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"In recent years," declare Hans Medick and David Sabesn, “social his-
torians have been calling into question many aspects of their practice. They
are no longer sure in what way the story which they relat; is part of a larpger
story of political change, the struggle for power, and the analysis of the
forces of domination. Thers is a tendency on the pari of some of the profes-
sion to regard structures, especially those amenable to statistical abstrac-
tion, as the proper object of investipation, whilst others centre their in--
feresti on an analysis of agency” (Medick and Sabean 1984: 1), Thus begins a
bock devoted to the exploration of agency, of ethnographic approaches to
social history, and of doubts about the determinisms that have so far pervaded
the thinking of most social historians. A new debate has opened.

The debaie does not concern method alone. It concerns the aims and
presuppositions of wvalid social history. Social historians differ, as is
their ripght, on the proper mission of social histiory., GSome of them see social
history as the analysis of articulation between large structures and proces-
ses, on the one hand, and the lives of ordinary people, on the otheri let us
call them linkers. Some social historians conceive of it as an auxiliary to
political history, exploring the social bases of the actions that constitute
national and international politics: dub them diggers. find some understand
their calling as. largely hermeneutic: reconstructing significant pasi actions
in terms of the meanings they had for their actors; since these social his-
torians specialize in the interpretation of textis, we might label them glos-

sars. The distinciions run roughly like this:

FOCUS OF ANALYSIG:
SOCIAL PROCESS POLITICS -
RELATIONAL linkers diggers

METHQD
HERMENEUTIC plossers glossers



Some glossers, that is, focus on the 1nterpratat16n of social processes and
some on the interpretation of politics, but the differences between them are
narrower than the divergences between analysis of relations whp foocus on‘
social processes (linkers) and those who concentrate on politics (diggers),

Although most of my own work belongs firmly in the linkers' camp, this paper

will not advocate priorities among the three visws. It will take for granied
that all three esnterprises are legitimate, and ask about their implications --

individual and collective -—- for the analysis of sysiematic variation in
social history.

The divergence of views lends spice to social history, It also produces
uncertainty about the discipline's boundaries and subdivisions. Any coherent
intellectiual discipline combines four elements: 1) a set of certified practi-
tioners who communicate with esch oihery 2) an ensemble of guestions that
guide the practitioners' inguiries: 3) a body of evidence those practitioners
collectively regard as worthy of attentions 4) approved ways of using the
evidence to answer the puestions., (Most disciplines slso include & fifth
element: an instituiional structure in the form of journals, professional
associations, mestings and the like: the institutions matier less for this
discussion than do the other four elements,)

Linkers, dipgers, and glossers disagree somewhsi on all four counts: wheo
belonns to the discipline, what questions have priority, what evidence com-
mands attention, what uses of the evidence deserve credence. 6lossers, for
example, show grester sympathy for oral history ihan do linkers or diggers,
and have a greater inclination to cast any source as a text to interpret for
coherent meaning. Conversely, they prefer sources containing descriptions and
narratives, which are more amenable to textual explication than the admini-

strative by-products that fill most archives.



Linkers, on the other hand, frequently employ.routine sources, such as
tax records and birth registers, that provide litfle material for interpreta-
tion. They turn more readily to the search for patterns in substantial serijes
of documentis. That fact supplies the truth in the generally false asccusation
that ithey pani after numhers. Linkers, diggers, and glossers, nevertheless,
overlap considerably with respect to their definitions of disciplinary membar-
ship, proper evidence, and appropriate methods. They disagree especially
about the guestions worth asking.

Linkars oask a great variety of guestions, But those questions pivot
around the connections between larpge transformations and small-scale social
experiences., Which large transformations and which small-scale experjiences
depend, of course, on the periods and places in guestion. Chinese historians
inevitably attend {to the expansion and contraction of ithe empire and io the
fortunes of patrilineal descent groups, while historians of the MHiddle East
have ne choice but to contend with the transformations and divisions of Islam,
@mong histerians of the western family since 1408, characteristic linking
questions concern how industrialization affected household composition, how
the strategies of proletarian couples influenced employers' hiring, and whe-
ther ideclogical sea changes such as secularization reshaped relations between
parents and children, For most linkers who deal with the recent history of
western countries, proper objects of study include population growth, urbani-
zation, changes in family structure, voiing preferences, associational life,
popular colleciive action, literacy, capitel sccumulation, and alterations in
popular recreation,

