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24 Models and Methods 

Weber called 'legal-rational' or 'bureaucratic' forms of government, 
noting, for example, the significance of the rise of the commissarius, an 
official who had not bought his office (as was customary in early 
modem Europe) and was therefore removable at the king's will? 

For his part, Marc Bloch learned the comparative method from 
Durkheim and his followers, notably the linguist Antoine Meillet.8 He 
defined it in a similar way to them, distinguishing comparisons between 
'neighbours' from those between societies remote from each other in 
place and time. He advocated the method on similar grounds, because it 
allowed the historian 'to take a real step forward in the exciting search 
for causes'.9 Two of Bloch's comparative studies are particularly 
famous. The Royal Touch (1924) developed a comparison between 
neighbours, England and France, the two countries whose rulers were 
believed to possess the power to cure scrofula by touching the sufferer. 
Feudal Society (1939-40) surveyed medieval Europe, but also included 
a section on Japan, noting the similarities in the position of knights and 
samurai but also emphasizing the difference between the unilateral 
obligation which bound the samurai to his master and the bilateral 
obligation between lord and vassal in Europe, where the junior partner 
had the right of rebellion if the senior partner did not keep his share of 
the bargain. 

After the Second World War, comparative studies gained momen
tum, especially in the United States, with the rise of sub-disciplines such 
as development economics, comparative literature and comparative 

. ,  politics. The foundation of the journal Comparative Studies in Society 
and History in 1958 was part of the same trend. 10 Although many 
professional historians remain suspicious of comparison, it is possible to 
point to a few areas where the method has proved to be extremely 
fruitful. 

In economic history, for example, the process of industrialization is 
often viewed in a comparative perspective. Following the sociologist 
Thorstein Veblen, who published an essay on Germany and t�e in
dustrial revolution, historians have asked whether other industrializing 
nations followed or diverged from the English model, and whether 
latecomers, like Germany and Japan, enjoyed advantages over their 
predecessors. 1 1  

7 Hintze (1975). 
8 Sewell ( 1967); Rhodes (1978). 
9 Bloch (1928). 

10 Grew (1990). 
11  Veblen (1915); Rostow (1958); Gershenkron (1962); Kemp (1978). 
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In the case of political history, it is the comparative study of revol
utions which has attracted most interest. Among the best-known works 
in this genre are Barrington Moore's analysis of the 'social origins of 
dictatorship and democracy', which ranges from seventeenth-century 
England to nineteenth-century Japan; Lawrence Stone's essay on 'The 
Causes of the English Revolution'; and Theda Skocpol's study of France 
in 1789, Russia in 1917 and China in 1911,  as cases which 'reveal 
similar causal patterns,.12 Moore makes particularly effective use of 
comparison as a means of testing general explanations (he is interested 
in what does not fit, as Weber was interested in what is not there). In 
his own words 

Comparisons can serve as a rough negative check on accepted historical 
explanations . . .  after learning about the disastrous consequences for 
democracy of a coalition between agrarian and industrial elites in nine
teenth- and early twentieth-century Germany, the much discussed mar
riage of iron and rye - one wonders why a similar marriage between iron 
and cotton did not prevent the coming of the Civil War in the United 
States. 13 

In social history, the comparative study of feudalism, inspired by 
Marc Bloch, continues to flourish, with discussions of India and Africa 
as well as Europe and Japan. The suggestion that it was the tsetse fly 
which - by attacking horses - prevented the development of anything 
like feudalism in West Africa is one of the most fascinating studies of 
'what is missing', as Weber called it}4 Comparative marriage patterns 
are the subject of a famous study by John Hajnal which contrasts the 
West European system of late marriage linked to the establishment of 
an independent household for the newly-weds, with the practices 
prevalent in the rest of the world. In his tum Hajnal has stimulated 
other comparative studies, notably an essay by Jack Goody arguing that 
the West European system was the creation of the medieval Church, 
which discouraged marriages between relatives in order to increase its 
chances of inheriting from the unmarried.15 Using a strategy much like 
Weber's, the historical anthropologist Alan Macfarlane has published a 
series of studies which attempt to define the Englishness of English 
society (individualism, a low propensity to violence, a culture par-

12 Moore (1966); Stone (1972); Skocpol (1979). 
\3 Moore (1966); xiii-xiv. 
14 Goody (1969). 
IS Hajnal (1965); Goody (1983). 
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ticularly compatible with capitalism, and so on), by means of com
parisons and contrasts with other parts· of Europe, from Poland to 
Sicily. 16 

It would not be difficult to add to this brief list of examples, but they 
are perhaps sufficient to show that comparative history has a num!>er: of 
substantial achievements to its credit. It also has its dangers(tw01in 
particular. - - . 

