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Comparative Politics at a Crossroad
Problems, opportunities and Prospects from the north and south*

Gerardo L. Munck and Richard Snyder**

Abstract: How has the field of comparative politics in the US evolved since the turn of the millennium? What 
might a scholar based in Latin America, a different working environment than the United States, do to contrib-
ute to comparative politics? Researchers in the US currently give disproportionate attention to matters of meth-
ods, tend to address narrow substantive questions, and pay inadequate attention to matters of theory. However, 
the research community in the US is diverse, and no trend dominates for long. In turn, few researchers in Latin 
America work in the kinds of circumstances conducive to careers focused fully on research that their peers in the 
US enjoy. Still, there are advantages to working in the periphery, including greater knowledge of the languages 
and cultures, a stronger ability to produce “thick knowledge” that sets research in context, and closer proximity 
to empirical phenomena of interest that can make the stakes of research more obvious. Moreover, Latin Ameri-
can scholars can benefit from selectively engaging with ideas and colleagues from the North. We thus see not 
only problems and obstacles but also opportunities for comparative politics in both the North and South.
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economy of research.

La política comparada en la encrucijada: Problemas, oportunidades y perspectivas desde el norte y el sur

Resumen: ¿Cómo ha evolucionado la política comparada en Estados Unidos desde el cambio de milenio? ¿Qué 
pueden hacer los investigadores de América Latina, un contexto de trabajo diferente al de Estados Unidos, para 
contribuir a la política comparada? Los académicos estadounidenses actualmente dan una atención desproporcio-
nada a cuestiones de método, tienden a abordar preguntas sustantivas estrechas y prestan poca atención a cues-
tiones de teoría. Sin embargo, la comunidad de investigadores en Estados Unidos es diversa, y ninguna tenden-
cia domina mucho tiempo. A su vez, pocos investigadores en América Latina trabajan en las circunstancias 
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conducentes a carreras plenamente enfocadas en la inves-
tigación, a diferencia de sus pares en Estados Unidos. Aun 
así, hay ventajas de trabajar en la periferia, que incluyen 
un mayor conocimiento de las lenguas y culturas, una ca-
pacidad superior para producir “conocimiento denso” y 
contextualizado, y una proximidad a los fenómenos empí-
ricos de interés que puede hacer más obvio que es lo que 
está en juego en la investigación. Además, los académicos 
latinoamericanos pueden beneficiarse al vincularse selec-
tivamente con ideas y colegas en el norte. Por lo tanto, ve-
mos no sólo problemas y obstáculos sino también oportu-
nidades para la política comparativa tanto en el norte como 
en el sur.

Palabras clave: política comparada, teoría, métodos, co-
laboración norte-sur, producción de conocimiento, econo-
mía política de la investigación.

our book Passion, Craft, and Method in Com-
parative Politics (Munck and Snyder, 2007) 

offers a sweeping overview of the field of com-
parative politics in the United States (US) span-
ning nearly the entire twentieth century. We be-
lieve the book has enduring value. Indeed, this 
view motivated us to publish a Spanish-language 
edition of this book (Munck and Snyder, forth-
coming). Still, the publication of a Spanish-lan-
guage edition has driven us to think further 
about trends in, and the prospects of, compara-
tive politics not only in the US but also in Latin 
America.1

Our book focuses on the study of comparative 
politics as practiced in the US, because scholars 
based in the US are largely responsible for fram-
ing the discussion in this field since World War 
II. It is instructive to consider how work on com-
parative politics by academics in the US has 
evolved since the early 2000s, when we conduc-
ted the interviews presented in our book.2 In 

1 In the US the term “comparative politics” commonly re-
fers to a subfield of Political Science. However, it is also a sub-
ject matter studied by political scientists, sociologists, 
economists, historians and anthropologists. Here we use the 
term mainly in the second, broader sense. When we refer to 
the subfield of Political Science in the text, we capitalize Com-
parative Politics, as we do whenever we refer to a social science 
discipline.

2 The 15 scholars interviewed for the book are: Gabriel Al-
mond, Robert Bates, David Collier, Robert Dahl, Samuel 
Huntington, David Laitin, Arend Lijphart, Juan J. Linz, Bar-
rington Moore, Jr., Guillermo O’Donnell, Adam Przeworski, 

particular, we think it is useful to update the over-
view of developments in comparative politics in 
the US provided in our book and to consider 
whether the lessons of past errors have been 
learned (Snyder, 2007: 20-22, 27-29; Munck, 
2009: 44-45). We thus address the question: How 
has comparative politics in the US evolved since 
the turn of the millennium and, in turn, what are 
the implications of these trends for sustaining a 
pluralistic field that avoids the excesses of previ-
ous hegemonic projects and that focuses on big, 
humanly-important questions?

We also look beyond the matters addressed in 
our book by broadening the scope to include 
scholarship in the South, and Latin America in 
particular. We seek neither to identify trends in 
nor to assess the contributions to comparative 
politics by scholars based in Latin America. 
Rather, we explore the prospects of Latin Amer-
ican scholars making their own, distinctive con-
tributions to comparative politics, largely in light 
of the environments in which they work. We 
thus address a second question: What might a 
scholar based in Latin America, a different work-
ing environment than the US, do to contribute to 
comparative politics?3

We are cautious in our assessment of the pros-
pects for comparative politics in both the North 
and South. We see problems and obstacles. Re-
searchers in the US currently give disproportion-
ate attention to matters of methods, fail to pay 
adequate attention to matters of theory, and tend 

Philippe Schmitter, James Scott, Theda Skocpol, and Alfred 
Stepan.

3 The question about comparative politics in the US focuses 
largely on an “internal” aspect of the field, ideas, whereas the 
question about Latin America focuses more on an “external” 
aspect, the socioeconomic environment in which ideas are pro-
duced. This asymmetry of focus is purely due to limitations of 
space. Our book already considers scholarship in the US from a 
more externalist standpoint (Munck and Snyder, 2007; Snyder, 
2007); thus, we do not repeat that information here and simply 
use it as a point of contrast. With more space, we would seek to 
combine internalist and externalist perspectives in discussing 
the social sciences in Latin America. For internalist accounts 
of the social sciences in Latin America that supplement our 
discussion, see Devés Valdés (2003, 2004), Portes (2004), 
O’Donnell (2007a), Munck (2010), and Svampa (2016).
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to address narrow substantive questions. In turn, 
few researchers in Latin America work in the 
kind of circumstances conducive to careers fo-
cused fully on research that their peers in the 
North enjoy. Still, we also see opportunities. The 
research community in the US is diverse, and no 
trend dominates for long. In turn, there are draw-
backs to working in the ivory towers of rich uni-
versities that people assume are the centers of 
creativity. Likewise, there are potential benefits 
to working in the periphery, closer to the field 
and where the stakes of research may be more 
obvious. Moreover, Latin American scholars can 
benefit from selectively engaging with scholars 
and ideas from the North.

Comparative politics in the United States in 
the twenty-first century
A number of key changes in research patterns in 
the field of comparative politics in the US since the 
turn of the millennium can be detected. The em-
phasis on theory, especially rational choice theory, 
that characterized the 1990s, has declined sharp-
ly, whereas issues of empirical methodology and 
research design have taken center stage. The 
first decade of the twenty-first century saw a 
boom in quantitative research at the expense of 
qualitative research. The second decade has 
been marked by increased attention to causal in-
ference in conjunction with a strong critique of ob-
servational research, including quantitative 
research, and advocacy of experimental methods. 
These changes have produced a significant re-
configuration of the field of comparative politics, 
and their joint impact might be characterized as 
mixed. On one hand, there is considerable plu-
ralism in theory and methods; thus, we caution 
against a monolithic portrayal of comparative 
politics in the US. On the other hand, we call at-
tention to a problematic trend toward methods-
driven social science.4

4 For complementary reflections on the recent evolution of 
comparative politics in the US, see Lichbach (2009), Hum-
phreys and Weinstein (2009), Mead (2010), Kapiszewski, Ma-
clean, and Read (2015: Chs. 2 and 11), Weyland (2015), and 
Wilson (2017).

trends in theory: rational choice theory, grand 
theory and middle-range theories
In the early 1990s, rational choice theory (rct), 
inspired by microeconomics, emerged as a po-
tentially hegemonic theory, sparking a “second 
scientific revolution” in comparative politics akin 
to the first, behavioral revolution (Munck, 2009). 
To its advocates, rct was seen as providing a uni-
fying theoretical framework and the universal 
“micro-foundations” that promised to consum-
mate the elusive quest for a true science of poli-
tics (Geddes, 1991, 1995; Wallerstein 2001), and 
some scholars even asked, “Is rational choice the-
ory all of social science?” (Lichbach, 2003). In-
deed, three of the scholars we interviewed in 
Passion, Craft, and Method —Robert Bates, David 
Laitin, and Adam Przeworski— are strong and vo-
cal proponents of rational choice theory. Laitin 
(2002) proposed a new tripartite methodology 
where formal models based on rational choice as-
sumptions about human behavior formed the 
theoretical leg of a triangle, alongside ethno-
graphic narratives, to help confirm causal mecha-
nisms derived from the formal models, and 
large-N quantitative analyses, that tested the 
generalizability of findings.5 Similarly, Bates et al. 
(1998) proposed “analytic narratives” that com-
bined rct-based formal models with qualitative 
case studies and, in some instances, statistical 
“out-of-sample” analysis to test the generaliz-
ability of findings.

