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2
Comparing to Learn, 
Learning to Compare 

A Primer on Comparative Methods

With a few exceptions, most introductory textbooks on comparative politics 
spend very little time discussing the question of how to compare.11 am not sure 
why this is, but, as I noted in the preceding chapter, comparative politics is the 
only field in political science that is explicitly defined in terms of a particular 
method. For this reason alone it makes sense to devote serious attention to the 
issue of comparison. But there’s another good reason: learning how to compare 
is an extremely useful and valuable skill—and not just in the context of com 
parative politics. Indeed, as one pair of comparativists put it, “Comparison is 
the engine of knowledge” (Dogan and Pelassy 1990, p. 8). French historian 
Fernand Braudel explained it this way: “Live in London for a year,” he wrote, 
“and you will not get to know much about England. But through comparison, 
in the light of your surprise, you will suddenly come to understand some of the 
more profound and individual characteristics of France, which you did not pre 
viously understand because you knew them too well” (Braudel 1972, p. 24; 
cited in Logan and Pelassey 1990, p. 8). For students living in the United 
States, the lesson is equally true: live in Tokyo (Berlin, Mexico City, Johan 
nesburg, etc.) for a year, and you will learn much more about the United States 
than any of those places because your experiences in a new environment will 
compel you to notice more, and think more deeply, about life in the United 
States. Comparing, in other words, can help open your eyes to the world— 
including or especially your own world— in a manner that simply would not be 
possible otherwise. Of course, a newfound “vision” does not come automati 
cally. Many people can look at the world around them and see absolutely noth 
ing new. Worse still, they may look around the world merely to confirm already 
closely held, but incorrect or distorted, beliefs.

Learning to compare, therefore, entails more than just a capacity to look 
at a “foreign” place. It also requires a willingness to understand and evaluate 
differences (as well as similarities) in an open-minded manner. Unfortunately, 
none of this is easily taught inside a classroom (in the same way, say, that a
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32 Doing Comparative Politics

professor can teach you a simple math equation or the definition of a basic 
concept). This especially applies to open-mindedness, for open-mindedness is 
an attribute that comes as much from the inside as it does from the outside 
(open-mindedness, I should note, simply means a willingness to consider new 
ideas). As a student and as a human being, in other words, you must make a 
commitment to this general principle, or else it is likely that you will not learn 
a great deal from this or any book. At the same time, just reminding yourself 
to be open-minded is not enough. Many of our most ingrained biases are those 
of which we are completely unaware—those that we do not consider biases at 
all, but simply natural or self-evident truths. Unfortunately, this tendency is 
not limited to students. As I discussed in Chapter 1, the development of com 
parative politics has been clearly influenced by the belief, on the part of US 
academics, that the economic and political systems of the United States were 
the standards by which all other countries should be judged. In retrospect, it 
is easy to blame US scholars for their ethnocentrism; yet it is important to 
note, as Dogan and Pelassy did, that one of the best ways to recognize and 
then avoid the trap of ethnocentrism is through comparison. “Indeed,” as they 
put it, “the very concept of ethnocentrism simply cannot exist without the 
comparative exercise. Only with exposure to other cultures does one become 
conscious of possible intellectual occlusion” (1990, p. 9).

Co m p ar in g  an d  Cr i t i cal  Th in k in g

An important and clearly related aspect of open-mindedness is critical think 
ing. By critical, I do not mean quick to judge (as in, “My mom was really crit 
ical of my nose ring”). I mean just the opposite. That is, to be critical means 
to engage in a process of careful, well-considered, and reflective evaluation. 
If you make comparisons in a superficial, haphazard, or unreflective manner, 
you might as well not bother. For you are not only unlikely to develop any 
meaningful insights, but you run the risk of constructing a dangerously dis 
torted or entirely erroneous analysis. Unfortunately, as with open-mindedness, 
critical thinking is not easy to teach. Professors can talk all day about the im 
portance of and necessity for thinking critically, but you must first be willing 
to make the effort to discipline your mind to do so. This said, it would still be 
useful to offer a few more words about critical thinking.

For this, let me turn to Daniel J. Kurland, who wrote in 1994 in I  Know 
What It S a ys . . . What Does It Mean?, “Broadly speaking, critical thinking is 
concerned with reason, intellectual honesty, and open-mindedness, as op 
posed to emotionalism, intellectual laziness, and closed-mindedness” (cited in 
Fowler n.d.). This, in turn, involves a number of concrete practices, the most 
important of which are “following evidence where it leads; considering all 
possibilities; relying on reason rather than emotion; being precise; consider 
ing a variety of possible viewpoints and explanations; weighing the effects of
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motives and biases . . .  not rejecting unpopular views out of hand; being aware 
of [and self-reflective about] one’s own prejudices and biases; and not allow 
ing them to sway one’s judgment” (cited in Fowler, n.d.). Anyone who fol 
lows these guidelines will almost certainly become a better, stronger student 
of comparative politics and of life more generally. As I have already said, 
none of this is easy to teach, much less learn. Fortunately, comparative analy 
sis provides a useful path toward good critical thinking, since it encourages— 
and, if done right, forces— you to put into practice many of the points raised 
above. Even more, I believe that comparative analysis is the ideal framework 
for critical thinking in the social sciences.

St r at eg ies o f  Co m p ar in g

There is no one way—or even a best way—to do comparative analysis. In fact, 
as we’ll see in the following sections, there are numerous methods or strategies 
one can use to carry out comparative analysis, all of which are equally valid. 
“Equally valid,” though, does not mean that each type of comparison is equally 
suited for different tasks, purposes, or questions. This is a key point. For it is 
the questions you ask and the goal you wish to achieve that should determine 
the comparative framework you use, and not the other way around. But you 
should already know this if you read the first chapter carefully. Still, we will 
keep coming back to the point throughout this chapter. At the same time, this 
chapter also addresses questions of a more practical nature: What are the spe 
cific ways of comparing? How does one go about choosing the cases used in 
comparative analysis (for example, what criteria should one use)? Once you 
have selected your case or cases for comparison, how many should be com 
pared—one, two, three, a dozen, or perhaps the whole universe of countries (or 
other units of analysis) that currently make up the world? What are the spe 
cific advantages and disadvantages of the different comparative strategies? We 
will address all of these questions in this chapter. We need to start, however, 
with a discussion of the general logic of comparing.

Th e Lo g ic o f  Co m p ar at iv e A n aly si s

The first point to remember— and one that I already mentioned— is this: doing 
comparative analysis correctly requires a basic understanding of the logic or 
general principles of comparative research design. This point cannot be over 
stated. To repeat: to do comparative analysis properly, one must absolutely, 
positively have a firm grasp of the logic of comparing. Without this under 
standing, many if not most comparisons will be useless, even “dangerous” 
since they can easily lead researchers and others to distorted or just plain 
wrong conclusions (see Figure 2.1 for an example). Fortunately, the essential
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principles— the basic logic—of comparative analysis are not at all hard to 
grasp. With this in mind, let’s begin with a discussion of the two most general 
and least complicated comparative “logics” : the most similar systems (MSS) 
and the most different systems (MDS) designs. These are certainly not the 
only designs for comparative analysis— many comparativists, for example, 
draw from John Stuart M ill’s discussion of the method of agreement, 
method of difference, and indirect method of difference, which he dis 
cussed in his seminal book, A System o f Logic: Ratiocinative and Inductive 
([1843] 1967). The MSS and MDS designs, however, are arguably the most 
commonly used, easiest to learn, and simplest to “apply.” More importantly, 
they underlie most other comparative designs and specific comparative strate 
gies; they also offer a powerful and “scientific” way toward knowing when 
our arguments are “right, wrong, or something else.”

The Most Similar Systems Design

As the name implies, the most similar systems strategy is based on finding two 
or more very similar social systems, typically “countries.” More specifically, it 
is based on matching up and then comparing two or more systems that share a 
whole range of similarities (political, social, demographic, economic, cultural, 
and so on) but also differ in at least a couple of important respects. Przeworski 
and Teune (1970)— whose book, The Logic o f Comparative Social Inquiry, is 
considered by many to be the bible on comparative analysis in the social sci 
ences—gave as an example the Scandinavian countries (Sweden, Norway, Fin 
land) or the two-party systems of the Anglo-Saxon countries (that is, the United 
States and Britain), which are viewed as archetypical most similar systems “be 
cause these countries share many economic, cultural, and political characteris 
tics” (p. 32). In methodological terms, the important point is that the character 
istics the systems share can, in principle, be held constant and can therefore be 
considered irrelevant in explaining a particular social or political phenomenon 
(the dependent variable) that varies between or among the systems. Having 
“controlled for” a range of variables, the comparativist can focus on finding a 
significant dissimilarity between the two systems, which can then be put for 
ward as the causal factor or key independent variable. (See Figure 2.2 for fur 
ther discussion of the independent and dependent variables.)

The MSS design in practice: Comparing the United States and Canada. 
To help make this discussion more concrete, consider a comparison of the 
United States and Canada, two “most similar systems.” If we use these two sys 
tems, or units of analysis, to try to answer a by now familiar research question— 
why is the homicide rate higher in the United States than in any other advanced, 
industrialized country?—we can immediately control for or hold constant a 
wide range of potentially significant variables. Again, this is what Michael
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Figure 2.1 Is John Stossel Stupid? How a Lack of  
Good Comparison M akes for Shaky and 
Dangerous Analysis

In an ABC report provocatively titled "Stupid in America: How a Lack of 
Choice Cheats Our Kids Out of a Good Education” (originally aired on Jan 
uary 13, 2006), John Stossel (host of the program 20/20) makes a super 
ficially compelling case. His argument is encapsulated in the subtitle of his 
report: “How a lack of choice cheats our kids out of a good education.” Ac 
cording to Stossel, the basic problem facing US public schools is that they 
are insulated from competition. US schools, he asserts, do not have to com 
pete with other schools for students because students cannot choose the 
schools they wish to attend. As he puts it, “American schools don’t teach as 
well as schools in other countries because they are government monopolies, 
and monopolies don’t have much incentive to compete.”

