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Introduction: 

For first-year undergraduate students embarking on a degree in Political 

Science, the module "Introduction to Political Science" is not merely an 

introductory course; it is the foundational intellectual compass that will 

guide their entire academic and professional journey. Based on the 

comprehensive analysis of the discipline’s nature, history, and methodology, 

here is an extensive introduction highlighting the vital importance of this 

field of study. 

The study of politics stands as one of the most ancient and yet most 

dynamically evolving academic disciplines. Often referred to by Aristotle as 

the "Master Science," Political Science provides the analytical framework 

necessary to understand how human communities organize themselves, 

resolve conflicts, and distribute resources. For a first-year student, this 

module serves as a critical bridge between the intuitive understanding of 

news and current events and the rigorous, disciplined analysis of power 

structures. 

1. Decoding the Complexity of Human Organization 

At its core, the importance of this module lies in its ability to help 

students decode the "complexity of human organization." Politics arises 



3 
 

from two inescapable features of the human condition: diversity and 

scarcity. Because individuals have different needs and opinions while 

resources remain limited, a system is required to determine "who gets what, 

when, and how." This module teaches students that politics is the essential 

mechanism—the bridge—between the reality of conflict and the necessity 

of cooperation (Heywood, 2019). 

2. Navigating "Essentially Contested Concepts" 

One of the primary lessons for a beginner is that "politics" is an 

essentially contested concept. There is no single, universally accepted 

definition. By exploring various perspectives—ranging from David Easton’s 

"authoritative allocation of values" to the "arena" and "process" 

approaches—students learn to think critically. They move beyond the "dirty 

word" stereotype of politics (manipulation and deception) to see it as a 

fundamental social activity through which people attempt to improve their 

lives and create a better version of society (Shively, 2018). 

3. Mastering the Dual Nature: Art and Science 

This module is crucial because it introduces the dual nature of the 

discipline: 

Politics as an Art: Students explore the role of intuition, leadership, and 
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diplomacy. They learn from historical figures like Bismarck, who called 

politics "the art of the possible," and understand how "unsympathetic 

empathy" allows leaders to navigate high-stakes negotiations without 

resorting to violence (Garner, 2020). 

Politics as a Science: Conversely, the module introduces the scientific 

method. Students learn how to move from personal opinion to systematic 

inquiry using empirical methods, data analysis, and falsifiable hypotheses. 

Understanding tools like game theory, social network analysis, and 

regression models transforms the student from a passive observer into a 

rigorous social scientist (Heywood, 2019). 

4. Establishing a Theoretical Foundation 

The "Introduction to Political Science" provides students with the "Inter-

Paradigm Debate," which is essential for understanding global affairs. By 

mastering the core schools of thought—Realism (focusing on power and 

survival), Liberalism (emphasizing cooperation and rights), and Marxism 

(analyzing class struggle and economic base)—students gain the ability to 

view the world through different ideological lenses. This theoretical "map" is 

indispensable for any future study of international relations or public policy 

(Shively, 2018). 
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5. Understanding the Evolution of Ideas 

Furthermore, the module traces the "progressive-eclectic curve" of the 

discipline. Starting from the normative questions of Plato and Aristotle 

(asking what politics ought to be) to the behavioral revolution of the 20th 

century (analyzing what politics is), students appreciate that political science 

is a living, breathing field. They learn that contemporary political science 

integrates the wisdom of the past with the technological tools of the future, 

such as machine learning and psychological interpretation (Garner, 2020). 

6. Developing Citizen Agency and Critical Thinking 

Ultimately, the importance of this module extends beyond the 

classroom. It is an invitation for students to recognize their own agency. 

Through thought experiments—like John Rawls’s "Veil of Ignorance" or 

Hobbes’s "State of Nature"—students are forced to confront the ethical 

foundations of justice and stability. They learn to view institutions not as 

static objects but as evolving forces that they, as future leaders and informed 

citizens, have the power to shape (Heywood, 2019). 

Conclusion, "Introduction to Political Science" is the key to making 

sense of the world's "mess." It provides the tools to look beneath the surface 

of government actions, to understand the invisible structures of power, and 
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to answer the most fundamental question of human existence: How can we 

live together in a way that is stable, prosperous, and just? 

Research Plan: 

Introduction: The Foundational Intellectual Compass 

Decoding the Complexity of Human Organization 

Navigating "Essentially Contested Concepts" 

Mastering the Dual Nature: Art and Science 

Establishing a Theoretical Foundation 

Understanding the Evolution of Ideas 

Developing Citizen Agency and Critical Thinking 

Part I: The Nature and Scope of Politics 

Introduction to Politics and Political Science 

The Arena versus Process Approaches 

The Authoritative Allocation of Values1 

Four Perspectives on the Definition of Politics 

Political Science: Subject Matter and Method 
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Part II: Politics as an Art 

The Essence of Statesmanship and Practical Governance 

Diplomacy: The Master Art of Relationships 

Influence without Authority 

Part III: Politics as a Science 

The Scientific Method and Systematic Inquiry 

Empirical Methods and Data Analysis 

Modeling and the Search for Regularities 

Part IV: Theoretical Definitions of Political Science 

The Realist Definition: Power and Survival 

The Liberal Definition: Cooperation and Rights 

The Marxist Definition: Class Struggle and Economics 

Part V: The Historical Evolution of Political Science 

Ancient Foundations: Plato and Aristotle 

Rome and the Middle Ages: Natural Law and Theology 

The Renaissance and the Secularization of Power 

The Enlightenment: The Social Contract 
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The 19th Century and Professionalization 

The 20th Century: The Behavioral and Post-Behavioral Revolutions 

Part VI: Pedagogical Applications: Engaging the Beginner Student 

Thought Experiments in the Political "Laboratory" 

Simulations and Classroom Games 

Conclusion: The Horizon of Contemporary Political Science 
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Axe 1: Introduction to the Art and Science of Politics 

The study of politics serves as an intellectual compass for the modern 

student, offering a framework to decode the complexities of human 

organization, power distribution, and conflict resolution. As a social activity, 

politics is the mechanism through which people make, preserve, and amend 

the general rules under which they live, acting as a bridge between the 

inevitable reality of conflict and the structural necessity of cooperation. For 

students entering their first year of undergraduate studies in the humanities 

and social sciences, understanding the dual nature of politics—as both an 

intuitive art and a rigorous science—is essential for developing a nuanced 

perspective on how societies function and evolve (Roskin, 2020). 

Introduction to Politics and Political Science 

The term "politics" is often characterized by scholars as an "essentially 

contested concept," meaning that its definition is subject to deep and 

ongoing debate depending on the ideological lens of the observer. This lack 

of a single, universally accepted definition is not a failure of the discipline 

but rather a reflection of the subject’s complexity and its presence in nearly 

every aspect of human life. At its most fundamental level, politics arises from 

the dual conditions of diversity and scarcity: individuals hold different 
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opinions and needs, while resources are limited, necessitating a system to 

determine "who gets what, when, and how" (Heywood, 2019) . 

Academic inquiry into these phenomena is the domain of political 

science. While "politics" refers to the activity itself, "political science" is the 

disciplined, academic study of that activity. The discipline seeks to move 

beyond personal opinion or anecdotal observation, employing research 

methods rooted in the social sciences to analyze political systems, behavior, 

and decision-making processes. By studying political science, students learn 

to view institutions not as static entities but as living, evolving forces that 

shape and are shaped by human behavior (Grigsby, 2014). 

The Arena versus Process Approaches 

In pedagogical literature, defining politics typically follows two broad 

approaches: the arena approach and the process approach. The arena 

approach restricts politics to a specific location or institution, most notably 

the state and its machinery. From this traditional perspective, behavior 

becomes "political" only when it occurs within government departments, 

legislative chambers, or cabinet rooms. This view focuses heavily on the 

actions of politicians, civil servants, and lobbyists, often treating the private 

sphere of family and business as "non-political" (Roskin, 2020). 
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Conversely, the process approach views politics as a pervasive quality of 

human interaction that exists in all social spheres. This broader perspective 

suggests that politics is found within families, workplaces, and community 

groups just as much as it is found in national governments. Here, politics is 

defined by the exercise of power and the resolution of conflict, regardless of 

where that interaction takes place (Heywood, 2019) . 

The Authoritative Allocation of Values 

One of the most influential definitions for beginning students is David 

Easton’s concept of politics as the "authoritative allocation of values". In this 

context, "values" refer to rewards, benefits, and penalties that are considered 

binding and legitimate by the majority of the citizenry. Politics, therefore, 

encompasses the various processes through which a government responds 

to pressures from society by distributing these resources in a way that is 

accepted as authoritative. This definition helps students understand why 

certain decisions—such as tax policies or healthcare laws—are respected 

as law even by those who may personally disagree with them (Grigsby, 

2014). 

Politics as an Art 

The characterization of politics as an "art" emphasizes the role of human 
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skill, intuition, and creativity in the management of public affairs. This 

perspective suggests that successful political outcomes are often the result of 

unique personal attributes—such as charisma, tact, and the ability to 

negotiate—rather than the rigid application of universal laws. Chancellor 

Otto von Bismarck famously described politics as "the art of the possible," 

implying that statesmanship involves navigating the limits of what can 

realistically be achieved in a world of compromise and competing interests 

(Roskin, 2020). 

