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1. Introduction

In the fall of 1993, a group of schol ars gath ered at the Center for Advanced 
Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University in Palo Alto, 
California, to dis cuss the prom is ing inter sec tion between eco nom ics, eco­
nomic his tory, and polit i cal sci ence. With funding from the National 
Science Foundation, a team of schol ars—Robert H. Bates, Avner Greif, 
Margaret Levi, Jean­Laurent Rosenthal, and Barry R. Weingast—met to 
try to under stand and artic u late what seemed to be a newly emerg ing area 
of social sci ence at the inter sec tion of game the ory, eco nomic his tory, and 
polit i cal sci ence (Munck and Snyder 2007: 525). Analytic Narratives, 
published by Princeton University Press in 1998, was the prod uct of these 
meet ings. The book offered a state ment of a new, dis tinc tive method as 
well as illus tra tions of its use ful ness in a series of chap ters writ ten by indi­
vid ual authors who each applied the method in prac tice. Much of these 
schol ars’ past work had been in the style of ana lytic nar ra tives, so it made 
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sense that this vol ume con sti tuted a focal meth od o log i cal state ment. It 
was intended, writes the polit i cal sci en tist Dan iel Carpenter (2000: 654), 
as “the most thor ough and meth od o log i cally self­con scious wed ding of 
for mal ratio nal choice the ory to his tor i cal nar ra tive that [had] yet been 
attempted.”

In this arti cle, we dis cuss the intel lec tual con text in which this method 
emerged and describe its recep tion in eco nom ics and polit i cal sci ence. 
While the use of either for mal mod els or sta tis ti cal anal y sis alone was 
accepted in both dis ci plines in the 1990s, the com bi na tion of for mal mod­
els and the rig or ous anal y sis of qual i ta tive evi dence was rare, espe cially in 
the lead ing jour nals. Analytic nar ra tives typ i cally use game­the o retic 
mod els to under stand the rela tion ship between key actors by focus ing on 
their infor ma tion, incen tives, sequence of choices, and expected pay offs. 
These mod els are com bined with rich, nar ra tive evi dence to explain par­
tic u lar cases, often focused on insti tu tions. Narratives can draw on qual i­
ta tive evi dence that includes a wide range of mate ri als, includ ing writ ten 
records (such as con sti tu tions, laws, stat utes, com pany man u als, archi val 
mate ri als, pri vate cor re spon dences, and dia ries), inter views, par tic i pant 
obser va tion, and eth nog ra phy. In doing so, advo cates of ana lytic nar ra­
tives argue that the approach offers con text­depen dent expla na tions and 
are inspired by real­life puz zles. According to Bates, “The secret agenda 
in Analytic Narratives is to re­jus tify the case study” (Munck and Snyder 
2007: 525). As with all  case stud ies, exter nal validity is one of the great 
weaknesses (Gerring 2017: 244–45), but schol ars debate how much, if at 
all , this should dis count the value of ana lytic nar ra tives. Social sci en tists 
who use ana lytic nar ra tives argue that they pro vide unique insights into 
the study of insti tu tions that nei ther for mal mod els nor sta tis ti cal anal y sis 
alone is capa ble of gen er at ing (see, e.g., Greif 2006: 350–76).1

Before discussing how prac ti tion ers and skep tics assessed ana lytic 
nar ra tives as a method, we first con sider why this method arose when it 
did and who was involved, and we describe itsw ini tial recep tion. 
Analytic nar ra tives occupy a dis tinct meth od o log i cal space in polit i cal 
econ omy, and the method—and the need for it—arose because of the 
con flu ence of sev eral major trends in the his tory of polit i cal econ omy. 
First, the decline of gen eral equi lib rium the o riz ing made way for a 

1. There are also obvi ously other ways of com bin ing meth ods, such as deploying sta tis ti cal 
or exper i men tal evi dence. David D. Laitin (2003), e.g., argues for a “tri par tite” approach using 
for mal mod els, qual i ta tive evi dence, and sta tis tics.
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greater focus on empir i cal work. Second, the ascen dance and mat u ra­
tion of game the ory pro vided new ana lyt i cal tools to model insti tu tions. 
Third, the sub field of eco nomic his tory expe ri enced a two­pronged 
revival—clio met rics on the one hand and his tor i cal insti tu tional anal y­
sis on the other—reflecting a grow ing inter est in his tor i cal and insti tu­
tional ques tions. The fall of the Soviet Union (among other major 
tran si tions in com par a tive eco nom ics) cre ated an even greater demand 
for polit i cal sci en tists and econ o mists to under stand the rela tion ship 
between insti tu tions and eco nomic per for mance (Sanders 2006: 40–41). 
However, while clio met rics pro vided impor tant insights for some his tor­
i cal ques tions, it was rel a tively less well suited to under stand ing whole 
sets of ques tions related to insti tu tions. Thus it was here, with the con­
ver gence of game the ory, eco nomic his tory, and a press ing inter est in 
insti tu tions, that ana lytic nar ra tives emerged.

In eco nom ics, how ever, out side of par tic u lar sub fields, econ o mists 
never fully embraced the col lec tion and care ful anal y sis of qual i ta tive 
evi dence. By the late 1990s when Analytic Narratives was published, 
the “cred i bil ity rev o lu tion” in applied eco nom ics was open ing up new 
ave nues for sta tis ti cal empir i cal inves ti ga tion, which were embraced by 
econ o mists and polit i cal sci en tists. At the same time, how ever, many 
polit i cal sci en tists, espe cially out side of some of the lead ing depart­
ments and jour nals, were becom ing increas ingly skep ti cal of for mal 
mod els and ratio nal choice the ory. In 2000, an anon y mous email from 
“Mr. Perestroika” was sent to numer ous mem bers of the Amer i can 
Political Science Association call ing for a rev o lu tion against pos i tiv ist 
approaches in polit i cal sci ence, which sparked a sub stan tial back lash 
(Monroe 2005). While ana lytic nar ra tives have not become the dom i­
nant method in either dis ci pline, we argue that they remain an often 
uniquely well­suited method within par tic u lar sub fields of eco nom ics 
and polit i cal sci ence, as well as a bridg ing method for inter dis ci plin ary 
research.

2. What Is an Analytic Narrative?

The term ana lyt i cal nar ra tive goes back at least to Milton Friedman 
and Anna Schwartz’s use in their clas sic 1963 book, A Monetary History 
of the United States, 1867–1960. In the pref ace, they explain that a col­
league suggested that they include a his tor i cal chap ter as a use ful com­
ple ment to their sta tis ti cal anal y sis. As they explain, “The chap ter, 
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which we began to write only after we had com pleted a first draft of the 
remaining chap ters, took on a life of its own. The one chap ter became 
two, then a sep a rate part, and has now become a sep a rate book” 
(Friedman and Schwartz 1963: xxi). What began as a “foray into ana lyt­
i cal nar ra tives” to sup ple ment sta tis ti cal work became impor tant in its 
own right and then began to “sig nifi  cantly affect” their sta tis ti cal anal y­
sis. This descrip tion cap tures well (1) how the rich ness of qual i ta tive 
evi dence can iden tify new insights that are often overlooked by thin 
quan ti ta tive data, (2) the ben e fits of inten sive knowl edge of a par tic u lar 
case, and (3) the induc tive nature of the inter ac tion between mod els and 
nar ra tives. Given its sta tus as one of the most cel e brated books in its 
field, it also shows that ana lytic nar ra tives can be rig or ous and influ en­
tial within the dis ci pline of eco nom ics.

