POL2104 – Notes
January 10th
What is politics?
· A process where people pursue collective goals and organize to deal with conflicts by means of government
· Conflict is a driving force in politics
· We are constantly thinking and rethinking about how to address it
What is the study of politics?
· The study of the power struggle for the authority to make decisions for the public
What is power?
· Ability to effect outcomes
· Political power – ability to determine or influence government officials
· Decision making is important, but non-decisions are equally important in many cases
· Dominance and influence  clear cut?
· Definition:
· The ability of A to get B to do what A wants
· Or to get B to do what B would not otherwise have done
· Or to get B to act in a manner contrary to B’s interest
· B believes that A is more powerful
What is Comparative Politics
· Area of study and method of inquiry that through competing theories and arguments seeks to explain political dynamics in different countries
· Study of how different polities around the world deal with the need to balance freedom and security, utilizing different concepts, types of governance and institutions
What is the comparative method?
· Comparisons across countries in order to generate hypotheses and generalizations that can apply to other cases
· “If then...what”
Science of Comparison
· Scientific logic of comparative political science
· Research question
· Inference
· Definition
· Description
· Explanation
· Cannot just list things, must attach meaning or else it is merely history
· Prediction
· Prescription
· Every period of time and place has its own circumstances  this makes prescription difficult
· Uncertain conclusions
· Acknowledge the uncertainty, but don’t let it dissuade you from questions etc.
· Public procedures
· Footnotes etc.
· So that other scholars can build on your work
Analytical techniques of Political Science
· Approach the study of political phenomena with:
· Dependent Variables: what we seek to explain
· Outcome that is influenced by the independent variable
· Independent variable: explanatory variables
· Cause or influence on the dependent variable
· Theory
· Generalizations that seek to explain or predict relationships among variables
· King, Keohane & Verba
· Chose theories that could be wrong
· It is arguable and more interesting
· It is better than something that is so broad that it cannot be wrong
· Ensure it is falsifiable
· Be parsimonious
· The simplest answer is usually the right answer
· Be straightforward and succinct
· Don’t be more complex than necessary
Hypotheses
· Hypothesis: assumption to be tested against evidence
· Explanatory hypothesis
· Our aim in this course
· Don’t give a description of a country to start a paper
· Hypothesis testing
· Inductive or deductive
· Inductive  specific to general
· Deductive  general to specific
· Identify variables
· If ... then
· Collect and examine evidence
· Draw conclusions
· Multi-causality
· Necessary and sufficient condition
· Necessary  needed for something to occur
· Sufficient  as long as it is present it can occur
Models/Ideal Types
· Model: an abstract simplified representation of reality
· Ideal type: Weber bureaucracy
· Comparing the real world to the abstracted idea of what you think a phenomenon is
Techniques of Comparative Politics
· Case study  one country
· Some countries it makes sense, but it is harder
· Try not to do in this course
· Focused comparisons
· Small number of countries
· Statistical analysis
· Many countries
· Two approaches:
· Most similar  pick similar countries (ex. Continental European countries) and then isolate differences
· Most different  pick different countries and examine differences
· Quantitative vs. Qualitative
Trends in Comparative Politics
· Periods:
· Classical
· Plato/Aristotle  search for the ideal state
· Renaissance/Enlightenment
· Social contract
· Modern era
· What type of government works best for modern era states
· Modernization
· All societies are going to develop in a certain way
· Teleological development
· Behaviouralism
· Reaction to modernization theory
· Cannot just compare and look at strict political institutions, must look at social context
· Postbehaviouralism
· State as an agent in reshaping society
· State can act autonomously
· It has a role in shaping society
· Postmodernism
· Deconstruction
· Reappraising assumptions
· Rational Choice Theory
· Illusion of laws that can be applied to politics
· Application of economic theory to politics
· Individuals act on self-interest to maximize their own benefits
· Belief that things will always play out the same way in similar contexts
· New Institutionalism
· Looks at institutions as the main way to understand politics
· Norms, structures and repeated interactions that groups and individuals have
· The structures are key
· Formal or informal


