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INTRODUCTION

Full disclosure: my first academic panel experi-
ence was in November 1996, at the Middle East
Studies Association annual meeting in Provi-
dence. It was a panel on state-society relations in
MENA and featured Ellen Lust, among others.
Ellen’s presentation struck me then, and her work
has struck me more since, for its keen synthesis
of “old" area studies and “new” social science
theory and method. Years before the September
11, 2001 attacks catalyzed massive new funding
for scholars of the MENA region, Ellen was push-
ing into a region at the margins using a set of
theoretical tools from microeconomics, that
which we of the generation learned as rational
choice theory.

The late 1990s featured a broad, lively debate
between “area studies” scholars and traditional
social scientists, in places as illustrious as the
pages of this newsletter. We return to it in this
symposium, reflecting on how area and country
specialization fit, or do not fit, into contemporary
comparative politics. | am taking my prerogative
as editor to weigh in briefly on this insightful set
of contributions. One of the most salient veins,
reading these four essays, is the theory-
identification divide. Where, a quarter century
ago, it was “theory” meaning formal theory
versus contextually focused inductive research, it
is now ironically area specialists who often seem
more attuned to external validity concerns.

Gans-Morse, Gingerich, and Pepinsky conclude
that area studies—defined somewhat more simply
as "a sustained focus on one part of the world"-is
alive and well. As you will see, that is a contested
conclusion. Gallagher, Lust, and Siddiqui all point
to problems in conceiving of it that way, largely
because it is untethered from the original point
of area studies scholarship—to point out im-
portant dynamics, visible only from immersive
research, that shed light on, elaborate, and

By Benjamin Smith

challenge general theoretical frameworks. De-
sign-based, single-site interventions, whether
experimental or not, simply do not accomplish
this. My own track record of asking questions in
panels and other settings about this often brings
answers such as, "Well, we think [African city] is
pretty similar to other African cities” or | did my
survey experiment in [country X] because it had
an election the year | could be in the field.” So,
how do we bring back both the focus on context-
only insights alongside a commitment to broad
comparative inquiry?

One current effort to alleviate the generalizability
weakness of many experimental design studies
involves carrying out the same experiment in
multiple settings. While that takes us some of the
way toward understanding external validity, it
runs the risk of multiplying what Lust points to as
a key weakness of these studies: limited contex-
tual foundation of the kind that comes only
through extended research in a single setting.
However, the original theoretical ambition that
drove the first generation of area studies-a
universal theory of social science-is probably not
much stronger than structural functionalism
turned out to be.

Both Lust and Gallagher (and, indirectly, Sid-
diqui) argue for more interdisciplinary and for
more cross-regional research. | would endorse
this, and | would point to the kind of team-driven
research at the Peace Research Institute Oslo as a
good example. One simple observation is that
scholars who are trained from the start with a
sensitivity for context and for the ways in which
local dynamics drive politics innately think about
"countries as cases” differently than their counter-
parts trained statistically, with an eye to viewing
most cases as a priori comparable. More than an
outcome in a single country impugning a theory,
area specialty training can be absolutely crucial
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INTRODUCTION—cont.

for identifying traits of individual or small numbers of cases that are
likely to exert undue influence in a larger sample (or even universe of
all independent states). In the last several years, | have been working
on a set of projects that provides strong evidence that the Middle
East is singularly responsible for a set of findings we refer to as the
"resource curse.” Put simply, accounting for two historically contin-
gent factors—the Iran-lraq war of 1980-88 and the 18%-19" century
British imperial intervention in the Persian Gulf-we see that oil wealth
has no statistically meaningful impact on either autocratic durability
or international bellicosity. | mention these conclusions because they
illustrate how a research program originated in the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA), became global, and then came under challenge
as the result of new insights from the region that was its origin story.

The implication is that, to call for more support for area training, we
need to understand its contribution to comparative politics not just as
immediate knowledge production, but also as the likely but unpre-

dictable source of insights for broader research questions. This mind-
set is not unlike the one that drove decades of funding for the US
space program: entirely unclear how we might benefit, but pretty
sure we would benefit. In this specific case, a foundation of regional
expertise contained, but at no point ever really aimed to learn, the
cross-border peculiarities of Iran and Irag: how they came to be, the
disputes that underlay them, conflicts between respective leaders,
cross-border ethnic and sectarian dynamics and, finally, the escala-
tion dynamics of the war between them.

All of this brings us back to the lofty ambition for area studies that
inspired its birth—a "universal social science theory"-and the question
of how we fit theoretical ambition in comparative politics to the grow-
ing priority of causal identification. The contributors to this issue’s
symposium have marshaled an impressive array of empirical and
theoretical vision that | hope finds its way into new scholarship and,
eventually, graduate training in comparative politics.

DATASET REVIEW
SUBMISSIONS

If you have submissions for the
dataset review section of the APSA-
CP Newsletter, please email
bbsmith@ufl.edu.
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TWO CHEERS FOR

THE “NEW" AREA STUDIES

By Jordan Gans-Morse, Daniel Gingerich,

Debates about the relationship between area
studies and comparative politics are as old
as the subfield itself. In the late 1990s, however, a
particularly vigorous series of exchanges in the
APSA Compearative Politics Newsletter, PS: Politi-
cal Science and Politics, and other venues re-
newed and expanded attention to these debates.
Scholars at opposite ends of these exchanges
seemed to advocate two starkly different ap-
proaches to research on politics around the
world. One side promoted an area studies ap-
proach that studies politics alongside literature,
language, history, and culture: its distinguishing
features included extensive fieldwork, immersive
ethnography, and linguistic and cultural compe-
tence. The other advocated a social scientific ap-
proach that favors abstraction, theorization, and
theory testing: in the place of specific local
knowledge, it sought general findings, and there-
fore viewed politics in one country or region as
an instance of politics everywhere.

Although this distinction between area specialists
and social scientists was often presented as a
"caricature” (e.g., Bates 1997), it struck a nerve
among an entire generation of comparativists
(see Hall and Tarrow 1998; Katzenstein 2001;
Szanton 2002; Graham and Kantor 2007: Mahbu-
bani 2010). And it implied a hierarchy of prestige
in which the generalists dominated the special-
ists, with the latter deemed conservative and out-
moded. In Bates's (1996, 1) words, "Rare (...) is
the department wherein the area specialists fail
to constitute a center of resistance to new trends
in the discipline. They tend to lag behind others
in terms of their knowledge of statistics, their
commitment to theory, and their familiarity with
mathematical approaches to the study of politics.
They often oppose the appointments of those
who have trained in such areas but who may be

and Thomas B. Pepinsky

deficient in language skills.” To progress, com-
parative politics would require a reconciliation of
area studies and social science, but this would be
on the social scientists’ terms—what Emmerson
(2008) describes as area specialists' “terms of en-
listment” to modern social science. Those who
resisted the subordination of area studies to gen-
eral social science would need to find refuge in
area studies programs, where humanistic forms
of inquiry were preeminent.

Almost three decades later, certain features of
that debate are still with us, even if others—such
as the focus on rational choice theory as the axis
of conflict—are now outdated. Whereas Laitin
(1993) warned that “a specter is haunting com-
parative politics; it is the specter of pure theory,”
few comparativists today would share that spe-
cific worry. Yet, the tensions between area stud-
ies and social science are still central to under-
standing the field of comparative politics, and
they have broad relevance to other disciplines as
well.

We are comparativists who began our PhD
coursework not long after these debates ap-
peared in these pages. As scholars of three dif-
ferent world regions—the former Soviet Union,
Latin America, and Southeast Asia—we know that
tensions between our area studies communities
and the social sciences continue to exist, but the
debates of the 1990s do not resonate with our
own experience. Inspired by that gap between
those earlier debates and our own careers as
comparativists, we set out to understand the evo-
lution of area studies and comparative politics,
using the tools of modern political science. First,
we collected primary data on attitudes and be-
haviors of political scientists through an original
survey of APSA members conducted in late 2022
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TWO CHEERS FOR THE “NEW” AREA STUDIES—cont.

Figure 1: Respondents by Year of PhD (N = 1143) By Year of PhD
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Figure 2: Regional Expertise by Year of PhD
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Note: Figures show the proportion of respondents indicating that their research focuses primarily on a spe-
cific geographic region or regions. Trendlines are smoothed.
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TWO CHEERS FOR THE “NEW” AREA STUDIES—cont.

Figure 3: Perceived Value of Area Studies by Year of PhD

Area studies expertise is highly valued by policymakers
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and early 2023. Our analyses below are based on the 1,143 respond-
ents who had completed their PhDs and reported their primary or
secondary subfield as comparative politics.! Second, we collected
secondary data about the research practices of political scientists by
studying publication patterns in the approximately 4,300 comparative
politics articles published between 1980 and 2020 in the American
Journal of Political Science, American Political Science Review, Com-
parative Politics, Comparative Political Studies, Journal of Politics,
and World Politics. These data allow us to characterize how the rela-
tionship between area studies and political science has changed over
the years, and they illuminate how our discipline engages with area
studies today.

In our analyses of the survey data, we present results organized by
year of PhD conferral. Because data are thin for older cohorts, as can
be seen in Figure 1, we treat all respondents with PhDs conferred
before 1980 as a single cohort. Our data are most informative about

cohorts who have graduated since 2000, but comparisons with schol-
ars from earlier cohorts who remain active APSA members are never-
theless valuable.

Defining area studies is not straightforward, especially when-as we
will show below-the nature of area expertise in political science is
changing. But the essence of area studies, regardless of which defini-
tion one uses, is a sustained focus on one part of the world. Our sur-
vey of APSA members shows that a substantial majority of compara-
tivists identify their research as having a regional focus, and that this
holds true across all PhD cohorts for the past 40 years (Figure 2).

Considering that we also know from existing research that single-
country research designs have experienced a resurgence in recent
decades (see Pepinsky 2019), there is no evidence that cross-national
statistical research has displaced regional specialization in compara-
tive politics. Indeed, our data suggest that many of the fears of schol-
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TWO CHEERS FOR THE “NEW” AREA STUDIES—cont.

Figure 4: Theory vs. Empirical Analysis in Comparative Politics Articles (1980-
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Figure 5: Use of Original Data in Comparative Politics Articles (1980-2020)
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ars in earlier generations about the decline of area studies were un-
founded. First, as shown in Figure 3, there is strong agreement
among political scientists that area studies knowledge is valuable,
and that political science has an important role to play in supporting
it. Although the depth of this support has modestly declined among
more recent cohorts, most respondents agree that area studies is im-
portant for policy, that the knowledge base of political science would
be strengthened with more attention to area studies, and that politi-
cal science has not only an obligation to produce area studies, but al-
so to teach it to undergraduates.

