
Political Theory
 1 –20

© 2016 SAGE Publications
Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
DOI: 10.1177/0090591716659812

ptx.sagepub.com

Article

Political Theory and the 
Politics of Comparison

Murad Idris1

One of the exciting developments in political theory in the last decades is that 
the boundaries of the discipline gradually but vigorously expanded beyond 
“the West,” as evident in the rise of work that is often labeled “compara-
tive.” Basic to this shift is the recognition that various thinkers, ideas, and 
contexts—usually marked as “non-Western”—have been peripheral to, and 
remain marginalized in, the discipline of political theory. Valuable debates 
have flourished about the goals, methods, scope, and even the proper name of 
“comparative” political theory, as well as its relationship to political theory 
per se, to comparative politics and international relations, and to adjacent 
humanistic fields of inquiry such as comparative literature, comparative reli-
gions, comparative philosophy, area studies, and the anthropology of concepts.1 
These debates are by no means settled, but across the widely different and 
sometimes contentious positions held over the last decade, there has emerged 
something approximating a consensus around a basic idea: it is not only jus-
tifiable but desirable for political theorists to venture more ambitiously 
beyond conventional, Eurocentric limits—geographic, racial, cultural, lin-
guistic, ethnic, historical, or religious—and turn to sources and sites across 
the globe.

However, the discipline’s framing of the “comparative” as the study of 
“non-Western political thought” tends to take for granted the boundary 
between “West” and “non-West.” The primacy of this assumed correspon-
dence between “comparative” and “non-Western” is most visible and prob-
lematic in the ongoing institutionalization of the “comparative turn.” As 
“comparative political theory” gains traction, it becomes susceptible to the 
conservatizing tendencies of disciplinarity. There is a difference between 
how “comparative political theory” is enacted by individual scholars, with an 
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insurgent potential and critical edge, and the way it is quarantined and limited 
as it takes hold as an academic sub-discipline. Today, the institutionalization 
of this assumed correspondence plays itself out in disciplinary ‘common 
sense’ and conventions such as “non-Western others = comparative” confer-
ence panels, ads for faculty positions, and discussions of disciplinary bound-
aries and subfields.2

The expansion of political theory should be accompanied by a questioning 
of its terms; to simply accept its categories, divisions, and visions of the globe 
is to pretend that they are not inflected by power. I understand comparative 
political theory as an immanent critique of political theory: the discipline 
presents itself as global, but in practice it is too often confined to studying a 
few places, histories, and bodies of knowledge. The “comparative” calls for 
political theorists to more reliably study politics and power anywhere. If this 
sign deepens the sources, sites, and questions of the field, to what it should 
have already included, debates about a standardized scale or dimension of 
contrast, similarity, or engagement are a red herring. The formula “compara-
tive = non-Western,” then, ought to take heed of the ways in which adjacent 
“comparative” fields have thoroughly problematized it.3 To take “compara-
tive” to mean the study of equivalent, coherent forms of “non-Western” oth-
erness is to elide the historicity of “the Western” and the ways in which it has 
been made in relation to non-Europeans. After all, the very ideas, categories, 
and normative distinctions most often used to demarcate “the non-West” (or 
to compare it to the “West”) are implicated in the genealogies of “the West.”

Just as troubling is the partitioning of “the comparative” into a variety of 
“non-Western traditions” (e.g., Islamic, Indian, Confucian), a move that 
mimics the partial categories, geographical divisions, and ontological pre-
sumptions of an earlier European discourse of “world religions.” The latter 
carved the world into objects of inquiry called “traditions,” and evaluated 
them isomorphically to Christianity, that is, in Christianity’s image and by 
their structural proximity to Christianity. Thus, Christianity was positioned as 
the universal model, and its select others figured as “local particularities.”4

If Orientalism constructed “world religions” and compared languages, 
words, concepts, beliefs, and practices across them with the effect of consti-
tuting Europe and the Orient’s “traditions,” the name and boundaries of 
“comparative” political theory raise a catalogue of questions.5 Others have 
posed similar questions over the last decades, and they remain open at a dis-
ciplinary level. What scales of difference might comparative political theory 
be willfully or inadvertently constituting? If the scale of comparison is across 
civilizations and cultures, are thinkers to be understood as ambassadors who 
somehow speak for their pluralistic and often fragmented worlds? Or if com-
parison is cross-linguistic, do we exclude non-European regions in which the 
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dominant languages of intellectual production are, indeed, European? If 
regional and geographic, does one exclude the politics, structures, and writ-
ings of the excluded or marginalized in “the West” (e.g., recent immigrants, 
indigenous peoples, minorities, the poor), and what does one do with the 
writings of European colonists abroad (like missionaries, merchants, and set-
tlers in the “New World” and in other parts of the globe)? Does treating the 
“non-Western” as composed of compartmentalized regions, with silos of 
thought that occasionally crisscross with “Western thought,” neglect the his-
toricity and politics of its production? Does it elide the fact that the peoples 
whose pasts these knowledges supposedly represent were, at times, Europe’s 
constitutive outsides or occluded insides?6 Does the insistence on reading 
“the comparative” as “non-Western traditions” emphasize their continuity 
and equivalence at the expense of internal heterogeneity and relative asym-
metry? What to do with those ideas, practices, or thinkers that do not fit 
assumptions about or belong to a “tradition”? As a disciplinary sensibility, 
does “the comparative” mask the fact that bodies of knowledge and histories 
of political thought, like the groups to whom they are ascribed or whose 
experiences they inflect, do not emerge in a political vacuum of equal and 
symmetrical histories, groups, or knowledges?7 If “the comparative” signi-
fies the racial and religious others of Europe, or both the “non-West” and 
marginalized groups in the “West,” does this division re-entrench the colonial 
distinctions of an ethnocentric Europe? Who decides whether to designate a 
thinker, idea, text, or context “Western,” “non-Western,” or something else 
entirely? If self-identification as “non-Western” is sufficient, is it not then a 
vector of discourse to be scrutinized rather than uncritically accepted? If the 
category is not a vector of discourse, why privilege it?

At stake in these questions is whether the disciplinary form of “the com-
parative” ensconce a highly stylized view of “the West,” as a model that has 
been sanitized of internal difference, a model against which, and in the terms 
of which, others are constituted, interpreted, and rearranged.8 What assump-
tions make a study of brown political thought “comparative”? What ordering 
of knowledge sorts the study of Confucius, pre-Islamic war narratives, or the 
Bhagavad Gītā as “comparative,” while the study of other ancients—Plato, 
Thucydides, Greek tragedies—remains inconspicuous?9 Rather than opening 
up political theory, might the formula “comparative = non-Western” segre-
gate the studies, sources, scholars, and panels it marks in ways that track, for 
example, the logics of culturalist toleration or of racial and religious profil-
ing? Might calls to engage with other “cultures” and “religions” mistakenly 
imagine and then prioritize cultural or religious difference, and might fanta-
sies of staging “cross-cultural encounters” or “interfaith dialogue” mask 
inequality, antagonism, and domination insofar as they position the powerful 
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and the powerless as fellow conversationalists?10 If the moniker obfuscates 
the sheer scope of “the non-Western,” ought we not approach these simply as 
sources and sites of political theory? As Anne Norton suggested fifteen years 
ago, in her review of Roxanne Euben’s Enemy in the Mirror, subtitled A Work 
of Comparative Political Theory: “In a more sensible academy, in a more just 
world, Roxanne Euben would be able to say that she has written a work of 
political theory—not ‘comparative political theory.’”11 What does reducing 
the study of “the non-Western” to “the comparative” imply, and conversely, 
why is comparison—a discursive strategy and mode of analysis—now desig-
nating non-membership from a phantasmagorical “West”?

Many theorists who write under the sign of “the comparative” are alert to 
the issues cataloged by these questions. Although this introductory essay 
offers a few reflections, it is well worth resisting the urge to seek premature 
closure. It is essential that political theory continue to include sites, texts, and 
contexts that the umbrellas of the “non-Western” and “the comparative” have 
invited and validated, and that it remain hospitable to venturing beyond pre-
vailing Eurocentric histories and norms. This Introduction questions the con-
strained terms upon which the discipline approaches its expansion, but it is 
unequivocally aligned with efforts to broaden and deepen its sites. I do not 
mean that the terms “comparative” and “non-Western” must be jettisoned, 
but that one should not ignore what this coding may reenact, circumscribe, or 
foreclose. If the challenge that comparative political theory mounts is to con-
tribute to projects of provincializing “the West,” decolonizing theory, or 
undoing latent forms of exceptionalism, then the apparatus of comparativism 
and the lexicon of West/non-West must be troubled.12

More basically, if political theorists share a concern with power, it is nec-
essary to always underscore the politics of comparison. “Comparison” is not 
a neutral outside. It is implicated in relations of power, for example, through 
the genealogies of comparisons’ scales and practices, the (a)symmetries they 
produce or repress, and the productive tensions that any juxtaposition carries. 
It is helpful here to consider Benedict Anderson, Ann Laura Stoler, and R. 
Radhakrishnan as theorists of comparison. When Anderson notes that “the 
most instructive comparisons (whether of difference or similarity) are those 
that surprise,” he invites scrutiny over why they surprise, or what framings of 
difference this surprise may challenge, and what alternative frames it may 
bring into view.13 Likewise, Stoler draws attention to the politics that guide 
scholars to some comparisons but leave others unexamined or even unthink-
able. The specters of the comparisons and distinctions that animated colonial 
governments, as they studied, divided, and ruled over the colonized haunt 
comparativism today.14 Anderson presents the choice for a comparison as a 
reservoir of the unexpected, and Stoler complicates why some comparisons 
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are not pursued, in light of the genealogies of comparison as a technique. 
Radhakrishnan brings these two considerations together when he describes 
the structural asymmetries endemic to practices of juxtaposition. He points 
to the symptomatic unevenness between the metropolitan and its other. The 
visibility of a “non-Western” or “third world” text, and the apparently generic 
categories through which it is made relevant and “global,” turns on its appar-
ent participation in what is valuable in the canonical metropolitan text to 
which it is being juxtaposed; for metropolitan perceptions, other layers of the 
text are obscured, denigrated, or written out as cultural, local, particular.15 
The issue is not that one should respect a text’s holistic integrity, but that 
“inclusion” can re-entrench the terms upon which exclusions and inequalities 
are grounded. To overlook the politics of comparison can reinforce the dis-
tinctions between “West” and “non-West,” white and non-white, civilized 
and uncivilized, settler and native, and so forth, just as it can reinscribe met-
ropolitan categories or whitewash “third world” texts and thinkers. If we 
posit the “non-Western,” then, as a repository of alternative cultural forms of 
the generic (as in multiple modernities), we generalize a singular idea that 
retains an underlying, Eurocentric unity.16

With Anderson, Stoler, and Radhakrishnan, we should understand com-
parison as an act and an artifact of political theorizing. Representations of 
difference are not a reflection of the world, but a particular construction of it. 
Categories like culture, nation, civilization, religion, region, tradition, and 
language are often used to delineate the boundaries between, and internal 
divisions within, “West” and “non-West.” They are, however, discursive 
objects and effects of power to be analyzed, not prior to or a precondition of 
analysis. They are not outside history, but emerge out of provisional systems 
of representation and histories of political thought and power.17 Comparison, 
then, is a political act—always involving, negotiating, and reflecting back on 
relations of power—and a discursive artifact, always navigating the histories 
and afterlives of comparison, the genealogies of their categories, and the 
spectral limits of privileged reference points.

It would be untenable to propose a general frame or singular method for 
negotiating these tensions, which must be addressed in relation to each theo-
rist’s specific aims and the particular features, status, and histories of sources 
and sites. The above reflections on the limits of both “comparison” and “the 
non-Western” as categories are neither a prescription to standardize 
approaches to political theory nor a demand to abandon “comparative politi-
cal theory,” but a basic call to never lose sight of the politics of comparison, 
or the multiple layers of power that emerge, be it with or without juxtaposi-
tion, in the present and in history, and in categories outside or internal to the 
object of inquiry. The task is to rethink how privileged comparisons and 
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scales operate in relation to power and asymmetry and to complicate the 
grammar and frames of political theory.

The remainder of this Introduction maps some of the ways in which politi-
cal theorists have grappled with the politics of comparison. The articles fea-
tured are very different from each other, but each approaches comparison as 
a structuring feature and a problem of discourse, unraveling the very terms by 
which the “comparative” is disciplinarily constituted as the study of non-
Western others.18 These five articles span the last 25 years, the first appearing 
in the 1990s, the second in the early 2000s, and three in 2014 (reflecting an 
important shift in the discipline’s trajectory). Only two of the articles, from 
2014, invoke “comparative political theory.” Together these articles can, I 
think, help us to (1) critically reflect on comparison as a discursive strategy 
implicated in power; (2) form a better understanding of the politics of com-
parison and of comparison as an act and artifact; and (3) identify new areas 
of research that an attunement to comparison and power might stimulate. 
Taken together, these five articles illuminate what political theory should 
problematize if it will further provincialize rather than inadvertently re-
entrench the status of “the West.”

The first article, by Timothy Kaufman-Osborn, appeared in 1992, years 
before the term “comparative political theory” was coined (and seven years 
before the first book-length study bearing that title would be published). 
“Rousseau in Kimono: Nakae Chōmin and the Japanese Enlightenment” 
studies Chōmin’s Discourse by Three Drunkards on Government (1887) and 
how its three interlocutors—Gentleman of Western Learning, Champion or 
Heroic Guest, and Sensei—navigate European philosophy, colonialism, and 
futurity. Kaufman-Osborn reflects on Francis Fukuyama’s 1989 “The End of 
History?” and its faith in “the West” as a coherent, self-evident, and unmedi-
ated category. He reads Chōmin in layers in order to dismantle the abstrac-
tions “West” and “East,” the political projects they imply, and the histories 
and futures they obscure.

Kaufman-Osborn does not compare Chōmin to European thinkers so 
much as read the intellectual fusions and failures that each of the three 
Drunkards performs with strands of European thought. Texts of modern 
European political theory became the resources through which Japanese 
political factions contended over Japan’s future. In response to Chōmin’s 
translation of Rousseau’s Social Contract, the Japanese Senate translated 
Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France as a would-be countersub-
versive text (55). In the Discourse, the characters themselves compare Japan 
and Europe: Gentleman calls for Japan to mimic Europe, Champion for 
defending Japan’s unique essence, and Sensei “proposes a marriage of [fif-
teenth-century Neo-Confucian] Wang Yang-ming to Jean-Jacques Rousseau,” 



Idris 7

or state-directed modernization underwritten by democratic egalitarianism 
and sincerity (72). But Gentleman inadvertently unmasks the colonial limits 
of his Enlightenment ideals, and Champion can only articulate his defense of 
authenticity in the Enlightenment’s lexicon, such that his defensive posture is 
modulated by the discourse it claims to oppose. The characters’ political the-
oretic positions succumb to untenable abstractions even as each character 
performs fusions.19

For Kaufman-Osborn, the terms of comparison—East and West, Japan 
and Europe, tradition and modernity—are political artifacts. He locates the 
distinctions between East and West as subjects of contention in Chōmin’s 
text, as performative fusions and failures in the three characters, as discursive 
artifacts in the political contexts that the article studies, and in the article’s 
own moment with Fukuyama’s triumphalist redescription of the globe. As he 
concludes, “Chōmin understands, as Fukuyama and Sensei’s guests do not, 
that ‘East’ and ‘West’ are counterabstractions that, doing more to hide than 
reveal the pluralities to which they refer, serve chiefly to confirm theoretical 
generalizations about the rational and irrational, the superior and the inferior, 
the humane and the barbaric” (79).

A comparison that can only affirm the superiority of one reified abstrac-
tion over another, whether to denigrate or to romanticize, masks the discur-
sive grounds and histories of its articulation. It is against such comparisons 
and how they animate some historical and contemporary political theorizing 
that Roxanne Euben’s 2002 article intervenes. While Kaufman-Osborn’s 
article emerges at a moment of post–Cold War American triumphalism to 
question Fukuyama’s categories and the complexities they obscure, Euben’s 
reflections on jihād in contemporary politics and for political theory were 
published only months after al-Qaeda’s attacks on September 11, 2001. She 
takes the problematic comparisons and exceptionalisms surrounding jihād as 
her starting point, specifically how in political theory and in American public 
culture, jihād was constructed as a “general irruption” of the local, irrational, 
archaic, and pathological (6). Jihād had become a site of anxieties, ambiva-
lences, and repressions, a sign that evoked the anti-democratic. She locates 
one of jihād’s political valences in how it thus functions as a weapon, to 
mobilize or to pacify, to distinguish oneself from others or to delegitimize 
those others. The pathologization of jihād, she notes, conceals European and 
American forms of violence and domination; scholars and commentators 
diagnose each with radically incompatible standards. But Euben also rejects 
redeploying the dominant lexicon: even though attempts to compare jihād to 
“just war,” she notes, have the advantage of “rendering Islamic jihād as ratio-
nal and comprehensible as parallel Christian practices,” they run the risks of 
“assimilating jihād by way of Western categories” and limiting “the analysis 
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to the practice of statecraft, primarily foregrounding those occasions in which 
jihād and state actions are coextensive” (27n5).

Instead, Euben studies jihād as a politics of the name, as an analytic, and 
as a practice of political violence. She draws attention to this concept’s 
“genealogical wanderings” in order to thematize the displacement of death 
and killing onto “jihād” as a site of anxiety, alongside projects of violent 
founding and transformative renewal, which political theory’s cathecting to 
the Athenian polis tends to repress. She challenges her readers not to merely 
note conceptual resonance or disagreement, but to dissect the politics and 
discourses underlying their deployment and representation. Along these 
lines, Euben draws attention to the silhouettes of Islamist discussions of 
jihād, in the Christian crusades (6), Marx on false consciousness (17–8), and 
Reformation Puritans on salvation (24–25). She also resituates the idea of 
jihād in a series of contexts: from Almovarids in the eleventh century, to Abū 
al-A‘lā al-Mawdūdī’s and Sayyid Qutb’s refusal of “non-violent” jihād as a 
colonial technique of pacification that leaves colonial powers’ violence 
undisturbed. At its most basic, her engagement with this plurality of contexts, 
entangling the ancient and modern, the pre-colonial and postcolonial, tracks 
the lives of an idea as a layered artifact of discourse and of political action. 
Writing at a time when Mawdūdī and Qutb were not yet commonly read in 
the discipline (but were commonly associated with “Islamic violence”), she 
carves out a space in which Islamist accounts of jihād can be read as political 
theory, in terms that trouble discussions of democratic founding, renewal, 
and Arendtian immortality. Euben juxtaposes jihād and the Athenian polis to 
uncover how jihād is implicated in paradoxes akin to those of democratic 
founding: namely, each entails violence that violates the principles and prac-
tices it seeks to inaugurate (20, 26). Out of this double repression, Euben 
draws attention to democratic violence, exclusion, and (adapting a phrase 
often reserved to designate “Islamic violence”) the polis’s “bloody borders.”

Kaufman-Osborn and Euben are alert to the political stakes and histories 
of their juxtapositions. Kaufman-Osborn is concerned with how Enlightenment 
categories inflect the utterances and performances of Japanese intellectuals, 
fictional characters, and contemporary champions of “the West.” Euben reads 
jihād contrapuntally to uncover what its “Western” constructions have 
repressed and made unsayable about killing, death, and the violence of demo-
cratic foundings. She dislocates the privileged vocabulary of “democratic 
founding” and representations of “Islamic violence,” asking that the two be 
thought in tandem, as being sutured to an affiliated set of discursive repres-
sions and political oppressions.

The next three articles, all from 2014, draw attention to the politics of 
privileged comparisons, or why certain categories and utterances proceed as 
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though they were natural. They question what privileged comparisons and 
absences foreclose, what their insistences may mistakenly reaffirm, and the 
possibilities of radical change that they may open up. The first, by Barnor 
Hesse, brings into view the epistemic and political frames that prefigure uni-
versalist categories and subjectivities. He inquires into what Isaiah Berlin and 
liberalism more generally have foreclosed, or rendered unsayable and unask-
able, about the relationship of liberty to race, colonialism, and slavery. Hesse 
reads Berlin, John Stuart Mill, and Benjamin Constant on liberty with and 
against three black thinkers, Aimé Césaire, W. E. B. Du Bois, and David 
Walker. He extracts what Berlin’s two concepts of liberty foreclose, turning 
to Berlin’s “elliptical discussions of anti-colonialism,” Mill’s universaliza-
tion of race governance, and Constant’s erasure of enslaved black popula-
tions and colonized Native Americans. Against these foreclosures, Hesse 
contends, Césaire, Du Bois, and Walker interrupt the dominant understanding 
of liberty: they expose “a Western narrative of freedom that incorporates the 
imperatives of the colonizers and exorcises the predicaments of the colo-
nized” (295).

Hesse’s is an exemplary analysis of how privileged comparisons carry 
forward discursive asymmetries and political exclusions: liberty is a discur-
sive artifact that writes out the lives and experiences of some. It is not simply 
that “liberty” in Berlin, Mill, or Constant extrinsically fails to extend to or 
incorporate the political circumstances of racialized lives, but that this exclu-
sion is internal to its fabric, conceptual history, and architecture. It is a fabric 
woven through comparisons with, metaphorical appeals to, and silences 
about slavery, colonialism, and settler-colonialism. This article brings for-
ward a critical vantage point from which to write transnational histories of 
the South and colonial and postcolonial indigeneities. It invites studies that, 
like those creolizing political theory, speak across the study of imperial, post-
colonial, black, and indigenous political thought, to bring to the surface, for 
example, differently situated entanglements of domestic racial politics, colo-
nial governmentalities, and anti-imperial internationalisms.20

These three articles navigate the connections and tensions between tech-
niques of comparison and of political domination. Reading them together cre-
ates a space for conversations from and against the margins. In this space, one 
might study political marginality, its various forms and guises, and the histo-
ries and structures that produce and maintain it (or that today call for its appar-
ent reversal), in ways that do not predetermine what kinds of articulation, 
violence, power, or conflict are of exclusive importance. These articles model 
how to critically but generously bring texts and contexts marginalized in the 
discipline into the core of the field. They scrutinize the disciplinary terms 
upon which marginalized thinkers are included and the terms these thinkers 
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deploy, to study their ideas, practices, and implication in power, and simulta-
neously, to unravel dominant, recurrent formulations in the present or across 
the history of political thought. Whether they deal with a thinker’s complicat-
ing negotiations of East and West as layered abstractions, the repression and 
productivity of a concept as it travels across and animates relations marked by 
radical asymmetry, or the foreclosures of and emancipations from a liberal 
ideal’s racial structure and the genres of its (dis)appearance, their alertness to 
the echoes and silences of domination opens up to the study of the (post)colo-
nial, of imperial formations, and of asymmetrical relations of power.

Kaufman-Osborn, Euben, and Hesse deal with post-Enlightenment thought 
beyond Europe. They are alert to the impact of European imperialism and the 
asymmetries endemic to comparison. Kaufman-Osborn’s discussions of the 
fusions and uses of European philosophy and colonialism in the Japanese 
Enlightenment, like Euben’s references to popular and scholarly knowledge-
production about jihād, indicate how knowledge-production can be a problem 
of imperial power. Hesse more explicitly draws attention to the deep affinity 
between a mode of philosophical knowledge-production about liberty, a lib-
eral imperial project, and their interruption. The final two articles directly 
address questions about comparative political theory as a field and about the 
non-West in political theory more broadly. There are also moments in these 
last two articles that illustrate some of the potential pitfalls with practices of 
comparison: one takes symmetry for granted (as a structuring feature that 
holds its terms of contrast in place) and the other presents symmetry as an 
equalizing replacement that resolves asymmetry (thus hiding from view other 
forms and histories of asymmetrical power internal to such juxtapositions).

Stuart Gray analyzes the ancient Indian thinker Kautilya and Machiavelli, 
two pre-Enlightenment thinkers who neither directly nor indirectly inter-
acted. Gray’s article, like Euben’s reading of Qutb and Arendt, jihād and the 
polis, is a necessary reminder that juxtapositions need not be confined to 
identifying “most-similar” (or most-contrasting) cases, whether in concep-
tual correspondence, in a direct historical relationship, or in roughly the same 
time period. Rather than impose a sharp break between the ancient and mod-
ern to generalize a formal periodization between “comparative modernities” 
and “comparative ancients,” Gray reads an ancient Indian thinker and an 
early modern European in tandem.

Against the inherited wisdom of either drawing out similarities or refusing 
the comparison between these two thinkers, Gray proposes “flexibility” and 
“legitimacy” as an analytic lens to demonstrate how Kautilya’s and 
Machiavelli’s respective “realisms” pull in opposing directions. Their under-
standings of “being good” and “being bad,” he demonstrates, contradict one 
another. Gray argues, first, that Kautilya’s thought emerges out of a “coherent 
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brahmanical” set of political and religious commitments, and second, that his 
commitments are actually “conservative” relative to contemporaneous ideas, 
not radically Machiavellian (639). Like the previous three articles, Gray 
brings the thinkers, texts, and ideas into critical engagement, noting, for 
example, that “[f]rom a Kautilyan perspective, Machiavelli’s tough talk about 
conquering fortuna rings hollow” (647). Just as the other articles reflect on 
the world of contemporary politics, Gray brings his insights to bear on “dem-
ocratic” practice. He argues that “democratic realist tactics may be threatened 
less by the absence of classical rationalism” than by aggressive “transcendent 
moral doctrines.” Such doctrines “can thrive under the veil of secularism,” 
and counterintuitively indicate that the Machiavellian path has not been fol-
lowed far enough (651–52).

