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 Preface xvii

Preface

The field of comparative politics is changing, not only in how it’s studied but 
in how it’s taught. We set out to write this textbook because we saw the 

need for a new approach—one that is truly comparative, that goes beyond a litany 
of facts or abstract ideas. In the process, we had to rethink what a book for this 
course should look like. We started with a central aim: to get students to think like 
comparativists. Toward that end, we have integrated theories and methods with 
a range of country case applications to address the big questions in comparative 
politics today.

Many undergraduates take a course in comparative politics because they 
are broadly interested in world affairs. �ey want to understand issues such as 
democracy and democratization, economic and social development, transnational 
social movements, and the relationship between world religions and conflict 
around the globe, just as we did as students (and still do!). �is book focuses 
squarely on these big issues and offers a framework for understanding through 
comparison.

Our job is to teach students how to think critically, how to analyze the world 
around them. We want our students to do more than just memorize facts and 
theories. Ultimately, we want them to learn how to do comparative politics. �is 
course is successful if students can use the comparative method to seek out their 
own answers. We are successful as educators if we give them the analytical skills 
to do so.

What’s New in This Edition?
We have updated this edition of Comparative Politics to reflect feedback we 
received from numerous readers, instructors, and students, not to mention our 
own  experiences of teaching with the book. We are truly grateful to those who 
have shared their perspectives with us, and we have made the following revisions 
throughout the book:

• Amplified and enhanced discussions on the United States, Russia, China, 

and North Korea to incorporate the most current developments

• Updated information on international elections and the Trump adminis-

tration in the United States, with further coverage on the growth of populist 

and nationalist movements across the globe

• Revisions and updates to the Country Profiles and �inking Comparatively 

features

• New Case Studies and Insights, and revisions, where necessary, to existing ones

• Broad revisions to figure and table data, as well as maps.
 xvii
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An Integrative Approach
One of the distinctive features of this book is the way we have integrated theories, 
methods, and cases. Rather than focusing on either country information or themes 
of comparative politics, we have combined these approaches while emphasizing 
application and analysis. By providing students with the tools to begin doing 
their own analyses, we hope to show them how exciting this kind of work can 
be. �ese tools include theories (presented in an accessible way), the basics of the 
 comparative method, and manageable case materials for practice, all in the context 
of the big questions.

We thus take an integrative approach to the relationship between big themes 
and country case studies. �is text is a hybrid containing sixteen thematic chapters 
plus linked materials for twelve countries of significant interest to comparativists. 
�e country materials following the thematic chapters include both basic country 
information and a series of case studies dealing with specific thematic issues.

We link the country cases to the thematic chapters via short “call out” boxes—
“Cases in Context”—at relevant points in the chapters. For example, a “Case 
in Context” box (titled “Democracy’s Success in India: What Can We Learn 
from a Deviant Case?”) in a discussion of theory in chapter 6, “Democracy and 
Democratization,” points students to a full case study on democratization in 
India, included at the back of the text.

India is a major anomaly for modernization theories of develop-

ment. In essence, the relationship between its political and eco-

nomic development has been the inverse of what modernization 

theory would predict. India is the world’s second largest society 

and its largest democracy—consider, therefore, the share that 

Indian citizens hold in the world’s broader democratic popula-

tion. This anomaly has potentially serious implications and makes 

the puzzle of Indian democratization all the more intriguing.

For more on the case of democratization in India, see the 

case study in Part VI, p. 466. As you read it, keep in mind the 

following questions:

1. What, if anything, does Indian anti-colonial resistance 

have to do with the country’s democratization?

2. What, if anything, does Indian democratization sug-

gest about the importance of individual actors, leader-

ship, and institutional design?

3. Can you think of a way to “save” modernization theory 

in the face of the case of India?

CASE IN CONTEXT

Democracy’s Success in India:  
What Can We Learn from a Deviant Case? PAGE 466

Indian Voters, 2017, in Uttar Pradesh state. India is 

the world’s largest democracy.
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How does modernization theory account 

for low-income democracies such as India? 

As discussed in chapter 6, modernization 

theory predicts that economic develop-

ment will lead to democratization and 

democratic consolidation. Indeed, this 

relationship generally holds. More often 

than not, increasing economic develop-

ment increases the probability that any 

given society will have democratic politics. 

India, however, poses a major anomaly for 

some versions of modernization theory. 

Given that India’s population is approxi-

mately one-seventh of the world’s popu-

lation, this anomaly is not easily dismissed.

Why does India constitute an anom-

aly or “deviant case” for modernization 

theory? India only recently began to see 

notable economic development; and for 

most of the twentieth century, the coun-

try was profoundly poor. Modernization 

would lead us to suspect authoritarian 

governance under these conditions. Yet 

after decolonization, India defied pes-

simists and built the world’s largest de-

mocracy, one that has now endured for 

decades. There are several conclusions 

that one could draw from this. We could 

decide that this anomaly disproves or 

refutes modernization theory, and turn 

to some other theory of democratization. 

For example, we could turn to institu-

tional theories of democratization as an 

alternative. Perhaps something about 

the parliamentary form of government 

rather than presidential government 

contributed to India’s rather successful 

democracy (as is discussed in chapter 

10); one could consider the Indian case to 

test this hypothesis. For example, has the 

parliamentary system with its multiparty 

coalitions and governments that are ac-

countable to the legislature resulted in 

more power-sharing and less “winner-

take-all” politics? Has it resulted in a prime 

ministerial “style” that is less centralized 

than in presidential systems? There is evi-

dence both for and against the argument 

that parliamentarism has been a cause of 

India’s democratic success.

Another alternative, though, would 

be to use a deviant case like India’s de-

mocracy to amend or clarify the nature 

of the original theory. What if modern-

ization theory is not making the law-

like generalization that development 

leads inevitably to democratization, but 

rather a “weaker” claim that economic 

development facilitates democratiza-

tion and democratic consolidation? Why 

would this be different? Because the 

theory would now say that it is unlikely 

that India could successfully democra-

tize without first achieving a higher level 

of economic development, but not that 

it is impossible. A more flexible theory of 

modernization might be compatible by 

including insights from other theories. For 

example, perhaps modernization theory 

could be linked to institutional theories, 

like the one on parliamentarism men-

tioned previously. Maybe parliamentarism 

is particularly called for as a form of insti-

tutional design when the society in ques-

tion has a relatively low level of economic 

development. We are speculating here for 

the sake of argument and not proposing 

this theory; India’s history of development 

and democracy does not and cannot 

prove this assertion. Rather, it might sug-

gest this hypothesis, which we could then 

test through the examination of other 

well-selected cases. In general, deviant 

cases are useful. We should be pleased 

when we find them, as they help us to criti-

cally assess existing theories, modifying or 

rejecting them as appropriate.

CASE STUDY

Democracy’s Success in India: What Can We Learn  
from a “Deviant Case”? CHAPTER 6, PAGE 136

Another “Case in Context” box in chapter 6 (titled “Is China Destined for 
Democracy?”) invites students to consider whether democratization in China is 
inevitable. Other boxes in that chapter focus on issues of democracy and democ-
ratization in Brazil and the United States.

Using these short “linking” boxes has enabled us to integrate a complete set of 
case materials without interrupting the narrative flow of the chapters. �e kind of 
reading we suggest with the structure of this text is similar to following hyper-
links in online text—something students do easily. �is flexible design feature also 
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caters to the diversity of teaching styles in today’s political science. Instructors 
can choose to have students follow these links to case studies as they go, using all 
or just some of them, or they can choose to teach thematic chapters and country 
materials separately.