By the early 2000s, it was increasingly clear 
that the hegemonic aspirations of the strongest 
proponents of rct and the associated mixed 
methods approaches relying on formal models 
(e.g., Laitin’s tripartite methodology and Bates et 
al.’s analytic narratives) would not be realized. 
Indeed, several of the scholars we interviewed at 
the time noted that rct showed signs of decline 
(Dahl, Linz, Scott, and Skocpol). Even some im-
portant early advocates of incorporating rct into 

5 Formal models are not limited to rational choice theory, 
because they may draw on different assumptions about behav-
ior. Formal modeling can also be combined with evolutionary 
models, as in evolutionary game theory, agent-based models, 
and other kinds of computational models. 
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Political Science, most notably Jon Elster (2000), 
had become critical of rational choice approaches 
to the study of politics.

The decline of rct in Political Science stems 
partly from changes in Economics, the very dis-
cipline that had provided the impetus for the rise 
of rct in Political Science in the first place. In 
particular, Behavioral Economics, which ex-
plains human decision-making in terms of psy-
chological, cognitive and emotional factors, 
increasingly displaced the simplistic assump-
tions about utility maximization that formed the 
micro-foundations of rct. Although rct contin-
ues to have supporters, it did not take over the 
field. Instead, rct lost its vanguard position and 
luster and is now just one option on a plural 
menu of theoretical approaches to the study of 
politics that includes historical institutionalism, 
interpretive approaches, and more realistic and 
better-validated models of behavior.

The failure of rct to achieve hegemony is 
only part of the story of how comparative politics 
has evolved over the past two decades. A more 
important trend, with broader implications for 
the field, has been the overall decline of grand 
theory, that is, theory that claims to offer a basis 
for a unified approach to the study of politics. 
Since the 1950s, there have been numerous ef-
forts to develop overarching theoretical frame-
works for the comparative study of politics 
(Janos, 1986). Structural-functionalism and mod-
ernization theory were influential in the 1950s 
and 1960s; dependency theory in the 1960s; plu-
ralism, class theory and theories of the state in 
the 1970s and 1980s; and rational choice theory 
in the 1990s. In the new century, however, some 
scholars saw little payoff to a “battle of para-
digms” (Lichbach, 2009, 2013). Thus, rct was 
not replaced by another theory claiming to unify 
the field.

There are notable efforts to develop more 
modest theoretical frameworks, proposing what 
Dietrich Rueschemeyer (2009: 1) calls “theory 
frames,” understood as ideas that “guide hypo-
thesis formation but do not themselves contain 
or logically entail a body of testable hypothe-
ses”. For example, historical institutionalists 

have developed more sophisticated under-
standings of sequences, temporality, critical 
junctures and path dependence (Pierson, 2004; 
Mahoney and Thelen, 2010; Fioretos, Falleti, 
and Sheingate, 2016). Some political econo-
mists and economists also revived the tradition 
of economic institutionalism and used their own 
theory frames to contribute to comparative po-
litics (Mazzuca, 2015). Moreover, continuing a 
trend that goes back at least to the 1960s, scho-
lars have developed “middle-range” theories 
with a self-consciously limited spatial and tem-
poral scope (Merton, 1968: Ch. 2). Still, there 
has been a notable loss of theoretical ambition 
in the 2010s. 

trends in methods: Qualitative, quantitative 
and experimental research
Turning to trends in empirical research, qualita-
tive research has been less central to comparative 
politics in the twenty-first century compared to 
the twentieth century. Qualitative methodolo-
gists have continued their longstanding focus on 
matters of research design and taken significant 
new steps toward formalization and codification 
(Collier, 2011; Bennett and Checkel, 2015; Ger-
ring, 2017), with an important novelty being 
their focus on causal mechanisms more than causal 
effects in addressing the challenge of causal in-
ference (Waldner, 2012, 2015). Moreover, quali-
tative methodologists have invested much effort 
in thinking about mixed methods, focusing es-
pecially on how qualitative research can be com-
bined with quantitative research (Lieberman, 
2005; Seawright, 2016). 

Ironically, although there has been a boom in 
research on qualitative methods since 2000, the 
number of substantive articles that actually em-
ploy qualitative methods published in top jour-
nals of comparative politics declined (Pepinsky, 
2018). Still, while qualitative research lost 
ground in this regard, it also became institution-
alized though the qualitative and mixed me-
thods organized section of the American 
Political Science Association (apsa). And though 
the use of qualitative methods in research arti-
cles has clearly declined, it continues to be a 
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standard option used routinely in dissertations 
and books.6

In contrast to the trend seen in qualitative re-
search, the first decade of the new millennium 
witnessed an explosion of quantitative research in 
comparative politics.7 This research drew on sev-
eral innovations. On one hand, it benefited from 
substantial investments in production of more 
and better data. Cross-national data sets of broad, 
even global, scope and substantial historical reach, 
fueled a quantitative comparative literature on 
subjects such as democracy, political institutions, 
ethnic conflict and other forms of violence, politi-
cal culture, and civic associations. This literature 
spawned a subnational counterpart (Giraudy, 
Moncada and Snyder, forthcoming), and another 
novelty in quantitative research —which began in 
the 2010s and is only starting to make a mark in 
comparative politics— has been the increasing at-
tention to “big data.” 

On the other hand, as a result of the “credibil-
ity revolution” in econometrics (Angrist and 
Pischke, 2010), recent quantitative comparative 
research has incorporated, though unevenly, 
advances in econometric techniques (e.g., ins-
trumental variables, regression discontinuity de-
signs, propensity scores) specifically developed to 
tackle the challenges of causal inference with ob-
servational data (Morgan and Winship, 2015). Al-
though conventional regression analysis remains 
the dominant empirical practice in quantitative 
comparative research, attention to causal infer-
ence is growing (Samii, 2016: 942-43).

The biggest methodological novelty, and the 
one posing the strongest challenge to established 
traditions, is the rise of experimental research since 
roughly 2010.8 Experimental research encom-

6 Within the broader literature using qualitative methods, 
some research combines formal models and qualitative case 
studies, in line with the earlier proposal by Bates et al. (1998) 
regarding “analytic narratives” (Lorentzen, Fravel, and Paine, 
2017: 470-471).

7 This marked increase in the amount of quantitative re-
search continued a trend apparent in the 1990s. For documen-
tation of these trends, see Schedler and Mudde (2010), and 
Pepinsky (2018).

8 For documentation of this trend, see Druckman et al. 
(2006), Dunning (2012), and Rogowski (2016).

passes a family of methods. The inspiration for 
the experimental turn in comparative politics 
comes partly from the rise of randomized con-
trolled trials (rcts) in Development Economics, 
as seen most prominently in the work of mit’s 
Poverty Action Lab, aimed at policy evaluation 
of anti-poverty measures and hence building an 
efficacious policy science (Banerjee and Duflo, 
2011). In comparative politics, experimental re-
search takes a variety of forms, including field ex-
periments, “lab-in-the-field” experiments, survey 
experiments, and other deviations from true ex-
perimental designs where subjects and cases are 
assigned randomly to “treatment” and “control” 
groups (Dunning, 2012). Still, a common over-
arching concern of all varieties of experimental 
research is an emphasis on causal inference or, to 
use the now-fashionable term borrowed from 
Economics, “causal identification”.9

Although experimental research is still new 
in comparative politics, the claims made on its 
behalf are often rather strong. Thus, they de-
serve to be spelled out and assessed, even if 
briefly. The discussion about experiments can 
be framed fruitfully by drawing on the distinc-
tion between the internal and external validity of 
findings (Shadish, Cook, and Campbell, 2002). 
One of the strongest claims made about experi-
ments concerns their ability to uncover true 
cause-and-effect relations, as opposed to mere 
associations, and hence to produce findings that 
are internally valid. This is a clear advantage of 
experimental over observational research. Still, 
the gains experimental research makes in terms 
of internal validity come at the cost of external 
validity. 

Experimentalists promise to contribute to 
the accumulation of knowledge about rigorously 
identified cause-and-effect relations in narrowly-
defined empirical settings (laboratories or lo-
cales) where researchers can perform what they 
often call “interventions” by means of “manipu-
lation” of a treatment required to generate ex-

9 As Samii (2016: 941) states, “Identification refers gener-
ally to establishing that conditions sufficient for drawing an 
unbiased conclusion from data hold […] and causal identifica-
tion applies this notion to causal effects”.
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perimental data. Moreover, there are interesting 
efforts afoot to establish the external validity of 
experimental results by running parallel expe-
riments across different countries, as in the 
Metaketa initiative under the auspices of egap 
(Evidence in Governance and Politics Network), 
a cross-disciplinary network of researchers. Still, it 
remains to be seen whether such efforts to boost 
the external validity of experimental research will 
bear fruit. For now, experimentalists have only 
been able to offer small and isolated “islands of 
knowledge” of dubious generalizability.

