
Mjøset, Lars

Article

The study of Nordic varieties of capitalism: A plea
for contextual generalization through comparative
specification

economic sociology_the european electronic newsletter

Provided in Cooperation with:
Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies (MPIfG), Cologne

Suggested Citation: Mjøset, Lars (2006) : The study of Nordic varieties of capitalism: A plea for
contextual generalization through comparative specification, economic sociology_the european
electronic newsletter, ISSN 1871-3351, Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies (MPIfG),
Cologne, Vol. 8, Iss. 1, pp. 4-11

This Version is available at:
http://hdl.handle.net/10419/155874

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your
personal and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the documents publicly, to make them
publicly available on the internet, or to distribute or otherwise
use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open
Content Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you
may exercise further usage rights as specified in the indicated
licence.



The study of Nordic varieties of capitalism 4

The study of Nordic varieties of capitalism. 
A plea for contextual generalization through 
comparative specification. 

Lars Mjøset 
University of Oslo 
lars.mjoset@sosiologi.uio.no 

The political economy of the Nordic countries became a 
topic in academic social science in the wake of the 1960s 
student revolt. In this note, I give a methodological evalua-
tion of this literature.1 I start from an insight arrived at in 
my study (Mjøset 2005a, Mjøset 2006abc) of what social 
scientists mean by the term theory. I argue that high-level 
notions of theory are not well suited for accumulation of 
empirical knowledge. 

Student revolters and shifting cultural 
problems  

Towards the end of the turbulent 1960s, the new infra-
structure of higher education in the social sciences was 
filled with students who knew all the answers and whose 
attacks on the small establishment of university teachers 
were based on an overpoliticized sociology of knowledge. 
Whatever the problems with this leftist heroism, these 
groups reoriented the social sciences towards a new, 
macro-oriented interdisciplinarity: political economy, class 
analysis, critical theory linked to social movements, social 
and economic history, etc. 

The student revolt faded as the first cohort of revolters 
entered the labour market, taking up jobs in the public or 
private service sectors. Some of those who moved into 
academic positions maintained the political economy fo-
cus, but soon adapted the program to disciplinary speciali-
zations and diverging methodologies. Through the next 
decades, the social, political and cultural problems that 
preoccupied them changed. One could write the social 
history of those shifts: every generation of young, aspiring 
intellectuals strives to coin its own interpretations of the 
present, often with more or less explicit links to secular 
philosophies of history. Here, I only have space to provide 
some quick labels (cf. Mjøset 2006a). 

In the 1970s, the heroic idea of a revolutionary break with 
the socio-economic structure of capitalism was replaced by 
the problem of reform: Could social democracy master 
capitalism without altering the relations of production? 
The older social-democratic idea of a “third way” between 
socialism and capitalism received new support. As the 
world economy slid into its first real downturn after the 
Golden Age, Nordic scholars discussed how the egalitarian 
social democratic management of mixed economies with 
strong welfare states could smooth out the imperatives of 
capitalist restructuring. Modern research on the Nordic 
model was born.  

Since the mid-1980s, the changes in monetary integration 
and the busting of financial bubbles all over the Western 
world (also in social democratic strongholds as Sweden 
and Norway) triggered a stronger focus on national and 
international financial sectors. 

In the 1990s, the focus was first influenced by the surge of 
European unification efforts, then it turned more to the 
firms and their efforts to sustain high-wage/strong welfare 
constellations (by innovating, restructuring) in the emerg-
ing globalized, service-/knowledge-economy.  

While globalization was mainly treated as a Western world 
phenomenon in the 1990s, the focus in the present has 
included the emerging new Asian economies (creating new 
raw materials booms for the Nordic area), as well as the 
challenges implied by the increasingly global flows of la-
bour. 

As the problems shifted, different dimensions of the 
state/economy-interface attracted attention: incomes poli-
cies related to wage negotiations in the 1970s, the desta-
bilizing effects of financial deregulation in the 1980s, cor-
porate governance in the 1990s. 

While the political economists also dealt with international 
structures and processes, and studied other cases, there 
was still a tendency, perhaps driven by the policy making 
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community’s demand for practical alternatives, to focus on 
the success cases. Sweden was a success case of the 1960s 
(Rehn/Meidner macro-economic model), as was Japan. 
Following the financial turmoil of the late 1980s, Denmark 
(early “flexicurity”) played the success case role for some 
time. In the most recent era of globalization, Finland and 
Ireland (national innovation systems) count as Western 
European success cases.  

