In Memoriam — Charles Tilly: 1929-2008

Professor Charles Tilly, sociologist and historian, was born on May 27, 1929.
He died of cancer on April 29, 2008, aged 78. — Tilly served as member of the
QUANTUM-Advisory Board and as HSR consulting editor for more than 10
years (1977-1988).

Tilly authored, co-authored, edited, or co-edited more than 50 published
books and monographs. He has also published between 600 and 700 scholarly
articles, reviews, review-essays, comments, chapters in edited collections, and
prefaces not counting reprints, translations, and working papers.

His most recently published books are Trust and Rule (Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2005), Popular Contention in Great Britain, 1758-1834 (Paradigm
Publishers, 2005, revised paperback edition of 1995 book), Identities, Bounda-
ries, and Social Ties (once again Paradigm Publishers, 2005), Why? (Princeton
University Press, 2006), the Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis
(co-edited and co-authored with Robert Goodin, Oxford University Press,
2006), Contentious Politics (co-authored with Sidney Tarrow, Paradigm Pub-
lishers, 2006), Regimes and Repertoires (University of Chicago Press, 2006),
Democracy (Cambridge University Press, 2007), and Explaining Social Proc-
esses (Paradigm Publishers, 2008). He had recently completed Credit and
Blame (forthcoming from Princeton University Press), Contentious Perform-
ances (forthcoming from Cambridge University Press) and his chapters of
Politics, Exchange, and Social Life in World History (with John Coatsworth,
Juan Cole, Michael Hanagan, Peter Perdue, and Louise A. Tilly).

Tilly served as instructor and assistant professor of sociology, University of
Delaware (1956-62); lecturer, then visiting professor of sociology, Harvard
University (1963-66); member, MIT-Harvard Joint Center for Urban Studies
(1963-66); professor of sociology, University of Toronto (1965-69); professor
of history, University of Michigan (1969-84); professor of sociology, Univer-
sity of Michigan (1969-81); Theodore M. Newcomb professor of social sci-
ence, University of Michigan (198184); Distinguished Professor of sociology
and history, New School for Social Research (1984-90), University Distin-
guished Professor, New School for Social Research (1990-96) and Joseph L.
Buttenwieser Professor of Social Science, Columbia University (1996-2008),
where he had regular membership in the departments of sociology and political
science and an affiliation with the department of history.

Tilly's shorter-term appointments included visiting research associate, Cen-
ter of International Studies, Princeton University (1962-63); visiting professor
of sociology, Sir George Williams University (1967); Fellow, Center for Ad-
vanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences (1968-69 and 1997-98); member,
Institute for Advanced Study (1970-71, 1972); John Simon Guggenheim Fel-
low (1974-75); Directeur d'Etudes Associé, Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sci-
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ences Sociales (1974-78, 1980, 1982, 1986, 1990); Professeur Associé de Sci-
ence Politique, Université de Paris I/Sorbonne (1983); Fellow, German Mar-
shall Fund of the United States (1983-84); Professeur Invité d'Histoire, Univer-
sité de Paris VII/Jussieu (1984); Visiting Scholar, Russell Sage Foundation
(1987-88); Professeur Invité de Science Politique, Institut d'Etudes Politiques,
Paris (1988); Professeur Invité, Collége de France (1991); Visiting Professor,
Postgraduate Institute of Social Sciences, Amsterdam (1993); Olof Palme Pro-
fessor, Stockholm University (1996), Faculty Affiliate, Center for International
Security and Arms Control, Stanford University (1997-98), Visiting Professor,
Oslo Summer School in Comparative Social Science Studies (1999), and co-
director, Summer Institute on Contentious Politics, Center for Advanced Study
in the Behavioral Sciences (2000).

At Michigan, Tilly directed the Center for Research on Social Organization
and belonged to the Executive Board, Horace Rackham School of Graduate
Studies. He also served there at various times as acting director, co-director,
director, and member of the executive committee, Center for Western European
Studies, as Hudson research professor of history, and as member of the execu-
tive committees of the Center for Research on Conflict Resolution, the Inter-
University Consortium for Political and Social Research, and the Institute for
Social Research. At the New School for Social Research, he directed the Center
for Studies of Social Change and co-directed the MacArthur Program on
Global Change and Liberalism while serving as member of the Committee on
Historical Studies and the Committee on Political Economy.