�e text integrates theories, methods, and cases in other ways as well. “Insights” 

boxes make connections by briefly summarizing important scholarly works repre-
sentative of the major schools of thought.

Greenfeld argues that nationalism is fundamentally cultural 

and needs to be understood as an imaginative response to 

social conditions. To understand nationalism’s emergence and 

growth, we must understand why the idea spread that human-

ity is divided into distinct “peoples” who are “sovereign” and 

“equal.” For Greenfeld, the key preconditions for the develop-

ment of national identity are problems in stratification systems 

through which societies hierarchically divide themselves, such 

as the class structure. Elite status inconsistency—a condition 

present when the stratification system breaks down and elites 

are no longer sure of their status—leads some groups to seek 

to transform identity, and national identity often seems to 

such groups to serve their interests well. Greenfeld examines 

this  hypothesis against a number of cases (including England, 

France, Russia, Germany, and Japan), finding pronounced status 

inconsistency in each case in the key groups that are most cen-

tral in redefining their societies as nations. At the same time, 

Greenfeld acknowledges the importance of institutions like the 

state prior to national identity’s emergence in helping to shape 

the type that develops in any given case. Scholars working with 

this theory also note that political institutions play an impor-

tant role in spreading and preserving national identity.

Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1992.

INSIGHTS
Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity
by Liah Greenfeld

Each chapter after the introduction chapter (chapter 1) closes with a “Thinking 

Comparatively” feature, which focuses on a case or set of cases to illustrate how 
students can apply the theories discussed in the chapter.

THINKING 

COMPARATIVELY

Why Did Zimbabwe Become and  
Remain Authoritarian?

Authoritarian regimes come in many varieties, and they come from many 
different origins. We have emphasized that there is no single thing called 

“authoritarianism” that one theory can explain. Rather, authoritarian regimes 
have distinct features and exhibit many different types of transitions (and non-
transitions). Scholars have developed a number of explanatory models to account 
for these. Some of the main general factors in most cases, though, include (1) 
historical relationships between contending groups, (2) the strength and form of 
existing institutions, (3) a country’s level of economic development, (4) political-
cultural traditions and tendencies, and (5) the strategic situations and choices of 
key actors. Of course, as we have seen in other chapters, it is not enough to merely 
list such contributing factors; we must figure out how such factors interact and 
which are most important. What do you think? And how could we test your ideas 
empirically?

As we noted at the outset of the chapter, modern-day Zimbabwe is an authori-

KEY METHODOLOGICAL TOOLS

Evidence and 
 Empirical Critiques
One reason that many theories 

continue to endure in different areas 

of comparative politics is that most 

of the major theories have some 

empirical support. This makes it chal-

lenging to determine which theory 

is the most accurate. In reality, most 

theories will not be accurate under 

all circumstances, but rather each will 

explain some outcomes better than 
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In these features we highlight important methodological tools or strategies, 
such as the use of deviant cases and the most-similar-systems (MSS) design. We 
then model for students how to use these analytical tools in practice.

Organization
�e sixteen thematic chapters of this book are divided into five parts:

• Part I (chapters 1 and 2) focuses on basic methods in comparative politics, 

covering conceptualization, hypothesis testing, the formation of theories, 

and the use of evidence. �e goal in these first two chapters is not to focus 

on the details of methodology, which can be taught in more specialized 

courses, but on the overarching logic of comparative inquiry.

• Part II (chapters 3 through 7) focuses on the state (chapter 3), political 

economy (chapter 4), development (chapter 5), democracy and democrati-

zation (chapter 6), and the various forms of authoritarian regimes (chapter 7).

• Part III (chapters 8 through 11) focuses on the analysis of political institu-

tions, giving students the tools to analyze institutional design in consti-

tutional structures and judiciaries (chapter 8), legislatures and elections 

(chapter 9), executives (chapter 10), and political parties and interest groups 

(chapter 11).

• Part IV (chapters 12 through 15) focuses on issues that link comparative 

politics to political sociology, such as the study of revolution and other forms 

of contention (chapter 12), national identities and nationalism (chapter 13), 

race, gender, and ethnicity (chapter 14), and religion and ideology (chapter 15).

• Part V consists of a single chapter, 16, which links comparative politics to 

international relations, emphasizing how global politics has produced new 

sets of problems that both comparativists and international relations scholars 

must analyze. As such, the book points to another kind of integration, pushing 

students to see connections between comparative politics and other courses 

in political science.

After chapter 2, the thematic chapters follow a common format. �ey are 
divided into three main sections:

• Concepts: covers basic definitions and develops a working vocabulary.

• Types: discusses useful typologies, such as the major types of dramatic social 

change that interest political scientists.

• Causes and Effects: walks students through the major theories that aim 

to explain causes and effects, ending with the “�inking Comparatively” 

feature to model analysis.

�e final part of the book, Part VI, comprises country “profiles” and 
in-depth “case studies.” We selected twelve countries after surveying more than  
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The French Revolution took place amid 

major structural problems in eighteenth-

century French society (Furet 1995; Doyle 

2003). In this period, France, like much of 

early modern Europe, remained an “estate 

society,” divided into three groups: a no-

bility with special privileges, the clergy, 

and commoners. The social status of the 

nobility, however, was weakened by the 

ongoing efforts of the centralizing, abso-

lutist crown. As the monarchy and its state 

grew stronger, the nobility felt increas-

ingly marginalized. At the same time, the 

French absolutist state, largely through its 

involvement in foreign wars (especially 

the American Revolution), faced major 

fiscal difficulties (Doyle 2003). Indeed, by 

the late eighteenth century, it was nearly 

bankrupt. Meanwhile, periodic problems 

in food distribution and rural poverty en-

sured that much of France’s rural popula-

tion felt discontent. Finally, the spread of 

the Enlightenment and of nationalism 

provided the bases for an intellectual cri-

tique of the old regime (Greenfeld 1992; 

Bell 2001).

The revolution began as a series of 

efforts to reform the French state. The 

crown called an “Assembly of Notables,” 

but the assembly declared that the Es-

tates General, which had not met since 

the early seventeenth century, needed to 

be called. When the Estates General con-

vened, it was divided in the customary 

manner into the three estates mentioned 

previously. However, before long, politics 

and propaganda forced representatives 

of the first two estates to join the latter 

one, the core idea being that the French 

nation shouldn’t be divided by estates 

because all of its members should be 

equal. The third estate was the nation, 

as Sieyes declared (Furet 1995: 45–51). 

In other words, the Estates General was 

reinterpreted as being something like a 

modern, national legislature (though the 

leaders of the Estates General remained 

bourgeois and nobles, along with some 

clergy, and not “popular” actors).

Reform quickly devolved into a novel 

form of collective behavior that was 

surprising even to its most central par-

ticipants and those who attempted to 

lead and control it. Street actions began, 

and mobs attacked the Bastille prison 

on July 14, 1789, wishing to destroy a 

reviled symbol of the arbitrary authority 

of the monarch to imprison opponents 

at will. By 1792, the monarchy had fallen 

amid increasing violence—much per-

petrated by mobs known as the “sans 

culottes”—opening a period known as 

the “Terror” in which perceived enemies 

of the revolution were murdered in large 

numbers. Robespierre was a key figure 

in this period, perpetrating the para-

noid violence that ultimately consumed 

him. This was followed by a period of 

relaxation known as the “Thermidorian 

reaction,” and, finally, by the rise of Na-

poleon. On one hand, Napoleon appears 

a conservative figure, since, for example, 

he declared himself emperor. But on the 

other hand, he can be viewed as a revolu-

tionary whose mission was to spread the 

French Revolution to the rest of Europe, 

through an imperial war.