The Essence of Statesmanship and Practical Governance 

As an art, politics relies on creative expression and the imagination to 

build movements and inspire action. It is seen in the ability of a leader to 

construct a compelling narrative that resonates with the values and 

aspirations of a community. For example, the use of rhetorical tools such as 

ethos (credibility), pathos (emotion), and logos (logic) allows political actors 

to build trust and stir the emotions of their audience, making abstract policy 

goals feel concrete and relatable (Heywood, 2019) . 

Leadership in this domain requires a high degree of wisdom and 

understanding of people, which some scholars distinguish from academic 

intelligence. Successful political leaders must be able to "read the room" and 
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adapt their approach to the specific cultural and social context of their 

constituents. This artistic side of politics is most evident in moments of crisis, 

where a leader's individual resolve and creative problem-solving can 

determine the survival of a political system (Grigsby, 2014). 

Diplomacy: The Master Art of Relationships 

Diplomacy stands as the most refined expression of politics as an art. It 

is defined as the practice of building and maintaining relationships and 

conducting negotiations using tact and mutual respect. Unlike a purely 

scientific analysis that might view nations as abstract data points, the 

diplomatic art requires "unsympathetic empathy"—the ability to put 

oneself in an opponent's shoes to understand their constraints and needs, 

even if one does not agree with them (Roskin, 2020). 

Historical examples highlight the artistic nature of this field. President 

John F. Kennedy is often cited as a "gold standard" for diplomatic leadership 

during the Cuban Missile Crisis, where he balanced the need for public 

resolve with a creative, private path for Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev to 

de-escalate without losing face. Similarly, the opening to China in the 1970s 

required the intelligent and courageous "shuttle diplomacy" of Henry 

Kissinger, who spent weeks in near-constant negotiation and travel to break 
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established patterns of hostility. These outcomes were not the product of 

mathematical formulas but of stamina, intelligence, and the creative seizing 

of a historical moment (Heywood, 2019) . 

Influence without Authority 

In the modern world, the "art" of politics is increasingly defined by the 

ability to exert influence without having direct authority. This is particularly 

relevant in international organizations and matrixed business environments 

where no single entity holds absolute power. Leaders like Nelson Mandela 

demonstrated this art during South Africa's transition; despite having no 

initial formal government power, his moral authority and strategic 

communication allowed him to influence diverse stakeholders toward a 

peaceful resolution. This skill involves "expanding the available pie" through 

value creation rather than engaging in zero-sum thinking where one side 

must lose for the other to win (Grigsby, 2014). 

Politics as a Science 

While the practice of politics is often an art, its study has increasingly 

moved toward the realm of science. To call political science a "science" does 

not mean it possesses the same absolute laws as physics, but rather that it 

involves a "systematic study of subjects and issues to make well-informed 
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decisions... with proper consideration of objective facts". If science is defined 

as anybody of systematically organized knowledge based on empirical 

methods and measurement, then political science qualifies as a rigorous 

social discipline (Roskin, 2020). 

The Scientific Method and Systematic Inquiry 

The scientific approach to politics relies on the adaptation of the 

scientific method to human behavior. This process begins with a "puzzle"—

a research question that highlights a contradiction or an unexplained 

phenomenon in the world. Researchers then develop a theory to explain the 

puzzle and derive testable hypotheses from that theory. A critical component 

of this scientific approach is "falsifiability," which requires that any theory 

must be stated in a way that it could potentially be proven wrong by new 

evidence (Heywood, 2019) . 

Empirical Methods and Data Analysis 

Modern political science employs a variety of tools to gather and 

analyze data. These include quantitative methods like surveys and large-

scale statistical analysis ("Large N" studies), which identify broad patterns 

across thousands of observations. For instance, researchers might use 

regression analysis to determine the correlation between a country's wealth 
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and its level of democratic stability (Grigsby, 2014). 

At the same time, qualitative approaches—such as in-depth interviews, 

case studies ("Small N" studies), and ethnography—provide deeper insight 

into the specific mechanisms and "how" of political processes. Other 

scientific tools include (Roskin, 2020): 

● Experiments: Often considered the "gold standard," 

experiments involve a treatment group and a control group to 

determine the effect of a specific intervention, such as a political 

advertisement (Heywood, 2019) . 

● Game Theory: A method that models strategic, interdependent 

choices between rational actors, often used to predict behavior in 

international conflicts or trade negotiations (Grigsby, 2014). 

● Social Network Analysis: Studying the connections and 

information flow between individuals or organizations to understand 

how influence travels through a community (Roskin, 2020). 

● Machine Learning: Using vast datasets to discover hidden 

patterns and predict future political trends (Heywood, 2019) . 

Modeling and the Search for Regularities 
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The "science" of politics often involves the creation of models—

conceptual or mathematical simplifications of reality—to investigate causal 

mechanisms. These models are assessed not just for their predictive 

accuracy but for their usefulness in clarifying the conditions under which 

certain outcomes occur. A central belief in the scientific study of politics is 

the existence of "regularities"—discoverable uniformities in behavior that 

can be expressed as generalizations with explanatory power. For example, 

behavioralists might observe that rural voters consistently favor 

conservative candidates while urban voters favor liberal ones, leading to a 

generalization about the impact of geography on ideology (Grigsby, 2014). 

Theoretical Definitions of Political Science 

Because the subject of political science is power and the state, different 

ideological traditions have produced distinct definitions and priorities for the 

discipline. These perspectives—Realism, Liberalism, and Marxism—

constitute the core "Inter-Paradigm Debate" that undergraduate students 

must master to understand the broader academic conversation (Roskin, 

2020). 

The Realist Definition: Power and Survival 

Realism is often considered the dominant and most traditional theory in 
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the field, claiming an ancient lineage that includes Thucydides and 

Machiavelli. The realist definition of politics is centered on the struggle for 

power in an anarchic international system—a system where there is no 

central authority above the nation-state. In this view, states are "rational 

actors" that seek to maximize their own security and national interest above 

all else (Heywood, 2019) . 

For the realist, politics is a zero-sum game where military and economic 

capabilities are the primary currencies. The state is seen as a "unitary actor" 

(the billiard ball model), and the primary goals of political science are to 

analyze power dynamics and maintain a balance of power to prevent war. 

Ethical considerations are often viewed as secondary to the harsh realities of 

survival in a dangerous world (Grigsby, 2014). 

The Liberal Definition: Cooperation and Rights 

Liberalism emerged as an anti-thesis to the realist worldview, focusing 

on the potential for cooperation and the importance of individual rights and 

freedoms. Liberals define politics as a process that can lead to absolute gains 

for all parties through interdependence and international law. Unlike 

realists, liberals recognize a role for non-state actors, such as the United 

Nations, multinational corporations, and NGOs (Roskin, 2020). 



19 
 

The liberal perspective highlights three "pillars" of peace (the Kantian 

Triangle): 

1. Democracy: The belief that citizens in a democracy are less 

likely to support aggressive wars (Democratic Peace Theory) 

(Heywood, 2019). 

2. Economic Interdependence: The idea that global trade makes 

conflict unprofitable and counterproductive (Grigsby, 2014). 

3. International Institutions: The faith that global organizations 

can mediate disputes and build "cobwebs" of cooperation (Roskin, 

2020). 

The Marxist Definition: Class Struggle and Economics 

Marxism offers a radical departure by defining politics as a reflection of 

economic power and class struggle. From this perspective, the state is not a 

neutral arbiter but an instrument of the dominant economic class (the 

bourgeoisie) used to exploit the working class (the proletariat). Politics is the 

"superstructure" of society, determined by the underlying economic 

"base"—the relations and forces of production (Heywood, 2019). 

Marxists argue that international relations are driven by the capitalist 

need for constant expansion, leading to unequal power dynamics between 
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"core" industrial nations and "periphery" resource-rich nations. For students, 

this definition shifts the focus from government institutions to the global 

economic system as the true source of political conflict (Grigsby, 2014). 

The Historical Evolution of Political Science 

The evolution of political science as a discipline is marked by a 

"progressive-eclectic" curve that began with the foundations of Ancient 

Greece and culminated in the professionalization of the 20th century. This 

development reflects a shift from normative philosophy—asking what 

politics "ought" to be—to positive science—analyzing what politics "is" 

(Roskin, 2020). 

Ancient Foundations: Plato and Aristotle 

Political science properly begins in the 5th and 4th centuries BCE with 

Plato and Aristotle. Plato’s Republic and Laws are the first classics of the 

discipline, introducing typologies of regimes based on virtue and knowledge. 

He proposed the "Mixed Constitution" to combine monarchic wisdom with 

democratic freedom, a theory that sought to halt the cycle of regime 

degeneration (Heywood, 2019). 

Aristotle, however, is often considered the true founder because he 

introduced the empirical, inductive method. He analyzed 158 actual 
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constitutions to understand the social structures of regimes, famously 

arguing that a strong middle class is the key to stability. Aristotle defined 

politics as the "master science" because it governs the ethical environment in 

which all other human activities occur (Grigsby, 2014). 

