Friday, September 8: What is politics?
Adrian Leftwich, “Thinking Politically: on the Politics of Politics,” in What is Politics?
Polity Press, Cambridge, 2004, Ch 1. Reader
_____________________________________________________________________________________
· What does politics mean to you?
Power, government, interaction, conflict, policies, etc. 
· Politics as a contested concept
Can’t separate out positive (is) and normative (ought)
· Term is loaded with value judgements
· “Political” as praise or insult 
· We bring from our own baggage - debates/arguments
· Defining politics is political; being aware how you define it is making judgement, focusing on some issues not on others
· Goals of studying politics
· Understand and explain political processes, policies, decisions, events
· Asking why? How does it work? What are the implications? (who cares?) 
· Different ways of doing so (look at different things therefore, different answers)
· Approaches
· Theories
· Definitions
· Concepts 
· Two major approaches
· Is politics all about structure?
. Major structural forces
. “Democracies will tend to x”; broad generalizations 
. Universal explanations 
. Individuals, particularities don’t matter much 
· Or agency?
. Focus on individuals- they matter; e.g.Mandela, Trump, Hitler
. In this case “x leader and y social movement combined to produce outcome”
. More particular explanations 
. Broad structural forces are important but can’t explain many particular outcomes
· Figuring out the balance
· Theories matter
Three theories from reading (Leftwich) 
· How they explain the end of the Apartheid in South Africa in early 1990s
· Rational Choice
· View of politics: individual rational actors-maximize interests
· Why did apartheid end?
. Changing cost-benefit analysis
. Benefits of white supremacy were outweighed by costs
· Marxist
· View of politic?: focus on class dynamics (economic class dynamics key) 
· Why did it end? 
. Capitalist economy had contradictions:
. Relied on Black workers
. Who then organized against white dominance (became powerful)
· Institutionalist
· View of politics? Social ways of organizing that have political implications; made up of formal and informal institutions that can support or undermine each other
· Why did it end? 
. Growing tensions between two key institutions: political system-organized everything (including economy)along racial lines: Market system
· Max Weber’s definition 
· Leadership, agency, focus on people who have the power and the ppl that influence it
· Leftwich’s definition
· Not limited, broad, focus on process and interaction, who gets what? decision
· Definitions-What counts as politics?
· Arena or process?
. Does it happen somewhere specific?
. Set of processes?
· Broad or narrow?
. What are we looking at?

