this now bygone Ford-
ist era. This gigantesque sociology seems more at home in the Russian
Magnitogorsk or in Komsomolsk-on-Amur in the Russian Far Fast, or in
Ford’s River Rouge, than in the post-Fordist twenty-first century.

Delimiting “big” topics in a commonsensical way scems especially inap-
propriate within a branch of sociology that defines itself as historical. One
need only compare the topics that were considered important in American
sociology four decades ago to topics that are currently big, such as culture,
nationalism, space, post-colonialism, sexuality, human rights, religion, and
globalization; the current themes were nearly invisible in American sociol-
ogy during the middle decades of the cold war. While adjectives like “big”
and “important” serve to mark off a distance from the merely fashionable,

the selection of themes in historical sociology has always been presentist—it
is no surprise, for instance, that historical studies of revolution became
popular during a period of worldwide revolution.

Something has changed between 1984, when Skocpol’s Vision and Method
appeared, and the present. The newly destabilized conditions seem to be
compelling some social scientists to insist more dogmatically on the positiv-
ist position, given that it is no longer doxic. Indeed, their version is not even

an erthodox one, but rather a new mixture of elements. The text's multi-
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jectivity and behavior, even ifitis a model of “rational man™ rather than the
“behaviorist man” of the Fordist era. Post Fordist states continue to favor
positivistically packaged social science, as do private foundations and social

movements, even as the overarching social structures of this new mode of

regulation render methodological positivism less and less plausible.”

And while this paper has emphasized the overall external social context,
especially the mode of regulation, as a determinant of sociologists” sponta-
neous social epistemologies, one cannot overlook the abiding and protound
implantation of methodological positivism within disciplinary institutions,
patterns of socialization, and scientific habituses. Sociology is relatively au-
tonomous from external pressures and events, like any other field. One can
expect alag, or non-simultancity, hetween the unraveling of Fordism and the
disruption of methodological positivism within sociology duc to the hvs:
teresis of the scientific habitus (1o paraphrase Bourdieu) —thatis, the fact that
intellectual paradigms are not simply intangible discourses but are instead
embodied practices.

Another scenario, then, would see positivism changing its form without
disappearing. The increased interest in rational choice theory in political
science and parts of sociology, for instance, places the active social agent at
the center of social analysis, corresponding to the felt increase in demands
on the individual to be self-promoting and self-reflexive. At the same time,
rational choice analysis promotes a universal model of subjectivity and re-
tains an orientation toward the prediction of social action. The shift from a
behaviorist black-box image of subjectivity to a universalizing view of the
subject as agent resonates with the changed structures of plausibility in post-
Fordism.

Given my acknowledgment of the contradictory cpistemic signals sent by
post-Fordism and my more general critique of the notion of invariant pat-
terns of social behavior, it would be foolish and paradoxical to predict which
direction (historical) sociology will take. But one plausible scenario, at
least, includes an increased space for non-positivist alternatives. Gouldner’s

(1970) prediction three decades ago that American sociology would move

47. Even in the current period, the state (considered atall of 1ts scalar levels) is still the superordinate
conrdinator for regulatory initiatives, and it continues to organize most of the famitiar legal, infra-
tructural, and welfare- statist interventions. During the 1goos, when the post Fardist regime seemed
o attain a certain level of consolidation, state funding for science began again to increase but with new
emphases. Where the National Institutes of Health, National Institute of Mental Health, and the
National Scienee Foundation were previously at the core of government funding for sacial science, the
life sciences now became more central. The social sciences are again being encouraged to repackage
themselves along the lines of the natural sciences; witness the rec ently renewed interest in “sociobiol

oy and genetic explanations of behavior,
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through a period of crisis characterized by the collapse of theoretical hege-
mony to a less positivist and more reflexive polveentrism might turn out to
have been correct, if premature (see also . Co Alexander 1982). Historical
saciology, along with critical sociology, cultural studies, and the sociology of

science, would have contributed in no small part to such a future.



