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T
o study journalism, media or pol-
itics is to study each topic indi-
vidually as well as in the context 
of their relationships with each 
other and with the societies in 
which they operate and to which 
they contribute. These relation-

ships engage us in thought on the major theoreti-
cal constructs of the social sciences as well as on 
the questions that arise from empirical analysis and 
fieldwork—as several issues of this publication have 
pointed out.

In light of this, comparative analyses of different 
areas, times, societies and world views are under-
taken regularly, especially for their heuristic value, 
contributing to a long tradition of research in the 
human and social sciences fields. These studies, re-
sulting from individual reflection, collective projects 
or tangential convergence, appear to be constructed 
and contribute to research in very diverse and frag-
mented ways. This may be a result of the demands 
and incentives of research institutions, universities, 
funding institutions, and more or less organized net-
works of researchers, but also from the individual 
tastes of the individuals, creators, and producers of 
research. Whatever the case may be, comparative 
research has, above all, a specific heuristic value, 
striving to shift analytical perspectives away from 
customary and familiar contexts, and to question 
and reframe findings.
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Across comparative approaches, transversal en-
quiries have a prominent role. This is the focus of 
this issue of Sur le journalisme – About Journalism 
– Sobre jornalismo addressing comparative research 
questions, simultaneously or in parallel, across jour-
nalism, media, and politics within different areas, 
times and societies. This allows us to propose a joint 
reflection, albeit polyphonic and non-exhaustive, on 
the heuristic value of comparative research, and 
therewith a better understanding of potential and 
open-ended exchanges, rather than definitive conclu-
sions, between journalism, media and politics.

thE hEuristiC valuE of ComparativE rEsEarCh

The primary focus of this thematic issue, as re-
flected in its articles, is to evaluate the heuristic value 
of comparative research. Most notably, comparison 
makes it possible to problematize issues innovatively 
and to avoid essentializing relationships which are 
unique to a single case and do not apply to an entire 
phenomenon (Fierens, this issue).

Comparative research has its roots in the very 
origins of social sciences, especially among the pre-
cursors of political science, sociology and political 
economy (Tocqueville, Durkheim, Marx, Smith or 
Ricardo, among others). Comparing situations be-
tween or within different countries led to the crea-
tion of structuring theories for research. To explain, 
and “causally understand the comprehensive mea-
ning of an activity” (Weber, 1971 [1922]) is not sim-
ply a matter of putting isolated facts and restrictive 
ideas side by side, but of making them converse with 
each other by methodological as well as theoretical 
means. The heuristic of comparative research co-
mes from its rigor: research design is the essential 
challenge of any comparative endeavour. From this 
issue of Sur le journalisme – About Journalism – 
Sobre jornalismo, it even seems possible to argue 
that the most important contribution of compara-
tive approaches lies in the systematic and though-
tful contrast between theory and empirical reality 
employing a method that examines multiple case 
studies and generates new knowledge. As Sartori 
(1994) points out, “the comparison and the study 
of cases can work very well by mutually reinforcing 
and complementing each other [...]. Heuristic case 
studies provide the ideal—and perhaps the best—ba-
sis for conceptualizing generalizations.”

No consensus exists, however, on the theories 
or methods to use in comparative research, neither 
among our authors nor in broader literature (see, 
for example, Sartori, 1994; Kohli et al. 1995; Lich-
bach and Zuckerman, 2009). Hallin and Mancini 
(2012) even advise against proposing comparative 

analysis as a universal framework, method or model 
in communication studies, especially when consider-
ing very different political contexts.

