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1. Social mechanisms:
An introductory essay

PETER HEDSTROM AND RICHARD SWEDBERG

Introduction

The main message of this book is that the advancement of social theory calls
for an analytical approach that systematically seeks to explicate the social
mechanisms that generate and explain observed associations between
events. [t might appear obvious that every social theory, worthy of its name,
should be explanatory. But upon closer examination, it turns out that what
often goes under the rubric of social theory, should more properly be viewed
as conceptual or sensitizing schemes, and not as explanatory theory proper.!
Much of modern social theory has a tendency — just like the Parsonianism of
yesterday — to label, relabel, and to describe rather than to explain.? In the
case of sociological theory, our main concern in this essay, a sustained focus
on explanatory social mechanisms would allow sociological theory to re-
connect with what we consider to be its most promising and productive era
— namely, middle-range sociology of the kind that Robert Merton and Paul
Lazarsfeld tried to develop at Columbia University after World War s

This essay is an extended and revised version of Hedstrom and Swedberg (1996b). We wish
to thank Mario Bunge, Mark Granovetter, Barbara Hobson, Ole-Jgrgen Skog, Arthur Stinch-
combe, Cecilia Swedberg, Michael Téhlin, and Lars Udehn for their useful comments. We
owe special thanks to Carl-Gunnar Janson for his detailed written comments, and to Alejan-
dro Gil-Villegas and Aage Sgrensen for the valuable background information they provided.

! In an insightful article by someone who has devoted most of his academic career to
general social theory, Goran Therborn (1991:178) notes: ‘*Absent in or marginal to currently
prevailing general sociological theorizing is any ambition to explain.”’ See also Jeffrey Al-
exander’s plea in the Handbook of Sociology that more attention should be given to ‘‘dis-
course’’ and less to ‘‘explanation’’ (Alexander 1988:78-81).

2 That Parsons had a similar problem to explain, rather than to describe and relabel, is
clear. See, for example, George Homans’s statement from the early 1960s, with explicit
address to Parsons, Shils, and Smelser, that *‘much modern sociological theory seems to me
to possess every virtue except that of explaining anything” (Homans 1961:7).

3 The two best inroductions to middle-range sociology are, in our opinion, Robert Mer-
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The mechanisms-based approach to social theory should not be con-
fused with a purely descriptive approach that seeks to account for the
unique chain of events that lead from one situation or event to another.
All proper explanations explain the particular by the general, and as will
be demonstrated later, there are general types of mechanisms, found in a
range of different social settings, that operate according to the same logical
principles. Our vision of an explanatory sociology contains an ensemble
of such fundamental mechanisms that can be used for explanatory pur-
poses in a wide range of social situations.

In this chapter, we will describe how the concept of mechanism has
been used in the social sciences, especially sociology. We will discuss the
explanatory status and importance of social mechanisms, the characteris-
tics of analytical sociology, and the relationship between variable-based
and mechanism-based approaches. Thereafter we will illustrate our notion
of a general social mechanism with reference to the work of Robert Mer-
ton, James Coleman, and Mark Granovetter. The essay ends with a ty-

pology of such social mechanisms and a brief guide to the other chapters
of the book.

On the use /o‘f the concept of mechanisms in the
social sciefces

An interesting aspect of the mechanism approach is its interdisciplinarity.
As an example of this, we refer to contemporary biology.* According to

ton’s essay ‘‘On Sociological Theories of the Middle Range’’ and Raymond Boudon’s short
article ‘“What Middle-Range Theories Are’’ (Merton 1967; Boudon 1991).

* In modemn physics, the term ‘‘mechanism’’ is not used, but many of the explanations
are mechanism based. The reason for not using the term itself is of a historical or accidental
nature and has to do with the fact that in physics the word “‘mechanism’’ is connected to
the scientific world view of the 17th century (e.g., Dijksterhuis 1986). It should also be
remembered that in the 19th century, thermodynamics popularized the notion of a system,
which is broader than that of ‘‘mechanism/machine’” and allows the analyst to choose the
environment of the system according to the purpose of the study. The attempt to concep-
tualize all phenomena according to the elementary laws of mechanics became impossible
after the emergence of field physics in the middle of the 19th century. The 17th-century
notion of mechanism spread from physics and astronomy to a number of sciences — such as
chemistry and biology — where the term ‘‘mechanism’® is still used, though with different
meanings. The Cartesian notion that organisms can be conceptualized as machines turned
out to be very useful, and it became central to a new biological philosophy called *‘mech-
anism,”” which is usually contrasted to that of *“vitalism’’ or the doctrine that life cannot be
reduced to mechanics (e.g., Beckner 1967). In the 19th century, the term ‘‘mechanism”’ was
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Francis Crick, who shared the Nobel Prize in 1962 for his discovery of
the molecular structure of DNA, 20th century biologists prefer to think in
terms of ‘‘mechanisms’’ and not “‘laws.”” The reason for this is that the
notion of ‘‘laws™ is generally reserved for physics, which is the only
science that can produce explanations based upon powerful and often
counterintuitive laws with no significant exceptions. ‘“What is found in
biology is mechanisms, mechanisms built with chemical components and
that are often modified by other, later, mechanisms added to the earlier
ones’’ (Crick 1989:138).

In the social sciences, the prevalence of explicitly stated mechanism-
based explanations vary widely between the disciplines. These types of
explanations are rarely used (explicitly) in history, sometimes in sociology,
and quite frequently in economics and psychology. Particularly in cogni-
tive psychology, the notion of mechanism plays a key role. To cite a well-
known work, ‘‘The information-processing approach [in cognitive
psychology] assumes that perception and learning can be analyzed into a
series of stages during which particular components (‘mechanisms’) per-
form certain transformations or recoding of the information coming into
them”’ (Bower 1975:33).

Economists often see themselves as thinking in terms of mechanisms,
as opposed to sociologists and historians, who are believed to be more
interested in social institutions. Schumpeter, for example, writes that ‘‘by
economics — or, if you prefer, ‘economics proper’ — we denote the inter-
pretive description of economic mechanisms that play within any given
state of those institutions [studied by economic sociology], such as market
mechanisms’’ (Schumpeter 1989:293). The one mechanism that econo-
mists relate most of their analyses to — their master mechanism, so to
speak — is the market. That the market can be seen as a “mecham'sr‘n”
goes back to the 18th century, when economics (via, e.g., Adam Smith)
became influenced by the Newtonian—Cartesian worldview, and it has be-
come so self-evident to contemporary economists that the market is a
mechanism, that they often use the terms ‘‘market’” and ‘‘market mech-
anism’’ synonymously.

