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Letter from the President 

Building a Disciplined, Rigorous Center in  
Comparative Politics 

 
David Collier 

University of California, Berkeley 
dcollier@socs.berkeley.edu 

 
In the lead article of an important symposium on the future 

of comparative politics (World Politics, October 1995, p. 4), Pe-
ter Evans offered a strong defense of what he calls the “eclectic, 
messy center” in our field, located between the alternatives of 
general theory and deep immersion in specific cases. I wish to 
take his idea a step further by arguing that new developments in 
comparative politics challenge us to build a “disciplined, rigor-
ous center.” This center should emerge from the interaction be-
tween, on the one hand, recent innovations in theory and 
method, and, on the other hand, approaches and tools that have 
traditionally been the distinctive strengths of comparative poli-
tics scholars. 

My previous letters discussed three building blocks for con-
structing this center position: the dialogue between quantitative 
and qualitative methods, innovation in the tradition of compara-
tive-historical analysis, and the interaction between theory-
driven research and inductive learning from cases that can grow 
out of field research. First, regarding the methodological dia-
logue, I reported the view held by many scholars that the evolv-
ing tools for analyzing a small number of cases (small-n) that 
constitute comparative method are not simply a way station on 
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the road to advanced quantitative techniques. Rather, in substan-
tive terms, we find in some literatures a sequence of learning in 
which scholars move from statistical studies to small-n studies, 
and not the other way around. Further, in methodological terms, 
writing on comparative method generates valuable insights in its 
own right. Small-n comparison remains indispensable to our 
field, and a creative dialogue with quantitative researchers is 
pushing work on comparative method in productive directions, 
including new perspectives on defining the universe of cases, se-
lecting cases, designing contextualized comparisons, and carry-
ing out causal assessment.1 

As comparativists engage in this methodological dialogue, 
they should note that from the discipline of statistics we continue 
to hear warnings that in some domains of research, including the 
social sciences, the assumptions entailed in advanced statistical 
techniques are routinely not met.2 Obviously, advanced statistics 
does not provide all the answers to our methodological ques-
tions, any more than the comparative method does. We need the 
methodological tools of both the statistical and the small-n tradi-
tions, and insights drawn from each can strengthen the other ap-
proach. This dialogue is an essential component of a disciplined, 
rigorous center in comparative politics. 

Second, the tradition of comparative-historical analysis, 
founded by Moore, Bendix, Lipset and Rokkan, and Tilly, has 
likewise seen substantial innovation. This tradition has been ex-
tended and consolidated through dozens of valuable studies, 
published in the 1990s, which use ambitious comparisons to ad-
dress questions of great political and normative significance. 
These new studies are especially interesting because they are re-
sponding to sharp methodological critiques that have emerged in 
the field of historical sociology. We find criticism, for example, 
of the kinds of explanatory claims entailed in the macro, struc-
tural focus of comparative-historical studies, and also of proce-
dures for causal assessment based on J. S. Mill’s methods. Given 
the increased attention of comparative-historical scholarship to 
such methodological issues – including a focus on microfounda-
tions, new understandings of path dependence, and the use of 
multiple strategies of causal assessment – this literature is a sec-
ond component of a disciplined center. 

Third, we have recently seen productive discussions of the 
interaction between theoretically-informed research and rich 
knowledge of cases that can create opportunities for “extracting 
new ideas at close range.” Such knowledge of cases not only 
serves to test hypotheses, but also is an indispensable source of 
new concepts and innovative research agendas. This multifac-

(Continued on page 4) 
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The Section’s annual business meeting will be held on Friday, 
September 3, from 5:30pm to 6:30pm. The room will be listed 
in the conference program. The section awards will be an-
nounced at the meeting (and will also appear in the winter is-
sue of the Newsletter). 
 

v 
 
The Comparative Politics Section Nominating Committee 

has announced its nominations for section offices to be filled 
for the period 1999-2001. To fill the position of Vice-
President and President-Elect, the committee has nominated 
Evelyn Huber of the University of North Carolina. The nomi-
nees for the two open positions on the Executive Committee 
are Kathryn Firmin-Sellers of Indiana University and Susan 
Pharr of Harvard University.  

These nominations will be presented and voted upon at the 
Section Business Meeting at APSA 1999. The Nominating 
Committee included Herbert Kitschelt (Chair), Margaret Levi, 
Guillermo O'Donnell, Elizabeth Perry, and Matthew Shugart. 

In addition, Section President David Collier has appointed 
Melanie Manion, of the University of Rochester, to serve as 
Comparative Politics Program Organizer for APSA 2000. 

 
v 

 
Political Behavior invites submissions for a special issue 

focused exclusively on Comparative Political Behavior, 
guest-edited by Richard Johnston (University of British Co-
lumbia). On the surface, at least, the 1990s have brought mas-
sive electoral change. Long-established parties of government 
have disappeared, as in Italy and Canada. In some places, so-
cial democratic and labor parties were moved to the electoral 
margin even as, elsewhere, overseas equivalents of Clinton 
New Democrats occupy the high ground. Are these changes 
the culmination of trends first observed in the early 1970s, the 
breakdown of cleavage structures dating back to the 1920s 
and before, gradual dealignment, deficit politics, the rise of 
postmaterialism and of new forms of identity politics? Or do 
the changes reflect the collapse of the Cold War system? Or 
has less changed than meets the eye? In this special issue we 
invite papers focused on these and other important topics re-

(Continued on page 4) 
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(Continued from page 2) 

eted interaction between cases 
and theory receives support 
from many sides. For example, 
forceful advocates of theoretical 
innovation – such as David La-
itin and Robert Bates, my 
predecessors as Section Presi-
dent – are likewise forceful ad-
vocates of creative field re-
search. Another example is 
found in the allocation of fund-
ing by the Social Science Re-
search Council, which empha-
sizes the anchoring of theoreti-
cally-driven disciplinary agen-
das in field research and area-
based knowledge (see the report 
on SSRC funding by Hershberg 
and Worcester in this issue of 
the newsletter). Relatedly, the 
current $25 million Ford Foun-
d a t i o n  p r o g r a m  f o r  
“Revitalizing Area Studies” 
serves as a reminder that area-
based knowledge remains a ba-
sic component of the interna-
tional studies enterprise in the 
United States. Against this 
backdrop, scholars seeking to 
construct a disciplined center in 
comparative politics face a cru-
cial challenge in promoting this 
multifaceted interaction be-
tween cases and theory: rigor-
ous training in field methodol-
ogy and in strategies of induc-
tive research too often receives 
insufficient attention in method-
ology courses within political 
science. The discipline of soci-
ology, which has a stronger tra-
dition of offering courses on 
these topics, may provide useful 
models for graduate training in 
comparative politics. 

I am convinced that these 
three developments in our 
field – the dialogue between 
quantitative and qualitative 
methodology, innovation in 
comparative-historical studies, 
and the interaction between the-
ory-driven research and induc-
tive learning from cases – create 
an opportunity for consolidating 
a disciplined, rigorous center in 
comparative politics. This cen-
ter combines the substantive 
richness that can derive from 
deep engagement in cases with 
the well-articulated standards 
for formulating and testing hy-
potheses offered by new theo-
retical and methodological ap-
proaches. A fundamental goal 
of ongoing scholarship and of 
graduate training must be to 
support the kind of theoretical 
and methodological pluralism 
needed to sustain this center 
ground. 
 
Notes 
1. See, for example, Gerardo 
Munck, “Canons of Research 
Design in Qualitative Analy-
sis,” Studies in Comparative In-
ternational Development , Vol. 
33, No. 3, forthcoming.  
2. David Freedman, “From As-
sociation to Causation: Some 
Remarks on the History of Sta-
tistics,” Statistical Science, 
forthcoming. Also available as 
Technical Report No. 521 at 
http://stat-www.berkeley.edu/
tech-reports/index.html. v 

 
 

(Continued from page 3) 

lated to the area of Compara-
tive Political Behavior. Dead-
line for submissions: Novem-
ber 31, 1999. Submissions 
should be sent to the main Po-
litical Behavior address: 
Diana Mutz, Department of 
Political Science, 2140 Derby 
Hall, 154 N. Oval Mall, The 
Ohio State University, Co-
lumbus, OH 43210-1373.  

 
v 

 
Political Behavior invites 

submissions for a special is-
sue on Evaluating Citizen 
Competence, guest-edited by 
James Kuklinski (University 
of Illinois). The purpose of the 
papers will be to grapple with 
the problem of choosing crite-
ria by which to judge citizen 
performance. Converse was 
the first researcher to expli-
cate precisely what those cri-
teria should be: ideological 
understanding, issue con-
straint, and issue stability 
across time. Since then, au-
thors have offered a variety of 
alternative criteria, including 
full information (an unattain-
able goal), the effective use of 
heuristics, and the ability to 
connect self interests and pol-
icy alternatives. Although 
each of these criteria has 
served a purpose, researchers 
have offered them on an ad 
hoc basis. Moreover, at times 
the performance criteria and 
the actual performance itself 
have not been fully distin-

(Continued on page 8) 
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Good Reads 
The Political Scientist’s  
Can Opener 
Tim Frye  
The Ohio State University 
tim.frye@polisci.sbs.ohio-state.edu 
 

American Academic Cul-
ture in Transformation: Fifty 
Years, Four Disciplines 
(Princeton, 1997) led me to ex-
tend the old joke about the 
physicist, the chemist, and the 
economist trapped on an island 
who need to open a can of 
food. The physicist says: 
“Let’s drop the can from a tall 
tree and use the force of grav-
ity to open the can.” The 
chemist argues: “Let’s use sea-
water to rust the can and then 
pry it open.” The economist 
begins: “First, assume a can 
opener.” 

Few people know this, but 
there was also a political scien-
tist on the island. When asked 
how to open the can, the politi-
cal scientist replied: “First, as-
sume the economist is right.”1 

American Academic Cul-
ture in Transformation is an 
ambitious effort to examine 
changes in academia over the 
last fifty years by reviewing 
two disciplines that have main-
tained an “intellectual unity 
and tight professional con-
trol” – economics and philoso-
phy – and two that have a 
“tendency to division and frag-
mentation” – political science 
and literature. The editors, his-
torians Carl Schorske and Tho-

mas Bender, asked Robert So-
low and David Kreps, and 
Charles Lindblom and Rogers 
Smith to recount developments 
in economics and political sci-
ence respectively, over the last 
half-century.  

In separate essays, Solow 
and Kreps show great respect 
for the progress made in eco-
nomics, while Lindblom and 
Smith stress the lack of find-
ings in political science and 
suggest that political science as 
debate is political science at its 
best. (It has been too many 
years since my BA in Russian 
language and literature for me 
to say anything intelligent 
about the literature and philoso-
phy sections of the book, but 
having read these chapters I am 
glad that I am in political sci-
ence.) 

In marking the progress of 
economics, Solow seeks to 
dispel the notion that the field 
has become formalistic – i.e. 
too mathematical and divorced 
from real world concerns. In 
his view, most models rely on 
intuition and few are deeply 
mathematical. Solow notes 
that the relatively simple kind 
of model-building that now 
dominates the field is an im-
provement over the discursive 
method of economics that he 
learned in graduate school.  

Kreps presents an intrigu-
ing analysis of developments 
in microeconomics. He argues 
somewhat tongue- in-cheek 

that the canonical principles of 
greed, rationality, and equilib-
rium have held up well. He 
notes that adherence to these 
principles have allowed econo-
mists to transport models de-
veloped in one subfield of eco-
nomics to others and thereby 
make progress. Moreover, as 
economics has expanded be-
yond the neoclassical approach 
to include studies of markets 
characterized by small num-
bers, costly information, and 
institutions, these three core 
principles have paid handsome 
benefits. 

Yet, Kreps also leaves 
open the possibility that a 
revolution may be brewing 
that will weaken adherence to 
the canonical principles. He 
depicts how some mainstream 
economists are creating mod-
els based on adaptive learning 
rather than strict rationality, 
are viewing firms as organiza-
tions rather than as purposeful 
monoliths, and are modeling 
and analyzing non-equilibrium 
states. Kreps expresses doubt 
that scholars working “outside 
the church” will erase the ad-
vances made over the last 
thirty years, but recognizes the 
potential importance of this 
line of work. 

Kreps writes effortlessly 
and with such good humor and 
humility that the essay is a joy 
to read. Moreover, his willing-
ness to entertain thoughts 
deemed heretical by many 
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within his field only increases 
his credibility.  

In contrast to the optimism 
of Solow and Kreps, Lindblom 
offers a deeply pessimistic 
view of the possibility of sci-
ence in politics. Relying on re-
views of social science pro-
gress by a host of major fig-
ures from Gabriel Almond to 
Maurice Duverger, Lindblom 
states: “[O]ne has to search te-
diously through six hundred 
pages of contributions to find 
less than a half dozen identifi-
cations of a finding – each it-
self dubious.” Lindblom is 
also troubled that “there is no 
clear, unmistakable, demon-
strated connection between po-
litical- science accomplish-
ments and society’s achieve-
ments.” 

Lindblom argues that po-
litical scientists rarely if ever 
make findings. Instead, they 
report evidence, construct 
checklists, make normative 
evaluations, and spend an aw-
ful lot of time simply correct-
ing the discipline’s own errors. 
At best, political science re-
fines lay thought. In his view, 
the discipline has been crip-
pled by a failure to “resolve 
the contradiction between 
long-standing ideals on one 
hand and feasible productive 
methods on the other.” This 
criticism is far stronger (and 
far more sophisticated) than 
the usual lamentations about 
the lack of progress in political 
science. One is hard pressed to 
find a more thorough or 
trenchant critique of the field. 

Smith shares Lindblom’s 
skepticism, but roots his con-
cerns in the difficulty of com-
bining a commitment to de-
mocratic institutions and posi-
tivism. He notes that 
“American political science 
has always been shaped by two 
oft-conflicting desires: to serve 
American democracy and to be 
a true ‘science’.” Smith argues 
that this inherent tension has 
led the field to swing on a pen-
dulum characterized by 
“periodic debunkings of the 
prevailing forms of political 
science, followed by quests for 
a ‘new science of politics.’” 

The editors have certainly 
stacked the deck by choosing 
two scholars from political sci-
ence who are skeptical of poli-
tics as science. Both scholars 
mix normative and positive 
theory to an extent that would 
make many in the field uncom-
fortable. Moreover, both scho l-
ars are writing primarily about 
the study of American politics. 
These points aside, their cri-
tiques merit discussion.2 

How severe are the splits 
between economics and politi-
cal science? Is political science 
so plagued by normative issues 
that it is doomed to battle soci-
ology for the lowest rung on 
the social science ladder, as 
Lindblom suggests? Is politi-
cal science in such dire straits? 
It seems to me that the answer 
is no, but this may be a ration-
alization by a second-year pro-
fessor seeking to validate a ca-
reer choice. 