“Reexamining Kautilya and Machiavelli” also illuminates difficulties in 
navigating histories of political thought. Gray invokes Max Weber’s declara-
tion of similarity between Machiavelli and Kautilya: Weber had described 
Kautilya’s as a “genuinely radical ‘Machiavellianism,’” more Machiavellian 
than Machiavelli. While Kaufman-Osborn only notes parenthetically that 
Chōmin was called a “Rousseau of the Orient” (57), Gray’s exposition is 
prompted by this branding. Gray approaches it as a truth-claim to be assessed 
by means of comparing, contrasting, and situating each in an intellectual con-
text, but it seems likely to me that such naming schemes are also the political 
artifacts of a European gaze that reads non-Europeans as its antecedents, ana-
logues, or followers. That these two thinkers and their contexts became bound 
together through a particular mode of European knowledge-production and 
its assimilation of non-European thought would have vast political implica-
tions for why this comparison comes to appear natural or inevitable. What is 
more, when Gray frames similarity and contrast as cultural, he re-entrenches 
the view that the “comparative” entails cultural difference (here “Western” 
and “Indian”) that is then located within a domain of the “cross-cultural.” The 
article tends to take these scales and terms as given; it brackets the politics of 
its terms, holding in place the identification of the comparative as the non-
Western, culturally other.

Nonetheless, Gray’s juxtaposition of Kautilya and Machiavelli and his 
engagement with Weber suggest an exciting point of departure. One could, 
with Gray, extend and reassess historical invocations of likeness, similarity, 
and other sobriquets, and simultaneously think through the troubled histories 
through which some analogies and naming schemes became foundational to 
political theorizing in an imperial world. Naming the “Machiavellis” of the 
non-West (and the Herodotuses, Rousseaus, Luthers, Hobbeses, etc.) is an 
artifact of a colonial mode of knowledge-production and, to some extent, an 
articulation of political power. In a number of instances, the luminaries of 
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“non-Western traditions” have been elevated along these lines, and thinkers 
have postured in such terms, under the shadow of Europe.21 These naming 
schemes are an inducement to revisit such comparisons, for their productivi-
ties and repressions. They might reflect back on contemporary debates about, 
for example, death and killing, whiteness and “liberty,” or as Gray does, real-
ism and secularism. One might inquire into what such comparisons have held 
in place, for an entire host of identities, especially when the “non-Western” is 
marked as inheritor of, or precursor to, the canonical European. To become 
self-conscious about these naming schemes and traveling sobriquets might 
also enable analyses of what they have foreclosed, from alternative political 
projects, to frames and genres of political thinking.

Gray repeatedly appeals to a “cross-cultural perspective” and “cross-cul-
tural critique” (e.g., 636, 638, 639, 648, 652). Appeals to the “cross-cultural” 
imply that symmetrical cultural difference separates the thinkers. When the 
comparative denotes bringing cultural difference into cross-cultural engage-
ment, it risks effacing the politics by which the boundaries of such catego-
ries are drawn in the first place, while also presenting an apparently apolitical 
space for equal participation between symmetrical “traditions.” But Gray’s 
invocations of the cross-cultural are puzzling because they seem unneces-
sary to his arguments. The differences, overlaps, and critiques he carefully 
systemizes are not reducible to these categories; one of the virtues of his 
analysis is that it moves beyond the culturalization of difference or likeness, 
to pursue, instead, alternative poles of juxtaposition drawn from political 
theory.

The fifth and final article, Leigh Jenco’s “Histories of Thought and 
Comparative Political Theory: The Curious Thesis of ‘Chinese Origins for 
Western Knowledge,’ 1860-1895,” presents enactments of the “cross-cul-
tural” as problematic because its rhetoric of distancing is unable to disrupt 
established understandings of difference (673). This ambitious study chal-
lenges political theorists to go beyond mere inclusion by approaching appar-
ently foreign knowledges as their own.22 For Jenco, political theorists tend to 
“assimilat[e] thought perceived as culturally other within the existing activity 
of political theory,” which may transform the content of theorizing, but not its 
practice. The inclusion of such bodies of knowledge on pre-existing disci-
plinary terms forecloses their capacity to “discipline” our thought, to trans-
form the act of theorizing, and to facilitate “meaningful innovation” (659). In 
contrast, if political theorists were to approach “foreign” knowledge as part 
of “our own past” and “our own heritage,” we might become “disciplined by 
the standards of a differently sited conversation.” Such a shift in standpoint is 
not a simple switch in perspective or disposition, but “may eventually” have 
an epistemic and structural effect (660).
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Jenco asks readers to ponder a claim forwarded by Chinese Yangwu (“for-
eign affairs”) reformers. When they posited “Chinese origins” for “Western 
knowledge,” they legitimated technological and other forms of “borrowing” 
as continuous with their own past. It is the West, they claimed, that did the 
initial borrowing, and so, rather than being foreign, “Western learning” had a 
“genetic foundation within Chinese history” (664). Her two central insights 
are, first, that in engaging with thought coded as “foreign,” theorists should 
consider how already “‘internal’ othernesses sustain shared argument in a 
received community or tradition,” and second, that “establishing continuity 
with an existing body of knowledge positions otherness as disciplinary,” in 
that “to be disciplined by new knowledge, we must see its terms as decisive 
precedents for our future utterances; and if we are to learn in this way, we 
must act as if Chinese thought has a Western origin—or at least treat it as 
‘ours’” (676). With her focus on the asymmetrical presences of some pasts, 
Jenco rethinks what reappraisals of any past’s foreignness might usher.

The vocabulary Jenco develops extends to many instances in which modes 
of knowledge-production and bodies of knowledge were appropriated, dis-
avowed, or misrecognized; it can also, I think, help us to see that disciplinary 
formations and appropriations are often grounded in political rivalries, exclu-
sions, and histories of conquest.23 Claims about owning, valuing, or engaging 
with different pasts belong, at least in part, to the registers of hierarchy, 
power, and representation. If “Western knowledge” is an effect in a history of 
contingent appropriations, then its selective inclusions, disavowals, ejec-
tions, and recent incorporations, are each inflected by dynamics of power. 
Jenco challenges European and American political theory to learn new activi-
ties and grammars from the “comparative,” rather than to assimilate it back 
into what the field already does and knows. But the either/or seems to elide 
how interpretation is mediated by both the reader’s and the text’s grammars, 
questions, and terms, and how its transformative capacity is a politically 
inflected negotiation.24 Jenco’s challenge thus raises questions surrounding 
who adopts a past or knowledge as their own, and the political implications 
of such adoptions, if those who had claimed that past or knowledge are mar-
ginalized, excluded, or oppressed, or if those who would adopt it are domi-
nant and powerful.25

Jenco’s attention to the asymmetrical status of bodies of knowledge and 
modes of knowledge-production intersects with Kaufman-Osborn’s 1992 
and Euben’s 2002 articles. Recall that Chōmin’s Discourse calls for and 
performs fusions (or “a marriage”) of knowledge, wherein Sensei leaves his 
interlocutors (and Chōmin’s readers) “know[ing] less than when they 
started” (72, 76). Kaufman-Osborn describes the problematic faith in cate-
gories of selfhood and otherness, and Jenco, too, disrupts the ease with 
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which otherness is cast as that which emerges (and remains) from without.26 
For Jenco, positing continuity neither reproduces nor extends a past, but can 
form something altogether new. As Kaufman-Osborn notes, meanings are 
“not inextricably bound by or limited to” their originating contexts and 
“native circumstances. Were that the case, there could be no space for con-
ceptual innovation; there could be only totalistic usurpation or displacement 
of one unified body of meanings by another” (72). And like Euben’s analysis 
of jihād in, among other things, American popular imaginaries, scholarship, 
and self-understandings, Jenco’s discussion of “internal otherness” is an 
appeal to recognize the fusions and elisions that already constitute the pres-
ent. Both Euben and Jenco scrutinize the projects that narratives about the 
past and otherness serve, but their responses differ: Euben seeks to dislocate 
the political erasures, binaries, and representations that the separation 
between jihād and violent democratic founding enables, while Jenco calls 
for replacing current disciplinary histories, frames, and practices. The dif-
ference, as I understand it, is whether we should unmask imagined pasts in 
relation to power, or approach them as reservoirs of potential innovation. 
Nonetheless, with these three, readers can recognize that their intellectual 
worlds are permeable and transformable, neither inevitable nor settled, nei-
ther replicas nor exportable models.

Each in their own way, these five articles encourage us to attend to the poli-
tics of knowledge-production and remain alert to the stakes of comparison. 
Each, reflecting the different political and disciplinary moments in which it 
appeared, moves beyond “West” and “non-West,” challenges conventional 
modes of political theorizing, and charts possibilities for future inquiry. Finally, 
instead of quarantining “comparison” to the practice of reading their “tradi-
tion” in contrast or similarity to “the West,” the authors invite engagement 
across and beyond these lines. To think with these five articles is to see political 
theory capaciously, as aspiring to be a space for simultaneously recovering 
under-studied histories, contexts, and multilayered frames, tracking real or 
imagined exchanges and travels across parts of the globe, and rethinking the 
productivities and erasures of basic categories, norms, and ideals.

Such a move would entail a shift toward studying the threads that animate, 
for example, (post)colonialism, Orientalism, race science, modernization 
theory, settler-colonialism, enslavement, conquest, and rebellion, with and 
against one another. If political theory aspires to see the anatomies and opera-
tion of power otherwise and elsewhere, then within its purview are the discur-
sive forms and political processes that inflect the subjecthoods of the exile, 
the slave, the minority, the subaltern, the barbarian, the colonized, and other 
“marginal” positions.
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This space would gather disciplinarily separate bodies of knowledge and 
formations of power, and the figures, texts, and sites through which they are 
articulated, to uncover linkages and gaps across them. In this space, one 
could juxtapose modes of knowledge-production and appropriations of vari-
ous pasts by translators, intellectuals, modernists, and reformers, across the 
globe, before and after the European Enlightenment. One could also read, for 
example, Chōmin, Qutb, Seneca, Du Bois, and Indian Ocean trade narratives 
on citizenship, empire, and law. One might study spatial divisions enacted in 
military occupations, the antebellum South, and settler-colonies. One might 
gather texts and histories under the rubric of “advice for rulers,” as a multi-
lingual genre of political theory. What future insights, questions, sources, and 
modes of theorizing might emerge are not—and must not be—predetermined. 
Whether such work can eventually push beyond inclusion and “dialogue,” 
decolonize the privileged terms of political theory, and transform how they 
are reinscribed or maintained, remains an open question.
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Why, as a comparativist, did I find it enticing, indeed necessary, to start my research career in 
Brazil, and eventually, often using Brazil as a base, to carry out field research in over 20 countries 
on five different continents?1

A major reason is that I believe comparative politics should be question-driven, not methodol-
ogy or existing-data driven. And, as I will discuss, in most of my projects I simply had to chase my 
questions from an initial core country that I really knew well, like Brazil, into new countries. Why? 
Empirically and theoretically, because I came to believe these new countries shared some key 
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political questions with my core country, and that answers to my fundamental questions might be 
illuminated by comparative field research. Personally, I also had to chase them, because I believe 
Max Weber is right: nothing is worth pursuing in social science unless it is important in the world, 
and worth pursuing with passion.

My Brazilian base

I began my scholarly life focusing on Brazil. By good luck, I had built up a base of what I con-
sidered fundamental questions relating to breakdowns of democracy and civil–military rela-
tions while a journalist in Brazil. I had covered for The Economist the immediate lead-up to the 
1964 coup in Brazil, the country’s first military government in the 20th century. In fact, I had 
barely arrived in Brazil from writing on West Africa when I was puzzled to read a number of 
editorials arguing that the military had a constitutional obligation not to obey the president. I 
had already been to Pakistan, Nigeria, and Indonesia, all of which had growing military ten-
sions, and I had also done my compulsory military service in the USA as an officer in the US 
Marine Corps. I was thus surprised to see the Brazilian president symbolically siding with 
sergeants against generals in Brazil’s largest-ever political demonstration. I filed an article in 
The Economist called ‘Mend or End in Brazil,’ predicting a coup. The Economist, understand-
ably worried that I had just arrived in Brazil, sat on the article. When the coup arrived, less than 
10 days later, they rushed it into print saying that their ‘special foreign correspondent’ – a pro-
motion – had written it before the coup.

In retrospect, this article launched much of my subsequent career because thereafter The 
Economist published every article I ever wrote for them. But it could have hurt my career; I was 
only 27 years old, and maybe they should not have. Nevertheless, as The Economist’s special cor-
respondent in South America, in every country I went to, key political actors like Salvador Allende 
in Chile, or Romulo Betancourt in Venezuela, spent hours in conversation with me discussing the 
rise of the military in Brazil, US support for the military, and what it meant for them. In the process, 
I learned a lot about getting, and sustaining, long elite interviews. One of the keys, of course, is that 
a good interview in some way must be an exchange; in this case, I had recently been to countries 
my interviewees wanted to hear about. Another key is that no one is bored by the story of her or his 
own life. Interviews for me have also led to critical new documents, like the ones I recently received 
in Tunisia that I will discuss later.

When I finally decided that I wanted more time to do research on specific themes, I opted for a 
PhD at Columbia. For my dissertation, I decided to write on the breakdown of democracy in Brazil, 
the military as an institution, and the emergence of a new type of authoritarian regime that I was 
sure would last a long time. I researched many things in Brazil and did over 100 elite interviews, 
many with the military. However, I started by trying to learn more about the constitutional origins, 
and the political consequences, of the editorials I had read as a journalist. I spent almost three 
months studying the extremely well-documented Constituent Assembly debates of 1891, 1934, and 
1946, complete with sub-committee reports. What I found was that, after each of the Constituent 
Assembly debates, two virtually identical articles were inserted into each Constitution: one, to the 
effect that the military was the permanent state institution responsible for maintaining the normal 
functioning of government, the other article explicitly stipulating that the ‘military should only 
obey the president within the limits of the law’ (dentro os limites da lei). I was also surprised to see 
that in the preliminary sub-committee meeting about military clauses – the only meetings with 
military officials present – the military spoke out against these measures because they were wor-
ried it would cause disunity in the military hierarchy.



Stepan 693

What the Constituent Assembly debates showed me was that civilian elites in Brazil, possibly 
as a potential protection against a reformist or populist president, gave many functions to the mili-
tary that are normally Supreme Court functions.

The Brazilian constitutional language thus gave a powerful legitimacy formula for civilian coup 
supporters to utilize when they lobbied newspapers to support their ideas. I read and coded over a 
thousand editorials that appeared in the nine major newspapers of Brazil in the pre-crisis period 
before the coup attempts in 1945, 1954, 1955, 1961, and 1964. Before the three coups in which the 
military successfully overthrew the president in 1945, 1954, and 1964, the vast majority of the 
editorials supported such a coup attempt. However, before the two failed cases – 1955 and 1961 
– the editorials gave no such prior legitimation to the overthrow of the president. What I learned 
from this and other research was that it was just as important to study civil–military relations as the 
military as an institution. Indeed, in interviews with coup leaders of both successful and unsuccess-
ful coups, they stressed that strong editorial support made it much easier to put together a winning 
coup coalition within the military. Princeton University Press published my dissertation as The 
Military in Politics: Changing Patterns in Brazil (Stepan, 1971).

Authoritarianism, democratization, corporatism, and theories of 
the state

By 1973 it was clear that new and unprecedented military regimes were appearing – in Chile in 
1973, in Uruguay in 1973, and in Argentina in 1976 – and that I should extend my set to all four of 
these countries. I was helped in this because I had the immense good fortune of having as my very 
first Yale PhD candidate Guillermo O’Donnell from Argentina – the eventual inventor of the con-
cept of ‘bureaucratic-authoritarian’ regimes.

But I could not do research in these countries in the mid-1970s, after publishing my first book, 
because in the process of my first book being censored in Brazil, then uncensored and a best seller, 
and then re-censored, it became difficult for me, and more especially my friends and colleagues, to 
launch a major project on the military and authoritarianism in these countries. Eventually I did so 
in Rethinking Military Politics: Brazil and the Southern Cone (Stepan, 1987). But in the period 
when I could not do major research in the Southern Cone, I took a six-year detour to Peru to study 
the state.

Why the state, and why Peru? In the United States in the 1960s, my PhD readings featured a 
near stateless literature. For example, in the pluralist tradition stemming from Arthur Bentley 
(1908), public policies in Bentley’s phrase were largely a ‘cash register’ that neutrally recorded and 
dispensed money in response to societal demands. From a very different political perspective, even 
most Marxist writing saw the state as simply ‘reflecting classes in society.’ But any of us studying 
Brazil, like Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Philippe Schmitter, Peter Evans, and myself, knew that 
the state not only reflected society, but often created the structures of representation. We knew this 
because Vargas’ ‘inclusionary corporatist structures’ in Brazil, Perón’s in Argentina, and those 
fostered by Cárdenas in Mexico, shaped much of the system of representation and demand-mak-
ing. I was therefore very eager to do field research on a current attempt to construct such structures. 
The Peruvian military regime was engaged in such an attempt. My book, The State and Society: 
Peru in Comparative Perspective (Stepan, 1978), explored the general theory of the state in Part 
One. Part Two reported my field observations about what the Peruvian state was able and not able 
to do, and why, in three different socioeconomic sectors – sugar cooperatives, urban slum ‘Pueblos 
Jovenes’ projects, and foreign investment. For my contribution to the Peter Evans, Dietrich 
Rueschemeyer, and Theda Skocpol project, Bringing the State Back In (1985), I documented, and 
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tried to explain, the great variation in the coercive capabilities and coalitional abilities in the mili-
tary-authoritarian states of my Brazil–Chile–Uruguay–Argentina set.

The democratic breakdown project and how it flowed into the 
democratic transition and consolidation project

In the same eight years I was working on corporatism in Peru and my Southern Cone authoritar-
ian set, Juan Linz and I were already working on what we thought would be a small project. But 
of course there were no small projects with Juan. We had met at Columbia University and taught 
together at Yale for 13 wonderful years, from 1970 to 1983. In the late 1960s, Juan asked me if 
I felt the Brazilian breakdown was inevitable. I said no: democratic incumbents, by acts of omis-
sion and commission, contributed greatly to the breakdown. Juan, who was born in Germany to 
a Spanish mother and became a Spanish citizen when his father died, said he felt the same about 
the interwar breakdowns in Germany and Spain. We both were somewhat uneasy with the reign-
ing literature on democratic breakdown, which focused almost exclusively on the strength of the 
authoritarian challengers. We held an exploratory conference in 1970 at the World Conference 
of Sociology in Varna, Bulgaria. The conference was suggestive enough that we decided to 
examine, with nine other country specialists and comparativists, 11 cases of breakdown: 
Germany, Italy, Austria, Spain, Estonia, Latvia, Brazil, Chile, Argentina, Colombia, and a near 
breakdown and re-equilibrium in Finland. In 1978 we published the project in four volumes with 
the general title, The Breakdown of Democratic Regimes (Linz and Stepan, 1978). At a Linzian 
hour of 3 a.m. at my home, at the last minute before sending it off for publication, we added a 
Preface to the volumes that stated, ‘the independent contributions made to the breakdowns by 
political incumbents is a theme that emerges in almost all the papers.’ But we then went on to 
assert on the same page:

High priority for future work along these lines should now be given to the analysis of the conditions that 
lead up to the breakdown of authoritarian regimes, to the process of transition from authoritarian regimes, 
and especially to the consolidation of post-authoritarian democracies.

As soon as we penned these words, we looked at each other and knew that we had to write that 
book, and that it would take us 10 years. We were wrong: it took us 20. Our initial set was seven 
countries we knew well: the South American bureaucratic-authoritarian set (Brazil, Chile, 
Argentina, and Uruguay), and Europe’s three newest democracies (Spain, Portugal, and Greece). I 
went to them all again and taught courses in Brazil and Spain. I also headed up the Americas Watch 
Mission to Chile in January 1988. I interviewed all the key opposition leaders as they were crafting 
their 1988 plebiscite ‘No’ campaign, as well two of the four Junta members. I was convinced that 
the opposition could win and that the military would not stage a counter-coup but would retain 
many prerogatives (Stepan, 1988).

As Linz and I we were nearing what we thought was the end of our initial set of seven countries 
in southern Europe and South America, interesting things were happening in Central Europe.

Most of the key dissidents in Central Europe, especially in Hungary, Poland, and Czechoslovakia, 
had followed the movements toward democratic transition in Spain, Brazil, and Chile extremely 
closely. With the help of George Soros and his foundations, well before the Berlin Wall came 
down, some of the leading dissidents, such as Jànos Kis (who went on to become the President of 
the Free Democratic Party in the first democratic government of Hungary) and Làzslò Bruszt (a 
great political sociologist who went on to found the first independent trade union in Hungary), 
came to Columbia’s School of International and Public Affairs where I was Dean and taught 
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courses on democratic transitions. The Wall fell in 1989. Soon, a number of key dissidents and 
scholars like Kis convinced Soros that a new type of independent university, focused on previously 
untaught subjects such as citizens’ rights against the state, varieties of democratic constitutions, 
and the comparative politics of democratic transitions, needed to be created.

I was in Paraguay when Jànos Kis reached me by phone to say that he and other key democratic 
activists who were possible faculty members had nominated me to Soros to be the founding Rector 
and President of the possible new university. I flew to New York and explored with Soros, for about 
17 straight hours, the question of what type of university needed to be created in this new historical 
moment. We agreed that we should create programs in at least Budapest, Warsaw, and Prague, with 
a smaller, more autonomous partner in Moscow. Even before it was accredited, we named the new 
experiment the Central European University (CEU).

Almost immediately after my discussion with Soros I resigned from Columbia and took on the 
task of working with former dissidents in hiring faculty, designing research budgets and programs, 
creating departments, and getting accredited in four countries. I was also made a member of the 
Board of Directors of the Soros Foundation based in post-communist Europe. I thus constantly 
traveled not only to CEU activities in Budapest, Warsaw, Prague, and Moscow, but also to such 
countries as Estonia, Romania, Bulgaria, and of course Serbia and Croatia.2

From the viewpoint of possible democratic transitions, each country shared some important 
commonalities, like the need to create a relatively new but useable state. However, most of the 
countries had some quite distinctive problems, which, as historically based comparativists, Linz 
and I, and the great theorist of nationalism Ernest Gellner, who joined CEU in Prague, wanted to 
identify and analyze. For example, Estonia presented the complex problem of a minority Russian 
population drawn from a once-dominant majority. Romania, under the Ceaușescus, combined 
‘totalitarianism’ with what Weber called an extreme form of patrimonialism – namely, ‘sultanism.’ 
Poland was part of the Soviet Union’s Warsaw Pact, but the combined power of the Roman Catholic 
Church and the peasantry was such that Poland, unlike any other country in the Warsaw Pact, could 
be made an authoritarian, but never a totalitarian, regime. And of course, the USSR fragmented 
into 15 independent states.

All this time I was in constant contact with Juan Linz. He visited me at CEU in Budapest, and 
we managed to meet in Berlin and Paris. We decided that history should trump our initial book 
design: we should double the number of countries in the book. Theoretically and empirically, this 
had some advantages. The inclusion of eight countries from post-communist Europe made us even 
more determined to expand our short typology of regime types to a full chapter on our typology, 
with ample discussions of ‘totalitarian,’ ‘post-totalitarian,’ ‘authoritarian,’ and ‘sultanistic’ regimes. 
We also added a chapter on the different consequences for democratic transition and consolidation 
of each of our four non-democratic regime types. These additions were imperative because our 
initial set of seven countries from South America and southern Europe were all classifiable as 
‘authoritarian regimes.’ Indeed, all but one, Portugal, were of the same subtype: military-based 
authoritarian regimes led by the military hierarchy.

Our newly expanded book was finally published as Problems of Democratic Transition and 
Consolidation: Southern Europe, South America and Post-Communist Europe by Johns Hopkins 
University Press in 1996. Fifteen countries and 20 years after our 3 a.m. decision.

Nation-states and state-nations

As we came close to finishing this book, Juan and I talked about what we considered the major 
questions about democratic theory and practice that were most in need of more robust imagination 
about alternatives.
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I was by then a Fellow of All Souls College and the Gladstone Professor of Government at the 
University of Oxford. With this appointment I was free to travel and research six months a year on 
a new question. Both Juan and I for a long time had been uneasy with the following reality that we 
saw as inherent in most nation-state theories.

•• If, at the time of the start of competitive electoral politics there is only one cultural group in 
the territory of the state that sees itself as a nation, nation-state building and democracy 
building are reinforcing logics.

•• However, if more than one territorially concentrated cultural group in the territory of the 
state thinks of itself as a nation, and has leaders who want independence, nation-state build-
ing and democracy building tend to be conflicting logistics. This is so because at least one 
of the cultural groups in the territory will feel marginalized by the privileging of the culture, 
and probably the language, of the other.

Is there a way out of this dilemma? Can we imagine a political configuration where two, or even 
many more, groups in this territory might have both a strong cultural identity with what they may 
see as their distinct nation, but also strong loyalty to a common state? Can there be multiple, but 
complementary, identities within one state? How is democracy best crafted in situations of deep 
diversity?

At the level of an ideal type, Juan and I felt we could conceive of a polity configuration that we 
decided to call a ‘state-nation’ in Crafting State-Nations: India and Other Multinational 
Democracies (Stepan et al., 2011). Let us think of four political needs in a situation of deep diver-
sity and how they could be addressed, at least in our ideal type.