Rome and the Middle Ages: Natural Law and Theology 

Roman thinkers like Polybius and Cicero transmitted Greek ideas to the 

Roman Republic, introducing the doctrine of "Natural Law" as a standard for 

justice that transcends man-made rules. In the Middle Ages, political 

philosophy was heavily influenced by Christian theology. St. Thomas 

Aquinas integrated Aristotle’s works into Catholic theory, relating the mixed 

constitution to divine law and arguing that a tyrant who violates natural 

justice could be overthrown. This period also saw significant contributions 

from the Islamic world, where the historian Ibn Khaldun analyzed the 

"asabiyyah" (social cohesion) that allowed groups to gain and maintain 

power (Roskin, 2020). 

The Renaissance and the Secularization of Power 

The Renaissance marked a major shift with Niccolo Machiavelli, who 

introduced the modern idea of power as the central crux of politics. In The 

Prince, Machiavelli abandoned the search for the "ideal" state and instead 
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provided a realistic, "scientific" manual for how leaders actually acquire and 

use power. This pragmatic focus on realpolitik made him a foundational 

figure for later realist thought (Heywood, 2019). 

The Enlightenment: The Social Contract 

The 17th and 18th centuries were dominated by the "Contractualists," 

who sought to explain the origin of government through a social contract. 

● Thomas Hobbes: Writing during the English Civil War, Hobbes 

argued that humans in a "state of nature" are in a "war of all against all," 

necessitating an all-powerful "Leviathan" to maintain order (Grigsby, 

2014). 

● John Locke: Locke viewed the social contract more 

optimistically, arguing that people form governments to protect their 

natural rights to life, liberty, and property. His liberal views provided the 

philosophical basis for the American Declaration of Independence 

(Roskin, 2020). 

● Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Rousseau proposed the radical idea of 

the "General Will," where the separate wills of individuals combine to 

govern for the collective good (Heywood, 2019). 

The 19th Century and Professionalization 
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In the 19th century, political science began to emerge as a distinct 

academic discipline within universities. This period saw significant growth in 

the study of political institutions and policy-making processes, as scholars 

recognized the need for a systematic analysis of the modern state. Thinkers 

like Montesquieu contributed to comparative politics with his analysis of the 

separation of powers, while scholars began to separate political study from 

its "parent" disciplines of history and philosophy (Grigsby, 2014). 

The 20th Century: The Behavioral and Post-Behavioral Revolutions 

The 20th century brought three major "blips" of growth that defined the 

modern discipline: 

1. The Chicago Blip (1920–1940): Introduced organized 

empirical research, quantification, and psychological interpretations of 

politics (Roskin, 2020). 

2. The Behavioral Revolution (Post-WWII): This was a massive 

shift toward the "value-free," scientific study of individual behavior 

rather than just institutions. Scholars like David Easton and Robert Dahl 

sought to create testable generalizations about how voters and elites 

actually behave (Heywood, 2019). 

3. The Post-Behavioral Synthesis (Late 1960s): This movement 
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arose in response to criticisms that behavioralism was too focused on 

"technical purity" and had lost touch with the urgent social problems of 

the day. Post-behavioralists argued that "substance must have 

precedence over technique" and that the discipline must be relevant to 

the issues of justice, war, and inequality (Grigsby, 2014). 

Pedagogical Applications: Engaging the Beginner Student 

To effectively teach these concepts to first-year students, the lecture 

must transition from theory to practice through active learning and thought 

experiments. These exercises allow students to inhabit the role of political 

actors and experience the constraints of power firsthand (Roskin, 2020). 

Thought Experiments in the Political "Laboratory" 

Thought experiments serve as a "laboratory" for the mind, enabling 

students to explore the ethical foundations of politics. 

● The Island Experiment (Hobbes vs. Locke): Students imagine 

they are stranded on an island and must decide what roles and rules to 

create. This exercise illustrates the difference between the "Hobbesian" 

view -where life without a strong leader is nasty and brutish -and the 

"Lockean" view- where human reason leads to cooperation (Heywood, 

2019). 
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● The Veil of Ignorance (John Rawls): Students are asked to 

design a society without knowing their own race, gender, or wealth 

within it. This exercise is a foundational tool for discussing justice and 

welfare state politics (Grigsby, 2014). 

● The Authoritarian U.S.: Students imagine waking up to find the 

U.S. is no longer a democracy and must suspect the events that led to its 

collapse, helping them understand the fragility of democratic 

institutions (Roskin, 2020). 

Simulations and Classroom Games 

Simulations provide a kinesthetic way to understand complex concepts 

like operationalization and structural constraints. 

● The Democracy Game: Students move to the back of the room 

and "sit down" as certain historical groups (women, minorities) gain the 

right to vote, demonstrating how the definition of democracy has 

morphed over time (Heywood, 2019). 

● The Running Game: A quick race to the front of the classroom 

where some students (representing elites) are given a head start, 

illustrating the impact of structural inequality on rational action 

(Grigsby, 2014. 
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● The World's Best (Worst) Dictator Game: Students use an "authoritarian 

playbook" to understand how leaders maintain power through the control of 

resources and the suppression of dissent (Roskin, 2020). 

The Horizon of Contemporary Political Science 

As political science moves further into the 21st century, it remains an 

eclectic and evolving discipline that refuses to be "pigeon-holed" into a 

single methodology. By integrating the intuitive "art" of leadership and 

diplomacy with the rigorous "science" of empirical inquiry, political science 

provides students with the tools to make better sense of the world's "mess" 

(Heywood, 2019). 

The journey from the classical typologies of Plato to the machine-

learning patterns of modern researchers shows a field that is deeply relevant 

to human survival and progress. For the beginner student, political science is 

more than a set of definitions; it is an invitation to think critically about 

power, to understand the diverse ideological frameworks that shape human 

belief systems, and to recognize their own agency in the face of larger social 

practices. As the "master science," it ultimately asks the most fundamental 

question: how can we live together, collectively, in a way that is stable, 

prosperous, and just? 
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Axe 2: Political Science: Subject Matter and Method 

The study of politics stands as one of the most ancient and yet most 

dynamically evolving academic disciplines within the social sciences. Often 

referred to by Aristotle as the "master science," political science provides the 

analytical framework necessary to understand how human communities 

organize themselves, resolve conflicts, and distribute resources. For students 

entering their first year of undergraduate studies, the discipline offers a 

gateway into understanding the invisible structures that govern daily life, 

from local ordinances to global treaties. However, before engaging with 

complex theories of international relations or comparative government, it is 

essential to establish a rigorous foundation regarding the subject matter—

what we are studying—and the method—how we are studying it. This 

report serves as a pedagogical guide for beginners, navigating the contested 

definitions of politics and the diverse methodological tools employed by 

political scientists to uncover the "real truth" of political life (Danziger, 

2016). 

The Nature and Scope of Politics 

Any introduction to political science must begin with the realization that 

"politics" is an essentially contested concept. This means that even among 
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the most respected authorities in the field, there is no single, universally 

accepted definition of what the subject encompasses. The word itself is often 

"loaded," carrying heavy emotional and ideological baggage in everyday 

language. For many, politics is a "dirty" word associated with manipulation, 

deception, and the pursuit of self-interest. To the academic political scientist, 

however, politics is understood as a fundamental social activity through 

which human beings attempt to improve their lives and create a better 

version of society (Hague & Harrop, 2019). 

The inevitability of politics arises from two inescapable features of the 

human condition: diversity and scarcity. Because people are different, they 

inevitably disagree about how they should live, how collective decisions 

should be made, and how scarce resources—such as wealth, land, and 

power—should be distributed. Because resources are limited, these 

disagreements cannot always be resolved to everyone's satisfaction. Thus, 

politics emerges as the activity through which people make, preserve, and 

amend the general rules under which they live. It is characterized by the twin 

phenomena of conflict and cooperation. On one hand, rival interests lead to 

disagreement (conflict); on the other hand, individuals recognize that they 

must work together to influence or maintain those rules (cooperation) 

(Shively, 2018). 
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Four Perspectives on the Definition of Politics 

To simplify the vast array of definitions, pedagogical literature typically 

categorizes the understanding of politics into four major perspectives. These 

perspectives shift the focus from the "arena" where politics takes place to the 

"process" or characteristics of the activity itself (Danziger, 2016). 

The first perspective, politics as the "art of government," is the most 

traditional. It associates politics specifically with the polis—the Greek city-

state—and its modern successor, the state. Under this view, to study politics 

is to study the exercise of authority and the formal decisions that establish a 

plan of action for the community. This is the world of parliaments, elections, 

and bureaucracies. While this provides a clear and manageable focus, it has 

been criticized for being too narrow. It ignores the political dynamics within 

international organizations and the significant influence of non-state actors 

like multinational corporations or social movements (Hague & Harrop, 

2019). 

The second perspective defines politics as "public affairs." This approach 

relies on a distinction between the "public" sphere—where the state and 

community institutions operate—and the "private" sphere—where 

individuals pursue their own interests within families or private businesses. 
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For political scientists adopting this view, the "political" coincides with the 

collective organization of community life. However, this boundary is 

constantly shifting. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

governments worldwide intervened in "private" health decisions, 

demonstrating how the private can suddenly become public and, therefore, 

political. Furthermore, feminist theorists have famously argued that "the 

personal is political," noting that power imbalances and exploitation within 

the domestic sphere are just as relevant to justice as the laws passed by a 

legislature (Shively, 2018). 

The third perspective, politics as "compromise and consensus," moves 

away from the location of the activity to the manner in which it is conducted. 