This brief “sociology of political economic knowledge” 
omits many nuances but it allows us to understand how 
new generations of scholars were driven by the shifting 
conceptions of “major challenges” or “dominant prob-
lems” (akin to Weber’s notion of cultural problems), and 
by a focus on certain success cases. 

At the same time, scholars were in career tracks that 
obliged them to relate to the prevailing disciplinary meth-
odologies. These were often out of tune with both the 
case- and the problem-focus! They were in one way or 
another committed to high level notions of theory! Be-
cause of this, the danger of excess falsificationism loomed 
large. To the extent that researchers accept high level the-
ory ideals, they are tempted to falsify the “theory” pursued 
by earlier generations, while ignoring both shifts in cultural 
problems and paradigmatic success cases. Thus, one could 
find a 1980s student of financial deregulation criticizing 
the theoretical approach of a 1970s student of incomes 
policies, only to be criticized later by a 1990s student of 
corporate governance.  

Any political economist would agree that incomes policies, 
financial deregulation and corporate governance are di-
mensions that should all be a part of a broad study of 
political economy. But ideals of high level theorizing made 
each new generation confront earlier generations, turning 
the general theory of their dimension against earlier gen-
erations’ general theories, their recent success cases 
against fading success cases, regardless of the fact that 
those earlier theories were rooted in the study of other 
dimensions/periods/cases. While interdisciplinary political 
economy research certainly has expanded since the 1970s, 
methodological conventions have barred synthetic works. 
The returns in terms of accumulated knowledge have been 
lower than they could have been. Furthermore, while 
much of this work did relate to historical research, produc-
tive interdisciplinary interchange was lacking. 

Such a critical assessment – painted in a rather stark con-
trast in a short note as this one – should not be read as a 

plea for unfettered eclecticism. There have been works 
that had not submitted to excessive falsificationism. In 
order to highlight their underlying principles, let us con-
sider the variety of theory ideals in the social sciences. 

Strategies of generalization and 
specification 

High level theory denotes general theory, one that is “not 
sensitive to context” and thus “applicable to societal con-
texts widely separated over both time and space” (Gold-
thorpe 2000: 62, for critical comments see Mjøset 2005a: 
387-401). But there are three quite different ways to strive 
for such theory. We shall specify three strategies of gener-
alization that yield three different types of high level theory 
aspirations. The first one is based on empirical material. 
The segmenting strategy of generalization relies on large-
scale data sets, using statistical inference (as in a regression 
equation, e.g.) to arrive at theories conceived as relations 
between variables. Within a statistical margin of error one 
finds general empirical patterns, but those relate only to 
narrow segments of society for the time(s) data are col-
lected. Such studies are well known in economics and 
sociology, and pursued, for instance, in statistical bureaus 
that assist the state in keeping track of social and macro-
economic trends.  

The 1960s/70s political economists brought up some novel 
variables (profit rates, classes, and the like) and even some 
amount of cross-national focus (e.g. Erik Olin Wright’s 
comparative project on class structures). But most of these 
scholars remained “methodological nationalists”. While 
their studies passed through a phase in which several 
scholars believed that new sophisticated statistical models 
could turn correlations into causes, scholars now agree 
that, at the most, statistical studies represent powerful 
means of description. But theoretical explanation must 
uncover the “mechanisms”, i.e. the patterns of micro-
behaviour and systems of unintended consequences con-
stituting the behaviour of the “variables.” 

This argument is related to the second notion of high level 
theory. Several scholars of the 1960s/70s political economy 
wave aligned their theorizing with the updated versions of 
the neoclassical economics they had earlier opposed. Mod-
ern rational choice theory has been general from the out-
set; its style of reasoning is the thought experiment, gen-
eral without being empirical, reflecting an insulating strat-
egy of generalization. The argument is phrased in terms of 
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a model world, which allows exact, impeccable deductions, 
given the assumptions. The challenge, however, is the 
relationship between assumptions and the real world, and 
the string of auxiliary hypotheses needed to bridge be-
tween the two. This “protective belt” – the Lakatosian 
term for such hypotheses – loosens up the relation of de-
duction: several theories may account equally well for the 
same data/empirical observations. 