In the first place, there is the danger accepting too easily the 
assumption that societies 'evolve' through an inevitable sequence of 
stages. The comparative method of Marx, Comte, Spencer, Durkheim 
and other nineteenth-century scholars consisted essentially in identifying 
the stage which a particular society had reached, in placing it on the 
ladder of social evolution. To many scholars today, this assumption no 
longer seems tenable (below, p. 134). The problem is then to make 
comparative analyses which are neither evolutionist nor static - as 
Weber's tended to be - but take account of the different paths along 
which a society may travel.17 

\ / 
In the second place, there is the danger of ethnocentrisrrlflt may well 

seem odd to point out such a danger, since comparative analysis has 
long been associated with the increasing awareness of non-Western 
cultures on the part of Western scholars. All the same, these scholars 
have often treated the West as a norm from which other cultures 
diverge. 'Feudalism', for example, like 'capitalism', is a concept ori
ginally formulated on the basis of Western experience. There is an 
obvious danger of trying to force other people's history into Western 
categories of this kind. 

The case of 'feudalism' in the Indian kingdom of Rajasthan, for 
example, is a cautionary tale which would-be comparative historians 
might do well to bear in mind. In 1829, James Tod presented to the 
public what he called a 'Sketch of a Feudal System in Rajasthan'. 
Relying on Henry Hallam's recent View of the State of Europe during 
the Middle Ages (1818), Tod emphasized relatively superficial analogies 
between the two societies. With Hallam in his head, he failed to notice 
the greater importance of family relationships between 'lords' and 
'vassals' in the Indian case.IS 

Another problem is that of deciding what exactly to compare with 
what. The comparatists of the nineteenth century, such as Sir James 

16 Macfarlane (1979, 1986, 1987). 
17 Anderson ( 1974a,b). 
18 Thorner ( 1956); cf. Mukhia ( 1980-1). 
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Frazer, concentrated attention on similarities between specific cultural 
traits or customs, ignoring the social context of those customs, which 
was often quite different. For this their analyses have been criticized, 
like Tod's, as superficial.19 What is the alternative? The functionalists 
(below, p. 104) would say that the true objects of study are the 'func
tional equivalents' in different societies. Robert Bellah, for example, 
noting the discrepancy between the Japanese economic achievement (as 
early as the seventeenth century) and Weber's hypothesis about the 
connection between capitalism and Protestantism, suggested that a 
certain type of Japanese Buddhism was functionally analogous in the 
sense of encouraging an ethos of hard work and thrift similar to the 
'Protestant ethic'. 20 

In the course of solving one problem, however, we find ourselves 
faced with others. The concept of a 'functional equivalent' forms part of 
an intellectual package, 'functionalism', which is open tq <:riticism 
(below, p. 104). In any case, examples of functional equivalents are not 
always as clear as Bellah's. How do we decide what counts as an 
analogue? Comparatists face a dilemma. If we compare specific cultural 
traits, we have fixed on something precise, and can note its presence or 
absence, but we risk superficiality. The search for analogues, on the 
other hand, leads towards comparisons between whole societies. Yet 
how can one usefully compare or contrast societies which differ from 
each other in so many different ways? 

TPe problems of C()�Jl�!json ��_!h� �ll_Il:�_��}e __ bec�Ill_C: _aePll_r�t if 
we look at a famous example, Arnold Toynbee's massive Study of 
History.21 Toynbee's unit of comparison was a 'civilization:, and he 
distinguished some twenty such civilizations in world history. He had of 
course to reduce each civilization to a small bundle of traits in order to 
make comparison possible. As his critics were quick to point out, he 
also had to create artificial barriers between civilizations. To make 
matters still more difficult, Toynbee lacked an adequate conceptual 
apparatus for such an ambitious work. Like Pascal discovering geo
metry for himself as a child, Toynbee created his own concepts, such 
as 'challenge and response', 'withdrawal and return', or 'external 
proletariat' - an ingenious adaptation of Marx in order to explain the 
incursions of 'barbarians' into empires - but they were not sufficient for 
his enormous task. It is difficult to resist the conclusion that a wider 

19 Leach (1965). 
20 Bellah (1957). 
21 Toynbee (1935-61). 
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acquaintance with the social theory of his day would have assisted 
Toynbee with his analysis. Durkheim might have introduced him to the 
problems of comparison, for example, Norbert Elias (below, pp. 148-
50) to the idea of civilization as process, and Weber to the use of 
models and types. 

Models and Types 

A preliminary definition of a 'model' might be an intellectual construct 
which simplifies reality in order to understand it. Like a map, its 
usefulness depends on omitting some elements of reality altogether. It 
also makes its limited elements or 'variables' into an internally con
sistent system of interdependent parts. So far, 'model' has been de
scribed in such a way that it would be true to say that even historians, 
with their commitment to the particular, use models all the time. A 
narrative account of the French Revolution, for example, is a model in 
the sense that it is bound to simplify events and also to stress their 
coherence in order to tell an intelligible story. 

However, it is probably more useful to use the term 'model' more 
strictly. Let us add one more element to this model of a model and say 
that it is an intellectual construct which simplifies reality in order to 
emphasize the recurrent, the general and the typical, which it presents in 
the form of clusters of traits or attributes. Models and 'types' then 
become synonyms - which is perhaps appropriate, since typos is Greek 
for mould or 'model' and Max Weber wrote of 'ideal types' (Ideal
typen) where modern sociologists would write 'models'.22 Not 'French 
Revolution' but 'revolution' makes an example of a model in the sense 
in which that term will be used from now on. 