It views politics as a specific way of resolving conflict through debate and 

negotiation rather than through violence or the exercise of absolute power. 

This perspective is often associated with the work of Bernard Crick, who 

argued that politics is the "activity by which differing interests within a given 

unit of rule are conciliated". In this light, the politician is not a deceiver but 

an arbitrator who seeks to find a "middle way" that diverse groups can 

accept (Danziger, 2016). 

Politics as "power" offers the most expansive and arguably most realistic 
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definition. Following Harold Lasswell’s famous formulation, politics is the 

process of determining "who gets what, when, and how". From this vantage 

point, politics is not confined to government buildings; it is a "field" or force 

that circulates among all individuals. It involves the struggle for resources 

and the ability of one actor to influence the behavior of another. This view 

allows political scientists to analyze power dynamics in the workplace, the 

family, and the global economy, recognizing that inequality in these areas is 

a core political problem (Hague & Harrop, 2019). 

The Evolution of Political Science as a Discipline 

The transition from the philosophical study of politics to the modern 

academic discipline of political science involved several revolutionary shifts 

in methodology and focus. For centuries, the study was dominated by a 

normative and institutional view, where thinkers like Plato and Aristotle 

were concerned with the ethical question of which forms of government 

best achieved justice and security. They viewed politics as a branch of 

philosophy aimed at helping society "live well" rather than merely survive 

(Shively, 2018). 

In the 19th century, political science began to emerge as a distinct 

academic field, with universities recognizing the need for a systematic study 
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of political institutions. This early period, often called "Traditionalism," was 

characterized by a focus on formal structures, laws, and history. 

Traditionalists were primarily descriptive, examining the text of constitutions 

and the historical development of state organs like the judiciary and the 

executive. They relied heavily on qualitative observations and were often 

prescriptive, focusing on what politics should be (Danziger, 2016). 

The Behavioral Revolution 

By the 1930s and accelerating in the 1950s, a major shift occurred 

known as the "Behavioral Revolution". Scholars became dissatisfied with the 

traditional approach, arguing that it was too legalistic and failed to explain 

how people actually behaved in the political arena. Behavioralists sought to 

make political science a "pure science" modeled after the physical sciences. 

Instead of studying the "dead" text of a constitution, they studied the "living" 

behavior of voters, politicians, and interest groups (Hague & Harrop, 2019). 

Behavioralism introduced several key principles to the discipline: 

● Regularity: The belief that there are discoverable patterns in 

political behavior that can be used to form generalizations and 

predictions (Shively, 2018). 

● Empiricism and Verification: The requirement that all claims 
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be tested against objective, quantitative data rather than subjective 

opinion (Danziger, 2016). 

● Quantification: The extensive use of statistical analysis, 

surveys, and mathematical models to measure political phenomena 

(Hague & Harrop, 2019). 

● Value-Neutrality: The insistence that the researcher should 

remain objective and separate their moral or ethical judgments from 

their scientific findings (Shively, 2018). 

While behavioralism brought much-needed rigour to the field, it was 

later criticized for becoming too obsessed with data at the expense of 

addressing real-world political crises. This led to "Post-Behavioralism" in the 

late 1960s, led by David Easton, which called for a "credo of relevance". Post-

behavioralists argued that while scientific methods are important, political 

scientists have a responsibility to address urgent social issues and that values 

must be reintegrated into research to protect the human values of 

civilization (Danziger, 2016). 

The Rise of New Institutionalism 

In the 1980s, a new approach emerged that synthesized the previous 

movements: "New Institutionalism". This approach brought the focus back 
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to institutions but defined them more broadly than the traditionalists. 

Institutions were no longer just buildings or legal documents; they were the 

formal and informal "rules of the game" that shape and constrain individual 

behavior. New Institutionalists argue that to understand a political outcome, 

we must understand the institutional setting in which it occurs (Hague & 

Harrop, 2019). 

This evolution demonstrates that political science is a cumulative 

discipline. Today, most researchers use a combination of these approaches, 

recognizing that a full understanding of politics requires studying both 

individual behavior (behavioralism) and the rules that guide it 

(institutionalism), all while acknowledging the historical and ethical context 

(traditionalism) (Shively, 2018). 

Methodological Frameworks: Systems and Structures 

For a beginner, the most important methodological tool for making 

sense of complex political reality is "Systems Analysis," pioneered by David 

Easton. Easton suggested that the political landscape should be viewed as a 

gigantic conversion process, much like a biological system processing 

nutrients to maintain itself (Danziger, 2016). 
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David Easton’s Systems Model 

The political system exists within a broader environment (economic, 

social, cultural) and interacts with it through a continuous cycle of inputs 

and outputs. 

This model explains the "persistence" of political systems. It shows that 

systems do not just collapse under pressure; they possess mechanisms to 

select, reject, or sort through demands, adapting their structures to survive 

crises. If the feedback loop fails—if the government stops listening to its 

citizens—the system becomes stationary and risks instability. For students, 

this framework is invaluable because it provides a map for tracing how a 

social problem (like poverty) becomes a political demand, moves through 

the government, results in a policy, and then generates a new set of 

conditions for the future (Shively, 2018). 

The Comparative Method 

If systems analysis provides the framework, the "Comparative Method" 

provides the technique for testing theories. Political science is rarely an 

experimental science; we cannot put two countries in a laboratory and 

change one variable to see what happens. Instead, we use comparison as a 

"fundamental tool of analysis" to identify similarities and contrasts among 
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cases (Danziger, 2016). 

The most famous logical structures for comparison are Mill’s Methods, 

which help establish causal relationships between variables. 

1. The Method of Agreement (Most Different Systems Design) 

This method is used when we observe a similar outcome across very 

different cases. If Country A (a wealthy, industrial, former colony) and 

Country B (a poor, agricultural, never colonized) both have stable 

democracies, we look for the one factor they share. If the only commonality 

is that they both have proportional representation electoral systems, we 

might infer that this system is a necessary condition for their stability (Hague 

& Harrop, 2019). 

2. The Method of Difference (Most Similar Systems Design) 

This method is used when we observe different outcomes across very 

similar cases. If Country A and Country B are both wealthy, industrial, and 

have similar cultures, but Country A is a stable democracy while Country B is 

an autocracy, we look for the one factor where they differ. If Country A has a 

decentralized federal system and Country B is highly centralized, we infer 

that the distribution of power is the cause of the difference in their political 

systems (Shively, 2018). 



37 
 

For undergraduate researchers, mastering these methods is the first step 

toward moving from "opinion" to "explanation". It allows them to ask 

falsifiable research questions—questions that can be proven true or false 

through empirical evidence (Danziger, 2016). 

Interdisciplinary Nexuses: Political Science and Other Social 

Sciences 

Political science does not exist in a vacuum; it is a discipline that 

connects and draws from almost every other social science. Understanding 

these relationships is crucial for a nuanced understanding of the subject 

matter. 

Political Sociology: The Social Roots of Power 

Sociology and political science are deeply intertwined. While political 

science focuses on the state and power, sociology provides the background 

of social processes that determine the nature of governmental organs. 

Political sociology specifically examines how social inequalities (such as 

class, race, or education) translate into political inequalities. For instance, a 

political scientist might study how a person votes, but a political sociologist 

will explore why their neighborhood, social network, or family upbringing 

influenced that choice in the first place (Shively, 2018). 
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Political Economy: The Wealth-Power Dynamic 

The link between politics and economics revolves around the 

understanding of the policies surrounding resources. David Easton defined 

politics as the authoritative allocation of values, while economists define 

their field as the study of wealth. In reality, these are two sides of the same 

coin. Economic wealth is often created and distributed based on political 

decisions—such as tax rates, minimum wage laws, or trade agreements. 

Conversely, political power is often conditioned by economic resources. The 

subfield of political economy studies these intersections, helping us 

understand how changes in the global economy (like globalization) 

undermine or reinforce domestic institutional arrangements (Danziger, 

2016). 

Political History: The Root and the Fruit 

The relationship between history and political science is often 

summarized by John Seeley’s famous quote: "History without Political 

Science has no fruit, and Political Science without History has no root". To 

understand a contemporary political system, a researcher must trace its 

historical evolution. History provides the "concrete events" that political 

scientists analyze to deduce general rules and logic. While a historian might 



39 
 

focus on describing what happened in a specific era, a political scientist uses 

those facts to explain why it happened and whether similar patterns can be 

predicted for the future (Hague & Harrop, 2019). 

Toward a Pedagogy of Global Citizenship 

The study of political science is more than an academic requirement; it 

is a training for democratic citizenship. By moving from a simplistic 

understanding of politics as "government" to a sophisticated view of it as the 

"authoritative allocation of values," students gain the tools to critically 

evaluate the world around them. The discipline's evolution from normative 

philosophy to behavioral empiricism and finally to a nuanced 

institutionalism reflects its ongoing struggle to remain both scientifically 

rigorous and socially relevant (Shively, 2018). 