First, if there are minorities in the state who in some areas are territorially concentrated majori-
ties, a federal system, possibly even an asymmetrical federal system, provides more opportunities 
than a unitary state for self-governance of such minorities.

Second, for territorially concentrated minorities who are majorities in some territories of the 
state, inclusionary self-governance may require that the state be officially multilingual so that fed-
eral units can be governed in different languages. Also, if minorities are to participate in polity-
wide careers and jobs, and to value their membership in the state, it is possible that three languages 
should be able to be utilized in each federal unit: the language of the territorially concentrated 
minority; the language of the largest linguistic group in the country if it has been adopted as one of 
the official languages of the center; and possibly a lingua franca for use in the entire ‘common 
market’ of the state-nation.

The center of the state should not be ‘hollowed out,’ as Valerie Bunce described Yugoslavia after 
Tito. Bunce calls this type of federalism a ‘subversive institution’ (Bunce, 1999). I agree that post-
Tito, federalism in Yugoslavia was indeed a ‘subversive institution,’ but federalism in a state-
nation should not be, and does not have to be. The state, in the state-nation pattern, should have 
some polity-wide institutions and resources, such as a common bureaucracy, common coercive 
forces, and a robust common market of careers and goods that territorially concentrated minorities 
have access to and value, just as small states in the EU value their cultural autonomy, but also value 
membership in the larger polity of the EU. Ideally in a state-nation, there should thus be strong 
incentives for continued membership, and strong disincentives for exit.

Third, in a linguistically and culturally diverse polity, it is quite possible that no one party has a 
majority, and the center thus needs to be governed by a coalition. Durable multi-party coalitions are 
easier in a parliamentary system than in a presidential system, because the office of the president 
is not a divisible or sharable good, whereas the executive in a parliamentary system might be con-
structed of many different parties, from many different cultural groups and ethnicities.3 Indeed, for 
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some parties, even if all their members are from only one ethnic and linguistic group, if they are a 
member of the ruling coalition at the center, there are many more incentives to act as a ‘centric 
regional’ party rather than a ‘regional separatist party.’

Fourth, if all this happens, cultural nationalist minority groups may never become culturally 
assimilated into the dominant culture of the nation as many nation-state theorists believe is neces-
sary for a strong democracy, but can actually become politically integrated into the democratic 
state-nation.

Thus, we can imagine an ideal type in which citizens have many different cultural identities but 
one common political identity. That is, they can have multiple but complementary identities.

The core country for me to explore whether such an ideal type could become an empirical real-
ity, and if so how it did so, was India. I knew I had to start chasing this big question there. For over 
a decade I made recurrent field research trips to India in many different federal units. India has 
some of the deepest diversity of any country in the world. India at independence had a major lan-
guage, Hindi, but it was spoken by barely a third of the population. Indeed, there were many areas 
of India where territorially concentrated minorities were the linguistic majority. Hinduism is the 
religion of the majority of the population in India, but India also has the third largest number of 
Muslims – 177 million – of any country in the world. There are also tribal areas in the northeast of 
India, such as Mizoram, where less than 5% of the population are Hindus or speak Hindi, and 
where there was once a strong guerrilla-led independence movement. There were also potential 
serious separatist movements in the southern third of India, then often called Dravidistan, where 
there were few Hindi speakers, serious tension between the southern low-caste Hindu majority and 
the North Indian Brahmin elite the British had placed in the key judicial and university posts, and 
a charismatic leader who often talked of an independent Dravidistan. And, of course, there have 
been independence movements in places such as Kashmir, the Punjab, and Nagaland.

Early on in the study, Juan and I were extremely fortunate to meet Yogendra Yadav, when he 
attended a federalism conference I organized at All Souls, and to eventually enlist him to be our 
co-author. Yogendra is one of India’s most culturally sensitive political analysts, and one of the 
world’s most inventive designers and executors of large, census-based surveys, often with over 
25,000 respondents in nearly 10 different languages. Yogendra’s contributions to the project were 
invaluable and he was magnanimous enough to ask Juan and me to help draft ‘state-nation’-rele-
vant survey questions for a project with 27,000 Indian respondents and 10,000 respondents each in 
Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and Bangladesh.

In our book (Stepan et al., 2011), Yogendra, Juan, and I write a lot about how Indian leaders of 
the Congress party and the independence movement, such as Gandhi, Nehru, the ‘untouchable’ 
leader Ambedkar, a Muslim leader, Mulana Azad (who became president of the Congress party in 
1923 while only 35 years old and again from 1940–1945), and others were aware that India’s diver-
sity would make a classic French-style nation-state strategy dangerous for the unity of India. Thus, 
for more than 40 years before independence, they continued to imagine and plan a series of other 
strategies for getting support for India as a common state, and also for India as a democracy, amidst 
this deep diversity.

Early on after independence, India began using state-nation policies toward its territorially con-
centrated Tamil-speaking minority population in the south. In contrast, within 10 years of their 
independence, Sri Lankans adopted nation-state policies toward their territorially concentrated 
minority in the Northwest. Did the policies make a difference concerning democracy?

Sri Lanka started out in some ways with some advantages. The founder of the Ceylon National 
Congress independence party was a Tamil, Sri Lanka was wealthier than India, many experts said 
that its civil service was better than India’s, and most importantly, in the 100 years before Indian 
independence, there had not been one riot between the Tamil minority and the Sinhalese majority. 
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In sharp contrast, the Tamils in South India had a long tradition of conflicts and riots with high-
caste Northern Hindus in the area that is now Tamil Nadu, and they had a charismatic leader, 
Ramaswami Naicker, who burned the Indian flag on independence in 1947 and the constitution 
when it was published in 1950.

Yet from 1956 on, Sri Lanka turned into its own version of the Cambodian killing fields, where 
the previous non-issue of Tamil independence became the central burning issue. At the same time, 
the issue of possible independence for Tamils in India became a non-issue. Why?

A large part of the explanation is that Sri Lanka, which at independence had a soft state-nation 
policy with three official languages and no established church, increasingly turned to hard nation-
state policies. In contrast, India developed and deepened its own version of state-nation policies. 
Let me briefly make this ‘matched pair’ comparison.

First: the question of a federal versus a unitary state and high versus low devolution. India had 
a lengthy and constructive Constituent Assembly that consensually adopted a lightly asymmetrical 
federal system that eventually allowed the redrawing of territorial boundaries to aid territorially 
concentrated minorities to rule their own states. Tamil Nadu got its own state in the late 1950s. In 
contrast, in Sri Lanka, no Constituent Assembly was held, but the Parliament approved a constitu-
tion that declared Sri Lanka a unitary state. No serious devolution has ever been allowed.

Second: the question of languages. After intense mobilizations, especially in Tamil Nadu, 
India arrived at a three-language formula for Tamil Nadu and many other federal units. Tamil 
Nadu could be governed in Tamil, English was kept as a polity-wide language for use in exami-
nations for federal posts, and Hindi was recognized as a major language of the federal state. In 
sharp contrast, in Sri Lanka the intense outbidding among Sinhalese nationalists in the 1956 
‘Sinhalese Only’ electoral campaign of SWRD Bandaranaike led to the abolition of the use of 
Tamil or English in state exams for government jobs, with only the Sinhalese language allowed 
for civil service promotion exams. By the mid-1960s, Tamils, who had once been prominent in 
key civil service jobs and field-grade military and police posts, were virtually absent from top 
posts in the Sri Lankan state.

Third: the question of parliamentarianism or presidentialism and coalitions. India’s Constituent 
Assembly chose parliamentarianism. Regional parties, even potentially secessionist parties, rou-
tinely help form the ruling coalition at the federal center. Since 1996, the ruling coalition at the 
center has always included one of the Dravidian parties from Tamil Nadu. However, Sri Lanka 
shifted to an extreme version of French semi-presidentialism in 1978. For the last 37 years, no 
Northern-based Tamil party has been in any ruling coalition at the center.

Fourth: the question of polity-wide and centric regional parties and careers. In India, after the 
mid-1970s, once Tamils were given their own state to govern in their own language, they received 
numerous federal ministerial positions as a result of Tamil parties’ participation in ruling coalitions 
at the center, and they had wide access to polity-wide legal and business careers in the Indian com-
mon market in English or Hindi. Tamils no longer supported any significant ‘regional secessionist’ 
parties in Tamil Nadu.

In Sri Lanka, on the other hand, the major Tamil-based parties in the 1990s were regional sepa-
ratists, striving – increasingly violently – for independence. In the process, many Tamils increas-
ingly lost, or were denied, polity-wide access to good careers or even free physical movement 
within Sri Lanka.

Fifth: the question of political integration and trust in the state. In India, by the late 1990s, Tamils 
were politically integrated into, and politically trustful of, the Indian federal state. Indeed, excep-
tionally so. In a 25,000-respondent survey in India in 2005, 65% of all Indians answered that they 
were ‘proud to be Indian,’ whereas 73% of Tamils chose this response. In answer to the crucial state-
nation question, ‘How much trust do you have in the Center?’ the India-wide average of respondents 
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who said they had ‘a great deal of trust in the Center’ was 30%. In Tamil Nadu, it was 58%. Clearly, 
Indian Tamils had multiple, but complementary, identities in the state-nation of India.

But in Sri Lanka, by the early 1990s political identities were polarized and conflictual. The 
hegemonic leader of the Tamil community was the LTTE, a pro-independence guerrilla army. 
When the civil war came to a bloody end in 2007, there were 100,000 Sri Lankans dead – including 
a disproportionate number of Tamils – and a victor’s peace was imposed.

However, I do not want to end my comparison of India and Sri Lanka without a strong caution-
ary note. For the 25th Anniversary Issue of the Journal of Democracy in January 2015, I published 
an article called ‘India, Sri Lanka and the Majoritarian Danger’ (Stepan, 2015). Why? Because in 
May 2014 the Hindu Nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won an absolute majority of seats 
– the first time ever that a single party had gained an absolute parliamentary majority. The new 
Prime Minister, Narendra Modi, spent the first 14 years of his public life as a powerful member of 
the RSS, a Hindu fundamentalist group, often called fascist. He is media adept, energetic and, for 
many of his followers, charismatic. Modi held the top position in Gujurat (First Minister) in 2002 
during the most deadly anti-Muslim riots since Partition and has never apologized for this happen-
ing on his watch. On his current watch as Prime Minister of India, sub-rosa violence, intimidation, 
and censorship has grown – violence which he does not organize, but which he does not use his 
power to prevent (Basu, 2016).

Given the fact that India since independence has held 16 regularly scheduled polity-wide elec-
tions, if democracy erodes it will have to be with the support, or at least the silent complicity, of 
voters. India’s political and constitutional choices for federalism, many official languages (22 at 
last count), and no established church, are squarely anti-majoritarian.

I see no political circumstances where even a highly majoritarian government like Modi’s could 
completely impose a unitary, monolingual state on the diverse Indian citizens, eliminate these 
minority-accommodating structures and practices, and successfully cancel elections. But might the 
Indian electorate vote for illiberal majoritarianism? The national and international press made this 
seem quite possible. Their most frequent description of Modi’s electoral victory in 2014 was that 
it was a ‘landslide.’ In fact, a leading specialist on elections in India, Eswaran Sridharan, docu-
mented that that the BJP’s 31% of the total vote was the lowest percentage to have ever produced 
a seat majority in the lower house in the history of Indian elections (Sridharan, 2014). To put this 
in comparative perspective, no US president since John Quincy Adams in 1824 has ever won the 
presidency with so small a percentage of the total vote.

Nonetheless, there is absolutely no reason for complacency. Democracy in India and elsewhere 
must be fought for and defended every day. But in the first two state elections since Modi’s ‘land-
slide,’ coalitions of anti-Modi voters did just this and won in Delhi and Bihar.

Islam, democracy, and the twin tolerations

We live in a moment of growing despair about religious conflict with Islam. Correctly, there have 
been oceans of ink spilled about ISIS and democratic disasters in many Muslim-majority countries, 
such as Egypt, Libya, Iraq, and Syria. But, unfortunately, we lack sustained political analysis, 
empirical documentation, and theorizing about what has contributed to democratic success, and 
indeed some democracy-enhancing innovations, among the 600 million Muslims in such countries 
as Indonesia, Senegal, Tunisia, and India. In an effort to expand our imaginations about what is 
possible in Islam, my current project is to write a short, accessible book about these democratic 
successes.

Why do I consider these four countries a success in terms of democratic political rights? Of 
course, assessing the relative quality of democracy of countries has an inherently subjective 
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component, but there are two democracy-ranking institutions, The Economist and Freedom House, 
that rank every country in the world yearly. These organizations have slightly different ideologies 
and experts, and include a somewhat different mix of factors in what they consider a democracy, 
but both are in almost perfect agreement that, for every one of the last 10 years, Indonesia scores 
not only above their democracy threshold, but is the highest of the 10 countries in ASEAN 
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations) in the democracy ranking.

But is there even one Arab Muslim majority democracy? And if there is, is it of very low qual-
ity? The Economist on 14 December 2014 selected Muslim-majority Tunisia as their ‘Country of 
the Year.’ (Interestingly for our discussion, the runner up for ‘Country of the Year’ was Indonesia.) 
The Economist praised Tunisia for the fact that its fairly elected Constituent Assembly passed, by 
a 92% majority, a progressive, woman-friendly constitution, as well as because the Muslim-
inspired Ennahda Party allowed a democratic alternation of power by peacefully leaving office 
when the coalition that it led lost a parliamentary majority.

Further recognition came in January 2015 when the world’s most cited democracy-ranking 
organization, the US-based Freedom House, for the first time in its more than 40-year history 
awarded an Arab country, Tunisia, a ‘1’ for political rights – the highest ranking possible in their 
seven-point scale.

Of the 12 countries in West Africa only two – Muslim-majority Senegal, which I will discuss 
later, and mixed-religion Ghana – have been ranked as democracies for every year in the last dec-
ade by these two organizations.

Thus, on this evidence, Islam is associated with several robust democracies. I believe that it is 
also useful for our rethinking of democracy and Islam in global terms to include some observations 
about India, because with its 177 million Muslims, India is in a virtual tie with Pakistan for having 
the world’s second largest Muslim population. In terms of their attitudes toward democracy in 
India, Muslims are not non-democratic outliers. For my book with Linz and Yadav, Crafting State-
Nations: India and Other Multinational Democracies, we carried out a survey of 27,145 Indians, 
including large samples of Hindus and Muslims. The results were surprising in their similarity: 
71% of Hindu respondents and 71% of Muslim respondents affirmed that ‘democracy is always the 
most preferred political option’ (Stepan et al., 2011).

I have to carry out additional research in each country and finish my book before I am more 
certain about what contributed to these 400 million Muslims in Asia and Africa living in democra-
cies. However, on the basis of what I have done so far, I suggest the following four strong hypoth-
eses about how democracies that respected the ‘twin tolerations’ were crafted in these countries 
(Stepan, 2000).4

Strong Hypothesis 1: co-celebrate almost all religions

The first point I want to stress is that my four democratic countries with very large Muslim popula-
tions are much more ‘co-celebratory’ of many different religions than is so in western Europe. For 
example, when I looked at France, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Germany, Holland, Belgium, 
Switzerland, and the United Kingdom, I noticed that there are 76 religious holidays that are paid 
and compulsory. But they are all for the majority religion, Christianity, and zero for minority reli-
gions such as Judaism or Islam.

In sharp contrast, Indonesia has six paid compulsory religious holidays for the majority religion, 
Islam, but seven for the minority religions of Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Catholicism, 
and Protestantism combined. Senegal has seven for the majority religion, Islam, but six for the less 
than 10% of the population who are Roman Catholic. Senegal also subsidizes pilgrimages to Rome 
for Catholics. India has five compulsory religious holidays for the majority religion, Hinduism, but 
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twice as many for the numerous minority religions. And even the occasionally quite Hindu-
fundamentalist BJP party, while in power, honored the tradition of subsidizing many Muslims to 
take the Hajj to Mecca.5

Strong Hypothesis 2: contra John Rawls, religion should be on, not off, the public 
agenda

The most influential political philosopher in the English language in the last 35 years has been 
Harvard’s John Rawls. Early in his career, Rawls famously argued that a liberal society should 
strive for an ‘overlapping consensus’ but that because even rational people can differ over religion, 
religion must be taken off the public agenda (Rawls, 1996). This may be a rational and acceptable 
rule for a Harvard faculty meeting, but it is an irrational and democratically unacceptable rule for 
many societies, especially for Muslim-majority countries attempting to build a democracy.

Consider the following: if democracy-inhibiting religious arguments by Islamic fundamental-
ists have already been put on the political agenda, then a strong normative and political case can be 
made that democratic Muslim leaders and activists should vigorously contest these fundamental-
ists in four core arenas of public life. First, carry out and disseminate basic scholarship on elements 
of a democratic political theology of Islam. Second, engage in public intellectual arguments about 
how Islam and democracy are in fact compatible. Third, build civil society organizations to advance 
this democratically friendly agenda. Fourth, participate in, and help organize, a democratic politi-
cal society. I recently wrote an article documenting that six major figures in Indonesia, two of them 
leaders of organizations of over 20 million Muslim members each, were publicly active in all four 
of these arenas in the decade before the successful democratic transition in Indonesia began in 
1998 (Stepan, 2014). I am convinced that Indonesia’s democratic transition would not have been 
successful if the country had followed John Rawls’ injunction to keep religion off the political 
agenda. I also wrote that I could not find one such person who played an equivalent role in what 
became authoritarian Egypt, but I found a number who had done so in Tunisia.

Strong Hypothesis 3: some policy cooperation between state officials and Islamic 
leaders can further modernity and equality and be democratic

For strong believers in French 1905-style laïcité, or Atatürk’s version of laïcité in Turkey, or 
Bourguiba’s or Ben Ali’s versions in Tunisia, such policy cooperation would be considered uncon-
stitutional and ‘medieval’ in intent. Even in the USA, where secularism involves a less religiously 
unfriendly type of secularism than that found in any of these three examples, active state–religious 
policy cooperation would be considered at the least a violation of the US wall of separation, or at 
the worst, a violation of the First Amendment calling for separation of church and state. But as I 
have argued elsewhere, there are ‘multiple secularisms;’ some are quite authoritarian and help cre-
ate, as in Ben Ali’s Tunisia, a ‘constituency of coercion’ in the name of modernity and secularism, 
but some may be helpful for both modernity and democracy (Stepan, 2011).

Some examples from Indonesia and Senegal make this point clearly. In both countries, secular 
specialists in the Ministry of Education and Islamic authorities have worked together to agree on 
texts on the history of religion and Islam that could be taught in state schools and madrassas. 
They also have discussed how a sufficient number of non-religious topics can be taught in reli-
gious schools, even madrassas, so that if the state can routinely examine these schools, the state 
may be able to certify the degrees of the religious schools and madrassas. Most religious parents 
like such certification because it widens the career prospects of their daughters without neglecting 
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religion. In this mutually tolerant approach, more parents than in the past send their daughters to 
school. In fact, now in Indonesia, 96% of the boys 11 to 14 years of age are literate, and 95% of 
the girls are literate. Compare this with Pakistan’s North-West Frontier Province (Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa), where there are 15,000 unregistered madrassas, none of which the Secretary of 
Education says anyone from his office has ever been able to enter, and only 1400 registered mad-
rassas. In this context, literacy among 11 to 14-year-old girls is about 30% lower than in Indonesia 
(Hefner and Zaman, 2007).

In Senegal, the government and international feminist organizations found that their campaigns 
against female genital mutilation were meeting with effective resistance by rural imams. I inter-
viewed the Secretary General of the National Association of Imams, who told me that he had been 
asked by the state to study the subject and release a report. The Secretary General eventually dis-
tributed a 43-page report to all of the Sufi orders stating that nothing in the Koran commands this 
practice, and that there is no evidence in the hadiths that the wives or daughters of the prophet and 
his companions were circumcised. He then went on to argue that this meant that ijtihad (independ-
ent reasoning) was allowable and that such independent reasoning, science, and justice toward 
women led to the conclusion that a proper understanding of Islam required imams to cooperate 
with state officials in a joint campaign in the countryside against the practice. The UN issued a 
report saying the joint campaign was quite effective (Stepan, 2012).

Such state-religion policy cooperation may not be consistent with French laïcité or even the 
‘wall of separation’ but, in my judgment, they are not against democracy. Indeed, in both countries, 
the cooperation helped democratization, modernization, and human rights.

Strong Hypothesis 4: coalitions between one-time secular and Islamist enemies are 
often necessary for democratization

It is possible that there are both secularist and Islamist citizens in some Muslim-majority countries 
who actually lean toward democracy as their preferred solution but cannot cooperate with each 
other against a dictatorship due to the intensity of the secular/Islamist divide. If this is so, it is 
vitally important for the emergence of democracy that such citizens, by dialogue, doctrinal evolu-
tion, and mutual accommodations, come to the shared conclusion that they hate the dictatorship 
more than they hate and fear each other. Once they arrive at this conclusion, coordinated opposi-
tional activities are enhanced, and the prospect of post-dictatorship cooperation, or even coalitions, 
are advanced.

Constructive secular/Islamist accommodations were crucial to the successful democratic transi-
tion in Tunisia, but the absence of significant secular/Islamic accommodations contributed greatly 
to mutual fear and democratic failure in Egypt and to secular support for the current military 
dictatorship.

In June 2003, representatives from approximately 20 opposition organizations in Tunisia met in 
France in order to see if they could overcome secular–Islamist differences and become more uni-
fied and powerful. Participants at the meeting included Islamist Ennahda, and two secular, center-
left parties, the CPR (Congress for the Republic) and Ettakatol. Together, eventually, these three 
parties would constitute between October 2011 and January 2014 the ruling coalition in Tunisia’s 
Constituent National Assembly (CNA). The largest party in the coalition would be Ennahda; the 
President of the Constituent Assembly, Mustapha Ben Jaafar, would come from Ettakatol; and the 
president of Tunisia, Moncef Marzouki, would be from CPR.

The first meeting, in Aix-Marseille, France, in 2003 of the 20 political groups from Tunisia 
resulted in an only recently widely known or available document, ‘Call from Tunis.’ This docu-
ment in essence endorsed the two fundamental principles of the ‘twin tolerations.’ First, any future 
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elected government would have to be ‘founded on the sovereignty of the people as the sole source 
of legitimacy.’ Second, the state, while showing ‘respect for the people’s identity and its Arab-
Muslim values,’ would provide ‘the guarantee of liberty of beliefs to all and the political neutraliza-
tion of places of worship.’ Ennahda accepted both these fundamental agreements. ‘The Call’ also 
went on to demand ‘the full equality of women and men.’

The three main opposition political parties at the meeting, together with representatives of 
smaller parties and some civil society leaders, met nearly every year after 2003 to reaffirm, and 
even deepen, their commitment to the ‘Call from Tunis’ principles. Their key 2005 manifesto, 
‘Collectif du 18 Octobre pour les Droits et les Libertés,’ stated that, after a ‘three-month dialogue 
among party leaders,’ they had reached consensus on a number of crucial issues. All the parties, 
including Ennahda, supported in great detail the existing liberal family code. Moreover, the mani-
festo added that any future democratic state would have to be a ‘civic state … drawing its sole 
legitimacy from the will of the people,’ for ‘political practice is a human discipline [without] any 
form of sanctity.’ Finally, the manifesto re-asserted that ‘there can be no compulsion in religion. 
This includes the right to adopt a religion or doctrine or not.’

Agreement on a ‘civic state’ in which citizens were to be the sole source of legitimacy helped 
weaken any anti-democratic claim against elections along the lines that ‘only God, not men, makes 
laws.’

Nothing comparable to Ennahda’s internal reforms and external outreach to secularists was 
aimed for by the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Given doctrinal opposition within the Muslim 
Brotherhood to internal reform, and secularists’ hostility to Islamists, intensive negotiations among 
leading secularists and leading Islamists to overcome mutual fears never really occurred in Egypt. 
In fact, the opposite occurred. Given the secularists’ fear of Islamists, something similar to the 
preemptive capitulation to the military that I showed occurring in Brazil in 1964, and in Chile in 
1971, began to occur in Egypt. In December 2011, 68% of Egyptian respondents agreed that ‘democ-
racy in which multiple parties compete for power through free elections is the best system for gov-
erning Egypt.’ However, in the same poll, six months before the Muslim Brotherhood’s Morsi 
became president, 62% of respondents hedged their democratic bets by also agreeing that the mili-
tary ‘should continue to intervene when it [i.e. the military] thinks necessary’ (Stepan, 2016).

Thus, in classic Eighteenth-Brumaire fashion (Marx, 1852), many Egyptian citizens, like the 
many Chilean citizens in 1973 discussed at the beginning of this essay, were willing to abdicate 
their right to rule by giving their power to a non-democratic force such as the military, in return for 
protection from a potential and unwanted, but democratically elected, government.6 Let us hope 
that the Egyptians follow the Chileans and Tunisians and eventually learn how to craft and defend 
anti-Brumairian politics.
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Notes

1. An earlier version of this article was given as my acceptance speech upon receiving the Karl Deutsch 
Award at IPSA’s 22nd World Congress, Madrid, 2012.

2. For the exciting intellectual and institutional challenges involved in creating this new university see 
Stepan, Alfred (2009) The Early Years of Central European University as a Network: A memoir. Social 
Research 76(2): 687–710.

