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Abstract 

This paper highlights one of the major benefits of qualitative comparative 

methodology as applied within a “small-N” research design, namely its potential 

use for specifying the scope conditions of (theoretically competing) causal 

mechanisms. It is argued that the identification of set-theoretic relationships, 

multiple paths, and analytic efforts in typological mapping can make valuable 

contributions to the elaboration and further development of middle-range theory. 
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1.  Introduction: Scope Conditions of Rationalist 
and Institutionalist Logics of Decision-making  

Students of decision-making dynamics in the European Union (EU) currently lack 

a theory capable of delineating the scope conditions of different behavioral logics 

in various institutional settings. In light of the fact that “the scope conditions and 

interaction of different logics of action and types of reason are not well 

understood” (March and Olsen 2004: 23), Johan P. Olsen suggests that “the way 

ahead lies in integrating perspectives on institutional dynamics, rather than 

choosing among them” (Olsen 2002: 944).     

The theoretical challenge sketched out above has triggered a debate between 

Rationalists, on the one hand, and Institutionalists and Constructivists, on the 

other (see Scharpf 2000, Checkel and Moravcsik 2001, Jupille et al. 2003). How 

can this unfolding debate be structured in a methodologically sound manner? 

Simply merging old labels (“Rational Choice Institutionalism” is a case in point) 

without relaxing, contextualizing, or synthesizing seemingly mutually exclusive 

assumptions will not suffice: re-labeling as such does not explain why and under 

which institutional conditions analytically distinct behavioral logics stand in a 

complementary or set-theoretic relationship toward each other.  

As already mentioned, the challenge lies in devising a contextually bound 

theory of decision-making in the EU which “[takes] into account that actors try 

to calculate expected utility and policy gains as well as follow rules of appropriate 

behavior derived from constitutive identities and principles that they think 

deserve respect” (Olsen 2004: 32). The set-theoretic relationship between 

different logics of action will vary according to institutional circumstances. Yet 

how should empirically oriented researchers – as opposed to “those who are 

forever packing their bags for a journey they do not intend to take” (Andersen 

2003: 20) – face the challenge of delineating domains of application? This paper 

advances the claim that qualitative comparative analysis (QCA), initially presented by 

Charles C. Ragin in The Comparative Method (Ragin 1987), can make a valuable 
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contribution to the abovementioned debate. Applications of QCA in comparative 

case-oriented political research hold the potential for specifying the scope conditions 

of theoretically competing causal mechanisms.1 At the end of the road lies 

empirically grounded middle-range theory which has been made conditional via 

the specification of its scope.2 Scope statements merely delineate or constrain the 

domain of application of theoretical ones (cf. Walker and Cohen 1985: 291). 

However, the ability of answering questions like “Under which conditions does a 

logic of consequentiality take precedence over a logic of appropriateness in EU 

decision-making?” will ultimately feed back into processes of theory elaboration 

and refinement.  

The promise of QCA is to improve case-oriented comparative research 

designs. The need of such improvement is captured by Frank Schimmelfennig’s 

concluding remarks on The EU, NATO and the Integration of Europe: “Although 

rationalism explains … much of the initial bargaining process, it fails to account 

for the collective decision…. Sociological institutionalism, in turn, explains the 

outcome but not the input” (Schimmelfennig 2003a: 283). This observation 

points at a historically specific conjuncture of causal mechanisms not yet explicable by 

existing theory, and to a set-theoretic relationship between different logics of action 

(cf. Ragin 2000: 313).  

Unfortunately, generalizable statements about the scope conditions or 

domains of application of different behavioral logics cannot be induced from 

single-case, N=1 research projects (against Schimmelfennig 2003b). The historical 

                                                 
1  The term “scope conditions” as employed in this paper shall refer to the circumstances 
or a set of institutional and political conditions under which a causal mechanism or set-
theoretic relationship between causal mechanisms empirically holds; see Ragin 2000: 61, 
and Walker and Cohen 1985: 291 for formalized logical statements. On “causal 
mechanisms” as intermediates between laws and descriptions, see Elster 1998, Mayntz 
2004, and Checkel 2004.  
2  My blending of empirically grounded and middle-range theory is a self-conscious departure 
from Lars Mjøset’s sharp distinction between “pragmatist” and “optimist” practical 
philosophies of the social sciences (Mjøset 2004).  Cf. Glaser and Strauss 1967 on the 
notion of grounded theory, and Merton 1949 on middle-range theory as developed in 
variable-oriented sociology.  
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interpretation of singular developments limited in time and space (e.g. the 

relatively recent decision to enlarge the European Union to the East) is one thing, 

causal inference quite another (see Skocpol and Somers 1980). This does not 

imply that one should refrain from studying extraordinary processes like the 

constitutionalization of Europe (cf. Eriksen et al. 2004). The point is rather that 

political scientists are often faced with too many variables and not enough cases for 

causal inference (Lijphart 1971: 685; see Sigelman and Gadbois 1983 on the 

frequent use of single-case research designs).  