As political scientists in 2024 and beyond grapple with new 

challenges—such as the rise of populism, the impact of artificial intelligence 

on surveillance, and the global climate emergency—the core methods of 

the discipline remain as vital as ever. By mastering the frameworks of 

systems analysis, comparative logic, and interdisciplinary research, students 

are equipped not just to study politics, but to participate in the "active 

science" of reshaping society for the better. The subject matter of political 
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science is nothing less than the future of human society, and its method is 

the disciplined pursuit of the truth behind the exercise of power (Danziger, 

2016). 
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Axe 3 : The Nexus of Social Sciences and Humanities 

The study of politics has never been a solitary endeavor. From its 

earliest conception in the classical world, it has been recognized as an 

inherently interdisciplinary field that draws its strength from the diverse 

perspectives of human knowledge. Aristotle, often credited as the father of 

political science, famously described it as the "Master Science" precisely 

because it deals with human beings as social entities who possess historical, 

economic, psychological, and sociological dimensions. For students 

embarking on their first year of study in the humanities and social sciences, 

the relationship between political science and other disciplines is not merely 

a theoretical curiosity; it is the very foundation upon which our 

understanding of power, governance, and social order is built (Magstadt, 

2016). 

In the contemporary academic landscape, political science is 

characterized by a high degree of heterogeneity, nourished by constant 

exchanges with neighboring disciplines through the construction of 

specialized subfields. This process of "cross-fertilization" or "hybridization" 

means that the most innovative research often occurs at the margins—the 

enclaves where political science interacts with sectors of sociology, 
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economics, history, and psychology. By understanding these relationships, 

students can move beyond a simplistic view of government as a collection of 

offices and instead view it as a dynamic system deeply embedded in the 

social fabric of human life (Heywood, 2019). 

The Evolution of Political Science as a Social Science 

Political science is the systematic study of politics, focusing on the 

institutions of government, the behavior of political actors, and the 

distribution of power and resources within a society. However, defining 

what makes an activity "political" is a subject of ongoing debate. Some 

scholars view politics as an arena—a location such as the state or 

government—while others view it as a process involving specific types of 

behavior, such as conflict resolution or the exercise of control (Ball & 

Bellamy, 2003). 

Historically, political science was closely tied to law and philosophy. It 

was through the "behavioral revolution" of the mid-20th century that the 

discipline began to align more closely with the empirical methods of the 

natural and social sciences. This shift emphasized the need to describe, 

analyze, and explain the workings of government through observable data 

rather than just normative ideals. Today, the discipline is a broad umbrella 
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that covers everything from political theory and comparative politics to 

international relations and public policy (Ishiyama, 2015). 

Political Science and Sociology: The Social Foundation of 

Governance 

The relationship between political science and sociology is 

fundamental, so much so that the subfield of political sociology is one of the 

most vibrant areas of academic inquiry. While sociology is the general 

science that deals with the origins, evolution, and nature of human society as 

a whole, political science is a specialized science focused on the politically 

organized unit of that society (Klosko, 2012). 

Differences in Scope and Methodology 

Sociology studies all forms of human association, whether they are 

organized or unorganized, formal or informal. It investigates how social 

institutions like the family, religion, and social classes shape individual 

behavior and societal evolution. In contrast, political science starts with the 

assumption that humans are "political animals" and focuses specifically on 

the state, government, and the formal relations based on law and order 

(Magstadt, 2016). 

For the beginner student, it is important to recognize that political 
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activities do not exist in a vacuum; they are influenced by and, in turn, 

influence social life. The government depends on sociological data to 

understand social ills—such as poverty, unemployment, and systemic 

inequality—and creates laws intended to address these customs and 

traditions (Ryan, 2012). 

Theories of Power and Society 

In the pedagogical tradition, the overlap between these two fields is best 

illustrated through the study of power distribution. Sociological insights 

have given rise to two competing models that are central to political analysis: 

● Pluralism: This theory suggests that power is dispersed among 

many different interest groups (such as labor unions, advocacy 

organizations, and business associations). No single group dominates 

the political process; instead, competition and bargaining lead to 

compromises and fair policy outcomes (Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 

● Elite Theory: Contrastingly, elite theory argues that a small, 

privileged group—the "power elite"—consisting of top-tier business 

leaders, government officials, and military generals, makes the key 

decisions that shape public policy. In this view, policy reflects the values 

of the elite rather than the demands of the general population 
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(Ishiyama, 2015). 

Understanding these theories allows students to analyze whether a 

government is truly representative of its people or if it is merely a tool for a 

specific social class, a theme heavily explored in Marxist political sociology. 

Political Science and History: The Roots and Fruits of Politics 

The bond between political science and history is encapsulated in the 

famous observation by John Seeley: "History without Political Science has no 

fruit and Political Science without History has no root". This metaphor 

explains that political institutions have their roots in historical evolution, and 

the "fruit" or outcome of historical events is often a new political reality 

(Klosko, 2012). 

History as the Laboratory of Politics 

For political scientists, history provides the "raw material" for study. It 

offers a vast repository of resources that allow for comparative analysis of 

different political structures across time. A student cannot fully understand 

the modern state, democracy, or nationalism without tracing their 

development through historical crises and transformations (Magstadt, 

2016). 

For example, the study of the post-Cold War period involves an 
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interdisciplinary effort to reinterpret international borders, the rise of new 

powers like China, and the reappearance of environmental issues—all of 

which are grounded in historical shifts. Political history serves as a bridge, 

where social historians and political scientists collaborate to understand 

movements like the welfare state or global protest movements (Ryan, 2012). 

The Institutional Path 

Historical institutionalism is a subfield that focuses on "path 

dependence"—the idea that decisions made in the past significantly 

constrain the options available in the present. Institutions are not just static 

structures; they are dynamic entities shaped by episodic conflicts and 

unintended outcomes over time. By studying history, students learn how 

certain events, such as wars or economic depressions, send a country down 

a specific political track that defines its future development (Ball & Bellamy, 

2003). 

Political Science and Economics: The Study of Political Economy 

Historically, economics and political science were unified under the 

term "political economy," derived from the Greek words for "city-state" 

(polis) and "household management" (oikonomos). This field studies the 

management of the "public's household"—the country—taking into 
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account both political power and economic resources (Ishiyama, 2015). 

The Relationship Between Market and State 

At its core, political economy is the study of how the market (the 

exchange of goods and services) and the state (powerful political actors) 

interact. Governments influence the market through regulations, taxation, 

and fiscal policy, while market forces—such as economic downturns or 

inflation—can force politicians to change their tactics or risk losing 

elections (Klosko, 2012). 

A fundamental concept for students is the distinction between public 

and private goods. Public goods, such as roads, hospitals, and libraries, are 

provided by the state and are available to everyone. The decision of "who 

gets what, when, and how"—Harold Lasswell’s famous definition of 

politics—is inherently an economic question regarding the distribution of 

scarce resources (Magstadt, 2016). 

Mutual Influence in the Modern Era 

In the 20th century, the two fields became increasingly specialized, but 

the 1970s oil shocks and the collapse of the Bretton Woods monetary order 

highlighted their continued entanglement. Today, political economists 

identify how concentrated interests (like sugar producers or the automobile 
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industry) can often win over diffuse interests (the general public) in the 

battle for trade protection and subsidies (Ryan, 2012). 

Political Science and Psychology: Behavior and the Mind 

The subfield of political psychology bridges the gap between the study 

of political institutions and the study of human nature. This discipline 

applies psychological theories to explain why individuals—both leaders 

and citizens—behave the way they do in the political arena (Ball & Bellamy, 

2003). 

The Motivations of Political Elites 

Psychological analysis is essential for understanding the actions of 

political leaders. Researchers study their personalities, motives, leadership 

styles, and cognitive biases to explain their decisions in domestic and foreign 

policy. For example, a leader’s sense of personal responsibility or their 

reaction to stress during a crisis can significantly alter the course of 

international conflict (Ishiyama, 2015). 

Mass Behavior and Public Opinion 

For the student, psychology also explains the dynamics of mass political 

behavior, such as why people vote for certain candidates, why they 

participate in collective action, and how they are influenced by political 
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communication. Political socialization—the process by which we acquire 

our political values—is a psychological phenomenon that begins in 

childhood and is shaped by our environment and social groups (Klosko, 

2012). 

Behaviorism, a paradigm that emerged after World War II, treated 

political science as the study of observable human reactions to external 

stimuli, largely ignoring traditional institutional analysis in favor of 

psychological predictability. While modern "new institutionalism" has 

brought back a focus on rules and laws, the psychological understanding of 

the individual remains a core pillar of the discipline (Magstadt, 2016). 

Political Science and Anthropology: Culture, Ritual, and Power 

Anthropology offers political science a broader perspective by studying 

human societies across time and space, including those without formal state 

structures. Political anthropology focuses on the diverse ways humans 

organize politically, from small-scale bands to complex global networks 

(Ryan, 2012). 

Beyond the Modern State 

While political science often focuses on the "autonomy of the 

political"—the idea that political institutions function independently—
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anthropology challenges this by showing how politics is deeply embedded in 

culture. Anthropologists use ethnography (participant observation) to 

understand political rituals, ceremonies, and the symbolic dimensions of 

power (Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 

This cross-disciplinary approach is particularly useful for studying: 

● Political Rituals: How ceremonies and symbols maintain or 

undermine the legitimacy of a regime (Ishiyama, 2015). 

● Collective Identity: How national, ethnic, or gender identities 

are constructed and used as political tools (Klosko, 2012). 

● Conflict Resolution: What traditional concepts and local 

customs can be used to explain or resolve modern political disputes 

(Magstadt, 2016). 