Many positions coexist in this issue, sometimes 
varying along disciplinary lines, sometimes within 
them, ranging from rationalism and historical insti-
tutionalism to culturalist approaches. Yet, we are 
not interested in taking up here the often acrimoni-
ous debate between them. We therefore avoid any 
normative hypothesis on the links between journal-
ism, media and politics, and prefer instead to high-
light the areas of debate and cross-fertilization that 
emerge from the articles of this thematic issue.

dEsigning ComparativE rEsEarCh

At the core of the comparative approach is the 
crucial “research question”. All articles in this the-
matic issue highlight how vital the research ques-
tion is in the selection of the study sample (see 
Hirschl, 2005), in the construction of the theo-
retical framework, in the implementation of the 
methodology and in the execution of the empiri-
cal research. From a formal point of view, the re-
search question also guides the writing of papers 
by helping researchers articulate their findings in 
a complete and coherent way.

However, the research question is not just a mat-
ter of form. If the aim of comparative research is 
to de-essentialize the relationships being studied, it 
is the research question that makes it possible to 
problematize the subjects and to re-examine theo-
retical givens in light of empirical results (see the 
articles by Fierens and Mick in this issue). The re-
search question thus allows for the theory/empirical 
reality dialogical exchange. In this way, the compar-
ative research question not only addresses empirical 
facts, it also brings into question the relevance and 
completeness of the theoretical proposals put forth.

After the research question, the most impor-
tant decision facing the comparative researcher 
is the choice of case studies (see Charbonneaux’s 
argument on this subject in this issue). As the 
articles in this issue emphasize, the sample size 
can be small—as little as two cases—or large. This 
choice leads to important methodological consid-
erations: it is equally impossible to carry out insti-
tutional or historical studies reaching the requisite 
depth with a very large number of cases, as it 
is to carry out statistically significant quantitative 
studies with a limited sample size.

Of course, the ontological positions of research-
ers, whether explicit or only deductible from the 
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methods chosen, may sometimes prove incompati-
ble. The articles in this issue demonstrate, however, 
that it is possible to maintain a methodological dia-
logue and make important analytical contributions 
using mixed research methods if the analysis is rig-
orous and systematic (see for example the work of 
Anastasiou, Prmanova, Guillén and Rodríguez Díaz 
in this issue); making possible, among other things, 
the reproduction of these studies in other contexts 
and thus furthering the theory/empirical reality dia-
lectical cycle.

However, the criteria used for selecting a study 
sample include not only size, but also type. Some 
authors, like Jacques Mick, criticize the “national 
bias” (the idea that the best study sample is the one 
bounded by the borders of contemporary nation 
states (cf. Snyder, 2001)). Others show that this 
construct—which can be both heuristic and politi-
cal—can still be useful (Prmanova), or remind us of 
the pertinence of comparative research in multilevel 
analysis (Anastasiou). Ultimately, this debate brings 
us back to the centrality of the research question, 
for this is where a study sample relevant to the anal-
ysis is identified and will include—and sometimes 
bring into question—pre-existing and familiar bound-
aries (nation states, cultural regions, historical eras, 
social groups, etc.).

A related concern is globalization and the chal-
lenges it brings to comparative research. To what 
extent does the intensification of interactions, the 
creation of new relations between different regions 
and the bridging of previously separate dimen-
sions of activity—“the erasure of borders,” in oth-
er words—undermine the possibility of establishing 
and studying distinct and comparable case studies? 
More generally, as Vera-Zambrano and Powers ask, 
how can we prevent creating spurious relationships 
when undertaking comparative analysis?

The papers in this issue offer a variety of an-
swers. On the one hand, they remind us that, in ad-
dition to determining the similarities and differences 
(see below) between two or more subjects consid-
ered distinct, the identification and study of the re-
lationships between these subjects are paramount 
in comparative research (Mill, 1843; taken up here 
by Charbonneaux and Oliveira and Paulino). On the 
other hand, comparisons need not be synchronous. 
To accomplish its interpretive goals, comparative 
analysis can equally well apply to phenomena taking 
place in the same geographical space, but separate 
in time. This makes it possible to widen both the 
study sample and the research perspective, while 
also benefiting from breakthroughs from pre-exist-
ing research, as Trudel and De Maeyer do in this 
issue. As we noted above, comparative research ap-

pears to us to be above all a heuristic tool—theoreti-
cal and methodological—for uncovering and explain-
ing relationships and, possibly, causal links between 
phenomena, whatever their nature may be.

