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Abstract
Central to this special issue is the notion that the methods and conceptual tools of com-
parative politics can improve our understanding of global climate change politics. Building
on recent advancements in the field of comparative environmental politics, the special is-
sues offers a more comprehensive treatment of climate change politics in developed coun-
tries, emerging economies and least developed countries. In this introduction, I distil the
key features of comparative politics, advocate for the more rigorous application of com-
parative methods in climate politics scholarship and highlight three groups of political
factors—institutions, interests and ideas—that hold considerable promise in explaining cli-
mate change politics at the domestic level. The introduction concludes with an appeal to
(re)think how international and domestic politics interact. Examples drawn from the arti-
cles assembled for this special issue are used to substantiate the claims made.

Players and painted stage took all my love,
And not those things that they were emblems of.

—WB Yeats, “The Circus Animals’ Desertion”

Central to this special issue is the notion that the methods and conceptual
tools of comparative politics can improve our understanding of climate change
politics. As a leading observer of climate policy recently put it, “Oddly, most
studies of international coordination on global warming ignore national policy

Global Environmental Politics 15:3, August 2015, doi:10.1162/GLEP_e_00309
© 2015 by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology

* I thank Catherine Boone for comments on earlier versions of this introduction as well as for
assistance in managing and editing the special issue. The editors at Global Environmental Politics
and two anonymous reviewers provided insights that greatly improved the manuscript. I also
thank Catherine Boone and Tim Forsyth at the Department of International Development as
well as Alina Averchenkova and Samuel Fankhauser at the Grantham Research Institute on Cli-
mate Change and the Environment for their support of a March 2014 workshop on these issues
at the London School of Economics. Support of the Centre d’études et de recherches interna-
tionales (CÉRIUM) at the Université de Montréal, particularly Frédéric Mérand, was key to see-
ing this project through to completion. Funding for this special issue was provided through a
postdoctoral fellowship awarded by the Canadian Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council.

1

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/glep/article-pdf/15/3/1/1817753/glep_e_00309.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



and treat governments as ‘black boxes.’ Few analysts of international policy peer
inside the box to discover how it works.”1 Comparative politics helps us open
these “black boxes.” Indeed, Harrison and Sundstrom made a similar argument
in an earlier special issue of this journal,2 and comparative approaches increas-
ingly find expression in Global Environmental Politics.3 This special issue extends
comparative research to includes investigation into climate change politics of
developed countries, emerging economies and, particularly novel, least devel-
oped countries (LDCs)—which have received insufficient attention to date. This
introduction provides some cohesion to a series of studies covering very differ-
ent parts of the world and a range of issues.

Comparative climate change politics should be seen as a subset of compar-
ative environmental politics. In a recent effort to consolidate the state of knowl-
edge in this emerging field, Steinberg and VanDeveer argued that comparative
environmental politics needs to better integrate comparative politics and environ-
mental policy—two fields that have suffered from mutual disengagement—
towards a doubly engaged research program.4 Comparative politics themes that
continue to have underexplored links to climate change and broader environmen-
tal issues include the literature on the role of the state and social conflict in pro-
cesses of economic modernization,5 the role of institutions in economic
development,6 and variation in the relationship between the state, markets, and
society.7 Three groups of political factors in the comparative politics literature—
institutions, interests, and ideas—hold considerable promise in explaining domes-
tic climate change politics. However, comparativists also need to become more
deeply engaged with environmental policy literatures. Because of the urgency of
climate change, most climate issues are investigated not simply to understand
what is occurring but to identify opportunities for intervention and remediation.

While bringing together comparative politics and public policy is impor-
tant, comparative climate change politics needs to go further—toward a triply
engaged social science. The overarching theme of this special issue is a need
to integrate research traditions of comparative politics, public policy, and inter-
national relations. Because climate change is politically salient, if not security
relevant, in ways other global environmental problems are not,8 research must
retain an international dimension. Such a claim will not be lost on the Global
Environmental Politics readership. In this introduction I hope to create a place for
domestic politics in IR research related to climate change.

Important to this triple task is grappling with the unique epistemological
and methodological challenges posed by the effort to drill research down to the

1. Victor 2011, 8.
2. Harrison and Sundstrom 2007, 2; also see Harrison and Sundstrom 2010.
3. Hayes J and Knox-Hayes 2014; Kim and Wolinsky-Nahmias 2014; Skjærseth et al. 2013; Szarka

2012; Young and Coutinho 2013.
4. Steinberg and VanDeveer 2012, 371–403.
5. Cardoso and Faletto 1979 [1969]; Huntington 1968; Moore 1993 [1966].
6. March and Olsen 1989; North 1995; Rodrik 2007; Sangmpam 2007.
7. Bates 2005 [1981]; Boone 2003b, 2013b, 2014; Kohli 2004; Popkin 1979; Scott 1976.
8. Purdon 2014b, 314–316; Victor 2011, 49–52.
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domestic levels while considering global context. Comparative politics is known
as a grounded, immersive and imperfectly positivist approach. In Evans’ charac-
terization, comparative politics is constituted by an “eclectic messy center” that
“sees particular cases as the building blocks for general theories and theories as
lenses to identify what is interesting and significant about particular cases.”9

Steinberg and VanDeveer situate comparative politics “between theoretical gen-
eralization and an appreciation for the importance of context.”10 Many compar-
ativists traditionally defined themselves by their geographical areas of expertise—
Latin America, Africa, or Eastern Europe, for example. Comparativists are often
uncertain about making the types of global claims casually thrown about by IR
scholars—and with good reason—the world is very complex. At the same time,
we expect that an eager climate policy community wants to know how an expla-
nation that works in one part of the world might work elsewhere. Political scien-
tists new to the climate change arena may be surprised to learn how controversial
such matters may be, given a long-established critical, non-positivist tradition in
certain strains of geography and environmental studies. Two commentary pieces
in this special issue, by Forsyth and Levidow and by Steinberg, initiate important
dialogue on these thorny issues.

