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‘The analysis we present here is a simple exposition ol the basic Anding of

Acemoglu et al., “The Consequences of Radical Reform,” where a full statisti-
cal analysis is presented of the impact of French reforms on urbanization in
Germany.

Although Figures 7. and 7.2 suggest that urbanization may have been grow-
ing more rapidly in cither treatment group betore 1800, which suggests that
these areas had started to do ditferentially well even before the French inva

sion, in Acemoglu et al., “lhe Consequences of Radical Retorm.” we show
that this difference is not statistically significant and in neither cross-
mational nor within-Germany data is there evidence of ditferential eco-

nomic progress prior to the French Revolutionary period.

Afterword: Using Comparative Methods in
Studies of Human History

JARED DIAMOND AND
JAMES A. ROBINSON

All natural experiments challenge scholars with cer-
tain recurrent types of methodological problems.' Similar challenges
also present themselves, to varying degrees, in manipulative labora-
tory experiments and in the physical and biological sciences. For in-
stance, no two human systems differ solely with respect to the single
variable whose effects interest the scholar. Instead, there are inevita-
bly other differences, which may also contribute to or dominate the
outcome that one is measuring. No magic bullet or formula has been
discovered for solving these and other challenges raised by natural
experiments, just as no formula has been devised for solving the
challenges involved in writing narrative history or in doing manipu-
Jative experiments. However, we can offer some suggestions, At min-
imum, it will help to be alert to these problems, and to learn from
other scholars who have wrestled with them, as illustrated by the
authors of the chapters of this book.

Let us start with a classification of natural experiments. One can
think of them as involving differences either in perturbations or in
initial conditions. Of course, this distinction is oversimplified, for rea-
sons that we shall discuss below. The table on pages 258~259 lists the
main differences of cach type operating in the eight studies of this
book.

In one type of natural experiment, different outcomes result
especially from variation in the perturbation; the differences in the
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The eight case studies of this book

3
&) @) Number of {4 {5} (6}
Chapter Subject cases compared Initial conditions Perturbation Cutcome examined
1 Polvnesian 3 Istands with Polynesian Sociopolitical and
cultural different physical settlement economic
evolution environments {(+ different complexity
durations of
settlement)
2 Frontier - Different Explosive frontier Cycles of boom, bust,
societies temperate settlement (from and export rescue
non-European different sources
lands at different
times)
3 New World 3 Different political Need for banks Form of banking
banking institutions, system
systems wealth, and
income
distributions
4a Hispaniola 2 Two halves of the French vs. Spanish Wealth, export
same island colonization economy, forest
{(different {+ different cover, and erosion
rainfalls, slopes, dictators)
and soils)
4b Pacific 81 Fslands with Human settlement Deforestation
islands different physical {(+ different colo-
environnents nizing peoples
and durations
of settlement)
5 Africa’s slave 52 Different parts of Slave trade present Current income
trades Africa (+ differ- or absent (+ 4
ent physical different slave
environments, trades)
resources,
religions,
precolonial
. development,
colonizing
powers, and
legal systems)
6 Public goods 233 Different parts of 3 different colonial Schools, electricity,
in India India (+ different land tennre and roads (+ lit-
pre-colonial systemms eracy, electoral
agricultural competition, and
productivity, oufcome)
religion, and
population
composition)
7 Effects of 29 Different parts of s different courses Urbanization, as a
the French Germany of Napoleonic measure of eco-
Revolu- {(+ different invasion nomic growth
tion religions, prior

rates of urban-
izatton)

Naote: This table characterizes the eight case studies presented in this book. Column 3 gives the number of cases compared in each
study te.g., number of islands, countries, or districts compared). Column 6 identifies the outcome to be explained in each study. Tralicized
items in columns 4 and 3 identify either the different initial conditions {e.g.. different island physical environments, ditferent political

institutions: Chapters 1. 3, 4b) or different perturbations or presence or absence of a perturbation {e.g.. slave trade or Napoleonic conguest

