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1.1  INTRODUCTION

Amongthesevera fieldsor sub-disciplinesintowhich Political Science isdivided, Comparative
Politics is the only one which carries a methodological instead of a substantive label. The
content and boundaries of comparative politics are poorly defined, partly because the ‘field
is an ambiguous compound of method and subject areas. As some scholars have argued
comparative politics hasa ' messy centre". This is because it focuses on comparison and the
‘comparative method, asa method of political inquiry. Whileall analysisinvolvesome degree
of comparison without which an individua phenomenon cannot be understood, comparative
politics teaches us how to do so. It attempts to instill into this exercise scientific rigour and
technique. While comparative government existed as a sub-discipline for a long time,
comparative politicsisarelatively new field dating from the post second world war period. It
isafield that isdifficult to define, has undergone many changesand reached a plateau by the
1980s beyond which it could not move. But in recent years it has again attracted a growing
interest due to the emergence of new areas such as comparative public policy.

1.2 WHAT IS COMPARATIVE POLITICS AND ITS EVOLUTION

Broadly thegoal of comparativepoaliticsistoencompassthemgjor political S milaritiesand differences
between countries. Thetask isto devel opsome perspectiveon the mixtureof constants and variability
which characterisestheworld's governmentsand the contextsin which they operate. Whilethe
term comparative governmentisquiteold, the term comparativepoliticsas mentioned above is
relatively new. The changeissignificant,asareanumber of differencesbetweenthe two, which
go much beyondthat of nomenclature. The former isdescribedasthetraditional approachwhile
thelatter isviewed asthe modernapproach. In 1955 R.C. Macridisclearly differentiatedthe two
when he pointed out that thetraditional approachwas non comparative, descriptive, parochial,
static and monographic: Thesecharacteristicsrequireabrief discussion.

Thetraditiona approach wasnon-comparativeand descriptive. Inthat standard textbooksdescribed
a number of countriesoneafter theother in detail, but attempted littlecomparison. It was hence
monographic in character i.e. we had excellent country studiesbut no attempt to understand why
particul arcountries had a multi-party system or why democracy worked better in onecountry than
another. This was because the traditional approach was much narrower in scope as it was
based on the formal-legal approack thal characterived political science ax a whole.



Conseguently, as its name implies, it was restricted to the study of the formal processes of
governmentsand ingtitutions. In contrast, comparativepoliticsiswider in scopeand encompasses
not merely ingtitutionsbut political processesaswell i.e., it coverspolitical parties, pressuregroups
and awide rangeof informal institutionsand processesaswell. Thisenables better analysis of
ingtitutionsand processeswithin statesand between states. Hence, it can becomparativein away
that the traditional approach could not be: Second, comparativepolitics, in contrastto thetraditional
approach, is multi-disciplinaryin outlook, meaningthat it drawsnot only on political science but
also on history, economics and sociology. Part of thiswas due to changes in the discipline of
political scienceasawhole, and partly dueto the behavioural approach, which, asweshall see,
affected comparativepoliticsalso. Third, thetraditional approachwasparochial i.e. restrictedto
Europeangovernmentsand therefore Eumcentricin itsoutlook and analysis. The post-war period
saw abroadeningof'the field asafter decol onisation, the number of statesincreasedthrowing up
freshtheoretica and methodol ogica questions. Findly thetraditiona approachwasstatic;it did not
try to understand why systemschange. Comparative politicsin contrast, hasbeen preoccupied
with questionsof how political systemschangefrom traditionto modernityand the problemsthat
rapid change can produce, and a so why some systemschange moresowly than othersand retain
traditiondl features.

-
-

In the 1950sand 60s, a number of distinguished scholarssuch asHarold Lasswell and Gabriel
Almond, took on thetask of carving out and establishingthe field of comparative politics. Their
basic task wasto distinguish it from Political Theory on the one hand, and from International
Relationsand Area Studieson the other. Comparative Politicswasdescribed as different from
Political Theory asit involved not only theorising but also classifying, categorisingand discovering
rel ationshipsamong variabl es, hypotheseshbuilding and empirical testing. It was suggested that
circularrel ationshipcan be visudised between theory and comparative palitics. Compardiveresearch
beginshy takingafairly establishedtheory, testing it empirically inthefield in anumber of Situations
and then refiningthetheory again in the light of the findings. Many theoretical tool ssuch asparty-
systems, federalism, parliamentary systemsetc. wereformulated in thismanner.

