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1 This chapter is part of a larger, book project that explicates the methodological underpinnings of CHA by 

paying closer attention to its uses of time. In this project, I have benefited from the generosity, patience and insights 
of numerous people who have helped me, on occasions too numerous to count, to scale back my claims, moderate 
my tone, disentangle my muddled assertions, and refine my argument with insightful suggestions. My thanks 
therefore go to Richard Bensel, Jennifer Dixon, Colin Elman, John Gerring, Diana Kapiszewski, James Mahoney, 
Jørgen Mõller, and Gerry Munck. If this current draft does not yet address all their criticisms, hopefully the 
forthcoming book will get a step closer.  
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"The past is never dead. It's not 
even past." (Faulkner) 

"There are decades where nothing 
happens; and there are weeks 
where decades happen." (Lenin) 

1. Introduction: 

Time has the potential to surprise, confound, and eventually enhance our understanding 

of social phenomena - if we take it seriously. It provides an important corrective to our 

presentism bias. We value our corporations based on the quarterly earnings rather than their 

long-term stewardship of the communities in which they operate; we judge politicians on their 

latest poll numbers rather than their life-long public service record; and we define happiness by 

the speed with which our desires are satisfied rather than the time-honored values that sustain 

it. Psychologists have demonstrated that this presentism bias is deeply engrained in our cognitive 

processes. We discount the future, easily mis-remember the past, and reconstruct it by reading 

history backwards from the present. This inattention to time has important implications for what 

sort of questions we pose, what sort of answers we find, and how valid they end up being. 

Arguably, few understand the implications of this temporal illiteracy better than the Canadian 

journalist Malcolm Gladwell whose writings and podcast “Revisionist History” foreground the 

temporal dynamics and historical processes that many conventional explanations overlook. In his 

best-selling book Outliers, he challenges the conventional talent myth, that is widely used to 

explain the success of allegedly overachieving business titans, for ignoring the confounding 

effects of time. Drawing on a wide array of social science research, he demonstrates that various 

elements of time played a central role in their success. Outliers typically practice at least 10’000 

hours before reaching a high level of proficiency, benefit from being born earlier in the calendar 

year, draw on cultural legacies, or take advantage of historically unique business opportunities. 

(2008)  

In foregrounding these temporal factors, Gladwell, in effect, follows the tried and true 

playbook that comparative historical analysis (CHA) employs. CHA is part of a long research 

tradition that goes back to Alexis de Tocqueville, Karl Marx, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim as they 

sought to make sense of their rapidly changing 19th century. Karl Polanyi, Barrington Moore, 

Charles Tilly, and Reinhard Bendix revived the traditions after W.W. II. Since then, Theda Skocpol, 
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William Sewell, Andrew Abbott, Ronald Aminzade, and Jack Goldstone carried it on in sociology, 

Thomas Ertman, Stein Rokkan, James Mahoney, Kathleen Thelen, Paul Pierson, David and Ruth 

Collier in comparative politics, Stephen Skowronek, Karren Orren, Richard Bensel, Ira Katznelson 

in American Politics, and Ernst Haas, Peter Katzenstein, Emmanuel Wallerstein, Martha 

Finnemore, Michael Trachtenberg in international relations.  

These and many other scholars define the substantive and analytical contours of CHA. 

Substantively, they all explore in one form or another, questions that relate to the advent of the 

modern nation-state, capitalist markets, representative institutions, modern warfare, changing 

identities, and trans-national processes. They contend that analyzing the origins of these 

respective phenomena is key for understanding the continued transformation of contemporary 

societies, politics, and modernity more general. (Adams, Clemens, and Orloff 2005; Møller 2016; 

Skocpol 1984) Analytically, these authors define CHA by placing time at the center of their 

analysis. They contest the notion that phenomena are made up of stable units with fixed 

attributes but contend instead, that they are unfolding from the past and are continuously 

transforming the present. The 19th century night-watch state, with national markets, limited 

democracy, cavalry-based armies, and patriarchal gender roles is fundamentally different from 

the 21st century welfare state, embedded in global markets, governed by liberal democracies, 

increasingly challenged by transnational terrorist and environmental threats and populated an 

ever more pluralistic and inclusive population. To understand such transformations through time, 

a clearly defined and differentiated temporal vocabulary is essential.  

However, the analytical contours of CHA are fuzzy because its conceptualization of time 

is not always as systematic as it could be. CHA uses a rich but analytically vague temporal 

vocabulary. It uses terms like temporality, synchronicity, critical junctures, historicity, path 

dependency, times series, change, sequencing, timing, development and history without 

precisely defining and differentiating them. This lack of semantic clarity is unfortunate because 

it impedes the dialogue among CHA scholars, muddles the distinctiveness of CHA, and obscures 

different traditions within CHA. In short, CHA’s imprecise temporal vocabulary places it where 

the study of space found itself before the invention of cartography or language prior to the 
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formalization of grammar – their rudimentary elements were tacitly understood but not 

sufficiently explicated to permit more systematic analysis.  

This chapter elucidates more fully the temporal foundations of CHA by conceptually 

lumping various attributes of time into the two categories of time suggested by the opening two 

epigrams. Faulkner and Lenin both talk about time in general terms, but on closer inspection they 

reference two very distinct notions. To Lenin, the past and the present are disconnected from 

the calendar, interchangeable, and thus not separated by irreversible changes. The thing that 

distinguishes them is not the extent of qualitative change differentiating two different historical 

contexts, but the tempo at which historical events unfold. He embraces therefore a more physical 

notion of time that treats time as a set of context-independent, measurable variables and focuses 

on its clock-like attributes like tempo, duration, sequencing (e.g. before and after), and timing 

(e.g. early, late).2 By contrast, Faulkner compares the present to the past and explores how it has 

or has not changed. He employs essentially a historical notion of time because he invites the 

reader to compare historical contexts, explore how the past shaped the present, and analyze 

how similar or dissimilar it is from the present. 