Another way to frame the discussion of experi-
ments is to pose a broader question: Can expe-
rimentalists contribute to the production of 
knowledge about important questions in compara-
tive politics? In this regard, shortcomings of experi-
mental research deserve highlighting. Because 
experimentalists focus on causal factors, under-
stood as “treatments,” that can be manipulated by 
the researcher, they are concerned with narrow 
“What if?” or “effects of causes,” questions rather 
than more open ended “Why?” or “causes of ef-
fects,” questions. Moreover, experimental research 
has a bias toward temporally and spatially proxi-
mate and uniform causes, such as informational 
cues that can be administered as treatments with 
survey experiments and trainings. By contrast, a 
whole range of causal ex planations that cannot 
readily, or credibly, be rendered as “treatments” 
—temporally remote “historical” causes (Stinch-
combe, 1968: Ch. 3; see also Harsanyi, 1960), 
causes and effects that unfold at different temporal 
paces (Pierson, 2004: Ch. 3), spatially remote 
causes, and macro causes— are neglected. Thus, 
though some experimentalists deny that their 
methodological preoccupations constrain their 
theoretical imaginations and substantive agendas 
(Samii, 2016: 942, 950-952; see however Kinder, 
2011: 527), the growing emphasis on causal identi-
fication appears to divert attention from theory and 
big, humanly-important questions (Bates, 2007; 
Deaton, 2010: 442; Huber, 2013).

This shortcoming of experimental research 
need not be fatal. After all, it is a legitimate scien-
tific step to try to contribute to knowledge by ad-
dressing a manageable question embedded in a 

large one. However, experimentalists have not 
shown much interest in pursuing this strategy of 
tackling parts of a big question. A concern with 
causal inference has arguably led students of com-
parative politics to give up on some of the field’s 
classic ambitions. Moreover, because they are 
often rather critical of all observational research, 
experimentalists tend to dismiss past accomplish-
ments in comparative politics, which relied on ob-
servational data. Indeed, experimentalists even 
frame the challenge of accumulating knowledge 
as one purely internal to experimental research, 
doing little to consider how they could build on 
prior, non-experimental research (Dunning, 
2016). Though this may change in the future, the 
new experimental research has thus far shown lit-
tle concern with building on the decades of re-
search on classic macro topics in comparative 
politics, such as political regimes, state formation, 
large-scale institutions, and national development. 

In sum, the strongest promises to deliver prog-
ress in comparative politics are currently made by 
experimentalists. Put starkly, the experimental 
turn could even be seen as ushering in, or at least 
attempting to usher in, a third scientific revolu-
tion in comparative politics. However, as noted, 
much as when rational choice theory was on the 
rise in the 1990s, some of the limitations of ex-
perimental research are already apparent, and 
leading scholars of comparative politics (e.g., 
Bates, 2007; Huber, 2013; Thelen and Mahoney, 
2015) are deeply skeptical of betting the future of 
the field too heavily on experimental research. 
Thus, we expect the influence of experimental-
ism will wane as scholars adopt a more realistic 
view of the promise of experiments and the right-
ful place of this set of methods among the reper-
toire of tools used in the social sciences. 

the reconfiguration of alliances and divisions: 
experimentalists versus observationalists 
The changes in comparative politics discussed 
thus far have been significant, resulting in a re-
configuration of the field. Some options that 
were seen as very promising not long ago are los-
ing energy. For example, a strong affinity previ-
ously existed between rational choice theory and 
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large-N statistical methods.10  Their mutual com-
plementarities seemed clear. Statistical analysis 
offered the tool of choice for testing empirically 
results generated by formal mathematical mod-
els. Conversely, rct offered micro-foundations 
and causal mechanisms to account for macro 
correlations detected with statistical analysis. 
However, the decline of rational choice theory 
signaled a decay of the rct-statistics alliance, 
leaving large-N research orphaned theoretically.

A potentially more consequential reconfigu-
ration of affinities across camps and schools in 
comparative politics stems from the rise of ex-
perimentalism. Current research is organized 
less around different views about theory, as in 
the past, and more around the nature of data, 
namely experimental versus observational data. 
Although considerable strides have been made 
by large-N quantitative researchers in managing 
challenges of causal inference that arise when 
working with observational data, a fundamental 
divide exists between experimental and large-N 
quantitative research. Relatedly, the cleavage 
between experimental and observational re-
search is also apparent in the context of mixed 
methods research; one of the most discussed and 
widely-used mixed methods approaches com-
bines quantitative and qualitative observational 
data, two options that until recently were seen 
more as rivals than supplements.11

New mixed methods options, less aligned 
with this new cleavage, are currently being ex-
plored. Many experimentalists recognize the im-
portance of contextual, often local, knowledge 
for achieving strong experimental designs and 
also for identifying true natural experiments. For 
example, testing the effects of ethnic affinities 
on political behavior through field and lab-in-
the-field experiments requires local knowledge 

10 In Political Science, this agenda was advanced in a coor-
dinated way by the Empirical Implications of Theoretical 
Models (eitm) project (Aldrich, Alt, and Lupia, 2008; Clarke 
and Primo, 2012).

11 Along similar lines, Thelen and Mahoney (2015) point 
out affinities between historical institutional, case-based and 
large-N research because of their shared reliance on observa-
tional data and non-experimental research designs. 

to identify valid cues that can communicate in-
formation about ethnicity to subjects (Dunning 
and Harrison, 2010). Likewise, research relying 
on natural experiments requires sufficient his-
torical knowledge of the purported treatment to 
make a credible case that it actually occurred in 
an “as if random” manner (Kocher and Mon-
teiro, 2016). Moreover, sound experimental re-
search also depends on the ability to detect and 
unpack complex, “bundled” treatments as well 
as potential spillovers between treatment and 
control groups.12 This, in turn, may require the 
contextual knowledge and understandings that 
are hallmarks of ethnographic and historical re-
search. In short, some experimentalists do not 
advocate the use of experiments as self-con-
tained methods, recognize the value of old-fash-
ioned ethnographic fieldwork, and explicitly 
argue that experiments should be viewed as only 
one among multiple valuable methods.13

Still, the differences between experimental-
ists and observationalists inclined to ethnograph-
ic fieldwork remain considerable. A helpful 
distinction can be drawn between ethnographical-
ly-informed experiments and experimentally-driven 
ethnographies. In the former, qualitative informa-
tion and open-ended “soaking and poaking” 
serve mainly to identify new potential causal 
mechanisms and hypotheses that lend them-
selves to testing with experimental tools, such as 
survey experiments and labs-in-the-field. By 
contrast, experimentally-driven ethnographies 
confine qualitative research to the narrower role 
of providing information necessary to adapt a 
preexisting experimental design to a new con-
text. This context-fitting role of qualitative eth-
nographic knowledge can be seen in research on 

12 Experimentalists also make heroic assumptions about spa-
tial independence, in addition to “tight bracketing” of informa-
tion and knowledge that is not tethered to the goal of achieving a 
research design that maximizes efficient causal identification. On 
the implausibility of assumptions of spatial independence across 
subnational units and tools for managing, and even exploiting, 
this dependence, see Harbers and Ingram (forthcoming). 

13 For a plea for multi-method research by a pioneer in the 
use of experiments in Political Science, see Kinder (2011). On 
affinities between qualitative and experimental methods, see 
Paluck (2010). 



pp. 139-158 Política y gobierno volumen xxvI  ·  nÚmero 1  ·  I semestre de 2019

Gerardo l. munck and richard snyder

ethnic ties and political support, where the role 
of ethnographic research is to identify the kind of 
information, for example last names or dialects, 
that serve in different contexts as equivalent cues 
about the ethnic identity of politicians (Dunning 
and Harrison, 2010). In such instances, ethnogra-
phy is tightly constrained by the requirements of 
the experimental design, resulting in “design-
driven” research with a strong propensity to em-
pirical tunnel vision, where information that does 
not serve the goal of efficient causal identification 
is likely to be dismissed as extraneous noise. De-
sign-driven fieldwork stands in stark contrast to 
the open-ended “soaking and poaking” empha-
sized by qualitative researchers as an important 
method of discovery and insight.

In sum, although the new cleavage between 
experimentalists and observationalists does not 
divide researchers neatly into two camps, it has 
reconfigured comparative politics. Until the 
1990s the field was largely organized around 
the division between qualitative and quantitative 
researchers. Now, the distinction between experi-
mentalists and the rest is the dominant force.

the uneasy coexistence of open pluralism
and the hegemony of methods
It is complicated to offer a conclusion to this dis-
cussion of comparative politics in the US in the 
twenty-first century that takes into consideration, 
and makes sense of, all the various changes we 
have noted. The field of comparative politics is 
large, and our discussion of patterns could surely 
be more nuanced. Still, with the caveat that what 
we offer is tentative, we propose the following 
overall assessment of the field in the late 2010s.

In important respects, comparative politics in 
the US today can be characterized as pluralistic. 
New lines of thinking are launched. But new 
ideas about how to study comparative politics 
rarely displace old ones. Instead, they are simply 
added to existing ways of doing things, resulting 
in the accumulation of an increasingly diverse 
set of options. 

With regard to theory, rational choice theory 
in the 1990s neither eliminated prior theories nor 
has it itself been vanquished in the 2010s. Before 

this, the behavioral revolution launched a strong 
critique of institutional analysis in the 1950s and 
1960s; yet institutional analysis not only survived 
the onslaught but came back with new vigor, and 
behavioral analysis similarly continued into the 
post-behavioral period that opened in the late 
1960s. Other theories (e.g., class theories of Mar-
xist lineage, statist theories that can be traced 
back to Weber, or theories of political culture 
that can be traced to Tocqueville) continue to 
form part of the repertoire of ideas scholars draw 
on to build middle range theories.