3. Here Linz and I are building upon our extensive prior publications, which argue and document this point. 
See Linz (1990) and Stepan and Skach (1993).
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4. The twin tolerations are, first, religious citizens according democratically elected officials the freedom to 
legislate and govern without denials of their authority based on claims like ‘law is the domain of God;’ 
and, second, laws and officials must permit religious citizens, as a matter of right, to freely express their 
views and values within civil society, and freely take part in politics as long as their actions respect other 
citizens’ constitutional rights and law.

5. Sri Lanka, unlike the West European countries I discussed, is ‘co-celebratory’ in that minority religions 
such as Hinduism and Islam have some of their religious holidays recognized by the state.

6. This survey data is quite evocative of Karl Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1963), 
in which Marx lists as a characteristic of Bonapartist regimes the abdication of the right to rule in 
exchange for protection by the ensuing strong state.
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Let us begin this book with a few basic, but very big questions:

• Why are there so many gun-related homicides in the United States?
• Why do so many peoples and countries around the world remain mired

in poverty and economic misery? Conversely, how have some peoples
and countries been able to become “rich” and prosperous in only a gen-
eration or two?

• Is the expansion of “democracy” inevitable? Will it necessarily reach
all countries over time?

• Why do people and groups resort to “terrorism” and other forms of po-
litical violence? Is anyone capable of becoming a terrorist, or are ter-
rorists the product of a particular type of society and culture?

• How do social movements—such as the Civil Rights Movement in the
United States and prodemocracy movements in the Ukraine, Burma
(Myanmar), and Iran—emerge, and why do some succeed while others
fail?

There are, of course, many answers to these questions. Some answers may
sound very persuasive, whereas others may seem far less convincing, even ab-
surd. On the first question, for example, the controversial director Michael
Moore argued in his Oscar-winning 2002 film Bowling for Columbine that the
high level of gun violence in the United States is largely due to a “culture of
fear” that has been created and constantly reproduced through policies and prac-
tices that exacerbate insecurity throughout US society. This culture of fear,
Moore suggested, pushes Americans to resolve problems and interpersonal con-
flict through violence, a reaction that, in turn, creates a self-confirming cycle:
fear begets violence, which begets more fear, which begets even more violence,
and so on. A culture of fear may not explain everything we need to know about
gun violence in the United States, but according to Moore, it is almost certainly

1
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a major element—perhaps the major element—of any explanation that purports
to tell us why Americans are so prone to shooting each other. Is Moore right?
Or is his argument completely baseless? How do we know? More broadly, how
do we know if any argument—especially one that deals with complex social,
political, or economic phenomena—is valid or even plausible? This book is de-
signed, in part, to help you answer this question. Learning how to evaluate spe-
cific arguments, however, is secondary to the overarching goal of this book,
which is to enable you to better understand and explain social, political, or eco-
nomic processes, events, and outcomes on your own.

So, what does all this have to do with comparative politics? The answer
is fairly simple: comparative politics, as a field of study, provides us with a
ready array of conceptual and analytical tools that we can use to address and
answer a wide range of questions about the social world. I will talk about ex-
actly what this means shortly; for now, though, let me just add that compara-
tive politics provides a systematic, coherent, and practical way to understand
and make better sense of the things that happen in the world around us. In a
broader sense, moreover, comparative politics is relevant to almost anyone,
even those not interested in “studying foreign countries.” A “comparative pol-
itics approach” can be applied to a huge variety of problems, from the mun-
dane to the sublime, in a wide variety of areas. Explaining gun violence is just
one example, but there are many others. Consider the following potpourri of
questions and issues: Can a single-payer national health care system work in
the United States? Are fundamentalist religious beliefs and democracy com-
patible? Is vast economic inequality a necessary by-product of a capitalist sys-
tem? What encourages people to save and invest? If marijuana use is legalized,
will such use necessarily lead to the abuse of “harder” drugs? What can be
done to improve the performance of US students in science, reading, and math?

A comparative politics approach is well suited for addressing all these
questions and many others. At this point, of course, the reasons may not be
clear, but they will become much clearer as we proceed. It is also important
to say, at this early juncture, that comparative politics is not the only, nor is it
always the best, approach one can use. Nonetheless, virtually any student or
concerned citizen (not to mention scholar or policymaker) will benefit
tremendously from cultivating and developing a “comparative politics ap-
proach.” With all this in mind, the next important step we need to take is to
clarify what the term “comparative politics” means and what it implies. As we
will see, this is easier said than done.

What Is Comparative Politics?

Many textbooks on comparative politics provide a clear, seemingly simple an-
swer to the question, what is comparative politics? Perhaps the simplest is this:

2 Introduction
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comparative politics is the study of politics in foreign countries (emphasis
added; Zahariadis 1997, p. 2). Few texts, though, stop here. Most also empha-
size that comparative politics, in slightly more formal terms, involves both a
method of study and a subject of study. As a method of study, comparative pol-
itics is—not surprisingly—premised on comparison. As a subject of study,
comparative politics focuses on understanding and explaining political phe-
nomena that take place within a state, society, country, or political system.1

(See Figure 1.1 for a discussion of these various terms.) This slightly more de-
tailed definition of the field gives us a better sense of what comparative poli-
tics is and how it may differ from other fields of inquiry, although, as I will dis-
cuss below, it is a definition that raises far more questions than it answers. Still,
defining comparative politics as a method of study based on comparison and a
subject of study based on an examination of political phenomena in a country
(or other “macrosocial” unit) highlights several important points. First, it im-
mediately tells us that the field is primarily concerned with internal or domes-
tic dynamics, which helps to distinguish comparative politics from interna-
tional relations (IR)—a field of study largely, though not exclusively,
concerned with the external relations or foreign policies of states. Second, it
tells us that comparative politics is, appropriately enough, concerned with po-
litical phenomena. Third, and perhaps most important, it tells us that the field
is not only characterized but defined by a comparative method of analysis. I
might also point out that this second definition does not automatically exclude
the United States (as the first does) from the field of comparative politics: the
United States is a state or country in exactly the same sense that France, Japan,
India, Mexico, South Korea, Zimbabwe, or Russia is.2

As I already suggested, though, this second definition raises a number of
other questions and issues. Can comparative politics, for example, focus only
on what happens inside countries? In other words, is it possible to understand
the internal politics of a place without understanding and accounting for the
impact of external or transnational/international forces? This is a very impor-
tant question, but there are several others: What is meant by political phe-
nomena—or by politics more generally? Are economic, social, and cultural
phenomena also political, or do they fall into a completely different category?
Regarding the question of method, we might also ask: What does it mean to
compare? Is comparison in comparative politics different from, say, compar-
ison in sociology or any other field of study? Even more basically, why do we
compare? That is, what’s the point of making comparisons in the first place?
And, last, how do we compare?

The Importance of Definitions

In asking so many questions, I realize that I also might have raised a question
in your mind, namely, why can’t we be satisfied with the relatively short and
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Figure 1.1 Some Key Concepts in Comparative Politics: State, 
Nation, Nation-State, Government, and Country

The terms “state,” “nation,” “nation-state,” “government,” and “country”
are often used interchangeably, especially in the popular press and media. Al-
though this practice is not entirely unwarranted, it is important to recognize
that the terms are not synonymous. A state, for example, is a legal concept that
is premised on a number of conditions: a permanent population, a defined ter-
ritory, and a national government capable of maintaining effective control
over its territory. In addition, many scholars (following Max Weber) argue
that a state must have a monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force or
violence within a given territory. Notice that the definition of state includes a
reference to government, which can be defined as the agency or apparatus
through which a body exercises authority and performs its functions. In this
definition, governments need not be part of a state; moreover, multiple gov-
ernments may exist within a single state. We can find governments in all sorts
of places—in a university or school (that is, the student government) or in
sovereign “nations” (for example, a Native American tribal council)—and at
many levels. Cities, counties, provinces, and whole regions (for example, the
European Union) can also have their own separate governments.

The example of Native Americans is a useful way to differentiate a na-
tion from a state. A nation, in the simplest terms, can be defined as a group
of people who recognize each other as sharing a common identity. This
common identity can be based on language, religion, culture, or a number
of other self-defined criteria. This makes the concept of the nation inher-
ently subjective or intersubjective. Nations do not require states or gov-
ernments to exist, nor must nations exist within a single defined territory.
One can speak, for example, of nations that transcend borders, such as the
Nation of Islam. Combining the definitions of state and nation creates the
concept of the nation-state. Technically speaking, a nation-state would only
exist if nearly all the members of a single nation were organized in a single
state, without any other distinct communities being present (Willets 1997,
p. 289). From this perspective, despite its prevalent usage, many scholars
argue that there are no true nation-states and that the concept should be en-
tirely abandoned. But there are what we might call national states—states
in which a common identity is forged around the concept of nationalism it-
self (for more on this issue, see Eley and Suny 1996). For example, people
living in the United States may be divided by a wide range of religious, cul-
tural, ethnic, linguistic, and other differences. Yet they all may share a com-
mon sense of “being American.” Practically speaking, the term “national
state” is often used as a synonym for nation-state. The notion of a national
state, moreover, comes close to the more concrete concept of country, which
may be defined as a distinct political system of people sharing common val-
ues and occupying a relatively fixed geographic space (Eley and Suny
1996). “Country” is the most generic of the terms referred to here.
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easy-to-understand definition first mentioned? One reason is clear: before we
begin studying any field, we need to understand what the field is really about.
To do this, we typically start at the most basic level—with how people define
the field. Unfortunately, even seemingly simple and straightforward defini-
tions (or questions, such as what is comparative politics?) are often filled with
complexities and subtleties, many of which are not immediately apparent. As
students generally—and as students of comparative politics specifically—I
want you to keep this firmly in mind. Moreover, I want you to understand that
few (social, political, or economic) issues can be adequately understood or ex-
plained without taking the time for careful and serious reflection. A second re-
lated reason is this: definitions are important. Very important. This is partly
because they tell us what is included in the field of study and what is left out.
Consider the definition offered at the beginning of this section: Comparative
politics is the study of politics in foreign countries. This definition (unlike the
other we discussed), quite clearly, leaves out the United States. But, it is not
clear why the United States should receive such “special” consideration. Is it
because the United States is different from all other countries—literally in-
comparable? Or, is there some other, less obvious, reason? We are left to won-
der. Consider, too, the notion of politics: Does a study of politics mean that
we do not study economic, social, or cultural forces? Does it mean we only
examine those things that governments or states do? What, in short, is in-
cluded in and excluded from the notion of politics? (I will return to these
questions shortly.)

There are other closely related problems we need to address. One of the
most important of these is the generally unintentional, but still quite serious
problem of bias. Bias was a particularly serious problem in the early concep-
tualization of comparative politics as a field of study. To put it bluntly, schol-
ars and others who helped shape the field did so in a way that suggested the
world was divided into two basic categories: countries and peoples that mat-
tered and those that did not. In this regard, it would be fair to say that the early
development and conceptualization of the field were profoundly influenced
by the ethnocentric biases, values, and political domination of US scholars
and leaders who saw the United States as the guiding light for the rest of the
world.

To see this (and to see the danger of this type of influence), consider the
character of comparative politics prior to World War II, when the field was al-
most entirely defined in terms of western European affairs. During this period,
the vast majority of research by scholars in the United States was devoted to
a handful of countries: Britain, France, and Germany (a little later, the Soviet
Union and Japan were included). These were the countries or states consid-
ered most important in US eyes—as I just noted, they were the only countries
deemed to matter. Even the notion of studying countries or states, it is im-
portant to add, portrays an ethnocentric bias: prior to World War II, much of
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the world was colonized by western powers. As such, those societies without
a sovereign state were, almost automatically, considered unworthy of study.
Their histories, their cultures, their peoples, their methods of governing, and
so on were simply dismissed (by scholars in the United States and other west-
ern countries) for lack of political sovereignty.

Predictably, then, issues that are now considered especially important to
researchers in comparative politics and to other comparative social scientists
(“comparativists” for short), such as economic development and democrati-
zation, were also largely ignored by early students of comparative politics in
the United States. These issues were not considered pressing or worthy of
study, because the West had already “solved” them. In other words, non-
democratic and economically “backward” countries were treated as aberra-
tions or immature versions of the West and of the United States specifically,
“rather than as political systems with distinct characteristics . . . worthy of ex-
amination on their own merits” (Zahariadis 1997, p. 7). The tendency for po-
litical scientists in the United States to ignore most of the rest of the world
(even much of western Europe), moreover, rested on the immodest assump-
tion that the United States simply had little or nothing to learn from anyone
else. From this perspective, it is far easier to understand why comparative pol-
itics remained so narrowly defined for the first half of the twentieth century.
“The reasons,” as Wiarda (1991) nicely put it,

go to the heart of the American experience, to the deeply held belief that the
United States is different [from] and superior to European and all other na-
tions, the widespread conviction at the popular level that the United States
had little to learn from the rest of the world, the near-universal belief of
Americans in the superiority of their institutions and their attitudes that the
rest of the world must learn from the United States and never the other way
around. Hence political science as it developed as a discipline in the United
States was predominantly the study of American politics, for that is where
the overwhelming emphasis and interest lay. . . . Those who studied and
wrote about comparative politics were generally believed to have little to
offer intellectually to other areas of the discipline. (emphasis added; p. 12)

The Changing Context of Comparative Politics

The relegation of comparative politics to the margins of political science
changed dramatically following the end of World War II—although it would
be more accurate to say that the deepest changes began during the war, when
US policymakers recognized an urgent need for area specialists, that is, peo-
ple with a strong understanding of specific cultures, languages, societies, and
political systems, and not just in Western Europe. What sparked this new-
found interest in the rest of the world? The answer is easy to discern. Specif-
ically, World War II brought home the importance of knowing about other
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peoples so that the military-strategic interests of the United States could be bet-
ter protected. Certainly, in terms of funding and official support, there is little
doubt this was true. As Bruce Cumings (1997), a prominent area specialist on
Korea, pointed out, the first effort to create a systematic base of knowledge
about “foreign” countries (from the perspective of the United States) was car-
ried out by the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner of the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA). According to Cumings, in 1941, OSS director
William “Wild Bill” Donovan established the rationale for employing the na-
tion’s best expertise to collect and analyze all information and data that might
bear upon national security. Once this rationale became policy, the future of
comparative and area studies in the United States brightened considerably.3

The war not only broadened the perspective of the United States with re-
gard to the list of countries that mattered but also with regard to the issues that
mattered. In particular, the rise of fascism and militarism in Germany, Japan,
and Italy and the rise of communism (and Stalinism) in Russia and, later,
China, had a profound impact on the field of comparative politics and politi-
cal science as a whole (Wiarda 1991). For good reason, scholars, policymak-
ers, and others wanted to understand these political phenomena, which dif-
fered so much from the democratic and capitalist paths followed by the United
States and most Western European countries. They especially wanted to un-
derstand not only how and why fascist or totalitarian rule emerged and de-
veloped but also how and why it seemed to thrive in certain places (especially
to the extent that it represented a serious and real threat to the democracies of
the West). The question was how to best accomplish this understanding. For
an increasing number of scholars and policymakers, the answer was to be
found in a more sophisticated approach to comparative study. One of the lead-
ing advocates of this view was Roy Macridis (1955), who, in the mid-1950s,
strongly criticized traditional comparative politics as being overly parochial
(with its near-exclusive focus on Western Europe), too descriptive (as op-
posed to analytical), exceedingly formalistic, atheoretical, and even noncom-
parative. Macridis’s critique helped lay the basis for a sea change in the field.

The Cold War and Comparative Politics

The impact of World War II on comparative politics, therefore, was immense;
but it was the onset of the Cold War that ensured the longer-term prominence
of the field. It was the conflict between the Soviet Union and the United States
that compelled US policymakers to pay sustained and systematic attention to
“lesser” countries and regions—especially to a huge number of former colonies,
variously referred to as the “South,” the “developing world,” and the “Third
World” (see Figure 1.2). The reason is clear enough: since these hitherto ne-
glected countries were viewed, in strategic terms, as potentially important allies
or enemies, it behooved US policymakers to know more about the peoples they
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would now have to treat as relatively independent players in world affairs. Sig-
nificantly, it was not just any countries and regions that were included: “Japan
got favored placement as a success story of development, and China got obses-
sive attention as a pathological example of abortive development” (Cumings
1997). Latin and South American countries also became important foci of at-
tention for scholars and policymakers (starting in the 1960s), as did South

8 Introduction

Figure 1.2 Note on Terminology—What’s in a Name? 
The “Third World” and Other Terms

The terms “South,” “Third World,” the “developing world” (or developing
countries), and “less developed countries” (LDCs) are often used inter-
changeably to refer to those parts of the world except for Western Europe,
North America (Canada and the United States), Australia, New Zealand,
Japan, and the former communist “bloc.” During the Cold War era, so-called
Third World countries were distinguished from “Second World” countries
largely based on political ideology and military power; thus, the Second
World comprised the communist or socialist regimes, including the Soviet
Union and its satellite states (it is not clear, however, whether other commu-
nist states—such as China, Vietnam, North Korea, and others—were in-
cluded). Today, of course, the former Soviet Union and its erstwhile “satel-
lites” no longer exist. They have been replaced by Russia and a plethora of
newly independent states, located primarily in Eastern Europe and Central
Asia. For this reason, the concept of the Second World has essentially disap-
peared (although, even during the Cold War era, the term was rarely used).

So where have these countries gone? Into the Third World, or some-
place else? This is not a trivial question, for there is considerable debate
over the issue of what terminology to use. For many researchers, the con-
cept of the Third World not only has become an anachronism but was sus-
pect from the very beginning in that it implied inferiority—as did the term
“less developed countries.” Instead, many preferred the more neutral term
“South.” This term, too, is problematic, given that countries such as Aus-
tralia and New Zealand are situated in the Southern Hemisphere, whereas
most countries of Asia, many countries of Africa, and even some countries
of South America are located in the Northern Hemisphere. More recently,
others have proposed a whole new set of terms. Advocates of neoliberalism,
for example, like the term “emerging markets”; not surprisingly, that term
has not been embraced by everyone. One interesting alternative has been
proposed by Titus Alexander (1996), who argued that the most appropriate
term is “majority world.” This term, noted Alexander, is descriptively accu-
rate but does not imply any degree of homogeneity among the huge number
of countries that compose the majority world—an important point consid-
ering the “huge social, economic and political differences within and be-
tween all countries” (p. ix). Moreover, “majority” world does not contain
any connotation of inferiority, backwardness, or subordination.
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Korea, Taiwan, and a few other countries that showed “promise.” Much of the
research during this time, moreover, was driven by the desire to understand and
confront the appeal of and potential challenge posed by communism. In this re-
gard, it is no coincidence that one of the most influential academic books of the
1950s and 1960s was W. W. Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-
Communist Manifesto (1960). Although not strictly a work of comparative pol-
itics, Rostow’s anticommunist sentiments were shared by the foremost scholars
of comparative political development of the time, including the likes of Gabriel
Almond, James Coleman, and Lucien Pye (Wiarda 1991, p. 14).

This bit of history, it is important to understand, is still relevant. It tells
us, quite clearly, that outwardly objective fields of study are not immune to a
host of subjective, generally hidden—but sometimes quite open—social and
political forces. (See Figure 1.3 for a contemporary example.) And what is
true of the past is almost assuredly true of the present. This means that we al-
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Figure 1.3 A Continuing Trend: A Note on 
the Post-9/11 Period and Comparative Politics

Since 9/11, we have witnessed a resurgence of “academic” interest in Is-
lamic nations and, in particular, in the Islamic Middle East (in the United
States, Middle Eastern studies was “invented” in the 1950s [Kramer 2001,
p. 5]). This resurgence is manifested in large part through increased federal
funding. Since the early 2000s, in particular, Arabic has been designated a
“strategic language” by the US government (other strategic languages in-
clude Hindi, Mandarin, Persian, Russian, and Urdu), and funding for Ara-
bic language training increased 33 percent between 2001 and 2004 to
$103.7 million. It is worth emphasizing, too, that strategic language grants
(which can be as much as $60,000) are restricted to US citizens: the clear
implication is that US citizens are more likely to use their language skills to
benefit the security interests of the United States. It is not hard to see, then,
that military-strategic interests continue to influence the development of the
field, although there has long been a strong tension between those who re-
sist this influence and those who embrace it. Consider, on this point, an ar-
ticle by a prominent Middle East scholar, Martin Kramer. In his article,
Kramer criticized other Middle East academics for doing “nothing to pre-
pare America for the encounter with Muslim extremism” and for failing to
“contribute anything to America’s defense.” In his view, there was no “jus-
tification for an additional penny of support for this [Middle East studies]
empire of error” (Kramer 2001).

The key point here is not to say whether Kramer is right or wrong, or to
argue that government funding is good or bad. Rather, the key point is that
the development of an academic field of study, such as comparative politics,
does not take place in a social (political, economic, and cultural) vacuum.
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ways need to be careful, and even a little skeptical, of the knowledge that is
produced in any context. This does not mean that all of today’s scholarship,
even more, the scholarship of the 1940s and 1950s, is irredeemably tainted
and illegitimate. It is not (although some parts may certainly be). Instead, we
should never assume it is entirely or even mostly “objective” or free of polit-
ical, cultural, or social bias.

This said, since the 1960s, the field has continued to change. Definitions
of the field, too, have changed. Today, in fact, the definition of comparative
politics, except in a very broad or generic sense,4 is characterized as much by
divergence as by consensus. (For a sampling of current definitions of com-
parative politics, see Figure 1.4.) This is one reason why the bulk of this chap-
ter is devoted to the question, what is comparative politics? Unless you can

10 Introduction

Figure 1.4 A Few Definitions of Comparative Politics

“Comparative politics involves the systematic study and comparison of the
world’s political systems. It seeks to explain differences between as well as
similarities among countries. In contrast to journalistic reporting on a single
country, comparative politics is particularly interested in exploring patterns,
processes, and regularities among political systems” (Wiarda 2000, p. 7).

“Comparative politics involves both a subject of study—foreign 
countries—and a method of study—comparison” (Wilson 1996, p. 4).

“What is comparative politics? It is two things, first a world, second a dis-
cipline. As a ‘world,’ comparative politics encompasses political behavior
and institutions in all parts of the earth. . . . The ‘discipline’ of comparative
politics is a field of study that desperately tries to keep up with, to encom-
pass, to understand, to explain, and perhaps to influence the fascinating and
often riotous world of comparative politics” (Lane 1997, p. 2).

“Comparative politics . . . involves no more and no less than a comparative
study of politics—a search for similarities and differences between and
among political phenomena, including political institutions (such as legisla-
tures, political parties, or political interest groups), political behavior (such
as voting, demonstrating, or reading political pamphlets), or political ideas
(such as liberalism, conservatism, or Marxism). Everything that politics
studies, comparative politics studies; the latter just undertakes the study
with an explicit comparative methodology in mind” (Mahler 2000, p. 3).

“Politics is . . . the struggle in any group for power that will give a person
or people the ability to make decisions for the larger groups. . . . [C]ompar-
ative politics is a subfield that compares this struggle across countries”
(O’Neil 2004, p. 3).
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get an adequate grasp of this deceptively simple question, it will be exceed-
ingly difficult to develop a grasp of the field as a whole. Given the lack of
consensus, my intention is not to provide the definition of comparative poli-
tics in this chapter. Instead, my goal is, first, to help you understand the com-
plexities and subtleties of defining the field and, second, to give you a basis
for deciding how best to answer the question. One of the best ways to ac-
complish this is by asking the type of questions I posed above. Next, of
course, we need to try to answer these questions, which is what we will en-
deavor to do in the remainder of this chapter.

Why Does Comparative Politics Focus on 
What Happens Inside Countries?

To answer the question upon which this section is based, it is extremely use-
ful to recognize that comparative politics is not the only field in political sci-
ence that focuses on countries or states as the primary units of analysis.
Scholars in international relations, as I noted above, are also intimately con-
cerned with countries or, more accurately, states. But, as I also noted, inter-
national relations is typically more interested in relations between and among
states—that is, with their interactions in an international system. Even though
this has not precluded IR scholars from looking at what happens inside states
or countries, a good deal of research in the field has tended to treat states as
undifferentiated wholes, which is to say that IR scholars (especially those as-
sociated with the dominant research school in IR, realism or neorealism) as-
sume that states are functionally alike when interacting with other states. This
is a critical assumption, largely because it suggests that it is possible to ex-
plain the behavior of states or countries without a careful examination of their
“internal workings.” The reasoning behind this assumption stems from the be-
lief that the international system is anarchic, so that each and every state is
forced to behave in similar ways regardless of its internal makeup or its do-
mestic politics. The logic here is both simple and compelling: in an anarchic
(as opposed to hierarchic) system, states must compete with other states for
security, power, and influence. They must do so precisely because there is no
ultimate rule maker and rule enforcer for the system as a whole. Lacking an
ultimate authority, individual states (or actors) are forced to take matters into
their own hands, so to speak. Each state must, in other words, do those things
that ensure its own long-term survival. This generally means, among other
things, building a strong army, developing a network of mutually beneficial
military-strategic alliances, maintaining a diplomatic corps, gathering intelli-
gence, and engaging in military conflict when necessary.