Such diverse subjects have a unifying thread: the connection of large
social structures and changes with social experience at tha scale of the

individual or group. When Lawrence Stone hailed the "revival of narrative" in



historical writing, bhe suggested that such problems were losing favor among
historians, after two decades of dominating the agenda. Analytic history, he
claimed, was giving way to narrative and the interpretation of cultures,
Eminent linker Eric Hobsbawm replied, however, that Stone exaggerated 1the
sirength of the trend, +{hat analytic histbry continued to flourish, and that
much of the neuw writing Stone had in mind actually consisted of efforts to
convey intelligibly the resulis of analytic history. He summarized:

In short those historians who continue to believe in the possibility of

peneralizing about human societies and their development, continue to be

interested in "the bip why questions®, though they may sometimes focus on
different ones from those on whith they concentrated tweniy or thirty

years ago (Hobsbawm 1888: 4).

The big “why” questions include the diggers' inquiries into social bases of
politics, but range well beyond them., They do not ordinarily invelve much of
the glossers' textual interpretation. Hobsbaum’s own work iﬁ social history,
which extends from studies of bandits, agrarian rebels and tramping worke;s to
general treatments of capitalist development, exemplifies the linkers'® effort
to relate small-scale social life to large ireansformations,

At times, the aspirations of linkers reach to "total history”™ or "the
history of society." In the style of a Fernand Braudel, 1ihe sspiration-leads
to the simultaneous discussion of material life, population trends, economic
cycles, changes of regime, and ideolopical innovations, But it also has @&
more modest, conirolled, empiricist form, fideline Daumard, for example,
aske French comparative and guantitative history as "ito deepen our knowledge
of French society and clarify the nature of the transition from the society of
the 0Old Regime to contemporary society” (Daumard 1885: 1), Her examples béar
mainly on empirical analyses of changes in wealth, otcupation, and class

structure in different cities. Clearly, linkers tome in many siyles.



Diggers, when they speak about historical method, commonly show less
tolerance than linkers for alternative modes of analysis. When Elizabeih Fox-
Genovese and Eugene Genovese decry the "peliticel crisis of social history,”
they make their judgment unambiguous:

as admirable as much of the recent social history has beern and as

valuable as much of the description of the life of the lower classes may

eventually prove, the subject as a whole is steadily sinking into a

neoantigquarian swamp presided over by liberal ideclogues, the burden of

whose political argument -- notwithstanding the usual pretensﬂl of not
having a political argument -~ rests on an evasion of class confrontetion

. . . No amount of superficial enthusiasm for *popular culiure” or the

symbolic representation of lower-class dissent, much less for ostensibly

new methods, can cbscure the obfuscation of the continuing class strgggle
between contending social forces as manifested on pelitically decisive

terrain (Fox-Benovese & Genovese 1876: 214-218).

The condemnation strikes first at linkers, and then at glossers.

Fox-Genovese and Genovese condemn as evasion any social history that does
not address the question of pelitical power. As compared with linkers and
glossers, they draw & different boundary around the specialty -— doubting, for
example, that guantitative political history, population siudies, ;nd clio~
meiric economic history belong in the discipline. Although they leave uncer-
tain exactly which bodies of evidence and methods of analysis qualify as valid
social history, they state without cavil that the discipline's central gues-
tions concern class strugple and political pouwer, Similarly, Tony Judt com-
plains that:

. . . social history is suffering & severe case of pollution, The

subject has become a gathering place for the unscholarly, for historians



bereft of ideas and subtlety, The writings thus produced are without

theoretical content, a failing disguised by an obsession with method and

technique. They represent collectively a loss of faith in history. In

their reaciion apainst the chronological imperatives of political and

economic history, social historians have all but lost touch with the

historical evenis aliogether (Judt 1878: BB).

Other diggers (e.g Eley & Nield 1888) state their positions more moderately,’

but still insist that social history's ceniral guestions concern the social

bases of politics.