This chapter explicates more fully on the distinction between physical time and historical 

time. First, it reviews how CHA’s conceptualization of time has evolved, how its uses of physical 

and historical time informed their analysis, and how the insufficient conceptual distinction 

between them has led to periodic misunderstandings. Second, the chapter demarcates CHA’s 

uses of physical and historical time from their uses in other social science literatures. CHA does 

not have a monopoly on analyzing physical and historical time, but differs from other disciplines 

by using physical and historical time simultaneously. It therefore is distinct from traditional 

history, which pays little attention to physical time, and differs from the various uses of time in 

sociology, economics, or psychology which background historical time. The two notions of time 

                                                      
2 Timing and sequencing are used in multiple ways and thus do not have a single consistent definition. In CHA, 

sequencing refers to the temporal order of events across multiple cases. Sequencing involves comparing the order 
of events and exploring whether such events have the same order or whether the order is reversed in another case. 
It thus makes a basic before and after differentiation that is different from the more common use of sequence as 
any order of events. Timing also involves comparing because it refers to whether an event in one case occurred early 
or late relative to a similar event in another cases. It thus has a more specific meaning than the more generic use of 
timing which refers to when a singular event occurred. Section 2.2. elaborates further on these two notions of time. 
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therefore help to delineate the intellectual terrain within which CHA operates. Finally, this 

chapter uses physical and historical time to distinguish strands of CHA that combine the two 

elements of time in distinct ways. This differentiation updates Theda Skocpol and Margaret 

Somers’ influential distinction between three types of CHA. (1980) Together, these three sections 

should provide a helpful baseline for further analysis of how CHA uses time. 

2. Differentiating Physical and Historical Time 

Differentiating physical and historical time is complicated by the fact that all history is 

temporal but not all time is necessarily historical. The hours in day or days or weeks in a year are 

temporal by helping us understand the rhythm at which time unfolds, these units of time are not 

historical because they are recurring and not tied to a specific context whose comparison across 

time helps us understand change through time and hence historical time. It therefore is not 

always clear what aspects of time are historical and what aspects are not historical and how to 

label those none-historical elements of time. This insufficient differentiation between physical 

and historical time is perplexing because the two notions are latent in much of the CHA work. 

Before the 1980s, CHA scholars intuitively used these two notions of time without conceptually 

differentiating between them. More recently, scholars have offered analytical differentiations 

that marked a major step forward. . (Abbott 2001; Aminzade 1992; Grzymala-Busse 2011; Pierson 

2004; Sewell 1996; Zerubavel 2003) I build on these efforts by treating these differentiations in a 

more symmetrical fashion. Currently, individual scholars often favor one notion of time over the 

other; they concentrate on either physical or historical time without fully contrasting them and 

systematically explicating their differences. This section first looks at this asymmetrical treatment 

and then conceptualizes the two notions of time more symmetrically.  

2.1. Asymmetrical Treatment of Time 

In recent decades, a number of scholars have paid closer attention to differences between 

physical and historical notions of time but treated them in an asymmetrical manner as they 

champion the one that was most compatible with their theoretical priors. This asymmetrical 

treatment of time has impeded a clearer understanding of the distinct analytical tasks they in 

CHA. It also ignores that most empirical CHA works combined both notions of time and show 

little interest in linking CHA to a single notion of time.  



 6 

The scholars favoring physical time do so because they are interested in its more 

generalizable attributes; they aspire, as Kathleen Thelen nicely puts it, to “capture the impact of 

time in as timeless a manner as possible.” (2000, 1001, fn 4) Paul Pierson champions particularly 

sequences and timing as two more objective elements of time. He simultaneously criticizes 

scholars of American Political Development (APD) for being too historical and “simply pilling one 

[study] upon another”. (2004, 5 Fn. 4) Stefano Bartolini also prefers physical time because tempo 

and duration are more measurable than historical time. (1993, 130–36) Similarly, Andrew Abbott 

(1995), Eric Nordlinger, (1968) and Tulia Falletti and James Mahoney (2015) draw special 

attention to various forms of sequences and how they can be systematically studied. These 

scholars thus aspire to define CHA primarily in terms of physical time and they consequently do 

not elaborate on how this notion of time differs from historical time. 

In turn, scholars championing historical time treat time just as asymmetrically. Ronald 

Aminzade writes that clearer temporal concepts are essential “for development of more event-

centered approach to historical sociology and to provide substantive content to our 

understanding of historical time.” (1992, 458) He then discusses four temporal concepts without 

pointing out that two are historical (i.e. cycles and trajectories), while two others are related to 

physical time. (i.e. duration and tempo) William Sewell draws a stark distinction between three 

temporalities: teleological, experimental and eventful. He stacks the deck in favor of eventful 

temporality by dismissing the first two for being ahistorical. But he never addresses the role 

duration, tempo, or sequences play in CHA. (1996) Philip Abrams’ intellectual genealogy of 

historical sociology (1982) explicates its historical pedigrees, Karen Orren and Stephen 

Skowronek discuss the concepts that APD uses to analyze the historical transformation of 

American political institutions (2004), and Terrence McDonald answers the question “what do 

we talk when we talk about history.” (1996) All these scholars provide important insights into 

historical time without, however, paying attention to the role that sequencing, timing, duration, 

or tempo play in CHA in complementing the analysis of historical time.  

These asymmetrical treatments of time have produced a conceptual cul-de-sac that is 

unfortunate but also understandable given the complex nature of time. It therefore is helpful to 

step outside CHA and draw on work by historians of time for a possible solution to this conceptual 
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conundrum. Historians of time have long studied how our understanding of time has evolved 

over the ages and ultimately how these understandings have given rise to physical, historical, as 

well as other conceptions of time. Their work helpfully points to, what scholars call time-

reckoning devices, that were used at different moments in the past to construct distinct notions 

of time. It shows that clocks are not the only way to reckon time, but that they were preceded 

and followed by other methods for defining time. These time-reckoning devices involved cultural 

norms, natural periodicities, and ultimately technologies that societies established to recognize 

particular types of time. They also point to concrete temporal attributes that can give conceptual 

coherence to something as elusive as time. Eviatar Zeruvabel, who is among the most insightful 

scholars on time, points to the conceptual leverage that such time reckoning devices offer. He 

argues that time reckoning testifies to humans’ “ability to calibrate subjective temporal 

formulations in accordance with a single standard yardstick. This presupposes the convertibility 

of subjective formulations of the duration of events and of their location in time into a standard 

time language, into terms which have the same meaning for others as they do for their users. 

