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Objective 

 

This course offers a general introduction to the Comparative Politics subfield.  Comparative 

Politics embodies the development of theory and the application of methods to a subset of 

political phenomena across countries and/or over time.  It seeks to generate compelling 

explanations to research questions about political processes and outcomes across disparate 

settings in the world.  It attempts to provide answers to a wide variety of queries, such as when 

and why democracy works in some countries and fails in others, why some countries become 

economically prosperous whilst others are caught in a vicious circle of underdevelopment, why 

in some countries political parties or pressure groups play a crucial political role while in others 

they are unimportant or even inexistent, just to name a few examples. 

   

Specific objectives of this course include:   

 Getting familiar with the theoretical underpinnings of the discipline (covering, at least, 

the cultural, structural and institutional approaches to comparative analysis);  

 Discussing the scientific foundations of the comparative method using structural-

functionalism as the theoretical framework of choice;  

 Exposing students to relevant scholar literature across a variety of topics covered by the 

subfield;  

 Increasing students‟ knowledge about political processes and outcomes in a selection of 

countries with a variety of similarities and disparities across different regions in the 

world, motivating students to explore countries of their interest on their own; and,  

 Enhancing the students‟ capacity to understand political action and choice by 

familiarizing them with media outlets and by reading literary work connected to political 

phenomena.  
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Outcomes   

 

By the end of this course, students should achieve a broad knowledge of the foundations of 

comparative politics, especially of the structural-functionalist framework.  Thus: 

 Students will become familiar with the basic theoretical and methodological approaches 

to comparative political analysis;  

 Students will increase their knowledge about political phenomena and processes in select 

countries around the world;  

 Students will put into practice those recently acquired skills; and,  

 Students will enhance their ability to make their own reasoned judgments when 

comparing political processes and outcomes.  

Mission Statement:  Students will increase their knowledge about comparative politics theory 

and methods, and the politics of select countries in particular. 

Required Text:  The following book should be purchased (either from the campus bookstore or 

from your preferred internet source, brand new or used).   

 

Gabriel Almond, G. Bingham J. Powell, Jr., Russell J. Dalton & Kaare Strom (APDS).  (2010). 

Comparative Politics Today:  A World View.  Updated 9
th

 Edition.   

Course Requirements and Outcomes:  This course‟s success depends on the student‟s personal 

commitment.  Students‟ enthusiastic participation is not only welcome, but encouraged and 

required for making the most of the course.  Students should fulfill these requirements:    

Part I:  Midterm and Final Examinations (30% + 40%) 

Requirement:  The midterm and final examinations may include a combination of multiple 

choice questions, short essays and comprehensive essays, to cover issues addressed in class and 

included in the course‟s materials.  The midterm will cover general theory, and the final will be 

cumulative, including the countries/cases we discuss in the second half of the semester.  

Definitive date and place of the midterm will be determined later in the semester.  The final will 

take place the date, time and location assigned by the university authorities. 

Outcome:  To prepare for these exams, students should identify and summarize the relevant 

information provided and discussed in class; and read and critique the materials assigned.  The 

instructor may help students by posting study guides with important questions to consider, and/or 

slides presented in class a few days before the exam takes place.  To show a complete 

understanding of Comparative Politics, students will need to:  Identify the main theoretical 

perspectives to analyze Comparative Politics; summarize and understand the different elements 

of structural-functionalism; read and critique the articles provided for each session, when 

applicable; read the chapters focused on each country, be prepared to discuss them in class, and 

apply the aforementioned theoretical framework to these countries, especially to their 

contemporary political reality. 



Part II: Reaction Papers (10% + 10%)  

 

Requirement:  Over the course of the semester, students will write two (2), thoughtful 4-page, 

double-space, typed reaction papers, about one of the key questions addressed in class any given 

week.  The list of questions will be provided by the instructor via Blackboard.  In these papers, 

students should write a personal response to the question, based on the literature discussed that 

week or other applicable readings as suggested by the instructor. Students may be called to speak 

about their papers briefly for a few minutes, and defend their views.  Students should turn in 

their papers the Monday of the week when the topic is addressed.  One essay will be turned in at 

any given Monday before the midterm, and another will be turned in at any given Monday 

afterwards, before the last week of class.  Students will select their weeks in advance, and will 

not be able to change their topic unless authorized by the instructor. Each paper will be graded 

on the basis of ten (10) points.    

