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Guest Essay
Class Politics is Dead! Long Live Class
Politics! A Political Economy Perspective
on the New Partisan Politics 

increased over time. McCarty, Poole
and Rosenthal (2005) show that
American voters, despite all the talk
of a culture war, are more likely to
vote their economic interest today
than they were thirty years ago.
Cusack, Iversen, and Rehm (2006)
show that mass political preferences
continue to depend intimately on
peoples’ economic interests. The
cross-national variance in redistribu-
tion is also no less tied to partisan-
ship today than two decades ago
(Huber and Stephens 2001), and
even institutions such as corporate
governance, often understood in effi-
ciency terms, are being reformed
along partisan lines (Hoepner 2001;
Roe 2003). 

There is broad agreement among
comparativists that political conflict in
the rich democracies has moved
away from “old” issues of state owner-
ship, redistribution from capital to
labor, and unemployment versus infla-
tion as macroeconomic goals. For
some this means that the democratic
class struggle that assumed such a
central role in past research on the
welfare state (e.g., Esping-Andersen
1990), the labor market (e.g.,
Goldthorpe 1984), and macroeconom-
ic policies (Hibbs 1977) has given
way to a new “value politics” centered
around issues of the family, gender,
choice, the environment, and racial
and sexual tolerance (e.g., Inglehart
1987; Inglehart and Abramson 1999;
Kitschelt 1994; Kitschelt and Rehm
2005). But political economists have
long been skeptical of these claims.
While most agree that traditional class
politics has been receding, evidence
is mounting that the issues that clutter
the political agendas of advanced
democracies are still fundamentally
distributive in nature. 

Kwon and Pontusson (2005), for
example, find that the effect of parti-
sanship on welfare spending has

“My aim is not to dismiss the

role of ‘value politics,’ but

rather to suggest that distrib-

utive economic issues are as

important today as they were

fifty years ago.”

This brief essay cannot do justice to
the voluminous new comparative liter-
ature on distributive politics, but it can
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reflects changing levels of voter sup-
port for the left and right or changes
in the ideological positions of parties,
the dashed lines show the average
left-right positions based on three
expert surveys. These surveys assign
constant left-right scores to parties,
so any changes will only capture
shifts in the left-right balance of elec-
toral support. It is apparent that this
balance did not change much over
time, whereas party positions did.
Especially in economic policies, there
was a notable shift to the right start-
ing in the late 1970s.

draw attention to the reality of new
economic divisions. My aim is not to
dismiss the role of “value politics,” but
rather to suggest that distributive eco-
nomic issues are as important today
as they were fifty years ago. Far more
interesting than the question of
whether distributive politics still mat-
ters, is the question of how it matters. 

Fifty Years of Partisan Division

Based on the Comparative Manifesto
Project (CMP), Figure 1 shows the
average ideological positions of politi-
cal parties in the 17 democracies
from 1946 to 1998 (weighted by the
parties’ share of seats in the lower
house). Panel a) shows CMP’s over-
all left-right index based on 24 differ-
ent salience measures of party posi-
tions across economic and non-eco-
nomic issues (see Budge et al. 2001
for details), while panel b) shows an
economic left-right index constructed
by Thomas Cusack based on eight
measures of the importance parties
place on markets versus state regula-
tion, government efficiency versus
social protection, etc. (see Cusack
and Engelhardt 2002 for details). Both
indexes can in principle vary between
-100 and +100, with 0 being a neutral
or centrist position.
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The solid lines in the center of the
graphs are the weighted averages for
the 17 legislatures. Note that the
overall left-right position of parties
turned slightly to the left during the
1960s, remained there until the late
1970s, and then started to move to
the right. To gauge whether this shift

“Far more interesting than

[...] whether distributive poli-

tics still matters, is the ques-

tion of how it matters.”

“[...] distributive conflict is no

longer mainly between capi-

tal and labor, but rather

between workers owning dif-

ferent levels and types of

human capital.”

It is a mistake to infer from this that
there has been convergence in the
policy preferences of the left and right
(shown in Figure 1). While there is a
slight tendency for such convergence
since the 1980s in the overall index,
in economic policies the gap is as
wide in the 1990s as it was in any
previous decade. Since the overall
index includes both economic and
non-economic issues, this means that
the only (weak) tendency for conver-
gence is in non-economic issues –
contrary to what some political scien-
tists seem to believe. There has also
not been any drop in the correlation
between the economic and the over-
all ideological left-right indices, which
hovers around .85 for the entire post-
war period. The pertinent question is
not whether economic issues contin-
ue to be politically salient, but what
exactly these issues are.
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New Partisan Politics

It would be foolhardy to try to identify
every new issue of distributive politics

tributive politics (loosely based on
Iversen 2005), and then propose a
few areas of distributive conflict that
have emerged as particularly salient
ones.

To understand the new politics of
class, a couple of principles are use-
ful to keep in mind. The first is that
distributive conflict is no longer main-
ly between capital and labor, but
rather between workers owning differ-
ent levels and types of human capital
(Figure 2). Since employers make
investments in the skills of their
employees, employer interests will
also diverge (see Martin and Swank
2004), but I focus here on the labor
side. Levels of skills determine
income and hence redistributive pref-
erences, whereas the specificity of
those skills determines exposure to
labor risks and hence preferences
over social insurance. 

Guest Essay
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Figure 1. The left-right position of political parties in 17 legislatures 
(1946-1998)

discussed within the increasingly rich
and sophisticated comparative litera-
ture. Rather, my aim here is to outline
a very simple way to think about dis-

“A common claim […] is that

the welfare state has 'grown

to limits' and that the political

agenda has migrated to non-

economic issues. Yet many

political economists draw

precisely the opposite con-

clusion.”

The second principle is that distribu-
tive politics is an outcome of political
coalitions (the meaning of the differ-
ent types of coalitions noted in the
table is discussed below). Such coali-
tions can be thought of as parliamen-
tary alliances between parties repre-
senting different groups, but they can
also be between “factions” inside
broad cross-class parties, or between
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duced divisions between “insiders”
and “outsiders,” thus threatening the
cross-class foundation of the postwar
settlement (Saint-Paul 1996; Rueda
2005). Although job protection is not
just a political tool to secure privileges
in the labor market, but also a means
to cultivate firm-specific skills, con-
flicts over the regulation of labor mar-
kets have intensified (witness the tur-
moil surrounding the aborted French
youth labor legislation). The reasons
have to do with changes in technolo-
gy and the structure of production,
and the associated shifts in political
power. 

the political agenda has migrated to
non-economic issues. Yet many politi-
cal economists draw precisely the
opposite conclusion. During the peri-
od of rapid economic growth and
increasing demand for social insur-
ance, political parties competed with
one another by offering targeted ben-
efits to their own constituencies while
spreading the costs among unorgan-
ized taxpayers. As Pierson argues,
the “growth to limits” marked the tran-
sition to a new politics where an
essentially fixed budget constraint
transforms every new policy into a
zero-sum conflict. There is now a
large and sophisticated literature on
the distributive battles of reforming
every aspect of the welfare state from
health care and pensions to benefits
targeted to the poor (e.g., Pierson
2001; Ebbinghaus and Manow 2001;
Streeck and Thelen 2005). None of
this literature suggests that partisan
conflict over taxes and spending will
recede any time soon. 

The New Politics of Labor Market
Deregulation

A second line of conflict is over the
(de)regulation of labor markets. The
high employment protection systems
that emerged in many European
countries after the war have pro-

Guest Essay

“Much partisan political con-

flict continues to be over the

level of taxation and spend-

ing.”

organized interests and the govern-
ment in “social pacts” (on the former,
see Iversen and Soskice 2006; on
the latter, see Rhodes 2001). 

Tax and Spend Politics Never
Goes Out of Fashion 

Much partisan political conflict contin-
ues to be over the level of taxation
and spending, and there is mounting
evidence that the left redistributes
more than the right (e.g., Hicks and
Swank 1992; Bradley et al. 2003).
What tips the scales between the left
and the right is partly a function of
political institutions and party sys-
tems (Iversen and Soskice 2006), but
it is also partly a function of middle
class demand for social insurance
(Moene and Wallerstein 2003).
Although redistribution is not the aim
of social insurance, redistribution can
also be designed to serve insurance
purposes. Correspondingly, in some
European countries the welfare state
was built around a cross-class com-
promise between low-income workers
and high-skilled workers (especially
in industry) who wanted to protect
their investments in specific skills. 

Does this logic still apply? A common
claim, after all, is that the welfare
state has “grown to limits” and that

F i g u r e  2 . A  p o l i t ic a l  e c o n o m y  t y p o l o g y  o f t y p e s o f w o r k e r s

L e v e l  o f s k i ll s  (in c o m e)

L o w H i g h

T y p e  o f
s k i l l

S p e c i f i c
L o w - s k i ll
i n d u s t r i a l  
w o r k e r s  

H i g h - s k il l
i n d u s t r i a l 

w o r k e rs

G e n e r a l
L o w - s k i ll  

s e r v ic e  
w o r k e r s

P ro fe ss io n a l s

Class coalitions

Cross-class 
coalitions

During the first three decades after
the Second World War, skilled and
semi-skilled labor were complements
in a Fordist production process that
relied on long assembly lines and a
tightly integrated network of suppliers
and buyers. This gave low-skill unions
considerable bargaining power and
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advantage over the left in courting the
middle class by offering support for
public investment in higher education
without taxes to fund redistribution. 

The New Politics of Gender

Another distributive conflict that is
likely to shape partisan politics for
years to come is over gender and the
family. Women have entered the labor
market in massive numbers during
the past four decades, in part
because of the expansion of the serv-
ice economy. The trend has been
accelerated by rising divorce rates,
which gives women an incentive to
seek paid employment as an insur-
ance against the financial conse-
quences of divorce (Edlund and
Pande 2002).

was the foundation for centralized
wage bargaining and solidaristic
wage policies. The decentralization
that occurred during the 1980s and
1990s came as a result of skill-biased
technological change, where the
demand for skilled workers rose while
semi-skilled workers experienced
higher unemployment and falling rela-
tive wages (Pontusson and Swenson
1996; Iversen 1999). At the same
time, a growing number of business-
es in services (retail, social and per-
sonal services, etc.) that rely on fluid,
external labor markets oppose high
labor costs and training requirements,
as well as restrictions on firing.

(Lindert 2004) is that a significant
share of this spending has gone into
human capital formation. Because
spending on primary and secondary
education improved the skills of chil-
dren of low-income families, the effect
was a significant compression of the
skill distribution and, hence, the
income distribution (Boix 1998;
Garrett 1998). But the politics of edu-
cational investment has shifted in the
past two decades. As primary and
secondary education has become vir-
tually universal, the conflict is now
one over investment in higher educa-
tion (Ansell 2006). All parties under-
stand the importance of such invest-
ments for growth, but children of
skilled blue-collar workers face very
significant “invisible” class barriers to
higher education. For this reason, the
traditional constituents of left parties
may see the massive investment in
university education as a regressive
transfer to the rich. 

“Another distributive conflict

that is likely to shape parti-

san politics for years to

come is over gender and the

family.”

But the employment opportunities for
women vary significantly across coun-
tries. For the reasons elaborated by
Estevez-Abe (2002), because it is
harder for women to commit to con-
tinuous careers, they are at a disad-
vantage in specific-skill economies
where such commitment is critical to
employers. This problem is exacer-
bated by extensive regulation of
employment and wages because
wage compression and job protection
slow the expansion of personal and
social services. This means that the
insider-outsider division discussed
above is overlaid by a gender divide.
In this sense, women have an interest
in flexible labor markets, even as
many also have an interest in redistri-

Guest Essay

“A second line of conflict is

over the (de)regulation of

labor markets [...]”

The bifurcation of the risk structure
has created a new politics of labor
market reform. A critical question is
whether skilled workers can forge
cross-class alliances with low-skilled
workers to “flexibilize” temporary and
part-time employment while compen-
sating for lower wages and higher job
insecurity through transfers. The
Danish “flexicurity” model, and to a
lesser extent the Dutch model, may
be cases in point. The “danger” is the
emergence of a majority coalition
between professionals and low-
skilled workers (the latter organized
into new right parties) imposing
across-the-board deregulation cou-
pled with means-tested transfers that
exclude foreigners and other “unde-
serving” groups. 

The New Politics of Investment in
Higher Education

One reason why it is virtually impos-
sible to find a trade-off between gov-
ernment expenditure and growth

“All parties understand the

importance of [...] invest-

ments [in higher education]

for growth, but children of

skilled blue-collar workers

face [...] ‘invisible’ class bar-

riers to higher education.”

The left may still be able to forge a
compromise with the middle class in
which investment in higher education
is exchanged for redistributive trans-
fers. Educational reform, however,
must be linked to aggressive efforts at
reducing the class bias in university
enrollment – which has been done
with some success in Britain and
Scandinavia. Otherwise the right
would appear to have a natural
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identify the institutions and other
nationally specific conditions (political
party systems, the role of organized
groups, the structure of the economy,
etc.) that affect the power of different
actors to set the agenda and their
incentives to ally with some groups
rather than others – the structures
that induce equilibria, in other words. 

bution. But the gender cleavage is
not simply a gendered version of the
conflict over labor market reform.
Women need access to inexpensive
childcare and the flexibility to with-
draw from (and then re-enter) the
labor market for the purposes of
establishing families. Unless this is
made possible by flexible labor mar-
kets, the opportunities of women are
uniquely dependent on the state pro-
viding services and jobs in the public
sector. When it does, the “outside
options” of women improve, and their
bargaining power within the family
rises. 

Conclusion 

The textbook depiction of class poli-
tics that pitted labor against capital
may never have been realistic (see
the historical work by Swenson 2002
and Mares 2003). But certainly such
politics is now dead. And yet, distribu-
tive politics is still very much alive.
Recent comparative work on welfare
states, labor markets, and gender pol-
itics has documented how many of
the key policy issues continue to
revolve around “who gets what, when,
and how.” And how could it be other-
wise when the fiscal constraints on
the state make every tax or spending
proposal a zero-sum conflict? 

