
In his methodological critique of APD research, John
Gerring steers clear of the issues that have bogged
down debates about methodology in recent years. He
does not argue that historically-oriented students of
American politics should adopt some allegedly supe-
rior method current in other sectors of political sci-
ence, nor does he demand clarification of an alter-
native method that might be more pertinent given
some allegedly distinctive qualities of the APD pro-
ject. Instead, he scores the project for its failure to
measure up on universal standards of good research
design – clear concepts, clear propositions, clear log-
ic. The resulting critique is, on its face, singularly dis-
arming. What self-respecting scholar wants to be un-
clear?

Not me. Appearances notwithstanding, I strive by
my own lights to avoid getting lost in what Gerring
calls “the meat-and-gristle of politics”; I prize tools
that promise to cut to the heart of the matter; I think
in terms of robust concepts, accessible arguments,
and consistent applications. Truth to tell, though I try
to avoid compromising clarity for any reason, I also
strive to conceptualize problems and processes in
ways that seem to me to be fresh and that promise to
open up new avenues of exploration. No doubt these
interests compete in ways that I am not always fully
aware of when putting words on paper, but I do not
lightly dismiss reports of confusion, and I react to mis-
understandings or miscommunications with a keen
sense of my own responsibility.

All this said, I have several concerns about Ger-
ring’s critique. One, which comes from trying my own
hand at criticisms of this sort, is whether there is any
real traction to be gained from them. A related but
narrower concern is whether the works Gerring re-
views are really as unclear as he makes them out to be.
Finally, and most importantly, I wonder whether Ger-
ring’s critique of APD does not put the cart before the
horse. Combining these last two concerns, I would
venture that the central problem confronting APD is
not a lack of clarity in individual studies, but a deep-
er uncertainty about the APD project itself, what it is,
or should be, today.

The basic proposition that clarity is good and more

is better may be irresistible, but I do not think it lays
a foundation for very effective criticism. The problem
is that the critic needs to have it both ways: beyond
the initial appeal for clarity, everything in this critique
rests on faith in the transparency of Gerring’s own
presentation. Yet, as the whole purpose of the exer-
cise is to show just how muddy the waters can get, it is
hard to say in the end where the balance of clarity lies.
Consider in this regard how easy it is to turn Gerring’s
charges against his own. No one will deny that APD is
primarily a substantive enterprise or that there are
parts of contemporary political science that are
method-driven in a way that APD is not, but we are
asked here to take it on faith that APD’s substantive
concerns have turned it into an outlier in the disci-
pline, that it exhibits a “willful avoidance of method-
ological concerns.” This claim, if I understand it cor-
rectly, seems to me utterly fantastic. I do not think it
is any accident that APD has its center of gravity in po-
litical science departments and not in history depart-
ments. In fact, the criticism I get from historians runs
just the other way: that APD is too intent to cut
through the gristle to some allegedly deeper truth,
that our analyses are too preoccupied with establish-
ing general propositions and illustrating overarching
concepts. It does not suffice in this instance simply to
say that Gerring’s charge of field indifference is nev-
er demonstrated; after all, the absence of more seri-
ous attention problems of demonstration, in particu-
lar to the presentation of comparative evidence for
claims asserted, is part and parcel of his critique of
work in the field. More surprising still is that the 
authors Gerring charges with indifference have
themselves published articles that address directly
Gerring’s concerns, that is, directly consider “meth-
odological issues as they affect the study of American
political history.”1
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It hardly needs mention that Gerring’s dissection
of particular texts also rests on leaps of faith. Anyone
who has attended graduate school knows how easy it
is to make hash of a book, and knowing something of
the appetite of graduate students for criticism, my
guess is that just about any book will do. In graduate
seminars, however, we can at least assume that every-
one has just read the texts for themselves. Gerring’s
dissections call for special indulgence. It is not simply
that, short of plowing through the 1,400 pages of text
in question here, the reader has to take it on faith that
Gerring is providing a true reading of these texts; it is
also that Gerring has placed himself in the particu-
larly difficult position of proving that something is
missing, of demonstrating that what he is looking for
cannot be found in texts under discussion. He does
what he can to make that case: he arranges argu-
ments, finds quotes, and reaches rhetorically for al-
ternative interpretations of the author’s meaning. In
the end, however, all we have are Gerring’s present-
ments and our own knowledge that it is easy to make
hash. Having put myself in this box on occasion, I
confess that I have never found an easy way out.