His reference to “other countries” is an important, and ostensibly com 
parative, part of his argument. Indeed, much of his argument hinges on a type 
of comparative analysis in which he seemingly reveals the fundamental 
flaws of the US educational system through comparisons with other cases. In 
particular, to “prove” his basic claim he focuses on Belgium, where, he tells 
us, the government forces schools to compete for students by funding stu 
dents as opposed to schools: education money “follows” children to what 
ever school they decide to attend. It is, as Stossel is careful to point out, a 
voucher system. Stossel peppers his report with a number of other interna 
tional comparisons as well. He says, for instance, “The longer kids stay in 
American schools, the worse they do in international competition. They do 
worse than kids from poorer countries that spend much less money on edu 
cation, ranking behind not only Belgium but also Poland, the Czech Repub 
lic, and South Korea.” Significantly, Stossel implies, but does not explicitly 
state, that Poland, the Czech Republic, and South Korea must also have 
school systems premised on the same competitive principles that exist in 
Belgium. Based on Stossel’s basic comparative argument and logic, in fact, 
we should expect every country in the world that scores significantly better 
than the United States (and there are many) to have a voucher-based school 
system. We don’t know, however, because Stossel doesn’t tell us. His use of 
“facts” (and comparative cases), in other words, is extremely selective 
(something called selection bias). Is he hiding something? Or is he simply 
too “stupid” to know that that sort of selective analysis is inherently flawed?

The table below shows the 2006 Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) scores and ranking in science and mathematics for the 
top six countries plus Belgium and the United States.

(continues)
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Figure 2.1 cont inued

Country3
Science
(rank)

Mathematics
(rank)

Average
Ranking0

Finland 563 (1) 548 (2) 1.5
Taiwan 532 (4) 549 (1) 2.5
Hong Kong 542 (2) 547 (3) 2.5
Canada 534 (3) 527 (7) 5.0
Netherlands 525 (9) 531 (5) 7.0
South Korea 522 (10) 547 (4) 7.0
Belgium 510(19) 520 (12) 15.5
United States 489 (29) 474 (35) 32

Source: Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), Executive Summary 
(2007).

Notes: a. The total number of participating countries was 57. 
b. The average of the science and mathematics ranks.

What happens when we examine some of these other countries or 
“cases” in a bit more depth? One country to consider is Finland. According to 
the 2006 study done by the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(the same study Stossel uses in his report), Finland had the top scores in sci 
ence (Belgium was only nineteenth) and the second best scores in math and 
reading. Finland, in short, has the “best” educational system in the world. So, 
does Finland have a “competition-based” system? Well, based on Stossel’s 
criteria, it does not. Instead, Finland has a “unified” school system, which sees 
children staying at the same school between the ages of seven and sixteen, 
rather than having primary and secondary schools. In other words, not only 
do schools not compete for students, but students are also “stuck” in the same 
school for ten consecutive years. Finland’s education budget is also one of the 
highest in the world. Voilà! With just one additional case (and very little re 
search) we have fatally undermined Stossel’s contention that by their very na 
ture any monopolistic, government-run school system “cheats children.”

It is important to emphasize that I am not making the case that 
“voucher-based” school systems are necessarily bad. Rather, I am saying 
that the issue is far more complex than Stossel is willing to admit. Certainly, 
good but very simple comparative analysis will tell us immediately that mo 
nopolized school systems are not destined to “cheat” children of a high- 
quality education. Finland, in fact, is far from alone: the top-ranked coun 
tries include many that do not have voucher-based educational systems: 
Hong Kong, Canada (for the most part), Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea. 
Yet, there are likely many people who watched Stossel’s program and were 
particularly swayed by the (distorted) comparisons he used. This is danger 
ous. It is dangerous because such views could lead to wholesale changes in 
public policy that not only may do little to ameliorate a difficult problem in 
the United States, but also might even make things worse.
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Figure 2.2 The Independent  and Dependent  Variables

In an experimental setting, the independent variable is the variable con 
trolled or (intentionally) manipulated by the researcher in order to observe 
its effect. The dependent variable, on the other hand, is the phenomenon 
that is in some way affected by the independent variable. In comparative 
politics and other social scientific research, however, experimental designs, 
as we have learned, are generally not possible. This means that the “inde 
pendent variable” cannot be manipulated but must instead be analyzed ret 
rospectively or indirectly. For instance, a researcher studying presidential 
elections may argue that “when the unemployment rate exceeds 7.0 percent, 
incumbent presidents are not reelected.” In this example, the “dependent 
variable” is the reelection of incumbent presidents. The “independent vari 
able” is the overall unemployment rate. To assess the relationship between 
the independent and dependent variables, a researcher could collect (histor 
ical) data on unemployment rates from several countries. If the researcher 
found that in every instance the unemployment rate was greater than 7 per 
cent at the time of a presidential election that the incumbent lost, the initial 
hypothesis would be strengthened. In this case, to reiterate the main point, 
the independent variable was not manipulated by the researcher but was in 
stead evaluated indirectly or retrospectively through the use of historical 
data. (The example used above is from “Writing Political Science,” www 
.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/polisci.htm.)

To many researchers, it is, strictly speaking, erroneous to talk about in 
dependent and dependent variables in the type of analysis illustrated above. 
For our purposes, therefore, we need to be clear that the terms “independent 
variable” and “dependent variable” are used in a less formal but still clear- 
cut manner by most comparativists. To repeat: the independent variable is 
the one that you think of as causal, and the dependent variable is the one that 
you think of as being affected by the independent variable.

Moore did, at least in a very casual and implicit manner, in Bowling for  
Columbine. Specifically, because the United States and Canada share so many 
attributes— such as high per capita gross domestic product (GDP); moderate 
levels of poverty and unemployment; a relatively high level of ethnic and racial 
diversity; exposure to violent movies and video games; a Christian-based her 
itage and culture; similar levels of immigration, and so on—we can assume that 
no one of these similarities is responsible for the appreciably higher homicide 
rate in the United States. Conversely, we can also deduce that none is responsi 
ble for the relatively low rate of homicides in Canada. Accordingly, we are able 
to turn our attention to identifying a significant difference between the systems 
or units of analysis. It is this difference (or differences) that is key. Figure 2.3 
provides a summary, in tabular fashion, of the basic MSS design just described.
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Figure 2.3 A Simple MSS Design Using Canada and the
United States (2008, unless otherw ise indicated)

System 1: System 2:
Variable Canada United States Comments

Key Comparisons (selected)
Per capita $39,300 $47,000 Both are “high

GDP-PPP income” countries
Unemployment 6.1% 7.2% Varies from year to

rate year
Population below 10.8% 12.0% (2004

poverty line estimate)
Income equality 32.1 (2005) 45.0 (2007) Significant variance?

(Gini index) 
Literacy rate 99% 99%
School “life 17 years 16 years (2006)

expectancy”
Urbanization 80% 82%
Ethnic groups European: 66.0% “White”: 66.4%a Ethnic makeup is

(US data is Other (Asian, Hispanic: 14.8% different, but both
from 2006) African, Arab): Black: 13.4% have diversity

6% Asian: 4.4%
Native: 2% 
Mixed: 26%

Native: 1.0%

Net migration 5.63 immigrants 4.31 immigrants “Illegal”
rate (2009 per 1,000/ per 1,000/ immigration
estimate) population population higher in the 

United States
Religions Catholic: 42.6% Protestant: Both are

(2007 estimate) Protestant: 23.3% 51.3% predominantly
Other Christian: Catholic: 23.9% Christian countries

4.4% Other Christian:
Muslim: 1.9% 3.3%
Other: 11.8% Muslim: 0.6%
None: 16.0% Other: 16.9%

(2001) None: 4% (2007)
Government Parliamentary, Presidential,

structure federal republic federal republic
Political system Democratic Democratic
Exposure to No precise

“antisocial” measurements
and violent available, but
forms of general level of
entertainment exposure is 

almost certainly 
very similar

(continues)

L
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Figure 2.3 cont inued

System 1: System 2:
Variable Canada United States Comments

Key Difference (dependent variable)
Gun-related 0.54 2.97 550% higher in the

homicide rate United States
Overall homicide 1.75 5.75 328% higher in the

rate United States

Key Difference(s) (independent variable)
Main task of researcher is to find a key difference between Canada and the United 
States that can explain the significant variance in the dependent variable (gun- 
related and overall homicide rates). See main text for further discussion.

Sources: CIA World Factbook (n.d.); US Census Bureau (n.d.).
Note: a. Does not include "White Hispanics” or “Latino Americans,” who numbered 

23.2 million in 2006. If these numbers were included in the “White” category, the “White” 
population would increase to 74 percent.

So what is the key difference between the two countries that might account 
for the high level of gun-related homicide in the United States? Although an 
swering this question is beyond the scope of this chapter, some observers have 
pointed to the extraordinarily high level of gun ownership in the United States 
(and the legal-institutional and historical factors that make the high levels of gun 
ownership possible). Michael Moore did not consider gun ownership to be a key 
factor in his argument, but given its salience, it is worth subjecting this factor to 
a bit more “comparative” scrutiny. According to one estimate, in 2007, there 
were about twenty-seven times more (civilian) firearms in the United States 
(270 million) than in Canada (9.95 million), although on a per capita basis, the 
difference is not as dramatic: in the United States there were between 83 and 97 
firearms for every 100 people, whereas in Canada there were between 25 and 
38 guns for every 100 people, a roughly 3:1 (but as much as 4:1) difference 
(Small Arms Survey 2007, p. 47). In this view, one can make a plausible (or at 
least prima facie) argument that the level of gun ownership is at least part of the 
explanation for the high homicide rate in the United States.

