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Abstract

The work of Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly presents probably the most ambitious application of mechanistic explanations in the social sciences. Over the years, their use and interpretation of mechanisms have come under the criticism of both practitioners and philosophers of the social sciences. Being incomplete, their mechanistic accounts would be hardly distinguishable from storytelling and should be rather understood in heuristic terms. This article reviews the most important criticisms and argues that, although they are for the most justified, they can be circumvented by clarifying the explanandum of mechanistic analysis and by putting realistic demands on what should be included in the description of a social mechanism.
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Mechanisms in the social sciences: the quest for the paradigmatic success

1. Introduction

The concept of “mechanism” has probably been the single most successful in the philosophy of science, and a fortiori of the special sciences, of the last two decades. Although a variety of mechanistic approaches have currency, they all show dissatisfaction with purely statistical and correlational methods and take “mechanisms” to introduce explicit causal considerations into scientific accounts (Machamer et al. 2000; Bunge 2004; Hedström 2005; Craver 2007; Elster 2007).

As mechanistic approaches gain wider support in the philosophy of the special sciences, new questions arise about how they can help to guide particular research programs and explanations. How can mechanisms be identified or measured? What are the boundaries of mechanisms and what must be included in them? How detailed must the description of mechanisms be and where do mechanistic approaches stand in the debate on reductionism and pluralism?

One way to understand the norms that must guide the search for mechanisms is to look at paradigmatic examples of successful explanations. In the case of neuroscience, for instance, Craver (2007: viii-xi, 65-72, 236-246) has argued that the discovery and description of the mechanism of Long-Term Potentiation—that generates changes in the strength of synapses—was such a paradigmatic success. It is, Craver contends, because neuroscientists have described all the relevant components, activities, and organizational patterns that exhibit the phenomenon.

Is it possible to identify for the social sciences such successful instances of mechanistic explanations? This question stands in the background of the recent attention given to the empirical and theoretical work of Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly (McAdam et al. 2001, 2008). These authors did not only argue explicitly in favor of mechanisms, but also advanced an impressive mechanistic program for the study of what they call “contentious politics.” This program, by the variety of phenomena that it addresses (social movements, revolutions, wars, nationalistic movements, etc.), is beyond doubt the most ambitious application of the mechanistic approach in the social sciences. Put forward by some of the most talented and influential social researchers, it is likely to help to understand the potential and limitations of mechanisms, as well as the norms that should guide their use. The extend to which the framework advanced McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (henceforth MTT) allows for the successful description of mechanisms has been the object of much discussion since the publication of their book Dynamics of Contention in 2001.

Several practitioners of social movements and philosophers of the social sciences have discussed and criticized MTT’s use and interpretation of mechanisms (especially, Koopmans 2003; Oliver 2003; Rucht 2003; Norkus 2005; Earl 2008; Falleti and Lynch 2008; Lichbach 2008; Demetriou 2009). This article reviews the most important criticisms and argues that, although they are for the most justified, they reveal no fatal flaw in the framework.

I begin with a brief overview of MTT’s interpretation of mechanisms (section 2) and of the main dissatisfactions of commentators with it (section 3). I then present Norkus’ suggestion (2005) that MTT’s approach faces a “dilemma of specification” that blurs the distinction between storytelling and mechanistic accounts of episodes of contention (section 4), as well as Demetriou’s proposal (2009) to understand MTT’s mechanisms in terms of a heuristic (section 5). I argue that these commentators identify real problems in MTT’s application of mechanism, but that the reality of mechanisms and the distinction with storytelling can be maintained as long as explanandum phenomena are well specified (section 6). To support my point, I take the example of Tilly’s later work on Democracy (2007) and show that it withstands relatively well the criticisms leveled against Dynamics of Contention (2001) (section 7). I finish by discussing one frustration that might remain with Tilly’s work, namely, the fact that it does not provide a complete description of the mechanism of democratization (section 8). I argue that this raises a larger problem for mechanistic explanations and that realistic demands must be put on what should be included in a causal mechanism.