Tilly was co-chair of the History Panel, Survey of the Behavioral and Social
Sciences (Social Science Research Council and National Academy of Sciences,
U.S.A.); council member, Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social
Research; member (1970-76), then chair (1977) of the Mathematical Social
Science Board; chair, Committee on Mathematics in the Social Sciences, Social
Science Research Council (1978-79); member, Committee on States and Social
Structures, Social Science Research Council (1985-90); rapporteur, Sympo-
sium on Sociology and History, Ninth World Congress of Sociology; member
of the Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, National
Research Council (1981-85); successively founding member, co-chair, and
chair, Committee on International Conflict and Cooperation, National Research
Council (1985-1993); founding member, Committee on Democracy and States
in Transition, National Research Council (1993-2000); member of the steering
committee, Initiative on Genocide, American Sociological Association (1993-
2000); co-chair, Task Force on Economies in Transition, National Research
Council (1995-98); member of the steering committee, National Academy of
Sciences/Russian Academy of Sciences Joint Project on Conflict in Multi-
Ethnic Societies (2000-2006), and member of advisory committees at the Na-
tional Science Foundation, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the
American Philosophical Society, and the French-American Foundation. He has
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also belonged to the international advisory councils of the International Inter-
university Center (Paris-la Défense), the Analytical Center on Problems of
Socio-Economy and Science-Technology Development (Russian Academy of
Sciences), and the International Institute of Social History (Amsterdam).

Tilly was a member of the (U.S.) National Academy of Sciences, fellow of
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, fellow of the American Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Science, member of the American Philosophical
Society, member of the Sociological Research Association, member of the
Society for Comparative Research, and a chevalier de 1'Ordre des Palmes
Académiques. He has received the Common Wealth Award in sociology
(1982), the Merit Award for Distinguished Scholarship (Eastern Sociological
Society, 1996), the Career of Distinguished Scholarship Award (American
Sociological Association, 2005), the Karl Deutsch Award in Comparative
Politics (International Political Science Association, 2006), and the Phi Beta
Kappa Sidney Hook Memorial Award (2006), as well as honorary doctorates in
social sciences or humanities from Erasmus University, Rotterdam (1983), the
Institut d'Etudes Politiques, University of Paris (1993), the University of To-
ronto (1995), the University of Strasbourg (1996), the University of Geneva
(1999), the University of Crete (2002), the University of Québec at Montréal
(2004), and the University of Michigan (2007).

Tilly belonged to the editorial or advisory boards of the Journal of the
American Institute of Planners, Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales,
French Historical Studies, American Journal of Sociology, American Historical
Review, Social Networks, Historical Methods, Encyclopedia of Violence,
Peace, and Conflict, Encyclopedia of Political Revolutions, Sage Encyclopedia
of Social Science Research Methods, Comparative Urban and Community
Research, East European Journal of the Social Sciences, Social Science His-
tory, Historical Social Research, Mesure et Histoire, Annual Review of Sociol-
ogy, Journal of Urban History, Journal of Historical Sociology, Sociological
Forum, Sociological Perspectives, Social Justice Research, Contention, Food
and Foodways, Cultural Anthropology, Thesis (Moscow), Oxford Companion
to American Military History, Vingti¢éme Siecle, History of the Family, and
Journal of Conflict Resolution. From 1993 to 1996, he served as deputy editor
of the American Sociological Review.
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ICPSR archived selected datasets for secondary analyses:

- ICPSR 49: Analysis of Arrests in Paris, June 1848. Charles Tilly and Lynn
Lees.

- ICPSR 51: Disturbances in France, 1830-1860 and 1930-1960: Intensive
Sample. Charles Tilly.

- ICPSR 8421: Strikes and Labor Activity in France, 1830-1960. Charles
Tilly and David K. Jordan.

- ICPSR 8422: Kent's Directories of Businesses in London, 1759-1828.
Charles Tilly.