The key message emerging from this special issue is the need for research
into climate change politics to extend beyond institutions and better address
interests and ideas at the international, state and subnational levels. While all
three factors are important for domestic climate change politics, many institu-
tions are much easier to observe than interests and ideas; consequently, institu-
tional analysis tends to be over-represented in domestic climate change
literature.11 Broadening political analysis to consider interests and ideas along
with institutions improves the explanatory power of climate change politics.
This also resonates with thinking about climate change politics internationally.
It is increasingly clear that we need to move away from the continued fixation
with the international climate change regime—“the players and painted
stage”—and develop alternative IR theoretical approaches that leave more space
for domestic politics. Neoliberal institutionalism may have been an appropriate
strategy for understanding international climate change negotiations, but the
climate change regime complex is now mature and complex enough that we
should ask for more from IR theory.

In the next section I justify a turn towards comparative politics for climate
change research and then make a brief foray into these epistemological and
methodological issues. The bulk of this introduction is, however, dedicated to
discussing institutions, interests and ideas as they relate to the papers in this
special issue. The final section sketches out what a triply engaged climate change
politics research program might look like, drawing on our special issue papers as
examples.

9. Kohli et al. 1995, 4.
10. Steinberg and VanDeveer 2012, 9.
11. Biesbroek et al. 2013; Candel, 2014; Purdon, 2014c.
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Why the Comparative Turn in Climate Change Politics?

What justifies the turn towards comparative politics for climate change research?
I identify four reasons.

First is increasing concern about neoliberal institutionalism as a theory ca-
pable of explaining and understanding global climate change politics, particu-
larly given its assumptions about which domestic institutions, interests and
ideas matter. In contrast to other issues of international politics, environmental
regimes are “notably and increasingly focused on attempts to influence domes-
tic practices, policies and policy-making processes rather than simply to con-
strain or modify the external behaviour of states.”12 In other words, domestic
politics are much more important to climate change politics than they are to
security and international trade.

Nonetheless, neoliberal institutionalism has arguably been more interested
in international institutions than domestic politics. Because all states stand to ben-
efit from the prevention of dangerous climate change, neoliberal institutionalists
tend to assume that states will eventually find it in their interest to cooperate to
reduce emissions. International institutions would reveal the global, common in-
terest. Neoliberal institutionalism thus grants international political processes
greater causal weight than domestic politics in a state’s determination of what
its interests are.13 While neoliberal institutionalists have previously effectively
combined international and domestic factors, such as in the study of international
political economy,14 IR scholars and climate policy practitioners tend to expect
global climate accords and international institutions to produce uniform and stan-
dardized effects at the domestic level. A key message of this special issue is that
state and subnational interests on climate change are much more varied.

The assumptions baked into neoliberal institutionalism can lead to ques-
tionable expectations about how climate change politics will unfold. One exam-
ple is the theory that as countries become more economically developed and
capable of taking action to mitigate to climate change, their interest in doing
so will also emerge.15 However, a recent comparative investigation by Ward,
Cao, and Mukherjee suggests that rising capacity of authoritarian regimes results
instead in worsening environmental outcomes.16 Similarly, political economy
preferences appear more important than state capacity for explaining the effec-
tiveness of the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), the international car-
bon offset mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol, with CDM projects more
effectively reducing emissions in Uganda than in Tanzania—states with similar
levels of capacity.17 As the international climate change regime moves toward a
more fragmented structure where national and subnational actors play a larger

12. Bernstein and Cashore 2012, 585.
13. Sterling-Folker 1997.
14. Milner 1988; 1997; Simmons 1994; Simmons et al. 2006.
15. Victor 2011, 11–12.
16. Ward et al. 2014.
17. Purdon, forthcoming 2015.
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role,18 there is a need to build greater understanding of how climate change
politics work at the lower rungs of Sartori’s ladder of political analysis.19 What
political factors at the domestic level might promote greater cooperation on
climate protection? The bottom-up perspective of comparative politics affords
intimate knowledge of domestic political and economic factors that are impor-
tant in climate change politics yet may be underappreciated by the outside
observer.

