Resources for International Comparative Research

Chapter 2 - Disciplinary approaches to comparative research in international settings

Summary
By tracking the evolution of comparative methods within different clusters of disciplines, the chapter examines the premise that individual disciplines have developed their own distinct theoretical traditions, which are reflected in the research design and data collection methods they adopt in comparative work. It also explores the proposition that some countries or regions are associated with particular epistemologies or intellectual styles and research paradigms that determine preferences for specific approaches. It argues that, while the approaches adopted by researchers from different national and disciplinary cultures may be mutually enhancing, they may also result in competition both within and between international teams.



Reflective questions
The questions relating to the contents of this chapter are intended to raise awareness of the many ways in which international comparative research has developed in different disciplines. They also set out to encourage researchers to reflect on the extent to which approaches have or have not remained discipline bound. You may find it helpful to consult the Additional reading for this chapter as well as the chapter references when answering these questions.

1. Why did scholars over the centuries and, more especially, in the twentieth century adopt a comparative approach to the study of society and its institutions (pp. 24–5, 30–1, 33–6, 36–8)?

2. How can you explain variations in the terminology used to describe comparative methods in the social sciences and, more especially, in sociology (pp. 26–8) and political studies (pp. 31–3), and why have different approaches been controversial?

3. Why were disciplines such as economics and history less interested in adopting comparative methods than sociology or political studies (pp. 36–9)?

4. How have ethnologists, anthropologists and psychologists exploited comparative approaches in their disciplines (pp. 39–42)?

5. Why has the field of comparative education been described as ‘methodologically fragmented and pluralistic’ (p. 43)?

6. Why is it important to know about the epistemologies and paradigms used by researchers from different sociocultural and disciplinary backgrounds?

7. Why might researchers from different disciplines have an interest in working together and pooling resources in the social and human sciences?



Practical questions
In addition to the reflective questions, you may want to consider the following more practical questions when you are planning to embark on an international comparative research project:

1. Are you aware of the literature from different disciplines on your research topic? 

2. Have you considered combining disciplinary approaches? If so,
2.1 Which are the disciplines that you would feel comfortable working with?
2.2 Which disciplinary approaches other than your own do you think would make the most useful contribution to your project and why?



Hot tips
To avoid researcher bias in conducting projects in international settings, it is important to:

· be aware of the epistemologies and traditions not only in your own discipline but also in those of other researchers with whom you are working;

· when conducting a review of the literature on your topic, also examine literature in other disciplines on the same subject and consider using different disciplinary approaches;

· identify available data sources, areas of possible overlap and gaps in knowledge across disciplines;

· explore ways of contributing to theoretical and methodological advancement in comparative research in your discipline with a view to developing robust theoretical frameworks for comparative analysis of sociocultural phenomena.



Supplementary materials
Additional reading
The chapter refers extensively, but selectively, to the discipline-based literature on international comparative research methods that was considered most relevant to its contents when the chapter was written. The updated editions, particularly in comparative politics, and the supplementary materials listed below, some of which have been supplied by participants in a series of International Social Research Training Workshops (see Training opportunities), can usefully be consulted to extend the overview of discipline-based literature on comparative methods. The entries follow the order of the sections in the chapter.

Sociology
Lewis, S., Brannen, J. and Nilsen, A. (eds) (2009) Work, Families and Organisations in Transition: European perspectives, Bristol: Policy Press.
This book describes the work carried out by sociologists and organizational psychologists for a European Framework Project using a range of methods to explore how workplace practices and policies impact on employees’ experiences of work–life balance in contemporary contexts. The research, which was based on cross-national case studies of public and private sector workplaces explores the many layers of context – local, European, national, workplace and family – that shape the needs and experiences of employed parents.

Mjøset, L. (2007) ‘No fear of comparison or context: on the foundations of historical sociology’, Comparative Education, 42 (4): 337–62.
Although this article was published in Comparative Education, it has a wider interest for social scientists, since it explores further the role of comparative history in macrosocial inquiry (see Skocpol and Summers, 1980). Mjøset starts from a sketch of the historical and theoretical background before going on to analyse the various positions that evolved in the debate. The author maps different understandings of theory in the social sciences and discusses three positions: standard, social–philosophical and pragmatist conceptions of social science theory. He concludes that the first two positions fail to overcome the fear of comparisons and context, whereas the position adopted by pragmatists avoids high-level notions of theory and relies on internal analogies when they analyse historical developments.

Nilsen, A., Brannen, J. and Lewis, S. (2012) (eds) Transitions to Parenthood in a Life Course Perspective: gendered cross-European comparisons, Bristol: The Policy Press.