Glossers think very differently. Speaking of the elderly woman, the pim

who lives with and nurtures the children of the Luo people in Kenya, David

Cohen points out that she lives her life “far from the contentions of the

slave trade, colonial domination, the emerging city, and capitalist develop-

ment,” But Pim, he remarks,

along with her charges, serves the purposes of soccial history because she

helps us understand the interior architecture of African sbciety. Pim

challenges us to comprehend, visualize, and disinter cerisin routines of

behavior at their source, to understantd the

thought and activity through which simple

intimate structure of

routines become powerful

repertoires, to sea how these are piven meaning and- impqlse, She

challenges us to observe how this little social mechenism =-- apgregaied

thousands of times in ways pims in their siwindhes over generations each

evolved -~ produces life and gives it order and logic and direction

{Cohen 1885: 195-185; for a rather different view of pridrities in Afri-

can history, see Cooper 1961a, 1881b and 13B3).

Thus, for Cohen, the practitioners of social history merge impercepiibly into

the adepts of anthropology and archeclogy. Their evidence consists of obser-

vations and residues of routine social praciices,

Their central analytic



procedures concern the discovery of coherence and significance in those prac-
tices., The puiding guestions deal with meaning.

Although Cohen certainly includes in African history the rise and fall of
kingdoms, creation and recreation of urban networks, fiuc{uaiions of the slave
trade, and the ebb and flow of European imperialism, he distrusts any history
that makes these externally-defined processes the matrix of analysis, In-
stead, he declares,

We must see how people compose their own lives in order to understand the

composite forces around them, We musi see how little routines have

pathered inio arrays, and how they rework the forms of social life, We
must see how these forme are piven meaning, and how force is imparied to
them, and how they generate or rework still newer arrays of routines

(Cohen 1385: 227),

The resulting questions take a very general form: they ask aﬁout how Qifferent
kinds of people lived, how they related to each other, how they changed., The
amount to & kind of historical eihnography.

David Cohen does ngt say that the social history of the linkers and the
diggers is wrong. He only says that it is dangerous for the study of fAfrica,
where it has led mainly to confusion and misrepresentation. He Jjoins the
doubts about structure and apency that haunt Hans Medic%; David Sabean, Qnd
their ethnographophile collsborators.

The diverse fragments of social history differ with respect to the impor-
tance that they give to the pursuit of sysiematic variatiion, and the kinds of
systematic variation that preoccupy them. By sysiematic variation, 1 mean
differences among comparable units that conform to an identifiable principle
—- declining over time, rising with wealth, falling into a Iimiteq number of

well-defined types, or something of the sort, The social units in guestion



may be individusls, personal networks, households, communities, firms, kinship
groups, industries, national states, military alliances. or any number of
other entities, jusi so long as at least thrae of them axist, and there is a
reliable means of determining whether any particular unit belongs to the set,

Obviously, the pursuit of systematic variation requires comparison. But
is it therefore identical to comparative history? Regrettably, the phrase
“comparative history® has come {o imply the simultaneous study of two or more
of tihose fictitious entities called “societies.” There the trouble bepgins.’
No one has come up with & workasble criterion for the identification of a
society other than the presence of & national state. Yet theorists insist on
endowing societies with properties such as a common culture and a coherent
system of social control.

For a few historians, "society" means something quite simple: no more
than a population that falls under the jurisdiction of a particular national
siate. For them, comparison can proceed without too much difficuliy. The
concept runs into acute difficulty, however, under & number of conditions that
often apply to comparisons in social history:

i. where and when national ststes do not exist, which means most of the

world before the twentieth centurys

2. in cases where a state abrupily begins, ceases, subdivides, .or chan-

ges boundaries: Belgium, Panama, Germany, Texas, Manchuria, Korea all

provide telling instancesy

3. in the presence of distinciive regional languages, religions, and

social practices within the same state, {he United Kinpdom, VYugoslavia,

the BSoviet Union, Malaysia, and Lebanon being evident contemporary
examplesny

4, to the extent that the analyst posiulates the axisience of a coherent

structure and identity for each "society."



At least one of these conditions, it seems to me, ususlly obtains in efforis
to compare soclieties, To that extent, we would be better off abandoning such
comparisons, and turning to the analysis of siructures and processes whose
existence we can reasonably presume or verify. They need not be smaller in
scale than the so-called societies: we may well compare continenis, power
blocs, national states, mass migrations, famines, or general wars, UWe may
even compare world systems, if we cen decide how io ideniify them. ‘?he point
is to be clear and concrete about what we are comparing.