- ICPSR 8872: Contentious Gatherings in Britain, 1758-1834. Nancy Horn
and Charles Tilly.

- ICPSR 9080: Violent Events in France, 1830-1860 and 1930-1960. Charles
Tilly and Raul Zambrano.

Charles Tilly Weblog: Writings on Methodology'

The purpose of this website is to make Charles Tilly’s methodological writings
more readily available. It features all of Tilly's writings over last four decades
that are primarily concerned with methodology. Each article is accompanied by
a short summary, and is classified into one or more categories (Social History,
Methodology, and Ontology). Y. Sekou Bermiss (under the direction of Johann
Peter Murmann) wrote an “Introductory Essay to Charles Tilly’s Writings on
Methodology”.

While Charles Tilly may be best known for his research of large scale social
change and collective action in European history, he has also written exten-
sively on research methodology. Over the years, roughly a quarter of his publi-
cations have concerned method, ranging from specific techniques to general
considerations of logic, epistemology, and ontology. In his early methodologi-
cal writings, Tilly spoke especially to social historians, urging them to embrace
quantitative (formal) methods in historical analysis (Tilly 1972). Later, Tilly’s
methodological writings focused more on the ontology of macro social change.
In assembling a website of Tilly’s methodological contributions, our primary
goal is to provide a convenient source where scholars can become acquainted
with his methodological views on social research.

Core to Tilly’s writings is the assertion that history matters and is a critical
component in analyzing social change. For Tilly, the fields of social history and
sociology are parallel paths towards understanding social change, but both
require adjustment in their approaches. Addressing sociologists, Tilly advises
them to return to the sociology of Marx’s Capital and Weber’s Economy and
Society, in which social processes and social structures are seen first and fore-
most as historically contingent (Tilly 1995b). Addressing historians, Tilly urges

' Source: http://professor-murmann.info/index.php/weblog/tilly.
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them to overcome what he regards as a false dichotomy between qualitative
and quantitative research and instead apply formal methods in all areas of his-
torical research. Tilly recognizes that many of the organizing questions of
history as a discipline focus on trying to understand the experiences and condi-
tions that underlie an important historical time period. As a result, historians
typically assume that these questions are best answered through informal meth-
ods (Tilly 1985a). Tilly believes, however, that the use of formal methods,
prevalent in the historical study of urban areas, labor, social mobility, and
collective action, can aid all types of historical analysis by sharpening argu-
ments and ruling out alternative explanations (Tilly 1984).

Addressing comparative historical sociologists, Tilly challenges analyses of
macro social change where nations, states, or societies serve as the unit of
analysis, a practice which he terms the Big Case Comparison method. Take as
an example Spruyt’s (1994) analysis of the factors that led to the dominance of
the sovereign state system in post-modern Europe through the comparison of
three cases: the French territorial state, the Hanseatic city-league, and the Ital-
ian city-state. Tilly argues that the Big Case Comparison method is based on
the misguided ontological assumption that individual states, societies, and
cultures exist as autonomous entities (Tilly 1995a). Instead, Tilly proposes that
researchers adopt a mechanism approach to the study of social change, where
the goal is to identify the robust mechanisms which consistently make up large
processes, albeit in various configuration and sequences.

After reviewing Tilly’s methodological writings, we have organized them
for the purposes of this introduction (and the website) into three classes. In the
first section, we provide an overview of Tilly’s writings concerned with the
field of social history. Tilly has written a number of pieces that define unique
characteristics of the field of social history in relation to sociology. The second
section focuses on Tilly’s advocacy of formal methodologies in historical
analysis, a consistent theme throughout his early writings. Tilly argues that
formal methods offer scholars an analytic tool that can provide a deeper under-
standing of social phenomenon. The final section links Tilly’s view concerning
formal methods to his ontological perspective of macro social change. On this
topic, Tilly is critical of current comparative historical work in sociology that
uses small n case comparisons to substantiate broad generalizations about large
structures and processes. Tilly advocates that researchers should instead iden-
tify the smaller social mechanisms that in combination structure larger social
phenomena. We conclude with a short guide on how to navigate this website.