Second, comparative politics should be seen as a complement to recent
climate change politics research focusing on transnational, non-state actors
and multi-scalar climate governance.20 However, while the identification of
new actors beyond the international climate change regime is refreshing, the
sheer number of actors identified in multi-scalar research necessitates some
method of adjudicating between them. Yes, cities may be important climate ac-
tors, but which cities are more salient and why? While many transnational or-
ganizations and networks may be progressive on climate change, not all will be
significant in terms of their actual effect on climate change politics and related
climate policy outcomes. The risk with transnational research is that it might dif-
fer too little from neoliberal institutionalism—fixating not on institutions for
inter-state cooperation but those for inter-city or inter-NGO cooperation. Arguably,
insufficient effort has been placed on politics in the shadows and explaining the
failure to cooperate.21 For this reason, studies like that of Houle, Lachapelle,
and Purdon, included in this issue of GEP, are unique in comparing California
and Quebec, which have proceeded to establish North America’s most compre-
hensive cap-and-trade system, with two other jurisdictions which have with-
drawn from the process. As Gordon argues in a recent article in this journal,
climate policy coordination is especially complex in federal systems.22

Third, comparative politics contrasts with neoliberal institutionalism and
transnational research in attention given to the state. While comparative politics
does not inherently privilege any particular unit of analysis, comparativists con-
tinue to appreciate “the enduring importance of domestic politics and the
nation-state in particular.”23 The state has largely fallen through the cracks,
given the “think globally, act locally” mantra of global environmentalism.24

The state, however, is very important for undertaking policy-relevant research,
given its important role in policy formulation and implementation. As has been
observed elsewhere: “Despite the changes wrought by globalization, democratic

18. Asselt and Zelli 2014; Keohane and Victor 2011; Ostrom 2010; World Bank 2013.
19. Sartori 1970.
20. Andonova et al. 2009; Betsill and Bulkeley 2006; Bulkeley 2005; Bulkeley and Moser 2007;

Bulkeley et al. 2014; Cashore et al. 2004; Conca 2012; Corell and Betsill 2001; Green 2013;
Hakelberg 2014; Hoffmann 2011; Meckling 2011; Rabe 2007; Schreurs 2008; Toly 2008.

21. Strange 1983, 349.
22. Gordon 2015.
23. VanDeveer and Steinberg 2013, 154.
24. Steinberg and VanDeveer 2012, 14.
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states still have more steering capacity and legitimacy to regulate the activities of
corporations and other social agents along ecologically sustainable lines in
more systematic ways than any non-state alternative.”25 It is time to bring the
state back in.26

The papers assembled here demonstrate the continued relevance of the
state for implementation of climate change policy. For example, Hochstetler
and Kostka’s study of renewable energy policy in Brazil and China shows
how variation in fundamental relationships between state and business actors
has led to very different renewable energy policy outcomes. Kashwan identifies
jurisdictional and administrative differences between forest ministries in India,
Tanzania and Mexico as important factors in explaining benefit-sharing arrange-
ments being implemented for reducing deforestation and forest degradation
(REDD+) initiatives. Similarly, Barrett demonstrates how changes in local polit-
ical institutions in Kenya from decentralization to devolution, a shift ushered in
by adoption of the 2010 Constitution, has led to different patterns of disburse-
ment of adaptation funds. Finally, to the extent that Harrison’s comparison in-
volves a state and a subnational jurisdiction, her article indicates commonalities
in terms of authority over climate policy across units ostensibly at different po-
sitions on the scale of climate governance.

But a final reason comparative politics is attracting more attention is a
shift in academic interest from international climate policy negotiation to its
implementation. Perhaps climate change negotiations will never be concluded,
but nearly a decade since the Kyoto Protocol came into force, we have much to
learn. Too much of the current literature on climate change politics has focused
on policy outputs, international agreements and national policy announcements,
rather than climate policy outcomes such as emission reduction trends.27 For ex-
ample, despite the attention the CDM has attracted, only a handful of studies
seek to empirically evaluate the CDM’s claims to generate genuine emission re-
ductions.28 Most such research relied on information presented in CDM project
documents.29 But these documents are at the heart of information asymmetries
plaguing the CDM’s regulation because they are produced by project developers
themselves. Practical experience with REDD+ and other new international climate
finance mechanism is limited to institutional outputs which, as Kashwan observes
in his contribution, lends itself to superficial institutional analysis. Despite a de-
cade of negotiation, REDD+ has not been fully implemented at the country-level

25. Barry and Eckersley 2005, xii, cited in Steinberg and VanDeveer 2012, 14–15. Also see Migdal
(2009) for a recent discussion of the state in comparative research.

26. The state and variations in its form and capacity have been a key subject matter in comparative
politics. See Migdal 2009; Evans et al. 1985; Krasner 1984; Boone 2003b; Herbst 2000; Grindle
2007.

27. Bättig and Bernauer 2009, 284.
28. Purdon forthcoming 2015; Purdon 2014a; Purdon and Lokina 2014; Wara 2008; Zhang and

Wang 2011.
29. Alexeew et al. 2010; Au Yong 2009; Ganapati and Liu 2008; He and Morse 2010; Michaelowa

and Purohit 2007; Schneider 2007, 2011.