First, many political scien-

tists work more like the econo-
mists of Solow and Kreps than 
the political scientists/
philosophers of Lindblom and 
Smith. Solow describes how 
economists build models that 
seek to simplify complex reali-
ties and then test implications 
from these models by gather-
ing data. With a relaxed defini-
tion of a “model,” this descrip-
tion fits many practicing politi-
cal scientists well. 

Part of the inferiority com-
plex plaguing political scien-
tists may stem from an overly 
rosy view of economics. We 
tend to view debates in eco-
nomics as ending in clear vic-
tories, but as Solow notes “old 
models never die, they just 
fade away.” In a wonderful 
turn of phrase, Kreps recounts 
that the debate between fresh-
water economists (Chicago, 
Carnegie-Mellon et. al.) and 
saltwater economists (MIT, 
Stanford, et. al.) over the value 
of rational expectations in 
macroeconomics ended with 
both sides claiming a brackish 
victory. 3 Ambiguous resolu-
tion to scholarly debates is fa-
miliar to political scientists - 
as is the faddishness that 
Kreps claims is so prevalent in 
economics. 

The slower progress in po-
litical science compared to 
economics likely comes from 
the subject matter in our field. 
Economists typically study the 
choices of individual actors in 
the relatively stable institu-
tional setting of a market. Po-
litical scientists, particularly 
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comparativists, study behavior 
in settings characterized by in-
stitutional instability and thus 
face a far more difficult task. 
The degree of institutional sta-
bility may also account for 
variation in progress within 
economics and political sci-
ence. It may explain why cor-
porate finance has progressed 
more quickly than develop-
mental economics and why 
American politics has pro-
gressed more quickly than 
comparative politics. 

Economics is not in the 
same shape as political sci-
ence, but the distance between 
the fields may be less than is 
commonly recognized. More-
over, this distance is shrinking 
as formal theory takes a 
stronger hold in political sci-
ence and the study of institu-
tions takes a stronger hold in 
economics. 

Second, the claim that nor-
mative concerns about democ-
racy necessarily restrict pro-
gress in political science is de-
batable. Again a look at eco-
nomics is helpful. It has not 
been held back by a concern 
for efficiency – which, with 
some alterations, can be seen 
as a disciplinary equivalent of 
democracy in political science. 
One can certainly make the 
case that many political scien-
tists working in many different 
areas are less constrained by 
their normative biases than 
Lindblom and Smith claim. 

Third, Lindblom’s philoso-
phy of science seems unduly 
restrictive. To put his argu-

ment (too) simply: scientists 
make findings by demonstrat-
ing with “high probability the 
truth or falsity of a nomothetic 
proposition;” political scien-
tists have not yet done so; and 
therefore “political science as 
debate” is perhaps the best we 
can do. 

To take each point in turn. 
Knowledge, if not science, can 
advance apart from nomothetic 
proofs. Save the law of supply 
and demand, it has been a 
while since anyone in econom-
ics proved a nomothetic propo-
sition. Economics is generally 
seen to be progressing by gen-
erating logically consistent 
theories that account for im-
portant empirical regularities 
with a high degree of accu-
racy, if not law-like generali-
zations. This slightly lower bar 
for progress is what most so-
cial scientists seek and is a 
worthy goal in itself. More-
over, it is a close approxima-
tion of what most political sci-
entists practice. 

Lindblom is correct that 
the field has not proven any 
nomothetic propositions, and 
perhaps that it should have  
done so by now, but the em-
pirical content of political sci-
ence is also richer than Lind-
blom suggests. Most political 
scientists agree that propor-
tional representation tends to 
produce multi-party systems, 
that democracies do not fight 
each other, that collective ac-
tion problems plague social 
mobilization, that democracies 
tend to persist in high- income 

countries, and that education is 
positively related to participa-
tion. Not law-like generaliza-
tions, but important findings, 
nonetheless. 

At a slightly lower level of 
proof, we can certainly recog-
nize that Barrington Moore 
improved the explanatory 
power of modernization the-
ory, that Robert Bates im-
proved theories of economic 
development, and that Gary 
Cox improved theories of elec-
toral laws by accounting for 
empirical anomalies unex-
plained by existing theory. 
Lindblom himself advanced 
our understanding of pluralist 
theory by advancing the 
“privileged position of busi-
ness.” 

In general we should be 
wary of a false dichotomy 
about the potential achieve-
ments of the field. Because po-
litical science does not make 
laws with the same precision 
as physics, we need not be lim-
ited to political science as nor-
mative debate.4 It is perhaps 
more useful to think of a con-
tinuum of scientific rigor and 
recognize advances along the 
way.  

Despite these criticisms, 
the book works well at two 
levels. First, it works as per-
sonal histories of the scholars. 
Lindblom’s self-effacing inter-
pretation of his contribution to 
the field is refreshing. More-
over, to trace the intellectual 
trajectory of such luminaries in 
social science is a treat, par-
ticularly for young scholars.5 
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Second, it works as a cha l-
lenge to political scientists to 
take a stand on the relationship 
between one’s work and the 
goals of the field. Lindblom’s 
crit ique of the goals of the 
field in particular forces the 
reader to reassess the value of 
the enterprise of social science 
in general and political science 
in particular. By making us 
think more deeply about the 
aspirations of the field, and its 
relation to our own work, the 
book merits attention for all 
social scientists. 

Perhaps with reflection po-
litical scientists may yet devise 
their own can opener. 

 
Notes 
1. My colleague David Rowe 
noted that thirty years ago the 
political scientist would have 
said: “Assume the sociologist 
is right.” 
2. As is unavoidable in such 
retrospectives of the field, 
large areas of research are 
given short shrift. For exam-
ple, rational choice approaches 
to politics are given particu-
larly rough treatment. Smith’s 
claims that formal modeling in 
political science is in decline 
and that rational choice scho l-
ars seek a “universal theory of 
politics” are subject to debate. 
3. The Economist (May 8, 
1999, p. 84) stated this point 
quite baldly: “Economics is 
not and can never be a proper 
science.” 
4. Two points are in order. 
First, as in political science, 
theories in physics often ad-

vance beyond the ability of 
scholars to test them well. Sec-
ond, normative theory has a 
very useful role to play in po-
litical science, but there are 
dangers in mixing normative 
and positive research pro-
grams. 
5. An overview chapter of po-
litical science by Ira Katzne l-
son on the 1960s is particu-
larly adept.v 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

û 

 
 

(Continued from page 4) 

guished. The special issue will 
serve as an opportunity to pro-
vide a comprehensive and 
more fully integrated treat-
ment of the topic. Deadline 
for submissions: December 
31, 1999. Submissions should 
be sent to the main Political 
Behavior address: Diana 
Mutz, Department of Political 
Science, 2140 Derby Hall, 
154 N. Oval Mall, The Ohio 
State University, Columbus, 
OH 43210-1373. v 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Book Reviews Needed! 
 
The Newsletter invites doctoral stu-
dents to submit book reviews for 
this section. If the book reviewed is 
recent, of sufficiently general inter-
est to comparativists, and the re-
view thoughtful and of publishable 
quality, then we will try to find 
room for it in the Newsletter. If you 
are interested, please contact the 
Editor or Assistant Editor for fur-
ther information and style guide-
lines. 
 
Note to authors and publishers: The 
Newsletter will not find reviewers 
for unsolicited manuscripts. But if 
you wish to help fill our book-
shelves and landfills, keep them 
coming! 
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Expanding Paired  
Comparison: A Modest  
Proposal1 
Sidney Tarrow 
Cornell University 
sgt2@cornell.edu 
 

In his presidential article of 
the Winter 1999 issue of this 
Newsletter, David Collier 
makes a powerful case for coun-
try-based, comparatively-
structured analysis. Collier is 
too modest to say so, but he and 
his collaborator, Ruth Berins 
Collier, are skilled practitioners 
of a particular type of compara-
tive analysis: paired comparison 
(Collier and Collier 1991). On 
reflection, much of the 
pathbreaking work in our field 
falls within the tradition of care-
fully-paired, theoretically-
structured comparison, but it 
has seldom been examined as a 
strategy of comparison (but see 
Lijphart 1975). Here is an effort 
to do so and to propose a com-
plement  to  Li jphar t ’s  
“comparable cases” strategy.  
 
Common Paths and  
Foundations 

Most paired comparison 
shelters methodologically un-
der the umbrella of “most simi-
lar systems designs” – treat-
ments of two, or few cases cho-
sen to maximize comparability, 
mainly employing configura-
tive, historical, and qualitative 
methods. These comparative 
treatments range from the anec-

dotal and ethnographic to the 
systematic and rigorous. (Not 
that there is no inherent reason 
why quantitative methods can-
not be used in paired compari-
sons, but the examples are sur-
prisingly few.) 

Most advocates of small-n 
comparisons use solid bedrocks 
of similarity to gain control 
over the number of potent ial 
variations surrounding their 
cases. Their assumption: by al-
lowing for variance in the de-
pendent variable while limiting 
the number of potentially 
causal factors, they can ap-
proach the logic – if not the 
standards – of statistical ap-
proaches and enhance their 
claim to internal validity 
(Bunce 1999, p. 16). 

Thus the strength of Bar-
rington Moore’s analysis of the 
contrasting French and British 
paths to democracy rested on 
their similar endpoints. Peter 
Katzenstein compared Swiss 
and Austrian corporatism as 
contrasting instances of small 
states’ adaptation to interna-
tional competition. Peter Hall 
viewed variations in political 
economic policy-making in 
Britain and France in light of 
the two countries’ commonal-
ities as liberal capitalist states. 
Robert Putnam and this author 
built comparisons of northern 
and southern Italy on the plat-
form of a single state’s institu-
tions. These authors bet on the 
similarities in their cases, mak-

ing it less likely that unseen 
variables explained the out-
comes they wished to explain.  

This “common paths and 
foundations” approach has both 
strengths and pitfalls. The major 
strength is the ability to com-
bine analytical leverage with in-
depth knowledge; the major 
weakness is, with so few cases, 
the inability to array a large 
enough number of variables to 
allow alternative theories to be 
considered. 

We can illustrate both by 
recalling the collapse of democ-
racy in Germany and Italy after 
World War One. When these 
countries turned to authoritari-
anism after recent suffrage ex-
pansions brought the working 
class into the polity, some ob-
servers concluded that 
“working-class authoritarian-
ism” was the culprit. What they 
failed to see – because they 
were looking for similar under-
pinnings – was their different 
starting points: a Germany with 
a large, industrially-based, So-
cial Democratic subculture and 
an Italy in which a reservoir of 
rural radicalism escaped the 
control of the Socialist party. 
Focusing on common paths and 
foundations led to interpreta-
tions that ignored different paths 
to similar outcomes. That is no 
reason to discard the “common 
foundations” approach, but it 
suggests another: comparing 
causal mechanisms in wider 
ranges of cases. 

Continuing Debates 
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Uncommon Foundations 

No less attractive for its 
qualitative depth than the 
“common foundations and 
paths” approach, but based on a 
broader range of variation, is 
the search for mechanisms that 
produce similar outcomes in 
different kinds of system. By 
stretching the boundaries of 
paired comparison to more-
different kinds of system the 
analyst need not lose the ad-
vantages of context-rich com-
parison familiar from the com-
parable case strategy, but can 
identify causal mechanisms 
that repeat themselves across 
broad ranges of variation and 
concatenate differently with 
other mechanisms and environ-
mental factors. 

Consider Valerie Bunce’s 
research on policy innovation in 
state socialist and western de-
mocratic regimes (1981). Bunce 
had observed that Soviet leader-
ship succession coincided with 
major increases in state budget-
ary expenditure and policy inno-
vation. Rather than retreat to the 
sovietological instinct then 
dominant in her area – which 
might have stopped at factors 
like internal power struggles, 
centralized control, or the per-
sonality characteristics of new 
leaders – she turned to leader-
ship succession in very different 
systems. By comparing leader-
ship succession in state socialist 
and liberal capitalist regimes, 
she discovered similarities in 
the policy consequences of lead-
ership change. Uncovering 

these outcomes led Bunce to 
reach under the surface of these 
unlike systems for the common 
mechanisms that link succession 
in office with policy innovation. 
As Bunce puts it in a more re-
cent contribution: 

By examining similar out-
comes across apparently di-
verse contexts, this approach 
can go far in eliminating a 
range of plausible causes 
(which is precisely the over-
arching goal of the scientific 
method) and in defining what 
constitutes necessary (but not 
sufficient) conditions (1999, p. 
16). 
This points to the major advan-
tage of the paired comparison of 
different types of polity or proc-
ess: the capacity to point to ro-
bust causal mechanisms that re-
peat themselves across broad 
ranges of variation and concate-
nate differently with different 
environmental conditions and 
with each other. Let us turn to 
this now. 
 
 
Comparison of Mechanisms 

What kinds of mecha-
nisms? With Jon Elster, I de-
fine mechanisms as “frequently 
occurring and easily recogniz-
able causal patterns that are 
triggered under generally un-
known conditions or with inde-
t e r m i n a t e  c o n s e -
quences” (1999, p. 1). Some 
well-studied mechanisms are 
the self- fulfilling prophecy, the 
prisoner’s dilemma, tit- for-tat, 
and so forth. They operate in 
many different contexts but be-

cause they are lodged at the in-
dividual level, they fail to ex-
ploit the full range of analytical 
leverage offered by compara-
tive analysis. They are basi-
cally limited to only one type: 

 
Cognitive mechanisms, 
which operate through 
alterations of individual 
and collective percep-
t ion;  words l ike  
“ r e c o g n i z e , ” 
“ u n d e r s t a n d , ” 
“re interpret ,”  and 
“classify” characterize 
such mechanisms. 

 
There are two other main types 
of mechanism of interest to so-
cial scientists that seldom ap-
pear in cognitively-based indi-
vidualistic analyses: 

 
Relational mechanisms, 
which alter connections 
among people, groups, 
and interpersonal net-
works; words like “ally,” 
“attack,” “subordinate,” 
and “appease” give a 
sense of relational 
mechanisms. 
 