The Field of Social History

In an article outlining the character of Historical Sociology, Tilly recounts
Comte’s early nineteenth century conception of sociology as a field which
“consisted largely of analyzing the development of humanity through historical
stages” (Tilly 2001: 6753). It was after this point, Tilly argues, that the fields of
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sociology and history developed in separate directions. Historians segmented
themselves by specializing in time and place (i.e. modern Latin America or
Ancient China). What makes the field of history distinct, in Tilly’s view, are
five characteristics: (1) its insistence on time and place as fundamental causes
of variation, (2) its interpenetration of professional and amateur efforts, (3) its
heavy reliance on documentary evidence, (4) its emphasis on identifying criti-
cal actors and their motivation, and (5) its presentation in narrative form (Tilly
1991).

By contrast, sociologists, Tilly writes, separated from historians by special-
izing in structures and processes (i.e. families, religions, industrialization),
giving rise to an academic field that is characterized primarily by its explicit
conceptualization and hypothesis testing, its use of systematic comparison, and
its attempts to verify knowledge objectively (Tilly 1986). Tilly underscores that
the interaction between the two fields is limited to relatively small sub-fields
such as historical sociology, historical demography, and urban history, leaving
sociologists and historians largely unaware of each other’s methods, models,
ideas and discoveries.

This lack of interaction, in Tilly’s view, impairs scholarly progress in both
areas. Tilly proposes research that combines the two approaches, arguing that
this will help address two important features of social phenomenon. First, given
the protracted period of time it takes for important social and political proc-
esses to unfold, historical knowledge is required to understand these phenom-
ena. Tilly argues that historical knowledge of sequences and events is essential
to any study of large scale social change such as war-making, capital accumu-
lation, population growth, or international migration (Tilly 1991). Second, past
social relations and their residues constrain present social relations and their
residues. For this reason historical sociologists contend, for example, that un-
derstanding the construction of modern institutions of credit and property rights
requires first understanding how historical network ties became transformed
into tangible structures and resources (Adams, Clemens and Orloff 2005;
Verdery 2003). Tilly argues that social history (or historical sociology) is one
of the few areas that acknowledges and explicitly studies the constraints that
history imposes on how institutions can develop. According to Tilly, compel-
ling historical sociology, then, does more than simply incorporate historical
knowledge into abstract sociological models. It strikes a delicate balance be-
tween abstracting enough so that the analysis is generalizable to more than one
case and maintaining sufficient specificity so that the analysis identifies recog-
nizable features of the social world (Tilly 1986).

Tilly has also written about key ongoing philosophical debates in the field of
social history; in the article “How (and What) Are Historians Doing?” (1991)
Tilly highlights four debates in particular. The first concerns the question of
whether the central phenomena in macro-social change are large social proc-
esses or individuals. The second debate focuses on whether the study of macro
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change requires the observation of human action or the interpretation of mo-
tives behind that action. The third debate tries to sort out how closely sociology
and history are related to one another. The fourth debate centers on how to best
present data for macro change, as an explanation or as a narrative. Recognizing
that each set of options represents a continuum rather than dichotomous choice,
Tilly believes that most historians lean towards the latter alternatives in each
debate while social scientists prefer the former. Historians in general, Tilly
writes, favor research that represents a narrative-based interpretation of indi-
vidual experience, and they perceive their endeavor to be quite distinct from
sociology.

Formal Methods

Tilly has continuously advocated formal methods in historical research. Tilly
defines formal methods as the explicit representation of a set of elements and
the relations between them. In the 1960’s formal methods were hailed as the
big breakthrough in modern historical analysis. According to Tilly, historians
collectively billed the new effort as the “New Social History” and classified
research using formal methods under three major headings. Statistical studies
that accumulated standardized biographies of individuals, households, other
small-scale social units, and events into collective portraits within particular
historical contexts were labeled as Prosopography. Many studies under this
category are found in labor history; they were used to analyze topics such as
the determinants of fluctuations in national strike activity and the demographic
correlates of different forms of industrial organizations (for more examples see
Tilly 1985a). Collective Biography, defined as “the assembly of comparable
files concerning the lives of many individuals, followed by the regrouping of
those files into a collective portrait of the population involved” (Tilly 1985b:
22), has been used extensively in studying European history to “trace the im-
pact of capitalism [...] and changes in the character of national states on day-
to-day behavior” (Tilly 1991: 94). Event Catalogs has been frequently used in
the study of political contention. Event Catalogs, defined as a set of descrip-
tions of multiple social interactions collected from a delimited number of
sources using a uniform procedure (Tilly 2002), has provided the key to uncov-
ering many of the underlying mechanisms related to political protests, strikes,
and revolutions.