ComparativE studiEs and thEir findings

The cases studied in this thematic issue are ge-
ographically diverse (Africa, the Americas, Central 
Asia and Europe) and span the nineteenth to the 
twenty-first century. In keeping with our discipline’s 
current predominant systems of thought, we try 
to avoid Atlantic and Eurocentric approaches (cf. 
Hallin and Mancini, 2012). In light of the way we 
conceive comparative analysis (linking theory, meth-
odology and empirical reality), the critical factor is 
how each element contributes to answering a re-
search question.

In keeping with the Sur le journalisme – About 
Journalism – Sobre jornalismo tradition, this is-
sue’s papers are written in four languages   (English, 
French, Spanish and Portuguese). We thus hope to 
strengthen the dialogue between different schools, 
approaches and research rationales (cf. the trans-
atlantic dialogue proposed by Vera-Zambrano and 
Powers). But language is also important as a meth-
odological instrument in helping to understand sci-
entific arguments, political structures and social 
dynamics. Language is a fundamental key to unlock 
context, which is a central element of comparative 
analysis.

Indeed, the thematic subjects of this issue and 
the possible links between them mean that authors 
turn to context—understood as a dynamic and com-
plex set of social relations having an effect on the 
phenomenon while also transcending it (March and 
Olsen, 1989)—as an element of their comparative 
approach. Whether it is an institutional framework, 
historical or social structures, or the ideological and 
cultural notions surrounding the operations of jour-
nalism, the media and politics in their respective dy-
namics, we are constantly reminded that phenom-
ena cannot be explicated without a systematic and 
thorough reference to the environments in which 
they manifest, as Fierens and Prmanova point out 
in this issue.

The significance of context spurs the authors of 
this thematic issue to make empirical work a cen-
tral element of their approach. Obviously, not all 
papers will have empirical findings—some are more 
concerned with explicitly applying the comparative 
approach in support of a broader research project 
than the article published here. Nevertheless, all 
authors recognize the necessity of field-sourced em-
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pirical material to support analysis. Here, again, 
the theory/empirical reality dialectic asserts itself in 
comparative research.

How context is treated brings us back to ques-
tions of method in comparative studies, this time 
from a broad perspective. The method of difference, 
for example, makes it possible to identify the effects 
of the interaction between a phenomenon and a spe-
cific context. For its part, the method of agreement 
favors singling out the elements of the phenomenon 
under study that are common throughout its various 
manifestations, thus allowing us to identify and de-
fine its characteristic traits (Przeworski and Teune, 
1970; Skocpol, 1978; cf. Oliveira and Paulino, this 
issue).

Thus, if we adopt Daniel-Louis Seiler’s distinction 
(1994), two main approaches can be adopted when 
using the comparative approach: “compare to classi-
fy” and “compare to understand.” The first refers to 
an approach more steeped in structuralism, wheth-
er it is the creation of analytical subjects through 
the construction of ideal types, metonymic models, 
taxonomies, or Michel Foucault’s “epistemes” (1966, 
1969). 

More in keeping with the focus of   this thematic 
issue, the principle of   comparing to understand is 
based on the notion that comparison decenters the 
researchers’ focus, making it possible for them to 
distance themselves from what they know a priori 
and search for common traits, even universal ones, 
between the different situations they experience or 
discover. These may open researchers to a deeper 
understanding of facts and operative events.

In their desire to provide convincing explications—
including both a precise definition of the phenome-
non and a description of the essential characteristics 
of its interaction with broader social dynamics—the 
authors of this thematic issue often combine differ-
ent approaches in a single research project (Mill, 
1843). Once again, methodological creativity and a 
theoretical openness are imperative.

