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Abstract

The articles by Kees van Kersbergen and Daniele Caramani constitute an

impressive joint plea in favour of descriptive analyses within comparative

politics. They also warn, less convincingly, against an alleged obsession of

the discipline with variation that, according to them, does not do justice to

the similarity of many cases. This response demonstrates that limiting the

analysis to similar cases creates the risk of engaging in the hapless exercise

of explaining the constant. Augmenting the role of description without

simultaneously advancing sound theoretical models furthermore leads to

theory-free data mining exercises. I argue that all empirically oriented

fields in political science could profit from what I call ‘causal description’

and hence the in-depth univariate analysis of the dependent variable.

Keywords comparative politics; political theory; rational choice; covariation

INTRODUCTION

L
ord Ernest Rutherford’s famous quip

that ‘All science is either physics or

stamp collecting’ makes the impor-

tant distinction between theory-free data

collection exercises and attempts to link

sophisticated theoretical and empirical

models in a rigorous fashion. Most read-

ers would probably agree that we have

nowadays – despite the anti-scientific

flagellantism of the Perestroika move-

ment within the American Political

Science Association and its European

fellow travellers – moved far beyond

‘stamp collecting’ in the social sciences

and link theory in meaningful ways to

data. Some might even agree that we

have uncovered in these attempts an

amazing number of non-trivial laws and

empirical regularities over the past few

years. This success is, not in the least,

due to the rationalist revolution that has

been shaking US political science, parts of

its British counterpart and even some

isolated corners in continental European
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academia since the 1980s (Schneider,

2007, 2009). One key event in this largely

institutionalist movement has been

Black’s (1948) discovery of the median

voter theorem and subsequent innova-

tions like the development of coalition

and rent-seeking approaches or the ad-

vancement of political business cycle

theory and bureaucratic politics models.

The scientific progress has in the mean-

time even reached my main area of

research, international relations, and thus

a subfield that is conceptually rather

conservative. The sound theoretical un-

derpinnings that have been developed

within this research area to account for

what is called the ‘democratic peace’

demonstrate in an exemplary fashion

what we have achieved. Innovations by

Schultz (1999), Fearon (1994) and others

show that we have gone way beyond the

correlational analyses of the 1960s, the

chronological narration of some arbitrarily

selected cases or the trivial commen-

taries by the inevitable TV wonks on what

we, anyhow, just witnessed on BBC

World, CNN or France 24.

Unfortunately, Rutherford’s cynical re-

mark quoted in the beginning of this

article jumped back into my mind when I

was reading the important and unusually

deep papers by Daniele Caramani (2010)

and Kees van Kersbergen (2010), hence-

forth DC and KvK, about the state of art in

comparative politics. I should start out by

saying that I agree with many points that

they are making. I share, for instance, the

sentiment voiced by KvK that there is too

much loose speculation about the end of

the state and the imminent emergence of

world government. To paraphrase Mark

Twain, the death of territorial sovereignty

has been announced much too prema-

turely and exaggeratedly. Not least the

slaughtering of civil liberties around

the globe since the terrorist attacks on

the United States and its allies amply and

sadly demonstrates that governments are

still much stronger than we ever wished

them to be. I also share the impression of

DC that the research community should

reward sound descriptive work much

more; we all too often follow the easy

road and produce conjectures that are not

firmly grounded in a theoretically solid

assessment of past and current trends in

political decision making.

But I want to cut my jubilation short and

get down to business. I assume at any

rate that the editors of this journal did not

invite me to bore the reader with a trite

exercise in diplomacy. They probably

rather wish to see the ‘diehard rationalist’,

as I branded myself at some point

(Aspinwall and Schneider, 2000: 30), to

dissect some of the claims made in the

two related articles. I happily pursue this

task and take issue with the way in which

the authors want to move comparative

politics towards similarity analyses. In

essence, I believe that the bête noire of

DC and KvK – variation – will remain the

backbone of any scientific enterprise in

the social sciences. I will come back to

this point after a ‘discourse’ analysis of

the two articles and after pointing out

that the two pieces under consideration

ultimately attempt to explain the inexplic-

able – the constant. I will then also clarify

that we need ‘causal description’ and thus

the univariate analysis of a concept that is

part of a strong theoretical argument.