Much of neoclassical economics in the 20th century can be understood
as an attempt to explain ever more aspects of the economic process

disconnected from the metaphor of the machine and instead became linked to that of the
system.
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through the mechanism of the market: production as well as consumption
and distribution. The notion of mechanism is furthermore implicit in the
idea of equilibrium, as Tyler Cowen points out in his survey of the use
of mechanisms in economics (Chapter 6). It is worth noting that econo-
mists’ talents for thinking in terms of mechanisms often only becomes
clear to non-economists when they go beyond the traditional boundaries
of their discipline. Examples of this can be found in Albert Hirschman’s
Exit, Voice, and Loyalty (1970) and even more so in Thomas Schelling’s
Micromotives and Macrobehavior (1978).°

As economists gradually have expanded the boundaries of their disci-
pline to include a range of topics traditionally considered the domain of
sociologists, such as the family and organizations, the difference between
the disciplines to an increasing extent have come to concern the types of
theories being used. One such difference, but by no means the only one,
centers exactly on the importance attributed to explanatory mechanisms.
Comparing labor market sociology with labor economics, Aage Sgrensen
(1990) has noted that most labor market sociologists think of theory

as having to do with which variables should be included in the equations
and how these variables relate to other variables — and not as something
which is about which mechanisms produce the observed associations in
the variables. This is where there is a huge difference between socio-
logical research and economic research in this area; and the difference
is very much to the disadvantage of the sociologist. (308)

The use of mechanisms in sociology

Sociology, as we noted earlier, lags behind economics and many other
sciences when it comes to explicitly formulated mechanism-based theories.
The term ‘‘mechanism’’ is quite common in sociological works and has
a long history, but it is nearly always used in a casual everyday sense. As
an illustration of this tendency, we cite what is in all likelihood its earliest

* The problem that Hirschman addresses has to do with what happens when an organi-
zation (including a firm) begins to decline. According to Hirschman, two ‘‘mechanisms of
recuperation’’ are usually triggered off in this situation, one that is discussed primarily in
economics (‘‘exit’’) and one that is focused on primarily by political scientists (‘*voice’’).
Schelling’s Micromotives and Macrobehavior is the classic in the area of social mechanisms.
The essay on segregation (‘‘Sorting and Mixing: Race and Sex’’) is the most famous, but
we also would like to draw attention to Schelling’s attempt to produce a catalogue of social
mechanisms in ‘‘Thermostats, Lemons, and Other Families of Models.”’
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use in sociology. In 1905 Albion Small published a textbook in sociolog-
ical theory, General Sociology, in which he had included a list of the most
important sociological concepts. Among Small’s examples were *‘soci-
ety,”” “‘social structure,”” *‘social status,”” and ‘‘social mechanism’’ (Small
1905:401-2). Nowhere in the text of his work, however, does Small ex-
plicate the concept of social mechanism in a serious manner.

Small’s concept of a social mechanism is, as in today’s sociology, used
in a casual everydayish way. Robert Merton’s term for this type of use is
“‘proto-concept,”” and he explains its meaning in the following manner:
“‘a proto-concept is an early, rudimentary, particularized, and largely
unexplicated idea . ..; a concept [on the other hand] is a general idea
which once having been defined, tagged, substantially generalized, and
explicated can effectively guide inquiry into seemingly diverse phenom-
ena’’ (Merton 1984:267).

Among the sociological classics, the term ‘‘mechanism’” is rarely used,
even if the idea itself is present.® Among the best-known examples is the
mechanism that The Protestant Ethic is centered around, more precisely
the way that ascetic Protestantism at one point in history led to changes
in people’s economic behavior. Thanks to a believer’s conversion to as-
cetic Protestantism, to recapitulate Weber’s argument, he or she began to
set a religious premium on a certain type of behavior, the unintended
consequence of which was a novel norm for how to act in economic
questions.” The works of Simmel and Durkheim similarly contain a num-
ber of important mechanisms. Simmel’s use of tertius gaudens is one
example of this, as is Durkheim’s analysis of the way that the balance
between individual and group affects the suicide rate.

An explicit use of the concept of ‘‘mechanism’’ does not seem to have
emerged in sociology until after World War II. In our opinion the most
suggestive discussion of the concept is to be found in the writings of
Robert Merton, who brought together the idea of mechanism with that of

¢ Weber, for example, rarely used the term ‘‘mechanism’’ (“Mechanismus.") except in
his analysis of bureaucracy, where it is more or less synonymous with ‘‘machine’” (Web.er
[1921-2] 1978:961, 967, 988; Weber as cited in Marianne Weber 1975:41{)—17.). In Zwis-
chenbetrachtung, Weber makes the following statement, which sums up the situation brought
about by Descartes and Newton: *“The tension between religion and intellectual knowledge
definitely comes to the fore wherever rational, empirical knowledge has consistently wor!(ed
through to the disenchantment of the world and its transformation into a causal mechanism
[kausalen Mechanismus]’* (Weber 1946:350; emphasis added). )

7 For a discussion of this and many other mechanisms in Weber's work, see Richard
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middle-range theorizing (Merton 1967).58 Merton firmly rejected all at-
tempts to develop general systems of sociological theory and advocated
instead that sociological theory should deal with *‘social mechanisms.”’
The point is to locate a middle ground between social laws and description,
Merton said, and ‘‘mechanisms’’ constitute such a middle ground.

In Social Theory and Social Structure, Merton defines social mecha-
nisms as ‘‘social processes having designated consequences for designated
parts of the social structure’” and argues that it constitutes the main task
of sociology to *‘identify’’ mechanisms and to establish under which con-
ditions they ‘‘come into being,”” “‘fail to operate,”’ and so on (Merton
1968:43—44). Merton briefly discusses concrete mechanisms that deter-
mine reference groups, create dissonance, and articulate role-sets.® In our
opinion the most important contribution of his essay, however, is the view
of mechanisms as elementary building blocks of middle-range theories.

After the demise of the Columbia School, there has been little serious dis-
cussion in sociology of mechanism-based theorizing. There exists only one
exception, as far as we know, when it comes to a general meta-theoretical
discussion within sociology, and that is a recent article by Arthur Stinch-
combe: ‘“The Conditions of Fruitfulness of Theorizing about Mechanisms
in Social Science’’ (1991, revised version 1993). In this article, Stinch-
combe correctly observes that ‘‘we do not have a sufficiently supple armory
of mechanisms for making social science theory” (Stinchcombe 1993:24).
He defined the concept of mechanism in the following way:

Mechanisms in a theory are defined here as bits of theory about entities
at a different level (e.g., individuals) than the main entities being the-

Swedberg, Max Weber and the Idea of Economic Sociology (forthcoming, Princeton Uni-
versity Press).