“Large-N” research designs involving hundreds of cases, on the other hand, 

are equally ill-suited for meeting the theoretical challenge at hand: Researchers 

lack the cognitive ability to handle the empirical depth of hundreds of cases at a 

time, and in particular the non-linear growth of logically possible paired 

comparisons between cases (cf. Nissen 1998: 404). Furthermore, quantitative 

models (based on the simplifying assumption of linear causal additivity and aimed 

at a controlled assessment of the independent or net effect of each causal variable) 

are incapable of capturing set-theoretic relationships and causal conjunctures            

(cf. Ragin 2000: 314).   

A feasible compromise between complexity and parsimony rests in            

“small-N” comparative research designs (cf. Mahoney 2000, and Lieberson 1992 

for a critical appraisal). The potential benefits of the latter for mapping                 

set-theoretic relationships and identifying multiple paths will be presented in 

section 2.3 This section will also sketch out an application of QCA to a particular 

local research frontier in political science, namely to the study of decision-making 

dynamics in the field of EU Justice and Home Affairs. The usefulness of QCA            

for specifying the scope conditions of different behavioral logics will be assessed in 

section 3. 

                                                 
3 My discussion will heavily draw on Ragin (1987). More recent developments and 
refinements of this approach, in particular the concept of “fuzzy sets” (Ragin 2000), are 
disregarded for heuristic purposes.    
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2.  Conjunctural Causation and Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis    

2.1  The Logic of Comparative Case-Oriented Research  

A legitimate goal of social-scientific research is the interpretation of politically 

relevant phenomena. There can be no doubt that “thick descriptions,” as for 

instance employed in anthropology, may contribute to a better understanding of 

human behavior in specific social contexts.4 Yet the interpretation of data 

gathered in a theoretical vacuum remains largely intuitive (Eckstein 1975, Weber 

1978). Nevertheless, most case studies conducted in geographically and 

substantially confined fields of research such as European Studies could 

maliciously be qualified as atheoretical “data dumps.”  

One of the methodological reasons for this rather unfortunate state-of-the-

art is that single case studies can hardly be employed for explanatory purposes and 

theory elaboration (see, however, Allison and Zelikow 1999). Comparative 

research designs, on the other hand, hold a potential for causal inference. Increasing 

the number of cases from one to five, for example, opens up alleys for 

contextualized induction. Comparative research projects with an explanatory 

ambition tend to rely on the inductive logic of John Stuart Mill’s Method of 

Agreement and Method of Difference, respectively (Mill 1868: 425-448, White 2000). 

Unfortunately, both methods are not suitable for dealing with causal conjunctures, 

e.g. with combinations of causal conditions that are jointly sufficient for 

producing a given outcome (cf. Goertz and Levy 2002; Ragin 1987: 36-42; 

Marini and Singer 1988). In spite of these limitations, “soft” versions of Mill’s 

                                                 
4 The anthropologist Clifford Geertz once noted the following regarding the theoretical 
contributions of his discipline – one that he, in marked contrast to logical positivism and 
natural-scientific ideals, classified as an interpretive science: “Ethnographic findings are not 
privileged, just particular: another country heard from. To regard them as anything more 
(or anything less) than that distorts both them and their implications, which are far 
profounder than mere primitivity, for social theory. … The important thing about the 
anthropologist’s findings is their complex specificness, their circumstantiality” (Geertz 
1973: 23; emphasis in the original).   
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quasi-experimental methods can be fruitfully employed in qualitative comparative 

analysis for assessing the empirical relevance of theoretical models, and for 

developing new Weberian ideal-types.  

Assume that our underlying research objectives shall be twofold, namely                 

a) to empirically delineate the domains of application of two analytically distinct 

logics of decision-making in the Council of the EU; and b) to map the set-

theoretic relationship between the two causal mechanisms in this particular 

setting. In order to meet these objectives, we may, for example, compare five cases 

of Community legislation unanimously adopted by the Justice and Home Affairs 

(JHA) Council during the period May 1999 – May 2004. All cases share the same 

institutional environment (“First Pillar” of the EU, JHA Council) and legal 

category of outcome (Y = Community Regulation, Directive or Decision). In 

other words, all cases display the same type of outcome yet may differ in their 

respective causal configuration. This suggests applying the Method of Agreement 

which aims at identifying causes that are “constant” and eliminating causes that 

“vary” across all cases.   

2.1.1  Ideal-typical Cases   

Out of our total population of five cases, two shall be designed as ideal-typical cases. 

Theoretically pure cases serve a heuristic purpose: they assist us in learning about 

and/or interpreting empirical cases on the basis of theoretical knowledge. The 

selection of ideal-typical cases is determined by our respective research objectives. 