On the other hand, a little more comparative checking will tell us that the 
issue is not so clear-cut. Among industrialized democracies, Finland and 
Switzerland have the second and third highest rates of gun ownership (behind 
the United States) at 69.0 and 61.0 per 100 people respectively (based on the 
“high estimate” given in the 2007 Small Arms Survey). Yet, their respective 
levels of gun-related homicides are much lower—even lower than Canada’s 
in the case of Finland (see Figure 2.4). Conversely, countries with relatively
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low gun ownership rates—compared to the United States, Finland, Switzer 
land, and Canada—may have exceedingly high gun homicide rates. Brazil, 
the Philippines, and Colombia are prime examples (see Figure 2.4). None of 
this is to say that we must reject the claim that gun ownership is an important 
variable, but we know that, by itself, it cannot explain the relatively high num 
ber of gun-related murders in the United States (remember our discussion of 
complex causality). There must, in short, be another factor(s) that sets the 
United States apart. One possibility, discussed in Chapter 1, is Michael 
Moore’s thesis, which revolves around the idea that gun violence in the 
United States is driven by a “culture of fear.” It would not be hard, in fact, to 
put the two variables together in the context of a single argument: a height-

Figure 2.4 Est imates of  Civil ian Firearms Ownership and 
Homicide Rates in Selected Countr ies

Country

Number of 
Civilian 
Firearms 

(average of 
high and low 

estimates), 
2006s

Low
Estimate of 

Firearms 
per 100 
People, 
2006s

High
Estimate of 

Firearms 
per 100 
People, 
2006s

Homicide 
Rate per 
100,000 
People, 
2004b

Firearm 
Homicide 
Rate per 
100,000 
People, 
2000s

United States 270,000,000 83.0 97.0 5.75 2.97
Germany 30,000,000 24.0 36.0 0.85 0.47
France 19,000,000 30.0 34.0 1.6 —
Mexico 15,500,000 15.0 15.0 11.1 3.7
Brazil 15,300,000 8.8 8.8 28.5 —
Yemen 11,500,000 32.0 90.0 2.85 —
Canada 9,950,000 25.0 38.0 1.75 0.54
Italy 7,000,000 6.9 17.3 1.1 —;
Philippines 3,900,000 3.4 6.1 16.45 —
England 3,400,000 3.3 7.8 1.6 0.12
Switzerland 3,400,000 31.0 61.0 1.9 0.56
Colombia 3,100,000 5.4 9.1 53.3 51.8
Australia 3,050,000 15.0 16.0 1.4 0.31
Finland 2,900,000 41.0 69.0 2.7 0.43
Sweden 2,800,000 23.0 40.0 1.8 —

Sources: Firearm ownership data are from Small Arms Survey (2007); data on homi 
cide rates are from UNODC, “International Homicide Statistics”; and data for firearm 
homicides are from UNODC, The Seventh United Nations Survey on Crime Trends and 
the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems (1998-2000).

Notes: ” indicates data not available.
a. Dates are not consistent due to unavailability of data.
b. Average is of high and low estimates from various sources, including Interpol, the 

World Health Organization (WHO), the UNODC, and national sources.
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ened sense of fear in the United States leads not only to higher rates of gun 
ownership, but also to a much greater propensity to actually use firearms 
against others. There are likely—indeed, almost certainly— other significant 
factors and arguments as well. And, it is up to the comparativist to find these 
factors— a task that is made much more manageable through a well-designed 
comparative framework.

Limitations o f  th e  MSS design. It is important to understand that no com 
parison of the United States and Canada (or of any pair of countries) by itself 
will prove that gun ownership or a “culture of fear” or some other factor is the 
only possible cause of the high rate of gun-related homicides in the United 
States. There are two basic reasons for this. First, and most obvious, a com 
parison of only two cases does not and cannot provide a strong enough em 
pirical basis for making “big” claims. A moment’s reflection should help us 
understand why this is the case. With only a limited number of cases, there is 
no way to be sure that your findings are any more than coincidental or hap 
penstance. In other words, all researchers need to be able to “replicate” (at 
least in a general manner) their findings to have any confidence that they are 
valid. Second, and far less obvious, it is important to understand that, even 
though the United States and Canada may be very similar systems, they are 
not exactly alike. Indeed, the closer we look, the more differences we are 
likely to find, to the point, some might argue, that the two countries no longer 
seem very similar at all, let alone “most similar.” In this sense, we should 
think of the term “most similar” as relative—that is, relative to other systems, 
the United States and Canada are most similar (certainly the United States 
shares many more similarities with Canada than it does with Nepal, Poland, 
Burkina Faso, or Angola).

The main methodological point, however, is this: because there are so 
many differences between the United States and Canada, we cannot simply as 
sume that the one difference we identify (for example, a high level of private 
gun ownership in the United States versus a lower level of private gun owner 
ship in Canada, or a “culture of fear” versus a “culture of security”) is the only 
difference that matters. The MSS design, in this sense, suffers from an un 
avoidable and significant flaw when applied to complex, real-world social “sys 
tems.” Simply put, no matter how similar two (or more) social systems may 
seem, there are bound to be so many potentially relevant differences that it 
would be impossible, in strict methodological terms, to establish exactly which 
differences have causal significance and which do not (Hopkin 2002, p. 254).

I am not saying this to confuse or frustrate you but to emphasize the need 
for caution and restraint in using the MSS design. At best, the MSS design is 
useful (and sometimes indispensable) in giving added weight to certain ex 
planations (or variables) over others. But, to repeat, it cannot definitively 
eliminate all other possible causes. There are, as one comparativist aptly put
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it, simply “too many variables, [and] too few countries” (Lijphart 1971) for 
this to be possible. The lesson, therefore, is clear: do not exaggerate. That is, 
do not claim that your findings from an MSS comparison are unequivocal 
proof of your argument.

The importance o f differences in the MSS design: A recap. With this im 
portant caveat in mind, when using the MSS design it is also particularly im 
portant to remember the key point: the differences between the systems are 
more important than the similarities. I have already made this point, but it 
bears repeating (and repeating once again). You should etch this point into 
your brain: differences are crucial to the logic of the MSS design. The logic 
is straightforward: In a vast sea of similarities, there should be at least two 
meaningful differences between the systems. One of these differences should 
be among the many potential explanatory or independent variables. The other 
difference must be in the dependent variable. With regard to this latter point, 
in particular, comparativists like to say that the MSS design requires variance 
in the dependent variable. Figure 2.5 provides a useful way to think about the 
importance of differences in the MSS design.

Figure 2.5 Twins, Aging, and the Logic of  t he MSS Design

One useful way to get a sense of the logic upon which the MSS design is 
based is to consider differences between identical twins. Obviously, twins 
share the widest range of similarities that two human beings (units of analy 
ses; “systems”) can share: in this regard, they are almost perfect examples of 
two “most similar systems.” Yet, twins do not develop exactly alike: over 
time, differences invariably crop up. A difference—such as “facial aging”— 
can be identified as a dependent variable: an outcome or phenomenon that is 
the product of some other factor or set of factors. With this in mind, consider 
a study by Guyuron et al. (2009) entitled “Factor Contributing to the Facial 
Aging of Identical Twins.” The authors were intrigued by the perceived dif 
ferences in facial aging between twins. This one difference tells us that some 
thing likely caused one twin to appear older than the other. Thus, the task of 
the researchers was to find out what other differences may have caused or re 
sulted in one twin appearing older than the other. These other differences are 
the independent variable(s). The task, to put it in slightly different terms, was 
to find key differences in a sea of similarities. In their study, the following fac 
tors (plus a few others) were identified as key: smoking, increased sun expo 
sure, alcohol consumption, and marital status (divorcees looked older, wid 
ows and widowers looked younger). Remember: if a pair of identical twins 
was truly identical—if there were no differences at all between them—then a 
comparison of the two would make no (scientific) sense.
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The Most D ifferent Systems Design

Not surprisingly, the logic of the most different systems design is largely the 
reverse of that of the MSS design. This is most evident in the general ap 
proach of the MDS design, which is to find two systems that are different in 
almost every respect, except for the variable(s) under investigation.2 The basic 
idea, to borrow from the discussion of the MSS design, is to find, in a vast sea 
of differences, key similarities between very dissimilar systems. The basic 
logic of the MDS design, I should note, is counterintuitive: many novice com- 
parativists automatically assume that very dissimilar systems can and should 
not be compared. But, as I made clear in the first chapter, this is not at all the 
case.

This said, here is a second point to remember: in contrast to the MSS de 
sign, variance on the dependent variable is neither required nor desired. In 
fact, the dependent variable must be generally the same in all cases, for, in an 
MDS design, the researcher is attempting to show that the relationship be 
tween the presumed independent variable(s) and a dependent variable holds 
across a wide variety of vastly divergent settings. This means, in practical 
terms, that the comparativist will often select cases in terms of the dependent 
variable. If a researcher wants to study religious or ethnic conflict, for exam 
ple, she will only look for cases in which such conflict was/is present. It is im 
portant to note, however, that not everyone agrees on the merit of this prac 
tice. As Peters (1998) pointed out, “there are disputes over the appropriateness 
of selecting cases on the dependent variable, with qualitative researchers ar 
guing that this is essential, and quantitative researchers arguing that it invali 
dates most findings” (p. 67). I cannot resolve the debate here, except to say 
that comparativists, in general, put greater emphasis on qualitative analysis. 
One reason for this, moreover, is clear: most comparativists simply have too 
few cases from which to select.

With this caveat in mind, let’s consider one hypothetical example to il 
lustrate the central logic of the MDS design. This example borrows from Prze- 
worski and Teune (1970), whose work I mentioned earlier. In their discussion 
of the MDS design, Przeworski and Teune began with a focus on suicide rates 
(the dependent variable). In looking around the world, it was immediately ap 
parent that some societies had very high rates of suicide, some very low rates, 
and some right in between. The overall variance, though, was quite signifi 
cant. This raised an obvious question, namely, what factor or factors explain 
why some societies have high rates of suicide while others have very low or 
moderate rates? Methodologically, of course, there are several ways we can 
examine this question, but an MDS design is a good choice. (At the outset, it 
is important to emphasize that a real-world analysis on the causes of suicide 
would be far, far more complex than what is presented here. Still, an MDS de 
sign provides a useful way of approaching this very complex issue.)
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Consider the following set of countries: Guyana, Japan, and Estonia. 
Each has a nearly identical rate of male suicide (see Figure 2.6). Yet, at least 
at a general level, they can be properly regarded as three “most different sys 
tems”: Guyana is a small, relatively poor, ethnically and culturally diverse 
country located in South America; Japan is a large, generally homogenous, 
and economically wealthy country in East Asia; and Estonia, a former Soviet 
Republic, is a middle-income, partly heterogeneous society located along the 
Baltic Sea (between Latvia, Russia, and Finland). There are a host of other po 
litical, social, and cultural differences as well, so the primary objective is to 
find a common factor in all three countries that could help explain their rela 
tively high rates of (male) suicide. We could follow the same procedure, it is 
worth pointing out, with three other “most different systems” (say, Kuwait, 
Tajikistan, and Guatemala), but all with very low rates of male suicide. The 
logic here is exactly the same, but now we are looking for the factor or fac 
tors that help explain why suicide is a relatively rare occurrence among the 
three countries.