With regard to methods, although the qualita-
tive tradition predates the behavioral revolution 
and was criticized forcefully during the behav-
ioral revolution and again in the 1990s, it sur-
vived and remains a routinely-used option. 
Likewise, though large-N quantitative research 
has been the main target of experimentalists in 
the 2010s, it has adapted to this critique and 
shows no signs of disappearing. For a number of 
reasons —including the sheer quantity of scholars 
working in the field and various non-scientific 
factors internal to the profession, such as rivalries 
among “schools and sects” that compete over 
professional resources like funding, prestige and 
power (Almond, 1990)— comparative politics is 
characterized by an enduring pluralism.

Additionally, scholars working in different 
traditions regularly participate in debates that go 
beyond any one tradition or research community, 
which in turn prevents the field’s pluralism from 
producing isolated “silos”. This pluralism is best 
characterized as open. A legitimate debate exists 
in the US about what standards should be used 
to assess the products of distinct communities of 
researchers. Moreover, most research communi-
ties recognize that all traditions should be as-
sessed in terms of general standards. To be sure, 
some groups adopt a defensive posture, claiming 
not only that their research is distinctive but 
making the further claim that it can be assessed 
only according to self-defined standards internal 
to their research community. But these groups 
are neither large nor dominant. 

Still, open pluralism is not the whole picture. 
Although no theoretical approach or paradigm is 
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currently hegemonic, and the threat to diversity 
posed by rational choice theory in the 1990s has 
subsided, a new threat emerged in the 2010s: the 
hegemony of methods. This is the view that how 
one studies a problem empirically is the most im-
portant aspect of research and that causal identi-
fication is the overriding methodological issue. 

Of course, methods of empirical research are 
central to the social sciences. Thus, we do not 
suggest that methods per se are a problem. How-
ever, the view that methods are paramount and 
that causal identification is the one standard by 
which all methods should be assessed does have 
clear negative consequences. As discussed 
above, this view fosters the setting aside and 
downplaying of matters of theory. Moreover, it 
compels scholars to focus on questions deemed 
researchable using the favored methods. Meth-
ods-driven research has made scholars dodge 
tough theoretical challenges, for example how to 
unify theories of state formation and democrati-
zation. Likewise, it spurs a reluctance to tackle 
important explanatory questions, like why Latin 
America is the most violent and economically 
unequal region in the world, as well as descrip-
tive, yet fundamental, questions about who re-
ally holds political power in the region. 

Thus, there are some problematic tendencies 
in comparative politics, including the pervasive 
influence of methods in setting research agendas 
and a reluctance to take risks by tackling prob-
lems and questions that are not amenable to 
strong causal identification. These kinds of 
problems are not new, of course. They were al-
ready visible in the 1990s and early 2000s, as 
pointed out by some of the scholars we inter-
viewed in our book (Linz, 2007: 206-207, 
O’Donnell, 2007b: 303-304, Przeworski, 2007: 
496-497). Still, the threats posed by the hege-
mony of methods have clearly worsened over the 
past two decades. 

In sum, while it is important to recognize the 
persistent pluralism and openness of compara-
tive politics in the US, it is also critical to note 
that some changes adopted in the name of mod-
ernizing the field have come at a cost. The un-
easy coexistence of open pluralism with the 

hegemony of methods oriented to causal identi-
fication can be framed in terms of the familiar 
tension between tradition and innovation. More-
over, the centrality of this dilemma for the evolu-
tion of the field should be acknowledged. 
Indeed, the proximate future of comparative 
politics in the US will likely be driven partly by 
the interplay between forces that foster vibrant 
diversity, on one hand, and forces that favor a 
narrow methods-driven social science, on the 
other hand. 

Doing comparative politics in Latin America
The social sciences have been affected strongly 
by the much-touted process of globalization. So-
cial scientist around the world now have access 
to the same books, articles and even data. They 
can communicate instantaneously with remark-
able ease. Many travel to conferences that are 
real international gatherings. The idea of trans-
national research communities is not far-fetched. 
Still, social scientists live and work in different 
places, economies and societies. And doing com-
parative politics in the United States, like the 
scholars interviewed for Passion, Craft, and Meth-
od and most currently active social scientists, is 
not the same as doing comparative politics in 
Latin America. In light of the distinct circum-
stances of working as a researcher in Latin Amer-
ica, and the recent changes in comparative 
politics in the US, what might social scientists 
based in Latin America do to contribute to social 
science knowledge and, more specifically, to 
comparative politics?

This question forms part of a larger discussion 
about the state and future of the social sciences in 
Latin America. Thus, we recognize that we will 
touch only briefly on many key issues and ignore 
others entirely. Moreover, we appreciate that this 
is a polarized discussion, and setting Latin Ameri-
can scholarship in relation to US scholarship is a 
framing that some will reject out of hand.14

14 Significant contributions, which offer different perspec-
tives on the state of the social sciences in Latin America, include 
Lander (2000), De Sousa Santos (2009), Beigel (2010), Biala-
kowsky (2012), Garretón (2015), and Tanaka and Dargent (2015).
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Peripheral advantages
Relative to their US counterparts, Latin Ameri-
can scholars enjoy some clear advantages in 
studying Latin American politics. These advan-
tages, as rightly identified by Latin American 
scholars themselves, include greater knowledge 
of the languages and cultures (Bejarano, 2015: 
144), and a stronger ability to produce “thick 
knowledge,” that sets research in context and his-
torical perspective (Dargent and Muñoz, 2015; 
Vergara, 2015; see also Przeworski, 2007: 501-502).

Being physically in, or close to, the field also 
has advantages. Though conducting cross-nation-
al research can be expensive, a wide range of vari-
ation concerning many humanly important topics 
and outcomes at the heart of comparative politics 
can be found inside countries (Giraudy, Moncada, 
and Snyder, forthcoming). These topics include 
state capacity, the “intensity” of citizenship, po-
litical regimes, income and other forms of in-
equality, public safety, and human and economic 
development. Thus, scholars in Latin America 
can use their location to their advantage.

More broadly, at least some innovations are 
more likely to come from the periphery than 
from the center of disciplines, in part because 
scholars working at the peripheries of disciplines 
may be more open to diverse influences and bet-
ter positioned to devise original combinations by 
drawing on internal and external sources of in-
spiration (Dogan and Pahre, 1993). In short, 
without diminishing the challenges that Latin 
American scholars face, it is important to note 
some valuable assets that they have.

Institutionalized and research-oriented careers
Everywhere, the production of knowledge is a 
mental process which depends on the curiosity, 
creativity, determination and discipline of schol-
ars. However, scholarship flourishes most where 
careers as researchers are available and where a 
country is able to support a critical mass of schol-
ars together with the infrastructure required for 
research.

In this regard, being a scholar based in the 
South entails a set of challenges not faced by 
most scholars in the North. The economic condi-

tions of researchers working in Latin America 
pose, with few exceptions, a considerable im-
pediment to sustained scholarship. Unlike in the 
United States or Europe, where a tenured aca-
demic job usually guarantees a comfortable mid-
dle-class life, in Latin America researchers 
seeking a middle-class existence are routinely 
forced to seek multiple sources of employment, 
including working as consultants. The most ba-
sic condition for creativity, having time to dedi-
cate oneself to research, is not readily available to 
a large number of scholars.

The economic conditions of researchers have 
changed over time. The rapid development of 
the Latin American social sciences in the 1960s 
and 1970s, a time when Latin American scholars 
made key contributions to the comparative 
study of economic development and authoritari-
anism, was fueled partly by the support of US 
and European foundations, which financed 
many independent centers of research, that is, 
not affiliated with universities, in countries un-
der military rule. With the end of authoritarian-
ism in the 1980s, many of these funds dried up. 
Moreover, because of the regional economic cri-
sis in the 1980s and the subsequent turn to free-
market policies, public funds for universities 
have generally lagged in terms of what is re-
quired for sustained knowledge production. 

The level of funding for the social sciences, 
and the models for financing them, vary consid-
erably throughout Latin America.15 Still, it is 
generally valid to posit that funding is insuffi-
cient to support a critical mass of full-time re-
searchers, that is, a community large enough to 
generate and sustain a self-reinforcing creative 
environment. Achieving an adequate level of 
funding that could support a broad community 
of scholars in Latin America is a key challenge.

There are encouraging trends in this regard. 
Building on earlier initiatives to institutionalize 
the social sciences in Latin America, which were 

15 On patterns in funding and institutional support for Lat-
in American social sciences, see Trindade (2007), unesco 
(2011), Chernhya, Sierra, and Snyder (2012), and Durán-Mar-
tínez, Sierra, and Snyder (2017). 
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largely focused on sociology, important steps to 
develop Political Science in the region have been 
taken, and Political Science departments have 
built core groups of comparative politics faculty 
in a handful of countries, most notably Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Peru and Uru-
guay.16 Many scholars trained outside Latin 
America have returned to work at universities in 
the region. And professional networks within the 
region have been strengthened, as new forums 
for intra-regional interaction and collaboration 
among political scientists, such as the Asociación 
Latinoamericana de Ciencia Política (Alacip, found-
ed in 2002), have been added to older networks, 
such as the Consejo Latinoamericano de Ciencias So-
ciales (Clacso). Though the social sciences in La-
tin America continue to be dwarfed by those of its 
neighbor to the North, a few centers of excel-
lence have emerged and an intra-regional ex-
change among Latin American scholars has 
started to take shape.

the politics-research nexus
Another issue that merits consideration is the 
link between politics and research. Here, the 
centrality of politics in university life has posed, 
and continues to pose, an impediment to the de-
velopment of the social sciences in Latin Ameri-
ca. Political intrusion in university affairs, which 
is more likely in Latin America than the US, has 
costs. A change of government in many Latin 
American countries can bring about a major 
change in the leadership of top public universi-
ties, leading to changes in programmatic objec-
tives or even the upending of professional 
careers. This is an obvious downside to a lack of 
university autonomy and institutionalization.