Standardizing temporal reference presupposes a standard system of units of time, which enable 

different people to measure the passage of time in an identical manner, and a standard time-

reckoning and dating framework which allows them to date any past, present, or future instant 

in a common fashion.” (1982, 2 Italics in original.)  

What then are the time reckoning devices that define physical and historical time? 

2.2. Physical Time  

Physical time is more homogeneous and context-independent than historical time and 

encompasses clock-like, measurable attributes that permit it to be treated as a variable and 

something that is easily compared across cases. It is defined by four attributes: duration, tempo, 

timing and sequencing.  They all are linked to time-reckoning devices that are based on natural 

periodicities or clocks and as such can be said to have a natural, physical, or at least materialist 

foundation.  

Duration and Tempo: Duration and tempo are the most immediately measurable 

elements of physical time because they are linked to clocks. (Aminzade 1992, 460–62; Grzymala-

Busse 2011, 1277–85) The goal of clocks was to make time-reckoning more mechanical, more 
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precise, more independent of calendars and to ultimately create temporal units of analysis that 

can be compared and measured across cases. Elizabeth Cohen investigates how political and legal 

procedures rely on duration to determine election or census intervals, citizenship eligibility, or 

sentencing guidelines. She shows how the measurable, and hence seemingly impartial, nature of 

duration both legitimates those procedures as well as becomes sources of hidden biases. (2018, 

1–21; Howlett and Goetz 2014) Karen Barkey points out that the Ottoman Empire limited the 

duration of local administrators and randomized their appointments to pre-empt the 

development of local administrative networks that could challenge the state’s central authority. 

(1996) Stefano Bartolini compares the tempo with which the franchise was expanded across 

various countries. (2000, 206–21) Ron Hassner looks the role tempo and duration play in 

territorial disputes. He explains the varying tempi with which countries entrench themselves in 

newly acquired territories in terms of the geographic constraints they faced and the symbolic 

significance of the territory itself. (2007, 127–38) He then points out that the tempo of this 

entrenchment process affects the duration of ensuing conflict with the country from which the 

territory was taken.  

Sequencing: The time reckoning mechanism for sequencing originally involved natural 

periodicities that served to reckon time before calendars or clocks. These natural periodicities 

involve the sequence between day and night or the seasons. These rudimentary sequential 

differentiations were appropriate for agricultural-based societies with few temporal obligations 

and where events, dictated by nature and the weather were irregular and unpredictable. (Landes 

1983, 25) Such societies were unconcerned with tracking, let alone measuring time. Their 

concern was simply to mark the recurring order of social events by linking them to recurring 

natural periodicities. (Landes 1983, 18) Just like natural periodicities, it is easy to recognize 

sequences in the social world because it necessitates little more than figuring out the order of 

two or more events and whether this order varied across cases. Sequencing compares the 

temporal ordering of pairs of events and the range over which this ordering can vary. Paul Pierson 

illustrates sequencing in analogy to cooking where the proper order of using ingredients affects 

the tastiness of the final meal. Tulia Fallet argues that the sequence of administrative, fiscal, and 

political decentralization determines the degree of autonomy of sub-national units of 
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government. (2005) Robert Dahl’s contestation-inclusion sequence arguably is the most famous 

example. He argues that democratizations in which limited elite contestation, permitted by rule 

of law, a free press, and freedom of association, preceded universal male suffrage were more 

stable than democratizations with the reverse sequence. He contends that the contest-inclusion 

sequence made it easier to develop norms of compromise because competition involved smaller 

and more homogeneous groups of actors. (1971)  

Timing: The time-reckoning mechanism for timing is the calendar which is benchmarked 

in turn against astronomical regularities. The rotations of the earth and sun offered units of time 

“where natural periodicity (at least roughly) led to natural (and convenient) time intervals.” 

(Hand 2016, 49) Calendars thus became the tool for helping to make the timing of planetary 

events, religious festivities, holidays, and birthdays knowable in advance. Timing carries this 

function into CHA as it serves to identify associations between variations of when a category of 

events happens and variations in the outcome that those different timings produce. The when in 

timing typically involves ordinal distinctions between early and late of singular events across 

cases and thus is distinct from sequencing which focuses on variations in the temporal ordering 

of pairwise events across cases. Sociologists, for example, found that sentencing taking place 

early in day and later afternoon result in more lenient than sentencing taking place around mid-

day. Similarly, students perform better when exams are time early and late in the day rather than 

mid-day. Sociologists explain these effects because the timing of the sentencing or exam-taking 

interacts with the biological clocks of judges or students to produce these varied outcomes. (Pink 

2018) Bartolini identifies the countries that expanded the franchise first and uses this baseline to 

differentiate the later timing of countries that subsequently expanded the franchise. (Bartolini 

2000) Alexander Gerschenkron discovered that the timing of industrialization profoundly 

affected its tempo as late industrializers can learn from early industrializers. (1962) They then 

can use this knowledge to develop their economies more quickly. Various IR scholars discuss 

timing in terms of religious holidays. They found that such holidays reduce the violence in civil 

conflicts because actors were more likely to face normative disapproval for committing acts of 

violence on days set aside for religious commemoration. (Hassner 2011; Reese, Ruby, and Pape 
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2017) The timing of religious holidays thus reduces violence because on those days the pre-

existing religious norms against such violence are stronger than on regular days. 