2. Mechanisms of contention

In their book Dynamics of Contention (DOC), MTT propose a new framework for the study of social movements. The classic approach, they argue, suffer from many limitations. The most significant is probably that it is too static. It focuses on structural, cultural, phenomenological, and rational factors, without understanding the properly dynamic character of social movements. It explains mobilization, for instance, by referring to the interests or the identity of agents, and not in terms of alterations in people’s interest and identity. The second most important complaint of MTT concerns the “compartmentalization” of research on social movements, revolutions, nationalisms, wars, etc. The division of research in subfields is unfortunate because these phenomena are all instances as what they call “episodes of contentious politics.”


DOC offers an answer to these two limitations: different types of episodes of contention must be studied in the same dynamic framework. This framework, they argue, must be centered on two related concepts: mechanisms and processes. They take mechanisms to refer to “a delimited class of events that alter relations among specified sets of elements in identical of closely similar ways over a variety of situations.” Processes, for their part, are defined as “regular sequences of such mechanisms that produce similar (generally more complex and contingent) transformations of those elements.” (McAdam et al. 2001: 24)


Three things can be noted about their approach. The first is that the mechanistic approach pretends to be explanatory. Mechanisms are the causes of processes, and processes cannot be explained without reference to mechanisms. The approach is thus intended to go beyond correlations. The second is that mechanisms are not events but sorts of events, which are causally relevant to the production of a variety of processes and episodes. There is thus an ambition to generalize and to go beyond particular historical accounts. Finally, the distinction between mechanisms and process is a relative one. The same transformation can be presented as a mechanism or a process depending on the focus of the explanation.

DOC applies the concepts of processes and mechanisms to a large number of events and transformations, of which we can give some examples.

· Examples of processes: annexation, contention, democratization, diffusion, independence, integration of trust networks into public politics, liberalization, mobilization, negotiation, radicalization, reform, regime defection, revolution, scale shift, secularization, state making, transformation of identities, unification.

· Examples of mechanisms: brokerage, category formation, certification, competition, consensus, escalation, identity shift, mobilization, radicalization, social appropriation, suddenly imposed grievances, urbanization.

As we can see, some changes are qualified both as mechanisms and processes in the book: mobilization, radicalization, identity shift, etc. MTT (2001) fully acknowledge this fact in discussing one of their favorite changes, “brokerage,” which refers to the establishment of a link between previously unconnected groups or agents: “It is arbitrary, for example, whether we call brokerage a mechanism, a family of mechanisms, or a process. In this book, we generally call it a mechanism to emphasize its recurrent features.”


The fact of qualifying “brokerage” both as a mechanism and as a process does not pose a problem per se. But the fact that it is called a mechanism because of “its recurrent features,” as MTT argue, is more puzzling. Indeed, MTT define processes as “regular sequences of mechanisms,” so we must think that they also present recurrent features. But then, what distinguishes brokerage as a mechanism from brokerage as a process? The most appropriate way to understand the distinction is to say that processes and mechanisms are identified in relation to an explanandum.

Typically, a particular episode of contention—the French Revolution, for instance—will be considered as a large-scale process. This process, in turn, will be explained by reference to mechanisms, that is, to typical changes that have occurred within the temporal boundaries of the process, such as the mobilization of the Third Estate, the defection of the aristocratic elites, etc. Each of these mechanisms (e.g. elite defection, mobilization), in turn, can be considered as a new process to be explained. The process of mobilization of the Third Estate, for instance, can be explained by changes (mechanisms) that occurred within its temporal boundaries: identity shift among members of the Third Estate, brokerage by influential political entrepreneurs, etc.

At some point, explanations will also include reference to what MTT call “cognitive mechanisms,” that is, alterations of individuals’ perceptions and beliefs. But MTT do not pretend to offer such deep explanations and rather focus on what they call “relational mechanisms” that alter the connections among individuals and groups.
3. What’s wrong with DOC

During the years following its publication, DOC has been subjected to several criticisms. The most important are already present in a book symposium published in the journal Mobilization in 2003 with contributions from several major social movement scholars. Several points need to be highlighted here. Some commentators noticed that the “classical model” criticized by MTT is a straw man and does not capture the variety of approaches present in social movement research (Rucht 2003: 113). Others consider as arbitrary MTT’s decision to limit their research to episodes of contention that involve state authority (Taylor 2003: 125).