In this view, the internal (political) makeup of a country is relatively unim-
portant in terms of explaining or predicting its external behavior. Thus, for ex-
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ample, a liberal democracy with a strong presidential system (such as the
United States) would behave—with regard to its foreign policy decisions—in
the same way that a single-party, communist-led dictatorship would.5 In a sim-
ilar vein, we would expect a state governed by an Islamic (or Christian) funda-
mentalist regime, say Iran, to act in essentially the same manner as any other
state. A more salient consideration would be the size and military capacity of a
country. That is, a large, militarily powerful country would behave differently
from a small, militarily weak country. The foregoing discussion, I should stress,
is highly simplified and stylized; in addition, it fails to account for wide and sig-
nificant divergences within IR scholarship.6 Nonetheless, it is a useful way to
grasp a basic distinction between IR and comparative politics. This is necessary
if only because so many people, including some political scientists, are largely
oblivious to the differences between the two fields. Yet, for the most part, the two
fields have developed along very different lines both theoretically and method-
ologically (as I will discuss shortly) and have only occasionally intersected in a
significant and meaningful manner. This is reason enough to spend a lot of time
defining comparative politics, for if we cannot even distinguish it from related
fields, how can we reasonably talk about a “comparative politics approach”?

Given the strong focus on external (or interstate) relations in IR, compar-
ative politics has, by default, tended to focus on the internal dynamics of coun-
tries. In this respect, we might say that, whereas IR is generally based on an
“outside-in” approach, comparative politics is generally based on an “inside-
out” approach. The different emphases of the two fields, in turn, have produced
(at least in the past) a very clear-cut “division of labor.” Thus, as Zahariadis
(1997) pointed out:

Comparative research tends to be geographic in orientation; that is compar-
ativists generally describe themselves either as country specialists or as Eu-
ropeanists, Africanists, Asianists, and so on. [Ironically, this has led many
“comparativists,” in practice, to eschew engaging in comparative research;
instead, many have become narrowly, even exclusively, focused on their
country of expertise.] In contrast, divisions in international relations are
more thematic and involve issues such as international conflict or interna-
tional political economy that transcend geographic boundaries. (p. 4)

Zahariadis is correct, but his observations do not go far enough. The division
of labor between comparative politics and IR has resulted not only in differ-
ent orientations and research interests but also in a belief that there is a real
and fundamental difference between domestic and international politics.

Is It Possible to Understand the Internal Politics of a Place
Without Understanding the Impact of External Forces?

All this brings us back to an integrally related issue, one raised earlier in the
chapter, namely, is it possible to understand the internal politics of a place
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without understanding the impact of external forces? My answer to this ques-
tion is an unequivocal “no.” This, I think, has been true for a very long time
(at least since the beginnings of colonialism in the fifteenth century) but is
particularly true today. Processes such as globalization in all its various di-
mensions (a topic that I cover at length in Chapter 9), in particular, have made
it nearly impossible to understand the internal dynamics of a country without
looking at what happens on the “outside.” In practice, virtually all compara-
tivists clearly recognize this, although there is still a great deal of disagree-
ment over the relative importance of internal versus external factors. Some
scholars argue that “external” and, particularly, system-level factors—such as
the structure of the world economy or particular relationships of dependence
between poor and rich countries—are extremely and sometimes overwhelm-
ingly important. Others argue that, although such things matter, what matters
most are the individual attributes of societies and their states. These individ-
ual attributes may derive from particular historical experiences, from culture,
from language, from religion, and so on. The debate between these two sides
is related to the main theoretical approaches in comparative politics, which we
will cover in much more depth in subsequent chapters. For now, suffice it to
say that although almost all comparativists recognize the peril of defining the
field strictly in terms of what happens inside a country, state, or society, there
is no consensus on exactly what this means.

Comparative Politics: The Interplay of 
Domestic and External Forces

Admitting that comparative politics cannot be limited to looking at what hap-
pens inside a country or other large social unit, I should stress, does not mean
that we need to completely abandon any distinctions among fields of study,
and especially between comparative politics and IR. We do need, however, to
amend our definition of comparative politics. Thus, rather than defining com-
parative politics as a subject of study based on an examination of political
phenomena within or in countries, we can say that comparative politics ex-
amines the interplay of domestic and external forces on the politics of a given
country, state, or society. This amended definition, unfortunately, still does not
tell us if it is legitimate to separate the study of politics from economics, so-
ciety, culture, and so on. It is to this question that I will turn next.

What Is Politics?

Traditionally (that is, prior to World War II), comparative politics mainly in-
volved describing the basic features of political systems. Most research in
comparative politics, moreover, operated on the premise that politics referred
exclusively to the formal political system, that is, to the concrete institutions
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of government (such as the parliament, the congress, and the bureaucracy) and
to the constitutional and judicial rules that helped governments function. Ac-
cordingly, early studies tended to be little more than factual and generally su-
perficial accounts of how particular institutions of government operated and
were organized or how certain laws were written and then passed. Such ac-
counts may be useful and even necessary, but they can only tell a small part
of what we need to know about politics. Even those political processes and ac-
tors closely associated with the formal political system—such as political par-
ties, elections, and foreign and domestic decisionmaking—were left out of
these early studies. Politics, in short, was conceived of in very narrow terms.

A Process-Oriented Definition of Politics

This narrowness began to change in the 1950s, when scholars laid a new foun-
dation for the field of comparative politics and for political science more gen-
erally. There are several complex reasons for this, some of which I have al-
ready discussed (and some of which I will discuss later). For now, I would like
to concentrate on how the traditional concern with the formal and legalistic
definition of politics was challenged and ultimately cast aside in favor of a
broader definition. An influential article by Roy Macridis (whom I mentioned
above) and Richard Cox (1953) symbolized this change. The two authors ar-
gued that the preoccupation with formal political institutions and judicial rules
was too close to the study of law and not close enough to the study of politics,
“which [in contrast to the study of law] observed that relations between soci-
ety and authority were governed by judicial but also by informal rules and
sometimes by brute force” (cited in Zahariadis 1997, p. 7). Although Macridis
and Cox (along with several other prominent scholars) succeeded in breaking
the hold of formalism/legalism in comparative politics, they did so only to a
limited extent. This was true for two basic reasons. First, although the move
away from formalism/legalism opened the door to comparative study of a
broader range of political institutions and processes, politics was still defined
primarily if not solely in relation to activities that involved the state or the gov-
ernment. Second, the discipline of political science generally and comparative
politics specifically remained tied to the idea that “politics”—as a subject of
study—could be separated from economics, sociology, history, geography, an-
thropology, or any other field in the social sciences and humanities.

The limitations of this latter view become particularly clear, noted Adrian
Leftwich (1983), “when one considers concrete problems in modern societies,
such as unemployment in the industrial societies on the one hand, and rural
poverty in the Third World on the other. The harder you think about these is-
sues, the more difficult it is to identify them as strictly economic, social, or
political in their causes or consequences” (p. 4). I agree, which is why in this
book we will begin with a definition of politics that is broader than what is of-
fered in many traditional textbooks. This alternative definition, what we might
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call a process-oriented or processual definition (Stoker and Marsh 2002), sees
politics as part and parcel of a larger social process. In this view, politics “is
about the uneven distribution of power in society [or between societies], how
the struggle over power is conducted, and its impact on the creation and dis-
tribution of resources, life chances and well-being” (emphasis added; p. 9).
This process-oriented definition makes it difficult if not impossible to main-
tain firm boundaries between disciplines. To see this, consider, for example,
how uneven distributions of power in societies come about in the first place.
Are these uneven power distributions the product of history? Or do contem-
porary economic forces play the determinative role? What about the effects of
culture, religion, custom, or even geography? Is it possible to say that one
type of factor always predominates, or is there an inextricable interaction
among these different forces—be they economic, social, political, cultural,
geographic, and so on? The answer to all these questions is, I believe, fairly
clear, and boils down to the conclusion that “politics” is integrally and neces-
sarily tied to history, culture, economics, geography, and a variety of other
forces. In practice, I think, most comparativists agree with this view of poli-
tics, which is why comparative political analysis today tends to be wide-
ranging and inclusive.

In addition to transcending disciplinary boundaries, a process-oriented
definition of politics has at least two other implications. First, it clearly takes
politics out of the governmental arena and puts it into almost all domains of
life. These other domains include virtually all social and civil institutions and
actors, such as churches, factories, corporations, trade unions, political par-
ties, think tanks, ethnic groups and organizations, women’s groups, organized
crime, and so on. Second, a process-oriented definition of politics reinforces
our amended definition of comparative politics above (namely, as a field that
looks at “the interplay of domestic and external forces on the politics of a
given country, state, or society”). For it is clear that politics—as a struggle for
power over the creation and distribution of resources, life chances, and well-
being—is not something that can be easily compartmentalized into the do-
mestic and international. This is because the activities that determine the dis-
tribution and use of resources (at least for the past few hundred years) are
rarely confined to a single, clearly defined political territory; thus, as all pol-
itics is local (according to one popular saying), all politics is also potentially
international and global.

Losing Focus?

There are many political scientists who would disagree with this broad con-
ception of politics. We are already familiar with the basic argument. To repeat:
overly broad definitions force us to lose focus; that is, because there are no neat
boundaries telling us what is and what is not included in the scope of the def-
inition, we are studying both everything and nothing. Zahariadis (1997), for
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example, would like us to differentiate politics from “corporate decisions”; the
latter, he asserted, “affect only a specific corporation” (p. 2). Certainly, there are
myriad decisions made within a corporation (or within a family, factory, church,
or other social institution) with a very limited public or societal impact; yet, it
is also true that a vast number of “private” decisions have a clear and sometimes
profound public dimension. By their very nature, in fact, many corporate deci-
sions have a deep influence on how resources are obtained, used, produced, and
distributed. Moreover, in an era of “mega-corporations”—where the largest
firms are bigger, and often immensely bigger, than many countries in terms of
command over economic resources—the suggestion that corporate decisions do
not have a far-reaching public impact is difficult to maintain. Consider, in this
regard, Wal-Mart. In the 2008 fiscal year, Wal-Mart’s total sales (domestic plus
international) amounted to $374.5 billion (Wal-Mart 2008 Annual Report),
which was more than three times bigger than New Zealand’s gross domestic
product (GDP) of $115.7 billion (2008 estimate), in terms of purchasing
power parity (PPP), and vastly more than the GDP of most of the world’s
smaller countries. Haiti’s GDP, to cite just one example, was a paltry $11.5 bil-
lion in 2008, or about 3.1 percent of Wal-Mart’s total sales. (See Figure 1.5 for
additional details.) It is not hard to assert that Wal-Mart’s decisions, in general,
have a much greater political impact than decisions made in Haiti. Where, then,
do we draw the line between public and private decisions? Is it even possible to
do so? I would argue that the line, in some respects, has simply become too
blurred to be of major significance today.

At the same time, it would be a mistake for politics to be defined as
“everything-including-the-kitchen-sink.” Indeed, as I discuss in subsequent
chapters (and as I suggested earlier), it is often necessary to provide clear-cut,
precise definitions. This is especially true when trying to develop an argument
or when trying to support a specific hypothesis or claim. After all, if you can-
not precisely or adequately define what it is you are studying—say “democ-
racy” or “terrorism”—how can you possibly claim to say anything meaning-
ful about that subject? In defining an entire field of study, precision is less
important, but not irrelevant. The trick, then, is to develop a definition that is
neither too narrow nor too unfocused. One solution, albeit a pragmatic one, is
to acknowledge that the politics about which comparativists (and other polit-
ical scientists) are most concerned, according to Stoker and Marsh (2002), (1)
is primarily collective as opposed to interpersonal and (2) involves interaction
within the public arena—that is, in the government or state—or between the
public arena and social actors or institutions (p. 10). No doubt, this qualifica-
tion will still be unsatisfactory to many political scientists, but it is also one
upon which a large number of comparativists have chosen to base their re-
search and analysis.

With all this in mind, let us now turn to the other major aspect of com-
parative politics, namely, comparing. To begin this discussion, let me pose a
simple question: what does it mean to compare?
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What Does It Mean to Compare? 
What Is a Comparativist?

In thinking about what it means to compare, let’s first consider what one re-
searcher has to say: “Thinking without comparison is unthinkable. And, in the
absence of comparison, so is all scientific thought and scientific research”
(Swanson 1971, p. 141; cited in Ragin 1987, p. 1). This scholar is telling us that
in all social sciences, researchers, scholars, and students are invariably en-
gaged in making some sort of comparison. If this is so (and it is fair to say that
it is), then there is very little that sets comparative politics apart—on the sur-
face, at least—from other fields of study. This is to say that the comparative
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Figure 1.5 Wal-Mart vs. the World (2008 estimates)

The table below provides some simple (maybe simplistic) comparisons of
Wal-Mart (one of the world’s largest companies in terms of sales) and a few
selected countries. Traditional definitions of politics suggest that countries,
no matter how small, have greater relevance to “politics” than corporate ac-
tors. These figures, although hardly definitive, suggest otherwise.

Wal-Mart Saudi Arabia New Zealand Haiti

Employees/ 
population 1.4 million 28.7 million 4.2 million 9.0 million

Sales/GDP-PPP
(in billions US$) $374.5a $593.4 $115.7 $11.5

Per capita sales/ 
GDP (in US$) $267,500 $23,834 $27,060 $1,316

Growth rate 
(3-year average, 
2006–2008) 10.03% 3.6% 1.75% 2.6%

International sales/ 
exports (in 
billions US$) $90.6b $311.1 $29.5 $0.49

Imports (in 
billions US$) N/A $92.4 $31.1 $2.1

Sources: Figures for Wal-Mart are all based on the 2008 fiscal year (“Wal-Mart 2008
Annual Report,” http://walmartstores.com/sites/AnnualReport/2008/). GDP-PPP figures
for Saudi Arabia, New Zealand, and Haiti are from the International Monetary Fund,
World Economic Outlook Database (April 2009), www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/
2009/01/weodata/index.aspx. All other data are from the CIA World Factbook, www.cia
.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook.

Notes: GDP = gross domestic product; PPP = purchasing power parity; N/A = figures
not available.

a. Includes sales from Sam’s Club and Wal-Mart International. Sales for Wal-Mart
only were $239.5 billion.

b. Figure is included in total sales.
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strategies used by “comparativists” are not, in principle, different from the com-
parative strategies used by other political scientists or by sociologists, econo-
mists, and so on. But it does not mean that no differences exist: arguably, one
practice that sets comparative politics apart from other fields is the explicit and
direct focus on the comparative method—as opposed to simply “comparing.”7

The comparative method, as I will discuss in detail in the following chap-
ter, is a distinctive mode of comparative analysis. According to Ragin (1987),
it entails two main predispositions. First, it involves a bias toward (although
certainly not an exclusive focus on) qualitative analysis, which means that
comparativists tend to look at cases as wholes and to compare whole cases
with each other. Thus the tendency for comparativists is to talk of comparing
Germany to Japan or the United States to Canada. This may not seem to be an
important point, but it has significant implications, one of which is that com-
parativists tend to eschew—or at least, put less priority on—quantitative
analysis, also known as statistical or variable-centered analysis (Ragin
1987, pp. 2–3). In the social sciences, especially over the past few years, this
orientation away from quantitative and toward qualitative analysis definitely
sets comparativists apart from other social scientists. Even within compara-
tive politics, however, this is beginning to change. The second predisposition
among comparativists is to value interpretation and context (pp. 2–3). This
means, in part, that comparativists (of all theoretical orientations, I might add)
begin with the assumption that “history matters.” Saying that history matters,
I should caution, is much more than pointing out a few significant historical
events or figures in an analysis; instead, it involves showing exactly how his-
torical processes and practices, as well as long-established institutional
arrangements, impact and shape the contemporary environment in which de-
cisions are made, events unfold, and struggles for power occur. It means, in
other words, demonstrating a meaningful continuity between the past and the
present. This is not easy to do, but for a comparativist using “history,” it is
often an essential task. (See Figure 1.6.)

Although understanding the predisposition of comparativists is impor-
tant, this still doesn’t tell us what it means to compare—a question that may
seem easy to answer, but in fact is not. Just pointing out or describing differ-
ences and similarities between any two countries, for example, is not by any
account the be-all and end-all of comparative analysis. Indeed, if you stay
strictly at the level of superficial description—for example, China has a Con-
fucian heritage, whereas the United States does not; both France and Russia
experienced social revolutions—you will never genuinely engage in com-
parative analysis, no matter how accurate your observations may be. And
you’re even less likely to tell your audience anything meaningful or insight-
ful about political phenomena. Comparing, then, involves much more than
making observations about two or more entities. Just what else is involved in
comparative analysis is the topic of our next chapter, so I will reserve the re-
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mainder of my discussion on this topic until then. In the meantime, we need
to address another basic and essential question: why compare?

Why Compare?

To be good comparativists, we need to know why we compare. In other words,
what is the purpose of comparing? On this question, Giovanni Sartori (1994)
offered us a very simple answer, namely, we compare to control. By control,
Sartori means to say—albeit in a very loose way—that we use comparisons as
a way to check (verify or falsify) whether our claims or assertions about cer-
tain phenomena are valid by controlling for, or holding constant, certain vari-
ables. Take the statements “poverty causes corruption” or, conversely, “cor-
ruption causes poverty”; “authoritarianism is more conducive to high levels of
economic growth than democracy”; and “social revolutions are caused by rel-
ative deprivation.” How do we know, Sartori asked, whether any of these
statements is true, false, or something else? “We know,” Sartori answered, “by
looking around, that is, by comparative checking” (emphasis added; p. 16). It
is important to understand that, in most comparative analyses, actual control
variables are not used. This issue may not be very clear right now and, for our
purposes, is not critical. The main point is this: different types of comparisons
allow a researcher to treat a wide variety of similarities or differences as if
they are control variables. In so doing, the researcher can safely eliminate a
whole range of potentially significant factors and, instead, concentrate on
those variables he deems most important.
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Figure 1.6 The Importance of History

Good historical analysis must show how past events and processes connect
with and shape contemporary events and processes. Just “talking about” his-
tory is never enough.

The “Past” The “Present”

Contemporary events
and processes

Historical events
and processes
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Unfortunately, comparative checking usually cannot (indeed, can almost
never) provide definitive answers. This is true, in part, because comparative
checking is an imperfect mode of analysis, at least when comparing real-
world cases. It is also true, in more substantive terms, because comparison—
although one method of control—is not the best. There are much better meth-
ods of control, such as the experimental method and statistical control.
“But,” as Sartori also noted, “the experimental method has limited applicabil-
ity in the social sciences, and the statistical one requires many cases” (1994,
p. 16), something that research in comparative politics generally lacks (this is
referred to as the small-N problem). Like it or not, therefore, comparison
often represents only a “second-best” method of control in the social sciences
and comparative politics.

Despite its second-best status, comparing to control is an undeniably im-
portant purpose of comparative analysis. Yet many comparativists, especially
those with a strong predisposition toward qualitative and historical analysis, are
not always, or even mostly, involved in “testing” hypotheses through their com-
parisons (Ragin 1987, p. 11). Instead, as Ragin noted, “[many comparativists] 
. . . apply theory to cases in order to interpret them” (emphasis in original; p.
11). We will see examples of this in subsequent chapters, but what Ragin meant,
in part, is that comparativists recognize that countries or other types of macroso-
cial units all, in important ways, have a unique story to tell. Ragin suggested,
therefore, that some researchers are often most interested in using comparative
analysis to get a better grasp of these individual “stories,” rather than primarily
using them as a way to verify or falsify specific arguments. In other words, for
these researchers, in-depth understanding is the goal of comparative analysis.
Comparing to understand, to put it in slightly different terms, means that re-
searchers use comparison to see what other cases can tell them about the spe-
cific case or country in which they have the most interest.

In a similar vein, some comparativists assume that the sheer complexity of
real-world cases makes control a worthwhile but difficult, if not impossible,
goal to achieve. Instead, they advocate a more pragmatic approach that at-
tempts to build theoretical generalization—or explanation—through an accu-
mulation of case-based knowledge (this is sometimes referred to as analytical
induction). In this view, it is understood that no case, by itself, or no compar-
ison of a small number of cases is sufficient to test a theory or general claim.
This is largely because the overwhelming complexity of any given case makes
any test problematic and highly contingent. Instead, each case or each small-N
comparison provides comparativists another piece (albeit often a very compli-
cated piece in and of itself) to work into a much larger puzzle. I will come back
to this issue—and specifically the issue of complex causality—below.

Even though the foregoing discussion may be a little confusing, the key
point is simply that, although researchers use comparisons for different rea-

20 Introduction

01_Lim_Ch01.qxd  6/16/10  3:06 PM  Page 20



sons, doing comparative politics requires that you be aware of your reason
and rationale for making a comparison. Figure 1.7 provides a summary of the
three general purposes of comparing.
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Figure 1.7 Three Purposes of Comparing: A Summary

General Purpose

Comparing Comparing to Comparing
to Control Understand to Explain

Basic strategy Comparative Interpretation Analytical
or purpose checking induction

Logic or Researcher uses Researcher is Researcher uses
approach to a range of cases primarily cases as a way to
comparative as a way to “test” interested in a build a stronger
analysis (verify or falsify) single case and theoretical

a specific claim, uses different explanation. Cases
hypothesis, or cases or general are used in a “step-
theory. theories as a way by-step” manner,

to learn more with each case
about the case he/ contributing to the
she is studying. development of a 

general theory.

Basic example (1) Begin with a (1) Begin with a (1) Begin with a
claim: “A high case (and issue): general theory:
level of gun The high level of “Structural theory
ownership will homicides in of democratization.”
lead to a high South Africa. (2) Use various cases
level of gun- (2) Use existing to strengthen the
related homicide.” theories and/or theory: Researcher
(2) “Test” the other cases to begins by looking at
claim: Researcher better understand the democratization
examines a range case: Researcher process in Mexico.
of countries in uses a range of This examination
order to “control theories on gun may lead researcher
for” gun owner- violence to better to “tweak” or revise
ship; if countries understand why elements of theory; 
with the highest South Africa is he then looks at
rates of gun owner- the most violent Taiwan, Poland, and
ship have low rates country in the Ukraine. Each case is
of gun-related world. Researcher used as a stepping-
homicides (and vice also uses other stone in developing
versa), the claim is cases to see what or strengthening
falsified and must those cases can original theory.
be rejected. tell her about 

South Africa.
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What Is Comparable?

Another important question about comparing involves the issue of exactly
what one can compare. What, to put it simply, is comparable? Again, the an-
swer may seem obvious at first blush (especially in the context of compara-
tive politics). For instance, it certainly seems reasonable to assert that coun-
tries, governments, societies, or similar entities are comparable. Yet, why
should this be the case? What makes “countries” (or other units of analysis)
comparable? One easy answer to this question is simply that all countries
share at least some common attributes—for example, they all occupy a terri-
tory defined by political boundaries, they all represent the interests of a polit-
ical community, they are all recognized (albeit not always “officially” as in
the case of Taiwan) by other countries or states, and so on. At the same time,
they each differ in some meaningful way. Indeed, differences are crucially im-
portant in any type of comparative analysis. After all, if all countries were ex-
actly alike, there would be no reason to compare, because what we say about
one case would necessarily be the same in any other case. In this respect, we
might say that comparing apples to oranges generally makes more sense than
comparing oranges to oranges or apples to apples.

Thus, to determine what we can compare, we can begin by saying that we
can compare “entities whose attributes are in part shared (similar) and in part
non-shared (and thus, we say, incomparable)” (Sartori 1994, p. 17). Saying
this, however, still doesn’t tell us all we need to know. Is it appropriate, for in-
stance, to compare the United States, Côte d’Ivoire, Japan, Indonesia, Guinea-
Bissau, and New Zealand? Well, the answer is, it depends. That is, it depends
on what the researcher is hoping to accomplish, and it depends on the partic-
ular research design the researcher plans to use. This is an obvious point; still,
it is one worth making because when phrased as a question—“on what does
our comparison depend?”—it forces us to think more carefully about the de-
sign of our analyses. It forces us, as well, to justify the comparisons we ulti-
mately end up making.

Comparing Cases

What we can compare, I should stress, is definitely not limited to countries
(more on this in Chapter 2). Nor is it necessarily limited to comparable data
from two or more countries. Such a restriction, for example, would automati-
cally exclude comparatively oriented but single-country (or single-unit) case
studies, including such classic comparative studies as Alexis de Tocqueville’s
Democracy in America ([1835] 1998) and Emile Durkheim’s Elementary
Forms of the Religious Life ([1915] 1961) (both cited in Ragin [1987, p. 4]).
As Ragin explained it, “Many area specialists [i.e., researchers who concen-
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trate on a single country] are thoroughly comparative because they implicitly
compare their chosen case to their own country or to an imaginary or theoret-
ically decisive ideal-typic case” (p. 4). Others, including Sartori, would dis-
agree, or at least would be quite skeptical of the claim that single-country case
studies can be genuinely comparative. Sartori wrote, for example, “It is often
held that comparisons can be ‘implicit.’ . . . I certainly grant that a scholar can
be implicitly comparative without comparing, that is, provided that his one-
country or one-unit study is embedded in a comparative context and that his
concepts, his analytic tools, are comparable. But how often is this really the
case?” (emphasis in original; 1994, p. 15).8 Sartori made a good point, but so
too did Ragin. My own view is that single-case studies can be genuinely com-
parative if the researcher is clear about the “comparative context.” But, this is
far less difficult than Sartori implies. (I will return to a discussion of this point
in the following chapter.)

The Importance of Logic

We are not going to resolve the debate here. Suffice it to say, then, that doing
comparative analysis requires far more than just looking at a “foreign coun-
try” or just randomly or arbitrarily picking two or more countries to study in
the context of a single paper or study. It is, instead, based on a general “logic”
and on particular strategies that guide (but do not necessarily) determine the
comparative choices we make. Understanding the logic of comparative analy-
sis, in fact, is essential to doing comparative politics. Needless to say, this will
be an important topic of discussion in Chapter 2. To conclude our general dis-
cussion of comparing for now, however, it would be useful to consider some
of the advantages of the comparative method (a number of disadvantages are
discussed in Chapter 2).