Analytic nar ra tives com bine qual i ta tive evi dence with a ratio nal choice 
model.2 The model is often a for mal, math e mat i cal one, but many peo ple 
work ing in this tra di tion also the o rize in ways that could be for mal ized 
but have not (Levi 2004: 202; Levi and Weingast 2022: 239, 242). What is 
impor tant is that the model is rel a tively par si mo ni ous and that it gen er ates 
com par a tive static pre dic tions (Levi 2004: 202).3 Some of the most com­
mon mod els used in ana lytic nar ra tives are exten sive­form, game­  
the o retic mod els. These mod els describe key actors, their pref er ences, and 
how their inter ac tions gen er ate dif fer ent pos si ble pay outs (204, 208). Such 
mod els describe stra te gic inter ac tions and yield pre dic tions of subgame 
Nash equi lib rium out comes and out­of­equi lib rium out comes. Most are 
based on ratio nal expected util ity max i mi za tion, but oth ers relax this 
assump tion to cap ture a bounded ratio nal ity con cep tion of indi vid ual 
agency (Alexandrova 2009: 3). In their intro duc tion, Bates et al. (1998: 3) 
explic itly note that other types of the o ries or mod els could be used in ana­
lytic nar ra tives:

A range of mod els could serve as the basis of ana lytic nar ra tives: those 
derived from new institutionalism (Hall and Taylor 1996) or from ana­
lytic Marx ism (Przeworski 1985; Roemer 1986), for exam ple. Because 
of our under stand ing of insti tu tions and the sources of their power over 

2. On the vari e ties of ratio nal choice the ory, see Herfeld 2013. There are debates about how 
suc cess ful ratio nal choice mod els in gen eral have been at pro vid ing causal expla na tions; see, 
e.g., Northcott and Alexandrova 2015 and Lovett 2006.

3. This stands in con trast to schol arly tra di tions that tend to rely more on rich descrip tion, 
such as the tra di tion exem pli fied by Geertz (1973).
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col lec tive life—and because four of the five authors in this vol ume 
mar shal game the o retic rea son ing!—we focus on the strength and lim­
i ta tions of that genre.4

As with the use of mod els in gen eral, these games are intended to sim­
plify social or eco nomic inter ac tions, so some assump tions will be 
descrip tively inac cu rate. Today, many econ o mists argue that while not all  
assump tions must be accu rate, crit i cal assump tions of the model should 
be. Critical assump tions are those whose “mod i fi ca tion in an argu  ably 
more real is tic direc tion would pro duce a sub stan tive dif fer ence in the con­
clu sion pro duced by the model” (Rodrik 2015: 27). Political sci en tists 
like wise argue that key assump tions are prob lem atic when they are inac­
cu rate and sub stan tially change the model’s pre dic tions (Lorentzen, 
Fravel, and Paine 2017: 475). Consistent with this posi tion, Bates et al. 
(1998: 14–15) explic itly argued that assump tions must “fit the facts.” 
While this pre sum ably does not apply to all  of a model’s assump tion (e.g., 
per fect infor ma tion or expected util ity max i mi za tion) (Alexandrova 2009: 
9), they wanted to reject Milton Friedman’s (1953: 40–41) idea that a mod­
el’s assump tions need only be “as­if” accu rate. The authors argue that 
model con struc tion in ana lytic nar ra tives tends to engage in a more self­
con sciously induc tive pro cess. As qual i ta tive and his tor i cal evi dence 
emerges in the inves ti ga tion of a case study, this learn ing can inform and 
update mod el ing.

Analytic nar ra tives are case stud ies, which Gerring (2017: 28) defi nes 
as “an inten sive study of a sin gle case or a small num ber of cases, which 
draws on obser va tional data and prom ises to shed light on a larger pop u­
la tion of cases.”5 Economists some times do not think of them selves as 
doing case stud ies, but many of the most famous empir i cal papers in eco­
nom ics are case stud ies (e.g., Card 1990; Card and Krueger 1994). These 
stud ies typ i cally have a large num ber of obser va tions (large­n) but focus 
on a sin gle case (c = 1), so like case stud ies gen er ally, claims about exter nal 
validity tend to be rel a tively weak. Political sci en tists have argued that 
one’s abil ity to make infer ences from cases depends on how and why a 

4. Kiser and Welser (2007) argue that evo lu tion ary game the ory and behav ioral game the ory 
will some times be more effec tive than strong ver sions of ratio nal choice the ory. Schiemann 
(2007) also pro vi des an alter na tive equi lib rium con cept for under stand ing beliefs in ana lytic 
nar ra tives.

5. A case here is defined sim ply as “a spa tially and tem po rally delimited phe nom e non of 
the o ret i cal sig nifi  cance” (Gerring 2017: 27).
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par tic u lar case was selected (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994: chap. 4). 
By con trast, Bates et al. argued that one could draw broader infer ences, 
not just from the rea sons for selecting a par tic u lar case but also from the 
model used to under stand a case. As Bates explains, ana lytic nar ra tives 
could yield insights beyond the par tic u lar case “by extracting insights 
from the case that travel and can be tested sys tem at i cally” (Munck and 
Snyder 2007: 526). That is, if the assump tions of the model fit in a dif fer­
ent case, then the insights from the orig i nal case might gen er al ize. Here, it 
is the model, rather than the empir i cal result, that helps pro vide the 
gen er al iza tion.

By break ing down the sit u a tion into its ele men tal pieces, mod els pro­
duce the ana lyt i cal part of ana lytic nar ra tives. This is where prac ti tion ers 
turn to “nar ra tive” evi dence. Narrative evi dence takes many forms, 
includ ing qual i ta tive evi dence such as writ ten records (con sti tu tions, laws, 
stat utes, com pany man u als, archi val mate ri als, pri vate cor re spon dences, 
dia ries, etc.), inter views, par tic i pant obser va tion, and eth nog ra phy. The 
nar ra tive evi dence is used to pro vide a “detailed and tex tured account of 
con text and pro cess, with con cern for both sequence and tem po ral ity” 
(Levi 2004: 208). Narrative is often not merely qual i ta tive evi dence but 
also evi dence of sequence and chro nol ogy.6 In being so, nar ra tive pro vi des 
the “nec es sary infor ma tion for causal assess ment” (209).7 The effec tive­
ness of an ana lytic nar ra tive is assessed in sev eral ways (Bates et al. 1998: 
14–18). First, the logic of the model itself pro vi des a check on the inter nal 
validity of the pro posed rela tion ships. Second, the nar ra tive evi dence can 
pro vide the oppor tu nity to assess the accu racy of the model’s crit i cal 
assump tions. Third, the evi dence can iden tify whether the com par a tive 
static pre dic tions of the model are observed. Likewise, it can reveal 
whether out­of­equi lib rium out comes are, in fact, observed. We can sim i­
larly judge an ana lytic nar ra tive to be more valu able if it offers more 
explan a tory power than alter na tive expla na tions. Taken together, the nar­
ra tive, if done cor rectly and suc cess fully, can pro vide ample evi dence that 

6. On sequence and tem po ral ity, see also O’Driscoll and Rizzo 1985, Grzymala­Busse 2011, 
and Falleti and Mahoney 2015.

7. In Analytic Narratives, the authors note that this approach is sim i lar to a method that is 
pop u lar in polit i cal sci ence known as “pro cess trac ing” (Bennett and Checkel 2015; Collier 
2011). Like pro cess trac ing, ana lytic nar ra tives use nar ra tive evi dence and involve an induc tive 
pro cess in devel op ing mod els, but Bates et al. (1998: 16) argue that ana lytic nar ra tives put far 
greater empha sis on the ory (see also Levi and Weingast 2022: 241).
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the model applies and does so in the way that the intu i tion of the model 
sug gests.8

Scholars argue that ana lytic nar ra tives are par tic u larly use ful for cer­
tain types of ques tions in polit i cal econ omy. In par tic u lar, quan ti ta tive 
evi dence is often unavail able for many impor tant his tor i cal ques tions of 
inter est. Where data are avail  able, nat u ral exper i ments are fre quently 
absent. For “big” ques tions aimed at under stand ing insti tu tions, insti tu­
tional change, and stra te gic inter ac tions between groups over time, causal 
infer ence meth ods are often inap pro pri ate. Finally, Bates et al. (1998) 
show that nar ra tive evi dence is some times dis tinctly infor ma tive in the 
study of insti tu tions.

To see how an ana lytic nar ra tive might be applied in prac tice, we briefly 
describe a clas sic arti cle that uses this method that was published in the 
Journal of Law, Economics, & Organization. In “The Economic Role of 
Political Institutions: Market­Preserving Federalism and Economic 
Development,” Weingast (1995) pres ents the reader with per haps the fun­
da men tal polit i cal dilemma of an eco nomic sys tem: gov ern ments strong 
enough to pro tect prop erty rights and enforce con tracts are also strong 
enough to con fis cate the wealth of its pop u la tion. This dilemma, Weingast 
argues, requires that we exam ine the struc ture of insti tu tions to under­
stand the con di tions under which rules gen er ate cred i ble com mit ments 
that fore stall pred a tory behav iors that under mine mar kets and eco nomic 
growth. Federalism accomplishes this by (1) solv ing a coor di na tion prob­
lem among cit i zens about what is legit i mate for the state to do and (2) 
cre at ing a cred i ble enforce ment mech a nism when the states acts ille git i­
mately (Weingast 1995: 10). Using a game­the o retic model, Weingast gen­
er ates com par a tive static pre dic tions about the inter ac tive behav ior 
between a sov er eign and two cit i zen groups with dif fer ent views about the 
legit i mate bound aries of the sov er eign. The aim is to use the model to iso­
late the mech a nism and to show how it operates in three sweep ing his tor­
i cal con texts: England dur ing the eigh teenth cen tury, the United States 
dur ing the nineteenth cen tury, and China in the late twen ti eth cen tury. In 
sum, he pres ents a par si mo ni ous model to under stand how self­enforcing 
con sti tu tions in a fed er al ist struc ture might operate and pro vi des exten sive 
his tor i cal evi dence that they oper ated in this way.