What struck so many contemporaries 

was the Revolution’s destructive nature. It 

seemed intent on an eradication of the 

old society and the replacement of all of 

its forms by new, “revolutionary” ones. 

This included the creation of a new, revo-

lutionary calendar, the efforts to destroy 

the Church and its teachings, the war on 

the nobility, the destruction of many ar-

chitectural sites, and so forth. The French 

revolution subsequently became the 

model for many later revolutionaries 

and its ideals inspirational for national-

ists and republicans everywhere. At the 

same time, it surprised nearly everyone 

involved, and those who attempted to 

control it quickly learned that they had 

helped to unleash social forces beyond 

their ability to lead (Arendt 1963).

CASE STUDY

The French Revolution CHAPTER 12, PAGE 289

150 instructors of comparative politics to see which they considered most crucial 
for inclusion. �e cases are Brazil, China, France, Germany, India, Iran, Japan, 
Mexico, Nigeria, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. �is selection 
offers broad coverage of every major world region, democratic and authoritarian 
polities, every major religious tradition, highly varying levels of economic and 
social development, and quite different institutional designs.
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For each country, we first provide a “profile”: an introduction with a table of 
key features, a map, and pie charts of demographics; a timeline and historical 
overview; and brief descriptions of political institutions, political culture, and 
political economy.

Following each profile is a set of case studies (five or six for each country) 
that we reference in the thematic chapters as described earlier (via the “Case in 

Context” boxes).
�e case sets end with research prompts to help students get started as 

comparativists.

Flexibility in Instruction:  
Ways of Using This Text
�e chapters are arranged in a logical order yet written in such a way that 
instructors might easily rearrange them to custom fit a course. Some instructors, 
for example, may wish to pair chapter 3 (on the state) with chapter 13 (on nation-
alism and national identity). Others might wish to assign chapter 15 (on religion 
and ideology) alongside chapters 6 and 7 (on democratic and authoritarian 
regimes). We have written the book with the flexibility to facilitate such pairings. 
Indeed, while we strongly suggest beginning with chapters 1 and 2, students will 
be able to follow the text even without reading them first.

Similarly, the book’s structure supports a range of options for using the country 
materials. Some instructors may wish to teach selected country materials at or 
near the beginning of a course. Some may wish to make reference to country 
materials as the course proceeds, assigning students to read them as they are clearly 
and visibly “called out” in the text. One approach could require all students in a 
course to familiarize themselves with only a subset of the countries detailed here, 
rather than all twelve. Another might require each student to select three or four 
countries, following rules or categories of countries as laid out by the instructor.

�e book also works with or without supplemental materials chosen by the 
instructor. �e “Insights” boxes throughout the text provide indications of 
excellent options for further readings. Many other choice readings are noted in 
the “References and Further Reading” section at the back of the text, organized by 
chapter. A companion book of classic and contemporary readings is available, in 
addition to a reader on current debates (see Packaging Options, p. xxv). In short, 
instructors can use this text alone or link it seamlessly to other readings.

Summary of Features
We have built a number of useful features into the text, some of which we have 
already mentioned:

• “Case in Context” boxes tie in to the narrative of the main chapters, 

pointing students to full case studies in the book’s final part.

• “Insights” boxes illustrate causal theories by describing the work of key 

authors in the field, making this work accessible to introductory students.
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• “Thinking Comparatively” sections at the end of every chapter (after 

chapter 1) model the application of theories and the testing of hypotheses. 

Each “�inking Comparatively” section includes a “Key Methodological 

Tools” feature, which introduces key skills and strategies for doing compar-

ative political analysis and reinforces lessons learned in the first two chapters.

• “Thinking It Through” questions close every chapter. �ese help students 

test their ability to apply comparative politics theories to cases.

• Every section of case studies offers a series of “Research Prompts” that 

can be used to develop comparative projects and papers, applying what 

students have learned as they start to do comparative analysis.

• Every chapter ends with a “Chapter Summary,” enabling students and 

instructors to review the main points at a glance.

• At the back of the text, we include “References and Further Reading” by 

chapter that students can use to dig deeper into the issues raised or as they 

begin their own research.

• A running glossary in the margin of the text highlights the meaning of 

key terms as they appear and serves as a quick study reference.

Supplements
Oxford University Press offers instructors and students a comprehensive ancillary 
package for qualified adopters of Comparative Politics: Integrating �eories, Methods, 
and Cases.

Ancillary Resource Center
�e Ancillary Resource Center (ARC) at https://arc2.oup-arc.com/ is a conve-
nient, instructor-focused, single destination for resources to accompany this book. 
Accessed online through individual user accounts, the ARC provides instructors 
with up-to-date ancillaries while guaranteeing the security of grade-significant 
resources. In addition, it allows OUP to keep instructors informed when new 
content becomes available.

�e ARC for Comparative Politics contains a variety of materials to aid in 
teaching:

• Instructor’s Resource Manual with Test Item File—�e Instructor’s Resource 

Manual includes chapter objectives, detailed chapter outlines, lecture sugges-

tions and activities, discussion questions, video resources, and Web resources. 

�e Test Item File includes more than eight hundred test questions selected 

and approved by the authors, including multiple-choice, short-answer, and 

essay questions.

https://arc2.oup-arc.com/
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• Computerized Test Bank—Using the test authoring and management tool 

Diploma, the computerized test bank that accompanies this text is designed 

for both novice and advanced users. Diploma enables instructors to create 

and edit questions, create randomized quizzes and tests with an easy-to-use 

drag-and-drop tool, publish quizzes and tests to online courses, and print 

quizzes and tests for paper-based assessments.

• PowerPoint-Based Slides—Each chapter’s slide set includes a succinct 

chapter outline and incorporates relevant chapter graphics.

• CNN Videos—Offering recent clips on timely topics, this collection 

includes fifteen films tied to the chapter topics. Each clip is approximately 

5–10 minutes, providing a great way to launch your lectures.

Course Cartridges
For qualified adopters, OUP will supply the teaching resources in a course 
cartridges designed to work with your preferred Online Learning Platform. Please 
contact your Oxford University Press sales representative at (800) 280–0280.

E-Book
E-book for Comparative Politics: An eBook version of this text (9780190854874) 
is available online at RedShelf (www.redshelf.com), Chegg (www.chegg.com), or 
Vitalsource (www.vitalsource.com).

Companion Website
Comparative Politics is also accompanied by an extensive companion website at 
www.oup.com/us/dickovick. �is website includes a number of learning tools 
to help students study and review key concepts presented in the text. For each 
chapter, you will find learning objectives, key-concept summaries, quizzes, essay 
questions, web activities, and web links.

Packaging Options
Adopters of Comparative Politics: Integrating �eories, Methods, and Cases can 
package ANY Oxford University Press book with the text for a 20% savings off the 
total package price. See our many trade and scholarly offerings at www.oup.com, 
then contact your OUP sales representative at (800) 280-0280 to request a package 
ISBN. In addition, the following items can be packaged with the text for free:

• Oxford Pocket World Atlas, Sixth Edition—�is full-color atlas is a 

handy reference for political science students. Please use package ISBN 

978-0-19-046231-4.

http://www.redshelf.com
http://www.chegg.com
http://www.vitalsource.com
http://www.oup.com/us/dickovick
http://www.oup.com
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• Very Short Introduction Series—�ese very brief texts offer succinct 

introductions to a variety of topics. Titles include Nationalism, Citizenship, 

Global Economic History, Fascism, and Democracy, to name just a few.