Environmental mecha-
nisms, externally gener-
ated influences on the 
conditions which affect 
contentious politics; 
words like “disappear,” 
“enrich,” “expand,” and 
“disintegrate,” applied 
not to actors but their 
settings, suggest the 
sorts of cause-effect rela-
tions in question.  
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Consider brokerage, a rela-

tional mechanism compatible 
with a wide variety of environ-
ments and cognitions, which we 
can define as the mediation of 
the interests and identities of 
disparate and unconnected ac-
tors by a third actor who brings 
them together through commu-
nication, the offer of mutual ad-
vantages, and the threat of con-
straint. American urban polit i-
cians, Italian government minis-
ters, Mexican caciques use it to 
bring disparate supporters to-
gether around their electoral in-
terests. We even find it in insur-
gent episodes, like South Afr i-
can liberation, in which trade 
unions were linked to commu-
nity-based actions through con-
sumer boycotts (Price 1991, p. 
165).2 

We can learn much from 
seeing how similar mechanisms 
concatenate to produce what 
Elster calls “molecular proc-
esses.” (p. 33) Consider mobili-
zation – a familiar relational 
process in contentious politics 
that takes a variety of forms as 
it intersects with different envi-
ronmental and cognitive proc-
esses. In western Europe it had 
intersected with routine proc-
esses of electoral and trade un-
ion activity and built identities 
based on class socialization. 
But in the repressive environ-
mental conditions of Czarist 
Russia, recruitment had to take 
covert and controlled forms; 
class was a symbol rather than 
a mechanism of recruitment, 
and activation was sporadic and 

risky. The result was a mobili-
zational style that – in the con-
text of the collapsing Czarist 
empire – produced the histori-
cally unique episode of the 
Russian Revolution. Common 
mechanism, radically different 
outcomes. 

Mechanism-based compari-
son can also help us with a 
p rob lem that common-
foundations comparison has not 
solved: how to explicate and 
trace the paths of similar out-
comes from different starting 
points. Consider the protest con-
trol systems that developed in a 
variety of Western countries af-
ter the 1960s. Starting in the 
United States, police across the 
Western democracies developed 
standard techniques of negotia-
tion, advice, and facilitation of 
protest. In the decentralized 
American policing system, 
these techniques were propa-
gated through associations of 
police chiefs, the U.S. Army Po-
lice School, informal networks, 
and state subsidies; in France 
and Italy they were imposed by 
centralized police hierarchies 
under national political control 
(della Porta and Rieter eds 
1998). These environmental dif-
ferences affected implementa-
tion but the important point is 
that through contrasting mecha-
nisms, different types of system 
produced fairly similar out-
comes – a result we might not 
have noticed had our compari-
son been limited to countries 
with common foundations (or 
had we slavishly obeyed the in-
junction never to sample on the 

dependent variable!). 
There are demands and 

costs to the paired comparison 
of unlike systems. The major 
demand is that like all different 
systems designs, it requires a 
strong theory – but this is a vir-
tue as well as a demand. The 
main costs are three: first, there 
may be so many explanatory 
variables in play that independ-
ent variables of interest are 
unlikely to be tested in any rig-
orous way. Second, it is hard to 
build up the same degree of ex-
pertise of the specialists who 
practice comparable-cases com-
parison. And third, by compar-
ing politics across wide ranges 
of political practice and struc-
ture, we are likely to overlook 
contextual factors that enrich 
the case study method. 

Some of these problems are 
the problems of any new ap-
proach, others are shared with 
more-different-systems com-
parisons of a more familiar 
kind, others can be confronted 
at a second stage – after robust 
mechanisms are identified 
across a range of cases through 
recourse to other methods.  

This takes me to my final 
point – re-building a scholarly 
community of comparativists. 
The paired comparison of 
unlike cases is no panacea, but 
it may help to bridge the prac-
tices of different groups of 
scholars. Like most-different 
systems analysts, it stretches 
the boundaries of comparison 
to a wide range of polities; like 
area specialists, it is able to 
delve deep into the intricacies 
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of individual cases; and like ra-
tional-choice aficionados, it ex-
amines common mechanisms 
across a wide range of systems. 
Perhaps building these bridges 
can help us avoid falling into 
the abyss of paradigm warfare 
into which our subfield some-
times seems determined to de-
scend. 
 
Notes 
1. This article is extracted freely 
from Doug McAdam, Sidney 
Tarrow and Charles Tilly, Dy-
namics of Contention (in prepa-
ration), ch. 5. Useful comments 
were made by Val Bunce, 
David and Ruth Collier, Miriam 
Golden, Peter Katzenstein, Peter 
Lange, and Jonas Pontusson. 
2. For examples of brokerage 
and some of its manifesta-
tions – including the South Af-
rican case, see McAdam, Tar-
row and Tilly (in preparation), 
ch. 7. 
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Use the Newsletter in the classroom! 
 

 
The APSA has authorized university teachers to reproduce  
articles from the Newsletter for use in the classroom at no 

charge.  
 

Take advantage of this policy, and introduce your graduate 
students to the latest research, issues and debates in  

comparative politics. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Book Reviews Needed! 
 
The Newsletter invites doctoral stu-
dents to submit book reviews for 
this section. If the book reviewed is 
recent, of sufficiently general inter-
est to comparativists, and the re-
view thoughtful and of publishable 
quality, then we will try to find 
room for it in the Newsletter. If you 
are interested, please contact the 
Editor or Assistant Editor for fur-
ther information and style guide-
lines. 
 
Note to authors and publishers: The 
Newsletter will not find reviewers 
for unsolicited manuscripts. But if 
you wish to help fill our book-
shelves and landfills, keep them 
coming! 
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Nudging Serendipity: Support 
for Third Country (C3)  
Research 
 
Richard J. Samuels  
Massachusetts Institute of  
Technology 
samuels@mit.edu 
 

When he was president of 
this group, David Laitin identi-
fied an important problem for 
comparativists and for our polit i-
cal science departments.1 He 
noted that we each make a crit i-
cal decision when we transition 
from our dissertation project to 
our second substantive research 
project: either we elect to follow 
our substantive/theoretical inter-
ests to a new geographic venue, 
or else we roam across the same 
real estate examining a different 
substantive/theoretical issue. He 
argues that the discipline has un-
derestimated the costs of doing 
the latter and has overestimated 
the costs of doing the former. As 
a result, most comparativists 
head off to find a second prob-
lem to solve on the same soil. 
Laitin is correct. Over the course 
of their careers, most compara-
tivists do remain more closely 
identified with the country or 
region where they undertook 
their first extensive field re-
search (C1) than with the ques-
tions they asked while there. 

But there is a second, related 
problem worth addressing. Ei-
ther implicitly or explicitly, 
comparativists compare C1 with 
their home country (C2). Since 
most practicing comparativists 

in the APSA are Americans, the 
United States becomes the most 
common C2.2 In this essay I 
want to follow up some prelimi-
nary discussions held recently 
under the auspices of the Social 
Science Research Council and 
the Abe Fellowship Program 
concerning the special problems 
faced by that smaller number of 
specialists who eventually ven-
ture further afield and apply their 
hard earned C1 expertise and 
tacit C2 knowledge to a new, 
third case (C3). This may hap-
pen at any time in a comparativ-
ist’s career and is as consequen-
tial for the scholar and his home 
department as is the choice to 
follow theory or regional spe-
cialization in second projects. 

The C3 problem is not eve-
ryone’s. The language and cul-
tural skills of Arabists or Latin 
Americanists are portable in 
ways that others can only envy. 
Even Sinologists have multiple 
venues to apply their skills. 
Many Europeanists, for their 
part, seem to have little diffi-
culty engaging materials from 
three or more national cases. 
Note, for example, the success 
with which Peter Gourevitch 
built his argument using material 
from France, Germany, Sweden, 
and Great Britain, as well as the 
United States, or how Gregory 
Luebbert reviewed the transfor-
mation of social coalitions 
across all of interwar Europe.3 

C3 is a particular problem for 
those comparativists who specia l-
ize in countries like Japan, Korea, 
Turkey, India, or Russia, where 

the ratio of investment in lan-
guage and contextual learning to 
the opportunities for their appli-
cation is particularly high. There 
is a double whammy in these 
cases: it takes considerably 
longer to acquire C1 expertise 
and, with respect to many ana-
lytic questions, there are many 
fewer places to apply it. When 
starting a new project, these 
“high ratio” comparativists may 
have little time or energy left for 
duplicating the detailed learning 
they did when they began work-
ing on their first country.  

Over the course of a career, 
therefore, many such scholars 
write single country case studies 
in seriatim. They might write an 
initial book on The Politics of 
Subject X in C1 . This positions 
them to become one of two 
kinds of niche players: either 
they become the “go to” author 
for a chapter on Subject X in a 
book on C1 or the author of 
choice for the chapter on C1 in 
the edited volume on Subject X. 
This same process can be re-
peated after the author’s second 
book: The Politics of Subject Y 
in C1. In African studies, as La-
itin pointed out, this meant that 
scholars who started out working 
on nation-building in the 1960s 
became specialists on debt in the 
1970s, democratization in the 
1980s, and failed states in the 
1990s. The sorts of C1 and (at 
least tacit) C2 contributions (i.e., 
books spun off into chapters in 
edited volumes) that result from 
such intraregional roaming is 
certain to be contextually deep. 

Articles 
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But, they may not be conceptu-
ally broad. And, in a discipline 
that celebrates breadth and depth 
as one route to fuller theory, 
contributions of these area spe-
cialists are apt to be discounted 
heavily.  

Whether because their work 
finds so consistently limited a 
niche, or whether because they 
grow bored with work on the 
same country, some area specia l-
ists have begun to get restless. 
Some have forsaken their coun-
try studies and have reached out 
to theoretical pursuits. Others 
are reaching out to third and 
fourth cases in greater numbers 
than ever. But moving from C1 
to C3 is fraught with peril – both 
for the field and the researcher. 
The field risks losing critical ex-
pertise as its deep area specia l-
ists migrate to new venues. Re-
searchers risk becoming dile t-
tantes who know more and more 
about less and less. But to the 
extent that there is a potential 
payoff in better theory, the in-
centive to migrate remains. 

The path of one’s profes-
sional migration from C1 to C3 
varies with the kinds of ques-
tions that interest the researcher 
and with the sorts of analytic 
skills s/he has acquired. Two ex-
tremes frame the issue of how 
well defined research questions 
must be before C3 comparisons 
can properly be made. If a re-
searcher is interested in many 
case, many variable, large-n re-
search problems, advanced 
“quantoidal” training is undoubt-
edly more important than lan-
guage or deep cultural under-
standing. Here the issue is about 
preparation for “Cn” cases– 
where n can be in the dozens or 

more. While the researcher may 
need the best multivariate statis-
tical training money can buy, 
this is not the C3 problem I have 
identified or am trying to solve. 

If, on the other hand, the re-
searcher is a “narratoidal” proc-
ess-tracer, then s/he has to make 
a tough choice between depend-
ence on English- language 
sources and investing in learning 
an additional foreign language. 
The choice is not always easy or 
obvious. Some – particularly 
those armed with specific ques-
tions derived from well-designed 
concepts wrapped in a coherent 
theory – will find that English 
language sources are sufficient 
to allow an informed rough 
sketch of the situation in C3. 
The researcher will hold the 
sketch up against the more de-
tailed account of C1 and 
(typically) the United States. 
This often works quite nicely – 
as long as the researcher then 
submits drafts to C3 researchers 
who can read and critique it to 
prevent fatal misinterpretation. 
S/he can generate reasonable hy-
potheses and identify relation-
ships that the standard C1-C2 
pairing might miss. 

Others – particularly those 
on a more inductive hunt for par-
allels and differences, and with a 
somewhat greater threshold for 
the frustration of intellectual cul-
de-sacs – are likely to need di-
rect access to C3 language mate-
rials. How they get that access 
depends in large part upon the 
problem they are studying. If 
their process-tracing is particu-
larly fine-grained (e.g., compara-
tive study of decisions to extend 
suffrage, to redistrict electoral 
systems, or of social policy for-

mation), there may not be secon-
dary sources available in Eng-
lish. If, on the other hand, the 
research is targeting particularly 
well-documented cases (e.g., de-
cisions for war and peace), there 
may be better prospects for the 
non-speaker of “C3-ese.” The 
latter can use secondary material 
and be relatively independent, 
while the former will need re-
search assistance and hence are 
likely to have to be more senior 
scholars. 

There are many roads to C3 
research. Different scholars fol-
low different trajectories because 
different questions invoke differ-
ent approaches. Some projects 
require “thin” area skills, while 
others require “thick” area skills. 
That is, in some cases language 
fluency and cultural intimacy are 
the sine qua non for success, 
while in others, it may be suffi-
cient to visit for a few months 
and get specific answers to spe-
cific questions. For example, 
John Campbell claims that “for 
many kinds of research, one 
would get 75 percent of the 
value of the third case in three or 
four weeks of reading and travel-
ing.”4 

On the other hand, there are 
projects that have “thick” or 
“thin” theoretical ambitions. 
Journalists reside where thin area 
skills meet thin theoretical ambi-
tion. Barrington Moore lived 
where thick area knowledge 
meets thick theory. So do Theda 
Skocpol and Avner Greif. This is 
the realm of both historical soc i-
ology and narrative game theory. 
Clifford Geertz and the political 
anthropologists he inspired va l-
ued detailed description over 
grandiose theory. So do those 
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who, like Michel Crozier, focus 
intently upon single bureaucratic 
institutions. Gary Cox and other 
students of comparative electoral 
systems value coherent, deduc-
tive theory over excessive de-
scription. The range of routes to-
ward C3 can be mapped as fol-
lows: 

 
Where Theory Meets  
Context at C35 

 
Even if we would prefer liv-

ing in one of the three ideal type 
corners where one or both of our 
central pursuits is “thick,” most 
comparativists live in a middle 
neighborhood, where most theo-
rizing neither explains history 
across centuries for multiple 
countries, nor posits a parsimoni-
ous and universal explanation for 
political behavior. Instead, most 
of us try to provide theoretically 
sensitive explanations built upon 
close examination of empirical 
cases. 

But if it is that “doubly 
thick” variant of C3 we are pur-
suing, there may be two ways to 

get there. The most common 
route – and likely the one taken 
by incumbents like Barrington 
Moore and Peter Gourevitch – 
requires reliance on C3 research 
assistants and other English-
speaking local interlocutors. 
This option may be more avail-
able to senior scholars than to 
dissertation students. But career 
stage ought to be a second order 
problem. Levels of expertise 
must first be matched to particu-
lar research agendas. Well 
trained and properly funded jun-
ior researchers certainly can 
complete contextually rich and 
theoretically informed C3 re-
search. In a recent presidential 
missive, David Collier saw “a 
career sequence that moves from 
a single-country dissertation to 
multi-country research” as both 
common and logical, and while 
this certainly has been the path 
many have trod (myself in-
cluded), I wonder if one size fits 
all.  

It is instructive to look 
closely at those multi-country 
comparisons that include a close 

analysis of the case about which 
the scholar has the greatest ex-
pertise – i.e., C1 – that work best 
and least well. In Japanese stud-
ies, for example, there are sev-
eral studies that exemplify this 
sort of C3 project. Few are by 
political scientists, however. 
Robert Cole’s study of auto 
workers in Japan, Sweden, and 
the United States is a splendid 
example of clear thinking across 
sometimes unexplored cases, but 
Cole is an industrial sociologist.6 
Gregory Kasza’s study of mass 
organizations under authoritari-
anism is the best example of 
such a study by a political scien-
tist.7 Each regional or area sub-
field can take its own C3 census. 