While none of these versions of high level theory advocate 
a reduction of social science to natural science, they do 
commit social science to styles of reasoning that are well 
known and widely used also in the natural sciences. But for 
those social scientists who are sceptical of the convergence 
with natural science styles, a third kind of high level theory 
also exists in the social sciences. Its style of reasoning is 
parallel to that of the humanities. 

Many of the 1960s/70s political economists were histori-
cally oriented. The academic discipline of history – put very 
briefly – represents a latent criticism of any high level no-
tion of theory, but this criticism mostly implies a commit-
ment to the exceptionalist strategy of specification. Space 
does not allow a more detailed discussion (see Mjøset 
2006b), except for a brief claim that lately historians have 
been tempted by either one of the two most recent social 
science notions of theory: reconstructionist or deconstruc-
tionist notions (Mjøset 2006a). These social-scientific ar-
guments are close to the humanities’ style of interpreting 
texts and other artifacts. But like any others, these notions 
of theory influence the strategies of generalization pursued 
by empirical researchers who are inspired by them.  

The reconstructionists start with an investigation of the 
transcendental conditions of (social scientific) knowledge. 
The 1960s student movement set out to reconstruct Marx. 
This procedure was later extended to the sociological clas-
sics in general, with the aim of recovering a non-positivist 
theory of action (Mjøset 2006a). From this high theoretical 
position, empirical trends are approached “from above,” 
as a study of modernity writ-large. Often, the classics are 
plundered for their most cultural-critical statements con-
cerning the existential challenges of the modern world. 
This is the third strategy of generalization that I want to 
point out: social scientists working with historical material 
generalize by reference to modernity. 

The reconstructionist notion was soon followed by a de-
constructionist notion, drawing on other roots of European 
humanities (linguistics, rhetoric, structuralism), and remain-

ing altogether sceptical of the idea of transcendental 
foundations (Mjøset 2006c). The only general view here 
was the view that there is no general knowledge. The main 
theoretical reference among social scientists was Foucault’s 
view of knowledge as an expression of the desire to domi-
nate. Regardless of their impact in the humanities, in social 
science these philosophical ideas have led to a focus on 
texts, leading on to empirical work such as discourse analy-
sis, conceptual history, and mentality history. But as meth-
ods of empirical research discourse analysis and related 
techniques face the challenge of generalization. Here, 
deconstructionists and reconstructionists converge on the 
third strategy of generalization: with reference to a loose 
periodization (e.g. some qualification – “post” or “late” – 
modernity), they make existential statements about our 
present predicament, and/or they decide explanatory con-
tests in favour of cultural factors. 

In the interface between history and social science, the 
philosophical influence of re-/deconstructionist notions has 
led to a preoccupation with national identity, a sort of 
social psychology writ large. This fits the academic disci-
pline of history, which in all European states had broken 
with their past as the organic intellectuals of nation-state 
building, emphasizing social, cultural, regional and interna-
tional history more strongly. Deconstructivism allowed a 
detached and reflected view on national identity. Moder-
nity indicated a shift of attention from national concerns to 
the concerns of Western culture as such. Furthermore, new 
interdisciplinary ventures, such as cultural, media and sci-
ence/technology studies, became as popular among 1990s 
students as political economy had been among 1970s 
students. Back then, social science had influenced the 
humanities, now the major direction of influence goes in 
the opposite way. 

This cultural change led to less interest in political econ-
omy, but it also influenced those who still chose to do 
political economy: use of deconstructionist terms and 
modernity-based periodization indicates that the two hu-
manities-oriented notions of theory caught the interest of 
younger scholars. As so often before, debates on social 
science methodology became a clash between two sets of 
principles originating outside of social science itself! The 
old polarization between researchers’ affiliations with 
natural sciences or the humanities reasserted itself.  

High level notions of theory are divisive. They serve to 
sustain individualist research styles and seduce researchers 
to engage in overly philosophical debates.2  This is unfor-
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tunate since high level notions of theory are not the only 
ones in social science. 