2.3. Historical Time:  

Historical time is less heterogeneous, less modular, less context-independent, and less 

mechanical than physical time. It is instead defined by the goal to compare phenomena across 

chronological time and to explore the extent they changed over a given time-span. Historical time 

rests on the notion that the past is “not just prior to the present but also different from it” and 

that the unfolding of time is irreversible. (Schiffman 2011, 2) The task of historical analysis 

therefore is to study those qualitative differences across time and explore whether those changes 

follow patterns and thus could also be said to have a direction. Historical time consequently 

focuses on studying a single or small number of cases across time to capture such continuities 

and discontinuities; it is less interested in the variations of temporal dimensions across cases. Its 

unit of analysis involve events, larger scale periods, or even bigger epochs. (Abbott 1991; Sewell 

1996; Zerubavel 2003) 

This focus on how different the past is from the present links historical time to four time 

reckoning devices: chronologies, events, periodizations, and direction. First, historical time is tied 

to chronologies, annals, or town chronicles which are essentially calendric devices for dating 

when an occurrence happened in the past and sorting out their chronological order. For a long 

time, chronologies served important political, economic and religious functions. Genealogical 

chronicling legitimated claims to the throne and other hereditary privileges; (Toulmin and 

Goodfield 1982) religious chronicling address eschatological questions about the apocalypse; 

(Rosenberg and Grafton 2010, 44) and the chronicles in the farmer almanacs coordinated market 

days and guided farmers when to plant. The function of such chronicles, however, changed with 

the gradual emergence of a historical consciousness during the 18th and 19th centuries that the 

past was different from the present. The emphasis of chronologies on dating and order of 

occurrences was too mechanical to analyze how those differences in dates translated into 

qualitative changes. Historians thus supplemented them with events, periodizations, and 

direction. (Hunt 2008, 52; Rosenberg and Grafton 2010, 138)  
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Second, events are central temporal units of analysis in historical analysis because they 

convert the mere historical occurrences recorded by chronicles into analytically relevant, dated, 

and purposively selected events.1 Identifying events is distinct from the traditional case selection 

because it entails “casing”. Traditional case selection involves selecting a case from a larger 

population with known frequency distributions and to use the case to draw inferences for the 

larger population. This logic does not extend to identifying historical events because their 

changing nature means that they lack common features with other events – events are not part 

of larger populations of events with shared attributes but they are embedded and linked in 

chronological process. (Becker 1998, 123; Soss 2018) The point of casing then is to compare 

contexts in all of their complexity, identify both their similarities and differences, and ultimately 

demarcate events according how those similarities and differences clustered over time. (Locke 

and Thelen 1995; Schaffer 2018) Third, periodization schemes serve to “identify and name 

coherent time intervals” (Heirich 1964, 388) and identify broader patterns of historical continuity 

and discontinuity based on patterns that events form. They try to synchronize “temporal rhythm” 

of more subjective human experiences with the objective chronological order of calendars. 

(Kosellek 2002, 110) Fourthly, direction involves stepping back from periodization schemes and 

asking whether the historical patterns that they describe also follow an overarching direction. 

The phrase direction here does not have a precise technical definition but serves as an umbrella 

term for efforts to explicate from the periodization patterns some larger, often times normatively 

tinged meta-narratives about the direction of historical change. This propensity to ascribe 

directionality to historical change is most clearly evident in the 19th century, optimistic, Whiggish 

and hence teleological accounts of history that carried over into modernization theory. 

(Butterfield 1965) 

CHA combines these four elements of historical time in different ways and ultimately 

employs five distinct notions of historical time that vary in their thickness and rest on different 

theoretical notions of how the past is linked to the present. (Kreuzer and Pettai 2004) 

Past the Same as the Present: The thinnest version of historical time treats the past being 

prior to the present but not being qualitatively different. The past differs from the present solely 

in terms of its chronological coordinates and those different coordinates are inconsequential. 
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Different moments in the past have the same frequentist ontological standing as cross-sectional 

cases and thus permit using the past to increase the number of observations. These moments 

are not treated as events that provide potential insights into how the past is different from the 

present. CHA rightly criticizes this treatment of the past as being ahistorical because history 

becomes little more “than a site to generate more data.” (Pierson 2004, 5) The past-the-same-as 

the present thus plays no role in CHA other than to set it apart from none-CHA approaches.  

Past as Causal Pathway: The past as causal pathway treats the past as a repository of 

causal factors that it then arrays them along a causal pathway. Past serves to elongate the time-

scale along which causes and effects are observed in order provide a richer temporal explanation. 

In Outliers, Gladwell extends the time-scale backwards and finds that explanations emphasizing  

the talent of highly successful individuals overlook important other more long-term antecedent 

factors that together constitute a more complex temporal pathway. The causal pathways also 

are linked to historical contexts in the sense that causes and effects are subject to historical 

boundary conditions. The past as causal pathways, however, does not compare historical events 

or contexts to analyze qualitative changes across time through periodization schemes or looking 

for directionality in historical change.  

Past as Multiple Events: The past as multiple events splits and lumps historical events into 

chronological containers so that they can be compared against each other for how little or much 

a phenomenon changed over time. The chronological containers most typically are periods that 

permit historical comparisons. They are essential for describing and understanding the complex, 

qualitative changes before attempting to explain them. French political historians, for example, 

lump key events into five different republics as well as various intervening, none-republic periods. 

Such periodization schemes simultaneously are the end result as well as the analytical tool 

through which historians compare the past. Unlike concepts, periods are not fixed but their 

starting and end points are adjusted depending on when the scholar identifies critical junctures 

of rapid and large-scale change or legacy periods during which institutions, norms and structures 

reproduced themselves and thus remain largely unchanged. French cultural history, for example, 

would be broken in a very different periodiziation scheme because its artistic styles unfolded in 

a different pattern than its constitutional order. There are no set standards for how to truncate 
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the past into periods but periods typically demarcated continuities and discontinuities either in 

an individual country, or across multiple ones. (Haydu 1998; Kersh 2005) 

Past as Unfolding in a Particular Direction: The detection of continuities and 

discontinuities invites reflections about possible patterns and the direction in which the past is 

unfolding. The notion of historical change having a direction is closely linked to evolutionary 

theory and the idea of human progress. This frequently contributed to overly linear and at times 

also teleological accounts of historical change. Such accounts are too deterministic and do not 

enjoy a great deal of respect among historians. (Butterfield 1965; Sewell 1996) However, many 

historical accounts avoid such deterministic accounts. APD, for example, evaluates American 

history in terms of whether or not it expands the liberal promise of its founding or assess periods 

in terms of divergence from earlier periods. (Orren and Skowronek 2004) German historians 

regularly ponder whether its history converged with that of other European counties or whether 

it followed an exceptionalist Sonderweg. (Blackbourn and Eley 1984; Kreuzer 2003) Global 

historians, in turn, debate to what extent globalization can be equated with Westernization or 

not. (Conrad 2017) Historical analysis thus employs a range of different directional templates to 

characterize the nature of historical change.  

