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Chapter One
Understanding Politics

Basic Concepts: Authority/Legitimacy
• Authority: the right to exercise power stemming from
an “outside” authority like the constitution, supernatural
authority, and election or tradition.
• Legitimacy: the acceptance by the governed of the
right to rule by those in positions of authority whether or
not it was established by law.

Authority and legitimacy (2)
Authority and legitimacy are two poles of a
social relationship.
Authority – Obligation – Legitimacy
Authority refers to the right of command,
Obligation refers to the sense of duty,
Legitimacy refers to the belief in rightness of
governement.
From Dickerson and Flanagan, An Introduction to Government and Politics (2006) 4

The State in Max Weber
“Politics as a Vocation” (1918)
Sociological definition of the state:
The State as the monopoly of legitimate violence.
Three basic legitimations of domination:
– Charismatic Authority: Mahatma Gandhi
– Traditional Authority: elders, monarchs
– Legal-Rational Authority: constitutions

Authority/Legitimacy (3)
The Significance of Legitimacy
A government that is not seen as legitimate will have to
spend and extraordinary amount of time and resources
to persuade or coerce its citizens to obey laws and to
maintain order.

Illustrations / Examples
• Legitimacy Crisis:
--- the “Constitutional Peasants” scene in
The Quest for the Holy Grail ---
• Legitimacy Issues:
Last Afghanese and Iranian elections;
The coalition proposition in 2008 (Canada);
Governments seen as imposed by foreign powers.
Forms of democracy I
• Direct Democracy: citizens participating directly in
political decisions and the administration of the
community.
� Athens in the 5th Century BC
� Anarcho-syndicalism and 70s communes
• Representative Democracy: citizens vote for
representatives on a regular basis who are then
governing the community on their behalf.
� Most contemporary democracies, Canada

Forms of democracy II
• Liberal Democracy
� Singapore as an illiberal democracy
� Fareed Zacharia in a 1997 Foreign Affairs article
• Plebiscitary Democracy
� Plebiscites in Napoleon’s Empire
� Referendums and citizen initiatives in Switzerland
• Deliberative Democracy
� The ideal of deliberation / public debate
� Citizens panels / juries (in B.C.)
1. The meaning of representation
2. Electoral systems
3. Voting behaviour

Diverse models of representation
Delegate
Trustee
Party Member
Microcosm

The delegate model
• Views of the constituents have priority
• Representation of local/specific interests
• “Binding mandate”
specific sets of instructions
Ex.: - unions
- US representative culture
- original agenda of the Reform Party

The trustee model
• Reliance on personal judgement
• Illustration: Edmond Burke, 1774.
• Contemporary example: “Free votes”
 “Certainly, Gentlemen, it ought to be the happiness and
glory of a Representative, to live in the strictest union,
the closest correspondence, and the most unreserved
communication with his constituents. But, his
unbiased opinion, his mature judgement, his
enlightened conscience, he ought not to sacrifice to
you; to any man, or to any set of men living... Your
representative owes you, not his industry only, but his
judgement, and he betrays, instead of serving you, if
he sacrifices it to your opinion.”

 “Parliament is not a congress of ambassadors from
different and hostile interests; which interests each
must maintain, as an agent and advocate, against other
agents and advocates; but parliament is a deliberative
assembly of one nation, with one interest, that of the
whole; where, not local purposes, not local prejudices,
ought to guide, but the general good, resulting from
the general reason of the whole. You choose a member
indeed; but when you have chosen him, he is not
member of Bristol, but he is a member of parliament.”
Party member model
 Priority to the instructions of leadership
“Team-spirit”
 The dominant form of representation nowadays
 Canada, a country where party discipline is very strong
 Party discipline much less influent in the US
 Does not really apply to municipal politics

The Microcosm model
 The Representatives should reflect the characteristics
of race, language, religion, gender, class, income, and
occupation that are found in the population at large.
 Illustration: John Adams, 1776
(2nd president of the US)
 Canada: the composition of the federal cabinet.