An example which will recur in these pages is that of two contrasting 
models of society, the 'consensual' and the 'conflictual'. The 'consensual 
model', associated with Emile Durkheim, emphasizes the importance of, 
social bonding, social solidarity, social cohesion. The 'conflictual 
model', associated with Karl Marx, emphasizes the ubiquity of social 
'contradiction and social conflict'. Both models are obviously simpli
fications. It seems equally obvious, at least to the present writer, that 
both models contain important insights. It is impossible to find a society 
from which conflict is absent, while without solidarities there would be 
no society at all. All the same, as I shall try to show in later sections, it 

22 Weber (1920), 1, 212-301. 
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is not difficult to find sociologists and historians who work with one of 
these models and apparently forget about the other. 

Some historians deny having anything to do with models and assert, 
as we have seen, that it is their job to study the particular, especially the 
unique event, not to generalize. In practice, however, most of them use 
models as Moliere's Monsieur Jourdain used prose, without realizing 
that they do so. They commonly make general statements about par
ticular societies. Burckhardt's famous essay on the Italian Renaissance 
was explicitly concerned with 'the recurrent, the constant, the typical'. 
Sir Lewis Namier studied 'why men went into Parliament' in eighteenth
century England. Marc Bloch wrote a general study of 'feudal society' 
in which he specified the main features of a society of this type (a 
subject peasantry, the dominance of warriors, personal ties between 
superiors and inferiors, political decentralization, and so On).23 For the 
past century or so, historians have found it difficult to avoid such 
general terms as 'feudalism' and 'capitalism', 'Renaissance' or 'En
lightenment'. Avoiding the word 'model', they often allow themselves to 
speak about a system - the phrase 'the feudal system' goes back to the 
eighteenth century - or about the 'classic' or 'textbook' form of the 
medieval manor. 

In a famous polemical essay, the German economic historian Werner 
Sombart told economic historians that they needed to be aware of 
economic theory, on the grounds that this was the way in which they 
could move from the study of isolated facts to the study of systems.24 
These systems are generally discussed in the form of simplified models. 
Thus economic historians use the term 'mercantilism', although, as Eli 
Heckscher put it, 'Mercantilism never existed in the sense that Colbert 
or Cromwell existed.' It is a model, one of the two models used by 
Adam Smith in his famous contrasts between the 'system of agriculture' 
and the 'mercantile system,.25 'Capitalism' is another model which it is 
extremely difficult to manage without. So is the 'peasant economy', 
analysed in a dassic study by Alexander Chayanov.26 The city-state is 
yet another type of economic , organization which has been helpfully 
described in the form of a model emphasizing recurrent features. For 

, example, the political dominance of the city over the countryside 
around it is often combined with the exaction of a quota of food at a 

23 Burckhardt ( 1860); Namier (1928); Bloch (1939-40). 
24 Sombart (1929); d. Hicks (1969), ch. 1 .  
2S Heckscher (1931), 1 
26 Chayanov (1925); d. Kerblay (1970). 
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low price, because the city government is more afraid of urban food 
riots than of peasant revolt.27 

Political historians of many regions and periods find the model of 
'revolution' indispensable, and sometimes contrast it with that of 
'revolt' (defined as a protest against individuals or abuses, rather than 
an attempt to change a whole system). They have offered similar 
explanations for revolutions extremely distant in space and time. 
Lawrence Stone, for example, in his study of the English revolution, 
makes use of the famous sociological hypothesis of 'relative depriva
tion', according to which revolutions occur not so much when times are 
bad as when they get worse; or more precisely, when there is a dis
crepancy between the expectations of a group. and their perception of 
reality.28 Again, Theda Skocpol has argued that what was common to 
the French, Russian and Chinese revolutions (but distinguishes them 
from less successful revolts) was the combination of two factors, 
'intensified pressures' on the state from 'more developed countries 
abroad' and agrarian structures which 'facilitated widespread peasant 
revolts against landlords'. These states were caught between 'cross
pressures', with increasing international competition for power on one 
side and on the other the constraints imposed on the government's 
response by the economic political structure of the society.29 

To return to neighbourly comparisons. Historians have often tried to 
generalize about institutional changes in neighbouring countries in 
a particular period, coining such phrases as 'the new monarchies', 
'the Tudor revolution in government', 'the rise of absolutism', 'the 
nineteenth-century revolution in government', and so on. From a 
comparative point of view, all these changes look rather like local 
examples of stages of transition from the type of government Max 
Weber called 'patrimonial' to the kind he called 'bureaucratic,.30 This 
distinction of Weber's has inspired a considerable amount of historical 
research on different regions, from Latin America to Russia.31 It may be 
formulated in terms of five contrasted attributes, as follows: 

patrimonial system 

1 undefined areas of jurisdiction 
2 informal hierarchy 

27 Hicks (1969), 42ff; d. Burke (1986a), 140-2. 

bureaucratic system 

fixed areas 
formal hierarchy 

28 Stone ( 1972), 18-20, 134; d. Gurr (1970) and the criticisms of Aya (1990), 30ff. 
2!J Skocpol (1979); some criticisms in Aya (1990), 73-5, 90-2. 
30 Weber ( 1920), 3, 956- 1005. 
31 Phelan (1967); Pintner and Rowney ( 1980); d. Litchfield (1986). 
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formal training and testing 
full-time officials 
written orders 

Social and cultural historians also use models. Social historians, for 
example, often use the term 'class', or compare 'class societies' with 
'societies of estates' (below, p. 61). Cultural history is at first sight the 
least promising terrain for the employment of models. And yet . . .  what 
are terms such as 'Renaissance' or 'Baroque' or 'Romantic' if they are 
not the names of clusters of traits? And what about 'Puritanism'?  

