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Introduction  
•  The state and the market represent two different ways of 

organizing human endeavor, and the relationship between 
them has always been a central preoccupation of 
comparative political economy. 

• When economics became its own specialist discipline with 
the ‘marginal utility revolution' it generally fell to political 
scientists to inquire more deeply into the relationship 
between the economy and politics. 

•  The study of political economy can be distinguished from 
the study of economics because it is interested in three 
types of issues: power, institutions, distribution. 



Power, institutions and distribution 
•  Let’s unpack the importance of power, institutions and distribution 

•  First, political economy is the attempt to systematically inquire into the 
politics of power and therefore scholars are inclined to ask whose 
interests are being served by any given set of economic arrangements. 

•  Second, political economy considers the 'market' as a set of institutions 
that varies across time and space. They are interested in how the 
comparative differences in these institutions affect policy outcomes. 

•  Third, political economists do not treat the economy as based on natural 
market laws but the primacy of politics. They are interested in the 
distributive effects of capitalist markets and the power relations 
underpinning them. 

•  Within the study of comparative political economy this leads to 3 different 
theoretical frameworks of analysis: interests, ideas and institution based. 



Interest-based 
•  Interest based approaches to comparative political 

economy give specific priority to the material interests in 
explaining economic policy outcomes. 

•  These interest-based approaches can be divided into two 
different schools of thought. 

•  Producer groups  
•  Electoral  



Institution-based 
•  Institution based approaches generally seek to explain 

variation in economic policy by examining the causal 
influence of the organizational structure of the economy. 

•  Institutions, it is argued, shape and constrain the behavior 
of actors, and institutions are sticky and path dependent. 
There are multiple pathways to economic performance. 

•  There are two complementarity schools of thought: 
•  Neo-corporatist 
•  Varieties of capitalism 



Ideas-based 
•  Ideas based approaches generally seek to explain 

political economic change and policy outcomes by 
examining the causal influence of economic ideas. 

•  There are three different approaches to this: 

•  Ideas as focal points  
•  Epistemic professional communities 
•  Cultural worldviews  



Discussion  
•  These three approaches to studying the outcomes of 

economic policymaking are not mutually exclusive. But 
they do lend themselves to different causal propositions. 

•  Think about this in terms of the the broad paradigm shift 
away from the Keynesian welfare state toward the 
neoliberal regulatory state.  
•  Why are some countries more redistributive that others? 

• What explains the macro-social change in all societies? 



Actor-centered institutionalism  
•  There are three broad schools of institutionalist analyses 

in political economy: 
 

•  Historical (institutions as path dependent) 
•  Rational choice (institutions as reducing transaction costs) 
•  Social norms (institutions as norms of appropriateness)  

• Why would democratic states transfer monetary 
sovereignty to an international technocratic organization, 
such as the ECB? 


