CHAPTER 3

CRITICAL TE

KING

ABOUT POLITICS

Analytical Techniques of Political Science—
The Logic of Hypothesis Testing

As we pointed out in chapter 1, comparative
politics is a subfield of political science. Political
science, in turn, is a science to the extent that
its practitioners engage in the tasks of definition,
description, explanation, probabilistic prediction, and
prescription. This chapter explains how we can
apply these scientific operations to the study of
politics. The first part defines important terms and
provides examples of how they are used. The sec-
ond part walks you through a hypothesis-testing
exercise, using a step-by-step procedure that is uti-
lized in all the chapters that follow. Both parts
demonstrate how the logic of scientific analysis
can help you understand reality, enhancing critical-
thinking skills that you can apply in a variety of
academic and professional contexts. As a major
leaguer once said about baseball, “Ninety percent
of this game is half mental.”

I. ANALYTICAL TECHNIQUES
OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

Ought-Questions and Is-Questions

As a general rule, political science asks two broad
types of questions: is-questions (What is political
reality?) and ought-questions (What ought to be
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done about political reality?). The two sets of ques-
tions are intimately related: we cannot adequately
determine what we ought to do through practical
political activity without a thorough compre-
hension of the realities we are facing. Good policy
prescription requires good analysis! We must always
keep in mind, however, that is-questions and ought-
questions are basically different. Is-questions con-
centrate on facts and explanations of facts, whereas
ought-questions mostly deal with personal prefer-
ences and values. The systematic analysis of facts is
called empirical analysis. This chapter is mainly
concerned with the logic of empirical analysis. Be-
fore we move on to that subject, however, we need
to clarify the relationship between is-questions
and ought-questions a bit further.

Ought-Questions and Policy Prescription

Because one of the purposes of studying compara-
tive politics is to decide what we ought to do
through political action, comparative politics is, at
least in part, a policy science: it helps us devise and
select governmental policies aimed at improving
things. In this sense, comparative politics can be
used to serve prescriptive and meliorative purposes:
it helps us choose the right policy prescriptions
with the aim of making the world a better place.
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(The Latin word melior means “better.”) One of the
problems with determining what ought to be done
in politics, of course, is that people often disagree
over personal preferences and values. Although
we can use the analytical tools of science to dig up
facts and explain how they fit together, science can-
not determine the rightness or wrongness of value
judgments.

Value judgments are evaluations that we make
on the basis of values, standards, or ideals. They
are based on such things as ethical principles, aes-
thetic standards, or personal tastes. Value judg-
ments thus reflect personal preferences about what
is moral or immoral, beautiful or ugly, good or bad.
Value judgments are not simply statements of fact,
nor are they explanations of how various facts
come about or interact. When we say, “Democracy
is morally superior to authoritarianism,” we are
making a value judgment. When we say, “In
today’s world there is a trend toward more democ-
racies,” we are making a statement of fact, not a
value judgment.

In principle, facts and explanations can be
proved or disproved as true or false with reference
to the facts themselves. We can look at reality and
see if there is—or is not—a trend toward democ-
racy, for example. Facts are independent of the in-
dividual observer and are therefore considered
objective (that is, they are the object of the individ-
ual’s observations). But value judgments cannot be
proved or disproved as true or false. They repre-
sent the preferences or ideals of the individual and
are therefore considered subjective (that is, they are
rooted in the mind of the individual subject). We
can study the origins and development of democ-
racies objectively by examining the relevant facts.
But whether you or I prefer liberal democracy to
social democracy, or the Republicans to the Demo-
crats, may involve a considerable amount of subjec-
tive preference.

Although is-questions and ought-questions are
different, they are frequently related. Political argu-
ments resting on value judgments cannot be com-
pletely oblivious to knowable facts. If we want to
argue that democracies are morally superior to dic-
tatorships because they maximize political partici-
pation, freedom, and human dignity, we had better
be sure that democracies in fact really do these
things. If someone can point out that democracies

have at times permitted the majority to dominate
and exploit a minority (as occurred in the United
States when slavery was permitted), we may have
to modify our position to take account of this factu-
ally verifiable reality. The facts may force us to
admit that democracy does not necessarily maxi-
mize freedom and dignity in all cases. It may do so
only when specific measures are taken to prevent
the majority from subjugating the minority. By the
same token, apologists for authoritarianism who
argue that an enlightened dictator may know better
than the masses what is best for the country must
acknowledge the fact that dictatorships are often
characterized by brutality, corruption, and eco-
nomic stagnation.

It can be quite disconcerting to change our cher-
ished political opinions in the face of contradictory
evidence, no matter how indisputable the evidence
might be. But a scientific approach to politics may
sometimes force us to make that change. Learning
how to adjust our political views to verifiable reali-
ties may be difficult at times, but it is one of the
principal purposes—and benefits—of studying pol-
itics scientifically.

Within the academic traditions of political sci-
ence, ought-questions are the special province of
two fields of the discipline: political philosophy and
public policy analysis.

Political philosophy, which is also called political
thought, is perhaps the oldest form of systematic
thinking about politics. Its roots in the Western
tradition go back to ancient Greece and such thinkers
as Plato (427-347 B.C.E.) and Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E.).
Non-Western philosophers like Confucius (5577—
479 B.C.E.) and religious visionaries like Muhammad
(570-632) have also propounded ideas about life
and society that have had a profound impact on
political developments around the world down to
the present day. For most political philosophers,
the central question of political philosophy has
traditionally been, “What is the best form of gov-
ernment?” This broad question has inspired a cho-
rus of related ones: “What ought to be the main
goals of political action: freedom? order? equality?
justice?” “How do we define these goals in practi-
cal circumstances?” These and similar questions
are characterized above all by their concern with
political values and with optimal standards of po-
litical organization and behavior. Such values and
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standards are called norms. Consequently, the field
of political philosophy is also called normative po-
litical theory.!

Public policy analysis is the other subfield of polit-
ical science that is primarily concerned with ought-
questions, but it also employs a lot of empirical
analysis to assess the impact of policy decisions.
Public policy essentially means governmental policy.
Public policy analysis is concerned with the deci-
sions that governments make (or should make) in
order to reach certain goals. Public policy analysts
who pursue their careers in government agencies
or in nongovernmental organizations, such as pub-
lic watchdog groups, take a hard look at specific
issues such as health care, homeland security, or
defense policy, and propose specific governmental
programs or decisions. Once policies are adopted
through the political process, these analysts moni-
tor the results and recommend pertinent adjust-
ments and corrections. These tasks require strong
analytical skills as well as a personal dedication to
improving government performance.’

This textbook concentrates on comparative poli-
tics, not on political philosophy or public policy
analysis per se. But comparative politics cannot be
properly understood in isolation from some of the
leading traditions of political thought. We cannot
understand such prominent features of the con-
temporary world as democratization or political
culture unless we examine their normative founda-
tions in the thought of various political philoso-
phers, even though some of them may have lived
hundreds or even thousands of years ago. We are
also interested in various public policy issues
confronting the governments of the world, such as
economic policies, women’s issues, and immigra-
tion. By studying public policy comparatively, we
may be able to figure out what our own govern-
ment ought to be doing in grappling with similar
problems.

“WHAT IS?”: A GUIDE TO EMPIRICAL
POLITICAL ANALYSIS

In addition to being interested in what people
ought to do in the realm of politics, political science
is concerned with describing and explaining political
realities. To this end it takes a close look at the

facts of political life and searches for patterns or
relationships that help explain the facts. What is
democracy and how does it work? What is a mili-
tary dictatorship? Why does it tend to occur in
some countries but not in others? Questions such as
these probe the what, the how, and the why of politi-
cal reality.

Empirical analysis is centered on facts. It seeks to
discover, describe, and explain facts and factual rela-
tionships, to the extent that the facts are knowable.

The term empirical derives from the ancient
Greek word for experience. Empirical analysis is
based strictly on what we can experience or per-
ceive through our senses: namely, facts. Empirical
analysis is not concerned with our values, ideals, or
preferences. It does not make value judgments.
And it cannot probe spiritual phenomena, such as
God or the human soul. We cannot empirically
prove or disprove God’s existence or demonstrate
the intentions or actions of any deity.

At least in principle, when we study politics em-
pirically we are supposed to put aside our personal
preferences and religious faith and just stick to the
observable facts. As a consequence, empirical polit-
ical science is sometimes called value-free political
science: it requires us to keep our investigations of
political reality free from our own particular values
and biases, no matter how well-intentioned or
well-reasoned our convictions may be. If we favor
democracy, for example, we must not allow this
preference to intrude into our efforts to understand
how democracies work in actual fact. Otherwise,
we may blind ourselves to certain realities about
democracies that we may find unpalatable. The
same admonition applies to adherents of all politi-
cal persuasions. In practice, however, it can be quite
difficult to keep our subjective inclinations com-
pletely separate from our fact-centered analyses.
Personal values and preferences sometimes creep
into the way we select the topics we are interested
in and the ways we look at them. But the canons of
science require us to acknowledge our biases and
make sure that they do not get in the way of our
quest for objective truth when conducting empiri-
cal investigations.

The principal approach of this book is empirical.
Its main purposes are to present and explain facts
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about politics and to teach you various ways of an-
alyzing political reality from an empirical perspec-
tive. At the same time, the authors freely acknowl-
edge that we are not unbiased. To put our cards on
the table, we unabashedly proclaim that we favor
democracy over any known form of authoritarian-
ism. Though we may differ among ourselves about
how to promote democracy in the world or how
democracies should be run in actual practice, we
favor democracy as a general principle because it
provides far more opportunities for human dignity
and self-expression than authoritarian regimes,
which either limit these opportunities substantially
or deny them altogether. Beyond this normative
commitment to the principle of democracy, we
agree and disagree on a wide range of political is-
sues. Nevertheless, we make a sincere effort in this
volume to be as objective as possible in presenting
comparative politics as an empirical science.

Definition
All sciences must strive for definitional clarity. Un-
less we are clear about the terms we use, we may
end up in a conceptual muddle. The same terms
may mean different things to different people, or
they may have several different meanings depend-
ing on the context in which they are used.

As political scientists, we must define our con-
cepts and refine our definitions so that they apply
to reality as accurately as possible. A concept is a
word, a term, or a label that applies to a whole class
or category of phenomena or ideas. In political sci-
ence, such terms as freedom, power, democracy, lib-
eralism, conservatism, socialism, and globalization
are concepts whose meanings need to be spelled
out carefully so that we can talk about them intelli-
gibly and consistently. Like many political con-
cepts, each of them can be defined in more than one
way. For James Madison and the framers of the U.S.
Constitution, for example, freedom meant above all
freedom from the tyranny of an excessively power-
ful state and freedom to engage in private eco-
nomic activity. For Karl Marx, however, it meant
freedom from economic exploitation by private in-
dustrialists. In early twentieth-century Germany, a
conservative was a staunch opponent of democracy
who favored a militarily powerful authoritarian

state. Conservatives in contemporary Germany, by
contrast, favor both democracy and civilian control
over the military. Conceptual clarity is imperative
whether we are discussing political values (e.g.,
freedom) or describing political facts (e.g., German
conservatism). Achieving such clarity is one of the
main tasks of political science.

Description: Observing,
Collecting, Comparing

Natural scientists must look very closely at natural
phenomena, record their observations, and gather
them together in some systematic fashion. One of
the oldest ways of studying the natural world has
involved the comparative method. Biologists, for ex-
ample, compare various forms of animal and plant
life and group them into categories such as king-
dom, genus, and species. In a roughly similar
manner, political scientists examine systems of gov-
ernment, describe their similarities and differences,
and classify them in various categories. Starting
with democracy and authoritarianism as the two
broadest categories, we can group different types of
democracy under the first rubric and different forms
of authoritarian government under the second.
Gabriel Almond, a pioneering figure in the study of
comparative politics, once suggested that it is espe-
cially useful to look for dissimilarities between similar
forms of government (such as democracies) and
similarities between dissimilar forms of government
(such as democracies and non-democracies). By
employing these descriptive and comparative tech-
niques, we can get a better understanding of how
governments work—and ought to work.

The precise methods we use to carry out our ob-
servations and comparisons will vary from case to
case. If we are interested in the way people vote, we
will want to gather election returns as well as rele-
vant information about the voters, such as their so-
cial class, religion, ethnicity, and the like. If we want
to understand how political elites view politics, it
may be helpful to conduct interviews with relevant
officials, such as parliamentarians or bureaucrats,
to see how they perceive politics and their own role
in political affairs. To increase the breadth and
depth of these observations, we may want to exam-
ine voting patterns or elite attitudes in a variety of
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countries over extended periods of time. The more
information we observe, the more likely patterns
will emerge that will permit us to go beyond
merely describing reality. It will then be possible to
make generalizations about reality with the aim of
explaining it.

Explanation and Generalization

Are Americans increasingly fed up with their polit-
ical parties? Are similar tendencies occurring in
other democracies? If so, then why? Do political
leaders in democratizing countries share similar
conceptions of human rights or do they differ?
What accounts for these similarities or differences?
Are these attitudes conducive to stabilizing democ-
racy or might they tend to undermine it?

Questions like these take us beyond merely iso-
lated facts about politics in this or that country,
however intriguing they may be. They prompt us
to generalize from those facts in order to gain a
broader perspective on political reality. By them-
selves, facts are not especially meaningful. (As one
wag put it, “History is just one damned thing after
another!”) The facts of political life assume mean-
ing only when we visualize them as general pat-
terns, tendencies, or relationships.

Therefore, if we want to understand the signifi-
cance of discrete facts or events in political life, we
must integrate them into larger analytical frame-
works. Today’s headlines, for example, may an-
nounce that the prime minister of a major democratic
country has resigned, that the government’s central
bank in aleading trading nation has just raised inter-
estrates, and that the military ina country struggling
to establish democracy has seized power in a coup
d’état. Governments, private businesses, journalists,
and other interested parties around the world must
pay instant attention to these occurrences and assess
their implications for decision makers or average cit-
izens. As political scientists, we too may be interested
in the immediate practical effects of these events. But
we will also be interested in what they tell us about
politics more generally.

What does the prime minister’s resignation tell us
about how democracies work? What does the cen-
tral bank’s actions tell us about the relationship be-
tween politics and economics? What does the latest
coup tell us about military intervention in politics?