Paraphrasing Heckscher, one might say that Puritanism never existed 
in the sense that Richard Sibbes or John Bunyan existed, but that it 
might be useful to use the term to refer to a constellation of traits such 
as a stress on original sin, an arbitrary God, predestination, an ascetic 
morality and a fundamentalist reading of the Bible. In the case of early 
modern England, this precise definition is extremely useful. On the 
other hand, anyone interested in cross-cultural comparison (between 
Christianity and Islam, for instance) would be well advised to follow 
the example of Ernest Gellner and operate with a broader concept of 
'generic puritanism,.32 In a similar manner, historians are coming to use 
terms such as 'Renaissance' or 'Reformation' in the plural, identifying a 
'renaissance' in twelfth-century France, a 'reformation' in tenth-century 
Europe, and so on. 

. 

One reason for suspicion of models on the part of historians is the 
belief that using them leads to indifference to change over time. This ./ 
has sometimes been the case. Weber, for example, was justly criticized 
for ignoring change when he wrote about 'puritanism' as if this system 
of values had remained uniform from Jean Calvin in the sixteenth 
century to Benjamin Franklin in the eighteenth. However, models 
can incorporate change. Antithetical models may be a useful way of 
characterizing complex processes of change, from feudalism (say) to 
capitalism, or from preindustrial to industrial society ('agraria' to 
'industria,).33 These labels are of course descriptive and do not say how 
change occurs. However, attempts have been made to identify typical 
sequences of change, as in the case of the model or theory of 'modern
ization' which will be discussed in detail below (p. 132). 

Using models without admitting that they are doing so or without 
being aware of their logical status has sometimes landed historians in 

32 Gellner ( 1981), 149-73. 
33 Riggs (1959). 
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needless difficulties. Some well-known controversies have turned on 
one historian's misunderstanding of another historian's model; the 
celebrated controversy between Sir Paul Vinogradoff and F. W. Maitland 
about the medieval manor provides an example. Vinogradoff suggested 
that 

The structure of the ordinary manor is always the same. Under the 
headship of the lord we find two layers of population - the villeins and 
the freeholders, and the territory occupied divides itself accordingly into 
demesne land [the produce of which went directly to the lord] and 
'tributary land' . . .  The entire population is grouped into a village com
munity which centres round the manorial court or halimote, which is 
both council and tribunal. My investigation will necessarily conform to 
this typical arrangement.34 

This is the 'classic' medieval manor as it has been drawn on in
numerable blackboards. However, Maitland argued - in an equally 
classic critique - that 'to describe a typical maner;um is an impossible 
feat'. He showed that each of the traits in the cluster identified by 
Vinogradoff was lacking in some instances. Some manors had no 
villeins, others no freeholders, others no demesne, others no court.3S 
Maitland was absolutely right in these respects. Vinogradoff seems to 
have been uncertain about the logical status of his generalizations (note 
the shift from 'always' in the first sentence of the quotation to 'typical' 
in the last). If he had been aware that he was using a model, however, 
he might have been able to make an effective reply to Maitland's 

• • • CritIcIsms. 
It is useful to distinguish two kinds of model according to the criteria 

for membership in the group of entities - in this case manors - to which 
the model applies. Technical terms are unavoidable at this point, since 
we need to distinguish a 'monothetic' group of entities from a 'poly
thetic' group. A monothetic group is one 'so defined that the possession 
of a unique set of attributes is both sufficient and necessary for mem
bership'. A polythetic group, on �the other hand, is a group in which 
membership does not depend on a single attribute. The group is defined 
in terms of a set of attributes !:uch that each entity possesses most of the 
attributes and each attribute is shared by most of the entities.36 This is 
the situation described by Ludwig Wittgenstein in a famous passage on 

34 Vinogradoff (1892), 223-4. 
3S Maitland (1897). 
36 Clarke (1968) 37; d. Needham (1975). 
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'family resemblances'. Mothers and sons, brothers and sisters resemble 
one another, yet these resemblances may not be reducible to any one 
essential feature. . 

It should be clear that Maitland's critique of Vinogradoff assumed 
. that he was talking about all manors or defining the 'typical' manor 
with reference to a monothetic group. Vinogradoff could have answered 
this critique by saying that his model was polythetic - had the concept 
been available. The onus would then have been on him to show that 
each of the attributes in his cluster was shared by most manors. It is 
interesting to learn that when a Soviet historian used quantitative 
methods to study thirteenth-century manors in the Cambridge area, he 
discovered that more than 50 per cent of them were of Vinogradoff's 
type, with demesne, villein land and freeholds.37 It is to the strengths 
and weaknesses of quantitative methods that we must now turn. 

Quantitative Methods 

• 

Quantitative methods of research have a long history. Regular censuses r / 
of the empire were taken in ancient Rome, while grain prices in dif- V 
ferent cities were published in eighteenth-century France. Economists 
have long based their analyses on statistics dealing with prices, pro
duction and so on, and economic historians were already following 
their example in the nineteenth century. 