For example, Max Weber advocated using a Rationalist ideal-type in light of his 

overall objective of explaining the rise of rational Capitalism in the West:            

“[In] analysing a political or military campaign it is convenient to determine in 

the first place what would have been a rational course, given the ends of the 

participants and adequate knowledge of all the circumstances. Only in this way is 

it possible to assess the causal significance of irrational factors as accounting for the 

deviations from this type” (Weber 1978: 6; see Scharpf 2000 for a similar pledge; 

and Elster 1983). The rational choice approach has achieved near hegemony in 
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contemporary European Studies (cf. Moravcsik 1998). Although we may doubt 

the empirical validity of decision-making models entirely based on Rationalist 

assumptions from the very outset, we nonetheless define our first ideal-typical 

case as an instance of Y being purely driven by a logic of consequentiality (case 1 / 

logic A). However, we are equally interested in instances of Y such as the 

ultimately value-rational decision to enlarge the EU to the East. We thus also 

construct an Institutionalist ideal-type (case 2 / logic B) entirely based on a logic of 

appropriateness (March and Olsen 1989, 1995).  

Theoretically consistent yet hypothetical cases serve as “conceptual maps” 

guiding our journey through an enormously complex and empirically rich terrain 

(cf. Rokkan 1999, and Mjøset 2000 on using conceptual maps in comparative 

research). The danger of getting caught up in the particularities of individual cases 

can hardly be overstated. As comparative historians often painfully observe, “there 

remains a strong tension between the demands of doing justice to the explanation 

of a particular case and the search for generalizations, mainly because it is 

impossible to know just how important a particular problem may be until one has 

finished examining all of them” (Moore 1967:  xvii; see also Skocpol 1979). The 

strategic use of ideal-typical cases alleviates comparative political scientists from 

the historians’ duty of having to examine as many dimensions of a given 

phenomenon as possible.5 Yet in contrast to the inevitable ignorance of variable-

oriented researchers conducting “large-N” studies towards the causal complexity 

of individual cases, we are still in the position to examine cases as wholes                 

(cf. Abbott 2001: 123). Max Weber eloquently summarized the advantages of a 

structured dialogue between abstract social-scientific theory and context-sensitive 

case-based knowledge as follows: “[Sociological] analysis both abstracts from 

reality and at the same time helps us to understand it, in that it shows with what 

                                                 
5 Lars Mjøset summarizes the particular methodology of historical science as follows: 
“History is the specifying science of singular events, tracing complex causal chains 
involving both intentions and social structural forces. These chains are reconstructed as 
narrative sequences, unpredictable in advance but understandable in retrospect….” 
(Mjøset 2001: 97).  
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degree of approximation a concrete historical phenomenon can be subsumed 

under one or more of these concepts” (Weber 1978: 20). 

2.1.2  Empirical Cases and Set-theoretic Relationships  

We may now proceed to carefully selecting three empirical cases in addition to the 

ideal-typical cases 1 and 2. For example, we might choose to conduct in-depth 

studies of the decision-making processes leading towards the formal adoption of 

the “Dublin II” Regulation (case 3), the “Eurodac” Regulation (case 4), and the 

“European Refugee Fund” Decision (case 5), respectively, by the Council of the 

European Union (Council 2003, 2000a, 2000b).6  

Let us assume that we have already completed our fact-finding mission, and 

that the empirical cases 3, 4, and 5 reveal three different set-theoretic relationships 

between logics A and B.7  Our hypothetical empirical findings could be illustrated 

by creating so-called Venn diagrams.   

 

Figure 1:  Hypothetical Set-theoretic Findings of a Comparative Case-Study                                   
(Five Cases, Two Causal Mechanisms)   

 
(Ideal-typical)   (Ideal-typical)    (Empirical)    (Empirical)    (Empirical)     
      Case 1                Case 2             Case 3            Case 4            Case 5 
  
 

 

          Y                     Y                              Y                             Y                               Y   
 

 
Figure 1 above shows that all empirical instances of Y (cases 3–5) were triggered 

by causal conjunctures between logics A and B differing in their composition. For the 

time being, we shall merely focus on the causal configurations of cases 3 and 4.  

                                                 
6 Note that we might decide to drop, add, or replace empirical cases in the course of our 
research project in light of newly acquired substantive knowledge; Yin 2003: 55. 
7 On set-theoretic ordering in variable-oriented research, see Simon 1953. Simon’s 
understanding of causation reflects the statistical focus on constant associations or 
invariant relationships as employed in econometrics; cf. Abbott 2001: 111.  

B B A 
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A B
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In case of the JHA Council-based negotiation of the “Dublin II” Regulation 

(case 3), intergovernmental negotiations over which EU country should be held 

responsible for processing asylum applications were primarily driven by a logic of 

consequentiality (logic A), even though compliance with Community norms and 

procedures (logic B) explains the final phase of negotiations (Aus 2004).                

Set-theoretically speaking, causal mechanism B appears as a subset of A. The fairly 

abstract set-theoretic notion of a “proper subset” allows us to keep the logics of 

consequentiality and appropriateness analytically separate: Even though every 

element of set B is an element of set A, set B by definition does not equal set A 

(Halmos 1960: 3).  

