Chapter 13

Cliometrics: Past Achievements, Present
Challenges, and Future Horizons - Outline

Claude Diebolt and Michael Haupert

13.1 Introduction Cliometrics and the Econometric Turn in
Economic History

Purpose of the section:

* Position cliometrics as an integral component of the history of econometrics.
* Demonstrate its role as a methodological and empirical testing ground for models,
tools, and data-intensive approaches.

Key themes:

* Cliometrics emerged in response to a dual deficit: the scarcity of structured
historical data and the limited penetration of econometric reasoning in traditional
economic history.

» The pioneering contributions of Conrad, Meyer, Fogel, North, and others initiated
a paradigm shift that rapidly diffused internationally.

* By emphasizing systematic data construction, formal modelling, and transparent
inference, cliometrics anticipated several core features of later data-intensive
approaches.

The introduction situates cliometrics within the broader econometric revolution,
highlighting how the field both contributed to and evolved alongside changing
standards of empirical inference in economics.
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13.2 The Historical Roots of Cliometrics: Theory, Data, and the

Econometric Revolution

Historiographical and methodological context:

The emergence of cliometrics was enabled by three converging forces: the rise
of computing power, the maturation of econometric theory, and a transformation
in scholarly expectations—historians were increasingly required to demonstrate
rather than merely describe.

Cliometrics became a key vehicle through which the principles associated with the
Cowles Commission—formal theory, identification, and empirical testing—were
incorporated into historical inquiry.

Cliometrics within the history of econometrics:

Early cliometric studies tested economic theories under extreme or unique historical
conditions, effectively turning history into a natural laboratory for model evaluation.
Long-run historical datasets opened new avenues for analyzing growth, structural
change, human capital formation, and institutional dynamics.

Advances in computing power progressively facilitated the collection, organization,
and analysis of increasingly large and complex historical datasets, a trend that
would later be amplified by digital and computational methods.

The cliometric program transformed historiographical debates into testable pro-
positions, aligning historical research with the logic of cumulative scientific
progress.

This section highlights the intellectual and technological conditions that established

cliometrics as a central chapter in the history of empirical economics.

13.3 Cliometrics as Econometrics in Action: Methods, Models,

and Applications

This core section demonstrates how cliometrics has enriched econometrics by
extending its empirical domain and methodological toolkit.

13.3.1 Data innovations in cliometric research

Construction of long-run longitudinal datasets.

Reconstruction of macroeconomic and microeconomic series from archival
sources.

Integration of administrative records, census materials, and fiscal archives.
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Cliometrics pioneered approaches to data harmonization, measurement error cor-
rection, and historical record standardization that foreshadow modern data science
practices.

13.3.2 Econometric modelling in historical contexts

* Growth and convergence models applied to pre-modern and modern economies.

e Structural break tests and analysis of long-run cycles.

* Historical panel models with heterogeneous structures and incomplete data.

* Counterfactual analysis assessing alternative development paths and institutional
arrangements.

13.3.3 Causality and identification

* Natural experiments derived from wars, pandemics, institutional reforms, geo-
graphic constraints, and technological shocks.

* Use of historical instruments—geography, institutions, distance, and exogenous
shocks—to isolate causal effects.

» Persistent challenges of robustness and inference when working with sparse or
imperfect historical data.

13.3.4 Cliometrics as a frontier discipline

Interfaces with political science, demography, historical sociology, and institutional
economics.

* A central role in renewing theoretical perspectives on long-run economic and
social dynamics.

 Illustration through canonical studies that exemplify the contribution of cliometrics
to empirical economic analysis.

This section emphasizes cliometrics as both a consumer and a producer of econometric
innovation.
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13.4 Staying Relevant: Contributions, Critiques, and the
Evolution of the Cliometric Paradigm

13.4.1 Major achievements of cliometrics

¢ A lasting transformation of economic history through quantification, modelling,
and systematic inference.

* Rigorous empirical assessment of major economic theories across diverse historical
contexts.

» Substantial contributions to the understanding of development, inequality, institu-
tions, and long-run structural change.

13.4.2 Approaches and models that did not age well: limitations and
lessons

* Early cliometric approaches whose long-term relevance weakened due to restrictive
behavioural assumptions, limited data availability, or insufficient identification
strategies.

* The use of general equilibrium models in historical analysis, while intellectually
influential, often relied on strong structural assumptions and calibration procedures
that proved difficult to validate empirically in data-scarce historical contexts.

* Empirical strategies constrained by the computational capacity and econometric
theory available at the time, which limited sensitivity analysis, robustness checks,
and alternative specifications.

* Cases where subsequent methodological advances, improved identification
strategies, or richer historical datasets led to revised interpretations or substantially
different conclusions.

* Lessons drawn from these limitations for the evolution of empirical standards in
econometrics, including greater attention to identification, transparency, robustness,
and the balance between theoretical structure and empirical credibility.

13.4.3 Historiographical and epistemological criticisms

* Accusations of reductionism or excessive formalism.

e Concerns regarding the “tyranny of the model” and the potential neglect of
historical context.

» Persistent issues related to data quality, including measurement error, coherence,
representativeness, and survivorship bias.
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13.4.4 Toward a broader historical science

» Reintroduction of qualitative analysis within structured and transparent analytical
frameworks.

* Emphasis on integrating historical method, economic theory, and econometric
inference.

* Evolution toward a more open, less dogmatic, and more interdisciplinary cliomet-
rics.

This section explicitly connects the evolution of cliometrics to the central theme of
the volume: the challenge of remaining relevant.

13.5 Cliometrics and the Future of Econometrics: New Data, New
Tools, New Questions

13.5.1 Big Data and digitized historical archives

» Exploitation of digitization technologies such as OCR, text mining, and handwritten
text recognition.

* Emergence of massive administrative archives enabling high-frequency historical
analysis.

* Toward a computational historical econometrics integrating digital humanities and
econometric methods.

13.5.2 Machine learning, Al, and historical inference

* Machine learning as a tool for prediction, classification, and pattern detection,
with clear limits for causal inference.

» History as a particularly fertile domain for machine learning due to the richness and
heterogeneity of historical sources and the prevalence of quasi-natural experiments.

¢ Complementarities between structural modelling, econometrics, and algorithmic
approaches.

13.5.3 Future methodological challenges

* Deepening the integration of theory and data.

» Strengthening transparency, reproducibility, and open science practices.

¢ Maintaining the relevance of cliometrics in a data-rich environment still constrained
by identification challenges.
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13.5.4 The historian-econometrician of the future

Future cliometric research requires:

¢ solid theoretical foundations;

* advanced econometric training;

 archival rigor and expertise in historical methods;

» exceptional historical knowledge;

» a reflexive, epistemologically informed approach to causal inference and data
construction.

13.6 Conclusion: Lessons from Cliometrics for the Future of
Econometric Research

* Cliometrics was among the first fields to confront challenges that now define
econometrics more broadly: imperfect data, identification difficulties, complex
causal structures, and interdisciplinarity.

e It provides a robust analytical framework for studying long-run change and
fundamental economic mechanisms.

e It illustrates how a field can remain relevant by innovating, critically reassess-
ing its foundations, embracing new tools, and maintaining high standards of
methodological discipline and empirical transparency.
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