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COMPARING STATES AND FORMS OF GOVERNMENT
Why Compare?
- Comparing one state to another will give a better understanding of politics than just looking at one country

- Looking at other countries avoids a narrow-minded, ethnocentric view


- When politicians tell us something, it is important to ask, “Compared to what?”

- Traditional comparisons such as democracy vs. communism, etc are useful

- The purposes for comparison can be easily summarized:

Description
- By comparing ourselves to another culture, we see details others might take for granted 

- Many problems can be solved when we examine them at their source, in great detail

Explanation
- By comparing states, we can arrive at generalizations to explain political behaviour 

- It is easier to begin by explaining the relationships between a small number of countries


- Then these can be applied on a larger scale

Evaluation
- Evaluating political systems shows what is worth replicating

- Comparing two or more countries makes it easier to measure abstract values

Reform
- The impetus to promote reform is an intrinsic characteristic of political science

- By comparing things, we see the possibilities for reform and can act on them


- It is important to know how something works before rebuilding it

How to Compare
- Synchronic or Cross-national Approach – one state is compared to another, or several others, at the same time

- Meant to explain an attribute of politics through comparison at the same time


- Looks for generalizations that hold for all the states examined

- Configurative Approach – comparisons are made within one or more states
- When it is one state over time, it is called the Diachronic approach
- Looks to explain attributes within certain states

- Aristotle believed only aristocracy and polity were stable forms of rule


- Rule by a few and rule by many in the general interest, respectively

- It is important not to confuse theoretical constructs with real-life politics

- The ideal​-types do not exist anywhere in pure form

- While political scientists cannot do as controlled experiments as they would like, they can make inferences based on maximizing ceteris paribus (if everything else were equal)

- Classification of states in terms of political development is often based on Weber’s 3-fold method: traditional, charismatic, and bureaucratic features


- Rational-legal authority is considered the most modern type of rule

- “Modern” states are fairly organized societies

- “Traditional” states are those with low standards of organization


- This is not meant to imply any superiority or inferiority on either side

- Countries should be considered one or the other

- taxonomy – a proper classification scheme

- typology – a taxonomy in which classificatory distinctions are graded, not pigeon-holed

- Since no system contains every characteristic possible, political scientists use spectrum classification. This lists ideals at opposite ends, and puts real-life systems along the line

Methods and Research Designs
- Comparative research designs can be listed under 3 categories:

Single Country Study – examines one country in depth; often used by political scientists


- These provide a context for explaining why events happen, etc

- Some scholars today feel these should only be considered comparative if they make inter-unit comparisons within the country

- These studies are very simple and the data is easily interpreted

Most-Similar-System Comparison – compares systems that are as similar as possible


- Focuses on intersystemic similarities and differences (is synchronic)


- Countries such as Australia and Canada are easy to compare in many ways



- This provides easy generalizations that can be explored further


- Comparative studies cannot isolate variables as easily as casual analysis can

Most-Different-System Comparison – compares states that are as different as possible
-  Compares democratic with authoritarian, or parliamentary with monarchical
- An example would be Canada compared with China

- Much information is still not available, which makes these studies difficult
