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I. Definitions
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Two Definitions:

1. Some identify politics with government, legal 
government, or the state. Example: politics “includes 
the events that happen around a decision making
centers of government” (Alfred de Grazia).
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Advantages and Disadvantages of using this

definition:

Equating politics with government is commonsensical 
but has limited applicability…
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2. For others, the definition revolves around the notions 
of power, authority, and/or conflict. Example: politics 
“is a social process characterized by activity involving 
rivalry and cooperation in the exercise of power, and 
culminating in the making of decisions for a group.” 

(William 

Bluhm)
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Advantages and Disadvantages of using this

definition:

Equating politics with power allows us to study activity or 
behavior, but gives us no specified “boundaries.” 
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Another definition:

“The authoritative allocation of values for a

society” (Easton). This one is good because it is

not overly 

restrictive or 

overly broad.
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Why Define Politics?

It might lead to a deeper understanding of the subject
but we still acknowledge that we do not have “the” or 
even “a” definition of politics.
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II. Kinds of Political Systems



1. Democratic 
Systems –
decentralized 
and flexible; 
interest groups, 
elections, 
political parties.
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2. Authoritarian Systems – military power; 
religious institutions; ruling families or 
monarchies.



3. Totalitarian 
Systems –
subordination of 
all forms of belief 
and behavior to 
the state.
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III. Spectrums of Political Analysis
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1. Empirical – focused on observable data 
(voting figures, age of officeholders, population 
size). Quantitative analysis. 

What is.



2. Normative –
focused on 
values (ethical, 
moral rights and 
wrongs). 
Qualitative 
analysis. What 
ought to be. 
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3. Institutional / Behavioral – focused on the 
agents and structures of politics.
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4. Internal / External – focused on individual 
psychology (rational choice theorists) and 
structural conditions (Marxists). 
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IV. Methodological Categories



1. Case Studies – A 
narrative or story 
about an event or 
series of events.
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2. Ethnographic 
Research –
Anthropological 
fieldwork (similar 
to case studies 
but more detailed 
in its attention to 
the complexities 
of social life.
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3. Survey Research 
– gathering 
information from 
human 
populations or 
from other data.
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4. Modeling – The 
construct of models 
of political behavior.

a. Descriptive –
depicting past 
behavior

b. Prescriptive –
guessing responses 
if behaviors or facts 
change
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5. Historical Descriptive Approach – Based on the 
presumption that imaginative, thorough research and 
careful reconstruction of political events and 
conditions can provide valuable information and 
useful analytic concepts.
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V. Perspectives on Politics



1. The Quantitative 
Perspective –
Statistical 
measuring; 
purely descriptive 
and non-value 
based?
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2. The Rational 
Choice 
Perspective –
individuals 
pursuing their 
self-interests 
rationally. 
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3. Pluralism and Elitist Perspectives
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4. Ideological Perspectives –
Marxism, feminism, environmentalism



5. Comparative 
Perspectives –

avoiding 
ethnocentric 
assumptions.
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Stevenson & 
Haberman’s 

“Rival Theories” 
of 

Human Nature
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These rival theories essentially revolve around 
three separate epistemological entities.
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Or, one can look at the quest for understanding 
human nature this way…

1. Religious

2. Philosophical 

3. Scientific
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In the end, maybe Edward Abbey is right (he 
was a significant inspiration for the radical
environmental group, Earth First!)
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Comparing Christianity and Marxism
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1. Each make claims about the 
nature of the universe.
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a. Christianity – God created universe
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b. Marx – Religion is “illusory”



THE STUDY OF POLITICS AND HUMAN NATURE

2. Each make claims about the 
essential nature of human beings.
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a. Christianity – Fate related to relation to 
God
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b. Marx – No life after death or eternal 
judgment



THE STUDY OF POLITICS AND HUMAN NATURE

3. Each have a different diagnosis of 
what’s wrong with humankind
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a. Christianity – We reject God’s will, 
misuse our freedom, and are infected 
with sin.
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b. Marx – The concept of “alienation.”
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4. Each have a different prescription for 
putting things right.
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a. Christianity – Accept God’s salvation, 
complete process beyond death.
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b. Marx – The future is in this world, no 
longer alienated by economic conditions. 
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The Problem of “Closed 
Theories”

Both Christianity and Marxism are 
described as facing two 
intellectual difficulties:
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1. They do not allow any evidence to count 
against their theory (explaining away 
counterevidence). 



2. They answer 
criticism by 
analyzing the 
motivations of 
the critic. 
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