The next section uses this differentiation between physical time to generate a time map 

that permits differentiate CHA from other none-CHA research traditions as well as identify three 

distinct strands of CHA.   

3. Time Map: Differentiating CHA from none CHA Approaches 

Physical and historical time provide the two axes for Figure 1. The vertical axis ordinally 

maps how many elements of physical time a particular scholar employs in her analysis and thus 

permits differentiating the thickness with which physical time is treated. The horizontal axis, in 

turn, distinguishes between the five different notions of historical time that ordinally 

differentiating the thickness of historical time.  The dotted arch separates CHA from none-CHA 

works.  
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The area outside the dotted arch, that extends from the NW to SE corners of Figure 1, 

underscores that CHA has no monopoly on analyzing time. Some none-CHA works focus on 

physical time but pay no attention to historical time, while others analyze historical time but 

largely ignore physical time. These works, in turn, differ from experimental research, situated in  

SW corner, which incorporates neither physical nor historical time and thus are genuinely 

timeless. Experimental works background time by assuming that randomization controls for any 

causal effects of physical or historical time. It assumes that evidence is uniform in the sense that 

individual observations are homogeneous across the entire population from which they are 

drawn. It further asserts that evidence is independent in that earlier observations do not interact 

with later ones through some learning or legacy effects. (Hall 2003) Time only matters in the 

elementary sense that the cause has to be prior to the effect.  

Figure 1 underscores that CHA’s distinctness rests on configuring both physical and 

historical time and thus employing a richer notion of time. The distinct ways in which scholars 
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configure these two notions of time define three strands of CHA: macro-causal, longue durée, 

and eventful analysis. These strands are updated versions of Theda Skocpol and Margaret 

Somers’ original threefold typology. (1980) The slightly different labels used here are meant to 

convey their newer, more explicitly temporal conceptualization.3 Macro-causal, longue durée, 

and eventful analysis are primarily defined by the thickness of historical notions of time which 

determines their location on the horizontal axis. The works within each of these strands vary, in 

turn, in the thickness of their treatment of physical time and thus show that physical and 

historical time can be configured in different ways. The longer arrow for macro-causal and longue 

durée analysis indicates that their respective notions of historical time are more readily 

configured with elements of physical time. Eventful analysis, by contrast, employs such a 

qualitative and hence rich notion of historical time, that it becomes more difficult generalize 

about elements of physical time. There appears to be a trade-off between the thickness of these 

two notions of time, but hypothetically, there is nothing that prevents paying equal attention to 

both elements of time and thus produce a genuinely thick CHA indicated in the upper right-hand 

corner. Before elaborating on the three strands of CHA in the next section, this section briefly 

discusses the use of time in none-CHA literature.  

Physical time is studied in a surprisingly large number of social science literatures. 

Psychologists explore time perceptions; game theorists look how time horizons and choice 

sequences affect outcomes; sociologists study how equitably spouses divide housework or how 

many hours people work; (Nowotny 1975; Wajcman 2015) institutional and legal scholars analyze 

the timing of elections, the length of office terms, the statute of limitations and other legally 

prescribed time intervals; (Cohen 2018; Howlett and Goetz 2014; Jacobs 2008), and 

chronobiology evaluates how the biological clock influences cognitive abilities across the day. 

These literatures all ignore the past outright or assume that it is similar to the present. The 

differences separating the past from the present are reversible and the past become “perennial 

                                                      
3 I keep their macro-causal analysis label but rename parallel demonstration of theory as longue durée analysis, 

and the contrast-oriented analysis as eventful analysis. This relabeling serves to better capture the temporal 
assumptions of the three approaches. It also is meant to reflect the evolution of CHA since Skocpol and Somers’ 
original typology and its growing attention to time. 
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now”. (Eliade 1949, 85) These studies treat moments in the past as the equivalent of cross-

sectional cases. 

These literatures, in turn, vary in how many elements of physical time they incorporate in 

their analysis. The number of elements they use determines where they are plotted along the 

vertical axis in Figure 1. Psychological studies of time perception or time budgeting typically focus 

only on the duration of time. Game theory is a bit more complex because it combines sequencing 

and time horizons. (i.e. duration) Similarly, chronobiology treats physical time in a more complex 

manner because it considers the timing as well as the interplay between biological and physical 

(i.e. the day) time processes. These works illustrate that physical time is modular and can be 

combined in different ways. It is relatively rare, though, to find studies that analyze more than 

two elements of physical time. Frank Sulloway’s famous Born to Rebel provides one such 

exception. The book explores the effects that birth orders have on individuals’ willingness to 

innovate, accept new ideas, or more broadly rebel. He collected data on 3890 scientists that were 

involved in 28 different scientific discoveries. (1996, 28) Birth order is his principle temporal 

sequence which differentiates between first-borns and later-born siblings. Sulloway contends 

that first-borns receive more attention and consequently become more conformist, status quo 

oriented than their later-borns who compete for their parents’ attention by rebelling. (1996, 20–

24) He claims that this sibling competition for parents’ attention generates life-long cognitive 

mindsets that determine individuals’ openness to new experiences. Sulloway then moves beyond 

that strictly temporal birth order and analyzes how birth orders interact with duration and 

tempo. He finds that duration has an interaction effect with the birth order sequence. He treats 

birth orders no longer as a strictly ordinal sequence because he now also measures the effect 

that the time lag (i.e. duration) between the first and second born might have. He finds that 

rebelliousness of later-borns, that are more than six years younger, disappears because after that 

time period they no longer compete with the older siblings for the parents’ attention. (1996, 22–

23) He also discovers interesting generational effects whereby the birth order effect interacts 

with the age of individuals. He shows that increased age diminishes the rebellious effects of being 

a later-born and vice versa. (1996, 34–36) Or, he finds that the birth order effect diminishes over 

the course of a scientific innovation as a new theory becomes more accepted. (1996, 45) And 
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Sulloway even manages to incorporate tempo in his analysis. He differentiates the various 

scientific revolutions in terms of their radicalism, that is the tempo, with which they overturned 

existing scholarly consensus. And he finds that the birth order effect was far stronger for scientific 

innovations that change conventional wisdom quickly rather than slowly. (1996, 330–33) 