The key criteria for all “systems” in this MDS design, to repeat, are that 
they (1) all be very dissimilar from one another but (2) have a similar rate of 
suicide (high, low, or medium). Once these basic criteria are satisfied, the re 
searcher can deduce that the variety of differences among the systems is ir 
relevant to the explanation. In other words, the researcher can disregard a full 
range of differences and instead focus on identifying a common factor or fac-

Figure 2.6 Suicide Rates in Selected Count ries (per 100,000; 
most  recent  year available)

Country Year
Male

Suicide Rate
Female 

Suicide Rate

Lithuania3 2005 68.1 12.9
Guyana 2005 33.8 11.6
Japan 2006 34.8 13.2
Estonia 2005 35.5 7.3
Kuwait 2002 2.5 1.5
Tajikistan 2001 2.9 2.3
Guatemala 2003 3.4 0.9
Haitib 2003 0.0 0.0

Source: World Health Organization (2008).
Notes: a. Lithuania has the highest suicide rate in the world, 
b. Haiti, along with Antigua and Barbuda, Honduras, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Sao Tomé 

and Príncipe, Egypt, Syria, Iran, Jamaica, and Peru have the lowest rates of suicide (data 
for these countries, however, are between ten and thirty years old).
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tors (the presumed independent variables) within each society that seem to ex 
plain the similar level of suicides across the three cases— finding a key simi 
larity in a “sea of differences.” The MDS design, in sum, is an efficient and 
effective way of launching a comparative research project.

Another, more pertinent, example in comparative politics is provided by 
Theda Skocpol (1979) in her influential book, States and Social Revolutions. 
In this book, Skocpol compared France, Russia, and China. It is useful to note 
that Skocpol did not explicitly base her analysis on a most different systems 
design (instead, she referred to M ill’s methods of agreement and difference), 
but it is fairly clear that she applied the basic, and very simple, principles of 
the MDS design. Consider her explanation for why she chose to focus on 
France, Russia, and China. To wit, she recognized that the three countries 
were very different in many ways (that is, they were clearly most different 
systems), yet they “exhibited important similarities in their Old Regimes and 
revolutionary processes and outcomes— similarities more than sufficient to 
warrant their treatment together as one pattern calling for a coherent causal 
explanation” (p. 41). In other words, the key reasons for comparing France, 
Russia, and China, according to Skocpol, derived first from the profound sim 
ilarities each shared with regard to the dependent variable— which she defined 
as a social revolution characterized by the creation of a “centralized, bureau 
cratic, and mass-incorporating nation-state with enhanced great-power poten 
tial in the international arena” (p. 41). Second, and just as important, Skocpol 
argued that the causes of social revolutions in all three countries (that is, the 
independent variables) were essentially the same. In short, her stated research 
design (at least the main part of her design) followed the logic of the MDS ap 
proach very closely, if not exactly.

Although the foregoing discussion might be a little difficult to keep 
straight, the basic logic of the most different systems design is really quite sim 
ple. Just remember that it is not merely a matter of finding very different sys 
tems (a fairly easy task), but of finding different systems in which there are key 
similarities on the dependent variable. Once this is done, the researcher is set 
up to look for a key similarly with regard to independent variable. Like the 
MSS design, however, the MDS design is far from perfect. There is no guaran 
tee, for example, that the findings from an MDS design will unequivocally, or 
even confidently, identify causal relationships, which are generally what social 
scientists are most interested in determining. To see this, let us reconsider the 
example of suicide among “most different systems.” Assuming we found a 
common characteristic among our three examples from above (Guyana, Japan, 
and Estonia)— say, a high level of alcoholism or social alienation—how do we 
know that either of these is the root cause? Indeed, it may be the case (and 
likely is) that alcoholism or alienation is the product of a third, still unidentified 
factor. (In this sense, “alcoholism” or “alienation” may be symptomatic rather 
than causal.) And it may be, moreover, that this third factor is different in all
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three societies. This raises a second, perhaps more serious problem with the 
MDS system design, namely, that it cannot adequately deal with multiple cau 
sation (Ragin 1987). In other words, there is no reason to presume that a certain 
phenomenon (such as social revolution or suicide) is necessarily the product of 
one and only one cause. Very different causes may produce the same or similar 
results. Similarly, different combinations of causes may produce the same re 
sult. If a comparativist uses an MDS design without considering these possibil 
ities, he may end up with distorted or completely unfounded conclusions.

The Logic o f  Comparing: A Brief Conclusion

In stressing the limitations of the MDS design, my intention, again, is not to 
confuse you, still less dissuade you from using either the MDS (or MSS) de 
sign in your own analysis. Rather, my intention is to emphasize the need, as I 
have already stated several times, for caution, care, and constraint—the three 
Cs. Too often students (and professional researchers, including professors) 
tend to jump to hard conclusions or to make big generalizations based on lim 
ited comparisons (think back to John Stossel’s argument). This is not a good 
idea, and it is not intellectually or methodologically justifiable. The main les 
son, therefore, is simply to understand the advantages and limitations of the 
methods of comparative analysis.

Co n cr et e St r at eg ies o f  Co m p ar at iv e A n aly si s

The most similar systems and the most different systems designs are useful 
principles for organizing comparative analysis. As Dogan and Pelassy (1990) 
pointed out, however, they do not provide a sufficient sense of “the different 
possibilities offered to the researcher [and student] who has to delineate the 
area of analysis and choose the countries to be included in the comparison” 
(p. 111). Fortunately, Dogan and Pelassy (as well as a number of other schol 
ars) helped to fill this gap. Specifically, the authors listed several specific 
strategies open to comparativists. These include, but are not limited to: (1) the 
case study in comparative perspective; (2) binary analysis or a comparison 
of two units; (3) a multiunit comparison involving three or more units; and (4) 
a mixed design. With respect to the case study, I would also add two very 
closely related strategies: analytical induction and within-case comparison. 
In the remainder of this chapter, I will spend time discussing each of these 
strategies, albeit in very sketchy terms (with the exception of the case study). 
There are a couple of reasons why I do not provide in-depth, highly detailed 
discussions. First, it would probably do little good to overwhelm you with 
methodological “minutiae,” much of which will not be fully understandable 
until you have a good chance to actually do some real comparative analysis
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on your own. Second, the strategies themselves are more like signposts than 
detailed blueprints; moreover, once the basic logic of comparative analysis is 
understood, the various strategies can be grasped with relative ease. With 
these points firmly in mind, let us begin with a look at the first strategy of 
comparative analysis, the case study in comparative perspective.

The Case Study in Comparative Perspective

In comparative politics, a case study is typically associated with an in-depth 
examination of a specific country or political system, as in the “Mexican 
case,” the “Japanese case,” or the “French case.” But a case or case study, I 
should emphasize, need not be associated with a country at all. In fact, “sub 
national units”— for example, neighborhoods, cities, counties, provinces or 
states (such as California), even specific institutions, political regimes, or 
events— are frequently used as a basis for a case.3 This is a crucial point to 
keep in mind, because it is one that student comparativists frequently forget. 
To repeat: in principle, cases can exist at any level of analysis, from the very 
large (e.g., whole countries) to the very small (e.g., a single neighborhood). 
To go back to the example of gun violence, a comparativist might look, as 
Michael Moore did, at the “United States” or “Canada” as cases, but such a 
broad view can be misleading. So, a good comparativist may also want to ex 
amine “smaller” cases. On this point, a study at Georgia State University tells 
us that the most dangerous (big) cities in America—after adjusting for differ 
ences in poverty, unemployment, and other factors—are San Francisco; 
Washington, DC; Oakland; New Orleans; Pittsburgh; and Phoenix. The safest 
cities are New York, Arlington, Cleveland, Honolulu, and El Paso (Statistical 
Analysis Bureau 2004). A close examination of any of these cities or cases 
could yield invaluable insights. In Canada, it is interesting to note, there is 
also significant variation among provinces: of the more populous provinces 
(at least one million people), Manitoba had the highest overall murder rate in 
2007 at 5.22 (per 100,000), while Ontario had the lowest at 1.17 (Li 2008, p. 
16). Either of these provinces could also be a useful case on which to focus.

Even when using “countries” as cases, it is also important to understand 
that comparativists rarely, if ever, do a case study of a country in its own right 
(for example, they do not just study Mexico for the sake of learning more about 
Mexico). Nor do comparativists attempt to study the entire history, culture, or 
politics of a country. Instead, researchers are almost always interested in link 
ing the study of a country’s unique circumstances with a particular political, so 
cial, or economic phenomenon. Thus, a researcher may conduct a case study 
of postwar Japanese industrialization, or the French (or Chinese or Russian or 
American) revolution, or Far Left terrorism in Italy (or West Germany or 
Spain), or the US civil rights movement. Each of these examples, you should 
note, is based on (1) a specific issue or concern (terrorism, industrialization,
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revolution, a social movement); (2) a delimited geographic space (Japan, 
France, Italy, the United States); and (3) a certain period of time (although this 
is only implicit in the examples given). Taken together, these three character 
istics give us a good, albeit very basic, foundation upon which to answer the 
question, what is a case? That is, if we select a particular issue or concern and 
study it within a circumscribed period of time and space, we have a case. Ad 
mittedly, this is a very simple, even simplistic, definition, but it is one that 
should suffice for the time being. (For further discussion, see Figure 2.7.)