8. These cri te ria dis tin guish ana lytic nar ra tives from “just so” stories that offer ad hoc expla­
na tions or ex post rationalizations that are dif fi cult or impos si ble to ver ify.
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More gen er ally, ana lytic nar ra tives have been used to exam ine a 
broad set of ques tions in polit i cal econ omy, not only long­run insti tu­
tional devel op ment and eco nomic growth (Weingast 1995; North and 
Thomas 1973; North 1978; Greif 2006). In fact, ana lytic nar ra tives 
have also been applied to under stand insti tu tional var i a tion in more 
microlevel sit u a tions. For exam ple, Elinor Ostrom (1990) relied on 
exten sive, mul ti site field work (instead of his tor i cal qual i ta tive data) to 
under stand how com mu ni ties suc cess fully gov ern com mon­pool envi­
ron men tal resources. In terms of sub ject areas, ana lytic nar ra tives 
have also been used to under stand a wide range of top ics such as the 
polit i cal chal lenges of cred i ble com mit ments in the post­Soviet era of 
insti tu tional reform (Boettke 1993; Nalepa 2010); the inter nal orga ni­
za tion and con sti tu tional struc ture of eigh teenth­cen tury piracy 
(Leeson 2007a); pre co lo nial­era trade in the absence of strong state 
insti tu tions (Leeson 2007b); pro vid ing assur ance in a state less con text 
of long­dis tance, high­value finan cial trans ac tions (Schaeffer 2008); 
extra le gal gov er nance insti tu tions in the illicit econ omy in pris ons and 
on the street (Skarbek 2011, 2014, 2020a); the rise of tax farm ing in 
early mod ern England and France (Johnson and Koyama 2014); the 
evo lu tion of usury laws (Koyama 2010); and the chal lenge of over com­
ing the Samar i tan’s Dilemma in the con text of deliv er ing devel op ment 
aid ( Gib son et al. 2005; Skarbek 2016). In short, while many addi­
tional exam ples could be pro vided, these give some sense of the tre­
men dous scope and range of insti tu tional ques tions pur sued with the 
ana lytic nar ra tive method.

3. The Historical and Intellectual Context

3.1. From General Equilibrium to Game Theory

Economics in the mid­twen ti eth cen tury was dom i nated by the rise of 
for mal ism and the ascen dance of the gen eral equi lib rium par a digm. 
Paul Samuelson’s Foundations of Economic Analysis (1947) rev o lu tion­
ized grad u ate train ing in eco nom ics and became a gal va niz ing force by 
which for mal math e mat ics became the pri mary lan guage of eco nom ics. 
The aim of the book was to use the abstrac tion and trac ta bil ity afforded 
by math e mat ics to elab o rate the uni fy ing ele ments of dis persed the o ries 
and to work out the impli ca tions for the o ret i cal and applied eco nom ics. 
In other words, the explicit aim was to uti lize the lan guage of 
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math e mat ics to abstract away from the insti tu tional spe cifi cs and con­
tex tual details in which eco nomic behav ior takes place. Samuelson was 
clearly aware of this aspect of his approach. In describ ing his work in 
1967, Samuelson states that “the equa tions of my model spec ify the con­
di tions that must be sat is fied by Pareto opti mal ity and max i mi za tion of 
a pre scribed indi vid u al is tic Bergson social wel fare func tion. They do 
not pro nounce on what set of insti tu tional rules and behav iors will 
approx i mate these con di tions.”9 The result was that “Samuelson drained 
eco nomic the ory of insti tu tional con text,” and the sub se quent rise of the 
“econo met ric approach to empir i cal eco nom ics elim i nated his tor i cal 
detail” (Boettke 1997: 22).

At the time, Samuelson’s approach was widely regarded—despite a 
few dis sent ers—to be a path break ing way for ward in eco nomic the­
ory. Among the dis sent ers, the econ o mist Kenneth E. Boulding 
reviewed the book in the Journal of Political Economy and offered a 
warn ing to the pro fes sion of what may be lost with a com plete exor cis­
ing of nar ra tive from eco nomic anal y sis. “It may well be,” writes 
Boulding (1948: 199), “that math e mat i cal eco nom ics will remain too 
flaw less in its per fec tion to be very fruit ful” and that “if eco nom ics 
becomes a pre serve of the higher math e ma ti cians, it will lose its essen­
tially human is tic and empir i cal qual ity.”

Perhaps nowhere is the “insti tu tional vac uum” more evi dent than in the 
con cept of com pe ti tion as expressed in the Arrow and Debreu (1954) 
fixed­point exis tence proof of gen eral equi lib rium. The cen tral insight of 
the proof is to show that with opti miz ing agents, there exists a vec tor of 
prices that clear all  mar kets. However, the for mal iza tion of the model 
explic itly abstracts away from the activ ity or mech a nisms that bring about 
the result. According to Blaug (2003: 146), the Arrow­Debreu proof 
“neatly exhib its the worst fea tures of for mal ism, which is not just the 
appli ca tion of math e mat i cal tech niques to eco nom ics, but rather rev el ing 
in math e mat i cal mod el ing as an end in itself.” The equi lib rium the o riz ing 
that followed in the wake of Arrow­Debreu made “no effort to show how 
equi lib rium comes about but merely that the exis tence of equi lib rium is 
log i cally implied by cer tain plau si ble insti tu tion­free assump tions about 
eco nomic behav ior” (147).

9. Paul A. Samuelson to Gordon Tullock, June 1, 1967, box 73, Paul A. Samuelson Papers, 
David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Duke University.
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The dom i nance of the for mal ist rev o lu tion reversed how basic mod­
els of eco nom ics were used and interpreted. Before the 1950s, not only 
was eco nom ics plu ral is tic in approaches, but even for mal mod els like 
the per fectly com pet i tive mar ket were used as styl ized depic tions to 
con trast with and illus trate oper a tional fea tures of real mar ket activ­
ity.10 Used in this man ner, coun ter fac tual rea son ing shed light on how 
insti tu tions pro vide much of the rules and incen tive struc ture mar kets 
require to func tion prop erly. Formalism allowed for the tech ni cal 
spec i fi ca tion of opti mal ity con di tions, such that devi a tions from 
optima were now ipso facto mar ket fail ures capa ble of being under­
stood inde pen dent of con text. If nar ra tive is the bridge between model 
and mean ing, it had all  but disappeared.11 The for mal ist rev o lu tion 
effec tively bur ied the pro cess­based accounts of equi lib rium for ma­
tion (Blaug 2003).

Some areas of eco nom ics iden ti fied the loss of insti tu tional detail as a 
cost of for mal ism ear lier than oth ers. F. A. Hayek’s (1942) early argu ment 
regard ing the mis ap pli ca tion of for mal ism to the study of polit i cal econ­
omy actu ally pre dates Boulding’s alarm and remains rel e vant when 
advanced again more than thirty years later in his 1974 Nobel Prize 
address (Hayek 1989). But it was not just the Austrians who were attuned 
to the lim its of for mal ism. In a mem o ran dum discussing the need for a 
dis tinct field of devel op ment eco nom ics at Harvard, John Kenneth 
Galbraith wrote in the mid­1950s that it is “unlikely that with [devel op ing] 
econ o mies one can do much with for mal eco nomic mod els,” pre cisely 
because they lack the abil ity to fac tor in the role of insti tu tions (Alacevich 
2017: 269).12 Galbraith’s call for bring ing insti tu tions into the study of 
devel op ment, how ever, harkened back to the tra di tional approaches of the 
older insti tu tional econ o mists and had lit tle to do with the com ing emer­
gence of new insti tu tional anal y sis. To under stand where ana lytic nar ra­
tives find trac tion, we must turn to the rise of game the ory in eco nom ics 
and polit i cal sci ence.

