
 
CHAPTER 1: WHAT IS POLITICS? 
A. What is Politics? 

• A social activity that entails the making, amending, and preserving the general rules under which 
people live 

• An ‘essentially contested’ concept 
o Exercise of power 
o Exercise of authority 
o Making of collective decisions 
o Allocation of scarce resources 
o Practice of deception and manipulation 
o Science of government 

• Linked to the phenomenon of conflict and cooperation 
• An inevitable feature of human condition due to the inescapable presence of diversity and scarcity 
• Politics as a process practiced in particular spheres 
• Authoritative allocation of values (Easton) 

Conflict Competition between opposing forces, reflecting a diversity of opinions, preferences, 
needs or interests 

Cooperation Working together; Achieving goals through collective action 
Difficulties in Defining Politics 

• Mass of associations; loaded term 
• Even respected authorities cannot agree what the subject is about 

Broad Approaches in Defining Politics 
Arena Approach 

• Politics is associated with an arena or 
location 

• Behavior becomes political because of 
where it takes places 

Process Approach 
• Politics is viewed as a process or mechanism 
• Political behavior is behavior that exhibits distinctive 

characteristics or qualities 
• Can take place in any, and perhaps all, social contexts 

 
 

Categories Politics as an Arena Politics as a Process 
Definitions of politics The art of government 

Public affairs 
Compromise and consensus 
Power and the distribution of 
resources 

Approaches to the study of 
politics 

Behaviouralism 
Rational-choice theory 
Institutionalism 

Feminism 
Marxism 
Post-positivist approaches 

Definitions of Politics according to Heywood 
Politics as the art of 
government 

• “What concerns the state” (traditional view) 
• Exercise of control within the society through the making and 

enforcement of collective decisions 
• To study politics is to study government, or more broadly, to study 

the exercise of authority 
• Authoritative allocation of values – politics encompasses the 

various processes through which the government responds to 
pressures from the larger society by allocating benefits, rewards, 
and penalties  

• Most people, most institutions, and most social activities can be 
regarded as ‘outside’ politics 

• Manifested in the tendency to treat politics as the equivalent of party 
politics 
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Functionalist • Approaches the state as a set of institutions that uphold order and 
deliver social stability 

• Focuses on the role and purpose of state institutions 
• Central function of the state: Maintenance of social order 
• Tends to associate any institution that maintains order with the state 

itself 
Organizational • Approaches the state as the apparatus of government 

• State is the set of institutions that are recognizably public and are 
responsible for the collective organization of social existence and are 
funded at the public’s expense 

• Distinguishes clearly between the state and the civil society 
• Allows us to talk about ‘rolling forward’ or ‘rolling back’ the state 

(expanding and contracting responsibilities of the state and enlarging or 
diminishing its institutional machinery) 

• Five key features of the state: 
1. Sovereign – exercises absolute and unrestricted power; stands 

above all other associations and groups in society 
2. Public – responsible for making and enforcing collective 

decisions 
3. An exercise in legitimation – the decisions of the state are 

accepted as binding on members because they are for the 
common good 

4. An instrument of domination – the capacity to ensure its rules 
are obeyed and that transgressors are punished; back by 
coercion; monopoly of legitimate violence 

5. A territorial association – jurisdiction of the state is 
geographically defined and encompasses both citizens and non-
citizens that are within the state’s borders 

International • Approaches the state as an actor on the world stage 
• State as the basic unit of international politics 
• Highlights the dualistic structure of the state (outward & inward 

looking) 
• Deals with the state’s outward-looking face (its relations with other 

states and its ability to give protection against external attack) 
• Four features of the state: 

1. Defined territory 
2. Permanent population 
3. Effective government 
4. Capacity to enter into relations with other states 

Rival Theories of the State 
Pluralist state • Liberal tradition 

• The state acts as an umpire or referee 
• The state is an impartial and neutral arbiter in society 
• The state is susceptible to the influence of various groups and interests, 

and all social classes 
• The neutrality of the state reflects the fact that the state acts in the 

interests of all citizens, and therefore represents the common good 
• Origin of this view: State had arisen out of a voluntary agreement or 

social contract 
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OTHER CONCEPTS AND THEIR DEFINITIONS 
Chapter 1  
Conflict Competition between opposing forces, reflecting a diversity of opinions, preferences, 

needs or interests 
Cooperation Working together; Achieving goals through collective action 
Authoritative values Values that are widely accepted by society and are considered binding by the mass of 

citizens 
Polity • A system of social organization centered on the machinery of the government 

• A society organized through the exercise of political authority 
• Rule by the many in the interests of all (Aristotle) 

Anti-politics Disillusionment with formal or established political processes, reflected in non-
participation, support for anti-system parties, or the use of direct action 

Power • Ability to achieve a desired outcome 
• Ability to influence the behavior of others in a manner not of their choosing 
• Ability to punish or reward, bringing it close to force or manipulation 

Civil Society • Institutions that are private in that they are independent from the government 
and organized by individuals in pursuit of their own ends 

• Realm of autonomous groups and associations 
Consensus • Agreement of a particular kind which is accepted by a wide range of 

individuals or groups 
• Permits disagreement on matters of emphasis and details 

Normative Prescription of values and standards on conduct 
Empirical Based on observation and experiment; empirical knowledge is derived from sense data 

and experience 
Positivism The theory that all forms of philosophical enquiry should adhere strictly to the 

methods of the natural science 
Behavioralism The belief that social theories should be constructed only on the basis of an observable 

behavior 
Game Theory A way of exploring problems of conflict and collaboration by explaining how one 

actor’s choice of strategy affects another’s best choice  
Constructivism An approach to analysis that is based on the belief that there is no objective social or 

political reality that is independent from our understanding of it 
The social world is not something ‘out there’, in the sense of an external concrete 
objects; instead, it only exists ‘inside’, as a kind of inter-subjective awareness 
People construct the world 

Institution A well-established body with a formal role and status 
A set of rules that ensure regular and predictable behavior, ‘the rules of the game’ 

Post-positivism Interpretivism, anti-foundationalism; questions the idea of an ‘objective’ reality, 
emphasizing instead the extent to which people conceive or construct the world 

Discourse Human interaction, especially communication which may disclose or illustrate power 
relations 

Deconstruction A close reading of philosophical or other texts with an eye to their various blind spots 
and/or contradictions 

Paradigm A pattern or model that highlights relevant features of a particular phenomenon  
Intellectual framework comprising interrelated values, theories, and assumptions, 
within which the search for knowledge is conducted 

System An organized or complex whole, a set of interrelated and interdependent parts that 
form a collective entity 

Chapter 2  
Hegemony Implies ideological domination (Gramsci) 
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