More important for my point are criticisms directed at the causal-mechanistic framework. Although all commentators apparently accept the principles of mechanistic explanations, the same cannot be said of the particular accounts offered by MTT. Not only are MTT accused of crafting new concepts to refer to old mechanisms, but also of offering no principled way of identifying mechanisms. Ruud Koopmans (2003: 118), for instance, notes that “for each new chapter and paired comparison a new set of mechanisms is introduced, and formerly introduced ones rarely reappear.” 


Two related features of MTT’s work support the idea that recourse to mechanisms is ad hoc. The first is the lack of methodical causal analysis to establish the relationship between a mechanism and a type of outcome. According to Koopmans (2003: 117), “most of the time, the authors do not show similar effects of one mechanism in widely different contexts, but different effects of the same mechanism in different contexts.” Dieter Rucht (2003: 114) makes a similar point:

“While the authors demonstrate the existence of several of these mechanisms in each of the fifteen episodes, they are less explicit and systematic in showing why some mechanisms are prevalent or absent in specific episodes, how these mechanisms interact, and what consequences they produce in which combination under which circumstances.”
In certain cases, the commentators stress that the explanatory mechanisms themselves call for an explanation: “Most of what MTT call mechanisms would be more fruitfully called processes. This is because they identify regular sequences of inputs and outputs (e.g. brokerage, identity formation) but rarely dig into how these worked.” (Oliver 2003: 120, see also Koopmans 2003: 117, Earl 2008: 357)

The second feature that seems to make the identification of mechanisms arbitrary is the extensive recourse to narratives. Although MTT argue that their objective is to go beyond “storytelling” (2001: 310), commentators note that “their book is filled with historical narratives” (Oliver 2003: 121) and that “the so-called mechanisms are not more than narrative aides” (Koopmans 2003: 117). Although storytelling is not in itself objectionable, it apparently conflicts with the announced goal of proposing an explanatory framework that could be applied to a variety of situations. There is thus a tension in DOC that Pamela Oliver (2003: 121) describes in the following words: “A generalizing strategy focused on one process can never explain a historical episode, and should not try to. But conversely, a research program focused on explaining particular historical events cannot yield a general understanding of any process.” (Oliver 2003: 121)

4. From mechanism sketch to mechanism schema?

Zenonas Norkus (2005) proposes a detailed analysis of the dilemma faced by MTT in their explanations of episodes of contention. His criticism draws on Machamer, Darden, and Craver’s distinction (2000) between mechanism sketches and mechanism schemata. They defined a mechanism schema as “a truncated abstract description of a mechanism that can be filled with descriptions of known component parts and activities.” (Machamer et al. 2000: 15) By contrast, a mechanism sketch is “is an abstraction for which bottom out entities and activities cannot (yet) be supplied or which contains gaps in its stages.” (Machamer et al. 2000: 18) Scientific progress, in this view, is a movement from mechanism sketches to increasingly complete mechanism schemata. At the beginning, we have only a partial understanding of the different components of a mechanism, of their organization, or of the activities that they perform. Explanation is completed when all the components, activities, and organizational patterns that produce the explanandum phenomenon have been identified and accurately described.

According to Norkus, MTT fail to show that their mechanistic approach is capable of “schema instantiation,” that is, of “making a schema that is a mechanism sketch less abstract and applicable to a given case.” The reason is that they face what Norkus (2005: 368-369) calls the “dilemma of specification”:
“…as one makes the attempt to elaborate Tilly’s diagrammatic “mechanism sketches” into descriptions of complete “mechanism schemata,” these sketches dissolve into many different diagrams of lesser scope that are applicable only for some (or only one) episode from the initial set of the episodes that instantiated the “mechanism sketch.” Not only the degree of abstraction, but also the scope of the diagram, changes, so that it is not possible to consider them as depicting the same mechanism or robust process.”
In other words, explanation is about filling the blanks of mechanism sketches, but doing this entails digging into the details of particular episodes, which are necessarily contingent:

“The detailed account of how the robust process of ‘actor constitution’ took place, for example, in the Civil Rights Movement in the U.S. in the 1950s, will show that the “micro-sequences” in the particular episodes instantiating the putative mechanisms were contingent on some specific circumstances that were not present in other episodes that were putatively considered as the instantiations of the same mechanisms (for example, those during the Cultural Revolution in China in 1966).” (Norkus 2005: 369)