• �e Student Research and Writing Guide for Political Science—�is brief 

guide provides students with the information and tools necessary to conduct 

research and write a research paper. �e guide explains how to get started 

writing a research paper, describes the parts of a research paper, and presents 

the citation formats found in academic writing. Please use package ISBN 

978-0-19-046160-7 to order.
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�e field of comparative politics is always changing, and a book of this sort 
covers a huge array of research areas. As such, we anticipate a need to update 
this text in the future. We are very eager for suggestions, corrections, and other 
comments that instructors or students might make. We have established an e-mail 
address specifically for these inquiries, and all comments will go to and be read by 
the authors. �e address is comparative.politics@oup.com. So if you have any 
suggestions for future issues, or find any errors or omissions, please let us know. 
We hope you enjoy the book.
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CHAPTER 1

�e Comparative 
Approach:  
An Introduction

Germany’s Angela Merkel and Russia’s Vladimir Putin converse at the World Cup in Brazil, July 2014.
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Pop quiz. Fill in the blank in the following sentence:

In    , Columbus sailed the ocean blue.

A large proportion of American students who have completed elementary 

school will be able to answer correctly: fourteen hundred ninety-two.

�is recollection from childhood illustrates the ways we first begin to learn 

about societies and their histories. We learn important events and the dates, 

names, and places associated with them. We learn simple facts: that Columbus 

set sail in 1492 and “discovered” the New World. For many of 

our formative years, this is what we think learning means in our 

courses on social studies, history, world affairs, or current events.

Scholarship is not defined, however, by knowledge of 

facts alone, and the learning we do as adults must be different: 

it must be based on more than just description and recall. 

�e task now, at the collegiate level, is to develop analytical 

skills. In this book, we examine the similarities and differ-

ences in politics within and between countries around the 

world, using comparisons and contrasts as our central tools. 

We cover more than just facts about the politics of China, or 

India, or France. We analyze politics comparatively.

• • •

Asking Why: Research Questions  
in Comparative Politics
To illustrate the type of learning this book promotes, we turn to 
another mnemonic device from primary school:

List the “Five W’s” used to ask questions.

You may easily recall the answer (or be able to reconstruct it):

 Who, What, Where, When, and Why. (And to this list we 
often add “How.”)

Now ask yourself about the relative merits of these “Five W’s.” Which of these 
questions are the most profound and lead us to learn the most? Are we likely to 
gain a deep understanding of the social and political world from questions of the 
general form “Who did this?” or “Where did this happen?” or “When did this 
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happen?” For the most part, these relatively simple questions lead us to answers 
based on simple facts, such as prominent historical figures (Who), or places 
(Where), or dates (When). Consider how most of the “Five W’s” are answered in 
the sentence In fourteen hundred ninety-two, Columbus sailed the ocean blue. Who 
is the subject? Columbus. Where did this event occur? �e ocean blue. When did 
it happen? 1492. What did the subject do (or how did the event happen)? He 
sailed. Within one easily remembered rhyme, we have answers to a host of basic 
questions. And, of course, the same is true for more contemporary politics. For 
instance, saying “In 2017, Emmanuel Macron was elected president of France” 
also provides answers to who, where, what, and when questions.

Even if we don’t know certain facts, we can often find them easily in modern 
life, and we do not need rhymes, other mnemonics, or even reference books. Online 
search engines (e.g., Google) provide virtually free access to basic facts (though 
they can also provide access to inaccurate information). Smartphones, laptops, and 
other devices make basic information accessible almost anywhere. Try typing some 
basic questions using the “Five W’s” into a search engine. Who is the president of 
Brazil? Where (or what) is the capital of Estonia? When did Tanzania become a 
free and independent nation? For these questions, the correct and complete answer 
is available almost instantly. Some knowledge of basic facts is obviously important, 
but this is not the type of question that interests us in this text. We will not focus 
simply on descriptions of who did what and when, nor on where things happened.

Now try searching for “Why did Columbus sail the ocean blue?” or “Why did 
Tanzania gain independence from its colonizer?” or “Why was Emmanuel Macron 
elected president of France?” Your search will probably lead to an essay full of 
reasoning and argumentation as well as facts. Of course, the essay may or may not 
be reliable, and more comprehensive searching—using scholarly articles and book 
chapters—could provide you with other essays that offer contrary perspectives. �ese 
why questions lend themselves to richer discussions and debates than who/what/when/
where questions. We cannot answer many why questions in one or two sentences. 
Answering why correctly requires more research, more reasoning, and more debate 
than the preliminary factual questions about who did what, where, and when.

We can debate the correct answer to why questions. You may think you have a 
simple answer to why Columbus set sail: he was an explorer by nature, intellectually 
curious, and seeking adventure. But a classmate may offer an equally compelling 
answer: the exploration westward across the Atlantic was promoted and financed 
by the Spanish crown (King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella), who were forced by 
geopolitical rivalries and strategic concerns to extend and expand their territories. 
Who is correct? In your answer, you focus on Columbus himself, whereas your 
classmate makes reference to impersonal factors (such as geopolitical strategy) that 
push individuals toward certain actions. Both of you include facts in defending 
your answers, such as the relevant actors (who), the period in which this took place 
(when), and the country from which Columbus set sail (where). But the debate is 
not easily resolved, even with these basic facts. We can respectfully disagree on the 
primary cause of why something happened. We construct arguments by supplying 
evidence in a logical form in support of positions or claims, and the relative merit 
of our arguments depends on who has the better supporting evidence.

argument The placement of 

evidence in logical form in support 

of a position or claim.
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Generally, we do not debate at great length about when an explorer set sail, who 
he was, or where he left from and where he went.1 We either know these facts or 
don’t. Anyone who has watched Jeopardy! or played trivia games will notice that 
such games almost never ask why something happened. �e answers would surely 
be too long and almost certainly too debatable. Basic factual knowledge may earn 
you points on a game board, but it alone cannot be the route to a deeper under-
standing of the social and political world.

Questions that begin with that little word—why—are often not answered with 
a simple fact; rather, the answers begin with another deceptively powerful word: 
because. Note that the root of the word because is cause. Why questions give rise 
to answers that talk about the causes of events, and they turn basic facts (who, 
what, where, when, and how) into evidence supporting a claim about cause and 
effect.2 �is is the core pursuit of comparative politics: We seek to develop strong 
claims about cause and effect, testing various hypotheses (i.e., possible answers to 
our questions) using factual evidence and developing larger theories about why 
the world operates the way it does. �rough most of this book, we will provide 
some basic information necessary to speak the language of comparative scholars, 
but our emphasis is on asking and trying to answer why questions.

We do not ignore factual information when we ask questions. Indeed, some 
knowledge of a particular case usually makes us interested in a topic and motivates 
the questions we want to ask. We find some set of facts that do not fit with our 
intuition, and we pursue it further. We are intrigued by facts that present us with 
puzzles. �e number of such puzzles is virtually infinite, but certain major questions 
take center stage in comparative politics. Many are easy to ask but challenging to 
answer. As we note later, some may be phrased as how questions, but the logic 
behind them is the same: We seek to understand causes and effects to comprehend 
the world around us.