8 Merton’s work on middle-range theory goes back to his critique of Parsons at the 1947
meeting of the American Sociological Association (see Merton, 1948). Also, Parsons dis-
cussed the concept of mechanism, especially in his work from the early 1950s (see, e.g.,
Parsons 1951:201-325, Parsons and Shils 1951:125-49). Parsons’s view, however, was
marred by his functionalism as well as by his attempts at grand theory, and the function of
social mechanisms was basically reduced to that of maintaining the social system when this
was threatened in some manner. As Lars Udehn has pointed out to us, George Lundberg
also uses the concept of social mechanisms in Foundations of Sociology (1939). Lundberg
argued for a common-sense approach to the notion of mechanism, often with functionalist
overtones.

® To this can be added a few other more general mechanisms that were to emerge from
Merton’s own work as well as from Columbia Sociology in general: the two-step model of
communication, the self-fulfilling prophecy, the Matthew Effect, and the diffusion mecha-
nism of Medical Innovation (Coleman, Katz, and Menzel 1966).
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orized about (e.g., groups), which serve to make the higher-level theory
more supple, more accurate, or more general. (Stinchcombe 1991:367)

The examples that Stinchcombe uses to illustrate his definition include
maximizing individuals (on the lower level) who create a market through
their actions (on the higher level) and molecules (on the lower level) that
under certain conditions turn into gas (on the higher level).

What Stinchcombe is talking about are indeed important types of mech-
anisms, but there also exist other types of mechanisms, as we will suggest
below. A much broader, as well as more differentiated, concept can be
found in the work of Jon Elster, who has clearly done more than anybody
else to advance mechanism-based theorizing in the 1980s and 1990s.°

The explanatory importance of social mechanisms

The core argument of this chapter is that the identification and analysis of
social mechanisms is of crucial importance for the progress of social sci-
ence theory and research. But what exactly is a mechanism, and why
should we focus on mechanisms rather than on statistical associations or
other forms of relationships between the entities of interest?

It is far from trivial to provide a precise yet sufficiently general defi-
nition of a social mechanism that captures the essence of the concept. As
suggested by Harré (1970), one key defining characteristic of an explan-
atory mechanism is the function it performs in an explanatory account.
Assume that we have observed a systematic relationship between two en-
tities, say 7 and O. In order to explain the relationship between them we
search for a mechanism, M, which is such that on the occurrence of the
cause or input, I, it generates the effect or outcome, O. The search for
mechanisms means that we are not satisfied with merely establishing sys-
tematic covariation between variables or events; a satisfactory explanation
requires that we are also able to specify the social ‘‘cogs and wheels’’
(Elster 1989:3) that have brought the relationship into existence. As Schel-
ling emphasizes in Chapter 2, a mechanism can be seen as a systematic
set of statements that provide a plausible account of how I and O are
linked to one another. '

10 Many of Elster’s ideas are distinctly summarized in the chapter en.tit.led ‘‘Mechanisms”’
in Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences (1989:3-10), but the reader is also referred to the
more detailed discussion in many other works (see, e.g., Elster 1989, 1991, 1992, 1993).
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This view of causal explanations differs in important respects from the
classic covering-law model as advocated by Carl Hempel and his followers
(see Hempel 1942, 1962). According to Hempel, an explanation of an
event entails subsuming the event under a general law. A satisfactory
explanation therefore must specify the general covering law and the con-
ditions that make the law applicable in the specific: case.”* According to
Hempel, deterministic laws are quite unlikely in the social and the histor-
ical sciences. The ‘‘laws’’ that can be invoked in the social sciences are
instead of a probabilistic nature (i.e., they state that the occurrence of a
particular event will come about with such and such probability if certain
specified conditions are at hand).

Since this form of explanation simply entails applying a general law to
a specific situation, the insights offered by the exercise are directly pro-
portional to the depth and robustness of the ‘‘probabilistic law.”” If this
law is only a statistical association, which is the norm in the social and
historical sciences according to Hempel, the specific explanation will offer
no more insights than the law itself and will usually only suggest that a
relationship is likely to exist, but it will give no clue as to why this is
likely to be the case. For these reasons, we are inclined to agree with von
Wright's position that it is better ‘‘not to say that the inductive-
probabilistic model [of Hempel] explains what happens, but to say only
that it justifies certain expectations and predictions’’ (von Wright 1971:
14).

The covering-law model provides justification for the use of ‘‘black-
box’’ explanations in the social sciences because it does not stipulate that
the mechanism linking explanans and explanandum must be specified in
order for an acceptable explanation to be at hand. This omission has given
leeway for sloppy scholarship, and a major advantage of the mechanism-
based approach is that it provides (or encourages) deeper, more direct, and
more fine-grained explanations. The search for generative mechanisms
consequently helps us distinguish between genuine causality and coinci-

" Hempel (1942) uses the example of an automobile radiator cracking during a cold
night to illustrate the logic of his proposal. The general laws cited in the explanation would
need to refer to how the pressure of water changes with changes in temperature and volume,
and the specific circumstances referred to would be conditions such as the temperature during
the night and the bursting pressure of the radiator. A proper explanation has been proposed
if, and only if, the proposition about cracking of the radiator can be logically deduced from
the sentences stating the laws and the specific circumstances.
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dental association, and it increases the understanding of why we observe
what we observe.

The role that the search for mechanisms plays in distinguishing between
spurious and real associations can be illustrated by the recent controversy
surrounding possible health effects of electromagnetic fields. Some epi-
demiological studies have found an empirical association between expo-
sure to electromagnetic fields and childhood leukemia (see Feychting and
Ahlbom 1993). However, the weight of these empirical results are severely
reduced by the fact that there exists no known biological mechanism that
can explain how low-frequency magnetic fields could possibly induce can-
cer (ORAU 1992). According to Bennett (1994), it is furthermore ex-
tremely unlikely that a mechanism will ever be found, because such a
mechanism would have to violate well-established physical principles. The
Jack of a plausible mechanism increases the likelihood that the weak and
rather unsystematic empirical evidence reported in this epidemiological
literature, simply reflects unmeasured confounding factors rather than a
genuine causal relationship (Hedstrom 1994a).

The distinction between black-box explanations and mechanism-based
explanations can be illustrated in more general terms with the following
example, which is adopted from the work of Bunge (1967). Assume that
we have observed a systematic (nonrandom) relationship between two
types of events or variables, I and O. The way in which the two sets of
events or variables are linked to one another is expressed with the mech-
anism, M:

[———»M‘

What characterizes a black-box explanation is that the link between
input and output, or between explanans and explanandum, is assumed to
be devoid of structure, or, at least, whatever structure there may be is
considered to be of no inherent interest (perhaps because it cannot be
observed or because O can be predicted even though the mechanisms
linking I and O are unknown).

In sociology the most systematized form of black-box explanation can
be found in the so-called causal modeling approach (see Duncan 1975),
which will be discussed more fully later. In the causal-modeling tradition,
the explanatory ‘‘mechanism’” simply is a regression coefficient linking /
and O, and this regression coefficient (if the model includes all relevant

o
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variables) is supposed to describe the causal influence of 7 upon O. The
approach advocated here does not rest with describing the strength and
the form of the relationship between the entities of interest but addresses
a further and deeper problem: how (i.e., through what process) was the
relationship brought about?'? .

