PLS 131 Lecture 1b – Comparative Politics as Method of Inquiry

a. Comparative Politics as a Method of Inquiry into Things “Political”
b. Comparison as an intrinsic aspect of empirical investigation


c. Within Political Science, usually means inclusion of a “non-U.S.” case

Justification for comparison
1. Scientific Merit 
2. Pursuit of consistent “regularities”


3. Universal generalizations


4. Grand theories of politics – systems theory, structural functionalism 


5. Facilitates “concept stretching” to include more cases


Avoids purely ideological arguments or purely “logical” but unsubstantiated arguments


Overcome ethnocentrism
       1. Identifies arguments based mostly on misinformation or specific 
            (and narrow) cultural experience


2. Provides fuller sense of what “world” and human societies might be like


3. Forces clearer delineation of normative evaluations – do we have the “best” e.g., health care system – based on what criteria

a. Methods of comparison
A. Based on research objectives
· Universal generalization – requires many cases, statistical treatment, or experimental (or quasi-experimental) design


i. More like traditional “scientific method” found in physical sciences


ii. Probabilistic generalizations also through statistical treatment


iii. Scientific method summarized:


iv. Identify a research topic


v. Review existing literature – what are the unresolved issues?  Are the problems largely theoretical (fuzzy concepts, unclear hypothesis?), empirical (not enough information to make judgments), or methodological (data gathering techniques are flawed)


vi. Refine topic – offer some critical assessment of existing research


vii. Refine topic more 

viii. Develop some theoretical foundation through inductive or deductive generalization

ix. Present some of the “hypotheses” you are testing 

x. Show how you will collect data and why the data collection technique is appropriate


b. Start data collection (surveys, census data, monitoring of subjects) 

i. Creativity vital in creating sufficient cases

1. Segments of political systems only

2. Compare not just countries but cities or other political jurisdictions

3. Don’t be limited by regional or cultural issues

4. Stretch concepts “what is an ‘election?’”


c. Apply any appropriate statistical tests to evaluate hypotheses


d. Evaluate hypotheses in light of evidence


e. Evaluate theories in light of hypotheses – suggest changes or reaffirm

B. Search for mere “tendencies” or “patterns”

f. 1. More open to a variety of research designs


g. 2. Not as likely to produce “robust” generalizations

h. “Middle range” theory is sought

i. Applies to a narrower range of cases
j. Applies to a more finite period of time
k. Often more manageable as a project

l. But likely to produce a greater range of interpretations of data

m. Vaguer relation of theory/hypotheses to data collected

n. Possible danger of “too many variables not enough cases”

o. Using a smaller number of cases
p. Case study – one case studied in some detail


i. Richness of information

ii. Complexity of history, culture, etc.

iii. Limited ability to generalize

q. Usually based on some theoretical foundation


i. Binary study – compares/contrasts something about two countries 


ii. Most “similar” country design

1. Find countries similar 

a. Concepts – “democracy,” “multi-party,” “capitalist,” “federal”

iii. Try to explain differences or show how these differences impact on the political system – usually focuses on minor variations


iv. Most “different” country design

r. Find countries different in every way except one – try to explain impact of just this one similarity – communist vs. non-communist countries (e.g., with a similar level of industrialization) and similar import dependency

i. Area studies

ii. Based upon expert understanding of an area

iii. Historical, cultural, similarities define the area

iv. Usually in physical proximity

1. Suffers from same shortcomings as similar country design

Our strategy for this class

a. Multiple case studies


b. Implicit and (sometimes explicit) comparisons


d. Use one or two countries to identify a political-economic “type” 


e. Evaluate each country along various criteria – these are “segments” of interest

1. Key historical events – shaping formation of modern regimes

2. Impact of international setting

3. Social and economic policies – how made and administered

4. Demands for participation – democracy 

5. Social cleavages – collective sub-national identities

f. End product – 

1. some knowledge about what is common across countries, 

2. how to usefully classify countries by commonalities, 

3. how there are countries that differ in some fundamental ways, 

4. how these differences may affect values we might hold