For recent history, indeed, national ststes —-- and therefore the very
units that many historians have actually had in mind when discussing "socie-
ties" ~- often provide appropriate units of anslysis. National states became
the world’'s dominant organizations after 1400 or so, as conguest and consoli-
dation first created the European state system and theﬁ imposed it on all the
world. As states grew in power, they helped shape nqtional markets, national
languapes, national churches, and any number of other nationall;"bounded
instituiions. With the widespread decolonization that followed World War II,
furthermore, almost all the world fell into bounded, nominally autonomous
states,

Not al! these states were similar entities. None came close to ithe socio-
logical fantasy of an autonomous, cohcr;nt society with iés distinet value
system, general norms, shared beliefs, integrated social roles, mechanisms of
social contrel, and coordinated behavior. The world's recognized siates today
include Afghanistan, Albania, Algsris, fndorra, fingola, Antigua and Barbuda,
fArgentina, Australia, Ausiria, the ﬁaﬁamas, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Barbados,
Belgium, Belize, Benin, Bhuian, Bolivia, Botswana, Brezil, Brunei, Bulgaria,
Burma, Burundi, and on throuph the alphabet {o Uanu;tu, the Uatican, Venezue—

la, Vietnam, Western Samca, North Yemen, South Yemen, Yugoslavia, Zaire,



Zambia, and Zimbabwe. All of them have nominal aovercignty, diplomatic repre-
sentation, control over some autonomous armed force, and some sort of dis-
tinctive governmental organization.

Beyond the defining atiributes of a state, howsver, Albania, Andorra,
Bahrain, Brazil, Brunei and Vanuaiu have little in common., No one would wani
to undertake comparisons smong them without clear awareness of the limits of
any sucﬁ comparison. Nevertheless, some subsets of these staies do lend
themselves to comparison, Jjust so long a5 we recognize that we are not com-
paring coherent "societies,” bu§ populations subject to the jurisdiction of
different mnational states. 1t makes sense to compare the experience of re-
cently-independent states with respect to military hids for power, and the
experience of powerful industrial states in regard to inflation and unemploy-
ment, But comparisons must take place within a defensible theory of similari-

ties and differences.

Relevant similarities and differences appear at many scales, The
delineation of world-systems -- the largest strongly~connecied interpersonal
networks —-— 1% never easy. In principle, nevertheless, we can compare whole

world-systems. At the other extreme, comparing individuals, households, or
interpersonal bonds, one by one, frequently yields important returns for
social history. The national scale has no particuler priority. Despite much
talk about states and societies, in fact, most effective comparisons in socisl
history actually deal with much smaller social units.

Having established bases of comparison, ue still have a choice of stirate~
gies: individualizing, universalizing, encompassing, and variation-finding,
The distinctions among them rest on the kinds of propositions they produce
rather than the strict logic of the‘comparison. The relevant proposiiions lie

along two continuas ’
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This proposition refers This proposition refers

to a single instance of ~r———=-wmemomr e ————— to all instances of the
the pheriomenon phenomencn

The phenomenon iakes The phenomenon iskes
only one form = seeseseemsccee e s many forms

single instance/one form = individualizing

single instance/many forms = encompassing

ell instances/one form = universalizing

all instances/many forms = variation-finding

Individualizing cnmparison; then, contrasis specific insiances of a given
phenomenon as & means of specifying the particular properties of each in-
stance, Thus James Lang (1875) compares the fAmerican coleonizing stratepies of
England and Spain in his pursuit of the peculiar differences that came to
separate North from South America, |

Encompassing comparison iocates different instancgs at wvarious points
within the same system in order to explain iheir characteristics as functions
of their variable reletionship to the whole sysiem. Thus €. William Skinner
(1877) places Chinese cities within the dual hierarchies of markels and im-
perial administration, then accounis for differences among them by means of
their relative positions in the iwo hierarchies.

Universalizing comparison searches for tge common properiies of a class
of instances on ithe way to propounding a general rule concerning that class.
Thus Everett Hsgen (1862) scrutinizes the experiences of Russia's 0ld Belie-
vers, Britain's Protes%ant'ﬁissenters ang Lowland Scois, Japan'’s commoners,
and Colombia's Antiquencs to arrive at a model of the process by which econo-
mic innevators arise.