Second, our data show that comparative politics remains a primarily
empirical subfield. Theory has not come to dominate empirics in

comparative politics research: Empirically-oriented research method-
ologies are much more common than pure theory in published schol-
arship, and formal theory is no more common today than it was in the
mid-1990s (see Figure 4). Moreover, comparative politics research is
not only increasingly empirical but also increasingly characterized by
the production and analysis of original data (see Figure 5).

Third, while there is an obvious trend in comparative politics towards
quantitative analysis (see Figure 6), comparativists—especially those
in younger cohorts—do not perceive contemporary political science’s
focus on methods and causal inference as incompatible with area
knowledge, nor do they perceive quantitative methods as less com-
patible than qualitative methods (see Figure 7).
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TWO CHEERS FOR THE “NEW” AREA STUDIES—cont.

Figure 6: Frequency of Methods Employed in Comparative Politics by Year of PhD
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Note: Bins are five—year averages. N = 1122 . Sample includes all respondents with CP as primary or secondary field. Causal
inference refers to quantitative analyses of observational data that includes an explicit design for estimating causal effects.

Indeed, the “credibility revolution” in quantitative social science—the
shift toward experimental and other causally oriented research de-
signs—arguably has increased the complementarity between area
studies and much of the most methodologically sophisticated quanti-
tative political science research currently being conducted. As com-
parativists have embraced the credibility revolution (see the trends in
causal inference and experimental research in Figure 6 above), they
have increasingly prioritized internal validity over law-like theories or
context-free empirical generalizations. This shift reflects broad appre-
ciation that only by understanding history and context can statistical
patterns be given causal or theoretical interpretation (Malesky 2008).

As comparativists who are personally and professionally committed
to engaging in the regions of the world in which we work, we find

these results to be reassuring. We give two cheers to these trends:
one for the near consensus among political scientists in the value of
area studies for research, teaching, and policy and another for the
compatibility of empirical research, area expertise, and professional
success. Yet, our optimism is guarded, because our data also contain
evidence of more worrying developments that may eventually under-
mine current trends.

Most worrying is an ongoing change in what constitutes area studies
knowledge, and with it, a decline in the willingness of younger co-
horts to invest in regionally specific expertise. Our survey reveals a
notable decline across cohorts in the length of fieldwork, the depth of
area studies training in graduate school, and the intensity of foreign
language coursework (figures available upon request). That said,
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TWO CHEERS FOR THE “NEW” AREA STUDIES—cont.

Figure 7: Perceived Compatibility of Area Knowledge and Social Science Methods by Year of PhD
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TWO CHEERS FOR THE “NEW” AREA STUDIES—cont.

Figure 9: Units of Analysis in Comparative Politics Articles (1980-2020)
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these trends may be less troubling than they initially seem: Our data
indicate that among recent cohorts, more students enter graduate
programs already proficient in foreign languages and well-traveled in
their region of expertise. Additionally, in increasingly globalized US
and European PhD programs, many PhD students are native speakers
of languages used in the regions where they conduct research.

We also find that recent cohorts are less likely to participate in area
studies institutions (professional associations, institutions, and annual
conferences; see Figure 8). We interpret these trends as suggestive
evidence that the practice of area studies has changed among politi-
cal scientists. Professional investment in knowledge about a specific
part of the world no longer necessarily implies deep engagement
with other scholars of that part of the world from other disciplines.

The type of research that comparativists do is also changing. Even
though published research in political science still predominantly fo-
cuses on particular countries or world regions, the object of inquiry
has shifted. As the practices of younger cohorts have become less
theoretical, less qualitative, and more quantitative and causally fo-
cused, recent work has become increasingly concerned with the be-
havior of individuals and sub-national units, and less so with the over-
arching characteristics of national political systems considered in their
entireties (see Figure 9). In a sense, comparativists have responded
to Hall's (2003) call to align ontology and methodology but in a man-
ner that appears to be the opposite of what he intended. By focusing
on the aspects of comparative politics that are most amenable to con-
temporary standards for quantitative causal inference, contemporary
research often aligns ontology to methodology rather than the other
way around.

We suggest that the trends we have described may be indicative of a

new model of area studies in political science. This “new"” area studies
remains committed to empirical description and causal discovery in
specific world regions, eschewing law-like generalizations in most
cases and combining formal theory, when it is used, with context-
dependent analytical narratives. In that sense, the new area studies
has intellectual roots in the traditional model of area studies that
came under pressure in the 1990s. Nevertheless, the new area stud-
ies is far more quantitative and positivist in orientation than its prede-
cessor, and scholarship is tied to the concerns of contemporary social
science rather than to the concerns of history, arts and literature, and
other humanistic disciplines.

There are both advantages and disadvantages to the newly emerging
model of area studies. The new area studies approaches empirical
analysis in a manner that is narrow and focused. Aspects of the institu-
tional, cultural, or historical environment of direct relevance to causal
claims are scrutinized in exacting detail, resulting in troves of original,
regionally specific data and in credible tests of specific hypotheses.
At the same time, information deemed less relevant to such exercises
is often overlooked, limiting scholars’ ability to scale up individual
studies to offer broader macro-level insights into political systems. By
contrast, the area studies that predominated in the mid- to late-
twentieth century was broad and systemic. Through intensive immer-
sion in the language, culture, and history of a region, combined with
extensive fieldwork, researchers produced seminal works explicating
how countries around the world were governed, and offered implica-
tions of their findings for comparative theory-building. Yet, a lack of
attention to rigorous hypothesis testing meant that specific claims
made within these ambitious works were less likely to rest on well-
grounded empirical foundations.
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TWO CHEERS FOR THE “NEW” AREA STUDIES—cont.

We welcome the new area studies’ emphasis
on internal validity. However, without added
investments in some of the key features that
characterized the old area studies (extensive
fieldwork, broad cultural immersion, atten-
tion to macro-political issues), we fear that
comparativists may miss opportunities to
broaden their contributions to knowledge.
As we see it, the challenge facing the new ar-
ea studies is to organize its internally valid
but often unconnected findings into coherent
and generalizable theories of political behav-
ior. Thus, we echo Chandra (2015) and Ged-
des (2015) in concluding that even if the new
area studies is often narrow by design, its
substantive purchase is still unclear. The iro-
ny is that only by engaging more fully with ar-
ea-focused research in other disciplinary tra-
ditions can scholars know if their narrow fo-
cus is preventing them from making more ex-
pansive contributions to political science.

Needless to say, important questions about
this new area studies remain. One important
limitation of our research is that our analyses
of journal articles does not incorporate work
published by political scientists in area stud-
ies or other more specialized journals, nor
does it incorporate books. To the extent that
research relying on qualitative or interpretive
methods may disproportionately appear in
outlets other than the journals in our sample,
this too should be considered. The same
holds true for formal theory, which may be
more likely to appear in specialized political
economy journals. Moreover, it may simply
be too soon to discern whether the trends we
discuss are truly indicative of a paradigm shift
in how comparativists engage with area stud-
ies, or whether they instead merely reflect a
more temporary blip driven by methodologi-
cal trends that are only incidentally related to
area studies.

Our research is ongoing. Future publications
will elaborate on trends identified here in
greater detail, as well as dig deeper into
questions such as whether these trends vary
across scholars with expertise in different
world regions. For the time being, our hope
is that by introducing evidence that area
studies is by no means dead, but rather has
assumed new forms, we can generate further
research and discussion about these issues.

NOTES

" Only those respondents who completed at
least 90 percent of the survey questions are
included in our sample. Additionally,
because survey modules about regional
specialization were presented only to
respondents who reported comparative
politics or international relations as their
primary subfield, our sample excludes the
small subset of Americanists and political
theorists who reported comparative politics
as their secondary subfield.
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THE LIMITS OF GENERALIZABILITY

WHY CONTEXT STILL MATTERS
IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

he debate around the place of area studies in

the social sciences historically centered on a
key distinction: while area specialists tended to
"focus on the distinctive and unique,” social sci-
entists searched instead “for broader regulari-
ties” (Bates 1996, 2). According to this frame, po-
litical scientists led with theory and sought to dis-
cover trends and patterns that could explain a
phenomenon beyond its specific manifestation in
the particular country under study. The goal,
then, was to advance general knowledge about
political institutions and political behavior that
applied to all, or most, countries around the
world. In contrast, many political and other social
scientists perceived area studies specialists as
distinct-and frequently inferior-because, by vir-
tue of their focusing on only one region of the
world, they were unable (and sometimes unwill-
ing) to draw these same comparisons and broad-
er lessons.

To a large extent, this debate mapped onto the
methodological debate which in parallel charac-
terized American political science more broadly.
Proponents of this area studies-political science
demarcation implicitly drew battle lines between
qualitative methods and area studies, on the one
hand, and quantitative methods and political sci-
ence, on the other. Indeed, immersion into a par-
ticular country required language skills and a
deep understanding of the region’s history, its
various political and social actors, and complex
local dynamics which extensive qualitative field-
work could more effectively provide than could
large-N quantitative studies.

The debate has, no doubt, evolved in the nearly
30 years since Bates wrote in these pages about
growing “tensions” between political science and

By Niloufer A. Siddiqui

area studies. New methodological techniques
have come into vogue, shifting the quantitative-
qualitative debate to new-but equally conten-
tious—boundaries (see the credibility revolution,
for example; Angrist & Pishcke 2010). And as
Gans-Morse, Gingerich, and Pepinsky demon-
strate in their previous essay in this symposium,
there now appears to be a growing sense among
political scientists that area studies has a promi-
nent role to play not only in informing policy but
also in informing the academic discipline.!

Yet, even as the disdain for area studies among
some political scientists has subsided, we are still
far from arriving at a consensus about the place
of area studies within political science-and in-
deed what we gain by thinking of the two as fun-
damentally distinct. While we are transitioning
away from the world Bates wrote about in 1996,
this period—not unlike most transition periods—is
messy, and relies on some flawed, and some-
times contradictory, assumptions. In this piece, |
outline two sets of concerns that | hold about the
current place of area studies within comparative
politics. | write from the perspective of a scholar
who studies mostly Pakistan, and occasionally In-
dia, and who began their research career primar-
ily utilizing qualitative methods and who now in-
creasingly employs survey experimental methods
as well.

NoT ALL AREAS IN “AREA STUDIES”
ARE CREATED EQuUAL

First, while political science as a field is becoming
increasingly comfortable with the idea of scholars
studying just one country, only certain countries
are accorded the privilege of being worthy of
study unto themselves. That is, the burden of
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generalizability—of drawing broader lessons
that extend beyond the place under study-
falls unequally across countries, and this ine-
quality is reflective of global power dynamics
in the international system.