Controversies ensued among the different versions of high 
level theory. Debates on action theory emerged between 
rational choice scholars preferring idealization and the 
social philosophers with their reconstructionist (transcen-
dental) notion. The segmenting strategy of generalization 
is an empirical one, but leads to a fragmentation of social 
science into fields covered in different data-sets. This strat-
egy hardly yields an analysis which is general in terms of 
covering social development as the outcome of the inter-
play between processes in various fields or sectors. 

Any branch of social science engages in philosophical dis-
cussions and many of them are interesting. But I worry 
about the effects of exclusively high-level debates on em-
pirical research. Scholars who remain at this level will not 
get the most out of their empirical material. They are often 
led towards empirical specifications that make it difficult 
for them to provide real explanations as answers to their 
research problems. They risk getting trapped in a vicious 
circle between weak explanations and a focus on (overly) 
general, existential research questions. 

Within the philosophy of the social sciences, we have seen 
debates and reflections on both variables-oriented and 
idealizing notions of theory. In both cases, a notion of 
theory as mechanisms (Hedstrøm/Swedberg 1998) has 
emerged, one which is not easily related to the high level. 
Such a notion was already launched by Merton in the late 
1940s, but since at that time mainstream notions (canoniz-
ing some fusion of the segmenting and insulating strate-
gies of generalization) were completely dominant, Merton 
defensively presented his notion of middle-range theory as 
a temporary solution, to be replaced by high level theory 
when social science matured. Other scholars – primarily in 
the tradition of Chicago school sociology – launched more 
offensive notions at the middle range, especially grounded 
theory (Glaser/Strauss 1967), converging methodologically 
with European critical notions (Mjøset 2005a). For our 
purposes, the critical notion is less important (although it is 
clearly relevant to our discussion about changing cultural 
problems over the decades), so we shall focus on what we 
prefer to label explanation-based theory, of which 
grounded theory is one variety. 

The third alternative 

The explanation-based and critical notions of theory are 
the expression of a pragmatist attitude in social science (for 
the notion of researcher attitudes, see Mjøset 2005a: 380-
1). Such a notion refers solely to the activity of doing social 
science, abandoning any parallels to either natural science 
or humanities styles of reasoning. This attitude can be 
found also in classical political economy,3 but it led a rather 
marginalized life in early postwar methodological thinking. 
The diversification of understandings of social research 
since the 1960s, and particularly the 1960s student revolt, 
brought it back on the agenda. But as I have tried to ar-
gue, high level notions of theory continued to dominate in 
political economy, and heroic methodologists have been 
quick to discard the third alternative as descriptive. In con-
trast, I would like to assert its analytic importance. 

I will use as an example a Nordic project in which I myself 
participated (Mjøset 1986, 1987). This project is about 
distinguishing five Nordic “models”, specified as regimes 
of economic policy-making, and analysed with reference to 
internal and external pressures (dynamic forces) and eco-
nomic/historical/institutional legacies (i.e. from dominant 
export sectors to an institutional framework grounded in 
the Polanyian defence of land, labour, and capital as “fac-
tors of production”). In this project we found that the 
relatively stable constellation of routines in the postwar 
Golden Age gave way to phases of “fumbling” as new 
routines were tried out since the 1970s. The project inves-
tigated whether these revised routines constituted a new 
coherent regime. 

The study was not committed to any high level notions of 
theory. There was no variables-oriented statistical infer-
ence, just plain descriptive statistics. There was no rational 
choice modelling, just a quite loose set of mechanisms in 
connection with economic policy routines and techno-
economic linkages. Neither was there much of a social-
philosophical perspective: There were no references to 
modernity, rather to five specific national trajectories, but 
specified along the same dimensions (e.g. dominant export 
sectors, nature of class compromise, structure of parlia-
mentary system). 

The study relied heavily on historical works, but it did not 
pursue an exceptionalist strategy of specification. The five 
models were five “exceptions”, that is varieties of a styl-
ized definition of “the Nordic model”. Thus, the notion of 
a Nordic model could be left behind. If we “deconstructed” 
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the “Nordic model”, that was an empirical effort (Mjøset 
1992c), there was no trace of deconstructionist linguistics-
based concepts. The fact that the five models were ana-
lysed along the same dimensions counterbalanced the 
exceptionalist attitude. The specifications simultaneously 
allowed contextualized generalizations: for instance we 
could state how Finland in the mid-1980s was converging 
towards a development pattern that reminded more (than 
earlier) on that in the three other large Nordic countries. 
We pursued problem-related efforts at specification, using 
different dimensions of cases as analogies vis-à-vis one 
another. We recognized the value of including Iceland, 
which added to the variety in many of the dimensions, but 
also served as an empirical ideal type, given its one-sided 
dependence on the stochastic supply of one raw material 
(fish, even more specifically, cod!). 