What is relatively new, and remains controversial, is the idea that 
quantitative methods can be useful in the study of other forms of 
human behaviour and even attitudes. SQciologists, for example, conduct 
what they call 'survey analysis' by issuing questionnaires, or conducting 
interviews with a group of people large enough for the answers to be 
analysed statistically. Psychologists too make use of questionnaires and 
interviews. Students of politics study voting statistics - 'psephology', as 
this approach has been called - and public opinion 'polls', which are 
a kind of social survey. Demographers study variations in the rates 
of birth, marriage and death in different societies. Students of com
munication practise what is called 'content analysis', which often takes 
the form of a quantitative study of newspapers, journals, books or 
television programmes, examining how much space is allotted to a 
particular topic, how often certain keywords occur, and so on.38 

37 Kosminsky (1935). 
38 Carney (1972). 
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A number of historians have followed these paths. When Gilberto 
Freyre was writing his history of nineteenth-century Brazil, he sent a 
questionnaire to survivors of the period (including President Getulio 
Vargas, who failed to reply).39 Specialists in 'contemporary history' 
often interview informants, and sometimes analyse these interviews 
statistically. The methods of content analysis or 'lexicometry' have been 
applied to historical documents, such as newspapers or the lists of 
grievances produced by towns and villages at the beginning of the 
French Revolution.40 The study of historical demography has developed 
in France and elsewhere as an enterprise in which demographers and 
historians have collaborated. Needless to say, the rise of the personal 
computer has done a great deal to encourage historians to use quanti
tative methods, freeing them from the need to punch cards, consult 
programmers and so on.41 

There is more than one quantitative method, however, and some are 
more suitable for historians than others. Tailor-made for the needs of 
historians is the statistical analysis of a series, showing changes over 
time in the price of grain, for example, the average age of women at 
their first marriage, the percentage of votes cast for the Communist 
Party in Italian elections, the number of Latin books offered for sale at 
the annual book fair in Leipzig, or the proportion of the population of 
Bordeaux going to communion on Easter Sunday. This is what the 
French describe as 'serial history' (histo;re serielle). 

J .  However, 'quanto-history', or 'Cliometrics' as it is variously called, 
takes a number of forms. In the case of historical survey analysis, there 
is an obvious distinction to be made between total and sample surveys. 
The Roman Senate and the English Parliament have been studied 
through the biographies of all their members, a method known as 
'prosopography,:t2 In these cases the whole group, the 'total popu
lation' as statisticians would say, has been studied. This method is 
appropriate for the study of relatively small elites or for societies in 
which information is sparse, so that historians in these fields are well 
advised to collect all the data they can find. 

Historians of industrial societies, on the other hand, tend to have 
access to more information than they can handle, so that they have to 
proceed by sampling. The technique of sampling was developed · by 

3!1 Freyre (1959). 
40 Robin ( 1970) . 
• \ For developments in this fast-changing field, see recent issues of the journal History 
and Computing. 
42 Stone ( 1971). 
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statisticians from the late seventeenth century onwards in order to 
estimate the population of London, say, or France, without going to the 
trouble and expense of a complete survey. The problem is choosing a 
small group which 'represents' the total population. Gilberto Freyre, for 
example, tried to find a thousand Brazilians born between 1850 and 
1900 who would represent the main regional and social groups within 
the nation, although he did not explain by what method this sample 
was selected. Paul Thompson picked 500 surviving Edwardians for < 
interview on the basis of a 'quota sample' which provided a balance < 
between men and women, town and country, north and south, and so � 
on, similar to the balance prevailing in the whole country at the time ) 
(which can be calculated from the census):u \ 

Other quantitative methods are more complex. The so-called 'new 
economic history', for example, differs from the old in its emphasis 
on the measurement of the performance of whole economies, the cal
culation of the Gross National Product in the past, especially for 
Western countries since 1800, when statistics become relatively plentiful 
and less unreliable than they had been.44 The conclusions of these 
historians are often presented in the form of a 'model' of the economy. 

For a simple example, one may turn to Fernand Braudel, who de
scribed the Mediterranean economy of the later sixteenth century as 
follows. Population: 60 million. Urban population: 6 million, or 10 per 
cent. Gross product: 1,200 niillion ducats a year, or 20 ducats per head. 
Cereal consumption: 600 million ducats, half of the gross product. The 
poor (defined as those with an income below 20 ducats a year): 20-25 
per cent of the population. Government taxes: 48 million ducats, in 
other words below 5 per cent of the average income.4s 

This general description is a model in the sense that (as he admits) 
Braudel did not have statistics for the whole region but had to extra
polate from partial data which did not form a sample in the strict sense 
of the term. Historians of industrial economies, working with relatively 

7, rich and precise data, construct mathematical models which can be ( 
expressed in the form of equations, models which are rather like recipes I in the sense that it is possible to specify the amount of input (labour, 
capital and so on) for a given output. The models can be tested by l 
means of computer simulation, a kind of experiment. Historical demo
graphers have also made use of computer simulation, in which 'a series 

43 Freyre (1959); Thompson (1975), 5-8. 
44 Temin (1972). 
45 Braudel (1949), part 2, ch. 1,  section 3. 
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of hypothetical events is constructed by the computer in a random 
fashion but in accordance with specified probabilities,.46 

Without quantitative methods, certain kinds of history would be 
impossible, most obviously the study of price and population move
ments. The use of these methods in some parts of the discipline en
courages other historians to pause before they use terms like 'more' 
or 'less', 'rise' and 'fall', and to ask themselves whether there is quan
titative evidence for what are implicitly quantitative statements. This 
approach gives a sharper edge to comparison, making apparent the 
similarities and differences between two societies and also the possible 
correlations between (say) the degree of urbanization and literacy in 
each. 