Which countries hold this privileged status
depends on their place in the broader inter-
national system, or on their place in the re-
gions into which we have-sometimes implic-
itly—divided area studies. States which hold,
or held, an outsized role in international poli-
tics are considered more valuable single-
country cases. The United States, of course, is
the archetypical example of such a country,
so significant as to have its own subfield out-
side of comparative politics. But other coun-
tries, too, such as the United Kingdom, Chi-
na, or India, hold this coveted status. Alterna-
tively, the largest of the countries in the geo-
graphic regions into which area studies is di-
vided are often accorded more power. Thus,
Indonesia receives more attention within the
comparative politics of Southeast Asia than
do Thailand or Vietnam. Such countries are
either believed to generalize to other con-
texts by default or are significant enough on
their own that it does not matter if they gen-
eralize or not.

| suggest that this hierarchy in which compar-
ative politics places countries is problematic
not only in the abstract-reinforcing global in-
equality and a sense that some countries are
more deserving of study than are others—but
also because it contributes to maladaptive
behaviors. For example, comparative schol-
ars are under pressure to choose their coun-
try of study strategically. “Larger” countries in
each sub-region of interest are given more
weight (India, rather than Bangladesh or Ne-
pal, for example, for those interested in
South Asia) which leaves many countries
around the world understudied in the field.
Few incentives are provided to new research-
ers and PhD students to fill these gaps.

This imbalance relates to another peculiarity
of the way in which areas studies manifests
today. While many scholars study single
countries, they are nonetheless expected by
other political scientists to present them-
selves as "experts” of the entire region of
which the country they study is part. India
scholars, then, become South Asian experts;
Indonesia scholars, experts of Southeast

Asia; Egypt scholars, Middle East experts,
and so on. However, here too, we are in a
world where not every country is created
equal. It is more difficult for a Nepal or Bang-
ladesh scholar to claim to be a South Asia
scholar than an India scholar or less, fre-
quently, a Pakistan scholar. This is the case
despite the fact that in all likelihood the
scholars specializing in the smaller South
Asian countries know more about India than
India scholars know about the smaller South
Asian countries.

It seems, then, that the priorities
of knowledge construction differ
from the priorities of knowledge
transmission, where specialized
knowledge is expected and
encouraged.

This pattern further contributes to a flawed
sense that one is an “"expert” of a region—
frequently a very large and diverse region-
by virtue of studying one country within it. A
scholar could spend their entire career study-
ing just Uganda but will be viewed by many
in the political science community as an Afri-
ca expert. This impetus comes in part from
the marriage between comparative politics
and area studies, and the increasing norm of
studying a single country but being
"comparative” in one’s approach. Yet, such
scholars may know very little about the rest of
the region of which their country case is part.
Indeed, while there are some benefits to di-
viding the world into regional silos, at other
times the countries that fall within a region
share in common with one another only the
accident of their geography, or some other
joint artefact of the past. By conceptualizing
the world as a set of mutually exclusive bins,
rather than taking a more open lens to other
possible sociocultural configurations, we are
likely missing several important research
agendas.

At the individual level, the incentives for each
scholar to market themselves as an area stud-
ies expert are clear. The political science job
market frequently seeks expertise in a region

of the world, as universities and colleges
need instructors to teach regional overview
courses to eager undergraduate students.
The comparative job market, then, is often
organized regionally, advertising jobs for
scholars of Latin America, or Africa, or South
Asia. This regional focus appears in stark con-
trast to the hierarchy which frequently disre-
gards area studies. It seems, then, that the
priorities of knowledge construction differ
from the priorities of knowledge transmis-
sion, where specialized knowledge is ex-
pected and encouraged.

Even here, however, few departments have
room for more than one, or perhaps two,
specialists of these regions. These experts
then tend to reflect the larger countries. In-
deed, if a department can only have one
South Asia scholar, they would much prefer
that scholar be an expert of India than any of
the other countries in the region. This fact
was made plain to me during a job talk when
| was asked to highlight the extension of my
research that | intended to conduct in Paki-
stan’s larger, more important neighbor.

Finally, “seam” countries that don't fit neatly
into these geographic zones are more likely
to be ignored. For example, some North Afri-
can countries are not considered part of
"African Studies,” but they do not form a key
part of Middle Eastern studies either. Until Af-
ghanistan became an issue of global im-
portance due to US intervention, it was also
understudied within political science. Even
today, it is unclear whether Afghanistan falls
within South or Central Asia, or whether it
should be considered part of the Middle
East. This affects the types of questions that
we ask about Afghanistan in mainstream
comparative politics; it remains effectively a
case study of US intervention gone wrong
(some excellent studies on other aspects not-
withstanding).

How THE METHODS DEBATE INFORMS
THE AREA STUDIES ONE

The second concern | maintain about the cur-
rent state of the new area studies is the ex-
tent to which it-like its predecessor-suffers
from methodological divisions. As Gans-
Morse, Gingerich, and Pepinsky demon-
strate, today's area studies employs causal,
quantitative methods more frequently than
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area studies did in the past. This is a promis-
ing move in so far as the turn to new quanti-
tative techniques has encouraged sustained
focus on single country cases and has also
broadened the number and nature of schol-
ars who could be categorized as "area stud-

n

Ies.

Yet, there remains a sizeable gap in dialogue
and conversation between quantitative and
qualitative scholars, even those studying the
same countries. This is not merely due to
methodological norms or conventions, but
because the types of questions being asked
by each type of scholar, and the type of infer-
ence they make, differs substantially. While
the increase in single-country articles sug-
gests, perhaps, a new acceptance of area
studies within comparative politics, it disguis-
es the ways in which quantitative studies are
still privileged over qualitative studies in the
field more broadly.

This methodological divide manifests, then,
in skewed publication patterns, not only in
what is published but how it is published.
The "regional background” section of aca-
demic articles is often one of the first sections
to be cut down when trying to meet word
limits. Sometimes, the name of the country
under study does not appear in the title, nor
abstract, of the paper. This serves to make
the country site incidental to the research
question, rather than integral to it. This is a
problem. We cannot merely view countries
as blank slates, devoid of politics, in which re-
searchers can intervene. Doing so results in
incomplete analysis, and indeed can have
more pernicious effects where scholars seek
to emphasize the sameness of their places in
order to downplay any situational circum-
stances that might limit the generalizability of
their findings. While the old area studies did
not shy away from uniqueness and differ-
ence, new area studies tries to paper it over.

Finally, it is worth thinking about how new ar-
ea studies could benefit from adopting more
qualitative methods, at the very least as the
precursor to their quantitative interventions.
Having language skills, understanding local
context, recognizing actor-specific peculiari-
ties allow for better, more informed surveys
and field interventions. | am continually sur-
prised at how difficult it is for certain survey
experimental methods common in compara-

tive politics to be adopted to the Pakistani
context—conjoint and list experiments, for ex-
ample—or how certain, simple words are diffi-
cult to translate and meanings tricky to con-
vey (ethnic identity, to give one example
from my site of study). Understanding even
simple norms can help eradicate a lot of con-
fusion that may arise in analyzing date. To
provide another quotidian example, those
who have spent time in South Asia will recog-
nize that collecting respondents’ age is not
always straightforward; respondents often
round up or down to the nearest five or ten
(35 instead of 32; 70 instead of 67). Again,
having the area-specific knowledge to antici-
pate and address these issues is important
not just for normative reasons but because it
means we end up with better data and
stronger findings.

WHERE Do WE GO FROM HERE?

There is much to gain from analyzing and sit-
uating singular countries within larger, com-
parative frameworks. So too are there numer-
ous advantages to the causal inference revo-
lution that have allowed us to answer ques-
tions in a rigorous, falsifiable manner. Both of
these characteristics of today’s comparative
politics should be nurtured and encouraged.

At the same time, we must balance these ad-
vantages with the recognition that the messy
politics and peculiarities of a country cannot
merely be ignored. We must also balance the
need for generalizability with the recognition
that sometimes countries are worth studying
because we don't know enough about them,
because they provide new sites to continually
refine our theories, and because studying
them can give rise to new agenda of inquiry.
Leaving the study of these contexts to history,
anthropology, or other humanities means
that we are not using the tools, or asking the
questions, that characterize political science,
which is a loss much beyond our discipline.

NOTES

'] follow Gans-Morse, Gingerich, and Pepin-
sky in defining area studies as studies "with a
sustained focus on one part of the world.”

REFERENCES

Angrist, Joshua D. and Jérn-Steffen Pischke.
2010. "The Credibility Revolution in Em-
pirical Economics: How Better Research
Design Is Taking the Con out of Econo-
metrics.” Journal of Economic Perspec-
tives 24 (2): 3-30.

Bates, Robert. 1996. “Letter from the Presi-
dent: Area Studies and the Discipline.”
APSA-CP7(1):1-2.

Gans-Morse, Jordan, Daniel Gingerich, and
Thomas B. Pepinsky. “Two Cheers for the
‘New Area Studies.”

APSA-CP Newsletter Vol. XXXV, Issue 1, Spring-Summer 2024 — 14



THREE CHEERS FOR BUILDING ON
POST-WAR AREA STUDIES

Ellen Lust

Director, Einaudi Center for
International Studies, Cornell
University

Founder and Director,
Governance and Local
Development Institute at the
University of Gothenburg and
Cornell University

Professor, Jeb E. Brooks School
of Public Policy, Cornell
University

Professor, Department of
Government, Cornell University

Professor, Department of
Political Science, University of
Gothenburg

Her email address in
ellen.lust@gu.se

n “Two Cheers for the 'New' Area Studies,”

Gans-Morse, Gingerich, and Pepinsky cele-
brate two current trends in comparative politics:
that political scientists express a “near consen-
sus” in the value of area studies for research,
teaching, and policy, and that there is
"compatibility of empirical research, area exper-
tise, and professional success” (p. 8). They draw
these conclusions from a careful study of com-
parative politics, including a survey of political
scientists and an analysis of publications in highly
ranked journals. However, they base the study on
a definition of area studies as research with “a
sustained focus on one part of the world” (p. 3).
Equating area studies with single-country or re-
gion-based research omits key aspects of area
studies as historically defined - as interdiscipli-
nary research that aims to further a social, cultur-
al, and political understanding of specific areas
and to develop a universal social science theory.”
Considered from the perspective of area studies’
early proponents, Gans-Morse, Gingerich, and
Pepinsky instead present strong evidence that ar-
ea studies research in comparative politics is on
life-support, if not yet dead. The question is
whether it should be resuscitated or is better left
alone.