What Are the Advantages of 
the Comparative Method?

Earlier I noted that comparativists tend to look at cases as wholes and to com-
pare whole cases with each other. There are important advantages to this prac-
tice, the first and most important of which, perhaps, is that it enables re-
searchers to deal with complex causality (or causal complexity). At one
level, complex causality is an easy-to-grasp concept. After all, there is little
doubt that much of what happens in the “real world” is an amalgam of eco-
nomic, cultural, institutional, political, social, and even psychological
processes and forces. Not only do all these processes and forces exist inde-
pendently (at least to some extent), but they interact in complicated, difficult-
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to-discern, and sometimes unpredictable (or contingent) ways. Thus, in study-
ing a particular phenomenon—say, political violence—it is likely that several
or even dozens of factors are at play. Some factors may be primarily “eco-
nomic,” such as poverty, unemployment, and unequal income distribution.
Other factors may be “cultural” (for example, specific religious values and
practices, community norms, etc.), “political” (for example, lack of democ-
racy or a skewed distribution of political power, which itself could be based
on religious or ethnic differences), “socioeconomic” (for example, strong
class-based divisions), and so on. An adequate understanding of political vio-
lence may have to take all these factors into account and will likely have to
specify their interrelationship and interaction within certain contexts. Ragin
(1987) provided a very useful, three-point summary of complex causality:

First, rarely does an outcome of interest to social scientists have a single
cause. The conditions conducive for strikes, for example, are many; there is
no single condition that is universally capable of causing a strike. Second,
causes rarely operate in isolation. Usually, it is the combined effect of vari-
ous conditions, their intersection in time and space, that produces a certain
outcome. Thus, social causation is often both multiple and conjectural, in-
volving different combinations of causal conditions. Third, a specific cause
may have opposite effects depending on context. For example, changes in
living conditions may increase or decrease the probability of strikes, de-
pending on other social and political conditions. . . . The fact that some con-
ditions have contradictory effects depending on context further complicates
the identification of empirical regularities because it may appear that a con-
dition is irrelevant when in fact it is an essential part of several causal com-
binations in both its presence and absence state. (emphasis added; p. 27)

The point to remember is that other methods of inquiry (such as the experi-
mental method and statistical analysis) cannot, in general, adequately deal
with complex causality. Comparative (case-oriented) analysis, by contrast, is
especially—perhaps uniquely—suited for dealing with the peculiar complex-
ity of social phenomena (Rueschemeyer 1991). Why? Quite simply because
comparative analysis, to repeat a point made above, can and often does deal
with cases as a whole—meaning that a full range of factors can be considered
at once within particular historical contexts (which themselves vary over
time). This is especially apparent with regard to “deviant” or anomalous
cases. Comparative analysis can help explain why, for example, some rela-
tively poor countries—such as India, Mauritania, and Costa Rica—are demo-
cratic, when statistically based studies would predict just the opposite.9 To ac-
count for such anomalous cases (as many comparativists might argue), we
need to look very closely at the particular configuration of social, cultural, and
political forces in these individual countries and understand how, from a his-
torical perspective, these configurations emerged and developed. We also
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need to understand how external forces and relationships interacted with the
domestic environment to produce the specific results that they did. None of
this is likely to be achieved, to repeat, without considering the whole context
of each individual case.

A second, strongly related advantage is that comparative analysis (espe-
cially when carried out in a qualitative as opposed to quantitative manner) al-
lows the researcher to better understand or explain the relationship between and
among factors. Quantitative or statistical research, by contrast, does a very good
job in showing that relationships exist (for example, that capitalist development
is related to democratization) but does not generally do a good job at telling us
what the nature or underlying dynamic of this relationship is. To use a metaphor
from aviation, we might say that quantitative analysis shows a strong correla-
tion between engine failure and plane crashes, but it typically does not tell us
the exact reasons (or the chain of causal events leading to the crash—since not
all engine problems, even very similar ones, lead to the same outcome, and vice
versa). To find out the reasons planes crash, therefore, investigators almost al-
ways have to look inside the black box or flight data recorder (see Figure 1.8).10

They have to analyze the myriad factors—some of which will undoubtedly be
unique to individual flights—to determine the cause of any particular crash.
Even this may not be enough: quite frequently, investigators have to literally re-
assemble the fragments of the destroyed plane to determine the chain of causal
events. To be sure, the cause is sometimes obvious and does not require inten-
sive investigation, but more often than not, the incident as a whole needs to be
examined in order to develop a complete explanation.
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Figure 1.8 The Black Box of Explanation

Factor X n Outcome Y

Example: Example:
Capitalist growth Democracy

Statistical or quantitative analysis does a very good job of showing a corre-
lation between X and Y but typically does not explain why this correlation
exists in the first place. Getting inside the black box of explanation may be
possible with statistical analysis, but qualitative analysis—and especially
qualitative comparative analysis—is usually much better suited for this task.
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By Way of a Conclusion: 
Method and Theory in Comparative Politics

The metaphor of the black box is instructive, but we should be careful not to
take it too far, for comparative analysis is more than just opening up the black
box and analyzing its contents. It also involves—as might already be apparent
from my discussion of the two types of comparative research strategies—a
process of a priori conceptualization. At the most basic level, this simply
means that the selection of cases to investigate should not be purely random or
arbitrary but should be guided by certain criteria, some of which derive from
the particular research design we choose. Yet before we even get to the re-
search design, important choices have to be made regarding the factors (or
variables) we consider significant in the first place. These choices are guided
by theory. In Chapter 3, I talk much more about theory. For now, then, let me
highlight one general point: theory has a bad reputation among students. Part
of the blame, I think, falls on professors who do not help students understand
why theory is not only important but is something none of us can do without
(whether in an academic discipline or in everyday life). As I will make clear,
we all theorize about the world, all the time. Yet just because we all theorize
does not mean we all do it equally well—this is especially true for those of you
who operate on the assumption that theories have nothing to do with the “real
world,” or that one can explain or understand anything simply by appealing to
the “facts.” One way to rectify this problem is to simply become more self-
conscious and explicit about theory/theorizing; this has the added benefit, I
might add, of helping you become a more disciplined, critical, and analytic
thinker. Thinking theoretically about comparative politics, in this regard, has
value well beyond the confines of this particular subfield. The same can be said
about thinking comparatively, which is the topic of our next chapter.

To sum up, doing comparative politics requires, minimally, a clear-eyed
understanding of what comparative politics is, of what it means to compare,
and of the importance and necessity of theory. There is, of course, more to
doing comparative politics than just these three requirements, but they consti-
tute an essential foundation upon which everything else will stand.

Questions

1. How do we know if an argument—especially one that deals with com-
plex social, political, or economic phenomena—is valid or even plausible?
How does knowledge of comparative politics help us answer this question?

2. Consider the early development of comparative politics in the United
States. How was the field defined or understood by scholars in the United
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States? What were the problems that characterized the early development of
comparative politics as a field of study?

3. Why did the scope and definition of comparative politics change after
World War II? Did these changes lead to a “better” or more objective defini-
tion of comparative politics?

4. What are the differences between international relations and compar-
ative politics as fields of study? Why is it important to be aware of and un-
derstand these differences?

5. What does it mean to say that international relations, in general, has
adopted an “outside-in” approach, while comparative politics, in general, has
adopted an “inside-out” approach? Is one approach better than the other?

6. What definition of comparative politics is recommended in the chap-
ter? How does it differ from other definitions of the field?

7. What are the key implications of a process-oriented definition of pol-
itics in terms of (1) whom we see as significant actors; (2) what we consider
to be a political issue; and (3) where we understand politics to occur?

8. Does the economic size of a corporation such as Wal-Mart make it a
significant “political” actor? Do the decisions made and implemented by Wal-
Mart have important political consequences and implications?

9. What are the three goals of comparing? How do these goals differ in
terms of doing comparative analysis?

10. Are “apples and oranges” comparable? More generally, are units of
analysis that appear quite different from one another—say, Haiti and Japan—
comparable? Or, is it only permissible to compare units that are essentially
similar to one another?

11. What are the key advantages of the comparative method?
12. What is the “black box of explanation” and how does it relate to com-

parative analysis?

Notes

1. Terms that appear in boldface type are defined in the Glossary (see p. 311).
2. This seems an obvious point about which most scholars would agree. Yet the dis-

tinction between American and comparative politics still exists in the United States. There
are, of course, plenty of reasons for this, one of which is that it is “natural” for people to
see their own country or society as separate and distinct from other places. Nonetheless,
there is no solid justification for the distinction. As Sigelman and Gadbois (1983) nicely
put it, “the traditional distinction between American and comparative politics is . . . intel-
lectually indefensible. . . . Comparison presupposes multiple objects of analysis . . . one
compares something to or with something else” (cited in Sartori 1994, p. 14).

3. For an interesting discussion of the relationship between US government sup-
port and the development of area studies (specifically in relation to Asia) in the United
States, see Selden (1997).
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4. Most researchers in the field, I should emphasize, can probably agree on a
basic, but very general, definition of comparative politics (such as the ones listed in Fig-
ure 1.4). There is far less agreement, however, on how the field should be constituted
in terms of a particular theoretical or even methodological approach. In a wide-ranging
discussion on the role of theory in comparative politics, for example, some of the lead-
ing names in comparative politics and comparative analysis fail to achieve a consensus
on what is or should be the theoretical core of the field (see Kohli et al. 1995).

5. I should note, however, that there has never been unanimous agreement on
this point. Indeed, one of the main areas of controversy in international relations the-
ory today revolves around the “democratic peace thesis” (Doyle 1995). The crux of
this argument is that liberal (or democratic) states do not go to war with other liberal
states. In essence, advocates of the democratic peace thesis argue that there is some-
thing unique about the internal constitution of liberal states that changes their behav-
ior in relation to other liberal states.

6. For obvious reasons, I cannot provide a detailed and nuanced discussion of in-
ternational relations theory here. Fortunately, there are a number of very good intro-
ductory texts that do just this. See, for example, The Globalization of World Politics:
An Introduction to International Relations (2008), edited by John Baylis, Steve Smith,
and Patricia Owens. Chapters 5 through 10 in that book cover both mainstream and al-
ternative theories in some depth and detail. Another useful textbook is Jill Steans and
Lloyd Pettiford’s International Relations: Perspectives and Themes (2001).

7. Despite the fact that the field is defined in terms of a particular method—that
is, comparison—there are many scholars in the field of comparative politics who, ac-
cording to Giovanni Sartori, “have no interest, no notion, no training, in comparing”
(1994, p. 15). The reason, I might note, may have more to do with the ethnocentric way
the field has been defined than with the scholars themselves. To understand this point,
consider the fact that comparative politics (in the United States) has been defined, most
simplistically, as “studying other countries.” Thus, as Sartori put it, “a scholar who
studies only American presidents is an Americanist, whereas a scholar who studies
only French presidents is not” (Sartori 1994, p. 14). The US-based scholar who decides
to study only France, in other words, is only classified as a comparativist by dint of his
or her interest in a country other than the United States.

8. Later, Sartori (1994) stated his case more strongly. “I must insist,” he con-
tended, “that as a ‘one-case’ investigation the case study cannot be subsumed under the
comparative method (though it may have comparative merit)” (p. 23).

9. Costa Rican democracy, especially, has been an issue of special interest to
comparativists, since it constitutes, according to Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and
Stephens (1992), “the real exception to the pattern [of authoritarianism] prevailing in
Central America” (p. 234).

10. Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens (1992) made a very strong argument on
this point. They noted that, although cross-national statistical work has shown an unde-
niable and very strong link (correlation) between capitalist development and democracy,
this correlation, by itself (and no matter how many times it is replicated), “does not carry
its own explanation.” “It does not,” they continued, “identify the causal sequences ac-
counting for the persistent relation, not to mention the reason why many cases are at odds
with it. Nor can it account for how the same end can be reached by different historical
routes. The repeated statistical finding has a peculiar ‘black box’ character that can be
overcome only by theoretically well grounded empirical analysis” (p. 4).
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Prime Minister’s Office: 
The Fulcrum of Indian 
Administration

Rajani Ranjan Jha1

Abstract

Prime minister occupies a pivotal position in any parliamentary system of 
government. At the time of India’s Independence, the prime minister’s office 
(PMO) started working as a low profile non-constitutional and non-statutory 
body. But within less than two decades, the PMO emerged as an institution 
with a formidable influence in policymaking. It was sometimes labelled as the 
parallel government. This article is a modest attempt to discuss the origin and 
development of the PMO in India right from Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru 
to PM Narendra Modi. In the process, it deals briefly with the organisational 
structure of PMO and the role of the principal secretary to the PMO. Additionally, 
the article examines how with every prime minister importance of the PMO 
changes. This nerve centre of power basks in the reflected glory of its incumbent, 
the Prime Minister of India.

Keywords
PMO, parliamentary system, extraconstitutional body, principal secretary

Introduction

In the parliamentary system of government, the position of the prime minister is 
most important.1 His or her status has been described by political commentators in 
various ways. The PM is the ‘first among the equals’, the ‘moon among the stars’ 
and the ‘sun around which the system revolves ’. In due course of time, the parlia-
mentary system gave way to the cabinet system in England and the post-Second 
World War period witnessed the transformation of cabinet government into what 
R.H.S Crossman, the British thinker and statesman, called prime ministerial govern-
ment. He further said that the role which the earlier cabinet used to do (that of a 
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hyphen and buckle that joins and fastens the legislative part of the state to the  
executive) is now fulfilled by a single man, the PM. Thus, parliamentary supremacy 
had become a myth and even cabinet government turned into an obsolete concept. 
The PM alone stood at the apex of the pyramid of power. No wonder, in the contem-
porary era some of the analysts have preferred to name it as ‘Primedential system’ 
basically to refer a situation in which the PM uses the authority which is almost 
analogous to the powers enjoyed by the American president supposed to be the most 
powerful executive in the world. It is common knowledge that the position and role 
of the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) very much depend on the political thinking, 
personality and the position of the PM in his party, his relations with his cabinet 
colleagues and his popularity with the masses. The PMO receives its authority from 
the PM and he alone decides how and in which way he wants to use his office.

Need for a PM’s Office

After Independence, India opted for parliamentary system of government. This 
was the natural choice as most of its leaders were trained in this system which was 
gradually introduced during the long period of long British rule in India. The 
Constitution of India does not talk much about the position and powers of the 
Prime Minister nor about his duties in detail. It is well known that he represents, 
to borrow from the British context Walter Bagehot’s phrase, the ‘efficient’ part of 
the constitutional system in India and all the executive powers listed in the name 
of the President of India are virtually enjoyed by him. He is the real source of 
power and authority which comes to him owing to the popular mandate that he 
enjoys in full measure. The PM is the linchpin of the government. According to 
British political scientist Dennis Kavanagh, ‘The Prime Minister is a political as 
well as an executive leader’ (Kavanagh, 2000). In contemporary times, the PM has 
a number of roles to perform: as the head of the government, as the head of the 
council of ministers, as the leader of parliament, as the most important leader of 
his party, as the authoritative chief spokesman of the country in international rela-
tions and so on. The cabinet system of government in India also has, over the 
years, given rise to the prime ministerial form of government. Put briefly, a prime 
ministerial system of government may be described as one in which the govern-
ment is headed by a dynamic, efficient and strong PM who wields enormous 
powers by virtue of his/her personality and his control and command over govern-
ment and the party and his popularity with people. The structure of governance 
becomes centralised and the leader/PM has strong control over decision-making. 
This has been possible in India due to some developments in which increasingly 
we find that the parliamentary elections have turned into the election of PM;  
the PM is the real executive and has power to appoint and dismiss ministers  
(they continue in office at the will of the PM), and he is the coordinator of govern-
ment policies; in that capacity the PM has the right to supervise the functioning of 
all the departments and can intervene in the case of an emergent need.

Unlike some 40 years ago, the PM has to attend numerous summit-level meet-
ings of heads of governments on economic, strategic, environmental, diplomatic 
and host of other issues. He has to remain in touch with most of the world leaders 



Jha 15

from time to time. Within the country also people want to stay in touch with the 
chief of their government through letters, fax, email, Twitter, Facebook and other 
social media for the redressal of their different kinds of grievances and sometimes 
also to suggest to the government what they think could be a better way of resolv-
ing a problem festering for years. In fact, the essence of the strength of a popular 
national leader lies in how strongly he/she is connected with his people. Thus, the 
pressure of work for PM today is really stupendous and it is not possible for one 
person to accomplish it.

Historical Developments

In order to perform his role efficiently and effectively, the PM should have an 
office of his own for information, advice and necessary support, sometimes at 
short notice. At the time of India’s Independence, there perhaps was not any long 
and strong tradition of a prime minister’s office even in England. Only Lloyd 
George felt the need of such an office during the period of First World War and he 
started it as his own personal secretariat known as ‘Garden Suburb’. Whatever 
support system the PM had was more in the nature of a ‘private office’ located in 
10 Downing Street as the PM’s office. After some period of dormancy, the office 
was again revived by Winston Churchill during the Second World War period. 
The British system, thus, relied heavily on cabinet as the coordinating link of the 
government under PM’s leadership.

When Jawaharlal Nehru was appointed as the first Prime Minister of India, 
he is reported to be in favour of a big and strong office of the PM. But he was  
dissuaded by some of his own colleagues like Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and also 
by some officers of the then higher echelons of the bureaucracy who perhaps saw 
in the emergence of a powerful Prime Minister’s Secretariat (PMS) a rival centre 
of power and a danger to the growing cabinet system. As a result, during the long 
years of Nehru’s rule (1947–1964), the PMS had a low profile. Nehru himself had 
a wide knowledge and understanding of India. He did not need much help from 
his staffers either for delivering a speech in parliament or outside or for any policy 
matter. Whatever little secretarial assistance Nehru needed, it was met through the 
External Affairs Ministry which he headed. Consequently, the rank of the Principal 
Private Secretary (PPS) to the PM, as the head of this office was then called, 
was that of an additional secretary-level officer only. Vithal Pai of the Indian 
Civil Service (ICS) was the first PPS to Nehru who was succeeded by another 
ICS officer Dharma Vira. It is averred that on the advice of Lord Mountbatten, 
Nehru separated the position of PPS and the cabinet secretary (Deshmukh, 2004).  
But one similar British tradition started by Nehru in India was that the PMS’s PPS 
would attend each and every meeting of the Cabinet. This continues till date. This 
provided the PPS a unique opportunity not only to have the first-hand informa-
tion of all the major decisions of the highest policy-/decision-making body of 
the Government of India but also occasions to rub shoulders with the Cabinet 
Secretary—the highest ranking civil servant of the government.

One notices the PMS coming into prominence when Lal Bahadur Shastri became  
India’s PM after Nehru’s demise. There were two basic reasons for the PMS 
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coming into focus. First, despite being a seasoned politician who was known 
for his simplicity, sincerity and a clean image Shastri’s understanding of inter-
national, economic and scientific matters was limited. Second, it is said, he suf-
fered a mild heart attack and needed rest and proper assistance in managing huge 
governmental affairs. For this, he selected two bright ICS cadre officers of the 
secretary rank—L.K. Jha and L.P. Singh—for his office. However, he could not 
get L.P. Singh because G.L. Nanda, the then home minister, was not ready to 
spare him. L.K. Jha, then a secretary level officer, joined Shastri’s PMS on his 
own terms which was that he should be called secretary to the PMS and not the 
PPS and that he will attend meetings of the cabinet. The terms were accepted by 
the PM. It is worthwhile to remember here that about the same time in England 
also the strength of the PMO was increased (Dhar, 2000).. The strength of PM’s 
Secretariat in India was increased from 116 in 1948–1949 to 235 in 1965–1966 
(Maheshwari, 1968). The secretary to the PMS is like the chief of staff of any such 
administrative office attached to any president or PM in other countries of the 
world. The internal organisation and the process of government business depend 
on him. He is the conduit to PM. All information that needs to be passed on to the 
PM passes through him precisely to save precious time of the PM. In that sense, 
the secretary acts as filter to PM’s information. It is said that Jha as secretary in 
the PMS started acting in a powerful way but the untimely death of Shastri in 
Tashkent, Russia, in January 1966 made this experiment short-lived.

Mrs Indira Gandhi became PM after Shastri’s death. Jha continued for some 
time as secretary to the PMS. After the 4th general election in 1967, the Congress 
lost power in many states and formed government at the centre with a reduced 
majority. The Indira Gandhi cabinet was not the cabinet of like-minded persons. 
At the union level, according to P.N. Dhar, the PM faced twofold challenges to 
establish her pre-eminence in the cabinet and to forge a coherent set of policies 
and develop a credible political stance (1989). In order to meet these challenges, 
the PM could not depend on her cabinet colleagues some of whom were her arch 
political rivals or ‘big political beasts’. She, in fact, needed aides who could give 
her frank advice and professional assistance. She appointed P.N. Haksar of the 
Indian Diplomatic Service/Indian Foreign Service as principal secretary to PMS. 
It must be acknowledged to the credit of Haksar that he organised the work of the 
PMO and raised its calibre and potential for assistance and advice (ibid., p.58). 
The PMS started functioning as a think tank, policy planner, political strategist 
and a hub that coordinated the policies of the government. With the consolida-
tion and rise of PM’s power, the power of the PMS also grew tremendously and 
it emerged as a parallel government, a parallel centre of power. In the opinion 
of P.C. Alexander (PS to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi from 
1981 to 1985), Haksar proved to be one of the most successful secretaries in the 
PMO (Alexander, 2004). When Dhar succeeded Haksar, the designation reverted 
to secretary to PM. It was again revived when V. Shankar, a retired ICS officer, 
was appointed as principal secretary to PMS in 1977. Once again, the designation 
reverted to secretary when Krishnaswamy Rao Sahib held the post for about a 
year during Charan Singh and Mrs Indira Gandhi’s prime ministership.

In the aftermath of emergency, Janata Party government headed by Morarji 
Desai came to power. The PM had the impression that the PMS was a bloated 
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office and declared that he would cut it to size. But what actually Desai could 
do despite all his aversions against a powerful PMS, says Dhar, was to change 
the name of PMS into PMO and reduce its staff strength from 229 to 211. Why? 
Was it Desai’s inability to do it as he headed virtually a coalition government? Or 
was it the result of a realisation that such an office was really needed? One may, 
therefore, conclude that after working for some time, PM might have realised the 
usefulness of the office. During the period of Chaudhary Charan Singh, both the 
PMO and the PM lapsed into low profile. When Mrs Gandhi returned to power 
in 1980, the PMO once again shot into prominence but unlike the Haksar years 
(1967–1976), it was more professional and cautious to avoid the charge of over-
centralisation under P.C. Alexander as the principal secretary (2 May 1981–18 
January 1985). The new PS was able to provide a ‘well-knit team’, ‘one of the 
best teams the Secretariat has ever had’ (Chawla, 1981). It brought back some 
amount of ‘credibility and prestige … to this office and helped a great deal in 
restoring the good name of the office’ (Rajiv Gandhi quoted in Alexander, 2004, 
p. 150). Sarla Grewal succeeded Alexander as PS. She, in turn, was succeeded 
by B.G. Deshmukh (March, 1989) who had earlier successfully served as cabinet 
secretary.

V.P. Singh became Prime Minister in December 1989. It was believed that the 
new PM would cut down to size the PMO and reduce its importance as, in his 
view, the PMO had assumed undue importance and started interfering in the work 
of other departments. But the new PM slowly started appreciating the importance 
of the PMO and had good opinion about its impartiality and non-interference 
(Deshmukh, 2004, pp. 254–256). The very idea of cutting down the size of the 
PMO was automatically shelved. Deshmukh continued to serve as PS to PMO 
under V.P. Singh and his successor, Chandra Shekhar, thus gaining the distinction 
of serving under three PMs. After the general election in 1991 P.V. Narasimha 
Rao became PM and appointed A.N. Verma as his PS to PMO. In the beginning 
the office started functioning on a low profile but as time passed, the PMO started 
spreading its influence and interfering in the functioning of other departments. 
One important example of this development was that the Foreign Investment and 
Promotion Board was kept directly under the PS to the PM. The PM himself 
held charge of many ministries and departments. The importance and authority of 
PMO increased manifold during this period (Deshmukh, 1997). During the Deve 
Gowda and I.K. Gujral Governments (1996–1998), the PMO was active but not 
strong as these were coalition governments. Satish Chandran was Deve Gowda’s 
and N.N. Vohra, former governor of Jammu and Kashmir, was I.K. Gujral’s  
PS to the PMO.

The scene, however, drastically changed when BJP-led NDA coalition leader 
A.B. Vajpayee became PM in 1998. Vajpayee made the PMO a very powerful 
institution by appointing his close confidant and man of trust Brajesh Mishra his 
PS. Mishra was a retired Indian Foreign Service officer and also served as head of 
foreign policy wing of the Bharatiya Janata Party. The PM reposed faith and trust 
in Mishra so much that he was appointed as the first National Security Advisor 
(NSA) also. On several occasions, he was sent abroad by the PM as his personal 
emissary without any prior consultation with the External Affairs Minister. It was 
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widely believed that he was much more powerful than any cabinet minister and 
at times his influence overshadowed the defence ministry and the home ministry. 
When the functioning of the PS was criticised within the party, by the RSS and in 
parliament the PM offered to resign rather than remove Mishra. Such was the trust 
of the PM in the PS’s working that the voice of the PS was taken as the authorita-
tive voice of the PM.