Anthropology provides the tools to recognize that "people have the 

government which they deserve"—meaning that politics is a reflection of 

the underlying social and cultural life of a community. 

Political Science and Geography: The Power of Space 

Geography is not just about maps; it is about how the physical world 

influences human behavior and how humans divide the Earth for 
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management and control. This intersection is known as political geography 

or geopolitics (Ryan, 2012). 

Geopolitics and Territoriality 

Geopolitical factors—such as landforms, natural resources, and 

borders—heavily influence political decisions and international relations. 

The "Heartland Theory," for instance, proposed that whoever controlled the 

raw materials and farmland of Eastern Europe would ultimately control the 

world. Similarly, the "Organic Theory" compared nations to living organisms 

that must continually seek "nourishment" in the form of new land to 

survive—a theory notoriously used to justify expansionist policies (Ball & 

Bellamy, 2003). 

Environmental Governance 

In the modern era, the relationship between geography and politics has 

shifted toward environmental governance. Climate change is recognized as a 

shared global problem that requires international agreements like the Paris 

Agreement. Political anthropologists and geographers work together to 

study how access to natural resources (water, minerals, oil) creates power 

inequalities and marginalizes certain communities (Ishiyama, 2015). 
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Political Science and Law: The Framework of Authority 

The state is both a source of law and a subject of it, making the study of 

law indispensable for political science. For beginners, this relationship is 

often introduced through the study of constitutions, civil liberties, and the 

judiciary (Klosko, 2012). 

Constitutionalism and the Judiciary 

Constitutional law defines the powers and limits of the government, as 

well as the rights of the individual. Political science investigates how these 

legal frameworks are applied in the real world through the judicial process. 

Students learn about the difference between civil and criminal law, the 

importance of due process, and the role of judicial review in maintaining the 

balance of power (Magstadt, 2016). 

International Law 

In a globalized world, international law provides the language and 

channels for interstate diplomacy. It legitimizes state sovereignty and sets 

out the rights and duties of nations. While some see international law as 

"weak," political scientists recognize it as a real and relevant tool that 

decision-makers use to serve national interests and ensure international 

legitimacy (Ryan, 2012). 
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Political Science and Ethics/Philosophy: The Search for the "Good 

Life" 

Since the time of Plato and Aristotle, politics has been inextricably 

linked to ethics—the study of moral conduct and righteous living. Both 

disciplines aim for the "good life," but while ethics focuses on the moral 

order of the individual, political science focuses on the political order of the 

state (Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 

The Normative-Empirical Divide 

One of the most important concepts for a 1st-year student is the 

distinction between normative and empirical study. 

● Normative Political Science: Asks "what should be." It deals 

with values, justice, and the moral obligations of the state (Ishiyama, 

2015). 

● Empirical Political Science: Asks "what is." It uses scientific 

methods to describe and analyze political facts without making value 

judgments (Klosko, 2012). 

These two are often two sides of the same coin. Empirical theories often 

have normative consequences, and normative arguments must be grounded 

in empirical realities to be effective. For instance, a theory of social justice 
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may be based on empirical evidence of public opinion regarding what is 

"fair" (Magstadt, 2016). 

The Modern Frontier: Political Science and Technology 

In the 21st century, political science has entered a new interdisciplinary 

phase through its relationship with data science, statistics, and artificial 

intelligence (AI) (Ryan, 2012). 

Data-Driven Government 

Governments are increasingly using "Big Data" and AI algorithms for 

public administration and policymaking. This "data-driven government" 

promises efficiency gains in resource allocation, fraud detection, and 

predictive analytics—allowing leaders to anticipate crises before they 

happen. However, it also raises critical questions: Does AI discriminate? 

Does it relinquish democratic sovereignty? These are the questions that the 

next generation of political scientists must answer (Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 

AI in Elections 

Political parties now rely on data and statistics to understand and target 

voters with unprecedented precision. Machine learning models can predict 

who will vote and how they might switch their support, allowing for "micro-

targeted" messaging. While this can improve democratic participation, it also 
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creates the risk of personalized echo chambers and the spread of AI-

generated disinformation (Ishiyama, 2015). 

Pedagogical Strategies for the Beginning Student 

To master the interdisciplinary nature of political science, students must 

adopt a "multifaceted approach" to learning. This involves not just listening 

to lectures but engaging in active learning through debates, simulations, and 

case studies (Klosko, 2012). 

The "U-Shaped Learning" Model 

Successful interdisciplinary study often follows a "U-shaped" path: 

1. Understanding Single Subjects: Gaining a solid foundation in 

the basics of politics, history, or economics (Magstadt, 2016). 

2. Blending Knowledge: Seeing the connections between these 

fields—for example, how economic inequality (economics) leads to 

social movements (sociology) that result in new laws (law) (Ryan, 

2012). 

3. Putting it to Work: Applying these mixed insights to real-world 

problems, such as climate change or global security (Ball & Bellamy, 

2003). 
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By using case studies—such as the Arab-Israeli peace process or the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic—students can see how different 

disciplines intersect in practice (Ishiyama, 2015). 

Synthesis 

For the 1st-year student, the takeaway is clear: political science is a 

"master science" not because it stands above other disciplines, but because it 

sits at the crossroads of all human social activity. It is the field that translates 

the insights of sociology, history, economics, psychology, and geography 

into the rules and institutions that govern our lives (Klosko, 2012). 

The hybridization of political science with other sciences has not diluted 

its identity; rather, it has provided it with a richer set of tools to analyze a 

complex and rapidly changing world. Whether one is analyzing the "iron law 

of oligarchy" in sociology, the "path dependence" of history, the "market 

forces" of economics, or the "predictive algorithms" of AI, one is engaged in 

the fundamental quest of political science: to understand how we live 

together, how we make decisions, and how we might create a more just 

(Magstadt, 2016). 
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Axe 4: Foundations of Political Inquiry: 

State, Authority, Power, and the Political Decision 

This lecture serves as a foundational pillar for students entering the 

discipline of Political Science. It explores the core concepts that define the 

"authoritative allocation of values" in society. For beginners, politics is best 

understood as the activity through which people make, preserve, and amend 

the general rules under which they live. This process is inextricably linked to 

the dual phenomena of conflict—arising from the diversity of human 

wants and the scarcity of resources—and cooperation, which is necessary 

to resolve these disagreements (Ryan, 2012). 

I. The State: The Central Institution of Governance 

The state is the most significant actor in the political arena, often 

described as a "power container" or the apparatus of government 

responsible for the collective organization of social existence. Unlike the 

"nation" (a cultural entity) or "society" (the broader web of social 

relationships), the state is a political association that establishes sovereign 

jurisdiction within defined territorial borders (Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 
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1. Key Features of the Modern State 

According to established pedagogical literature, a state is characterized 

by five core elements: 

● Sovereignty: The state exercises absolute and unrestricted 

power; it stands above all other groups within its territory (Ishiyama, 

2015). 

● Public Nature: State institutions are recognizably "public," 

meaning they are responsible for communal life and are funded at the 

public's expense (via taxation), unlike private institutions like families 

or businesses (Klosko, 2012). 

● Legitimation: Decisions are accepted as binding because they 

are claimed to be made in the public interest or for the common good 

(Magstadt, 2016). 

● Monopoly on Legitimate Violence: As defined by Max Weber, 

the state is the only entity with the right to use or authorize the use of 

physical force to ensure its laws are obeyed (Ryan, 2012). 

● Territorial Association: Jurisdiction is geographically defined 

and encompasses everyone living within those borders, regardless of 

citizenship status (Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 
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2. Theories of the Origin of the State 

How did this complex institution emerge? Political science offers three 

primary theoretical frameworks: 

● Social Contract Theory: Philosophers like Thomas Hobbes, 

John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that the state arose from 

a voluntary agreement among individuals to move from a chaotic "state 

of nature" to an organized society(Ishiyama, 2015). 

○ Hobbes: Viewed the state as a "Leviathan" necessary to 

prevent a "war of all against all". 

○ Locke: Believed the contract was meant to protect natural 

rights (life, liberty, and property). 

○ Rousseau: Focused on the "General Will," where the state 

represents the collective interest of the people. 

● Evolutionary Theory: This theory posits that the state 

developed gradually over time from simpler social structures like 

families and kinship groups. It suggests that blood relations created the 

first bonds of unity, which eventually expanded into clans, tribes, and 

finally the state (Klosko, 2012). 
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● Marxist Theory: Marx and Engels argued that the state is not a 

neutral arbiter but a tool for economic domination. It emerged when 

society divided into classes with conflicting interests, serving as a 

mechanism for the ruling class to protect private property and control 

the working class (Magstadt, 2016). 

3. State Capacity 

A crucial contemporary concept is State Capacity—the ability of a 

government to effectively implement policies, enforce laws, and provide 

public goods. High-capacity states (e.g., Norway, Singapore) possess efficient 

bureaucracies and the ability to collect taxes sustainably to reinvest in 

infrastructure and services (Ryan, 2012). 

II. Authority: The Right to Rule 

In political science, a distinction is made between Power (the ability to 

influence behavior) and Authority (the right to do so). Authority is 

considered "legitimate power"—power that is accepted voluntarily by those 

subject to it because they perceive it as rightful or ethical (Ball & Bellamy, 

2003). 