present or absent: Chapters 4a, 3, 6, 71 mainlv responsible for those ditferent outcomes. [tems in parentheses in columns 4 and 3 are
potential explanatory factors that proved not important or less important for those outcomes. See text for discussion.
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initial conditions (i.c., in the place or society to which the perturba-
tion is applicd) are of less significance to the outcome. Perturba-
tions (referred to as “treatments” in much of the literature about
experiments) can in turn be cither “exogenous™ or “endogenous,”
and the experiment can consist cither of comparing a perturbation
with no perturbation or of comparing different types of perturba-
tions. The comparison of a perturbation with a nonperturbation is
exemplified by arcas of Africa subjected to slave trading or not
{Chapter s), and arcas of Germany invaded by French Napoleonic
armies or not (Chapter 7). Ditlerent types of perturbation are the
two halves of Hispaniola colonized by Spain or France (Chapter 4),
three different systems of land tenure and revenue imposed on dif-
terent parts of India by Britain (Chapter 6}, institutions imposed by
French conquerors on Germany being subsequently left intact or
else reversed (Chapter 7), and settlement of non-Furopean frontiers
originating from four different European countries (especially sa-
licnt being whether English or not) and at difterent times during
the [ndustrial Revolution (Chapter 2). All of these perturbations
can be considered exogenous—that is, arising from outside the stud-
ied arca.

In the other type of natural experiment, the perturbation is
similar across all cases, and the different outcomes instead result
mainly from diflerences in the initial conditions. We have two ex-
amples from Pacific islands ditfering greatly in physical environ-
ment {especially in area, elevation, isolation, geology, and climate),
all settled by a single colonizing people {Polynesians: Chapter 1) or
clse by Polynesians and related groups of Pacific island peoples
{termed Melanesiany and Micronesians: Chapter 4), with the out-
came examined being cither sociocconomic and political complexity

(Chapter 1) or detorestation (Chapter 4). Our third example is of

three New World countries ditfering greatly in their political institu-
tions, as well as in their wealth and their income equality (Chapter
3). In that study, the “perturbation” can be thought ot as an endoge-
nous one: the common need for a banking system arising within
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countries originally lacking chartered banks, as opposed to the ex-
ogenous perturbations such as invasions and imposed revenuce sys-
tems examined in our other studies.

Most of our case studies focus on explaining differences in out-
comes related to different perturbations or to different initial con-
ditions. Of equal interest, however, are cases in which similar out-
comes emerged despite big differences in the perturbations or initial
conditions. the most striking conclusion of Chapter 2, which com-
pares the development of frontier settler societies in seven former
European colonies, is the similarity in outcomes. Despite ditferences
in the “perturbations,” especiaily in the European sources of immi-
grants and institutions, and in the stage of the Industrial Revolution
at which these fronticrs exploded, one is struck by similarities be-
tween these fronticr socicties-—especially fn their three-stage cycles
of booms, busts, and export rescues, but alse i many other respects
including their growth of cities, transport infrastructure, wood con-
sumption, farms and farm animals, their shared problems of infus-
ing capital and immigrants and imports, their conquest of distance
as a prerequisite to their export booms, their impacts on indige-
nous peoples, and their changing attitudes toward immiigrants. These
shared features evidently arose from the similar internal dynamics
of growth in all of those frontier socicties, overriding their ditfer-
ences in Luropean sources of immigrants and institutions and in
their decades of explosion. At the same time, the similaritics in out-
come were accompanied by ditferences in outcomes--for example,
in the percentage of the immigrants who returned to their European
mother countries, and in the frequency and duration of boom/bust/
rescue cycles.

Our distinction between initial conditions and perturbations
is not entirely sharp. Although there is no doubt that different sizes
of Pacific islands constituted difering initiat conditions 1o Polyne-
sian settlers, and that invading Napoleonic armics (or their ab-
sence) constituted a perturbation to German principalitics, how
should one characterize the different political institutions and
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wealth of nineteenth-century Brazil, Mexico, and the United States
for purposes of understanding their banking systems? Those dif-
ferences constituted initial conditions insofar as they already ex-
isted before any of those countries had chartered banks, but insti-
tutions and wealth changed during the nineteenth century, and the
banking systems may have been contributing causes as well as out-
comes of the differences in wealth.

We have chosen, for illustrative reasons, to focus on case stud
ies in which different outcomes can be attributed mainly cither to
differcnces in perturbations or to differences in initial conditions.
However, one can also compare cases differing simultancously in
perturbations and in initial conditions, and the importance and
interest of those cases may make the comparison profitable de-
spite the added romplication of having to consider both types of
differences.