Moreover, politicized scholarship, which is 
blatantly ideological and more about taking a po-
litical position than advancing knowledge, still 
plays a role in many Latin American universities. 
Politicized scholarship is problematic in several 
respects. First, it competes for space with profes-

16 On the development of Political Science in Latin Amer-
ica, see Altman (2005), Baquero, González, and Morais (2013), 
and Barrientos del Monte (2014).

sional scholarship. Moreover, politicized scholars 
have even been known to block the careers of 
scholars who are more centrally committed to 
the production of knowledge. Indeed, as David 
Altman (2005: 71) holds, though Latin American 
universities are moving to adopt “clear rules that 
encourage meritocracy, and that include the 
evaluation of scholarly productivity,” this move 
is best described as slow and uneven. Thus, 
without denying the possibility of a creative ten-
sion between scientifically-oriented and politi-
cally-oriented scholars, the challenge of working 
in a highly politicized university environment, 
where politics sometimes trumps knowledge, 
should be noted.

At the same time, some common misconcep-
tions should be dispelled. All universities, and 
especially public universities, play a role in form-
ing citizens and should provide forums for politi-
cal debate. Moreover, political motivation is 
important and legitimate in scholarly research. 
Indeed, the oft-noted disconnect between uni-
versity life and politics in the US may help ex-
plain the esoteric, even stale, nature of much 
research on political questions there (Snyder, 
2007: 11-14, 19-22). In short, there is no inherent 
contradiction between political partiality (e.g., 
wanting democracy or social justice) and scien-
tific objectivity, nor is political disinterest a desir-
able quality in a social scientist (Garretón, 2015).

The closer links between politics and re-
search in Latin America can also have benefits. 
The centrality of politics in university life prob-
ably makes Latin American scholars, especially 
at public universities, far more attuned to politi-
cal events, as the outcomes of political processes 
may have a strong impact on their careers. The 
politics-research nexus can also foster a broader 
understanding of what counts as political phe-
nomenon —for example, music, the arts and 
other cultural aspects. A more encompassing un-
derstanding of lo político may, in turn, help tem-
per the excesses of professionalization and the 
obsession with methods (Garretón, 2016: 5). 
More broadly, political engagement is often as-
sociated with an interest in having a broader im-
pact and audience and, thus, in cultivating the 
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ability to communicate about one’s research to 
multiple audiences outside the discipline and 
actually having something to say that matters. 
The ideal is to avoid the extremes of an academ-
ic life detached from political passions, on one 
hand, and treating research as just “politics by 
other means,” on the other.

the international context of research
Finally, it is crucial to consider the relationship be-
tween scholars inside and outside Latin America, 
especially in the North. Because the Spanish-lan-
guage edition of Passion, Craft, and Method aims to 
introduce to a Latin American audience the con-
tributions of leading scholars who worked mainly 
in the US, we address this issue in detail.

Engaging the North. Any approximation between 
South and North is, of course, fraught with risks. 
A Latin American social science that is depen-
dent on the outside will always be fragile. Thus, it 
is legitimate to ask whether the development 
of the social sciences in Latin America is helped or 
hindered by engagement with authors who live 
and work outside Latin America and who have 
to be read mainly in English. And it is important to 
clearly understand the dangers of opening up 
to outside influences. 

The siphoning off of talent, that is, “brain 
drain”, is an obvious problem associated with en-
gaging the North. But a larger problem concerns 
the control of the research agenda (Luna, Muril-
lo, and Schrank, 2014; Bay, Perla, and Snyder, 
2015; Bejarano, 2015: 145; Luna, 2015: 151-54). 
Research priorities in US universities in particu-
lar are ever changing, and these changes are of-
ten driven by internal dynamics of competition 
among academics instead of by a concern with 
real world problems. Indeed, careerism arguably 
has a stronger influence on research trends than 
the pursuit of knowledge. Moreover, a lot of en-
ergy in US social science goes into studying sub-
stantive questions that are rather trivial and 
developing methods for the sake of methods. 
Thus, those who engage with US academia face 
an ever-present danger of being sucked into a re-
search agenda they do not define, doing little 

more than mimic academics in the US, and fail-
ing to contribute to what should be a priority for 
the social sciences in Latin America: under-
standing the political, social, economic and cul-
tural problems of the region.

Still, it is important to note that there is no-
thing new about scholars in Latin America en-
gaging and drawing productively on the work of 
scholars in the North. Max Weber’s Economy and 
Society was translated into Spanish in 1944, twen-
ty-four years before it was translated into Eng-
lish, and this key work was read in universities in 
Latin America well before it was incorporated into 
thinking in the US. European authors such as Karl 
Marx and Antonio Gramsci have also been impor-
tant points of reference for many Latin American 
social scientists. Leading figures of modern Latin 
American thought such as Raúl Prebisch, Celso 
Furtado, Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Guill-
ermo O’Donnell kept abreast of trends in think-
ing in Europe and the US, debated ideas of 
scholars from the North, and drew fruitfully on 
these ideas. For example, Cardoso acknowledges 
that his book with Enzo Faletto, Dependency and 
Development in Latin America (1979), the locus clas-
sicus of dependency theory and a work conven-
tionally viewed as offering a distinctively Latin 
American theoretical contribution, was inspired 
centrally by the work of two French intellectuals: 
Jean-Paul Sartre and Alain Touraine, especially 
the former’s analysis of Marxism.17 Even José Car-
los Mariátegui, widely seen as one of the first au-
thors to break decisively with eurocentrism, was 
strongly influenced by the Italian intellectual Pie-
ro Gobetti, among others (Quijano, 2007: xl-xliv; 
Fillipi, 2017). We thus believe that the correct 
question to ask is not whether Latin American 
scholars should engage with ideas and peers from 
the North but how they can engage with them pro-
ductively and beneficially.

Building collaborative relations with peers in the 
North. The 1960s and 1970s offer an instructive 
example of a mutually beneficial relationship 

17 Personal communication to Richard Snyder, Providence, 
RI, October, 2007. 
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between academics in the South and North. 
Scholars in the US, such as Albert Hirschman 
and Kalman Silvert, played a pivotal role in es-
tablishing this relationship. More broadly, a key 
to the collaborative relationship between schol-
ars in the South and North was the creation of 
institutionalized forums, such as the Joint Com-
mittee on Latin American Studies (jclas) of the 
American Council of Learned Studies (acls) and 
the Social Science Research Council (ssrc). As a 
matter of policy, half of the jclas’s members 
were Latin Americans, and grants were awarded 
to scholars without restriction as to their country 
of citizenship (Hilbink and Drake, 2000). This 
example shows that, especially when there is 
solidarity between researchers in the South and 
the North —as was the case during the decades 
of military rule after the Cuban revolution— 
scholars can establish respectful relationships 
and collaborate as equals.18

Times have changed, however, and such in-
stitutionalized exchanges have waned consider-
ably since the 1990s. In the early twenty-first 
century, Latin American scholars now face both a 
far more inward-looking academia and more ca-
reer-driven academics in the North. Moreover, 
scholars in the North today seem less convinced 
than their predecessors that they have anything 
to learn from their peers in the South. To the de-
gree that scholars in the North are interested in 
engaging their Latin American colleagues, many 
seem concerned not with establishing working 
relations with Latin American academics and 
collaborating as equals, but with finding assis-
tants in the field to help gather data. In short, a 
valuable partnership that helped invigorate Lat-
in American social sciences in the 1960s and 
1970s, and that is especially important in con-
texts where a critical mass of full-time research-
ers is lacking, has weakened significantly. This 
loss of institutionalized opportunities for re-
spectful exchanges among academics in the 
North and the South poses another challenge. 

18 For a fuller discussion of the relationships between Latin 
American social scientists and both US and European scholars, 
see Munck and Tanaka (2018).

A few caveats to this characterization are in 
order. New networks between the North and the 
South are being built, in part by taking advan-
tage of the considerable number of Latin Ameri-
cans now working in the US and Europe 
(Freidenberg and Malamud, 2013). Most of 
these initiatives link scholars in Latin America to 
peers in the US, either within established organi-
zations —such as the American Political Science 
Association (apsa) and Latin American Studies 
Association (lasa)— or within new organizations 
and more fluid initiatives, such as the Red para el 
Estudio de la Economía Política de América Latina 
(repal), which brings together scholars based in 
the US and Latin America with a shared interest 
in comparative political economy, alternating the 
location of its annual meetings between the US 
and Latin America; and the Methods Institutes 
at the puc in Chile and previously, under ipsa’s 
auspices, at the USP in Brazil. Some universities 
in the US have extended invitations to scholars 
from Latin America to visit the US for brief peri-
ods. Other initiatives have connected scholars in 
Europe and Latin America.19 Moreover, com-
pared to the networks of the past, current net-
works are more inclusive, especially with regard 
to women.