This leads me to my second concern. I have taught
the Bensel book many times, and I have ventured my
own criticisms of it, but my criticisms were based on
what I thought I understood the book to say, not on
its impenetrability. If I thought that the Yankee Levia-
than were anywhere near as “bewildering” as Gerring
makes it out to be, I would hardly have wasted the
time and effort. This is not to argue that this book is
transparent (what book is?); my claim is that any am-
biguity in its logic or the analysis is likely to be ex-
posed more effectively, and productively, by direct en-
gagement with its substantive arguments. At the
“heart of the book,” at least as I read it, is a “feedback
effect” with important implications for the develop-
ment of American politics: in the first period, the Re-
publican party created a client group in the private
sector to help it finance its war program; in the sec-
ond period, the demands of these newly empowered
financiers, and their strategic position within the par-
ty, undercut the Republicans’ postwar program for
southern reconstruction. Gerring mentions this
proposition in a blur of others only to dismiss it as
“difficult to pin down.” I think he makes it a lot more
difficult than it is, and in doing so, simply side steps
the harder task of showing why it is wrong.

My own book, Building A New American State, was

published twenty years ago, when no one, least of all
me, thought of APD as a “field.” I count it a credit to
the larger enterprise that those who associate them-
selves with this field today are producing better polit-
ical science and better political history. Still, I would
venture that no American historian would have
thought to conceptualize state-building as a distinc-
tive process of political development, much less set
up an analysis of state-building the way this book
does. As Gerring says, the book compares three are-
nas of state-building between 1877 and 1920 – the re-
form of central administration, the reform of the
army, and the reform of economic regulation. What
he does not say is that the book also sets out criteria
for identifying the emergence of a new American
state in developments across these spheres during
this period. It identifies “stateness” with the intellec-
tual, procedural, and organizational features of gov-
ernance as these can be observed in each sphere and
compares these features before and after the state-
building period for evidence of a state transformed.
Now one can argue with the robustness of the criteria
set forth for observing state-transformation (Bensel’s
are certainly more elaborate), but these are hardly
obscure elements in the analysis; they are outlined on
the first page of the second chapter and followed
throughout.

The early American state can be described
much as one would describe any other state.
Readily comparable determinants of a state’s
mode of operations will be used here to assess
this great anomaly as a working complex of in-
stitutions and personnel. These determinants
are: the organizational orientations of govern-
ment, the procedural routines that tie institutions
together within a given organizational scheme,
and the intellectual talents employed in govern-
ment. Identifying the early American state
along these operational dimensions will cap-
ture the distinctive way it performed the basic
tasks of government. The reconstruction of
state power between 1877 and 1920 will be ob-
served in qualitative changes along each of
these dimensions.”2 (emphasis in original)

I agree with Gerring that without such criteria, the
transformation of the American state, the shorthand
comparisons to other Western states, even the initial
characterization of early America as “a state of courts
and parties” would seem haphazard and difficult to
follow, but that, of course, is precisely why criteria
were set out.

The central finding of Building A New American State
is that institutional developments in these three dis-
parate spheres of governance followed similar pat-
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terns. Gerring finds the patterns difficult to distin-
guish; however, had he paid attention to the criteria
of state transformation, he might have had an easier
time of it. In the late nineteenth century, I found ev-
idence in each sphere of a significant change along
the intellectual dimension of state operations – a new
governing cadre with different ideas about govern-
ment, and different skills to bring to the task of gov-
erning, made its appearance. But on the procedural
and organizational dimensions the old mode of gov-
ernance held fast in each case. State-building was a
“patchwork” in this period because, even as new laws
were passed and new institutions formed, the basic
authority relations established in the early American
state remained intact: “Those holding positions of
power in the state of courts and parties . . . deflected
all broadside challenges to the established mode of
governmental operations, and maintained their pre-
rogatives by keeping innovations subordinate to pre-
existing political and institutional arrangements.”3 In
the early twentieth century, under quite different
electoral conditions, the procedural and organiza-
tional arrangements of the old mode of governance
gave way. An extended scramble for advantage
among incumbents then ensued, a scramble which
implicated all the constitutional branches in a rene-
gotiation of their prerogatives vis à vis new concen-
trations of bureaucratic power. I called that state-
building as reconstitution:

state building as reconstitution will be ob-
served across our reform areas between 1900
and 1920. During these years, the doors of pow-
er finally opened to the champions of national
administrative development, and a new strug-
gle ensued over the redistribution of official
prerogatives and the reconstruction of consti-
tutional relationships. . . . The new American
state emerged with a powerful administrative
arm, but authoritative controls over this power
locked in a constitutional stalemate.4

Now this may all be wrong. Maybe the bureaucracy
was more significantly empowered during the late
nineteenth century than I say; maybe the course of
development was less clearly bifurcated than these
specifications suggest; maybe the constitutional stale-
mate in the control of administrative power (which I
say is characteristic of the new American state) was
broken some time later down the road; maybe there
is some better way to capture the enduring signifi-
cance of the transformation of American govern-
ment that occurred during these years. Not only am
I open to the presentation of counter evidence and
alternative conceptions, I remain an avid consumer
and promoter of works that have pushed beyond this
one. The point is that when Gerring describes this pe-

riodization as “fundamentally misleading,” he is re-
ferring to the absence of standards, to willful indif-
ference to the problem of conceptualizing processes
and distinctions, to an analysis of state building that
is nothing more than the sum of its parts. In one of
his rhetorical asides, he professes an inability to un-
derstand how a state might be weakened by a consti-
tutional stalemate even as it is being strengthened by
new forms of bureaucratic power. Perhaps, all this just
brings us back in the end to the simple truth that clar-
ity is in the eyes of the beholder.