Regardless of the approach chosen, it is impor-
tant for researchers not to conflate study samples 
when comparing them, particularly with regards to 
prescriptive prior knowledge and presuppositions 
that are often external to the research question but 
which are frequently found in the fields of journal-
ism, media and politics (as will be discussed below). 
This requires maintaining a steadfast relationship 
between the subject and its specific context, a cre-
ative methodological approach to identify and oper-
ationalize the research criteria effectively, and an 
open mind to mine theoretical and methodological 

elements from disparate sources (see, among oth-
ers, the work of Mick, Trudel and De Maeyer, Ve-
ra-Zambrano and Powers).

intErChangEs bEtwEEn journalism,  
mEdia and politiCs

While it may be easy to point out in a general way 
the contributions and heuristic value of comparative 
research—emphasizing its scope, issues and meth-
ods—it is much less easy to make a conclusive con-
tribution to the interchanges between journalism, 
media and politics. The wealth of empirical material 
put forth by the papers in this thematic issue does 
not lend itself to such a simplistic systematization 
exercise. It is possible, however, to highlight a few 
elements that, in our view, could serve as building 
blocks for long-term reflection and contribute to a 
far wider debate than the one we can propose here.

At the risk of stating the obvious, the links be-
tween journalism, media and politics are complex 
and multidirectional (Gingras, 2010). They do, how-
ever, appear to be co-constitutive, meaning the best 
temporal frameworks for the analyses presented in 
this thematic issue seem to address the socio-polit-
ical cycles of the societies studied. Though media 
and journalistic processes may not coincide perfect-
ly with the political life of the society to which they 
belong, they are nevertheless strongly influenced by 
it, as Fierens demonstrates in her article on journal-
ism in the Congo and Côte d’Ivoire.

Moreover, the democratic nature of certain polit-
ical regimes—as complex and steeped in normativity 
as it may be—seems to suggest a connection with the 
emergence of media discourse per se. Some argue 
that such a discourse is in a better position to im-
plement and depict critical horizontal and dialogical 
relationships with politics—albeit not completely free 
from normative biases. Media, and, at least partial-
ly, journalistic discourses thus construe their specific 
relationships to politics as distinct from both public 
relations and propaganda.

Nevertheless, this thematic issue shows us that 
the very understanding of what constitutes the prin-
ciples governing the role of journalism in democracy 
varies so much as to make them unrecognizable from 
one polity to another (see Anastasiou’s comparison 
of Greece, Sweden and the United Kingdom). As 
mentioned above, the different contexts—history, 
society, culture—play a central role in framing the 
interchanges between journalism, media and poli-
tics and it is the mission of comparative studies to 
understand them and to try to explicate them (as 
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Oliveira and Paulino say, to “understand causally the 
comprehensive meaning of an activity,” Weber, 1971 
[1922]).

Comparative research suffers a tension between 
two poles that is frequently evoked and difficult to 
erase: determinism and relativism—two issues fre-
quently studied in political science. Pushed to its 
extreme, determinism might take the form of a ne-
gation of differences and a reduction to uniformly 
applied standards. A teleological outlook can thus 
seek to establish a natural or desired objective 
(under the guise of statements concerning the “de-
velopment” of societies, the “independence of the 
media,” or the “role of journalists” in a democracy, 
etc.), becoming itself the source or the benchmark, 
explicit or not, of the comparison. The risk of rela-
tivism, on the other hand, lies in the representation 
of strict separateness in which differences are pro-
posed and maintained to ensure they are not disre-
garded and external views and values not imposed 
on them, thus limiting the scope of comparison and 
interchange and risking to artificially erase existing 
common points.