The dilemma of specification explains why MTT are unable to offer mechanistic accounts that would be both complete and sufficiently general to apply to a wide variety of situations. It also explains why accounts of particular episodes generally take the form of narratives:
“…more circumstantial research into the details of how some target outcome was produced typically reveals that the process was a highly contingent or fragile one. The effort to transform a mechanism sketch into a mechanism schema leads to process tracing, and the “mechanism” is no longer distinguishable from a “mere” story. Evidently, therefore, mechanisms cannot supplant stories if they do not work without stories or turn out to be stories in the “process tracing” used to elaborate a mechanism sketch into a complete mechanism schema.”
I will argue below that the dilemma of specification must be taken seriously, but that it can be overcome—and has arguably been overcome in Tilly’s later work—as long as explanandum phenomena are well specified and realistic demands are put on what must be included in mechanism schemata.

5. From real mechanisms to heuristics

Reviewing the various criticisms on MTT, Chares Demetriou (2009) suggests another way of understanding their mechanistic approach. Demetriou recognizes the ambiguities present in MTT’s work and the difficulties identified by the commentators, but he suggests that most of these difficulties can be circumvented by introducing the distinction between explanatory mechanism and real mechanism. In his view, explanatory mechanisms are not as strongly committed ontologically as real mechanisms. The middle ground that he proposes is then to:

“…maintain theoretical commitment to mechanisms as ontologies and reduce the ambition of the explanatory program through mechanisms, thereby treating the apprehension of real mechanisms as an endeavor which, though elusive, orients and disciplines the delimitation of regularity. This means that the explanatory program should be couched in terms of a heuristic.” (Demetriou 2009: 457)
Demetriou’s main worry seems to be that MTT generally fail to explain how the events and transformations that they call mechanisms are themselves produced. In his words, mechanisms “are defined in effect only by their outcome regardless of their of constituent events or their initial condition” (2009: 452). When MTT define a mechanism, they make no “reference to the modus operandi of the mechanism, what might be the “class of events” through which the outcome is generated.” (2009: 453) In the case of the mechanism of “diffusion,” for instance, their analyses fail to present “an abstract formulation of the link between the outcome ‘diffusion’ and its determinants. In lieu of it, we are in effect told that the mechanism exists when the outcome ‘diffusion’ is present.” (2009: 453)
Demetriou’s criticism echoes that of commentators like Ruud Koopmans or Pamela Oliver who note that MTT often describe as a “mechanism” what should rather be seen as the explanandum phenomenon itself. In the words of Koopmans (2003: 117): “Should we not try to explain radicalization and identity shift instead of labeling them as mechanisms and thereby giving them the status of causal factors?”

Demetriou’s proposal is to avoid applying, as MTT do, the concept of “mechanism” to types of outcomes whose initial conditions and constituents are not (yet) specified. Events such as “diffusion” or “brokerage” should thus count as “outcomes” rather than as “mechanisms,” because they can occur in a variety of circumstances, which are not specified in the model. The concept of explanatory mechanism, for its part, should refer to the way a particular “outcome combines with other outcomes to account for an explanandum” (Demetriou 2009: 458). If the explanandum is an episode of mobilization during the French Revolution, for instance, the explanatory mechanism should refer to the concatenation of the outcomes (e.g. diffusion, brokerage, elite defection) that are causally relevant to the production of the mobilization.

In Demetriou’s view, such an explanatory mechanism must be couched in terms of a heuristic, because it does not specify the circumstances in which the particular constituent outcomes are produced. In contrast, a description of the real mechanisms should entail a description of the initial conditions and constituents of the concatenated outcomes:

“The obvious advantage of this strategy is that it avoids the demand to account ontologically for each of the outcomes that are considered in the explanation, including the potential for multiple realizability. More generally, the strategy avoids the demand to demonstrate productive continuity at the various levels of the analysis, be those temporal, organizational, or across levels of reality.” (Demetriou 2009: 458)
Demetriou’s proposal is one way among others to avoid what Renate Mayntz (2004) has called “causal regression” in mechanistic analysis, that is, the need to decompose reality into ever lower-level components. Methodological individualists generally think that rock-bottom explanations are attained with explanations in terms of individual actions and mental states (Hedström 2005), but it is difficult to understand why the regression should stop at this level (Kincaid 1997). By couching explanatory mechanisms in terms of heuristics, one can temporarily calm the worries of scholars calling for deeper explanations.