THE POST-WAR VIEW OF AREA STUDIES

Area studies in the US gained prominence in the
post-war period. Still spinning from two world
wars in the first half of the century, the academy’s
inability to meet military demands to better un-
derstand foreign lands and peoples, combined
with questions over whether “wiser scholarship
[could] have brought about a better understand-
ing of world relationships and prevented war al-
together,"? many saw area studies as the key to
an effective study of international relations and
lasting peace. Universities, foundations, and the

By Ellen Lust

US government sought to strengthen area stud-
ies by establishing centers, founding professional
associations, and funding projects. Scholars
joined suit, and by the early 1950s, an APSA sur-
vey of 75 political science departments in US uni-
versities found that 308 of their 797 research pro-
jects focused on international relations and, of
those projects, 198 (or 64%) were “area studies”
research.?

In general, the goal was for area studies not only
to provide a comprehensive understanding of
countries and regions, but also to advance a uni-
versal theory of social science. Julian Steward,
founder of the University of Michigan’s anthro-
pology department, saw “the development of a
universal social science” as a goal of area re-
search.* Jean Duroselle, Dean of the Faculty of
Arts at the University of the Saar, argued area
studies aimed, in part, at "working out a theory of
international relations as a whole (...), in finding
the fundamental data which explain these rela-
tions in general, independently of geographical
areas.” Hans Morgenthau, one of the most influ-
ential international relations scholars of the 20t
century, noted that "area studies are expected to
contribute to the development of a universal so-
cial science which will arise from the isolation,
analysis, and comparison of similar phenomena
in different cultures.”

Proponents viewed area studies research as in-
herently interdisciplinary. Robert Hall, a geogra-
pher who served as founding director of the Uni-
versity of Michigan’s Center for Japanese Studies
and Chair of the Committee on World Area Re-
search, wrote in 1947 that area studies required
the participation of the humanities, natural sci-
ences, and social sciences.” The introduction to
the 1952 UNESCO International Social Science
Bulletin stated that a noteworthy feature of area
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studies was the "opportunity for fruitful col-
laboration between specialists in different
branches of study,” including "historians, ge-
ographers, sociologists, anthropologists, psy-
chologists and linguists..."8

The challenge, as many noted, was not simp-
ly to bring together scholars in multidiscipli-
nary collaboration, but to undertake truly in-
terdisciplinary research.” Morgenthau lik-
ened this to "representatives of different dis-
ciplines stand[ing], as it were, on the same
hill looking in the same direction at the same
object and try[ing] to discern the same thing
about this object, be its nature, its move-
ments, its influence upon other objects, or
the influence to which it is subjected by other
objects, and the like.” Using different theoret-
ical and methodological instruments, these
different scholars "are bound to see different
qualities in that object. By communicating to
each other what they have seen, the minds of
all concerned correlate the results of the re-
searches of the others with their own."!

Research, thus, required a collaborative ap-
proach. Projects were to be team-based, led
by well-placed specialists (presumed, at least
by some, to be scholars of international rela-
tions)." In this regard, scholars undertook
large collaborative projects and founded ar-
ea studies centers. Duroselle, based in
France, lauded the American approach. “The
originality of the American scientists,” he
wrote, “probably lies in the fact that they
have devoted themselves to this form of
study in a wider and more systematic manner
and gone further in discarding the single au-
thor method in favour of large-scale team-
work."?

Efforts to promote area studies met challeng-
es, of course. Proponents debated questions
such as what theoretical approaches best fit
different countries, how to advance interdis-
ciplinarity, and how to define which areas
and countries to privilege (a problem Sid-
diqui notes still haunts us today). Many
voiced concerns that area studies scholars
would be isolated, either geographically or
functionally, from other regions and disci-
plines.” In 1955, Marshall Powers noted that
the University of Florida had anticipated this
problem, requiring faculty to be “an area
specialist and an active worker in his [sic] dis-
ciplinary specialization at the same time."!*

Proponents of area studies also faced detrac-
tors. This may have been, at least partly, be-
cause area studies presented "a new attack
on the hard and fast conceptions of university
teaching and research, a breach in the wall,
which  the established,  well-defined,
'recognized’ branches of study continually
put up against new branches."” Some voiced
concerns that area studies would not have a
"theoretical core.” Reporting on a study of
the status of area studies at 24 universities,
conducted just after WWII, Hall described
one administrative officer's reaction: "I can
imagine a man trained in area [studies] as be-
ing a most charming gentleman and interest-
ing conversationalist,” he reported the of-
ficer saying, "but not as being a scholar.”"
Such comments resonate with more recent
critiques of area studies in comparative poli-
tics.

Without understanding the
intricacies of contexts (....), itis
easy to base research designs on
false assumptions and
misinterpret results.

THE "NEW" AREA STUDIES MAY BE NEW,
BUT IS IT AREA STUDIES?

Early supporters of area studies may recog-
nize current critiques, but they would be un-
likely to view the scholarship that Gans-
Morse, Gingerich, and Pepinsky uncovered
as a new and improved area studies. Their
goal was to create a practice in which schol-
ars with various disciplinary and methodolog-
ical tools come together to conduct deeply
grounded research examining critical prob-
lems, use findings from different contexts to
effectively define and recognize scope condi-
tions, revise theories in their respective disci-
plines, and then engage with scholars across
disciplines and regional specialties to devel-
op a universal theory of social science. This
vision of area studies stands in stark contrast
to the picture painted in “Two Cheers for the
‘New' Area Studies.”

"New’ area studies” may be new, but it is not

area studies. Gans-Morse, Gingerich, and
Pepinsky's study reports a “notable decline
across cohorts in the length of fieldwork, the
depth of area studies training in graduate
school, and the intensity of foreign language
coursework.""”” They argue graduate students
may have better language skills and more
overseas experience than previous cohorts,
which might partially mitigate this problem.
However, there is reason to believe these ini-
tial skills do not make up for the loss of area
studies practice.

Scholars of comparative politics today gener-
ally do not prioritize gaining deep, contextual
knowledge of their research sites. As the
study reports, “scholarship is tied to the con-
cerns of contemporary social science rather
than to the concerns of history, arts and liter-
ature, and other humanistic disciplines.” Most
newly-minted PhDs also do not engage in re-
gional studies associations and area study
centers, which likely reflects both their own
choices and their perceptions of the profes-
sion’s values. Similarly, collaboration has be-
come more frequent, particularly as projects
have become more complex and technical,
but there is little emphasis on interdiscipli-
nary teams. In short, Gans-Morse, Gingerich,
and Pepinsky identify the prevalence of sin-
gle-country- and region-based research, not
a ‘new’ area studies in comparative politics.

Does COMPARATIVE POLITICS
NEED AREA STUDIES?

The turn away from area studies is detri-
mental to the discipline of comparative poli-
tics. The move away from interdisciplinary re-
search, grounded in a deep understanding
of context, limits the ability to design and de-
velop research programs, establish scope
conditions, and advance theories of compar-
ative politics.

Studies in comparative politics require a nu-
anced, contextual understanding to design
research and understand results. Princeton
philosopher David Bowers noted in 1944
that, to understand a “civilization,” one must
"view its institutions, mores, and ideals, not as
isolated facts but as parts of a larger context,
in which each confers and has conferred up-
on it, a significance that would otherwise be
lacking. To see less than this is to see nothing
at all.""® The language is a bit dated, but the
essence remains. Without understanding the
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intricacies of contexts - the roles actors play,
the obligations that bind them, and the pow-
er structures underlying them, it is easy to
base research designs on false assumptions
and misinterpret results. Interdisciplinary re-
search, in which scholars with different tools
and theoretical frameworks view the same
object, is best designed to reveal these nu-
ances.

This approach is also the foundation for de-
termining scope conditions and advancing
theory. Current research emphasizes causal
identification at a specific place and time, but
it often fails to sufficiently identify the contex-
tual conditions to establish scope conditions.
Moreover, much of the research is con-
ceived, implemented, and interpreted with-
out the interdisciplinary area studies engage-
ment that fosters theoretical and methodo-
logical advancement.'” This limits theoretical
advancement in comparative politics.

A PATH FORWARD OR BACK TO THE PAST?

The challenge is to restore the advantages of
area studies approaches, without losing the
empirical rigor and progress made in the
past decades. | end with three recommenda-
tions that may allow us to do so, facilitating
progress.

First, we need to recognize the value of area
studies and promote engagement with the
community. For administrators, this means
making available the necessary time and re-
sources for researchers to engage with area
studies communities and, where necessary,
undertake longer-term fieldwork. For estab-
lished faculty, this means attending area
studies conferences and university programs
as available, encouraging graduate students
to develop relevant area studies skills, and
rewarding this knowledge in hiring, journal
reviews, and other professional decisions.
For graduate students, it means investing
time in engaging with area experts outside
the discipline.

Second, we need to promote specialization
and collaboration. A ‘return’ to area studies
need not come at the expense of disciplinary
progress and methodological sophistication.
Early area studies proponents valued inter-
disciplinary collaboration—something which
may open opportunities for both theoretical
and methodological cross-fertilization and
advancement. The advantages of specializa-

tion and collaboration can be found in other
areas as well. Research teams can benefit
from the collaboration of researchers special-
ized in different tools, theoretical approach-
es, and area expertise. Graduate programs,
too, may consider allowing students to spe-
cialize. All should be literate in quantitative
and qualitative methodologies, but some
may benefit more from shifting time from
methods training to the development of rele-
vant theoretical or area studies to the benefit
of all.

Finally, there should be efforts to promote
cross-regional  dialogues over similar re-
search interests. Establishing forums for shar-
ing deeply grounded, area-based findings
across regions will promote the study of
comparative politics, as well as the areas. In-
tegrating interdisciplinary, area-based re-
search into the discipline will have a greater
impact, promoting new findings and key the-
oretical revisions.
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AREA STUDIES 2.0

EMBRACING AND EXPLAINING HETEROGENEITY TO HELP
SOLVE REAL-WORLD PROBLEMS

"Perhaps it's worth restating an obvious point.
Empirical evidence on any given causal effect is
always local, derived from a particular time,
place, and research design."

his statement comes not from an area studies

scholar's lament about the disadvantages of
the rise of causal inference in the social sciences.
Its authors are Angrist and Pischke in their 2010
piece lauding the credibility revolution and its
salutary effects on economics research. While it is
a bleak reminder of the limitations of social sci-
ence research, it can also be read as a recogni-
tion of the importance of area studies. While so-
cial science tends to look for generalities and re-
ward research that claims it, our methods direct
us to recognize the importance of context, place,
and time.