A RATHER CONSERVATIVE
ALTERNATIVE TO CURRENT
POLITICAL SCIENCE

Both DC and KvK advocate that compara-

tive politics – and probably all the other

‘we have nowadays
moved far beyond

‘‘stamp collecting’’ in the
social sciences and link

theory in meaningful
ways to data’
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subfields in political science – restrict

their analyses to the careful examination

of similar cases and devote more energy

to sensible description. This is, on the

surface, a sympathetic criticism as we all

too often sin and extend our comparisons

to the juxtaposition of apples and oranges

and hence cases that should really not be

pitted against each other. The articles also

rightly point out that much political science

research has recently started to suffer

under the teleological illusion that the

world converges to one sort of political,

economic or ideological system. This

smacks of the ‘Endism’ that Fukuyama

(1992) popularized in the 1990s and that

heralded the ultimate triumph of capital-

ism, democracy and other goodies then

attributable to the United States.1

Although I share the aversion of both

authors against such haughtiness, I will,

nevertheless, take issue with the surpris-

ingly conservative tone that underlies

their plea to engage in similarity analyses

and descriptive work. To start with, the

articles by DC and KvK implicitly suggest

that we should move the wheel back in

comparative politics. The authors de-

scribe an idealized time during which

researchers cared more about research

designs, when they restricted their ana-

lyses to a selection of cases that can be

sensibly compared and when the political

science community seemingly did not shy

away from unrewarding descriptive work.

Yet, did this idealized world ever exist?

I am sure that this is just a collective

mirage that overestimates the scientific

achievements of past generations and

does not take into account the immense

progress that political science has experi-

enced over the past few years. As any

reader, even the most casual one, of

leadings journals such as APSR, AJPS,

BJPS, JCR, JOP or IO would easily ac-

knowledge, our knowledge of political

processes has recently grown exponen-

tially, notwithstanding the occasional call

that the discipline has lost its soul. The

technical skills that average (US trained)

political scientists have gained nowadays

is far beyond the level of sophistication

that even the most influential scholars of

the 1960s and 1970s had ever achieved,

and the proliferation of new estimators

and conceptual innovations is truly im-

mense and indicates that we live in a

healthy academic community.

As, at least, KvK makes clear, his next

door paradise is the behaviouralist period

of the 1960s that preceded the rational

choice movement. In his view, current

political science is overly institutionalist

and does not pay sufficient attention to

social factors. This objection is, however,

reductionist as at least the rationalist

variant of neo-instiutionalism takes into

account the interplay between institu-

tions and preferences, be they socially

or economically based (Aspinwall and

Schneider, 2000). Rational choice institu-

tionalism, in other words, perceives pol-

itics as a social interaction in which actors

pursue their interests, given the restric-

tions and opportunities of the institutional

setting. Lamenting over explanations that

only take these rules of the game into

account intellectually does not surpass

theories that trace political behaviour

exclusively back to the social character-

istics of a group or an individual. What we

need in political science are rather parsi-

monious but complete explanations that

consist, at least, of interests and institu-

tions. These causal mechanisms might,

in some contexts, be augmented by

the informational level that an actor has

about the situation in which she finds

herself or, related to this, the ideas that

shape her decisions (Schneider, 2003).

Hence, I sincerely recommend that we

not move back to a time when Plott’s

‘fundamental equation of politics’ (Hinich

and Munger, 1997: 17), according to

which political outcomes are a function

of preferences and institutions, was

not yet fully recognized as the unifying

conceptual basis in political science.
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THE PITFALLS OF
SIMILARITY ANALYSES AND
A PLEA FOR THEORETICAL
DESCRIPTION

Both DC and KvK call for research designs

that stress the similarities between

the units of analysis rather than the

differences. As KvK (2009: 9) puts it,

‘there is a fixation on variation’. Differ-

ences are obviously a matter of degree,

but I fail to see whether similarity and

variation designs really differ. It depends

probably a great deal on the underlying

scale and whether we perceive cases to

be sufficiently different from each other to

allow meaningful comparisons. In other

words, I believe that variation is the

backbone of any science, and we should

not be disturbed by the senseless sam-

pling of cases in some applications to

abandon completely our scientific goals.

The main insight of the King et al (1994)

volume was to show that comparison is

the backbone of quantitative and qualita-

tive research in political science. Hence,

whatever methodological orientation, we

all seek to explain how an outcome

variable varies given a change in the

explanatory concept. If no change occurs,

given some variation on the independent

variable, the dependent variable stays at

the level of the constant. In other words,

we cannot explain anything at all in com-

parative politics and beyond if we do not

assume a minimal covariance between

the two concepts under scrutiny.