Before addressing the question of how to do a case study, it would be use 
ful to return (very briefly) to a question I first raised in Chapter 1, namely, can 
a single case study even be comparative? We should not gloss over this ques 
tion, for, if a single case study cannot be comparative, then we really have no 
business discussing it here. As I pointed out, some scholars, such as Giovanni 
Sartori, are highly skeptical of the idea that single-unit case studies can be

Figure 2.7 What  Is a Case? Some Considerat ions

The concept of the case is a basic feature of comparative analysis and of so 
cial science research more generally. Yet, as Ragin and Becker (1992) 
pointed out, there are many questions about (1) how a case should be de 
fined; (2) how cases should be selected; and (3) what the criteria are for a 
good case or set of cases. These are all important issues, but for the sake of 
brevity (and simplicity), let me focus on the most basic one, namely, how a 
case should be defined.

As with the question of what comparative politics is, the answer is not as 
clear-cut as you might think or hope. Is a case, for example, a generic category, 
such as a country, a society, a family, a community, or even an individual? Is 
it a historically or theoretically constituted category: for example, an “author 
itarian personality”? Or is a case a specific event, such as an anticolonial rev 
olution? The simple response is that all these various examples represent—or 
can represent—cases. I emphasize “can,” because, as Ragin and Becker 
pointed out, a “case is not inherently one thing or another, but a way station in 
the process of producing social science. Cases are multiple in most research 
efforts because ideas and evidence may be linked in many different ways” (em 
phasis added; p. 225). What these two scholars are saying is that cases are not 
self-evident. Indeed, researchers often only determine what an appropriate 
case is in the course of their research. Thus, according to Ragin and Becker, 
“Cases often must be found because they cannot be specified beforehand” (p. 
220). Although I realize this discussion may be more confusing than enlight 
ening, the point to remember is that you cannot simply pick a case out of thin 
air. Rather, you need to understand that selecting a case—or deciding what a 
case is—requires a great deal of thought and constant evaluation.
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genuinely comparative. Sartori raised a legitimate concern. After all, there are 
many scholars (especially area studies specialists) who treat their cases as 
unique or literally incomparable and, therefore, noncomparable. There is 
some justification for this, as the case study approach assumes that the partic 
ular historical, political, cultural, and social context surrounding an issue or 
concern always creates a distinctive or original sequence of events. At the 
same time, when the researcher is even partly concerned with understanding 
or explaining more general political, social, or economic phenomena (such as 
Far Left terrorism, rapid capitalist industrialization, or social revolution), 
comparative analysis is extremely difficult to avoid, even if one wants to do 
so. Consider the issue of rapid capitalist industrialization: how can we judge 
what is rapid or what is slow without comparing cases? Although this is an ad 
mittedly trite example, it is not difficult to raise more substantive, deeper 
questions. For instance, how can we even speak of capitalist development in 
one place and time without recognizing that capitalism is a general process 
that profoundly impacts all cases, albeit with differential results (thus setting 
the stage for more meaningful comparative analysis)? The answer to both 
questions is easy: we cannot. That is, in trying to explain or understand 
broader political, social, or economic phenomena in a single place (or case), 
we are compelled to think in a comparative manner.

This is what I meant when, in Chapter 1 ,1 discussed the need for the re 
searcher to be clear about the “comparative context” when doing a case study. 
The comparative context refers, in part, to the existing research and knowl 
edge on a particular process or event. The effort to position your case study 
within the body of this knowledge necessitates a comparative approach. You 
need to determine, for example, whether your case fits a pattern or is, in some 
meaningful way, unique. Even if “unique,” you are required to compare your 
case to others to know what exactly sets it apart. Doing this makes a single 
case study comparative. It is certainly true that not all researchers do this, es 
pecially student researchers: blissful or even willful ignorance of other cases 
is not uncommon. However, when attention is paid to the “comparative con 
text,” when an effort is made to position your case within a larger body of 
knowledge, then it becomes possible for a case study to be comparative.

How to Do a Case Study in Comparative 
Perspective: Basic Guidelines

Unfortunately, recognizing that case studies can and sometimes must be com 
parative does not tell us how to use a case in comparative analysis. Even more 
unfortunate, at least for beginning comparativists, is that there is no single, 
step-by-step procedure for doing so. The discussion that follows, then, is 
meant to be a loose (and extremely simple) guide, rather than a strict set of in 
structions, on how to do a case study in comparative perspective.
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The first general “rule” of doing a case study in comparative perspective 
is one that was suggested above: to see your case in relation to others. This 
requires you to be familiar with both similar and dissimilar cases, even if you 
do not explicitly or systematically incorporate these other cases into your 
analysis. If you were doing a case study of “ethnic conflict” in Darfur 
(Sudan), for example, you would be well advised to read about ethnic conflict 
in Sri Lanka, Chechnya, Indonesia, the former Yugoslavia, and other relevant 
places. In a study of Darfur, it would be particularly useful to know about 
other conflicts (ethnic and otherwise) in Africa. These might include past and 
ongoing conflicts in Angola, Burundi, Congo, Eritrea/Ethiopia, Nigeria, 
Rwanda, Sierra Leone, and Zimbabwe. Knowing about these other conflicts 
enables you to see more clearly how distinctive the Darfur case really is or 
how representative it is of the broader problem of (ethnic) conflict. Indeed, as 
should already be clear, you cannot make a conclusion about the distinctive 
or representative nature of the conflict in Darfur (or anywhere else) without 
knowing something about comparable cases.

Examining your case in relation to others also provides you a cursory but 
still important method of control for any claims you make about your case. In 
deed, many a case study has been ruined by the writer’s blithe ignorance of 
other relevant cases. After examining the Darfur case in depth, for example, 
an observer might find evidence that it is not an ethnic conflict at all, but in 
stead is fundamentally a product of an ecological crisis, and more specifically, 
of desertification caused by global warming—the UN’s Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon made just this argument in 2007. As Ban (2007) wrote, “It is no 
accident that the violence in Darfur erupted during [a] drought.” Ban, to his 
credit, also engaged in some comparative checking by noting, “violence in 
Somalia grows from a similarly volatile mix of food and water insecurity 
[caused by drought]. So do the troubles in Ivory Coast and Burkina Faso.” 
But, a good comparativist will also look at other cases in the region (and else 
where) to see if the relationship between desertification and social conflict 
(née ethnic conflict) holds up. If this “comparative checking” shows that there 
are many other places experiencing desertification that are not embroiled in 
widespread social conflict, it immediately tells the comparativist that other 
factors must be considered, and perhaps that there is a particular intersection 
of political, social, ethnic, and ecological forces at play. It could even be that 
the relationship between desertification and social conflict is specious or 
highly contingent. (Discovering this could be the product of comparative 
analysis and/or a more in-depth examination of a particular case— see Figure 
2.8 for more discussion.) The main point, again, is this: “seeing your case in 
relation to others” allows the researcher to easily and efficiently assess, albeit 
at a general level, the plausibility of her argument.

Dogan and Pelassy (1990) gave us a second, strongly related rule for 
doing a case study in comparative perspective. As they put it, a case study in
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Figure 2.8 Ethnic Conf l ict  or Ecological Violence in Darfur?

Ban Ki-moon’s focus on desertification and global warming as key factors 
behind the conflict in Darfur has sparked a vigorous debate. One of the lead 
ing supporters of this view—and one of Ban’s close advisers—is Jeffrey 
Sachs. Sachs did not argue that desertification is the only factor behind the 
violence in Darfur, but he suggested that it is a very important one (Sachs 
2007). Ban’s opinion, I should note, was also shaped by Stephan Faris, who 
wrote a short article in the Atlantic Monthly titled, “The Real Roots of Dar 
fur” (2007). Others, however, have argued that among the many “contribut 
ing factors” to the conflict in Darfur, desertification is, at best, of minor sig 
nificance. Nick Hutchinson, for example, wrote: “A case can be made that 
the tragic drought and widespread famine of 1984-85 lead to localised con 
flicts pitting pastoralists against farmers.. . .  But the real Darfur tragedy es 
calated in 2003, when government forces were firmly aligned against a re 
bellion of pastoralists” (Hutchinson 2008, p. 10). Most significantly, this 
escalation took place against a backdrop of increasing “greening” of the 
Sahel outside Darfur, which had begun as early as 1987. Researchers at the 
Tyndall Center for Climate Change, Hutchinson noted, speculated that the 
region had shifted to a wetter climate regime. In other words, the relation 
ship between conflict and ecological change was exactly opposite what Ban 
and others had claimed. Why did Ban miss this (if he did)? According to 
Hutchinson, the reason was clear: “Close attention to detail is invaluable in 
geography. When debating ‘climate wars’ and Darfur, research rather than 
rhetoric is paramount.”

The lesson is the same for students of comparative politics doing a case 
study: pay close attention to detail and do your research. And, of course, it 
also helps immensely to see your case in relation to others. Keeping these 
points in mind will be invaluable in determining not only who is right about 
the primary causes of the long-standing, disastrous and deadly conflict in 
Darfur, but also what the best solutions might be.

comparative perspective is one that “aims at generalization” (p. 122). This 
takes us a step further than just examining a case in relation to others. For 
what Dogan and Pelassy were telling us is that we need to self-consciously fit 
our case into the bigger (theoretical) picture. They explained it this way:

To view Morocco in the perspective of the Arab world, to consider the Nazi 
experience within the framework of the totalitarian model, or to study recent 
Turkish history in the light of problems raised by development means in 
cluding the monograph in a series of comparative studies. Sometimes the 
general perspective is clearly stated [that is, is explicit], and sometimes it is 
implicit. But it must be present for the monograph to become a real [com 
paratively oriented] case study, (emphasis added; p. 122)
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Let’s consider Dogan and Pelassy’s rule in light of the example I used above, 
“ethnic conflict” in Darfur. Aiming at generalization with this case means, 
among other things, consciously attempting to discern where the Darfur case 
fits in with regard to existing theories of ethnic or social conflict. Is the Dar 
fur case representative of a general pattern or model of ethnic (social) con 
flict? If so, which one and why? Or is Darfur a truly unique case, theoretically 
speaking? Even, or especially, if the researcher decides that Darfur is a unique 
case, it is important to understand that this, too, has broader implications for 
theories about ethnic and social conflict. Simply put, it tells us that general 
theories about ethnic and social conflict are necessarily limited in that they do 
not account for the Darfur case. And if these theories cannot adequately ac 
count for the Darfur case, maybe they do not adequately account for other 
cases as well. In this sense, “aiming at generalization” does not mean that the 
researcher will always achieve the goal of generalization— sometimes just the 
opposite may happen. Still, regardless of the outcome, “aiming at generaliza 
tion” requires that the researcher be constantly focused on examining her case 
in light of larger theoretical or conceptual concerns.