A question inevitably arising in any comparative study that com-
pares perturbed societies or sites with nonperturbed ones concerns
the perturbers’ “sclection” of which particular sites to perturb. In a
laboratory experiment comparing so-called experimental and con-
trol test tubes that are identical except for some perturbation etfected
by the experimenter {¢.g., adding one chemical to some but not other
test tubes), the selection of experimental and control tubes can in-
deed be made completely random with respect to the experimenter’s
decisions. For example, the experimental-versus-control status of
cach test tube can be determined by flipping a coin or by using a
random-number generator. However, important historical decisions
are rarely made by flipping coins: Napoleon did have his reasons for
invading certain German principalitics but not others (Chapter 7),
just as slave traders had their own reasons for buying slaves from
certain parts of Africa but not others (Chapter 5). Thus, the practical
question that the comparative historian must always ask is: were the
perturbed sites selected for reasons irrelevant to the outcome studied
{i.e., “random” with the respert to that outcome)? Or were the per-
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turbed sites selected on the basis of differences in initial conditions
material to the outcome?

All of our case studies comparing perturbed to nonperturbed
sites, or comparing sites cxposed to different types of perturbations,
explicitly address this question and amass evidence showing that
the grounds on which human historical actors selected particular
sites for particular perturbations {or for lack of perturbations) do
not explain the particular types of outcome studied. For instance,
the analysis of Chapter 7 shows that areas of Germany invaded by
French Revolutionary armies between 1792 and 1815 became more
urbanized after 1860, but that is not because Napoleon preferred to
invade alrcady urbanized areas or because he presciently invaded
arcas likely o become more urbanized fifty years later. Instead, he
chose his targets for contemporary military or dynastic or geopo-
litical reasons. His targets were actually on the average less urban-
ized at the time of his invasions than were the German areas that he
spared. Similarly, British colonial administrators variously imposed
three ditterent Tand revenue systems in a geographic patchwork
across India, and the analysis of Chapter 6 shows that one of those
three types of patches (the patches with so-called landlord tenure
systems) ended up more developed today by various indices. How-
ever, the type of revenue system imposed on each patch depended
on either the colonial ideology that happened to be prevailing in
Britain at the time that Britain annexed that particular patch, or
else on the preference of the particular colonial administrator in
power at that time, rather than on the contemporary development
or other features of that patch relevant to development. This con-
cern about patch selection should never be lightly dismissed. In-
stead, it must always be carefully evaluated in comparative stud-
ies in which perturbation is a variable—as opposed io studies in
which all patches are more or less uniformly perturbed (e.g., by
Polynesian settlement) but differ in initial conditions. Indeed,
Chapters s, 6, and 7 all use statistical techniques, especially instru-
mental variables regression, to investigate directly whether or not
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the perturbation is subject to problems of selection relevant to the
outcome studied.

Historians seeking causal explanations would be fortunate if effec-
tive perturbations were followed promptly by their outcomes. Inac-
tuality, the outcome may be delayed by decades or even by centuries
(e.g., if the perturbation alters societal or political institutions but
those altered institutions do not produce the outcome under study
until other changes accumulate).

For instance, western Hispaniola (Haiti) is today far poorer than
castern Hispaniola {the Dominican Republic), largely because of
consequences of their different colonial histories (Chapter 4): France’s
colonization of the west ending in 1804 and Spain’s colonization of
the cast ending initially in 1821. However, those different histories
resulted in ex-French Haiti being much richer than the ex-Spanish
Dominican Republic at that time of independence, and it took a cen-
tury or more for the slowly developing consequences of those differ-
ent colonial histories to result in the Dominican Republic overtaking
and then far outstripping Haiti economically.

Again, the new institutions established in French-conquered ar-
eas of Germany before 1814 did not by themselves make those arcas
more urbanized and economically developed. Instead, the new insti-
tutions were more conducive to the industrial Revolution {(which is
what brought urbanization and economic development) than were
the old institutions swept away in conquered arcas by Napoleon, but
the Industrial Revolution did not begin to pay off in Germany until
several decades after 1814,

Yet another possible example comes from the long-standing de-
bate about why Europe eventually overtook China's earlier lead in
technology, economic development, living standards, and power.*
By many indicators, Europe began to pull ahead of China only in the
1700s and especially in the 1800s. Hence some authors seck explana-
tions in causes emerging within those centuries themselves, such as
Europe’s Industrial Revolution and the trans-Atlantic trade. How-
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ever, other authors see the fundamental causes much carlier, in me-
dieval Europe’s institutional development and agricuiture or in much
older European and Chinese geographic factors, which resulted in
technological and economic growth only when industrialization and
trade were added many centuries later. Such phenomena—which
may be represented as “A + B together cause C, but only when B ar-
rives long after A”—are as pervasive a problem for historians secking
to understand history as they are for psychologists and biographers
seeking to understand individual human lives.