The attack on variational analyses in

both articles is accompanied by a call for

descriptive analyses. I fully admit that the

creation of new data sets and the provi-

sion of similar public goods are often

not sufficiently acknowledged research

efforts nowadays. But, again, has the

pursuit of a common good instead of

much narrower objectives such as the

individual publication success or the

collection of bonus miles ever been

rewarded? I have my severe doubts

whether the contribution to the public

good aspects of our discipline was really

ever different, especially in the light of

efforts to create a standard for data set

citations and the growing importance of

replication studies (King, 2007). Glancing

through old volumes of leadings journals

leaves me the impression that the situa-

tion in political science was 20 years back

much the same as it is nowadays, not-

withstanding the increase in employment

opportunities and the proliferation in

publication possibilities that European

political science has recently witnessed.

In other words, the professional game

that we play has not changed much, and

the old Adams and Eves, who we all are,

face similar incentives to engage in short-

term analyses and chatty, non-rigorous

research like 20 or 30 years ago!2 Admit-

tedly, the political science market does

not always work efficiently; some people

who do first class work do not, for

instance, receive the professional recog-

nition they deserve. But I believe that

the increasing transnational competition

within our discipline produces better

results than the programmatic straight-

jackets into which DC and KvK want to

force European political science.

‘Getting one’s hands dirty’, as DC

recommends, is only a commendable

endeavour if we know where to dig and

where to get muddy. Unfortunately,

neither article is very clear in saying what

sort of descriptive analysis they would

like to see more of in our publications. I

have the strong suspicion, at least in DC’s

case, that he wants to have more data

collection effort. However, I would like

strongly to warn against a separation

between theoretical progress and at-

tempts to improve the empirical basis on

which these theories must ultimately rely.

‘variation is the
backbone of any

science’
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Hence, theoretical and empirical work

have to go hand in hand, especially

considering that there is no such thing

as theory-free description. In other

words, what we need is much more space

given to careful descriptive work that is

truly inspired by rigorous theoretical

thinking. I believe that such ‘causal de-

scription’ needs to precede any inferential

research. However, there is no atheore-

tical evidence, as Popper taught us a long

time ago, and the collection of data for its

own sake is not an activity that we should

encourage or reward.

CONCLUSION

Like any other mature discipline, political

science periodically experiences some of

its prominent members reflecting on the

state of the discipline in an insightful, but

also culturally pessimistic manner. Hence,

these critical pieces risk falling in the trap

of identifying isolated excesses and

superficialities as symptoms of a general

illness that only some traditional therapy

can cure. I believe, unfortunately, that

this is exactly the risk that these two

articles failed to avoid.

To put it into medical terminology, KvK

and DC recommend in their articles that

political science can only recover from its

current weakness through a triple medi-

cation – a return to political sociology,

increasing attention paid to description,

and a narrower focus on similar cases. I

believe that the patient– political science –

is much healthier than the two articles

suggest and thus does not need to

swallow this super-pill manufactured by

a Swiss-Dutch joint venture. We have

seen in recent years a proliferation of

rigorous theoretical thinking and sophis-

ticated testing strategies, suggesting that

we do not really have to be too pessimis-

tic about our discipline having weakened

and lost its main purpose. This does not

mean that we would suffer under small

drops of the KvK and DC magic potion. On

the contrary, the achievement of their

articles is to point out that comparing the

incomparable (i.e. designs with artificially

high variation across cases) is a serious

failure in many applications. They are also

right in pointing out that ‘quick and dirty’

inferential research frequently does not

rely on a solid descriptive foundation, and

it is correct to say that some institution-

alist analyses do not pay sufficient tribute

to the social (or economic) roots of

decision making.

However, this first development of the

KvK and DC regimen literally risks harm-

ing the patient more than any placebo

they could possibly have handed out. The

consequential application of the similarity

analyses that the authors suggest would

kill any interesting variation among the

cases, rendering comparative politics a

superfluous exercise as there would be

nothing to be compared any longer.

Further, to engage into descriptive work

for its own sake borders on the attempt to

open a vault without the help of a key. As

Rutherford has put it, theory-free empiri-

cism will not help us to understand the

world and is nothing else than stamp

collecting. I am much more convinced

than KvK and DC that we already possess

some important keys that help us to

understand the world of politics. We

should, of course, also get our hands dirty

by engaging in carefully descriptive and

inferential empirical work but, first and

foremost, by advancing rigorous theore-

tical thinking about political affairs.
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Notes

1 If such bold predictions were ever to be true, the sad, but necessary consequence would be the

imminent abolition of comparative politics altogether.

2 This response is, unfortunately, no exception to this. I hope that at least some of my publications live

up to the standard that I am preaching here.
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