
What do you consider to be the most significant difficulties involved in the study of 

comparative government and politics? 

 

The study of comparative politics goes back to Aristotle and his classification of Genuine 

and Perverted forms of government, which for him exposed the type of rulers and 

systems of the period.  Today, we use comparative studies to help with an understanding 

of the wider world (in state and society terms).  It can also be used in an analysis, during 

the making of foreign and domestic policy, in the post-war environment of the twentieth 

century.  Where the difficulties lie in comparative studies, is firstly —which approach is 

appropriate when different approaches invoke different results.  There are a number of 

factors that influence the dominant approach to comparative studies.  From the 

intellectual fashion of the time, to the development of science in: psychology; 

philosophy; sociology and economics —coupled with the need for the approach to 

explain the retrospective and contemporary subject under analysis.  Where these factors 

come into conflict is the value set on the inductive or deductive results, which are the 

consequence of the values set in the approach. 

 

To expose the potential for one approach to concentrate on presupposed perspectives 

when inquiring into a subject, we will use the Cold War to highlight the difficulties and 

usefulness of the fashionable inquiry approach of the time.  There are various types of 

approaches to comparative studies, by comparing the differing methods and their 

influences and values, we will see the effect comparative study methods have on 

students, inquirers, governments and policy-makers.  We will concentrate on the 

twentieth century in looking at comparative methods of studying politics, regimes, 

systems and political cultures, which are studied at great length today.  These methods 

cannot extract all the facts on many occasions, with such fluid and complex variables —

with the possible exception of voting systems.  Whilst great effort is taken to avoid 

inconclusive or vague enquiries, they still exist.  

 

Institutionalism was the prominent approach at the turn of the century in a period when 

the state machine expanded.  This happened in both Western Liberal Democracies 

(particularly the US) and with the birth of the Communist System.  This period also saw 
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the development of international organizations.  The institutional approach goes back to 

de Tocqueville’s 1835, Democracy in America —which went far beyond the legalistic 

approach to constitutional and legalist studies of government and politics.  The 

institutional approach has been used to expose the value and functions of the institutes as 

a player in the political arena, acting upon the individual and affecting the choices and 

decisions under consideration.  This view would not be held by rational choice theorists, 

as they do not see institutes as actors in their own right.  The issue of bias, is a factor that 

the methods employed to study politics, try to eradicate, by studying an object using a 

natural science method, yet have within their own nature bias, as anything deemed 

without value, is not considered.  So, institutionalism whether it is looking at: the 

government, the executive, social structures and voting, legislatures, or the judiciary, are 

preoccupied by the values set in the characteristics of the institutes and its effects on the 

choices and decisions made by its members. 

 

Institutionalism was to be popular until the 1930’s when it was superseded by 

Behaviouralism, as the preferred method.  This method of studying state regimes, 

systems and society, would focus on the behaviour of individual and the effects of certain 

elements such as their role, their demographics, socialization, and other decision making 

influencers such as predispositions, biases and prejudges —and there effects on the 

system.  This approach developed with the bureaucratic period of America’s New Deal 

and as a result of the nuclear age and the Cold War.  The commitment of governments to 

science produced the environment that allowed science to be supported by funding, as 

never before.  This was as a result of the value given to science in the state’s pursuit of 

security in a nuclear age —and the technological period of great development at the time.  

Because behaviouralism concentrates on the individual and the influences of their holistic 

nature, behaviouralists do not have their attention on the edifice as their focus of attention 

—contrary to institutionalism.  The development of the sciences in psychology, 

philosophy; sociology and economics helped to add value to behavioural methods of 

studying politics in general, as the models used by behaviouralism incorporated the 

different sciences to fit their study approach method of the object under inquiry.  The 

primary value set by behaviouralist approaches is predominately the individual.  If the 

individual is, in the behaviouralist view a ‘social participant,’ who plays their part in 
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society in accordance to their history or experiences —then the individual acts out of 

many influencing factors, which develop their decisions.  A rational choice approach to 

the same subject would see the individual as influenced by experiences also —but as a 

rational individual and self-promoter of self-interest and goals, talk of a society, would be 

talk of a myth to rational choice theorist.  Behaviouralism uses the natural sciences, 

which as a result of scientific developments, a description of behaviouralist approaches 

are impossible to define.  This reliance on science, natural and social, was to ensure the 

approach was not left sitting in the realms of literary criticism.  Dhal states, “that 

behaviouralism will disappear not through failure but institutional discipline…as it is 

seen doing.”[P358 Gillian et al]  Once more, the existence of a dominant inquiry 

approach can only exist, if it answers the ruling regime’s perspectives, acceptable at that 

time.  As the regime’s interest and values change (usually, because of social, political or 

economic developments,) so the approach must change to keep up —or loose favor.  The 

approach is all-important to the answers that are arrived at.  Behaviouralism, whether it’s 

looking at: the government, the executive, social structures and voting, legislatures, or the 

judiciary, are preoccupied by the value set in the characteristics of the individual and 

their affects on the decisions made. 