6 • Advancing Comparative Climate Change Politics

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/glep/article-pdf/15/3/1/1817753/glep_e_00309.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



and to reduce emissions, aside from Brazil’s largely unilateral efforts.30 However,
a focus on policy outputs is not simply a matter of the challenges of doing re-
search in the developing world but indicative of broader research tendencies.
Even recent reviews of climate policy in the developed world have found few
studies of policy effectiveness as well as a general lack of cross-country compar-
ative research.31 It is time to look beyond policy outcomes and the institutions
they often describe to explain climate change politics. With almost a decade of
climate policy implementation behind us, it is possible to ask questions like:
How do the political economy preferences of state elites shape the implementa-
tion of climate policy and institutions? Does variation in state–business relations
explain differences in climate policy effectiveness? What’s working and what’s
not? Where? Why? How? Answers to these questions will only be as good as
the methods by which they are addressed, to which we now turn.

The Importance of Comparative Methods

Recent innovations in comparative political methodology and philosophy of
science have created opportunities to apply comparative methods to climate
change issues.32 Most important is new thinking about small-N and medium-
N research. Such approaches are particularly helpful in new policy areas like
climate change where, as noted above, there is often limited data available on
policy performance for quantitative analysis. Better theory allows researchers to
anticipate political behavior and make more effective and politically feasible
policy recommendations. As Evans puts it, “The desire to predict is part of social
science, not because we are positivists but because social scientists share with
everyone else the desire to know what is likely to happen to them and how they
might be able to improve prospective outcomes.”33 Consequently, political scien-
tists have tended to take the epistemological and methodological challenges of
positivism quite seriously.34

The use of small-N and medium-N research for theory testing is a depar-
ture from King, Keohane, and Verba,35 who privileged quantitative methods—
particularly regression analysis—as the most appropriate model for understand-
ing and evaluating qualitative methods.36 That is, a previous generation of
political science conceived of causality in terms of likelihoods and probabilities,
with quantitative approaches superior. In contrast, new comparative methods
conceive causality in logical terms of necessary and/or sufficient conditions,

30. UN-REDD 2014.
31. Haug et al. 2010; Rykkja et al. 2014.
32. Engeli and Rothmayr 2014; O’Neill et al. 2013; Flyvbjerg 2006; George and Bennett 2005;

Lichbach 2009; Mahoney 2007, 2008, 2010; Marx et al. 2014; Ragin 1987.
33. Stockemer 2013; Collier 2014.
34. Kohli et al. 1995, 3.
35. Bernstein et al. 2000; Daniel and Smith 2010; Grynaviski 2013; Jackson 2011; Pouliot 2007;

Wendt 1998; Cohen and Wartofsky 2010; Lichbach 2009; Yanow 2014.
36. King et al. 1994.
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which opens up opportunities for small-N and medium-N research. It is beyond
the scope of this introduction to delve too deeply into these issues. Fortunately,
in his commentary to this special issue, Paul Steinberg provides a detailed over-
view of various debates in comparative methods and, more importantly, he ap-
plies them to five empirical research articles that comprise this special issue.

As acknowledged by others,37 the research effort to date in domestic cli-
mate change politics has largely been comprised of single case-studies and de-
scription.38 While mindful of the benefits of single case studies for producing
important descriptive knowledge and generating hypotheses,39 they lack com-
parisons necessary for addressing larger issues of causality and theory genera-
tion. And while large-N research would be helpful for greater understanding
of domestic climate change politics, there is a dearth of data on climate policy
outcomes appropriate for such analysis. For the moment we need to work with
what information is available: “Policymakers and others working in the public
interest want to learn about the art of the possible, and the risk of the unthink-
able, not just the trend line of the probable.”40 This explains why the research
articles that comprise this special issue are all small-N and medium-N compar-
ative analyses, or comparative analysis of a single unit over time.

While still controversial,41 small-N approaches such as process tracing and
medium-N approaches including qualitative comparative analysis are increas-
ingly accepted as methods of theory generation if not causal testing. Such com-
parison can extend across units or also, as Barrett demonstrates in his study here
of Kenya adaptation policy before and after 2010 constitutional reforms, over
time in the same unit. Nor are states the only political unit worthy of compar-
ative political analysis; Corell and Betsill compared NGO influence on UN re-
gimes for desertification and climate change.42 Nor should the above be
construed as a critique of quantitative methods and large-N studies. Such ap-
proaches have long offered important predictive power.43 But it is handy to
have an expanded toolkit, especially for research into domestic climate change
politics where data appropriate for quantitative research are largely lacking. Sys-
tematic comparison allows scholars to respond to questions like: Which vari-
ables are really important? When? And under what conditions?

Before proceeding, it is important to step back and reflect on the epistemo-
logical and methodological approach I have sketched above. As Forsyth and
Levidow demonstrate in their contribution, the positivist project is not without
controversy. Their contribution to this special issue is unique in that it repre-
sents a bridge between comparative politics and other social science disciplines,

37. Mahoney 2010.
38. Cao et al. 2014, 293; Steinberg and VanDeveer 2012.
39. For example of descriptive studies, see Bailey and Compston 2012; Desai 2002; Held et al.