Few political phenomena are monocausal, or caused by just one thing. Often 
many factors combine to produce an outcome. Explaining something does not 
amount to simply naming one or another of these factors. Rather, we try to explain 
by identifying not just the necessary conditions to produce an effect but those that 
are sufficient to produce it. For example, the fact that a given community is divided 
into different groups might be a necessary factor of civil war. But because most 
such divided countries are not engaged in civil war most of the time, the condition 
of being divided is clearly not sufficient to produce this effect by itself, and thus 
probably cannot be said to be the main cause of war.3 

Major Questions in Comparative Politics
Comparative politics focuses on certain key questions that researchers have debated 
for years. Some important questions that we examine in this book are  listed in 
Table 1.1. All of these are about causes and effects and we can attempt to answer 
them, at least partly, by comparing and contrasting the politics of different countries. 
Some such questions, like the last two in the table, may also imply research on 
relations between countries as well as politics within countries.

�e questions in the table are very general, and we would likely begin research 
by asking a more specific version of such questions about one or two countries. 
Rather than “Why do countries go to war?” we might ask, “Why did France opt 

comparative politics The subfield 

of political science that aims to 

analyze multiple cases using the 

comparative method.



 Asking Why: Research Questions in Comparative Politics  5

not to support the Iraq War in 2003?” �is question is more specific but also open-
ended enough to have many possible answers. In scientific terms, this question can 
have several competing hypotheses we can test out using evidence, as we discuss 
later in this chapter and in the next. Possible answers may be based on France’s 
strategic interests and calculations, its position in global affairs, French attitudes 
or culture with respect to war, and/or other possibilities.

Contrast this question with a more leading one, such as “How did French 
defeat in World War II lead to France’s decision not to support the Iraq War?” In 
this version, the questioner presumes he or she knows the answer to why France 
decided not to support the war. �e researcher is entering the research expecting to 
confirm one particular answer.

Given our own human biases, this researcher may well choose evidence selec-
tively, neglecting that which does not fit that researcher’s assumptions and precon-
ceptions. It is highly unlikely that someone asking this leading question will answer 
with “France’s defeat in World War II had no effect.” Moreover, the leading question 
may imply that the analyst should ignore or fail to consider potential alternative 
explanations. �is type of question can therefore lead to a biased argument.

Forming questions with why is a good rule of thumb, but good questions may 
also begin with other words, such as how. �e questions in Table 1.2 also lead 
to debates about cause and effect. �e first question asks about “consequences,” 
which is just another way of asking about the effects of certain causes (in this 
case, the causes would be institutions). �e question is also open-ended; that is, no 
hunch or expected answer is built into it, so the researcher can remain open to what 
the evidence reveals. �e second question is just a bit more specific, identifying a 
certain consequence and a certain institution, but it is also open-ended. As we get 
more specific, we must take care not to commit the error of building the answer 
into the question or assume that what we are researching is the only answer. In 
this case, we would not want to assume that a presidential versus a parliamentary 
system of government is the main factor that shapes education policy.4 �e next 
question asks “under what conditions” democracies form, which is just another way 
of asking about the causes of democracy, if we compare and contrast where and 

open-ended question A question 

that, in principle, is open to 

numerous possible answers.

TABLE 1.1 Prominent Questions in Comparative Politics

Why are some countries democratic and others not?

Why are some countries rich and others not?

Why do countries have different institutions and forms of government?

Why do countries have different policies in a variety of areas?

Why do some social revolutions succeed and endure while others fail?

Why do some countries develop strong senses of statehood and nationhood and others not?

Why do countries go to war or establish peace?

Why are some societies subjected to terrorism and others not?
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when and how it happens. So too does the final question in Table 1.2 ask about 
cause and effect, as shown by the verb affect. �ese are all valid research questions, 
even if they don’t begin with why.

Some questions that begin with why may be poor questions, or at least they may 
be ill-suited to cause-and-effect research. Contrast the following two questions in 
which the how question is a more open-ended and better question than the why:

• Why did the United States foolishly invade Iraq in 2003 for no good reason?
• How did the decision to initiate military action against Iraq come about?

It is perfectly legitimate to ask “why the United States invaded Iraq” as an 
open-ended social science question, but the tone of the why question here suggests 

Students in Paris, France, protest the Iraq War in 2003. Why did France opt not to support the  

Iraq War?

TABLE 1.2  Additional Research Questions About  
Cause and Effect

What are the consequences of different kinds of institutions for policy?

What are the consequences of presidential versus parliamentary systems of government for 

education policy?

Under what conditions will democracies emerge and consolidate?

How do major social revolutions affect subsequent political developments in their respective 

countries?
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that it is focused more on the issue of right and wrong than on cause and effect. 
�at leads to a different kind of question, one focused on the ethical evaluation of 
policy decisions (discussed further in the next section).

In any case, while there are many ways to ask good questions in comparative 
politics, the key to most of them is keeping our minds open to the possibility that 
any of several hypotheses may have the power to explain what we want to explain.

Empirical Arguments Versus Normative Arguments
�e issue of right and wrong relates to the issue of causal or empirical arguments 
versus normative arguments. In this text, we mainly address empirical arguments: 
arguments that link cause and effect, uncovering answers to why the political 
world operates as it does. Normative arguments, by contrast, emphasize the way 
things should be. �e following pair of questions highlights the distinction:

• Why are some countries democratic and others authoritarian? (causal/
empirical)

• Why is democracy preferable to authoritarianism? (normative)

Comparativists answer questions like the first more often than the second, 
though we care about the answers to both types of questions. We are not primarily 
concerned in this book with resolving normative arguments about what is right 
and wrong. �is is not because comparativists are indifferent to moral concerns. 
To the contrary, most social scientists hold strong convictions, indeed probably 
stronger normative views about politics than the average citizen, given their 
choice of career. Comparativists would overwhelmingly express a preference for 
democracy over authoritarianism if asked, though some might point to some 
limitations of democracy or argue that authoritarian rule has sometimes coincided 
with economic growth. Yet, as comparativists, we do not usually spend our intel-
lectual energy coming up with new arguments for why democracy is morally 
superior to authoritarianism. Rather, we spend this energy trying to solve the 
puzzle of why democracy and authoritarianism arise in the first place.

So the point of analyzing politics comparatively is not to come up with good 
arguments in favor of democracy, or greater wealth, or peace. Rather, our job is to 
find what causes these things, and we can assume that a commitment to uncov-
ering the causes comes from some interest in the outcome. Comparativists are 
like doctors diagnosing social problems: instead of explaining why it is better to 
be healthy, we focus on understanding how we can be healthy as a political society 
(which, in the terms discussed in this chapter, often involves explaining why 
preferred political outcomes happen when they do). Comparative political scien-
tists often have an ethical or moral passion that drives research, as we may wish to 
make government and society more effective, efficient, equitable, just, responsive, 
and accountable. Yet our principal role in that process is to describe what is and 
explain why rather than proclaim what ought to be.

Solving Intellectual Puzzles: A Contemporary Analogy
Social science is a process of problem solving. By way of analogy, we can glimpse 
the sort of intellectual puzzles we solve through the mirror of pop culture. Among 
the most successful TV shows in the world today (apart from reality shows) 

empirical Drawn from 

 observations of the world.

normative Concerned with 

specifying which sort of practice 

or institution is morally or ethically 

justified.
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are those in which researchers, academics, and scientists are presented with a 
puzzle that they must solve, usually within a short period. Medical dramas, legal 
dramas, and crime dramas all fit this mold. �e researchers may be doctors trying 
to diagnose a potentially fatal disease, detectives trying to solve a murder using 
forensic evidence, or attorneys trying to prosecute a case against a presumed perpe-
trator. Examples are legion: NCIS, �e Mentalist, Sherlock (or the Sherlock Holmes 
adaptation Elementary), and the long-running CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, 
among others.

