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What is Political Science?

Definition

Political science is the study of politics in a scientific manner.

Ok, but what does this mean?



What Political Science is Not

@ Modern history
@ Journalism
e Getting involved/political action

@ Policy?
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What is Politics?

Definition
Human behavior involving the use of power and influence,
accomplishing goals individuals cannot accomplish alone

Where might we observe politics?
o At work
@ In the family
@ In a city council
@ At the United Nations
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What is Comparative Politics?

Definition

Comparative politics examines political behavior and institutions
within countries worldwide

o Political Behavior
Public opinion
Elections
Interest groups
e Political parties

@ Political Institutions
Heads of state
Legislatures
Bureaucracies
Courts
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The Comparative Method

Comparative politics also refers to a method for testing hypotheses
about how political structures work

e Cross-country similarity /difference
@ Generalization

@ Example: Democracy



Big Questions in Comparative Politics

Comparative politics is a large field but has focused on a number
of ‘big’ questions:
@ Why is there such variation in how political interests are
organized?
@ Why do some democracies work better than others?

@ Why have some countries democratized while others remain
authoritarian?

@ Why do some countries have healthier economies than others?

@ Why do some countries experience internal violence?
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Cultural and Institutional Explanations

Comparativists (and political scientists in general) apply both
cultural and institutional approaches to explaining politics
@ Cultural accounts ascribe differences between countries to
variation in basic values and norms
o Pro: Pays careful attention to history and context
e Con: Easy to explain away everything with culture, specific
o Example: Northern vs southern Europe
@ Institutional accounts focus on strategic decision-making
under constraints
e Pro: Generalizable and precise
e Con: Oversimplifies human behavior
e Example: Presidential vs parliamentary government