According to Tilly’s own recollection however, the “New Social History”
never quite lived up to expectations. Tilly notes that the proponents of these
methods in 1960’s later faulted studies that employed such methods as having
lost “their wit, grace, and sense of proportion in the pursuit of statistical re-
sults” (Tilly 1984: 369). Tilly details how in the 1970’s, the field moved away
from the complicated numerical modeling required in formal analysis and to
focus again on the traditional method of historical analysis, namely, the crea-
tion of comprehensive narratives. Despite this shift back to the narrative form
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of analysis in the field of Social History, Tilly remained an advocate of formal
methods, with the exception of Invariant Modeling, which Tilly strongly rejects
(we will say more about this in the next section).

Time and again, Tilly’s writings argue that formal methods are useful for the
analysis of both qualitative and quantitative evidence. Tilly urges historical
analysts to use formalisms in their research, particularly in the stage between
the initial archival data collection and the final production of a narrative. This,
Tilly writes, provides two key advantages for historical research. First, formal-
isms discipline the encounter of argument and evidence. “Good formalisms”,
Tilly writes in a recent article, “make explicit the analyst’s claims about rela-
tions among the elements under observation” (Tilly 2004: 598). Tilly implies
that forcing researchers to make these explicit claims improves the logical
structure of their argument. Second, having an explicitly stated argument im-
proves the ability of other researchers to formulate testable competing explana-
tions.

One of the main roadblocks to the increased use of formal methods in his-
torical analysis, in Tilly’s opinion, is the widespread belief that quantitative and
qualitative research is fundamentally different. Tilly contends that this distinc-
tion misidentifies historical work as either (1) the collection of evidence or (2)
the writing of narratives. For Tilly historical analysis is always a combination
of both. Tilly adds that this misidentification fails to recognize that the choice
of using formalisms in the transformation and analysis of evidence is inde-
pendent of the choice of using formalisms in the presentation of the evidence
(Tilly 2004). Tilly believes using formal methods during the analysis phase is
important for any research studying social processes. Tilly points out that the
eventual presentation of the data can be either more quantitative by including
tables, mathematical formulas and graphic representations, or can be more
qualitative by presenting detailed narratives.

Despite the value that formalisms provide in understanding social processes,
Tilly believes that formal methods will remain at the periphery of many do-
mains of social historical analysis until members of the discipline begin to
address research questions that involve explicit models, systematic variation,
and the comparison of many cases. For Tilly, the usefulness of quantification in
historical research increases as a function of the complexity of the explanatory
model, the importance of variation to the argument, and the number of units
observed (Tilly 1987).

Ontology of Macro Social Change

There is a deep conceptual connection between Tilly’s advocacy of formal
methods and his view of the nature of social processes and social change. Tilly
does not believe, however, that all formal methods are created equal. One for-
mal methodology that Tilly has critiqued sharply is Invariant Modeling, typi-
cally used in Big Case Comparison (BCC) studies. His primary objection is
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ontological in nature: Tilly rejects the assumption in invariant modeling that
society consists of self-contained and self-directed elementary units which exist
in recurrent structures and processes. He labels this criticism “misplaced con-
creteness” (Tilly 1995a: 3). Informed by his own empirical work on political
processes, Tilly argues that current BCC efforts that construct invariant models
that are continuously altered when new evidence does not fit have failed to
provide cumulative knowledge of how social processes work (Tilly 1995b).