What these shows have in common is the basic approach to puzzle solving used 
by the experts. �e protagonist will typically be presented with a puzzle early in 
the episode and will then begin gathering evidence and formulating hypotheses. 
Usually, some of these hypotheses will be inconsistent with the evidence, or new 
evidence will emerge that contradicts a hypothesis. In such shows, this devel-
opment is deliberate, of course, to build suspense and mislead the viewer. We may 
find, for example, that the person we were supposed to think was the killer had an 
alibi and was somewhere else on the night of the murder. By the latter part of the 
show, the protagonist usually comes across some piece of evidence that pulls the 
case together and gives it a logical interpretation. �e episode typically concludes 
when a hypothesis is confirmed, sometimes signified by a criminal’s confession or 
maybe by a medical treatment that succeeds.

Social scientists operate in a similar fashion to these puzzle-solving profes-
sionals, but comparativists face some additional constraints. (If we really want 
to solve our puzzles, we have to be even more clever than the people on TV.) 
�e most obvious constraint is the lack of laboratories in comparative politics.5 
Whereas physicians, forensic scientist, and prosecutors often have recourse to 
physical evidence such as blood samples or DNA or cell phone records, scholars 
of comparative politics often rely on evidence of a more qualitative and historical 
nature. �e evidence used by social scientists is often subject to interpretation. For 
example, one political scientist may deem Mexico a democratic success story since 
2000 because an opposition party won a presidential election, and multiple parties 
now compete successfully for power. Another may argue that Mexico is not a 
democratic success story because the country still suffers from high levels of social 
and economic inequality and from unequal political participation.6

Many academics and other professionals rely on evidence and logic and reason 
to make persuasive arguments, even in the absence of absolute proof. Returning 
to our pop culture analogy, the detective Sherlock Holmes often rules out many 
options by process of elimination, gathers evidence that is consistent with a certain 
interpretation of the facts, and builds a hypothesis. Sometimes, Sherlock will have 
a particular hypothesis that is shown to be wrong by some new bit of evidence. 
In those instances, he must generate a new hypothesis to solve the case. Typically, 
at the end of a detective story, proof comes with a confession that reveals the full 
story. In courtroom dramas, to use another example, there may not be “proof ” that 
someone committed a crime, but the jury may be convinced “beyond a reasonable 
doubt” that the accused is guilty. Again, in some instances, there may eventually 
be a confession by the perpetrator that does lead to “proof,” once the hypothesis 
is backed by substantial evidence and the perpetrator is informed of the strength 
of the prosecution’s case. Medical dramas are similar in that the doctors must 
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diagnose complicated cases using the evidence available to them. �e solution 
usually takes the form of a treatment that cures or saves the patient. In all of these 
cases, the common theme is the need to solve a puzzle using a combination of 
evidence, logical reasoning, and educated guesses.

Unfortunately for social scientists, the world never confesses its secrets like 
some TV criminal, and we cannot typically administer some pharmaceutical in a 
controlled fashion to cure a body politic. �e best social scientists can do is make the 
strongest and most persuasive case possible by using and interpreting the available 
evidence. Many social scientists who use statistical methods—including sociolo-
gists, political scientists, and most economists—even formalize standards for what 
is a persuasive finding. Some use 95 or 99 percent “confidence” in their ability to 
reject a claim of “no effect” as a crucial benchmark in examining hypotheses.7 Much 
of comparative politics, though, deals with smaller numbers of cases and is less 
amenable to statistical analysis. However, even in these instances we seek evidence, 
examine hypotheses, make arguments, attempt to responsibly gauge the confidence 
we can have in those arguments, and contribute to theoretical debates.

We address theories and hypotheses in greater detail in chapter 2. First, however, 
we turn to the concepts, variables, and causal relationships.

Concepts
Social science works with concepts, abstract ideas that we formulate to ask and 
answer our questions. Examples of concepts are numerous, and major concepts 
of comparative politics include freedom, democracy (as well as liberal democracy, 
electoral democracy, delegative democracy, and many other subtypes), justice, nation-
alism, constitutionalism, federalism, identity, gender relations, special interests, and 
social movements, among many others. Working with concepts helps us think about 
the social world, which is too complex to analyze without them. We must be very 
careful in defining them, because bad concepts make for bad analysis.

Logically, concepts are categories. In some areas, such as physical and natural 
science, certain categories are relatively clear.8 �e elements of the periodic table are 
an example. Concepts like “helium” and “oxygen” describe things in the real world 
that have certain numbers of electrons and protons. Yet there are few such clear-cut 
categories in social and political life. Concepts like “democracy” and “revolution” do 
not define phenomena the same way that “hydrogen” refers to an atom composed of 
a single proton and a single electron. Social and political concepts like democracy 
and revolution shade into each other by degree. �us, conceptual definitions typically 
do not capture exact boundaries between social and political phenomena in the real 
world, but we use them so that we can get a handle on that world. Reasonable 
concepts and categories help us make sense of all the events that take place.

Features of Good Concepts
What makes a concept worthwhile? Good concepts have several features, including 
clarity, coherence, consistency, and usefulness. �e concept of “democratization” 
when used correctly is an example of a concept that is worthwhile on all these counts.

First, concepts must be clear and coherent.9 Maybe you begin a research project 
because you are troubled by differences in levels of democratization across different 

concept An idea comparativists 

use to think about the processes 

we study.
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countries. At the beginning, you have a common-sense understanding of democ-
ratization. To do good comparative work, however, you must make the meaning of 
the term explicit and clear. What do you mean by democratization? What is it you 
are studying? You cannot say “democratization consists of all the positive things 
that happen when a society changes.” �is is neither clear nor coherent. A clearer 
and more coherent statement would be “democratization is the process by which 
civil liberties and political rights are extended to all adult citizens in a nation.” 
We begin with common-sense concerns about specific problems, but we need to 
define our key concepts precisely.

Second, concepts must be logically consistent, both internally and from one 
to another. For example, one cannot conceptualize democratization in terms 
of “expansion of liberty and equality” without addressing the possibility that 
increasing liberty may lead to some degree of inequality. �e issue here is whether 
our concept of democratization is internally consistent. Likewise, one cannot 
conceptualize democracy as being about a “set of institutional arrangements,” 
such as elections, while viewing democratization as being about a “sort of political 
culture or set of values and norms.” �is is an issue of logical consistency between 
the concepts of democracy and democratization, which we presume are related, 
but which seem to point in different directions here.

�ird, concepts should be useful. �ey must be specific enough that they allow 
you to draw distinctions in analyzing examples. �e concept of democratization 
can be useful because we can meaningfully distinguish between countries that have 
democratized and those that have not. Our use of concepts is pragmatic because 
we identify concepts based on how they help us answer research questions.10 For 
comparative analysis, concepts must allow us to identify variations between times 
and/or places, which the concept of democratization does: it allows us to differ-
entiate and examine the variations between places that have undergone democ-
ratization and those that have not. To be useful, concepts must also allow us to 
measure variables, which we examine further later.