Comparative politics M had, and continuesto Aave, ' boundary problemswith International
Relations. This is because there is common ground between them, the former afien studies
countriesasenclosedwithin aworld capitalist system.Many scholarssugh asA.G. Frank and
Immanuel Wallerstein have developed large-scale approaches such ‘as Dependency and
Underdevel opment using thismethod. But there are mgjor differences: comparative politicsdoes
not deal with the rel ationshipsbetween countriesin depth concentrating on comparisonsof political
phenomenon within countries,whiletheformer isacentral subjectin International Relations. Area
Studiesarose during the Second World War when therewas need to have knowledgeabout the
history, culture, economy and social structureof certain strategi careas important duringthe war
forframingpolicy. Thisnecesstated an interdi sciplinaryteam consistingof social scientists, from
different disciplines, which could focusupon anareaintensively ahd providetherequiredinformation.
Comparative politicsalso studies 'areas’ intensivély, a major difference isthat while Area
Studiesexperts can providea great deal of data which explainsimmediate events, long term
and underlying deeper trends require analytical and theoretical tools which only
comparative politicscanprovide. There however, remainsa contested proposition between the
twosub-disciplines.

The shift which took place from compar ative government to politics thus, can be tracedto
two changes in the immediate post-war period: developments intéinal to the discipline of

12



political science and second, the broadening of the empirical field to include the New Sates
which arose out af de-colonisation. 1n the late 1950s Political Science was affected by the
'‘Behavioural Revolution® which hed already affected anthropol ogy and sociology. Thiscreated a
desirefor greater scientificrigour and a multi-disciplinary approach. The Behavioura Revolution
impliedthat behaviour was more important than rul es, thus necessitating the systematiccollection
of largeamountsofdata about politicsin variouscountriesaswell asfields. Asdatawithout theory
would beblind, the behaviourd revolutionimplied theexplicit elaboration of concepts, model sand
hypotheses. The emergenceof the Third World further stimulated a whole new approach to the
explanation of differences between poaliticsand society in rich and poor countries—thedevel opment
and modernisationtheme.

It led to the use of two frameworks in comparativepolitics. the systems approach and structural-
functional analysis. The notion of system wastaken from the biological and physical sciences
wherethe human body or any machinewas visualised as a system with sub-systems(organsor
parts) which hed 'boundaries but which wereclosaly interrelated and overlapped. Human society
wasthereforemade up of varioussystems- political system, economic systemetc. each of which
performed specialised functions. All societies, it wasargued, movefromsimple tocomplexi.e. the
roles performed by individua swithinthem becomemore specialised |eadingto theemergence of
distinct systemswith clear-cut boundariesand functions. The more compl ex, the more devel oped
or modern the system becomes, human societies were visualised as moving towards greater
specialisation and modernity. The political system wasconceptualisedasasystem in which policies
areto be implemented for further devel opment. Complementary to thisthestructural functional
approach, borrowingfrom sociol ogy, attempted to createava ue-freescienceof politicshy describing
al systemsashaving similar basc structuresand functions— irrepectiveof the leve of devel opment
of their political,socid and economicsystems—which could becompared and analysed. All systems
attempted in their passagefrom simpleto complex, or traditionto modernity, to reach a point of
equilibrium.

Theemergenceof anumber of New Statesasaresult of processof de-col onisation al soencouraged
suchtheorising. By theuse of systemsanalysisand the structural functional framework,al political
systems, it wasfelt could be studied irrespectiveof their differing historical background, leve of
economicdevel opment, cultureand values. The main dilemmawaswhether the theoretical tools
and techniques used to study European governmentsshould be merely extended to the study of the
New States, or wasthere need for a change. Concepts such as multi-party system, federalism,
parliamentary and presidential systems werethe product of comparativeobservation of Western
governmentsover along period of time. Would they be useful in studying non-Western governments
and processes, or wasthere, asLucian Pyeclaimed, adistinct 'non-Western political process due
to differences of history and culture? In general the only concession made to the differences
betweenthe east and west wasto allowfor some'culturd differences in analysis. Apart fromthis
the concepts of political development and modernisationfashioned by scholars such as James
Coleman, Gabriel Almend and Lucian Pyewereseen as useful for analysingand comparingthe
new states. A similar development isseen on the Left aswell with thefashioning of large scale
conceptssuch as Underdevel opment and Dependency to understand the devel opingcountriesand
to highlight their differenceswith the West. Thusthe emphasiswas on 'grand theory' or large-
scal etheorisingabout political system.