So what notion of theory did we imply? At the time, we 
were probably agnostic, inspired by evolutionary, institu-
tional economics, and economic sociology. Today I have a 
better answer: we proceeded according to the principles of 
grounded theory, a notion of theory mainly specified in the 
methodology of qualitative micro-studies, based on par-
ticipant observation. But there was, in fact, no restriction 
to micro-studies in the original treatise on grounded theory 
(Glaser/Strauss 1967). Nevertheless, international meth-
odological debates on macro-comparative studies (cf. 
Mjøset 2006c) began to realize this only in the late 1980s 
when our research had largely been completed. 

Even if we did not refer to it explicitly, we benefited from 
the main strengths of grounded theory: typologization and 
periodization (historical types), and also formal grounded 
theory (mechanisms). We raided the literature for typolo-
gies of financial systems, labour relations systems, party 
systems, and so on. As for mechanisms, a main example is 
our frequent reference to Hirschman’s study of forward 
and backwards linkages in the process of economic trans-
formation. I realize today that these are features that set 
pragmatist, grounded theory apart from other notions of 
theory. Only from the vantage point of some high level 
notion of theory our approach in the mid-1980s would 
seem descriptive and a-theoretical. In other contributions 
(Mjøset 2005a, 2006abc), I have argued that the pragma-
tist middle level notion is a distinct social science notion of 
theory, one which is quite in tune with recent develop-
ments in the philosophy of the social sciences (e.g. Hacking 
1999, Hands 2001). A crucial point is that such a notion of 
theory enables us to accumulate knowledge more effec-
tively than do high level notions of theory. 

Even if we did not label it so, our early 1980s project de-
veloped grounded theory, since we strove to rely on earlier 
substantive grounded theory of relevance to the patterns 
we wanted to explain. In this sense, the observations we 
added on recent economic policy making were “theory-
laden”, we put them into a context that had been built 
with reference to the earlier, pioneering work of e.g. Rok-
kan, Hirschman, Senghaas, Korpi, Esping-Andersen, the 
French regulation school, the neo-Schumpeterians who 
developed the “national systems of innovation”-approach, 
and the new combination of geopolitics and political 
economy explored in the emerging literature on state for-
mation.4  

In our work on the five Nordic models, we certainly made 
use of works that reflected the other notions of theory, 
and relied on historians with exceptionalist inclinations. I 
now argue that we dealt with all of these according to the 
following formula: “reground what high level theories 
have ungrounded, and regeneralize what historical narra-
tives have overgrounded” (Mjøset 2006b: 762). The clever 
use of typologies, periodization and mechanisms-based 
explanations were the main tools to achieve both re-
grounding and regeneralization.5  

Such an approach is also the way to avoid the Natur-
/Geisteswissenschaften dichotomy. When the analysis of 
specificities also contributes to accumulated knowledge at 
the middle level (to local research frontiers, cf. Mjøset 
2006b), specification and generalization are not mutually 
exclusive strategies. The more typologies are saturated by 
means of comparisons, the clearer the close connection 
between specification of single cases and contextual gen-
eralization. Mechanisms come together with context: for-
mal patterns become explanatory only if we are able to 
specify the context in the light of our research question. 
Here substantive grounded theory in the form of typolo-
gies (patterned variety) is a way to define the specific con-
text of each case, and at the same time to contribute to 
limited generalization, that is, generalization which does 
not isolate mechanisms from the contexts in which they 
are embedded.6  

The original political economy impulse 
pointed in the direction of varieties of 
capitalism 