This book adopts a cross-national life-course perspective to analyse and compare the biographies of mothers and fathers in seven European countries. Sociologists and organizational psychologists examine the ways in which working parents negotiate the transition to parenthood and attempt to find a 'work-life balance'. Using in-depth qualitative biographical data, the authors seek to understand the real lives of working parents by locating them within diverse national, workplace and family contexts. They show how policies and practices at the institutional level play out in individual and family lives, and how they shape decisions during both transition phases and in parents' daily experiences of juggling work and family life.
Political science

Burnham, P., Gilland Lutz, K., Grant, W. and Layton-Henry, Z. (2008) Research Methods in Politics, 2nd edn, Basingstoke/New York: Palgrave Macmillan (1st edn 2004).

The second edition of this text offers a comprehensive introduction to the main research methods employed in the study of politics, assesses their strengths and limitations and, in a new chapter, considers ethical issues in research. Another new chapter explores the relationship between research and policy, albeit not from a comparative perspective. The title of the chapter most relevant to International Comparative Research, which was previously called ‘Comparative Methodology’, has been renamed as ‘Comparative Methods’ in the new edition, although the content remains very similar to that in the first edition.

Caramani, D. (ed.) (2008) Comparative Politics, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

This edited collection devotes the first three chapters to theory and methods, covering the evolution of comparative politics from pre-modern to postmodern times, approaches to comparative politics, focusing particularly on the uses of theory, and comparative research methods. The chapters track how theory is linked to evidence and highlight the constraints and limitations of the comparative method.

Landmann, T. (2008) Issues and Methods in Comparative Politics: an introduction, 3rd edn, Abingdon/New York: Routledge (1st edn 2000).

This new edition largely follows the same structure as previous editions in examining different methods and applying them to dominant issues in comparative politics. The methodology discussion in the first section has been expanded to include discussion of assumptions and research design, and each of the main research methods are treated separately. The range of topical examples from around the world has been extended to include human rights and the comparative research dimension of international relations.

Marsh, D. and Stoker. G. (2010) Theory and Methods in Political Science, 3rd edn, Basingstoke/New York: Palgrave Macmillan (1st edn 1995).

This third edition of the Marsh and Stoker text on approaches and methods in political science extends the international focus through the range of coverage and examples. Although the comparative methods chapter (Chapter 14, pp. 285–307) is written by the same author (Hopkin) as in the second edition (‘Comparative Methods’), the title has reverted to that used in the first edition of the book (‘The Comparative Method’). The material covered is substantively the same in the second and third editions, except insofar as the author makes the case more strongly in the concluding sections for qualitative comparative research and a fuller exploitation of the variety of methodological tools available in comparative politics, with a view to overcoming what he sees as self-imposed limitations in the discipline.

Newton, K. and van Deth, J.W. (2009) Foundations of Comparative Politics, 2ndedn, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1st edn 2005).

This new edition provides an introduction to the key theories and concepts of comparative politics. The first edition was not referenced in International Comparative Research, but the new edition deserves mention here since the authors have extended their coverage of the world's democracies and have included an introductory chapter on approaches to the study of comparative politics, entitled ‘Why comparative politics?’.

Public policy and social policy
Spicker, P. (2011) ‘Generalisation and phronesis: rethinking the methodology of social policy’, Journal of Social Policy, 40 (1): 1–19.

The author argues that social policy research often depends on the application of generalisations from social science on the assumptions that they can be translated from specific examples into other contexts. In this article, he contends that social phenomena are often multifaceted, and even relatively simple phenomena are likely to be influenced by a range of different factors; causal analyses have to be developed by interpretation, and the analyses are frequently wrong. Causal explanations often claim to do more than they can deliver and, even if there is a convincing causal explanation, it does not necessarily imply any prescription for policy. Phronesis, however, develops principles experientially, setting them against empirical evidence, and does not need to consider underlying mechanisms to be effective. Phronesis provides the basis for a critique of technocratic approaches, a rationale for action and a focus for the development of alternative methods and approaches. Although dependence on phronesis cannot avoid all of the pitfalls associated with generalisation, it is more flexible, and less presumptuous, than a causal approach.

Political economy
Blyth, M. (2009) ‘An approach to comparative analysis, or a sub-field within a sub-field? Political economy’, in M. Lichbach and A. Zuckerman (eds), Comparative Politics: rationality, culture, and structure, 2nd edn, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1st edn 1997), pp. 193–219.

In this new edition of Comparative Politics, Blyth’s chapter is one of several in the book that explore the relationship between different paradigms within the field and research conducted over the past decade. His chapter adds culturalist themes to research in the area of political economy.

Law
Chodosh, H.E. (2005) Global Justice Reform: a comparative methodology, New York/London: New York University Press.

This book critiques and rethinks the nature of comparison in the field of comparative law and the efforts in national judicial systems to meet global rule of law objectives. The author highlights the underdeveloped methodology of comparative legal studies, and provides a conceptual framework for defining and understanding the why, what, and how of comparison. He also demonstrates how theories of comparative law translate into practice, using contemporary global justice reform initiatives as a case study, with a particular focus on Indonesia and India, to illustrate the essential role of comparison in reform proposals.

Glenn, P. (2010) Legal Traditions of the World: sustainable diversity in law, 4th edn, Oxford University Press (1st edn, 2000).

