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Preface

olitics pervades every aspect of our lives
Pas human beings. As Aristotle said, we are

“political animals.” Unfortunately, many
people aren’t very comfortable with that sta-
tus. They wish they could avoid politics, often
because they find it threatening and hard to un-
derstand: a shifting, conflictual space of complex
ideas and hidden agendas. This book is designed
to help students become more comfortable politi-
cal animals. It does so by helping them to become
conscious critical thinkers about a wide range of
political topics. It teaches them how—not what—
to think about politics.

The first step to that goal is to recognize that
avoiding politics makes no sense. Politics is just a
word for processes of collective decision making
among people, and unless we live alone on a des-
ert island, those processes always surround us. As
a rough analogy, politics is an inescapable aspect
of our lives like physical health. Our health can be
good or bad, but having “no” health makes no sense.
Politics too can be good or bad in many ways, but it
cannot simply go away. We cannot live among other
human beings without being bound up in processes
of collective decision making. Just as neglecting our
health can only have bad consequences, so avoiding
politics can only bring us missed opportunities and
subjugation to other people.

The second step to that goal is to identify
a set of tools that students can use to sharpen
their own political thinking. This is very hard for
most people to do without help, because politics
is a shifting, often-conflictual space of complex
ideas and possibly hidden agendas. The set of
tools must be diverse—students need to try their
hands at many cuts into politics—but also orga-
nized and bounded, so that the new student is not
overwhelmed.

In other words, what students need to make
politics their own is a structured sense of political

alternatives. Alternatives are the foundation of all
critical thinking; we cannot argue coherently for
or against one view without knowing something
about others. For critical thinking about politics
in particular, we must be aware of three kinds of
alternatives:

¢ Alternative arrangements of political practice:
how is politics organized and experienced
differently around the world?

¢ Alternative beliefs in political ideologies: what
are different views of the good and the bad in
politics?

e Alternative logics of political explanations:
what different kinds of stories can we tell
about why people act politically as they do?

For these alternatives to coalesce into a
tool kit that students can take away from their
studies, they must be presented in systematic
and cumulative ways, especially with respect to
ideologies and explanations. Though the options
in political practices vary widely from topic to
topic—the possibilities in representation form
one menu, for example, while the choices in
economic policies form another—our major ide-
ologies and the major logics of explanation in
political science stretch across these areas. The
core organization of this book, then, is to apply
a recurring set of major ideologies and explana-
tory approaches as we survey political arrange-
ments and practices across space and time: the
state, forms of government, participation, rep-
resentation, policymaking, political economy
and development, authoritarianism and democ-
ratization, war and terrorism, and the trends of
globalization.

The key strengths of this organization are
that it is simultaneously more structured and
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more open-ended than any other introductory
text on politics:

* The largest part of each chapter covers prac-
tices “on the ground” that form the empiri-
cal content of comparative politics, American
politics, and international relations.

¢ Attention to contrasting political ideologies
in every chapter creates connections to basic
political theory.

e Short but substantive examples of alterna-
tive explanations in every chapter offer an
accessible entry point into theoretical debates
across the empirical subfields.

* Across the whole book, a consistent emphasis
on alternatives within all these spaces pro-
motes awareness of our diverse world, of our
diverse discipline, and of students’ freedom
and responsibility to figure out what they
think about politics.

The book also includes other structured and cu-
mulative supports for learning:

* Each chapter invites students to consider
how to evaluate explanations with cross-case
(quantitative) and within-case (qualitative)
methodological approaches and evidence.

¢ Evocative photos, charts, and graphic figures
strengthen the text with anchors for visual
learning.

* Explicit learning objectives head each sec-
tion and lead students into review questions,
journal-writing assignments, and end-of-
chapter summaries.