With a view to the “Eurodac” Regulation (case 4), the set-theoretic 

relationship observed in case 3 is occurring in inverted order: the reproduction of 

police-specific standard operating procedures (logic B) explains most of the 

decision-making dynamic, yet the actors nevertheless conducted instrumental 

means-ends calculations (logic A) over the “added value” of the biometric 

database under consideration (Aus 2003). In the Venn diagram of case 4 shown in 

Figure 1 above, set A is therefore contained in set B.   

By comparing the two set-theoretic relationships observed in legislative case-

studies 3 and 4 with the theoretically “pure” cases 1 and 2, we may draw the 

following conclusion: Under fairly context-specific yet constantly held 

institutional conditions (“First Pillar” of the EU; Justice and Home Affairs 

Council decides unanimously after consulting the European Parliament; etc.),         

we are able to identify multiple causal paths leading toward a positive outcome           

(Y = formal adoption of secondary Community law by the Council). All empirical 

instances of Y analyzed so far occur as a result of diverse conjunctures between 

logics A and B.  

2.2  Multiple Causal Paths  

As illustrated above, the relatively high degree of causal complexity revealed by 

the in-depth study of cases 3 and 4 deviates from the comparatively simple causal 



 
 

 
 

11

composition of our ideal-typical cases 1 and 2. Yet what are the methodological 

implications of the (hypothetical) fact that our outcomes were brought about by 

diverse and theoretically not yet explicable causal conjunctures? Perhaps the most 

important negative implication is that statistical techniques based on the assumption 

of linear causal additivity are incapable of capturing that the mere presence or 

absence of a particular “independent” variable may level out the impact of 

another (Braumoeller 2003: 211). I restate this critique of conventional variable-

oriented methodology for the sake of clarity: If we adopt a correlational approach, 

we aim at identifying which independent or “explanatory” variable increases the 

probability of a higher value on the dependent or “outcome” variable. Yet the 

idea that causes are additive in their effects is counter-intuitive and not very 

convincing from a configurational point of view (cf. Becker 1992: 208). It is 

against the background of frequently encountered causal complexity in case-study 

research that Charles C. Ragin pledges “simply to abandon the idea that variables 

should be seen as independent, separable aspects of cases. Instead, variables should 

be seen as the components of configurations” (Ragin 2000: 74).  

Likewise, one may argue that the concept of mechanisms is irreconcilable with 

the correlational approach (cf. Mahoney 2001: 580, Newsome 2003, Steel 2004). 

Once set in motion, a mechanism or conjuncture of mechanisms will always 

produce outcome Y. Its quasi-deterministic nature distinguishes a causal 

mechanism or conjuncture of mechanisms from variably contributing factors.8 

Statements about mechanisms resemble causal generalizations about recurrent 

                                                 
8  The argument whereby mechanism A will always produce outcome B is subject to a 
great deal of controversy and should therefore be treated with caution. Jon Elster, who 
has traveled a long way from promoting “hard” Rational Choice theory to a 
considerably “softer” Rationalist approach, spelled out his understanding of mechanisms 
as follows (Elster 1998: 49): “In my earlier terminology, going from a black-box 
regularity to a mechanism is to go from ‘If A, then always B’ to ‘If A, then always         
C, D, and B.’ … On the view set out here, the move from theory to mechanism is from 
‘If A, then always B’ to ‘If A, then sometimes B.’ (Because fine grain is desirable in itself, 
I also urge the further move to ‘If A, then sometimes C, D, and B.’)” See Bunge 2004: 
196 for a deterministic defense.    
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processes. Social mechanisms can thus be read as pathways or recurrent processes 

operating in specific social contexts. Explaining what makes a given social system 

“tick” may arguably be regarded as the essence of social-scientific explanation 

(Bunge 2004: 183). Simply introducing the concept of mechanisms, however, will 

not suffice; generating the explanatory power of mechanisms requires in-depth 

empirical illustrations of how recurrent processes or pathways are linked to 

outcomes and context-specific conditions (cf. Mayntz 2004: 241). 

Against this background, let us reconsider the causal configurations of 

legislative case-studies 3 and 4. Recall that we have identified multiple causal paths 

towards Y: Under the given institutional conditions, different set-theoretic 

relationships between mechanisms A and B explain the formal adoption of 

legislative acts by the JHA Council. Figure 2 below graphically illustrates the idea 

of multiple causal paths.  

Figure 2:   Multiple Paths toward a Positive Outcome  
              (Braumoeller 2003: 220) 
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In Figure 2 above, we shall replace the “independent” variables x1 and x2 with 

mechanism A and mechanism B, respectively. Positive or negative values of 

former variables x1 and x2 shall signify the presence or absence of either 

mechanism. Y = 1 shall represent a formally adopted legislative act, and Y = 0 the 

lack of legislative output.  

As illustrated above, case 3 is characterized by a relatively strong presence of 

logic A and a relatively weak presence of logic B. Even though nothing has been 

said so far about the possibility of sequential ordering between mechanisms               

A and B (cf. Bennett and George 2004), one observes that this particular causal 

configuration results in a positive outcome located on the “plateau” of Figure 2. 

