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Over time, The field of comparative politics has 

undergone “wide oscillations in search of an adequate 

paradigm” (Kamrava, 2008). The initial focus on the 

State as the major actor -and of comparative politics 

as a descriptive science of its institutions and 

organization- led to an approach emphasizing the role 

of society. Early revolutions across Europe favored a 

conception of political outputs from societal inputs. 

Among recent scholar literature the importance of 

state regained a central role. Kamrava argues that 

these cycle brought important insights for further 

political analysis.  

Neither state nor society can explain political change 

by themselves. A more inclusive approach would be 

one built on the identification of political and social 

institutions -namely, state and society- and their 

interaction as the key to compare political realities. 

This approach had been proposed long before the 

author did in 1996, but he manages to present a 

consistent framework showing its development 

across different theories and its applications. 

According to this view, the main functions of the state 

would be regulation, extraction, enforcement and the 

setting of public agenda. Political institutions would 

comprise those related to the executive, legislative 

and judiciary, among other branches. On the other 

hand, social institutions would be defined as “an 

intangible phenomena that endows a community with 

a collective sense of identitiy” (Kamrava, 2008). This 

collective identity could arise from a common set of 

beliefs, shared experience, geographical linkage, 

ideology or ethnic linage and would be more loosely 

structured than political insitutions. Even though its 

influence in the political setting may be more subtle, 

it is not of less impotance. Some of those social 

institutions, like that of family, are universal across 

different nations, but may occupy a different position 

or be deemed of greater importance in certain systems.  

The interaction between these political and social 

institutions results in the development of a particular 

political culture and political economy, also shaped 

by international influences. Even though its study has 

brought valuable insights, the author emphasizes the 

inherent uncertainty of any prediction in this field.  

Depending on how the state and society happen to 

interrelate in a given society -rather than according to 

economic or ideological cataloging-, different 

political classifications arise. Kamrava suggests a 

differenciation across three types of regimes usually 

conceived as belonging to the spectrum of 

democracies: viable democracies, new democracies 

and pseudo democracies. All democracies share the 

input process of political actors into the state and 

impartial judiciary and legislative; the diferenciating 

factor is how each relates to their respective society. 

Viable democracies -which he identifies with “first 

world democracies”- would be those highly 

integrative with their societies, in which institutions 

and their underlying premises need to “mutually 

reinforce one another” to effectively survive 
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(Kamrava, 2008). New democracies are inherent to 

democratic states and develop through institutional 

links arising from both society and the state, resulting 

in the building of popular legitimacy. Pseudo-

Democracies are those which -despite implementing 

democratic principles on the surface- do not let this 

principles “penetrate through society” (Kamrava, 

2008). As the distinguishing characteristic for the last 

type he points out the absence of civil society, which 

to a large extent devoids it of political meaning. This 

approach diverges from those which propose the fact 

of them being recent or concentrated geographically.  

Among the non democatic states are those whose 

legislative and judiciary are not at the service of 

society, “the former facilitating and the latter 

ensuring it” (Kamrava, 2008), but rather have it 

subdued. Kamrava distinguishes between 

inclusionary populists and totalitarian regimes and 

bureocratic authoritarian regimes.  

Inclusionary populist regimes call for the inclussion 

of the “masses” into the political process and stay in 

power through developing highly penetrative 

infrastructures to access different layers of society 

(Kamrava, 2008). As Kamrava explains, this 

approach shares more aspects with authoritarian 

regimes than with democratic ones.  

Authoritarian regimes are shaped in an “exclusionary” 

fashion, where the largest share of power is owned by 

the state and violently enforced, excluding others 

from political functions. This results in social 

institutions incapable of accessing political ones. This 

situation may last for as long as the system which 

prevents society from accessing political institutions 

is in place and effective.   

In disfunctional systems -he gives Ethiopia, Somalia 

or Lebanon in the 1970s as an example- neither of the 

institutions is able to access the other. This distress 

usually continues until domminance of one over the 

other reestablishes its relationships.  

Similarly, revolutions, understood as “violent 

struggles aimed at achieving a fuller and more 

developed political establishment” may seek to 

change the established balances of power. 

Historically, they have often given rise to populist, 

inclusionary regimes because of their dependeance on 

the “patronage of masses of people” (Kamrava, 2008).  

Regarding the transition to democratization, Kamrava 

remarks that the importance of devoting attention to 

social and cultural dymnamics as well as elites’ 

choices or economic development. The influence of 

culture will shape both the transition and the first 

stages of democratic order.  

Finally, Mr. Kamrava seeks to avoid the “trap of 

etnothentricity” by explaining that within this 

paradigm different national, institutional, cultural and 

social contexts bring about different states arising 

from their institutions and their interactions. He 

understands that a throughtful analysis of political 

realities is probably deemed to be perishable when 

dealing with a reality changing over time. He hopes 

that the broad outlines of this approach -centered on 

states, societies and their interactions- will still hold 

applicability through the different political, 

thechnological and institutional changes to come.  

 


