


Comparative 
Politics



This page intentionally left blank 



PRAISE FOR COMPARATIVE POLITICS AND 
CASE STUDIES IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS
“Comparative Politics and Case Studies in Comparative Politics are  cutting-edge and 
high quality textbooks that many political  scientists of my generation will con-
sider using. They address many of my  concerns with existing texts by providing 
instructors with a great deal of leeway in designing a syllabus. Each case study is 
written by a prominent scholar or rising comparativist and is nicely linked to the 
thematic survey. This would allow me the flexibility of using a different survey 
text or no survey text at all.”—Emmanuel Teitelbaum, George Washington University

“I have looked at many comparative politics textbooks and none of them have 
appealed to me the way that this one did right away. Some aim too high and ask 
far too much of students, losing them in a sea of concepts with few tools to make 
sense of them. Others aim too low and ask far too little of students, failing to chal-
lenge them on the  essential themes and concepts of comparative politics. This 
one finds the middle ground by presenting topics in an interesting and engag-
ing manner and challenging students to cultivate their analytical skills.”—Katy 
Crossley-Frolick, Denison University

“David Samuels helps students make sense of complex theoretical questions and 
approaches, and he applies them very effectively to case examples. This textbook 
beats all the alternatives; it is very well thought-out.”—Kenneth Roberts, Cornell 
University

“Samuels engages professors as well as students by making our field accessible 
without compromising the curiosities and complexities that make it so interesting. 
The study of institutions, interests, and identities introduces undergraduates to the 
politics of countries in the world through a rigorous lens of comparative analysis. 
Samuels raises the most interesting questions and puzzles within our field and 
guides the student through the methods of comparative politics science. To have 
a textbook that moves beyond a list of concepts and an historical chronology of 
countries is immensely satisfying.”—Lauretta Frederking, University of Portland

“I am delighted that the author recognizes how graduate-level comparative 
political scientists are trained and that he has brought this approach to the un-
dergraduate level. This is useful training not only for budding comparative 
politics students but for those who seek to become informed world citizens.”—
Jennifer White, University of Georgia

“Comparative Politics is a theory-centered introductory text that  perfectly balances 
the substantive nature of our field with the level of accessibility necessary for an 
undergraduate class.”—Julie Mazzei, Kent State University

“David Samuels provides a strong introduction to the themes,  concepts, and 
current debates of comparative politics without  burying the reader in a mound 
of empirical details. It encourages hypothesis testing, fosters students’ critical 
thinking skills, and encourages  students to place current political developments 
in context.”—John Scherpereel, James Madison University



“I am impressed that Samuels does not shy away from introducing students to 
the major debates in comparative politics and having them evaluate competing 
arguments. In trying to get the students to think theoretically, he has definitely 
chosen an approach that will challenge the best students.”—Steve Barracca, East-
ern Kentucky University

“This is a readable and well-organized exploration of major topics in compara-
tive politics that brings together basic as well as more  advanced topics. It pro-
vides students with examples of how to actually do comparative politics and 
prompts them to think through the major arguments of the field.”—Wendy N. 
Whitman Cobb, Santa Fe  College

“David Samuels does a better job than any I have seen of discussing key themes 
in comparative politics in an intelligent and well-written way. He raises the big 
questions in a straightforward and engaged manner, and he does a good job of 
addressing them in comparative perspective with the American institutions that 
my students know well.”—Kevin Deegan-Krause, Wayne State University

“Samuels offers students a theoretically robust yet highly accessible  introduction 
to the study of comparative politics. He clearly  introduces core concepts and theo-
ries, offering compelling examples that encourage students to think through differ-
ent ways of answering  fundamental questions that define the field. I’m thrilled to 
see the strong focus on political identity in an introductory textbook.”—James Ross, 
University of Northern Colorado

“I have been teaching introductory comparative politics for over four years now, 
and I have examined some fifteen textbooks for this class. Samuels’ textbook is 
one of the best, and I will strongly consider adopting it.”—Anca Turcu, University 
of Central Florida
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Preface

Students who enroll in an introductory course 
on comparative politics should be prepared 
to encounter some tough but  fascinating 

questions: Why are some states  democracies while 
others are not? Why does ethnicity seem to be at 
the heart of so much conflict in the world today? 
Can religious extremism coexist with democracy? 
How and why do men and women participate 
in politics differently around the world? What 
prompts people to become politically active? Why 
are some countries increasingly rich while others 
remain desperately poor? These questions touch 
upon just a few of the themes that comparative 
politics explores today.