The same holds true for case 4, only that its Y has a different position on the “flat 

terrain,” reflecting the specific causal “mix” of this case.  

We may logically conclude that the causal compositions of cases 3 and 4 are 

substitutable for explaining Y. Not all roads lead to Rome, but some of them 

actually do – depending on your location in social space. Firmly anchored in 

empirical case-studies, the identification of multiple paths supports and further 

specifies the idea that analytically distinct logics of action are reconcilable in 

political practice (March and Olsen 2004: 17-23). In light of the fact that none of 

our existing explanatory models alone can account for the complexity of 

supranational governance in the European Community setting, the identification 

of multiple paths is a necessary first step for exploring the scope conditions of 

Rationalist and Institutionalist causal mechanisms. Faced with similar causal 

conjunctures in a very different social context (concerning the relationship 

between religion and politics in modern society), Jon Elster accordingly 

underlines that “there is no need to see these analyses as contradicting each other. 

In fact, their conjunction may provide a better explanation … than either does 

separately” (Elster 1998: 62; cf. also Etzioni 2000).    

Translated into a formal logical expression, the idea of multiple paths is 

compatible with the seemingly erroneous Boolean equation 1 + 1 = 1.  (Similar 

to my discussion of Figure 2 above, the value 1 shall refer to the presence of a 
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mechanism.) Outcome Y is triggered by the presence of mechanism A or 

mechanism B. In Boolean algebra, addition is thus equivalent to the logical 

operator OR. Charles C. Ragin summarizes the methodological implications of 

applying this logic to the causal analysis of cases as follows: “Satisfy any one of the 

additive conditions and the expected outcome follows” (Ragin 1987: 89). The 

rationale of substituting conventional addition of causal conditions with the 

logical operator OR can arguably also be applied to the study of mechanisms.  

Again, it is helpful for heuristic purposes to contrast this logic with research 

practices inspired by natural-scientific ideals (cf. Hacking 1983): If A and B 

“vary” across cases, we would logically need to eliminate both A and B as 

necessary causes of Y (strict application of Mill’s Method of Agreement; cf. Mahoney 

2000: 392). True enough, it is perfectly reasonable to argue that a causal 

condition or mechanism which is not shared by all cases cannot be qualified as a 

necessary causal condition or mechanism. However, the practical “added value” of 

this quasi-experimental line of reasoning for political research is debatable: As far 

as complex political phenomena are concerned, it is more than likely that “causes 

may be neither necessary nor sufficient. In fact, this type of causation may be the 

most common form of social causation” (Ragin 2000: 93). Under these 

circumstances, the best we can arguably do is to identify and delineate multiple 

causal paths in specific social settings.  

Due to a lack of space, I can only briefly mention that Boolean algebra not 

only holds the potential of representing, but also of reducing causal complexity 

via Boolean minimization (see Ragin 1987: 93-95). Successful efforts in specifying 

the institutional conditions under which certain causal patterns repeatedly occur 

will eventually depend upon suitable techniques for data reduction.                 

A complementary procedure relating to the dynamic constitution of populations 

will be sketched out below.    
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2.3  “Chemical” Conjunctures    

Even modest variation in the mix of ingredients can significantly alter the taste of 

an otherwise appetizing meal. A similar idea may have inspired John Stuart Mill’s 

notion of “chemical causation,” relating to those combinations of causes which 

bring about qualitatively distinct outcomes. Mill drew on phenomena observed in 

the emerging and initially inductively proceeding field of chemistry in order to 

illustrate causal processes where the “combination of two substances produces, as 

is well known, a third substance with properties entirely different from those of 

either of the two substances separately, or both of them taken together” (Mill 

1868: 406). 

“Chemical” causation is a special form of conjunctural causation. Let me 

illustrate the special features of “chemical” conjunctures against the backdrop of 

case 5. In case of the Council of Minister’s “European Refugee Fund” Decision, 

we are faced with a set of phenomena contained both in sets A and B (see Figure 

1 above). The area where sets A and B intersect is noted as AB.9 From a 

mechanism-oriented perspective, the existence of area AB is analytically far more 

problematic than the possibility of a sequential ordering between mechanisms           

A and B referred to above. Even though we are not in the position to explain 

why the two mechanisms partially intersect, we are capable of describing this 

puzzling phenomenon. For example, we may be able to identify emerging 

patterns of interstate solidarity partially motivated by the Rationalist pursuit of 

credible commitments. In fact, this pattern seems to have shaped the actual 

decision-making process on JHA Council level. Eiko R. Thielemann notes in this 

context that “the attempt to find a common approach ... appears to have been 

driven by both a ‘cost-benefit’ as well as a ‘norm-base’ logic” (Thielemann 2003: 

270). As far as the normative foundations of the emerging Area of Freedom, Security 

and Justice are concerned, one may also point at the principle of “solidarity 

                                                 
9 In accordance with established mathematical conventions, this area should properly be 
noted as A • B. 
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between Member States” subsequently laid down in article III-158 (2) of the 

Constitutional Treaty.    