When Dr Manmohan Singh became PM, Sanjay Baru, his media advisor, 
described Dr Singh as ‘the accidental Prime Minister’ in 2004 of the Congress-
led United Progressive Alliance; the PMO again returned to a low profile phase 
because of this being a coalition government in which the supporting parties 
including the left parties decided policy issues; a new organisation headed by 
the Congress President, Mrs Sonia Gandhi came into existence. It was known as 
National Advisory Council (NAC). It was widely believed that important policy 
decisions and appointments including one in the PMO were decided by Mrs Sonia 
Gandhi. The PS to the PMO, T.K.A. Nair, who had worked briefly as Secretary 
to the PM in Gujral’s PMO and had served as Chief Secretary of Punjab did 
not enjoy higher standing among civil servants. He had not served as secretary 
in important and powerful ministries such as those home, Finance and Defence. 
He was a ‘bureaucratic lightweight’ (Baru, 2014). It is believed that he was the 
third preferential choice of the PM for the PS. Nair was no match for some of his 
eminent predecessors and his immediate predecessor and larger than life Brajesh 
Mishra who was more than just a ‘Principal Secretary’ (ibid., pp. 34–35). Nair 
depended very much on Pulok Chatterjee, a joint secretary in the PMO for advice 
on important policy decisions. Pulok, it may be mentioned here, was inducted 
into Manmohan Singh’s PMO at the behest of Sonia Gandhi. Pulok used to meet 
her almost daily to brief her on important key policy issues of the day and seek 
her instructions on important files to be cleared by the PM (ibid., p. 36). The PM 
had to deal with other ‘political rivals’ in Pranab Mukherjee (recently retired as 
President of India), Arjun Singh and A.K. Anthony in the Cabinet. No wonder 
the general impression was that Dr Singh was a weak PM and had a weak PMO.

Negating all poll predictions in the 2014 parliamentary elections, Narendra 
Modi became PM and looking into his style and record of functioning as Chief 
Minister of Gujarat, it was assumed that he would be a strong PM and his PMO 
would be equally strong and powerful. Modi’s PMO is regarded as the most domi-
nant PMO since the days of Mrs Indira Gandhi. Selecting the officers of his trust 
is the prerogative of the PM. It has been reported that PM Modi has selected 
his team of officials in the PMO on the basis of their ‘experience, expertise and 
performance’. The PM has chosen Nripendra Mishra as his PS on the basis of his 
loyalty, P.K. Mishra on his expertise and Ajit Doval as NSA on his ability. It was 
reported in the Times of India (2014, June 11) that the PMO in Modi government 
would be more influential than most of the cabinet ministers. In order to avoid a 
Haksar-like situation of the 1970s in the PMO, Modi has been careful not to vest 
unlimited power in one individual person or place. This is reflected in the creation 
of a new post in the PMO as additional principal secretary and the appointment 
of P.K. Mishra not only to act as a ‘countercheck vis-à-vis the other officers, but 
also to serve as an alternative source of management of government business’. 
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It is interesting to know that P.K. Mishra is a former Gujarat cadre IAS officer 
and was the principal advisor to Modi during 2001–2004 when he was the CM 
of Gujarat. Since his retirement, P.K. Mishra had been serving the state in one 
capacity or the other. In the PMO, he deals with major government appointments. 
This shows that the PM not only believed in division of work and application  
of the theory of checks and balances at the top in the PMO but also created an 
alternative source of advice that he considers more dependable. This also reflects 
that there is no bar on the way in which the PM wants to organise his office. By 
exercising his discretion in the constitution of the PMO, the PM has signalled that 
his PMO would be the hub of decision-making and play a crucial role in stream-
lining decision-making and interaction with other ministries.2

Organisational Structure of PMO

Every office has a structural set-up. So is the case with the PMO. Since the PMO 
in India is an extraconstitutional growth, one does not come across it anywhere in 
the constitution. It only finds mention in the Government Business Rules, 1961, 
where it has been accorded the status of a government department. The structure 
is the result of the evolution process over the years based on the prerogative of the 
prime ministers of India. The principal secretary is the chief of staff and stands at 
the apex of the PMO. Except the trust of the PM, no special qualification is needed 
for the PS. Whereas other government servants serve at the pleasure of the president 
of India, the PS and others serve in the PMO at the pleasure of the PM (Dulat & 
Sinha, 2015). Till now, the post has been occupied by senior civil servants either 
serving or retired generally belonging to the Indian Administrative Service, Indian 
Foreign Service or any other service. The organisational hierarchy is flexible and 
the size and composition may vary with the change in political leadership. Below 
the PS, today, there is additional principal secretary. Below him are additional 
secretaries, joint secretaries, officers on special duty (OSDs), several directors 
and many functionaries belonging to classes I, II, III and IV services. The NSA, 
Ajit Doval, with the rank of a minister of state (MoS) is also a part of the PMO. In 
addition, technocrats, subject specialists and a media advisor are also appointed 
by the PM in his office. Apart from the bureaucrats, the PM may appoint a trusted 
political ally and colleague as his political advisor. Bhubanesh Chaturvedi was 
appointed as a political advisor by PM Narasimha Rao (1991–1996). During 
Vajpayee’s regime, Pramod Mahajan was appointed as political advisor for the 
first time with the status of a cabinet rank minister. Several Prime Ministers have 
appointed Ministers of State to the PMO. To name a few, Arun Singh and Sheila 
Dikshit by Rajiv Gandhi, Aslam Sher Khan by P.V. Narasimha Rao, Kamal 
Morarka by Chandra Shekhar, Prithviraj Chavan by Manmohan Singh and  
Dr Jitendra Singh under present government of Modi. It was during Vajpayee’s 
regime that for the first time, the organisational structure of the PMO and their 
work distribution came out in public domain (India Today, 2001, 2 April, p. 4).3  
In 1948–1949, the total strength of PMS was 116 (Maheshwari, 1968, p. 25); in 
1958–1959, it went up to 129; in 1965–1966, it shoot up to 235; in 1976–1977, the 
staff strength was 242 (Mathai, 1978); during the Morarji regime, it came down to 
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203 (Avasthi, 1980); during Rajiv Gandhi’s rule, it went up to 388 (Sarkar, 1989); 
and during Vajpayee’s rule, the strength reached 400 (India Today, 2001, 2 April, 
p. 24).4 Presently, it is learnt that the staff strength of PMO stands at 397.

Functions of PMO

Initially, the PMO was established as a staff agency to assist the prime minister in 
the discharge of his role, functions and responsibilities. Its functions are nowhere 
enumerated. The experience gained over the years provides us some help in 
putting these pieces of information together. Some of these are: to deal with the 
references made to the PM under the rules of business; to deal with all the matters 
that have come to the PM; to deal with the public relations side of the PMO, that 
is, maintaining relations with the press and the public; fixing the appointments of 
the PM within India and outside which includes party meetings, meetings with 
different interest groups and organisations; to provide assistance in dealing with 
the cases submitted to PM for orders; to help in preparing answers to questions 
which cannot be answered by a particular ministry in parliament; to handle PM’s 
numerous correspondences, Facebook, Twitter account and other postings on 
social media; arrange the travel plan of PM; prepare the draft speech and impor-
tant declarations of the PM and so on. Unlike England, where the PM does  
not have a department of his own, in India, the PMs have traditionally been the 
minister-in-charge of the Departments of Space, Atomic Energy, Ministry of 
Personnel, Public Grievances and Pensions and so on. Sometimes as a result of 
reshuffle in the council of ministers, departments which are not given to other 
ministers remain with the PM for a short term or at times for a longer duration. In 
such ministries where the prime minister is the minister-in-charge, all matters 
requiring ministerial approval and not delegated to a MoS/deputy minister are 
submitted to the prime minister for orders. The PMO works as the secretariat for 
such departments and ministries as mentioned above. It puts before the PM any 
proposal of any ministry for consideration.

The PMO provides administrative assistance to the prime minister by giving 
informal notes on files and places before the PM important records, information 
and precedents which may help PM in arriving at a decision. It monitors actions 
on different projects and activities going on within the country and outside. It directs 
and reminds the different ministries and concerned government agencies about 
the initiatives they have to take as per the desires of the PM. It effects inter-agency 
coordination sometimes through formal but also through informal channels of 
conflict resolution.

The PMO acts as the facilitation point regarding the PM’s interaction with the 
president, the vice president, the speaker of the Lok Sabha, cabinet ministers, state 
governors and chief ministers, members of parliament, vice chairman of NITI 
Aayog, cabinet secretary and other secretaries, and so on. It assists the PM in 
discharging his responsibilities as the chairman of the NITI Aayog. Maintaining 
PM’s relations with foreign dignitaries has also come under the care of the PMO 
as the PM meets a number of heads of governments at summit-level meetings 
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throughout the year. By keeping a continuous watch on the developments, stresses 
and strains in international and economic relations with other countries, PMO 
keeps the PM informed of these developments. It also keeps the PM posted with 
defence preparedness and matters of internal security. Since the PM of India is 
the greatest dispenser of important appointments in the country, the PMO helps 
the PM in making these appointments by providing important information and 
advice. As a party leader during elections, the PM makes a lot of promises to 
the electorates. These poll promises have to be crystallised into concrete public  
policies. Here, the PMO comes to the help of the PM in giving these promises the 
shape of a public policy frame. It helps the PM in operating the Prime Minister’s 
National Relief Fund (PMNRF) and National Defence Fund (NDF). Last but not 
the least, the PMO helps the PM in crisis management on some issues of national 
and international importance and urgency. Though not listed, some confidants in 
the PMO especially the PS may be entrusted with some work of political nature 
also. Thus, the jurisdiction and functions of the PMO are myriad and of different 
types. It entirely depends on the personality, vision and attitude of the PM what 
shape he wants to give to his office and with what objectives in mind. The office 
virtually basks in the reflected glory of its political chief: the PM.

Working Experience

The PMO has no original or inherent power(s) of its own. It does not find any 
mention in the constitution. That way it must be seen as a non-constitutional but a 
necessary growth. It derives its power from the prime minister for whose help and 
advice the office came into existence. In the initial years of Independence, it was 
influenced by the practices in England. Nehru appointed H.V.R. Iyengar, a senior 
officer of the ICS, as his first PPS in the PMS. He was a competent officer with an 
overpowering personality and used to attend cabinet meetings which were not 
liked by senior ministers like Sardar Patel, John Mathai and Shanmukham Chetty. 
A.V. Pai, another senior ICS officer, replaced Iyengar about whom John Mathai 
writes that he was the best PPS to Nehru (1978, pp. 3–15). Dharma Vira, yet 
another efficient ICS officer, replaced Pai in 1950 and continued up to April 1951. 
M.O. Mathai who had been assisting Nehru as a part of Nehru’s official secretariat 
before Indian Independence was supposedly offered the position of PPS by Nehru 
which he initially declined. But, later, when assured that all papers would go to 
PM through him, he joined as special assistant to the prime minister. Mathai 
became a power unto himself and was termed as ‘power behind the throne’. 
Mathai was not formally a part of bureaucracy, but was playing a political-cum-
administrative-cum-influential role sitting in a room next to Nehru’s in South 
Block, and wielding a great deal of clout whether intended or not’, remarks L.K. 
Jha, ICS former Secretary to PM Shastri and Indira Gandhi and Governor of 
Jammu and Kashmir (Singh, 2002, p. 137). It deserves a mention here that in his 
functioning, Nehru used to get assistance from Tarlok Singh ICS, his private  
secretary, Pitambar Pant of the Planning Commission and Homi Bhabha, the 
known scientist and secretary to the government. During Nehru’s last few months 
before his death, L.B. Shastri, a minister without portfolio used to work on behalf 



22  Indian Journal of Public Administration 65(1)

of the Prime Minister. P.N. Haksar, the PS to Mrs Indira Gandhi, believed that the 
major failure of Nehru lay in his inability to create an institutionalised framework 
which could have built up his vision of new India (Sarkar & Haksar, 1989, p. 46).

What Nehru lacked or was initially not allowed to do was accomplished by his 
protégé and successor Shastri who by establishing a strong and powerful PMS 
made an innovation in the public administrative system of India. With this, a nerve 
centre of political and administrative power was put in place. This new organisa-
tion had the potentiality to be manoeuvred/used for increasing the personal power 
of a strong prime minister. Shastri wanted two secretaries for the PMS but as 
stated earlier, he had to contend with L.K. Jha, a former finance secretary, only. 
On his demand, Jha was accorded in the warrant of precedence the same position 
as that of the cabinet secretary. Madhu Limaye, the socialist thinker–politician, 
beautifully depicted Jha’s position in the PMS in his own words. Jha is reported 
to have said:

I had to advise him on most matters including the war with Pakistan, the non-alignment 
summit, Britain, Canada .And as Shastri was not in good health, people would come 
and ask me rather than him. Sometimes, after the UN Security Council meeting, our 
man there would ring me up at 2 a.m. rather than disturb Shastriji, I would either give a 
response if I knew the PM’s mind or say that I would get back to the caller after speak-
ing to the Prime Minister. But actually, my role was important largely because of 
Shastriji’s weak physical condition. So at many times I had to present myself. And also, 
I was on so many committees. (Limaye, 1989, p. 113)

He further added: ‘So when I am not speaking on Shastriji’s behalf or giving the 
PM’s position, I was thinking of ruling at a personal level’ (ibid.). Jha wielded 
enormous influence and began to be called a ‘super-secretary’. Michael Brecher 
is also said to have mentioned that long before the end of Shastri’s first year, the 
PMS was a formidable influence in the making of decisions and Jha emerged as 
the policy adviser to the PM. He is said to have played an important role in the 
singing of the Kutch Agreement by the PM Shastri in 1965 (Johari, 2004).

When Mrs Indira Gandhi became PM in January 1966, L.K. Jha continued as 
Secretary. Mrs Gandhi did not have enough administrative experience and the 
PMS facilitated the PM in taking quick decisions by processing all the proposals 
for her. Jha accompanied her in all her foreign trips and was with her in all impor-
tant meetings/deliberations with visiting foreign dignitaries. The PM relied on 
Jha even for some politically sensitive assignments, remarks Sarla Malik (1984). 
Indira Gandhi assigned Jha important diplomatic responsibilities like discussing 
nuclear non-proliferation treaty with important centres of world power. The all-
pervading influence of Jha led to growing criticism against him which resulted in 
his exit as governor of the Reserve Bank of India.

Jha was replaced by another distinguished officer of the IFS cadre, P.N. Haksar 
in January 1967 who turned the PMS into a very effective machinery of govern-
ance. In a word, in him Mrs Gandhi found a philosopher, tactician, guide, advisor 
and efficient chief of staff for her PMS. He raised the power and influence of 
the PMS to an unprecedented height though himself shunned publicity greatly 
as he believed in the principle of anonymity for civil servants. The PMS during 
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the Haksar era when the PM was fighting for survival and establishing her cred-
ibility and pre-eminence in the cabinet is said to have devised such strategically 
oriented public issues/policies such as abolition of privy purses, nationalisation 
of banks, attractive programme of Garibi Hatao and so on, which changed PM’s 
image from a gungi guria to a powerful iron lady, ‘the only man in her women’s 
cabinet’. It is pointed out that Haksar started directly ordering secretaries to  
different departments. He ran a parallel government from the PMS. Madhu Limaye 
attests that under him the cabinet ministers were downgraded, the autonomy of 
the government departments were destroyed, the cabinet Secretariat became a 
cipher; the concept of the neutrality of the civil services was attacked. The PMS 
became a parallel government (ibid., p. 125). But it must also be admitted that the 
finest coordinating and crisis management role of the PMS emerged during the 
Bangladesh War, 1971. It was during this period that the PMS served as the think 
tank, and the process of concentration of power started taking roots. However, 
it would be perhaps an exaggeration to say that the PMS under Haksar had the 
final say in all matters, always. P.N. Dhar tells us that despite the opposition of 
the PMS, wheat trade takeover policy was adopted by Indira Gandhi government. 
The departments of revenue intelligence and enforcement were brought under 
the control of the PMS from the ministry of finance during the 1970s. Another 
important development during this period was that intelligence agencies like 
IB, CBI and RAW were separated from the ministry of home affairs and placed 
under cabinet secretariat. All this concentrated extensive powers in the hands of 
the PM and her PMS which severely undermined the normal functioning of the 
government and its machinery, more so, during the period of internal emergency  
(1975–1977). The use or misuse of these agencies since Indira Gandhi’s days has 
been a critical area of the functioning of the PM and PMO. The entry of Sanjay 
Gandhi as the extra constitutional power in the PMS led to the waning of Haksar’s 
influence and his difference with the PM over Sanjay’s Maruti project led to his 
departure from the PMS. During this period, another unconstitutional authority 
known as the Prime Minister House (PMH) emerged as an important centre of 
power affecting the role of both PMO and Cabinet Secretariat.

P.N. Dhar, a moderate economist was drafted into PMS in 1970 as an advisor 
in the wake of Indira Gandhi’s economic initiatives. He took over from Haksar 
without the coveted designation of principal secretary. The PMS, it is said, was 
dominated by Sanjay Gandhi and R.K. Dhawan during this period. The PMS 
during Mrs Gandhi rule had three important functions—decision-making, policy 
formulation and public relations (Gupta, 1989). The veteran journalist Kuldip 
Nayar comments: ‘The PMS had become an independent executive force compara-
ble to what exists in presidential than parliamentary systems. It was the secretariat 
which shaped country’s basic policies, processed senior appointments, and even 
took a hand in political field.’

When Janata Party came to power after the Emergency, PM Morarji Desai 
personally and his party were committed to reducing the size and importance of 
the all-powerful PMS. Not only the name of PMS was changed to PMO, its size 
was reduced and there was change in the orientation towards this office whose 
central task now was just to help the PM in the functioning of the government. 
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The office was divested of some of its policymaking units. Despite P.N. Dhar’s 
views to the contrary, the position of cabinet secretariat and other departments 
was considerably restored and the intervention and interference from the PMO in 
the functioning of ministries was minimal.5 Yet, as the saying goes, old habits die 
hard. The old bureaucratic and ministerial habits of nearly more than a decade led 
the bureaucracy to look up to V. Shankar, ICS and Principal Secretary to PM for 
guidance and advice.

With Indira Gandhi’s coming into power, again, in 1980, the PMO came into 
prominence with the appointment of a seasoned civil servant, P.C. Alexander, as 
the principal secretary to the PMO in 1981. This is what Alexander writes what 
Indira Gandhi expected of his role as PS: ‘She had stated, in unambiguous terms, 
that she wanted me to get involved not only in government matters but also in 
political and party matters. In other words, she was keen that I handle all issues 
with which she was concerned’ (Alexander, 2004, p. 7).

Alexander not only accompanied the PM in almost all her foreign visits but 
was also a part of the informal group on national security. All files to the PM were 
routed through him. He started the practice of meeting all the officers of the PMO 
once a week. Accounts given by Alexander in his book (pp.140–143) show not 
only the trust and closeness between the PM and her PS but also give a glimpse 
of the different types of advice PM sought from him sometimes in the course of 
a meeting itself. At times, the PS has to assist the PM at a very short notice in 
handling a crisis situation, for example, when Anwara Taimur, the then Chief 
Minister of Assam, lost majority in the House on 26 June 1981 (ibid., p. 149).  
The importance of Alexander could be assessed that he knew beforehand any 
shuffling in the cabinet, whereas Ministers came to know about any change 
in their portfolio barely an hour or so before. After Indira’s assassination, the  
decision that Rajiv Gandhi should be sworn in as PM by the president (Gyani Zail 
Singh) and not by the vice president as was the wish of many party men was that 
of the principal secretary (ibid., pp. 219–220).

Alexander who worked for some time under Rajiv Gandhi was replaced by 
Sarla Grewal, an IAS officer of the Punjab cadre. On an average, Rajiv used to go 
through almost 300 files daily which was presented to him by senor joint secretary 
rank officials. The PM get a lot of requests at least 500–600 to address various 
jubilees and annual day meetings which need to be sorted out and prioritised 
accordingly for engagements. Briefing the PM before an interview or meet the 
press and media is an important task of the PMO. So is the case when parliament 
is in session. The overall impression during Rajiv’s initial years was of a ‘power-
ful PMO and a coterie of strong bureaucrats who had worked their way into the 
prime minister’s confidence’ (Deshmukh, 2004, p. 14).

B.G. Deshmukh, a former Cabinet Secretary and a level-headed civil servant, 
joined Rajiv’s PMO as Principal Secretary in March 1989. R.K. Dhawan also 
joined as OSD but dealt mostly with political matters and the files specially given 
to him by the PM. Sometimes at the behest of the PM, the PS had to have informal 
political meetings with the leaders of the political parties on certain urgent issues. 
Deshmukh recounts having one such meeting with top BJP and RSS leaders at the 
house of Appa Ghatate to discuss the matters connected with Shilanyas ceremony 
in the midst of Babri Masjid controversy (ibid., p. 212).
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Deshmukh continued as PS to PMO during V.P. Singh’s period. He claims that 
he made it clear to the new PM

that the PMO, at least during my time, was a purely professional body giving advice and 
service to the prime minister. We had no intention of appropriating the work of other 
ministries and departments. The so called interference of the PMO was not by its civil 
servants but by non-civil servants and political appointees associated with the PMO. 
(ibid., p. 255)

Like some other PMs, initially V.P. Singh also viewed PMO with some amount of 
suspicion and was not in favour of it being a powerful body but as Deshmukh  
tells us:

The new prime minister was slowly coming to appreciate the importance of the PMO 
and was quite impressed by its impartiality and non-interference...After about four 
months he himself said that the PMO should be more assertive in the government 
without, of course, unduly interfering with its work. He was more than convinced of the 
PMO’s importance during the Gulf crisis and also because of other initiatives started by 
us. (ibid., p. 256)

When Chandra Shekhar became PM, Deshmukh continued as PS for some time. 
The PMO reached its lowest point as it reflected the authority of PM of a weak 
government. As per the account of Deshmukh, Kamal Morarka, an MoS in the 
PMO, wanted to dominate the PMO which was not allowed by the PS. Deshmukh 
writes, ‘I made it clear that the principal secretary is the head of the PMO and 
submits files only to the prime minister and he could not ask for any files unless 
specifically desired by the prime minister’ (ibid., p. 309).

This shows the role of the PS in keeping the PMO free from unnecessary  
political interference. Under A.N. Verma as PS to Narasimha Rao, the PMO 
gained prominence and made a comeback. Rao depended heavily on Verma for 
decision-making. He was a very powerful person and used to remain present even 
when the cabinet secretary had to put up some files for crucial discussion with the 
PM. Bhubanesh Chaturvedi, the MoS in the PMO, looked after the party affairs 
and used to keep Rao posted with developments on political fronts. In 1995, 
Aslam Sher Khan was appointed as MoS in the PMO. The influence of godman 
Chandraswami was evident in Rao government but how much influence he did 
exercise on the functioning of PMO is difficult to say conclusively.

A.B. Vajpayee was sworn in as PM on 19 March 1998. Brajesh Mishra was 
appointed as PS to PMO the same day. After PM, he was the most powerful 
person in the government. With his appointment as the first NSA, Mishra became 
all the more powerful, virtually working as the most authoritative voice of Indian 
foreign policy. He used to address the media not only for the PMO but also for the 
PM as well. It is reported that he was the only person taken into confidence by the 
PM regarding Pokhran II nuclear explosion (India Today, 1998, 15 June, p. 25).6

During the period of PM Manmohan Singh, the PMO remained in a low 
key because of the coalitional nature of government in the first place, and the 
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general perception that the real power lay with the then Congress President, Sonia 
Gandhi who used to decide important matters. The PS to Manmohan Singh, T.K.A. 
Nair was no match for L.K. Jha, Haksar, P.C. Alexander, A.N. Verma or Brajesh 
Mishra. The PM himself maintained a low profile, so did his PMO and PS. Pulok 
Chatterjee who had served earlier in Rajiv Gandhi’s PMO was inducted into 
Manmohan’s PMO at Sonia’s behest. He was her trusted man and main point 
of contact between PM and herself. Sensing which way the wind was blowing, 
the PS relied heavily on Pulok for advice (Baru, 2014, p. 36). Additionally, the 
deliberate low profile of the PM compounded by the relative inexperience of the 
principal secretary not only affected the agenda of governance reform but at times 
also witnessed a sort of turf war among some of its important functionaries (ibid., 
pp. 39–44). It was a weak but nevertheless an efficient PMO in its functioning, 
writes Sanjay Baru. Making a comparison between Vajpayee’s and Manmohan 
Singh’s PMO A.S. Dulat, former secretary R&AW and a functionary in PMO, 
writes that whereas Vajpayee’s PMO was a very happy PMO that of Manmohan 
Singh was ‘ a very tense, stressed out PMO … there always seemed to be a lot of 
wrestling going on within’ (Dulat & Sinha, 2015, p. 274).