Adams, Thoughts on Government, 1776
It should be in miniature an exact portrait of
the people at large. It should think, feel,
reason, and act like them.
That it may be the interest of this assembly to
do strict justice at all times, it should be an
equal representation, or, in other words, equal
interests among the people should have equal
interests in it.
Democratic elections
and electoral systems
Criterias for democratic elections
Fair and transparent elections
 Universal Suffrage: one person, one vote with each
having the same value
 Access to information: Voters must have easy access
to information on candidates and the issues
 Independent Commission: voting must be overseen
by and independent and impartial commission
 Regular Voting: elections must be scheduled
regularly, typically between 2 and 5 years
Example 1:
US Presidential Elections
Sample ballot (pdf file)

Example 1: US Presidential Elections
 SMP = Single Member Plurality
 Also called “First-Past-The-Post”
 Common in anglophones countries
(British-style democratic regimes)
Advantages and inconveniences
Distortion effects
 Controversies about the 2000 Bush-Gore race
Proposed reform in BC: SMP to STV
www.stv.ca www.nostv.org

Advantages of the system:
- Proportionality: better fit
between popular votes and
seats
- Improoved choice
Indirect effects on parties and
institutions:
- More consensual politics
and more participation.
Criticisms of the system:
- Confusing counting system
- Discrepancies between
ridings (larger ridings with
diverse numbers of MLAs)
- Not very popular worldwide
Indirect effects:
- Less likelyhood of a majority
government.


Example 2: New Zealand
 Institutions similar to Canadian one
 Two unsatisfactory elections in the 78 and 81
 In 1993: Change from SMP to MMP
 MMP = Mixed Member Proportional
 Since then:
Coalition government is the norm
No significant rise in voter’s turnout
 Another referendum on electoral system this year.

Example 3: Germany
 Results of the last elections (Sept 2009):
Angela Merkel (Christian democrats) reelected,
formed a coalition with the Free Democrats.
 Small and “grand coalitions”
 Vote splitting

 “Letter Ballots” in Israel
Example 4: Israel
 Results of the most recent elections:
Similar number of seats for Likud and Kadima
(the two main parties).
Analysis of the system:
 Many small parties
 Short lived governments
 Great influence of the extremes
UNIT 3: LEGISLATURES
> PARLIAMENTARY AND PRESIDENTIAL
SYSTEMS,
> BICAMERALISM
(THE CANADIAN SENATE)
Presidential Systems:
The example of the United States
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THE PRESIDENTIAL SYSTEM
 Over 30 countries use the presidential system;
 It was developed in the USA in reaction to the British
colonial rule;
 Specificity of presidential systems:
Unlike the parliamentary system, the executive in a
presidential system does not need the support of the
legislature to stay in power.
 Specificity of the US system:
It is based on the principle of “checks and balances” in
order to promote a system of separation of powers.
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THE USA PRESIDENT
Defining presidential systems:
The president of the USA…
 Is both head of state and head of government,
 Is the commander in chief of the armed
services, and
 Cannot dissolve the House of Representatives.
o Possibility for “divided government”
o Example: current situation (since 2011).
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THE USA CONGRESS
 Bi-cameral: House of Representatives and the
Senate
 Cabinet secretaries
are not allowed to be members of Congress
House term limit is 2 years; Senate 6 years
Major role is oversight on public service
activities
Weak party discipline
 250 plus standing committees, the real source
of power in the USA Congress.

CHECKS AND BALANCES
“the doctrine and practice of dispersing political
power and creating mutual accountability among
political entities such as the courts, the president
or prime minister, the legislature, and the
citizens.” (Encyclopaedia MSN Encarta)
 Between federal and state levels
 Between branches of government
 Avoiding abuses of power
 Possibilities for gridlock 5

CHECKS… BETWEEN BRANCHES
Executive
 Vetoes laws
 Wages wars
and signs treaties
Legislative
 Overrides vetoes
 Declares wars
and ratifies treaties
 Ultimate authority on laws
and budget
Judiciary
 Determines constitutionality
 Appoints
 Pardons
 Gives executive orders
 Checks appointments and
starts investigations
 Starts impeachment
 Interprets laws
(and ensures uniformity of
application)
The Parliamentary System
 A system of governance where there is a close
interrelationship between the executive and
legislative bodies.
 Cabinet is drawn from sitting Members of
Parliament.

The Head of State
 In parliamentary system, the Head of State is different
than the head of government.
 The Head of State is expected to be “above politics” and
is largely a ceremonial position.
 In Canada, the Head of State is the Governor or
Governess General
(or rather the Queen?)