Our aim here is to deepen our understanding of
democracy in general, political economy in general,
and military authoritarianism in general. General-
ization is a central purpose of science. At the same
time, we can apply our understanding of these gen-
eral processes and tendencies to sharpen our un-
derstanding of the specific events at hand.

In order to construct meaningful generalizations
from a wealth of political information and in order
to determine how accurate these generalizations
are, we must use scientific methods of analyzing
facts and testing general propositions. Many stu-
dents of science maintain that the essence of science
lies in its methods of analysis.

Analysis is simply the quest for understanding
through close observation and broad generaliza-
tion. In pursuit of this objective, scientific analysis
has a toolbox of concepts and procedural opera-
tions. Variables, correlations, laws, theories, hypotheses,
models, and paradigms are some of the most impor-
tant ones, and they are particularly important in
political science. What follows is a brief explana-
tion of each of these terms, coupled with some ele-
mentary examples of how they can be employed in
political science.

Variables

A variable is something that can vary or change. That
is, it can take different forms or be a changeable
characteristic of a phenomenon.

Suppose we want to understand democracy.
Democracy has many different characteristics that
can vary or come in different forms. For example,
there are stable democracies that endure over long
periods of time with few major alterations (such as
the United States); there are unstable democracies
that experience frequent changes of government
(like Italy, which has had more than sixty govern-
ments since World War II) or that alternate over
time with nondemocratic modes of government
(like Brazil, which has alternated between democ-
racy and dictatorship). Stability is thus a character-
istic of democracy that can vary. We can focus on
stability as one among several variables about
democracy that can be analyzed systematically. We
can define exactly what we mean by stability and
instability, we can collect information on stable and
unstable democracies, compare different cases of
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each variant, and look for possible explanations of
why some democracies are stable and others are not.
The factors that account for stability or instability
are also variables. For example, we may find that,
of all the possible characteristics of a given country,
national wealth is the variable that best explains
democratic stability: rich democracies may turn out
to be the most stable, poor ones the most unstable.

Suppose we want to figure out why people vote
the way they do. The choices voters make can vary.
People can vote for different parties or candidates,
or they can stay home and not vote at all. The voters
themselves also have variable characteristics. The
electorate consists of different social classes, ethnic
groups, religions, and other social categories. Like
election-year political consultants, we can system-
atically gather information on all these variables
and analyze the extent to which the various charac-
teristics of the electorate account for the popula-
tion’s electoral choices.

Just about any general topic in political science
has characteristics that can vary, such as types of
government (e.g., democracy, authoritarianism),
governmental institutions (e.g., unicameral and
bicameral legislatures), or the political behavior of
people (e.g., mass voting behavior, elite decision-
making behavior). When we engage in the scientific
study of politics, it is variables like these that occupy
our direct attention. In some cases we may wish
simply to observe these phenomena, collecting in-
formation about them and perhaps classifying them
in some way. Things get especially interesting, how-
ever, when we find relationships between two or
more observed variables.

Is there perhaps a relationship between demo-
cratic stability and a country’s level of economic
development? (Are stable democracies predomi-
nantly rich countries? Are poor countries doomed
to authoritarianism?) Is there a relationship be-
tween voting for conservative candidates and the
voters” income level or religion or ethnic group or
gender? (Do upper-income voters, whether in the
United States or other countries, tend to vote
mainly for conservatives?) One of the first ways of
generalizing about politics is to look for relation-
ships of these kinds.

Dependent and Independent Variables When-
ever we are looking for patterns or connections

between two variables, one variable is the dependent
variable and the other is the independent variable.

The dependent variable is the variable we are most
interested in examining or explaining; it is the main
object of our study. It is the effect or outcome that is
influenced or caused by another variable or variables.
It is the variable whose value changes in response to
changes in the value of other variables (viz., indepen-
dent variables).

Let’s say that we are interested in understanding
voting behavior in the United States and other
democracies. One variable characteristic of voting
behavior is turnout, the number of people who turn
out to vote. Some voters go to the polls but others
stay home. Electoral statistics over the past fifty
years show that Americans tend to vote at consis-
tently lower rates than West Europeans. What ex-
plains these differences? Are there any patterns we
can find that might be associated with the level of
voter turnout? Put another way, on what factors is
turnout dependent? Turnout is thus our dependent
variable. It is the variable we seek to explain; we
want to see what it depends on.

The independent variable is the factor or character-
istic that influences or causes the dependent variable.
In cause-and-effect relationships, it is the causal or
explanatory variable. Changes in the value of the in-
dependent variable may produce changes in the value
of the dependent variable.

In our hypothetical study of voting behavior, the
independent variables are various characteristics of
the electorate that may help account for variations
in voter turnout. These characteristics would in-
clude income level, age, education level, ideologi-
cal proclivities, and other pertinent factors. For
example, low-income voters may be less inclined
to vote than upper-income voters; younger voters
may be less inclined to turn out than older ones;
and so on. Independent variables could also in-
clude different attitudes about politics, as evi-
denced in public opinion surveys. Some people
may not vote because they believe their vote doesn’t
really matter and that voters can’t change anything
for the better; they therefore have a low sense of
political efficacy and feel alienated from the polit-
ical system. By contrast, others may have a high
sense of political efficacy: they believe that “every
vote counts” and that voters can in fact influence
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FIGURE 3.1 Independent and Dependent Variables

politicians to make desirable decisions while in of-
fice. Turnout might also hinge on registration pro-
cedures: it may be higher in countries where regis-
tering to vote is easy and lower where it is more
inconvenient (as in the United States). Just about
anything that might affect turnout can be an inde-
pendent variable in our investigation. Figure 3.1 il-
lustrates these variables.

In short, in the statement “A causes B,” A is the
independent variable and B is the dependent variable.
B is dependent on A.

We can try out our independent variables indi-
vidually to see to what extent each one is associated
with our dependent variable, or we can try dif-
ferent combinations of independent variables. For
example, we can focus first on the relationship
between ethnicity and turnout in the United States,
examining turnout levels for whites, blacks, Asians,
Hispanics, and so on. We can do the same for the
income-level variable, the religious variable, and
so on. In these instances we are engaging in single-
variable analysis. We can also examine two or
more independent variables in combination against
the dependent variable (e.g., rich whites, poor
blacks; Protestants who attend church regularly
and Protestants who do not attend church regu-
larly, and so on). Such analyses are multivariable
analyses.

Our aim in this study is to determine whether, or to
what extent, there are any connections between the
independent variables and our dependent variable,
voter turnout. Such connections between variables
are called correlations, or associations.

Correlations

A correlation (or association) is a relationship in
which two or more variables change together.

Correlates are variables that are associated with
each other in some way. For example, such things

as a high level of national wealth, a large middle
class, and a well-educated populace are often cor-
relates of democracy: as a general tendency they go
together with democratic forms of government.

Variables are positively correlated when they vary in
the same direction. Two variables are positively cor-
related when they go up or down together (i.e.,
they increase together or decrease together).

If our variables are quantifiable, we can plot
them on a graph. Usually we plot the dependent
variable along the y-axis (vertical axis), and the
independent variable along the x-axis (horizontal
axis). Let's measure the relationship between
turnout and the electorate’s income levels in a
hypothetical country. Figure 3.2 illustrates a positive
correlation between the voters” income levels (the
independent variable) and the percentage of people
who turn out to vote (the dependent variable). The
higher the income level, the higher the turnout;
the lower the income level, the lower the turnout.
Eighty percent of people in the highest income
bracket turn out to vote, but only 5 percent of
the people in the lowest income level show up at the
polls. Note that when the correlation is positive, the
plotted line goes from bottom left to top right.

Variables are inversely correlated when they vary in
opposite or reverse directions. In quantitative terms,
an inverse correlation occurs when one variable
increases and the other variable decreases, or vice
versa. We can grasp an inverse correlation rather
easily by looking at the relationship between
turnout (the dependent variable) and the voters’
sense of alienation from the political system (the
independent variable). (Alienation means a low
sense of political efficacy and a basic distrust of
politicians and government officials.) As figure 3.3
illustrates, voters with the lowest sense of alien-
ation have the highest turnout rates; voters with
the highest sense of alienation have the lowest
turnout rates. Thus there is an inverse correlation
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between alienation and turnout. Inverse correla-
tions are also called negative correlations. Note that
when the correlation is negative, the plotted line
goes from top left to bottom right.

In some cases we cannot chart quantifiable de-
grees of variation on a graph, but we can display
different examples of the variable on a histogram.
Figure 3.4 shows the relationship between turnout
and voter registration in the United States. Because
we cannot distinguish among different magnitudes
of “registered-ness,” we cannot plot variations in
turnout rates within these two groups. The his-
togram compares the percentage of registered vot-
ers who have turned out to vote in elections to the
House of Representatives with the percentage of
all potential voters—registered and unregistered—
who have turned out.

Conceivably, we could undertake a different re-
search project by taking one of the independent
variables just listed and making it our dependent
variable. Suppose, for example, we are primarily
interested in focusing on the phenomenon of polit-
ical alienation: what factors might affect or cause
it? In this study, political alienation becomes the
dependent variable, and we then try out various in-
dependent variables to see if they are correlated
with it. To what extent (if any) is political alienation
dependent on race or ethnicity? on religious orien-
tation? on income level? on education level? on
psychological factors? on other variables? on some
combination of variables? Figure 3.5 shows a nega-
tive (inverse) correlation between alienation (the
dependent variable) and education level (the inde-
pendent variable). The less educated people are,
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the higher their sense of alienation; the more edu-
cated people are, the lower their sense of alienation.
Our point here is that, depending on the main focus
of our analysis—that is, the main effect we wish to
understand or explain—alienation can be either an
independent variable or a dependent variable. Many
other variables can also be used either way.

Keep in mind that correlations are not explana-
tions. Even though our data may show a clear corre-
lation, positive or negative, between the dependent
and independent variables, they do not explain why
the variables are related. Let’s take another look at

high high
school

college college
school

Correlation Between Alienation and Education Level

figure 3.2, which shows a positive correlation be-
tween voter turnout and income levels. Why do
higher-income people vote at higher rates than less
well-off citizens? We cannot get answers to this
question just by looking at the graph depicting the
correlation.

To find out why higher-income voters come out
on election day at higher rates than the less well-
to-do voters do, we will have to extend our investi-
gations by conducting surveys of voter attributes
and attitudes. These surveys may reveal that
wealthier citizens tend to be better educated than
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poorer ones and thus more knowledgeable about
political issues. They may also have a higher sense
of their own political efficacy, that is, their ability to
have a real impact on government policies. The sur-
veys may further reveal that poor citizens tend to be
poorly educated, display less knowledge of the is-
sues of the day, and have a markedly lower sense of
political efficacy. These results suggest that income
levels (the independent variable) affect election-
day turnout (the dependent variable) by working
through such intermediary factors as education,
knowledge of the issues, and a citizen’s sense of po-
litical efficacy. These intermediary factors are called
intervening variables. As figure 3.6 shows, inter-
vening variables are located in between the inde-
pendent and dependent variables.

As a general rule, correlations do not prove that one
variable (i.e., income level) actually causes the other
variable (i.e., voter turnout). In other words, corre-
lations do not conclusively demonstrate causality. All a
correlation does is suggest or imply that there may be
a cause-and-effect relationship between the variables
under observation. Of course, in order to show thata
causal relationship does in fact exist, it is first neces-
sary to demonstrate that a correlation exists. Correla-
tions are necessary to demonstrate causality, but by
themselves they are not sufficient to do so.

Sometimes variables may be positively or nega-
tively correlated but it turns out on further investi-
gation that there is no direct cause-and-effect rela-
tionship between them. We then have a spurious
correlation.

One type of spurious correlation occurs when
there appears to be a correlation between the vari-
ables but in fact no real relationship of any kind
exists. One of the most famous examples concerns
the fairy tale that babies are delivered by storks.
The story comes from actual statistical data from

northern Europe that showed an increase in human
births whenever stork births increased. When stork
births declined, so did human births. No one ever
came up with any verifiable explanations as to
why human and stork birthrates were positively
correlated. Obviously, the one event could not
have caused the other, but neither was there any
evidence that some other variable (climactic pat-
terns? lunar cycles?) caused the two birthrates to
rise and fall together. Until someone brings for-
ward convincing evidence of a causative variable,
we can assume that the correlation between human
births and stork births is entirely fortuitous. Thus
a spurious correlation can at times be a matter of
pure coincidence, with no causal factors at work.

In other circumstances, a spurious correlation
can be said to exist when two apparently correlated
variables (let’s say A and B) are not directly linked in
a cause-and-effect relationship (A does not cause B,
and B does not cause A); rather, they are indirectly
linked because some other variable is causing one
or the other, or both (C causes both A and B, or just
one of them). In other words, the stork-and-baby
correlation would still be considered spurious even
if it could be shown that some third factor (like cli-
mactic patterns) caused the two infant populations
to increase and decrease together.

In sum, a spurious correlation occurs when two vari-
ables appear to be directly linked in a cause-and-effect
relationship but in fact (a) there is no causal linkage
whatsoever, or (b) they are linked indirectly by some
othercausativevariable orvariables.Figure3.7 depicts
the logic of spurious correlations.

As political scientists we must constantly be on
guard against spurious correlations when conduct-
ing or examining scientific research. We should be
similarly vigilant as citizens. In the rough-and-tumble
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A and B are positively correlated, but
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FIGURE 3.7 Spurious Correlations

world of politics, it is commonplace for politicians
seeking to oust their opponents from office in the
next elections to blame the incumbents for virtually
everything that has gone wrong in the country dur-
ing the government’s term in office. In some cases,
the elected officials may indeed be responsible for
the problems they are accused of creating. But not
always. It could happen, for example, that a down-
turn in the national economy that occurs when the
Freedom Party is in power actually had its causative
roots in policies pursued several years earlier when
the Independence Party was in office. The corre-
lation between the Freedom Party’s incumbency
and the deterioration of the economy is spurious
because a third variable, the Independence Party,
actually caused the economic tailspin.

