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THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING 
COMPARATIVE

Burton R. Clark*

My choice of topic on this occasion is the importance of comparative 
analysis.1 We have, of course, always known that we should be comparative, 
since comparison is a part of scientific method and even of commonsense. 
Hence, at the institutional level, we have understood that whenever possible 
we should study more than one college or university at a time in order to look 
for similarities and differences among the cases and then explore the causes 
and the consequences of common and unique features. And then as we have 
moved to the level of state systems, we have understood that it is better to 
study two, three, four or more states rather than attempt to generalize from 
just one. Hence our conception of the relation of higher education to 
government at the state level in the United States has improved considerably 
as we have ceased to use only materials from California. It is then only one 
more step to go to the national-system level, there to compare national 
systems of higher education. In my comments on analysis at this level, I want 
to do three things: first, to give some examples of how cross-national 
comparison can be instructive; second, to make a special point of the crucial 
importance of studying academic power or authority comparatively; and third, 
to offer several guides for future research.

* Allan M. Cartier Professor of Higher Education, University of California at Los 
Angeles.

1 Parts of this address, in earlier versions, were developed in a paper, “ Cross- 
National Study of Academic Systems,” given at the American Sociological 
Association Seventy-Fourth Annual Meeting, Boston, Mass., August 27-31, 
1979. The ASA paper will appear in a volume of thematic papers delivered at the 
meetings, tentatively entitled Sociological Theory and Research, edited by Hubert 
M. Blalock and published by The Free Press.
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Some Lessons From Cross-National Comparison

As one works intensively in the academic systems of other countries, one is 
forced to realize that there are immense differences among nations in how 
they organize the higher learning. This realization pushes us toward detailed 
work on history and context, and directs us to make limited rather than global 
generalizations. One need not spend much time in Japan or Italy or Sweden or 
Yugoslavia before becoming convinced that so much of the American 
literature, based on higher education in the United States alone, should not 
attempt to generalize about all of higher education. Whether the topic is 
“ politics and higher education,” or “ the academic revolution,” or “ student 
effects,” or something else, if the research is based on U.S. materials alone 
then, at the outset, our generalizations should be limited to the U.S. alone. 
For, in the case of almost every major topic, it is different abroad. For 
example, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the nation-state 
has been the main sponsor of higher education; and hence national politics, 
national legislative action, and national administration have been at the heart 
of the topic of politics and higher education. Not so, of course, in the United 
States traditionally, and only in recent years have we moved strongly towards 
that mode. As a second example: we have made much of the dominance of 
higher education by the graduate schools of the research universities. But it is 
the case that the graduate school cannot dominate where it does not exist, 
which is largely the situation in other countries. In fact, the reverse has more 
often been true—that advanced scholarly and scientific work, in a second 
major level or tier of higher education, has suffered from the dominance of the 
first level. In short, not only are there immense national differences, but 
among those national differences the American system has been a deviant 
case. Hence American materials alone provide a poor basis for generalization.

One of the most important gains from research in other countries, whether 
truly comparative or simply descriptive of single cases, is that it can so often 
lead to fresh perspectives on one’s own system. I like to call this “ the 
anthropological advantage.” When I was doing graduate work at UCLA in 
the early 1950s, I was in a combined department of sociology and anthropol
ogy. I observed then that the faculty members and even the graduate students 
in anthropology had one particular advantage over their counterparts in 
sociology, an advantage that was most noticeable in the fall of each year. For 
many cultural or social anthropologists, September is the time when he or she 
has returned from a summer of field research with his or her “ tribe” —in 
upper Minnesota, or the Arizona desert, or, with a little bit of planning and 
luck, the South Seas. And the September anthropologist typically had a 
strange look in the eyes, as, like a person from Mars, he or she gazed upon the 
wonders of the drugstore. There is nothing like a summer, or a year, in the
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bush, away from drugstores, hardware stores, and supermarkets to make one 
realize what miracles of human invention they are, to make one realize anew 
just how elaborate are the institutional forms and procedures of a modern 
economy whereby a druggist can grow rich while stocking items in the tens of 
thousands under one roof. Similarly, in comparative higher education: the 
months spent elsewhere drive one toward the open-mouth stare, toward 
reexamination and réévaluation of what we have taken for granted. I would 
like to give several examples.

