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the Traditional Approach

A brief account of the characteristics of the traditional ap-
proach and emphasis in the comparative study of government
will reveal the source of the current dissatisfaction and will
point to the need for reorientation. Comparative study has
thus far been comparative in name only. It has been part of
what may loosely be called the study of foreign governments,
in whici¥the governmental structures and the formal organi-

zation of sfate institutions were tréated ina escriptive, histor-
ical, or legalistic mannerPrimary emphasis has been placed
on written documents like ¢onstitutions and the legal prescrip-

Hons for the allocation of political powerSFinally, studies of _

foreigii governments were largely addressed to the Western
Furopean democracies or to the political systems of Western
Europe, Great Britain, and the Dominions.

It may be worthwhile to discuss briefly each of these char-
acteristics of the traditional approach.

Essentially Noncomparative

The vast majority of publications in the field of compara-
tive government deal either with one country or with par'al-
lel descriptions of the institutions of a number of countries.
The majority of texts illustrate this approach. The s.tudfant is
led through the constitutional foundations, the organization of
political power, and a description of the ways in w,}’uch su;h
powers are exercised. In each case “problem areas” are dis-
cussed with reference to the country’s institutional structure.
The right of dissolution is often cited to explain poli‘tical insta-
bility in France, and, conversely, political stability in England
is discussed with reference to the prerogatives of the Crown,
with particular emphasis, of course, on the Prime .Minister s
power of dissolution. The interest of the student is concen-
trated primarily on an analysis of the structure of the state, th'e
location of sovereignty, the electoral provisions, and the distri-
bution of the electorate into political parties whose ideologies
and programs are described. This approach will be f01_.1nd in
any standard text and in a number of molnographs which as-
pire to be more comparative in character.

Feom The Study of Comparative Politics (New Yok, Random House, 1955), pp. 7-14.
Reprinted by permission.
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Essentially Descriptive

It may well be argued that description of the formal polit-
ical institutions is vital for the understanding of the political
process and that as such it leads to comparative study. If so,
we hardly ever have any comparison between the particular
institutions described. A reading, for instance, of one of the
best texts, Governments of Continental Europe, edited by James
T. Shotwell, will reveal that as we pass from France to Italy,
Switzerland, Germany, and the U.S.S.R. there is no common
thread, no criterion of why these particular countries were
selected and no examination of the factors that account for
similarities and differences. The same generally applies to
Frederick Ogg's and Harold Zink's Modern Foreign Govern-
ments, and to Fritz M. Marx's Foreign Governments. In a some-
what different fashion John Ranney’s and Gwendolen Carter’s
Major Foreign Powers has the virtue of addressing itself to only
four political systems and of discussing them with reference to

some basic problem areas, but again the connecting link and

the criterion of selection are missing. Another pioneer book in
the field, Daniel Witt's Comparative Political Institutions, aban-
dons the country-by-country approach in favor of categories
within which comparison is more feasible, but the author is
satisfied to include under such categories as “The Citizen and
the Government” and “The Electoral Process” separate descrip-
tions of the institutions of individual countries, and fails to
make explicit comparisons.

It should be clearly understood here that these remarks are
not meant to reflect on the scholarly quality of the books cited,
nor to disparage the descriptive approach. They are meant
merely to point out that these books are limited primarily to
political morphology or what might also be called political
anatomy. They describe various political institutions gener-
ally without attempting to compare them; what comparison is
made is limited exclusively to the identification of differences
between types or systems, such as federal versus unitary sys-
tem or parliamentary versus presidential system or the more
elusive differences between democratic and totalitarian sys-
tems. :

There are two typical approaches in the descriptive study of
political institutions. The first is hist%ricaL and the second is

_legalistic. The historical approach cefiters on the study of the

otigins and growth of certain institutions. We trace the ori-
gins of the British parliamentary system to Magna Carta and
study its development through successive historical stages. It
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is assumed that parallel historical accounts of the.evolution
of the French parliament or the German representative assem-
blies will indicate similarities and differences. The appro_ach
followed is almost identical with that used by thg hlstorlgn.
There is no effort to evolve an analytical scheme within which
an antecedent factor is related in terms other than chronolog-
ical to a particular event or development.? '