 

By the early 70’s rational choice approaches began to gain favor in America.  The issues 

in the US in particular threatened the position of behaviouralism with the advent of 

political and social unrest with: Vietnam and the student unrest, the civil rights marches, 

the civil and political disorder became difficult to answer in a way which was acceptable 

to the regime.  Therefore, with the advent of the RAND Corporation which developed 

rational models, to set up all kinds of policy scenarios from War Games, Prisoner 

Dilemma, to public policy?  All of which came from the Adam Smith School of 

microeconomics.  Developed the need for rational choice approaches, resulting from the 

Cold War and the need for science to exist in the process of policy making in 

government.  The approach used by behaviouralist —both behaviouralism and scientific 

methods, producing ‘inductive1’ results —whereas the rational choice approach produced 

                                                 
1 (a) The inference of a general law from particular instances (cf. deduction).(b) Math. a means of proving a 
theorem by showing that if it is true of any particular case it is true of the next case in a series, and then showing that it 
is indeed true in one particular case.c (foll. by of) the production of (facts) to prove a general statement. 
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‘deductive,2’ these deductive results came from using the same methods as 

behaviouralism, though, also using positivism and methodological individualism.  Both 

rational and behavioral approaches try to produce a hypothesis that could be empirically 

tested.  The rational choice approach was made dominant as a result of the Reagan, 

Thatcher epochs and the rise of the New Right—as the economics of Smith and the 

policy making approach of measurement, formulation and systemization moved away 

from normative approaches (which, looked for right and wrong good and bad inductions 

during considerations) to a science of pragmatic politics.  The result of this move away 

from a concentration of consideration during decision-making —from social factors, or 

institutions, specifically, to a hypothetical ‘rational actor’ from which to deduce certain 

results from…“Priori assumptions, which may or may not be true, and proceed to 

generate hypotheses through logical deduction.”  [P359.Gillian et al] 

 

The result of the value held in behavioral and rational choice studies meant that 

institutionalism and legalism were no longer of value in the study of politics.  New 

Institutionalism or neo-institutionalism came forward to bring the state back into the 

center of comparative studies, that, which had been thrown out with the dirty water 

during the birth of behaviouralism.  No longer was the value of inquiry based 

predominantly around behaviouralism and methodological individualism and positivism 

—now institutionalism and legalism were reinstalled into the inquiry procedure—under 

New Institutionalism in the late 1970’s and 80’s.  Neo-institutionalism accepted the value 

of roles, status, and individual values —but institutional settings had been seen as 

influencers in their own right —and so political actors.  Rational choice theorist must see 

that social outcomes are more than the product of agent preferences and self-interested 

behavior.  “Institutions seem to be neither neutral reflections of exogenous environmental 

forces nor neutral arenas for the performances of individuals driven by exogenous 

preferences and expectations.”  [P363 Skocpol] 

                                                 
2 (a) The act of deducting. (b) An amount deducted. (a) The inferring of particular instances from a general law 
(cf. induction). (b) A conclusion deduced. Deduction noun the act of deducing; that which is deduced; the inference of a particular 
truth from a general truth previously known, as distinguished from induction, leading from particular truths to a general truth; the act 
of deducting; the thing or amount deducted; abatement.  
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In outlining these popular approaches to the study of politics its is worth mentioning that 

there are many approaches that are used for various reasons and have different schools of 

favor, which promote the approach.  From the more resent inquiry approaches of Almond 

& Powell’s functionalism and David Eastern’s study of political systems [P35-6 Hague et 

al] to case study approaches —as well as statistical analysis and focused comparisons.  

Whatever the approach the position is the same.  They are either state, society or policy 

centered studies and the different approaches set the questions by the nature of the 

approach’s bias in the value it sets, in what, is and is not of interest.  Where the problem 

exist in many of the inquiry methods, are that, there are either to few states to compare in 

the first place, for many inquiries to be scientific and so not literary.  In addition, with 

many variations in their configuration, the similarities are too loose in comparative terms.  

So, consequently lose value, when looking for their practices and likeness’.  “In practice 

focused comparisons of a small number of countries are often the most revealing.”  [P41 

Hague et al] 

 

In summary, whilst the study of comparative politics must be seen as a valued exercise 

and whilst the approaches attempt to inquire in a scientific manner, they are still 

developing in evolutionary and scientific terms.  The dominant approach to inquiry 

explains more about the regime that accepts the approach, than the comparative subject 

—as it is attempting to consolidate its perspective on a given inquiry or comparatives.  A 

study of politics requires an understanding in the various methods of inquiry, if one is to 

understand the wider implications involved in the particular approach and the answers 

being extracted.  With the exception of rational choice theories, most of the approaches 

are looking retrospectively at politics to find answers that fit the regime's interests —

predictions, values and assumptions are left to rational choice theories as the approach 

attempts to deal with those questions.  What is worthy of thought, is that outside the 

mechanics in politics, its institutions and codes —are very fluid actors, within the 

political system and culture and regime all of whom battle in the name of interests, values 

and forces.  In addition, for comparative politics to exist in the world of scientific studies 

it must battle scientifically or risk being seen as literary criticism on the subject. 
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