Outcome:  These assignments seek to improve students‟ writing skills; to help them getting 

familiar with political science literature and sharpen their analytical capacity; to help them to 

keep track of the course by encouraging them to read the relevant materials; and to allow them to 

generate their own thoughts about specific Comparative Politics issues. 

Part III:  Participation (10%)   

Requirement:    Participation will be graded based on their active engagement in the course, 

which will be related to the readings and assignments for the session in question, to sharing 

information about the papers in class and offering constructive criticism of their peers‟ opinions 

and work.  Participation is graded based on ten (10) points, ranging from „no participation‟ (0 

points) to „most active‟ participation (10 points).   

Outcome:  Active class participation is essential for the course‟s success.  It helps keeping 

students in track with the information and materials addressed in class.    

 

Attendance Policy 

 

Students are expected to attend every session.  Attendance means to arrive in class punctually, 

and to leave only after class had ended.  Students will be able to miss up to two (2) classes 

without any penalty.  Then, students will lose two (2) points for each absence, up to ten (10) 

points.  A number of absences greater than seven, or several absences in a row, may force the 

instructor to speak with the student directly and with his/her academic advisor about why this is 

happening, the negative consequences that might have for his/her grade, and any remedies or 

sanctions as applicable, included failing the course.  Medical, sport or other kind of other excuses 

will need to be documented and informed in advance.     

Grading Scale:  Note:  The instructor reserves the right to curve the grades: 

 

A 92.5 and above A-  90 to 92.4 

B+  87.5 to 89.9  B 82.5 to 87.4  B- 80 to 82.4 

C+  77.5 to 79.9  C 72.5 to 77.4  C- 70 to 72.4 

D+  67.5 to 69.9  D 62.5 to 67.4  D- 60 to 62.4 

F 59.9 and below 



Make-up Policies and late assignments 

 

Make-ups for the midterm and final examinations will be truly exceptional, and only allowed 

after talking to the instructor and documenting any reason that forced the student to miss the 

exam.  Late assignments will only be accepted in exceptional circumstances, and penalized with 

one less grade every day past the due date. 

Honor Code 

 

Academic dishonesty shall be enforced based on the Newcomb-Tulane College Code of 

Academic Conduct (http://college.tulane.edu/code.htm) and any other applicable regulations.  

Students are encouraged to get familiar with these regulations and observe their tenets in all 

instances.  Cheating and plagiarism are completely unacceptable, will result in a zero (0) grade in 

the assignment in question, will be reported, and may eventually lead the offending student to 

face other regrettable academic consequences.  The instructor reserves the right to check the 

authenticity of your work through careful assessment of your writing and the sources employed.  

Each student must complete all work alone, and shall refrain from colluding with other students 

to complete individually assigned work.  Students will respect their peers and instructors, and 

their opinions, at all times:  Diversity is one of the academic community‟s priceless assets and 

students should cherish the opportunity they have in this class to be respectfully exposed to 

viewpoints that differ from theirs.  Failure to comply with these guidelines might negatively 

affect the student‟s grade in this course, and in extreme cases could even lead the instructor to 

report them or pursue other pertinent measures.   

IX. Tentative Outline:  (Additional articles/chapters may be added throughout the Semester) 

 

Week 1 – August 23 and 25  

What is Comparative Politics?  What is the subject matter of this subfield? What issues are we 

going to be talking about during the course? 

 APDS Chapter One:  Issues in Comparative Politics (In Blackboard) 

 

Week 2 – August 27 (Friday) and 30 (Monday) 

The Comparative Method:  What is it?  Why do we compare? A Preliminary Approach    

APDS Chapter Two:  Comparing Political Systems (In Blackboard) 

Mattei Dogan and Dominique Pelassy:  How to Compare Nations:  Strategies in Comparative 

Politics.  Chatham, NJ:  Chatham House, 1990 (pp. 1-44, in Blackboard) 

 

September 1 – Special Session with Librarian Sean Knowlton on Comparative Politics research 

 

September 3 and 6 – No Class 

 

Week 3 – September 8 and 10 

The Major theoretical approaches to Comparative Politics  

APDS Chapter Three: Political Culture and Political Socialization.   