Students and scholars of comparative poli-
tics are trained to use these kinds of questions to 
delve into their own particular interests. I wrote 
this book—using a question-driven approach— 
 to  mirror the process of good political science re-
search. I aimed to make this text different from other 
introductions to comparative politics by focusing 
on asking the sorts of questions that engage any-
one with an interest in politics— citizens, students, 
and scholars—and on answerin g those questions in 
ways that are meaningful to undergraduates.

What is the pedagogical payoff from a thematic, 
question-driven approach to comparative politics? 
I know from personal experience as well as from 
countless conversations with colleagues around the 
world that, in the classroom, we often struggle to 
teach students how to recognize a good  argument 
in political science, not to mention the effort we put 
into teaching them to make their own  arguments—
that is, how to formulate a thesis, connect statements 
logically, determine whether evidence is confirma-
tory or contradictory, and bring everything together 
in a strong conclusion.

Comparative Politics not only introduces stu-
dents to the main questions comparative politics 
explores; it introduces them to how scholars go 
about doing comparative politics. Our discipline 
is fundamentally about constructing arguments, 

and an introductory textbook should focus on de-
veloping not just informed and engaged c itizens, 
but informed, engaged, and analytical citizens—
the last being a core element in a liberal arts edu-
cation. This may seem like a tall order, yet I have 
written this book with this goal as a central orga-
nizing principle. Students who use this text will 
learn to identify and discuss questions central to 
our subfield. They will also learn to recognize 
competing hypotheses, apply research to argu-
ments by analyzing and critically assessing evi-
dence, and relate different perspectives to each 
other analytically.

Features
Approach
To support the question-driven approach descri-
bed above, each chapter of Comparative Politics 
 begins with a question that focuses on a core 
 aspect of what politics is all about around the 
world. Framing the chapter’s subject as a question 
provides a narrative thread for students to follow 
as they read the chapter; it also fosters classroom 
discussion, illustrates how scholars go about an-
swering similar questions, and provides a clear 
reference point for students to articulate answers 
on their own that they can use for assignments 
and exams. To help students grasp the importance 
of the chapter-opening question, a real-world ex-
ample is provided. For example, in Chapter 6, the 

xiv
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opening image shows a French Muslim woman in 
a red, white, and blue headscarf, and the  example 
explores the French separation of church and 
state; both set up the question, “When does iden-
tity become politicized?”

After the main question is introduced, each 
chapter is organized around the ways schol-
ars have attempted to answer it. For  example, 
Chapter 10 asks, “What causes political vio-
lence?” It then guides students through the 
various facets of the topic and ways to critically 
a ssess and weigh sources of conflict. Every chap-
ter in the book  follows a similar approach, pos-
ing a question that introduces a theme, and then 
exploring different ways to answer that question. 
Throughout every chapter, more real-world ex-
amples are employed to ground the question and 
clarify the discussion. Although the chapter top-
ics are sometimes complex, they are all tightly or-
ganized and written in clear and accessible prose.

Furthermore, as each chapter progresses, the 
core chapter question is supported by subquestions 
that appear in the margins to enc ourage  students 
to examine more than one facet of a politica l 
puzzle. For example, political economy can be an 
intimidating topic for many. Chapter 11’s main 
question is “How do states promote  economic 
d evelopment?” To answer that question, students 
must first understand how states and markets are 
intertwined. Therefore, the first section of the chap-
ter asks and answers the question, “What is the 
relationship between states and markets?” Every 
subquestion relates back to the chapter’s core ques-
tion and builds toward the next subquestion, and 
each chapter concludes by returning to the chapter 
question and summarizing what was learned. In 
short, each chapter shows students how political 
scientists engage a smaller piece of a larger puzzle 
and then explore, debate, and articulate plausible 
answers to key questions about politics in the 
world today.

Coverage
Comparative Politics introduces students to the full 
breadth of our subfield by exploring common 
themes like institutions and interests, as well as 
topics that are often downplayed, particularly 

how political identities bridge institutions and 
interests. An understanding of political iden-
tity is vital today, because many of the most 
 pressing and contentious political issues around 
the world—issues that students find personally 
compelling —touch on such questions as the ten-
sion between ethnicity and political instability, 
gender and political change, and religion and 
democracy.