This first is on the flexibility of the department. We take the department for 
granted, as the natural building block of universities and colleges and hence of 
larger systems. If we take any special note of the department, it is usually to 
bemoan its apparent weaknesses by way of its devotion to specialization and 
to narrower perspectives than what one would like for general education or 
liberal education programs. Hence American comments about departmental 
organization tend to be overwhelmingly negative, as general education 
reformers place it foremost among the defects of our system and critics in 
general see it as a conservative and inflexible force. But a cross-national view 
modifies that perspective. To begin with, when we look for the department 
abroad, we typically do not find it at all. Instead we find the chair as the 
building block. Now, chair organization is very old. It has roots in the original 
organization of medieval universities as guilds and guild federations, with 
master professors in charge of a few journeymen assistants and a small batch 
of student apprentices. It was reinvigorated and given modern dress in the 
German research university that became the most important worldwide model 
during the nineteenth and early twentieth century (Turner, 1971). It has had 
extensive influence in Great Britain, where it has been blended more than on 
the continent with departments and colleges. Most important, chair organiza
tion has spread through the world wherever German, French, Italian, Spanish, 
Portugese, Dutch and English modes of academic organization have been 
implanted by colonial regimes or voluntarily adopted. It has persisted as the 
normal way of structuring and manning the university. In Japan, where each 
chair automatically has attached to it several positions for assistants, it is 
jokingly referred to as a sofa (Hall, 1975).

In contrast, the department is relatively new, a deviant form that has 
developed most strongly in the United States where it arose in the context of 
trustee and administrative control over growing individual colleges and 
emerging universities in the nineteenth century (Duryea, 1973). The 
American enterprises were organized from the top down (in contrast to 
bottom up in Europe), as external private groups and public authorities 
delegated authority to boards of trustees, who then obtained campus level 
administrative assistance, in the form of the president and his subordinant 
officers, as the enterprises became larger and more complicated. Within 
such frameworks, bureaucratic models of subdivision could and did pre
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dominate over guild models. When the all-inclusive faculty had to subdivide 
to organize growing and disparate specialties, especially after the common 
classical curriculum gave way to the elective system, there was not already 
in place the guild forms of faculty control over the operating levels that had 
come down in Europe from the medieval universities.

Chair organization has not only been a persistent source of personal 
dominance, but it has also been a source of faculty control over higher levels 
of organization, as senior faculty, serving like masters, elect deans and rectors 
from within their own ranks. Now, however, in recent decades, the chair has 
become an increasingly inappropriate unit for swollen disciplines, as enter
prises and systems have grown greatly in size and complexity. In the 1950’s 
and 1960’s, national systems that have kept the chair as primary unit, while 
growing much larger, have risked extreme fragmentation. Hence, an impor
tant step in serious reform elsewhere has been to replace chairs with 
departments or to absorb them in department-like units. Thus, while it is 
considered a hopelessly old fashioned unit by American reformers, the 
department is one of the primary means of reform elsewhere. It is capable of 
supporting and integrating modern disciplines within institutions to the extent 
not normally possible under the hegemony of chairs (Trow, 1977). In short, 
an international perspective puts an entirely different appraisal on the general 
usefulness of departments. We then understand all the better why general- 
education reformers have been increasingly frustrated since the turn of the 
century; and why those who persist in trying to do away with departments in 
large, complex institutions are simply whistling up a windtunnel. Until 
reformers can show academics how their disciplines will be better supported 
by alternative forms of organization, academics will stay with departments.