Finally, it is important that this framework
responds not just to pedagogical challenges but
to broader challenges of our era as well. In a time
of low trust in government and rising distaste for
politics, we must invite students to engage these
subjects in a way that is both supportive and open-
minded. In a period when political science has
diversified to the point that some faculty mem-
bers question any connection to their colleagues,

we need a coherent but ecumenical introductory
frame that emphasizes both our unity and our di-
versity as a field. My hope is that this book realizes
these immodest goals to some small degree.

New to the Second
Edition

Today’s world is pretty different from the one
in which this book was first written. This is most
obvious at home in the United States, thanks to
the election of President Donald Trump in 2016.
Trump shook up the norms of the presidency,
many of his own Republican Party’s positions,
most of America’s foreign relationships, and the
architecture of global trade. But other parts of the
world have seen profound developments too. The
British voted to leave the European Union. Chinese
President Xi Jinping consolidated extraordinary
control of his vast nation. Russia systematically
tampered with democratic elections around the
world. North Korea’s Kim Jong Un simultaneously
threatened nuclear war and enjoyed chummy photo
shoots with President Trump. Syria, Iraq, Turkey,
Iran, Saudi Arabia, and other Middle Eastern play-
ers made Machiavellian moves in entangled re-
gional wars. Parts of Africa boomed while others
languished. India and Pakistan rattled swords over
the disputed region of Kashmir. And so on.

But in a world that seems to be changing so
rapidly, it is all the more important to understand
the fundamental and largely unchanging building
blocks of thinking about politics. This book’s menu
of basic alternatives still provides our touchstones:
big options in political practices and institutions,
political ideologies, and political-science theories
to explain them. While retaining that framework,
this second edition includes many updates and
improvements to connect it to students’ evolving
lives and environment:

Chapter 1 now introduces explanatory tradi-
tions in political science by discussing how to
explain the long shutdown of the U.S. federal
government in early 2019.



Chapter 3, on ideologies, includes new and ex-
tended treatment of strands of conservatism
and how they relate to Trump, plus discussion
of “democratic socialism” on the American Left.

Chapter 4, on states and nations, gives stronger
attention to the roots of tension over migration.

Chapter 5, on governments, tracks the evolving
varieties of illiberal democracies and authori-
tarianism.

Chapter 6, on political participation, includes a
substantial new section on framing and iden-
tity politics.

Chapter 7, on representation, addresses the push
for a “National Popular Vote,” among other
updates.

Chapter 9, on political economy foundations, dis-
cusses more extensively how today’s Left of the
Democratic Party relates to socialist ideas.

Chapter 10, on the politics of development and
growth, offers a major new discussion of debates
over inequality and government intervention.

Chapter 11, on political change and democratiza-
tion, addresses the politics around the nuclear
deal with Iran and both the centralization and
vulnerabilities of Xi Jinping’s rule in China.

Chapter 13, on globalization, features attention
to how and why American policies on “free
trade” shifted under Trump.

Just as important as any of these substan-
tive changes, the book’s charts and data have
been thoroughly revised. The Revel edition also
includes far more Social Explorer features—
allowing students to explore data relationships
and visualization—as well as a new series of sup-
portive videos that connect strongly to the text.

Revel™

Revel is an interactive learning environment that
deeply engages students and prepares them for
class. Media and assessment integrated directly
within the author’s narrative lets students read,
explore interactive content, and practice in one
continuous learning path. Thanks to the dynamic
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reading experience in Revel, students come to
class prepared to discuss, apply, and learn from
instructors and from each other.

Learn more about Revel
www.pearson.com/revel

¢ Current Events Bulletins feature author-written
articles that put breaking news and current
events into the context of each chapter.

e Videos bring to life chapter contents and key
moments in politics.

e Social Explorer interactive figures allow
frequent updates with the latest data, toggles
to illustrate movement over time, rollover
data that students can explore, increasing
students’ data literacy and analytical skills.

e Assessments tied to primary chapter sec-
tions, as well as full chapter exams, allow
instructors and students to track progress
and get immediate feedback.