Guest Essay

Note:
References are available at
http://www.nd.edu/~apsacp and 
http://www.people.fas.harvard.edu/~iv
ersen/IversenCP_references.doc .

“The textbook depiction of

class politics that pitted labor

against capital may never

have been realistic […] But

certainly such politics is now

dead. And yet, distributive

politics is still very much

alive. […]”

The public sector, both as a service
provider and as an employer, is
therefore a source of political conflict
between men and women, and this is
key to understanding the rising gen-
der gap in voting behavior (Iversen
and Rosenbluth 2006). The size of
this gap, however, will be conditioned
by the importance of the family as a
source of income and risk pooling.
Paradoxically, in the countries where
the outside options of women are
very poor, such as Japan and south-
ern Europe, it may make sense for
women to support policies that pro-
tect the income of the male breadwin-
ner.

“Recent comparative work

on welfare states, labor mar-

kets, and gender politics has

documented how many of

the key policy issues contin-

ue to revolve around ‘who

gets what, when, and how.’

And how could it be other-

wise when the fiscal con-

straints on the state make

every tax or spending pro-

posal a zero-sum conflict?”

Yet, the distributive space is becom-
ing more complex, and the challenge
for comparativists is to break down
this complexity into a set of analytical-
ly tractable games. I have briefly
sketched some of the forms these
games take, relying on the recent
CPE literature. The next task is to

“[...] the distributive space is

becoming more complex,

and the challenge for com-

parativists is to break down

this complexity into a set of

analytically tractable games.”

Although this work has begun (e.g.,
Hall and Thelen 2005), most of it still
lies ahead. As experts in institutional
differences, comparativists are in a
unique position to make many of the
key contributions. 
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Political scientists are divided about
whether social science should strive
for universal generalizations. Some
believe that a goal of social science
is to arrive at universal generaliza-
tions: that is, since "theory" is by defi-
nition general, our task as social sci-
entists is to replace proper nouns
with common ones, and so on.
Others insist that political phenomena
are inherently domain-specific and
causally heterogeneous and, as a
result, the search for the universal is
misguided. Are these divergent views
potentially complementary, or irrecon-
cilable? Do we have any universal
generalizations now? If not, is there a
way to aggregate middle-range theo-
ries into an ever-more comprehen-
sive understanding of the political
world? Is middle-range theory a way-
station along the path to universal
theory, or is it the end of the road?

We posed these questions to a
methodologically diverse group of
accomplished scholars - Daniel
Ziblatt, Bruce Bueno de Mesquita,
Valerie Bunce, and Kenneth Shepsle
- expecting to elicit divergent
responses. Unexpectedly, all agree
that universal and middle-range
approaches to the study of politics
potentially complement one another.
None of the four argues that middle-
range theory is the end of the road.
(Perhaps our sample was not as
diverse as we thought! Readers who
reject the goal of universalism out-
right are invited to submit their views
to us for their possible inclusion in
the Controversies section of the next
issue of this newsletter.) 

However, our contributors do diverge
on other questions. Ziblatt writes
about universal generalizations in

prospective and hypothetical terms,
as worthy aspirations but not accom-
plished facts. He mounts an erudite
defense of middle-range theory as
the best path to universals. Bueno de
Mesquita, by contrast, not only
believes that universal generaliza-
tions exist, but lists a considerable
number of candidates for this status.
Bunce counsels both modesty about
making universal claims and a strate-
gy of hedging our bets. She would
feel more confident about universal
claims if they were backed by multi-
method testing, especially because
what may appear to be universal ten-
dencies using one method will proba-
bly be revealed as a variety of
processes when studied with other
methods.

approximately true, and also
improved by cross-fertilization with
middle-range approaches, just as the
latter are enriched by interactions
with universal theorizing.

If this symposium makes one thing
unambiguously clear, it is that we
must define what the criteria for a
universal theory are. Is it sufficient to
have a convincing logic (given initial
assumptions), perhaps supported by
a few illustrative examples? Or does
universalism require consistency with
all the empirical evidence currently
available, including evidence needed
to test competing hypotheses? We
think that both are required. A univer-
sal theory must survive the most rig-
orous and extensive testing; but it
must also possess a convincing logic
that allows us to believe that it will
still hold true in as-yet unobserved,
hypothetical situations.

Symposium

Introduction

Universal vs. Middle-Range Theory

“Some believe that a goal of

social science is to arrive at

universal generalizations […]

Others insist that political

phenomena are inherently

domain-specific and causally

heterogeneous […]. Are

these divergent views poten-

tially complementary, or

irreconcilable?”

Shepsle adopts a nuanced view that
universals exist, but must be properly
understood as being true only under
precisely defined conditions, condi-
tions which may not ever be com-
pletely satisfied in the observable
world. They can nevertheless be
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Introduction

All political scientists recognize the
importance of formulating general
theoretical propositions to advance
knowledge. But, how is theory formu-
lation best done? Should our disci-
pline’s research energy and time be
spent elaborating ever broader con-
ceptual and theoretical schemes, or
should we be focused on explaining
specific phenomena and puzzles?
These questions are neither new nor
unique to political science. The pur-
suit of a single set of rules that might
explain all human behavior reflects
as long a tradition in the history of
social thought as does the contrary
idea that progress (both political and
scientific) is most effectively achieved
in incremental steps. After all, the
hedgehog, as Isaiah Berlin reminds
us, has always been happiest know-
ing one big thing, while the fox has
thrived knowing many small things.1

But is comparative politics best done
by foxes or hedgehogs? In this

essay, I make the case for a political
science conducted by foxes, where
less value is placed on the quest for a
single grand synthesis of politics and
more on a pluralism of middle-range
theories that closely engages the real
and diverse problems of politics. I
also argue that such middle range
theory makes its most substantial
contributions when scholars do the
following: narrowly identify substan-
tive topics, closely specify scope con-
ditions, and meticulously define con-
cepts. The central benefit of middle-
range theory, conceived in these
terms, is that while aiming at parsimo-
ny and generalization, it is not fright-
ened by empirical reality.

retrospect, we see just how powerful
Merton’s concept of middle-range the-
ory truly was. Indeed, Merton’s vision
of social science won out, as
Parsons’ ambitious theoretical and
conceptual scaffolding crumbled
under the weight of its own effort at
universalization; it had became so
hopelessly abstract that the theory
had less and less relevance to the
real world.

Today, social scientists who find
themselves working within Merton’s
still appealingly broad middle range of
theory-building face not one, but two
challenges. The first comes from one
strand of rational choice theory that
asserts paradigmatic privilege for a
rationalist epistemology and formal
methodology. This perspective pre-
sumes an unbounded universalism
that resonates with Parsons’s own
aims fifty years ago. But today there
is a second challenge, from the other
end of the spectrum, that views all
social science with a skeptical eye
and asks whether social science, no
matter how careful, can truly extract
itself from its own web of assump-
tions, language, and bias. Given both
of these present-day paradigms, it is
worth returning to Merton’s concept of
“theory of the middle range” to ask
whether it offers contemporary stu-
dents of comparative politics some
solid ground upon which to formulate
theory. 

In his original essay, Merton begins
by contrasting his vision of middle
range theory with two other types of
scholarly enterprises. He writes that
middle-range theories, “lie between
the minor but necessary working
hypotheses that evolve [. . .] during
day-to-day research and the all inclu-
sive systematic efforts to develop a
unified theory that will explain all the
observed uniformities of social behav-
ior . . .”3 But what exactly lies within
this middle range? A perspective
loosely informed by Merton’s concep-

Of Course
Generalize, but
How?  
Returning to
Middle-Range
Theory in
Comparative
Politics

Daniel Ziblatt
Harvard University
dziblatt@gov.harvard.
edu

“I make the case for a politi-

cal science […] where less

value is placed on the quest

for a single grand synthesis

of politics and more on a plu-

ralism of middle-range theo-

ries [...]”

Why Middle-Level Theory?

Thanks in part to Robert Merton (who
first popularized the phrase “middle-
range” theory in a frequently reprinted
1949 essay), social scientists have
long had a broad area of epistemo-
logical ground upon which to con-
struct theory that aims at being gener-
al and parsimonious but that appreci-
ates the need to confront empirical
complexity.2 In his day, Robert Merton
was responding to what he regarded
as the prematurely ambitious theoreti-
cal scheme of Talcott Parsons, whose
theory of social action established the
terms of sociological research in the
United States after World War II. In
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tion argues that theory ought not shy
away from generalization but instead
should adopt an alternative strategy
of generalization. To build “theory of
the middle range” is to reject “grand
theory’s” tendency to formulate theory
before confronting evidence and then
only selectively turn to evidence to
illustrate its “analytical power.” By
contrast, the best middle-range theory
begins with real-world empirical puz-
zles, then weighs the analytical power
of competing arguments to explain
both process and outcomes, and
finally develops broader arguments
out of specific empirical findings.
More systematically, middle-range
theory is marked by three core attrib-
utes. 

First, middle-range theories have a
delimited substantive focus. Their pur-
pose is not to create a theory of poli-
tics in general, but rather a theory, for
example, of welfare state formation,
state-building, or democratic rever-
sals. Grand theory, in either its older
structural-functional guise or in its
more recent versions, tends to begin
with a “unified” and all-encompassing
theory of politics. Empirical instances
are then selected to illustrate the rele-
vance of the argument across a range
of areas. By contrast, middle-range
theories begin with specific empirical
puzzles relevant to a specific litera-
ture, push aside preconceptions as
far as possible, and then seriously
consider competing arguments to
explain some historical or cross-
national variation. Take M. Steven
Fish’s recent work on the failure of
postcommunist democracy in Russia.4
Fish asks a very specific question:
why has Russian politics failed to
experience the same blossoming of
democracy as many of its postcom-
munist neighbors? Placed in cross-
national context, Fish systematically
combines quantitative and qualitative
evidence to consider many hypothe-
ses, settling on three core variables:
Russia has too much oil, too little eco-

nomic liberalization, and too weak a
national legislature, which together
block democracy in Russia. The ana-
lytical power of this work of middle-
range theory comes from the fact that
it deploys a systematic methodology
to weigh competing arguments to
answer a specific empirical question,
rather than deploying a single pre-
existing world view to develop a theo-
ry of politics.

a theory’s applicability? With the aim
of avoiding the pitfalls of “overreach-
ing,” middle-range theories identify
the parameters within which a theory
can be expected to be valid, thereby
establishing a reasonable standard
against which the work can be
judged.6 In recent years, some of the
most successful works in comparative
politics have developed middle-range
theory insofar as they aim at general-
ization but not universalization, by
specifying their scope. Marc Morje
Howard’s The Weakness of Civil
Society in Postcommunist Europe
(Cambridge University Press, 2003)
proposes and tests an explanation of
the postcommunist decay of civil soci-
ety (note the spatial scope of the
argument). Similarly, in his recent
work Defending Democracy:
Reactions to Extremism in Interwar
Europe (Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2005), Giovanni Capoccia
develops a rigorously tested argu-
ment about elite strategies of
responding to extremism by focusing
on interwar Europe (note the tempo-
ral scope) that is relevant, Capoccia
points out, whenever the conditions of
polarization that he identifies as cru-
cial are present. Overall, we see that
the power of middle-range theory
comes from generalizing within very
well-specified boundaries.

The third attribute of middle-range
theory is careful and systematic con-
ceptualization. Middle-range theorists
follow Giovanni Sartori’s lead to avoid
the double-edged challenge of con-
ceptualization. On the one hand, mid-
dle-range theorists resist the tempta-
tion of “conceptual stretching” that
often is entailed in universal theoriz-
ing, where the extension of a concept
is augmented without diminishing its
meaning.7 For example, it is important
to be sensitive to the fact, as a mid-
dle-range theorist might tell us, that
the concept of a “political party” or
“civil society” might differ in funda-
mental ways between, say, postcom-

“[...] the best middle-range

theory begins with real-world

empirical puzzles, then

weighs the analytical power

of competing arguments to

explain both process and

outcomes, and finally devel-

ops broader arguments out

of specific empirical find-

ings.”

Second, middle-range theorists self-
consciously reflect upon and specify
what is often called the “scope condi-
tions” of a theory. Classic works in the
field also gain a great deal of their
analytical power by having a relatively
narrow scope. For example, Theda
Skocpol’s still classic States and
Social Revolutions not only provides
a theory of revolution, but establishes
at its outset that it is intended to apply
in contexts of politically ambitious
agrarian states that did not experi-
ence colonialism.5 To test the validity
of the argument, one needs to find
cases that fit this standard. In this
sense, middle-range theory provides
a rigorous answer to the question:
what are the outer limits or “reach” of
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munist Russia and advanced demo-
cratic states, making certain compar-
isons inappropriate. On the other
hand, however, middle-range theo-
rists do not argue, as some regional
specialists might, that cross-regional
comparisons are thus always flawed.

whether and how well a framework
actually travels.

Middle-range theory, in this sense,
offers two specific benefits for schol-
ars and students of comparative poli-
tics. First, it offers a strategy of build-
ing general theory that is not unrealis-
tically universal. Second, it offers a
way of engaging the complexity of
empirical reality that is simply avoided
with universal claims. Taken together,
middle-range theories offer a reason-
able “middle road” that in fact has
paved the way for some of the most
productive, illuminating, and method-
ologically rigorous works in compara-
tive politics.

Conclusion: Challenges for Middle-
range Theory

None of this is to say, however, that
middle-range theory does not face its
own set of challenges. In concluding,
we can point to two challenges in par-
ticular that should be the subject of
attention for scholars of comparative
politics. First, if scope conditions are
so crucial, how do we actually identify
them?  With one recent exception,
this is a question that has not
received its fair share of attention
from scholars.8 All too often, scope
conditions have the feel that they are
inductively generated in an ad hoc
fashion to describe the empirical
cases that a theory has trouble
explaining. This is clearly insufficient.
But, how ought we identify scope con-
ditions? To avoid addressing this
issue is to fail to take advantage of
one of the core benefits of middle-
range theory.