A second fresh perspective that one can gain from abroad and apply to the 
American setting can be called the flexibility of bureaucratic organization. We 
have all learned much in the 1970’s from the new vocabulary of analysis given 
us by such organizational theorists as James March, a vocabulary that, as 
reviewed recently by Ecker (1979), includes such key ideas as organized 
anarchy, loose coupling, and the need for flexible organization that has been 
referred to as “ camping on a seesaw.” The new terminology has been 
immensely helpful in allowing us to understand the difference between 
business and academic organizations, and between traditional models of 
bureaucracy and the realities of academic enterprises. We have also been able 
to apply such conceptions to different levels of organization, for example, at 
the system level as well as the institutional level. Now, when we try to do 
research abroad with these ideas, one is forced to stretch the continuum of 
possibilities, since it turns out that while the dominant European mode of 
academic organization appears on the surface to be more tightly-coupled than 
the American, due to the superstructure of state administration, the situation is 
immensely more complicated. The traditional European mode indeed has a
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more integrated superstructure, in the form of control, or at least influence, by 
a national or provincial ministry of education. But the European mode, so 
widely imitated around the world, also has allowed for much looser coupling 
in the substructure, in the parts of the individual university. The chair control 
that I mentioned a moment ago goes hand in hand with exceedingly weak 
institutional administration. Whereas in this country we edged into profes
sional administration at the campus level now almost a century ago (Veysey, 
1965), the European systems have been edging into it only under the pressure 
of the crises of the last decade or so. They have gone along with amateur 
administration locally —administration, that it turns out, cannot handle the 
large scale organizational problems that come with mass higher education, 
especially with more diverse and volatile student bodies.

One then acquires a new appreciation of the functions of institutional 
bureaucracy in the American system. And one is in a position to explore the 
limits of loose coupling, as academic institutions and systems become both 
larger and more complicated. In short, while professorial control is absolutely 
necessary for the protection of expertise in the handling of knowledge 
materials, it is inherently fragmenting. It is counterbalanced in our system by 
campus-level administration, supplemented by faculty collegial bodies—and 
now other advanced systems are finding out the hard way that they have to go 
and do likewise. Thus, we can develop a policy perspective that “ coupling” 
must occupy a middle ground in the range of possibilities. Tight business-like 
coupling means a denial of professional competence. But extremely loose 
coupling means the type of mutually self-defeating behavior against which the 
founding fathers of our polity argued when they made their case against the 
weaknesses of confederation.

From Efficiency to Power

I could go on giving examples of the fresh or strengthened perspectives that 
one obtains from work abroad, for application to our own system, since they 
are numerous. But at this point I would like to turn to a basic idea to which I 
have had to return frequently as I have tried to make some sense in 
cross-national comparisons of academic systems. It is an idea that resonates 
well with recent theorizing in sociology on the causes and pathways of social 
differentiation and social integration, topics that have long been fundamental 
sociological concerns. The idea is that the differentiation and the integration 
of academic systems, and much else about them, are better approached and 
understood as a result of a struggle for pov er than of a search for efficiency. 
In short, we have to turn from essentially economic to essentially political 
lines of inquiry.

In a recent article in the sociological literature, Rueschemeyer (1977) has
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helped greatly to clarify the advantages of turning from efficiency to power in 
understanding the causes of social differentiation. As he points out, the 
fundamental problem with efficiency as a concept is that it hinges on 
preferences, on sets of ranked goals. Hence, “ what efficiency means is 
always and inevitably determined by varied interests and value commit
ments” (Rueschemeyer, 1977:5). The advantage of turning to conceptions of 
power is that power by definition (Weber, 1921:53) is the chance greater than 
others’ to realize one’s goals, even against resistance. When we study power 
we learn whose preferences dominate or have influence—and “ efficiency” 
falls into a subsidiary place as effective action for particular interests. The 
distribution of power resources, and the substance of power interests, then 
move centerstage as determinants of the actual social changes involved in 
differentiation. Further division of labor is favored by those who thereby gain 
in privilege, status, and power; e.g., in the academic world, the emerging 
disciplines of psychology, anthropology, and sociology early in the century, 
and biochemists and historians of science in recent years. Those who will lose 
oppose such divisions. The results of such struggle between old vested 
interests and new interests seeking to become vested depend largely on the 
power resources of the opposing factions and on the interests and the power 
resources of higher-level decision makers (Rueschemeyer, 1977:13).