10. For dis cus sions regard ing the ten sion between plu ral ism within eco nom ics and the 
main stream, see Rutherford and Mor gan 1998.

11. As Mor gan (2012: 345) has argued, “Narratives are a flex i ble device that match the world 
in the model to the world that the model rep re sents.” As the for mal ist rev o lu tion swept the field 
of eco nom ics, “it was the model, and not the world, that became the dom i nant source of intel­
lec tual excite ment. Technique has trumped sub stance ever since” (Boettke 1997: 45).

12. For more, see John K. Galbraith, “Economic Development as a Proposed Field,” 
1955/1956, box 525, 8/53/E/3/8, ser. 5, Harvard University File, 1949–90, John Kenneth 
 Galbraith Personal Papers, John F. Kennedy Memorial Library, Bos ton University.
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3.2. The Confluence of Game Theory, Economic History,  
and Institutions

While for mal ism was chang ing the land scape of main stream eco nom ics 
in the 1950s and 1960s, game the ory was devel op ing as an alter na tive the­
o ret i cal par a digm to the gen eral equi lib rium approach (Giocoli 2003). 
John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern’s 1944 path break ing Theory 
of Games and Economic Behavior opened up an entirely new approach to 
con cep tu al iz ing stra te gic inter ac tion and equi lib rium for ma tion. Jacob 
Marschak, for instance, imme di ately rec og nized the poten tial of what 
these new tools had to offer eco nom ics, lead ing him to declare that with 
arrival of game the ory, “all  is not well with static eco nom ics” (Marschak 
1946: 97). Marschak was not wrong. Game the ory would grow in prom i­
nence within the main stream of eco nom ics but also play a cen tral role in 
the devel op ment and advance ment of new fields in eco nom ics and polit i­
cal sci ence—namely, new insti tu tional eco nom ics, eco nomic his tory, and 
polit i cal econ omy.

As game the ory was tak ing off, his tory was under go ing its own rev o lu­
tion in the 1960s. The “new eco nomic his tory,” as it came to be known, 
brought two devel op ments to the field. Douglass C. North was cen tral to 
both of these advances. The first was clio met rics: the appli ca tion of eco­
nomic the ory and quan ti ta tive meth ods to the study of his tory. Here the 
for mal ism that transformed main stream eco nom ics was mak ing its way 
into his tory. Cliometrics “for mal ized eco nomic his tory in a man ner sim i­
lar to the injec tion of math e mat i cal mod els and sta tis tics into the rest of 
eco nom ics” (Goldin 1995: 193). Opposition to for mal ism in eco nomic his­
tory was not con fined to a few dis sent ing voices. There was con sid er able 
resis tance to clio met rics mainly because out sid ers (econ o mists) were the 
ones intro duc ing more pre cise esti ma tion tech niques into the field of his­
tory, and in doing so were often overturning ortho dox find ings and 
accepted wis dom (194).

The sec ond devel op ment in eco nomic his tory involved a renewed 
focus on the impor tance of insti tu tions for under stand ing eco nomic 
growth. In 1966, North accepted a Ford Fellowship to go to Europe to 
study Euro pean eco nomic his tory. It was here where North real ized that 
the “strait jacket of static, ortho dox neoclassical the ory was hold ing back 
prog ress in the [new eco nomic his tory]” (Snowdon [2016: 112]). Progress 
under stand ing his tor i cal growth tra jec to ries required incor po rat ing a 
con cep tual under stand ing and an empir i cal anal y sis of prop erty rights, 
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insti tu tions, and trans ac tions costs. Yet the tools of clio met rics did not 
allow for ade quate treat ment of these thick con cepts. As North (1978: 
963) explains,

The clio met ric rev o lu tion in eco nomic his tory wed ded neoclassical 
eco nom ics and quan ti ta tive meth ods in order to describe and explain 
the per for mance of econ o mies in the past. Economic his tory gained in 
rigor and sci en tific pre ten sion, but at the expense of explor ing a much 
more fun da men tal set of ques tions about the evolv ing struc ture of econ­
o mies that under lies per for mance. . . .  If eco nom ics is a the ory of 
choice sub ject to spec i fied con straints, a task of eco nomic his tory was 
to the o rize about those evolv ing con straints.

As a result, North became heavily involved with the revival of insti tu­
tional anal y sis in the 1970s and 1980s.

North’s turn away from clio met rics toward study ing insti tu tions is 
sig nifi  cant because it required devel op ing a new frame work for conduct­
ing the kind of work he wanted to do (Margo 1999: 195). This turn 
entailed an embrace of a broader notion of ratio nal choice anal y sis and 
appli ca tions of those tools to try to explain the mul ti di men sional insti tu­
tions of for mal and infor mal rules to show their rela tion ship to eco­
nomic growth. However, these new tools and tech niques of anal y sis 
were not constructed ex ante then applied but rather were forged in the 
pro cess of research, nota bly in two books. The first was writ ten with 
Lance Davis in 1971 and titled Institutional Change and Amer i can 
Economic Growth, and the other was writ ten with Robert Thomas in 
1973 and titled The Rise of the Western World: A New Economic 
History. In the for mer book, the authors are explicit that they are devel­
op ing a new the ory of insti tu tional change that is con sis tent with the 
basics of neoclassical eco nom ics but aims to explain the emer gence and 
decline of insti tu tional arrange ments. The basic model Davis and North 
employ relies on cost­ben e fit anal y sis and max i mi za tion, but the object 
of the anal y sis is his tory. In devel op ing their the ory of polit i cal bargain­
ing and insti tu tional change, Davis and North cast their the ory as poten­
tially capa ble of pro vid ing con crete “solu tions” to the prob lem of 
inde ter mi nacy of equi lib rium posi tions inher ent in “n­per son” or “non­
zero sum” games (Davis and North 1971: 36). This points to a clear 
under stand ing of the ana lyt i cal space in which the com bi na tion of ratio­
nal choice and qual i ta tive meth ods—pri mor dial ana lytic nar ra tives, if 
you will—can pro duc tively advance research.
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One of the ways to trace the influ ence and sig nifi  cance of North’s insti­
tu tional and meth od o log i cal turn to ana lytic nar ra tives is to look at the 
schol ars with whom he worked. From 1960 to 1983, North was pro fes sor 
of eco nom ics at the University of Washington. Here, he overlapped with 
Margaret Levi, who was in the polit i cal sci ence depart ment from 1974 to 
2014 and with whom he taught an under grad u ate sem i nar for roughly ten 
years (Levi and Weingast 2019: 213). Levi and Weingast (2019) attri bute 
North’s Structure and Change in Economic History (1981) and Levi’s Of 
Rule and Revenue (1988) to be among the results of this sem i nar.

When North joined the fac ulty of Washington University in Saint Louis 
in 1983, his research agenda on insti tu tions and eco nomic growth was in 
full swing. Yet North was dis sat is fied with his own under stand ing and 
ana ly ses of the polit i cal pro cess and sought out a group of young polit i cal 
sci en tists and econ o mists who were attempting to develop new mod els of 
polit i cal econ omy, includ ing James E. Alt, Jean Ensminger, and Jack 
Knight, as well as Nor man Schofield, Kenneth A. Shepsle, and Barry R. 
Weingast (Levi and Weingast 2019: 213). Weingast’s first aca demic 
appoint ment was in the eco nom ics depart ment in 1977. Over the next ten 
years at Washington University, he would be among the many schol ars 
col lab o rat ing with North and build ing on his work. Among his col leagues 
at Washington University, North founded a Center for Political Economy 
in 1984 where he stayed on as direc tor until 1990. Over this time, the cen­
ter fos tered inter dis ci plin ary schol ar ship and col lab o ra tion that allowed 
the research agenda on insti tu tions and the ana lytic nar ra tive meth od ol­
ogy to emerge in eco nom ics and polit i cal sci ence.