This seminal text provides an overview of major legal institutions and principles in each tradition facilitating understanding of law in a broader context. The author affords a comprehensive treatment of major legal traditions of the world from a global perspective making it an invaluable resource for courses worldwide. The chapters explore legal traditions as diverse as Chthonic, Talmudic, Islamic, Hindu, Confucian and Civil law, leading in the concluding chapter to an attempt at reconciling legal traditions through ‘sustainable diversity in law’.

Merryman, J.H. (2007) The Civil Law Tradition: an introduction to the legal systems of Europe and Latin America, 3rd edn, Stanford: Stanford University Press (1st edn 1969).

This third edition provides a concise history and analysis of the civil law tradition, which is dominant in most of Europe, all of Latin America, and many parts of Asia, Africa and the Middle East. The new edition is referenced here since it deals with the historical, political and social dimensions of recent events and their significance for civil law tradition.

Örücü, E. and Nelken, D. (eds) (2007) Comparative Law: a handbook, Oxford: Hart.

This edited volume explores the challenges and controversies found in comparative law through contemporary debates and methodological innovations. The chapters cover a wide range of topics, which make it a useful reference tool: globalization, legal culture, comparative law and diversity, economic approaches, competition between legal systems, legal families and mixed systems, comparative law beyond Europe, convergence and a new ius commune, comparative commercial law, comparative family law, the 'common core' and the 'better law' approaches, comparative administrative law, comparative studies in constitutional contexts, comparative law for international criminal justice, judicial comparativism in human rights, comparative law in law reform, comparative law in courts and a comparative law research project.

Reimann, M. and Zimmermann, R. (eds) (2008) The Oxford Handbook of Comparative Law, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

The Oxford Handbook provides a wide-ranging and diverse critical survey of comparative law at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The first section considers how comparative law has developed and where it stands in various parts of the world. The second section discusses major approaches to comparative law, its methods, goals and relationship with other fields, such as legal history, economics and linguistics. The third section deals with the status of comparative studies in different subject areas, including private, economic, public and criminal law.

Ethnology, anthropology and history
Barth F. (on-line, 2010) ‘Comparative methodologies in the analysis of anthropological data’, in J. Bowen and R. Petersen (eds), Critical Comparisons in Politics and Culture (first published in 1999), pp. 78–89.

This article breaks with traditional debates between anthropologists holding opposing theoretical positions and unable to agree on what constitutes the comparative method in anthropology. The author focuses instead on the critical issues raised by comparative analysis drawing on field materials from New Guinea and Bali set against a backcloth of developments in contemporary culture theory.

Burawoy, M. (2009) The Extended Case Method: four countries, four decades, four great transformations, and one theoretical tradition, University of California Press.

In this collection of essays, the author adopts the extended case method by connecting his own experiences among workers of the world to the great transformations of the twentieth century. The essays, which are presented from a perspective that has been developed over time from personal experience, offer ethnographers both theory and method for exploring novel understandings of change in different societies.

Detienne, M. (2008) Comparing the Incomparable: cultural memory in the present, trans. J. Lloyd, Stanford: Stanford University Press (first published in French asComparer l'incomparable, Paris: Seuil, 2000).

In this book, the author challenges the ‘cordoning off’ of disciplines that prevents researchers from asking transcultural questions that would permit one society to shed light on another. He bases the study on a series of ‘construction sites’ grouped around general questions that were put to historians and ethnologists about their particular areas of expertise, allowing him to compare societies featuring marked temporal and spatial diversity.

Schleiter, F. (2009) Religion and Culture: a critical survey of methods of approach to religious phenomena, Charleston: BiblioBazaar (first published 1919).

This BiblioBazaar version of a text written almost a century ago includes chapters on the comparative method, and the application of the concept of convergence in the interpretation of causality. At the time when it was first published, the book was said to constitute ‘a good critical survey of the field it covers’ and was therefore considered a valuable contribution to the literature on the subject.

Bray, M., Adamson, B. and Mason, M. (eds) (2007) Comparative Education Research: approaches and methods, Hong Kong: Comparative Education Research Centre.

This edited book brings together contributions that offer new insights within longstanding traditions in the field of comparative education. Individual chapters focus on different units of analysis to compare places, systems, times, cultures, values, policies and curricula, among others. The chapters are contextualized within broader analytical frameworks that identify the purposes and strengths of the field. The book includes a focus on intra-national as well as cross-national comparisons, and highlights the value of approaching themes from different perspectives.

Phillips, D. and Schweisfurth, M. (2008) Comparative and International Education: an introduction to theory, method and practice, London: Continuum.

This text provides a comprehensive overview of the key themes in comparative international education, including: defining comparative and international education; how comparative studies in education have developed; methodological approaches to comparative and international education research; the relationship between education and national development; the power of comparative studies in investigating student achievement and school effectiveness; and, what can be learnt from comparative studies about educational issues, such as policy borrowing, processes of transition, post-conflict education, education in small states, pedagogy, and citizenship.