Second, if middle-range theory repre-
sents, in T.H. Marshall’s phrase,
“small stepping stones,” should the
field be doing more to aggregate the-
ory?9 If so, how? In the end, Robert
Merton optimistically believed the
aggregation of theory was possible;
he awaited the arrival of sociology’s

Einstein. Even if we reject his opti-
mism, we can still ask how the
process of “muddling through” ought
best to proceed. At a general level, if
we look at instances of theory aggre-
gation in the field, at least two differ-
ent strategies appear plausible: one,
we might call bridging and the sec-
ond, we might call adding. By “bridg-
ing,” I refer to instances where schol-
ars adopt insights from across
research traditions to generate new
insights. An example of this is seen in
the impressive body of work generat-
ed by the “varieties of capitalism”
research program.10 Here we see a
synthesis between “historical institu-
tionalism,” with its emphasis on differ-
ent national arrangements of institu-
tions, and a “rationalist” focus on the
micro-foundations of such national
configurations. As seen in the
research generated by this program,
bridging the findings from different
middle-range theories from across dif-
ferent research programs clearly is
one productive strategy of theory
aggregation.

“Middle-range theory […]

offers […] a strategy of build-

ing general theory that is not

unrealistically universal

[...and...] a way of engaging

the complexity of empirical

reality that is simply avoided

with universal claims.”

Similarly, the strategy of “adding”
offers another route of theory aggre-
gation. In her work on democratic
transition, Ruth Berins Collier synthe-
sizes two discrete findings on the
determinants of democratic transition
that were generated with different
empirical bases within a single
research tradition.11 Scholarship on
democracy’s third wave, Collier
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Indeed, middle-range theory follows
Sartori’s equally important but less
noted call to avoid the problem that
he dubs “logical perfectionism,” in
which excessive concern with accura-
cy of denotation generates a form of
paralysis where one is afraid to say
anything beyond a very narrow and
particular context. The very act of
conceptualization entails abstraction
so that core concepts of comparative
politics such as “corporatism,” “social
movement,” “welfare state,” or “social
capital,” at least implicitly, make
claims about a broader universe of
cases. To act as if one is only narrow-
ly talking about an individual national
case while simultaneously using
broad concepts is also fundamentally
misleading. Thus, while sensitive to
the problems of conceptual stretch-
ing, middle-range theorists do not
remain paralyzed and trapped in
empirical settings where a study’s
findings only implicitly suggest broad-
er conclusions. Rather, a middle-
range theorist explicitly examines

“[…] two different strategies

[of theory aggregation]

appear plausible: one, we

might call bridging and the

second, we might call

adding.”
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notes, emphasizes the role of elites
and the literature on the first wave of
democracy emphasizes the role of the
working class. In a carefully crafted
set of comparisons across two cen-
turies of democratic transition across
two continents, she identifies multiple
pathways to democracy that enrich
our understanding of how democracy
is created. By adding the mid-range
theories of two different literatures
within the same research program,
she generates broader theoretical
claims.

2 Merton, Robert. 1968. “On
Sociological Theories of the Middle
Range” Social Theory and Social
Structure. New York: Free Press, pp.
39-72.

3 Merton, Robert. ibid., p. 39. 

4 Fish, Steven. 2006. Democracy
Derailed in Russia: The Failure of
Open Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. 

5 Skocpol, Theda. 1979. States and
Social Revolutions. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, pp. 33-
42. 

6 The importance of specifying scope
conditions flows from the assumption
of unit homogeneity that most
methodologies presume. By identify-
ing the relevant “universe of study”
where the assumption is expected to
hold, the scope conditions can be
identified. For a discussion see:
Bennett, Andrew and Alexander L.
George. 2005. Case Studies and
Theory Development in the Social
Sciences. Cambridge: MIT Press.

7 Sartori, Giovanni. 1970. “Concept
Misformation in Comparative Politics”
American Political Science Review 64
(4): 1033-1053.

8 Mahoney, James and Gary Goertz.
2004. “The Possibility Principle:
Choosing Negative Cases in
Qualitative Research” American
Political Science Review 98(4): 653-
670.

9 Marshall, T.H. 1963. Sociology at
the Crossroads. London: Heinemann,
pp. 3-24.

10 Hall, Peter and David Soskice
(eds.). 2001. Varieties of Capitalism:
The Institutional Foundations of
Comparative Advantage. Oxford:
Oxford University Press. 

11 Collier, Ruth Berins. 1999. Paths
toward Democracy: The Working
Class and Elites in Western Europe
and South America. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Whether individual social scientists
choose as their mission to strive for
universal generalizations that provide
covering laws of politics, mid-range
theories that explain limited classes
of events, or instead pursue domain-
specific explanations of important
phenomena matters not at all for
whether such covering laws exist and
matters only modestly for whether
we, as a community, discover such
laws or conclude that they do not
exist. If they exist – and enough uni-
versal generalizations have, in my
view, been identified already to give
me confidence that more will be dis-
covered – then recurrent patterns
across studies that seek domain-spe-
cific, heterogeneous findings will be
discerned and underlying general
principles will be discovered. It is not
at all clear to me whether the most
efficient path to the discovery of such
laws of politics follows from a direct
search for them, from mid-range the-

“Middle-range theory offers a

route to generalization built

upon an approach that is

self-conscious about evi-

dence, concepts, and

methodology.”

In short, middle-range theory offers
the potential building blocks towards
broader theoretical generalization.
The idea that scholars of comparative
politics must choose between making
sweeping theoretical statements or
mere descriptive summaries of indi-
vidual cases is thus a false choice.
Middle-range theory offers a route to
generalization built upon an approach
that is self-conscious about evidence,
concepts, and methodology. While the
bold single answers of the hedgehog
are at times seductive, the fox offers
a more realistic and promising route
for scientific progress.

Notes

1 Berlin, Isaiah. 1953. The Hedgehog
and the Fox: An Essay on Tolstoy’s
View of History, London: Weidenfeld
& Nicolson.

Bruce Bueno de
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orizing, or from the opportunity to
weave together the volume of find-
ings from domain-specific, regional,
country, or locale-based studies. I say
this as someone who, having begun
his career as a field researcher con-
cerned with strategies of opposition
parties in state-level governments
within India, is now inclined to seek
universal generalizations by blending
together formal models, statistical
analyses of cross-sectional, time-
series data, and detailed case studies
of specific phenomena in specific
places at specific times.

tus, occupation, income and so forth,
factors that exist in all societies at all
times. Kanchan Chandra (2004), in
offering a general theory of patronage
politics coupled with detailed empiri-
cal investigations in the Indian con-
text, has successfully done just that.
She has combined general principles
of politics in a contextually informed
way and found that doing so facilities
explaining a central political phenom-
enon. Joshua Tucker (2006) has
done much the same in testing uni-
versal generalizations within the
nuanced context of East European
post-communist politics.

One has only to look at the world
around us to see that there is
tremendous heterogeneity. This has
led some scholars to conclude that
there are no covering laws governing
core phenomena, but rather that
space-specific and time-specific
explanations are required. History
has shown, however, that such an
inference is likely to be unwarranted
if exclusively based on the observa-
tion of temporal or spatial hetero-
geneity. After all, this very sort of
observation-based argument led
astronomers and astrologers for mil-
lennia before Isaac Newton to con-
clude that the motion of objects var-
ied uniquely by place so that the
observed path of Mars in the night
sky looked nothing at all like the path
of the Earth’s moon, Venus, other
planets, or the stars, not to mention
objects like falling stones and air-
borne birds on Earth. Once Newton
built on Galileo’s earlier work by

developing a theory of mechanics
and introduced the idea of a universal
force – gravity – the observed hetero-
geneity in planetary motion seemed
readily explicable. With Einstein’s
general theory of relativity, gravity
became more broadly generalized as
forces in the space-time continuum
that covered other seeming sources
of heterogeneity. It is, I believe, no
different – albeit more complicated
and more difficult – with regard to
human interaction. It is more difficult
because non-living objects like mole-
cules may interact but, unlike
humans, they do not interact strategi-
cally, planning their responses to the
actions of others so as to have things
turn out as well for themselves as
possible. And while the problem of
discerning the general laws governing
human interaction is difficult, there is
ample evidence that political science
has had some successes in this
regard.

No one today would argue that
objects move differently in Katmandu
or Mexico City than they do in
Manhattan and yet we know that, all
else being equal, objects fall faster to
the ground in Katmandu and Mexico
City than in Manhattan. We have
resolved this apparent heterogeneity
– which influences, for instance, how
sports records are judged – by recog-
nizing that factors like atmospheric
pressure influence the manifestation
of the force of gravity in different
places. I believe this same principle
of identifying generalizations – rela-
tions among variables – to sort out
apparent heterogeneity can be
extended, and is being successfully
extended, to social phenomena. For
example, many India specialists – my
own regional specialty – conclude
that caste, a nearly unique Hindu
phenomenon, is a central domain-
and-context-specific factor shaping
politics in India. Yet caste can be sub-
sumed as a set of values for general
variables concerned with social sta-

“The argument for or against

universal generalizations

must rise or fall on the basis

of evidence.”

The argument for or against universal
generalizations must rise or fall on
the basis of evidence. Those – if any
– who deny the possibility of universal
generalizations must confront the
challenge that such generalizations
have been articulated and supported
by logic and evidence. The identifica-
tion of even one such generalization
belies the claim that they do not exist.
Whether anyone actually claims that
universal generalizations about poli-
tics are not possible is doubtful. But in
the event there are those who hold
this belief, as distinct from those who
believe that the best way to under-
stand social phenomena is to exam-
ine specific places or contexts in
detail, let me offer examples of uni-
versal generalizations about politics.

Kenneth Arrow’s (1951) general
impossibility theorem proves as a
matter of logic that, other than una-
nimity or dictatorship, it is not possi-
ble, given a set of defined constraints,

“[...] enough universal gener-

alizations have, in my view,

been identified already to

give me confidence that

more will be discovered [...]”
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to construct a voting rule that ensures
that the candidates or policies chosen
correspond with the preferences of
the voters or choosers. Duncan Black
(1958) proved that if issues are politi-
cally constrained to be unidimension-
al, preferences are constrained to be
single-peaked, and outcomes are
constrained to require a majority vote,
then the preference of the median
voter determines the outcome. The
findings by Black and Arrow, and oth-
ers as well, stimulated significant
extensions such as the McKelvey-
Schofield theorems (1976, 1978,
1979). These theorems about the
inherent policy heterogeneity implied
when issues are multi-dimensional,
helped stimulate a body of research
on how agenda-setting authority or
institutional constraints influence
important policy outcomes regardless
of history or culture, although both
history and culture may shape the
institutions applied to decision making
in specific places and contexts. The
body of theory I just mentioned pro-
vides a foundation for understanding
why it is that political outcomes are
readily manipulated by political elites
and why this is so regardless of how
democratic the polity is and regard-
less of its history, culture, etc. 

Kenneth Shepsle and Michael Laver
(1994), Laver and Norman Schofield
(1990), and others have elucidated
many of the ways in which gover-
nance institutions induce policy out-
comes. Gary Cox (1997) and Roger
Congleton and Birgitta Swedenborg
(2006) have further generalized these
results by showing in detail how the
seemingly endless variety of voting
rules around the world operate, using
a small set of general principles to lay
out the empirical consequences of
these rules. We know theoretically,
and observe empirically, for instance,
that single-member district, first-past-
the-post electoral rules nearly guar-
antee that there are just two competi-
tive parties on a district by district

basis wherever such voting rules
arise (e.g., the United States, India,
the United Kingdom). We know that
proportional representation systems
virtually guarantee a multi-party sys-
tem, encourage coalition govern-
ments, and produce more volatile pol-
icy outcomes over time than do first-
past-the-post systems (e.g.,
Germany, Israel). These principles
hold universally although the nuances
of their implications may be influ-
enced by contextual factors.

choosing and maintaining leaders –
including rules in non-democratic set-
tings – shape such seemingly diverse
phenomena as the quality of drinking
water, the longevity in office that lead-
ers experience, the flow of immigrants
and emigrants, educational attainment
levels, variation in per capita income,
war-fighting policies and war-fighting
success or failure, predictability or
uncertainty in economic growth rates,
and the extent to which corruption
and kleptocracy is experienced.
Pradeep Chhibber and Irfan
Nooruddin (2004) demonstrate how
Bueno de Mesquita et al.’s selec-
torate theory helps explain variation in
public goods provision across Indian
states much as David Stasavage
(2005) has shown how this same the-
ory helps explain variation in educa-
tion spending in Africa.

The evidence favors the view that
there are universal generalizations
about politics, that their discovery is
occurring at an increasing rate, and
that confidence in the reliability of
such generalizations is fostered by
the blending of alternative methodolo-
gies for assessing evidence and fer-
reting out empirical regularities.
General theory without detailed, con-
textually nuanced approaches to
empirical testing is unlikely to prove
convincing to specialists because
such studies fail to demonstrate that
the details on the ground match the
causal mechanism of the theories.
Correlation, after all, is not causation.
By the same token, nuanced country-
specific or region-specific studies
without some general theoretical
foundation and falsifiable hypotheses
are unlikely by themselves to prove
convincing to generalists because
such studies tend to suffer from inat-
tentiveness to selection effects,
including particularly sampling on the
dependent variable. It follows, then,
that progress in understanding politics
is most likely to arise through a lively
and frank interaction between “gener-

“The evidence favors the

view that there are universal

generalizations about poli-

tics, that their discovery is

occurring at an increasing

rate, and that confidence in

the reliability of such gener-

alizations is fostered by the

blending of alternative

methodologies [...]”