This last point is important to remember, but admittedly very difficult to 
put into practice, especially for the novice comparativist. After all, most stu 
dents not only are unfamiliar with the history and complexities of specific 
cases, but also are struggling to make sense of the myriad theories that pur 
port to explain a particular political, social, or economic phenomenon. Just 
consider the numerous theories purporting to account for or explain ethnic 
mobilization and conflict. According to Taras and Ganguly (2002), there are 
at least ten distinct theories on these issues (see Figure 2.9); to this list, we can 
add “constructivist theory” and its many variants. This is a lot to digest even 
for an expert, much less a beginning student. Regrettably, there is no quick 
and easy solution to this “problem.” Instead, doing a case study in compara 
tive perspective—doing it well, at least— means that the student must not only 
conduct intensive (that is, highly focused) research on the primary case but 
must also carry out extensive (that is, broad-based) research on a range of 
other relevant cases. Moreover, she must read and be familiar with as much of 
the relevant theoretical literature as possible. This is not something that most 
students want to hear—understandably (but mistakenly), many students de 
cide to do a case study precisely because it seems to entail less work than ex 
plicitly comparative analysis. But knowing about other cases and about the 
theoretical literature, even for a single case study, is a difficult-to-avoid fact 
of life in doing comparative politics.

Think comparatively but deeply and systematically. The two general 
“rules” introduced above provide a very simple, but nonetheless important, 
foundation for carrying out a case study in comparative perspective—or, really, 
almost any type of comparative analysis, including the other ones discussed in
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Figure 2.9 Theories of  Ethnic Polit ical M obil izat ion

1. Indirect Theories
A. Negative Theories of Integration

• Mobilization-Assimilation Gap Explanation (K. Deutsch)
• Rising Expectation-Rising Frustration Explanation (S. Hunting- 

ton, D. Lemer)
• Strain Theory (C. Geertz)

B. Negative Theories of Cohesion
• Plural Society Approach/Incompatibility Theory (J. S. Fumivall, 

M. G. Smith)
• Consociationalism (A. Lijphart)
• Theory o f Hegemonic Exchange (D. Rothchild)

C. Indirect Theories of Disintegration
• Theory o f Relative Deprivation (T. Gurr)

2. Direct Theories
A. Primordialist Theories

• Ethnic Identity/Consciousness (N. Glazer, D. Moynihan, C. Enloe, 
D. Horowitz, and others)

B. Instrumentalists
• Internal Colonialism/Reactive Ethnicity (M. Hechter)
• Communalists/Ethnic Competition (P. Brass)

3. Constructivist Theories
A. Accommodation and Assimilation (J. Piaget)
B. Social Construction o f Ethnicity (B. Anderson)
C. Integrative Theories (M. Duffy Toft)

Theories of ethnic political mobilization are classified according to differ 
ent basic principles, but even within a single category there may be several 
competing explanations. Above are listed a few of the major explanations 
along with the names of significant proponents of each view.

Source: Adapted from Taras and Ganguly (2002), p. 11.

this chapter. Certainly, it would be possible to provide a much longer list of 
ever more complex or sophisticated rules, but this would probably—and 
unnecessarily— serve more to confuse than to enlighten you. For the key to 
doing a “good” case study in comparative perspective is quite basic: think com 
paratively but deeply and systematically. This maxim applies equally to cases 
that are original or representative (and everything in between). Indeed, as I 
suggested earlier, a researcher cannot say with any confidence that a case is 
original unless she first compares it to a range of other cases. This said, doing 
a single case study in comparative perspective is not without its pitfalls. And,
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as students, it is vital that you recognize both the advantages and pitfalls of a 
particular method of analysis, which is the topic of our next section.

Analytical induction and the case study: Some advantages and pitfalls.
The case study, it is important to understand, represents a significant trade-off. 
On the one hand, limiting an analysis to a single country or unit has the ad 
vantage of allowing the researcher to study a subject in great depth and detail. 
This allows the researcher, in turn, to achieve a degree of understanding about 
the case that generally cannot be matched by other comparative strategies. On 
the other hand, depth of understanding invariably comes at the expense of ex 
planation. Thus, although a comparatively oriented case study may aim at 
generalization, as I suggested above, it can never “hit the bull’s-eye.” To many 
scholars, this is a serious if not fatal limitation. That is, if a single case study 
can never establish general “truths” or explanatory “laws” about the social 
world, then it will always remain of dubious “scientific” value. There is no 
denying this point. Still, in the messy real world of political, social, and eco 
nomic phenomena, a case study sometimes serves as an indispensable com 
plement to building more comprehensive or encompassing theories. In this re 
gard, individual case studies might best be seen as empirical/theoretical 
stepping-stones. Some of you may recall this is the same idea behind analyt 
ical induction, which, as I noted in the beginning of this section, can be con 
sidered a separate, although strongly related, comparative strategy.

Consider a study that makes a general claim about, say, the significance 
of the middle class in bringing about stable democracy. At first glance, this 
claim may seem to hold water— if one looks at a broad range of cases, it 
would be easy to find numerous situations in which the emergence and de 
velopment of a strong middle class coincided with long-lived democracy. But 
what if a researcher wanted to “test” this theoretical claim more thoroughly? 
How might this be done? Well, one way would be to do a study in which the 
selected case appears to reflect strongly the main premises of the theory. If an 
in-depth examination of the case—keeping the existing theory firmly in 
mind—reveals no inconsistencies, then the case has helped to support (but has 
not proved) the validity of the theory in question. The case, in short, is one of 
many useful stepping-stones. If, on the other hand, the researcher identifies, 
or thinks she has identified, a significant inconsistency or exceptional cir 
cumstance in her case, this could lead to—even require—a revision or further 
refinement of the theory (Dogan and Pelassy 1990). In a sense, these are “neg 
ative stepping-stones.”

In fact, this latter situation is far more likely; that is, in-depth single case 
studies (especially those based on a strategy of analytical induction) often 
bring to light hitherto neglected factors or variables while simultaneously 
problematizing already-identified causal factors. At the least, they usually 
provide a more nuanced understanding of these factors and variables than
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comparative analysis involving multiple cases. In studies of democratization 
in Latin America, for example, many scholars, to draw from another common 
argument, contend that divisions within the “ruling elite”— between hard 
liners and soft-liners— are a major reason for the breakdown of authoritarian 
regimes, but this was certainly not true in every single case. In other words, 
there are a few “deviant” cases (especially outside of Latin America) in which 
divisions within the ruling elite did not play a significant role in the democ 
ratization process. And although a researcher may be tempted to discount or 
ignore exceptional or deviant cases, such cases can often make or break a the 
ory. In this regard, it is useful to note that deviant cases can also play a theo 
retically important role of falsification. As Peters (1998) explained it, “The 
basic argument [regarding falsification] is that science progresses by elimi 
nating possible causes for observed phenomena rather than by finding posi 
tive relationships . . .  there is no shortage of positive correlations in the social 
sciences; what there is sometimes a shortage of [is] research that dismisses 
one or another plausible cause for that phenomenon” (p. 40). Individual case 
studies, to put it more simply, often send researchers back to the (theoretical) 
drawing board. (This, by the way, is a practical strategy to use if you disagree 
with a particular theory—that is, try to falsify the theory by doing a case 
study!) In this situation, too, an individual case is an important stepping-stone, 
but one that might lead us down a slightly different path. Whatever the situa 
tion, however, individual case studies are helping researchers to advance to 
ward stronger and more coherent explanations, which represents the basic 
strategy of analytical induction.

Peters (1998) also provided us with another situation in which a case 
study can serve an indispensable role in the construction of theory. As he 
wrote, “The second reason for using a single case is that the case may be the 
hardest one, so that if the theory appears to work in this setting it should work 
in all others” (p. 64). The particular strategy for this situation is more or less 
the converse of the one above; that is, instead of choosing a case that appears 
to reflect strongly the main features of the archetypal case, you choose one— 
a hard case—that seems to contradict the archetypal case in as many ways as 
possible. Scholars who want to test theories about political phenomena in 
Western democracies, for instance, will often choose Japan because of its par 
ticularly distinctive political and social system (at least compared to major 
Western countries): if the theory works for Japan, the thinking goes, the the 
ory itself must have general validity (Peters 1998, p. 64), or at least re 
searchers can have greater confidence in the theory. This approach, however, 
is incremental, since a single case study can only lend additional support to a 
theory but, again, cannot “prove” it correct.

In sum, despite its undeniable limitations (and trade-offs), the single case 
study will likely always remain an important and legitimate research strategy 
in the field of comparative politics. This said, to reiterate a point made above,
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budding comparativists should not choose this strategy only because it ap 
pears easier, more convenient, or more manageable to do than a multiunit 
comparative study. In certain situations, a multiunit study may be a far better 
choice; it may even be necessary for the purposes of the research project. In 
the next few sections, therefore, we will take a look at multiunit comparative 
analysis, beginning with the simplest: the two-unit or binary comparison.

Comparing Two Cases (Two-Unit or Binary Comparison)

I will not say much about the two-unit or binary comparison, since (1) the 
logic that underlies this specific strategy is exactly the same logic as that of 
the MSS or MDS design; and (2) the rules that apply to the single-unit case 
study apply equally to the binary comparison. Thus, if you follow the sugges 
tions and guidelines from the last few sections, you will already have a good 
foundation both for understanding and for doing a binary comparison. Still, it 
is worth reiterating that, in setting up a binary comparison, the selection of 
cases is an extremely important consideration. It should not be done in an ar 
bitrary or essentially impulsive manner. Of course, this is true of all compar 
ative strategies, but a binary comparison is (along with the case study) partic 
ularly sensitive to overdetermination if the cases are not selected carefully 
(think back to Stossel’s comparison of the United States and Belgium in Fig 
ure 2.1). Overdetermination, most simply, is a type of selection bias in which 
the researcher chooses cases that are most likely to support or validate the ar 
gument he is trying to “test.” The problem with overdetermination should be 
obvious; namely, if you only choose cases that are likely to support your ar 
gument, you are, to be blunt, cheating. In more formal terms, you are prede 
termining the results. This is not always intentional, but it is nonetheless a se 
rious methodological problem.