With Narendra Modi emerging as the unchallenged leader of his party and 
perhaps the sole architect of 2014 unexpected Lok Sabha poll victory, his PMO 
was naturally expected to be a powerful one. It is claimed to be the strongest 
PMO since Mrs Gandhi’s. The PMO has been made a mechanism of exercising 
control and establishing the PM’s authority over ministries. The signal to this 
effect was sent soon after the formation of government when the convention of 
ministers appointing their personal staff including the OSD was brought under 
the cabinet committee on appointments. The dominance of PMO was affirmed 
when the Department of Personnel and Training stalled the appointment of three 
private secretaries—two in the ministry of home affairs and one in the ministry of 
external affairs (Times of India, 2014, 17 June).7 Modi made it clear that power in 
the government would vest in the PMO. Not only his style of campaigning during 
the 2014 elections was presidential, his functioning as PM reflects the same style. 
He relies more on bureaucracy than his cabinet. Transparency, accountability 
and delivery of results appear to be his mantra of governance. His address to 
the secretaries of different departments attests to this thinking of Modi. The PM 
restructured the PMO by discontinuing many advisory committees, the group of 
ministers (GoMs) and economic group of ministers (EGoMs) constituted during 
Manmohan period. An empowered PMO is the idea which is not dependent on 
ministers for policy initiative and direction. The NITI Aayog is the brain child of 
the PM for policy initiatives and starting a new phase of union–state cooperative 
relations. The PMO during Modi’s period reflects the image of an efficient and 
effective organisation which is constantly engaged not only in grievance redres-
sal but also in directing, supervising and monitoring different plans and projects.  
It also asks different organisations to initiate different policy initiatives.

In the final analysis, it may be concluded that the PMO which started initially 
as a small organisation to assist the prime minister has developed into the most 
powerful centre of governance in India. As someone has aptly remarked that the 
PMO is the Government of India. Parliamentary elections have turned into the 
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election of the PM. People who vote in the name of an individual expect delivery 
of services in return and wish to hold him/her accountable. As the office of the PM 
is getting ‘presidentialised’ in its perception, outlook and style of functioning, the 
PMO is bound to reflect this reality. Thus, the initial idea of Jawaharlal Nehru that 
the PM should have a powerful secretariat/office of his own is vindicated by later 
developments. However, this development in our polity points to two trends—the 
concentration of power in the PM and his PMO, and the apparent dilution in the 
functioning of cabinet secretariat and the cabinet secretary as viewed from time to 
time. The role and status of PMO and the cabinet secretariat has depended on the 
stature of the PM, his standing within his party and the cabinet and the political 
climate of the country. It also depends on the personality of the officials occupy-
ing the position as PS to PMO and cabinet secretary. The moot point is whether 
the PM believes in centralised or decentralised functioning. It is the PM who has 
to do the balancing act between the PMO and the cabinet secretariat keeping in 
view the parliamentary traditions and democratic functioning.
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Notes

1. Revised version of the 2nd Bijoyini Memorial Lecture delivered at Utkal University, 
Vani Vihar, Bhubaneswar on 16 September 2017.

2. Refer to www.pmindia.gov.in/en Prime Minister’s Office: Role and Functions in the 
System of Indian Government.

3. See  https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/cover-story/story/20010402-brajesh-mishra- 
the-man-who-become-the-public-face-of-the-vajpayee-government-775425- 
2001-04-02

4. See  https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/cover-story/story/20010402-brajesh-mishra- 
the-man-who-become-the-public-face-of-the-vajpayee-government-775425- 
2001-04-02

5. Refer to the views of the then Cabinet Secretary, Nirmal Mukarji in Panandikar and 
Mehra (1996).

6. See  https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/cover-story/story/19980615-pm-vajpayee- 
projects-a-regal-style-but-his-official-set-up-is-still-relatively-lightweight-826649- 
1998-06

7. See  https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2014/6/17/archivelist/year-2014,month-
6,starttime-41807.cms
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USA and Indian 
Federalisms:  
Similarities and  
Differences

Beryl A. Radin1

Abstract

Federal systems across the globe are full of contradictions. They are both 
individually unique and yet respond to similar objectives and expectations in a 
constantly changing environment. This dynamic is illustrated by developments 
in two large federal systems—India and the USA—that have tried to deal with 
dramatic differences within their population as they search for ways to make 
democratic principles come alive. While differences between the two systems 
are clear, examining both sets of players and pressures can prove to be useful to 
students of both settings.

Keywords
India, IAS, federalism, USA, overlapping powers

More than 25 years ago, I decided I wanted to apply for a Fulbright grant to India. 
There were a number of reasons for this decision that encompassed a range of 
realities. I am an American with very limited language facility. I had found that 
my earlier time in Australia allowed me to avoid my language limitations but still 
learn from a different culture. About the same time, I was a devotee of the British 
television series Jewel in the Crown and was intrigued by India’s transition from 
a colonial situation to independence. I enriched my knowledge by delving into the 
rich fictional literature about India available in English and took a course at the 
Smithsonian Institute on Indian Art and Architecture to learn about highlights of 
Indian history and to identify sites that I wanted to visit.

Increasingly, I began to see parallels between India and the USA. My earlier 
research had focused on American federalism and the constant search for ways 
that a national government could deal with a system of states with very different 
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expectations, cultures and populations. About the same time that I applied for the 
Fulbright, I was able to meet with a group of individual Indians who were leaders 
of democratically operated grassroots social change movements in India, support-
ing the empowerment of dalits, tribal people, women and religious minorities.

This group of Indian activists was brought to Washington, DC, by the Ford 
Foundation and these individuals worked with an American group called the 
Advocacy Institute to expose them to the advocacy efforts within the USA. This 
organisation had devised strategies and approaches that made sense in the USA 
and provided a setting that was useful to people from another large country with 
dramatic differences within its population and the need for economic develop-
ment. As our conversations developed, I began to understand both the similari-
ties and differences between the two systems, both of which were dealing with 
political, economic and social changes over time and seemed to be constantly in 
flux. While the Indian experience with independence and colonial institutions was 
much more recent than that in the USA, both countries searched for ways to make 
it possible for democratic principles come alive.

By the time I had to sit down and write my application for the Fulbright, I had 
become aware of two elements in the Indian Constitution that provided me with 
new ways of thinking about federalism in both countries. First, I was struck by 
the way that the Indian constitution had divided the power of the states and the 
central government into three lists: the union list, the state list and the concur-
rent list. That categorisation provided a framework that acknowledged differences 
between very different policy roles within different jurisdictional structures and 
seemed to be the only model for issues that required the involvement of both sets 
of institutions.

By contrast, the US system, following a Civil War, danced around the division 
of powers through an argument that referred to issues that involved interstate 
commerce and did not attempt to classify specific lists of activities that were 
appropriate for the central government, the states or both. It was not until Deil 
Wright developed what he called the ‘overlapping model of intergovernmental 
relations’ in the late 1970s that something in the USA approached the concept of 
the concurrent list.

The second element that became clear to me as I prepared for a visit to  
India involved attention to the role of the bureaucracy in the Indian constitution.  
The Indian Administrative Service was one of the very few administrative systems 
that I had encountered that was established in a constitution as an instrument of 
federalism, with IAS officers serving as an intermediary between the states and 
the national government. By contrast, the US Constitution did not really deal with 
the role of the bureaucracy at any level. In that sense, the US system was similar 
to that of most political systems where each level of government was equipped 
with its own set of administrative instrumentalities and mechanisms. Countries 
such as Australia and the USA have separate and distinct levels of public admin-
istration that tend to emphasize the differences between the levels of government 
rather than to accentuate areas of interdependencies. My research efforts involv-
ing implementation of national policies in different states in the USA had shown 
me that these differences were extremely important.
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But back to India, the process of negotiating a Fulbright position in India is 
never simple. But in this instance, the months involved in my negotiation provided 
me with an opportunity to build on my growing interest in both issues—concurrent 
powers and the IAS. When I arrived in Delhi at the end of May, I was not only 
greeted by pre-monsoon heat but also an agreement with the Indian Institute of 
Public Administration in Delhi. I would spend my 3 months as a senior Fulbright 
scholar based there, meeting senior IAS officers both in the classroom and infor-
mally, visiting other training institutes throughout the country, and taking advan-
tage of the expertise of colleagues on the faculty and others in Delhi and across 
the country. I had not realised it at the time but it turned out that I was the first 
American to be posted at the IIPA under a Fulbright. My colleagues at the Institute 
said that the faculty was always sceptical about accepting previous applicants, 
believing that they were likely to be somehow attached to the CIA. For whatever 
reason, I was viewed as different. Probably my concerns about issues in the USA 
(especially civil rights issues) played a part in this.

I spent 3 months combining IIPA-based activities with visits to training insti-
tutes across the country arranged by IIPA staff, the Fulbright Office and the US 
Information Service. I was able to speak to IAS officers in Jaipur, Ahmedabad, 
Bangalore, Mumbai, Hyderabad, Trivandrum and several other places. I spent a 
week at the training academy in Mussoorie—perhaps the institution anywhere in 
the world that has invested more in training bureaucrats than anyone else has done. 
I was able to see both the strengths and the weaknesses of those training efforts. 
When it was possible, I also met with individuals from advocacy organisations 
in those places. In subsequent trips to India, I visited other parts of the country 
and returned to earlier places. By the turn of the 21st century, I was immersed in 
questions about India. I was more likely to know what I did not understand than 
to pronounce any expertise.

The years that elapsed between my Fulbright in 1990 and my last trip in 
2007 gave me a picture of a constantly changing India. Two main changes were 
extremely important to my understanding of issues related to federalism. The first 
was the emergence of the private sector. Its presence was noted in areas which had 
been characterised by strong (almost monopolistic) government action. Global 
attention had turned to the contribution of the Indian technology private sector. 
New actors from the private sector were likely to both demand and assist in a role 
in decision making. These players further complexified the demands on all of the 
three lists defined in the Constitution but clearly made the concurrent list particu-
larly difficult to manage.

The second change emerged from the development of state-specific political 
parties across the states. The appearance of these political parties in the 1980s and 
later challenged the ability of the Congress Party to win elections in a number 
of states. As a result, it became increasingly common for elections to be won by 
coalitions of political parties. These coalitions often included a range of national 
parties and state-specific parties and gave state political leaders the ability to 
make demands on issues and areas which had not been possible in the past. It was 
possible—at least theoretically—for the chief ministers to indirectly use the skills 
of their IAS cadres to push for specific policy directions even when they were 
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posted in Delhi. These individuals seem to have an interconnecting role as they 
share a common background but find themselves representing different govern-
ments. Federalism, thus, had to be defined to include these new players as a part 
of the context of decision making either directly as players or as individuals who 
changed the way that they defined their power, position and roles.

Similar changes were taking place within the USA during this same period. 
Increased use of contracting out functions at all levels of government made it dif-
ficult to think of a clear differentiation between public and private roles. Reliance 
on legal and structural definitions of federalism was modified and often replaced 
by the concept of intergovernmental relationships. That term was used to support 
a view that not only included private sector groups but focused on processes that 
stemmed from a set of overlaps among national, state and local units simultane-
ously. In many cases, increased globalisation meant that the relationships spanned 
national boundaries. Both governments and private sector actors began to rec-
ognise the involvement of organised actors outside the government; these non-
government organisations became gradually recognised as agents and partners of 
governments. These overlaps constrained the levels of autonomy and discretion in 
any single public or private player. In addition, they stimulated complex multiunit 
interactions which are non-hierarchical in nature. It became more difficult to fit 
the traditional role of ‘bureaucrats’ into these behaviours since their traditional 
role as deliverer of services was dramatically modified. Yet while some called 
this development ‘the hollow state’, governments still continued to exert essential 
functions in the process (such as raising money, negotiating contracts and estab-
lishing programme standards). Bureaucracies might have changed but they still 
have a residue of power.

In 2015, Bob Agranoff and I published an article in Publius: The Journal of  
Federalism that reminded scholars of Deil Wright's overlapping model of con- 
temporary relationships (Agranoff & Radin, 2015). The six elements that he 
described within this model seemed to fit the

Limited and dispersed power
Modest and uncertain areas of autonomy
High degree of potential or actual interdependence
Simultaneous competition and cooperation
Bargain–exchange relationships
Negotiation as a strategy for reaching agreement.

At the same time that these complex changes were occurring in the USA, eco-
nomic conditions and scepticism about the effectiveness of the public sector were 
also increasing. Thus, two developments are currently present that do not easily 
lend themselves to clear strategies: the first is the concept of networks of govern-
ance and the second is the use of performance assessment processes to devise 
accountability mechanisms. The concept of networks is now a widely used term 
in many different contexts, ranging from informal networks of associates to formal 
structures. The proliferation of these governing networks reflects not only the 
expansion of intergovernmental programmes to reach across jurisdictions but also 
captures important activities of the actors who are present in contemporary set-
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tings. The network activity in the USA has varied in many different directions. 
Networks have been identified in two diametrically opposite ways. They have 
been praised for their ability to serve as a venue for collaborative or cooperative 
decision-making process. But it is not always clear what people mean by ‘coop-
erative federalism’ in the USA. The term has been used by advocates of both 
national, state and local governments as well as NGOs to justify their involvement 
in efforts to solve common problems. But it also has been used as a critique of the 
status quo by those who believe that policies are dominated by the national 
government.

But at the same time, some have emphasised the potential of collaborative 
processes, networks have also been characterised as the source for many different 
forms of conflict that emerge from overlapping authority. One could actually see 
the roots of the collaboration/conflict dichotomy in the original Indian concur-
rent list approach. It was never clear to me what kind of relationships the authors 
of the Constitution thought would emerge from that third list—collaborative or 
conflictual?

If this source of uncertainty is not confusing enough, the USA emphasis on 
performance assessment to devise accountability mechanisms further complicates 
the contemporary situation. A range of efforts have been put in place to hold third 
parties accountable for the use of federal dollars and, at the same time, seek to 
provide those third parties discretion in the way they use those federal monies.

The complexities of the current era have clearly compounded the difficulties 
of implementing the overlapping model. Both India and the USA have moved 
beyond the original cast of actors, broadened some of the venues of decision 
making, brought on more networks and potential for collaboration, increased 
opportunities for political and substantive policy conflict, and also increased  
performance concern with third party involvement.

While differences between the two systems are clear, examining both sets of 
players and pressures can prove to be useful to students in both settings. Both 
countries are constantly changing and provide a hospitable setting for a range of 
researchable questions. I am particularly interested in various forms of compara-
tive analysis that might emerge. Comparative analysis approaches can be used to 
examine the differences between the two countries. But comparative approaches 
can also be used to devise studies that focus on differences between the strategies 
employed by states within a single country. For example, I think there is potential 
in an analysis of collaborative versus conflictual strategies used in different states 
in India. I hope that these remarks might stimulate people in this audience to 
search for these and other researchable questions.
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Notes on Methods

Scaling Up: Beyond the Subnational 
Comparative Method for India 

Aseema Sinha1 

It no longer makes sense to talk of India without analyzing its infra-national diversity. Yet, this article  
not only argues for the need to build upon but also go beyond the subnational comparative analysis for 
India. I make three related points.2 While scholars exploit the variation easily found at the provincial 
level in India, they must also take their subnational insights and generalize about India as a whole. Users 
of the subnational method must ask: How do the conclusions of subnational variation change or modify 
our understanding of India? Second, with economic liberalization and integration of markets within 
India, a focus on the subnational level makes forces that span across states and cities invisible. Is India 
becoming more integrated even as variation across its sub-state units is increasing? How can we 
understand both these phenomena in one analysis?3 In order to understand both spatial differentiation 
and integration, we need to analyze diffusion and horizontal competition and processes of convergence 
across subnational units (Jenkins, 2000; Saez, 1999; Sinha, 2004). We can no longer look at policies at 
the subnational level without examining how policy innovation and e-governance spread across states.  
Last, the complexity of India’s internal variation makes us hesitate to do cross-regional and comparative 
studies. What can we learn from the subnational diversity of India, Brazil, China or Mexico studied 
comparatively? Can we compare such different countries especially when their internal variation  
makes easy national-wide descriptions suspect? While difficult to do, I would encourage more cross-
regional and comparative studies that do not ignore the internal variation within India.4 Overall, 
disaggregating the state to its lower levels may not be enough, and this article urges the need for a 
ʻscaling up framework’ as a complementary strategy to scaling down. Such a ʻscaling up framework’ 
must try to craft larger inferential statements about India, while keeping in mind its subnational diversity, 
the national or global context and the interstate experimentation relevant for the phenomenon  
under study.

1 Wagener Chair in South Asian Politics and George R. Roberts Fellow, Associate Professor, Department of Government, 
Claremont McKenna College, Claremont, CA, USA. 

2 Subnational refers to analysis conducted at levels below the nation-state. Examples include provinces, called states in India, 
districts, or cities. 
3 For an innovative study of globalization and integration see Nayar (2014). Even at 83, Baldev Raj Nayar has written a book 
exploring a topic that is new, and fascinating! Younger scholars would do well to learn from his work. 
4 For similar arguments see the Special Issue of APSA-CD (2012) devoted to the lessons learnt from the subnational comparative 
method. 
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We know that social and political processes unfold unevenly across countries as diverse as India, 
lending support for a spatially differentiated analysis. The multiple spatial variations affect colonial 
India, the workings of democracy, the changing processes of economic development and spatial patterns 
of economic liberalization, social policies and party systems. Methodologically, scholars have focused 
on states, cities, urban slums, party systems, SEZs and sub-regions to exploit greater variation within 
India (Auerbach, 2013; Bussell, 2012; Chandra, 2004; Harriss, 2003; Jenkins, Kennedy & Mukhopadhyay, 
2014; Kale, 2014; Kohli, 1987; Singh, 2011; Sinha, 2005a; Varshney, 2002; Wilkinson, 2004; Yadav & 
Palshikar, 2003). 

While truly comparative studies where more than one unit is analyzed comparatively and with  
some controls are still rare, many scholars focus on one province, and a large body of research has gener-
ated interesting case study research about specific provinces. Classic studies of a state include Sisson 
(1972), Robinson (1989), Brass (1974) and Weiner (1978), among many others. Thus, regional studies—
scholars focusing on one region—have proliferated (Maharashtra—Birmal, Deshpande & Palshikar, 
2009; Deshpande, 2006; Palshikar, 2014; Haryana—Jodhka, 2012, 2014; Tamil Nadu—Wyatt, 2013; 
Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh—Pai, 2002, 2010; Gujarat—Sinha, 2010; Kerala—Heller, 1999; 
Kerala—Singh, 2011). Rob Jenkins (2004) also edited a volume containing many innovative two-state 
comparisons that yielded many interesting insights about pairs of states. Interestingly, reflections  
on the methodological benefits of the subnational comparative method have added to our knowledge  
of different types of subnational studies (Pai, 2013; Snyder, 2001; Tillin, 2013; Vaid, 2013; Yadav & 
Palshikar, 2008). Subnational studies of varied stripes have cautioned against taking India as a  
homogenized entity too easily. 

While this move to the subnational and lower levels of analysis has been indispensable and contrib-
uted to better knowledge about India, it deserves deeper scrutiny. This article argues for the need to take 
the strengths of ʻthe subnational turn’ in comparative politics of India and combine it with theory- 
building and cross-regional analysis. It may be time to use the strengths of this dominant methodological 
approach and build beyond the subnational comparative method. In this article, I make a case for schol-
ars of India to use their sub-state insights to make conclusions about the national level, to conduct studies 
that deploy subnational insights towards cross-regional analysis (India and China, for example), to 
address issues about dynamic change across states as well as central-local interactions and model  
diffusion interactions and dynamics. 

Towards Theory-building:  What Do Subnational Findings Tell Us  
about India as a Whole? 

The variation across its varied subnational units should tell us something about India as a whole. It is 
only when we take our subnational or city- or district-based insights and scale up that we will have a 
sense of the larger picture. 

Theorizing about India is difficult, as it does not fit neatly into larger theories. Does India’s sub- 
national variety tell us something about the nature of the nation-state or state-nation? Sinha (2005a) 
argued that India is a segmented or divided state where different logics of development proceed at  
different paces making India more than a sum of its parts. Stepan, Linz and Yadav (2011) built a theory 
of India as a ʻstate-nation’ arguing that its different subnational entities give India a different state than a 
classic nation-state. They try to create a new typology of states generalizing from the internal diversity 
of India. Analysis of subnational variation should also yield more complex yet generalizable theories 
about India as a whole, apart from disaggregating the phenomena that we study. 
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Analysis across Levels: Diffusion and Horizontal Learning across 
Subnational Units 

Cities and provinces are unlike nations in one important respect: Many of the dominant forces that affect 
them come from the federal structure or external influences (Peterson, 1981). Those who use the 
subnational method must be aware of this larger structural context. The conventional methodological 
justification for subnational analysis is that the national context can be held constant. However, with a 
changing national context, especially in terms of policymaking, the larger national context may be more 
dynamic than a temporally fixed level of analysis would suggest. For example, a national policy like the 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS), while implemented differentially across 
states, also changed the larger policy environment for all states. Moreover, the centre’s relations with 
sub-units may be heterogeneous, undermining the assumption that it can be a spatially fixed ʻthing’ in 
the background.5 Methodologically, subnational units are subject to the same larger external influences 
creating a problem of autocorrelation (Lankina, 2012). At the very least, the relationship between the 
centre and its sub-units must be analyzed in a comparative subnational analysis. 

States or cities are also linked with other similar or dissimilar units, and there is a huge amount of 
interaction across units especially in a federation like India. Indian states and cities are learning from 
each other and its time we focused attention on the processes of diffusion and learning underway within 
India. The international relations literature characterizes these in terms of diffusion, emulation and learn-
ing (Simmons, Dobbins & Garrett, 2008). Might we find similar processes shaping interstate interactions 
within India? I suggest that diffusion or horizontal competition across different units is usually ignored 
or even understated if we focus on the subnational level as an independent unit from other similar units. 
The proliferation of investment trips by chief ministers, single-window offices, digital governance poli-
cies, power reform across Indian states and new institutions of governance copied across states, all point 
to the power of diffusion and emulation at the subnational level.6 More important, certain phenomena get 
overlooked in an attempt to scale down and compare across states. The creation of uniform sales taxes 
or the common goods and services tax is one such example. 

In Sinha (2005a) I made a case not only for subnational comparison but also the necessity of looking 
at linkages across levels. How do its units bargain with each other? At that time, I found diverse strate-
gies of bargaining in the field of large-scale industrial policy. More recently, the arena of fiscal policy 
and the bargaining over the common tax regime (common tax on goods and services) is the classic  
policy area where a bargaining model may work. There is a lot of politics in these interactions. A similar 
interaction over the Planning Commission and Finance Commission proceedings and output is worth  
analyzing.7 Such bargaining and political interactions are unlikely to go away even with the replacement 
of the Planning Commission with NITA Aayog (National Institute of Transforming India). Another  
interesting research question is whether politicians and political parties learn from their counterparts in 
other states? An interesting case to analyze with this question in mind would be the emergence and  
success of the Telangana movement (2014), which may have learnt and used political strategies deployed 
by parties during the creation of three states: Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh and Uttaranchal (2000–2001).  
As integration and diffusion has proceeded apace in India, it makes sense to look at interaction and  

5 I thank Adam Auerbach for comments that allowed me to make my argument stronger here. 
6 A brief example is the attempt by Mamata Bannerjee to compete with Gujarat. There is a huge amount of similar efforts by many 
states. Retrieved from http://www.ndtv.com/article/india/mamata-banerjee-s-big-play-competing-with-vibrant-gujarat-644960? 
pfrom=home-lateststories 
7 Lawrence Saez’s (2002) book looks at these interactions. 
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bargaining across levels and both theorize (model) and empirically test such interstate or intercity  
diffusion dynamics. 

The Value of Subnational Cross-Regional Analysis: Exploring  
the Most Different Design 

We need more puzzle-driven, cross-regional and comparative studies of India. India must not be seen as 
sui-generis or exceptional even as we give analytical weight to India’s internal complexities (Kohli, 
2004; Sinha, 2005a, 2005b; Stepan et al., 2011). I wish to urge greater use of an unused comparative 
method, where India is compared with other countries, while keeping its internal diversity in mind. Some 
studies that adopt this methodological approach are as follows: Patrick Heller (2001—Kerala, South 
Africa, and Porto Alegre), Eric Jepsen (2006—India and Mexico), Sinha (2005b—India and China), 
Stepan et al. (2011—India, Sri Lanka, Ukraine and United States) and Lankina and Gertachew (2013—
Russia and British India). 

Let me summarize my own research on India and China, which sought to take the internal regional 
variation of two very different systems seriously. As I analyzed India’s and China’s reform experiences, 
I faced an interesting paradox. While a large theoretical literature called for analyzing the link between 
decentralization and economic reform outcomes, this literature posed India and China as contrasting 
countries. In contrast, I argued that in both systems, linkages across levels had been created that made 
economic reform politically sustainable. A focus on three distinct central–local mechanisms—of author-
ity, institutions and personnel and the career incentives of politicians at both local and central levels—
were compared across two very different systems. In this way, I sought to build a new theory to compare 
the distinct decentralization processes across India and China. 

Admittedly, such cross-regional analysis is easier said than done. Those who conduct research at the 
subnational level invariably gather new data and create new measures and indicators, as very few truly 
comparable datasets exist about infra-national variations. This poses additional challenges to scholars 
and observers interested in comparative analysis as we need fine-grained subnational data and variables 
for more than one country (Lankina, 2012; Sinha, 2012). But it may be time to start having such  
conversations about how to gather such data and conduct such subnational-sensitive comparative  
analysis across nations. One way to address the issue is to start collaborative research projects with 
scholars of different regional expertise. I tried to do that in my article on India and Brazil (Olsen &  
Sinha, 2013). 

India has been a natural home for the subnational comparative method. Now, we need to take the 
strengths of this method and engage in building of new typologies and theories, which are sensitive to  
its internal diversity. This should tie in well with comparative studies that go beyond India to compare 
other large nations such as China, Brazil, Russia, South Africa and even the US. With economic reforms, 
we also need to explore the common processes that are shaping many states in equal measure, creating 
diffusion and learning across sub-state boundaries. It’s time to build upon excellent research on sub- 
national variation within India and go beyond Indian exceptionalism. 
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