¢ Integrated Writing Opportunities, helping
students reason and write more clearly, are
offered in several forms:

¢ Journal prompts ask students to synthe-
size and apply what they have learned.

¢ Shared writing prompts encourage stu-
dents to think critically about the concepts
and challenges laid out in the chapter.
Through these discussion threads, instruc-
tors and students can explore multiple sides
of an issue by sharing their own views and
responding to each other’s viewpoints.

e Essay prompts are from Pearson’s Writ-
ing Space, where instructors can assign
both automatically graded and instructor-
graded prompts. Writing Space is the best
way to develop and assess concept mastery
and critical thinking through writing. Writ-
ing Space provides a single place within
Revel to create, track, and grade writing
assignments; access writing resources; and
exchange meaningful, personalized feed-
back quickly and easily to improve results.


http://www.pearson.com/revel

Xii Preface

Learning Management
Systems

Pearson provides Blackboard Learn™, Canvas™,
Brightspace by D2L, and Moodle integration, giv-
ing institutions, instructors, and students easy
access to Revel. Our Revel integration delivers
streamlined access to everything your students
need for the course in these learning management
system (LMS) environments. Single Sign-on: With
single sign-on, students are ready on their first
day. From your LMS course, students have easy
access to an interactive blend of authors” narra-
tive, media, and assessment. Grade Sync: Flexible,
on-demand grade synchronization capabilities
allow you to control exactly which Revel grades
should be transferred to the LMS gradebook.

Revel Combo Card

The Revel Combo Card provides an all-in-one ac-
cess code and loose-leaf print reference (delivered
by mail).

Supplements

Make more time to engage with your students
with instructor resources that offer effective learn-
ing assessments and classroom engagement.
Pearson’s partnership with educators does not
end with the delivery of course materials; Pearson
is there with you on the first day of class and be-
yond. A dedicated team of local Pearson repre-
sentatives will work with you to not only choose
course materials but also integrate them into your
class and assess their effectiveness. Our goal is
your goal—to improve instruction with each
semester.

Pearson is pleased to offer the following
resources to qualified adopters of Introduction to
Political Science. Several of these supplements are
available for instant download on the Instructor
Resource Center (IRC); please visit the IRC at www.
pearsonhighered.com/irc to register for access.

¢ Test Bank

Evaluate learning at every level. Reviewed
for clarity and accuracy, the Test Bank mea-
sures this material’s learning objectives with
multiple-choice and essay questions. You
can easily customize the assessment to work
in any major learning management system
and to match what is covered in your course.
Word, PDF, and BlackBoard versions are avail-
able on the IRC, and Respondus versions are
available on request from www.respondus.
com.

Pearson MyTest

This powerful assessment generation pro-
gram includes all of the questions in the Test
Bank. Quizzes and exams can be easily au-
thored and saved online, and then printed
for classroom use, giving you ultimate flex-
ibility to manage assessments anytime and
anywhere. To learn more, visit www.pearson-
highered.com/mytest.

Instructor’s Resource Manual

Create a comprehensive road map for teach-
ing classroom, online, or hybrid courses. De-
signed for new and experienced instructors,
the Instructor’s Resource Manual includes
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Introduction
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Office workers in Washington, D.C. rally to protest the shutdown of the federal government in
January 2019. The sign asks politicians to stop political in-fighting and “just do their jobs.”

Learning Objectives

1.1 Define “politics” and explain why it is action and recognize the logics in
an inescapable part of human existence. examples of explanatory arguments.
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engagement with political ideologies, support their explanations.
and the focus of political science on 1.5 Identify the main subfields in the study
explaining politics. of politics.

1.3 Summarize the logic of the three main
approaches to explaining political
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Introduction: Is Politics to Blame?