In this brief reflection on the Gans-Morse, Gin-
gerich, and Pepinsky piece, with which [ largely
agree, | offer some cautionary analysis on the
synergy between area studies and this revolution.
As Pepinsky argued in an earlier piece, the return
of the one country study is partially driven by the
centering of causal inference in this revolution
and the associated need to do narrow and fo-
cused studies in a single place.? The connection
and symbiotic relationship between this method-
ological shift and traditional area studies is obvi-
ous and should be celebrated and noted. How-
ever, despite this potential synergy between
causal inference, single country studies, and tra-
ditional area studies, there continues to be a
large gap in the aspirations and expectations of
area study specialists and many in the quantita-
tive social sciences. This is no longer a gap be-
tween different methodological approaches or
even a debate about theory versus empirics. It is

By Mary Gallagher

rather a difference in ambition and scope that is
centered on the value of variation versus the val-
ue of generalization. Normal social science con-
tinues to prioritize generalizability and the reach
of a finding to as many contexts and time periods
as possible, despite the daunting nature of that
task. Area study specialists are, by definition,
more interested and find more value in the find-
ings of a particular place at a particular time.

These may be simple differences of taste and in-
tellectual orientation and should be able to co-
exist under a large tent of intellectual inquiry.
Some prefer to go deep and others to go broad
in their research. However, as long as normal sci-
ence prioritizes generalization, this tension be-
tween area studies and studies of causal infer-
ence is hard to rectify without downgrading area
studies while continuing to elevate general theo-
ries or findings. However, the intellectual prioriti-
zation of a general finding should be interrogat-
ed, especially when problems of external validity
are so severe. Moreover, if the main goal of so-
cial science research is to help understand and
solve real world problems, general findings are
not enough. Implementation always requires en-
gagement with a particular place. One must un-
derstand the context and history of a place to
make a general theory useful.

This is not a zero-sum competition between
quantitative social science and traditional area
studies. There are ways to combine the two ap-
proaches in such a way that science is advanced,
policy prescriptions are more accurate, and the
human “subjects” of our research benefit as
much as possible. This essay explores these
goals and makes a few recommendations to
edge closer to them. | invoke the relationship be-
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tween clinical practice and random con-
trolled trials (RCTs) in medical science as a
metaphor for how comparativists might think
about area studies and experimental work. In
both cases, researchers are presented with
research subjects (patients or countries) with
vast differences between them and many un-
knowable factors that can confound treat-
ments. This necessitates the triangulation of
methods, especially when trying to under-
stand scope conditions of an experimental
finding and ascertain external validity
through comparison across different units.
Given our focus on research of particular
places, | also interrogate the prioritization of
generalization over a focus on variation and
unit heterogeneity, especially in applied so-
cial science where policy impact should be
centered as the goal. Finally, alongside the
use of meta-analysis across studies to explain
variation, | advocate for the reinvigoration of
comparative case studies and comparative
historical approaches that prioritize explain-
ing variation.

AREA STUDIES AND THE CREDIBILITY REVO-
LUTION: SAME BED, DIFFERENT DREAMS

The credibility revolution has brought back
social science research that is narrowly fo-
cused on a causal relationship in a single set-
ting and often at one point in time. To lever-
age the power of an experimental approach
that models itself after the medical sciences
with treatment and control groups, many
comparativists have returned to single coun-
try studies that prioritize establishing causali-
ty between variables. Cross-national statisti-
cal studies that use observational data across
many different national settings to establish
correlative relationships have fallen out of fa-
vor, despite their ability to study a question
across many different settings.

For many reasons, this shift has been good
for area studies in the sense that single coun-
try studies are now part of normal social sci-
ence. The accumulation of knowledge in the
social sciences is now more built on the idea
of incremental findings across many contexts,
because these incremental findings are more
robust than the previous approach of cross-
national statistical analysis of observational
data. This has had a beneficial impact on the
professional opportunities of area experts.
Studies of a single country are now routinely

published in the top journals without need-
ing to justify focus on said country. If the
study is well executed and the question is in-
teresting, there is no longer any intellectual
justification to state that X country is unim-
portant or that what happens in Y country
should only be published in regional jour-
nals. These criticisms have long been a com-
mon frustration for area study experts, in par-
ticular when a country's political situation ap-
peared unique or sui generis.

As with the iterative approach in
the medical sciences, researchers
should practice experimental
research in the field with
constant attention to the country
in question in order to
understand the context of the
experiment, the variability of
each place or context where the
experiment is implemented, and
the need for interdisciplinary
collaboration with other country
experts, practitioners, and
research subjects.

However, there are also important differ-
ences between the goals of the credibility
revolution and those of traditional area stud-
ies, as the Lust essay in this issue deftly co-
vers. The concerning survey findings dis-
cussed in the Gans-Morse piece is a product
of this tension. For example, the return of the
single-country study and professional ac-
ceptance of single-country articles should be
good for area studies by centering the need
for requisite skills and knowledge of specific
places during graduate school. This includes
intensive language training, area study cours-
es, which encourages interdisciplinary per-
spectives, and extended time for fieldwork.
As their survey findings attest and as Lust ar-
gues, so far, the return of single country stud-
ies in the social sciences has not done much
to revive the attention to area studies skills in
graduate school training. This has long term

impacts on how scholars early in their career
define themselves and socialize professional-
ly. As the survey demonstrates, political sci-
entists do not tend to engage much with re-
gional studies associations. This reduces op-
portunities for connections to scholars in oth-
er disciplines. Thus, few research projects are
built with interdisciplinary teams.

These tensions and gaps between area stud-
ies and the social sciences is still largely due
to the elevation of generalizability as a key
goal while area studies prioritize deep under-
standing of single cases and contexts. But
general findings are not enough to engage
in research that is relevant to the policymak-
ers and communities that we study. How can
single-country experts engage with tradition-
al area studies such that their research is
more than just "one data point” in the long
journey toward accumulation of general
knowledge.

BeyonD THE RCT:
WHAT ELSE CAN SOCIAL SCIENCE LEARN
FROM THE MEDICAL SCIENCES?

Social science’s interest in experimental re-
search, especially the use of randomized
controlled trials, as a "gold standard” in re-
search methods stems from its original use in
the medical sciences and its contribution to
drug discovery, the connection between dis-
ease and lifestyle, and environmental causes
of disease. However, even in the medical sci-
ences, RCTs are part of a broader continuum
of research that includes clinical practice,
case studies, qualitative research, and obser-
vational studies. In medical fields, RCTs are
critiqued for similar reasons as in the social
sciences, including issues related to external
validity and fit for individual patients.® As a
general practice, medical doctors engaged
in RCTs for research and publication success
also are clinicians, seeing patients and en-
gaging in patient care often in relation to the
drugs or other treatments in their experi-
mental work. Their work is deeply iterative,
going between experimental, highly con-
trolled and constrained trials with patient
care that is individualized and interdiscipli-
nary.*

This dynamic between experimental research
and patient care could be seen as a meta-
phor for a vision for "normal” social science
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and area studies that is deeply connected
and iterative. As Lust discusses in her essay, a
single-country study that is not deeply knowl-
edgeable about the context of the country
and is unaware of interdisciplinary research
in related fields IS NOT area studies. It is thin
social science and ultimately probably una-
ble to explain research results and likely het-
erogeneity between the country of study and
other countries. As with the iterative ap-
proach in the medical sciences, researchers
should practice experimental research in the
field with constant attention to the country in
question in order to understand the context
of the experiment, the variability of each
place or context where the experiment is im-
plemented, and the need for interdisciplinary
collaboration with other country experts,
practitioners, and research subjects. This is
also a more ethical and humane approach to
social science research.’

It is important to note that this dynamic be-
tween experimental work and contextual ar-
ea studies research is not necessarily a meth-
odological division between quantitative and
qualitative work. Contextual research could
still be quantitative. However, the attention to
interdisciplinary knowledge does encourage
mixed methods, collaboration between qual-
itative and quantitative approaches, and tri-
angulation between multiple research meth-
ods and disciplinary approaches.

PUTTING THE COMPARATIVE BACK INTO
COMPARATIVE POLITICS

This iterative approach between general so-
cial science and area studies research fosters
an inherent interest in comparison and heter-
ogeneity across different national or regional
settings, which is the founding justification
for the subfield of comparative politics. The
rise of single-country studies, focused on
causal inference, has shifted us away from
comparative research, research that aspires
to explain cross-national differences, not only
macro general trends or microlevel differ-
ences between individuals.®

New initiatives such as the Metaketa Initiative
seek to widen the scope of the credibility rev-
olution in political science through collabora-
tive research and coordinated field experi-
ments across multiple national settings. This
initiative is intended to improve the reliability

of experimental studies by aggregating the
results of multiple studies, done in a coordi-
nated manner, on the same question. In this
way, the Metaketa Initiative is explicitly com-
parative, as it seeks to use coordinated multi-
ple studies across different national settings.
However, as the authors note, the Metaketa
Initiative is geared towards the goal of gener-
alizability, not toward comparison:

One sensible solution to the challenge
of generalizability is to combine the re-
sults of multiple studies on the same top-
ic. Such "meta-analysis” is commonplace
in some physical sciences, and it appears
from time to time in the social sciences,
too. Aggregating evidence from multi-
ple studies may give us greater purchase
on whether - and even why - results dif-
fer across distinct contexts, or whether,
instead, findings point us in the same di-
rection across settings.’

This first Metaketa project of information and
political accountability deployed similar ex-
perimental studies across six countries. The
researchers found little evidence that provid-
ing voters with reliable information on candi-
date quality significantly changed voting be-
havior. The authors conclude that the gener-
alizability of the finding is more reliable, giv-
en the wide agreement in results across mul-
tiple contexts. "Nevertheless, we feel sub-
stantially more confident in the generalizabil-
ity of conclusions drawn from multiple stud-
ies implemented in different settings than we
would from any single study carried out in
one setting."®

Metaketa holds significant promise as an initi-
ative to encourage quantitative researchers
to engage deeply with their single country
cases while also using the collaborative
framework to engage in comparative analysis
that explores heterogeneity between coun-
tries. However, given the consistent findings
across the six countries in this initial study,
generalizability can still be achieved, and
comparison avoided or unnecessary. Howev-
er, it is still unclear how comparative meta-
analysis will explain heterogeneity. A narrow
focus on differences in study design might
unnecessarily detract away from institutional
or cultural differences between the countries
in question. Therefore, meta-analysis cannot
be the only solution to explaining heteroge-

neity. The field of comparative politics needs
to do more to integrate the rise of field ex-
periments with other traditional methods of
the subfield, including comparative case
studies and comparative historical analysis.

This synergy between traditional area stud-
ies, field experiments, and comparative anal-
ysis can be realized through co-authored
work, collaborative initiatives like Metaketa,
or mixed methods research by individual
scholars. This requires methodological diver-
sity and humility. It requires a clear acknowl-
edgement that none of our methods alone
serve as a gold standard for research rigor or
sophistication. Moreover, generalizability
should be downgraded as a goal more supe-
rior than explaining results in a single place
or explaining heterogeneity between places.