Chapter 1 poses the question some under-
graduates might ask their instructors—“Why 
study comparative politics?”—and focuses on 
the methods we use to ask and answer these 
sorts of questions. At its simplest, the compara-
tive method involves comparing and contrast-
ing cases that share attributes but differ on 
outcomes, or that differ on attributes but share 
outcomes. The goal of such comparisons is to 
generate  hypotheses that offer plausible an-
swers to our questions about what politics is all 
about.

Chapter 2 asks the foundational question 
“Where do ‘states’ come from?” and begins to 
 answer it by unraveling Hobbes’s collective 
 action problem. Chapters 3 and 4 define and dif-
ferentiate the different kinds of states: democratic 
and non-democratic political regimes. Chapter 5 
focuses on the causes of transitions from democ-
racy to non-democracy, or vice versa.

The next few chapters shift the focus toward 
political identities, keeping in mind that they can-
not be fully separated from political institutions 
or interests. After all, institutions shape how iden-
tities gain representation in the formal realm of 
politics—and political identity is often the raw 
material from which individuals and groups 
construct their political interests. Chapter 6 asks, 
“When does identity become politicized?” and 
explores the conditions under which  ethnicity 
and nationalism become politicized. Chapter 7 
turns to another significant question—“What is 
the relationship between religious identity and 
democracy?”—while Chapter 8 explores the po-
litical consequences of changing conceptions of 
gender around the world.

The next two chapters turn to the question 
of how and why individuals’ political inter-
ests and identities are mobilized collectively. 
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Chapter 9 explores peaceful forms of collective 
action— interest groups, social movements, and 
political parties—while Chapter 10 asks why 
people sometimes take up arms against the es-
tablished political order.

The last three chapters turn to pressing 
questions at the intersection of politics and 
economics. Chapter 11 asks, “How do states 
promote   economic development?” while 
Chapter 12  explores why some countries tax 
and spend more than others. Finally, Chapter 13 
investigates the question of globalization and 
its impact.

Pedagogy
Extensive pedagogy is also included in every 
chapter to help students comprehend key con-
cepts and apply them.

• Hypothesis Testing boxes allow students 
to apply what they have learned in every 
 chapter. As opposed to asking questions, each 
box opens with a statement that can be tested 
by exploring real-world country cases. Every 
box is consistently structured to walk students 
through the process of “Gathering Evidence” 
in order to “Assess the Hypothesis.” Each 
exercise is meant to engage students actively 
with the process of comparative politics, 
 providing them with opportunities to learn 
how to recognize and ultimately construct 
their own arguments.

• Every major section concludes with a sum-
mary table that reviews key concepts in an 
organized and easy-to-read format.

• Every chapter includes a marginal glossary to 
support students’ understanding of new and 
important concepts at first encounter.

• For easy reference, key terms from the mar-
ginal glossary are repeated at the end of each 
chapter, along with review questions and an 
annotated list of suggested readings.

• Numerous color photos and figures are inte-
grated into the text to enliven the narrative.

New to This Edition
• Updated figures and tables that support 

the narrative through the presentation of 
pertinent data that concisely illustrate key 
concepts

• Updated discussion of electoral institutions 
to account for results of elections in the UK 
and elsewhere

• Revised exploration of the topic of regime 
change to enhance relevance and promote 
discussion of recent “pessimistic” views of 
global politics, which predict a weakening 
or even collapse of democracy around the 
world

• Updated discussion of the aftermath of the 
Arab Spring and the paths of democracy and 
dictatorship in the Middle East and North 
A frica

• New photos to enhance the relevance of chap-
ter topics for today’s students

• Expanded coverage of nationalism in Chap-
ter 6 to take into account recent events such 
as Brexit in the UK, the election of Donald 
Trump in the United States, and the spread of 
anti-immigrant sentiment in Western Europe

• Numerous new examples introduced through-
out the text, recognizing the need to continu-
ously update and refresh the  material; politics 
involves constant change, and to keep the text 
relevant to disciplinary questions, many exam-
ples have been replaced or updated

New! Revel™
Educational Technology Designed for the Way 
Today’s Students Read, Think, and Learn

When students are engaged deeply, they learn 
more effectively and perform better in their 
courses. This simple fact inspired the creation 
of Revel: an interactive learning environment 
 designed for the way today’s students read, think, 
and learn.
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Revel enlivens course content with media 
 interactives and assessments—integrated  directly 
within the authors’ narrative—that provide 
 opportunities for students to read, practice, and 
study in one continuous experience. This immer-
sive educational technology replaces the textbook 
and is designed to measurably boost students’ 
understanding, retention, and preparedness.