So, how should the cases for a binary comparison be selected? I have al 
ready given a good part of the answer, to wit, you must recognize and do your 
best to avoid overdetermination. This also means that you should adopt an at 
titude of intellectual honesty or integrity. Choosing hard cases is also very 
good practice. Of course, this also means that you must “do your research.” 
Selecting appropriate cases for binary comparison requires that you have 
knowledge of a wide range of possible cases in which you are able to test or 
assess the variables of interest. At the same time, there should be a (practical) 
way to narrow down the list of possible cases for a binary comparison. Fortu 
nately, for comparativists, there is. Again, I have already discussed one (con 
troversial) tactic, which is to select cases based on the dependent variable. A 
comparativist interested in explaining academic achievement, gun violence, 
suicide, social revolution, or economic development will, not surprisingly, 
look for cases in which these phenomena are clearly demonstrated. Often 
times, although not always and certainly not necessarily, this means selecting
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the most conspicuous cases—that is, those at the higher or lower end of the 
scale, so to speak.

Another, admittedly more complicated, tactic is based on recognizing that 
case selection is governed not by methodological logic alone but also by the 
ory. Since we will discuss theory in depth in the following chapter, for now I 
will only say that “good” theories often tell us which (independent) variables 
to focus on in the first place. In so doing, theory also guides our selection of 
cases. For example, a comparativist doing research on capitalist industrializa 
tion might be strongly influenced by a rational-institutional approach (don’t 
worry about what this means for now). This approach tells him that certain 
types of states— say, those that have relative autonomy from social actors 
and a clear capacity to implement and enforce public policies— are essential 
in bringing about and sustaining capitalist transformation. (The approach 
might also tell him that other variables are relatively unimportant and, there 
fore, can be safely ignored.) As a result, the comparativist will, first, select 
cases in which the aforementioned attributes of the state exist.

One possible example, which I will discuss in Chapter 5, is China: China 
is governed by a powerful single-party communist state; yet, it is also one of 
the fastest growing capitalist economies in the world. What about a second 
case? There are many possibilities, of course, but a comparativist might focus 
on Russia, which experienced “economic chaos” and near “collapse and fail 
ure” between 1991 and 1998 when (among many other events) the former So 
viet state, under the “control” of Boris Yeltsin, lost power relative to domes 
tic actors, the so-called oligarchs (Cooper 2008, pp. 2-4). In the case of 
Russia, the comparativist is especially interested in the fact that the Russian 
state was in shambles— that it had lost autonomy and capacity. Importantly, 
though, one could argue that the former Soviet Union and China were other 
wise quite similar in that both were large countries that had experienced a 
communist revolution and a thoroughgoing transformation of their political 
and social systems along broadly similar lines. Thus, we have the makings of 
a binary comparison based, in this particular instance, on the logic of a MSS 
design. It is useful noting, too, that the Russian economy made a strong re 
covery, beginning in 1999, under a new, more authoritative leader: Vladamir 
Putin. This is a potentially significant development from a methodological 
perspective. For, in this ostensibly single case, we are able to witness a sig 
nificant change or variance in the dependent variable. In fact, this is a good 
example of a special kind of binary analysis—the within-case comparison.

The wi thin-case com parison: A special  t ype o f  binary analysis. Typically, 
within-case comparisons are done in a tacit or unstated manner; sometimes the 
researcher himself does not even realize what he is doing. But the logic is usu 
ally quite clear. To wit, in a great many presumably single-unit case studies, the 
researcher will often divide the study into at least two separate time periods,
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with the intention of explaining a significant change (in the dependent vari 
able) between the two periods. In the case of Russian economic development 
after the initial introduction of capitalism, the two time periods can be easily 
specified: 1989 to 1998 and 1999 to 2007. Each time period can be considered 
a separate case; thus, instead of one case— say, Russian economic development 
after the introduction of capitalism, 1989-2007— we have two cases: 
(1) Russian economic development, 1989-1998; and (2) Russian economic de 
velopment, 1999-2007. Importantly, in this research design, it is presumed that 
all other (significant) variables remain the same from the first period to the sec 
ond, with the exception of the variable or variables that caused or brought 
about the change in the dependent variable (see Figure 2.10 for further discus 
sion). In short, within-case comparisons follow the logic of an MSS design ex 
actly. Indeed, one might argue that a within-case comparison is the nearest one 
can get to setting up a perfect MSS design.

"Bigger Ns": Comparing Three or More Cases

The next step beyond the two-unit comparison is a comparison of three or 
more units. Not surprisingly, the same logic that applies to a case study and 
binary comparisons applies equally to a comparison of three or more units. 
Generally speaking, though, when a comparison is extended to three, four, 
five, or even a dozen cases, the prospects for theory building improve, if only 
because the claims the researcher makes are based on a “bigger N,” which os 
tensibly gives more control over the variables of interest. At the same time, as 
the number of units increases, the level of abstraction and generality in 
creases, too. For many qualitatively oriented comparativists, this is a major 
(even unacceptable) trade-off if taken too far, since countries become mere 
“data points” rather than real places with their own histories, cultures, and po- 
litical/social systems. In practical terms, moreover, when more than a handful 
of cases are incorporated into a (qualitatively oriented) research design, the 
analysis becomes empirically unmanageable, especially for an individual re 
searcher. This is because there is simply too much material— too much infor 
mation and potential evidence—to absorb, organize, and evaluate.

There is, I must emphasize, an obvious and important exception to what 
I’ve just said, namely, statistical or quantitative analysis. This type of analysis 
typically aims at “global comparisons”; that is, it is designed to include all rel 
evant cases in the same analytical framework. In comparative politics research, 
this might (but does not necessarily) mean the inclusion of all 203 countries in 
the world (as of 2009). Remember, too, that a case need not refer to a single 
country. For example, in a study by Barbara Geddes (1999), which I discuss in 
some detail in Chapter 6, the author defined a case in terms of political 
“regimes.” To Geddes, each time an authoritarian regime breaks down, it con 
stitutes a separate case. Thus, in a given country, there may be multiple “cases” 
(in fact, in her study Geddes identified 163 individual regime changes or
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Figure 2.10 Example of  a Wit hin-Case Comparison: 
Russian Economic Development

The factors shaping Russia’s economic development from the collapse of the 
Soviet empire to today are myriad and complex, and no brief discussion is 
going to capture even a miniscule amount of the overall story. However, one 
way to begin getting a grasp of this complexity is through a within-case com 
parison examining two very distinct periods in Russia’s post-Soviet eco 
nomic development. The first period was terrible. As one analyst describes 
it, “For a fortunate few . . .  signs of new wealth began to appear within two 
or three years of the Soviet collapse.. . .  For the rest the price has been hor 
rendous” (Gustafson 1997, p. 5). Unemployment was rampant (exceeding 13 
percent), beggars clogged the streets, infant mortality shot up while life ex 
pectancy dropped sharply, and, for many ordinary Russians, life was far 
worse than during the Soviet period (Gustafson 1997). The second period, by 
contrast, witnessed a dramatic transformation: real GDP growth increased to 
10 percent in 2000, and averaged 6.1 percent between 2001 and 2007. Un 
employment declined to the single digits by 2001 and stayed relatively low 
(it was as low as 6.2 percent in 2007); average real wages also increased sig 
nificantly. From 2000 to 2006, moreover, the official poverty rate declined 
from 29 percent to 15 percent.

Case No. 1: Russia, 1989-1998 
Dependent variable:

Economic decline 
Independent variable: Weak state?

Case No. 2: Russia, 1999-2007 
Dependent variable:

Strong economic growth 
Independent variable: Strong state?

A comparativist will look at these two contrasting periods and ask the 
simple and obvious question: What happened? More specifically, a com 
parativist will want to know what else changed during the two periods. Was 
it, as some might argue, the attributes of the state? Or were there equally, if 
not more, important factors at play? While I cannot answer these questions 
here, one thing is sure: a within-case comparison is perhaps the best way 
identify the key changes that took place.

cases). Statistical (or “big N”) analysis, however, is distinct from the type of 
comparative (“small N”) analysis we’ve been discussing thus far. And although 
the distinction certainly warrants further discussion, I will not cover it here, if 
only because most political science departments in the United States devote 
considerable and special attention to this method of analysis.4 Thus, there is no 
need to discuss this extremely well covered ground in this book. Instead, let’s 
return to the main issue of this section by asking the following question: if 
there are advantages to having more cases, but disadvantages to having too 
many cases, exactly how many cases is optimum for comparative research?
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If you have been paying attention, the answer should be clear to you al 
ready: it depends. In other words, it is not possible to prespecify an optimum 
number of cases for comparative research, because each situation will be dif 
ferent. But, even if we know the specifics of a situation, we probably still 
could not specify the most appropriate number of cases to examine, because 
there simply are no standard criteria for doing so. Suffice it to say, therefore, 
that you should consider both what is practical and what is minimally neces 
sary given the theoretical scope and ambition of your argument. So what does 
this mean? For most purposes and for most researchers, this probably means 
from three to five cases, but a few particularly ambitious researchers have in 
corporated dozens of cases into their analyses. In subsequent chapters, I give 
several examples of this. But first another caveat: as with the other forms of 
comparative analysis, careful case selection based on the logic of comparative 
analysis is important. Fortunately, with more cases, the problems of selection 
bias and “overdetermination” of the dependent variable are reduced (although 
not entirely eliminated). Moreover, with more cases, the researcher has 
greater flexibility with regard to the comparative logic she employs. Instead 
of having to rely exclusively on an MSS or MDS design, as is the case in a bi 
nary comparison, the researcher can use a mixed design, one that incorporates 
both logics into the same general framework.