A ubiquitous concern in natural experiments is whether the differ-
ent outcomes observed really were due to the particular types of dif
ferences in perturbation or initial conditions noted by the “experi-
menter,” or whether they were instead due to some other difference.
‘This risk of misinterpretation arises even in controlled laboratory
experiments. A famous example was the discovery of the Josephson
Effect in physics: laboratory measurements of superconductivity ini-
tially yiclded confusing results, until Brian Josephson realized thata
driving independent variable was slight temperature differences, to
which superconductivity proved to be far more sensitive than had
been previously realized. But this risk of misinterpretation due to
variables other than those initially of interest ts much greater in
natural experiments, where one’s variables are uncontrolled.

The natural experimenter should at least attempt to minimize
the ettects of individual variables other than those of interest, by
choosing for comparison systems that are as similar as possible in
other respects. For instance, in Chapter 7 of this volume, Acemoglu
et al. restrict their comparisons of areas of Europe conquered or not
conguered by Napoleon to German areas, in order to reduce cultural
variation extraneous to the purpose of their study. However, in other
refated studies not presented in this book, Acemoglu et al. relaxed
that restriction, examined non-German areas as well, and reached
similar conclusions about Napoleon’s effects. Kirch (Chapter 1) re-
stricts his comparisons of Pacific island sociopolitical and economic
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complexity to islands colonized by Polynesians. However, in Chapter
4 Diamond relaxes this constraint by comparing Pacific islands colo-
nized by Micronesians and Melanesians as well as by Polynesians, in
order to examine an outcome variable (deforestation) that is ex-
pected to be less sensitive to differences among colonizing peoples
than is the outcome of sociopolitical and economic complexity stud-
ied by Kirch. Diamond compares the two halves of the Caribbean
island of Hispaniola differing in colonial history, and he notes that it
would be interesting to extend the comparison to the three other
large Caribbean islands of Cuba, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico, at the
cost of adding the complication of inter-island variation. Haber
(Chapter 3) intentionally restricts his comparison of the develop-
ment of banking systems after about A.p. 1800 to three New World
countries (the United States, Brazil, and Mexico) and excludes Euro-
pean countries because all three of those New World countries be-
gan their independent existence without preexisting banks (their

former colonial governments had not permitted the chartering of

banks). Inclusion of European countries in the comparison would
have introduced the complication of having to control for differences
in bank development that already existed by 1800.

Another ubiquitous concern in natural experiments arises explicitly
whenever one employs statistical tools for comparisons (though the
concern is also implicit when one makes narrative comparisons
without statistical tests). Does a statistical correlation by itselt dem-
onstrate a cause or a mechanism?

No, of course it doesn’t: at least three further steps are required
to demonstrate a cause or mechanism, and all three steps are the
subjects of large methodological literatures. First, there is the prob-
lem of reverse causality: if A and B are correlated, perhaps A didn’t
cause B, as one assumed; perhaps, instead, B caused A. Frequently,
one can approach this problem by examining time relations: in the
simplest case, did A change before B, or vice versa? A statistical tech-
nique called Granger causality is often used to unravel the direction
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of cause and effect. More sophisticated techniques are also ciployed.
For instance, a recent study” identifies which brain regions stinrulate
which other brain regions when humans shift from relaxed to alert,
and it does so by examining how phase differences between indepen-
dent and dependent variables change with the frequency of their
fluctuations.

Sccond, one must consider what is termed the omitted variable
bias: the perturbing variable identified by the “experiment” may ac-
tually be part of a linked package of changes, within which some
variable other than the one identified by the experimenter may really
have been what caused the difference in outcomes. (This is essen-
tially the concern that natural cxperimenters attempt to minimize,
though without the possibility of complete success, as we described
three paragraphs above) Both Banerjee and lyer in their study of
the cffects of the British colonial revenue system in India (Chapter
6), and Acemoglu et al. in their study of the effects of Napoleonic
conquest (Chapter 7), wrestled with this problem. Among the many
techniques that statisticians use to address this problem, an often-
used technique is multiple regression analysis: that is, explicitly test
the effects of other possible explanatory factors, and see whether the
apparent explanatory power ot one’s initially preferred variable drops
out when these other variables are taken into account.