Adam Przeworski et al. (2000) have
shown that democratic societies with
per capita incomes above a threshold
level (about $6,000 per capita) are
immune from coups and remain sta-
ble and democratic while democratic
polities below that income cut-point
often backslide into dictatorship.
Przeworski et al. have demonstrated
that this important empirical regularity
does not seem to vary across space
or (correcting for inflation) across
time. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita et al.
(2003) provide a general theoretical
explanation for Przeworski et al.’s
finding and also demonstrate theoreti-
cally and empirically how rules for
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alists” and “specialists,” each comple-
menting the skills of the other and
each reminding the other of the limi-
tations of their approach. 
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cession related to policy change.
Moreover, my study lacked important
features that would help my results
travel - for example, long spans of
time, a broad range of public policies,
interviews with participants in succes-
sion processes (Brezhnev, for some
reason, did not grant me an audi-
ence), cases drawn from what was
then termed the “Third World,” com-
munist polities outside the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe, and non-
communist authoritarian systems.
Finally, though I used two case stud-
ies to explore the causal relationship
between struggles for power and poli-
cy change, I began to wonder
whether these case studies were
equal to the enormous explanatory
responsibilities I had given them.
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rule, the origins of internal wars and
the effectiveness of international inter-
ventions in these conflicts, and, most
recently, the impact of American
democracy promotion abroad (a list of
topics that looks suspiciously like
long-term preparation for analyzing
contemporary Iraq!). It was not simply
that I learned many useful things from
research that questioned the value
and validity of universal generaliza-
tions. Where, for example, would
scholarship on nationalism be without
Benedict Anderson’s, Imagined
Communities2 - a study that violated
most of the tenets of well-designed
comparative analysis? Nor was it
merely that the issues of interest to
me required diversification of
approaches, along with assumptions
about the “width” of possible and plau-
sible generalizability. It was also that
the collapse of communism and com-
munist states from 1989-1992 had
contradictory messages insofar as the
goals and strategies of research were
concerned. 

On the one hand, the region became,
I admit, far more interesting, primarily
because it began to generate new
issues that were both exciting to ana-
lyze and closely linked to dynamics in
other parts of the world. For example,
while earlier it had been a stretch to
import such concepts as pluralism
and incrementalism into the field of
communist studies, it was far easier
after the communist experiment to
deploy the rich concepts and theories
developed elsewhere in the study of
nationalism, secession, civil wars,
state-building, democratization, and
the political economy of market
reforms. Moreover, a small number of
cases ballooned into numerous ones,
given the immense geographical
range of the Third Wave and neoliber-
al reforms and given as well the rapid-
fire multiplication of states within the
postcommunist region from 1991-
1992 (from nine to twenty-seven). 

At the same time, however, the trans-
formation of the region provided spe-
cialists with some wonderful opportu-
nities they had long been denied: a
chance to do fieldwork in a region that
presented, from the vantage point of
both statistical studies and compara-
tive case analysis, a nearly ideal com-
bination of similarities, yet differences
in politics, economics, and culture.
Indeed, in comparison with Latin
America (a region also featuring a
large number of states, market
reforms, and democratic transitions),
the postcommunist area features both
greater similarities in antecedent
regimes and greater diversity in socio-
economic development, culture, and
regime forms. Thus, specialists on the
postcommunist region have under-
standably gravitated towards compar-
isons within their region of expertise.
They have also tended to follow a
counter-cyclical pattern insofar as the
fashions of political science are con-
cerned. They have become, in some
ways, more area specialists than they
ever were - though, it is important to
recognize, in the absence of the often
assumed trade-offs, such as becom-
ing less comparative in scope and
less political “sciencey” in methods.
Specialists in postcommunist politics,
therefore, are a fine example of why
the attack on area studies has mistak-
enly conflated local knowledge with
methodological backwardness.

“The geographical and intel-

lectual borders of the com-

munist and post-communist

region […] have been dereg-

ulated at precisely the same

time that opportunities for the

development of local knowl-

edge have expanded. This

dynamic has enriched com-

parative inquiry but compli-

cated the issue of generaliz-

ability.”

My ambivalence about our ability to
generalize in comparative politics only
deepened once I moved on to some
new issues, such as explaining the
collapse of regimes and states, varia-
tions in transitions from authoritarian

“[...] the width of generaliz-

ability varies according to the

issue at hand.”

The geographical and intellectual bor-
ders of the communist and post-com-
munist region, therefore, have been
deregulated at precisely the same
time that opportunities for the devel-
opment of local knowledge have
expanded. This dynamic has enriched
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dense term that begs far more ques-
tions than it answers. 

Allow me to conclude with two impli-
cations that can be drawn from this
discussion about the role of general-
izability in comparative research. One
is that modesty about the value of
one’s approach and the transportabili-
ty of one’s conclusions is probably
the best policy. This is in direct con-
trast to the easy arrogance of a
young scholar certain of the powers
of her methods, naïve about the limits
of time, knowledge, and all research
designs, and ever-ready as a “real
social scientist” to critique area schol-
arship (which I did in the 1970s and
1980s). Modesty, moreover, is not just
a realistic strategy, given both the lim-
its and the methodological diversity of
political science. It is also a policy
that avoids some of the pitfalls of
those comparative studies that
assume universality, but without the
necessary data to explore that possi-
bility, or that frame the issue at hand
in ways that may be more testable,
but that may also be far removed
from the actual puzzle of interest,
possibly trivial, and reliant on ques-
tionable data.
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comparative inquiry but complicated
the issue of generalizability. The
study of democratization is a case in
point. It is true that we are now on
safer ground with respect to drawing
some nearly universal generalizations
about the Third Wave, especially with
respect to the central role of elites in
both democratization and de-democ-
ratization.3 Moreover, even the pur-
portedly “distinctive” role of mass
mobilization in supporting democrati-
zation in the communist and post-
communist area may not be as singu-
lar as we once thought - as a recent
study by Peter Ackerman and Adrian
Karatnycky highlights.4

However, at the same time, there do
seem to be distinctive aspects of
democratization in the post-commu-
nist region - for example, the payoffs
for democracy in that part of the
world of combining democratization
with neoliberal reforms and of carry-
ing out a sharp versus more moder-
ate break with the authoritarian past.

research assistance, and access to
data; the goals of uncovering global
patterns and understanding causality
in a deep way are equally desirable
and defensible; and different puzzles
dictate different methodologies, a dif-
ferent array of needed data, and dif-
ferent potential for generalization
across time and space. Thus, like all
the social sciences, comparative poli-
tics seems to produce the most useful
knowledge when analysts follow
diverse research trajectories. Re-
maining wedded to one approach is
understandable in the case of individ-
ual scholars, given sunk intellectual
capital, although this may not be all
that defensible, since it may imply a
certain intellectual rigidity, a lack of
appreciation for other types of work,
and a tendency to have methods dic-
tate puzzle selection rather than vice-
versa. However, while one may
debate that position, less debatable, I
think, is that the hegemony of one
approach within the field as a whole
would be disastrous for the accumu-
lation of knowledge. We are only
social scientists.

“[...] modesty about the value

of one's approach and the

transportability of one's con-

clusions is probably the best

policy.”

The second implication is related: we
need to hedge our methodological
bets and thereby resist the temptation
of taking a consistent stance on
whether universal generalizations are
either possible or useful goals. Part of
the argument here is that there are
limitations on time, expertise,

“[...] comparative politics

seems to produce the most

useful knowledge when ana-

lysts follow diverse research

trajectories.”

Put differently, there are costs and
benefits associated with every
research strategy. Each approach
relies upon posing and operationaliz-
ing questions in certain ways, while
ignoring or rejecting others; collecting
certain kinds of data and organizing
these data in certain ways, while dis-
missing, either consciously or uncon-
sciously, a variety of alternatives; and
devising research designs that are in

“[...] different puzzles dictate

different methodologies, [...]

and different potential for

generalization [...]”

What we have discovered, therefore,
is that the width of generalizability
varies according to the issue at hand.
Put differently, region seems to mat-
ter, but only sometimes. As a result,
the trick for many analysts, whatever
their methodology or their area of
specialization, has become one of not
just demarcating the spatial and tem-
poral boundaries of generalizability,
but also uncovering the reasons
behind the particular boundaries that
periodically assert themselves. Like
regime type in my earlier work on
succession, region is a variable-
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analysis that controls for a wide vari-
ety of plausible influences (including
probabilities attached to the geo-
graphical movement of democracy)
that we can make this argument with
much certainty. However, as the
authors readily admit, their study has
little to say about how the intra-
regional movement of democracy
actually happens. Is this a matter of
common responses on the part of
similar regimes to some common
influences, the impact of a powerful
international actor that supports
democracy and focuses on specific
regions (the “Putin/Chávez” charac-
terization of the United States in the
postcommunist region), or the intra-
regional spread of transnational net-
works supporting transitions to demo-
cratic government?

keeping with those decisions about
puzzles and data and thereby
embracing specific assumptions
about the potential geographical and
historical width of the conclusions that
can and should be drawn. In this
sense, research methods - and their
assumptions about generalizability -
always involve divisions of labor.

“In comparative politics, [...]

there seems to be a division

of labor: of issues, methods,

and the geography of gener-

alization.”
Let me conclude these observations
with one example of the utility, if not
necessity, of methodological pluralism
and, thus, flexibility on the question of
generalization. This is an issue that
lies at the center of debates about
recent democratization: the global dif-
fusion of democratic governance. It is
safe to argue that the global wave of
democratization since the mid-1970s
features a pattern characteristic of
international diffusion dynamics. A
recent study by Daniel Brinks and
Michael Coppedge provides strong
support for the argument that democ-
racy seems to diffuse within regions.5
While some might rush to argue that
this is merely common sense (as
some critics of statistical work are
often quick to note), the fact is that it
is only through a complex statistical

Symposium

ble claim in support of “big” general-
izability, follow-up studies that are
interested in the why and how of
democratic diffusion are likely to be
more bounded in their conclusions by
both time and space. In comparative
politics, therefore, there seems to be
a division of labor: of issues, meth-
ods, and the geography of general-
ization.
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Leaders Make a Difference?
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Illusion: Neighbor Emulation in the
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Aníbal Pérez-Liñan, Mitchell
Seligson, and Dinorah Azpuru. 2005.
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“Each approach relies upon

posing and operationalizing

questions in certain ways,

[...] collecting certain kinds of

data […] devising research

designs […and...] embracing

specific assumptions about

the potential geographical

and historical width of the

conclusions [...]”

The answer to this question is as
important as the answer to the ques-
tion concerning the patterns of demo-
cratic diffusion. Moreover, it is equally
hard to construct. However, there the
similarities end. It is fair to assume
that explaining how intra-regional dif-
fusion of democracy occurs will
require very different methods than
the ones employed by Brinks and
Coppedge. These methods might
include, for example, sophisticated
network analyses and some intensive
case studies that map the internation-
al dispersion of democracy assis-
tance, democratic norms, and effec-
tive liberal oppositions. Moreover, I
would predict that, while the Brinks
and Coppedge study makes a plausi-
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We political scientists never seem to
tire of discourse and debate about
theory. While Ph.D. programs in
Economics (or even Sociology) offer
a first-year theory curriculum that is
relatively consistent across depart-
ments – with common topics and
methods, a standard sequence, and
even the same texts and materials1 –
there is no equivalent orthodoxy in
political science. Our scope and
methods offerings are a potpourri of
approaches: large-n methods, small
n-methods, and case study techni-
ques; behavioral approaches, analyti-
cal approaches, and narrative appro-
aches (even analytical narrative ap-
proaches); description, explanation,
and prescription. We don’t agree on
what should be given priority. Even if
we were to give priority, say, to expla-
nation, we don’t always agree on
what it means to explain something.

Because political science is an ele-
phant with so many distinct anatomi-
cal features, it should not be surpris-
ing that theory debates erupt from
time to time with debating points
often orthogonal to one another. In
comparative politics, with so diverse
a set of substantive topics on the
menu, the issue of theory is especial-
ly complicated. It thus provides a use-
ful test-bed for examining various
perspectives. 

The present symposium on universal
versus middle-range theory might
seem, in light of this diversity, to offer
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Shepsle
Harvard University

kshepsle@iq.harvard.

edu

Arguments about
Theory… Again

issue. In the remainder of this brief
essay, I hope to make the case for
the claim that middle-range theories
are not at odds with those that tend
toward universal principles – that the
present symposium in effect poses a
false dichotomy. I will do so by
describing a body of research in
which middle-range and universal
theorizing exist side by side, cross-
fertilizing one another. Whether such
peaceful and productive coexistence
can arise and sustain itself in com-
parative politics more generally is an
issue best left to the reader’s deter-
mination.

“On the evidence from other

fields, we should not reject

the possibility of universal

principles of politics out of

hand.”

hardly any scope for argument at all.
How can so much diversity in com-
parative politics be captured by any
common set of principles? Why both-
er aspiring to universal theory if each
prospective observation seems so
much a product of distinct, idiosyn-
cratic, indeed unique, factors? Why
would one ever expect the politics of
Chad to resemble the politics of
Chicago? The topography (lay) of the
comparative politics playing field
(land), I shall argue, is not as irregu-
lar (un-level) as might appear. 

Diverse and complex phenomena,
whether the mass and motion of the
physical world or the wide assortment
of species in the biological world, do
not constitute domains incompatible
with some scope for common and
general explanations. So, for the pur-
poses of my argument, let’s put to
one side the issue of whether the
complexity and diversity evident in
comparative politics undermine efforts
at universal explanation. On the evi-
dence from other fields, we should not
reject the possibility of universal prin-
ciples of politics out of hand.

Perhaps, however, middle-range theo-
ries, which I take to mean theories tai-
lored to particular settings and con-
texts, offer a more sensible program
of research. Chad, after all, is different
from Chicago, and those differences
should be recognized and taken
account of at the outset. I don’t think
this necessarily follows; and even
when it does, it does not settle the

“I hope to make the case for

the claim that middle-range

theories are not at odds with

those that tend toward uni-

versal principles - that the

present symposium in effect

poses a false dichotomy. ”

There is a certain irony in the fact that
some exceptionally good comparative
political science has been conducted
within the research program of
American politics. In this field the
most studied institution is the legisla-
ture, and the most studied of these is
the US Congress. Beginning in the
1960s, political anthropologists
trekked to Washington to observe the
native species in their natural
habitat.2 Taking Woodrow Wilson’s
epigram to heart – that “Congress in
session is Congress on public exhibi-
tion, whilst Congress in committee-
rooms is Congress at work” – these
scholars focused especially on the
committees of the House of
Representatives. The earliest studies
were of the powerful “exclusive” com-
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does not say that something is true
always and everywhere. It says that
something is true if certain conditions
are satisfied. It is universal only in the
sense that it is always true if these
specified conditions hold. So, let us
be clear and not distracted by those
who would ridicule a “universal” claim
by characterizing it as saying some-
thing silly like politics in Chad is just
like politics in Chicago.

mittees – Appropriations, Rules, and
Ways & Means – and the research
products of Fenno (1966), Robinson
(1963), and Manley (1965), respec-
tively, read just like anthropological
monographs.3 From these scholarly
origins, a vast industry of committee
studies emerged.4 Much that was
reported was unique and special to
each research site, not unlike the
reports of naturalists about diverse
species in different geographic set-
tings, of anthropologists about prac-
tices in different tribes, or of area spe-
cialists about the history, values, and
behaviors observed in different politi-
cal systems.