Alternatively, it could happen that the actions of
neither party were responsible for the economic de-
cline. Other factors over which the two rival parties
had little or no control while in office may have
been at fault, such as unfavorable international
economic conditions or the effects of disastrous
weather on the national economy. Examples of spu-
rious correlations in the real world of politics are
rarely in short supply.

Laws

In science, a law is a regularly occurring association
(or correlation) between two or more variables.

A deterministic law means that whenever X oc-
curs, Y always occurs. The laws of gravity are an
example. Starting with the simple observation that
what goes up must come down (at least within the
Earth’s atmosphere), Sir Isaac Newton showed with
mathematical precision that physical bodies have a
general tendency to be pulled toward one another
in patterns determined by their mass and distance.
Albert Einstein’s famous equation, E = mc?, is a law
specifying that energy always occurs as the product
of mass times the square of the speed of light. The
physical world has a number of deterministic laws,

A and B are positively correlated, but

C causes > A
and/or
C causes > B

many of them translatable into timeless mathemat-
ical equations. As Einstein put it, “God does not
play dice with the universe!”

A less stringent type of scientific law is a
probabilistic law. In this case, whenever A occurs, B
sometimes occurs. Occasionally we can calculate the
degree of probability with which B is likely to occur.
In the natural world, weather predictions are fre-
quently based on probabilistic laws. Given certain
temperatures, humidity levels, and other atmos-
pheric conditions, we can predict when snow will
probably fall. Depending on the accuracy of our
weather data and the sophistication of our com-
puter models, we may be able to make accurate
forecasts with a very high degree of probability.
Nevertheless, so many variables are at work that
we cannot be absolutely certain when it will snow,
or if it does, we cannot be completely sure how
much will fall on which spots.

Human behavior is not as law-bound as inani-
mate nature. Unlike the planets or atomic particles,
human beings are capable of conscious volitional
behavior and completely erratic irrational behav-
ior. We can make decisions about how we wish to
behave by choosing from a menu of alternative
courses of action. We can change our minds. We can
act singly or in all sorts of groups. We can act coop-
eratively or at cross-purposes. Moreover, our social
or political behavior can be affected by a multitude
of variables (our ethnic group, religion, economic
interests, parents, peers, etc.). Sometimes we mis-
calculate, acting on the basis of false assumptions,
inadequate information, or faulty logic. Sometimes
we may not even be consciously aware of the fac-
tors that induce us to behave in certain ways, as
when our biases, emotions, or subconscious im-
pulses intrude on our actions.

As a consequence, human behavior is extremely
variable and unpredictable. Hence the social sci-
ences, which focus on human behavior (especially
in large social groups), cannot predict the future
with unfailing accuracy. Whereas the planets and
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other celestial bodies obligingly conform to the
laws of gravitational motion, making it possible to
pinpoint with mathematical precision the position
of the moon or Halley’s comet hundreds or even
thousands of years from now, human behavior is so
variegated that no one can foretell what political,
social, or economic realities will look like ten years
from now or even ten months from now. Perhaps
for this reason Einstein also declared, “Politics is
more difficult than physics.”

Hence there are no deterministic laws in political
science. Nevertheless, in political science as in
other social sciences (such as sociology, economics,
and social psychology), researchers can frequently
discern real patterns and tendencies in human so-
cial activity. And even though we cannot foretell
with any degree of certainty exactly what the future
will bring, social scientists can sometimes suggest
which future developments are more probable or
less probable, at least in the near term.

Prediction of the future in the social sciences is
thus suggestive or probabilistic in nature. If we can
identify regularities in a population’s voting pat-
terns, for example, we can suggest how people may
vote in the next elections. The closer we get to elec-
tion day, the greater the confidence we may have in
our estimation of probable outcomes. Even the most
sophisticated statistical analyses of the most com-
prehensive polling data we can obtain, however,
may not be sufficient to predict the way people
actually will vote the very next day. Many pollsters
were as surprised as virtually everyone else by
Harry Truman’s upset victory over Thomas Dewey
in 1948, and most statistical models predicted that
Al Gore would beat George W. Bush in 2000.%
Similarly, experts on the Soviet Union were shocked
at the USSR’s complete collapse in 1991; veteran
China-watchers did not foresee the eruption of pro-
democracy student demonstrations in Beijing in
1989; and specialists on South Africa could scarcely
have predicted in the early 1980s that the white mi-
nority would finally allow multiracial elections to
take place there in the early 1990s, bringing Nelson
Mandela, a black man, to the presidency.

Only in a suggestive and probabilistic sense,
therefore, can we speak of laws in social science.
Actually, social scientists rarely use the term law
at all. In a few cases, they apply the term to
certain patterns of social behavior that occur with

considerable frequency and in a relatively regular-
ized manner. Even these cases, however, are proba-
bilistic rather than deterministic laws.

In economics, for example, the law of supply and de-
mand states that, as a general rule, prices in a market
economy will rise whenever the supply of goods is
low or the demand for goods rises. Conversely, prices
tend to fall whenever supply increases or demand
declines. Thus, prices are positively correlated with
demand and negatively correlated with supply.

In political science, Duverger’s law, named after a
French political scientist, stipulates that an electoral
system in which the voters choose competing candi-
dates by a simple majority (i.e., the highest number of
votes) in a single ballot tends to produce a two-party
system. Examples would include elections to the U.S.
House of Representatives and the British House of
Commons.

Just about every scientific law has its exceptions,
as even natural scientists acknowledge with respect
to nature. This reality is especially true in the social
sciences. Economists recognize that the law of
supply and demand, although a general tendency,
does not always operate perfectly. Even in a market
economy, factors such as monopolies or fluctuating
consumer demands may interfere with it. Similarly,
Duverger’s law may not apply in all circumstances,
as Duverger himself acknowledged. (Britain, for
example, has more than two parties represented
in the House of Commons.)’ Any so-called law in
the social sciences must be constantly put to the
test against the evidence of reality to determine
whether, or to what extent, it holds true. In social
science as in the physical sciences, laws are occa-
sionally broken.

Moreover, laws—like correlations—are not expla-
nations. They simply point out that two or more
variables generally go together, but they do not
explain why. To find out why these patterns exist,
social scientists must conduct other exploratory
investigations. The principal ways of explaining
political realities scientifically are by formulating
theories and hypotheses.

Theories The term theory can have several differ-
ent meanings in political science.

1. In its broadest sense, theory simply refers to
thinking about politics as opposed to practicing



72 Part One / Concepts and Critical Thinking

it. As such, it is an abstract intellectual exercise.
Theorizing can mean nothing more than making
generalizations about politics (“Majorities always
discriminate against minorities!”), whether in
accordance with strict scientific rules (“And I can
prove it!”) or far more informally, as in late-night
political discussions with friends (“Now don’t
try to reason with me!”).

In this elementary definition of the term, the-
ory also refers to general principles or abstract
ideas that may not necessarily be true in actual
fact. For example, when we say, “In theory,
democracy is government by the people,” we
are referring to some general principle or idea of
democracy; we are not explaining how democ-
racy actually works in practice.

2. More restrictively, theory can mean normative
theory: that is, value-centered political philoso-
phy (or political thought), as we defined these
terms earlier in this chapter.

3. In the natural and social sciences, theory most
frequently means a generalization, or set of gen-
eralizations, that seeks to explain, and perhaps
predict, relationships among variables. This is
explanatory theory.

Explanation is the main aim of theory in empirical
political science. The word because is stated or im-
plied in just about every explanatory theory.

Parsimonious and Middle-Range Theories Sci-
entists use the term parsimonious theory to refer to a
theory that explains a vast range of phenomena in very
succinct terms. Charles Darwin’s theory of evolu-
tion is an example of parsimonious theory. His
theory states that all animal life evolved from lower
animal forms through a process of natural selec-
tion. In just one brief sentence, Darwin’s theory
purports to account for all animal species. Parsimo-
nious theories are said to have a high level of
explanatory power.

Political science has few parsimonious theories.
(Some political scientists maintain that it has none.)
Instead of enunciating bold generalizations capable
of explaining all or even most political phenomena
in a sentence or two, political science largely con-
fines itself to so-called middle-range theories. These
are theories that explain specific categories, or seg-
ments, of political reality. Typically, middle-range
theories in political science are sets of statements

and hypotheses that are strung together to explain
a particular subfield of political reality.

Democratic theory consists of descriptions of how
democracies are supposed to work in principle
and how they work in practice, along with vari-
ous explanations of how democracies emerge or
endure.

Elite theory describes the roles that political elites
play and makes a variety of explanatory general-
izations about their social backgrounds, their
political perceptions, their relationships with the
masses, and so on.

Rational choice theory explains political behavior
by regarding virtually all individuals as “ratio-
nal actors” who seek to increase their personal
gains and minimize their losses or risks. As in
Prisoner’s Dilemma, rational choice theories
present the logic of a process or behavior in
general (conflict, for example), without imme-
diate reference to specific cases. But the logic
can be used to explain specific cases (like the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict). Some proponents
of rational choice theory assert that it is a parsi-
monious theory that can explain a vast array of
political phenomena. Others, however, insist
that it is just another middle-range theory that
has its limits.

Middle-range theories also exist on a host of
other political phenomena, such as electoral behavior,
the state, revolution, and war. Subsequent chapters in
this book examine a number of these theories.

As a general rule, explanations that merit the
term theory have usually gained wide acceptance
over long periods of time because their ability to
explain the facts has been confirmed in repeated
scientific investigations. Theories thus tend to be
more solidly grounded in empirical reality than
hypotheses, which are typically assumptions that
have yet to be sufficiently tested. Nevertheless, even
the most widely respected theories are not unchal-
lengeable truths. They are meant to be constantly
challenged against the hard facts of reality. In polit-
ical science as in the natural sciences, explanatory
theories are not abstractions that are divorced from real-
ity; on the contrary, they seek to explain reality. Theo-
ries are valid only as long as they are consistent
with the facts they endeavor to explain. If new evi-
dence comes to light that contradicts the theory,
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then the theory is probably either partially or en-
tirely wrong. It must then be modified or discarded
and replaced by a better theory that fits the facts.
All explanatory theories need to be repeatedly sub-
jected to verification against the hard data of reality.
The main way of accomplishing this task is by
breaking theories down into hypotheses and test-
ing them against the available evidence.

Hypotheses

A hypothesis is an assumption or supposition that
needs to be tested against relevant evidence.

In some cases, hypotheses can be purely descrip-
tive in nature. For example, we can hypothesize
that democracy has broad popular support in
Russia. We can then test this hypothesis by survey-
ing a large number of Russians and asking them
whether they support democracy, and if so, how
strongly. After we’ve collected and analyzed our
research data we will end up with a description, a
picture, of mass attitudes toward Russian democ-
racy. The data will permit us to describe the Rus-
sian electorate as mostly supportive of democracy or
mostly unsupportive of it by providing statistical
readings of the proportion of the voters who support
it strongly, the percentage of those who support it
with less conviction, and the percentage of those
who don’t support it very much or not at all.

This descriptive hypothesis simply proposes
certain facts about the Russian electorate, and the
hypothesis-testing survey seeks to determine whether
and to what extent those facts are really occurring.
The descriptive hypothesis does not suggest an
explanation as to why the proposed phenomena might
be occurring, however. It is not an explanatory hy-
pothesis that explains why Russians feel as they do
about democracy. But in political science as in the
physical sciences, explanation is the ultimate goal.

Independent Variable

Dissatisfaction with the economy
Disgust at corruption
Ignorance about democracy

Other factors

cause/affect/explain

Explanatory hypotheses posit a cause-and-effect
relationship between dependent and independent
variables that can be tested empirically (i.e., against
factual evidence). By formulating explanatory hy-
potheses about politics, we force ourselves to spec-
ify our dependent and independent variables and
to be clear about the sharp difference between cause
and effect. By testing hypotheses empirically, we
submit them to a reality check: we take a close look
at all the available facts to see if they substantiate or
contradict the relationships we propose in our hy-
potheses. For example, we might find that, contrary
to our hypothesis, popular support for democracy
in Russia is in fact much weaker than we had origi-
nally surmised. We must then formulate explana-
tory hypotheses that might suggest possible reasons
for this phenomenon. We could hypothesize that
public dissatisfaction with the economy is causing
people to turn against democracy; or we could
hypothesize that disgust at political corruption may
be the main explanatory variable accounting for
Russian attitudes; or we could assume that public
ignorance about democracy may be the explanation;
or we could develop a host of other possible expla-
nations, whether singly or in combination.

We could then test these various explanatory hy-
potheses by going back to Russia and resurveying
the electorate, asking them more specific questions
about their attitudes on the economy, corruption,
and so forth. After analyzing our survey data, we
can then come to some conclusions about which of
these explanatory variables explain why many
Russians are suspicious of democracy. We may
find, for example, that all of them play a role, albeit
to varying degrees, among the voters. In these
explanatory hypotheses, “negative attitudes toward
democracy” is the dependent variable. The possible expla-
nations to be tested are the independent variables. (See
figure 3.8.)

Dependent Variable

Negative
attitudes toward
democracy

FIGURE 3.8 Independent Variables Affecting Negative Attitudes Toward Democracy
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The second part of this chapter is devoted to an
extended exercise in testing the proposition that
“national wealth promotes democracy.” Is this hypoth-
esis correct? Is it only partially correct? Or is it
perhaps just plain wrong? Reading Part Two atten-
tively will give you a more comprehensive idea of
how the logic of hypothesis testing applies to the
study of politics.

Scientific Generalization and Practical Politics
Explanatory theories and hypotheses in political
science greatly enhance our understanding of the
real world of politics. They can also help us work
out our own positions on the political problems of
our times. Indeed, many of the practical policy
choices facing government decision makers and
average citizens are rooted in some overarching
theory. Debates over the decision to invade Iraq in
2003 are connected with theories about U.S. foreign
policy, with some favoring “regime change” to cre-
ate a democracy as an immediate goal and others
placing national security ahead of democratization
as the country’s number-one foreign policy prior-
ity, even when it means putting up with a vile dic-
tator. Debates on tax policy are connected with
theories about how or whether governments can
stimulate economic growth while cutting budget
deficits and keeping inflation low. The list of
theory-related policy issues could be extended
indefinitely.