Variation-finding comparison, finslly, examines systematic differences

among instances in hopes of specifying a unitary explanation of the differ-

i



ences., Thus Suy Swanson (1967) arpuss a relationship between a state’'s autho-
rity structure and its religion, and offers variations in the European re-
sponse to the Protestant Reformation in suppori of the argumeni.

If we are searching for the secret of sysiematic variation, individuali-
zing and universalizing comparison may help clear the way, bui they will not
get us very far, At their best, the two approaches lead 1o an accursie
specification of & crucial case's peculiarities or the commen properiies of a
class of cases -~ no mean accomplishments, bul not siatements about sysiematic
variation. Qur real choice lies between encompassing and variation-finding
comparison. On one side, the placement of all cases with respect to some
larger structure or process, relations to which help explain the variation
among the cases. On the other, identification of some principle of covaria-
tion that connects two or more features of each case,

In the realm of national states, the distinction approximaies the choice
between "externalist" and "internalist" accounts-of varistion. In the realm
of firms, it corresponds broadly to the choice between market-position and
organizational accounts, in the realm of cities, to urban-hierarchy and
economic-base accountis, As the examples supgest, the choices are not mutually
exclusive; many explanations of systematic variation compound position in a
system with distinctive traits of individual units, or treat one as the caeuse
of the other, Nevertheless, relatively pure examples of encompassing and
variation-finding comparisons exist. Immanuel VWallerstein's world-system
analyses give high prioriiy to encompassing comparison, while most economic
historians' accounis of the same evenis ireat the various national experiences
as relatively autonomous iterations of similar processes.

Linkers and diggéra separate from glossers at precisely this choice-
point. Linkers undertake encompassing comparisons with a bit more enthusiasm

than diggers, but the difference is not great. Both linkers and diggers ofien
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search for principles of variation that account for many cases, and challenge
any proposed general principle on the ground that it does not fit known cases.
Glossers, on the other‘hand, rarely veﬁture inte simultaneocus comparisons of
many cases, preferring to explicaie one or two at a time. A combination of
taste and fundamental belief constrains the glossers: they prefer ic interpreti
a single experience in loving detail, cherish unigueness, and doubt that a
regular, knowable world exists. The divis;on between them and linkers or
diggers has ontological and epistemologicel roots. Dnly linkers and diggers
take seriously fhe search for systematic variation by means of multiple
comparisons, To glossers, that search seems & bootless enterprise. If they
choose any comparison at all, it will be individualizing or universalizing.

Where, then, do linkers and diggers separate? fit the choice of scales
for comparison, and at the value of encompassing comparison. l.inkers see no
difficulty with comparison at many scales, from the individual 1o the world~
system; they only reguire that the conparisog include the experiences of
ordinary people. Nor do they hcsitate'to undertake encompassing comparisons,
establishing how the experiences of ordinary people vary as a function of
itheir relationship to large structures and processes,

Diggers maintain a stronger attachment to the national level of compar-
ison -~ or at leas{ to those levels ei which they conceive genuine politics to
operate, They remain suspicious of encompassing comparison, and more confi-
dent of ingividualizing, wuniversalizing, or variation-finding comparison,
because encompassing comparison challenges the base/superstiructure anelysis
with which they préfer to work, For digpers, in the lasi analysis, systematic
variation in poli{ics cccurs across distinctive, relatively independent social
settings, and siems from differences in the fundamental character of t{hose

social settings. Under those circumstances, encompassing comparison makes

13



littie sense.

In the short run, no single empirical test "~ however grand =-- can
measure the relative merits of the positions on historical comparison taken by
linkers, digpers, and glossers, Yet the choice among them is neither arbi-
trary nor trivial. In the long run, however, their relative predominance will
profoundly influence the character and results of comparative social history.
We linkers see both the dipgers and the glossers as too narrow, although in
different ways. Yet if their premises are correci, much of our work is
futile, In that regard, at least, experience will tell, To judge the value
of linking, digping, and plossing, let us weigh the asctual contributions of

the ihree approaches ito social history.
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