The "M ixed Design"

In practice, comparativists frequently use a mixed design, and, in general, it is 
a very useful—and perhaps the best— approach to take. A big reason for this is 
that a mixed design helps to mitigate the limitations of using only a single com 
parative strategy based on either MSS or MDS design. In principle, a mixed 
strategy may be necessary to fully develop an argument when a researcher 
finds that either an MSS or MDS strategy, by itself, is clearly inconclusive 
(which is, not surprisingly, often the case). A mixed design, in short, may not 
be a perfect solution, but it should be used whenever possible, practicable, and 
feasible. This said, setting up a comparative strategy based on a mixed de 
sign— as with all comparative strategies—requires forethought, planning, and 
a lot of research. Consider the example used above, Theda Skocpol’s compar 
ison of France, Russia, and China. You should recall that the primary logic of 
this comparison was based on the MDS design. At the same time, Skocpol was 
very much aware of the need to buttress her primary strategy with other com 
parative strategies. Here is how Skocpol explained her overall strategy:

France, Russia, and China will serve as three positive cases of successful so 
cial revolution, and I shall argue that these cases reveal similar causal pat 
terns despite their many other differences. In addition. I shall invoke nega 
tive cases for the purpose of validating various particular parts of the causal
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argument. In so doing, I shall always construct contrasts that maximize the 
similarities of the negative case(s) to the positive case(s) in every apparently 
relevant respect. . . . Thus, for example, the abortive Russian Revolution of 
1905 will be contrasted with the successful Revolution of 1917 in order to 
validate arguments about the crucial contribution to social-revolutionary 
success in Russia of war-related processes that led to the breakdown of state 
repressive capacities. Moreover, selected aspects of English, Japanese, and 
German history will be used in various places to strengthen arguments about 
the causes of revolutionary political crises and peasant revolts in France, 
Russia, and China. These cases are suitable as contrasts because they were 
comparable countries that underwent non-revolutionary political crises and 
transformations in broadly similar terms and circumstances to France, Rus 
sia, and China. (1979, p. 37)

The specific details of Skocpol’s argument are not important for our purposes. 
What is important is her rationale for the comparisons she makes. Note, for 
instance, that Skocpol planned a within-case comparison using Russia. Logi 
cally, as you now know, this is an MSS design, which helps to support her 
original argument by showing that a key change (in the independent variable) 
occurred between the 1905 and the 1917 revolutions. Although I have already 
said a little about the within-case comparisons, let me add that, because it al 
lows the comparativist to increase the “N” without having to analyze a com 
pletely different country, within-case comparisons almost always help to 
strengthen causal analysis. Even more, the within-case comparison reduces 
the problem of selection bias because, done correctly, it necessarily introduces 
variance on the dependent variable (Collier 1997).

Skocpol also used three additional cases—England, Japan, and Germany 
(née Prussia)—to further buttress her argument. In her research design, En 
gland, Japan, and Germany (Prussia) were “negative cases” (that is, cases in 
which a successful social revolution did not occur). Although it is difficult to 
classify the selection of these cases as unequivocally based on an MDS or 
MSS design, Skocpol’s objective is clear. She wanted to show that, in three 
“comparable” cases, the absence of the key independent variable or set of 
conditions that was present in France, Russia, and China (the three positive 
cases) resulted in a different outcome. In Figure 2.11, we can get a sense of 
how Skocpol’s comparisons of the three primary and four secondary cases, in 
a mixed design, supported her overall argument and conclusions.

Skocpol’s research design, of course, is not the only way to set up a mixed 
strategy, but it is a very instructive “real-world” example. For the sake of clar 
ity, though, let’s go through her design one more time. First, she began with a 
basic MDS design, using three primary cases. Second, she singled out one of 
these cases—Russia—and used a within-case comparison, in which there is 
variance on both the presumed independent and dependent variables, to vali 
date her initial hypothesis. Third, she introduced three secondary and specifi 
cally “negative” cases. It is important to note that these three “negative” cases
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Figure 2.11 Summary of  Skocpol's Comparat ive Research Design

Social Revolution No Social Revolution

Conditions (independent 
variables) present

Russia (1917)
France
China
(Box 1) (Box 2)

Conditions (independent — Japan
variables) absent England

Prussia (Germany)
Russia (1905)

(Box 3) (Box 4)

From the table, we can see that in those cases where the independent vari 
ables assumed to create the basis for “social revolution” (the dependent 
variable) were present, a social revolution occurred (Box 1). By contrast, 
there were no cases of a social revolution occurring in which the presumed 
independent variables were absent (Box 3). Skocpol's basic research design, 
therefore, seems to offer strong support for her argument.

The limitation, however, is the small-N: Skocpol examined “only” 
seven cases (which, from a qualitative perspective, is a significant number). 
Still, for other comparativists, the next question would be, are there any 
cases that would contradict Skocpol’s findings?

also differ from the primary cases with regard to the presumed independent and 
dependent variables. The comparison, therefore, further helps to support her 
initial hypothesis/thesis. Finally, in a fourth step not mentioned above, Skocpol 
returned to a deeper empirical examination of her three main cases in an effort 
(1) to highlight the key similarities and (2) to account for any significant dif 
ferences that could weaken her overall argument. This reflects, at least partly, 
the incorporation of a case study and analytical induction into her overall 
analysis. In sum, Skocpol incorporated the following comparative strategies 
into a single framework:

1. MDS design using three primary cases;
2. MSS design/within-case comparison using Russia;
3. Multiple-unit comparison (three or more units), using secondary cases;
4. Individual case studies/analytical induction.

Admittedly, Skocpol’s research design and analysis may seem daunting 
for the beginning comparativist. Still, a basic mixed design strategy is in the 
grasp of even the most inexperienced comparativist. It really involves little
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more than a willingness and commitment to “think comparatively.” Even if 
used in a relatively clumsy and cursory manner (which is almost unavoidable 
in the beginning), a mixed design encourages inexperienced comparativists to 
adopt a systematic and critical attitude in their analyses, the importance of 
which should not be underestimated.

Conclu sio n

Comparative analysis is a second-best strategy, but it is often the only viable 
strategy open to comparativists. This is especially true of qualitatively ori 
ented researchers who take history seriously. Comparative analysis is also an 
extremely imperfect strategy, with many limitations and flaws. For this rea 
son, all comparativists need to exercise care in their research design and re 
straint in the conclusions and claims they derive from their research design. 
This is a simple lesson, but one that is frequently forgotten or ignored. At the 
same time, comparison is, as I noted in the beginning of this chapter, “the en 
gine of knowledge.” If we want to better understand the world in which we 
live, if we want to explain social, political, and economic phenomena, we 
need to compare. But we need to compare in a logical, systematic, and well- 
informed manner. If we fail to do this, our “comparisons” may be worthless 
or, even worse, an engine for distortion, misunderstanding, and falsehood.

Quest io n s

1. How does comparing help us become better, more critical thinkers? 
What is the relationship between comparative analysis and critical thinking?

2. Consider John Stossel’s argument about the shortcomings of the US 
educational system (see Figure 2.1; it would also be very useful to view the 
episode on your own or in class). What were the main flaws in his compara 
tive analysis? What would you need to do to “fix” the (comparative) method 
ological flaws in his argument?

3. Look at Figure 2.4 (“Estimates of Civilian Firearms Ownership and 
Homicide Rates in Selected Countries”). Assuming that France and Germany 
are most similar systems, would it make sense to compare the two countries? 
How about Colombia and Brazil? What other countries could be used in an 
MSS design? Why?

4. What are the main limitations of the MSS design? How do these limi 
tations impact the work and conclusions of students and researchers who com 
pare most similar systems?

5. At first blush, comparing two very different systems seems counter 
intuitive or just plain nonsensical. After reading this chapter, of course, you
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know this is not the case. But, how would you explain the logic or basic prin 
ciples of comparing most different systems? Can you think of any real-world 
examples to help illustrate your explanation?

6. “Comparativists are only interested in studying or comparing coun 
tries.” What’s wrong with this statement?

7. Defining the concept of “case” can be very complicated, but the chap 
ter provides a very simple definition. What are the core elements of this sim 
plified definition of a case?

8. Can a case study be comparative? Explain.
9. What is analytical induction? What is a within-case comparison? Are 

these both special types of case studies? Think of your own examples for 
each.

10. The chapter suggests that within-case comparisons are almost always 
based on the logic of an MSS design. Why?

11. In principle, one can argue that the mixed design is the best type of 
comparative research strategy to adopt. How would you justify this statement?

12. The chapter discussed a number of different issues, including (ethnic) 
conflict in Darfur and economic development in Russia. If you were assigned 
to write a research paper about either of these topics, what would your basic 
argument be? How would you “defend” or support your argument? What spe 
cific comparative strategies would you use? Think about these questions and 
see if you can develop your own mixed research design using a variety of 
comparative strategies and logics.

No t es

1. I cite a few of these exceptions extensively in this chapter. These include 
Dogan and Pelassy (1990) and Dogan and Kazancigil (1994). Another useful book fo 
cused on comparative analysis is B. Guy Peters’s Comparative Politics: Theory and 
M ethods! 1998).

2. Przeworski and Teune (1970) pointed out, though, that the most different sys 
tems design generally starts off with a variation of observed behavior below the level 
of the system (or society as a whole). “Most often,” they noted, “this will be the level 
of individual actors, but it can be the level of groups, local communities, social classes, 
or occupation. . . . [S]ystemic factors are not given any special place among the pos 
sible predictors of behavior” (p. 34).

3. Among comparativists, however, there is still a tendency to associate subna 
tional units with the particular country in which they are located. For example, a re 
searcher doing a study of conditions of poverty in Mexico City, Taipei, or Cape Town 
will generally link his or her research to the country as a whole: Mexico, Taiwan, or 
South Africa, respectively.

4. Statistical or quantitative analysis is a major research method used in political 
science and the social sciences more generally. Indeed, in the United States, a large 
majority of social science departments require their students to take at least one and 
sometimes several courses dealing with quantitative methods and statistics (or scope
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and method). Largely for this reason— and also because there are dozens of good un 
dergraduate textbooks covering quantitative analysis in the social sciences but very 
few covering qualitative analysis— I do not discuss statistical analysis in this chapter. 
It is important to understand, however, that many researchers in comparative politics 
do use quantitative analysis or cross-national comparisons and that quantitative analy 
sis is clearly an important part of the research methodology in comparative politics.