Although some people dismiss theory as com-
pletely detached from the real world, in fact most
individuals act in political life on the basis of certain
assumptions and understandings about politics that
are the equivalent of theoretical generalizations,
even if they do not always realize it. As the British
economist John Maynard Keynes once observed,
“Practical men, who believe themselves to be ex-
empt from any intellectual influences, are usually
the slaves of some defunct economist.” By the same
token, politicians and the people they govern can
be the slaves of political ideas they accept uncriti-
cally. An intelligent approach to politics requires a
keen understanding of the relevance of explanatory
theory and hypothesis testing to the real world of
political action. To put it succinctly, the scientific
approach to politics requires us to support our po-
litical generalizations with relevant evidence and
systematic logic.

Models

In political science, a model is a simplified represen-
tation of reality in descriptive or abstract form.

A scale model of a Stealth bomber can neither fly
nor drop bombs. Its sleek proportions, however,
provide some understanding of how the real air-
craft is able to avoid radar detection. An auto de-
signer’s computer model of next year’s dream car
indicates how all its components will mesh to-
gether in perfect harmony once the vehicle hits the
road. Environmental scientists have built a large
model of the Chesapeake Bay designed to replicate
the bay’s complex ecological system. Economists
construct graphical and mathematical models of
various dynamic economic processes, such as a
perfectly competitive market economy or a global
free trade system.

Though the composition of these models is dif-
ferent, they all serve the same function: they enable
us to understand some aspect of reality, whether
aerodynamics or the economy, by representing some
of its essential features in a simplified or idealized
form. Obviously, these scaled-down physical or
mathematical models cannot be perfect copies of
the realities they represent. The car designer does
not plan for the car to malfunction, but at some
point it probably will. Economists know that
purely free market systems, which are devoid of
any governmental interference or monopolies, exist
nowhere in today’s world.

The purpose of a model is not to represent real-
ity perfectly but to enable us to understand reality
by allowing us to compare it against some standard
or pattern. If the car has stalling problems, the com-
puter design can help us find the source. If world
trade is declining, the mathematical model of how
a free trade system works in theory may help us
understand how to deal with existing trade barriers
in the global economy. When viewed against the
model, the complexities of the real world stand out all
the more prominently by comparison with the sim-
plified version. As one economist put it, “Models
are to be used, not believed.” As learning devices,
models serve a heuristic purpose, a term that de-
rives from the Greek word meaning “to find out.”

In roughly similar fashion, political scientists
use models of various kinds to help us understand
political realities. Sometimes these models are
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purely descriptive. For example, we can construct a
model of democracy just by listing its characteris-
tic features: a competitive electoral system, legal
guarantees of certain freedoms and rights, and
so forth. Although many democracies in today’s
world may actually diverge from this model of an
“ideal” democracy in one way or another, these di-
vergences will tend to stand out when compared
with the model, prompting us to investigate how
and why they occur.

A descriptive model of this sort is known as an
ideal type. An ideal type is a model of a political or
social phenomenon that describes its main charac-
teristic features. The term was coined by the
German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920), one
of the founders of modern sociology. Weber was
among the first students of modern bureaucracy.
Based on his observations of European bureaucra-
cies in the early twentieth century, Weber devised
an ideal type of a modern bureaucracy that speci-
fied the features most commonly found in them. He
described this standard (or ideal-typical) bureau-
cracy as a highly impersonal organization run in
accordance with strict rules and legal procedures.
Not all bureaucracies in Europe conformed exactly
to this standard type in every respect, however. For
Weber, an ideal type is not just a carbon copy of one
or two real-world examples of the phenomenon it
represents. Rather, it is an abstract conception con-
structed from a variety of observations and trends.
Weber used it as a conceptual standard against
which social scientists could study and compare
the world’s bureaucracies and come to a better
understanding of the phenomenon of bureaucracy
itself. The concept of the ideal type is very useful in
describing all sorts of political phenomena.

In addition to ideal types, political science
makes use of several other types of models. Static
models simply define the fundamental attributes of
a phenomenon (like ideal types), but they do not
describe how those attributes change or develop
over time. By contrast, dynamic models describe
processes of change. For example, the modernization
model describes how so-called “traditional soci-
eties” develop into “modern societies” through the
process of industrialization. As a nation’s economy
becomes more industrialized, people tend to move
from the countryside into the cities, communica-
tions networks expand, educational opportunities

improve, and traditional religious practices and su-
perstitions give way to more secularized lifestyles
and beliefs. Modernization theorists base this model
on the historical development of Europe and the
United States, and they believe that most countries
of the world sooner or later will move in much the
same directions. The modernization model of polit-
ical development has provoked considerable con-
troversy. Its critics contend that it is too narrowly
based on European and American experiences and
that it pays inadequate attention to the special ex-
periences and cultures of Asia, Africa, the Middle
East, and other regions of the developing world.
Some of these critics propose alternative models
of political development that combine elements of
both modern and traditional societies. We shall
return to this issue in chapters 12 and 15.

Some models are analogies. In these cases, politi-
cal scientists clarify political phenomena by com-
paring them to something else. For example, one
scholar likens democracy to a market economy,
with voters choosing candidates in the political
“marketplace” on the basis of considerations very
similar to those motivating consumers shopping
for a good buy.® Another political scientist com-
pares the ways governments work to cybernetic
processes, complete with feedback mechanisms,
communications loops, and other features of com-
puter technology.” As we saw in chapter 2, some
analysts regard many forms of political behavior as
analogous to games like Prisoner’s Dilemma.

Some models are simply diagrams, or sche-
matic depictions of processes and relationships. Fig-
ures 3.9 and 3.10 diagram two alternative forms
of democracy: direct democracy and representative
democracy. Under direct democracy, the citizens
themselves assemble and make authoritative deci-
sions for their community. Under representative
democracy, as the term implies, the citizens elect
their representatives to the legislative and executive
branches of government and entrust the elected

Decisions

Citizens

FIGURE 3.9 Model of Direct Democracy
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officials and their appointees to make governmental
decisions on their behalf. Once some of these deci-
sions take effect, the citizens have the opportunity
to evaluate their impact and to hold their elected
representatives accountable in the next elections by
voting them out of office or reelecting them.

Finally, like economists and natural scientists,
political scientists sometimes construct complex
mathematical models in an effort to represent vari-
ous political phenomena as precisely as possible.
This book will not examine such statistically ad-
vanced modeling techniques.

Strictly speaking, a model is not an explanatory
theory. Whereas explanatory theory explains reality,
models represent and describe reality. However sim-
plified or sophisticated its form may be, a model is
just a picture, not an explanation. Very frequently,
however, we use the term theoretical model (or con-
ceptual model). This term can have two meanings.

In one meaning, a model is said to be theoretical
if it is an intellectual abstraction as opposed to a
physical representation of something. Computer
models, mathematical models, diagrams, and even
ideal types are theoretical models in this sense of
the term. They are intellectual or abstract representa-
tions of reality, not physical objects.

In the second meaning of the term, a theoretical
model represents explanatory theories. A theory that
states, for example, that national wealth causes
democracies to come about by promoting educa-
tion and communication can be depicted in a
diagram. Figure 3.11 is a causal model that graphi-
cally represents this theory. Causal models can be a
useful way of specifying causal relationships and
clarifying our thinking about how different vari-
ables interact.

Moreover, models can stimulate explanatory
theory. Just as environmental scientists use their
model of the Chesapeake Bay to develop theories
about how marine life develops or why so much of
it is dying prematurely, political scientists can use
their models to come up with explanatory theories
about how and why various political phenomena
occur as they do. Models, in short, are yet another
useful method for generalizing systematically about
politics.

Paradigms The term paradigm has two meanings
in political science:

In one sense, a paradigm is a prime example of a
particular phenomenon or pattern.
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For example, the British system of government is
a paradigm of parliamentary democracy. This is not
to say that all parliamentary governments are ex-
actly like Britain’s in every respect. Italy, Israel, and
other parliamentary political systems differ from
the British version (and from one another) in vari-
ous ways. Still, they are all close to the British
example in certain fundamental respects. We can
understand how these various governments work
more clearly by comparing them to the British
paradigm.

Paradigms are quite useful in comparative poli-
tics because they help us observe and analyze vari-
ations on a theme (such as parliamentary democ-
racy). In this respect they serve the same purpose as
models. The difference is that whereas models tend
to be abstract or intellectually idealized representa-
tions of reality, paradigms are usually real-world
phenomena (like Britain’s governmental system).

In another sense, a paradigm is a particular way of
looking at phenomena, formulating questions and
generalizations, and conducting research.

This second definition of paradigm construes it
as a particular form of intellectual inquiry or a
specific approach to scientific investigation. This
meaning of the term was popularized by Thomas
Kuhn, a philosopher interested in the nature of sci-
entific thought. Kuhn argued that over the cen-
turies Western science developed several radically
different paradigms of scientific thinking, based on
very different assumptions about the natural world
and about how to study it. Ptolemaic astronomy,
for example, held that the sun and planets revolve
around the Earth. Only in the sixteenth century did
Ptolemy’s ancient paradigm give way to the helio-
centric astronomy of Copernicus, based on more
precise methods of observing the solar system.
Similarly, Aristotle’s views on physics were eventu-
ally supplanted by Newton’s laws of mechanics;
Newton’s paradigm gave way to twentieth-century
relativity theory and quantum mechanics; and
soon?®

This meaning of paradigm also applies to politi-
cal science. The paradigm of political science pre-
sented in this chapter conforms in its essential
features to the rules of scientific logic that emerged
from the empirical approach to scientific inquiry pi-
oneered by Copernicus, Newton, and other seminal

contributors to modern science. This scientific ap-
proach to studying politics is a fairly recent devel-
opment, however. It emerged slowly in the United
States in the 1930s and 1940s and increasingly
shaped the way American political scientists were
trained to think about politics in the 1950s and sub-
sequently. Earlier, the dominant paradigm of polit-
ical science research was largely descriptive and
tended to concentrate on governmental institutions
and constitutional law. It was less concerned with
studying how people behave in political life, and
it did not employ such concepts as variables, hy-
potheses, correlations, and other nuts and bolts of
modern scientific thinking. It was also considerably
less quantitative. Even today, many important
books and articles are written about politics that
employ the more traditional descriptive approach.
But the scientific paradigm presented in this book
is currently the leading one in most American
universities.

QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE
POLITICAL SCIENCE

Political science offers two basic approaches to
investigating relationships among variables: quan-
titative approaches and qualitative approaches.

Quantitative political science is “by the num-
bers.” It looks mainly at phenomena that can vary
in measurable degrees or quantities, such as the
number of votes cast in an election or in legislative
balloting, or the percentages of people who express
various opinions in a public opinion survey. Statis-
ticians have developed a variety of sophisticated
techniques and software programs for performing
different types of measurements involving quan-
tifiable dependent and independent variables, and
many of these tools can be adapted to research on
politics.’?

We will not use any of these sophisticated statis-
tical techniques in this book, but they can be quite
useful in the study of political science at more ad-
vanced levels, depending on the nature of the prob-
lem being investigated.

Statistical rigor is not always possible in the
study of politics, however. Sometimes we would
like to have relevant statistical information but
it is not available, or if available, it is unreliable.
Authoritarian regimes, for example, rarely permit
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contested elections or release public opinion poll
information, and the statistics they do publish
(such as economic data) may be untrustworthy. At
least in these cases, Mark Twain was right when
he quipped, “There are lies, damned lies, and statis-
tics.” At other times we may have statistical infor-
mation available that can be quite useful in helping
us understand a situation, but all we need do is re-
port this information in tables or graphs without
getting into highly sophisticated calculations. Eco-
nomic statistics, election returns, and other relevant
quantitative data are often used in this uncompli-
cated but vitally important way in political science,
and we shall employ such raw data quite exten-
sively in subsequent chapters. Finally, in some
cases statistical analysis is only partially helpful in
enabling us to understand political reality and
must be combined with other factual information
that is not readily quantifiable, such as historical
accounts or other descriptions of political events,
processes, or ideas.

Research and analysis in political science that
is not primarily quantitative in nature is called
qualitative political science. Political scientists who
are engaged in qualitative research rely largely on
descriptive accounts of the political realities they
study. In seeking to explain political processes and
interactions, analysts frequently use qualitative re-
search to provide detailed (or “thick”) descriptions
of such things as how governmental institutions
work, or how parties and interest groups are orga-
nized, or how political ideas and ideologies define
the issues facing the country. These and similar
political phenomena cannot be fully understood if
we confine ourselves strictly to statistical analysis;
descriptive detail may also be necessary.

Many qualitatively oriented analysts are espe-
cially sensitive to the broader historical and con-
temporary contexts within which political life takes
place in any given country. Qualitative analysts
often remind us that the specific details of politics—
such as a recent leadership change or the latest
elections—do not occur in a vacuum. These events
have historical roots, and they may also be related
to complex social, cultural, economic, or other con-
ditions in ways that cannot be adequately explained
just by referring to numerical data or by performing
statistical operations. Statistics, such analysts would
argue, can’t explain everything. We need to immerse

ourselves in the history, culture, and languages of
individual countries if we want to understand their
political systems.

Advocates of quantitative and qualitative ap-
proaches to political science have engaged in
sharp debates about which mode of analysis is su-
perior. Quantitatively oriented analysts cherish
the precision and neatness of statistical rigor; they
often accuse qualitatively oriented researchers of
being vague or mushy. Qualitatively inclined polit-
ical scientists, for their part, tend to accuse their
number-crunching colleagues of ignoring every-
thing about politics that cannot be reduced to mere
statistics. They contend that quantifiers fail to ap-
preciate the full scope of political reality in all its
complexity.

A substantial number of political scientists today
would admit that quantitative and qualitative ap-
proaches are complementary and that the approach
an analyst chooses depends on the nature of the
problem being studied. Most important, both quan-
titative and qualitative approaches must observe
the same ground rules of scientific logic that we
cover in this chapter.!

LOGICAL FALLACIES

To round out this chapter’s introduction to critical
thinking about politics, we must warn against
certain logical fallacies that are commonly com-
mitted in political argumentation. Our list can be
only a partial one, and it cannot substitute for
a book on logic. Nevertheless, the fallacies pre-
sented here are common enough to warrant special
attention.

Fallacy of composition This fallacy assumes
that the whole is exactly the same as its parts.