Learn more about Revel at http://www 
.pearsonhighered.com/revel/.

Case Studies in 
Comparative Politics
For instructors and students who want more 
 specific country information to complement the 
questions raised here, a casebook is available that 
matches the pedagogical approach of this survey. 
Each chapter is written by a different country 
expert, and the collection includes cases on the 
United Kingdom, Germany, France, Japan, India, 
Mexico, Russia, China, Nigeria, and Iran.

Like each chapter in this book, the  country 
chapters in the casebook are each organized 
around a core question. Although every chap-
ter takes on a different country and thus asks 
a different question, they all follow the same 
basic framework. First, an introductory section 
 offers background information on the histori-
cal  development of each country. The second 
 section describes the country’s political insti-
tutions and explains why each country has 
emerged as a  democracy or remained a dictator-
ship. Each chapter’s third section focuses on the 
main forms of political identity in the country, 
such as ethnicity, nationalism, economic class, 
language, religion, or gender. The fourth sec-
tion focuses on the patterns of competition over 
the distribution of political power and wealth 
between the different organized interests and 
identities in each society—parties, interest 
groups, and social movements. Every chapter 
concludes by reviewing how the exploration 
of the country’s institutions, identities, and 

interests has helped answer the question posed 
at the start.

Supplements
Pearson is pleased to offer several resources to 
qualified adopters of Comparative Politics and their 
students that will make teaching and  learning 
from this book even more effective and  enjoyable. 
Several of the supplements for this book are 
available at the Instructor Resource Center (IRC), 
an online hub that allows instructors to quickly 
download book-specific supplements. Please 
visit the IRC welcome page at http://www 
.pearsonhighered.com/irc to registe r for access.

Instructor’s Manual/Test Bank
This resource includes learning objectives, lecture 
outlines, multiple-choice questions, true/false 
questions, and essay questions for each chapter. 
Available exclusively on the IRC.

MyTest
This powerful assessment generation program 
 includes all of the items in the instructor’s manual/
test bank. Questions and tests can be easily created, 
customized, saved online, and then printed, allow-
ing flexibility to manage assessments anytime and 
anywhere. Available exclusively on the IRC.

PowerPoint Presentation
Organized around a lecture outline, these multi-
media presentations also include photos, figures, 
and tables from each chapter. Available exclu-
sively on the IRC.
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Chapter 1

Doing Comparative 
Politics

Brazilians gather in the streets to demand the resignation of President Fernando Collor de Mello, who was accused of corruption.

 1.1 What is comparative politics all about?

 1.2 What sorts of questions do we ask in 
comparative politics?

 1.3 How do we build arguments in 
comparative politics?

 1.4 What challenges confront building 
arguments in comparative politics?

 1.5 How do we obtain evidence to build 
arguments in comparative politics?

Learning Objectives



2 Chapter 1

Why study comparative politics?

After I graduated from college, I wanted to travel. In 1992 I ended up staying in 
Brazil for several months, living as the guest of a politician serving in Brazil’s 
Congress. Brazil had recently emerged from a long military dictatorship, and its 
politicians had written an entirely new constitution—the country’s seventh since 
independence in 1822. My friend and his colleagues in Congress were engaged in a 
high-stress and high-stakes effort to impeach Brazil’s president, its first popularly 
elected leader since the military took power in 1964. Just a few years after the mili-
tary had turned power over to civilians, things were not working out as millions of 
Brazilians had hoped.

One day, my friend turned to me in frustration and asked, “How did you grin-
gos manage to write a constitution that has survived for 200 years, while we Latin 
Americans seem stuck with unstable governments and military takeovers? Your 
founding fathers must’ve been intellectual giants—but the people who’ve written 
our constitutions, not so much. Why? We’re no different from you, really. But why 
are our politics so different?”

I had no answer—and political scientists still debate whether Latin America has 
put instability and military influence behind it—but my friend’s query stuck with 
me. He had asked this question because he knew that I take for granted rights for 
which he had fought for years, such as freedom of speech. With 20/20 hindsight, I 
now know that he exaggerated the political challenges Brazil faced: despite success-
fully impeaching that president (and impeaching another one in 2016), it remains a 
stable democracy. Moreover, for the most part militaries around the region no longer 
meddle in politics like they used to.

Even so, posing a contrast I’d never thought about before—why was political 
instability so common historically in Latin America, but not in the United States?—
and my own frustrating inability to offer an answer at that time—sparked a deeper 
interest not just in politics, but in political science, and over the years I have returned 
to my friend’s question time and again in my teaching and research. What I’ve dis-
covered is that the best way to think through any question about politics is to ask 
questions and pose comparisons.