By the pub li ca tion of North’s “Institutions” paper in the Journal of 
Economic Perspectives (North 1991), North’s cen tral ity to the study and 
method of ana lyz ing insti tu tions was well established. The paper is widely 
seen as a sum ma tion of his work on insti tu tional change and eco nomic 
devel op ment. With Ronald Coase, North was also one of the founding 
mem bers of the International Society for New Institutional Economics in 
1997 that would become home for a sub stan tial amount of work done in 
the ana lytic nar ra tive style. Margret Levi and Barry Weingast attended 
the inau gu ral con fer ence, along with a num ber of nota ble schol ars work­
ing in these areas.13 In sum, insti tu tions had reemerged as a sig nifi  cant 

13. The inau gu ral con fer ence for the International Society for New Institutional Economics 
was orga nized by Lee Benham in 1997 and titled “The Present and Future of the New Institu­
tional Economics.” According to the pro gram, par tic i pants included Lee Alston, Alexandra 
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research agenda, much of it based on game the ory, and it was being car­
ried out by econ o mists and polit i cal sci en tists to under stand his tory. In 
par tic u lar, North had played a major role in the intel lec tual advance ment 
of the study of insti tu tions, his tory, and ratio nal choice the ory broadly 
under stood. Perhaps it is not sur pris ing that Analytic Narratives is ded i­
cated “to Douglass North: Mentor and Friend.”

4. The Reception of Analytic Narratives

4.1. Exchange in the Amer i can Political Science 
Review

In 1998, when Analytic Narratives was published, it attracted a great deal 
of atten tion among econ o mists and polit i cal sci en tists. In par tic u lar, the 
Amer i can Political Science Review published an eleven­page review by 
the polit i cal sci en tist Jon Elster, titled “Rational Choice History: A Case 
of Excessive Ambition” (Elster 2000). As the title sug gests, it is a fairly 
neg a tive review, and Bates et al. (2000: 701) describe it as a “scorched 
earth” approach in their response. While the seven­page response from 
Bates et al. is not nearly as aggres sive as Elster’s review, the exchange is 
cer tainly heated, as six of the most famous polit i cal sci en tists and econ o­
mists clash over fun da men tal meth od o log i cal ques tions in the lead ing 
polit i cal sci ence jour nal.

Elster makes four gen eral crit i cisms about the ana lytic nar ra tives pro­
ject.14 First, he argues that the ratio nal ity assump tion is prob lem atic 
because peo ple some times err, respond to non ma te rial con cerns, and act 
irra tio nal in a vari ety of ways. Bates et al. (2000) respond that Elster has 
not pro vided a supe rior alter na tive frame work for under stand ing deci sions 
and insti tu tions, so even if ratio nal choice is imper fect, it is still the best 
avail  able. Until some one pres ents a more pro duc tive approach, the per fect 
should not be the enemy of the good. Second, Elster argues that the 
authors rely too much on mod el ing aggre gate actors—such as clans, the 
elite, and the South—as uni fied actors with a coher ent pref er ence func­
tion. To do so, one would need to show that aggre gates can have coher ent 

Benham, Lee Benham, Eric Brousseau, Harold Demsetz, John Drobak, Philip Keefer, Jack 
Knight, Gary Libecap, Claude Ménard, John Nye, Mancur Olson, Mary Shirley, Pablo Spiller, 
and Oli ver Williamson.

14. Elster (2000) like wise com ments on spe cific aspects of each indi vid ual chap ter, but those 
crit i cisms mostly do not appear to strike at the meth od o log i cal argu ment more broadly.
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pref er ence func tions (i.e., no cycling) and that, in prac tice, peo ple have 
over come a large num ber of col lec tive action prob lems within groups. In 
response, the authors argue that it is an empir i cal, not a the o ret i cal, ques­
tion how much one can aggre gate actors. Without fur ther evi dence, they 
argue, Elster’s point as a gen eral crit i cism of ana lytic nar ra tives falls flat. 
Third, Elster (2000: 693) argues that the authors do too lit tle to pro vide 
evi dence about the inten tions and beliefs of these actors. Their response is 
that observ ing inten tions and beliefs is an incred i bly dif fi cult empir i cal 
task, and the stan dard approach of instead focus ing on revealed pref er­
ences and behav ior is more fea si ble and pro duc tive. Finally, Elster argues 
that the mod els do not address issues about imper fect infor ma tion and 
uncer tainty. Their response is that they do, in fact, incor po rate these issues 
more than Elster real izes.

Speaking about the exchange sev eral years later, the polit i cal sci en tist 
Adam Przeworski explained that he thought Elster “was crit i cal for the 
wrong rea sons. . . .  He has a laun dry list approach. I am per suaded that he 
was right on many his tor i cal points; the con tri bu tions of Analytic 
Narratives did not get their his tory very right. But I do not think Elster 
grap pled with their intent” (Munck and Snyder 2007: 499). That is, while 
Elster might have made points of his tor i cal dis agree ment in crit i ciz ing the 
indi vid ual chap ters, doing so does not under mine the broader meth od o­
log i cal pro ject. Likewise, Bates says, “I didn’t place much weight on Jon 
Elster’s review in the Amer i can Political Science Review (2000) because 
he is noted for neg a tive reviews and he mainly reasserted argu ments that 
he had been mak ing in other forums” (Munck and Snyder 2007: 526).

This exchange in the Amer i can Political Science Review was likely the 
most high­pro file dis cus sion that the book received.15 However, it was also 
reviewed numer ous times in jour nals in eco nom ics, polit i cal sci ence, soci­
ol ogy, and related fields. We iden ti fied four crit i cisms that review ers often 
raised that reveal that econ o mists and polit i cal sci en tists assessed the 
book in quite dif fer ent ways. In par tic u lar, review ers questioned the meth­
od’s orig i nal ity, the value of ratio nal choice the ory, the rela tion ship 
between case stud ies and exter nal validity, and the use of qual i ta tive evi­
dence in study ing insti tu tions.

15. Greif (1998) also published an arti cle in the Amer i can Economic Review’s Papers and 
Proceedings giv ing a sim i lar state ment of the meth od ol ogy under the term “his tor i cal and com­
par a tive insti tu tional anal y sis.”
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4.2. Claim to Originality

One com mon crit i cism of Analytic Narratives is that the meth od o log i cal 
argu ment was not as orig i nal as the authors sug gest. For exam ple, the 
soci ol o gist and polit i cal sci en tist Theda Skocpol (2000: 669–70) opens 
her review of Analytic Narratives by writ ing, “Five Smart People in 
Search of a Mission would be an ideal title for this pro voc a tive col lec­
tion,” argu ing that “on the meth od o log i cal grounds, there is actu ally lit tle 
here that is new.” The econ o mist Gordon Tullock’s (2000: 106) review 
says that com bin ing his tory and for mal the ory is “not rev o lu tion ary, but 
still worth doing.” The polit i cal sci en tist Adam Przeworski explains, “I 
see Analytic Narratives as less path­break ing than its authors do” (Munck 
and Snyder 2007: 499). Ekelund and Tollison (2003: 491) argue that ana­
lytic nar ra tives as a new method “is either illu sory or sim ply old wine in 
new bot tles. . . .  These essays, while offer ing some inter est ing mate rial, 
are not ‘as adver tised.’ They do not advance a new meth od ol ogy.” They 
end their review by, again, chal leng ing the mar gin of orig i nal ity, ask ing, 
“Could it be that polit i cal sci en tists are at last adopting the meth ods of 
eco nom ics and are try ing to claim them as their own?”

However, there is rea son to ques tion the strength of these con clu sions. 
First, many of the con tem po rary reviews praised the book for its orig i nal­
ity. The soci ol o gist Marc Schneiberg (2000: 857) writes, “Grounded in 
game the ory, their approach rep re sents a dis tinc tive con tri bu tion to the 
anal y sis of insti tu tions” that bears “impres sive fruit.” In the view of the 
econ o mist Robert A. Margo (1999: 195), Analytic Narratives is “pioneer­
ing.” The econ o mist Peter Boettke (2000: 379) writes, “With this book, 
schol ars in [Constitutional Political Economy] have been given a hand­
book for applied polit i cal econ omy and the empir i cal exam i na tion of the 
rea son of the rules.” And according to the polit i cal sci en tist Andrew 
Bennett (2001: 978), “The use of case stud ies to test and mod ify for mal 
mod els is in its infancy and should not be aban doned pre ma turely. This 
meth od o log i cal inno va tion is the book’s main con tri bu tion, and it deserves 
to be emu lated.”