Beware of ascribing attributes (such as attitudes,
behaviors, etc.) to an entire class or group when
those attributes may apply only to a portion
of that group. For example, do not say, “The
Germans are highly disciplined” or “Americans
are well off,” when in fact only some Germans
may be highly disciplined and not all Americans
are well off. This fallacy is the basis of stereo-
typing, that is, regarding all individuals of a par-
ticular group as similar while overlooking their
differences.
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Tautology (circular reasoning) ascribes causa-
tion to the very phenomenon whose causes we are
trying to explain. To putit another way, beware of
using your dependent variable as an indepen-
dent variable that accounts for it. The term comes
from the ancient Greek word for “the same.” For
example, the statement “Armed conflict among
Yugoslavia’s contending groups produced a bit-
ter civil war” is tautological because civil war is
armed conflict among a country’s contending
groups. The two points are essentially the same
thing; hence, the one cannot cause the other. To
ascertain the causes of the civil war, we must look
at real explanatory variables such as ethnic and
religious hatreds. One of the most famous tau-
tologies attributed to a politician was the remark
allegedly uttered by President Calvin Coolidge,
“When a great many people are unable to find
work, unemployment results.”

Post hoc ergo propter hoc (“After it, therefore be-
cause of it”) is the fallacy of concluding that A
caused B just because A preceded B. For example,
“The U.S.-led victory over Iraq in the Persian
Gulf War at the start of 1991 precipitated the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union later that same year.” In
fact, the war had no demonstrable effect on the
Soviet collapse.

The inevitability fallacy. Just because things turn
out a certain way, beware of assuming that they
necessarily had to turn out as they did. As a rule,
political outcomes are path dependent: they follow
from the paths charted by history. But the course
of events is often contingent on numerous
factors—decisions, interactions, fortuitous occur-
rences, and the like—that are capable of leading
to multiple possible results. Many things that
appear inevitable after they happen were unfore-
seeable before they happened.

A fortiori (“All the more”) assumes that what is
true of a phenomenon at one level or degree is
automatically true of the same phenomenon at
larger levels or degrees. The statement “The more
private enterprise there is in the economy, the
more democracy will flourish” assumes that, just
because a certain amount of private enterprise
may be good for democracy, then a totally pri-
vate economy, with no government involvement
in economic affairs whatsoever, will be even

better for democracy. It overlooks the possibility
that a completely private economy, with no
government-sponsored safety net to help the poor
and the middle class, could create great dispari-
ties in wealth and perhaps lead to intense social
conflicts capable of destroying democracy.

False analogy is the fallacy of making inappropri-
ate or inexact analogies or comparisons between
one phenomenon or situation and another. One
example is the statement “Political systems are
like organisms: they are born, they grow, and they
inevitably decay and die.” This “organic” analogy
does not stand up to the facts. Historical analogies
are also frequently misused. For example, prior to
the successful U.S.-led attack against Iraqi troops
occupying Kuwait in 1991, some people warned
that such an invasion would result in a protracted
military standoff similar to the Vietnam War. The
analogy proved incorrect: the Persian Gulf War
lasted only a few weeks. In fact, no two historical
cases are ever exactly alike in all respects, and one
must pay as much attention to dissimilarities as to
similarities when comparing them.!

A nonfalsifiable hypothesis is a hypothesis that
cannot be tested empirically. The only kind of
hypothesis that can be tested empirically is one
that is capable of being contradicted by factual
evidence. An example of a nonfalsifiable hypoth-
esis is, “Our country’s fate is in God’s hands.”
Because we cannot physically see or hear God,
we have no empirical evidence enabling us to
disprove the hypothesis; everything that happens
to our country, good or bad, can be interpreted as
consistent with it. Another example: “The laws of
history make the collapse of authoritarianism in-
evitable in the long run, though it may succeed in
the short run.” Because we cannot have empirical
evidence on the future, we have no basis for prov-
ing that the hypothesis is wrong (or right). Both
hypotheses are articles of faith and cannot be
empirically tested against hard evidence.

False inference is the fallacy of making unwar-
ranted inferences from statistical data or other
facts, especially when trying to establish causa-
tion. Reductivism is the fallacy of explaining
something in terms of one sole cause when other
causes could also be at work. Both fallacies are
covered in the second part of this chapter.
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II. THE LOGIC OF HYPOTHESIS
TESTING

Hypothesis testing is a central activity of political
science. It is one of the things that makes it a science
in the formal meaning of the word. By learning
how to formulate and test hypotheses we can learn
a lot about both political science and, not inciden-
tally, political reality itself.

By learning some of the main rules of hypothesis
testing, we can also learn a great deal about how to
think logically and coherently. One of our most im-
portant tasks in this regard is to learn some of the
cardinal rules of causation. Just what do we really
know about politics for sure, and what are we less
sure about? To what extent can we really “prove”
that one thing actually causes another? How valid
are our generalizations? Questions like these lie at
the heart of epistemology, the field of inquiry that
seeks to clarify the scope and limits of our ability to
know. Epistemological issues are of fundamental
importance in all the sciences, including political
science, and they are vital to the development of
critical reasoning skills more generally.

SOURCES OF HYPOTHESES

Hypotheses about politics can spring from a vari-
ety of sources. In some instances they may derive
from questions that pop into our minds from our
observations of reality. Just from reading the news-
paper, for example, we may notice the rather obvi-
ous fact that some countries have democratic systems
of government and others do not. How come? From
a superficial survey of these news accounts, a few
possible answers may come to mind. One possible
explanation centers on economics: the world’s most
successful and enduring democracies, we observe,

are among the richest countries of the world. We
notice, in particular, that such well-to-do countries
as the United States, Canada, Britain, France,
Germany, and Japan are successful democracies.
Countries that lack democracy and countries that
are currently engaged in the process of building
democracy following the collapse of an authoritarian
regime appear for the most part to be less econom-
ically developed. Many countries in Latin America
and Africa fall into these latter categories.

A cursory glance at these facts prompts us to for-
mulate the following hypothesis: “National wealth
promotes democracy.” This hypothesis implies a cause-
and-effect relationship: national wealth somehow
causes democracy to come about and endure,
whereas national poverty precludes or undermines
democracy.

The technique we have just used to formulate our
hypothesis is called induction. Induction is a rea-
soning process that goes from the specific to the
general. We begin with some specific facts or observa-
tions, and on the basis of these specifics we devise
an overarching generalization that applies to the
phenomena we have observed as well as to related
phenomena that we have not as yet observed, as
depicted in figure 3.12. (Induction derives from the
Latin word for “lead into”; in essence, specific facts
lead into a generalization.) Thus our observation of
a few specific wealthy democracies and a few spe-
cific poor nondemocracies leads us to suspect that
national wealth is perhaps associated with all
democracies and national poverty is perhaps asso-
ciated with all nondemocracies. We say “perhaps”
because at this point these broad generalizations
are only suspicions or guesses that we have made
on the basis of a small number of observations. That
is precisely what hypotheses frequently are: suspi-
cions, educated guesses, or hunches. We don’t know
yet if our hunch is true or false in reality. Only when

Generalization: “National wealth promotes democracy”

!

!

f

Specific facts or observations:
Countries like the United States, Canada, Britain, and Germany are wealthy and democratic;
Countries like Vietnam, Egypt, the Congo, and Cuba are poor and are not democracies

FIGURE 3.12 Diagram of Inductive Reasoning



Chapter 3 / Critical Thinking About Politics 81

we have tested our hypothesis by looking at a far
wider number of democracies and nondemocra-
cies will we have a better idea of whether, or to what
extent, our proposed generalization is valid.

Another source of hypotheses consists of general-
izations that have already been formulated. In the
course of our newspaper gleanings we may have
come across an editorial arguing in favor of major
international efforts to promote the economic devel-
opment of nascent democracies like Russia and
South Africa. The editorialistjustifies this policy rec-
ommendation on the basis of a broad generalization:
“National wealth,” she writes, “promotes democracy.”

The editorialist then sets forth a number of rea-
sons explaining why national wealth promotes
democracy. One reason is that democracy requires
an educated populace that understands political
issues and actively participates in the electoral
process and other opportunities for political in-
volvement. Educated people, she argues, are more
likely than the uneducated to take part in political
affairs. But an educated electorate requires a good
mass education system, and that costs money.
Wealthy countries are in a better position than poor
ones to provide their citizens with a good educa-
tion. Democracy, we are told, also requires a well-
developed mass communications system so that
people can keep themselves informed about politi-
cal developments. That too costs money.

Furthermore, the writer maintains, democracy
requires a fairly sizable middle class that is eager to
have a say in the way the country is governed. The
middle class, she believes, is a prime source of pro-
democracy activism. By contrast, the rich may be
perfectly content with an authoritarian regime that
allows them to retain their wealth, while the poor
may be insufficiently educated or too unorganized
to push for democratic reforms. Wealthy countries
are more likely than impoverished ones to have a
sizable middle class.

In addition, the writer notes, wealthy countries
are better equipped than poor ones to meet their
citizens” demands for government services. Democ-
racy gives the mass public an opportunity to demand
such benefits as education, decent housing, health
care, job training, and pensions. Poor countries are
less able to meet these popular demands, and their
rulers therefore deny their populations a chance to

articulate them in an open democratic process. A
repressive authoritarian government is the likely
result. Thus, if we want democracy to succeed
around the world, the writer concludes, the wealthy
democracies must do whatever they can to assist
the less developed nations of the world in over-
coming their poverty.

In this particular case, the editorialist did not
look at specific democratic and nondemocratic
countries, as we did in our perusal of newspaper
articles. Rather, she derived her hypothesis from
generalizations about what causes democracies to
come about. Her supposition that national wealth
promotes democracy is based on a general explana-
tion of various factors needed to build a democratic
regime, all of which ultimately depend on national
wealth. Thus generalizations themselves, not just spe-
cific facts, can also be a source of hypotheses.

STEPS OF HYPOTHESIS TESTING

Are the editorialist’s sweeping generalizations cor-
rect? In order to find out, we need to break them
down into testable propositions and test them
against hard evidence. Let’s concentrate on her
central hypothesis, “National wealth promotes
democracy.” How do we go about testing this
proposition?

We can choose from a variety of methods, de-
pending on whether we are relying mainly on
quantitative or qualitative analysis (or some combi-
nation of the two) and on whether we want to
examine a large number of countries or confine
ourselves to a few particularly illustrative ones. In
most cases, however, the logic of hypothesis testing
will involve the following five steps:

Defining key terms

Identifying the variables

Specifying the expectations of the hypothesis
Collecting and examining the evidence
Drawing conclusions from the evidence

A

Defining Key Terms

Because our hypothesis is about democracy, we
must define the term. Democracy is a multifaceted
concept that includes regular elections, civil liber-
ties, and a host of other elements. The Freedom
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House lists of political and civil rights that we
presented in chapter 2 encompass just about all
of democracy’s essential components. Moreover,
the numerical rating system that Freedom House
employs, with the most democratic countries mer-
iting a grade of 1 and the most authoritarian states
getting a 7, provides a useful estimate of the extent
to which the countries of the world fulfill these
numerous criteria, despite the system’s lack of
statistical precision. We shall therefore use the
Freedom House criteria here as our operative defi-
nition of democracy, and we’ll use the Freedom
House composite political and civil rights index
as a measure of each country’s relative degree of
democracy. In addition, we’ll sort the countries
of the world into the categories we introduced in
chapter 2. Accordingly, democracies are countries
with a political/civil rights index from 1 to 2.5;
semi-democracies, 3 or 3.5; semi-authoritarian regimes,
from 4 to 5.5, and authoritarian regimes, from 6
to 7.12

We can narrow our conception of democracy
even further by singling out successful democracies,
the ones that endure over fairly lengthy periods of
time. For the purposes of this exercise, we’ll define
a long-term democracy as one that has existed for at
least forty years in succession.

Because we are looking for a relationship be-
tween democracy and national wealth, we must
also specify what we mean by wealth and poverty.
There are several different ways of measuring a
country’s annual income, but we need not go into
those details here. We’ll simply rely on the gross
national income (GNI) statistics reported by the
World Bank in World Development Report 2007. That
publication divides the world’s countries into
four categories by their per capita GNI in 2005:
high-income countries, $10,726 or more; upper-middle-
income countries, $3,466 to $10,725; lower-middle-
income countries, $876 to $3,465; and low-income
countries, $875 or less.!

Finally, what do we mean when we hypothesize
that national wealth “promotes” democracy? Here
we need to specify that national wealth somehow
“causes” democracy. More specifically, we mean
that (a) wealth causes democracy to come into exis-
tence, replacing authoritarian modes of government,
and (b) it causes democracies already in existence to
succeed over protracted periods of time.

Identifying Our Variables

The next step we must take is to identify our de-
pendent and independent variables. Because the
existence of democracy is the effect we wish to ex-
plain, it is our dependent variable.

Our independent variable is the level of national
wealth. We want to see how varying levels of na-
tional wealth, as specified in the per capita GNI
categories listed earlier, relate to democratic and
nondemocratic systems of government. This inde-
pendent variable is our presumed explanatory vari-
able. We can manipulate it by observing how differ-
ent gradations of national wealth are related to
democracy.

Specifying the Expectations of the Hypothesis

Hypotheses are usually stated as declarative propo-
sitions. Thus far we have stated our hypothesis
as a declarative sentence: “National wealth promotes
democracy.” To test a hypothesis systematically, we
must restate it in terms that will indicate what we
should look for as we hunt for evidence that might
confirm or contradict its validity: if the hypothesis
is valid, then what would we expect to find as we sift
through the available facts? In other words, what
expectations does the hypothesis generate? To guide
our research, therefore, it is helpful to restate our
hypothesis in “if . . . then” form:

If national wealth promotes democracy, then we
would expect to find that (a) relatively wealthy states
are democracies and (b) relatively poor states are not.

Logically, we would also expect to find that
(c) democracies will be relatively wealthy, and
(d) authoritarian regimes will be relatively poor.
The more wealth a country has, the greater is the
likelihood that it will be democratic; a country with
poor economic fortunes has a poor prospect for
democracy and a greater likelihood for some
degree of authoritarianism. We would therefore
expect to find that high-income and upper-middle-
income countries will be either democracies or
semi-democracies, and that lower-middle-income
and low-income countries will have either semi-
authoritarian or authoritarian regimes.