Consider the example of poisoning. It would be possible to estimate the
parameters of an equation describing the relationship between the intake
of, say, strychnine and the risk of dying. If the model had the correct
functional form, we might even have established a ‘‘covering law’’ of the
dose-response relationship, which could be used for predicting the likely
outcomes of other occurrences of strychnine intake. But as long as we
have not specified the mechanisms that link strychnine intake to morbidity
and mortality, the explanation is clearly wanting. By pointing to how
strychnine inhibits the respiratory centers of the brain and to the biochem-
ical processes responsible for this paralysis, we provide a mechanism that
allows us not only to describe what is likely to happen but also to explain
why it is likely to happen (see Bunge 1967).

It is important to note that the mechanisms referred to in the foregoing
discussion are mechanisms of some generality, and it is this generality that
gives them their explanatory power. Simply making up an ad hoc story
tailored to a specific case does not constitute an acceptable explanation.
Even moderately talented journalists are able to make up these sorts of ad
hoc stories, and, as Arthur Stinchcombe once noted, ‘‘a student [of soci-
ology] who has difficulty thinking of at least three sensible explanations
for any correlation that he is really interested in should probably choose
another profession’’ (Stinchcombe 1968:13). Serious, noncommonsensical
explanations require mechanisms of some generality.

One line of sociological research that illustrates the shortcomings of
black-box explanations is research on class and its individual correlates.
In empirically oriented sociology, individuals’ class belonging has become
a popular explanation for various individual-level phenomena such as in-
come (e.g., Kalleberg and Berg 1987) and health (e.g., Townsend and

‘2 1t should be emphasized that the distinction between ‘‘black boxes’’ and ‘‘mecha-
nisms’’ to some extent is time-bound. In the words of Patrick Suppes (1970:91): ‘‘From the
standpoint of either scientific investigation or philosophical analysis it can fairly be said that
one man’s mechanism is another man’s black box. I mean by this that the mechanisms
postulated and used by one generation are mechanisms that are to be explained and under-
stood themselves in terms of more primitive mechanisms by the next generation.”
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Davidson 1990). The concept of class might be useful for descriptive
purposes where it serves as a shorthand for various aspects of individuals’
socioeconomic living conditions, and research in this tradition has pro-
duced informative empirical research describing the living conditions of
different ‘‘classes.”” Whether the empirical exercise of relating variables
describing class and income or class and health also has an explanatory
value - in the deeper sense of saying something about why we observe
what we observe — is much more doubtful since it does not explicate the
causal mechanisms that generated the relationship.

Despite the common sociological thetoric of describing class as a ‘‘de-
terminant’” of various individual traits and behaviors, class in and of itself
obviously cannot influence an individual’s income or health. A *‘class”
cannot be a causal agent because it is nothing but a constructed aggre-
gation of occupational titles. A statistical association between ‘‘class’’ and
income, or ‘‘class’’ and health, tells us that individuals from certain ““clas-
ses’” have lower incomes or worse health than others, but it says nothing
about why this is the case. To answer such questions, it is necessary to
introduce and explicate the generative mechanisms that might have pro-
duced the observed differences in average income or health between the
occupational groups that the researchers have assigned to different ‘‘clas-
ses.”’ A statistical ‘‘effect’’ of a class variable in contexts like these is
essentially an indicator of our inability to specify properly the underlying
explanatory mechanisms. The worse we do in specifying and incorporating
the actual generative mechanisms into the statistical model, the stronger
the “‘effect’’ of the class variable will appear to be.

Methodological individualism

Mechanism-based explanations usually invoke some form of ‘‘causal
agent’”” (Bhaskar 1978) that is assumed to have generated the relationship
between the entities being observed. It is by explicitly referring to these
causal agents that the relationship is made intelligible. In the natural sci-
ences, causal agents come in a variety of forms such as organic reactions
in chemistry and natural selection in biology. In the social sciences, how-
ever, the elementary ‘‘causal agents’” are always individual actors, and
intelligible social science explanations should always include explicit ref-
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erences to the causes and consequences of their actions.'® This principle
of methodological individualism is intimately linked with the core idea of
the mechanism approach: Understanding is enhanced by making explicit
the underlying generative mechanisms that link one state or event to an-
other, and in the social sciences, actions constitute this link.

It is useful to distinguish between a strong and a weak version of meth-
odological individualism. The strong version of the doctrine only accepts
“‘rock-bottom’” explanations (i.e., explanations that include no references
to aggregate social phenomena in the explanans). The weak version of
methodological individualism takes the same ontological position as the
strong version but accepts for the sake of realism nonexplained social
phenomena as part of the explanation (see Udehn 1987).

Although the search for rock-bottom explanations usually is intellectu-
ally challenging and intriguing, the strategy often is likely to be of limited
use when it comes to explaining concrete social phenomena. The reason
for this has been aptly described by David Lewis:

Any particular event that we might wish to explain stands at the end of
a long and complicated causal history. We might imagine a world where
causal histories are short and simple; but in the world as we know it,

the only question is whether they are infinite or merely enormous.
(1986:214)

Since many essential elements of sociological explanations — such as legal
rules, social institutions, and productive capacities — are the results of long
and intricate historical processes, these sorts of elements must either be ig-
nored and a world of short and simple causal histories be assumed, which to
us seems unacceptable as a general rule, or they must be endogenized,
which seems unrealistic given the current state of social theory. In contrast
to areas such as moral philosophy and normative economic theory, where
the strong individualistic program is essential, for an empirical science like
sociology, state-of-nature stories appear to be of restricted use.

The weak version of methodological individualism agrees with the
strong version in assuming that all social institutions in principle can be
explained by only the intended and unintended consequences of individ-
uals’ actions. But faced with a world consisting of causal histories of

3 For the sake of clarity, it should be noted that we also include ‘‘intentions’’ among
the possible ‘‘causes’’ of individual action.

#
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nearly infinite length, in practice we can only hope to provide information
on their most recent history.!* The weak version of methodological indi-
vidualism, therefore, is more apt in our view for the construction of ex-
planatory theory. By taking certain macro-level states as given and
incorporating them into the explanation, the realism and the precision of
the proposed explanation is greatly improved. From what we have just
said, it is also clear that the use of methodological individualism in so-
ciology differs in one respect from the way in which it normally is used
in, say, economics and psychology: The action being analyzed is always
action by individuals that is oriented to the behavior of others.'®

The primacy of the analytical

It also is important to recognize that mechanisms, in the natural as well
as in the social sciences, usually are unobserved analytical constructs.
Weinberg (1993) emphasizes the important role that unobserved analytical
entities have played in physics. For example, the existence of both the
electron and the neutrino were conjectured and their role in various phys-
ical processes were usefully theorized, long before they actually were ob-
served. Similarly, the social sciences routinely postulate the existence of
unobserved explanatory mechanisms. Assumptions of intentions, discount-
ing, and preferences have proven to be extremely useful analytical devices
even though they never have been observed. Mechanisms, as Gudmund
Hernes so forcefully argues in Chapter 4, are analytical constructs that
provide hypothetical links between observable events.