Already in the first attention to the Nordic models by non-
Nordic scholars, there was an anticipation of varieties of 
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The conclusion is that research done with reference to high 
level notions of theory (be they either rational choice or 
social-philosophical) have proven quite weak in terms of 
accumulating knowledge on which we can build with 
future research. Works that rely (consciously or without 
much reflection on theory and method) on lower level 
notions of theory (e.g. explanation-based approaches such 
as grounded theory) have more successfully contributed to 
the local research frontiers relevant to the study of capital-
ism’s varieties. Further work on the Nordic countries should 
take this into consideration and work towards a systematic 
typological and comparative approach to the variety of 
Nordic capitalisms, as part of a broader study of the varie-
ties of present day capitalism. 

capitalism. Our five Nordic models went some way towards 
an account of Nordic varieties of capitalism.7 But the book 
that launched this research program (Hall/Soskice 2001) 
illustrates some of the problems with high level theory: it 
gives us only two varieties (liberal versus coordinated mar-
ket economics, i.e. CME/LME dualism), deducing these in a 
way which is committed to the idealizing notion of theory, 
and the various chapters of the book too often engage in 
excess falsification. 

In contrast to such an approach, our claim is that accumu-
lation of knowledge on varieties of capitalism can best be 
achieved by pursuing a program of grounded theory. 
Rather than game-theoretical dualisms, one would map 
varieties of capitalism in Rokkan-style typological maps 
(Rokkan 1999, Mjøset 2000). This would be a regrounding 
of what the Hall/Soskice volume tells us about U.S. and 
German capitalisms, placed into a larger matrix that would 
systematically recover the rich case material from the grow-
ing literature on political economy. Such a regrounding 
would bring out the full potential of the notion of institu-
tional complementarities, potential that are restrained by 
the CME/LME dualism. 

Lars Mjøset is Professor of Sociology at the University of Oslo, 

Norway, and director of the Oslo Summer School of Compara-

tive Social Science Studies at the Social Science Faculty, Uni-

versity of Oslo. His main areas of research are comparative 

political economy and historical sociology. His work on small, 

Western European countries was summarized in The Irish 

Economy in a Comparative Institutional Perspective (Dub-

lin: NESC, 1992). Recently, he has also written and lectured 

on the philosophy of the social sciences. He is presently finish-

ing a book manuscript on these matters, hopefully to be pub-

lished in 2007. 

These complementarities can be traced as recurrent com-
binations of specific types along the various dimensions 
already studied by many political economists: financial 
systems, monetary arrangements, trade-patterns and insti-
tutions, welfare states, party-systems, labour relations, 
labour market institutions, natural resources/sectoral pat-
terns, economic policy making, corporate governance-
patterns, etc. Developing typologies based on a large ma-
trix – which can only be produced by collective research 
efforts – would represent a contribution to general sub-
stantive theory (Mjøset 2006b). Such theory is general in 
the sense that it provides context for more specialized 
studies on these various dimensions of contemporary capi-
talist societies. Comparative typologies should be devel-
oped towards saturation in as many dimensions as possi-
ble. 

 

Endnotes 

1 This paper is based on my notes for an intervention at a work-

shop on the “Nordic model” at the University of Birmingham in 

the summer of 2004. I am thankful to Mikko Kuisma and J. 

Magnus Ryner, organizers of the workshop, for having me write 

it out. Given that I was addressing a workshop of political eco-

nomists, I have not been explicit about the relationship between 

political economy and economic sociology. As for my own work, 

I have never really distinguished the two (nor have I distinguished 

them from comparative historical sociology to any large extent), 

but this is probably because my work has always been at the 

macro level of nation states and international structures. Limita-

tions of space prevent me from discussing how the kind of mac-

ro-studies reported here can be related to more micro-oriented 

economic sociology, save for the general remark that the way 

Harrison White’s analysis of markets (1992, 2002) has been 

incorporated into this field of research (e.g. Aspers 2005) seems 

quite compatible with the pragmatist methodology briefly sket-

ched in the last part of this paper. 

Such a specification would lean on the best historical 
monographs but avoid “over-grounding” in historical con-
text. Such typological maps would counteract the exclusive 
focus on success cases only. These maps should also be 
related to historical periodization, both with reference to 
global patterns and to relevant regional/local develop-
ments.8  

2 C. W. Mills’ (1959) criticism of Parsons’ grand theory can be 

updated as a criticism of reconstructionist social philosophy, and 
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his criticism of abstract empiricism must be seen as one of the 

early attacks on the segmenting strategy of generalization. But 

we must go further than Mills. We have seen that the influence 

of high level ideals can also be traced among rational choice 

theorists, among social philosophers studying modernity, and 

even among deconstructionists. In the two latter cases, both 

individualism of the researchers and the philosophizing inclinati-

on is sustained via the influence of methodological understan-

dings typical of the humanities. 