2013.
40. McKeown 1999.
41. Steinberg 2007, 185.
42. Breunig and Ahlquist 2014.
43. See Corell and Betsill, 2001.
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particularly certain strands of geography and science and technology studies,
which have long been engagedwith issues of climate change politics but have been
much more circumspect about positivism. It is beyond the scope of this introduc-
tion to delve into the debate between positivists and non-positivists.44 While I be-
lieve we should be vigilante to avoid treating the political universe as a complex set
of billiard balls, a close read of Forsyth and Levidow’s paper also suggests that pos-
itivism’s claims of predictive power are less problematic than is the lack of analyt-
ical clarity about what is being compared. The objection Forsyth and Levidow raise
about the findings of the so-called Green Growth Best Practice Initiative will likely
resonate with comparativists: that the Green Economy Initiative does not appear
to be a viable analytical category that can be meaningfully compared across coun-
tries.45 The importance of clearly defining analytical categories is worth repeating.
However, I leave it to the reader to decide if the stronger claim of non-positivist,
interpretive analysis should hold: that political concepts and social processes are
so location specific—“what is being learned are the specific, local meanings”46—
that they cannot be generalized beyond the immediate case at hand. Ultimately,
such hyper-local, non-positivist research stymies theory building and hence policy-
relevant research.

Arguably, the most important contribution of comparative politics is to
offer sharper analytical distinctions that allow us to understand when such dif-
ferences are genuine. For example, in this issue, Harrison describes the unique
climate politics playing out among low-carbon fossil fuel exporters, an under-
appreciated analytical type. Houle, Lachapelle, and Purdon distinguish ideas
surrounding anthropogenic global warming and cap-and-trade policy from in-
terests surrounding unconventional natural gas fracking and how these have
evolved and shaped the implementation of cap-and-trade among US states
and Canadian provinces. Hochstetler and Kostka describe how different
forms of state–business relations—“state corporatist” and “public–private
partnerships”—help explain renewable energy outcomes in China and Brazil.
Kashwan distinguishes between “institutional” and “power-centric” analyses
of REDD+. Finally, Barrett decomposes the implementation of adaptation
spending in Kenya under “decentralized” and then “devolved” subnational in-
stitutions. All of this analytical work is done with attentiveness to local condi-
tions that, I believe, addresses concerns of interpretive analysists. Arguably we
cannot avoid making such analytical judgments—indeed, Dupuis and Biesbroek
raise a red flag about the “dependent variable problem” associated with research
into climate change adaptation policy.47 However, as Forsyth and Levidow’s
piece suggests, comparativists have much work yet to do in order to see such
analytical distinctions adopted by climate policy practitioners. Below I sketch

44. Cf. see Cohen and Wartofsky 2010; Yanow 2014.
45. Forysth and Levidow, this issue.
46. Yanow 2014, 145.
47. Dupuis and Biesbroek 2013.
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out three groups of salient political factors that can assist in such analytical
distinctions.

Domestic Political Factors: Institutions, Interests, and Ideas

The organization of comparative politics into three groups of political factors—
institutions, interests and ideas—is often attributed to Hall,48 though it fol-
lows the broad contours of political science. For example, Lichbach and
Zuckerman distinguish between rationality, culture, and structure in their
well-received book on comparative politics,49 while IR is often organized into
realism, neoliberal institutionalism, liberalism, and constructivism. There are
surely other nuances to the organization of the field of comparative politics.
However, in contrast to IR, inter-paradigmatic debates are far less contentious
in comparative politics, and it is rare to see one group of political factors held
in higher esteem than the others.50 Rather, highlighting the diversity of po-
litical phenomena being investigated, comparative research often seeks to
identify a certain combination of institutions, interests, and ideas to explain
outcomes.

The problem is that institutions, particularly formal institutions, are more
readily observable than interests and ideas. This is particularly problematic for
research undertaken in emerging economies and LDCs by climate policy experts,
many of whom lack local knowledge, language skills, or historical awareness
and too often have pre-conceived notions about the importance of formal in-
stitutions drawn from their experience in the developed world. Consequently,
institutional analysis dominates much climate change politics research at the
state and subnational; levels, as neoliberal institutionalism has at the interna-
tional level. We need to consider interests and ideas along with institutions at
the international, state, and subnational levels.

Institutions

Institutions are often the point of departure for domestic climate change re-
search. Institution-oriented approaches to comparative politics “generally locate
the primary causal factors behind economic policy or performance in the orga-
nizational structures of the political economy.”51 Institutions produce a distinc-
tive combination of sanctions and incentives that shape patterns of political
influence and organization, and lead political and economic actors toward

48. Hall 1997.
49. Lichbach and Zuckerman 2009.
50. Lichbach 2009. While observing that much comparativist research has moved beyond paradig-

matic debates, Lichbach also sees benefit of friction between paradigms, which undoubtedly
warrants further research.

51. Hall 1997, 180.
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some kinds of behavior and away from others. North famously defined institu-
tions as humanly devised constraints that shape human action, while March
and Olsen highlighted the role institutions play in constituting what political
actors believe is appropriate behavior.52

In industrialized countries, where bureaucracy often bears some resem-
blance to the Weberian ideal type, analysts can often observe formal institutions
playing this role. However, in the developing world, the role of formal institu-
tions may diverge quite significantly and systematically from these expecta-
tions.53 This does not mean that the state is absent, or that informality or
anarchy rules. For example, while rural Africa is often considered beyond the
reach of the state,54 comparative research demonstrates that the state actually
has a definite institutional presence that shapes subnational politics and local
policy implementation in broadly predictable ways.55 Ostrom convincingly
demonstrated that effective institutional solutions to the management of com-
mon property resources are prevalent in the industrialized and developing
worlds alike.56 Ostrom’s work left a considerable impression on the field of
comparative politics.57

In this light, studies in this special issue that tie variation in institutional
forms to policy outcomes are especially illuminating. Hochstetler and Kostka
demonstrate how different state–business relationships have been institutional-
ized in Brazil and China, leading to different policy outcomes in renewable en-
ergy development. Barrett demonstrates that devolved local-level political
institutions in Kenya better ensure that local needs remain the priority of adap-
tation finance. Barrett’s contribution is particularly important in demonstrating
that the interests of powerful local actors and related patron-client relations, too
readily associated with sub-Saharan Africa,58 can be tempered by institutional
changes.