In short, there are positive signs with regard 
to North-South collaboration. Latin American 
scholars do have some allies in the North who are 
committed to the development of the social sci-
ences in Latin America and who are interested in 
having a respectful and productive dialogue with 
their colleagues in Latin America. Moreover, 
there are new networks that offer opportunities 
to Latin American scholars for real collaboration. 
Thus, though the tradition of South-North col-
laboration has weakened, there are some posi-
tive trends that should be recognized, extended 
and strengthened.20

19 Also noteworthy is the role of the University of Salaman-
ca, and Manuel Alcántara, in founding Alacip.

20 We do not mean to suggest that scholars in the South 
should only seek to collaborate with scholars in the North, and 
in the US in particular. Indeed, interesting recent South-South 
collaborations have emerged, not only among Latin American 
scholars, but with scholars in Asia, especially India, China and 
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Drawing selectively on ideas from the North. The 
content of exchanges between scholars in Latin 
America and the US remains a thorny issue. As 
noted, there are strong tendencies in US aca-
demia and a core to the field of comparative poli-
tics that could be called the “mainstream.” 
Moreover, the Northern mainstream is a moving 
target, and following it is therefore not likely to 
be a recipe for success. There is a real danger 
that by the time cutting-edge ideas have been 
assimilated in Latin America, they have ceased 
to be cutting-edge or have been abandoned in 
the North. In the best of cases, Latin American 
scholars will always be one or more steps behind 
what scholars in the North consider the “in” 
ideas. Such a strategy would lock Latin Ameri-
can scholars into the role of consumers rather 
than producers of innovations in knowledge. 
Thus, while disengagement from ideas flowing 
out of US academia should be avoided, the po-
tential gains from engagement may nevertheless 
prove elusive.

However, another option, which Juan Pablo 
Luna (2015: 160) calls “the middle way” exists 
or, at least, could be constructed. It is possible to 
draw actively on ideas produced in the US in a 
way that does not commit a scholar to follow a 
certain line of thinking. In this regard, the persis-
tent pluralism that characterizes comparative 
politics in the US offers a distinct opportunity for 
Latin American scholars to draw selectively from 
this Northern stock of theoretical and method-
ological ideas (Weyland, 2015).21

Being a selective appropriator of useful ideas 
is far from easy. First, local constraints can make 

South Africa. For example, political scientists at the puc in Chile 
have collaborated with colleagues in India, and colleagues at 
the University of San Martín in Argentina with colleagues in 
India as well as South Africa. However, the incentives for North-
South collaboration and for collaboration with the US in par-
ticular are, at least in the medium term, quite strong (Luna, 
2015: 157-58).

21 Latin American scholars need not look only to the US for 
theoretical and methodological ideas that can be selectively 
appropriated. There is a longstanding tradition among Latin 
American social scientists of drawing on European ideas, and 
exciting possibilities exist for creating new and original combi-
nations by triangulating among influences from the US, Eu-
rope and Latin America itself.

it difficult for Latin American scholars to tap into 
and exploit the full range of pluralism in the 
North. Career incentives may pressure some, es-
pecially junior scholars at top Latin American 
universities, to package their research so it can 
potentially be published in a handful of highly-
ranked peer-reviewed journals in the US that 
seem to take seriously only submissions that em-
ploy “gold standard” methods and theories. 
Scholars in some Latin American universities 
may also face pressures to collaborate only with 
colleagues at top-ranked institutions in the US. 
Moreover, the ability of Latin American scholars 
to draw on the pluralism in the North may be 
further hindered by access to a limited set of col-
leagues and potential collaborators in the North. 
Consequently, although the mainstream of US 
comparative politics consists of a plural set of 
theories and methods, the range of feasible op-
tions from this set may be curtailed for scholars 
in the South. Still, while the margins for maneu-
verability may be narrow, we caution against the 
fatalistic and self-defeating view that Latin 
American scholars looking to the North face a 
reified monolith that offers few, if any, opportu-
nities for selective appropriation. 

Whereas individual scholars may have little, 
if any, ability to alter the range of de facto plural-
ism on which they can draw, other factors more 
within their control can help increase the likeli-
hood of successful selective engagement. For 
example, it helps to cultivate a healthy dose of 
skepticism about the promises made by propo-
nents of the latest theoretical or methodological 
turn. Somewhat harder, it is critical to develop a 
keen eye for distinguishing the “wheat” from 
the “chaff,” that is, the important, deep and like-
ly-enduring ideas from the trivial, superficial and 
likely-fleeting ones. Still, perhaps the most fun-
damental element for successful selective en-
gagement is having a strong, even visceral, 
commitment to developing a Latin American 
perspective on Latin American realities coupled 
with a clear sense of one’s own research agenda, 
the issues one seeks to address, and the prob-
lems one wants to solve. These ingredients will 
make it far easier to identify which ideas are use-
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ful and which are distracting or pernicious. To 
put it more forcefully, without a sense of pur-
pose, grounded in intellectual and perhaps nor-
mative commitments, the likelihood that a Latin 
American scholar will simply be swallowed up 
by the Giant to the North seems very high.

Conclusion
We have considered the study of politics from 
two standpoints: the North and the South. We 
have sought to shed light on both the problems 
that hinder progress and the opportunities that 
could lead the field of comparative politics in a 
more positive direction in both the North and 
South. Clearly, not all is well in the social scienc-
es in the North. Likewise, the state of the social 
sciences in Latin America is far from optimal. 
Still, we see important opportunities for progress 
both in the North and South. While we are un-
certain how the tensions in US academia we dis-
cuss will play out or what steps could be taken in 
Latin America to improve the conditions for 
knowledge production, the past and present of 
comparative politics give us reason to be cau-
tiously optimistic. Together, the field’s persis-
tent pluralism, the opportunities it may offer for 
creative and selective appropriation by scholars 
in the South, and the emergence of exciting new 
networks of collaboration linking scholars across 
Latin America to each other and also to col-
leagues in the North, give us hope that knowl-
edge about politics will grow in the years ahead 
because of contributions by scholars working 
both in the US and in Latin America. Pg

References
Aldrich, John H., James E. Alt and Arthur Lupia 

(2008), “The eitm Approach: Origins and Inter-
pretations”, in Janet M. Box-Steffensmeier, 
Henry E. Brady and David Collier (eds.), The 
Oxford Handbook of Political Methodology, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, pp. 828-843.

Almond, Gabriel A. (1990), A Discipline Divided: 
Schools and Sects in Political Science, Newbury 
Park: Sage Publications.

Altman, David (2005), “La institucionalización de 
la ciencia política en Chile y América Latina: 

Una mirada desde el sur”, Revista de Ciencia 
Política, número especial, 25(1), pp. 3-15.

Angrist, Joshua D. and Jörn-Steve Pischke (2010), 
“The Credibility Revolution in Empirical Eco-
nomics: How Better Research Design is Taking 
the Con out of Econometrics”, Journal of Eco-
nomic Perspectives, 24(2), pp. 3-30.

Banerjee, Abhijit V. and Esther Duflo (2011), Poor 
Economics: A Radical Rethinking of the Way to Fight 
Global Poverty, New York: Public Affairs.

Baquero, Marcello, Rodrigo S. González and Jen-
nifer A. de Morais (2013), “A Construção da 
Ciência Política na América Latina”, Revista De-
bates, Special Issue, 7(3).

Barrientos del Monte, Fernando (2014), Buscando 
una identidad: Breve historia de la ciencia política en 
América Latina, Mexico City: Editorial Fonta-
mara/Universidad de Guanajuato. 

Bates, Robert H. (2007), “Forum”, in Abhijit Vi-
nayak Banerjee (ed.), Making Aid Work, Cam-
bridge: mit Press, pp. 67-72.

Bates, Robert H., Avner Greif, Margaret Levi, Jean-
Laurent Rosenthal and Barry Weingast (1998), 
Analytic Narratives, Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press.

Bay, Kelly, Cecilia Perla and Richard Snyder (2015), 
“Who Sets the Intellectual Agenda? Foreign 
Funding and Social Science in Peru”, in Martín 
Tanaka y Eduardo Dargent (eds.), ¿Qué implica 
hacer ciencia política desde el sur y desde el norte?, 
Lima: Pontificia Universidad Católica del 
Perú-Escuela de Gobierno y Políticas Públicas, 
pp. 99-118.

Bejarano, Ana María (2015), “Migraciones intelec-
tuales de sur a norte y de norte a sur”, in Martín 
Tanaka y Eduardo Dargent (eds.),  ¿Qué implica 
hacer ciencia política desde el sur y desde el norte?, 
Lima: Pontificia Universidad Católica del 
Perú-Escuela de Gobierno y Políticas Públicas, 
pp. 137-146.

Beigel, Fernanda (ed.) (2010), Autonomía y dependen-
cia académica: Universidad e investigación científica 
en un circuito periférico: Chile y Argentina (1950-
1980), Buenos Aires: Editorial Biblos.