At approximately the same time, in a
parallel universe it often seems,
another group of scholars was study-
ing “committees,” but not in any natu-
ral setting. Instead, these scholars
took a committee to be a generic col-
lection of individuals (usually odd in
number) with a decision to make.
They often began, “Assume a set N =
{1, 2…., n} of individuals (the commit-
tee) that must choose among alterna-
tives A = {x, y, z, w…} according to a
decision rule that requires a quota q
of votes to come to a decision.” Their
research program tended toward the
search for universal principles about
how individual committee members
and the collective committee would
behave in these choice settings.

Among the more famous “universal
principles” are Arrow’s Impossibility
Theorem on individual rationality and
social irrationality and Black’s Median
Voter Theorem on majority rule equi-
librium. The former, applying to a
world in which committee members
may hold any transitive preferences
over the alternatives in A, demon-
strates that no decision rule satisfying
several clearly stated but general
requirements can assure a strict col-
lective ranking of the alternatives in A
(Arrow, 1951). In particular, simple
majority rule is often associated with

a collective preference cycle among
alternatives – that is, no strict collec-
tive ordering of the alternatives nec-
essarily emerges. This “rational
(wo)man/irrational society” phenome-
non is sometimes termed Condorcet’s
Paradox.

“[…] a universal principle […]

does not say that something

is true always and every-

where. It says that some-

thing is true if certain condi-

tions are satisfied.”

Black’s median voter theorem makes
the following (conditional) universal
claim: whenever a committee of the
Revenue Ministry of Chad sets a tax
rate on a commodity in a manner that
looks like majority decision making, it
will share much in common with the
Revenue Committee of the Chicago
City Council setting a property tax
rate – viz., if preferences among the
deciders are single-peaked, then the
tax rate preferred by the median com-
mittee member will prevail in each
case. Universal claims in this case
are about the operating characteris-
tics of committees. Whatever else is
different between Chad and Chicago,
committees in both places operating
according to majority rule with single-
peaked preferences will share this
common tendency toward median
outcomes.5

Second, in the context of committees
in the US Congress, soakers and
pokers and analytical types, though
employing altogether different tools,

“Among the more famous

‘universal principles’ are

Arrow's Impossibility

Theorem on individual ration-

ality and social irrationality

and Black's Median Voter

Theorem on majority rule

equilibrium.”

Black’s result says that if preferences
over A are restricted in a precise
sense – the alternatives in A are uni-
dimensional and the preferences of
the members of N are single-peaked
– then majority rule will not cycle
(Black, 1958). In particular, for unidi-
mensional alternatives if preferences
are symmetric and single-peaked,
then the transitive pairwise prefer-
ences of the committee member with
the median peak (median most-pre-
ferred point) will also be the collective
pairwise preferences of the commit-
tee.

Putting the two research traditions of
the last few paragraphs cheek by jowl
– the soaker-and-poker students of
empirical committees and the analyti-
cal students of generic committees –
I want to make several points. First,
the analytical students have pro-
duced “universal” principles. But
notice that a universal principle – a
theorem – is a relationship between
assumptions and consequences. It
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techniques, and research strategies,
found value in one another’s
research programs. Quantitative, his-
torical, and participant-observation
research provided analytical types
with a contextual frame that suggest-
ed appropriate modeling strategies
and targets of opportunity. 

For example, information about the
rules by which committee proposals
are taken up by the parent legislature
allowed modelers to derive results
about the agenda power of some
committees (whose products are
freely amended on the floor accord-
ing to an open rule on amendments)
compared to others (whose products
come to the floor under a closed rule
prohibiting amendments). These
agenda-power results, in turn,
allowed congressional specialists to
make some comparative sense of the
ways in which different committees
(differently) went about their business
– what Fenno (1973) called a com-
mittee’s strategic premises. Students
of individual committees (Fenno,
Robinson, Manley), students of the
comparative study of committees
(Fenno), and analytical students of
committees – some looking a lot like
area-studies scholars, others looking
like middle-range comparative theo-
rists, and still others looking like theo-
rists inclined toward general (and
generic) results – all managed to
operate in a synthetic manner. It was
not middle-range theory versus uni-
versal theory, but rather middle-range
theory and universal theory.

A third point has to do with intuition.
Many of the theorems of Newtonian
mechanics entail frictionless surfaces
and atmospheres. They literally apply
only to objects moving in a vacuum,
not to those shot from a cannon or
driven on a highway. They are univer-
sal principles (as long as the object is
moving slower than the speed of
light) – they consist of theorems
derived from assumptions – but their

assumptions may not apply to many
of the circumstances we typically
encounter in the real world.
Nevertheless, they are suggestive in
two respects. First, many real-world
situations may approximate the
Newtonian conditions – that is, their
implications, subject to engineering
corrections for friction, do in fact tell
us things about the real world. Apples
fall from a tree in a manner roughly
described by Newtonian laws, even if
leaves do not. Second, theories that
entail universal principles are engines
of discovery. A theory, a rich one at
any rate, will have many implications
about subjects not held clearly in
mind by the founding theorist. The
theory of agenda and veto power in a
generic committee, when enriched
with the substantive details of a real
legislature like the US House, is
capable of generating novel implica-
tions about campaign finance, lobby-
ing, the pork barrel, congressional
careers, and a host of other phenom-
ena not contemplated by the original
formulation.

Teune (1970) long ago told us) and
middle-range theories work hand in
hand. But to portray practitioners of
these two crafts as adversaries rather
than allies is to fail to appreciate the
comparative advantage (pun intend-
ed) of each and the complementari-
ties they bring to the table. “My way
or the highway” debates – universal
versus middle-range theory, for exam-
ple – produce more heat than light.
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“[…] to portray practitioners
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mentarities they bring to the

table.”

I do not mean to sound like a
Pollyanna in suggesting that universal
theories (the ones without proper
nouns in them, as Przeworski and
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Notes

1 In the standard graduate sequence
in microeconomics, for example, one
of the most widely used texts at the
top departments is Mas-Colell,
Whinston, and Green (1995).

2 Their “methodology,” subsequently
termed soaking and poking, is elo-
quently described in the epilogue of
Fenno (1978). A later generation
trekked home to the constituencies of
politicians in order to observe them in
their other natural habitat – the state
or district.

3 Fenno’s weighed in at 700 pages,
hardly a monograph.

4 Some continued the participant-
observation approach, but others took
an historical form while still others
were quantitative studies. In short,
there was methodological hetero-
geneity in this research program, with
every club in the bag used in one
study or another.

5 The example in the text may sug-
gest that universal theories may only
apply to institutions common in “con-
solidated” democracies, whereas
much of comparative politics is con-
cerned with a world of contested insti-
tutions and more fluid politics.
However, I could have appealed to
other generic theoretical results –
say, Olson’s “logic of collective
action” (Olson, 1965) – to suggest
that attempts to mobilize reform
movements to eliminate incumbent
regimes, whether in Chad or
Chicago, must overcome the difficul-
ties of organizing collective action.

Scholars who take seriously the ambi-
tion embodied in the label political
science sometimes claim that our dis-

cipline has the capacity to predict the
future course of events. If analysts
can uncover general laws of politics
and draw on thorough contextual
knowledge of the relevant antecedent
conditions, they should indeed be
able to make strong probabilistic fore-
casts. For instance, the median-voter
theorem should allow them to antici-
pate the positioning of political parties
before competitive elections, while
democratic peace theory should stip-
ulate the conditions that preclude
warfare.

Philip Tetlock’s outstanding assess-
ment of Expert Political Judgment
pours a bucket of cold water on these
ambitions. Through an impressively
careful and even-handed investiga-
tion, the author demonstrates that
academics and other well-trained
observers have a disappointingly
weak forecasting record. Experts with
impressive scholarly credentials and
a wealth of substantive experience
are not much better at predicting the
future than the “dart-throwing chimp”
that randomly chooses one of the
options into which Tetlock groups
potential developments. And these
experts do significantly worse than
simple statistical algorithms or case-
specific extrapolations that foresee
the continuation of current trends (pp.
49-54, 76-77).

In fact, substantive knowledge does
not seem to help. Issue-area or
regional specialists fail to attain high-
er scores than well-educated general-
ists who obtain their information from
leading newspapers such as The
New York Times (pp. 54-59, 68-69).
For some types of forecasters, a
command of specialized knowledge
actually worsens performance: It
gives the more theory-driven experts
undue confidence in their deductively
derived predictions, which they push
to greater extremes than their less
well-informed counterparts dare to
do. As a result, they make dispropor-
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Expert Political
Judgment: How
Good Is It? How
Can We Know?
Editors’ Note

In this issue of APSA-CP, the theme of
deductive vs. inductive approaches to
theorizing carries over to the book
review section, which features two
takes on the merits of Philip E.
Tetlock’s, Expert Political Judgment:
How Good Is It? How Can We Know?
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton
University Press, 2005), pp. 337,
$35.00 hardcover, $19.95 paper. In
his book, Tetlock compares the fore-
casting skills of Isaiah Berlin's "hedge-
hogs" and "foxes," also mentioned by
Daniel Ziblatt in the symposium.
Hedgehogs, who know one big thing,
are analogous to theorists who de-
duce the many implications of a small
number of assumptions. Foxes, who
know many small things, are analo-
gous to the area studies specialists,
who tend to accumulate diverse, even
multidisciplinary knowledge. We invit-
ed two reviewers to consider this
book, and we thought it would be inte-
resting to recruit a relative hedgehog
(Scott Page) and a relative fox (Kurt
Weyland). Unexpectedly (again!) our
two reviewers offer remarkably similar
evaluations of the book, which we can
only interpret as evidence of the quali-
ty and importance of Tetlock's efforts.
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tionate numbers of spectacular mis-
takes, calling events certain that then
fail to occur and discarding as impos-
sible developments that end up hap-
pening (pp. 81-85). The wealth of
knowledge accumulated by political
science, expressed in ever more
splendid theoretical edifices and cor-
roborated through millions of statisti-
cal analyses and thousands of case
studies, thus does not seem to pro-
vide much predictive power. Do we
need to rethink the aspirations
embodied in the very name of our dis-
cipline?

tive rigor, obstruct one of their main
goals, namely the capacity for predic-
tion (pp. 88-91). This finding suggests
that techniques highly prized by politi-
cal scientists, such as formal model-
ing, may not provide a good handle
on the “real world.”

But alternative perspectives on politi-
cal science cannot take solace from
Tetlock’s findings either. Advocates of
middle-range generalizations and
“area studies” claim that profound and
rich substantive knowledge is decisive
for understanding political develop-
ments. But Expert Political Judgment
documents that regional and issue
area specialists do not have any
greater success in foreseeing the
future than well-educated generalists
who carefully read a good newspaper
(pp. 54-59, 68-69). Deep immersion in
a country or subject matter does not
help anticipate future trends. Thus,
Tetlock’s results are humbling for
political scientists of all epistemologi-
cal persuasions; they cannot serve as
ammunition in the paradigmatic bat-
tles that continue to divide our disci-
pline.

What is even more disturbing than the
frequent prediction failures are the

“Tetlock's results are hum-

bling for political scientists

[...]; they cannot serve as

ammunition in the paradig-

matic battles that continue to

divide our discipline.”

Yet rather than siding with radical rel-
ativists who declare objective knowl-
edge as unattainable, Tetlock high-
lights performance differences among
various types of forecasters. Some
cognitive styles allow forecasters to
do reasonably well and at least beat
chance (but not statistical algorithms).
The author draws on a distinction
introduced by Isaiah Berlin: “foxes,”
that is eclectic thinkers who use a
diverse range of knowledge, draw
inductive inferences, remain open to
new developments, and are receptive
to discrepant information, have a bet-
ter sense of the future than “hedge-
hogs,” who seek cognitive closure,
commit to a parsimonious, unified
theoretical scheme, and apply it
deductively (pp. 72-120). Thus,
virtues highlighted by the more scien-
tifically inclined members of our disci-
pline, namely parsimony and deduc-

“Considering the collective

nature of scholarship,

Tetlock's investigation of

forecasting by individual

experts is a bit limited. It

convincingly documents indi-

vidual biases but does not

consider their collective

amelioration.”

widespread and blatant divergences
from proper rules of information pro-
cessing and inference that Tetlock
documents. Many experts, especially
“hedgehogs,” eagerly make excuses
for their own lack of foresight but hold
proponents of alternative views to
much higher standards. Moreover,
they stubbornly stick to their favorite
theories and refuse to follow logical
procedures – such as Bayes’ rule –
for updating them in light of new
experiences (pp. 121-163, 180-183).
Obviously, this protection of pet argu-
ments flies in the face of basic norms
of openness, accountability, and even-
handedness, all of which are neces-
sary for good scholarship. As human
beings, we seem to have a strong
tendency to cling to our preconceived
notions, even at the cost of sacrificing
a thorough understanding of the sub-
ject matter.