A sec ond rea son to doubt the orig i nal ity crit i cism is to look at what 
meth ods lead ing jour nals were actu ally pub lish ing. In polit i cal sci ence, 
few to no papers in top jour nals were published that contained ana lytic 
nar ra tives. Pion­Berlin and Cleary (2005) look at all  papers published in 
the Amer i can Political Science Review (APSR)—again, the pre mier polit­
i cal sci ence jour nal—between 1991 and 2000 and clas si fied each arti cle 
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by method: sta tis ti cal, math e mat i cal or for mal mod el ing, polit i cal the ory, 
and qual i ta tive.

During that time, 74 per cent of the arti cles published used sta tis tics or 
math e mat i cal mod el ing. The APSR published only five arti cles—fewer 
than 1 per cent—based pri mar ily on qual i ta tive evi dence over the span of 
ten years (Pion­Berlin and Cleary 2005: 307). In other words, the lead ing 
jour nal published qual i ta tive evi dence extremely rarely. Even if all  five of 
these arti cles were ana lytic nar ra tives, that would still be a sub stan tial 
meth od o log i cal out lier.

Refining their clas si fi ca tion scheme to bet ter iden tify mixed­method 
approaches, Pion­Berlin and Cleary (2005: 307) find that, of those arti cles 
based on “math e mat i cal mod el ing,” only five of those papers included 
some qual i ta tive evi dence, though often only a few par a graphs rather than 
a gen u ine, inten sive case study (309). In 2010, Kasza (2010) used the same 
clas si fi ca tion scheme for the thirty­nine arti cles published in the APSR 
and the Amer i can Journal of Political Science (AJPS) between May 2009 
and April 2010. Eighty per cent of the arti cles published by the APSR, and 
94 per cent in the AJPS, used quan ti ta tive anal y sis or for mal mod el ing. 
There were no qual i ta tive empir i cal papers published in either jour nal 
dur ing that time. There is lit tle to no evi dence to sug gest that ana lytic nar­
ra tives are or were a main stream or com mon approach in the lead ing 
polit i cal sci ence jour nals.

In eco nom ics, the return of insti tu tional anal y sis meant that some thing 
like ana lytic nar ra tives was some what more com mon in eco nom ics 
 jour nals. In their review, Ekelund and Tollison (2003: 493) report that 
“‘nar ra tives’ using this ‘method’ appear reg u larly in eco nomic jour nals 
(the Journal of Law and Economics, Journal of Economic Behavior and 
Organization, Public Choice, and many oth ers come to mind).” Notably, 
these are jour nals that have tended to pub lish work in the ratio nal choice 
insti tu tion al ist tra di tion (Hall and Taylor 1996). The Journal of Law and 
Economics was, of course, also edited by Ronald Coase for nearly twenty 
years, and Public Choice has always had a strong focus on insti tu tions. 
Given that qual i ta tive evi dence is often espe cially use ful for the study of 
insti tu tions, this is per haps not sur pris ing. Nevertheless, in the lead ing 
eco nom ics jour nals, it is extremely rare to see published empir i cal work 
based pri mar ily or entirely on qual i ta tive evi dence.16 Likewise, grad u ate 
pro grams in eco nom ics do not offer courses on qual i ta tive research  

16. Leeson 2007a is an impor tant excep tion found in the Journal of Political Economy.
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meth ods, instead focus ing over whelm ingly on econo met rics (Colander 
2008: 7). Causal infer ence approaches are now a lead ing tech nique in 
empir i cal micro eco nom ics (Angrist and Pischke 2010).

In sum, it is true that the com bi na tion of nar ra tive evi dence and mod els 
was not an entirely new idea. However, at the time of pub li ca tion, the 
method had lit tle pres ence in lead ing jour nals in eco nom ics and polit i cal 
sci ence. Moreover, Analytic Narratives sets out much more clearly than 
pre vi ous exam ples a meth od o log i cal state ment for the jus ti fi ca tions and 
ways of using the method, spe cifi  cally with respect to ratio nal choice the­
ory and the polit i cal econ omy of insti tu tions. While ana lytic nar ra tives 
might be more com mon in eco nom ics jour nals, grad u ate train ing in eco­
nom ics does not focus on teach ing the ana lytic nar ra tive method. In each 
of these ways, the book was carv ing out new intel lec tual ter ri tory.

4.3. The Value of Rational Choice Theory

A sec ond related crit i cism of ana lytic nar ra tives was directed at the use of 
ratio nal choice the ory in par tic u lar, and to pos i tiv ism more gen er ally. 
Analytic Narratives offered a new meth od o log i cal defense of ratio nal 
choice the ory at a time when it was under fire within polit i cal sci ence. At 
the same time, most econ o mists who reviewed the book did not seem to 
under stand the con ten tious place of ratio nal choice in polit i cal sci ence.

Analytic Narratives was published in between two per e stroika move­
ments that worked at cross­pur poses: one to increase inter est in ana lytic 
nar ra tives, the other to attack them. The first per e stroika was the reform 
efforts to unwind cen tral eco nomic plan ning in the Soviet Union and its 
sub se quent col lapse (Boettke 1993). World events presented social sci en­
tists with major, often cat a strophic, changes to nations that cried out for 
anal y sis and expla na tion, with a spe cial focus on the rela tion ship between 
insti tu tions and out comes (Sanders 2006: 40–41). The sec ond, and lesser 
known, per e stroika was a reform effort within the polit i cal sci ence dis ci­
pline. This loose­knit intel lec tual move ment made rev o lu tion ary calls for 
reevaluating the use of ratio nal choice the ory and pos i tiv ist approaches 
within the pro fes sion. It began in 2000, when an anon y mous email 
authored by “Mr. Perestroika” was sent to ten mem bers of the Amer i can 
Political Science Association who were encour aged to for ward it to other 
col leagues. It was, among other things, a broad side attack against ratio nal 
choice the ory and the dom i nance of pos i tiv ism in the polit i cal sci ence 
pro fes sion. It like wise called out the Amer i can Political Science 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/hope/article-pdf/doi/10.1215/00182702-10620913/1853833/10620913.pdf?guestAccessKey=e49bab98-59fa-4876-a07c-b63800ce999e by BR

O
W

N
 U

N
IVER

SITY user on 20 April 2023



UNCORRECTED PROOFS

Skarbek and Skarbek / Analytic Narratives 627

Association and the APSR as irrel e vant ven ues for gen er at ing knowl edge. 
The per e stroika move ment ignited a rev o lu tion among intepretivist schol­
ars and oth ers who felt they were being sidelined in the dis ci pline.

Part of the com plaint identifies elit ism, nep o tism, gen der bias, and 
career ism, but many of the com plaints are levied directly at pos i tiv ist 
meth ods and the encroach ment of econ o mists. For exam ple,  
Mr. Perestroika refers to “a few men who make poor game­the o rists and 
who can not for the life­of­me com pete with a third grade Economics 
grad u ate stu dent” (Monroe 2005: 10). He later asks, “Why are FAILED 
Afri can ists and Economists allowed to dom i nate a dis ci pline?” (10). 
Finally, “If these pseudo­econ o mists know their math so well, let them 
pres ent at the University of Chicago’s Economics Workshop. I assure 
you every sin gle polit i cal sci ence arti cle will be trashed and thrown into 
the dust bin. Then why are these peo ple allowed to throw their weight 
around based on under grad math and stats—an Econ 101. We are in the 
busi ness of Political Science and not failed Economics” (10–11). 
According to the polit i cal sci en tist Kristen Renwick Monroe, the move­
ment spread like “wild fire” (i). As one indi ca tion of how influ en tial the 
move ment was, and the many ways that the dis ci pline reacted and 
changed in response to it, Monroe’s edited vol ume on the per e stroika 
move ment relies on thirty­nine chap ters and nearly six hun dred pages to 
doc u ment its wide spread effect.