The special causal composition of case 5 may, by means of conclusion, lead 

us to differentiate our outcomes into two different types. Once we have reached 

this advanced stage of our research project, we are, in variable-oriented speak, 

permitted to select on the dependent variable. Whereas this practice should be 

avoided under all circumstances according to conventional social-science 

methodology (cf. King et al. 1994: 129, McKeown 1999), the empirically 

informed development of novel typologies is one of the main goals of qualitative 

comparative analysis. The link between typological innovation and efforts in 

delineating domains of application will be clarified below.    

3.  Conclusion: QCA and the Delineation of              
Causal Conjunctures   

Qualitative comparative analysis systematically favors causal complexity over 

parsimony. While case-oriented and context-sensitive researchers will appreciate 

this methodological bias, variable-oriented scholars tend to criticize QCA for its 

wanting potential for theory testing (King et al. 1994: 87). Studies reflecting a 

statistical worldview, however, do not necessarily yield more adequate results.          

As far as the study of decision-making dynamics in the Council of the EU is 

concerned, for example, variable-oriented inquiries into alleged behavioral 

patterns may even be conceptually misleading (cf. Mattilla 2004, and Lewis 2003 

for a more accurate, case-based assessment).   

As sketched out above, QCA can make a valuable contribution to specifying 

the scope conditions of (theoretically competing) causal mechanisms. This paper 

has focused on two potentially fruitful lines of case-based comparative inquiry, 

namely the identification of multiple causal paths and typological mapping. While the 

idea of multiple paths seems to be receiving increased disciplinary recognition via 

studies on causal mechanisms, attempts at “selecting on the dependent variable” 

still tend to provoke methodological bashing by variable-oriented researchers. 
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This is truly regrettable since a discussion about scope conditions is essentially            

a discussion about constituting populations. To the extent that populations need 

to be constructed and reconstructed in a qualitatively sensible manner, 

populations function as scope conditions. Charles C. Ragin accordingly notes that 

“one researcher’s scope condition is another’s causal condition” (Ragin 2000: 62). 

By means of typological mapping, comparative case-oriented research may very 

well contribute to delineating domains of application. 

An open question is whether we will be able to develop middle-range 

theories in the field of European Studies. If so, such theories would require firm 

grounding in accumulated case-based knowledge. The potential “added value” of 

such a collective endeavor was highlighted by Andrew Abbott as follows: 

“[Middle range theories] don’t predict what will happen, indeed they suggest that 

interactional fields are probably too complex for us to predict. But they do show 

various internal patterns; they do sketch the ‘rules of the game;’ they do portray 

the limits and possibilities of action in such systems” (Abbott 2001: 74). 

Considering the current state of our discipline, Voltaire’s maxim that the best is 

the enemy of the good may provide sound counsel.   

 

References 

Abbott, A. (2001): Time Matters. On Theory and Method, University of Chicago 
Press.  

Allison, G. T. / P. Zelikow (1999): Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, 2nd edition, New York:  Longman.  

Andersen, S. S. (2003): ‘On a clear day you can see the EU’ – Case Study 
Methodology in EU Research, University of Oslo: ARENA - Centre for 
European Studies, Working Paper No. 16 (September 2003), 
www.arena.uio.no. 

Aus, J. P. (2003): Supranational Governance in an “Area of Freedom, Security and 
Justice”: Eurodac and the Politics of Biometric Control, University of Sussex: Sussex 
European Institute (SEI), Working Paper No. 72 (December 2003), online 
access: www.sussex.ac.uk/sei/documents/wp72.pdf.  

Aus, J. P. (2004): Negative and Positive Integration in EU Justice and Home Affairs: 
Logics of Decision-making on Community Asylum Policy, paper presented at the 



 
 

 
 

18

ARENA Research Seminar on March 30, 2004, University of Oslo: ARENA - 
Centre for European Studies, online access: www.arena.uio.no/sources/ 
jpa/dublin.pdf. 

Becker, H. S. (1992): “Cases, Causes, Conjunctures, Stories, and Imagery,” in: 
Ragin, C. C. / H. S. Becker (eds.), What is a Case? Exploring the Foundations of 
Social Inquiry, Cambridge University Press, pp. 205-216. 

Bennett, A. / A. L. George (2004): “Process Tracing in Case Study Research,” 
forthcoming in: Bennett, A. / A. L. George, Case Studies and Theory 
Development in the Social Sciences, The MIT Press.    

Braumoeller, B. F. (2003): “Causal Complexity and the Study of Politics,” in: 
Political Analysis, Vol. 11, pp. 209-233.  

Bunge, M. (2004): “How Does It Work? The Search for Explanatory 
Mechanisms,” in: Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Vol. 34, No. 2, pp. 182-210.   

Checkel, J. T. / A. Moravcsik (2001): “A Constructivist Research Programme in 
EU Studies?” in: European Union Politics, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp. 219-249. 