Theseapproachesran into troublefromthe very beginning. Thesewerecriticised asEurocentric,
reductionistand too ambitious. Comparisonson thisscale proved very difficult. There wastherefore



areturnto amore normativescience that did not ignorecultura differences, which makecomparisons
difficult, and middlerangetheorisingin which comparisonis pitched at alower level. Many scholars
weredisilusoned by their own efforts. Almond, writing in the International Encyclopaediaof Social

Sciences, argued that Comparative Politics was at best a'movement and not a sub-discipline
within Political Science'. By theend of the 1970s, comparativepoliticsreached a plateau; partsof
it wereincorporated into politica theory and partsinto areastudies. A moreopti mistic assessment
would be that whilethe attack on the traditional approach wassuccessful, the new aternatives
suggested a so were not freefrom limitations. The reorientation of comparativepoliticsresulted in

an expansion of the sub-disciplinein termsoftheoretical depthand empirical scopeasattempts
were madeto integratea growing but disparate body of knowledge by meansoftheory.

1.3 THE COMPARATIVE METHOD

Scholarsare not agreed on the comparative method, itsnatureand scope. Someofthem like A.N.
Eisenstadt, arguethat theterm doesnot properly designate aspecific method, but rather a special
focus on cross-societal, institutional or macro- soci etal aspectsof societiesand social analysis.
OtherslikeArend Lijphart, hold that it isdefinitely amethod, not just aconvenientterm vaguely
symbolisingthefocusof one's research interests. But it can be defined asoneof the basic methods
—theothers being the experimental, stati stical and casestudy methods—of establishing general
propositions. On the other hand, Harold Lasswell arguesthat for anyone with ascientificapproach
to political phenomena, the ideaof an independent comparativemethod seems redundant, beczuse
thescientificapproach is'unavoidably comparative. Gabrie Almond al soequatesthecomparative
with the scientific method. Yet, it isessential to underlinethat scholars do recognise that the
comparative method, isamethod of discoveringempirical relationships among variables and
not a method of measurement.-The step of measuring variablesislogically prior to the step of
finding relationshipsamong them. It isthe second of these stepsto which the term comparative
method refers. Findly, adistinction should be made between method and technique. Thecomparative
method isa broad-gauge, genera method, not a narrow specialisedtechnique. It isinthisveinthat
scholarsrefer to the method of comparison, or some prefer theterm comparativeapproach, because
it lacksthe precisenessto call it amethod. Thecomparative method may also be thought of asa
basic research strategy, in contrast with a meretactical aid to research.

The comparative method is best understood if briefly compared with theexperimental , statistical

and case study method. Theexperimental method is used to understand the rel ationship between
two variablesinacontrolled situation. Sincesuch experimentsare not possiblein politica sciénce,
an dternativeisthestatistical method, which entail sthe conceptua (mathemati cal ) manipul ationof
empirical datainorder todiscover controlled relationshipsamong variables. It handlesthe problem
of control by meansofpartial correlationsor cross-tabulationsi.e. by dividingthe sampleintoa
number of different groups(forexampleon the basisof age, income, education etc,) and looking at
the correlation between the two selected variablesin each. This hascome to be accepted asa
standard procedureand isapplied amost automatically in empirical research. Thus, thestatistical

method is an approximation of the experimental method as it usesthe same logic. Therefore
comparativemethod essentially resembl esthe stati stical method except thatthe number of casesit
dealswith isoftentoo small to permit statistical methods. But it isnecessary to understand that the
comparative method is not an adequate substitutefor the experimental method asin the natural

sciences.

But these weaknessescan be minimised in anumber of ways. The statistical method is best to use
asfar aspossible, except in cases where entire political systemsare being compared, then the
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comparative method hasto be used. The two can aso be used in combination. Inthiscomparative
analysisisthefirststagein which macro-hypothesesarecarefullyformulated usualy coveringthe
structural elementsof tgtal systems, and thestatistical stagethe second, in which through micro-
replicationsthesearetested in as largeasampleas possible. Second, too much significance must
not beattached to negative findings: for examplerejectingahypothesison the basisof one deviant
case especially whenthe sample issmall. Rather, research should aim at probabilistic and not
universal generalisations. Third, it isnecessary to increasethe number of cases asmuch aspossible
(istoo small asamplewhichisnot of much use). Comparative politicshasadvanced becauseof'the
formulationof universally applicabletheoriesor** grand theories™ based on thecomparison of many
countriesor politica phenomenonwithin them. For example, structural functional analysistheory
opened up aworld of comparative research unknown before. Fourth, increase the number of
variablesif not the number of cases; throughthismore generalisationsare possible. Fifth, focuson
‘comparablecases' i.e. thosethat havealarge number of comparablecharacteristicsor variables
which onetreatsas'constants, but dissimilarasfar asthose variableswhich onewantsto relate
. toeachother. This way westudy the'operative’ variablesby either thestatistical or comparative
method. Herethe areaor regional approach is useful, for example comparing countries within
Latin Americaor Scandinaviaor Asia. But many scholarshave pointed out that thisismerely a
managesbility argument, which should not becomean imprisonment. Another alternativeisstudying
regionswithin countries, or studyingthem at different pointsof time asthe problem of control is
much simpler asthey are within the same federal structure. Here it may be mentioned that the
stateswithin the Indian Union providearich laboratory for comparativeresearchthat has not yet
been undertaken. Finally, many scholarsfed that focusshould beon 'key' or contextual variables,
astoo many variablescan create problems. Thisnot only allowsmanageability but al sooften leads
to'middle rangetheorising’ or partial comparisonofpolitical systems. Thishasbeen used successfully