“Politics” gets a bad rap today. Even politicians don’t seem to like it. The apparent evil
of politics was on full display during the fight over the U.S. federal budget in winter
2018-2019 that brought the longest government shutdown in American history. At
one point, former President George W. Bush called on President Donald Trump to “put
politics aside” to end the standoff. Trump—like Bush, a leader of the Republican Party —
used the same terms to denounce his opponents, accusing Congresspeople in the
Democratic Party of “playing politics.”

Their negative characterization of politics is normal. Trump’s predecessor,
Democratic President Barack Obama said the same thing when he began his first
term back in 2009. “I don’t expect a hundred percent agreement from my Republican
colleagues,” he said in his inaugural address, “but | do hope that we can all put politics
aside and do the American people’s business right now.” Citizens use this language
too. During a previous battle between Democrats and Republicans that shut down the
federal government in 2013, for example, one resident of Reno, Nevada, told his local
newspaper, “It’s all about politics, and to me that’s very frustrating.” Another Nevadan
commented, “It’s just about politicians jockeying for position to advance their own
agendas in the future. That’s all it is.”1

One of the few things that Americans can agree on today, it seems, is that politics
causes many of America’s problems. We use the word to evoke an image of infighting
and counterproductive power struggles. Seen from this angle, “politics” rears its ugly
head when the rightful concerns of citizens get turned over to “politicians.” These
political creatures focus mainly on power, the perks of office, and media attention. They
whip up unnecessary fights that derail the practical solution of real problems. Healthy
people who want to live productive lives, meanwhile, try to avoid active engagement
with the nasty political realm. A good life in a good society would be as free of politics
as possible—right?

Wrong. This book starts from the idea that this conception of politics is unhelpful.
The hunger for power, infighting, and media flash are certainly parts of the political
scene, but they are not the essence of politics. In fact, politics is an essential part
of your everyday life. Rather than seeing it as a separate arena to be blamed for
unwelcome intrusions into your affairs, think of it like other basic and inescapable parts
of human existence, such as health or interpersonal relationships. You can have good
health or good relationships; you can have bad health or bad relationships. Neither
is ever perfect; both are partly out of your control. But both are always basic parts of
your life. The same is true of politics. To reject it, as the antipolitics rhetoric suggests,
is to turn your back on conscious thinking about what you believe, the problems and
challenges you face, and how you and others might solve them. It also discourages you
from putting any effort into understanding the political world around you: a complex
context, and not always pretty, but one that shapes almost every facet of your life
whether you recognize it or not.

To do well in your own life, you must reclaim politics as an essential part of it. This
book will help you do so. &



Seeing Politics in the World

1.1 Define “politics” and explain why it is an inescapable part of human
existence.

To reclaim politics, we must first define it. Politics is the making of collective
decisions. It is what happens, in some shape or form, when people engage with
each other to govern their interactions. Unless you live alone on a desert island,
you are part of many political arenas. Family members make collective decisions
about how to support each other’s lives, like paying for a college education and
what is expected in return. In a sports team, club, religious organization, or even
an informal circle of friends, you are part of ongoing negotiations about what
the group does together. In any job, you are part of an organization or network
of people who must coordinate and govern themselves to produce results. And
then, of course, there is the most explicit level of politics—what the term “poli-
tics” makes us think of most—which is government. In and around government,
people interact to make collective decisions about infrastructure like roads,
airports, and irrigation; a system of laws, courts, and police to maintain social
order; the provision of education, medicine, and hospitals; foreign relations in
trade, diplomacy, and defense; safety regulations for food, cars, or toys; rules for
institutions that support a sophisticated economy, such as banking or insurance;
and many other things that affect our lives. Even beyond the level of national
government, your life is affected by global politics in international trade, coop-
eration, and conflict.

You might quickly object: “I may be surrounded by all these political pro-
cesses, but that does not mean I should not try to escape them!” You may not feel
like you are significantly involved in most levels of collective decision making—
especially not the large-scale politics of the U.S. government or the wider world.
But let’s consider what “escaping politics” would actually mean.