Checkel, J. T. (2004): Social Mechanisms and the Quality of Cooperation: Are Europe 
and the EU Really That Different? University of Oslo: ARENA - Centre for 
European Studies, Working Paper No. 8 (June 2004), www.arena.uio.no. 

Council of the European Union (2000a): “Council Regulation (EC) No 
2725/2000 of 11 December 2000 concerning the establishment of ‘Eurodac’ 
for the comparison of fingerprints for the effective application of the Dublin 
Convention,” in: Official Journal of the European Communities, Vol. L 316 of 
December 15, 2000, pp. 1-10.   

Council of the European Union (2000b): “Council Decision of 28 September 
2000 establishing a European Refugee Fund (2000/596/EC),” in: Official 
Journal of the European Communities, Vol. L 252 of October 6, 2000, pp. 12-18. 

Council of the European Union (2003): “Council Regulation (EC) No 343/2003 
of 18 February 2003 establishing the criteria and mechanisms for determining 
the Member State responsible for examining an asylum application lodged in 
one of the Member States by a third-country national,” in: Official Journal of 
the European Union, Vol. L 50 of February 25, 2003, pp. 1-10.   

Eckstein, H. (1975): “Case Study and Theory in Political Science,” in: 
Greenstein, F. I. / N. W. Polsby (eds.), Strategies of Inquiry – Handbook of 
Political Science, Vol. 7, Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, pp. 97-137.  

Elster, J. (1983): Explaining Technical Change, Oslo: Norwegian University Press.  

Elster, J. (1998): “A Plea for Mechanisms,” in: Hedstrøm, P. / R. Swedberg 
(eds.), Social Mechanisms: An Analytical Approach to Social Theory, Cambridge 
University Press, pp. 45-73.   

Eriksen, E. O. / J. E. Fossum / A. J. Menéndez (2004) (eds.): Developing a 
Constitution for Europe, London and New York: Routledge. 



 
 

 
 

19

Etzioni, A. (2000): “Social Norms: Internalization, Persuasion, and History,” in: 
Law & Society Review, Vol. 34, No. 1, pp. 157-178.   

Geertz, C. (1973): The Interpretation of Cultures. Selected Essays by Clifford Geertz, 
New York: Basic Books.  

Glaser, B. G. / A. L. Strauss (1967): The Discovery of Grounded Theory, New York: 
de Gruyter.  

Goertz, G. / J. S. Levy (2002): Causal Explanation, Necessary Conditions, and Case 
Studies: The Causes of World War I, University of Arizona / Rutgers 
University, unpublished manuscript. 

Hacking, I. (1983): Representing and Intervening: Introductory Topics in the Philosophy 
of Natural Science, Cambridge University Press.  

Halmos, P. R. (1960): Naive Set Theory, Princeton, NJ: van Nostrand.  

Jupille, J. / J. A. Caporaso / J. T. Checkel (2003): “Integrating Institutions: 
Rationalism, Constructivism, and the Study of the European Union,” in: 
Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 36, No. 1/2, pp. 7-41. 

King, G. / R. O. Keohane / S. Verba (1994): Designing Social Inquiry. Scientific 
Inference in Qualitative Research, Princeton University Press.  

Lewis, J. (2003): “Informal Integration and the Supranational Construction of the 
Council,” in: Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 10, No. 6, pp. 996-1019.  

Lieberson, S. (1992): “Small N’s and Big Conclusions: An Examination of the 
Reasoning in Comparative Studies based on a Small Number of Cases,” in: 
Ragin, C. C. / H. S. Becker (eds.), What is a Case? Exploring the Foundations of 
Social Inquiry, Cambridge University Press, pp. 105-118. 

Lijphart, A. (1971): “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method,” in: 
American Political Science Review, Vol. 65, pp. 682-693. 

Mahoney, J. (2000): “Strategies of Causal Inference in Small-N Analysis,” in: 
Sociological Methods & Research, Vol. 28, No. 4, pp. 387-424.   

March, J. G. / J. P. Olsen (1989): Rediscovering Institutions. The Organizational 
Basis of Politics, New York: The Free Press.  

March, J. G. / J. P. Olsen (1995): Democratic Governance, New York: The Free 
Press. 

March, J. G. / J. P. Olsen (2004): The Logic of Appropriateness, University of Oslo: 
ARENA - Centre for European Studies, Working Paper No. 9 (June 2004), 
www.arena.uio.no.   

Marini, M. M. / B. Singer (1988): “Causality in the Social Sciences,” in: 
Sociological Methodology, Vol. 18, pp. 347-409. 

Mattila, M. (2004): “Contested Decisions: Empirical Analysis of Voting in the 
European Union Council of Ministers,” in: European Journal of Political 
Research, Vol. 43, pp. 29-50.  



 
 

 
 

20

Mayntz, R. (2004): “Mechanisms in the Analysis of Social Macro-Phenomena,” 
in: Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Vol. 34, No. 2, pp. 237-259. 