The key characteristic of an analytical approach is that it proceeds by
first constructing an analytical model of the situation to be analyzed (an
““ideal type’’). This theoretical model is in principle constructed in such
a way that it includes only those elements believed to be essential for the
problem at hand. The target of the theoretical analysis, then, is this model

14 Alfred Marshall ([1920] 1986:644), when discussing the use of abstract reasoning in
economics, advanced a similar argument regarding the necessity of short chains of deductive
reasoning.

15 See Weber’s well-known definition of sociology: ‘“Sociology . . . is a science concern-
ing itself with the interpretive understanding of social action and thereby with a causal
explanation of its course and consequences. . .. Action is ‘social’ insofar as its subjective
meaning takes account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course’’ (p.
4 in Economy and Society: An Outline in Interpretative Sociology. Trans. Ephraim Fischoff
et al. Berkeley: University of California Press [1921-22] 1978).
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and not the reality that the model is intended to explain. However, to the
extent that the theoretical model has been constructed in such a way that
it incorporates the essential elements of the concrete situation, the results
of the theoretical analysis will also shed light on the real-world situation
that the model is intended to explain. Or, as Schumpeter (1908:527-8)
once put it, when the tailor is good, the coat will fit.

Much of current sociological theorizing appears to be guided by a dis-
belief in the value of analytical abstractions and by a corresponding belief
in the possibility of providing theoretical accounts of what happens as it
actually happens. No one would dispute the attractiveness of this position
if it were possible to realize, but accounting for something ‘‘as it actually
happens’’ is always problematic and is reminiscent of Ranke’s by now
outdated and naive historicist position that history always should be ana-
lyzed ‘‘wie es eigentlich gewesen’’ (Ranke [1824] 1885:vi). Simply de-
scribing all the events, microscopic and macroscopic, that take place in a
room during one second would — if it were technically possible — take
centuries, and this very fact is the main reason for the necessity of an
analytical approach. Even in the most trivial description of a social situ-
ation, we are forced to be highly selective about which events to include
and which events to exclude from the description; this choice, implicitly
or explicitly, is guided by our prior belief about the essential elements of
the situation. Thus even the most detailed descriptive accounts are always
““models’” of concrete social situations, and these descriptive models will
always distort reality by accentuating certain aspects of the situation and
by ignoring others. An important implication of this, as Hernes emphasizes
in his chapter, is that the alternative to a specific model never can be no
model at all but is always an alternative model. Or in Hernes’s colorful
language, ‘‘models are to social science what metaphors are to poetry —
the very heart of the matter’’ (Hernes 1979:20).

The distinction between a complex social reality and an intentionally
simplified analytical model of this reality seems to have been lost in many
sociological discussions of social theory. The standard sociological cri-
tique of analytical theory focuses on the realism of its assumptions. Crit-
icism of this sort — which basically entails pointing out that theories
intentionally built upon empirically inaccurate or incomplete assumptions
indeed are built upon empirically inaccurate or incomplete assumptions —
appears somewhat redundant. Criticizing an analytical model for lack of
realism is a common instance of the logical fallacy, which consists of
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mistaking the abstract for the concrete — what Whitehead ([1925] 1948:
52) called ““The Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness.’”” The choice between
the infinitely many analytical models that can be used for describing and
analyzing a given social situation can never be guided by their truth value,
because all models by their very nature distort the reality they are intended
to describe. The choice must instead be guided by how useful the various
analytical models are likely to be for the purpose at hand.

The belief in explanations that provide accounts of what happens as it
actually happens has pervaded the sociological literature for decades and
has produced an abundance of detailed descriptive narratives but few ex-
planatory mechanisms of any generality. It is through abstractions and
analytical accentuation, however, that general mechanisms are made vis-
ible. But these abstractions also distort by their very nature the descriptive
account of what actually happened, by accentuating certain aspects of the
situation and by ignoring others. Francis Crick’s characterization of the
process through which good biological theories are arrived at is in our
opinion equally valid for the social sciences: ‘‘To produce a really good
biological theory one must try to see through the clutter produced by
evolution to the basic mechanisms lying beneath them’’ (Crick 1989:138).

Variables versus social mechanisms

The widespread use and knowledge of survey analysis and the statistical
techniques needed for analyzing such data have clearly improved the abil-
ity of sociologists to describe social conditions and to test sociological
theories. But, as emphasized by Sgrensen in Chapter 10, the increasing
use of these techniques has also fostered the development of a variable-
centered type of theorizing that only pays scant attention to explanatory
mechanisms. Coleman (1986) aptly described this type of sociology as a
form of ‘‘individualistic behaviorism.”’ The guiding principle behind this
type of theorizing — usually referred to as ‘‘causal-modeling” — is the
notion that individual behavior can and should be explained by various
individual and environmental ‘‘determinants,’”’ and the purpose of the
analysis is to estimate the causal influence of the various variables rep-
resenting these determinants.'®

16 The affinity between behaviorism and structural equation modeling was also noted by
0. D. Duncan himself: “‘In [structural equation] models that purport to explain the behavior
of individual persons, the coefficients [of the structural equation] could well take the form
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According to Coleman, this emphasis on ‘‘causal’’ explanations of be-
havior represented a considerable change from the type of explanatory
account used in the earlier tradition of community studies: ‘‘One way of
describing this change is to say that statistical association between varia-
bles has largely replaced meaningful connection between events as the
basic tool of description and analysis” (Coleman 1986:1327-8). In the
causal-modeling tradition, variables and not actors do the acting (Abbott
1992),17

The tension between a variable-centered causal approach to sociclogical
theorizing and a generative view emphasizing the importance of social
mechanisms came to the fore in an exchange between Robert Hauser and
Raymond Boudon in the mid-1970s. The context of this exchange was a
review by Hauser of Boudon’s (1974) book on education and inequality.
In this book, Boudon developed a theoretical model that he hoped would
make intelligible a number of apparent paradoxes reported by empirical
research on social mobility. Hauser suggested numerous changes to Bou-
don’s model, but the main message of his article was a strong disbelief
in the very idea that had motivated Boudon to write the book (i.e., that
an important distinction should be made between statistical and theoretical
models, and that theoretical models are needed to explain the results of
an empirical analysis):

Boudon dismisses several standard representations of the mobility pro-
cess as being ‘‘basically statistical.”” I can only guess what this means
— perhaps that they are rich in formal properties or that sampling dis-
tributions of their parameters are known. Neither of these properties
strikes me as undesirable, and these models do have coherent and in-
tuitively meaningful interpretations relative to the mobility process.
(Hauser 1976:923)

of units of response per unit of stimulus strength; the structural equation is, in effect, a
stimulus—response law’’ (Duncan 1975:162-3).