Traditional historical analysis employs very thick notions of historical time, but rarely pays 

close attention to physical time as a distinct analytical category. Political, diplomatic, economic, 

global, and social history vary significantly in what they study, the time scales they employ, their 

epistemological orientations, and complexity of their periodization schemes. (Hunt 2014) But 

they all employ a very thick notion of historical time and forego more explicit analysis of physical 

time. Such historians frequently illustrate their thick treatment of historical time by contrasting 

them with antiquarianism or chronicling as diminished forms of historical analysis. They use 

antiquarianism as a pejorative term to refer to historical analysis that is too preoccupied with 

dates, chronologies and devotes insufficient attention to the complexities of historical contexts 

and how they change over time. David Hackett Fischer lampooned one, apparently memorably 

antiquarian, by describing her as a small-town New England Puritan virgin who was diligently at 

work in the local historical society to chronicle the “story of her home town from 1633 to 1933, 

when Franklin Roosevelt was inaugurated, and history came to an end.” (1970, 141) The 

difference between antiquarianism and regular historical analysis is akin to the difference 

between genealogy and biographies. Genealogies focus on birth and deaths to chronicle the 

complete lineage of families into the past, whereas biographies focus on only a discreet stage in 

this lineage so that they can contextualize it and explore how an individual or families changed 

through time.   

4. Variants of Comparative Historical Analysis 

CHA differs from other forms of social inquiry, that incorporate elements of either 

physical or historical time, by combining these two elements in complex ways. The efforts to 

configure physical and historical time are partially driven by the temporal complexities that 

define the macro-historical questions posed by CHA as well as whether a scholar employs more 

quantitative or qualitative methodologies. The results of these configuration efforts define 

broadly three, broad strands of CHA: macro-causal, longue durée, and eventful analysis. This 
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section elaborates on these three strands and their particular treatments of physical and 

historical time. 

4.1. Macro-Causal Analysis: 

Macro-causal analysis is arguably the oldest and most prominent strand of CHA that 

provides the template for many of its classics. It typically starts with cross-sectional variations of 

a macro-phenomenon and then retraces the historical processes that produced those different 

outcomes. CHA explains cross-sectional variations in the types of nation states, revolutions 

(Goldstone 1993; Skocpol 1979), broad regime outcomes, (Collier-Berins and Collier 1991; 

Luebbert 1991; Moore 1966), post-colonial legacies (Lange 2009; Mahoney 2010) welfare state 

arrangements (e.g. social democratic, liberal, catholic) (Esping-Andersen 1990),  varieties of 

capitalism (e.g. liberal versus coordinate market economies) (Hall and Soskice 2001; Katzenstein 

1985), or differences in mid-twentieth century or post-communist party systems (e.g. nature of 

cleavage structures) (Kitschelt, Mansfeldova, Markowski, and Toka 1999; Rokkan 1968).  

Macro-causal analysis is deeply influenced by Barrington Moore’s Social Origins of 

Dictatorship and Democracy (1966).  Moore challenged the overly linear, and teleological analysis 

of the then dominant modernization theory by pointing out that, by the early 20th century, 

countries had followed three separate roads into political modernity - fascism, communism, and 

democracy. He further challenged modernization’s functionalist explanations by emphasizing the 

causal complexity and temporal dynamics that produced those outcomes. He used history in two 

ways. First, he treated history as a repository for overlooked causal factors that could help 

produce causally more complex and, hence, internally more valid explanations. Second, Moore 

used the past as a causal pathway for arraying those causal factors and paying closer attention 

to their temporal interactions over time. These two uses imply a thin conception of history 

because they are not interested in how the past is different from the present. The outcomes, that 

Moore analyzes, are static as he explains cross-sectional variations in those outcomes that take 

place at a singular moment in the past. He does not study how liberal democracy, fascism, or 

communism emerged from earlier regime types and then retraces the generative processes that 

brought those transformations about. Moore’s analysis ultimately is historical only in the sense 

that the antecedent factors are tied to and therefore bounded by a historical context. Macro-
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causal works typically copied Moore’s treatment of the past as a causal pathway and thereby 

testified to the enormous influence of his work.  

Moore paid little attention to physical time compared to subsequent macro-causal 

scholars. These scholars refined his analytical frameworks by drawing closer attention to the role 

duration, tempo, timing and sequencing played in structuring causal pathways. (Aminzade 1992; 

Grzymala-Busse 2011; Sewell 1996) Paul Pierson assumed a particularly important role in 

exploring the role that physical time plays in understanding temporally complex causal processes. 

He contends that many social science explanations have a short/short temporal structure 

because they pay only attention to antecedents occurring in close temporal proximity to the 

outcomes to be explained. They also treat the outcomes themselves as single snapshots rather 

than processes that unfold over time. (Pierson 2003) He contends that this short/short structure 

is temporally too thin to analyze the role that duration, tempo, timing and sequencing play. It 

constitutes an ontological simplification that backgrounds physical as well as historical time, and 

in effect stipulates a notion of time in which the units of analysis are homogeneous and 

independent across time and space.  

Macro-causal analysis pays attention to physical time in two distinct ways. First, scholars 

incorporate elements of physical time as explanatory factors. The works cited in section 2.2. 

illustrate this use of physical time and are mapped on Figure 1. Bartolini includes tempo, duration 

and timing of the franchise expansion and thus provides a particularly thick treatment of physical 

time. The other works use just a single element of physical time. Second, scholars incorporate 

elements of physical time in broader theoretical frameworks. The work on path dependency or 

the literature on critical junctures can be understood as generalizing about particular causal 

pathways which can be broken down into short, fast moving phases followed by longer, slower 

moving ones. (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007; Pierson 2000) Similarly, Faletti and Mahoney have 

tried to think more systematically about sequences and how they interact with tempo. (2015) 

These efforts to theoretically capture physical time are part of a larger effort, that extends 

beyond CHA, to formulate explanations that are causally more complex than standard variance-

based explanations. These efforts involve explicating more fully causal mechanisms (Beach and 

Pedersen 2013), making allowances for equifinality (e.g. same outcome explained by different 
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factors), (Ragin 1987) and accommodating asymmetrical forms of causation (i.e. learning effects, 

tipping points) (Lieberson 1985; Pierson 2003) These efforts are capable of producing causally 

more complex explanations by relaxing the assumptions of conditional independence and unity 

homogeneity. Macro-causal analysis partakes int those efforts to construct more complex 

explanations, but it also takes the additional step of paying additional attention to elements of 

physical time.  