And yet, I think there is more to it than that. Para-
doxically, Gerring’s demand for greater clarity in in-
dividual works seems to blind him to clarity as it ac-
cumulates over time through scholarship that reacts
to what has come before. In Building A New American
State, I tied the patterns I observed to the struggles of
politicians jockeying for advantage as the institution-
al arrangements within which they found themselves
came under siege and electoral opportunities for
pressing the seize shifted. Gerring finds that the
premise of the book – “that states change (or fail to
change) through political struggles rooted in and
mediated by pre-established institutional arrange-
ments” is “unobjectionable” but unimpressive: “it
does not say very much.” But this evaluation might say
a good deal more about the development of political
science in the twenty years since the book’s appear-
ance (perhaps even something about the book’s con-
tribution) than it does about the force of the claim
when it was initially ventured. I believe that the cri-
tique of pluralist, Marxist, and functionalist formula-
tions of the state-building process launched by this
book, and by others at the same time, altered the
study of politics (political science at large, not just
APD) fundamentally. It served to highlight the “au-
tonomy” of politics and place the state at center of
our understanding of larger processes of change.

This leads me to my own assessment of what ails
APD. Writing as a friend and fellow contributor to the
APD project, Gerring offers a simple diagnosis and a
straight-forward remedy: more careful attention to
basic tenets of good research design will dispel doubts
about APD’s status within contemporary political sci-
ence. I wish it were that easy. As I said, I think that his-
torically oriented political scientists are, as a group,
producing better history and better political science
than ever before. Practitioners alert to the requisites
of survival in contemporary political science depart-
ments are hardly indifferent to the ever more strin-
gent standards of advancement being imposed by the
discipline, so my guess is that whatever there is to the
problem Gerring outlines is likely to take care of it-
self. More troublesome to me is that even as the qual-
ity of work has improved, the “field” has grown less co-
herent and less distinct. One reason may be that
virtually all ongoing agendas in the discipline have
opened themselves to more careful consideration of
the past. Current trends are not only multiplying the
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subject matters addressed in historical research, they
are also pushing this research closer to the ground,
and pulling it toward more specialized agendas in
congressional studies, presidential studies, race stud-
ies, gender studies, public policy studies, and the like.
Study for study, much of this research is excellent and
makes important contributions to the theoretical de-
bates that it engages; as the stuff of a “field,” it leaves
“APD” hollow at the core.

As Gerring notes, APD has been a great success in
several respects. The question, it seems to me, is
whether in the wake of this success it can retain a dis-
tinctive voice. Its critique of pluralism, of Marxism, of
functionalism, of “Hartz” has done its work. What pre-
viously passed for an agenda is now common wisdom
– the state is “back in”; in one way or another, every-
one believes that history “matters”; politics is the now
centerpiece of the social problem, not a mere epiphe-
nomenon; and American identity and political cul-
ture are no longer taken for granted. All this leaves
the field at what practitioners themselves might rec-
ognize as a critical juncture. Absent more careful con-
sideration of what the APD project is – of what dis-
tinctive and collective contribution its practitioners
have to make to the understanding of politics today –

it stands simply to dissolve away or become absorbed
into everything else. Gerring has little to say on this
score. He describes APD practitioners as conflicted
and uncertain of their legitimacy, but sees nothing in
these conflicts but confusion. His account of APD re-
calls where its practitioners came from but says noth-
ing about the contemporary problems and prospects
facing those who want to theorize about politics his-
torically. Gerring’s prescription may well improve the
average historical study of American politics, but I
don’t think that it will do much to revive or sustain
the field. I would venture that if we accept Gerring’s
interpretation of the most pressing problem, there
soon won’t be much of a field left to take to task.

This is what I mean when I say that I think Gerring’s
critique puts the cart before the horse. Direct and sus-
tained consideration of the current prospects for his-
torical theorizing about politics will undoubtedly pull
along many questions about method and may even
bring forth some important methodological innova-
tions. But if problems of method take precedence
over the pressing question of where we want to take
the study of politics theoretically, we are likely to
chase ourselves in circles with nothing distinctive to
say.
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