Why Escaping Politics Is a Dead End

Most collective decision making in and around your life is certainly not entirely
open, equal, and participatory. Whether the context is your family, your univer-
sity, your town, or the corridors of power in Washington, D.C., some people usu-
ally play a bigger role in collective decision making than others. Many people
feel like they have some of the smaller roles, which is one reason why they long
for a world “without politics.” They imagine that if they could just make all of
their own decisions, they would feel less excluded or controlled by others. This
kind of liberated life is what political philosophers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778) envisioned the “state of nature” to be—that is, the human condition
in an imaginary time before the emergence of oppressive social organization and
government.

Introduction
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Few Americans realize it, but this longing for a state-of-nature world with-
out politics is even more powerful in the United States than in most other coun-
tries. This country was founded by people who left a Europe governed by kings
and queens and sailed far away in pursuit of various goals: religious freedom
and political liberty, in many cases, but also land and personal opportunity.
Most of the founders saw overly powerful governments as the big problem in
politics, and looked for ways in which a new U.S. constitution might bolster in-
dividual rights, lessen the scope of centralized decision making, and “check and
balance” the collective decision making they considered unavoidable. Settlers
colonized vast territories that were sparsely populated and rich in resources,
leading them to believe that a tough individual or family could thrive largely
on their own on that frontier. From these origins came a political discourse that
criticized government and politics for obstructing and intruding on our individ-
ual pursuit of happiness. It idealized a state-of-nature existence without gov-
ernmental restraints.

But the notion of escaping into a “state of nature” would not actually appeal
to most people if they thought about what it would be like. The average life span
in the American colonies was less than thirty years. It didn’t get much over forty
years for settlers on the frontier during the 1800s.% In today’s world, not many
people ship themselves off to desert islands or the Alaskan wilderness for obvi-
ous reasons: life is not easy without a fair number of other people to ease the bur-
den of getting clean water, growing food, building shelter, making clothing, or
caring for those who are ill. Nor would most people want to forgo all the things
that you can gain as part of a larger society: law and order, education, roads and
other infrastructure, and so on, not to mention the opportunities for trade that
bring you iPhones, mountain bikes, movies, extra-soft toilet paper, haircuts, and
a million other products and services.

Maintaining access to the benefits of modern life involves collective deci-
sion making to organize and govern society. Once you are in a social context,
even if you feel like you have been assigned a bit part in a production domi-
nated by others, attempts to “escape” collective decision making tend to lead to
two kinds of bad outcomes. One is that other people become even more dom-
inant because you have left the field to them. The other is that things just fall
apart and the benefits of interacting begin to disappear. This can happen at any
level of collective decision making, from your family on up to the U.S. govern-
ment and beyond. If you feel powerless in your family and try to escape its col-
lective decision-making process, you find yourself with a family that dissolves
or is dominated all the more by other family members. By not engaging with
the governance of your club or religious group, you arrive at similar results.
The same is true of the big institutions of government: pursue the fantasy of a
world without politics and you do not end up “free” from politics and govern-
ment; you end up with worse politics and government. As one saying goes, “Just
because you do not take an interest in politics does not mean politics won't take
an interest in you.”?



The interpretation of U.S. history suggested by an antipolitics state-of-nature
discourse is similarly misleading. In many ways, it gets the story backward. The
Founding Fathers did not try to escape politics. They were political thinkers who
proclaimed loudly and clearly that they sought consciously to engage politics in a
whole new way. They tried very deliberately and carefully to build a different kind
of collective decision making—a different sort of politics—where individuals could
have greater liberty and equality. They saw that individual freedom is not what is
left when you take away politics and government; to the contrary, they needed to
construct a kind of collective decision making that supported individual freedom.