4.2. Longue Durée Analysis  

Longue durée analysis was pioneered by the French Annals historians 1930s who 

leveraged time-series data to explore how slow-moving, long-term demographic, economic and 

environmental trends shape faster moving, event-driven political history. It also is used by 

demographers, geographers and economic historians. It arguably is the least established strand 

within CHA because times series data is oftentimes not readily available or very time consuming 

to compile. Economic historians have used longue durée analysis most frequently in CHA. In 

recent years, scholars have collaborated and invested enormous resources to expand data sets 

on regimes (i.e. V-Dem) or conflict (e.g. PRIO). These efforts explain why longue durée analysis is 

assuming an increasingly prominent role within CHA.   

Longue durée analysis employs a thicker understanding of history than macro-causal 

analysis because it links its observation to specific dates. It thus is capable of tracking changes 

through time and help analyze of how the past is different from the present. Time series data is 

available for a variety of topics that in many instances have some performance element that they 

track over time. These indicators involve among others GPD, productivity, interest rates on public 

borrowing, energy consumption, demographic data, trade flows, election returns, parliamentary 

votes, levels of democracy, or battle deaths. These performance indicators reflect the origins of 

modern statistics and the governments’ desire to develop metrics to better assess their 

performance. Douglas North and Barry Weingast point out that “the task of the social sciences is 

to explain performance characteristics through time.” (2009, 1) Longue durée analysis ultimately 

has more technocratic view of history where the past is connected to the present through a 

number of continuous economic, political, demographic tasks that are measurable and thus 

permit analyzing change through time by tracking trend patterns. Its focus on such trends permits 
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longue durée analysis to also incorporate elements of physical time. It talks about tempo when 

it looks at rates of change; it refers to timing when it identifies inflection points or structural 

breaks in trends; and it focuses on duration when it measures how long a particular trend lasts.   

Longue durée analysis makes two distinct contributions to CHA by in two ways. First, it 

permits a temporal broadening by placing shorter-term analysis in a longer-term context. (The 

term is borrow from Singh Grewal 2014, 630) It permits seeing causes and effects not as 

snapshots but as a process whose changes can be tracked over time and thus gain valuable 

insights into changing form, that is the morphology, of a phenomenon. Second, it facilitates 

comparing those process cross-sectional and thus identify interesting patterns. (Ermakoff 2019, 

13–15) As we will see, eventful analysis also has the potential to identify patterns, but their 

temporal and geographic range is restricted because it has to rely on strictly qualitative evidence 

that is far less commensurate and parsimonious than panel data.  

Longue durée analysis is particularly evident in the work by Douglass North, Kenneth 

Pomeranz, Ian Morris and others who seek to explain the West’s alleged economic and military 

superiority. Using panel data, these authors argue over the timing and rate of economic growth, 

technological innovations, or age of representative institutions in order to identify when and how 

the West diverged economically diverged from the rest of the world. Jack Goldstone, in turn, 

explains revolutions and rebellions in terms of long-term demographic changes. (1993) Longue 

durée analysis also can be helpful for historical baselining and seeing whether a particular short-

term trend is a historical anomaly or part of a recurring longer-term secular trend or cyclical 

pattern. Thomas Piketty showed that Simon Kuznets’ claim that inequality declines as national 

incomes grow was a historical anomaly by placing his analysis from first half of the twentieth 

century in a longer, two-hundred-year time frame. (2017) This longer time scale showed that, 

despite continued growth, inequality increased from the 1990s onwards and thus undermined 

Kutznets’ original claim. (Singh Grewal 2014, 625–35) Or Sebastian Conrad points out that 

placing’s the economic growth of post-Mao China in a longer-term, millennial time frame shifts 

the attention from Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms in the 1990s to China’s economic prowess 

back in the 18th century. “Seen from this vantage point, China’s current rise looks less like a new 

beginning than a homecoming: a structurally determined return to normality.” (2017, 148) 
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Longue durée faces limitations in capturing the sort of historical changes on which 

eventful analysis concentrates. These limitations come up in the criticism that time series is 

ahistorical and thus permits at best a thin version of CHA. Time series data is strictly speaking 

ahistorical because it captures only fluctuations across time even when time corresponds specific 

years, decades, or centuries and thus acquires a quasi-historical quality. (Abbott 1988; Isaac and 

Griffin 1989) This ahistorical quality is most directly evident in the need to modify the Dow Jones 

or the GDP indicator to assure that they capture how structural changes in the economy (i.e. its 

historical transformation) also changes what constitutes national income. (Karabell 2014; Singh 

Grewal 2014, 644–52) Times series of a parties’ electoral fortunes or corporate earning rates 

describe their varying performance across different point in history, but those indicators do not 

reveal any qualitative insights into the parties’ ideological or organizational transformation  (Katz 

and Mair 1995) or the companies’ changing ownership structure or production methods. 

(Chandler 1977) This ahistorical quality also becomes apparent in the characterization of time 

series trends. They typically are characterized as seasonal, if fluctuation repeat themselves during 

fixed calendric moments, or cyclical if they repeat themselves independently of calendric 

moments. Such trends are reversible and thus fundamentally different from the irreversible 

trends which historians analyze.  