Consider for a moment what happened a few years ago in the Middle East. 
Almost uniformly, dictators have long ruled the countries in the region. Yet in early 
2011 massive popular protests exploded in several Arab countries. What made people 
so upset all of a sudden—and why would they risk going to jail just to complain about 
the government? Moreover, why did these protests quickly lead to the ouster of the 
long-term rulers of Egypt and Tunisia, but not those elsewhere in the region? And 
why did Tunisia then adopt democratic rules and institutions, while in Egypt a new 
dictator replaced the old one? Can democracy spread further in the Middle East?

Now consider recent developments in China. When I was growing up in the 
1970s my dad would force me to eat all my vegetables at dinner because “kids are 
starving in China.” Seeing the gleaming skyscrapers and traffic jams of Beijing or 
Shanghai today, one would hardly know that the country had been considered an 
impoverished global weakling just 30 years ago. Can more poor countries just “be-
come” rich, in the span of one generation? How did they do it?
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Scholars will be grappling with these questions for some time—but at least we 
have some tools to use to develop useful answers. Why study comparative politics? 
We study comparative politics because we want answers to questions like those 
posed above. A comparative perspective on politics calls for analysis that pays close 
attention to the experiences of different countries. However, we don’t study com-
parative politics just because we want to learn about this or that country—and, in 
any case, the world’s political and cultural diversity presents a challenge to any com-
parative politics textbook: the danger is that we might become overwhelmed by the 
details of the world’s nearly 200 countries, without learning how to answer any of 
the questions that grab our attention.

My friend’s question certainly encouraged me to learn more about Brazilian 
 politics—but it also forced me to rethink what I thought I knew about American poli-
tics, as well as to wonder what I could learn about the sources of political stability 
and chaos, in general. The only way to do that was to think about whether I could 
plausibly compare Brazil against the experience of other countries.

Scholars do not do comparative politics research simply by learning about a few 
countries. They approach their subject by asking interesting and important questions 
about our world. Although this is a textbook, it will become clear that the questions 
we ask in comparative politics are not merely academic. Because comparative politics 
grapples with questions about the world in which we live, our inquiries are not mere 
intellectual flights of fancy or exercises in balancing angels on the head of a pin. The 
questions we ask have practical relevance for the lives of people all over the world.

The primary way this book differs from other introductory comparative politics 
texts is that it focuses on asking and answering questions. First, the book considers 
a set of key questions about politics around the world. Out of necessity, it cannot 
consider every question, or even every “important” question. However, the book’s 
chapters cover the full range of important topics scholars and students explore today.

Second, this book helps you understand how we go about developing answers 
to the questions that we ask. Most people discuss and debate politics based on their 
opinions—but opinions can be fallible, particularly when confronted with uncom-
fortable facts or puzzling counterexamples. There is a difference between voicing an 
opinion and formulating an argument—and learning a comparative approach to the 
study of politics will help you learn how to build stronger arguments. To move from 
expressing an opinion based on intuition or feeling to articulating an argument based 
on facts and logic, political scientists put their curiosity to work—by asking ques-
tions in a particular way, and by employing particular methods that test the strength 
of their arguments. Studying politics this way helps us narrow down the range of 
plausible answers to questions like the one my friend posed.

This book is designed to give you the tools to learn how to critically engage 
key questions and build your own arguments about politics—to articulate strong 
answers to those questions we all have about how politics works. It is designed to 
help you learn how to gather evidence and articulate your own answers to impor-
tant questions about poverty and wealth, democracy and dictatorship, and war and 
peace. Each chapter in this book explores a key question about politics around the 
world and considers the ways in which scholars have sought to answer that question. 
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The payoff from this question-driven approach to comparative politics is that you 
will learn to recognize competing arguments, and learn the basics of how to begin to 
construct your own arguments—how to formulate a thesis, connect statements logi-
cally, and determine whether evidence confirms or contradicts an argument.

Political science is fundamentally about constructing arguments. This text will 
give you the tools to identify and discuss questions central to our subfield, recognize 
competing hypotheses, apply research to arguments by analyzing and critically as-
sessing evidence, and relate different perspectives to each other analytically. In short, 
this book teaches you how to actually “do” comparative politics. This introductory 
chapter explains how we go about doing comparative politics, and considers several 
challenges to comparative politics research.