To see this fundamental point in a more concrete way, speculate for a moment
on why life in Arizona is so different from life in Afghanistan. Afghanistan is one
of the poorest, most insecure countries in the world. Though it has hugely promis-
ing resources, its government is barely able to hold an election or administer basic
services to most of its territory. Arizona’s geography is no more hospitable than
central Asia. Like the least-fertile parts of Afghanistan, it has a mostly desert land-
scape with little water and no coastline. But life in these places is radically differ-
ent: Arizonans are roughly 100 times richer on average than Afghans. According to
various measures of individual freedom around the
world, like those from the Heritage Foundation® or
Freedom House,® Arizona, like the United States in
general, scores near the top while Afghanistan scores
near the bottom. While Afghanistan is one of the
largest sources of refugees fleeing to other countries,
people are literally dying to get into Arizona across
the Mexican border® It is rather obvious that the
difference between the two is not that Arizona rep-
resents a state of nature with “less” politics and gov-
ernment. In most ways that we can measure, Arizona
is much “more” controlled by a coherent politics
and government than Afghanistan. But “less” and
“more” are not the right terms; no one would dispute
that Afghanistan has exceedingly complex politics.
A better way to capture the fates of these two land-
locked zones is that their radically different kinds of
collective decision making have given their citizens
radically different life experiences. The differences,
good and bad, lie in the kind of politics, not in the
presence or absence of politics.

A first step to reclaiming politics, then, is to see
that wherever there is human interaction, there are
inescapable processes of collective decision making.
Politics is essential to construct the kind of safe and
comfortable life that most people pursue, no matter
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political description
The task of grasping

how political life and
action are organized.

autonomous existence in a state of nature. Once you recognize the presence and
impact of politics in the world, you can begin to organize it, analyze it, and un-
derstand how it matters to you. And to see and understand politics around you,
you need to grasp concepts from political science and political philosophy.

From Politics to Political Ideologies
and Political Science

1.2 Explain the difference between the descriptive study of politics,
normative engagement with political ideologies, and the focus of
political science on explaining politics.

Like health, relationships, and other essential parts of life, politics is often messy and
complicated. Even if the antipolitics rhetoric is wrong to equate politics with “fighting
for the sake of fighting,” people in politics do argue and disagree. These disputes,
whether in your family, on talk radio, in the White House, or at the United Nations,
often lead people to “spin” things to fit their views. Sometimes consciously and some-
times unconsciously, they selectively use information to support their side. Overall, it
may seem like there is no truth at all to be found in politics. How, you might wonder,
can you study such a free-for-all collection of disagreements and spin?

It may also seem that no one can help answer that question, since even the ex-
perts on politics cannot agree on what to think about it. Although politics is a do-
main as essential as health, you can rely more heavily on your doctor for concrete
guidance because doctors have a fairly strong consensus about how to cure an
infection, set a broken bone, or deal with asthma. By contrast, experts on politics
do not have much of a strong or specific consensus on anything. Political experts
debate a set of strongly different views of how to understand the political world.

It is in that set of strongly different views, though, that the study of politics
offers the way forward. To reclaim politics, you must become a critical thinker:
someone who can understand, criticize, and defend certain views about the po-
litical world against others. The foundation of all independent, critical thinking is the
ability to imagine alternative points of view. Once you can imagine a few different
viewpoints, you can choose one or more of them and defend your choices intel-
ligently. Studying the main views of politics thus gives you the crucial tools to
reclaim politics. It will not tell you exactly what to think about politics—you will
still have to make your own choices—but it will teach you how to think and talk
about politics in a useful, engaged, and critical way.

The study of politics helps you become a critical thinker by imagining polit-
ical alternatives from three angles:

1. First, it can help you see some of the different ways of organizing and
acting in politics. This is the challenge of political description, asking: what
are some of the ways that people have set up and understood their political



lives, whether locally, nationally, or globally? You need to describe some of
the different kinds of governments, constitutions, political beliefs, political
parties, public policies, and so on to be able to imagine what options exist
for your political choices. Political practices around the world suggest a
menu of possibilities against which to compare your own experiences.