4.3. Eventful Analysis:  

Eventful analysis is an umbrella term for more historically oriented CHA works that are 

close to traditional forms of political, economic, intellectual and global history. It is represented 

by works of APD scholars (Orren and Skowronek 2004), global historical sociologists (Go and 

Lawson 2017), IR constructivists (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001), historical institutionalists 

(Fioretos, Falleti, and Sheingate 2016), historians of the welfare state (Baldwin 1990; Hacker 

2002; Pierson 1994), post-colonialists (Chakrabarty 2008; Steinmetz 2008), and scholars of race 

and gender. (Adams, Clemens, and Orloff 2005) These works employ the thickest notion of 

history where the past is treated as something that is different from the present. (Schiffman 

2011, 2) The past comprises of series of events with specific dates, that are chronologically order, 

and are compared across time to identify continuities and discontinuities. Eventful analysis thus 

tackles first and foremost the ontological challenge of studying units of analysis that are 
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interdependent and whose resulting interactions over time contributes to their qualitative 

transformation. And these qualitative transformations make them too heterogeneous (i.e. 

lacking in uniformity) so that they could provide a valid basis for drawing inferences for the larger 

population. Eventful analysis thus requires contextualized comparisons (e.g. apples and oranges) 

that extrapolate those qualitative transformations rather than paired comparisons (e.g. apples 

and apples) that permit measuring variations in degree. (Locke and Thelen 1995; Schaffer 2018) 

Eventful analysis engages in contextualized comparisons in order to assure that a 

phenomenon is sufficiently understood before it is explained. (Abbott 1991; Sewell 1996; 

Zerubavel 2003) It achieves this understanding by engaging in thick description of the historical 

changes in concepts, institutions, economic structures, collective identities, or the international 

order. Such descriptions involves isolating the relevant events that bring about changes, lumping 

those events into larger periodization schemes, and identifying even larger directions along 

which history unfolds. The events themselves are described in quite some detail to give the 

reader a clear sense who the central actors were, what motivated them, what constrained their 

actions, and how their actions either reproduced the status quo when facing pressures to change, 

or how they changed the status quo when confronting forces trying to preserve it. (Ermakoff 

2019; Kreuzer 2019) What helps those description increase our understanding is their effort to 

identify continuities and discontinuities that link the past to the present.  

The APD literature provides a particular good illustration of eventful analysis. It forgoes 

hypothesis testing that is used to explain cross-sectional variations. It focuses instead on 

describing and explaining the changes over time in American politics. It studies the building of a 

strong, administrative state infrastructure in the late and early 20th century, the advent of 

modern social policies (Hacker 2002; Skocpol 1995), or changing patterns of racial discrimination. 

(Katznelson 2014; Valelly 2004) Some APD scholars also take the additional step of reflecting on 

whether or not the American Revolution set the United States on an exceptionalist trajectory or 

not. (Orren and Skowronek 2004; Smith 1993) IR constructivists and global historical sociologists 

have tried to move beyond, what they call, the methodological nationalism and retrace the 

historical origins national sovereignty, global markets, international norms (Dixon 2018), multi-

lateral organizations and other supra- and transnational phenomena. (Go and Lawson 2017) A 
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subset of these IR scholars also tries to understand the direction of such changes by asking to 

what extent such transformations are cyclical or linear or whether they make the world less Euro-

centric and more peaceful. (Conrad 2017; Hobden and Hobson 2001) Finally, comparative 

political scientists explore how concepts like democracy or popular sovereignty evolved from 

being a vague, 18th century moniker for anti-monarchists to becoming specific modern-day terms 

associated with rule of law, checks and balances, universal suffrage and party rule. (Markoff 

1999; Møller 2018; Morgan 1988) Historical institutionalists, in turn, have developed a nuanced 

analytical framework for studying the transformation of party systems, (Krauss and Pekkanen 

2010; Kreuzer 2001) labor markets, financial markets, business organizations, or legal norms. 

(Fioretos, Falleti, and Sheingate 2016).  

5. Ex Ante versus Ex Post Treatments of Time 

This explication of CHA’s temporal foundations hopefully highlighted the distinct role that 

time plays in the social sciences and the corrective it provides to the stunted temporal vocabulary 

used in parts of social science and the short/short explanations, to which Pierson alludes, it 

prefers. The three strands each enormously to enrich and refine the temporal vocabulary of the 

social sciences and thereby also highlight the very different temporal vocabulary used by 

frequentists. Frequentist talk about endogeneity to identify causes uncaused by prior ones and 

thereby in effect are looking for historical discontinuities. They invoke historical boundary 

conditions and thus put forth periodization schemes for delimiting the external validity of their 

findings. They worry about asymmetrical causation in phenomena in which earlier causes 

produce irreversible effects for later causes because later historical actors learn from earlier ones 

and thus make it less likely that history repeats itself. (Lieberson 1985) Concerns about linearity 

involve discussions the tempo of change as well as the sequences and timing at which the past 

unfold. (Abbott 1988) This frequentist vocabulary clearly talks about temporal matters, but it has 

far more technical and diagnostic quality than the vocabulary used by CHA. It also is a vocabulary 

that is deployed relatively late, in the post-testing stage of a research cycle. It is invoked when 

scholars discuss how confounders biase the robustness of their findings. Frequentists thus talk 

about time ex post – after having conducted their tests – and employ a terminology drawn from 

statistics. This ex post temporal discussion is related to the backgrounding of time prior to the 
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actual testing. This background is done by stipulating conditional independence and unit 

homogeneity, that is, assuming a clock-like world in which earlier pieces of evidence don’t 

interact with latter ones, and where the attributes of each piece of evidence is shared with other 

pieces in the larger population. The frequentists temporal vocabulary thus is helpful for 

diagnosing biases in the causal inferences, but it is too thin to be helpful in understanding how 

time produces those biases in the first place. It simply is too abstract, too technical, too far 

removed from the actual phenomena to help update the theories and there eliminate factors 

biasing the results. By contrast, CHA employs a thicker temporal vocabulary and treats time ex 

ante by foregrounding and assuming a world in which events are interdependent and 

heterogeneous. Its embrace of time at the theory-generating stage allows it to pay closer 

attention to the complexities of time, incorporate them in their explanations before they set out 

to test them, and ultimately produce results that are less likely biased by endogeneity, 

asymmetrical causation, or overlooked boundary conditions. Its ex ante attention to time directly 

reduces ex post biases and makes it easier to unpack and understand the confounding effects of 

time. Ultimately, CHA has an enormous contribution to make to other methodologies because it 

close attention to time makes it more likely that social inquiry “produces not just results, but also 

answer.” (Adapted from Aschwande 2015),  
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