Now this analytical stream of thought has a host of tributaries in traditional 
and modern sociological theorizing. High among the important contributions 
in traditional thought is Durkheim’s perception that differentiation is pro
moted by similar units seeking to protect themselves. Bordering units often take 
up different specialties in order to avoid direct confrontation and possible 
defeat (Durkheim 1893:266-75). Both can prosper, as anthropology and 
sociology found out by giving up joint departments. More recently, Stin- 
chcombe (1965) has offered an insightful argument on the origin and 
persistence of different types of organizations in any sector of society, in 
which persistence is more due to the vesting of interest in different forms, 
with a related buildup of traditionalized behavior and legitimating ideologies, 
than it is to competitive advantage and a survival of the fittest. The current 
array of organizations in any one sector is then an accumulation of types 
originating in different historical periods, each preserved by group power. 
Stinchcombe drew up his argument from analysis of profit-seeking sectors of 
American society; but it surely applies in even greater measure to public and 
nonprofit sectors, especially academic systems, where it is difficult to even 
give lip service to efficiency and effectiveness. Hence, one can never account 
for the diversity of institutional types in American higher education on 
grounds of economy and efficiency. Rather one has to follow a line of 
argument in which we depict an historical accumulation of different types, 
with each preserved by related group power.

Finally, there is the recent effort by Smelser (1974) to trace the structural
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differentiation of the University of California system in a period of expansion, 
in which he postulated six possible structural responses, observed that a 
particular three occurred during the 1960’s while the other three did not, and 
concluded by likening the situation to the classic one explored by Alexis de 
Tocqueville, in which powerful interests fail to adapt to new demands by 
sharing power and responsibility, and in that failure help to magnify feelings 
of deprivation and dissatisfaction that lead to crisis. This pattern of old 
academic groups clinging to privileges in a period of rapid expansion, I must 
note, occurred much more strongly in European systems than it did in the 
United States, since established powers, fixed in the combination of chair 
oligarchy and state bureaucracy, could be, and were, more resistant—until 
crisis responses broke the stalemate and led to major top-down efforts in 
reform (Van de Graaff, Clark, Furth, Goldschmidt, and Wheeler, 1978).

When we turn to the integration of academic systems, we are again better 
served by a focus on power than a focus on economy and efficiency. Here we 
can obtain some excellent conceptual leads, ones that resonate with cross
national materials, from the literature of modem public administration. Since 
modern higher education is typically a part of government, a serious student 
of the organization and governance of higher education naturally must study 
the nature of the governmental vessels in which it is contained. And those who 
study modem government now put it bluntly: “ economy and efficiency are 
demonstrably not the prime purposes of public administration . . .  the basic 
issues of (government) organization and administration relate to power: who 
shall control it and to what ends?” (Seidman, 1970:27). Or, from another 
observer: “ log rolling is a tactic most appropriate to the ends of small and 
relatively homogeneous units within a larger system. It is both simple and 
effective for the leaders of such units to exchange support for each others’ 
demands.” (McConnell 1966:111). Then, to raise the point to a more general 
level, we have the classic observation by Norton Long some thirty years ago 
that the play of political adjustment through and among the parts of a vast 
administrative apparatus is probably the basic form of coordination in modem 
government. In a brilliant formulation, Long noted: “ the position of adminis
trative organizations is not unlike the position of particular firms. Just as 
decisions of the firms could be coordinated by the imposition of a planned 
economy so could those of the component parts of the government. But just as 
it is possible to operate a formerly unplanned economy by the loose 
coordination of the market, in the same fashion it is possible to operate a 
government by the loose coordination of the play of political forces through its 
institutions.” (1949:262). Recent work in political economy, particularly that 
of Lindblom (1977), has further developed this line of thinking. Government 
authority is seen as operationally divided among a plurality of officials and 
offices, with conflicts and reciprocal obligations developing among them. In 
place of unilateral coordination, and any possibility of practicing economy
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and efficiency as we ordinarily understand it, we find instead “ mutual 
adjustment among authorities who practice an extended use of their authority 
in order to control each other.” (1977:32).