Gans-Morse, Gingerich, and Pepinsky are
right to cheer for the potential return of area
studies to the discipline. Lust's caution that
we aren't there quite yet acknowledges the
persistent gap between the interdisciplinary
approach of area studies and the current
credibility revolution. Initiatives like Metaketa
emphasize the need to compare across units
and to grapple with heterogeneity and the
intractable problem of external validity in the
credibility revolution. Comparative politics,
at its core, offers a solution, which is the goal
of comparison not generalization.

NOTES

" Angrist and Pischke, “The Credibility Revo-
lution in Empirical Economics.”

2Pepinsky, “The Return of the Single-Country
Study.”

3 Rothwell, “External Validity of Randomised
Controlled Trials"; French, “"Can Evidencel?
Based Guidelines and Clinical Trials Tell Us
How to Treat Patients?”

4Liberati, "Conclusions. 1."

>Phillips, “Ethics of Field Experiments.”
¢"More than Good Intentions.”

’Dunning et al., “The Metaketa Initiative,” 17.
8Dunning etal., 9.

?Dunning et al., 413.

APSA-CP Newsletter Vol. XXXV, Issue 1, Spring-Summer 2024 — 20



AREA STUDIES 2.0—CONT.

REFERENCES Liberati, Alessandro. “Conclusions. 1: The Relationship between Clini-
Angrist, Joshua D, and Jérn-Steffen Pischke. “The Credibility Revolu- cal Trlals.an”d C"T"C.a' Eractlcg. .The Risks of Underestimating Its
o . . . Complexity.” Statistics in Medicine 13, no. 13-14 (July 15, 1994):
tion in Empirical Economics: How Better Research Design Is Tak-
. o . 1485-91.
ing the Con out of Econometrics.” Journal of Economic Perspec-

tives 24, no. 2 (May 1, 2010): 3-30. "More than Good Intentions: How a New Economics Is Helping to

Dunning, Thad, Guy Grossman, Macartan Humphreys, Susan D. Hyde, (Sglve (E)|Obflzg1o1vf% 21%2043621@62\”6% Online 49, no. 04
Craig Mclntosh, and Gareth Nellis, eds. “The Metaketa Initiative.” ecemboer 1, LT reTme e

In Information, Accountability, and Cumulative Learning, 1st ed.,  Pepinsky, Thomas B. “The Return of the Single-Country Study,” 2019.
16-49. Cambridge University Press, 2019, Phillips, Trisha. “Ethics of Field Experiments,” n.d.
French, Jacqueline A. "Can Evidence-Based Guidelines and Clinical

! X R Rothwell, Peter M. “External Validity of Randomised Controlled Trials:
Trials Tell Us How to Treat Patients?" Epilepsia 48, no. 7 (July To Whom Do the Results ofThiZTrial Apply?” The Lancet 365, no
2007): 1264-67. 9453 (January 2005): 82-93.

APSA-CP Newsletter Vol. XXXV, Issue 1, Spring-Summer 2024 — 21



HONORABLE MENTION OF GREGORY LUEBBERT PRIZE FOR
THE BEST BOOK IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

THE FOUNDING OF MODERN STATES
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2022)

An interview with the author, Richard Bensel

WHAT MOTIVATED THIS PROJECT?

In 2007, | presented a paper, "Emerging from the State of Nature:
The Construction of Rules, Rulers, and Membership in Legislative As-
semblies," to the Congress and History Conference held at Princeton
University. At the Princeton conference, | contended that there was
no way in which a legislative assembly or constitutional convention
could be democratically organized through the processing of individ-
ual preferences. One of the implications of this argument was that ra-
tional choice theories concerning legislative decision-making were
always going to be incomplete because they could not encompass
the creation of a legislative assembly. This contention caused some
controversy at the conference and, after some years of thinking over
the problem, | formalized the argument and published it as “The
Opening Dilemma: Why Democracies Cannot Found Themselves” in
Studies in American Political Development 36:2 (October 2022): 104-
119.

One of the key elements in this analysis is that, despite the "opening
dilemma” that all legislative assemblies must encounter, they, in fact,
did successfully organize themselves. The question was how they
managed to organize and, at the same time, retain their claim to be
representative democratic institutions. On a parallel track, | realized
that the analysis could be applied to the founding of national states
because they, too, managed to found themselves by resolving,
through arbitrary processes that relied on simple fiat, the same open-
ing dilemma. That led me to investigate the historical processes
through which modern states have been founded: three of them (the
English Constitution, the 1787 American Constitutional Convention,
and the National Assembly during the French Revolution) are con-
ventionally considered “democratic” foundings while three others
(the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, and the Iranian Revolution) are usu-
ally thought to be “non-democratic.” In all six cases, there was an ar-
bitrary decision in the founding of these states that enabled the
founders to both claim that they were acting as the "will of the peo-
ple” and, at the same time, resolve the “opening dilemma.” This reso-
lution, in each instance, melded a “transcendent social purpose” for
the new regime, the erection of central state authority, and the "will
of the people” in a way that had important and durable implications
for their subsequent development.

WHAT SURPRISED YOU MOST
AS YOU WERE DOING THE RESEARCH FOR IT?

When | began this comparative study, | had only very general
knowledge of five of the six cases (I knew the American founding fair-
ly well). Although the amount of research varied a bit, | spent at least
a year of intensive research in each of the six (about ten years in total
from the beginning of the writing until publication). The most surpris-
ing element in this research was the discovery that the founders in
each instance both fervently believed in the ideological frame which
guided them through the process and that they were acting in accord
with the "will" of their respective peoples.

WHAT DO YOU HOPE WILL BE THE MOST LASTING
CONCLUSION FROM THIS BOOK IN 10 OR 20 YEARS?

| hope that this book will encourage scholars: (1) to revisit these his-
torical episodes as they attempt to reconcile the logical consistency
of political processes with the ideological beliefs of political actors;
(2) place greater emphasis on the way in which cultural norms allow
people to overcome logical contradictions; and (3) realize that a be-
lief in mythological concepts such as the "will of the people” are a
necessary element in the political stability of modern states.

Richard Bensel
is the Gary S. Davis Professor of
Government at Cornell University.

His email address is
rfb2@cornell.edu
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HONORABLE MENTION OF GREGORY LUEBBERT PRIZE FOR
THE BEST BOOK IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

THE ORIGINS OF SECULAR INSTITUTIONS:

IDEAS, TIMING, AND ORGANIZATION
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2022)

An interview with the author, H. Zeynep Bulutgil

WHAT MOTIVATED THIS PROJECT?

In Political Science, we have a vibrant literature on the emergence of
bureaucratically sophisticated states, nationalism, and regime type.
What | found striking is the relative absence of works that focus on
the emergence of secular states, i.e. states that minimize the control
of religious rules and organizations over the public and private lives
of individuals. Given the far-reaching implications of institutional sec-
ularization on individuals" most basic rights and intimate decisions,
my view is that the topic deserves as much social scientific attention
as the other dimensions of state formation.

There is also the empirical puzzle. Relevant theories, which include
Tocquevillian arguments on throne and altar relations or moderniza-
tion arguments on economic development, do not easily account for
why secular institutions emerge. Contexts with an experience of close
throne-altar relations vary remarkably in their trajectory of institution-
al secularization. They include early secularizers such as France in the
18th century as well as Saudi Arabia today. Economic modernization
argument also raises empirical puzzles: for example, Pakistan and
Morocco, neither of which have adopted secular institutions, have
levels of urbanization and literacy higher than cases such as Turkey or
Albania in 1920s when those countries adopted secular institutions.

WHAT SURPRISED YOU MOST
AS YOU WERE DOING THE RESEARCH FOR IT?

For me there were two surprising parts. First, secular states were by
no means a foregone conclusion even in Western Europe. If you
study debates about state reform in 17 and 18% century Europe, the
idea of separating religious and state institutions is both intellectually
rare and subject to censorship. Most reformers want to harness the
organizational capacity of religions rather than push them out. What
allows for the unlikely emergence of secular movements is the
spread of Enlightenment ideas through printing press in contexts
where the censorship mechanism is weaker. This argument, for ex-
ample, explains why France was an early-mover and Spain was a late-
comer. In France, the censorship mechanism simply did not work as
most printers and thinkers could move across the border to Switzer-
land or the Dutch Republic and smuggle back their ideas in print. In
Spain, this type of easy escape was not possible.

Second, | was also surprised to find that the timing and sequence of
secular and religious parties is critical to understanding the geogra-
phy of institutional secularization today. In contexts in which secular
parties emerged early, they could build a grassroots organization
and compete effectively with religious parties. In contexts in which
secular parties emerged around the same time or after religious par-
ties, they were not competitive. Among other things, this argument
sheds new light on comparative political history of Europe and the
Middle East. In Europe, the Vatican curbed liberal, pro-suffrage Cath-
olic movements in early 19t century and unwittingly allowed seculars
decades during which they could establish grassroots networks be-
fore they faced Christian Democrats. In much of the Middle East, sec-
ular parties did not have this decades long breathing space to build
organizations before they faced religious rivals.

WHAT DO YOU HOPE WILL BE THE MOST LASTING
CONCLUSION FROM THIS BOOK IN 10 OR 20 YEARS?

| hope the book’s first lasting conclusion is its theory and empirical
findings, which underscore the diffusion of ideas and organizational
timing of competing political movements as key mechanisms in secu-
lar state formation. | would also be really delighted if the book sparks
a lively literature not only on the emergence of secular state for-
mation but also on the emergence of secular political parties, which,
unlike religious or left-wing parties, have been understudied. Ulti-
mately, | hope the book will make the study of secular institutions as
integral a part of the literature on modern state formation as it is for
studies that focus on bureaucratic capacity and national identity for-
mation.

H. Zeynep Bulutgil
is a Professor of Political Science and
International Relations at University

College London. Her email address is
z.bulutgil@ucl.ac.uk
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HONORABLE MENTION OF GREGORY LUEBBERT PRIZE FOR
THE BEST BOOK IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

MAKING GENDER SALIENT:

FROM GENDER QUOTA LAWS TO POLICY
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2022)

An interview with the author, Ana Catalano Weeks

WHAT MOTIVATED THIS PROJECT?

My book focuses on the policy impacts of electoral gender quota
laws in Europe. The use of quota laws has increased rapidly over re-
cent decades. Today, more than 60 countries around the world have
adopted them. These laws have given women new access to political
power, but does it translate into meaningful policy change in the di-
rection of their political preferences? This is the practical question
that motivates the book: not only if, but when and how do quotas
lead to policy change for women?

To investigate the policy impacts of quota laws, | visited four coun-
tries - two which had quota laws and two similar countries which did
not. This book weaves together statistical analysis of party agendas
and government policies with the qualitative interviews | gathered in
my fieldwork.