1. Max Weber’s Three Types of Authority 

Sociologist Max Weber identified three pure types of legitimate 
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authority based on the source of their legitimacy: 

1. Traditional Authority: Rooted in long-standing customs and 

the belief that the "old ways" are the right ways. Legitimacy is often 

inherited, as seen in traditional monarchies (Ishiyama, 2015). 

2. Charismatic Authority: Derived from the extraordinary 

personal qualities or "charisma" of a leader who inspires devotion and 

loyalty. This type is often revolutionary and emerges in times of crisis 

but is inherently unstable as it depends on the leader's presence 

(Klosko, 2012). 

3. Legal-Rational Authority: The hallmark of the modern state, 

grounded in a system of formal, well-defined laws. Authority resides in 

the "office" rather than the person; individuals obey because they 

believe in the legitimacy of the rules and procedures (Magstadt, 2016). 

2. Authority vs. Tyranny 

Pedagogically, it is essential to distinguish authority from tyranny. While 

authority is bound by law and seeks the common good, Tyranny is an 

abusive, oppressive, and arbitrary exercise of power. A tyrant typically rules 

for self-interest, disregards the rule of law, and maintains control through 

coercion and fear rather than consent (Ryan, 2012). 
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III. Power and Capability: The Engines of Politics 

Power is the capacity of an individual or group to influence the actions, 

beliefs, or conduct of others. While authority is about the right to rule, power 

is about the actual ability to achieve outcomes. 

1. Steven Lukes’ Three Dimensions of Power 

One of the most influential frameworks for understanding power is 

Steven Lukes' "Three Faces of Power": 

● First Dimension (Decision-making): The most visible form, 

involving conscious actions that influence the outcome of a conflict 

over specific issues (Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 

● Second Dimension (Agenda-setting): The ability to prevent 

decisions from being made by keeping certain issues off the table, thus 

controlling the parameters of discussion (Ishiyama, 2015). 

● Third Dimension (Thought Control): The most insidious form, 

involving the shaping of others' perceptions, wants, and needs so they 

accept their situation as "natural" or in their interest, even if it is not 

(Klosko, 2012). 

 



63 
 

2. Hard, Soft, and Smart Power 

In international and domestic politics, Joseph Nye distinguished 

between different tools of power: 

● Hard Power: Coercive power using "carrots" (economic 

incentives) and "sticks" (military threats) to force others to comply 

(Magstadt, 2016). 

● Soft Power: The ability to attract and persuade others through 

culture, political values, and legitimate foreign policies (Ryan, 2012). 

● Smart Power: The strategic combination of both hard and soft 

power tools to achieve desired outcomes efficiently (Ball & Bellamy, 

2003). 

IV. The Political Decision: Mechanics of Governance 

A political decision is an authoritative choice that establishes a plan of 

action for the community. Understanding how these decisions are made is 

central to policy studies. 

1. David Easton’s Systems Model 

Political scientists often use David Easton’s "Systems Theory" to 

visualize decision-making. The political system is seen as a "black box" that 
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receives Inputs (demands and support from citizens), processes them, and 

produces Outputs (laws, policies, and decisions). These outputs then create 

a feedback loop, affecting future demands and support (Ishiyama, 2015). 

2. Decision-Making Models 

There are several ways to analyze the logic behind a political decision 45: 

● Rational Model: Assumes decision-makers have complete 

information and clear goals, choosing the optimal solution through a 

systematic evaluation of all alternatives (Klosko, 2012). 

● Incremental Model ("Muddling Through"): Recognizes 

human cognitive limitations and the complexity of issues. Instead of 

finding the "best" solution, decision-makers make small, cautious 

changes to existing policies (the status quo) (Magstadt, 2016). 

● Bureaucratic Politics Model (Graham Allison): Argues that 

decisions are not the result of a unified rational actor but are the 

outcome of bargaining and compromise among different government 

agencies and officials. As the saying goes, "where you stand depends on 

where you sit"—officials often push for policies that benefit their 

specific department (Ryan, 2012). 
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3. Stages of the Decision-Making Process 

Decisions typically follow a cycle (Ball & Bellamy, 2003): 

1. Problem Identification/Agenda Setting: Recognizing an issue that 

requires government action. 

2. Formulation: Developing and analyzing possible courses of action. 

3. Adoption (Legitimation): Formally choosing a policy via legislative 

or executive action. 

4. Implementation: Putting the decision into effect via the 

bureaucracy. 

5. Evaluation: Monitoring the results to see if the goals were achieved. 

For the beginning student, the study of the State, Authority, Power, and 

Decision-making is the study of how human societies organize themselves 

to survive and flourish. The State provides the structure; Authority provides 

the right to manage that structure; Power provides the means to act; and 

the Political Decision provides the result that shapes our daily lives. 

Mastering these concepts is the first step toward understanding the complex 

"authoritative allocation of values" that defines our world (Ishiyama, 2015). 
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Axe 5: Foundations of Political Science: 

A Comprehensive Pedagogical Survey of the Four Primary Subfields 

The study of politics, as famously articulated by Aristotle, constitutes the 

"master science" because it serves as the essential activity through which 

human beings attempt to improve their lives and create a better version of 

society. For students beginning their journey in the humanities and social 

sciences, specifically within political science, the discipline can initially 

appear as a daunting collection of disparate debates and complex 

terminologies. However, at its core, political science is the systematic and 

rigorous study of how power is organized, how authority is justified, and 

how the general rules of social existence are created and amended. This 

report provides a structured pedagogical exploration of the four pillars that 

define the discipline: Political Thought and Theory, Political Institutions, 

Political Sociology, and International Relations(Klosko, 2012). 

1. Political Thought and Political Theory: The Philosophical 

Foundations 

The subfield of political thought and theory serves as the intellectual 

bedrock of the entire discipline. It is here that we investigate the "why" 

behind political systems, moving beyond mere descriptions of what exists to 
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a deeper exploration of what ought to exist. For the beginner, it is crucial to 

understand that while we often use the terms "thought," "theory," and 

"philosophy" interchangeably, they represent distinct layers of analysis 

within the study of political ideas (Magstadt, 2016). 

The Conceptual Triad: Thought, Theory, and Philosophy 

Political thought is the broadest of these concepts, referring to the 

history of ideas, beliefs, and values held by a community or an era. It is 

inherently historical, documenting what various thinkers believed about the 

state, justice, and the individual. Political theory is more analytical and 

systematic; it seeks to refine concepts like "democracy" or "liberty" to 

understand how they function as tools of analysis in political life. Finally, 

political philosophy represents the highest level of abstraction, engaging in 

normative and prescriptive reflection on the moral foundations of political 

order (Ryan, 2012). 

The Evolution of the Western Canon 

The pedagogical approach to teaching political theory often begins with 

the "Western Canon"—a series of classic texts that have shaped the political 

structures of the modern world. This journey starts in Ancient Greece, where 

the foundations of justice and the "ideal state" were first articulated by Plato 
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and Aristotle (Ryan, 2012). 

Plato, in his seminal work The Republic, utilized the dialogue of 

Socrates to explore the nature of the "Just State". He proposed a hierarchy 

governed by "Philosopher Kings"—rulers whose access to transcendent 

wisdom would ensure the harmony of the community. Plato’s work is 

foundational because it challenges students to reconsider the higher 

purposes of the political community, moving beyond mere survival to the 

pursuit of the "Good" (Magstadt, 2016). 

Aristotle, Plato’s student, adopted a more empirical and scientific 

method, focusing on the study of existing constitutions to find the most 

stable forms of government. In his Politics, he famously declared that "man is 

by nature a political animal," meaning that human potential can only be fully 

realized within the context of a polis or city-state. Aristotle’s legacy includes 

the concept of "polity"—a balanced government that fuses elements of 

oligarchy and democracy to achieve stability (Magstadt, 2016). 

The transition to the modern era was marked by the Renaissance and 

the Enlightenment, which shifted the focus from divine or natural law to 

human agency and the "Social Contract". Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince 

represents a radical break from the classical tradition, separating politics 
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from conventional morality and focusing instead on the "real results" of 

power and statecraft. Machiavelli taught that a ruler must be prepared to use 

"murder and betrayal" if it leads to the stability and retention of power, a 

view that established the "realist" tradition in political thought (Klosko, 

2012). 

The "Social Contract" theorists—Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau—

provided the moral justification for the modern state. Thomas Hobbes, in 

Leviathan, argued that human nature is inherently selfish and competitive; 

without a "Sovereign" to impose order, life would be "nasty, brutish, and 

short". John Locke offered a more optimistic view in his Second Treatise of 

Government, arguing that individuals possess natural rights to "life, liberty, 

and property," and that the government exists only to protect these rights. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau added the concept of "The General Will," 

emphasizing that legitimate authority comes from the collective sovereignty 

of the people (Klosko, 2012). 

Modern Ideologies: The Maps of Politics 

For students, ideologies are perhaps the most practical application of 

political theory. An ideology is a system of ideas that provides a blueprint for 

how a society should be organized (Ishiyama, 2015). 
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1. Liberalism: This ideology prioritizes the individual, advocating 

for personal liberty, private property, and the rule of law. It believes that 

the government’s role is to act as a neutral arbiter, allowing citizens to 

pursue their own goals without interference (Ishiyama, 2015). 