In the context of research on media and jour-
nalism, the risk of determinism in comparative re-
search seems particularly significant to us in that it 
can concord with discourses, values   and identities 
heavily derived from the biases and imaginaries of 
the prevailing actors and professional groups. The 
fragile equilibria of both comparative research and 
the journalism, media and politics interchange calls 
for a concerted effort to distinguish and study these 
normative elements in the discourses and organiza-
tions concerned. Thus, the professional standards 
of journalism as they are perceived and reproduced, 
both by actors and by those who study them, must 
be placed back in their context at all costs. These 
normative elements may be shared by different cul-
tures, notably Western cultures, without necessarily 
having to be naturalized, displaced, and imposed on 
other cultural, historical, socio-economic and politi-
cal spaces. What is more, these normative elements 
are also subject to very strong resistance, adoption 
and adaptation processes that themselves reflect the 
vagaries of local power balances (cf. Albuquerque, 
2012).

On a different note, this issue’s authors seem—
implicitly or explicitly—to emphasize that print media 
(newspapers and magazines) remain an important, 
if not the main, vector in constructing public rep-
resentations of actors and issues in the public arena 
(Habermas, 1991 [1962]). By combining images and 
texts, by transmitting different types of discourse 
(ranging from superficial anecdotes to reports and 
opinion pieces) and by remaining physically availa-

ble beyond instantaneity, the print media contribute 
to the institution of public authority figures in a soci-
ety, and thus remain a central element in the study 
of the relationship between journalism, the media 
and politics (cf. Charbonneaux, Mick, this issue).

Beyond media’s contingent representation of re-
ality—where the debate on framing and agenda-set-
ting assumes its full meaning (cf. Canelas Rubim et 
al., 2004)—it is well-established that the effects of 
the media on political discussion (among others) can 
no longer be taken for granted. Even the print me-
dia are essentially ephemeral, which may contribute 
to their limited impact on the dynamics and con-
tent of major social and political debates. Thus, the 
commonly-held view that media cannot impose ideas 
but can still erase or impose the subjects of discus-
sion appears questionable (Cohen, 1963, quoted by 
Guillén and Rodríguez Díaz in this issue).

In so far as they are not dealt with here directly, 
we must point out that the complex nature and dy-
namics of public opinion need to be studied further. 
In this sense, a related research subject this themat-
ic issue proposes is to consider the interchange be-
tween journalism, the media and politics in a round-
about way. For example, if journalism—and the 
media—can institute figures of public authority, the 
forms of authority themselves are not always overtly 
political. Knowledge, for example, including scientif-
ic knowledge, can be a source of authority and pow-
er. The articles in this thematic issue barely address 
it, but the question of the political role of informa-
tion—often known or depicted as technocracy—cries 
for attention (Garretón, 1989, made relevant again 
by Trudel and De Maeyer).

In a discursive context where “fake news” flour-
ishes (sometimes identified a posteriori as such) 
and “alternative facts” are claimed a priori, ques-
tions of power are as significant today as ever be-
fore. These statements and discourses underline 
the prevalence of conflict for authority. First, they 
contain implicit or explicit assertions of legitimacy 
in the public space (although this may be more 
than ever removed from the Habermasian concep-
tion of it). Second, they lead to reactions (typi-
cally negative) among the many actors at work in 
the realms of knowledge and power—journalism, 
media, politics, and even science. It is thus that 
universal truths, though doubtless contestable, are 
espoused based on ontological positions mistaken 
in part for established presuppositions (the real 
as referent, if not the truth) and permeate jour-
nalism, the media and politics (and their studies). 
As a result, many discursive institutions are seeing 
swaths of their principles, boundaries and condi-
tions challenged and brought into question. We 
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invite researchers to direct their own questions 
at this issue.

This is only one reflection among others. We are 
confident that this thematic issue of Sur le journal-
isme – About Journalism – Sobre jornalismo on com-
parative studies on journalism, media and politics is 
rich in questions, research insights, methodological 

proposals and even new explications. In conclusion, 
and at the risk of repeating ourselves, this thematic 
issue confirms that comparative studies thrive in a 
heterogeneous environment, abounding as it does in 
theoretical and methodological debates.

Translation: Helmut Obermeir
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