Studying Comparative Politics
 1.1 What is comparative politics all about?

What is politics all about? Political scientist Harold Lasswell (1902–1978) provided 
perhaps the best direct answer by defining politics as “who gets what, when, and 
how.”1 More specifically, politics is the process of making and contesting authorita-
tive public decisions about the distribution of rights, responsibilities, wealth, and 
power. How do groups of people come to make a choice that all members of the com-
munity agree to respect? And what kinds of decisions must these groups of people 
make? Political choices determine how order is imposed in societies, which political 
institutions will be created, and which policies are enacted. Other choices involve 
whether or when to contest the established order, and if so, what new institutions to 
construct or policies to reform. Interesting political science research focuses on these 
kinds of questions, which become increasingly focused and specific.

Political science is the study of politics. Political scientists search for explanations 
of political behavior and events by breaking down “who gets what, when, and how” 
into specific and targeted queries. The academic field of political science is divided 
into four subfields: American politics, which studies politics within the United States; 
political theory, which focuses on philosophical questions concerning the nature and 
purposes of politics; international relations, which studies politics between countries; 
and comparative politics.

Comparative politics is the systematic search for answers to political questions 
about how people around the world make and contest authoritative public choices. 
In essence, it compares and contrasts why people around the world make similar 
decisions under different political rules—or why they make different decisions under 
similar rules. Unlike international relations, comparative politics focuses on politics 
within different countries around the world—both in terms of how countries are 
similar, and how they differ—while international relations studies the interactions 
between countries.

We study comparative politics because we don’t just want to describe “who 
gets what, when, and how” in different countries—we seek to explain how politics 
works around the world. Political scientists do not claim that their explanations will 
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always be definitive, but they try to identify arguments that are more convincing 
than others. This is the process of moving from opinion to explanation. More often 
than not, widely held opinions about politics—sometimes called the “conventional 
wisdom”—fall flat when confronted with comparative evidence.

Being the conventional wisdom doesn’t mean an opinion is wrong. Political sci-
entists use particular methods to show when the conventional wisdom is right, and 
when it is misleading. A comparative approach to understanding politics around 
the world seeks to ask questions, generate hypotheses that offer plausible potential 
answers to those questions, and test those hypotheses against evidence we gather 
from the real world to develop strong arguments, using what we call the comparative 
method. At its simplest, the comparative method involves comparing and contrasting 
cases (a set of countries, for example) that share attributes or characteristics but differ 
in terms of the outcome you’re exploring—or that have diverse attributes but experi-
ence the same outcome. The goal of such comparisons is to generate hypotheses that 
provide convincing answers to our questions about what politics is all about. Each 
chapter in this book poses a question and uses examples from around the world to 
compare and contrast different ways to address that question. Let us first consider 
how comparative political scientists go about posing interesting questions.

The Foundations of Comparative 
Politics
 1.2 What sorts of questions do we ask in comparative politics?

It’s one thing to say that we study comparative politics because we want answers to 
questions about how politics works around the world—but it’s another to recognize 
that comparative politics asks a set of “big” questions that in some cases we have 
been asking for centuries, but in other cases have emerged over time. It’s also impor-
tant to acknowledge that in attempting to offer answers that are more informative 
and convincing—better—than others, changes in world politics force us to continu-
ally re-examine both our questions and our answers.

The foundations of comparative politics were established in ancient times and 
evolved through history into the discipline we study today. Some of the questions 
that comparative politics research asks today are quite old, while others have become 
relevant only recently. Aristotle (384–322 BC) may very well have become the first 
comparative political scientist when he asked, “What sort of constitution best com-
bines political stability and good government?” Aristotle then challenged his stu-
dents to compare and contrast the constitutions of every country in the world known 
to ancient Greeks. He was convinced that the only way to answer his question was to 
explore evidence from the real world—the same approach scholars and students em-
ploy today when considering the question of how to combine limited and effective 
government to sustain democracy in the Middle East or elsewhere around the world.

Prior to the 1700s, the study of politics was rooted in moral and religious princi-
ples. All this began to change during Europe’s so-called Age of Enlightenment, when 
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new scientific discoveries justified a logical and empirical approach to studying the 
natural and social world, and chipped away at the influence of religious dogma. 
During the Enlightenment, scholars increasingly considered questions about politics 
to be secular matters, casting aside arguments based solely in religion. For example, 
the work of philosophers such as Montesquieu (1689–1755), Thomas Hobbes (1588–
1679), John Locke (1632–1704), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) asked whether 
a rational and secular basis for government existed independently of arguments for 
monarchy rooted in divine right, and whether there was room for individual rights 
and freedoms in such a secular political order. Their arguments provided the founda-
tion for the U.S. Declaration of Independence and Constitution, and sparked ques-
tions we explore in upcoming chapters: What is the state, and where does it come 
from? How can limits be imposed on government authority to protect individual 
liberty? What is the relationship between religious identity and democracy?