2. Conservatism: Conservatism is skeptical of radical change and 

prioritizes the preservation of traditional institutions, such as the family 

and the church. It argues that society is a fragile organic whole that 

should be guided by the "wisdom of past generations" rather than 

abstract theories (Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 

3. Socialism: Socialism emphasizes collective ownership and the 

equal distribution of goods. It critiques the class system inherent in 

capitalism and seeks to use state power to overcome inequality (Ball & 

Bellamy, 2003). 

4. Nationalism: Nationalism focuses on the identity of the 

"nation" as the primary political unit, emphasizing shared culture, 

history, and language as the basis for political belonging (Ryan, 2012). 

2. Political Institutions: The Mechanics of State Power 

If political theory describes the goals of society, the study of political 

institutions examines the formal structures designed to achieve those goals. 
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This field focuses on the "machinery of government"—the state, the 

constitution, and the various branches of power (Ryan, 2012). 

The State and Sovereignty 

The central actor in modern politics is the state. A state is a political 

entity that claims a monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force within a 

defined territory. For a state to be recognized internationally, it must 

typically possess a permanent population, a defined territory, an effective 

government, and the capacity to interact with other states. Sovereignty is the 

state’s absolute and unrestricted power to govern its own affairs, though in 

democratic theory, this sovereignty is ultimately derived from the people 

(Magstadt, 2016). 

The Separation of Powers and Checks and Balances 

A cornerstone of democratic institutional design is the "Separation of 

Powers," a concept developed by Montesquieu to prevent any single person 

or group from exercising too much control. This model divides government 

responsibilities into three distinct branches (Magstadt, 2016). 

● The Legislative Branch: Responsible for making laws. In many 

systems, this is a "bicameral" body, consisting of two houses (like the 

Senate and the House of Representatives) to ensure that different 
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interests are represented (Klosko, 2012). 

● The Executive Branch: Led by a President or Prime Minister, 

this branch is responsible for carrying out and enforcing the laws 

(Klosko, 2012). 

● The Judicial Branch: Composed of courts, this branch interprets 

the meaning of laws and decides if they violate the constitution 

(Ishiyama, 2015). 

The relationship between these branches is governed by a system of 

"Checks and Balances". For example, the President can "veto" a law passed 

by the legislature, but the legislature can "override" that veto with a large 

enough majority. The judiciary, in turn, can declare acts of both the 

legislature and the executive to be "unconstitutional" and therefore invalid 

(Ball & Bellamy, 2003). 

Comparative Executive Systems: Presidential vs. Parliamentary 

Students must learn to distinguish between the two primary ways these 

branches interact in modern democracies (Ryan, 2012). 

In a presidential system, like that of the United States or Brazil, the 

President is independent of the legislature. This creates a clear and stable 

executive but can lead to "gridlock" if the President and the legislature 
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disagree. In a parliamentary system, like that of the United Kingdom or 

Japan, the Prime Minister is a member of the legislature and must maintain 

its support to stay in office. If the Parliament loses confidence in the 

government, it can pass a "vote of no confidence," forcing the Prime Minister 

to resign (Ryan, 2012). 

The Bureaucracy: Rational-Legal Authority 

While politicians make the laws, the "Bureaucracy" implements them. 

Max Weber described the bureaucracy as the most advanced form of 

"rational-legal authority". It is characterized by a hierarchy of officials, 

specialized roles, and strict adherence to written rules and procedures. A 

professional bureaucracy is essential for fairness and predictability in 

government; it ensures that laws are applied equally to all citizens regardless 

of who is in power (Magstadt, 2016). 

3. Political Sociology: The Social Fabric of Power 

Political sociology examines the relationship between politics and 

society, focusing on how social forces, identities, and structures influence the 

exercise of power. Rather than looking at institutions in isolation, political 

sociologists ask how the social background of citizens—their class, race, 

gender, and religion—shapes their political behavior (Magstadt, 2016). 
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Power, Authority, and Legitimacy 

Central to this subfield is Max Weber’s distinction between "power" and 

"authority". Power is the ability to impose one’s will on others, often through 

force or coercion. Authority, however, is "legitimate power"—power that 

people follow because they believe the ruler has the right to command. 

Weber identified three types of legitimacy (Klosko, 2012): 

1. Traditional Authority: Based on "the eternal yesterday"—

long-established customs and hereditary rights (e.g., kings and queens). 

2. Charismatic Authority: Based on the extraordinary personal 

qualities or "gift of grace" of a leader (e.g., revolutionary figures or 

magnetic populist leaders). 

3. Rational-Legal Authority: Based on a belief in the legality of 

enacted rules and the right of those elevated to authority under such 

rules to issue commands (e.g., modern democratic officials). 

Political Socialization: How We Become Political 

For a political system to survive, it must pass its values on to the next 

generation. Political socialization is the lifelong process by which individuals 

acquire their political attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. This process is carried 

out by several "agents" (Klosko, 2012): 
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● The Family: The primary and most influential agent. Children 

often adopt the political party and basic worldviews of their parents 

through both direct instruction and imitation. 

● Schools: Schools socialize children into the "civic culture" of 

their nation, teaching them about history, national identity, and the 

rules of the political system. 

● Peer Groups: As individuals grow older, their friends and 

colleagues become important sources of information and pressure, 

often reinforcing or challenging their existing beliefs. 

● The Media: In the modern world, the media acts as a powerful 

agent of "secondary socialization," framing how we understand current 

events and prioritizing certain political issues over others. 

Social Cleavages and Political Participation 

Political sociology also investigates "social cleavages"—the deep 

divisions in society that lead to political conflict. These cleavages often 

determine how people vote. For example, the "class cleavage" may pit 

workers against business owners, while "religious cleavages" may pit secular 

groups against religious ones. Understanding these divisions is crucial for 

explaining why some people are highly engaged in politics (attending 
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protests or joining parties) while others remain "apathetic" or disengaged 

(Ishiyama, 2015). 

4. International Relations: Politics Beyond the State 

The final field, International Relations (IR), expands the study of politics 

to the global stage. IR focuses on the interactions between states and other 

international actors, such as the United Nations or multinational 

corporations (Ishiyama, 2015). 

The Anarchic System 

The defining characteristic of international politics is "anarchy". In 

domestic politics, there is a central government to enforce laws; in 

international politics, there is no "world government". This lack of central 

authority means that states must rely on themselves for their own security, 

leading to a perpetual struggle for power and influence (Ball & Bellamy, 

2003). 

The "Isms" of International Relations 

To understand how states behave in this anarchic system, scholars use 

three main theoretical lenses: Realism, Liberalism, and Constructivism (Ball 

& Bellamy, 2003). 



77 
 

1. Realism: Realists believe that the international system is a "zero-

sum game" where one state’s gain is another’s loss. They argue that 

states must always prepare for war and seek to maintain a "balance of 

power" to prevent any one nation from becoming too dominant. 

2. Liberalism: Liberals are more optimistic. They argue that states 

can work together through international organizations (like the UN or 

the WTO) and that economic interdependence (trade) makes war too 

costly for most nations. 

3. Constructivism: Constructivists argue that international 

relations are shaped by ideas and identities rather than just military 

power. They believe that how states see themselves and others—

whether as friends or enemies—determines how they act. 

Non-State Actors (NSAs) 

While states are the most powerful actors, they are no longer the only 

ones. The global system is increasingly influenced by "Non-State Actors" 

(Ryan, 2012): 

● Intergovernmental Organizations (IGOs): Formed by states to 

solve shared problems (e.g., the UN, NATO, the European Union). 

● Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs): Private groups 
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that advocate for human rights, the environment, or humanitarian aid 

(e.g., Amnesty International, the Red Cross). 

● Multinational Corporations (MNCs): Large companies that 

operate in many countries and can influence the economic policies of 

governments (e.g., Google, Coca-Cola). 

● Violent Non-State Actors: Groups that use violence to achieve 

their goals outside of state control, such as terrorist groups or drug 

cartels. 

Levels of Analysis 

Finally, students should learn to analyze international events at 

different "levels" (Ryan, 2012). 

1. The Individual Level: How do the personalities and beliefs of 

specific leaders (like a President or Prime Minister) affect global 

politics?. 

2. The State Level: How do a country's internal politics, such as its 

type of government (democracy vs. dictatorship) or its economy, 

influence its foreign policy?. 

3. The International Level: How does the global distribution of 
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power between large nations like the U.S. and China affect the world?. 

The Integrated Study of Politics 

This report has surveyed the four primary fields of political science, yet 

it is essential for the student to recognize that these domains are not isolated 

silos. A deep understanding of any political phenomenon requires an 

integrated approach. To understand a modern conflict, one must grasp the 

political thought that justifies the struggle, the institutions that manage 

the state’s response, the sociological forces that mobilize the citizens, and 

the international relations that shape the global context (Magstadt, 2016). 

For the first-year student, this "Introduction to Political Science" is not 

just about memorizing definitions; it is about developing the "pedagogical 

empathy" and analytical tools needed to make sense of a complex and often 

messy world. By mastering these four subfields, students move from being 

passive observers of the news to being active, informed participants in the 

"master science" of human governance. The study of politics remains, above 

all, a social activity—a dialogue through which we attempt to define the 

Good Society and our place within it (Magstadt, 2016). 
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