As I have already suggested, 
few comparative studies have 
been broader or more influential 
than Barrington Moore’s Social 
Origins of Dictatorship and De-
mocracy. We know that this was 
not because Moore mastered five 
foreign languages – or even be-
cause he got every case right. 
Theda Skocpol made a similarly 
bold effort in her study of revo-

WHERE THEORY MEETS CONTEXT AT C3

ïHistorical Sociology
ïNarrative Game Theory

 Rational Choice
Journalism

ïPolitical Anthropology
ïInstitutional Biography

Thick

Thin Thick

Survey
Research

Electoral
Politics

CorporatismCivic
Culture

C
on

te
xt

        Theory

Various
Mid-Range

Theories

3C

3C3C

3C



16                                                                                                                                        APSA-CP Newsletter, Summer 1999 

lutions, without pretending to 
master each case in the detail ex-
pected of an area specialist. A 
France specialist, John Zysman, 
included a detailed Japanese 
case in order to generalize his 
argument about the importance 
of financial systems in politics.8 
That none of these scholars’ ef-
forts satisfied every area specia l-
ist does not detract from their 
intellectual and analytical im-
pact. 

How can we make more of 
this happen, should we wish to 
do so? The obvious place to start 
is the graduate training pro-
grams. So-called “broadening 
grants” are already an important 
color on the SSRC pallet. Col-
lier’s letter warns that adding 
national cases to dissertations 
has been frustrated by the practi-
cal and intellectual limitations of 
dissertation writers. There are 
other, less obvious possibilities. 
Foundations might consider 
grants to research institutes that 
encourage the sorts of team 
teaching or interdisciplinary re-
search that nurture exploration 
of new cases. Faculty who reside 
in functionally defined research 
institutions (e.g., Social Policy 
Research Centers, Centers for 
Security Studies, Research Cen-
ters for the Study of Elections, 
Survey Research Centers) as 
well as in area centers might be 
identified and rewarded with 
seed funding. So might scholars 
from different regions or sub-
fields who team-teach graduate 
research seminars. Other schol-
ars could be provided summer 
grants to visit dissertation stu-
dents they supervise who are do-
ing field research in third coun-
tries. They might be provided 

support to deliver papers and 
serve as discussants on panels at 
professional meetings in coun-
tries they have not yet studied 
firsthand. 

In short, we should nurture 
networks that nudge the seren-
dipity of scholarly inquiry across 
geographic and intellectual bor-
ders. The result, I suggest, will 
be simultaneously deeper and 
broader knowledge. Getting 
there will depend on acceptance 
of the premise that deep knowl-
edge derived from one case can 
profoundly illuminate under-
standing of other cases – and 
that this sort of illumination is 
not available through deductive 
modeling or through quantitative 
data sets alone. This is not about 
“retooling” tired area specialists, 
but about broadening some who 
will contribute to a fuller com-
prehension of politics compara-
tively. Some who travel this way 
will parlay their hard-earned C1 
knowledge by generating new 
theory. Others will test existing 
theory. Some will identify en-
tirely new puzzles. Others will 
explain important outlying cases. 
There are a great many ways in 
which nurturing C3 capabilities 
can enhance comparative polit i-
cal research. 
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Symposium 
Data Collection and Fieldwork in Comparative Politics 

Issues, Incentives, Opportunities 

Editor’s Introduction 
 

Daniel Treisman 
University of California, Los Angeles 

treisman@polisci.ucla.edu 
 

In this symposium, we take as the theme the raw materials – the “stuff” – of which comparative 
politics is made. The word data, as Webster’s reminds us, comes from the Latin datum, meaning 
“something given.” But, as we all know, it isn’t. Data must be painstakingly gathered, recorded, 
sorted, labeled, stored, and periodically sniffed for freshness. Whether numbers in a spreadsheet, jo t-
tings in a coffee-stained notebook, or photocopies from an archive, good data are both hard to get and 
perishable. 

In his “Letter from the President” in the Winter 1999 Newsletter, David Collier started a conver-
sation on this question that others were eager to join. From a variety of angles, the authors in this is-
sue take up some of the topics he raised. Some tell of opportunities and incentives. Jennifer Widner 
reports on a new award of the Organized Section in Comparative Politics to recognize the creators of 
original datasets. David Epstein and Sharyn O’Halloran introduce a cross-national database for com-
parative politics soon to be launched on the web. Others raise notes of caution. José Cheibub, himself 
an experienced practitioner in quantitative data-gathering, warns that in this age of “data optimism” 
we should not forget E.H. Carr’s injunction to “ask questions of our documents” – and suggests that 
today we should also interrogate our spreadsheets. 

Running through several contributions is the central dilemma Collier raised: how the profession 
should balance the “deep engagement with data” that comes from one- or two-country studies against 
the opportunities to test generalizations that only a larger number of cases can provide. Eric Her-
shberg and Kenton Worcester of the SSRC describe results of a review by the Council of its recent 
pattern of support for different kinds of graduate research. Contrary to the impression of some, they 
point out, SSRC funding for extended periods of field work abroad has not diminished but increased 
in recent years. Finally, David Laitin reviews the suddenly data-rich field of post-Soviet politics as it 
rapidly rejoins the mainstream of comparative politics, and urges scholars not to miss ways in which 
the varied ferment east of the Elbe can challenge and reshape our thinking about politics in general.  

Maintaining Our  
Knowledge Base 
 
Jennifer Widner 
University of Michigan 
jwidner@umich.edu 
  

This year the Comparative 
Politics section of the APSA has 

created a new prize for the best 
data set in comparative politics. 
As one who worries aloud about 
the maintenance of our “data in-
frastructure” and who now 
chairs the prize committee, I 
thought I should explain the 
source of the concern, speaking 
for myself and not for my fellow 

committee members. 
Many of my colleagues who 

study developing areas find they 
are caught in a paradox. At pre-
cisely the time universities seek 
to “internationalize” higher edu-
cation, several trends undermine 
the capacities of scholars to 
serve as independent sources of 
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information about other regions 
of the world. The full impact 
may not reveal itself for several 
years, but in many departments, 
mine included, empirical re-
search outside American 
boundaries is at risk. As a disci-
pline, we need to confront the 
challenge of maintaining our 
knowledge base. 

It is true that problems have 
always beset primary data col-
lection in comparative politics. 
The survey research of the 1960s 
attracted criticism for its insens i-
tivity to the difficulties of cross-
national comparison. Economet-
ric analysis of aggregate data of-
ten omitted important variables 
or used inappropriate proxies for 
want of necessary information, 
and produced biased results. The 
“area studies” counter-revolution 
also failed to deliver. Ethno-
graphic studies too often col-
lapsed into stories about partic u-
lar cases, with little potential for 
providing general insight. 

For all of their flaws, each of 
these intellectual movements 
sought to improve upon the 
other – to make up for deficie n-
cies or attend to neglected stages 
of the research process. What is 
different about our situation to-
day is that the pressure to aban-
don the enterprise has started to 
exceed the incentives to do what 
we do better. 

There are five worrisome 
changes afoot. Most universities 
suffer from their effects in some 
measure, although some may be 
more prone than others. None of 
the changes is an unmitigated 
bad. Each has a positive aspect 
or offers something we all value 
as scholars. Indeed, it is this 
quality that makes it so difficult 

to confront the unintended, 
negative side-effects that under-
mine our data infrastructure. 

One challenge lies in the un-
healthy interaction between the 
enterprise of social science and 
changes in our tenure and pro-
motion requirements. Inquiry 
always has several stages. The 
best scholars are those who dem-
onstrate creativity in identifying 
interesting questions, building 
insightful theories, collecting in-
formation to test their ideas, ana-
lyzing evidence, and communi-
cating their results. They lavish 
years on their projects, espe-
cially when much of the work 
must take place abroad. 

In a world where salaries are 
tied to annual productivity and 
time-to-tenure is 5 to 6 years, the 
incentives work against “doing 
everything well.” Instead, we 
focus our attention on the manu-
script that we can write quickly 
at the desk – a think piece, an 
article that relies on made-up 
facts (“factoids”), or re-analys is 
of a stock data set. This institu-
tional context does not lend it-
self to good writing about other 
parts of the world. We all need 
to maintain our productivity. But 
the annual reward system means 
that empirical research gener-
ally, but especially work in diffi-
cult settings, precipitates salary 
erosion. And the short time to 
tenure discourages “second pro-
jects” that involve serious em-
pir ical research. Inevitably, pr i-
mary data collection in develop-
ing areas suffers. 

Funding trends also inter-
fere. The existence of prelimi-
nary data or prior investigation 
by other scholars provides a tre-
mendous advantage in the re-

search world. For example, sam-
ple size calculations for surveys 
and a lot of other technical as-
pects of data collection require 
information about standard de-
viations. The only way to get 
some sense of these is to turn to 
earlier, related work, which 
asked identical questions or at 
least very similar questions. It is 
possible to do so in the study of 
American politics and it is often 
possible in the study of Euro-
pean politics. Elsewhere, no 
such information exists. That 
means proposals to fund basic 
data collection are very likely to 
fail, if they involve work in a de-
veloping country. Review panels 
rarely reflect on the “chicken-
and-egg” problem that confronts 
us. Without preliminary data, 
they say, no research support. 

This trend has two conse-
quences. One is that scholars are 
forced back into forms of re-
search funding where the time 
demands are unpredictable or 
risky and mesh poorly with aca-
demic schedules – bids on 
USAID projects, for example. 
The other is that once a region is 
marginalized by the academic 
community, it grows ever more 
so. Breaking out of the vicious 
cycle depends almost entirely on 
self-financing of the preliminary 
work.  

Data release requirements 
can also discourage primary data 
collection. The rule that re-
searchers should make their data 
publicly available has great 
merit. It enables us to assess data 
quality, replicate results, and 
build on others’ work. But too 
often we forget that the amount 
of time which elapses between 
collection and release affects the 
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incentive to invest. In develop-
ing country-based research, 
where scholars often have to 
sink substantial amounts of their 
own savings into their work and 
where data collection usually ab-
sorbs all of a year’s leave, a 
quick turn-around time discour-
ages empirical investigation. It is 
important that exclusive rights 
run for a reasonable period. That 
period should take into account 
the fact that most comparativists 
have to balance writing with 
teaching and other term-time ob-
ligations, since few can win re-
lease time for both data collec-
tion and writing.  

If the researcher can assert 
no property rights to the fruits of 
his or her labor, there is no sense 
in carrying out difficult empir i-
cal work. Quick turn-around 
times serve only the short-term 
interests of the users of others’ 
data. They do not serve the com-
munity as a whole, over the me-
dium- and long-term.  

A fourth unhealthy trend 
emanates from the abuse of for-
mal modeling. There is no inevi-
table trade-off between this kind 
of work and others. Mathematical 
models can be useful. They pro-
vide one way to generate testable 
hypotheses about the world 
around us. They allow us to think 
systematically about a limited 
range of political behavior, draw-
ing on a few assumptions and 
“factoids.” They are important 
first-steps in research on some 
topics. They have other advan-
tages too. They are cheap, com-
pared to field work. Moreover, 
we can build them at our desks, 
with all the comforts an Ameri-
can university is able to provide. 

Unfortunately, new enthus i-

asms often go beyond reasonable 
bounds, and in the case of for-
mal modeling, the excesses 
threaten our knowledge base. 
The problem is an attitude, not a 
method.  

A cartoon in The Chronicle 
of Higher Education captures the 
most distressing sin. An editor 
peers avidly at a manuscript, ap-
parently having objected to inac-
curacy, while the author waves 
his hands and says, “You can 
check facts, but these are fac-
toids!” The search for general 
insight inevitably trades some 
measure of accuracy for parsi-
mony, but usually social scie n-
tists think it is important to limit 
the disparity. In the hands of 
some of our newer formal mod-
elers, that no longer appears to 
be the case. Replied one job can-
didate to a challenge this past 
year, “I don’t actually know any-
thing about my cases.” One 
would have thought that would 
have been enough to sink him, 
but the young man had defend-
ers: “Facts aren’t important. We 
are political philosophers. It is 
up to you to test our theories.” 
Others in the candidate list 
showed similar abandon and 
cared not at all that the “facts” to 
which they alluded were pure 
products of the imagination.  

These exchanges are worri-
some. Understanding is the 
product of a delicate interplay 
between substantive knowledge 
and abstract theory. Of course it 
is acceptable to develop a model 
with reference to what might be 
an odd or exceptional case, as 
long as the author tests the the-
ory and then offers appropriate 
caveats to other members of the 
research community. But to 

abandon any concern for accu-
racy leads us into irrelevance. 
The big insights come from a 
healthy curiosity about where 
our models fail, not from dogged 
insistence that others do the 
work of testing our ideas. Rely-
ing on “factoids” in an effort to 
escape discussion of accuracy is 
as anti-intellectual as the post-
modernist shrug that the mean-
ing of a text or an event is what-
ever the reader says it is. 

To the extent that depart-
ments accept the new attitude on 
the part of modelers, while in-
sisting that others adhere to a 
broader panoply of quality crite-
ria, the incentives to carry out 
difficult empirical research di-
minish. The asymmetry in the 
significance we accord reasoning 
errors in theory construction, 
compared to reasoning errors in 
evidence, leads us to constitute 
departments where respect for 
fact disappears. 

The final troublesome trend 
comes from the publishing 
world. In the past few years, aca-
demic presses have had to be-
come self-supporting. As a re-
sult, few now gamble on empir i-
cal studies, especially books 
about parts of the world not at 
the forefront of American for-
eign policy interests. A hint of 
data from Africa, parts of South-
east Asia, or a few other parts of 
the world is enough to elicit a 
demand that an author guarantee 
the purchase of several hundred 
copies. Without the money up 
front, the manuscript won’t go to 
the board, no matter how good it 
is. 

As a result of these pres-
sures, the maintenance of our 
knowledge base resides increas-
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ingly in government organiza-
tions and in other countries. 
There is no disagreement that 
researchers in places like the 
World Bank and colleagues in 
other countries should  be en-
gaged in data collection. But the 
withdrawal of American univer-
sities from the enterprise is prob-
lematical. It means that policy 
will lead scholarship to a much 
greater degree than it has in the 
past. Although I worry most of-
ten that academics fail to heed 
what ordinary people care about, 
I do think we have an important 
countercyclical function to pla y 
in the intellectual world. We will 
not be able to perform that func-
tion if we are wholly dependent 
on data generated for current 
policy purposes. Maintenance of 
projects that generate important 
time-series data also requires a 
broader outlook. It demands the 
willingness to provide a public 
good in the face of political pres-
sures to do other things. Finally, 
it is inappropriate that we allow 
ourselves to become wholly 
parasitic on the labor of our col-
leagues abroad.  