In the 1800s, new questions arose as a result of the Industrial Revolution, which 
caused massive socioeconomic change, particularly in Western Europe. Scholars 
such as Karl Marx (1818–1883) and Max Weber (1864–1920) considered the politi-
cal impact of the shift from rural, agrarian societies to urban, industrial societies. 
Their work finds echoes to this day, as scholars continue to explore questions about 
the relationship between political and economic power: How can governments 
promote economic development? Why do some governments redistribute wealth 
more than others?

Old neighborhoods being swallowed up by new construction in Shanghai, China. China’s govern-
ment has carefully managed the country’s amazing economic growth—a fact that raises the ques-
tion about the proper level of government intervention in the market.
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New questions emerged in the late 1800s and early 1900s about the sources 
and consequences of nationalism and forms of political ideology such as fascism 
and communism. Nationalism was blamed for igniting World War I (1914–1918); 
communism sparked revolutions in Russia (in 1917) and China (in 1949) and 
bloody rebellions elsewhere; and fascism inspired the regimes that started World 
War II (1939–1945). Scholars wondered why nationalism took a benign form in 
some countries but a virulent form in others, and they puzzled over why some 
people found communism appealing, while others found inspiration in fascism. 
Because so many dictators ascended to power in the 1930s, political scientists even 
wondered whether democracy would survive. This fear proved unfounded, yet 
although fascism and communism have virtually disappeared as governing phi-
losophies, non-democratic political ideologies continue to challenge the stability 
of democracy all over the world, pushing scholars to ask new questions: What 
differentiates democracy from non-democracy? What causes peaceful political 
 mobilization—and what causes political violence? Why does democracy some-
times collapse into non-democracy?

In the 1960s and 1970s, the emergence of so many new nations in the wake of 
European decolonization generated a host of new questions, particularly about what 
might foster economic development and political stability in Latin America, Asia, 
Africa, and the Middle East. Some scholars assumed that poor nations were doomed 
to perpetual exploitation by wealthier nations, but the rapid economic rise of “Asian 
Tigers” such as Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore invalidated such ideas and 
pushed scholars to ask whether economic development was due to political culture, 
non-democratic political institutions, or the ways in which governments intervened 
in and manipulated economic markets. The recent rise of the BRICs—Brazil, Russia, 
India, and China—has pushed scholars to reconsider some questions: What politi-
cal factors can encourage economic development? To what extent does globalization 
impact politics?

By the 1990s, dozens of dictatorships around the world had adopted democracy, 
forcing political scientists to take yet another look at the question of why some non-
democratic rulers relinquish their hold on power. These changes generated optimism 
about the future of democracy. Many even wondered whether the world was wit-
nessing the twilight of the idea of dictatorship and the end of non-democratic ideolo-
gies once and for all. Still, given democracy’s roots in Western Europe, scholars also 
wondered if democracy could survive in so many different cultures.

Most recently, political scientists have focused increased attention on questions 
related to the expanding role of women in politics, the growing influence of reli-
gion, and the impact of globalization on domestic and international politics. More 
and more women are winning elections around the world, leading scholars to ask: 
How do different attitudes about women’s rights influence politics? The impact of 
religion seems obvious, but many assume that religious faith is a recipe for irreconcil-
able conflict between groups—while others call that assumption into question. And 
globalization brings us back to the sorts of questions Hobbes and Locke were asking 
hundreds of years ago: With the rising importance of transnational actors in world 
politics, such as corporations, terrorists and human rights activists, will the sovereign 
state wither away?
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This is where we find comparative politics today—asking a series of questions 
about how politics works, and offering a method to help you make sense of the rapid 
and confusing political change happening around the world. At its essence, com-
parative politics is an argument for the existence of patterns—whether similarities or 
differences—across countries, and for undertaking a systematic effort to understand 
why different outcomes occur in similar places, or similar outcomes occur in differ-
ent places. These efforts help us make sense of and simplify these complex patterns, 
offering simpler yet convincing answers to the questions that concern real-world po-
litical events.