inanthropol ogical studiesastriba systemsaresimple. Political scientistscana sodothisby limiting
the number of variables.

" The casestudy method isused wheneveronly onecaseisbeing anaysed. But it isclosely connected
with the comparative method, and certain typesof case studiescan becomean inherent part of the
comparative method whenever an in-depth study of avariabl e isneeded prior to comparisonwith
other similar ones. The scientificstatusof the case study method is somewhat ambiguous because
scienceis neither generalisingnor a ground for disapprovingan established generalisation. But its
va uelieswhen usad asa building block for makinggenera propositionsand even theory-buildingin
political science when anumber of case studieson similar subjectsarecarried out. Casestudies
can be of many typesfor exampleatheoretical or interpretative, theory confirmingor infirming,
each useful in specific situations. Thusthe comparative and the case study method have major
drawbacks.Becauseof'the inevitablelimitationsof these methodsit isthe challengingtask of the
investigator in thefield of comparative politicsto apply these methodsin such away asto capitalise
on their inherent strengths and they can be useful instrumentsin scientific political inquiry.
Many scholars have spent much of the post-war period constantly improving the use of these
methods.

1.4 CONTEMPORARY SIGNIFICANCE

In the post-war period, comparative politics has passed through many phases. In each of these
changeshave been made, and continueto be made by scholars. Comparativepoliticsfirst focused
on thei nput siderelyingon political sociology, claimingthat basic propertiesofpolitical systems
wereto be understood against background informationabout structureand processesin society;
thusit wasclamedthat politicd conflictdimens onswerestructuredaccordingto cleavagedimensions
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inthesocial structure. Thisreductionist approach offset areaction by political scientistssuch as
Samuel Huntington, who argued for the autonomy of politics in relation to social and economic
factors. Hence, the second stage in modem comparative politicsaimed at institutional analysisof
thevariation of political systemsand their constituent partssuch aspartiesand party systemson
their own right. Central to thiswere crucial distinctions between different typesof democracy,
authoritarian ruleand modemising politics. The shift wasfrom democracy to'order’ through stable
institutions. Finally thegrowinginterest in the output sideof politicswithin Political Scienceal so
affected comparative politics. Why study different political systemsif it was not the casethat
politicsmattersfor policies?Thiswasal so possibledueto the rediscoveryof thecentrality of the
state both on the right and the lefi of the spectrum. The thirdstagethereforeimplied a merger of
compar ative politicswith public policyandpolitical economy, attemptingto understand what
different political systemsdoes (policy inputs) and actually accomplish (policy outcomes).
Thisled to comparative public policy.

Those who emphasisethe input side typically refer to the impact of social cleavages, the basic
problem being the extent to which environment determinesthe polity. The cleavage approach
reducing politics to cleavage dimensions in the social structure seems as exaggerated as
institutionalism or the hypothesisthat there is no relationship whatsoever between social and
economic factors and the political system. But how does one strike a balance between social
and economic determinism and political indeterminismor the new institutionalism? How in
the comparative analysisof the political system in various countries can one identify crucial
concepts, with which to sort aut in careful fashion major system differencesand similarities?
Astheattempt to separate traditional, devel oping and modern politics, failed asa result of the
value-loaded nature of these concepts, the distinction between democratic and authoritarian
regimes became the fundamental one. However, even if there is unanimity as to the meaning
and applicability of the term 'democracy’, there is disagreement about the properties or
indicatorsthat identify a democratic regime. Two very different types of democratic models
have been recogni sed: the Westminister type democracy versusthe consensusor consociational
type democracy. But how about thefar larger set of non-democraticsystems? Today we have
more than 160 polities known as Third World and there is as yet no agreement about the
taxonomy of Third World Politics. No doubt, much future comparative research will focuson
the set of non democraticregimesin order to set out how they vary alongafew basicdimensions.