Third, even i one has obtained convincing evidence that A
causes B, further evidence is often required Lo establish the mecha-
nism by which A causes B. For instance, human colonization of
ecologically {ragile Pacific islands is correlated with deforestation
following human arrival, and tt certainly is the case that human
colonization somchow caused deforestation rather than that subse-
quent deforestation caused carlier human colonization. However,
that observation by itself doesn’t identify the mechanism by which
human colonization resulted in deforestation. It could have involved
direct actions by humans (such as people burning forests, chopping
down trees, or using wood for fuel), or various indirect effects of
humans (such as rats introduced by humans eating or gnawing on
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seeds of trees) Additional information that can help distinguish
among these mechanisms includes archaeological and paleobotani-
cal evidence of tree stumps with axe cuts, charcoal of identifiable
tree species found in hearths, and nuts with gnaw marks left by rats’
teeth.

In statistical analyses just as in narrative, noncomparalive, nonquan-
titative historical studies, one has to negotiate a middle ground be-
tween overly simplistic and overly complex explanations. On the one
hand, one might be concerned that statistical analysis would lcad to
oversimplified explanations, if one stopped looking for further ex-
planatory factors after identifying the Arst couple of explanatory fac-
tors. In fact, statisticians attempt to add more independent variables
to a multiple regression analysis, and they carry out residual analyses,
in order to detect even more explanatory factors than emerged dur-
ing the first stage of the analysis. Conversely, one may be suspicious
aboul unnecessarily complex explanations, as expressed in the often-
cited dismissive remark, “Give me two variables, and [ will draw you
an clephant; give me a third variable, and 1 will make him wave his
trunk.” In fact, statisticians routinely employ tests, such as the so-
called F-test, in order (o ascertain whether each additional variable
tested really does add significant explanatory power beyond the
power that onc expects just from adding any randomly selected fur-
ther variable.

In general, the more numerous are the potentially relevant inde-
pendent variables, the more cases must be compared to test for eftects
of those variables. Conversely, the more cases that onc has available
for analysis, the greater the number of explanatory factors that can be
tested. In this book the second largest scale comparison is Rolett’s
and Diamond’s comparison of eighty-one Pacific islands or island
sites in Chapler 4, examined for the outcome of deforestation. 'That
large database made it possible to establish the existence of statisti-
cally significant and mechanistically understandable effects of nine
independent variables: island rainfall, temperature, age, wind-borne

Afterword 269

ash, wind-borne dust, makatea terrain, area, clevation, and isolation.
Some of those effects were suggested to Rolett and Diamond by col-
leagues in the course of the study; the possible importance of these
effects had not even occurred to Rolett and Diamond at the outset.
With so many factors affecting deforestation, it would have been ut-
terly impossible to evaluate them without a large database and with-
out the use of statistics. Initially, Rolett and Diamond guessed—from
their personal familiarity with two cases, the wet, warm, lightly de-
forested Marquesas Archipelago and the dry, cool, heavily deforested
Easter Island—that rainfall and temperature would prove significant.
While their full analysis did indeed confirm their hunch about the
significance of rainfall and temperature, in retrospect that guess could
not have been accepted based only on their initial narrative com-
parison of only two cases—because the Marquesas and Easter differ
in other important respects as well.

Bul it is not true that a sufhiciently large database will enable one
to detect an effect of almost anything. For instance, Rolett and Dia-
mond initially suspected that deforestation might also depend on
variation in four agricultural practices: wet-field cultivation, dry-
field cultivation, breadfruit arboriculture, and Tahitian chestnut and
canarium arboriculture. But after expending two years of eflort to
tabulate the extent of each of these four practices on the eighty-one
islands, Rolett and Diamond found no support for that initial hunch:
none of these four agricultural practices had a statistically signifi-
cant relationship to deforestation.

Social scientists have the misfortune of having to study fuzzier con-
cepts than those studied by molecular biologists, physicists, chem-
ists, and astronomers. The latter types of scholars aim to explain things
that are easily defined, easily measured quantitatively, and often in-
tuitively obvious—such as velocity, mass, chemical reaction rate, and
luminosity. But we social scientists are interested in human happi-
ness, motivation, success, stability, prosperity, and economic devel-
opment. How does one build a meter to measure happiness? Human
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happiness is less neatly defined and harder to measure than molyb-
denum’s atomic weight, but it is also more important to understand
and explain.