Bennett, Andrew and Jeffrey Checkel (eds.) (2015), 
Process Tracing: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool, 
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Bialakowsky, Alberto L. (ed.) (2012), Latin Ameri-



pp. 139-158 Política y gobierno volumen xxvI  ·  nÚmero 1  ·  I semestre de 2019

Gerardo l. munck and richard snyder

can Critical Thought: Theory and Practice, Buenos 
Aires: Clacso.

Cardoso, Fernando Henrique and Enzo Faletto 
(1977), Dependencia y desarrollo en América Latina, 
Buenos Aires: Siglo XXI. 

Chernhya, Lachen, Jazmin Sierra and Richard Sny-
der (2012), “Globalization, Money and the So-
cial Science Profession in Latin America”, lasa 
Forum, 43(4), pp. 3-6.

Clarke, Kevin A. and David M. Primo (2012), A Model 
Discipline: Political Science and the Logic of Representa-
tions, New York: Oxford University Press.

Collier, David (2011), “Understanding Process 
Tracing”, ps: Political Science and Politics, 44(4), 
pp. 823-830.

Dargent, Eduardo and Paula Muñoz (2015), “Co-
nocimiento denso y política comparada: Un 
aporte desde el sur”, in Martín Tanaka and 
Eduardo Dargent (eds.), ¿Qué implica hacer cien-
cia política desde el sur y desde el norte?, Lima: Pon-
tificia Universidad Católica del Perú-Escuela de 
Gobierno y Políticas Públicas, pp. 65-73.

Deaton, Angus (2010), “Instruments, Randomiza-
tion, and Learning about Development”, Jour-
nal of Economic Literature, 48(2), pp. 424-455.

De Sousa Santos, Boaventura (2009), Pensar el Es-
tado y la sociedad: Desafíos actuales, Buenos Aires: 
Waldhuter Editores.

Devés Valdés, Eduardo (2003), El pensamiento lati-
noamericano en el siglo xx, tomo II, Buenos Aires: 
Editorial Biblios. 

Devés Valdés, Eduardo (2004), El pensamiento lati-
noamericano en el siglo xx: Entre la modernización y 
la identidad, tomo III, Buenos Aires: Editorial 
Biblios. 

Dogan, Mattei and Robert Pahre (1993), Las nuevas 
ciencias sociales: La marginalidad creadora, Mexi-
co City: Grijalbo.

Druckman, James N., Donald P. Green, James H. 
Kuklinski and Arthur Lupia (2006), “The 
Growth and Development of Experimental Re-
search in Political Science”, American Political 
Science Review, 100(4), pp. 627-635.

Dunning, Thad (2012), Natural Experiments in the 
Social Sciences: A Design-Based Approach, New 
York: Cambridge University Press.

Dunning, Thad (2016), “Transparency, Replica-
tion, and Cumulative Learning: What Experi-

ments Alone Cannot Achieve”, Annual Review of 
Political Science, 19, pp. 541-563.

Dunning, Thad and Lauren Harrison (2010), 
“Cross-cutting Cleavages and Ethnic Voting: An 
Experimental Study of Cousinage in Mali”, Ame-
rican Political Science Review, 104(1), pp. 21-39.

Durán Martínez, Angélica, Jazmin Sierra and Rich-
ard Snyder (2017), “Producing Knowledge in 
South America: The Political Economy of So-
cial Science in Argentina, Colombia and Peru”, 
research paper 2013-06, Watson Institute for In-
ternational Studies.

Elster, Jon (2000), “Rational Choice History: A 
Case of Excessive Ambition”, American Political 
Science Review, 94(3), pp. 685-695.

Fillipi, Alberto (2017), “Gobetti y Mariátegui: La 
búsqueda de una teoría política nuestroameri-
cana entre liberalismo y socialismo”, Utopía y 
Praxis Latinoamericana, 22(77), pp. 13-28.

Fioretos, Orfeo, Tulia G. Falleti and Adam Sheingate 
(eds.) (2016), The Oxford Handbook of Historical Ins-
titutionalism, New York: Oxford University Press.

Freidenberg, Flavia and Andrés Malamud (2013), 
“Politólogos on the Run: Contrasting Paths to 
Internationalization of Southern Cone Political 
Scientists”, Latin American Politics and Society, 
55(1), pp. 1-21.

Garretón, Manuel Antonio (2015), “La recom-
posición de la triple vocación de la ciencia social 
en América Latina”, Polis, Revista Latinoameri-
cana, 14(41), pp. 159-173.

Garretón, Manuel Antonio (2016), “La vocación de 
una generación: Discurso de recepción del Pre-
mio Kalman Silvert”, lasa Forum, 47(1), pp. 3-7.

Geddes, Barbara (1991), “Paradigms and Sand 
Castles in Comparative Politics of Developing 
Areas”, en William Crotty (ed.), Political Science: 
Looking to the Future, vol. 2, Evanston: North-
western University Press, pp. 45-75.

Geddes, Barbara (1995), “Uses and Limitations of 
Rational Choice”, in Peter H. Smith (ed.), Latin 
America in Comparative Perspective: New Approa-
ches to Methods and Analysis, Boulder: Westview 
Press, pp. 81-108.

Gerring, John (2017), Case Study Research: Principles 
and Practices, New York: Cambridge University 
Press.

Giraudy, Agustina, Eduardo Moncada and Richard 



volumen xxvI  ·  nÚmero 1  ·  I semestre de 2019 pp. 139-158Política y gobierno

Comparative Politics at a Crossroad: Problems, opportunities and Prospects from the north and south

Snyder (eds.) (Forthcoming), Inside Countries: 
Subnational Research in Comparative Politics, New 
York: Cambridge University Press. 

Green, Donald P. and Alan S. Gerber (2015), Get 
Out the Vote: How to Increase Voter Turnout, Wash-
ington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Harbers, Imke and Matthew C. Ingram (Forthcom-
ing), “Politics in Space: Methodological Consi-
derations for Taking Space Seriously in 
Subnational Research”, en Agustina Giraudy, 
Eduardo Moncada y Richard Snyder (eds.), In-
side Countries: Subnational Research in Comparative 
Politics, New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Harsanyi, John C. (1960), “Explanation and Com-
parative Dynamics in Social Sciences”, Beha-
vioral Science, 5(2), pp. 136-145.

Hilbink, Lisa and Paul Drake (2000), “The Joint 
Committee on Latin American Studies”, in Paul 
Drake, David Ludden, Georges Nzongola-Nta-
laja, Sujata Patel, Lilia Shevtsova (coords.) Inter-
national Scholarly Collaboration: Lessons from the 
Past. A Report of the Social Science Research Council 
Inter-regional Working Group on International Scho-
larly Collaboration, New York: ssrc, pp. 17-36.

Huber, John (2013), “Is Theory Getting Lost in the 
‘Identification Revolution’?”, The Money Cage, 
available at: http://themonkeycage.org/2013/06/
is-theory-getting-lost-in-the-identification-revo-
lution [accessed on May 18, 2018].

Humphreys, Macartan and Jeremy M. Weinstein 
(2009), “Field Experiments and the Political 
Economy of Development”, Annual Review of 
Political Science, 12, pp. 367-378.

Janos, Andrew C. (1986), Politics and Paradigms. 
Changing Theories of Change in Social Science, Stan-
ford: Stanford University Press.

Kapiszewski, Diana, Lauren M. Maclean and Ben-
jamin L. Read (2015), Field Research in Political 
Science: Practices and Principles, New York: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Kinder, Donald R. (2011), “Campbell’s Ghost”, in 
James N. Druckman, Donald P. Green, James 
H. Kuklinski and Arthur Lupia (eds.), Cam-
bridge Handbook of Experimental Political Science, 
New York: Cambridge University Press, pp. 
525-529.

Kocher, Matthew A. and Nuno P. Monteiro (2016), 
“Line of Demarcation: Causation, Design-

Based Inference, and Historical Research”, Per-
spectives on Politics, 14(4), pp. 952-975.

Laitin, David D. (2002), “Comparative Politics: 
The State of the Subdiscipline”, in Ira Katznel-
son y Helen V. Milner (eds.), Political Science: The 
State of the Discipline, New York and Washington, 
D.C.: W.W. Norton/The American Political Sci-
ence Association, pp. 630-659.

Lander, Edgardo (ed.) (2000), La colonialidad del 
saber: Eurocentrismo y ciencias sociales: Perspectivas 
latinoamericanas, Buenos Aires: Clacso.

Lichbach, Mark Irving (2003), Is Rational Choice 
Theory All of Social Science?, Ann Arbor: Univer-
sity of Michigan Press.

Lichbach, Mark Irving (2009), “Thinking and 
Working in the Midst of Things: Discovery, Ex-
planation, and Evidence in Comparative Poli-
tics”, en Mark Irving Lichbach y Alan S. 
Zuckerman (eds.), Comparative Politics: Ratio-
nality, Culture and Structure, New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, pp. 18-71.

Lichbach, Mark Irving (2013), Democratic Theory 
and Causal Methodology in Comparative Politics, 
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Lieberman, Evan S. (2005), “Nested Analysis as a 
Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative Re-
search”, American Political Science Review, 99(3), 
pp. 1-18.

Linz, Juan J. (2007), “Juan J. Linz: Political Re-
gimes and the Quest for Knowledge”, in Gerar-
do L. Munck and Richard Snyder, Passion, 
Craft, and Method in Comparative Politics, Bal-
timore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
pp. 150-209.