2. Second, the study of politics can help you engage the good and bad
aspects of the politics around you, and to think about your political
values and goals. This is the challenge of political philosophy, the effort
to evaluate the good or bad in political life. It centers on normative ideas
about how the political world ought to be, though it also builds in analytic
or explanatory concepts about how we think it actually is. In everyday
politics, the alternatives of political philosophy manifest themselves as
political ideologies that structure our debates. By learning about different
ideologies and the philosophical ideas behind them, you gain a set of
alternatives to inform your choices.

3. Third, the study of politics can help you explain why you and people
around you have ended up with certain options on the menu of political
possibilities. This is the challenge of political science, the systematic effort
to explain why politics works as it does. Explanation is the heart of what
most experts on politics do, and they can provide you with useful ways
to quickly, roughly imagine some alternative answers to “why” questions
about politics. When political scientists look at any political situation (in
your family, university, town, state, the United States, globally, and so on),
they pose the same set of basic questions about why people might be acting
and speaking the way they are. These questions are rooted in different
views of the core of political action: different fundamental stories we can
imagine about why we see certain patterns of collective decision making
in the world. Though political scientists rarely agree fully on which story
is right about any situation, they share this basic set of options for thinking
about what lies behind political action. You can learn to use these tools to
translate the messy-looking world of politics into a small, organized set of
“why” possibilities.

Familiarizing yourself with these three kinds of alternatives can be deeply
empowering. In learning about political description, you get a more concrete
sense of what your own life is like as you contrast it to other possibilities. In
learning about political ideologies, you gain the ability to quickly brainstorm
the alternatives to any single judgment that is put before you. If someone tries to
persuade you of a view based in one ideological approach, quick consideration
of some alternatives tells you what might be wrong or incomplete about the case
they are making. In learning about political science explanations, you find that
the same basic approaches can apply to any political context, from interacting
with your family and friends up to issues in global politics. You become able to
look at a newspaper (or website, or blog, or however you get information) and
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roughly, quickly grasp the main things that might be going on behind a story.
Wherever you find yourself tangling with collective decision making—in the
policies of your university or employer, at a school board meeting, as you think
about military service or donating to charities, and of course as you consider vot-
ing choices or other engagement with government—you are able to look at the
people around you and guess at what is animating their political choices.

In these ways, the study of politics can carry you beyond the narrow, dis-
tant way in which people often relate to their political surroundings. Without
these tools, people often peer in on the political realm through a small window
of selective, semiconscious views. A broader, more critical engagement with
political alternatives may or may not lead you to change any views you hold
today—perhaps it will just help you to better appreciate and defend your ini-
tial leanings—but it will remove the narrow window between you and politics.
It will allow you to reclaim politics as a comprehensible part of your world and
to empower yourself with a better understanding of the choices you can make.

In the next section, we explore three basic approaches to the least famil-
iar challenge in reclaiming politics: explanation. For your critical thinking, it is
just as important to tackle the two other kinds of challenges addressed in this
book—describing the political world and engaging with political ideologies. But
the core terrain of explanatory political science is likely to be especially new to
you, so it calls for a bit of introduction.

Three Explanatory Approaches
in Political Science

1.3 Summarize the logic of the three main approaches to explaining
political action and recognize the logics in examples of explanatory
arguments.

Everyone has at least some experience in seeing and describing politics around them.
You have picked up a few descriptive facts about presidents, political parties, and
other things in U.S. politics, and probably a smattering of facts about other places
too. There is much more to learn about how to see the political world and its menu
of alternatives, but the basic notion of seeing and describing it is not a foreign one.

Everyone has also been exposed a bit to engaging with political ideologies.
You are aware that some political concepts sound good to you (perhaps democ-
racy? Human rights? Liberty? Equality? Free markets?) and some bad (maybe
dictatorship? Oppression? War? Exploitation?). You may attach good or bad
judgments to “Republican” or “Democrat” and other labels. You will need a
deeper and broader sense of alternative ideologies to arrive at well-informed
engagement, but judging also comes fairly naturally to us all.

