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politics, and political science more generally, is illustrated in Figure 1.1. International poli-

tics addresses things like conflict, foreign policy, and international organizations that shape 

the relationships between countries. In contrast, comparative politics focuses on issues 

such as party systems, elections, identity politics, and interest group relations within coun-

tries like Brazil, China, Egypt, and Nigeria. Scholars interested in political economy issues, 

such as migration, trade, central bank independence, and exchange rate policy, cross the 

divide between international and comparative politics.

Students in the United States may wonder where US politics fits into this description. In 

most political science departments in the United States, US politics is considered a separate 

subfield. Does the fact that US politics focuses predominantly on politics within the United 

States mean that it should be considered part of comparative politics? This is a question 

that, for some reason, generates quite heated debate. Historically, a second traditional defi-

nition of comparative politics has been that it’s the study of politics in every country except 

the one in which the student resides. According to this definition, comparative politics is the 

study of what economists like to call “the rest of the world.” This definition, however, seems 

silly to us because it means that the study of Nigerian politics is part of comparative politics 

unless one happens to be studying it in Nigeria, in which case it’s simply “Nigerian politics.” 

We leave it to you to decide whether US politics should be considered part of comparative 

politics or not.

In addition to the two definitions just outlined, comparative politics has sometimes 

been defined as the study of politics using the method of comparison. This tradition, which 

dates back at least as far as Aristotle’s attempt to classify constitutional forms, seeks to 

answer questions about politics by comparing and contrasting attributes of different poli-

ties. Although this third definition is, to some extent, descriptively accurate, it’s not particu-

larly useful. As we show in Chapter 2, comparison is central to all scientific endeavors. As 

a result, defining comparative politics in terms of a “comparative” method would make it 
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FIGURE 1.1 ■    One View of Political Science