The Comparative Method
 1.3 How do we build arguments in comparative politics?

The questions we ask in comparative politics are always inspired by real-world 
events; there are no easy answers. The worst sorts of arguments in comparative poli-
tics are based on opinions rooted in stereotypes, in the belief that the past predicts 
the future, or on generalizations drawn from specific facts. For example, someone 
might stereotypically claim, “Democracy can never take root in Iraq because Iraqis 
are naturally anti-democratic,” or “Iraq will never be a democracy simply because 
it has never been a democracy.” Such arguments are unconvincing because they fail 
to engage available evidence—for example, public-opinion polls consistently reveal 
that Iraqi citizens want a democracy; and obviously every democratic country today 
was not always so. Someone might also offer the opinion, “Kuwait is next door to 
Iraq, and it’s not a democracy, so obviously there’s no way Iraq can become a de-
mocracy.” This approach seems logical on the surface—but it too fails to consider the 
range of evidence. One cannot assume that if something happens in one place it is 
bound to happen in other places.

Asking Questions
So how does a comparative approach to politics move beyond merely stating an 
opinion? First, it takes a particular approach to asking and answering questions 
about political events that might seem inevitable or that might seem to have an 
“obvious” explanation: by exploring as wide a range of possible cases that have 
similar characteristics but that experience different outcomes—or vice versa, by 
looking at the set of cases with different characteristics that experience similar po-
litical outcomes. Both of these situations force us to dig deeper in such cases to find 
more viable explanations:

• Countries that share attributes but experience different political outcomes are 
puzzling because we expect countries with the same features to undergo similar 
experiences.

• Likewise, when a diverse set of countries experiences the same political out-
come, the reason cannot be mere coincidence.
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To illustrate the kinds of questions comparativists ask, consider an example of a dic-
tatorship turned into a democracy: South Korea in 1987. How has democracy pre-
vailed in South Korea? To answer this question, comparativists would not focus 
only or even largely on what transpired in South Korea in the 1970s or early 1980s. 
Instead, we would look to the broader world to find out if democratization in South 
Korea is part of a larger pattern of similar events that occurred in similar and dissimi-
lar societies.

Think about the implications of focusing exclusively on South Korea. Perhaps, 
you reason, there is something about Korean culture that is inherently pro-democ-
racy. Yet if that were true, then all countries that share Korean culture should have 
democratized—or at a minimum, we would see popular demand for democracy in 
such countries. South Korea is most similar to North Korea, which was and remains 
a non-democratic regime. Both countries share centuries of language, culture, and 
history. If Korean people were inherently pro-democratic, and if political outcomes 
followed from similar characteristics, then North Korea should also be a democracy. 
Yet despite sharing many attributes, North and South Korea have taken different po-
litical paths.

Comparativists shy away from building arguments based exclusively on the 
particulars of a single case. A good comparativist would ask, “Is the emergence of 
democracy in South Korea just one example of a pattern?” and would explore not 
just whether democracy has emerged in other similar places at the same time, but 
also whether it has emerged in different places at the same time. Depending on what 
we observe from the real world, we can begin to discount some answers and gain 
confidence in others.

It turns out that South Korea is an example of a common phenomenon— 
democratization—which becomes puzzling when we see that many other very 
 different countries—such as Argentina, Turkey, the Philippines, and Poland—all ex-
perienced the same political outcome around the same time. To a comparativist, this 
pattern cannot be a coincidence, which calls into question the relative importance 
of factors unique to South Korea, and suggests that only by identifying the factors 
these  diverse countries share will we be able to explain the pattern. South Korea’s de-
mocratization raises interesting comparative politics questions both because similar 
countries (like North Korea) have not taken its path, and because different countries 
(like those listed above) have.

To nail down how comparativists ask questions about politics, consider how we 
might search for answers to the question of what causes civil wars. Let’s apply the 
same logic as above. Suppose you had just read an article about ongoing violence in 
the West African country of Nigeria, and you wanted to understand why the conflict 
started. If you went online, it would take you just a few minutes to learn two key 
things about Nigeria: it’s relatively poor, and it’s divided between Christians and 
Muslims. “Ah!” you might say. “They’re fighting over scarce resources, inspired by 
religious dogma.” These are both plausible answers—a decent start to an argument 
that explains the causes of conflict, both in Nigeria and in general.

However, think about the implications of these two hypotheses. If they were 
true, we should see civil wars in similarly poor and religiously divided societies. 
And if you spent another few minutes on the Internet, you would discover that civil 