As for Norkus’ dilemma of specification, I will argue that Demetriou’s worries about the reality of mechanisms must be taken seriously, but that there is no reason to espouse the heuristic view on mechanisms, as long as explanandum phenomena are well specified and appropriate causal analyses are carried out.

6. Identifying the explanandum phenomenon

Mechanistic analyses typically begin with the identification of an explanandum phenomenon. To be successful, the analysis has to identify a real phenomenon, that is, one that corresponds to a real mechanism and that is not an artifact produced by a particular way of collecting data. In principle, an appropriate description of a phenomenon must avoid lumping errors (treating distinct phenomena as one and the same) and splitting errors (treating as distinct one and same phenomenon). It must also have some ideas about the range of circumstances in which the phenomenon is produced or fails to be produced (Craver 2007: 123-126).


The most important problem in DOC, I suggest, is the absence of a clear identification of the explanandum phenomenon. It is this problem that is at the source of most of the worries about MTT’s mechanistic approach and not the dilemma of specification described by Norkus (2005) or the too strong commitment to realism criticized by Demetriou (2009). 


What is the explanandum phenomenon in DOC? On the one hand, the authors emphasize that they are interested in episodes of contention in general. This is particularly clear when they criticize the compartmentalization of subfields of research on social movement, revolutions, wars, and nationalisms. By proposing to understand all these phenomena as instances of “contentious episodes,” MTT suggest that they are produced by equivalent or, at least, similar mechanisms. But here come the problems mentioned above: MTT propose apparently no mechanisms that are necessary to the production of contentious episodes—with arguably the exception of “brokerage.”

Moreover, the focus on episodes of contention is likely to obscure the variety of questions in which students of contentious politics are interested. This is obvious in commentators’ emphasis on the fact that MTT’s should account for the variety of circumstances in which mechanisms are produced. Pamela Oliver (2003: 122), for instance, underscores that: “Mediating a bargain over interests between extant groups and providing a communication link between previously unconnected individuals are really not the same process, and simply calling them both ‘brokerage’ does little to advance understanding.” While MTT argue that there is a splitting error in considering social movements, wars, and revolutions as distinct phenomena, commentators note that there is a lumping error in considering brokerage as a single mechanism.


A large part of these problems can be circumvented, I contend, by a simple clarification of the explanandum phenomenon. On the one hand, it is clear that students of social movements are often interested in specific aspects of contentious episodes. In their view, events such as elite defection or brokerage are precisely what must to be explained, and cannot be simply understood as mechanisms in the production of larger processes. On the other hand, “contentious episodes” in general, or particular types of “contentious episodes,” may be an appropriate explanandum phenomenon. It is then an empirical question whether particular mechanisms are causally relevant to the production of contentious episodes in general (or types of contentious episodes) or not.


The general opinion among commentators seems to be that MTT fail to identify mechanisms that would explain contentious episodes in general. The only possible exception is brokerage, which seems to intervene in all episodes. Does the mechanism of brokerage help explain contentious episodes in general? Or, as Pamela Oliver (2003: 122) puts it, does it do “little to advance understanding,” given the variety of interactions and contexts to which it applies?


This question brings us at the core of the debate on the reality of mechanisms. Do we pick up some real feature of the world by lumping different forms of mediation and communication under the label of brokerage? I contend that we do, but only if these forms have some property in common that makes them causally relevant to the production of some types of larger processes or episodes. Brokerage, for instance, is a real mechanism only in the case that it refers to a class of changes that exhibit the same causal relevance to the production of episodes of contention. This does not change anything to the fact that the mechanism of brokerage is multiply realizable and that students of social movement are often interested in explaining how it is realized in particular cases.


Understood in this way, a mechanism such as brokerage is not necessarily a heuristic device in the sense of Demetriou (2009). It only appears as one if one neglects, as MTT indisputably did, to distinguish two questions: 1) Does brokerage refer to a property of a class of events that is causally relevant to the production of episodes of contention in general? 2) What explains the production of brokerage in particular contexts?