"7 Throughout his career, Coleman was a strong proponent of a generative view of can-
sality, and he often expressed serious doubts about the usefulness of the type of causal
analysis referred to previously. In Introduction to Mathematical Sociology, he wrote: ““Note,
however, that there is nowhere the proposal simply to engage in curve fitting, without an
underlying model which expresses a social process. If the data happen to fit a simple curve,
this may provide an economical statement of the data, in terms of the one or two parameters
of the distribution curve. But if there is no underlying model with a reasonable substantive
interpretation, little has been gained by such curve fitting”’ (Coleman 1964:518).
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Boudon responded by noting that descriptive models of the sort advocated
by Hauser are undoubtedly useful for many purposes but that their use-
fulness for causal analysis is considerably more restricted than assumed
by Hauser. According to Boudon, understanding normally is achieved not
by the means of descriptive statistical models but through theoretical mod-
els that show the abstract logic of the process being analyzed. In order to
understand this logic, Boudon argued, ‘‘we must go beyond the statistical
relationships to explore the generative mechanism responsible for them’’
(Boudon 1976:117). As he expressed it in a different context,

Causal analysis does not explain the [statistical] chart. It simply sum-
marizes it. Understanding a statistical structure means in many cases
building a gencrating theory or model. .. that includes the observed
empirical structure as one of its consequences. (Boudon 1979:51-2)

So where does this leave us? We do not wish to suggest that quantitative
empirical research is of minor importance for the sociological enterprise.
Quite the contrary: Quantitative research is essential both for descriptive
purposes and for testing sociological theories. We do, however, believe
that many sociologists have had all too much faith in statistical analysis
as a tool for generating theories, and that the belief in an isomorphism
between statistical and theoretical models, which appears to be an integral
feature of the causal-modeling approach, has hampered the development
of sociological theories built upon concrete explanatory mechanisms.

Over the last few years, one can discern a movement away from the
‘“‘hard-core’’ position represented by Hauser. Nevertheless, the way in
which quantitative sociologists still allocate their time and intellectual en-
ergy between statistical and theoretical modeling reveals a strong prefer-
ence for description and testing of hypotheses formulated by others, and
they rarely show any serious intellectual commitment to developing the
theoretical foundation of the discipline themselves. As suggested by
Stinchcombe (1993:27-8), sociologists in the multivariate modeling tra-
dition still ‘‘make only rhetorical use of the language of mechanisms.”

Social mechanisms: Some selected examples

In order to concretize the idea of a general social mechanism underlying
a range of different social phenomena, we will briefly examine three well-
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known theories in sociology — the self-fulfilling prophecy (Robert Merton),
network diffusion (James Coleman), and threshold-based behavior (Mark
Granovetter) — and we will suggest that they all are founded upon the
same basic belief-formation mechanism.

The self-fulfilling prophecy is one of the most famous of all mecha-
nisms-based theories in sociology and was formulated in 1948 by Robert
Merton in a seminal article (Merton [1948] 1968). The basic idea is that
an initially false definition of a situation evokes behavior that eventually
makes the false conception come true (Schelling discusses numerous ex-
amples of such processes in Chapter 2). The key example that Merton
uses to illustrate his argument is a run on a bank. If a rumor of insolvency
somehow gets started, some depositors will withdraw their savings. Their
withdrawal will strengthen the belief in the rumor, partly because the with-
drawals actually may hurt the financial standing of the bank, but more
importantly because the act of withdrawal in itself signals to others that
something indeed might be wrong with the bank. This produces even more
withdrawals, which further reduces the trust in the bank, and so on. Be-
cause of the operation of this mechanism, even an initially sound bank
may go bankrupt if enough depositors withdraw their money in the (ini-
tially) false belief that the bank is insolvent.

The study of network diffusion processes currently is a vigorous area
of sociological research (cf. Burt 1987; Marsden and Podolny 1990; Strang
and Tuma 1993; Hedstrdm 1994b). To a considerable extent, this line of
research has been inspired by Coleman, Katz, and Menzel’s classic study
of the diffusion of a new drug (see Coleman, Katz, and Menzel 1957
1966). Their main finding was that physicians’ positions in various pro-
fessional networks influenced the diffusion process, particularly during the
period immediately after the new drug had been introduced on the market.
Their explanation for this finding is reminiscent of Merton’s argument
about the self-fulfilling prophecy:

Why should these sociometric ties to colleagues who have used the drug
be influential during the first months of the drug’s availability, but not
later? One possible answer lies in the greater uncertainty about the drug
that must have prevailed when it was new. ... We know from work in
the tradition of Sherif that it is precisely in situations which are objec-
tively unclear that social validation of judgments becomes most impor-
tant. More generally, this explanation implies that a doctor will be
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influenced more by what his colleagues say and do in uncertain situa-
tions, whenever and wherever they may occur, than in clear-cut situa-
tions. (Coleman, Katz, and Menzel 1957: 268-9)

The core of their argument is consequently that networks are important
because information about innovations, in this case a new drug, diffuse
through them, and that an individual’s propensity to adopt the innovation
is influenced by what others do, particularly when there is a great deal of
uncertainty about the true value of the innovation.

Our final example is Granovetter’s threshold theory of collective be-
havior (see Granovetter 1978; Granovetter and Soong 1983). Granovetter
argued that an individual’s decision whether or not to participate in col-
lective behavior often depends in part on how many other actors already
have decided to participate. He further argued that actors differ in terms
of the number of other actors who already must participate before they
decide to the same, and he introduced the concept of an individual’s
“‘threshold’’ to describe this individual heterogeneity. An actor’s threshold
denotes the proportion of the group which must have joined before the
actor in question is willing to do so, and an important qualitative result
of Granovetter’s analysis was that even slight differences in thresholds can
produce vastly different collective outcomes (see also Schelling 1978, for
a similar analysis).

Granovetter gives a range of examples of threshold-based behavior, but
the following example illustrates particularly well the logic behind this
sort of conditional behavior:

Suppose you are in an unfamiliar town and enter an unknown restaurant
on Saturday evening at seven o’clock. Whether or not you decide to
take a meal there will depend in part on how many others have also
decided to do so. If the place is nearly empty, it is probably a bad sign
— without some minimal number of diners, one would probably try
another place. (Granovetter 1978:1438-9)

The reason that the number of visitors at the restaurant is likely to influ-
ence an individual’s choice of restaurant is that in situations of uncertainty,
the number of diners constitute a signal about the likely quality of the
restaurant, and this signal may be decisive for the individual’s choice of
action.