All the same, these methods are far from uncontroversial. In the 
1950s and 1960s, their supporters were self-confident and aggressive, 
criticizing other approaches as 'merely impressionistic' , using the 
language of science (a room used for the content analysis of texts might 
be described as a 'laboratory'), and claiming that historians had no 
choice but to learn to program computers. This mood has changed, as 
the limitations of various quantitative methods have become more 
apparent. 

In the first place, the sources are not as accurate or as objective as 
used to be assumed. It is not difficult to show that a particular census 
contains mistakes and omissions, and more generally that many of its 
basic categories ('servants', 'citizens', 'the poor' and so on), however 
useful at a particular moment, are imprecise.47 Social classes, for 
example, are not as objective as the various species of plants. They have 
much to do with the stereotyped ways in which groups see themselves 
or others (below, p. 58).  

The great difficulty for the user of quantitative methods, however, is 
the well-known one of the difference between 'hard? data, which are 
measurable, and 'soft' data, which are not. 'All too often,' as a veteran 
of social surveys sadly remarked, 'it is the soft data which are valuable, 
and the hard which are relatively easy to get.' Hence the problem is to 
find 'hard facts which can be relied upon to serve as good indices of soft 
ones,.48 

An index may be defined as something measurable which is related to 
or varies together with something which is not ('correlation' and 'co-

46 Wachter, Hammel and Laslett ( 1978), 1 -2. 
47 Burke ( 1987), 27-39. 
48 Wootton (1959). 
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variance' are the technical terms). Sociologists have shown themselves 
to be extremely ingenious in their search for indices. In the 1930s, for 
example, an American sociologist claimed that the furniture in the 
living room of a given family normally correlated well with income and 
occupation, so that it could be taken as an index of that family'S social 
status. On the 'living room scale', a telephone or a radio, for example, 
scored high (+8), while an alarm clock scored very low (_2).49 There 
remains the problem whether income and occupation are exact indices 
(rather than vague indicators) of 'status', which is itself a somewhat 
• • Imprecise concept. 

Again, what looks at first sight like an index may turn out to have its 
own rules of variation. For some time, historians of literacy believed 
that a signature on a marriage register, for example, was a good index 
of the capacity to read, though not of the capacity to write anything 
else. More recently, doubts have been raised. It has been pointed out 
that some people who were able to read were unable to sign (because 
certain schools taught reading but not writing), and even that some 
people who were able to write may have made a cross in the marriage 
register rather than signing in order not to embarrass an illiterate 
spouse. These objections are not insuperable, but once again they do 
highlight the difficulties of moving from hard to soft data.50 

Sociologists of religion have to deal with an even more acute prob-
lem, that of finding indices to measure the intensity or the orthodoxy of 
religious belief. In the Christian world they have tended to fasten on 
church or chapel attendance figures, or in Catholic countries such as ? ./ 

• 

France or Italy, the number of Easter communicants. An ingenious 
French historian even tried to calculate the decline of devotion in 
eighteenth-century Provence from the falling weight of candles burned 
before images of the saints.51  There can be little doubt that statistics of 
this kind have a story to tell, since they vary so much between regions 
and change so much, sometimes quite suddenly, over time. 

Whether historians are able to decipher that story is another matter. 
The rise of 'history from below', an enterprise devoted to the recovery 
of the viewpoint of ordinary people in the past, has cast some doubt on 
the utility of indices based on official criteria. If we are going to use the 
communion statistics to study the intensity of devotion in a particular 
region, then we need to know (among other things) what the practice of 

49 Chapin (1935). 
50 Schofield (1968); Furet and Ozouf (1977). 
51 I.e Bras (1955-6); Vovelle (1973). 
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Easter communion meant to the people involved. It is difficult to be sure 
whether or not the peasants of the Orleans region in the nineteenth 
century, say, shared orthodox clerical views of the importance of 
making one's 'Easter duties'. If they did not share these views, then 
absences from communion cannot be taken as an index of dechris
tianization. To take the religious temperature of a community, whether 
it is hot, cold or lukewann, is rio simple matter. The problems of 
inferring political attitudes from voting figures are of the same order. 
The very notion of a 'series' is problematic, since it depends on the 
assumption that the object of study (wills, grain prices, church attend
ance, or whatever) does not change over time in form, meaning and so 
on. How could these documents or practices fail to change over the 
long term? But how can one measure change if the instrument of 
measurement is itself changing? 