A major development of contemporary significance isthe emergence of comparative analysis
of public policy or political economy, which has since the mid 1970sadded a new dimension
to comparative politics. To the extent that it focuses on the output or ‘'outcome’ side of the
black box of the political system, there is continuity from the past. The difference is a shift
from grand comparative theory of 'Political Development' and problemsof ‘Modernisation’,
toamuch narrower field of cogcentration namely the Stateand itscentral role in development.
The change is from meta-analysis to meso-analysis, which focuses upon the linkage between
definition of problems,setting of agendas, decision-makingand implementationprocesses. It has
given comparative politicsa more specific, problem solvingand policy orientation. Comparative
politicsremains multidisciplinary,but has moved away from Sociologyand closer to Economics.
It also signals a return to more normative concerns rather than a constant emphasis upon
scientific methods. It has also re-established a link between academic political science and
practitionersof publicadministration.

Through Public Policy asociety isableto define the rel ationship between the production of goods
and servicesa ongthe boundariesof what is possible, given theconstraintof resources. But simply
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the questions it asksare what istheaf)propri ate'public' arenaofthe State vis-a-visthe private
sphereand what kindsof policieslead todevel opment?By comparativeanaysisof what statesdo
within this public arena, it isableto theorise the appropriate sphere of the State. Consequently,
public policy isdescriptive, analytic as well as prescriptive in its approach. Politics is now
conceptualisedas™ publicchoice™ amonga number of alternativepolicies, and itsgod isto integrate
knowledgeinto an overarchingdisciplinecapabl eof analysi ngpublic,choice and decision-making
and thereby contributing to the democratisation of society. Palitical economy more specifically,

is concerned with the effects of political choiceson the production and exchange of goods
and services. It isan analysisof the consequences of political choicesthat political leaders
make involvingthe polity’s scarce resources. The value of the approach liesin realising that in

developing societies, choices are really paths of development. The choice before leaders is
throughpublic policiesto merely copewith, induce, or introduceradical socid and economicchange.
Therefore, within political economy,.‘Political Development’ isre-defined astheincreasing capacity
to meet and induce changing and expanding demandsand generate resourcesto be abletodo so.

While political economy providesthetheory, public policy isthemethod by which thesecan be put
intoaction. Theend resultsof al this has meant that the focus ison smaller comparisons or, on

what ispossible. Middlerangecomparisontoday ismore modest, focusing on asingle region or
comparableset of regions. In conclusion, the field of comparativepoliticshasfragmentedand no
singledefinition of comparative politicsexists. Thishasitsmerits; it meansthat it allowsfocuson

what issignificantand useful and not necessarily what isglobal and all encompassingasearlier.

1.5 SUMMARY

In this unit, you have studied about the natureand evolution of Comparative Politics asa sub-
discipline withinthe larger discipline of Political Science. Though it isone of the oldest forms
inthestudy of Palitics, it hasstimul ated much interest inthe post Second World Wer period, making
it relatively anew field. Whilethe Traditiona approach wasmore parochial and monographic,the
modern approach iswider in scope. It wassuccessful in itsattempt to analyse the rapid changes
that have occurred in political institutionsand processesand their shiftfrom traditionto modernity.
The second section of this unit focuses on thefeasibility of the Comparative Method. Though
variousscholarsdo recognisethe comparativemethod asalogical step, they differ intheir opinions
on itsapplicability-whetherit isscientific, statistical ,experimental or merely abasic method. While
theinterpretationsvary on thisfactor, effortsareon toimprovethe useof these methodsfrom time
totime. The last section focuseson the contemporary relevance of ComparativePolitics. Though
thesubject ismultidisciplinaryin character,the merger of this sub-discipline with publicpolicy and
political economy hasadded a new dimensionin analysing asto what different political systemsdo
and accomplish (inputsand outputsofthe policy). Thusit establishesalinkage between the policy
orientation,decision makingand implementation processes.

1.6 EXERCISES

1) What isComparative Politics?Briefly analyse itsevolution asa sub-discipline.
2) Anaysethestrengthsand weaknessesof the ComparativeMethod.

3) Evaluatethecontemporary significanceand contributionofthe Comparativemethod.