In order to more clearly see the logical structure of the arguments ad-




20 PETER HEDSTROM AND RICHARD SWEDBERG

vanced by Merton, Coleman, and Granovetter, it is useful to adopt a
slightly more formalized language. Let

P, = propensity of individual i/ to perform the act being analyzed at
time ¢ (e.g., withdrawing savings from the bank, adopting a new
drug, visiting a restaurant, or joining an organization for collective
action), and

b, = the strength of individual i’s belief in the value or necessity of
performing the act in question at time ¢.

Merton, Coleman, and Granovetter all assume that individuals are goal
directed and that an individual’s propensity to perform the act being an-
alyzed is an increasing function f of the individual’s belief in the value of
performing the act: P, = fib,). However, the core mechanism that gives
Merton’s, Coleman’s, and Granovetter’s analyses their counterintuitive ap-
peal, concerns the ways in which they assume that individuals’ beliefs are
being formed. More specifically, their proposed mechanism states that in-
dividual i’s belief in the value or necessity of performing the act is a
function of the number of other individuals who performed the act at time
t — 1. Merton’s bank customers based their judgments about the solvency
of the bank on the number of other customers withdrawing their savings
from the bank; Coleman’s physicians based their evaluations of the pos-
sible effect of the new drug on the doings of their colleagues; and Gra-
novetter’s restaurant visitor based his/her decision on the number of diners
already in the restaurant. That is, they all assumed that

b, = gln,_ )

where n, _;, = number of individuals performing the act time ¢ — 1, and
g is an increasing function.

Inserting this expression into the former one, we arrive at P, =
S [g(n,._))], which suggests that an individual’s propensity of withdrawing
savings from the bank, adopting a new drug, visiting a restaurant, or join-
ing an organization for collective action is an increasing function of the
number of other individuals who already have performed the same act.

The main difference between the three theories considered here centers
on the function g, which provides the fine-grained details of the link be-
tween b, and n,_,, and the details of this link will influence the aggregate
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dynamics of the system.!® But the core characteristic of these theories that
gives them their nonobvious character and appeal is the general belief-
formation mechanism which states that the number of individuals who
perform a certain act signal to others the likely value or necessity of the
act, and this signal will influence other individuals’ choice of action. It is
this belief-formation mechanism that is at the heart of the self-fulfilling
prophecies of Merton, the network effects of Coleman, and the bandwagon
effects of Granovetter. On the fundamental level of mechanisms, the run
on the bank, the prescription of the drug, and the emergence of the col-
lective movement, all are analogous.

Social mechanisms: A typology

As several authors in this book point out, explanations of most concrete
social events or states require resort to several elementary mechanisms;
one is not enough. Sometimes these mechanisms counteract one another,
and sometimes they work together. In any case, the multiplicity of mech-
anisms makes it important to introduce some kind of typology that sorts
them in a meaningful way. The one we shall present here takes its depar-
ture from James Coleman’s (1986) well-known model for how to concep-
tualize collective social action, the so-called macro-micro-macro model.
The three different types of social mechanisms in our typology are sum-
marized in Figure 1.1.

The general thrust of this model is that proper explanations of change
and variation at the macro level entails showing how macro states at one
point in time influence the behavior of individual actors, and how these
actions generate new macro states at a later time. That is, instead of an-
alyzing relationships between phenomena exclusively on the macro level,
one should always try to establish how macro-level events or conditions
affect the individual (Step 1), how the individual assimilates the impact

18 Coleman assumed that g was a function of the sociometric ties, Granovetter assumed
that it was a function of individual thresholds, and Merton left the functional form unspe-
cified. When mechanisms are expressed in mathematical language, they appear as functions
transforming variables. These functions can be distinguished from one another on the basis
of their functional form and their parameter values. See Hernes (1976).

9 In addition to this belief-formation mechanism, there are, of course, other action and
transformation mechanisms that are involved in Merton’s, Coleman’s, and Granovetter’s
analyses, but these mechanisms are commonplace and tangential to the core processes they
analyze. See Hedstrom’s Chapter 12 in this volume for a more detailed analysis of this type
of mechanism.

o b e T e S R S L

PR




22 PETER HEDSTROM AND RICHARD SWEDBERG

Macro Level:

Situational Transformational
Mechanisms Mechanisms
(Type 1) (Type 3)

Action-Formation
Mechanisms
(Type2)

Micro Level:

Figure 1.1. A typology of social mechanisms.

of these macro-level events (Step 2), and how a number of individuals,
through their actions and interactions, generate macro-level outcomes
(Step 3). This way of conceptualizing social action lends itself in a very
natural way to a typology of mechanisms: macro-micro mechanisms, mi-
cro-micro mechanisms, and micro-macro mechanisms — and a few words
will be said about each of these.?

The actor in the first two types of situations is a single individual, and
the mechanism is internal (and in this sense ‘‘psychological’’ or “‘social-
psychological’’); in the third type, there are a number of actors, and the
mechanism is typically external (and ‘‘social’’). The following description
of what a mechanism is (by Diego Gambetta in Chapter 5 of this book)
captures the essence of the first two types of mechanisms, which focus on
single pieces of behavior: ‘‘[Mechanisms are] hypothetical causal models
which make sense of individual behavior [and] have the form ‘given cer-
tain conditions K, an agent will do x because of [mechanism] M with
probability p.” ** Stinchcombe’s earlier cited definition of mechanisms as
mediating between lower and higher levels, however, focuses more di-
rectly on social interaction and on the consequences of social action. This
is also true for Thomas Schelling’s definition (in Chapter 2): ‘A social

20 The logic of Coleman’s argument also suggests that any kind of continuous social
action can be conceptualized as a long chain of successive macro-micro-macro transforma-
tions, where, in many cases, only the peaks, so to speak (‘‘macro-macro’’), are visible to
the researcher — but where the analytical point is precisely to explain this cumulative social
action as a result of a large number of macro-micro-macro transitions.
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mechanism is a plausible hypothesis, or set of plausible hypotheses, that
could be the explanation of some social phenomena, the explanation being
in terms of interactions between individuals, or individuals and some so-
cial aggregate.”’

The first of the three types of mechanisms covers the macro-to-micro
transition, in Coleman’s terminology, and following a suggestion of
Stinchcombe (1993), we shall call it a situational mechanism. The indi-
vidual actor is exposed to a specific social situation, and this situation
will affect him or her in a particular way. Erving Goffman’s (1963)
work on behavior in public places and Karl Popper’s form of situational
analysis (cf. Popper, 1994) have these sorts of mechanisms at their core.
The belief-formation mechanism discussed previously, opportunity-
generating mechanisms such as White’s (1970) vacancy chains, and
preference-formation mechanisms such as those expressed in the idea of
reference groups (see Merton and Rossi 1968; Boudon 1988) are prototyp-
ical examples of general social mechanisms that in a systematic and reason-
ably precise way link a social structure or other macro-sociological event or
states to the beliefs, desires, and opportunities of some individual actor.