Even if brokerage is a real constituent of the mechanism that produces episodes of contention in general, however, it also clear that it cannot be the entire mechanism. What are the other constituents? It is not clear that the several additional mechanisms discussed by MTT are necessary nor sufficient for the production of episodes of contention or of types of episodes. For this reason, Norkus (2005) is right to say that DOC does not propose more than a fragmentary mechanism sketch. Could MTT have done otherwise? This, here again, is an empirical question. At the end of the day, it is possible that the concept of “episode of contention” does not refer to a scientifically interesting kind. In contrast, it is possible that further research will reveal that such episodes are produce by a definable mechanism.

7. Mechanisms of democratization

DOC raises more questions than answers regarding the mechanism of contentious politics. But MTT’s mechanistic approach has been applied to other matters, which may help assess its potential and limitations. Particularly interesting in this respect is Charles Tilly’s work on democracy. In Contention and Democracy in Europe, 1650-2000 (2004), and more clearly in Democracy (2007), Tilly attempts to describe the mechanism behind the processes of democratization and de-democratization.


In contrast with DOC, Democracy starts from a well-defined explanandum. Tilly (2007: 12) defines democracy as “a certain class of relations between states and citizens,” and democratization and de-democratization as “changes in those sorts of relations.” He then specifies the class of relations that characterizes democracy: “a regime is democratic to the degree that political relations between the state and its citizens feature broad, equal, protected and mutually binding consultation.” (2007: 13-14, Italics in the text) Although these relations are not easy to measure, they are still sufficiently precise to allow for comparisons between regimes. It is possible, for instance, to assess the breadth of democracy for a number of regimes by comparing the proportion of individuals and groups who benefit from extensive rights and legal protections. Similarly, protection can be measured by observing the extent to which citizens are protected against arbitrary actions from the state.


Tilly further circumscribes his explanandum phenomenon by describing the relationship between democracy and state capacity, which he defines as “the extent to which interventions of state agents in existing non-state resources, activities, and interpersonal connections alter existing distributions of those resources, activities, and interpersonal connections as well as relations among those distributions.” (Tilly 2007: 16, Italics in the text) State capacity, he notes, is causally relevant to the production of democracy because weak states cannot ensure the protection and enforce the rights of their citizens. That being said, an increase in state capacity is not sufficient for democracy to obtain because capacity can be used to oppress citizens rather than to protect them. Consequently, additional “processes” or “mechanisms” (note that Tilly did not get rid of MTT’s terminological relativism) must intervene to explain democratization.

The bulk of Tilly’s argument consists in showing—using his usual method of mixing large-scale comparisons with detailed case studies—the causal relevance of three “clusters of changes”:
· “Increase or decrease of integration between interpersonal networks of trust (e.g. kinship, religious membership, and relationships within trades) and public politics

· Increase or decrease in the insulation from public politics of the major categorical inequalities (e.g. gender, race, ethnicity, religion, class, caste) around which citizens organize their daily lives

· Increase or decrease in the autonomy of major power centers (especially those wielding significant coercive means) such as warlords, patron-client chains, armies, and religious institutions with respect to public politics.” (Tilly 2007: 23)
In lieu of the multiplication of processes and mechanisms discussed in DOC, Tilly thus focuses on a limited number of changes. The role of these changes in the production of the democracy is also made explicit: 

“The fundamental processes promoting democratization in all times and places, the argument runs, consist of increasing integration of trust networks into public politics, increasing insulation of public politics from categorical inequality, and decreasing autonomy of major power centers from public politics.” (Tilly 2007: 23)
The most important problems of DOC, as we saw above, was a lack of clarity in the definition of the explanandum and in the demonstration of the causal relevance of particular mechanisms in the production of episodes of contention. Tilly (2007) does not face the same objections: the explanandum is the process of (de)democratization and the causally relevant mechanisms are the three clusters of changes mentioned above.

When these clarifications are made, I suggest, most criticisms raised against MTT’s mechanistic approach disappear. If, for instance, a careful analysis reveals that “decreasing autonomy of major power centers from public politics” is causally relevant to democratization, as Tilly (2007: 23) contends, then there is no reason to consider “decreasing autonomy” in terms of a heuristic, as proposed by Demetriou (2009), and no a priori reason to specify the variety of circumstances in which this change obtains. Decreasing autonomy can be regarded as a real mechanism (multiply realizable, of course) of democratization.