What should we do to ad-
dress these problems? We could 
let data collection in compara-
tive politics lapse until demand 
drives up the rewards and re-
verses the incentives. But this 
strategy will impose high costs. 
We need to intervene, instead. 

The APSA comparative poli-
tics data prize, newly created, is 
a small step to show that the dis-
cipline recognizes the important 
contributions of people who are 
engaged in data collection. It 
does not suffice, however. Sev-
eral other steps are required, in 
my view. 

 
• Universities, private foun-

dations, the SSRC, and 
NSF should offer seed 
money for collection of 
pr e l iminary data  in  
“marginal” or difficult 
parts of the world. Without 
seed money, it is difficult 
to break out of the vicious 
cycle that besets research 
in these regions. Eligibility 
should be independent of 
the existence of pre-tests 
and of sample size calcula-
tions based on previous 
work. It should be a func-
tion of having a clear, in-
teresting question, a good 
research design, a sophisti-
cated grasp of the litera-
ture, a favorable track re-
cord, and the ability to 
work with host-country 
colleagues. 

• We need cross-university 
and cross-regional collabo-
ration to develop and main-
tain time-series data sets or 
explicitly comparative data 
compendia. These are 
“public goods” – infra-
structure projects that gen-
erate information used by 
the discipline as a whole, 
but impose high individual 
costs on researchers who 
organize them.  

• University administrators 
and departments need to 
think carefully about the 
ways tenure and promotion 
standards affect the charac-
ter of knowledge. Deans 
may need to counteract the 
effect of rules and proce-
dures that negatively influ-
ence the fortunes of those 
who engage in empirical 

research abroad, compared 
to others. 

• We need to consider 
whether rules regarding the 
release of data provide a 
reasonable amount of time 
for a researcher to use what 
s/he has worked hard to as-
semble. The standard of 
reasonableness should not 
be what is acceptable 
within the boundaries of 
the United States, but 
should instead take into ac-
count the demands that 
comparativists face. 

• We need to renegotiate re-
lationships with publishers. 
Possible terms of a deal 
would include the creation 
of a fund to help finance 
book publication on 
“marginal” areas, with the 
provision that if sales ex-
ceeded a floor level, the 
publisher would return the 
money to the common 
fund. The support would 
only be available on a com-
petitive basis for manu-
scripts that had received 
favorable peer reviews. 
 
Finally, we need to think 

about drawing mid-career and 
senior scholars back into pr i-
mary data collection. Work in 
remote areas is hard on family 
life. It is unreasonable to expect 
a scholar to devote a lifetime to 
the enterprise. In order to pre-
serve past lessons and improve 
the quality of our data resources, 
we need to think about ways to 
draw colleagues back into this 
kind of work, after they have 
“dropped out” for a time. Col-
laborative, cross-university pro-
jects may be one vehicle for do-
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ing so. University-administered 
retooling grants may be another. 

 
 

Data Optimism in  
Comparative Politics:  
The Importance of  
Being Earnest 
 
José Antonio Cheibub 
University of Pennsylvania 
cheibub@sas.upenn.edu 
 

There is a sense among many 
comparativists that we are now in 
a position to study statistically 
many of the questions that have 
remained unanswered or under-
studied for lack of comparable, 
reliable, and consistent data cov-
ering a large set of countries. It 
would be fair to say that we are 
living through a period of data 
optimism in comparative politics. 

Indeed, there has been an 
explosion of cross-national stud-
ies examining all sorts of rela-
tionships; relationships that, only 
a few years ago, would have 
been definitely beyond system-
atic scrutiny for lack of data. A 
number of studies come to mind, 
all based on relatively large sets 
of cross-national data, involving 
either as dependent or independ-
ent variables factors such as po-
litical regimes, economic devel-
opment, corruption, financial re-
pression, property rights, polit i-
cal instability, income inequal-
ity, rule of law, human rights, 
foreign investment, electoral 
systems, labor relations, leader-
ship turnover, economic liberali-
zation, federalism, and so on. 
There is a sense that there are no 
more “can’t do’s” because data 
do not exist. The increase in or-
ganizations producing cross-

national data, the ease with 
which large data sets can be 
stored, transmitted, and manipu-
lated would all make the life of 
comparativists quite easy: all we 
would need to do would be to 
think up an interesting puzzle, 
specify the proper relationships 
to be examined empirically, find 
the organizations that produce 
the relevant data and download 
the data from their web pages. 
This, of course, is not, or not yet, 
how things work. But the in-
creasingly frequent exhortations 
for coordinating data collection 
efforts not only implicitly recog-
nize that we are living through a 
period of unprecedented data 
abundance; they also suggest 
that difficulties in getting to the 
data may be just transitional and 
that soon enough, we will be 
able to access at the snap of our 
fingers the data relevant to test-
ing our hypotheses. 

I am of course more than a 
sympathetic observer of this 
process, as I am actively en-
gaged in analyzing and produc-
ing cross-national data sets. I too 
share in this data optimism and 
look forward to the day when 
data-related constraints will be 
minimal. But I also think that 
this optimism may be blinding in 
some respects. I thus feel com-
pelled to sound a cautionary note 
regarding the data optimism 
which I sense among many of 
my fellow comparativists and 
suggest that, emulating good his-
torians, we be more critical of 
our sources. In particular I want 
to stress the importance of rec-
ognizing some of the inherent 
limitations of many existing and 
widely used data sets. I also 
want to suggest that we use what 

we learn about their limitations 
in putting together data bases 
that can be used in comparative 
politics. 

Let me start with an example 
that comes from my own work. I 
have been part of a collaborative 
project that aims to assess the 
impact of democracy on eco-
nomic development (Przeworski, 
Alvarez, Cheibub and Limongi, 
1999). When we started this pro-
ject, much of the economic data 
necessary to study this question 
across a large set of countries 
over a relatively long period of 
time had already been made 
available. But a similar set of 
political data did not exist. Our 
first task, therefore, was to gen-
erate the data on political re-
gimes that could match the exist-
ing economic data. Thus we 
coded political regimes for the 
141 countries between 1950 and 
1990 for which comparable data 
on economic growth were avail-
able. We treated as democracies 
regimes that hold elections in 
which the opposition has some 
chance to win and to assume of-
fice. In operational terms, a 
country in a given year was cla s-
sified as a dictatorship if at least 
one of the following conditions 
were true: 
 

• The Chief Executive is 
not elected. 

• The Legisla ture is not 
elected. 

• There is no more than one 
party.  

• A regime passes the pre-
vious three rules, but 
there has been no alterna-
tion in power. 

 
Space does not allow me to 
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go into the justification of these 
rules here. Let me point out, 
however, that the classification 
that results from their application 
differs from existing regime vari-
ables in at least four respects: 
 

• It covers a large number 
of countries over a rela-
tively large continuous 
period of time. 

• It is dichotomous, thus 
deviating from most ex-
isting classifications that 
think of democracy as a 
continuous feature over 
all regimes, that is, that 
assume that one can dis-
tinguish the degree of 
“democracy” for any pair 
of regimes. Even though 
we do not disagree that 
some regimes are more 
democratic than others, 
we believe that regimes 
that meet at least one of 
the criteria above should 
not be considered democ-
ratic. 

• It explicitly distinguishes 
between systematic and 
random error. For exam-
ple, instead of creating 
"intermediate" categories 
whenever we were faced 
with regimes that could 
not be unambiguously 
classified by our rules on 
the basis of all the evi-
dence produced by his-
tory, we chose to make 
“type II errors” whenever 
we knew we had to err. In 
other words, whenever a 
country’s history had not 
provided the crucial evi-
dence of contestation – 
alternation in power – we 
chose to classify as dicta-

torships regimes that 
could have been real de-
mocracies. 

• Finally, our classification 
is strictly based on ob-
servables. 

 
It is this last point which I 

want to emphasize and highlight 
for discussion here. The value of 
the regime classification we 
have produced lies, in part, in 
the fact that it involves the appli-
cation of a set of rules that meet 
two important requirements for 
proper measurement: first, the 
application of these rules is not 
biased by the extent of our 
knowledge of specific countries; 
second, the information they re-
quire can be potentially obtained 
by any individual who wishes to 
apply them to any country at any 
point in time. In this sense, our 
classification of political re-
gimes differs drastically from a 
number of widely used regime 
variables. 

Many of the existing meas-
ures of political regime that have 
been widely used in cross-
national comparative research 
are based on subjective scores, 
produced by one or more indi-
viduals according to criteria that 
are not entirely apparent for any-
one who tries to understand what 
the measures refer to. In itself 
this is not necessarily a problem. 
Most of the existing measures of 
democracy, objective or subjec-
tive, are highly correlated. Yet, 
the correlation is not perfect. 
And it is in the incongruence 
across measures that we can see 
how important it is to rely on ob-
jective criteria of observation 
when producing data for use in 
comparative research. After all, 

no measures of political democ-
racy are likely to produce very 
different readings for, say, Eng-
land, the United States, Sweden, 
North Korea, or Iraq. The prob-
lem arises with “difficult” cases 
such as Mexico, Botswana, Ma-
laysia, Peru, Guatemala, and 
scores of other countries whose 
institutions are sufficiently am-
biguous in their operation to 
make us wonder whether what 
we see is really what we think it 
is. These are the cases that re-
quire explicit criteria of observa-
tion. With such criteria we can 
evaluate the decisions made by 
those who produced the variable 
and change them if we so desire. 
Without them, we may never 
know what exactly is being 
measured.  

Unfortunately this problem 
is not confined to measuring po-
litical regimes. One widely used 
measure of “property rights se-
curity” and “contract enforce-
ment” (two variables that have 
assumed exceptional theoretical 
relevance in recent work on po-
litical economy), is based on the 
judgement of experts who are 
asked to locate countries on nu-
merical scales referring to topics 
as varied and as intangible as the 
quality of the bureaucracy, de-
gree of corruption in govern-
ment, nationalization potential 
and level of contract enforceabil-
ity. More recently, some analysts 
have used an index of corruption 
that is a composite of polls con-
ducted by different organizations 
which, in a variety of ways, 
“assess” the extent of corruption 
in a given country.  

Note that the point is not that 
measures based on observables 
are not subject to bias, whereas 
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measures based on subjective 
judgements are. Both kinds of 
measures may be biased. The 
point is that one is subject to 
more and different kinds of bias. 
There is an obvious bias that 
comes from reporting, and that 
affects even the most objective 
and stric tly observable measure. 
Consider, for example, that ac-
cording to one widely used 
measure of “political unrest” – 
the number of riots and anti-
government demonstrations in a 
year – the US was by far the 
most unstable country in the 
world in the 1960s. But this is 
the kind of bias that the 
“information revolution” may 
help reduce in very significant 
ways: we can expect that what-
ever bias is introduced in the 
data due to reporting will be re-
duced as the notion of “remote” 
countries about which nothing is 
known becomes a thing of the 
past, and raw information about 
a greater number of countries is 
increasingly made available to 
researchers. Subjective measures 
compound the reporting bias 
since they take information that 
is likely to be skewed and gener-
ate numeric scores based on cri-
teria that are far from explicit. 

Thus, measures based on ob-
servables are to be preferred 
over measures based on “expert 
judgments.” Yet, succumbing to 
the latter’s allure is quite easy. 
For one, the temptation is enor-
mous. Many of the recently used 
cross-national data sets provide 
information for a number of 
countries, often over time, on 
just that theoretically important 
aspect that we always wanted to 
know about: an index of corrup-
tion, measures of the security of 

property rights, scores on the ex-
tent to which a country abides by 
the “rule of law,” scales of eco-
nomic freedom, indices of civil 
society participation, levels of 
political instability, and so on. 
Faced with a spreadsheet full of 
“data,” it becomes just too easy 
for us to forget that these num-
bers are likely to reflect the idio-
syncrasies, even if “expert” idio-
syncrasies, of some individuals. 

Second, the cost of collect-
ing and organizing cross-
national data on political phe-
nomena based on observable cri-
teria is very high. Sometimes 
this is so because the phenome-
non is just too difficult to ob-
serve, corruption being perhaps 
the best example. But sometimes 
we simply lack the data, even on 
the most basic, observable, un-
controversial political events 
such as elections and incum-
bency. Let me give an example 
to make this more concrete. 

Adam Przeworski and I have 
studied the relationship between 
elections, economic performance 
and the survival in office of de-
mocratic and authoritarian lead-
ers. In view of democratic theory 
and a large empirical literature, 
we expected to find that the sur-
vival of presidents and prime 
ministers in office would be af-
fected by economic perform-
ance, whereas the survival of 
dictators would not. Our find-
ings were very surprising. We 
found that while the survival of 
democratic leaders in office is 
hardly affected by economic per-
formance, the survival in office 
of “bureaucrats,” leaders in dic-
tatorships that have an elected 
legislature, is strongly influ-
enced by the growth of per cap-

ita income, the growth of con-
sumption and the growth of gov-
ernment spending (Cheibub and 
Przeworski 1999). Thus, the re-
lationship between economic 
performance and the survival of 
the government that we would 
expect to find in democratic re-
gimes was, instead, observed in 
non-democratic regimes. 

There are several factors that 
can account for these findings, 
some of them already suggested 
by the data available. We found, 
for example, that over half of the 
time, prime ministers in parlia-
mentary regimes are removed 
from office not by elections, but 
by intra-party struggles or the 
collapse of the ruling coalition. 
We also found that while the 86 
presidential elections we ob-
served led to the departure of 66 
presidents, 53 of these depar-
tures were necessitated by term 
limits: voters could not have re-
elected the president if they had 
wanted to. It is possible, there-
fore, that specific institutional 
features of democratic regimes 
affect the role that elections can 
play in promoting government 
accountability.  

As for “bureaucrats,” it is 
possible that the connection be-
tween economic performance 
and their survival in office is 
mediated by voting turnout. To 
be sure, very few authoritarian 
leaders left office because they 
lost elections. However, ele c-
tions may matter for the survival 
of dictators to the extent that the 
turnout reveals something about 
the regime's degree of popula r-
ity. Whereas high turnout rates 
are often celebrated by the re-
gime as an indication of its abil-
ity to control and mobilize the 
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population, low turnout rates are 
cause for concern since they may 
indicate the current leader's 
weakness, thus stimulating ac-
tions by rival factions within the 
regime. If turnout is itself a 
function of economic conditions, 
we can see how economic per-
formance may affect the survival 
of dictators in office: when the 
economy is bad, turnout is low 
and the chance that the dictator 
will be removed from power by 
some rival faction increases; 
when the economy is good, turn-
out is high and dictators are 
more secure in power. 