The second type of mechanism is to be located at the micro level, and
we refer to it as an action-formation mechanism. This type of mechanism
shows how a specific combination of individual desires, beliefs, and action
opportunities generate a specific action. A plurality of psychological and
social-psychological mechanisms operate at this level. General decision
theories as well as more specific theories such as Leon Festinger’s (1957)
theory of cognitive dissonance and George Ainslie’s (1992) on discounting
illustrate different types of action mechanisms.

The third type of mechanism covers the micro-to-macro transition, and
we propose to call it a fransformational mechanism. Here a number of
individuals interact with one another, and the specific mechanism (which
differs depending on the nature of the interaction) shows how these in-
dividual actions are transformed into some kind of collective outcome, be
it intended or unintended. Several of the theories mentioned elsewhere in
this book — Schelling’s tipping model, standard game-theoretic models
such as the tragedy of the commons, and neoclassical market models —
are examples of transformational mechanisms.
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Brief summary

We have argued that the notion of social mechanism is essential to social
theory in general and to sociological theory in particular, and it is now
time to conclude with 2 more formal definition of a social mechanism.
The mechanism approach, as we see it, can be characterized by the fol-
lowing four core principles:

1. Action

2. Precision
3. Abstraction
4. Reduction

The first of these principles — explanations based on acfions — means,
among other things, that it is actors and not variables who do the acting.
A mechanism-based explanation is not built upon mere associations be-
tween variables but always refers directly to causes and consequences of
individual action oriented to the behavior of others. A corollary to this
principle states that there exist no such things as “‘macro-level mecha-
nisms’’; macro-level entities or events are always linked to one another
via combinations of situational mechanisms, action-formation mecha-
nisms, and transformational mechanisms (i.e., all macro-level change
should be conceptualized in terms of three separate transitions: macro-
micro, micro-micro, and micro-macro).*'

The second principle — explanatory precision ~ captures the essence of

middle-range sociology and expresses the idea that sociology should not

prematurely take on broad-sweeping and vague topics or try to establish
universal social laws (which are unlikely to exist in any case). It should
instead aim at explanations specifically tailored to a limited range of phe-
nomena. This limited range is not synonymous with some small area of
society; the same mechanism can often be found in many places in
society.

The third principle — abstraction — expresses the idea that effective
theorizing is not possible without a prompt elimination of irrelevant factors
and a sharp focus on the central issue. Whereas this process is well un-

21 T addition to these basic characteristics of social mechanisms, the ideal mechanism,
it seems to us, should also be simple and nonobvious.
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derstood in economics, it is much less so in sociology. It is through ab-
straction and analytical accentuation that general social mechanisms are
made visible.

The last of the four principles that characterize the mechanism approach
— what we call reduction — is equivalent to the general reductionist strategy
in science of opening up black boxes, and always striving for narrowing
the gap or lag between input and ocutput, cause and effect. A mechanism-
based explanation seeks to provide a fine-grained as well as tight coupling
between explanans and explanandum.

A general social mechanism can now be defined in the following way:

A social mechanism is an integral part of an explanation which (1)
adheres to the four core principles stated previously, and (2) is such
that on the occurrence of the cause or input, /, it generates the effect
or outcome, O.

But even if definitions like this may be useful, it deserves to be pointed
out that the essence of the mechanisms approach is to be found in a special
style of theorizing rather than in any specific definition of what a social
mechanism is. This style can be roughly characterized by a focus on mid-
dle-range puzzles or paradoxes for which precise, action-based, abstract,
and fine-grained explanations are sought.

Brief overview of the book

The remaining chapters in this book roughly fall into three categories.
First, a few general chapters discuss the defining characteristics and ad-
vantages of a mechanisms-based approach in the social sciences. Thomas
Schelling explains with characteristic elegance and clarity how social
mechanisms operate and how they can be used to explain different types
of social dynamics (Chapter 2). The emphasis in the two following chap-
ters in this section is somewhat different. Jon Elster notes that mecha-
nisms abound in the works of Montaigne, Tocqueville, and in proverbs
(Chapter 3). He also argues that social mechanisms are characterized by
the fact that they are easily recognizable causal patterns that are triggered
under generally unknown conditions. In this respect, they differ from
laws, which state that given certain initial conditions, an event of one
type (the cause) will always produce an event of another type (the effect).
Gudmund Hernes addresses the same problematique as Elster but sug-
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gests an alternative way of approaching it (Chapter 4). A social mecha-
nism, according to Hernes, is perfectly general because mechanisms
belong to the realm of the abstract. However, mechanisms can be of lim-
ited applicability, Hernes argues, if they describe few real-life processes
realistically.

The second category essays are more specific in nature yet still of a
general character. Diego Gambetta, for example, uses some empirical re-
search to illustrate the point that social mechanisms often operate to-
gether in specific concatenations (Chapter 5). Tyler Cowen looks at
economics and argues that it is a science of social mechanisms. He pays
particular attention to the problem of indeterminancy that arises when
multiple equilibria exist (Chapter 6). Timur Kuran, an economist as
Cowen, discusses mechanisms involved in preference falsification and
also points to a number of mechanisms that can come into play when an
actor has contradictory values (Chapter 7). Raymond Boudon argues that
in a rational-choice type of analysis, all black boxes can in principle be
eliminated and all mechanisms laid bare — but only if the analysis is
broadened to include normative beliefs (Chapter 8). One of the exam-
ples that Boudon uses to illustrate his argument comes from Tocque-
ville, one of the most explicitly mechanisms-oriented classics of the
social sciences.

The third category essays are all written by sociologists and either deal
with specific sociological problems or attempt to survey the current state
of sociology. Axel van den Berg analyzes a number of so-called general
theories — as can be found in the works of Jeffrey Alexander, Pierre Bour-
dieu, Anthony Giddens, and Jiirgen Habermas — and argues that all of
them are marred by their lack of precision and their unsystematic attention
to the role of social mechanisms in explaining concrete social phenomena
(Chapter 9). Aage Sgrensen criticizes a different tendency in today’s so-
ciology — the obsession with statistical models and the neglect of the need
to develop sociological models mirroring the social mechanisms and their
role in social change (Chapter 10). Arthur Stinchcombe analyzes three
different categories of actors — elite universities, enterprises, and nation
states — and shows how they all exemplify the workings of one and the
same mechanism: monopolistic competition (Chapter 11). Finally, Peter
Hedstrom examines social mechanisms of imitative behavior, paying par-
ticular attention to the role of rational bases of imitative behavior (Chap-
ter 12).
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