3 The European roots are in the Marxist tradition and in the 

many social-movements-related standpoint-theories in its wake. 

Other European roots are in the German historical school as 

interpreted by Max Weber. The U.S. roots are in pragmatist 

philosophy and many traditions it inspired (institutional econo-

mics, social-psychological approaches to learning, Chicago-

school case-oriented sociology, ethnography, etc). 

4 In order to economize on references, I here point to a number 

of my own papers (the reader should note that in these articles, 

one can find further references to the relevant literature): Mjøset 

1992a (national systems of innovation approach), Mjøset 1992b 

(Senghaas/Hirschman-approach), Mjøset 1995 (regulation 

school), Mjøset 2000 (Rokkan-tradition), Mjøset 2001 

(Korpi/Esping-Andersen typology of welfare states), Mjøset 2003 

(comparative analysis of state formation). – In our search for 

shoulders to stand on, there was no priority to the student revolt 

generation. In fact, looking back at social research on Norden, 

we find the third alternative not only in the early postwar period, 

but even further back. To the extent these researchers betray 

political colour, they differ widely. What unites them is a particu-

lar style of reasoning, a specific approach to the combination of 

the specific and the general. While Rokkan (see Mjøset 2000) is 

clearly the most important postwar pioneer, others have been 

rediscovered after the 1986 project was completed. As for insti-

tutional economics, Johan Åkerman’s work from the 1930s to 

the 1950s is very important, both for its very sophisticated me-

thodological reflection and for its analysis of the British, French, 

German and U.S. varieties of capitalism (see Mjøset 1994, 1997). 

Furthermore, the retired Norwegian diplomat, Einar Maseng, in 

the 1960s wrote a masterful account of the transformations of 

the Nordic state system over five hundered years, see Mjøset 

2003. Maseng’s reference points were Nordic self-reliance during 

World War 1, the interwar work to consolidate the “Norden 

association”, and the policy of “armed neutrality” which requi-

red that Norden was seen as a unity in both military and econo-

mic terms, cf. Mjøset 2005b. 

5 For instance, regrounding might involve ignoring high theory 

generalities (e.g. extensive game theoretic considerations), but 

utilizing a range of concrete similarities and differences brought 

out through an investigation such as that of Milner’s (1994). 

Alternatively, regrounding might also imply explicit disregard of 

results in terms of “explained variation” of statistical exercises (a 

“net effects” approach to causal analysis) – sometimes employed 

in the Korpi/Esping-Andersen line of research on welfare states – 

but relating (by low-tech methods) to the descriptive statistics 

available in the various relevant data-sources, as suggested by 

Shalev (2006). 

6 For a much more detailed exploration of such a methodology 

of comparative macro-studies – using an example from political 

sociology – see Mjøset 2006b. 
7 A follow up to the 1986-project (Mjøset 1992a) added three 

new case countries (Ireland, Switzerland, Austria) to the five 

Nordic ones. 

8 The programme of grounded theory is often critisized by the 

“critical realist” school within the philosophy of the social scien-

ces, which insists on the reality of generative structures such as 

Marx’ “driving forces” of capitalism. This debate cannot be 

pursued here (but cf. the remarks on Burawoy in Mjøset 2005a). 

The claim that grounded theory is incompatible with a study of 

driving forces must be doubted. But it is plain that a grounded 

theory approach requires a more accurate contextualization than 

what has been common in earlier political economy. It would, for 

instance, be hard to talk about driving forces in Norwegian capi-

talism without specifying the role of the oil sector and the speci-

fic kind of welfare state. Furthermore, the driving forces one 

postulates will be partly dependent on the kind of research 

question asked. We can trace driving forces with reference to a 

model of national capitalism, and this does not exclude consid-

eration of driving forces beyond the nation state. But these can-

not be stated a priori: meticulous comparison of phases of world 

economic development, specificities of hegemonic states, great 

powers and regional state systems is necessary – also in these 

fields we must discover grounded theory. 
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