The debate in polit i cal sci ence over ratio nal choice the ory had also 
been heating up in the years prior. In Skocpol’s (2000: 670) review, she 
reports that, “in com par a tive pol i tics, this is the Era of Manifestos, as 
clashing camps of schol ars maneu ver for stu dents, posi tions, resources, 
and aca demic pres tige.” As a part of this, in 1994, Donald Green and Ian 
Shapiro published Pathologies of Rational Choice Theory: A Critique of 
Applications in Political Science, where they argue against the idea that 
we can ever develop a sin gle, uni ver sal model of pol i tics (Green and 
Shapiro 1994: 6). Green and Shapiro like wise condemned ratio nal choice 
approaches for being “the ory driven” rather than “prob lem driven” (6). In 
her review of Analytic Narratives, Skocpol (2000: 675) argues that Bates 
et al. (1998) do too lit tle to show that their ratio nal choice accounts out per­
form com pet ing expla na tions. She chal lenges the value of ratio nal choice 
the ory as a “gen eral the ory” (Skocpol 2000: 675). She writes, “Today’s 
ratio nal choic ers . . .  believe in One True and Unified Theory and cling to 
a model of expla na tion that stresses that appli ca tion of gen eral the o rems 
to spe cific instances, one at a time” (675).
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However, this seems to be incon sis tent with the fram ing of the use of 
ratio nal choice within the book. In the intro duc tion, the authors explain 
that the polit i cal sci en tist William H. Riker did indeed seek to develop a 
“uni ver sal approach to the social sci ences, capa ble of yield ing gen eral 
laws of polit i cal behav ior” (Bates et al. 1998: 11). But, that is not their 
goal. Instead, they “are moti vated by a desire to account for par tic u lar 
events or out comes. They are devoted to the expla na tion of cases, not to 
the elab o ra tion of the ory” (11). Each chap ter is driven by the desire to 
solve real­world prob lems and puz zles and not driven by the ory. The 
authors explic itly deny the Riker vision of uni ver sal the ory, writ ing that 
“the chap ters them selves seek no uni ver sal laws of human behav ior” (11). 
The book aims to advance the claim that the ratio nal choice frame work 
more gen er ally can be applied in a wide range of sit u a tions, but the par tic­
u lar model of inter ac tion must be con text­depen dent. They advo cate the 
use of nar ra tive and iter a tive model design pre cisely because no “One 
True and Unified” the o rem of insti tu tions exists. Defending ratio nal 
choice the ory might not seem con tro ver sial or orig i nal to the econ o mists 
who reviewed the book, but Analytic Narratives was very much return 
fire in a heated dis ci plin ary debate over meth ods.

4.4. The Question of External Validity

A third crit i cism of ana lytic nar ra tives points out that case stud ies tend to 
be weak in terms of exter nal validity.17 The econ o mists Ekelund and 
Tollison (2003: 492), for exam ple, argue that many of the case stud ies in 
the book are “inca pa ble of gen er al iza tion.” This is related to con cerns that 
ana lytic nar ra tives are an exer cise in curve fit ting (Dessler 2000: 179; 
Munck and Snyder 2007: 631). As with the diverg ing views about the 
proper use of ratio nal choice the ory in insti tu tional anal y sis, here we again 
see an over sight of the dif fer ences between dis ci plines. In par tic u lar, 
social sci ence meth od ol o gists dis tin guish between stud ies that are on the 
“effects­of­causes” and those on the “causes­of­effects” (Mahoney and 
Goertz 2006: 230–32). The effects­of­causes approach focuses on find ing 
out what the effect of some cause is across a large num ber of cases. For 
exam ple, econ o mists might esti mate the effect of for eign aid on eco nomic 

17. On exter nal validity, see Findley, Kikuta, and Denly 2021. Clarke and Primo (2012: 
92–99) dis cuss var i ous rea sons to use for mal mod els and whether exter nal validity should be a 
gen u ine con cern.
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devel op ment across a large num ber of countries (Easterly 2003). From 
this per spec tive, case stud ies in gen eral do a poor job of expla na tion 
because they have rel a tively lit tle to say about other cases. Alternatively, 
in the “causes­of­effects” approach, the goal is to under stand many or all  
of the causes of an effect in a par tic u lar case. This approach is more 
focused on max i miz ing within­case explan a tory power. As case stud ies, 
ana lytic nar ra tives fall into this lat ter cat e gory.18

As Gerring (2017: 244–45) notes, cases stud ies are gen er ally weak on 
the ques tion of exter nal validity. To dis miss ana lytic nar ra tives for this 
rea son would require us to dis miss case stud ies more gen er ally, some­
thing that many social sci en tists would not be will ing to do. Nevertheless, 
it is worth not ing the dif fer ent ways that schol ars have thought about ana­
lytic nar ra tives and exter nal validity. As noted above, Bates argues that 
the model itself might be found to gen er al ize to other cases (Munck and 
Snyder 2007: 526). For exam ple, the trag edy­of­the­com mons model has 
large explan a tory power in a wide range of sce nar ios across time and 
place (Ostrom 1990). Margaret Levi (2004: 203) argues that ana lytic nar­
ra tives can explain par tic u lar cases very well and that alone is an impor­
tant endeavor. Avner Greif’s his tor i cal work, for exam ple, offers an 
expla na tion for the rise of the mod ern econ omy, and given the mag ni tude 
and impor tance of under stand ing that his tor i cal pro cess, it is inher ently a 
wor thy topic of inves ti ga tion (Greif 2006: 350–76). Nomothetic 
approaches are not the ideal or goal. Levi has also argued that ana lytic 
nar ra tives are a test of the ratio nal choice frame work more broadly. Each 
suc cess ful case study pro vi des evi dence on whether ratio nal choice is suc­
cess ful as “a gen eral the ory of how struc tures shape indi vid ual choices 
and con se quen tially col lec tive out comes” (Levi 2004: 218). The exter nal 
validity is thus found in the use ful ness of the tools of ratio nal choice social 
sci ence more gen er ally.

Ultimately, the degree to which we can gen er al ize the ory or empir i cal 
find ings from one case to another is an empir i cal ques tion. Greif (2006: 
388) argues that

empha siz ing the con text­spec i fic ity of insti tu tions and their his tor i cal 
con tin gency does not imply aborting the social­sci en tific tra di tion of 
seek ing gen er al iza tions. In fact, the accu mu la tion of com par a tive and 

18. See Hoover 2009: 316 for an alter na tive char ac ter iza tion of Friedman and Schwartz’s 
Monetary History of the United States as an effects­of­causes approach to social sci ence.
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his tor i cal insti tu tional ana ly ses has the prom ise of fos ter ing our under­
stand ing of which insti tu tions mat ter and why, which are con du cive to 
gen er at ing wel fare­enhanc ing out comes, and which are more likely to 
adapt effi ciently to chang ing needs. The rea sons for and pro cesses 
through which soci e ties and econ o mies develop along par tic u lar insti­
tu tional tra jec to ries and to what effect will be bet ter under stood.

No sin gle ana lytic nar ra tive can lead us to say that sim i lar mech a nisms or 
insti tu tions are gen er ally impor tant or will emerge, but the accu mu lated 
find ings of a series of ana lytic nar ra tives can pro vide insights about 
broader pat terns on insti tu tions, insti tu tional change, and eco nomic, polit­
i cal, and social per for mance.