Types of Parliamentary Systems
Westminster Model:
more conflictual, concentration of power
in Prime Minister and Cabinet
> adversarial system (UK, Canada)
 Consensus Model:
sharing of power by involving all political parties
(Germany)

House of Commons in UK
Bundestag in Germany
The Canadian Parliament

Semi-Presidential Systems
 Many European and other countries have combined
aspects of both parliamentary and presidential system.
 In these cases, the prime minister shares executive power
with the President.
 Presidents have a fixed term of office
and prime ministers do not.
 In some cases, the president has power to dissolve the
legislature.

The French System
 President elected for 5 year term
 President appoints the prime minister, cabinet and
top judicial and military heads
 President can call national referendums and set the
political agenda
 President is most powerful when the National
Assembly is dominated with members of the
president’s party
 If not, situation of “cohabitation”

Presidential vs. Parliamentary System
Aspects to consider:
 Leadership and Decisive Action
 Democratic Election
 Representativeness
 Responsiveness
 Accountability
 Openness
 Flexibility
 Experience
The Canadian Senate
 Appointed upper-house of Parliament
 Role is to check the democratic tendencies of the
House of Commons
 Senators are appointed on a regional basis
 Senators are appointed by the Prime Minister and
can hold positions until age 75 (unlimited term)
 Senators are often appointed for the loyalty to the
party and the Prime Minister

Powers of the Senate
In 1988, Bill C-130 delayed (Free Trade Agreement)
Legislations are rarely blocked by the Senate:
1989-90, the most notable:
Bill C-43 on abortion
 Problems of legitimacy
 It either does too little or too much...
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Reforming the Senate
 Triple-E Senate: elected, effective, equal
Democratic legitimacy and accountability
Renewed regional representation
 Shift in the balance of power
 Recent proposals (Harper government)
 Elections province-wide
 Limited term of 8 years
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Abolishing the Senate
Points in favour
 Appointed house as an obstacle to democracy
 Senate misused (too great partisanship)
 Cutting down costs
 Improving delays and efficiency
Obstacle: Constitutional amendment necessary
Points against
 Not suited for large (federal) countries
 Temptation for radicalism / extreme politics
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Keeping the Senate as is
 Feasability:
It is impossible to make any institutional change in
Canada, even less so a constitutional change.
Marginality:
The biggest problems of Canadian institutions are not
with the Senate.
 Need to avoid bicameral conflict
 Need to avoid excessive centralization
 Finally, legitimacy of reform itself?
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POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES AND
POLITICAL THEORY
DIVERSE MEANINGS
OF LIBERALISM
POL 1101 – Fall 2011
1
THE MEANING OF IDEOLOGY
Political science definition: a worldview which:
“provides a different perspective that is used to
understand and evaluate how the world actually works”
“a vision of what the world should be like and how it
should work” (Mintz, Close & Croci, 2009,p. 99)
Ideology is also used as:
 a loaded (sometimes) pejorative word,
 an important critical concept in the Marxist tradition
(ideology as a cover-up of the reality)
 a simplification of political philosophies. 2

EQUIVOCITY OF LIBERALISM
What does it mean to be “liberal”?
- In Canada, being a member of the liberal party,
- In the United States, having leftist views,
- In Europe, being an advocate of capitalism and
free market economy (right wing).
Need to distinguish between economic liberalism
and political (or philosophical) liberalism
Eco.: linked to capitalism and free market
Pol.: linked to the primacy of the individual 3

ECONOMIC LIBERALISM
 Classical and neo-classical economics
 Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations (1776)
 Free market, “invisible hand” and laissez faire
 Homo Economicus, rational and interested
Opposed to collectivism and Keynesianism
 Collectivism (used in communist regimes)
Control of the state on the means of production
 Keynesianism:
Imperfect markets
Need for public intervention in the economy
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THE FIELD OF POLITICAL THEORY
 Definition: “systematic thinking about the
nature and public requirements of the good life”
 Key distinction: Ancients and Moderns.
 Articulating good lives and good regimes...
 See Benjamin Constant, 1816
“The Liberty of Ancients Compared with that of Moderns”
 Key ideas of liberalism:
Priority of the individual and its rights
Freedom and equality 5

LIBERALISM AS A POLITICAL THEORY
 Liberalism as opposed to conservatism
(16th-17th century)
 Liberalism as opposed to paternalism
(19th century)
Marxism as opposed to liberalism (19th century)
 Communitarianism as opposed to liberalism
(late 20th century)
Key authors:
John Locke, John Stuart Mill, Tocqueville.
Contemporary author: John Rawls
and his Theory of Justice (1971).