The process of translating our hypothesis into
“if . . . then” form is an example of deduction.
Deduction is a reasoning process that proceeds
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Generalization: “National wealth promotes democracy”

Logical deductions: “If national wealth promotes democracy, then it logically follows that . . .”

v

Specific cases:
will be democracies

specific wealthy countries

N

specific poor countries
will be non-democracies

FIGURE 3.13 Diagram of Deductive Reasoning

from the general to the specific. It begins with a
generalization that covers a wide range or class of
phenomena and then applies that generalization to
specific cases (see figure 3.13). In our example, we
start with our hypothesis, which proposes that na-
tional wealth promotes democracy in general, and
we apply that generalization to specific countries.
In deductive logic, the applications of the general-
ization to specific cases must follow with logical
necessity. In other words, if A is true, then B must be
true; if B is true, it follows that C is true; and so on.
(“Deduction” comes from the Latin term for “lead
from”: each conclusion leads from the preceding
one with logical necessity.) As we’ve already sug-
gested, if national wealth promotes democracy, then
it is only logical that specific countries that are rela-
tively wealthy should be democracies, while spe-
cific countries that are relatively poor should be
nondemocracies. When phrased in “if . . . then”
terms, a hypothesis predicts a certain research result
as a logical outcome.

The deductions we have just drawn from our hy-
pothesis tell us what we should expect to find in re-
ality. But whether we actually will find these results
is another matter. If the facts that we gather in our
hypothesis-testing research are consistent with
these predicted results, then the hypothesis itself
may be factually correct. But if the facts deviate
from the expected results, the hypothesis may be
wrong. We must now look at the facts to see if the
predicted outcomes occur.

Collecting and Examining the Evidence

Empirical analysis, as we’ve already pointed out, is
based on facts. Unless there is a sufficient body of
factual evidence bearing on our hypothesis, we
cannot properly test it. Suppose, for example, that
there is only one democracy in the world, and it

happens to be quite rich. All the other governments
of the world are nondemocracies, and all are
economically undeveloped. On the basis of this
evidence, we can conclude that the available evi-
dence is consistent with our hypothesis linking
democracy with a relatively high level of national
wealth. But one case is scarcely enough to warrant
high confidence in the generality of this conclusion.
It does not convince us that national wealth is re-
ally necessary to promote democracies elsewhere.
Other factors may be more important (such as the
degree of social harmony, the nature of religious be-
liefs, and so on). The fact that our lone democracy is
wealthy may be purely coincidental and have noth-
ing whatsoever to do with causing or promoting
democracy. Our confidence in the validity of a gen-
eralization tends to rise with the number of cases
we have in its support.

As it happens, quite a few democracies in the
world meet our definition of the term. We must
now identify them and see if they meet our criteria
of national wealth. The countries listed in table 3.1
meet these criteria: they are among the richest
countries of the world, and all are bona fide democ-
racies with combined political and civil rights rat-
ings of 1 to 2.5. All but a few are also long-term
democracies that have sustained democratic insti-
tutions for at least forty years. (There were no high-
income semi-democracies.)

There is also a large number of upper-middle-
income countries that can be classified as either
democracies or semi-democracies, once again in
conformity with our expectations (table 3.2 on
page 85). Unlike the majority of high-income coun-
tries, however, only two of these countries—Costa
Rica and Botswana—qualify as long-term democ-
racies that have maintained democratic institu-
tions and practices for at least forty years without
interruption.
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TABLE 3.1

High-Income Democracies

(2005 Political /Civil Rights Index of 1 to 2.5; Per Capita GNI of $10,726 and Above)

Country Per Capita GNI Political/Civil Rights Index Long-Term Democracy (X)
Luxembourg $65,630 1 X
Norway 59,590 1 X
Switzerland 54,930 1 X
Denmark 47,390 1 X
Iceland 46,320 1 X
United States 43,740 1 X
Sweden 41,060 1 X
Ireland 40,150 1 X
Japan 38,980 1 X
United Kingdom 37,600 1 X
Finland 37,460 1 X
Austria 36,980 1 X
Netherlands 36,620 1 X
Belgium 35,700 1 X
France 34,810 1 X
Germany 34,580 1 X
Canada 32,600 1 X
Australia 32,220 1 X
Italy 30,010 1 X
New Zealand 25,960 1 X
Spain 25,360 1

Greece 19,670 15

Israel 18,620 15 X
Slovenia 17,350 1

Portugal 16,170 1

South Korea 15,830 1.5

Malta 13,590 1 X
Antigua and Barbuda 10,920 2 X
Andorra Estimated high income 1

Bahamas Estimated high income 1 X
Barbados Estimated high income 1 X
Cyprus Estimated high income 1

Liechtenstein Estimated high income 1

Monaco Estimated high income 15

San Marino Estimated high income 1 X
Taiwan Estimated high income 1

Although there seems to be abundant evidence
confirming our expectation that wealthy and upper-
middle-income countries tend to be democracies,
or semi-democracies, there is also evidence in
support of our assumption that, conversely, poor
countries tend to be semi-authoritarian or au-
thoritarian regimes. Take a look at table 3.3 on
page 86.

Our expectation that lower-middle-income coun-
tries will tend to be either semi-authoritarian or au-
thoritarian regimes also has evidence in its support,
as table 3.4 on page 87 demonstrates.

These data support the expectations of our hy-
pothesis that the poorer a country is, the less demo-
cratic it is likely to be.

We have now found quite a few contemporary
democracies and semi-democracies classified as
wealthy or relatively wealthy (the latter having
upper-middle-level incomes) and a large number
of nondemocracies classified as poor or relatively
poor (the latter having lower-middle-level in-
comes). Countries with the highest score on the
political /civil rights index are predominantly in
the wealthy category, as are all the long-term
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TABLE 3.2

Upper-Middle-Income Democracies and Semi-Democracies

(2005 Political /Civil Rights Index of 1 to 2.5 for Democracies, 3 to 3.5 for Semi-Democracies;
2005 Per Capita GNI of $3,466 to $10,725)

Democracies Semi-Democracies
Political/Civil Political/Civil
Country Per Capita GNI Rights Index Country Per Capita GNI Rights Index
Czech Republic $10,710 1 Seychelles $8,290 3
Trinidad and Tobago 10,440 2.5 Turkey 4,710 3
Hungary 10,030 1
Estonia 9,100 1
St. Kitts and Nevis 8,210 1
Croatia 8,060 2
Slovakia 7,950 1
Palau 7,630 1
Mexico 7,310 2
Poland 7,110 1
Lithuania 7,050 1
Latvia 6,180 1
Chile 5,870 1
Mauritius 5,260 1
Costa Rica® 5,490 1
Botswana?® 5,180 2
South Africa 4,960 15
St. Lucia 4,900 1
Panama 4,630 1.5
Argentina 4,470 2
Uruguay 4,360 1
Grenada 3,920 15
Romania 3,830 2
Dominica 3,790 1
St. Vincent and Grenadines 3,590 15
Belize 3,500 1.5
Brazil 3,460 2
Jamaica 3,400 25

*Long-term democracy

democracies. These data are consistent with what
our hypothesis predicted we would find.

Our collection of evidence bearing on the hy-
pothesis is by no means finished, however.

In scientific hypothesis testing, it is never sufficient
just to look for evidence that confirms the hypothesis
or to terminate our research after finding such evi-
dence. We must also look for evidence that might
contradict the hypothesis.

The quest for information contrary to our prevail-
ing assumptions is vital to all forms of logical argu-
mentation. Most scientists would go even further
and say that science itself consists above all in the
formulation and testing of generalizations that are
capable of being empirically falsified.*

We must therefore try to find evidence of
(a) democracies that are not wealthy or relatively

wealthy, and (b) nondemocracies that are wealthy
or relatively wealthy.

As it happens, quite a few democracies (with a
combined political and civil rights index of 1 to
2.5) are categorized as lower-middle-income or
low-income economies, as indicated in table 3.5 on
page 87. One of the poorest (and largest) coun-
tries in the world—India—has sustained demo-
cratic procedures for most of its existence as an
independent country since 1947. (Democracy in
India was briefly suspended in the 1970s. See
chapter 15 for an outline of India’s political
development.) There are also more than a dozen
lower-middle-income and low-income countries
classified as semi-democracies (see table 3.6 on
page 88).

The existence of so many democracies and semi-
democracies in the lower-middle and low-income
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TABLE 3.3

Low-Income Semi-Authoritarian and Authoritarian Regimes

(2005 Political /Civil Rights Index of 4 to 5.5 for Semi-Authoritarian Regimes,
6 to 7 for Authoritarian Regimes; 2005 Per Capita GNI of $875 or Less)

Semi-Authoritarian Regimes

Authoritarian Regimes

Political/Civil Political/Civil

Country Per Capita GNI  Rights Index = Country Per Capita GNI  Rights Index
Bangladesh $970 4 Ivory Coast $840 6
Republic of Congo 950 5 Sudan 640 7
Bhutan 870 5.5 Vietnam 620 6
Pakistan 690 5.5 Uzbekistan 510 7
Comoros 640 4 Haiti 450 6.5
Yemen 600 5 Laos 440 6.5
Mauritania 560 5 Zimbabwe 340 6.5
Nigeria 560 4 Eritrea 220 6.5
Zambia 490 4 Democratic Republic 120 6
Kyrgyzstan 440 4.5 of Congo
Burkina Faso 400 4 Burma (Myanmar) Estimated low 7
Chad 400 5.5 income
Cambodia 380 55 Equatorial Guinea Estimated low 6.5
Guinea 370 5.5 income
Central 350 45 Somalia Estimated low 6.5

African Republic income
Togo 350 55
Tajikistan 330 5.5
Gambia 290 4.5
Uganda 280 4.5
Nepal 270 5.5
Rwanda 230 5.5
Ethiopia 160 5
Malawi 160 4
Liberia 130 4
Burundi 100 4
Afghanistan Estimated low 4.5

income

categories runs counter to our expectations. This
mundane analytical detail contains a powerful real-
world lesson: the countries listed in tables 3.5 and
3.6 provide incontrovertible evidence that poverty
does not constitute an insurmountable barrier to democ-
racy. Whereas a relatively low-income economy
may indeed make it more difficult for a country
to build and sustain democratic institutions and
practices, by no means does it doom its chances
irreparably.

An equally important political lesson emerges
from table 3.7 on page 88. It lists high-income and

upper-middle-income countries that were not full-
fledged democracies or even semi-democracies in
2005. The information presented in this table con-
tradicts our expectation that wealthy countries are
likely to be democracies that guarantee a high level
of political and civil rights. These data also contradict
our expectation that upper-middle-income coun-
tries are likely to be democratic or at least semi-
democratic. The obvious lesson to be gleaned from
these figures is that national wealth provides no guar-
antee of democracy. It doesn’t even provide a guaran-
tee against highly repressive authoritarianism and
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TABLE 3.4

Lower-Middle-Income Semi-Authoritarian and Authoritarian Regimes

(2005 Political /Civil Rights Index of 4 to 4.5 for Semi-Authoritarian Regimes,
6 to 7 for Authoritarian Regimes; 2005 Per Capita GNI of $876 to $3,465)

Semi-Authoritarian Regimes Authoritarian Regimes

Political/Civil Political/Civil
Country Per Capita GNI Rights Index  Country Per Capita GNI Rights Index
Kazakhstan $2,930 55 Iran $2,770 6
Tunisia 2,890 55 Belarus 2,760 6.5
Algeria 2,730 5.5 Swaziland 2,280 6
Jordan 2,500 4.5 China 1,740 6.5
Guatemala 2,400 4 Syria 1,380 7
Maldives 2,390 5.5 Cameroon 1,010 6
Tonga 2,190 4 Turkmenistan  Estimated low income 7
Morocco 1,730 45 Cuba Estimated low income 7
Armenia 1,470 45 North Korea Estimated low income 7
Egypt 1,250 55
Azerbaijan 1,240 5.5
Angola 1,350 55
Djibouti 1,020 5
Iraq Estimated low income 5.5

TABLE 3.5

Lower-Middle-Income and Low-Income Democracies

(2005 Political /Civil Rights Index of 1 to 2.5)

Lower-Middle-Income Low-Income
(2005 Per Capita GNI of $876 to $3,465) (2005 Per Capita GNI of $875 or Less)
Political/Civil Political/Civil

Country Per Capita GNI  Rights Index  Country Per Capita GNI ~ Rights Index
Bulgaria $3,340 15 Lesotho $960 2.5
Namibia 2,990 2 India 720 2.5
Marshall Islands 2,930 1 Senegal 710 2.5
Serbia and Montenegro 2,680 25 Mongolia 690 2
Peru 2,610 25 Benin 510 2
El Salvador 2,450 2.5 Ghana 450 15
Micronesia 2,300 1 Sao Tome and 390 2
Suriname 2,280 2 Principe
Dominican Republic 2,370 2 Mali 380 2
Samoa 2,090 2
Cape Verde 1,870 1
Vanuatu 1,600 2
Ukraine 1,520 2.5
Kiribati 1,390 1
Indonesia 1,280 2.5
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TABLE 3.6

Lower-Middle-Income and Low-Income Semi-Democracies

(2005 Political /Civil Rights Index of 3 and 3.5)

Lower-Middle-Income
(2005 Per Capita GNI of $876 to $3,465)

Low-Income
(2005 Per Capita GNI of $875 or Less)

Political/Civil Political/Civil
Country Per Capita GNI  Rights Index = Country Per Capita GNI  Rights Index
Fiji $3,280 3.5 Moldova $880 35
Macedonia 2,830 3 East Timor 750 3
Thailand 2,750 3 Papua-New Guinea 660 3
Ecuador 2,630 3 Solomon Islands 590 3
Albania 2,580 3 Kenya 530 3
Bosnia-Herzegovina 2,440 3.5 Tanzania 340 3.5
Colombia 2,290 3 Mozambique 310 3.5
Georgia 1,350 3 Madagascar 290 3
Philippines 1,300 3 Niger 240 3
Paraguay 1,280 3 Sierra Leone 220 3.5
Honduras 1,190 3 Guinea-Bissau 180 3.5
Sri Lanka 1,160 3
Bolivia 1,010 3
Guyana 1,010 3
Nicaragua 910 3

TABLE 3.7

Upper-Middle-Income and High-Income Semi-Authoritarian and Authoritarian Regimes

(2005 Political /Civil Rights Index of 4 to 4.5 for Semi-Authoritarian Regimes,
6 to 7 for Authoritarian Regimes)

Upper-Middle-Income
(2005 Per Capita GNI of $3,466 to $10,725)

High-Income
(2005 Per Capita GNI of $10,726 and Above)

Political/Civil Political/Civil
Country Per Capita GNI =~ Rights Index = Country Per Capita GNI Rights Index
Oman $9,070 5.5 Singapore $27,490 4.5
Lebanon 6,180 45 Kuwait 24,040 45
Libya 5,530 7 Saudi Arabia 11,770 6.5
Gabon 5,010 5 Bahrain Estimated high income 5
Malaysia 4,960 4 Brunei Darussalem Estimated high income 5.5
Venezuela 4,810 4 Qatar Estimated high income 6
Russia 4,460 5.5 United Arab Emirates  Estimated high income 6

flagrant abuses of fundamental political and civil
rights.