However, until relatively recently, few studies extended beyond the formal
institutional structures of the climate change regime itself. For example, the lit-
erature on REDD+ is replete with institutional design analysis.59 The risk here is
to reduce climate policy to formal institutional change identified through inter-
national negotiators operating on the assumption that national and subnational
bureaucracies conform to the Weberian ideal type. Kashwan finds that variation
in benefit-sharing mechanisms for REDD+ across Mexico, Tanzania, and India is
not well explained through institutional analysis; rather, consideration of the

52. North 1990, 3; March and Olsen 1989.
53. Sangmpam 2007.
54. Herbst 2000.
55. Boone 2003b, 2013, 2014.
56. Ostrom 1990; Ostrom et al. 2002; Poteete et al. 2010.
57. See Agrawal 2012 for a summary of Ostrom’s legacy for comparative politics; also see Forsyth

and Johnson 2014 for a critique.
58. Mkandawire 2013.
59. Baker and McKenzie Law 2009; Costenbader 2011; Doherty and Schroeder 2011; Minang and

van Noordwijk 2013; Norton Rose Fulbright 2012.
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checks and balances between different parts of the government and the history
of state is more illuminating. Lessons drawn from the comparative politics and
comparative institutions tradition of research on decentralized natural resource
management, forest management, and conservation further show how mislead-
ing the assumptions of formal institutional analysis can be.60

Nor are institutions in developed countries always the most salient factor.
For example, Houle, Lachapelle, and Purdon find that institutional differences—
particularly differences in national political systems (presidential versus parlia-
mentary systems)—play only a tertiary role relative to material interests and
ideational context in explaining implementation of cap-and-trade in North
America. Overall, studies that only consider institutions stop at the water’s edge;
we need to wade deeper into the political analysis to consider interests and ideas
as well.

Interests

Interests are considerably more difficult to observe than institutions. As used in
the comparative politics literature, interests refer to what Hall defines as the
“real, material interests of the principal actors, whether conceived as individuals
or groups.”61 The key message here is the enormous variation in interests at the
state and subnational levels, particularly more so than imagined in mainstream
IR. For climate policy, the material interests at play typically have to do with
variation in costs and benefits of various policy actions across actors, tensions
between political and economic objectives, trade-offs between short- and long-
term effects, and geographical variation in who wins and who loses.

One key difference between the industrialized and developing worlds is
the principal actors whose interests are salient in the political process.62 In
the industrialized world, the political economy is largely the product of the re-
lationship between (and within) the state, market actors, organized interest
groups, and political organizations (like political parties). One stream of this
literature seeks to explain political and economic change by paying attention
to shifts in the material interests affecting different coalitions of economic
and social actors; a second focuses on elections and voting behavior, with the
assumption that the primary interest of politicians is to stay in power.63 In both
arenas, research based on assumptions of rational choice and cost–benefit
methods have prevailed—including classic studies of international climate
change policy.64 Papers assembled in this special issue from industrialized

60. Agrawal and Ribot 1999; Boone 2003a; Gibson, 1999; Kanowski et al. 2011; Muhereza 2006;
Oyono 2004a and 2004b; Ribot 2004; Wollenberg et al. 2007.

61. Hall 1997, 176.
62. Though of course recognizing that such a simple distinction between industrialized and devel-

oping countries is becoming increasingly unmanageable. For example, see Terhalle and
Depledge 2013.

63. Hall 1997, 176–179.
64. Aldy et al. 2003; Barrett 1998; Barrett and Stavins 2003.
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countries indicate the continued relevancy of material interests. The analysis of
participation in the Western Climate Initiative by Houle, Lachapelle, and
Purdon demonstrate that the exploitation of shale gas, as yet ineluctably linked
with increased emissions, has prevented states and provinces that flirted with
cap-and-trade systems from following through with implementation. Harrison
shows, however, that not all fossil fuel exploitation is at odds with progressive
climate action. When the exploitation of fossil fuel is itself not particularly emis-
sions intensive and undertaken largely for export, the economic interests of
resource-rich states can go hand-in-hand with progressive climate action.

In the developing world, the state is often unevenly institutionalized and
permeable in less obvious and predictable ways, and so it is useful to discuss
interests among the state and its subagencies, markets, and society.65 The rela-
tionship between groups of actors is complex, often involving competing polit-
ical factions rooted in societal interests that may remain opaque to outside
observers. Khan describes such dynamics through the concept of political
settlements—“a combination of power and institutions that is mutually compat-
ible and also sustainable in terms of economic and political viability”66—while
Kohli uses the term state power for development to describe variation in the tech-
nical characteristics of state institutions and the manner in which states craft
their relations with social classes.67 As both authors show, enormous variation
in these political economy relationships exists across countries: consider the
dense, multiple networks of patron-client relations in India in comparison to
the privileged position of the state in South Korea.