The author establishes all these find-
ings in a well-designed study that
involved a monumental research
effort. Over the course of sixteen
years, his team collected a total of
27,451 forecasts from 284 experts.
The procedures for translating qualita-
tive judgments into quantitative meas-
ures seem reliable, valid, and fair.
Moreover, Tetlock is very conscien-
tious in considering counterarguments
and in giving under-performing groups
of experts the benefit of the doubt. In
fact, he devotes chapter six to a care-
ful assessment of the variegated
defenses that his subjects, especially
“hedgehogs,” invoke to explain away
their inaccuracies. While he qualifies
some of his starker findings, he
demonstrates convincingly that only
contortions (such as exceedingly gen-
erous adjustments for predictions that
“almost came true”) would significantly
narrow the forecasting gap that sepa-
rates hedgehogs from foxes. Thus,
the general thrust of his findings sur-
vives the challenges with which
unsuccessful specialists seek to make
up for their mistakes.
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The forecasting problems and devia-
tions from logical rules of inference
documented by Tetlock seem to be
deeply rooted in our cognitive archi-
tecture. Moreover, they are reinforced
by career incentives. Pundits as well
as academics are rewarded for con-
sistency and suffer reputational costs
when they change their mind and
embrace a line of argument that they
used to reject. Therefore, it seems
difficult to find remedies at the individ-
ual level. But of course, the scholarly
community has precisely the function
to keep individual deviations from
proper reasoning and substantive
mistakes in check. Like other disci-
plines, political science is a collective
enterprise. For that reason, it is so
important that the various theoretical
and methodological schools do not
occupy “separate tables” but that the
scholarly dialogue remain fluid and
lively across paradigmatic frontlines.
Only in this way can fundamental the-
oretical assumptions, which shape
scholars’ analysis and interpretation
of politics, be exposed to systematic
scrutiny and criticism.

experts, circulates them among group
members, and then allows for revi-
sions of the initial forecasts (p. 118).
Unfortunately, Tetlock pays little
attention to these efforts to keep indi-
vidual mistakes in check. Instead, the
author puts most emphasis on differ-
ences in cognitive style at the individ-
ual level. But perhaps he exagger-
ates the importance of the contrast
between foxes and hedgehogs – his
favorite theme. While foxes’ perform-
ance advantage is consistent and
statistically significant, it is not very
large (pp. 76-83, 127), and neither
type reaches the predictive capacity
of case-specific extrapolations or
straightforward statistical models.
Thus, even if all forecasters adopted
the cognitive style of foxes, their per-
formance would remain disappoint-
ing. This basic fact seems more
important than the relative differences
highlighted by Tetlock. 

In conclusion, this outstanding, well-
researched book calls for great
humility in the claims attached to
social science. If scholars want to
improve their foresight, less stress on
parsimony and deductive rigor may
be helpful at the individual level. But
most important are efforts to maintain
an intensive dialog across schools
and paradigms, which will hopefully
allow us to lift each other’s blinders
and thus get closer to the truth.

squash match may be sufficient to
produce many books, but not this
one. For twenty years, Phillip Tetlock
gathered data on expert predictions
of political events, nearly a hundred
thousand predictions altogether. Hats
off, everyone. (I’ll remain a theorist,
thank you very much.) Tetlock then
analyzed the data to tackle two big
questions: how good are political
experts at prediction, and what
makes some experts better than the
others?

Scott Page
University of Michigan
spage@umich.edu

I want to begin by heaping on the
credit where credit is due. A season of
contemplative languid afternoons sip-
ping coffee and a smattering of semi-
nars and bistro dinners followed by a
strict morning regimen of writing for
ninety minutes prior to a 10:15 am

“We may like to think that

[…] we're far more advanced

than our primate ancestors,

but the facts are: give a

chimp a dartboard, and he's

as likely to predict North

Korea's future as well as any

of the Sunday morning talk-

ing heads.”

The answer to the first question is
that they’re not very accurate. In fact,
the darts so rarely hit the board let
alone the bull’s eye that one cannot
help but interpret the title as an inside
joke. Intellectuals, as a rule, enjoy
wordplay. We like anagrams (Elvis
Lives!), palindromes (Rise to vote,
sir), puns (I entered ten puns in a
contest, and I thought I would win,
but unfortunately, no pun in ten did),
and especially oxymorons. Now that
the evidence is in, Expert Political
Judgment can nestle into our cortex-
es alongside Greater Cleveland,
sharp curve, post modern, and
income tax. For as Tetlock makes
clear in chart after chart and regres-
sion after regression, experts in inter-

“[...] this outstanding, well-

researched book calls for

great humility in the claims

attached to social science.”

Considering the collective nature of
scholarship, Tetlock’s investigation of
forecasting by individual experts is a
bit limited. It convincingly documents
individual biases but does not consid-
er their collective amelioration. As the
author recognizes, forecasters them-
selves have developed various proce-
dures for improving performance by
aggregating individual judgments or
stimulating interaction among them.
For instance, the Delphi technique
collects predictions from a number of
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national affairs make woefully inaccu-
rate predictions, especially (to quote
Yogi Berra) when those predictions
are about the future. 

We may like to think that what with our
GPS devices, genetically engineered
corn, and Spiderman Band-Aids, we’re
far more advanced than our primate
ancestors, but the facts are: give a
chimp a dartboard, and he’s as likely
to predict North Korea’s future as well
as any of the Sunday morning talking
heads. Using chimps might even have
advantages: if chimps made predic-
tions about weapons of mass destruc-
tion then reporters would do a bit
more questioning and fact checking
than they currently do.

not to mention random shocks and
rare events, so history, unfortunately
for those trying to predict it, often
unfolds as one damn thing after
another – and one part stupidity –
experts, along with the rest of us, suf-
fer from cognitive biases and wouldn’t
follow Bayes’ Rule if Reverend Bayes
himself were to spring back to life and
become supreme dictator. (But then
who could predict that?) Answering
the second question, the identification
of attributes or qualities of experts
that make them more or less accu-
rate, takes up most of the book.
Tetlock finds, much to everyone’s dis-
may, that inaccuracy knows no ideol-
ogy. Yes, Rush Limbaugh is a big
(now less) fat idiot, but so is Al
Franken. Inaccuracy knows no age. It
knows no gender. It knows no level of
educational attainment. Eight years of
graduate school might teach some-
one what a T-statistic is, but it won’t
improve her predictions.

Accuracy does vary with cognitive
style, however. Borrowing imagery
from Isaiah Berlin, Tetlock separates
foxes – those who consider multiple
frames, ideas, and arguments – and
hedgehogs – those who confidently
adhere to a single world view.
Hedgehogs lose no matter how
Tetlock slices the data or tilts the
tables. He devotes an entire chapter
to doing everything possible to swing
outcomes in favor of the hedgehogs –
giving them credit for being close,
assigning more weight to the events
they predicted correctly, and so on.
Nothing helps much. Write it down:
paper covers rock and fox beats
hedgehog. One might ask: why are
the hedgehogs so much worse?
That’s a bit difficult to unpack. The
short answer is that the hedgehogs
aren’t flexible. They stick to their com-
mon model or framework and wedge
the square peg of reality into their
well-rounded cognitive holes. In con-
trast, the foxes prove less likely to
hang on to a mental model in the face

of disconfirming evidence. With more
explanations at their neuron tips,
they‘re more often latch onto the right
one.

Among the most laudable features of
this book is Tetlock’s attempt to take
these lemons and make lemonade.
First, he considers the use of scenar-
ios to create better predictions.
Thinking through scenarios can some-
times work, but sometimes eating
peanut butter cures cancer as well.
Tetlock asks for systematic evidence.
It’s a good bet. Contemplating multi-
ple scenarios could make foxes of
hedgehogs and add musculature to
the todds, vixens, and kits. Sadly, it
doesn’t work. The hedgehogs dig in
their little paws, rejecting any scenario
inconsistent with their worldview. And
the foxes? They fall victim to their
open-mindedness and cannot distin-
guish the reasonable from the ridicu-
lous. Instead, Tetlock suggests that
pundits should get regular scorecards
based on how well they predict. If fol-
lowed, we might know when to turn
that radio dial or flip that channel.
Certainly, this is a good idea. And,
one would think that Google would
already be doing it. 

The book has intriguing tangential
implications as well. First, consider
that much of current international rela-
tions research considers rational
actors. Many of these models assume
that those actors have perfect fore-
sight – aside from some uncertainty,
which they absorb in perfect Bayesian
fashion. Yet, as this book makes
clear, the world ain’t that way. No one
seems to have much of a clue what
will happen next. Shouldn’t our mod-
els and theories embrace that fact?
Second, most “real” empirical social
scientists restrict their predictions to
events that took place in the past.
That hardly seems a challenge – it’s
like finding a Poisson distribution in a
barrel of data. No wonder I, an adult
male, accept the idea of empirical

“No one seems to have

much of a clue what will hap-

pen next. [...M]ost ‘real’

empirical social scientists

restrict their predictions to

events that took place in the

past.”

Why we have no real political experts
is a bit of a puzzle. Sure, stock ana-
lysts do no better than randomly
thrown darts at predicting stock
prices, but economic theory explains
why that’s the case: the presence of
smart investors makes market prices
efficient. Any free money to be had
from accurate predictions gets
absorbed in prices. Experts in inter-
national relations have no price
adjustments to provide cover. They’re
just flat out bad at what they do.
Tetlock’s explanation for expert failure
is one part complexity – political
domains contain an abundance of
interactions among diverse peoples,
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On Tarrow's Space
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In his presidential column in the
Winter 2006 edition of APSA-CP,
Sidney Tarrow directed our attention
to a relative void in the comparative
politics field: the lack of serious
engagement with the ways in which
space structures political life. We
endorse Tarrow’s call to take space
more seriously, but by exclusively
focusing on a confusing dichotomy
separating “abstract” from “concrete”
space, he unfortunately ignores the
spatial revolution that is transforming
the social sciences.

Tarrow, citing the work of William
Sewell, embraces a distinction
between “abstract” Euclidean space
and the “concrete” lived space of
human society. As an example, he
focuses our attention on Fearon and
Laitin’s (2003) finding that a country’s
percentage of mountainous terrain is
a significant predictor of civil war out-
break. This space is abstract, accord-
ing to Tarrow, because it ignores the
concrete mechanisms that enable
mountain dwellers to mount guerrilla
attacks. His counter-example is from
Tilly (2005), whose work shows that
the Waldensian sect lived in abstract
space (mountains), but goes further in
specifying (through attention to con-
crete space) how they survived so
long against regal threats and clerical
anathema.

Tarrow confuses measures and
mechanisms. Mountainous terrain (a
measure) is abstract for Fearon and
Laitin when it is specified as a vari-
able for statistical analysis. Statistical
variables are inevitably abstract –
without abstraction, comparison would
be impossible. But then analysts need
to give the abstraction concrete
meaning through the elaboration of a
mechanism. Fearon and Laitin do so
– in similar terms as advocated by
Tarrow – suggesting that insurgents
who fight in mountains are less sus-
ceptible to the counter-insurgency
tactics of the state, and therefore are
more likely to prosper. Measures and
mechanisms are complementary ana-
lytic tools; it makes little sense to cre-
ate from this a typology of space.

“We endorse Tarrow's call to

take space more seriously,

but by exclusively focusing

on a confusing dichotomy

separating ‘abstract’ from

‘concrete’ space, he unfortu-

nately ignores the spatial

revolution that is transform-

ing the social sciences.”

If it were just to demolish an unten-
able dualism, there would be no need
for a formal response. But Tarrow’s
intriguing conjectures on spatial co-
presence, diffusion, and scale shift
cry out for an analytic technology.
Our response therefore highlights the
revolution in Geographical
Information Systems (GIS) and other
spatial techniques that provide such a
technology, all of which allow us to
investigate somewhat more rigorously

integration of theoretic models. I see
nothing difficult about that at all.

Finally, I couldn’t help but wonder
what Hayek might say. So, individual-
ly the hedgehogs are not so good.
What about a crowd of hedgehogs?
Tetlock tells us that a crowd is quite
good: the average of the hedgehogs
predicts better than 95% percent of
the hedgehogs. He arrives at this per-
centage without following his own
advice and first sweeping out the
most prognostically challenged of the
short prickly ones. Had he done that,
the crowd of hedgehogs would have
been even better. This logic leads to
the observation that we might have
expert political judgment after all, but
that producing it requires an ark —
one that includes hedgehogs, foxes,
and even donkeys and elephants.
From diversity comes wisdom.

“[...] we might have expert

political judgment after all,

but that producing it requires

an ark -- one that includes

hedgehogs, foxes, and even

donkeys and elephants.

From diversity comes wis-

dom.”

Overall, this is a great book: empirical
social science at its best (and by a
psychologist who teaches at a busi-
ness school!) Sure, the prose suffers
from an abundance of lists and a lack
of flair but that’s all in the service of
econometric care, so such quibbles
are unfair. Buy it, but don’t loan it to a
graduate student. If my recent history
is any guide, the book’s likely to turn
up missing.
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the conjectures that Tarrow offers. 
GIS uses computing technology to
capture, store, integrate, visualize,
and analyze data in a spatial coordi-
nate system. In place of static visual
maps, GIS provides the user all the
information necessary to create an
infinite number of maps, tailored to
any practical or analytic purpose.
Spatially defined units may be linked
to databases containing attribute
information of any kind, whether
quantitative or qualitative. Up to the
present, political scientists have gen-
erally limited their use of GIS to sim-
ple illustrative maps, but the technolo-
gy opens the door to a variety of inno-
vative approaches.

analysis is to weaken the error inde-
pendence assumption of classical sta-
tistical models by explicitly incorporat-
ing spatial dependence among the
errors. If the errors of individual
observations co-vary systematically,
the absence of this correction can
result in biased estimates of both
coefficients and standard errors. What
have long been viewed as insur-
mountable technical difficulties in cor-
recting for such biases have been
partially solved by raw computing
power and new GIS datasets and
software.