The clarifications proposed by Tilly also help distinguishing his mechanistic approach from storytelling. Historical narratives play a central role in Tilly’s work on democratization, but they are all selected to illustrate the causal relevance of the three abovementioned clusters of change in particular processes of democratization or de-democratization. Does it mean that Tilly has overcome the “dilemma of specification” described by Nokus (2005)? Does Democracy provide the mechanism sketch or the complete mechanism schema of democratization? On the one hand, it seems difficult to believe that the three clusters of change are the only factors that are causally relevant to democratization and, thus, that Democracy offers a complete mechanism schema. But then, if it offers only a mechanism sketch, it is possible that a specification would dissolve this later “into many different diagrams of lesser scope that are applicable only for some (or only one) episode from the initial set of the episodes that instantiated the ‘mechanism sketch.’” (Norkus 2005: 368-369)

Answering this important worry is impossible without raising more general questions about the distinction between mechanism sketches and schemata.

8. What’s in a mechanism?

According to the standard definition, a complete mechanism schema includes all the components, activities, and organizational patterns that are causally relevant to the production of a phenomenon (Machamer et al. 2000: 15; Craver 2007: 144). I would like to distinguish two ways in which the description of a mechanism can be incomplete. The first is when we fail to include in the schema some causally relevant components, activities, or organizational patterns. The second is when we use filler terms to complete a schema. According to Craver (2007: 113) Fillers terms “give the illusion that the explanation is complete when it is not” and might thus become “barriers to progress” (Craver 2007: 113).

Criticisms on MTT often suggest that their description of mechanisms rely on filler terms. This is obvious in Oliver’s complaint (2003: 122) that the use of the concept of “brokerage” does little to advance understanding, given the variety of processes to which it refers. But this problem, as we saw in the previous sections, can be addressed by clarifying the explanandum phenomenon. Deciding if brokerage is a real constituent (or simply a filler term) of the mechanism of contention implies showing that the different changes to which it refers have in common a property that is causally relevant to the production of episodes of contention.

As I mentioned above, it is not clear that the problem of DOC was the reliance on filler terms, but rather the confusion regarding the specification of the explanandum phenomenon. It is difficult to tell if the authors are trying to explain episodes of contention in general, types of episodes of contention, or particular episodes of contention. The same problem, however, does not plague Democracy. Tilly’s explanandum is clear, just as are the three clusters of change that he claims are relevant to its production.

Now, imagine that these three clusters of change refer to real constituents of the mechanism of democratization—that is, imagine that they are not filler terms calling for further specification. Would it imply that Tilly has completely described the mechanism? Obviously not, because there are certainly other factors that are causally relevant to the process of democratization. It is reasonable to say, for instance, that the mechanism of democratization, as defined by Tilly, depends on economic factors. Indeed, if democracy is defined as a class of relations between states and citizens, and if the state as a form of political organization depends on a particular economic basis, then it is reasonable to say that this economic basis is causally relevant to the production of democracy. For instance, a large-game hunting subsistence strategy does not typically produce state-like political organizations and is thus likely to prevent democratization, as Tilly understands it. We can obviously think of additional factors that are not discussed by Tilly and that are likely to be causally relevant to democratization. Geopolitical factors, such as the presence of powerful and aggrandizing neighbors, or climatic factors, likely to impact on the structure of the economy, are some of them.


But there is no need to include all these additional factors in the mechanism of democratization. Economic, geopolitical, and climatic variables can all be considered to belong to the “background conditions,” on which the realization of the mechanism depends, but that are not properly speaking parts of the mechanism. But then, how is one to decide which factors are part of the mechanism and which belong to the background conditions? In other words, how are we to define the boundaries of the mechanism?

One way is to use the spatial and temporal boundaries of the explanandum phenomenon. As defined by Tilly, democratization is a temporally delimited change, which necessarily occurs within the territorial boundaries of a state. But spatial and temporal boundaries offer nothing like a perfect solution (Craver 2009: 590). The problem is not only that some factors outside the mechanism are causally relevant to it, but also that several things that happen within such boundaries are better not to be included in the mechanism, whether because they are not causally relevant to the production of the phenomenon or because they are better conceived of as background conditions. Tilly (2007: 12), for instance, notes that most private transactions are not relevant to the explanation of democratization. Indeed, they make no direct difference to its production. Similarly, we could say that several psychological mechanisms underlying trust and cooperation in humans, although they are at work within the spatial and temporal boundaries of the phenomenon and causally relevant to its production, should be conceived as background conditions and not as parts of the mechanism of democratization.