Tilly also criticizes BCC for drawing polemically misleading conclusions
about how social processes take place. BCC, Tilly writes, is based on John
Stuart Mill’s methods of agreement and disagreement which requires that the
researcher has the ability to observe all possible cases. Because, Tilly contin-
ues, resource limitations deny any researcher this luxury, social scientists that
use this method spend most of their time demonstrating how other models do,
or do not fit a newly discovered case of a specific phenomenon. The responses
to Theda Skocpol’s classic States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative
Study of France, Russia, and China are a prime example. Since its publication
in 1979, various scholars have attempted to improve Skocpol’s general invari-
ant model of social revolutions to account for increasing number of more recent
revolutions in countries such as Iran, Vietnam, and Nicaragua (Goodwin 2001;
Parsa 2000).

Tilly believes that this exercise of “improving the model” is a waste of time
because macro-social processes do not operate in the form of recurrent struc-
tures and processes. Tilly sees macro-social processes as a complex combina-
tion of smaller social episodes, processes, and mechanisms. Tilly outlines this
ontological perspective and provides examples in his article entitled “Mecha-
nisms in Political Processes” (2001). Within the “mechanism view”, social
mechanisms, a delimited class of events that change the relations among ele-
ments, are the basic elements of social phenomena. One example is brokerage,
a mechanism which joins two social parties more directly by a third party and a
cornerstone of sociological theorizing since the writings of Simmel’s social
forms. Frequently recurring combinations of these mechanisms make up social
processes, the second level of Tilly’s hierarchy. Tilly cites the example of the
process of scale shift, defined as a change in the number of sites that engage in
a coordinated action. This process, Tilly writes, is a common result of “a con-
catenation of brokerage with the mechanisms of diffusion, emulation, and
attribution of similarity” (Tilly 2001: 26).

The largest and most malleable of the building blocks are social episodes,
defined as bounded streams of social life. There is no consensus about what
constitutes the bounds of a social episode, Tilly writes, because social episodes
are socially constructed by its participants and observers. Episodes can be
grouped for purposes of coherent comparison, as with the study of social revo-
lutions, or they can be grouped based on conventions of the analysts who study
them. In the end, for proponents of the mechanism-view, the coherence and
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significance of a social episode is “to be proven rather than assumed” (Tilly
2001: 26). For an example of a social episode, Tilly draws on Mexican politics
and captures three distinct events. His episode begins with the period of presi-
dential opposition mobilization in Mexico from 1988-2000, includes the presi-
dential campaign from 1999-2000, and concludes with the Mexican presiden-
tial election of 2000.

Applying his mechanism-based approach to social revolutions, Tilly drives
his point home with an oceanic analogy (Tilly 1995b: 1601). He describes
proponents of the BCC method as conceptualizing revolutions as a phenome-
non such as the ocean tide where regularities can be deduced from a singular or
short list of causes (i.e. celestial motion). Instead, Tilly argues, revolutions
should be conceptualized as a great flood where the causes of the occurrences
are fairly standardized but the variance observed in each occurrence is depend-
ent on recurrent causes in differing circumstances. Just as the actual unfolding
of a flood is a function of the combination of various elements such as existing
terrain, previous precipitation, and human response, the unfolding of a social
revolution is a function of the combination of various elements such as the
strength of state power, the alienation of the elite class, and the popularity of
common grievances.

Tilly notes that aside from the mechanism-based view, social scientists have
articulated four other ontological perspectives: (1) the “covering law” perspec-
tive in which explanations of social phenomena consist of empirical generaliza-
tion which at the highest levels of abstraction become standing laws (invariant
modeling falls in this category); (2) the “skepticism” perspective which holds
that social life is “so complex, contingent, impenetrable, or particular as to defy
explanation” (Tilly 2001: 22); (3) the “propensity” perspective which focuses
on the motivations of human actors embedded within the phenomenon (Tilly
1999); and (4) the “system” perspective, a functionalist view in which social
phenomena are explained by their consequences for the system in which they
exist (Tilly 2000). Tilly favors the mechanism and process view, which ex-
plains salient features of large social processes by identifying the smaller com-
ponents within. Throughout much of his career he has been a staunch propo-
nent of this approach particularly in his own areas of expertise such as political
processes (Tilly 2001) and collective action (Tilly 1989).
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