WHAT SURPRISED YOU MOST
AS YOU WERE DOING THE RESEARCH FOR IT?

One surprising finding is that much of the policy change | document
occurs within political parties on the right of the political spectrum.
Left-wing parties often already had many women in their ranks, not
least because many had internal party quotas already. So quotas lead
to bigger change within Christian Democratic, conservative, and far
right parties, and these women were able to shift their parties’ priori-
ties and positions on some issues. | focus on work-family policies, be-
cause this is an issue that women across parties tend to prioritize
more than men. | find that women on both the left and right moved
work-family policies in a more gender-egalitarian direction - that is,
more well-paid, shared parental and paternity leave (which encour-
ages gender equality in both the household and labor market) and
less maternity-only leave and cash benefits (which does not). Women
achieved this at times by working within parliamentary committees
and at times through ministerial appointments, depending on the in-
stitutional context.

Another surprise was just how normalized people became to gender
quotas. | interviewed several politicians who strongly opposed quo-
tas in the past, but they had changed their minds. In the US, "quota”
often seems to be a word people use in a pejorative sense, so | found
that fascinating (and encouraging).

WHAT DO YOU HOPE WILL BE THE MOST LASTING
CONCLUSION FROM THIS BOOK IN 10 OR 20 YEARS?

| argue that in order to understand when quotas, or women'’s descrip-
tive representation, matter to policy outcomes, we need to consider
not only which issues divide men and women but how these issues fit
into the main lines of party competition in a country. For example,
there is a large gender gap over social spending, but because this is
so well-crystallized in the context | study - parties are clearly orga-
nized in opposing positions around it - | make the case that quotas
are unlikely to lead to policy change on it. It is those “uncrystallized”
issues (in the words of Jenny Mansbridge) which are not well-aligned
with the main left-right political dimension that offer the most poten-
tial for policy change. Absent the presence of women in office press-
ing for change, parties have strategic reasons to ignore these issues
because they could detract from core issues and divide men and
women within the party. | show that work-family conciliation is one of
these issues. Women are significantly more progressive than men
when asked questions about whether it is okay for mothers of young
children to work, and egalitarian change in family policy has come
from (especially women politicians in) parties across the left and
right. However, | think there are many other issues likely to be charac-
terized by large, cross-cutting gender gaps - e.g., violence against
women, “"pink” taxes, or indeed quotas themselves. These are worth
further exploration.

Empirically, my book adds to a long line of studies that show descrip-
tive representation matters. Quotas are effective not only at boosting
numbers of women in office but also at translating at least some of
women'’s political preferences into policy outcomes. In Europe, quo-
tas lead to more egalitarian work-family policies. And these changes
don't only benefit women, but all working parents.

Ana Catalano Weeks
is a Senior Lecturer in Comparative

Politics at the University of Bath.
Her email address is
a.c.weeks@bath.ac.uk
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HONORABLE MENTION OF GREGORY LUEBBERT PRIZE FOR
THE BEST BOOK IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

UNITY THROUGH DIVISION: POLITICAL ISLAM,

REPRESENTATION AND DEMOCRACY IN INDONESIA
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2022)

An interview with the author, Diego Fossati

WHAT MOTIVATED THIS PROJECT?

This project was motivated by my desire to contribute both to the
study of democracy and to our understanding of Indonesian politics.
In the field of democratic backsliding, researchers often assess the
state of a democracy based on its protection of liberal rights. While
this is undeniably important, | believe that other dimensions of de-
mocracy, such as representation and participation, are equally worthy
of study. This book aims to underline the significance of these as-
pects for democratic legitimacy, and to challenge the prevailing yet
overly simplistic equation of liberalism with democracy.

As for Indonesia, its democratic achievements are noteworthy when
appraised in comparative perspective. Yet, most area studies schol-
ars have offered a more somber perspective, portraying its politics as
being dominated by predatory elites, devoid of substantive debates,
and driven by clientelism. This book offers an alternative viewpoint
by highlighting the underappreciated role of ideological and cultural
debates in giving meaning to political participation and representa-
tion. | thus wanted to shift the analytical focus to a strength of Indone-
sia’s democracy, rather than discussing one its perceived weakness-
es.

WHAT SURPRISED YOU MOST
AS YOU WERE DOING THE RESEARCH FOR IT?

Perhaps the most surprising element | encountered was the puzzle
that | discuss at the beginning of the book. This puzzle is derived
from public opinion data which show that Indonesian citizens report-
ed greater satisfaction with democracy at the same time as scholars
were arguing that the quality of democracy in the country was deteri-
orating.

This finding was intriguing for two key reasons. Firstly, it revealed a
disconnect between ordinary citizens and academic elites in their
conceptualization and evaluation of democracy. This discrepancy is
not a result of the public's ignorance about democracy, but rather re-
flects the narrower liberal perspective typically adopted in academic
analysis. Secondly, this pattern was not easily explainable using exist-
ing approaches to the study of Indonesian politics, presenting an op-
portunity to develop an original argument.

WHAT DO YOU HOPE WILL BE THE MOST LASTING
CONCLUSION FROM THIS BOOK IN 10 OR 20 YEARS?

In 10 or 20 years, | hope this book will be recognized as a compelling
example of scholarship that approaches the study of democratic de-
velopment from an original, less commonly adopted perspective. |
hope that it will serve as a reminder of the potential for less conven-
tional analytical strategies to yield new insights.

More broadly, | hope that the book will contribute to consolidating
the idea that democracy is multi-dimensional, and that academic re-
search on democracy should account for this complexity. Democratic
development often involves difficult choices and trade-offs between
equally desirable goals, rather than simple dichotomies and straight-
forward trajectories of democratic advancement and regression. |
hope this perspective will inspire future research to adopt a similarly
nuanced and multi-faceted approach to studying democracy.

| also hope that this book will familiarize scholars of comparative poli-
tics with the Indonesian case, enriching their analyses and perspec-
tives. Ideally, this book will be remembered as offering an informed,
original and needed account of a critical juncture in Indonesia’s jour-
ney towards democracy.

Diego Fossati
is an Assistant Professor of Public and
International Affairs at City University

of Hong Kong. His email address is
dfossati@cityu.edu.hk
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HONORABLE MENTION OF GREGORY LUEBBERT PRIZE FOR
THE BEST BOOK IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

OUTSOURCING REPRESSION:

EVERYDAY STATE POWER IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2022)

An interview with the author, Lynette H. Ong

WHAT MOTIVATED THIS PROJECT?

Economic growth necessitates the redistribution of resources—
including land, labor, and capital-from one group to another. Autoc-
racies may be more effective than democracies in forcibly redistrib-
uting resources by means of coercion and subsequently withstanding
the pressure exerted by the losers. Yet, persistent coercion may invite

readers to reimagine the contours of state power.

The book advances two major arguments about outsourcing repres-
sion which lies at the core of everyday state power over society. First,
the state implements unpopular policies effectively and swiftly by us-
ing the "everyday repression” of outsourced violence. Carried out by
"thugs-for-hire” (TFH), it is an expedient state strategy to impose its

backlash, provoke resistance, and delegitimize the regime. If a re-
gime bent on growth enacts a policy that redistributes resources and
subsequently causes dissent among the losers, how does the regime
balance coerced compliance with minimized backlash?

In Outsourcing Repression, | use China’s ambitious urbanization
scheme as a window of observation for state policies that entail im-
mense resource reallocation to study the practice of state power to
gain compliance and mute dissent. Rapid urbanization, by its very na-
ture, involves vast population relocation and resource redistribution
among groups. In China, property owners have been coerced into
compliance, their voices muffled as the state tries to fast track the ur-
banization process. To be sure, popular resistance has arisen against
land taking and housing demolition, yet no country has ever pulled
off the spatial transformation and relocation of people on the scale
achieved by China while simultaneously maintaining social stability.

WHAT SURPRISED YOU MOST
AS YOU WERE DOING THE RESEARCH FOR IT?

When | began my field research for this project in 2012, | was inun-
dated with tales of thuggish harassment and threats during my field
interviews with the Chinese citizens who had undergone land grabs
and housing demolition. It was compelling and sufficiently novel in
China that | decided to investigate the prevalent, yet understudied,
roles of hired violent actors (thugs-for-hire) in the implementation of
government policies. In the book, | contrast the violent actors with
non-violent actors, namely community volunteers and enthusiasts,
who are mobilized by the state to persuade citizens to comply with
eviction orders.

WHAT DO YOU HOPE WILL BE THE MOST LASTING
CONCLUSION FROM THIS BOOK IN 10 OR 20 YEARS?

If state has the capacity to outsource repression, the book thus invites

will on society. Second, the state extracts citizen compliance and re-
solves statellsociety conflicts by mobilizing the masses, which in-
volves marshalling a small segment of society-the brokers—to gain
acquiescence from the larger society. Because mass mobilization is
conducted through social networks, brokers with social capital legiti-
mate state repression, in turn minimizing resistance and backlash.

Together, these nonstate actors allow the state to deeply penetrate
society and mobilize societal members within it. Their complicity in
state’s actions - by threatening citizens to part with their land or leave
their homes, or “persuading” recalcitrant households to sign consent
papers using relationship traps - serve to augment state power in im-
plementing challenging everyday policies.

Theoretically, everyday engagement of these nonstate agents by the
state to coerce pushes the boundary on what scholars currently un-
derstand as state repression. Because the repressive capacity of the
state is a central element of its strength, | also invite readers to
reimagine what constitutes the notion of state power.

China serves as a case study in the book to exemplify a state that
practices vigorous everyday state power over society to extract com-
pliance and stifle dissent. The authoritarian nature of China’s political
system serves to strengthen this power; but it is not a necessary con-
dition. | draw on comparative cases-notably, pre-, and post-
democratized South Korea, and India, as the most similar and the
most dissimilar case studies to demonstrate cross-country external
validity of the arguments.

Lynette H. Ong

is a Professor of Political Science at

the University of Toronto. Her email
address is lynette.ong@utoronto.ca
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HONORABLE MENTION OF GREGORY LUEBBERT PRIZE FOR
THE BEST BOOK IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

RESISTING BACKSLIDING: OPPOSITION STRATEGIES

AGAINST THE EROSION OF DEMOCRACY
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2022)

An interview with the author, Laura Gamboa

WHAT MOTIVATED THIS PROJECT?

| came of age in Colombia shortly before Alvaro Uribe came to office
and just a few years after Chavez attained power in Venezuela. De-
spite the polarizing narratives about these presidents, they always
seemed very similar (and equally dangerous) to me. For most of my
life, Venezuela was the successful neighbor, the country Colombians
migrated to. The fact that Chavez was able to coopt state institutions
and stay in power while Uribe was not seemed very puzzling to me.

| started thinking more systematically about that puzzle in a course
paper during the first years of my PhD. The existing literature (which
at the time focused almost solely on what drove populist leaders to
power) did not quite address it. It blamed the erosion of democracy
(an ill-defined concept then) on state crises, weak economies, weak
parties, and popular presidents. But all of those were factors that ap-
plied to Uribe as well.

