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ABSTRACT

John Goldthorpe is right when he identifies three major methodological problems
of macrosociology-—problems due to the small number of cases, problems due
to the lack of full independence of the cases, and problems that arise when we
move from association to causal explanation. He is wrong when he claims that
comparative historical research is more plagued by these problems than cross-
national quantitative research. In fact, while we advocate the integration of
comparative historical and cross-national statistical analysis, we claim that’
comparative historical research has particular advantages in dealing with the
problems identified because it focuses on historical sequence and because it can
take account of varied historical contexts.
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John Goldthorpe discusses three central issues in comparative macro-
sociology—the problem that typically only a small number of cases are
available to disentangle complex causal patterns; “Galton’s problem” or the
question whether the cases-studied are independent of each other; and the
“black box” problem or the question of how to move from findings of
association to causal explanation. Goldthorpe is right to consider these serious
problems. He is also right to see them as problems faced by both cross-national
quantitative and comparative historical research, He is wrong, however, when
he claims that comparative historical research has no advantage in dealing with
these issues and when he in fact seeks to turn their discussion into an argument
for the superiority of the cross-national statistical approach. Both modes of
analysis have their own peculiar advantages as well as difficulties, Nevertheless,
we claim, however, that comparative historical research has a distinctive and
critical advantage in macro-sociology because it focuses on historical sequence
and because it allows one to take account of varied historical contexts. When
itin addition is joined to cross-national statistical research results and extended
1o as many cases as possible, we consider comparative historical analysis the
method of choice for the study of macro-social phenomena.

Before we discuss the specific problems in greater detail, we offer a few
comments on the place of historical research in macro-social analysis and on
the issue of holism. We then briefly introduce the study in which we have
recently collaborated and which we will use repeatedly as an instance of the
research procedure we consider most appropriate.

ON THE NEED FOR HISTORICAL ANALYSIS

Navigare necesse est—the old assertion that sailing on the high seas, however
risky, was necessary nevertheless can be transferred to the role of historical
research in systematic social analysis. Historical research, too, is risky and
fraught with problems: Historical evidence is drastically and irremediably
incomplete; it is often of dubious validity; and it tends to be biased—favoring
the victors rather than the losers, the lasting developments rather than the
historical dead ends and detours, the rich and the educated rather than the
poor and illiterate, and so forth. And yet for very cogent reasons historical
research is not only useful, it is required for systematic social analysis, especially
for macro-social research.

Why is historical research necessary? First, there is the fact that many social
patterns, once formed, tend to persist. Many present-day conditions seem to
have their roots in constellations several generations or even centuries old.
Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan came to this conclusion in their
well-known analysis of voter alignments: “We simply cannot make sense of
variations in current alignments without detailed data on differences in the