Another way to draw the distinction between the parts of a mechanism and its background conditions is to use Craver’s criteria (2007) of mutual manipulability. In this view, an intervention to change the phenomenon must produce a change in the components of the mechanism, just as a change in the components must produce a change in the phenomenon. Craver (2007: 157-158) proposes the following example: “while interfering with the heart interferes with word-stem completion, one cannot produce word-stem completion by stimulating the heart.” Consequently, the normal functioning of the heart is a background condition of the phenomenon of word-stem completion, but not a component of its mechanism.

Similarly, one could say that intervening on the economic structure of a society might inhibit the process of democratization, but inhibiting democratization does not change the economic structure. If this is true, the economic structure should be considered as a background condition of democratization, and not as a component of its mechanism. Alternatively, if the inhibition of democratization has an impact on the economy, as it is probably the case, economy is best included in the mechanism. In this sense, Tilly’s description of the mechanism of democratization is probably incomplete. But would completing the mechanism raise the dilemma of specification identified by Norkus (2005)? Not necessarily. In the case of economic factors, it would simply imply redrawing the boundaries between the components of the mechanism and its background conditions.


Other refinements of the mechanism schema would not raise major difficulties for Tilly. It is possible that Tilly forgot to include in the schema relevant constituents of the mechanism, or that current constituents are inaccurately described. It might the case, for instance, that the cluster of changes to which Tilly refers as the “integration of trust networks” actually includes some changes that are not causally relevant to democratization. Here again, however, a simple re-description of the relevant cluster of changes should suffice to fix the explanation. Such refinements are the daily bread of mechanistic analyses and, if hypotheses may be hard to test empirically, there is no insurmountable problem here for the mechanistic approach. 

9. Conclusion
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly have developed over the years what is arguably the most ambitious mechanistic research program in the social sciences. It is then not accidental if it attracted the attention of philosophers and social scientists attempting to assess the potential and limitations of mechanisms for the social sciences.


This article aimed at showing that MTT’s approach to mechanisms remains promising, but that important clarifications have to be made for it to show its full potential. The most important of these clarifications concerns the explanandum phenomenon. I have argued that the widespread disappointment with the use of mechanisms in Dynamics of Contention stems from the authors’ ambiguity about what exactly they are trying to account for. On the one hand, they pretend to offer a general framework for the study of episodes of contention, but, on the other, they spend most of their time explaining particular episodes. Worse, the particular explanations that they offer involve a panoply of mechanisms, most of which do not seem to intervene in a predictable way in the production of robust outcomes. 


The resulting confusion, however, does not prove that there is something wrong with the mechanistic program. It simply shows the necessity of well specifying the phenomenon that one is trying to explain, as Tilly did in his work on democracy, and the changes that intervene in the explanation. In the words of Jennifer Earl (2008: 356), the simple lesson to draw may be that, “as scholars adopt and use the DOC approach, they must be scrupulously clear about what the elements are, what the mechanisms are, what the processes are, etc.”

This defense of the mechanistic program in the social sciences is compatible with an emphasis on its limitations. As neuroscientists and biologists, mechanistically minded social scientists run the risk of making lumping and splitting errors in identifying phenomena and their mechanisms. As in the other special sciences, the boundaries between the components of a mechanism and the background conditions on which it depends are often difficult draw and may depend irreducibly on pragmatic considerations (Craver 2009). Finally, social mechanisms are not different form neural or other biological mechanisms in that they often prove difficult to measure and in that our capacity to do so depends on imperfect methods.


Despite all these limitations, mechanistic approaches are likely to stay on the map for a long time. In one sense, describing mechanisms is what a significant proportion of social scientists have always been doing, although under different methodological labels. Indeed, searching for mechanisms is one way among others of searching for causes, and causes have always been present in social research. The debate is what should count as a paradigmatically successful mechanistic explanation. Philosophers of the social sciences are still searching for the equivalent in social research of Long-Term Potentiation in neuroscience. If McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly offer several accounts that are too sketchy to count as such, I suggest that Tilly’s work on Democracy is a serious contender. 
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