It was at that point that Scott Mainwaring suggested | transformed
this paper into my dissertation. It was a huge puzzle and a risky and
challenging endeavor. But | was lucky to be at an institution and un-
der the mentoring of scholars who care and are excited about big
normatively important questions regardless of size or methodology.
Not only did they encourage me to chase this puzzle, but they
pushed me to think out of the box and bring forward a bold argu-
ment to answer it.

WHAT SURPRISED YOU MOST
AS YOU WERE DOING THE RESEARCH FOR IT?

The importance of congressional politics in Colombia. For two rea-
sons. First, when we talk about Alvaro Uribe and the survival of Co-
lombia’s democracy, the Constitutional Court is usually front and cen-
ter. At the end of the day, it was the one that stopped the reelection
and other damaging legislation. Nobody talks about congress. Yet,
as | show in the book, the role that minority legislators played in curb-
ing Uribe's anti-democratic reforms was absolutely crucial for these
rulings.

Second, | never expected congressional politics to be this interesting.
| had always thought of legislative politics as one of the least interest-
ing subjects in Political Science. It was all about the types of laws pro-

duced, who produced them, how they were related to the executive,
or how many or what kind of veto players were required to pass leg-
islation. It always seemed very formal, very static. Seeing how minori-
ty coalitions used (and still use) legislative procedure to influence
Court decisions was something fascinating that | never expected and
has opened a whole new research agenda for me.

WHAT DO YOU HOPE WILL BE THE MOST LASTING
CONCLUSION FROM THIS BOOK IN 10 OR 20 YEARS?

| hope the lasting conclusion of my book is that weak oppositions can
defeat strong authoritarian leaders and prevent the erosion of de-
mocracy. Tempering the conditions that bring potential autocrats to
power in the short term or expecting them to change their behavior, |
think, is almost impossible. Our best shot to protect democracy from
this kind of democratic reversal is to figure out how to respond to
them. My book offers some ideas, but it is not the be-all end-all of it.
My hope is that it sparks all sorts of research on how to counter exec-
utives with hegemonic aspirations who come to power democratical-
ly. In the near future, | hope to read books and articles expanding on
topics | barely touch (like the international community), refining the
theory | put forward, and/or finding new strategic pathways that may
help opposition hinder the erosion of democracy.

Laura Gamboa
is an Assistant Professor of Political

Science at the University of Utah.
Her email address is
laura.gamboa@utah.edu
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HONORABLE MENTION OF GREGORY LUEBBERT PRIZE FOR
THE BEST BOOK IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

WOMEN AND THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC: HOW GENDERED

CITIZENSHIP CONDITIONS THE IRANIAN STATE
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2022)

An interview with the author, Shirin Saeidi

WHAT MOTIVATED THIS PROJECT?

My main motivation for writing this book was to challenge the ways in
which war, state formation, and citizenship were conceptualized in
the scholarship in political science, international studies, and interna-
tional relations. In the conventional literature in political science, citi-
zenship is mostly associated with democracies as a state construction
tool that prevents revolutionary politics and stabilizes centralization
of state power. However, when it comes to non-Western states, citi-
zenship is not examined for its substance or long-term impacts. My
book demonstrates that the Islamic Republic has a sophisticated gov-
erning structure where the most notable form of citizenship is an ac-
tivist one.

My book destabilizes binary thinking around state construction, and
as such offers a novel look into post-1979 Iranian politics. What's in-
teresting is that most reviewers of the book, which have been gener-
ous, nevertheless miss this important dimension and instead focus on
a narrow area studies lens (i.e., looking at what the book contributes
to Iranian Studies). In some instances, it is the gender component of
the book that captures reviewers' attention. In some cases, there is
even an exaggerated focus on my politics and access to field sites in
Iran. These approaches to reviewing the book are endemic of a larg-
er problem in the social sciences. Non-Western case studies, but es-
pecially Iranian Studies, which is a highly securitized area studies in
both the West and Iran, continue to be viewed as places to under-
stand for policy purposes and not as sites of political novelty.

WHAT SURPRISED YOU MOST
AS YOU WERE DOING THE RESEARCH FOR IT?

| was surprised by how unprepared | was for the overwhelming love,
support, and care that people in Iran offered me as | wrote this book.
Students, archivists, librarians, professors, activists, and at times even
government officials placed their own safety and credibility at risk to
help me to gather important archival material.

WHAT DO YOU HOPE WILL BE THE MOST LASTING
CONCLUSION FROM THIS BOOK IN 10 OR 20 YEARS?

It is my hope that in ten or twenty years, scholars and students will
view my book within a broader category of scholarship in political sci-

ence that refused to accept the foundational myths of international
relations. | wish to be read alongside other serious decolonial think-
ers who actually did the work that gives platform to and highlights
the knowledge, care, and insight that people in non-Western con-
texts have utilized to craft a more just world, despite all the odds
against them. In short, | hope to be read in relation and in community
with my colleagues writing about current transformations in the inter-
national system.

Shirin Saeidi
is an Assistant Professor of Political

Science at the University of Arkansas.
Her email address is saeidi@uark.edu
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HONORABLE MENTION OF GREGORY LUEBBERT PRIZE FOR
THE BEST BOOK IN COMPARATIVE POLITICS

CITIZENSHIP IN HARD TIMES:

HOW ORDINARY PEOPLE RESPOND TO DEMOCRATIC THREATS
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2022)

An interview with the author, Sara Wallace Goodman

WHAT MOTIVATED THIS PROJECT?

| had spent several years researching how immigrants become citi-
zens, tracing this new policy trend (civic integration) that made sure
immigrants knew liberal democratic values and behaved in ways that
demonstrated a genuine commitment to them. | kept thinking to my-
self: "Wow - policymakers seem to have a very clear understanding of
what it takes for immigrants to become ‘good’ citizens. | wonder how
much people who are already citizens believe these things.” So, |
turned the lens around. What does it mean to be a good citizen? The
fact that | started to pursue an answer to this question as the institu-
tional guardrails of democracy began to erode in the US and Europe
was coincidental but made me expand the project to think about
whether norms shift in response to democratic hard times, and if
norms of citizenship—which theoretically rises above and precede
partisanship—become partisan themselves.

WHAT SURPRISED YOU MOST
AS YOU WERE DOING THE RESEARCH FOR IT?

Most people still agree that there are core obligations of good citi-
zens, and these include liberal democratic values like toleration, vigi-
lance, and forbearance. | probably forgot that because | live in an in-
formation silo like most everyone else. | was less surprised that indi-
viduals updated their understandings of what good citizens are obli-
gated to do, be, or believe if it was good for their partisan “team”.
Sadly, | was prepared to see that outcome.

WHAT DO YOU HOPE WILL BE THE MOST LASTING
CONCLUSION FROM THIS BOOK IN 10 OR 20 YEARS?

Consensus around liberal democratic values is fragile. My book
shows that, in democratic hard times, citizens mobilize to protect
their "side” even if it conflicts with democracy. Put another way, we
see what happens when partisan goals supersede civic goals. Divi-
sive institutions that promote zero-sum outcomes, like the US and the
UK, only exacerbate the problem. This book is the first to insert the
citizen's perspective and agency into the backsliding discussion. It
complements work on elites and institutions while reminding us that
citizens are the source of democratic legitimacy. National unity
around group goals is also a guardrail, one whose erosion threatens
the very foundation of democracy.

Sara Wallace Goodman
is a Professor of Political Science at

the University of California, Irvine.
Her email address is
s.goodman@uci.edu
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INTRODUCTION TO THE 2024 APSA ANNUAL MEETING
COMPARATIVE POLITICS SECTION

Graeme Robertson
University of North Carolina

Susan H. Whiting
University of Washington

APSA Comparative Politics Division Chairs

This year's APSA is taking place in an extraordinary year when billions
of people in disparate countries are participating in elections—some
free and fair and some less so-that will legitimize leaders in those
countries. The world, it seems, is at a potential turning point, when
the forces of nationalism, the mobilization of identities, and increas-
ing global flows of refugees and migrants seem set to end definitive-
ly the 30-year, post-Cold-War era and replace it with a new world
(dis)order.

It seems especially timely then, that our conference theme this year
should be Democracy: Retrenchment, Renovation, Re-imagination.
These issues, of both threat and, crucially, of possibility, dominated
the submissions to the Comparative Politics Division this year and are
well-represented in the panels selected and created for the confer-
ence.

CP co-sponsored theme panels will take place in the context of sever-
al mini-conferences; we highlight four panels here. The mini-
conference on Learning from Global Democratic Challenges and In-
novations (I) includes two CP theme panels on “Countering llliberal-
ism in Liberal Democracies”; the first focuses on “Constitutional Per-
spectives”, while the second examines "Political and Civil Society.”
The Mini-Conference on Political Parties and American Democracy al-
so features two CP theme panels: “New Approaches to Political Par-
ticipation in Comparative Perspective” and “Left Parties in Advanced
Capitalism.”

Perhaps understandably, political scientists seem currently more fo-
cused on identifying the threat to democracy, whether it be from
backsliding, populism, far right parties, or polarization. Each of these
topics will be represented in a range of panels supported by the sec-
tion. This is also a time of extreme environmental threat in a context
where the natural sciences have done their job of defining the prob-
lem and proposing answers, while social scientists still struggle to
come up with effective political solutions that will facilitate progress.
The challenge of climate change is definitely growing as a subject of
research by political scientists, and this concern is reflected in the
program.

The section also reflects the rising interest in the field in the politics of
policing and state capacity (both repressive and productive) at the lo-
cal level, while autocracy and how it works remain among the hottest
topics in the field, with multiple panels exploring authoritarian gov-
ernment and governance across the globe. Protest too, a perennial
topic in political science, plays a substantial role in the program, with
panels examining the causes and effects of mass protest and the ef-
fects on both authoritarian regimes and democratic development.

All told, the more than 60 panels, lightning rounds and round tables
supported by the Comparative Politics Division demonstrate clearly
the discipline’s continued commitment to addressing real-world
problems with the highest degree of theoretical and empirical rigor.
As our panels show, however, there is no one understanding of what
rigor means. Instead, we have an epistemologically, methodological-
ly, and geographically diverse group of presentations from senior
and emerging scholars.

The Compoarative Politics Section reception will take place Thursday
September 5, beginning at 7.30pm at Milkboy. The address is 1100
Chestnut St, and it is located 2 blocks away from the Marriott.
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