Mark Irving Lichbach and Alan S. Zuckerman.  1997.  Comparative Politics:  Rationality, 

Culture, and Structure.  New York:  Cambridge University Press.  Chapter One:  “Research 

Traditions and Theory in Comparative Politics:  An Introduction.” (In Blackboard) 

http://college.tulane.edu/code.htm


    

Select one of the following three readings: 

.  Theda Skocpol.  1976.  “France, Russia, China:  A Structural Analysis of Social Revolutions.”  

Comparative Studies in Society and History 18(2) 175-210 

.  Gretchen Helmke.  2002.  “The Logic of Strategic Defection:  Court-Executive Relations in 

Argentina under Dictatorship and Democracy.”  American Political Science Review.  Vol. 96, 

No. 2, 291-303. 

.  Daniel Posner.  2004.  “The Political Salience of Cultural Difference:  Why Chewas and 

Tumbukas are Allies in Zambia and Adversaries in Malawi.”  American Political Science 

Review.  Vol. 98, No. 4, 529 – 545. 

 

Week 4 – September 13, 15 and 17  

Political participation – citizen action 

 APDS Chapter Four:  Interest Articulation 

Robert Putnam.  2000.  Bowling Alone:  The Collapse and Revival of American Community.  

New York:  Simon & Schuster. (Selected excerpts In Blackboard) 

Sydney Tarrow.  1998.  Power in Movement.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press.  

(selected excerpts in Blackboard) 

Week 5 – September 20, 22 and 24 

Political representation & interest aggregation:  Political parties & electoral systems. 

 APDS Chapter Five:  Interest Aggregation & Political Parties 

Arend Lijphart.  1994. Patterns of Democracy.  New Haven, CT:  Yale University Press. 

(selected excerpts in Blackboard) 

Alan Ware.  1996.  Political Parties and Party Systems.  Oxford University Press.  (Selected 

Excerpts in Blackboard)     

 

Week 6 – September 27 and 29, October 1 

Government and Policymaking  

APDS Chapter Six:  Government and Policymaking. 

Arend Lijphart.  1994. Patterns of Democracy.  New Haven, CT:  Yale University Press. 

(selected excerpts in Blackboard) 

Week 7 – October 4, 6 and 8 

Political Regimes and Transitions 

Dahl, Robert.  1971.  Polyarchy:  Participation and Opposition.    New Haven, CT:  Yale 

University Press (Selected excerpts in Blackboard) 

Fareed Zakaria.  1997.  “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy.”  Foreign Affairs.  November.  

http://fareedzakaria.com/articles/other/democracy.html 

Guillermo O'Donnell, "Delegative Democracy," Journal of Democracy 5 (January 1994): 55-69 

(In Blackboard) 

 

Week 8 - October 11 – Midterm;  October 13 – Discussion of the Midterm 

 

October 14 – 17 Fall Break (No Classes) 

http://fareedzakaria.com/articles/other/democracy.html


Week 9 – October 18, 20 and 22 

 Politics in European Democracies: The U.K. – The rise and fall of New Labour  

APDS Chapter 8:  Politics in Britain  

Week 10 – October 25, 27 and 29 

Politics in European Democracies:  France – Sarkozy and France‟s European leadership  

APDS Chapter 9:  Politics in France 

Week 11 – November 1, 3 and 5 

Politics in European Democracies:  Germany – Merkel‟s Grand Coalition 

APDS Chapter 10:  Politics in Germany   

 

Week 12 – November 8, 10 and 12 

Politics in Russia:  Putin-Medvedev‟s Hybrid Regime 

APDS Chapter 12:  Politics in Russia 

 

Week 13 – November 15, 17 and 19 

Politics in China:  Economic development & authoritarian socialism in the 21
st
 Century 

APDS Chapter 13:  Politics in China 

Week 14 & 15 – November 22, 29 and December 1  

Politics in Latin America – Brazil:  Democratic Consolidation 

APDS Chapter 15:  Politics in Brazil 

 

December 3 – Last day of class, discussion of the final 