McKeown, T. J. (1999): “Case Studies and the Statistical Worldview: Review of 
King, Keohane, and Verba’s ‘Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in 
Qualitative Research’,” in: International Organization, Vol. 53, No. 1, pp. 161-
190.  

Merton, R. K. (1949): Social Theory and Social Structure, Glencose, IL: Free Press.  

Mill, J. S. (1868): A System of Logic – Ratiocinative and Inductive. Being a Connected 
View of the Principles of Evidence and the Methods of Scientific Investigation, Vol. I, 
7th edition, London: Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer.  

Mjøset, L. (2000): “Stein Rokkan’s Thick Comparisons,” in: Acta Sociologica,  
Vol. 43, pp. 381-397.  

Mjøset, L. (2001): “Theory: Conceptions in the Social Sciences,” in: Smelser,         
N. J. / P. B. Bates (eds.), The International Encyclopedia of the Social and 
Behavioral Sciences, Elsevier Science Ltd., pp. 15641-15647.  

Mjøset, L. (2004): Six Notions of Theory in the Social Sciences, University of Oslo: 
Faculty of Social Sciences, Dept. of Sociology and Human Geography, 
unpublished manuscript.  

Moore, B., Jr. (1967): Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy – Lord and 
Peasant in the Making of the Modern World, London: Penguin Press. 

Moravcsik, A. (1998): The Choice for Europe. Social Purpose and State Power from 
Messina to Maastricht, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Newsome, G. L. (2003): “The Debate Between Current Versions of Covariation 
and Mechanism Approaches to Causal Inference,” in: Philosophical Psychology, 
Vol. 16, No. 1, pp. 87-107.    

Nissen, S. (1998): “The Case of Case Studies: On the Methodological Discussion 
in Comparative Political Science,” in: Quality & Quantity, Vol. 32,                 
pp. 399-418.  

Olsen, J. P. (2002): “The Many Faces of Europeanization,” in: Journal of Common 
Market Studies, Vol. 40, No. 5, pp. 921-952. 

Olsen, J. P. (2004): Unity, Diversity and Democratic Institutions: What Can We Learn 
from the European Union as a Large-scale Experiment in Political Organization and 
Governing? University of Oslo: ARENA - Centre for European Studies, 
Working Paper No. 13 (August 2004), www.arena.uio.no.  

Ragin, C. C. (1987): The Comparative Method. Moving Beyond Qualitative and 
Quantitative Strategies, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.  

Ragin, C. C. (2000): Fuzzy-Set Social Science, University of Chicago Press. 

Rokkan, S. (1999): State Formation, Nation-Building, and Mass Politics in Europe, 
edited by P. Flora, S. Kuhnle, and D. Urwin, Oxford University Press.  



 
 

 
 

21

Scharpf, F. W. (2000): “Institutions in Comparative Policy Research,” in: 
Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 33, No. 6/7, pp. 762-790. 

Schimmelfennig, F. (2003a): The EU, NATO and the Integration of Europe. Rules 
and Rhetoric, Cambridge University Press. 

Schimmelfennig, F. (2003b): “Strategic Action in a Community Environment: 
The Decision to Enlarge the European Union to the East,” in: Comparative 
Political Studies, Vol. 36, No. 1/2, pp. 156-183. 

Sigelman, L. / G. H. Gadbois (1983): “Contemporary Comparative Politics –          
An Inventory and Assessment,” in: Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 16,              
pp. 275-305.  

Simon, H. A. (1953): “Causal Ordering and Identifiability,” in: Hood, W. C. / 
T. C. Koopmans (eds.), Studies in Econometric Method, New York: Wiley & 
Sons, pp. 49-74.  

Skocpol, T. (1979): States and Social Revolutions – A Comparative Analysis of France, 
Russia, and China, Cambridge University Press. 

Skocpol, T. / M. Somers (1980): “The Uses of Comparative History in 
Macrosocial Inquiry,” in: Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 22, 
No. 2, pp. 174-197. 

Steel, D. (2004): “Social Mechanisms and Causal Inference,” in: Philosophy of the 
Social Sciences, Vol. 34, No. 1, pp. 55-78.  

Thielemann, E. R. (2003): “Between Interests and Norms: Explaining Burden-
Sharing in the European Union,” in: Journal of Refugee Studies, Vol. 16, No. 3, 
pp. 253-273.  

Walker, H. A. / B. P. Cohen (1985): “Scope Statements: Imperatives for 
Evaluating Theory,” in: American Sociological Review, Vol. 50, No. 3,                 
pp. 288-301.   

Weber, M. (1978): Economy and Society. An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, Vol. 1, 
edited by G. Roth and C. Wittich, Berkeley etc.: University of California 
Press. 

White, P. A. (2000): “Causal Attribution and Mill’s Methods of Experimental 
Inquiry: Past, Present and Prospect,” in: British Journal of Social Psychology,         
Vol. 39, pp. 429-447.  

Yin, R. K. (2003): Case Study Research. Design and Methods, Third Edition, 
London etc.: SAGE Publications (Applied Social Research Methods Series, 
Vol. 5).  