4.5. Qualitative Evidence and Institutional Analysis

A final over sight that seems to emerge in the var ied responses to Analytic 
Narratives is about the unique role of qual i ta tive evi dence in the study of 
insti tu tions. When Bates et al. (1998) make causal claims based on ana­
lytic nar ra tives, it is not done so on the basis of sta tis ti cal iden ti fi ca tion 
with “thin” quan ti ta tive data, but from deep engage ment with rich qual i ta­
tive evi dence, while guided by the insights of a model. This approach 
offers sev eral advan tages. Qualitative evi dence can some times pro vide a 
bet ter under stand ing of social and polit i cal pro cesses than quan ti ta tive 
evi dence alone (Skarbek 2020b). Moreover, nar ra tive evi dence is often 
effec tive at iden ti fy ing causal mech a nisms rather than sim ply causal 
effects, which is often at the heart of insti tu tional anal y sis (Poteete, 
Janssen, and Ostrom 2010: 35). Identifying mech a nisms is impor tant 
because there might be many pos si ble causal path ways that con nect two 
var i ables (a prob lem known as “equi­final ity”), and iden ti fy ing mech a­
nisms can often tell us why some thing hap pened rather than just what 
hap pened (Gerring 2017: 216). Both qual i ta tive evi dence and for mal mod­
els can help iden tify mech a nisms and there fore pro vide causal expla na­
tions (Gailmard 2021). While econ o mists tend to be skep ti cal that there 
are rig or ous ways to ana lyze qual i ta tive evi dence, there is a large lit er a­
ture on how to deploy qual i ta tive research meth ods in a rig or ous way to 
make descrip tive and causal infer ences (e.g., King, Keohane, and Verba 
1994; Bennett and Checkel 2015; Seawright 2016; Gerring 2017). Taken 
together, Bates et al. (1998) is a spir ited defense of the use ful ness of qual­
i ta tive evi dence in gen eral.
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However, the ana lytic nar ra tive pro ject also dem on strates a slightly dif­
fer ent point. Not only can nar ra tive evi dence pro vide evi den tiary value, 
but it is also often espe cially well­suited to the study of insti tu tions. 
Consider how dif fer ent research approaches use dif fer ent com bi na tions of 
types of con cepts, the o ries, and evi dence. In terms of evi dence, we can 
dis tin guish between quan ti ta tive and qual i ta tive. Likewise, we can dis tin­
guish between “thin” and “thick” the o ries. Thin the o ries are rel a tively 
par si mo ni ous and have clear com par a tive static pre dic tions. Thick the o­
ries, often found in soci ol ogy and anthro pol ogy, tend to lack par si mony 
and clear pre dic tions (Boettke 2000: 378). Finally, the con cepts used vary 
in the degree to which they are sim ple or more mul ti di men sional 
(Coppedge 1999: 468–71). For exam ple, con cepts like “employ ment” and 
“wage” are rel a tively straight for ward to mea sure and count, com pared to 
mul ti di men sional con cepts, while still cap tur ing the essence of what we 
are inter ested in. By con trast, a con cept like “insti tu tions” can vary in 
many ways. This includes rang ing from legal to extra le gal, for mal to 
infor mal, cen tral ized to decentralized, flex i ble to rigid, per ma nent to tem­
po rary, and frag ile to robust to antifragile (Ostrom 2009). Each char ac ter­
is tic is dif fi cult to accu rately and pre cisely mea sure. As a result, these 
types of con cepts are more dif fi cult (or impos si ble) to reduce to sim ple 
quan ti ta tive mea sures with out los ing cru cial parts of their mean ing.

Standard neoclassical eco nom ics tends to work with sim ple con cepts, 
thin the o ries, and quan ti ta tive evi dence. This is the domain of constrained 
opti mi za tion and sta tis ti cal sig nifi  cance. For exam ple, econ o mists have 
par si mo ni ous mod els about labor mar kets and min i mum wages. 
“Employment” and “wage” are both sim ple con cepts, and they are cap­
tured well by quan ti ta tive evi dence. Likewise, time­hon ored works in 
anthro pol ogy and soci ol ogy often rely on mul ti di men sional con cepts, 
thick the o ries, and qual i ta tive evi dence (Geertz 1973). This is the domain 
of social forces and cul ture exam ined in case stud ies and eth nog ra phy. 
Such schol ars often pro vide a rich descrip tion of cul tural prac tices at a 
par tic u lar time and place to under stand its mean ing. As such, this com bi­
na tion of con cepts, the ory, and evi dence seems to work well too.

But not all  com bi na tions of con cepts, evi dence, and the ory work as 
well. For instance, much con tem po rary work in crim i nol ogy com bines 
mul ti fac eted con cepts, thick the o ries, and quan ti ta tive evi dence (see, e.g., 
Pyrooz and Decker 2019). Examples of mul ti fac eted con cepts in crim i nol­
ogy include “cul ture,” “norms,” and “devi ance.” These con cepts seem too 
mul ti di men sional to reduce to sim ple quan ti ta tive mea sures with out 
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los ing impor tant parts of their mean ing. Many crim i nol ogy the o ries like­
wise tend to be thick with vague or underdetermined com par a tive static 
pre dic tions. The crim i nol o gist Gerben Bruinsma, in his 2016 pres i den tial 
address to the Euro pean Society of Criminology, argues crit i cally that this 
has led to “a mix ture of hun dreds of per spec tives, defi  ni tions, ideas, 
sketches, mul ti ple fac tors, the o ries and sin gle hypoth e ses that are partly 
true and partly untrue, and none are com pletely true or untrue” (Bruinsma 
2016: 659). Sociologists and anthro pol o gists would typ i cally turn to qual­
i ta tive evi dence to describe and assess these types of con cepts and the o­
ries. However, it is not clear that the quan ti ta tive evi dence and sta tis ti cal 
esti ma tion used by many crim i nol o gists are well suited to describ ing 
these mul ti di men sional con cepts or for test ing rel a tively thick the o ries 
that have rel a tively obscure empir i cal impli ca tions.

Finally, ana lytic nar ra tives com bine mul ti di men sional con cepts, thin 
the o ries, and qual i ta tive evi dence in a dis tinc tive way. As argued, “insti tu­
tion” is a mul ti di men sional con cept. As such, qual i ta tive evi dence is 
appro pri ate and use ful for describ ing and under stand ing its key char ac ter­
is tics. Alternatively, if “insti tu tion” was a sim ple con cept, then tra di tional 
quan ti ta tive approaches in polit i cal sci ence and eco nom ics (such as clio­
met rics) might suf fice for test ing insti tu tional the o ries. From this per spec­
tive, qual i ta tive evi dence is often supe rior to quan ti ta tive evi dence because 
it more fully maps onto and describes insti tu tions. Finally, unlike the thick 
the o ries some times found in soci ol ogy and anthro pol ogy, the thin the o ries 
used in ana lytic nar ra tives pro vide clear com par a tive static pre dic tions 
that can then be assessed with rel e vant evi dence. With these con sid er­
ations in mind, the indi vid ual chap ters in Bates et al. (1998) dem on strate a 
dis tinc tive and use ful approach to study ing insti tu tions.

5. Conclusion

Analytic nar ra tives pro vide a unique method for insti tu tional anal y sis. By 
focus ing on Bates et al. 1998, this arti cle exam ines the ori gin and recep­
tion of com bin ing nar ra tive evi dence and ratio nal choice the ory. 
Practitioners argue that qual i ta tive evi dence can often bet ter describe 
mul ti fac eted and mul ti di men sional con cepts such as insti tu tions. The par­
si mony and com par a tive static pre dic tions of ratio nal choice institutional­
ism gen er ate empir i cal impli ca tions that can be more fully tested with 
such rich evi dence. The use of this approach emerged dur ing a time when 
insti tu tions and eco nomic his tory were returning to a prominent focus of 
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research in eco nom ics and polit i cal sci ence. Because the top ics them­
selves were of con cern to both dis ci plines, the ana lytic nar ra tive pro vided 
a method to allow cross­dis ci plin ary con ver sa tions.

However, Analytic Narratives was published dur ing a period of heated 
debate in polit i cal sci ence about the value of ratio nal choice approaches. It 
sought to bring war ring sides closer together by argu ing in favor of nar ra­
tive evi dence and case stud ies. It cre ated space for more meth od o log i cal 
plu ral ism in the polit i cal sci ence pro fes sion. Nevertheless, it like wise 
revealed the dif fi culty of advanc ing new inter dis ci plin ary meth ods. 
Reviewers from dif fer ent fields did not always appre ci ate the nov elty and 
insights of this new method. Also, at the same time that Bates et al. (1998) 
were offer ing ana lytic nar ra tives as a way to under stand insti tu tions, 
another approach was emerg ing. The “cred i bil ity rev o lu tion” in applied 
eco nom ics was dis cov er ing new ways to iden tify causal rela tion ships 
using exog e nous shocks and as­if ran dom i za tion (Angrist and Pischke 
2010; Dunning 2012). Political sci en tists were already quite com fort able 
with sta tis ti cal anal y sis, so adopting these new tech niques was low cost 
and appeal ing. It did not require that for mal the o rists learn to do his tory 
or that qual i ta tive research ers learn for mal mod el ing.

Nevertheless, there are oppor tu nity costs to the meth ods that we use, 
espe cially when meth ods drive the research ques tions we ask. Focusing 
on causal infer ence approaches strictly lim its the scope of his tor i cal and 
insti tu tional ques tions we can ask. Even when causal infer ence 
approaches are used in the study of insti tu tions, they can tend to  “flat ten” 
insti tu tions. Often, for exam ple, research mea sures the effect of insti tu­
tions rather than the insti tu tions them selves (Acemoglu, Johnson, and 
Robinson 2001). While these types of stud ies clearly gen er ate impor tant 
insights about insti tu tions, the method simul ta neously lim its the ques­
tions we ask and the ways we learn. A com ple men tary return to rig or ous 
engage ment with nar ra tive evi dence in ana lytic nar ra tives offers the 
oppor tu nity for a richer and more com plete under stand ing of the polit i­
cal econ omy of insti tu tions.
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