For this kind of reason, among others, there has been something of a 
reaction in the past twenty years or so against quantitative methods in 
the study of human behaviour, and still more against the grand claims 
which used to be made for such methods. The intensity of this reaction 
should not be exaggerated. The use of prosopography by historians is 
probably more widespread than ever before. It is difficult to deny the 
value of family reconstitution or the attempt to compare the Gross 
National Product in different periods in the past. All the same, a search 
for alternative approaches is under way. It is partly for this reason that 
ethnography, in which the use of quantitative methods was always 
minimal, has become a model which some sociologists and historians 
aspire to follow. This ethnographic approach is associated with the 
study in depth of the small-scale. 

The Social Microscope 

Like sociologists, the social historians of the 1950s and 1960s generally 
employed quantitative methods, concerned themselves with the lives of 
millions of people and concentrated on the analysis of general trends, 
viewing social life 'from the twelfth floor'. 52 In the 1970s, however, 
some of them turned from the telescope to the microscope. Following 
the lead of social anthropologists, sociologists paid more attention to 
microsocial analysis and historians to what has come to be known as 
'microhistory' . 

52 Erikson (1989), 532. 
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Two famous studies did much to put microhistory on the map: 
MontailJou, but the French historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie and ./' 
The Cheese and the Worms, by the Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg.53 
Both studies are based essentially on registers describing the interro
gation of suspected heretics by the inquisition, documents which 
Ginzburg has compared to videotapes on the grounds that great care 
was taken to record not only the exact words of the accused but also 
their gestures and even their groans under torture. Another comparison 
which has sometimes been made is that between inquisitor and anthro
pologist, both of them outsiders of high status asking ordinary people 
questions the point of which they often find hard to grasp. 54 

Ginzburg's book might be taken as an extreme case of the micro
historical method, since it is concerned to reconstruct the ideas, the 
vision of the cosmos of a single individual, a sixteenth-century miller 
from north-east Italy known as 'Menocchio'. Le Roy Ladurie, for his 
part, described a village in south-west France at the beginning of the 
fourteenth century. He noticed that no fewer than twenty-five suspect 
heretics summoned before the inquisition came from the village of 
Montaillou, and decided to use their testimonies to write a study of the 
village itself, discussing the pastoral economy of the region, the struc
ture of the family, the position of women, and the local conceptions of 
time, space, religion and so on. 

Since these famous and controversial studies by Le Roy Ladurie and 
Ginzburg, a whole shelf of microhistories have been produced. Some of 
the most interesting of them focus on what may be called a 'social 
drama' such as a trial or an act of violence. For example, the AmericaQ 
historian Natalie Davis has written about a cause celebre in sixteenth- ! 
century France, in which a peasant was accused of the impersonation of 
another man (below, p. 164). Another American historian, Wyatt
Brown, inspired by Geertz, has described a lynching in Natchez, Mis
sissippi, in 1834, where an act of 'popular justice' against a man who 
had murdered his wife is analysed as 'a moral scenario in which actions 
spoke a language that revealed inner passions and intensely felt social 
values', notably the local sense of honour.55 

Another well-known example of the approach is a study of the 
small town of Santena in Piedmont in the late seventeenth century by / 
Giovanni Levi. Levi analyses the trial of the local parish priest, Giovan 

S3 Le Roy Ladurie (1975); Ginzburg (1976). 
S4 Rosaldo (1986). 
ss Wyatt-Brown (1982), 462-96; quotation from 463. 
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Battista Chiesa (charged with unorthodox methods of exorcism) as a 
social drama revealing the conflicts which divided the community, 
notably the struggle between two families and their followers. He 
stresses the importance of what he calls 'non-material inheritance', 
arguing that Chiesa's spiritual power was another form of the domi
nance exercised by his family.56 

/ The turn towards microhistory has been closely associated with the 
t discovery by �istorians of the work of social anthropologists. Le Roy 

Ladurie, Ginzburg, Davis and Levi are all well-read in anthropology. 
The microhistorical method has much in common with the community 
studies undertaken by anthropologists such as Robert Redfield in the 
1930s, or the 'extended case-study' developed by Max Gluckman 
and others a little later. The first historical community study of the 
Montaillou type was made by a Swedish ethnologist, Borje Hansen, 
in the 1950s.57 Montaillou itself consciously follows the model of 
community studies of Andalusia, Provence and East Anglia.58 

As for the term 'social drama', it was coined by the British anthro
pologist Victor Turner to refer to a small-scale conflict which reveals 
latent tensions in the society at large and goes through a sequence of 
four phases - breach, crisis, redressive action and reintegration. 59 An 
essay which has exerted even more influence on historians is Clifford 
Geertz's study of a cockfight in Bali. Using Jeremy Bentham's concept of 
'deep play' (in other words betting for high stakes), Geertz analyses the 

. I . 
cockfight as 'fundamentally a dramatization of status concerns'. In this 

v way he moves from what he calls a 'microscopic example' to the 
interpretation of a whole culture.6O 

Although his own work was mainly concerned with social trends on 
a grand scale, Michel Foucault encouraged micro-studies by his dis
cussion of power not only at the level of the state but also at the level of 
the factory, the school, the family and the prison - the 'microphysics of 
power' as he sometimes called it, picturing power in 'capillary fonns', 
as it 'reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies.and 
inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning 
processes and everyday lives'.61 'Micropolitics' is probably the best term 

S6 Levi (1985). 
57 Hansen ( 1952). 
58 Pitt-Rivers (1954). 
59 Turner ( 1974). 
60 Geertz (1973), 412-54, esp. 432, 437; d. Geertz (1973), 21, 146. 
61 Foucault (1980), 39; d. Foucault (1975), passim. 
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to describe this approach, although the word is sometimes used in 
political studies with a somewhat different meaning. 