With this technology, we can relax
statistical assumptions about unit
independence by making spatially-
based assumptions about the rela-
tionships of the units of observation. A
first cut, with Tarrow, would lead to
the assumption that spatial proximity
accounts for dependence. With GIS
technology, however, we can fashion
other assumptions to fit our intuitions.
Suppose we are interested in cultural
diffusion, and we want to know what
makes one colony more receptive
than another to cultural models in its
former metropole? In standard regres-
sion, each colony is an independent
observation, and we can test for
things such as settler mortality or cli-
mate. How can we incorporate
space? One way is to add a variable
that gives the distance from the
colony to the former metropole. This
can be done with traditional statistical
models. But let us now assume that
cloud cover inhibits the reception of
radio waves. If so, there would be a
differential ability across colonies to
“read” cultural signals sent from the
metropole based on the average
degree of cloud cover. This spatial
mechanism has nothing to do with
proximity yet can be modeled with
GIS technology. This example not
only shows how spatial analysis
allows us to relax assumptions about
unit independence. But it also allows
us to respond more directly to

Tarrow’s equation of space and prox-
imity, showing how new technology
allows us to test a wide variety of
mechanisms – going beyond proximi-
ty – in which spatial dependence can
be investigated.

“[...] spatial analysis allows

us to [...] to respond more

directly to Tarrow's equation

of space and proximity,

showing how new technolo-

gy allows us to test a wide

variety of mechanisms -

going beyond proximity - in

which spatial dependence

can be investigated.”

“With [GIS technology], we

can relax statistical assump-

tions about unit independ-

ence by making spatially-

based assumptions about

the relationships of the units

of observation.”

One particularly appealing feature of
GIS technology is that it permits
users to “geocode” or map data onto
alternative geographic spaces that do
not correspond to existing political
units. This feature of GIS should be
especially attractive to critics of the
dominant “state centric” approaches
to the study of politics, which implicitly
privilege conventional territorial units.

While GIS methods can be used sim-
ply to generate new data, they also
make possible the use of spatial infor-
mation to correct for shortfalls in more
traditional quantitative analyses. The
most straightforward technical means
of incorporating space into empirical

The fruits of investment in spatial
analysis in political science are
already on the vine. In three areas in
particular, we can report progress.

[1] Miguel and Roland (2005) use
data on the location and tonnage of
American bombs dropped on Vietnam
in the 1960s and 1970s, and geocode
these data to correspond to post-
Vietnam War sub-national political
units. This allowed them to test theo-
ries about the long-run economic and
population consequences of large
exogenous shocks. They found that
the Vietnamese population and econ-
omy rebounded relatively quickly and
the US bombing campaign had little
relevance for long-run development
outcomes. One can conclude from
this paper that some (as yet to be
determined) aspect of space –
divorced of the material infrastructure
– drove postwar economic growth.
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[2] The field of comparative political
economy has already taken advan-
tage of this technology. The explosion
of neoliberal reforms outside the
OECD core states in the 1980s and
1990s has provoked a dynamic
research program focusing on diffu-
sion as a class of mechanisms pro-
ducing change and convergence in
tax, investment, and regulatory poli-
cies. But what explains this conver-
gence? Is the diffusion a result of the
imposition of powerful global actors,
or of Bayesian learning (Meseguer
2004, 2005), or of bounded rational
learning (Weyland 2004), or of com-
petition, or of political feedback
(Quinn and Toyoda 2003)? This litera-
ture specifies and tests for diffusion
within spatial clusters defined by
region (Way 2005), by economic and
industrial type, and by culture. The
beauty of this research program is
that it can nail down the significant
(and of course the insignificant) diffu-
sion mechanisms of neoliberal reform.

[3] The study of social networks has
blossomed with new spatial modeling
techniques.  Network analysis has
faced the same methodological
issues of observation dependence as
have regression models.  In recent
work by Ensminger (2006) on the
Orma of Kenya, she analyzes the
mechanisms of corruption when indi-
viduals are linked not only by lineage,
but by distances across villages. We
can compare diffusion through models
which assess distance not only in trib-
al structure (standard for network

He generates a power-law distribution
of war size (an empirical feature of
interstate war) as an emergent prop-
erty of systemic interaction among
agents with fairly simple unit-level
decision rules. Although spatial adja-
cency plays a key role in his formula-
tion, Cederman suggests that alterna-
tive “spaces” such as alliance net-
works also structure interaction in
ways that can be modeled.

“Once space is introduced

into our theories, and tech-

nologies become available to

analyze spatial impact, there

is broad opportunity to reex-

amine classic works in our

field.”

“[...] one pay-off from the

new spatial technologies is

the ability to specify the con-

ditions in which space does

not matter.”

analyses), but also in kilometers
between villages.

[4] Agent-based modeling is another
area where spatial conjectures can be
investigated in a systematic way
(Tesfatsion 2006). Following innova-
tions pioneered in the biological sci-
ences and economics, these compu-
tational simulations permit the analy-
sis of complex, distributed systems of
interaction among large numbers of
discrete agents. Unlike standard
rational choice accounts, in agent
based models any decision rule that
can be implemented as a function can
be used to define the behavior of indi-
vidual agents: habit, social influence,
group-level maximization, and so
forth. This allows for an expanded
view of spatial thinking.

To be sure, most agent-based models
have agents that condition their
behavior on the characteristics and
actions of other agents that are adja-
cent or otherwise proximate in the
abstract space of the model – gener-
ally referred to as the Moore neigh-
borhood. In Epstein’s (2002) model of
civil violence, police can arrest unruly
citizens within local proximity, while
the aggregate ratio of police to citi-
zens influences every individual’s
propensity to rebel.

However, different spatial mecha-
nisms are not difficult to implement.
Interaction can be conditioned by net-
works that link agents to one another
across large “physical” distances. The
spatial extension of agents can vary,
and change both endogenously and
with external shocks. This is why
Lustick and Miodownik (2005) replace
the concept of “space” with “zones of
knowledge” – they can then vary the
ways agents receive information, with
the proximity of the Moore neighbor-
hood being only one of many possible
transmission mechanisms. Cederman
(2003) uses agent-based simulations
that incorporate a variety of features.

Once space is introduced into our
theories, and technologies become
available to analyze spatial impact,
there is broad opportunity to reexam-
ine classic works in our field. Karl
Deutsch’s (1953) theory of the
endogenous emergence of nations
was rife with untested spatial assump-
tions. 

The literature on democratization is
similarly ripe for spatial theorizing. In
a recent paper on democratization,
Fearon (2006) observes that studies
of the causes of democracy in the
comparative politics literature focus
almost exclusively on domestic politi-
cal factors, even though the percent-
age of other democracies in the same
region is a far better predictor of the
probability of democratic transition
than, say, per capita income or
degree of inequality. Finally, in their
continuing study of civil war, Fearon
and Laitin plan to go beyond their
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2003 paper through the geocoding of
all minorities in the world, thereby get-
ting group level proxies on terrain
(mountainous and otherwise) for
groups with a defined regional base.

need to make our intuitions sufficient-
ly abstract to test them across units;
but our interpretations need to be suf-
ficiently concrete to observe particular
instantiations of our models. All good
work requires measures and mecha-
nisms. We cannot stop there, howev-
er. We need to invest in the new tech-
nologies that will help turn our conjec-
tures into models that can be discon-
firmed. 
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It is worth underlining that one pay-off
from the new spatial technologies is
the ability to specify the conditions in
which space does not matter. While
everything that happens happens in
space, many human activities may
turn out to have (as classical econo-
metric models assume) essentially
unit-level causes. Polities may adopt
similar policies not because they are
influenced by each other, but rather
because they are all responding inde-
pendently to the same opportunities
and constraints. Indeed, Tarrow
(2005) makes this very point when he
shows that anti-IMF riots occur in
many countries not because of spatial
diffusion, but rather because similar
treatments yielded similar reactions
across independent units. This
implies that the relevance of space is
an empirical question requiring rigor-
ous methods capable of differentiat-
ing phenomena that are structured by
space from those that are not.

Despite our criticisms of Tarrow’s con-
ceptualization of space, we acknowl-
edge his basic point, namely that we
can no longer ignore space in com-
parative politics. We will of course

“[...] the relevance of space

is an empirical question

requiring rigorous methods

capable of differentiating

phenomena that are struc-

tured by space from those

that are not.”
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institutions. The QoG Institute’s
research theme stresses that demo-
cratic, economic, and social develop-
ment heavily depend upon the quality
of government institutions; human
development in general is made diffi-
cult when government institutions are
dysfunctional. In the QoG Institute’s
working papers and background liter-
ature (accessible along with the code-
book and the dataset in SPSS,
STATA, or CSV format at
www.qog.pol.gu.se) attention is given
to the idea that corruption prevents
the formation of high quality govern-
ing institutions. But what is good gov-
ernance, and how can we assess the
quality of governmental institutions?
How is an idea such as “quality of
government” conceptualized so that
we can identify high or low quality
government? The researchers at the
QoG Institute assert that quality gov-
ernment contains impartial govern-
ment institutions that implement pub-
lic policies. For them, governments
that are impartial do not favor any one
political group over another, and
therefore are of higher quality. 

based interpretation of politics leads
one to question how they will be
maintained. If political elites benefit-
ing from less-than-noble governance
are merely maximizing their self-inter-
est, they may not have much to gain
by defending impartial institutions that
work to prevent corruption. The time-
series dataset can potentially shed
light on institutional dynamics that
may contribute to good governance
through the formation and defense of
impartial institutions.

The second problem this dataset was
constructed to address is method-
ological. Researchers at the QoG
Institute recognize that a great deal of
academic work conducted on institu-
tional dynamics is based on single
country case studies, a situation that
makes it hard to generalize findings.
Thus, they have collected data that
will enable scholars to conduct theo-
retically focused comparative case
studies. The example given in the
QoG Institute’s background informa-
tion involves using such quality of
government indicators as the rule of
law, low levels of corruption, and
bureaucratic efficiency to explain out-
comes such as aggregate levels of
citizens’ subjective well-being in dif-
ferent countries. The third problem
that the QoG Institute has addressed
with this dataset is empirical and can
be summarized as a problem of data
disorganization. This has contributed
to a situation in which both the relia-
bility and validity of data on the quali-
ty of government are questioned. By
consolidating relevant data and
emphasizing the connections
between quality of government theory
and the manner in which various
major concepts are defined and
measured, the coordinators feel that
reliability and validity concerns result-
ing from severe differences in the
data can be addressed. The produc-
tion of this dataset is a step in the
right direction for addressing the
three issues discussed above.

“One may agree or disagree

with the validity of the vari-

ous indicators, but this

dataset brings together the

relevant data in one place.”

The QoG Institute analyzes three
interrelated problems. The first is the
theoretical problem of how and under
what conditions high quality govern-
ment institutions are created. These
institutions do exist, but there is much
work to be done if we are to under-
stand the conditions under which their
formation is discouraged or encour-
aged. Also, once high quality institu-
tions are established, an interest-
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The Quality of
Government
Institute's Cross-
Sectional and
Cross-Sectional
Time Series
Dataset

Researchers from the Quality of
Government (QoG) Institute at
Göteborg University in Sweden,
directed by Bo Rothstein and Sören
Holmberg with Jan Teorell, have con-
solidated numerous freely available
and well-known data sources that tap
into concepts related to the “quality of
government.” The product of their
efforts is a cross-sectional compara-
tive dataset for 2002 (or the closest
year thereto) and a cross-sectional
time-series dataset that spans from
1946 through 2005. This dataset is a
contribution in itself as its develop-
ment was motivated by a desire to
contribute to research on “good gov-
ernance,” an area of study that has
been growing in recent years. The
strength of the dataset is its extensive
spatial and temporal coverage of
existing data on quality of govern-
ment; a few caveats will be noted
toward the end of this review. 

The data are familiar to many com-
parativists, and all the indicators have
the potential to be used by future
researchers to help us understand
the creation, maintenance, and con-
sequences of high quality political
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However, future researchers are still
left with the task of criticizing or
advancing the QoG Institute’s theo-
retical propositions and measurement
strategies, as well as continuing to
assess the value of the various indi-
cators of the quality of government.

Another problem is the absence of a
measure or measures of educational
attainment. Although the meaning of
formal education likely varies from
country to country, this could still be a
useful addition under the “How To Get
It” or “What You Get” section of vari-
ables. The data compiled in this
dataset have been used for many dif-
ferent purposes, but here they are
consolidated in a quality of govern-
ment framework. One may agree or
disagree with the validity of the vari-
ous indicators, but this dataset brings
together the relevant data in one
place, thus making it much easier for
one to analyze and dispute the ability
of various measures to capture the
concepts they are meant to address.

(Alesina et al.; Roeder). Finally, they
categorize a group of “What You Get”
variables intended to measure sus-
pected consequences of QoG such
as economic development (Penn
World Table), environmental sustain-
ability (Esty et al.’s Environmental
Sustainability Indices), gender equali-
ty (World Economic Forum’s Gender
Gap), and peace.1 Besides the aggre-
gate data produced by organizations
such as Freedom House and the
World Bank, micro-level data such as
those produced by the World Values
Survey and the Global Barometers
are also included. In addition to the
methodological problem mentioned
above, the study of institutional
change and its impact on the quality
of government involves the need for
larger-N studies than those that have
been previously conducted. The 2002
cross-sectional dataset includes all
UN-recognized nations, including
Taiwan, for a total of 192. The time-
series dataset includes information on
13 historical nations that no longer
exist, for a total of 205 nations. 

Familiarity with data and measures is
obviously preferable, but the code-
book contains adequately detailed
descriptions and clearly labeled indi-
cators so that students with only a
cursory knowledge of the literature
can easily determine the dataset’s
potential for individual projects. For
some indices, the meaning of the high
and low values of the scales is
ambiguous, which forces one to refer
to the original source or another publi-
cation using the measure.

These include Fraser Institute’s index
of legal structure and security of prop-
erty rights, Knack and Kugler’s index
of objective indicators of good gover-
nance, Bueno de Mesquita et al.’ s
Hobbes index, Esty et al.’s
Environmental Sustainability Index,
and the Human Development
Report’s gender empowerment meas-
ure.

“[...] the indicators in this

dataset are not useful for

only studying the quality of

government; these variables

can be used to inspire a

research agenda focused on

making claims regarding lev-

els or quality of democracy.”

“The quality of government

might serve as a useful inde-

pendent variable for explain-

ing outcomes such as public

health and social welfare […]

and many other questions of

interest to comparativists.”