It is clear that we need a lot 
more data – and very basic data 
at that – than is now readily 
available to test these conjec-
tures. For one, we need to know 
more about elections, in partic u-
lar those that took place in dicta-
torships and in non-OECD coun-
tries. Just to give an idea of the 
magnitude of what is entailed, 
between 1950 and 1990, there 
were 246 presidential elections 
and 1,012 legislative elections in 
141 countries, of which 134 and 
534, respectively, were held un-
der dictatorships, and 226 and 
725 in non-OECD countries. 
Moreover, we need to be able to 
answer basic questions about 
how democratic regimes operate: 
What is the frequency with 
which incumbents in democratic 
regimes lose power because of 
elections? What is the relation-
ship between the incumbent’s 
vote loss and the incumbent’s 
loss of power in these regimes? 
Are there institutions that mod-
ify the impact of vote loss on in-
cumbency? Do they affect in-
cumbents’ loss of votes in the 
same way that they affect their 

loss of power? This, of course, 
entails assembling data on each 
and every election that took 
place, say since 1945, on the 
governments that existed since 
then, and on the constitutional 
features of the regimes under 
which elections took place and 
governments existed. This is 
very basic political information. 
It is amazing, but true, that such 
a data set does not yet exist. 

Produc ing such a data set, 
however, requires more than the 
effort of one or a few individu-
als, particularly in view of the 
pressure to publish that academ-
ics face today. Under these cir-
cumstances, data collection and 
organization are likely to remain 
incomplete and narrowly fo-
cused, as they are shaped by the 
concerns of one specific project 
that one researcher happens to be 
working on at the moment. 

That we need more com-
parative political data is uncon-
troversial. What I would like to 
suggest is that there is a large 
collective payoff in coordinating 
efforts to collect very basic facts 
about political institutions in all 
sorts of countries before we 
move to complex classificatory 
schemes, or attempt to directly 
observe the more abstract effects 
that our theories suggest. This 
means that the range of ques-
tions we will be able to ask is 
likely to remain limited for some 
time, which may be dishearten-
ing for hard-core “data opti-
mists.” However, there are so 
many basic, factual questions 
that we cannot now adequately 
study for lack of systematic data 
that I believe we will have a full 
agenda for the years to come if 
we concentrate our efforts on 

producing and organizing such 
data. 

While we are all eager to 
take advantage of the several 
new cross-national data sets that 
have recently been made avail-
able, we should thus approach 
them with a critical eye. E. H. 
Carr’s injunction that historians 
should ask questions of their 
documents – questions about 
who produced them and in what 
context – also applies to political 
scientists working with cross-
national data sets. Many of the 
existing and widely used data 
sets reveal a lot about those who 
produced them. As interesting as 
this may be, however, it is not 
the primary concern of compara-
tive political research. 
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There has been much discus-
sion among political scientists in 
recent years concerning the rela-
tive importance of language pro-
ficiency and field work for gradu-
ate students engaged in research 
outside the United States. The 
conversation highlights divergent 
views about the relationship of 
area expertise derived from field 
research abroad to conceptual in-
novation in social science, and 
has profound implications for the 
training of junior scholars aspir-
ing to careers in comparative 
politics. Prominent voices in the 
profession have noted that the 
strong emphasis of some currents 
in contemporary political science 
on sophisticated formal methods 
and on the acquisition of mathe-
matical and statistical skills 
needed to carry out large-n com-
parisons may discourage even the 
best departments from requiring 
that doctoral students take the 
time needed to develop language 
fluency and in-depth cultural and 
historical understanding of spe-
cific research sites (Bates 1997). 
The implication, celebrated by 
some of our colleagues and de-
nounced by others, is that area 
studies knowledge may no longer 
be essential to the production of 
innovative comparative research. 
And if this is the case, field work 
itself may be deemed a dispensa-
ble component of the skill pack-

age traditionally expected of 
graduate students emerging from 
top tier political science depart-
ments. 

The evolution of programs 
sponsored by the Social Science 
Research Council (SSRC) has 
been invoked by political scie n-
tists and other scholars as indi-
rect evidence in support of a va-
riety of reflections on the contin-
ued relevance of area studies ex-
pertise (e.g. Bates 1997, Collier 
1999). Several factors are un-
doubtedly at work in making the 
Council a key referent in the de-
bate. Although the SSRC is 
hardly the only organization that 
offers support for graduate stu-
dent field research abroad – the 
Fulbright-Hayes program, the 
National Science Foundation, 
the United States Institute of 
Peace and the Institute on World 
Politics also play significant 
roles – the Council has been pro-
viding graduate fellowships 
since the 1920s and remains one 
of the most visible sources of 
funding for internationally-
oriented research. In addition, 
the extremely competitive nature 
of most SSRC fellowship pro-
grams arguably has enhanced the 
prestige of its awards. Perhaps 
most importantly, the eleven 
area committees administered 
jointly by the SSRC and its 
counterpart organization in the 
humanities, the American Coun-
cil of Learned Societies (ACLS), 
were disbanded in 1996 as part 
of a broader restructuring of the 
Council’s international pro-
grams. This measure, which was 
widely – and appropriately – 
perceived in the context of a 
broader questioning of the role 
of area studies programs in 

American higher education dur-
ing the post-Cold War era, cap-
tured the attention of scholars 
concerned about the future shape 
of area and international studies 
and about likely trends in fund-
ing for student and faculty re-
search. 

This article presents results 
of a staff review of trends in 
graduate fellowship support at 
the Council, focusing on pro-
grams of special interest to stu-
dents of comparative politics. 
The underlying objective of the 
review was to inform the ongo-
ing discussion among our col-
leagues by providing empirical 
information about what the 
SSRC actually has been doing 
with regard to graduate training. 
The specific goals were to deter-
mine whether funding for inter-
national field research had re-
tained its prominence in Council 
programs, to identify trends in 
the relative weight of political 
scientists in the pool of grantees, 
and to see whether political sci-
entists and other fellows were 
increasingly open to compara-
tive research. We also saw the 
exercise as a timely opportunity 
to consider whether our interna-
tional fellowship programs seem 
to be developing in line with the 
goals that motivated the mid-
1990s reorganization.  

Our analysis drew on data 
from all SSRC programs that 
have offered fellowship support 
since 1983 for international 
work at both the pre-dissertation 
and dissertation levels. (For in-
formation on the full range of 
fellowships and grants currently 
offered by the Council, please 
consult our web site, http://www.
ssrc.org). We included in our 
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review only those programs that 
offer support to political scie n-
tists conducting internationally-
oriented work. In addition to 
data on dissertation field re-
search grants provided by area 
committees between 1983 and 
1996, our assessment encom-
passed region- specific programs 
that continued to fund field re-
search after the latter date (on 
the former Soviet Union, the 
Near and Middle East, Japan, 
Bangladesh, Vietnam and Ger-
many), as well as the Interna-
tional Peace and Security Pro-
gram (IPS) and two programs, 
the International Predissertation 
Fellowship Program (IPFP) and 
the International Field Research 
Fellowship Program (IDRF), 
that began offering awards in 
1991 and 1997, respectively.  

It is worth pausing briefly to 
sketch the pr incipal features and 
objectives of the latter two pro-
grams. Funded by the Ford 
Foundation, the IPFP aims to en-
courage the best graduate stu-
dents in the social sciences 
(especially economics, political 
science, and sociology) to de-
velop both disciplinary expertise 
and sophisticated understanding 
of developing country contexts 
prior to admission to candidacy. 
The IDRF program, in turn, tar-
gets doctoral candidates in all 
disciplines of the social sciences 
and the humanities whose pro-
posals for dissertation research 
outside the United States hold 
exceptional promise of combin-
ing theoretical innovation with 
close attention to the specific 
conditions of particular settings. 
Supported by Mellon Founda-
tion grants to the Council, the 
IDRF awards in effect consti-

tuted a replacement for disserta-
tion support previously allocated 
in a decentralized manner by the 
individual area committees. Both 
the IPFP and the IDRF typically 
require program fellows to spend 
between nine and twelve months 
conducting field research 
abroad, and explicitly encourage 
comparative research. Both pro-
grams are also quite large by 
Council standards, with the IPFP 
averaging approximately 30 
awards per year and the IDRF 
offering full fellowships to 
nearly 150 students during the 
first three years of its existence.1 

Our inquiry yielded persua-
sive findings pertaining to two 
of our three central questions. 
First, as David Collier suggested 
recently in the pages of this 
newsletter, rather than diminish-
ing, SSRC support for extended 
periods of field research abroad 
has increased in recent years. 
Whereas the thirteen years span-
ning the 1983 to 1995 competi-
tions saw the relevant programs 
provide 1087 awards for disser-
tation research, or just over 83 
awards per year, provisional2 
data show a 20 per cent increase 
(a total of 301) in the number of 
dissertation field research fel-
lowships awarded during the 
three competitions following the 
1996 program reorganization. 
While we would like to have 
tracked the evolution of stipend 
levels, it has not been possible to 
do so with any precision, since 
different programs have em-
ployed a variety of mechanisms 
to calculate award levels at dif-
ferent points in time. We are per-
suaded, however, that these 
numbers would reinforce our 
findings: stipends provided to 

IDRF recipients are nearly dou-
ble those allocated to disserta-
tion fellows by the majority of 
area committees during the first 
half of the 1990s, when the 
monetary value of those grants 
had been declining steadily, in 
absolute as well as real terms, 
for more than a decade. Further 
support for our conclusion that 
there has been a marked increase 
in support for area and interna-
tional research is provided by 
the IPFP, which since its incep-
tion less than a decade ago has 
provided substantial field work 
experience to nearly 300 gradu-
ate students in the social sci-
ences. 

A second important finding 
is that while some programs 
have invested in political science 
research more extensively than 
others, the overall place of the 
discipline in the international 
program has remained strikingly 
constant over the past decade 
and a half, both within specific 
programs and across the Coun-
cil. Results of area-based disser-
tation competitions through 
1995 mirror those of the first 
three years of the IDRFs and il-
lustrate a pattern evident across 
the entire program portfolio: po-
litical scientists received 16.2 
per cent of the grants provided 
between 1983-1995, and have 
merited 17.7 per cent of IDRF 
grants awarded to date. By con-
trast, roughly one fourth of IPFP 
fellowships have gone to polit i-
cal scientists, an outcome that is 
not surprising since the program 
is restricted to the social sciences 
and its promotional material ex-
plicitly encourages applications 
from the discipline. Similarly, it 
is not uncommon for as many as 
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half of the handful of Interna-
tional Peace and Security fel-
lows to be drawn from political 
science departments. Overall, 
political science steadily ranks 
third among disciplines receiv-
ing support for international 
field work, behind history and 
anthropology, and slightly above 
sociology. 

The third question that moti-
vated our review of Council fel-
lowship programs was whether 
there had been any significant 
changes in support for compara-
tive research. Our data permit us 
no more than tentative conclu-
sions in this regard. We limited 
our search to a review of project 
titles, and many studies that em-
ploy the comparative method to 
investigate multiple locations 
within particular countries or to 
compare single sites over time 
will inevitably have been over-
looked. Nor is it likely that every 
fellow who initiates a compara-
tive project will in the end man-
age to carry out research in each 
of the locations they anticipate at 
the outset. Indeed, it is to be ex-
pected that fellows will revise 
their research plans along the 
way, and over the years we have 
both encountered cases in which 
the mid-course corrections of 
dissertation level grantees have 
involved reducing the number of 
cases to be studied in depth, par-
ticularly where those cases 
spanned boundaries of different 
countries or world regions. 

Despite these caveats, we 
were able to establish that the 
numbers of fellows who pro-
posed projects that entail field 
research in two or more coun-
tries or regions has risen consid-
erably since the inception of the 

IDRF program. Approximately 
one in six fellows has proposed 
to carry out field work in more 
than one country, whereas the 
ratio never exceeded one in ten 
prior to the reorganization of the 
international program in 1996.  

Interestingly, even the area-
based fellowship programs have 
provided support to comparative 
projects during this period, and 
the phenomenon is especially 
noteworthy in political science. 
For example, of the five political 
science applications funded by 
the Berlin Program in 1997-99, 
four requested support for cross-
national research, including one 
that compared processes of de-
mocratic consolidation in Russia 
and the former Eastern Ger-
many, and another that looked at 
partisan politics and foreign pol-
icy making in the European Un-
ion. In the case of the Near and 
Middle East program, four out of 
eight political science proposals 
between 1996 and 1998 required 
multi-nation field work. These 
projects examined issues such as 
policy-making in Syria and Jor-
dan; state-building in Jordan and 
Yemen; and pan-Arab politics in 
Tunisia and Morocco. Of seven 
awards offered to political scien-
tists in 1996-1998 by the Title 
VIII program, six were compara-
tive in nature – with projects 
studying topics ranging from 
regulation of property rights in 
Russia and the Czech Republic 
to legislative-executive relations 
in post-Communist states and 
revenue sharing arrangements in 
the Russian Federation. The in-
terest of the current generation 
of political science in cross 
country comparisons is evident 
among IDRF recipients as well. 

In 1999, for example, two of the 
five political science fellowships 
were awarded for cross-national 
research (on unemployment in 
Europe, and presidential im-
peachments in Latin America). 
Two years earlier, seven of the 
ten fellowships awarded to po-
litical scientists consisted of 
cross-national projects on such 
topics as inter-generational con-
flict in Italy, Spain, and the 
Netherlands; the legacy of Brit-
ish rule for Northern Ireland and 
Palestine; and the role of mult i-
lateral development banks in 
East-Central Europe. 

Finally, we set out to explore 
whether trends we identified 
would square with the vision of 
social science that motivated the 
reorganization of the interna-
tional program three years ago. 
Contrary to some of the most 
dire predictions, the decision to 
replace a set of institutional 
structures that privileged geo-
graphic regions over other 
mechanisms of scholarly coop-
eration by no means implied an 
abandonment of the Councils’ 
long standing commitment to 
what then-Council President 
Kenneth Prewitt referred to at 
the time as “place-based knowl-
edge.” The distinguishing fea-
ture of SSRC international fel-
lowship programs continues to 
be provision of funds for exten-
sive periods of field research by 
well-prepared graduate students 
with superior training in their 
disciplines and with a knack for 
posing important questions in 
ways that engage colleagues in 
other fields. If anything, the in-
crease in the number of such fel-
lowships testifies to the degree 
to which area scholarship is as 
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central to the Council today than 
at any time in the recent past. 