Much of the practical difhiculty in social science research resides
in “operationalizing” fuzzy, hard-to-measure, but important concepts
such as happiness. ‘The scholar’s task is to identify something that can
be measured, and that can be shown to reflect or capture much of the
essence of the ambiguous concept. For instance, historians interested
in economic development today, at the touch of a computer button,
can download vast, accurate databases of national incomes. But Ace-
moglu et al. (Chapter 7) want to understand whether Napoleon was
gond or bad for economic development in nineteenth-century Eu-
rope, at a time when incomes were not yet being measured and tabu-
lated. What should they do? ‘They resorted to “operationalizing” the
fuzzy concept of cconomic development—that is, finding a proxy
quantity which reflects economic development but a quantity for
which data were already available in the early nineteenth century. A
suitable proxy proves to be urbanization: specifically, the proportion
of a region’s population tiving in urban areas cach containing 5,000
or more people. After searching for a proxy, cconomic historians have
tound this mcasure of urbanization useful because, historically, only
regions with high agricultural productivity and a well-developed
transport network—that is, areas fitting the fuzzy concept of “eco-
nomically developed”™ —have been capable of supporting urban popu-
lations. Mathematicians and physical scientists who have never tried
to measure something as important as urbanization or happiness of-
ten snecr at the efforts of social scientists to operationalize these con-
cepts, and they quote examples of operationalizing pulled out of con-
text in order to justify their scorn.?

W hat about the importance of quantitative data and measurements
in historical studies?” In science in general, the role of quantification
has been both overestimated and underestimated. As regards over-
estimation, guantification is so routinely essential in physics that

Afterword 271

physicists have mistakenly assumed quantification to be essential to
all of science. The great physicist Lord Kelvin wrote, “When you can
measure what you are speaking about, and express it in numbers,
you know somcthing about it; but when you cannot measure it,
when you cannot express it in numbers, your knowledge is of a mea-
ger and unsatisfactory kind: it may be the beginning of knowledge,
but you have scarcely, in your thoughts, advanced to the stage of sci-
ence.” In fact, quantification played little role in the greatest advance
in biology, Darwin’s book Oun the Origin of Species. But while there
are still some areas of sciences such as ethology and cultural anthro-
pelogy in which one often begins by qualitative description, even in
those areas it has become routine to go on to count a phenomenon’s
frequency or to describe it numerically. Insofar as possible, it helps to
express in numbers the magnitude of effects and putative causes.
Not only does that then permit numerical analyses, but it also forces
a scholar to gather data more rigorously, and it furnishes objective
measures that other scholars can check for themselves.

However, when scholars cannot express their effects and causes
in numbers, they can still do many analyses merely by crudely rank-
ing etlect or cause magnitudes as weak, medium, or strong. For in-
stance, although Rolett and Diamond (Chapter 4) were unable to put
a number on Pacific island deforestation, they could still rank it on a
qualitative five-point scale as negligible, mild, serious, very serious,
or complete, and that enabled them to recognize the effects of nine
influences or independent variables. Scholars in many other disci-
plines besides human history have to deal with nonnumerical vari
ables, and many statistical tests developed to help those scholars will
be useful to historians as well.

Whether one is able to express effects and causes in numbers or
can only rank them crudely from weak to strong, one should try to
assess apparent relations statistically. Such an assessment can not
only help to protect one against the real risk that one’s impressions
about the main conclusions might prove to be wrong, but can also
reveal other conclusions that one had not even suspected (as when
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Rolett and Diamond were surprised to discover effects of island age,
volcanic ash, and wind-borne Central Asian dust on Pacihe island
deforestation).

Every field of scholarship, not just human history, experiences tension
between narrowly focused case studies and broader syntheses or gen-
eralizations. Practitioners of the case study method tend to decry syn-
theses as superficial, coarse-grained, and absurdly oversimplified;
practitioners of syntheses tend to decry the case studies as merely de-
seriptive, devoid of explanatory power, and unable to illuminate any-
thing except one particular case study. Eventually, scholars in mature
ficlds come to realize that scholarly understanding requires both ap-
proaches. Without reliable case studies, generalists have nothing to
synthesize; without sound syntheses, specialists fack a framework
within which to place their case studies. Thus, comparative history
poses no threat to the more tamiliar approach of historical case stud-
ies, but on the contrary offers a means to enrich that approach.