It was in the 1970s that the microhistorical approach attracted 
s�rious attention, favourable and unfavourable alike. Some studies of 
this type, notably those of Le Roy Ladurie and Ginzburg, have appealed 
very strongly to the general public. Professional historians have been 
rather less enthusiastic. Curiously enough, however, there has been 
relatively little discussion until now of the fundamental issues raised by 
the shift from large-scale to small-scale studies. It will therefore be 
necessary to generalize from some of the criticisms made of certain 
well-known contributions to microhistory, and the replies to these 
criticisms.62 

One might begin with the charge that the microhistorians trivialize r /' 
history by studying the biographies of unimportant people or the V 

, 

difficulties of small communities. Some contributions to the genre have ../ 
indeed done little more than tell what journalists call 'human interest 
stories' about the past. However, the aim of microhistorians is generally 
more intellectually ambitious than that. If they do not aspire to show 
the world in a grain of sand, these historians do claim to draw general 
conclusions from local data. According to Ginzburg, Menocchio the 
miller is a spokesman for traditional oral popular culture. Le Roy 
Ladurie presents the world of the medieval village through his mono
graph on Montaillou, which he calls a drop in the ocean. 

These claims of course raise the problem of typicality. Of what larger 
group is the case-study supposed to be typical, and on what grounds is 
the claim supported? Is Montaillou typical of a Mediterranean village, 
a French village, or simply a village of the Ariege? Can a village 
containing so many suspect heretics be regarded as typical at all? As for 
Menocchio, he was very much his own man, and he seems to have been 
regarded as something of an eccentric in his own community. The 
problem is not, of course, one for these two historians alone. By what 
means do anthropologists transmute their field notes (often based on 
observations made in a single village) into descriptions of a whole 
culture? On what grounds can they justify the claim that the people 
with whom they lived represent 'the Nuer' or 'the Balinese'? 

All the same, the use of the social microscope can be justified on a 
number of grounds. The choice of an individual example to be studied 
in depth may be prompted by the fact that it represents in miniature a 
situation that the historian or anthropologist already knows (on other 

62 Kocka (1984); Medick (1987). 
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grounds) to be prevalent. In some cases, microhistory is associated with 
quantitative methods; historical demographers often make case-studies 
of a single family, or use the computer to simulate the life of an 
individual within a given family system . 

. On the other hand, a case may be selected for study precisely because 
it is exceptional and shows social mechanisms failing to work. · It was to 
discuss this situation that the Italian historian Carlo Poni has coined the 
phrase 'the exceptional normal'. The tragic fate of the loquacious 
Menocchio tells us something about the silent majority of his con
temporaries. Open conflicts may reveal social tensions which are 
present all the time but only visible on occasion. Alternatively, micro
historians may focus, like Giovanni Levi, on an individual, an incident 
or a small community as a privileged place from which to observe the 
incoherences of large social and cultural systems, the loopholes, the 
crevices in the structure which allow an individual a little free space, 
like a plant growing between two rocks.63 

It should be pointed out, however, that inconsistencies 
social norms may not always work to the benefit of the individual. The 
plant may be crushed between the rocks. As an example of this problem 
one might turn to a celebrated incident in Japanese history, a social 
drama which involved only a few people at the time but has been 
remembered ever since, and represented many times in plays and films, 
on account of its exemplary or symbolic value. 

The story is that of 'the forty-seven ron;n'. At the beginning of the 
eighteenth century, two nobles quarrelled at the court of the shogun. 
The first, Asano, considered himself insulted, drew his sword and 
wounded the other, Kira. As a punishment for drawing his sword in the 
presence of the shogun, Asano was ordered to commit ritual suicide. 
The samurai in his service therefore became masterless men, or ronin. 
These ex-retainers decided to avenge their master. After waiting long 
enough to lull suspicion, they attacked Kira's house one night and put 
him to death. Having done so, they surrendered to the government. For 
its part, the government faced a dilemma. The retainers had obviously 
broken the law. On the other hand, they had done just what was 
required by the informal code of honour among samurai, according to 
which loyalty to one's lord was one of the highest virtues, and this code 
of honour was also supported by the government of the shogun. The 
way out of the dilemma was to order them to commit ritual suicide as 
their master had done, but also to honour their memory. 

63 Levi (1985, 1991). 
, 
, 
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The appeal of this story to the Japanese, at the time and ever since, is 
surely related to the way in which it makes manifest (indeed, drama
tically so) a latent conflict between fundamental social norms. In other 
words, it tells us something important about Tokugawa culture. If the 
microhistorical movement is to escape the law of diminishing returns, 
its practitioners will need to say more about the wider culture, and to 
demonstrate the links between small communities and macrohistorical 
trends.64 

6-4 Hannen (1986); Sahlins ( 1988). 
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