Conceptualization
Using concepts may be creative because social scientists need to develop their 
own  in many cases. �e process of making up and defining concepts is called 
conceptualization. It is often necessary to come up with new ideas and defini-
tions, though we must be self-conscious and thoughtful in how we conceptualize. 
In comparative politics, a good practice is to look at how scholars have already 
conceptualized major ideas in books (including textbooks) and articles. We should 
not coin a new phrase just for the sake of it, and we do not want to end up with a 
thousand different definitions of a concept like “democracy” when there are already 
several good and accepted definitions available. Too much creation of concepts 
could generate confusion and make discussion more difficult. Nonetheless, no 
concept is perfect, and you may need to conceptualize in novel ways on your own, 
depending on your specific projects.11 Doing so can be part of an intellectual 
contribution as long as your concepts are clear, consistent, and useful.12

Some concepts are very general, while others are very specific. To take “nation-
alism” and “national identity” as an example, we might see the concept of collective 
identity (an individual’s sense of belonging to a group) as being quite general.13 

conceptualization The deliberate 

process through which we create 

and select social-scientific concepts.
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Greater specificity comes with adding more attributes to the concept, maybe by 
specifying that we are interested in those collective identities that are political 
or that have major implications for politics. More specific still, one can divide 
political identities into more specific subtypes, for example, political identities that 
say that everybody in your country is like you and that they are all equal. Some 
questions require more general concepts and others more specific concepts. �is 
issue is sometimes referred to as “Sartori’s ladder of abstraction.”15 �e ladder 
ranges from general concepts at the top to very specific concepts at the bottom, 
and the rung one stands on depends on the specific questions being asked and the 
cases being examined.

Operationalizing: From Concepts to Measures
Once we have a clear notion of a concept, we need to be able to measure it; that is, 
we need to operationalize our concept. To operationalize a concept is to make it 
workable, mainly by making it measurable (which often means either being able to 
say whether the phenomenon in question is present or how much of it there is in a 
given case). When a concept is operational—or we have an operational definition—
we can begin to explain what we are studying. We can start to explain cause and 
effect only when we have clarified what we are talking about and can measure it.

Sartori’s ladder of abstraction  

The idea that we can organize 

concepts on the basis of their 

specificity or generality.

operationalization The process 

through which we make a concept 

measurable.

In societies such as the United States, freedom is seen as a 

core value. Virtually everyone is a supporter and defender 

of freedom, and popular images present the American nation 

as the “land of the free.” Yet what it means to be free is not so 

clear, and the term has multiple, distinct, and perhaps even 

contradictory meanings.14 Some view freedom in “negative” 

terms: people are free to the extent that nobody impinges on 

their ability to act in accordance with their will. Others view 

freedom in “positive” terms: One is free to the extent that one 

can engage in particular sorts of acts or ways of life. Others may 

view freedom in mystical terms, suggesting that one is free to 

the extent that one experiences transcendence through service 

to others through participation in collective action, or through 

spiritual contemplation. There are also Marxist-inspired inter-

pretations of freedom holding that one is free to the extent 

that one is not alienated from others, from one’s work, and from 

a sense of purpose or meaning. (And, last but not least, Janis 

Joplin sang that “Freedom’s just another word for nothing left 

to lose.”)

All of these understandings take freedom to be a quality of 

an individual. Yet many also speak of the collective freedoms of 

groups. For instance, many societies, in seeking independence 

from colonial powers, produce authoritarian regimes that do 

not promote individual freedoms. Often, the members of these 

societies nevertheless celebrate them as distinctively free. Note 

that all of these meanings of the term (and we could list many 

more) resonate with millions of people in the world today.16

The Concept of Freedom

Libyan women celebrate liberation from Qaddafi’s rule. Tripoli, 

September 2011.
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�ere may be many ways to operationalize a certain concept, as shown by the 
example of democratization in Table 1.3. All of these may be valid ways to opera-
tionalize democratization so long as the operational definition matches up with 
the concept. If we conceptualize democratization in terms of elections, we should 
measure it in terms of elections (not, for example, by values people hold). As we 
begin to measure our concepts, we move more toward the “real,” or empirical, 
world we observe.

Empirical Evidence
Questions demand answers. Social scientists do not ask questions just to ask 
them but to attempt to answer them. So how do social scientists answer their 
questions? In short, they couple empirical evidence with theory. In comparative 
politics, empirical means those observations we can make from looking at the real 
world rather than using abstract theories or speculation. We look at how theory 
and evidence interact in chapter 2. For the moment, we only highlight the forms 
of evidence most often used in comparative politics, since this is necessary for 
understanding the method. A key is the distinction between facts and evidence.

Facts and Evidence
Facts—understood here as simple statements about what is or is not the case—
are abundant, but evidence is more precious. As noted previously, online sources 
such as Wikipedia and Google provide almost costless access to a massive set of 
facts (though a lot of information found online is inaccurate). Evidence consists 
of facts used in support of a proposition or hypothesis. Notice something built 
into these definitions: evidence is indeed based on facts. So a point of view or 
an opinion, whether your own or someone else’s, is not evidence. �e fact that 
someone else believes something does not mean there is evidence for it, even if 
that opinion has been published by a prominent scholar or public figure. Evidence 
should be available for the reader to gather as well and not be simply based on 
hearsay, though research sometimes requires anonymity of sources. Wherever 
possible, research should be replicable by someone else.

To use a simple example of varying qualities of evidence, say we ask two students 
to make a simple claim about whether Saudi Arabia is a democracy and to back 

evidence A set of facts or  

observations used to support 

a proposition or examine a 

hypothesis.

TABLE 1.3  Possible Operational Definitions  
of Democratization

A case of democratization occurs when . . .

• a country holds a free and fair multiparty election

• two turnovers of government at the ballot box have occurred, in which the ruling party loses 

an election and peacefully steps down from power

• free and fair elections are held, and a constitutional law is in place guaranteeing the rights of 

freedom of speech, press, assembly, and religion to all citizens

• there is no verifiable suppression of political participation and expression

• more than two-thirds of citizens in a survey express values that reject authoritarian rule
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this claim with evidence. In the two examples in Table 1.4, the difference between 
the two students is not the correctness of the claim, which is the same. Nor is it the 
facts, which are true on both sides. Rather, the difference is in how well evidence 
is used to back the claim. Successful comparativists are mostly known not for the 
correctness of their assertions but for the ways they empirically support their claims.

Strong evidence has several characteristics. Most obviously, it must be relevant 
to the issue at hand. If you are arguing about Saudi Arabia’s democracy, the fact 
that the country is Muslim, or an oil exporter, is not an indicator of democracy. 
We may debate whether these factors help cause democracy or a lack of democracy, 
but they are not measures of democracy itself the way free and fair elections and 
civil rights are.

�e evidence often should be at the same level of analysis as the claim you are 
making—that is, at the individual, organizational, or societal level, for example. 
We can ask good research questions at many levels of analysis: individuals, groups 
within a country, whole countries and societies, regions of the world, and the 
world as a whole. But we need to be careful that our evidence reflects our level of 
analysis, or at least that we deal with levels of analysis in a way that makes logical 
sense. Countries are made up of individuals, but individuals are not countries, 
and there are important differences between individuals, groups, and societies at 
large. We need to carefully ask ourselves which units (individuals, federal regions, 
countries, parties) our questions are about and make sure that our evidence comes 
from appropriate units.

For example, it is appropriate to try to study how individual and regional differ-
ences in preferences about some policy question may influence policy adoption at 
the national level, but it would be a mistake to think that policy adoption simply 
reflects individual majority opinion in all cases. �e same is true the other way 
around: if you are talking about an individual or a small group, you cannot assume 
you know everything about them just because of what country they come from; 
this is essentially stereotyping (and in social science is often called the “ecological 
fallacy,” mistakenly attributing a contextual characteristic to all of the individuals 
who inhabit that context). Analysts risk committing logical mistakes if they do 
not pay attention to levels of analysis.

level of analysis The level (e.g., 

individual, organizational, societal) 

at which observations are made or 

at which causal processes operate.