In general, there is an insightful literature on modern public administration 
in this and other nations that emphasizes (a) the great complexity of the 
governmental apparatus, (b) the balkanization of interest in professionalized 
segments of the many departments and bureaus, (c) the enormous difficulties 
of forging horizontal coordinating links by formal bureaucratic means, and (d) 
the defacto coordination that is effected by thousands of exchanges and 
mutual adjustments made among interested and overlapping parties holding 
differential powers. This is the nature of the governmental vessels within 
which higher education is everywhere increasingly located as the state 
monopolizes sponsorship, a situation that above all calls for detailed research 
on power and authority. The more socialistic the state, we might say, the more 
do the crucial power struggles of society move inside the administrative 
apparatus of the state. In parallel, the more nationalized the system of higher 
education, the more do we need to seek the realities of control within the 
administrative superstructure that is elaborated over time—layer upon 
layer—to “ integrate” the system.

Such reasoning, which turns our attention from economy and efficiency to 
power and authority, is especially applicable to national systems of higher 
education. For among the many activities absorbed by government, higher 
education is surely the one where administrative pyramids are most likely to 
have no clear apex but instead at the top are engulfed by a variety of boards, 
bureaus, commissions, and committees; where the evermore embracing 
global frameworks elaborated by government are also evermore segmented 
internally by discipline and type of institution; and where authority within the 
system is distributed in a host of still ill-understood political, bureaucratic, 
and professional forms.

The perspectives we draw from the study of government, and from 
cross-national experience, to use in the study of academic government 
indicate that we have only barely begun to look in the right direction and at the 
right phenomena. We need new ways to comprehend the superstructures as 
well as the understructures of academic systems, and we shall find those ways 
as we tune more carefully into power exchanges in these evermore complex 
and professionalized structures. We move inside the seemingly large imper
sonal forces of history and understand better their dynamics when we pursue 
the play of group interest within the “ power markets” of government. This 
old idea can now be a new and powerful analytical imperative in the 
comparative study of academic systems. For, as we focus on group interest 
and its embodiment in the halls of government, we marry the analysis of 
politics to the analysis of organizations. Thus, the analysis of group interest in
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educational structures can entail research that will relate problems of 
academic power to the core issues of political theory as well as sociological 
theory.

Four Guides For Future Research

I will close with four general recommendations for the development of 
research perspectives that will help relate the internal workings of academic 
systems to the relationship of higher education to the broader society.

Recommendation One. Any sought after relationship between higher 
education and some other major sector of society will vary among nations. In 
a trenchant discussion of the controversy over the relation of education to 
subsequent individual occupational performance and earnings, and, at the 
macro level, to national economic development, Dore (1976a; 1976b:84-97) 
has emphasized the wide variation among societies in the importance of 
different mediating links. Against the gross correlational exercises, especially 
those of economists, that systematically fail to disaggregate systems into their 
varied parts (e.g., vocational and nonvocational higher education), Dore has 
set forth ten mechanisms of connection between education and the economy 
that vary in importance among societies, especially between developing and 
developed ones. The wide variation in strength of the mechanisms, rooted in 
different histories and structures of educational systems, and of employment 
institutions, rules out any easy generalization about the role of “ education” in 
the “ economy” or indeed in “ society.” Hence serious inquiry must turn to 
the study of the histories and the structures of the institutions involved, even if 
it means examination of characteristics that are not currently measureable and 
a search for many modes rather than a universal connection.