You may not have much experience, however, with explaining politics. For
most people, it is challenging enough to keep a descriptive eye on political events



and an engaged eye on how events relate to their ideological views; explaining
why things are happening is hard even to imagine. Since explanation is the least
familiar piece of the study of politics, and also because it is the core of the disci-
pline of political science, this introductory chapter gives it some special attention.

Explanation also calls for special treatment because, at first glance, it is far from
obvious to know how to organize political science into a small, useful set of explan-
atory alternatives. If you read a selection of what political scientists write, a simple
set of approaches will not jump out at you. Instead, you find a long, confusing list
of academic terms that political scientists use to label the stories they tell: “struc-
tural,” “institutional,” “rationalist, realist,” “liberal,” “Marxist,”
and many others. Fortunately, though, only a few main explanatory traditions lie
underneath all the labels. Whatever political scientists call their arguments, their
views sort into three main kinds of stories used to explain politics. Once you get
some sense of these three ways of thinking about how politics works—three basic
views that prompt you to question, “Is that what is going on here?”—you have the
main tools that political scientists apply to any political situation. When you are
comfortable with these tools, you can get a little fancier: there are variations on each
kind of story, and the three stories can be combined in interesting ways. But even if
you go no further than the simple versions of the main options, you will be much
better equipped to understand politics and think critically about it.

These three explanatory options are built around simple thoughts (see
Figure 1-1). When we see someone making certain political choices, one
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possible explanation is that he or she is doing what anyone else would do if
placed in the same place in the material landscape. Consider the figure on the
left: given a forest on one side, predators on another, and rumors about gold
mines through the mountain pass ahead, any rational person would head for
the hills. On the other hand, his or her choices might actually be more like the
figure in the middle, who is channeled in certain ways by the rules and organi-
zations that people have built. Human-made rules and structures, often called
“institutions,” create obstacle courses of incentives that reward or punish us
for acting in certain ways. The third major possibility is that his or her political
choices are motivated and shaped by his or her culture and beliefs, like the
figure on the right. This last kind of explanation suggests that a person might
do many different things in his or her material or institutional surroundings,
and what really shapes a person’s choices is how he or she interprets what he
or she wants and how to get it.

To introduce these three explanatory approaches more concretely, let’s
return to a real-world example that came up at the beginning of the chapter.
From December 22, 2018 to January 25, 2019, the U.S. federal government
closed nine federal departments. The shutdown followed a fight between
President Trump, who mainly sought Congressional approval to spend
$5 billion on a border wall with Mexico, and members of Congress—most,
though not all, Democrats—who saw the wall as a bad idea. When previ-
ous deals on government spending ran out on December 22 and the two
sides failed to agree on a new deal, the government had to close its doors.
About 800,000 government workers were told not to come to work. Millions
of private sector contractors stopped work on government-funded projects.
Many businesses suffered because they depend on government services:
Airlines could not put new planes in service because the Federal Aviation
Administration could not certify they were safe. Alaskan fisherman faced
losses because no one could issue permits to start their season. Experimental
treatments for kids with cancer were put on hold. By some estimates,
$11 billion evaporated from the economy overall and longer-term effects
were much more costly.” Why? Why did American leaders shut down the
U.S. government?

Alternative 1—Rational-Material Explanation:
A Clash of Interests

The simplest story about the 2019 shutdown describes it as a clash between dif-
ferent groups in American society pursuing their own advantage. In this view,
the standoff basically reflected a divide between Americans who gain or lose
from President Trump’s agenda. Though the fight took place between political
leaders, both Trump and his adversaries were just representing fairly concrete di-
viding lines in society and the economy. Citizens who would benefit concretely
from Trump’s agenda encouraged him to push his agenda. Those who would