At the same time, we are 
cautiously optimistic about the 
willingness of the current gen-
eration of comparativists to ac-
cept the difficult but potentially 
rewarding challenge of conduct-
ing field research in multiple set-
tings. To be sure, there is a risk 
that students will gloss over the 
complexities of the contexts in 
which they are working and pro-
duce scholarship that overlooks 
the crucial nuances that define 
the ways in which local condi-
tions interact with the wider uni-
verse of relationships in which 
they are embedded. But it is also 
entirely possible that highly 
trained young social scientists 
will more often than not be up to 
the challenge of combining deep 
understandings of particular 
places with the ability to situate 
those places in a broader interna-
tional context. The questions 
confronting humankind at this 
moment in its history call for 
precisely that ability to move 
across multiple levels of analy-
sis, to probe beneath banal gen-
erality and beyond esoteric de-
tails. Properly grounded in a 
sharp eye for things local and a 
keen sensitivity to their interac-
tions with processes unfolding 
elsewhere, comparative research 
can be an invaluable strategy for 
comprehending the puzzles that 
make up the human condition 
and that preoccupy the social 
scientists we hope to be able to 
support. 
 
Notes 
1. The remaining programs in-
cluded in our analysis are all 
more modest in scale, if not am-

bition. Several offer between 
eight and twelve fellowships per 
year but some (e.g. for field 
work in Bangladesh) have pro-
vided as few as two grants in a 
given year. 
2. At this writing (June), a hand-
ful of fellows selected during the 
spring of 1999 have not yet for-
mally accepted grants, and it is 
not certain that alternates would 
be selected in all instances. 
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Let’s say you have an inter-
esting idea for a paper on com-
parative politics, and you know 
(or suspect) that the data needed 
to test your theory exist some-
where, but you don’t know ex-
actly where. Even if you could 
locate the data, downloading it, 
finding a codebook to explain it, 
and converting it to a useful for-
mat all require so much energy 

as to often make the entire enter-
prise more costly than it would 
be worth. Thus die many poten-
tially fruitful research exercises. 

Many excellent data sets on 
comparative political institutions 
exist now, but the individual re-
searcher is fighting an uphill bat-
tle trying to locate and use them. 
We hope to change this unfortu-
nate situation by harnessing the 
power and transparency of the 
internet. Together with Robert 
Bates of Harvard University, and 
thanks to generous funding from 
the World Bank, the Harvard 
Center for International Develop-
ment, the Bechtel Corporation, 
and the Stanford Institute for the 
Quantitative Study of Society, we 
are currently creating a web-
based comparative politics data-
base that will be freely accessible 
to all members of the academic 
and non-profit communities. 

The idea is simple: you will 
hit the web site; select which 
variables you want, for which 
countries and which years, and 
what format you would like the 
results in: an Excel spreadsheet, a 
comma- or tab-delimited ASCII 
file, a SAS, SPSS, or Stata data 
set, etc. The requested variables 
might come from a single origi-
nal source, or represent a combi-
nation of variables from a num-
ber of different sets. A custom-
made data set will then be created 
for you, along with a codebook, 
available for downloading to 
your hard disk to analyze at your 
leisure. The focus of the web site 
will be on comparative political 
data, but it will also contain com-
mon economic indicators – GNP, 
inflation, imports, exports, unem-
ployment, and so on – as well as 
some basic demographic statistics 
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on population, education, and 
health.  

Our enterprise is guided by 
three principles. First is the im-
portance of easily and publicly 
available data for the research 
enterprise. American politics, for 
instance, has many of the highest 
quality data sets in the social sci-
ences: every vote ever taken in 
Congress, every committee as-
signment in the House and Sen-
ate, all election results, campaign 
finance, interest group rating 
scores, and so on. Yet research is 
often hampered by the fact that 
many of these data sets are hard 
to access; they are held in pro-
prietary formats through large, 
centralized distribution services, 
so that the compilation of even 
the simplest subset can be a frus-
trating experience. Our site will 
be openly available to researchers 
all over the world via the web, 
with an intuitive interface that 
will make the downloading of 
data as simple as possible. 

Our second principle is that 
of cumulative, continually im-
proving, data. Even the best data 
sets are not perfect; they contain 
errors and omissions, miscodings 
and transcription errors. Typi-
cally, the researcher will 
download a major data set to his 
or her own computer and clean it 
up to some extent, so that a 
slightly improved version of the 
data set exists on their own hard 
drive. Other researchers replicate 
this process on their own com-
puters, but their efforts are in no 
way cumulative. Our site will in-
clude a feedback mechanism 
through which users can suggest 
corrections and additions to data 
sets published in our database. 
We will review these sugges-

tions, and when enough have ac-
cumulated, we will update our 
site to reflect them. Thus a cen-
tralized, single -source best ver-
sion of the data sets will exist on 
our site, with the data being con-
stantly refined and improved. In 
addition, older versions of the 
web site will be archived; the 
idea is that users can report that 
their article used data from the 
Comparative Politics Web Data-
base Version 1.4, for instance, 
and then anyone else interested in 
replicating their results can 
download the data from that ver-
sion and re-run their analysis. 

Closely linked to this is our 
third principle, which is the de-
sire to build a virtual community 
of researchers dealing with issues 
of comparative political institu-
tions. Associated with the web 
site will be a threaded news dis-
cussion listserver, so that re-
searchers world-wide can discuss 
issues related to the definition, 
collection, and refining of data 
sets. Those with data sets near 
completion, for instance, but who 
find the last pieces of missing 
data hard to fill in, will be en-
couraged to submit their data to 
the site as is to see if anyone else 
has access to the missing infor-
mation.  

The web site described here 
is currently under construction, 
and it should be available by the 
end of the summer; watch for 
announcements. In the mean-
time, the project home page at 
http:// ksgwww.harvard.edu/
CID/Politica.htm has links to a 
number of data sets, including a 
unique Africa data set created by 
Robert Bates. We are also solic-
iting original data sets of the 
form variable -country-year to 

publish in our database. As an 
incentive, all data will be accom-
panied by a citation to the work 
in which it was first published, 
and users of the data will be re-
quired to cite these sources if 
they produce analysis using the 
data. 
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The editors of the newly cre-
ated Annual Review of Political 
Science invited me to write a re-
view essay on a sub-field of po-
litical science of my choice. 
Having become an autodidact in 
the field of Soviet and post-
Soviet studies, and having a 
strong intuition that the battle 
between “area studies” and 
“positive theory” was framed by 
caricatures, I chose to examine 
the domain of “post-Soviet poli-
tics.” The full essay will appear 
in volume 3, which will come 
out in the 1999-2000 academic 
year. In it, I first discuss an in-
sight that generated an experi-
mental course I taught with 
Stephen Holmes – that the col-
lapse of Weimar thoroughly re-
cast the agenda of social science 
(e.g. concern for the authoritar-
ian personality, the rise of the 
behavioral revolution), and that 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
equal in historical significance to 
the collapse of Weimar, is likely 
to have similar effects. Examin-
ing the detritus of the Soviet Un-
ion might give us clues, we sur-
mised, about the future substan-
tive concerns of our discipline. I 
then review contributions made 
in the past decade, using data 
from countries of the former So-
viet Union (but mostly Russia) 
for empirical support, on a range 
of big topics: democracy, state 
and revolution, the nation, the 
political foundations of eco-
nomic growth, federalism, and 
foreign policy. I find that a new 

generation of field workers is 
carefully attuned to the major 
questions being asked at the 
heart of the discipline, and many 
of the findings present important 
challenges to standard theorie s. I 
reproduce for this Newsletter a 
draft of the final two sections, 
without the bibliography. First, I 
review some of the studies that 
enrich political science in large 
part due to their sensitivity to 
historical and cultural context. 
Second, I sum up my findings 
with some suggestions, based on 
the Weimar challenge, as to 
where post-Soviet studies might 
make even more important con-
tributions to political science. 
 
Contextual Research in the 
Post-Soviet Era 

Several long-term students 
of Soviet politics have expressed 
worry over the all-too-rapid en-
try into “their” field of social 
scientists who are comparative 
in orientation and ignorant of 
Russian and Soviet legacies. 
Meyer (1994, p. 191), for exam-
ple, rails against “the new breed 
of opinion surveyors and statisti-
cians currently entering post-
Soviet studies [who] arrive with 
no knowledge of Russian his-
tory, culture, literature and lan-
guage.” These researchers, 
Meyer contends, miss the his-
torical patterns of “anti-Western 
westernization,” elite attitudes 
towards the “dark” masses, “the 
antagonism between the intelli-
gentsia and the meshchanstvo 
[petit bourgeoisie, implying phil-
istines]” and “the frontier spirit 
of Siberia.” Also missed, he 
notes, is the legitimating myth of 
the WWII trauma collectively 
suffered.1 This criticism is unfair 

to Burawoy and Laitin (both of 
whom learned the language and 
lived in Russian society) and to 
Ordeshook and Brady (who col-
laborated with area scholars) as 
well. But there is more than a 
grain of truth in the claims of 
long-term Sovietologists that the 
work of theoretically attuned 
area specialists must not be ig-
nored by scholars who want to 
exploit the possibilities of testing 
universal theories with data from 
post-Soviet republics. 

There are four types of disci-
pline-enriching material that are 
provided by area specialists. 
First, area specialists are espe-
cially attuned to legacies, as 
Meyer (1994) points out, and 
these legacies block or divert po-
litical processes from the direc-
tions predicted by universal the-
ory. Political science ought not 
to ignore the rather extended pe-
riod of transition before the val-
ues on outcome variables are 
commensurate with the predic-
tions on the effects of institu-
tional change. The institutional 
legacies diverting outcomes 
from their predicted directions 
need to be accounted for, and the 
information in area based schol-
arship is crucial for such analy-
sis. Or legacies may help explain 
equilibrium selection when mod-
els allow for multiple equilibria. 
Jowitt (1992, p. 285) insists, 
“Whatever the results of the cur-
rent turmoil in Eastern Europe, 
one thing is clear: the new insti-
tutional patterns will be shaped 
by the ‘inheritance’ and legacy 
of forty years of Leninist rule.”2 
Leninist rule, according to 
Jowitt, reinforced salient fea-
tures of traditional culture, such 
as the rigid dichotomization of 
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the official (seen negatively) and 
the private (seen insularly) 
realms, leading to a political cul-
ture dominated by dissimulation 
and rumor-mongering. It also 
created autarchic collectives that 
fragmented rather than inte-
grated society, such that the 
members of each collective have 
no regard for the life situation of 
those belonging to other collec-
tives – thus there is no cultural 
support for tolerance of others’ 
plights. These Leninist legacies 
are likely, Jowitt contends, to 
confront the Civic Forums and 
other democratic and liberal or-
ganizations in Eastern Europe 
with “anti-civic, anti-secular, 
anti-individual forces outside 
and inside itself” (p. 304). Other 
political scientists have stipu-
lated the effects of historical 
legacies in a less grandiose way. 
Hendley (1997) shows how lega-
cies of Soviet law, in which top-
down regulations were invaria-
bly decreed to fulfill interests of 
those in the center, made share-
holders of post-Soviet firms in-
credulous that the cumulative 
voting mechanisms required by 
the joint-stock law of 1995 were 
written to serve their interests. 
More broadly, Hendley finds en-
terprise directors appealing to 
personal networks in Moscow 
for support when they face con-
flicts with outside firms, rather 
than on the courts, in large part 
because this was more or less 
their mode of operation in the 
Soviet period. Crowley (1997, p. 
187) has examined the strategic 
moves of Soviet and post-Soviet 
miners in both the Donbass and 
Kuzbass. Although sensitive to 
large arenas where strategy was 
determinative of action, in other 

areas ideological legacies struc-
tured choice. In seeking to ex-
plain miners’ flip-flop from an 
embrace of the market (even 
when, especially for the Donbass 
miners, a move toward the mar-
ket was a step towards redun-
dancy) to an embrace of the 
Communist Party in the mid-
1990s, he reexamines Soviet 
rhetoric. This rhetorical legacy, 
he argues, left the miners not 
only without an alternative to 
capitalism (other than commu-
nism, which they supported), but 
without an alternative within 
capitalism (such as social de-
mocracy). The miners, he con-
cludes, had “no institutional 
channel to express their griev-
ances in the political realm” 
other than as communists. The 
Manichaean world view – capi-
talism or communism – was for 
the miners the whole choice set. 
“While miners everywhere are 
given to radicalism,” Crowley 
concludes, “the direction their 
radicalism takes is underdeter-
mined,” (p. 189) and in part de-
termined by ideological legacies. 
Bahry and Way (1994, p. 352) 
examine participation among the 
Russian electorate, and control-
ling for a variety of factors, they 
show that the old and poor are 
far more likely to vote than the 
well-to-do. They attribute this in 
part to the Soviet electoral leg-
acy since “The residues of So-
viet mobilization ... have an im-
pact on all forms of conventional 
activity; but they seem to be es-
pecially pronounced for voting, 
the most ritualized form of So-
viet participation. Soviet ele c-
tions may have been designed as 
vehicles for legitimating the 
status quo, but they appear ult i-

mately to have given older cit i-
zens a habit that has become a 
powerful political weapon.” 
Beissinger (1995) shows how 
the legacy of “empire” continues 
to drive the foreign policy think-
ing both of Russia and of the 
now-independent but once Un-
ion Republics of the USSR. Bu-
rawoy and Krotov (1992), based 
on observations of the Soviet 
wood industry in summer, 1991 
(Polar Furniture), hypothesized 
on likely Soviet legacies and ar-
gued that most economists were 
“underestimat[ing] the capacity 
of the Soviet economy to repro-
duce itself and resist transforma-
tion.” With the opening to the 
market, a regional conglomerate 
parastatal, the NTWO (Northern 
Territories’ Wood Association) 
emerged with the goal to con-
nect firms that had supply net-
works with each other. In a 
sense, Burawoy and Krotov re-
port, it replaced the party state as 
the mechanism to reduce anar-
chy in the relations of produc-
tion. The real profit within the 
system, however, was in control-
ling the barter and other intra-
industry trade networks, and to 
have a monopoly over those net-
works. The pursuit of profit 
through trade and monopoly, 
they argue, would continue to 
result in poor rates of produc-
tion. Opening up markets, given 
the Soviet legacy, has not 
opened up  compet i t ion .  
McAuley (1997) has a keen eye 
for Soviet legacies, and has a 
strategy for finding them. Once 
you leave Moscow where elites 
have an incentive to hide their 
ingrained Soviet practices, she 
reports, they are easy to detect. 
In Naberezhnye Chelny, home 
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of the KamAZ auto plant in 
Tatarstan, she examined a by-
election to the Supreme Soviet, 
and saw the electoral material as 
almost a satire on Soviet-style 
electioneering, except that they 
were serious. “New constitu-
tional rules on the separation of 
powers and democratic electoral 
procedures,” she concludes, “not 
only failed to dislodge the in-
cumbents but also allowed them 
to secure their position as pa-
trons.” (pp. 91-108) In fact, the 
old elite in the republics created 
an even stronger than before ex-
ecutive presence, marginalizing 
the legislature and marginalizing 
the nationalists. Elsewhere (in 
ch. 4), she studies electoral dy-
namics in Krasnodar krai, and 
finds the old division of reds and 
experts dividing the elite, as the 
grounds of political battle hardly 
changed from the Soviet period. 
These legacies – at least for 
some period – constrain the 
workings of newly created insti-
tutional incentives. 