The second most prevalent approach is what we mlght cgll
the legalistic approach. Here the studgnt is exposed primarily
to the study of the “powers” of the various branches of govern-
ment and of their relationships with reference to the existing
constitutional and legal prescriptions. This is almost exclu-
sively the study of what can be done or what cannot be done
by various governmental agencies with rveferencq to _lega! and
constitutional provisions. Again, this approach, ll%(e its histor-
ical counterpart with which it often goes hand in hand, de-
scribes the political system in a very narrow frame. It _does
not seek the forces that shape the legal forms, nor does it at-
tempt to establish the causal relati‘onships that account for the
variety in constitutional prescriptions from.one system to an-
other or from one period to another. A typical illustration of
this approach are two recent studies on post—World War II con-
stitutional developments in Western Europe: Arnold Zurcher’s
Constitutionalism and Constitutional Trends Since World War 11,
and Mirkine Guetzevitch's Les Constitutions Europeénnes. To a
great extent Ivor Jennings's works on the British Cabinet and
the British Parliament rely on the legalistic approach ’\’Nlth par-
ticular emphasis on the search for precedents that “explain
the powers of various governmental organs. o

The combination of the historical and the legall'stlc ap-
proaches is found in the great majority of boo}(s publlshed on
foreign systems that purport to be comparative. Despite the
fact that they give us a cameralike picture of the deve.lopment
and the relationships of the various political organs in a sys-
tem, and point to parallel historical developm_ent, they do not
attempt to devise a general frame of reference in which we can
get broad hypotheses about the development and operation of
institutions.

Essentially Parochial

The great number of studies on foreign political systems has
been addressed to the examination of Western European in-
stitutions. Accessibility of the countries studied, relative ease
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of overcoming language barriers, and the availability of offi-
cial documents and other source materials, as well as cultural
affinities, account for this fact. France, Great Britain, Germany,
Switzerland, and to a lesser extent the Scandinavian countries
and the British Dominions have been the countries to which
writing and research has been directed and which are being
included in the various comparative government courses in the
greater number of American universities. Again, however, no
systematic effort has been made to identify the similarities
and the differences among these countries except in purely
descriptive terms. No effort has been made to define in an.
alytical terms the categories that constitute an “area” of study.
True, most authors seem to identify these countries in terms
of a common historical and cultural background and they of-
ten pay lip service to some other common traits, such as their
advanced economic systems, parliamentary institutions, and
democracy. What is meant by “advanced” economic systems,
however, and, more specifically, what is the relationship be-
tween political institutions and the existing economic system?
We often find the statement that Germany did not develop a
deémocratic ideology and parliamentary institutions because
capitalism developed “late,” but no effort is being made to test

“the validity of such a generalization comparatively—for, af-

ter all, capitalism developed “late” in the United States and
in some of the British Dominions. Often statements about the
existence of a common ideology are made without attempting
to define what is “common” and how ideology is related to
political institutions.?

There is no doubt that references to social and economic
configurations, political ideologies, and institutions that can
be found in texts should be interrelated into a system that
would make comparative analyses of these Western European
countries possible. No such effort, however, with the exception
of Carl Friedrich’s Constitutional Government and Democracy,
has been made, and even Professor Friedrich is concerned only
with the interplay between ideology and institutions. There
is no systematic synthesis of the various “characteristics” or
“traits” of different political systems. Yet without such a con-
ceptualization no variables can be identified and compared,
and as a result no truly comparative analyses of the Western
governmental systems have been made by political scientists.

Some notable exceptions, in addition to Professor Friedrich’s
and Professor Herman Finer’s books, are Michels’s book on
Political Parties* and the recent comparative analysis of the
structure and the organization of political parties and the re-
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lationship between structure and ideology by Professor Mau-
rice Duverger.> Another good illustration of a more sophisti-
cated study is a current essay on the French political system
by Frangois Goguel® in which he points out that political, eco-
nomic, and social instability in France is due to the uneven
development of various regions in the country, thus suggest-
ing a relationship between political stability and uniformity
of economic development within a country.

Concentration on Western systems cannot be exclusively at-
tributed to some of the considerations suggested above. An
even more important factor was the belief at one time shared
by many political scientists that democracy was the “normal”
and durable form of government and that it was destined
to spread throughout the world. In fact, “comparative study”
would embrace more political systems only as they developed
democratic institutions. James Bryce put this in very succinct
terms:

The time seems to have arrived when the actualities of demo-
cratic government in its diverse forms, should be investigated,
and when the conditions most favorable to its success should re-
ceive more attention than students, as distinguished from politi-
cians, have been bestowing upon them.’

It was natural that such a point of view should limit compar-
ative study to the democratic systems and that it would call
for the study of other systems only for the purpose of identify-
ing democratic institutions and forms. As we shall see, such a
preoccupation distorted the analysis and study of non-Western
systems by centering upon patterns and institutions that were
familiar to the Western observer, such as constitutions and leg-

islatures, but whose relevance to the political processes of non-

Western countries was only incidental.