We now have conflicting evidence bearing on
our hypothesis. Most of the high-income countries
of the world are democracies; indeed, this income
category has by far the highest concentration of
long-term democracies. Moreover, a large number
of lower-middle-income and poor countries are

semi-authoritarian or authoritarian. These facts are
consistent with our hypothesis.

But some high-income countries and a few
upper-middle-income countries are not democra-
cies or even semi-democracies. In addition, a sub-
stantial list of lower-middle-income and even poor
countries are democracies or semi-democracies.
These data are inconsistent with our hypothesis: they
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contradict our expectations. Our next step is to de-
termine what conclusions we can draw from this
conflicting evidence.

Drawing Conclusions from the Evidence

The first question we are tempted to ask when
drawing conclusions from the available evidence is
whether we have “proved” that our hypothesis is
correct. The term proof implies absolute certitude,
however, and most scientists doubt that we can
ever prove anything with complete certainty. For
one thing, the evidence we collect, no matter how
exhaustive our search, may not be enough to per-
mit a final verdict on the universal validity of our
conclusions. (A proposition is universally valid if it
applies to all relevant cases.) Even if all the evi-
dence at our disposal confirms our hypothesis,
there may still exist contrary evidence of which we
are unaware. Instead of boasting that the evidence
conclusively “proves” that a hypothesis is correct,
therefore, we’ll have to settle for the more modest
conclusion that the evidence is consistent with the
hypothesis. Any conclusion that a hypothesized re-
lationship is “true” can only be tentative.

It is easier to disprove the universal validity of a
hypothesis than to prove it. If we can find any evi-
dence at all that is contrary to the results predicted
by the hypothesis, we can demonstrate that the
hypothesized relationship is not universally valid.
The relationship may be valid sometimes, but not
always. In some instances we can show that the
hypothesis is never valid. In any event, evidence
that is contrary to the results predicted by the hy-
pothesis is designated simply as inconsistent with
the hypothesis.

When drawing conclusions from our evidence, we
have to distinguish between evidence that is consistent
with our hypothesis and evidence that is inconsistent
with it.

In some cases our evidence will be entirely one
or the other. But in many cases it will cut both ways:
some of it will be consistent with the hypothesis,
some inconsistent. In these cases the results of our
research are mixed and lead us to conclude that the
hypothesis appears to be partly true and partly
false. (At times the evidence may be mostly true or
mostly false.) If possible, we then need to specify the

conditions under which the hypothesis is correct
and those under which it is not.

In yet another set of cases, the evidence may be
so evenly mixed, confusing, or simply inadequate
as to be inconclusive: we cannot really be sure
whether our hypothesis is true or false, or to what
extent it is the one or the other. In these cases, our
final conclusion must be “we don’t know.” Frus-
trating though it may be, “we don’t know” is
sometimes the right answer in science. Science is
characterized not by the certitude of its results but by
the logic of its methods. Its value is just as great
when it shows us what we do not know as when it
points out what we do know with considerable
confidence.

Taking these general observations into account,
let’s now draw some conclusions from the evi-
dence we’ve garnered on democracies and na-
tional wealth. To begin with, we have evidence
that is both consistent and inconsistent with the
hypothesized relationship between democracy and
national wealth. There are relatively wealthy demo-
cracies as well as nondemocracies; there are rela-
tively poor democracies as well as nondemocracies.
Taken in its entirety, therefore, the evidence we
have examined is mixed: some of it supports the hy-
pothesis, some contradicts it. The evidence we have
seen does not consistently and exclusively link
relative wealth with democracy, nor does it conclu-
sively rule out a relationship between these two
variables.

Nevertheless, we can still discern some broad
patterns. The overwhelming majority of the highest-
scoring long-term democracies are clustered in the
high-income category. Very authoritarian regimes
(with a rating of 6 or 7) tend to be clustered in the
low-income category. These data tell us that, as a
general tendency, national wealth is a correlate of
democracy (but not always).

Establishing a correlation between variables is
a vital first step in the direction of demonstrating a
causal relationship between them. If there is no ev-
ident relationship of any kind, obviously there can
be no causal one. Keep in mind, however, that a cor-
relation does not by itself establish causality. To what
extent does our evidence demonstrate that national
wealth “promotes” democracy in the sense that it
actually causes democracy to come about or en-
dure? At this point we need to consider a few basic
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principles of causal inference and the process of
reasoning by induction.

Induction As we noted earlier, induction proceeds
from the specific to the general. It is the process of
drawing conclusions or generalizations from specific
information or evidence. The inductive process is also
characterized by the fact that, unlike deduction, the
evidence does not lead to logically determined conclu-
sions. Rather, the facts may be consistent with two
or more possible conclusions, some perhaps closer
to the actual truth than others. Our specific infor-
mation on democracy and national wealth, for ex-
ample, does not logically compel us to conclude
that national wealth always promotes democracy.
It merely suggests that wealth may promote democ-
racy, but only in certain cases, if then. Drawing con-
clusions from empirical tests of hypotheses in polit-
ical science is often an inductive process. In these
cases, whatever conclusions we are able to draw
from our evidence can only be tentative and uncer-
tain; the laws of logic provide no ironclad guaran-
tee of their validity.

Indirect Hypothesis Testing Notice that we did
not test our hypothesis, “National wealth promotes
democracy,” directly. We did not directly observe a
single case in which national wealth clearly caused
a democracy to come about when none existed be-
fore or caused an existing democracy to remain in
existence over a protracted period of time. All we
did was to categorize the countries of the contem-
porary world by income group and type of govern-
ment to see if any patterns emerged. We did not un-
dertake in-depth investigations of these countries
individually to see if wealth really does account for
the presence or absence of democracy in each case,
and if it does, how it does so. We never directly
looked for evidence demonstrating the editorial-
ist’s contention that wealth promotes democracy
by promoting education, mass communications, a
middle class, or a government responsive to its
citizens” demands.

Although the data we presented on nearly 200
countries displays a general pattern linking wealth
and successful, long-term democracies, they do not
permit us to conclude that wealth always promotes
democracy. They don’t even permit us to conclude
that wealth is definitely responsible for creating or

sustaining democracy in any of the wealthiest
democracies listed in table 3.2. The data simply tell
us that wealth is associated (or correlated) with the
most successful democracies as a general rule. Al-
though this correlation is consistent with the hy-
pothesis that national wealth promotes democracy,
the evidence does not definitively demonstrate that
the hypothesis is true. That conclusion would be a
false inference.

Most of the hypotheses we test in political sci-
ence are tested indirectly, not directly. Especially
when we look at aggregate data for a variety of
countries, the best we can do is draw tentative in-
ferences from whichever general patterns we can
discern. Case studies of individual countries would
give us deeper, more detailed information about
whether, and how, national wealth actually pro-
motes democracy in practice. In other words, we
would have to undertake in-depth examinations
of the relationship between national wealth and
democracy in, say, the United States, Japan, or
other democracies to see if (and how) wealth actu-
ally promotes democracy. But individual case stud-
ies are usually too narrowly focused to enable us to
draw grand conclusions about the relationship be-
tween wealth and democracy in general. Such stud-
ies typically cannot show us how this relationship
might apply to all or most of the nations of the
world in different historical periods. Once again,
we are forced to be very modest about the scope
and certitude of our knowledge.

Multicausality Sometimes a phenomenon has
only one cause. Heat alone, for example, causes ice
to melt. But far more often, even in the natural
world, events occur because of a multiplicity of
causes. These multiple causes can work simultane-
ously or in different sequences; they can work in a
variety of combinations and quantities. Political
and social phenomena, in particular, rarely have
only one cause; in human affairs, multicausality is
far more likely than monocausality. Whether we
are trying to explain democracy, dictatorship, voter
turnout, economic growth, or why nations go to
war, two or more independent variables typically
account for the dependent variable we are trying to
explain. Thus the level of national wealth by itself
may not account for democracy or its absence in
any of the countries listed in our tables.
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FIGURE 3.14 Intervening Variables Between National Wealth and Democracy

Conceivably, national wealth may promote demo-
cracy by working through other variables that may
play a more direct role in stimulating the birth of a
democracy or in undergirding a successful democ-
racy over time. In a major work on this topic,
Seymour Martin Lipset suggested that such vari-
ables as an educated public, mass communications,
and a politically active middle class may ultimately
depend on the size of a nation’s wealth, but it is
these intervening variables, not wealth per se, that
may have a more immediate impact on the fate of
democracy. These variables intervene between na-
tional wealth and democracy, enabling the one to
exert a causative effect on the other, as illustrated in
figure 3.14.1°

The recipe for a successful democracy has so
many ingredients that it is virtually impossible to
specify which ones are more important than others.
In addition to national wealth and the intervening
variables it can buy, democracies may need such
things as a general respect for the law, a tradition of
cooperation and compromise among social groups, a
political elite that respects the rights and liberties of
the population, and a host of additional factors as
well. The precise mixture of these ingredients may
vary from democracy to democracy. Rarely, if ever, is
democracy simply the product of one sole causal
variable. Although the analysis we have just con-
ducted shows a strong association between national
wealth and successful democracy, it by no means
rules out the possibility that additional independent
variables (other than those connected with wealth)
may also be of crucial significance in accounting for
the existence or long-term success of democracies.

In trying to understand political reality, we must
always be sensitive to the possibility (indeed the
likelihood) of multicausality. Reducing complex

realities to just one explanatory variable while
paying insufficient attention to other contributing
explanations is a logical fallacy called reductivism.
Reductivism is just as fallacious in everyday politi-
cal discourse as it is in political science. When we
make such statements as “In U.S. politics, race deter-
mines everything” or “Big business runs the coun-
try,” we may be just as reductivist in our reasoning
as is someone who would suggest that national
wealth alone explains the existence or success of
democracy. Before we single out one particular vari-
able as the sole explanation of the phenomenon at
hand, therefore, we had better make certain that we
have systematically ruled out all other potential ex-
planatory variables. A scientific approach to politics
requires us to be on the lookout at all times for mul-
tiple sources of explanation and causation in politi-
cal life and to pay close attention to the ways they
interact. To do otherwise is to engage in illogical
argumentation and oversimplification.

Necessary and Sufficient Conditions One of the
most basic distinctions in the logic of causation
is the distinction between necessary and sufficient
conditions.

A necessary condition is one that must be
present in order for some phenomenon or event to
occur; without it, the event cannot occur. A certain
amount of sunlight is a necessary condition for
most plant growth. By itself, however, sunlight
may not be sufficient to ensure the steady growth of
a plant to maturity. Anyone who raises tomatoes or
houseplants knows that regular watering may also
be necessary.

A sufficient condition is one that by itself suf-
fices for the phenomenon to occur. When a suffi-
cient condition is present, the phenomenon must
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occur. It is not necessary, for example, to focus sun-
light on paper through a magnifying glass in order
to ignite a fire. Striking a match or spontaneous
combustion is just as incendiary. Any one of these
methods, however, is sufficient to start a fire.

Some causative agents are both necessary and
sufficient conditions simultaneously. The gravita-
tional attraction of the Earth and the moon are
both necessary and sufficient to cause the tides to
change.

Other agents may exert a discernible causative
effect on phenomena, but are neither necessary nor
sufficient to cause the observed outcomes. Numer-
ous studies show that smokers contract lung cancer
at significantly higher rates than nonsmokers. Yet
smoking is not a necessary condition for lung can-
cer, since nonsmokers also contract the disease. Nor
is smoking a sufficient cause for lung cancer, since
smoking does not always result in cancer; many
lifelong smokers remain cancer-free all their lives.
As a consequence, scientists prefer to call smoking
a “risk factor” that is “strongly correlated” with
cancer.

Is a high level of national wealth a necessary or
sufficient condition for democracy? The data pre-
sented in the tables show that it is neither. Costa
Rica, a lower-middle-income country, has been rel-
atively successful in maintaining democratic elec-
toral procedures since 1949. This country provides
evidence that a relatively high level of wealth is not
absolutely necessary to build and sustain electoral
democracy. By implication, factors other than those
that depend on national wealth may be very im-
portant in creating a democracy and even sustain-
ing it over many decades. We'll have to look spe-
cifically at fairly poor democracies like India to
find out exactly what these democracy-sustaining
forces are.

At the same time, our data show that wealth is
not sufficient to establish or maintain democracy.
Fairly rich countries like Saudi Arabia, Singapore,
Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates are not
democracies, nor are several countries in the
upper-middle-income category, as indicated in
table 3.7. The Soviet Union at its peak had the
world’s second largest GNP after the United States,
yet it was never a democracy. Again, by implica-
tion, factors in addition to those that depend on na-
tional wealth may be necessary to build and sustain

democracy. Once more, we’ll have to undertake
more intensive country-by-country investigations
to identify these variables.

To what extent, then, does the information pre-
sented here permit us to conclude that national
wealth “promotes” (or “causes”) democracy? The
best answer we can give is that national wealth is
strongly correlated with democracy and therefore in-
creases the likelihood of democracy. As Lipset concluded
in his pioneering work, “The more well-to-do a
nation, the greater the chances that it will sustain
democracy.” Conversely, the poorer a country is,
the less likely it is that it will have or sustain democ-
racy. The correlation is not perfect, however; as we
have seen, there are exceptions to it.

