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HISTORY AND SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINING

Charles TILLY

Sociology without history resembles a Hollywood set: great scenes,
sometimes brilliantly painted, with nothing and nobody behind them.
Seen only as the science of the present or, worse yet, of the timeless,
sociology misses its vocation to fix causation in time. It thereby vitiates
its vital influence on historical thinking, its influence as the study of
social mechanisms operating continuously in specific times and places.
Although after years of living in the borderland of the two disciplines
little lectures on the complementarity of sociology and history burst from
me as easily as bubbles escape from champagne, that pleasant
cohabitation will not be my subject here. Instead, I want to advocate
theoretically-informed historical inquiry as a solution to a major difficulty
which social scientists, especially sociologists, frequently create for
themselves.

What difficulty? Let us call it monadism. Monadism involves the
adoption of three closely related assumptions: first, that the elementary
units of social life are self-contained, self-directing monads, especially
human individuals but also aggregates of individuals up to the level of
something vaguely called a "society"; second, that regularities in the
social world consist of structures, sequences, and directional processes of
those monads that repeat themselves in essentially the same way time
after time; third, that the central task of social science is therefore to
create invariant models, one per structure, sequence, or directional process,
r_natch them' to.as many relevant cases as possible, then perfect each

with observed discrepancies from careful observation
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