Essentially Static

In general the traditional approach has ignored the dynamic
factors that account for growth and change. It has concentrated
on what we have called political anatomy. After the evolution-
ary premises of some of the original works in the nineteenth
century were abandoned, students of political institutions ap-
parently lost all interest in the formulation of other theories in
the light of which change could be comparatively studied.

The question of sovereignty and its location occupied stu-
dents of politics for a long time; the study of constitutional
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structures became a favorite pastime, though no particular ef-
fort was mac.le to.evaluate the effectiveness of constitutional
forms in achieving posited goals or to analyze the conditions
underlying the success or failure of constitutionalism. The par-
allel development of administration was noted, but again its
grovgth was studied with reference to a constitutional setting
as Dicey's work amply illustrates.8 The growth of political par-'
ties was studied, but aside from descriptions of their legal
status little consideration was given by political scientists to
the ra_dical transformation parties were to bring about in the
organization of political power. Henry Maine’s and William
Lecky’s® bold hypotheses about the impact on democracy of
the development of party government and of the extension
pf the franchise were abandoned in the light of contrary ev-
idence and were never replaced with new ones. Indeed, Walter
Bagehot's'? analysis of the British Cabinet remained standard
until the. turn of the century, though the word “party” rarely
appears in it, and Dicey’s formal statement of the limitations
of parliamentary sovereignty were considered for a long time
to .b'e the most definitive formulation of the problem.ﬁ The
Pl"ltl‘s!'l people, it was pointed out by Dicey, constituting the
pol}tlcal sovereign” body limited the “legal sovereignty” of the
Parliament and such limitation was institutionalized through
th_e courts. Federalism and its development in the various do-
minions was also discussed with reference to the legal orga-
nization of power and to its relationship with the concept of
sovereignty. In all cases the studies made were a dissection
of the distribution of the powers in terms of their legal setting
and left out of the picture altogether the problem of change and
(t:}}lle study of those factors—political or other—that account for
ange.

Essentially Monographic

The most important studies of foreign systems, aside from
basic texts, have taken the form of monographs that have con-
centrated on the study of the political institutions of one sys-
tem or on the discussion of a particular institution in one
system. Works such as those by John Marriot, Arthur K. Keith
Joseph Barthelemy, James Bryce, Tvor Jennings, Harold Laski,
A. V. Dicey, Ij“rank Goodnow, W. A. Robson, Abbott L. Lowells,
Woodrow Wilson,!? and many others were addressed gener-'
ally to only one country or to a particular institutional de-
ve]_opment within one country. The American presidency, the
British parliamentary system, the congressional form of ,gov-
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ernment were presented in studies in which the particular in- amined in that restricting frame. They call for the develop-
stitutional forms were placed in the context of the whole tradi- ment of .a more precise analysis of human behavior and of
tion and legal system of the country involved. Sometlrr_les. such the relafuonship between political institutioqs and'social and
monographs represented great advances over the l_egallStIC ap- economic factors. They call for an approach in which politics
proach because they brought into the open nonpolitical factors 1s conceived as a process that cannot be understood without

and institutions or attempted to deal analytically with some reference to the context
of the problems facing the democratic systems. They had a
focal point and the description of the institutions was always

ual factors of a political system.

related to a common theme or was undertaken in the. light The Area Focus

of a common political problem, such as the relat19n§hlp be- ) )
tween executive and legislature, the growth of adl’l"IIIIlStI:atlve Only recently hgs the study of.forelgn systems been cast in 19
law and the institutions of administratior}, thg relationship be- a frame that carries more promise for comparatlve'analyms.
tween national characteristics and political 1defo.logy, and the Partly as the result of t'he war and-the need to acquire better
like. The relationships established between poht1ca}l and non- knowledge at?out certain geographic areas, and partly as the
political factors, however, hardly attain a systematic formqla- rc?sult of the intensive and more systematic study by sociolo-
tion that can be used for comparative study, i.e., for identifying gists and anthrppolog1§t§ of hqmap behavior in various non-
variables and attempting to account for them. Nor is the sug- Western countries, pohtl.cal sc:entlsts,' have becpme involved
gestion ever explicitly made that the particular way in whlgh in mte_rd]smplmary studies of areas.” An area is a cluster of
a problem is studied or certain institutional developments dis- countries which, because of certain policy preoccupations, ge-

cussed is applicable to parallel phenomena in other countries. ographic propinqui'fy, or common problerp§ and theoretic in-
terests, can be studied as a unit. The political and economic
systems, languages, history, culture, and psychology are jointly
explored by representatives of various disciplines in universi-
ties and government departments. Area studies have developed