Furthermore, the data do not tell us exactly
when a new democracy will come into existence,
replacing some form of authoritarianism. As Adam
Przeworski and his co-researchers have demon-
strated in a study that looks at the relationship
between wealth and democracy over a forty-year
period, democracy by no means arises automati-
cally once a country passes a certain threshold of
national wealth. Factors other than wealth—such
as concrete actions taken by political forces that
want democracy—can be even more important
than economic factors in forging a democracy
where none existed previously. Wealth is important
primarily in sustaining democracy over the long
term in countries where it already exists, the study
concludes.!®

The evidence at hand tells us that national
wealth tends to promote and sustain democracy
and increases the chances for democracy. But it
does not determine that democracy will actually
come about, or even necessarily succeed, over the
long run.

PARADOXES OF CAUSATIVE LOGIC

As the preceding hypothesis-testing exercise has
shown, demonstrating causation is not easy. We
now come to a great paradox of scientific logic:
although one of the most important aims of science is to
discover the causes of things, causation is one of the most
difficult of all phenomena to demonstrate conclusively.
This paradox is especially evident in political sci-
ence, where we are dealing with so many interact-
ing variables. Only rarely in political life do we
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FIGURE 3.15 Reciprocal Causation

come upon an instance in which A demonstrably
causes B, necessarily and sufficiently. It is far more
likely that B is caused by more than one factor.

To make things even more complicated, we may
confront the conundrum of the chicken and the egg.
Evidence indicating a strong correlation between A
and B does not necessarily mean that A is a cause of
B; it could mean that B is a cause of A. Thus the data
presented in this chapter may not be telling us
that national wealth tends to promote democracy;
rather, it may be indicating that democracy pro-
motes national wealth. Alternatively, A and B could
be related in a mutually reinforcing interactive
process known as reciprocal causation. In that case,
national wealth promotes democracy, and democ-
racy in turn raises national wealth (see figure 3.15).
To learn exactly which is causing which, and how
these processes work, we have to look more deeply
into specific cases and observe the relationship be-
tween national wealth and democracy in individual
countries, and then compare the results. The sys-
tematic comparison of such individual cases is one
of the main activities of comparative politics.

Political science must also contend with another
problem: it is rarely able to test its hypotheses under con-
trolled laboratory conditions. Whereas natural scien-
tists can frequently test their hypotheses in scrupu-
lously controlled experiments by manipulating their
lab rats, chemicals, and atom-smashing devices as
they wish, political scientists are seldom so fortu-
nate. In some cases we can exercise a modicum of
control over our variables. We can conduct focus
group surveys or elite interviews with a manageable
number of individuals, for example, and derive
some generalizations about politics from their re-
sponses to our questionnaires. Even these kinds of
studies have problems. Our respondents may misin-
terpret our questions, or their responses may be
ambiguous and hard to interpret. Still more prob-
lematically, we must often test our hypotheses
against whatever factual information we can dig up
from the uneven ground of historical and contempo-
rary reality. The information we may need in order to
come to reliable conclusions may be insufficient or

Democracy

unreliable. The generalizations we make from this
patchy evidence are all the more uncertain as a
result.

And so we come to another paradox: political sci-
ence seeks to generalize about politics, but most of our
generalizations are at best tentative or only partially
valid. It often happens in political science that our
efforts to make clear-cut, universally valid general-
izations run into empirical evidence of consider-
able complexity. Some of our generalizations apply
only under certain conditions; there are exceptions
to most every rule. It is vitally important to specify
what these conditions are and why the exceptions
occur. Paradoxically yet again, defining the limits of
our generalizations is a major purpose of scientific gen-
eralization itself.

Thus the scientific approach to politics cautions
us to be modest in our claims to political certitude.
Political science teaches us that, when it comes to
making explanatory generalizations about politics,
uncertainty is more likely than certainty. This lesson is
an important one. In every science, recognizing the
limits of our knowledge is the start of wisdom.

THE PRACTICAL IMPORTANCE
OF HYPOTHESIS TESTING

In spite of the difficulties of causative logic, hy-
pothesis testing is still a powerful analytical mech-
anism for understanding politics. It compels us to
be explicit in our use of political terminology. It
makes us check our generalizations against avail-
able evidence. It forces us to consider evidence
against our prevailing assumptions and biases, not
just evidence supporting them. It requires us to be
systematic and logical in analyzing the evidence
and drawing conclusions from it. It clarifies what
we know, and what we don’t know, about politi-
cal life.

The logic of hypothesis testing is therefore
essential to political science. But the benefits of hy-
pothesis testing are by no means confined to the
ivory-tower world of academic abstractions. They
have an immense practical value as well. In the real
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world of political action and debate, politicians,
pundits, and ordinary people hold all sorts of opin-
ions on all sorts of political issues. Not uncommonly,
people cling to their most cherished political beliefs
with unshakable obstinacy, regarding their cer-
tainty as beyond question. In actuality, however, a
great deal of what people know (or think they
know) about politics really amounts to hypotheses:
assumptions, impressions, or hunches that in many
instances are only vaguely articulated or insuffi-
ciently examined. Many of us, for example, have
heard such platitudes as “The longer politicians stay
in office, the more they are out of touch with public
opinion,” or “Governments just waste money,” or
“Foreign aid does not work,” or countless other
generalizations about politics that animate every-
day political discussion. Political scientists are not
the only ones who like to generalize about politics;
politicians and average citizens do, too. Such gen-
eralizations frequently provide the underlying ra-
tionale for important decisions political leaders
make and for the way people behave within their
respective political systems. But are those general-
izations true? Only a systematic analysis of the evi-
dence can tell us.

Consider as an example the editorialist’s recom-
mendation that wealthy democracies should pro-
vide economic assistance to newly democratizing
countries. How do our findings about the relation-
ship between national wealth and democracy help
us formulate our own opinion on this practical pol-
icy issue? As we saw, national wealth is strongly—
but not perfectly—correlated with democracy. But
we also saw that national wealth per se does
not necessarily promote democracy; only when it
is funneled into such intervening variables as edu-
cation, an open communications system, or a mid-
dle class is wealth more likely to strengthen the
conditions for democratic rule. And we also con-
cluded that factors other than wealth may also be
necessary to build and maintain democratic modes
of government.

Thus our empirical analysis compels the con-
clusion that economic assistance aimed at raising
the national wealth of democratizing countries
may indeed be very helpful in supporting democ-
racy, but it provides no guarantee that democracy
will actually succeed. A great deal depends on
how the money is spent. Will it be used to expand

education or encourage the growth of a pro-
democracy middle class? Or will it be spent on
things that do not necessarily increase the chances
for democracy, such as higher salaries for bureau-
crats or graft for corrupt politicians? In any event,
if key elites or broad segments of the population
simply do not want democracy or do not try to
make it work, wealth alone may not save the demo-
cratic cause.

Unfortunately, not everybody subjects their gen-
eralizations to a systematic reality check as we've
just done. As a consequence, the generalizations
people commonly make about politics often tend
to oversimplify matters. But testing our political
assumptions against reality is precisely what a sci-
entific approach to politics demands. Applying sci-
entific logic to the study of politics helps us avoid
oversimplification and enables us to appreciate the
complexities of the real world.

Accordingly, one of the most important “scien-
tific” questions we can ask about any political gen-
eralization is, “What is the evidence to support it?”
Another is, “What is the evidence against it?” We
must then be very cautious and scrupulously logi-
cal in interpreting the results of these inquiries.

COUNTERINTUITIVE RESULTS

Systematic hypothesis testing is especially interest-
ing when its results are counterintuitive. Counter-
intuitive results are those that run counter to what
we expect. Not infrequently, they contradict widely
held preconceptions or what “everybody knows”
on the basis of “common sense.” For centuries,
“everybody knew” that the Earth is flat. Evidence
to the contrary was counterintuitive. Though per-
haps less dramatic, hypothesis testing in political
science can also yield counterintuitive outcomes.
Quite a few generalizations people make about pol-
itics on the basis of “common sense” or personal
experience turn out, on examination, to be either
completely false or true only in certain instances.
Here are a few examples:

» Democracy, it is widely assumed, is government
“by the people,” not by elites. Comparative stud-
ies of democracies show, however, that elites may
be even more important than the people are in cre-
ating and sustaining democratic modes of gov-
ernment. In some cases, elites are more respectful
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of democratic values—such as tolerance and free-
dom of speech—than the general public is.

« Another widely held assumption about democ-
racy is that people will take full advantage of the
opportunities it offers to stand up for their rights
and actively promote their interests through the
political process. In fact, however, most people
in democracies do not engage in such “collective
action,” even when their own economic interests
or other concerns are at stake. [ronically, they are
far more likely to believe that their personal in-
terests are best served by doing nothing.

It is often assumed that revolutions and mass
uprisings against unpopular governments are
most likely to take place when the population
hits bottom, that is, when poverty and political
subjugation reach intolerable extremes. In real-
ity, however, revolutions and mass unrest are
more likely to take place after a noticeable im-
provement has taken place in living conditions.
It is not the extremely poor who most often rebel,
but people who are experiencing “rising expec-
tations” of still more improvements. Their anger
may reach the boiling point when these expecta-
tions are then frustrated.

Scientific hypothesis testing is also important for
another practical reason: it can help you examine your
own political assumptions in a rational and coherent
manner. One of the main objectives of your political
science education should be to learn how to spell
out your own political ideas in terms of proposi-
tions that can be put to a systematic test against the
facts. Critical-thinking skills of this kind are invalu-
able in dealing not only with empirical questions
about politics but with normative issues as well. As
we noted earlier in this chapter, our political values
and ideals need to be addressed with reference to
the realities of political life. The rules of hypothesis
testing provide a method for determining what
those realities are and for clarifying how well we
know them.

SOME CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

Now that you have examined some key scientific
terminology in political science and walked
through a hypothesis-testing exercise, you should
have a better idea of what political science is. Of

course, you won't get a deeper feel for it until
you've studied it more thoroughly, but you should
at least be in a position to appreciate some general-
izations about what political science tries to do.

Let’s emphasize what political science is not.
First, it is not “just opinion.” Although the study of
politics usually provides ample opportunities to
formulate and express one’s personal political
views, political science as an empirical science insists
on the observance of strict rules of collecting, ana-
lyzing, and interpreting the facts. It requires us to
support our opinions with relevant evidence and
to modify our opinions (or perhaps discard them
entirely) in the light of contrary information. Thus
political science does not regard all political opin-
ions as equally valid. Those opinions that can meet
the acid test of empirical reality checks based on the
rigors of scientific logic are generally more valid
than are those based on insufficient evidence or
faulty logic.

Of course, sometimes we just do not have the
evidence we need to draw a reasoned, “scientific”
conclusion. At times the information we need does
not exist; at times it may not be readily available. In
these cases, it is incumbent on us to acknowledge
that the evidence we need to substantiate our case
is lacking.

Even though the canons of empirical science are
demanding, there is still plenty of room for rational
debate and disagreement over controversial politi-
cal issues. Subjective value judgments and prefer-
ences invariably play—indeed must play—a major
role in political thinking. Just as important, the
rules of scientific logic open up a vast realm of
empirical uncertainty with respect to many politi-
cal questions. By itself, empirical political science
cannot compel you to be a liberal or a conservative,
a moderate or a radical. It simply tells you that,
whatever your personal political predilections, you
must take the rules of scientific logic into account
when shaping and defending your political views.

Second, political science is not “just current
events,” nor is it “just facts” or “just stories.” As we
indicated in chapter 1, political science is an effort
to understand current events as well as the past
(and, to some extent, the future) by generalizing
about humanity’s political experience. Political sci-
ence uses facts to formulate and test these general-
izations. Political scientists are just as fascinated or
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amused as anyone else by stories and anecdotes
about politics, but as social scientists we are mainly
concerned with connecting particular incidents to
broader trends and processes. In telling stories
about politics, we are especially interested in what
the stories tell us about politics. Moreover, random
facts or anecdotal evidence may not be enough to sus-
tain a political generalization. We may need to ana-
lyze a vast array of available evidence before we
can come to any reliable conclusions. And if the ev-
idence available is incomplete or merely anecdotal,
we must say so.

More than anything else, political science is a
mode of thinking about politics. It is an academic
“discipline” in that it disciplines our minds to think
in certain ways, in accordance with a specified logic
and systematic methods of analysis.

Developing Critical-Thinking Skills

Depending on the career path you take, you may
need more advanced analytical skills than we can
provide in this book. This volume is purely intro-
ductory. In the pages that follow, we do not engage
in formal statistical hypothesis testing, nor do we
teach you how to design a research project of your
own. Rather, we present numerous examples of
hypotheses that have been advanced by political
scientists who have written on the topics and coun-
tries covered in this volume. Along the way we
introduce you to key concepts in political science,
and to prominent theories and models as they
apply to comparative politics. We also expose you
to some of the most influential scholarship in the
field. Throughout this enterprise, we are guided by
one overriding aim: to help you think for yourself
about politics in terms of the scientific terminology
and logic presented in this chapter.

Accordingly, this book provides numerous syn-
opses of scholarly arguments that use the five-step
hypothesis-testing logic presented here:

1. Definition of key terms

2. Identification of the variables

3. Expectations of the hypothesis in “if . . . then”
form

4. Collection and examination of the evidence

5. Conclusions (consistent with the hypothesis,
inconsistent, mixed, or inconclusive)

Every chapter that follows contains a hypothesis-
testing exercise that employs this format. We hope that
by learning how these logical steps are used in
comparative politics, you will learn not only how
to think like a political scientist but also how to
apply these steps yourself to analytical tasks in
other areas of inquiry.

KEY TERMS
(In bold and underlined in the text)

Value judgments
Empirical analysis
Variable

Dependent variable
Independent variable
Correlation (association)
Intervening variables
Spurious correlation
Law

Theory

Hypothesis

Model

Ideal type

Paradigm

Fallacy of composition
Tautology

Induction

Deduction

Necessary condition
Sufficient condition
Counterintuitive results
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