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SOCIETY A N D  SOCIAL HISTORY 

Application of a Probabilistic Perspective 

Stan ley Lieberson 

When an important event occurs, we want to understand it in the sense that we 
want to know what causes it. This sentence involves questions that I will not try 
to define in an elaborate way. By "important" I simply mean an event that the 
larger society (or some subset) defines as such. It can also be "important" if it 
contributes to social science because of the question's theoretical relevance, 
such as linking up to empirical issues that have not been resolved. By "under- 
stand" I have in mind gaining a greater sense of the event in a variety of possible 
ways such as what the experience is like for those involved, the attitudes of so- 
ciety towards it, institutional and societal predecessors andlor correlates, the 
strategies and tactics used by the individuals and groups involved, the historical 
background, and the like. One specific kind of understanding involves "caus- 
ality," which I shall view as determining the condition(s) which affect the like- 
lihood of occurrence of the observed event. 

My concern here is not about elaborate definitions of these terms. I will not 
focus primarily on the difficulties that n discipline such as sociology encount- 
ers when applying routine quantitative procedures to problems that generally 
involve a relatively large number of cases. Typical examples of this are studies 
of the factors influencing internal migration, uneniployment, marriage, divorce, 
intergenerational occupational mobility, infant mortality, prejudices and other 
attitudes. Answering these questions is difficult enough; there are often serious 
questions about the logic of social research even under these relatively ideal 
circumstances (as other essays in this volume make clear). I will not delve into 
these matters other than to mention in passing that we often try to pursue ex- 
perimental analogies based on nonexperimental data. Since it is difficult enough 
to do first-class experiments, just visualize the added difticulties when work- 
ing with nonexperimentnl data. This is the typical situation in such primarily 




