The Problem Approach in the Traditional Literature

17 A number of studies dealing with problem areas have em- rapidly_in the United States in the last fifteen years. Every big
ployed the traditional approach. Examples are studies of the university now has a number of such programs ranging from
relationship between democracy and' economic planr'llng;.o}f Western Europe to the Middle East and Afrlca..
representation and the growth of administrative agencies wit On its face the so-called area programs provide what many 20
new economic and social functions: of the decay of blcamergl- students of comparative government consider to be the best
ism; or of the efforts of representative assemblies to reconcile laboratory for comparative analysis. For it has been assumed
the social and economic conflicts arising in democratic soci- that an area is a cluster of countries in which there is enough
eties between the two world wars. o cultural uniformity to make the comparative study of political

18 Such studies have usually been confined to the Institu- ‘ institutional variables between them pqssi_ble. Furthermore,
tional framework of the country involved. Analyses of policy- it ha§ also been assumed.that the interdlsc1plin?ry approach
orientation have not gone beyond the examination of reforms provides fgr a more sophlsticated'and systematic analysis in
of the formal institutional structure, as in studies of the reorga- which the investigator or group of investigators can gain a “to.
nization of the House of Lords, the development of funqtlonal tal” picture of the system and subsequently be able to dissect
representative assemblies, the establishment of economic fed- it and compare its component elements.
eralism, the delegation of legislative powers to the executive, The interdisciplinary approach has suggested some impor- 21
the association of professional groups in policy-making, the in- tant organizational concepts on the basis of which data could
tegration rather than separation of policy-making organs, and, ) be gathered, variables identified, and comparative study un-
finally, measures to combat the growth of antidemocratic par- dertaken. Most Important among them have been the concepts
ties within democratic systems. The study of such problems of culture an

d personality. The former stresses the particular
traits that constitute the configuration of a culture. !4 Culture-
traits or culture-patterns can be identified and compared with

has paved the way, however, for the abandonment of the tra-
ditional formal categories, for these problems cannot be ex-
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each other. Yet in most cases comparison here, even among an-
thropologists, has assumed primarily the character of pointing

out differences rather than
concept on the other hand,

explaining them. The personality
by pointing out various personal-

ity traits or patterns, provides an instrument for the study of
motivational aspects and their variations from one culture to

another."®
It is difficult to assess the
to the comparative study of

contributions of the area approach
politics. Very often, instead of sug-

gesting a systematic analytical frame within which political
scientists might attempt intracultural comparisons, the area

approach has degenerated

into either a descriptive analysis

of institutional political structures within the given areas or
merely produced monographs in which certain problems were
studied with more sophistication with reference to one coun-
try. Such books as Robert Scalapino’'s Democracy and the Party
Movement in Pre-War Japan, Barrington Moore’s Soviel Poli-
tics, the Dilemma of Power, Alex Inkeles’s Public Opinion in
the Soviet Union, George Blanksten’s Peron's Argentina, and

Merle Fainsod’'s How Russ

ia Is Ruled are the best represen-

tative works in area studies, but their excellence lies not so
much in their systematic orientation or in the development of
analytical concepts for comparison but rather in the sophisti-
cation with which the authors relate the political process in
the system discussed to the ideological, cultural, and social
contextual elements. Institutions are no longer described as if
they had a reality which is taken for granted but rather as func-
tioning entities operating within a given context. The descrip-

tive approach gained as a

result a richness and flavor which

could not be found in the traditional legalistic and historical

approach.
But in general, the area

approach with its interdisciplinary

orientation has failed to provide us with a systematic frame for

comparative analysis. For,
area is subject to methodo

after all, the very definition of an
logical questions with which many

of the area specialists never grapple. An area is not a concrete
reality as has often been asserted or taken for granted on the

basis of considerations of policy or expediency.

ought to be, an analytical concept which subsumes certain cat-

egories for the compilation of data,
formities which suggest a control situation of the laboratory
type within which variables ca
however, have not attained this
and as a result their contributions to compara
been limited. They have enriched our awareness

It is, or rather.
provides for certain uni-

n be studied. Area programs,
level of systematic orientation
tive analysis has
of cultures
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?}?d‘ll\rllstltutions in which the political forms vary greatly from
he (’igtfarn f01f-ms _and they have been suggestive, at least to
the political scientist, of the need to broaden his horizon and

include in his study of formal instituti
al institutions many of i
processes of a system. yofthe informal
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