TABLE 1.4 Examples of Strong and Weak Use of Evidence

Student 1 Student 2

Claim: Saudi Arabia is not democratic. Claim: Saudi Arabia is not democratic.

Evidence: Saudi Arabia has not held free and  

fair elections for its national government.  

Women do not have the same political and  

social rights as men.

Evidence: Saudi Arabia is an Islamic country  

whose economy is based on exporting oil. It is 

a long-time ally of the United States and is led 

by King Salman and a large royal family.

Claim: strong

Facts: correct

Evidence: strong

Claim: strong

Facts: correct

Evidence: weak
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Cases and Case Studies
Cases are the basic units of analysis in comparative politics. In many instances, 
our cases are countries, usually for a certain period. We may seek, for example, 
to explain North Korea’s lack of democracy versus the (imperfect) progress of 
democracy in South Korea; the cases here are the two countries we are comparing, 
and perhaps our time frame will be the period after the Korean War of the 1950s.

A case is not always a country, however. To start with, we could consider other 
geographical units: we may be interested in the social history of the state of California 
or Texas, or in comparing the two. Or we may be interested in the state of Gujarat 
in India or in the city of Caracas, Venezuela. We may be interested in contrasting 
the European Union with the African Union or the “majority Catholic nations of 
southern Europe” with the “majority Protestant nations of northern Europe.” In this 
instance, the case for study would still be a geographic area but not a country.

Cases can also take other forms. �ey may be political groups, organizations, 
specific institutions, historical processes, eras, or even discrete events. �e civil 
rights movement in the United States may be a case of a social movement. To do a 
comparison, one might examine the “civil rights movement of the 1960s” in juxtapo-
sition to the “women’s suffrage movement of the early 1900s.” Or one might examine 
the “presidency of John F. Kennedy” and the “presidency of Barack Obama” as two 
cases for comparison. �e French Revolution may be a case of a social and political 
revolution, and so too may the “Revolutions of 1848” (which took place across many 
countries in Europe) be treated as a “single case” of social and political revolution. 
Finally, we may also look at comparisons over time within a single country. An 
example might be comparing “the politics of health care in 1960s America” with “the 
politics of health care in twenty-first-century America.” �e key is delineating one’s 
case as a unit that can be usefully understood as a cluster of events or attributes.

Comparative politics studies vary considerably in terms of how many cases 
they handle. Some studies focus on a single case.17 Most scholars feel that single 
cases can be illuminating but that they are not sufficient for testing all hypotheses. 
At the other end of the spectrum, some studies deal with large-N comparisons in 
which many cases are analyzed through statistical searches for common features 
(this is discussed further in chapters 2 and 13). In between these approaches, at 
the heart of traditional comparative politics, we find small-N comparisons of two 
or more cases.

The Comparative Method
Comparative politics—unlike, say, the study of American government or interna-
tional relations—is defined by its method. It makes arguments about cause and 
effect through structured and systematic comparing and contrasting of cases.

Variables and Comparison
�e causes and the outcomes we are trying to measure are called variables because 
they vary from one case to another. For instance, if we were to argue that the 
African country of Ghana has a high level of democracy because it was colonized 
by the British, while the neighboring country of Togo has a low level of democracy 
because it was colonized by the French, then both the supposed cause and the 

case In comparative analysis, a unit 

or example of a phenomenon to 

be studied.

variable An element or factor that 

is likely to change, or vary, from case 

to case.
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effect vary from one country to the other. �e effect (or outcome) is the level of 
democracy, which is high in one case and low in the other. �e cause we would be 
proposing is the colonizer, which is British in one case and French in the other.

We will typically be seeking to explain a certain outcome or result or conse-
quence. In the cause-and-effect story of X → Y, our research will center on inves-
tigating the various possible causes (you might think of them as “X factors”) to 
explain “the Y.” Since outcomes depend on the causes, a social science convention 
is to call the outcome the dependent variable, while the cause(s) is (are) called 
the independent variable(s). Many terms are used, but for our purposes, all of the 
expressions in each column in the following table are nearly synonymous.

Cause → effect (or result or consequence)

independent variable → dependent variable

explanatory variable → outcome

X variable → Y variable

If we compare or contrast two or more cases to make a causal argument, we will 
be looking for similarities and differences (also called variations) between the cases. 
Using just two countries for the moment (to keep it simple), we may look to explain 
why two countries have different outcomes, or we may look at variations in outcomes 
between two countries. We may ask why one country is wealthy but a neighboring 
country is poor. Or, conversely, we may ask why two very different countries had very 
similar outcomes, such as becoming democracies around the same time.

outcome Typically used as a 

synonym for “effect,” something 

that is produced or changed in any 

social or political process.

dependent variable In hypothesis 

testing, the dependent variable 

is the effect or outcome that we 

expect to be acted on (or have its 

value altered) by the independent 

variable.

independent variable In 

hypothesis testing, an independent 

variable is one that we expect to 

“act on” or change the value of the 

variable.

variation Difference between 

cases in any given study of 

 comparative politics.

The city of Nogales straddles the border between Mexico (left) and the United States, divided by 

a three-mile fence completed in 2011. Why do these neighboring countries have such striking 

differences?
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To address such questions, we can use two simple tools as points of departure: 
most-similar-systems analyses and most-different-systems analyses.18 �ese approaches 
use comparison for the same fundamental purpose: ruling out plausible explana-
tions for certain phenomena as we attempt to build causal theories. �at is, quite 
similar or quite different cases are used as comparative checks to see what arguments 
cannot account for a certain outcome. Ruling out these other arguments allows 
the researcher to narrow down the research process by focusing on the possible 
causes that remain and testing evidence supporting these causes. It is important to 
note that these designs work best for case comparisons in which we are expecting 
fairly deterministic, rather than highly probabilistic, relationships between 
“predictors” and “outcomes.” If we anticipate “probabilistic” relationships between 
some predictor and some outcome (e.g., as members of a population become more 
educated, they will tend to become more tolerant), ruling out theoretical arguments 
based on single cases will not help us.

Most-Similar-Systems Design
�e most-similar-systems (MSS) design is predicated on the logic that two cases 
(such as two countries) that are similar in a variety of ways would be expected to 
have very similar political outcomes. �us, if two cases have variations in outcomes, 
we would look for the variations that can explain why the countries are dissimilar.

While Table 1.5 may make the analysis appear formal, people actually do this type 
of analysis informally all the time. Consider discussions you have with others about 
things seemingly as simple as why we like certain movies. Virtually all feature films 
released in cinemas are of similar length, are filmed for large screens, use professional 
directors and producers, have a plot with a protagonist (often a big star), use carefully 

most-similar-systems (MSS) A 

research design in which we 

compare cases that are similar with 

respect to a number of factors but 

with distinct outcomes.

TABLE 1.5 Most-Similar-Systems Design
REGIME TYPES IN AFRICA

Variable Case 1: Togo Case 2: Ghana

Similarities

Climate Hot Hot

Income Low Low

Ethnic Demography Heterogeneous Heterogeneous

Largest Religion Christian Christian

Other Religions Islam, Traditional Islam, Traditional

Outcome

Regime Type Authoritarian Democratic

Cause

Hypothesis: Colonizer France United Kingdom