Additionally, the indicators in this
dataset are not useful for only study-
ing the quality of government; these
variables can be used to inspire a
research agenda focused on making
claims regarding levels or quality of
democracy. The quality of govern-
ment might serve as a useful inde-
pendent variable for explaining out-
comes such as public health and
social welfare. Future researchers uti-
lizing this dataset could also help us
gain a better understanding about the
relationship between corruption and
citizens’ confidence in government.
Furthermore, what impact, if any, do
impartial government institutions have

The dataset is organized into three
categories: “What It Is;” “How To Get
It;” and “What You Get.” The group of
“What It Is” variables relate to the
core indicators of QoG such as
bureaucratic quality (Evans &
Rauch’s Career Opportunities,
Bureaucratic Compensation, and
Meritocratic Recruitment indices;
International Country Risk Guide;
World Bank Governance Indicators),
corruption (Transparency
International’s Corruption Perception
Index; World Bank’s Control of
Corruption), and democracy
(Freedom House; Polity; Vanhanen’s
Index of Democratization; Polyarchy). 
The list of “How To Get It” variables
are those perceived to influence or
promote the development of QoG,
such as electoral systems (Gerring et
al.; Cheibub & Gandhi’s Regime
Institutions), presidential vs. parlia-
mentary forms of government, federal
vs. unitary systems (Database of
Political Institutions), and ethno-lin-
guistic and religious fractionalization
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Notes

1 Those with an interest in this
dataset should consult the QoG
Institute’s codebook for a complete
list of indicators of the concepts spec-
ified above and also to gain familiarity
with those not mentioned here.

on the ideological preferences of citi-
zens? This dataset holds the poten-
tial for addressing these and many
other questions of interest to compar-
ativists. 

“The extent to which one

finds this dataset useful for

addressing whether or not

the data speak about the

nature, causes, and conse-

quences of democracy will

depend upon the one's

notions about the connection

between democracy and

high quality government

institutions.”

The extent to which one finds this
dataset useful for addressing whether
or not the data speak about the
nature, causes, and consequences of
democracy will depend upon the
one’s notions about the connection
between democracy and high quality
government institutions. Those who
utilize this dataset should heed the
QoG Institute’s caution that it will be
updated continuously, as the persons
involved in this project are open to
suggestions that would help them
improve the dataset. Consolidating
such a wide variety of data should
help ease the data collection burden
placed on comparativists. The efforts
of those at the QoG Institute should
be greeted with enthusiasm by any-
one interested in the quality of gov-
ernment in any region of the world.
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The
Democratization
Dataset, 1974-
2000
Three concepts are at the core of the
field of democratization studies:
Liberalization of Autocracy (LoA),
Mode of Transition (MoT), and
Consolidation of Democracy (CoD). It
is a surprising fact that despite the
global character of the late 20th cen-
tury's wave of democratization and
the numerous studies with an (inter-)
regional scope, so far no rigorous
larger-N measures specifically tai-
lored for these three concepts has
been developed. The Democratization
Data Set of Carsten Schneider &
Philippe Schmitter, (Democratization,
December 2004) aims at filling this
gap, thus allowing the testing of
deep-seated assumptions and
hypotheses on both the interplay
between these concepts and their
causes and consequences. 

Our data captures more than 30
countries from 6 different regions of
the world. We measure each of the
three core democratization concepts
on an annual basis from 1974 to 2000
and with multiple indicators, all
strongly rooted in the mainstream
democratization literature. The data
generation process was inspired by
the compelling critiques of existing
prominent large-N measures of
democracy. We, thus, provide the dis-
aggregated scores on each indicator
for each country and year; explicitly
outline and justify the aggregation
procedures; and keep transparent
coding rules. Furthermore, we gath-

ered a team of more than 20 country
experts in one place; encouraged
coders to rely on more than the stan-
dard data sources; and had each
country independently coded by two
experts.

The data, plus coding instructions and
item-specific rules of interpretation,
are available for download at
http://www.personal.ceu.hu/departs/pe
rsonal/Carsten_Schneider/. More info
is available from our article in
Democratization and from Schneider
(2004): “Patterns of Consolidated
Democracies. Latin America and
Europe Compared” (European
University Institute, PhD Dissertation).

Suggestions for improvement are wel-
comed by Carsten Schneider, Central
European University,
schneiderc@ceu.hu and Philippe
Schmitter, European University

Other Datasets

Data on USAID
Democratic
Governance
Programs
This dataset was compiled by a team
of scholars from the University of
Virginia, the University of Pittsburgh,
Vanderbilt University, and Wichita
State University: Steven Finkel, Aníbal
Pérez-Liñán, Mitchell Seligson, and
Dinorah Azpuru, with substantial con-
tributions by Andrew Green. It was
compiled under a contract from
USAID to evaluate whether its
Democratic Governance programs
have had any impact on democratiza-
tion. The dataset covers 195 coun-
tries between 1990 and 2003: all the
independent states recognized by the
United Nations Statistical Division,
plus Palestine. The variables include
more than fifty indicators of democrat-

ic development (under the headings
of Elections and Electoral Processes,
the Rule of Law, and Governance);
another fifty variables containing esti-
mates of USAID funds obligated to
each country in each year; and 42
pooled time-series control variables,
which fall under the headings of
International Factors and Democratic
Diffusion (6 variables), Official
Development Assistance from Non-
U.S. Sources (4 variables), Domestic
Political Conditions (5 variables),
Economic Development (7 variables),
Economic Performance (5 variables),
Social Characteristics (10 variables),
and Economic Dependence (5 vari-
ables). There are also 36 cross-sec-
tional control variables. The USAID
spending variables are particularly
noteworthy, as they were compiled
with the full backing of USAID and for
the first time break out amounts obli-
gated for each country-year for
Democracy and Governance pro-
grams, for sub-sectors of Democracy
and Governance (Elections, Rule of
Law, Civil Society, and Governance),
and for Non-Democratic Governance
programs such as Health or Human
Rights. The data are also aggregated
to the regional and the sub-regional
levels for some programs. The
dataset, codebook, final report of the
analysis, and other materials are
available at http://www.pitt.edu/~poli-
tics/democracy/democracy.html.
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I am pleased to announce that the
Notre Dame Political Science Depart-
ment has been chosen to continue to
edit this Newsletter for a term of four
additional years. In making its deci-
sion on Notre Dame's bid, the selec-
tion committee (Jonas Pontusson,
Princeton, Chair; Evelyne Huber,
UNC; and G. Bingham Powell,
Rochester) praised the Notre Dame
editorial board for its attention to cen-
tral issues in comparative politics, for
the efficiency and timeliness of its
work, and for bringing younger schol-
ars and graduate students into the
editorial process. I would like to add
my own appreciation to the commit-
tee's, and look forward to four more
years of Notre Dame attention to cut-
ting-edge issues in the Newsletter.

Sidney Tarrow

Notre Dame to
Continue to Edit
the APSA-CP
Newsletter Studies in Comparative International

Development (SCID) has recently
moved from Berkeley to the Watson
Institute for International Studies at
Brown University. One of the leading
journals of development studies,
SCID publishes articles on issues
concerning political, social, economic,
and environmental change at the
local, national, and international lev-
els. In addition to original research
articles on all world regions, SCID
occasionally publishes reviews that
summarize and assess significant,
thematically linked bodies of literature
and methodological essays that eval-
uate and/or make an original contribu-
tion to debates about the conduct of
social science research.

Please consider submitting your work
to SCID if you have an article that fits
our profile. We plan to make the
review process a speedy one, so as
to provide a shorter time between
submission and decision. The list of
scholars who make up the Editorial
Collective that manages the journal at
Brown, the external Editorial Board,
and the guidelines for article submis-
sion can all be found at our web site:
http://watsoninstitute.org/ped/scid/

SCID has moved
from Berkeley to
Brown University

The Association of Religion Data
Archives (ARDA), located at
www.thearda.com, provides free
access to high quality quantitative
data on religion. The ARDA allows
you to interactively explore American
and international data using online
features for generating national pro-
files, maps, church membership
overviews, denominational heritage
trees, tables, charts, and other sum-
mary reports. Over 400 data files are
available for online preview (including
the International Social Survey
Program and multiple years of the
General Social Survey) and virtually
all can be downloaded free of charge.
The ARDA has also developed a
series of tools for education. Learning
modules provide structured class
assignments and the many online
tools allow students to explore reli-
gion across the globe or in their own
backyard. Housed in the Social
Science Research Institute at the
Pennsylvania State University, the
ARDA is funded by the Lilly
Endowment and the John Templeton
Foundation.

The Association of
Religion Data
Archives (ARDA) 
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Comparative
Politics Section
Business Meeting
at APSA

For a possible future APSA-CP fea-
ture, I am seeking scholars and grad-
uate students who have returned to
their country of origin to conduct field
research. I would like to interview you
on the challenges you faced, advan-
tages encountered, biases avoided,
and particular strategies adopted. 

If you will be at APSA in Philadelphia
or would be willing to be interviewed
at another venue or by telephone,
please contact me at
jwustenberg@gvpt.umd.edu. 

Jenny Wüstenberg, University of
Maryland, College Park

Are you doing field
work in your home
country? 

The annual business meeting of the
Comparative Politics Section will be
held at the Pennsylvania Convention
Center 102A on Friday, September 1,
from 6:00 pm to 7:00 pm.

Graduate Students
Invited to Publish
a Feature Article in
APSA-CP

The editors of APSA-CP invite politi-
cal science departments to contribute
directly to the newsletter by having a
team of their graduate students
research and write an article about
current trends within the profession
or subdiscipline of comparative poli-
tics. Attractive articles would be much
like the winter 2003 article on gradu-
ate reading lists and the summer
2005 article on trends in doctoral dis-
sertations in comparative politics.
Potential authors should discuss their
ideas with the editors before begin-
ning research.

The National Endowment for
Democracy (NED) invites applications
to its Reagan-Fascell Democracy
Fellows Program for the 2007-2008
fellowship year. Established in 2001
to enable activists, scholars, and jour-
nalists from around the world to deep-
en their understanding of democracy
and enhance their ability to promote
democratic change, the fellowship
program is based at NED's
International Forum for Democratic
Studies, in Washington, D.C. The pro-
gram offers a practitioner track (3-5
months) for activists to improve
strategies and techniques for building
democracy abroad and to exchange
ideas and experiences with counter-
parts in the United States; and a
scholarly track (5-10 months) for
scholars and professors to conduct
original research for publication.

Projects may focus on the political,
social, economic, legal, and cultural
aspects of democratic development
and may include a range of method-
ologies and approaches. The pro-
gram is intended primarily to support
practitioners and scholars from new
and aspiring democracies.
Distinguished scholars from the
United States and other established
democracies are also eligible to
apply. Practitioners are expected to
have substantial experience working
to promote democracy. Scholars are
expected to have a doctorate, or aca-
demic equivalent, at the time of appli-
cation. The fellowship year begins
October 1 and runs through July 31,
with major entry dates in October and
March. All fellows receive a monthly
stipend, health insurance, travel
assistance, and research support. 

To apply, please download the appli-
cation booklet available online at

Democracy
Fellowships

www.ned.org/forum/R-FApplication.pdf
or visit www.ned.org and click on
"Fellowship Programs." Applications
for fellowships in 2007-2008 must be
emailed or postmarked no later than
November 1, 2006. Notification of the
competition outcome is in April 2007.
For questions, please email 
fellowships@ned.org
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APSA-CP 
Nominations
Executive Committee:

At-Large Members of the Executive
Committee:

Isabela Mares, Stanford University
Professor Mares's principal interests
include comparative political econo-
my, comparative welfare states, and
West European politics. She has writ-
ten about economic insecurity, social
protection, and social policy reform.

Elisabeth Wood, Yale University
Professor Wood focuses her research
on sexual violence during war, negoti-
ated settlements to civil war, and
redistribution and democratization in
developing countries. She has written
on insurgent collective action, civil
war, and democratic transitions in
South Africa and El Salvador.

Elections will be held at the annual
business meeting of the Section.
Alternative nominations may be made
at that meeting or by petition to the
President. Petitions require the sup-
port of at least five section members.
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The editors welcome suggestions of
other relatively new and potentially
useful datasets that should be
announced or reviewed in APSA-CP.
Anyone interested in reviewing a
dataset for the newsletter, along the
lines of Richard Ledet’s review of The
Quality of Governance Institute’s
Dataset, should contact Michael
Coppedge at coppedge.1@nd.edu.

We invite our readers to request hard
copies of back issues (beginning with
the winter 2003 newsletter issue) at
the cost of $1.50 per issue. They
should send their request(s) by email
to gonzalez.90@nd.edu.

Awards
Gregory Luebbert Book Award 

Daniel Posner, UCLA, Institutions
and Ethnic Politics in Africa
(Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005).

Award Committee Chair:
James Mahoney (Northwestern
University).

Committee Members: 
Liesbet Hooghe (University of North
Carolina) and Steven I. Wilkinson
(Duke University).

Gregory Luebbert Article Award

Tulia Falleti, University of
Pennsylvania, "A Sequential Theory
of Decentralization: Latin American
Cases in Comparative Perspective,”
American Political Science Review
99(3):327-346 (August 2005).

Award Committee Chair:
Maria Victoria Murillo (Columbia
University).

Committee Members:
Kanchan Chandra (New York
University) and Kevin J. O'Brien
(University of California, Berkeley).

Sage Publications Best APSA
Paper Award

Margarita Estevez-Abe, Harvard
University, "Labor Markets, Public
Policies and Gender Equality: The
Varieties of Capitalism Perspective
and Beyond.”

Honorable Mention to James Gibson,
Washington University, "Land
Inequality and Squatting in South
Africa: Judging Historical Injustice."

Award Committee Chair:
David D. Laitin (Stanford University).

Editors’ Notes

Committee Members:
Kenneth M. Roberts (Cornell
University) and Mark Hallerberg
(Emory University).

Dataset Award

David Cingranelli, SUNY, Binghamton,
and David Richards, University of
Memphis, for the CIRI Human Rights
dataset.

Award Committee Chair:
Philip A. Schrodt (University of
Kansas).

Committee Members: 
Russell J. Dalton (University of
California, Irvine) and Lyle A. Scruggs
(University of Connecticut).
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