Second, area specialists pro-
vide iconic narratives of general 
political processes that have been 
more globally theorized. This 
work not only gives flesh to 
skeletal theories, but also pro-
vides information on the mecha-
nisms that translate values on in-
dependent variables to values on 
dependent variables. Breslauer 
and Dale (1997) provide new 
flesh to the Hobsbawm and 
Ranger notion that traditions are 
invented, as they trace the rheto-
ric of Russian “state” and 
“nation” from the late Gorbachev 
period to 1995. While Yeltsin’s 
idea of a de-ethnicized Russian 
nation conjoined to a powerful 
Russian state remained stable for 

much of this period, Breslauer 
and Dale show how the changes 
in the political opposition (the 
nationalists and communists had 
purged their own radicals, and 
were seeking the votes of the me-
dian voter) pushed Yeltsin to-
wards the articulation of a new 
tradition which entailed the in-
vention of a glorified Russian na-
tional history.  

Third, area specialists can 
undermine the very foundations 
of comparative analysis by 
showing either that the structure 
of situations, the principal ac-
tors, or the goals of these actors 
are not as postulated by the gen-
eralists. For example, the notion 
that the Russian party system is 
fragmented due to the early call-
ing of the founding election, or 
due to a coordination problem 
faced by party entrepreneurs liv-
ing in the same Downsian 
neighborhood, may make for 
sharp theory. But these explana-
tions, according to Hough 
(forthcoming), are misguided. 
He provides evidence that Yel-
tsin paid for minor parties, en-
riching their entrepreneurs, in 
order to siphon off votes from 
any united opposition. Hough 
similarly seeks to discredit theo-
ries that seek reasons why MPs 
in the Duma do not win elections 
based upon the resource situa-
tion of parties, which is pre-
sumably so weak that they are 
unable to produce coherent can-
didate lists. Rather, Hough ar-
gues, MPs seek not to maximize 
reelection (as political scientists 
educated by Mayhew’s work 
automatically assume), but the 
chances of getting a job in the 
presidential administration 
where they can sell licenses or 

reap benefits from graft. 
Hendley (1997) too examines 
Russian strategic logic from the 
ground. General directors of en-
terprises, she shows, rely on pr i-
vately retained “contract enforc-
ers” rather than courts to settle 
inter-firm conflicts, even if the 
latter will allow for a wider 
range of low transaction-cost 
contracts. However, she finds, 
relying on the law would require 
the general director to cede inter-
nal authority to the firm’s legal 
division, while reliance on con-
tract enforcers assures the direc-
tor of uncompromised control 
over the firm. The strategic 
game here is not between firms 
seeking to lower transaction 
costs (as the new institutional-
ism, which Hendley calls in this 
context the “Development Argu-
ment,” associated with Boycko 
and Shleifer 1995), but within 
firms with General Directors 
seeking to marginalize their 
firms’ newly created legal de-
partments. Woodruff (1999) has 
also made a broadside against 
too-early modeling of post-
Soviet politics. Instead of mod-
eling the game of “market re-
form,” Woodruff argues, ana-
lysts should have examined the 
prior strategic situation, that of 
“monetary consolidation” (pp. 
67-68). Woodruff changes the 
focus from issues of distribution 
and allocation to the issues of 
rule. In the literature on reform, 
analysts rely upon a “rational 
expectations” model where a re-
formist government seeks ways 
to commit to austerity, such that 
private actors condition their be-
havior on the expectation of 
non-inflation. Yet, Woodruff ar-
gues, the actual situation is one 
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of a central government too 
weak to block local creation of 
alternate means of payment. To 
fill in a vacuum, local govern-
ments in Russia promoted non-
monetary exchange (barter) to 
protect industry and maintain 
critical services. While the cen-
tral government was strategically 
fighting a battle for the monop-
oly rights to issue money, 
Woodruff charges, American po-
litical scientists were interpret-
ing their behavior as if they were 
seeking to promote liberal re-
forms. Work of this nature is 
crucial to keep theorists model-
ing what is actually going on 
rather than what would be theo-
retically interesting if it were go-
ing on. Area specialists have an 
eye for detail, and that as Darwin 
has taught us, is where truth lies. 
To be sure, area specialists are 
sometimes too lost in detail. 
McAuley’s (1997) descriptions 
of the difficulty for Shamiev, the 
governor of Tartarstan, to sleep 
one particular night may be ex-
cessive in detail. But without a 
commitment to the details of po-
litical life, our models are too 
easily unhooked from political 
reality. Theorists who ignore this 
literature, relying on off-the-
shelf models rather than quanda-
ries that arise from detailed field 
observations, are losing a great 
opportunity for connecting their 
work to what is perhaps the most 
significant political transforma-
tion of our time. 

Fourth, going back to the 
Weimar analogy, a focus on 
post-Soviet life in all its gory de-
tails should compel social scie n-
tists to rethink their agendas 
concerning which political ques-
tions are worthy of our attention. 

For Plato the primary question 
was that of justice; for Hobbes, 
that of order; for Tocqueville, 
that of democracy; for post 
WWII behavioralists, that of to-
talitarianism. In the final section, 
I will address what the collapse 
of the Soviet Union means for 
our future agenda as politic al 
scientists. But my point in this 
section is that the Soviet col-
lapse invites us to go beyond ex-
tending our theories; it demands 
that we ask new questions, and 
area specialists provide clues as 
to what those questions might 
be. 

 Area studies defenders, as is 
the case with Meyer, are often 
too harsh in their critiques of the 
unwashed interlopers. But, as we 
have seen, the work of specia l-
ists cannot be written off as Gor-
bachev did his nomenklatura – 
making them all guilty of old-
thinking, and seeking to bypass 
them to bring fundamental 
change. If political science does 
to area specialists what Gorba-
chev did for the nomenklatura, 
our discipline too will be invit-
ing encounters with unreality.  
 
Conclusion 

The field of post-Soviet po-
litical science has been reseeded, 
and the early yield has been im-
pressive indeed. A new genera-
tion of scholars has combined 
field work with theoretical con-
cerns driving that work. Political 
scientists who have been creden-
tialed in other fields have moved 
into Soviet studies bringing new 
methods and perspectives. And 
senior scholars whose careers 
were forged during the Soviet 
period have played an important 
role in adapting new methods 

while at the same time speaking 
to theory in their countries of 
specialty. While the field of 
comparative politics is nowa-
days portrayed as a battlefield 
between “area studies” and 
“theory,” in the post-Soviet field 
the tensions (combining modern 
methods with field observations) 
are most often within the frame-
work of each particular study 
(and therefore productive) rather 
than in wars of maneuver be-
tween groups of scholars repre-
senting opposing camps (and 
therefore destructive). This ex-
cursion into a field that is territo-
rially defined demonstrates that 
portraits of the comparative field 
are too often caricatures.3           
Data collected from the FSU 
have provided important amend-
ments to partially established 
theory. Institutions do not spon-
taneously arise to protect prop-
erty once traders are permitted to 
flourish. People who are more 
highly educated do not always 
vote with greater probability 
than those who are less highly 
educated. Federations that are 
based on ethnic regions do not 
inexorably seek greater auton-
omy from the center, until the 
center collapses. Revolutions do 
not always yield strengthened 
states. These findings are not so 
weighty as to knock established 
theory out of the water (but such 
findings, however strong, seem 
never to have that effect on any 
social science theory). Rather, 
these findings compel students 
of markets, of voting, of federa-
tions, and of revolution to nar-
row the range of conditions in 
which their theories have ex-
planatory value. Setting the lim-
iting conditions in which rela-
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tionships will hold is an impor-
tant part of science, and post-
Soviet area studies has per-
formed that task well.  

But the post-Soviet field has 
made additional contributions, 
even if not as boldly as it might. 
Observation of the basic trends 
of the Soviet collapse has reor-
dered the questions that have 
long stood on comparativists’ 
agendas. Fermat’s greatest con-
tribution to mathematics, after 
all, was a conundrum that count-
less generations of number theo-
rists could not resolve. Riker’s 
challenge concerning the stabil-
ity of congressional rules, for 
which he had no answer, has in-
spired a generation of exciting 
research. Fermat and Riker 
should provide a lesson for com-
parative politics. Observing the 
detritus of the Soviet Union in 
the 1990s – in which our entire 
political landscape has been al-
tered – should inspire us to pose 
big questions for which the 
wider field of political science 
has no answer. Here is where we 
can return to the Weimar anal-
ogy, with two conjectures. 

The first conjecture has to do 
with liberalism and rights. 
Holmes and Sunstein (1999) 
have suggested that until re-
cently liberal theorists consid-
ered mostly the benefits of 
rights. The Soviet collapse and 
the Russian transition compelled 
them to ask new questions for 
liberalism about the costs of 
rights. If in the Soviet period 
cit izens could not hope to get 
treated fairly by the law for lack 
of constitutional protections, in 
the post-Soviet period (as Solo-
mon 1995, p. 98 details) citizens 
may not get justice because 

courts lack heating oil. The insti-
tutional construction of the most 
basic public goods, merely a 
theoretic fantasy of the new in-
stitutionalists in the 1980s, has 
become a dominant theme in 
post-Soviet comparative politics. 
And so, when the dominant 
“other” for the US was Soviet 
totalitarianism, liberalism for 
American social scientists was 
equated with the benefits of 
rights to all citizens; but when 
the dominant “other” is Russian 
anarchy, liberalism becomes 
equated with the capacity to pro-
vide rights. The dominant 
“other” sets the agenda for the 
very framing of research on lib-
eralism. The Soviet collapse has 
pushed leading liberal theorists 
to begin new work on an aspect 
of liberalism previously ignored, 
and it should be an invitation for 
other liberal theorists to develop 
the connection between liberal-
ism and paying the cost of 
rights. 

A second paradigm-shifting 
perspective that is driven home 
by the collapse of Soviet com-
munism is one that has diverted 
our attention away from 
“institutionalization” toward that 
of “equilibrium”. In the Soviet 
period, it was common to de-
scribe Leninist organization as 
highly institutionalized and 
therefore stable (Huntington 
1968), yet examination of these 
very institutions in the late 
1980s showed that they could 
disappear as if they almost never 
existed (Solnick 1998). Or an-
other example: in the Soviet pe-
r i o d ,  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  
“nat ivizat ion” campaigns 
(reinforced by Soviet passports), 
all citizens were coded in terms 

of their nationality. Soviet maps 
could specify precisely the num-
ber of each nationality in every 
district. Yet nationality was un-
derstood as a cultural but not a 
political form. An institutional-
ized outcome in which all people 
were members of a nationality, 
but in which nationality did not 
matter politically was thought to 
be stable as well. By the late 
1980s, however, nationality 
rather suddenly became salient 
politically for many Soviet cit i-
zens, and for many others, their 
nationality was changeable and 
ambiguous (Laitin 1998). Insti-
tutional and cultural practices 
are in part sustained by coordi-
nation dynamics. That is, people 
continue conditioning their be-
havior on sets of norms and rules 
because they expect others to be 
doing so. But if their expecta-
tions change, radical cascades 
away from standard practices are 
possible. The idea that institu-
tionalized social outcomes are 
subject to cascades such that 
new patterns are almost immedi-
ately established was not well 
understood in American political 
science. Students of Schelling 
(1978) knew this to be the case 
in understanding local processes, 
for example on whether ice 
hockey players would wear hel-
mets, but these ideas were not 
applied to areas of cultural iden-
tification or societal institutions. 
The notion of an equilibrium 
suggests – and this is quite dif-
ferent from what is suggested in 
1960s notions of institutionaliza-
tion – that things are stable only 
because no person has an incen-
tive to deviate from normal prac-
tice. But under conditions where 
a few have an incentive to devi-
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ate, and where others see the 
possibility of a better individual 
existence if a critical mass of 
their fellow citizens deviate, cas-
cades to a radically different 
equilibrium are possible. To be 
sure, theoretical work by 
Schofield (1999) suggests that 
the recognition of cascades in 
certain kinds of markets should 
induce us to give up the assump-
tion of equilibrium. I think none 
the less that equilibrium theory, 
far more so than institutionaliza-
tion, sensitizes researchers to the 
ever-present yet low likelihood 
of institutional collapse. The col-
lapse of the Soviet Union should 
help push social science away 
from seeking explanations for 
values on “dependent variables” 
thought of as institutionalized 
outcomes. Rather social scie n-
tists should seek to describe 
equilibria in such a way that the 
conditions for radical shifts in 
value (off the equilibrium path) 
are well delineated. While it 
would be folly to have de-
manded of social science that it 
predict the Soviet collapse 
(Remington 1995, Kuran 1991), 
it would be equally imprudent to 
continue working with a meth-
odology of social science that 
does not see the fragility of coor-
dination in political life. The 
brittleness of our institutions, 
even when they successfully 
condition behavior for long peri-
ods, is a major lesson of the So-
viet collapse. It should help fos-
ter in social science the study of 
institutional equilibria rather 
than institutional outcomes. 
 
Notes 
1. Stephen F. Cohen (1999) of-
fers a more devastating criticism, 

claiming that post-Soviet Rus-
sian studies “is in an intellectual 
shambles.” (New York Times, 
March 27, 1999) This outra-
geous charge does not merit spe-
cific rebuttal. This essay is re-
buttal enough, as Cohen appears 
ignorant of the field reviewed 
herein. 
2. Hanson (1997), following 
Jowitt’s notion of the Leninist 
“charismatic -rational conception 
of time” seeks to explain the 
waste of resources, the shoddi-
ness of goods, and lack of incen-
tives which undermined the so-
cialist experiment. There was a 
“final-exam economy – since an 
endless summer vacation 
(communism) was always held 
to be just around the corner, the 
most rational thing to do was to 
‘cram.’ Under Brezhnev this 
sense began to dissipate. But 
Gorbachev attempted, unsuc-
c e s s f u l l y ,  t h r o u g h 
“acceleration” (uskorenie) to re-
establish charismatic -rational 
time.” This legacy, the reader 
surmises, cannot but have an im-
pact on the current attempts to 
rationalize the Soviet economy. 
Another student of Jowitt 
(Geddes 1996), however, finds 
the Leninist legacy to have little 
explanatory power for questions 
of party strategy.  
3. In Soviet studies, meta-
commentary about area studies 
and cross-regional comparisons 
all-too-often rests on caricature. 
This is even the case for com-
parativists with excellent area 
studies credentials. For example, 
Snyder’s (1984-85) critique of 
the area students and Bunce’s 
(1995) critique of the transitolo-
gists are rhetorically compelling 
but vague when it comes to 

questions such as whether the 
problems they identify are gen-
eral to the literature, or specific 
to a particular set of contribu-
tions. V 
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