The tension between case studies and syntheses, or between de-
scription and theoretical explanation, has unfolded ditlerently in
different fields of scholarship. This tension is minimal in physics and
chemistry, where theoreticians and experimentalists now take it for
granted that each needs the other, and where it is now routine to
place narrow case studies within a larger framework. Among schol-
arly fields that use natural experiments rather than manipulative
experiments, there has been recent tension between the two ap-
proaches especially in cultural anthropology and field biology. Cul-
tural anthropologists used to view each human culture as unique
and therefore resisted generalization. But today virtually every an-
thropologist publishing the results of a multiyear study of some par-
ticular tribe will begin the publication with a section developing
some general theoretical perspective and placing that tribe along a
spectrum of cultural variation.

[n the field of ecology, tension between case studies and general-
ization became acute in the 1960s and 1970s, with the development of
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many new theoretical generalizations and mathematical models. That
development gave rise to nearly twenty years of bitter disputes. On
the one side were the traditional field biologists who had devoted
their lives to long-term studies of one animal or plant species, such as
the Philippine Striped Tit-Babbler. Attemipts to conpare, model, the
orize, and generalize were derided with labels such as “superficial,”
“oversimplified,” and “generalizations based on caricatures without
the rich detail of my study of Philippine Striped Tit-Babblers.” These
scholars warned other scientists that progress could come only
through equally richly textured, carefully nuanced studies of other
bird species. On the other side, theorizing generalists began to object,
“You can’t hope to understand even just the Philippine Striped Tit-
Babbler, without understanding how and why it became similar to
and different from other tit-babblers and other bird specics.”

Within ecology, today, the polar approaches of case studies and
generalization coexist more comfortably.® Maost ecologists now recog-
nize that their discipline is developing a general framework that ap-
plies to species as diverse as bacteria, dandelions, and woodpeckers—-
a framework that allows an understanding of differences within the
plant and animal kingdoms. It is no fonger enough to describe how
one bird doces this, while another bird does that. One after another,
the feading bird journals, although still publishing accounts of indi
vidual bird species, have come to require that cach study be placed
within a larger framework.

Setting individual explanations within a larger explanatory
framework is a hallmark of science. For example, Darwin noticed
that the mockingbirds of the Galapagos Islands were related to South
American mockingbirds, but he also noticed that other Galapagos
species as well have their closest relatives in South America. Such
observations stimulated Darwin and Wallace to set those facts into a
larger framework of biogeographic explanation, which combined
history, dispersal, evolution, and origins or movements of Jand
masses. Chemists studying the molybdenum atom don’t explain it as
a unique phenomenon but fit ity properties into an explanatory
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framework based on the periodic table, atomic theory, and quantum
mechanics.

The case studies of this book support two overall conclusions
about the study of human history. First, historical comparisons,
though not providing all the answers by themselves, may vield insights
that cannot be extracted from a single case study alone. For instance,
one cannot hope to understand late nineteenth-century France with-
out examining why it differed from late nineteenth-century Germany
of late sixteenth-century France. Second, insofar as is possible, when
one proposes a conclusion, one may be able to strengthen that conclu-
sion by gathering quantitative evidence (or at least ranking one’s out-
comes from big to small), and then by testing the conclusion’s validity
statistically.

Some specialist historians would respond with an implicit ob-
jection, which is sometimes but not always expressed openly, and
which we mentioned i the prologue. An example of this objection
could be phrased as follows: “I have devoted forty years of my profes-
sional lite to studying the American Civil War, and I still don’t fully
understand it. How could 1 dare to discuss civil wars in general, or
even just to compare the American Civil War with the Spanish Civil
War, to which 1 have not devoted forty years of study? And, worse
yel, isn't it outrageous that some scholar of the Spanish Civil War
dares to trespass on my turf and 1o say something about the Ameri-
can Civil War?” Yes, if you study an event tor a long time, that docs
give you one type of advantage. But you gain a different type of ad-
vantage by taking a fresh look at an cvent, and by applying to it the
experience and insights that you have gained by studying other
events. We hope that this book will offer useful guidelines to histori-
ans and social scientists desiring to exploit that advantage.
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