Where institutions are weak and political order is fragile, such as in LDCs,
the analytic task is further complicated.68 While LDCs arguably have the most at
stake in global climate change politics given their relative vulnerability and
lower resilience, it should not be assumed that domestic actors will automatically
prioritize climate action or see participation in international regimes as in their
best interests. For example, Resnick et al. criticize recent “Green Growth” initia-
tives in the developing world, observing that “when trying to scale up to a na-
tional development strategy, green growth poses more trade-offs than is readily
acknowledged.”69 Others have focused on the in-country distribution of costs
and gains of implementing climate change mitigation, arguing for more system-
atic accounting of the rights, needs, and political weight of potential losers.70 In
this special issue, Kashwan demonstrates how REDD+ benefit-sharing schemes
are determined more by bureaucratic interests and the administrative legacies of
colonial regimes rather than the weak institutional arrangements promoted
by the UNFCCC—often denoted as “safeguards” in climate policy circles. As

65. Migdal 1988 and 2009.
66. Khan 2010, 4.
67. Kohli 2004, 21.
68. Boone 2003b, 2007, 2013, 2014; Ribot 2004.
69. Resnick et al. 2012, 216.
70. Chhatre and Agrawal 2009; Purdon 2013; Ribot et al. 1996; Unruh 2008.
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suggested above, Barrett’s piece brilliantly shows that opaque adaptation policy
in sub-Saharan Africa is not beholden to opaque interests and that vulnerable
communities are more likely to receive allocations of adaptation finance in de-
volved political systems.

However, as the pieces in this issue show, the interests at play in climate
change politics can be more complex than much of the international climate
policy literature suggests. It is important to embrace this complexity and not
diminish it. Questioning evidence marshalled by international organizations
about the global acceptance of green growth as a development strategy on the
ground, Forsyth and Levidow urge us to be vigilant and look for real evidence of
the transition in economic investments and behavior that climate change will
require. This is because climate change and climate policy are but two of many
factors that affect the aggregate interests of any state, societal or market actor.
However, the way that many political analysts tend to think about international
climate politics—particularly through the prism of neoliberal institutionalism—
lead them to overlook such variation in domestic interests if not assume that
interests are united. Before discussing international politics, however, we still
need to attend to the last domestic political factor: ideas.

Ideas

One of the most cutting-edge areas of political science is the causal or, perhaps
more appropriately, constitutive role of ideas in politics.71 The concept of
“ideas” often includes concepts and knowledge including science, development
and legitimacy, as well as inherited practices deployed almost without thinking,
such as culture.72

Indeed, even more so than in other areas of international politics, scien-
tific ideas would be expected to play an important role in climate change pol-
itics and other environmental issues.73 Particularly in the industrialized world,
public opinion polling sheds considerable light on how climate change is per-
ceived by broad segments of the electorate.74 However, the conclusion emerging
from the political science literature is that climate science has not been as effec-
tive in driving change as necessary because of the different ways that scientific
ideas become politicized as well as the material interests at play.75

Moving forward, the real challenge is to understand the interaction between
ideas about climate science and other, competing ideas that have impact on the
domestic side of international climate politics. As Bradford explains, “[n]ew ideas
are a ‘necessary’ condition for launching policy innovation, but they are not ‘suf-
ficient’ in consolidating change…Rather, in order for new ideas to progress

71. Wendt 1998.
72. Bernstein, 2005; Haas 1992; Hall 1989; Pouliot 2008.
73. Haas 1992.
74. Brulle et al. 2012; Lachapelle et al. 2012; Leiserowitz 2007.
75. Grundmann 2007; Miller 2004; Purdon 2014b; Victor 2011.

14 • Advancing Comparative Climate Change Politics

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/glep/article-pdf/15/3/1/1817753/glep_e_00309.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



they must ‘work on’ interests to realign the policy goals of collective actors, and
they must ‘work through’ organizations to transform policy-making routines
and state capacities.”76 Among the papers assembled for this special issue, cli-
mate science appears a salient political factor within industrialized countries
and prevails in driving climate action only when this is not incompatible with
a state’s economic interests.77

The most obvious set of ideas competing with climate science are those
about how the economy works and how it should be manipulated to achieve
traditional economic goals such as growth and reduced inequality.78 As ex-
plained by Darden, political actors draw in part on their stock of ideas about
the causal relationship between economic phenomena—whether objectively
true or not—when determining economic policy.79 Differences in economic
ideas, tensions between economic and political beliefs, or tensions between
short- and long-term visions of the future might shape the motivations of state
agents and the bureaucracy. These differences might mean that a type of climate
policy that works in a country with a strong affinity for market-based policy may
not work in a country with more socialist or dirigiste traditions.

State and political legitimacy can also be important in the making and
implementation of climate policy, as it is in economic policy.80 While legiti-
macy has been a considerable topic of research into global environmental pol-
itics,81 it has only recently been considered at the domestic and subnational
level.82 Notions of climate justice can also be assumed to have an effect on
domestic climate change politics,83 whether in terms of policy implementation
or in terms of contribution of financial resources for international climate ef-
forts. The key is to understand variation in ideas that might combine or compete
with those calling for climate action and its particular policy forms.

