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Course Overview 

 

This course offers an introduction to historical analysis and methods in the social sciences with a special 

emphasis on historical case studies. Social scientists working in different disciplines and different research 

programs often have varying, sometimes competing, assumptions about what it means to be historical. Rather 

than take sides, the course pluralistically surveys a wide variety of contemporary self-avowedly historical 

research programs that use case studies: new institutional economic history, comparative historical analysis, 

historical institutionalism, international history, and historical sociology. As we move across these we follow 

cross-disciplinary contrasts and connections to see how historical cases have been used by an array of 

economists, political scientists, and sociologists.  

 

In our readings we engage reflective and prescriptive pronouncements about the substantive and 

methodological orientation of research programs alongside concrete examples of historical work. The aim is 

to examine and evaluate both the framing and actual practices of each program. Our course sessions will be 

seminars in which I provide an organizational outline and introductory remarks, but the bulk of class time is 

devoted to active discussion of the readings. The goal of the sessions is to help students to identify and 

understand the premises, preaching, and practices of diverse contemporary research programs in historical 

social science, and to spur students who wish to do historical case studies themselves to identify and 

articulate the particular variant of historical analysis that best fits their commitments and interests. This 

course may be taken as a freestanding survey, or supplemented with the one-day workshop on archival 

research.  

 

Schedule of Sessions 

Day 1. Wednesday, May 17 

 

Session 1. Comparing Approaches to Comparative Historical Social Science                9.00-10.30 

 Theda Skocpol, and Margaret Somers, “The Uses of Comparative History in Macrosocial Inquiry,” 

Comparative Studies in Society and History 22, no. 2 (1980): 174-97. 

 James Mahoney and Dietrich Rueschemeyer, “Comparative Historical Analysis: Achievements and 

Agendas, in Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences, eds. Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), chap. 1. 
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Session 2. New Institutional Economic History                10.45-12.00 

 Johan Myhrman, and Barry R. Weingast, “Douglass C. North’s Contributions to Economics and Economic 

History,” Scandinavian Journal of Economics and Economic History 96, no. 2 (1994): 185-93. 

 Douglass C. North, and Barry R. Weingast, “Constitutions and Commitment: The Evolution of 

Institutions Governing Public Choice in Seventeenth-Century England,” The Journal of Economic History 49, 

no. 4 (1989): 803-32. 

 

Session 3. Why Nations Fail: The Weight of History            1.30-2.45 

 Daron Acemoglu, and James A. Robinson, Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty 

(New York: Crown Business, 2012), chap. 1, chap. 3 (p. 70-87), chap. 4, chap. 15. 

 

Session 4. The Comparative Study of Colonial Legacies: Alternative Methods                3.00-4.30 

 James Mahoney, Colonialism and Post-Colonial Development: Spanish America in Comparative Perspective 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), xiii-xv, 1-34, 264-70.  

 Ajay Verghese, The Colonial Origins of Ethnic Violence in India (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 

2016), introduction and appendixes 

 

Day 2. Thursday, May 18 

 

Session 1. CHA and Historical Institutionalism in Contemporary Political Science       9.00-10.30 

 Kathleen Thelen and James Mahoney, “Comparative-Historical Analysis in Contemporary Political 

Science,” in Advances in Comparative-Historical Analysis, eds. James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015), chap. 1. 

 Orfeo Fioretos, Tulia G. Falleti, and Adam Sheingate, “Historical Institutionalism in Political Science,” in 

The Oxford Handbook of Historical Institutionalism, eds. Orfeo Fioretos, Tulia G. Falleti, and Adam Sheingate 

(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2015), chap. 1. 

 

Session 2. Critical Junctures            10.45-12.00 

 Giovanni Capoccia, “Critical Junctures,” in Oxford Handbook of Historical Institutionalism (Oxford, UK: 

Oxford University Press, 2015), chap. 5. 

 Thomas Ertman, “The Great Reform Act of 1832 and British Democratization,” Comparative Political 

Studies 43, no. 8/9 (2010): 1000-1022. 

 

Session 3. International Relations Theory and International History           1.30-2.45 

 Marc Trachtenberg, The Craft of International History: A Guide to Method (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 2006), chap. 2.  

 John M. Schessler, “The Deception Dividend: FDR’s Undeclared War,” International Security 34, no. 4 

(2010): 133-162. 

 

Session 4. Historical Sociology                 3.00-4.30 

 Margaret R. Somers, “Where is Sociology after the Historic Turn? Knowledge Cultures, Narrativity, and 

Historical Epistemologies,” in The Historic Turn in the Human Sciences, ed. Terence J. McDonald (University 

of Michigan Press, 1996), 53-89. 

 Margaret R. Somers and Fred Block, “From Poverty to Perversity: Ideas, Markets, and Institutions over 

200 Years of Welfare Debate,” American Sociological Review 70, no. 2 (2005): 260-87. 

 

 

 

 

 