Recommendation Two. Systems of higher education vary in complexity of 
relationship to other major institutions according to the extent and form of 
their internal complexity. As the sub-systems of society become more 
complex, it is necessary to seek relationships between the parts of each, rather 
than between the whole of the one and the whole of the other. For example: 
there are likely to be important differences in socialization effects, allocation 
effects, and legitimation effects by levels and sectors in higher education—in 
the American system, between such levels as the first two undergraduate years 
and the Ph.D. program, and between such sectors as distinctive liberal arts 
colleges and urban community colleges. Research on internal differentiation 
helps us to identify important segments that are likely to connect in different 
ways to external social segments. In return, research on external effects that 
pays attention to the growing segmentation of higher education can help 
identify the parts that are truly different and those that operate in a similar 
fashion.
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Recommendation Three. For such research to develop effectively, we need 
cross-national inquiries that takes seriously what is inside the black box of 
each national system, that is, how it is internally constituted. We have to look 
at the internal division of labor, or how work is allocated to the various parts; 
the allocation of power within the system; the distribution of ideologies and 
other symbolic representations; and how the structures of work, authority, and 
belief condition the behavior of individuals and groups and constrains change 
in both the segments of the system and the system as a whole. For this large 
effort, we shall need to gradually construct a modest analytical apparatus that 
draws from different fields, particularly at this time from political theory, 
organizational theory, and educational history.

Recommendation Four. For cross-national research in the next two dec
ades, the relevant research materials will vary from the heavily statistical to 
the historical document and the official speech. Comparativists who are truly 
interested in what is going on in higher education, here and elsewhere, are in 
no position to be methodologically proud or fixated on technique. Needing to 
crawl before they can walk, and walk before they can mn, they find that the 
patient gathering of descriptive materials of various countries, lightly guided 
and exploited by evolving concepts, is appropriate procedure. Without 
ethnographic and descriptive homework, without the willingness to master 
conditions and traditions, country by country, comparativists are prone to 
pratfalls that make them look silly in the eyes of informed observers—and a 
danger to those within the countries who cannot get out of the way, especially 
in these days when implications for policy are drawn so quickly. Then, too, it 
is the better part of modesty to realize that all of us who work with materials 
drawn only from one country are more than likely hidden comparativists, 
since we wish to offer generalizations that supposedly apply everywhere. That 
easy form of scholarly corruption poses a special danger for the study of 
higher education, since the literature is so dominated by the researchers of one 
country, our own.

Thus, to summarize and to close: if we wish to be true to reality, to 
approximate moreclosely what is really going on, then we need to disaggregate 
both our internal and our external analyses of higher education and to link 
parts of one institution to parts of the other. If we want to generate assertions 
that are worth the effort, that will hook to larger bodies of ideas and stand the 
test of time, then we need to draw upon leading ideas in history and the social 
sciences, particularly in political science, public administration, organiza
tional theory, and institutional sociology. And, most of all, if we seriously 
want to generalize about higher education, at micro but especially at the more 
macro levels, then we need to be comparative on an international scale. Our 
cutting concepts and our disaggregating analyses shall have to be applied 
cross-nationally. It is then that we find out how others of different culture and 
context organize the higher learning. It is then that we will drop the pretense
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that we actually know something about the University of Lancaster when we 
have only studied Ohio State; that we know about the trend toward mass 
higher education in Japan when we have only observed it in the United States; 
and that there is an “ essence” common to all universities and all systems of 
higher education because of certain particular similarities in the research- 
university traditions of Germany, Britain, and the United States.

The cross-national view in short, turns a scientific chill on the myths that 
we live by as practicing academies in a particular system. It induces a modesty 
bom of awareness that others have found other ways to organize the higher 
learning; and that if the U.S. system is the world leader at this point of time, it 
is our dumb luck, the result of trends over which no one had control. Finally, 
the cross-national view tells us that the state and its administrative apparatus 
will have to be at the center of our concerns, both for theory and for practice. 
And it is in the influence of the state that other countries have preceded us. 
Since we are determined to catch up by the year 2,000, in the extent of state 
supervision, we are clearly in an excellent position to learn some lessons from 
others.
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