Towards a Triply Engaged Climate Change Politics

While research into climate change politics increasingly engages the classic
repertoires of comparative politics and public policy, it remains necessary to
(re)think how international and domestic politics interact. The relevance of inter-
national political context for domestic politics and vice versa has an important
tradition in IR.84 Arguably, the distinction between comparative politics and IR
is increasingly untenable;85 a recent special issue of the journal Comparative

76. Bradford 1999, 18.
77. See Houle et al. and Harrison, both in this issue.
78. Darden 2009; Hall 1989.
79. Darden 2009, 10.
80. Lipset 1959; Taylor 2002; Weede 1996.
81. Bernstein 2005.
82. Brown and Lassoie 2010.
83. Harris and Symons 2010; Ikeme 2003; Maltais 2008.
84. Gourevitch 1978; Putnam 1988.
85. Solingen 2009.
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Political Studies focused on research frontiers in comparative and international
environmental politics.86 There is currently an opportunity to improve our un-
derstanding of climate change politics by taking domestic politics seriously, in-
cluding them in recent efforts to integrate neoliberal institutionalism and
transnational politics.87 A triply engaged climate change politics research pro-
gram would be concerned with how climate change politics plays out on the
ground, but with expectations calibrated with understanding of how difficult
the international political context can be. It is often difficult to make sense of
climate change issues at any scale without at least casting an eye to the interna-
tional level.

To different degrees, all contributions to this special issue include impor-
tant international dimensions. The importance of international politics can be
appreciated through Harrison’s discovery of the unlikely harmony of interests
between fossil fuel exporters and climate action—which is only possible be-
cause the UNFCCC assigns responsibility for fossil fuel emissions to the country
in which they are burned rather than where they are mined.88 The emergence of
American states and Canadian provinces as motors of climate policy in North
America, as discussed by Houle, Lachapelle, and Purdon, is in large part due
to the lack of federal leadership on these issues in the US and Canada. In
Hochstetler and Kostka’s study of renewable energy policy in China and Brazil,
international political economy factors—notably the extent to which any one
country or region could monopolize the sector—permitted China to dominate
the solar industry but made wind power more permeable. While the interna-
tional climate change regime is not the focus of Kashwan’s study of REDD+,
there is palpable frustration with domestic institutions for REDD+ designed
through UN climate change negotiations, which appear out of touch with po-
litical realities on the ground. In a research effort that foreshadowed the triply
engaged research program suggested here, Barrett’s study of adaptation policy
implementation in Kenya is part of a larger research effort that includes the in-
ternational politics of climate change adaptation.89 Across the studies in this
issue, international climate change politics has left an indelible mark.

However, as important as the international level is for explaining and un-
derstanding climate change politics, it cannot dominate or determine politics at
other levels. A triply engaged climate change politics may require alternatives to
neoliberal institutionalism and current transnational theory. It is important to
recognize that there are ways of conceiving international climate change politics
that leave more space for domestic politics, including classic liberalism and neo-
classical realism.90 The appeal of these alternative theories is that they anticipate
that state and subnational political behavior in light of climate change may be

86. Cao et al. 2014.
87. Betsill et al. 2015; Risse 2007.
88. Harrison, this issue.
89. Barrett 2012.
90. Bailer 2012; Hochstetler and Viola 2012; Purdon, 2014b.
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shaped by a number of factors—institutions, interests and ideas—none of
which might be easily assumed away. The promise of comparative politics for
international climate change research is that it will prompt scholars to rigor-
ously develop and test theories of political behavior that can allow us to explain
and understand political behavior across subnational, state and international
levels.

Conclusions

Ahead of (and beyond) the UN climate change summit in Paris later in 2015, a
different perspective on climate change politics is much needed. Recent UN cli-
mate change negotiations themselves point to the weakness of international in-
stitutions and the need for a bottom-up approach. As one observer succinctly
described the outcome of the 2014 UN climate change conference:

The freshly struck agreement, the Lima Accord, sends the obligation of de-
vising a plan to cut carbon emissions back to the nations’ capitals — and its
success or failure rests on how seriously and ambitiously the parliaments,
congresses and energy, environment and economic ministries of the world
take the mandate to create a new policy.91

We need to rapidly develop capabilities to explain and understand “how seri-
ously and ambitiously” political actors at the low rungs of Sartori’s ladder of
abstraction92 take climate change. Yeats reaches a similar conclusion in the
poem that opens this introduction: “Now that my ladder’s gone, I must lie
down where all the ladders start/In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.”

A triply engaged climate politics research program that integrates the the-
ory and methods of comparative politics into existing research efforts in envi-
ronmental policy and international relations will challenge researchers to build
and verify theory that links domestic and international climate change politics
in order to provide realistic policy recommendations. At its best, such research
will bring positivist and non-positivist research traditions into dialogue with
one another. As a point of departure, the contributions assembled for this spe-
cial issue demonstrate that, while international and domestic level institutions
will remain important for climate change politics, there is value in moving be-
yond institutional analysis to include interests and ideas as well.
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