Lorentzen, Peter, M. Taylor Fravel and Jack Paine 
(2017), “Qualitative Investigation of Theore-
tical Models: The Value of Process Tracing”, 
Journal of Theoretical Politics, 29(3), pp. 467-491.

Luna, Juan Pablo (2015), “En Off-side: Notas sobre 
la ciencia política contemporánea en América 
Latina”, in Martín Tanaka and Eduardo Dar-
gent (eds.), ¿Qué implica hacer ciencia política desde 
el sur y desde el norte?, Lima: Pontificia Universi-
dad Católica del Perú-Escuela de Gobierno y 
Políticas Públicas, pp. 147-161.

Luna, Juan Pablo, María Victoria Murillo and 
Andrew Schrank (2014), “Latin American 
Poli tical Economy: Making Sense of a New 



pp. 139-158 Política y gobierno volumen xxvI  ·  nÚmero 1  ·  I semestre de 2019

Gerardo l. munck and richard snyder

Rea lity”, Latin American Politics and Society, 
56(1), pp. 1-33.

Mahoney, James and Kathleen Thelen (eds.) (2010), 
Explaining Institutional Change: Ambiguity, Agency, 
and Power, New York: Cambridge University 
Press.

Mazzuca, Sebastián (2015), “Introducción. Eco-
nomía política del crecimiento: Cadenas causales 
y mecanismos institucionales”, in Sebastián 
Mazzuca (ed.), Economía política del crecimiento. 
Cadenas causales y mecanismos institucionales, Bue-
nos Aires: Corporación Andina de Fomento, pp. 
15-35.

Mead, Lawrence M. (2010), “Scholasticism in Po-
litical Science”, Perspectives on Politics, 9(2), pp. 
453-464.

Merton, Robert K. (1968), Social Theory and Social 
Structure, New York: The Free Press.

Morgan, Stephen L. and Christopher Winship 
(2015), Counterfactuals and Causal Inference: Me-
thods and Principles for Social Research, New York: 
Cambridge University Press.

Munck, Gerardo L. (2009), “El pasado y presente 
de la política comparada en los Estados Uni-
dos”, Revista Latinoamericana de Política Com-
parada, 12(1), pp. 17-56.

Munck, Gerardo L. (2010), “Los orígenes y la dura-
bilidad de la democracia en América Latina: 
Avances y retos de una agenda de investigación”, 
Revista de Ciencia Política, 30(3), pp. 573-597.

Munck, Gerardo L. and Richard Snyder (2007), Pas-
sion, Craft, and Method in Comparative Politics, 
Balti more: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Munck, Gerardo L. and Richard Snyder (forthcom-
ing), Pasión, oficio y método en la política compara-
da, Mexico City: cide.

Munck, Gerardo L. and Martín Tanaka (2018), 
“Las ciencias sociales en América Latina: Inte-
lectuales, instituciones e ideas en tiempos cam-
biantes”, manuscritpt, Universidad del Sur de 
California.

O’Donnell, Guillermo (2007a), “Ciencias sociales 
en América Latina: Mirando hacia el pasado y 
atisbando el futuro”, in Guillermo O’Donnell, 
Disonancias: Críticas democráticas a la democracia, 
Buenos Aires: Prometeo Libros, pp. 189-203.

O’Donnell, Guillermo (2007b), “Guillermo O’Do-
nnell: Democratization, Political Engagement, 

and Agenda-Setting Research”, in Gerardo L. 
Munck and Richard Snyder, Passion, Craft, and 
Method in Comparative Politics, Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, pp. 273-304.

Paluck, Elizabeth Levy (2010), “The Promising In-
tegration of Qualitative Methods and Field Ex-
periments”, The Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, 628(1), pp. 59-71.

Pepinsky, Thomas B. (2018), “The Return of the 
Single Country Study”, unpublished paper, 
Universidad de Cornell.

Pierson, Paul (2004), Politics in Time: History, Institu-
tions, and Social Analysis, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press.

Portes, Alejandro (2004), “La sociología en el conti-
nente: Convergencias pretéritas y una nueva 
agenda de alcance medio”, Revista Mexicana de 
Sociología, 66(3), pp. 1-37.

Przeworski, Adam (2007), “Adam Przeworski: Capi-
talism, Democracy, and Science”, in Gerardo L. 
Munck and Richard Snyder, Passion, Craft, and 
Method in Comparative Politics, Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, pp. 456-503. 

Quijano, Aníbal (2007), “José Carlos Mariáte gui: Re-
encuentro y debate”, in José Carlos Mariátegui, 
Siete ensayos de interpretación de la realidad perua-
na, Caracas: Fundación Biblioteca Ayacucho, 
pp. ix-cxii.

Rogowski, Ronald (2016), “The Rise of Experimen-
tation in Political Science”, in Robert A. Scott 
(ed.), Emerging Trends in the Social and Behavioral 
Sciences: An Interdisciplinary, Searchable, and Lin-
kable Resource, Stanford: Center for Advanced 
Studies in the Behavioral Sciences, pp. 1-11.

Rojas Aravena, Francisco y Andrea Álvarez Marín 
(eds.) (2011), América Latina y el Caribe: Globa li-
zación y conocimiento: Repensar las ciencias sociales, 
Montevideo: unesco/Flacso.

Rueschemeyer, Dietrich (2009), Usable Theory: Ana-
lytic Tools for Social and Political Research, Princ-
eton: Princeton University Press.

Samii, Cyrus (2016), “Causal Empiricism in Quan-
titative Research”, Journal of Politics, 78(3), pp. 
941-955.

Schedler, Andreas and Cas Mudde (2010), “Data 
Usage in Quantitative Comparative Politics”, 
Political Research Quarterly, 63(2), pp. 417-433.

Seawright, Jason (2016), Multi-Method Social Science: 



volumen xxvI  ·  nÚmero 1  ·  I semestre de 2019 pp. 139-158Política y gobierno

Comparative Politics at a Crossroad: Problems, opportunities and Prospects from the north and south

Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Tools, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Shadish, William R., Thomas D. Cook and Donald 
T. Campbell (2002), Experimental and Quasi-
Experimental Designs for Generalized Causal Infer-
ence, Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Snyder, Richard (2007), “The Human Dimension 
of Comparative Research”, in Gerardo L. Munck 
and Richard Snyder, Passion, Craft, and Method in 
Comparative Politics, Baltimore: The Johns Hop-
kins University Press, pp. 1-31.

Stinchcombe, Arthur L. (1968), Constructing Social 
Theories, New York: Harcourt Brace.

Stouffer, Samuel A., Arthur A. Lumsdaine, Marion 
Harper Lumsdaine, Robin M. Williams, Jr., M. 
Brewster Smith, Irving L. Janis, Shirley A. Star 
and Leonard S. Cottrell, Jr. (1949), The American 
Soldier, Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Svampa, Maristella (2016), Debates latinoamericanos: 
Indianismo, desarrollo, dependencia, populismo, 
Buenos Aires: Edhasa.

Tanaka, Martín and Eduardo Dargent (eds.) (2015), 
¿Qué implica hacer ciencia política desde el sur y desde el 
norte?, Lima: Pontificia Universidad Católica del 
Perú-Escuela de Gobierno y Políticas Públicas.

Thelen, Kathleen and James Mahoney (2015), 
“Comparative-historical Analysis in Contem-
porary Political Science”, in James Mahoney 
and Kathleen Thelen (eds.), Advances in Com-
parative-Historical Analysis, New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, pp. 3-36.

Trindade, Hélgio (ed.) (2007), Las ciencias sociales en 
América Latina en perspectiva comparada, Mexico 
City: Siglo XXI.

unesco (United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization) (2011), Informe sobre las 
ciencias sociales en el mundo: Las brechas del conoci-
miento, Mexico City, unesco/Foro Consultivo.

Vergara, Alberto (2015), “Olas y tornados: Apuntes 
sobre el uso de la historia en el studio de la de-
mocratización en América Latina”, in Martín 
Tanaka and Eduardo Dargent (eds.), ¿Qué implica 
hacer ciencia política desde el sur y desde el norte?, 
Lima: Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú-
Escuela de Gobierno y Políticas Públicas, pp. 
165-178.

Waldner, David (2012), “Process Tracing and Caus-
al Mechanisms”, in Harold Kincaid (ed.), The 
Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Social Science, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 65-84.

Waldner, David (2015), “Process Tracing and Qua-
litative Causal Inference”, Security Studies, 24(2), 
pp. 239-250.

Wallerstein, Michael (2001), “Does Comparative 
Politics Need a toe (Theory of Everything)?”, 
apsa-cp. Newsletter of the apsa Organized Section in 
Comparative Politics, 12(1), pp. 1-2, 31.

Weyland, Kurt (2015), “The Present Opportunities 
for Latin American Political Science”, in Martín 
Tanaka and Eduardo Dargent (eds.),  ¿Qué im-
plica hacer ciencia política desde el sur y desde el 
norte?, Lima: Pontificia Universidad Católica 
del Perú-Escuela de Gobierno y Políticas Públi-
cas, pp. 121-135.

Wilson, Matthew Charles (2017), “Trends in Politi-
cal Science Research and the Progress of Com-
parative Politics”, ps: Political Science and Politics, 
50(4), pp. 979-984.


