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political scientists from Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom, it is truly an 
international introduction to the discipline. The text covers fundamental political 
concepts and ideologies before examining political institutions through historical and 
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420 Part three | International Relations

Though some have seen regionalization as leading to the formation of rival trading 
blocs and hence as a threat to “the multilateral order,” others find it to be perfectly compat-
ible with global integration (Haggard, 1997, p. 20). Indeed, in some parts of the world it is 
regarded as promoting participation in a globalized economy by creating opportunities 
for economic growth via free trade and other arrangements within a regional framework. 
From this perspective regionalization itself is part of the broader globalization process.

Regionalization is proceeding in Africa, the Americas, North Africa, and the Middle 
East; in the regions of the former USSR, including Central Asia, South Asia, Southeast 
and East Asia; and in the Pacific and Caribbean. There are also organizations covering 
huge swathes of the globe. The Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum, for 
example, has grown from an initial membership of 12 when it was formed in 1989 to a cur-

China’s Growing Influence in the Developing World

The People’s Republic of China has stocked up some $3.65 trillion in foreign reserves. This is 
allowing China to compete with the United States and its European allies in a variety of ways, 
including a higher gdP when viewed through purchasing power parity. From 2000 to 2014 China’s 
exports and imports grew from 3 to 10 per cent of all goods traded around the world. China is 
now the largest trading partner for 124 countries, easily eclipsing the United States. In terms of 
tactical investments, China has been investing heavily in African infrastructure ($26 billion in 
2013) and is developing strong ties with Latin America, promising an investment of $250 billion 
in the near future. As Time reports:

China also wants to use its money to reshape the world’s financial architecture. To 
that end, Beijing just launched the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank to rival the 
Washington-based ImF and World Bank. given that 57 countries have signed up as 
founding members, some of them US allies who chose to ignore US objections, it’s well 
on its way. (Bremmer, 2015)

meanwhile, many people in Western countries are wondering what the rise of the Asian 
economies means for them. Is Asia rising at the expense of the West, or will its new powerful econ-
omies benefit everyone through technological advances and cheaper prices? The latest survey by 
the Chicago Council on global Affairs (Kafura & Smeltz, 2015) suggests that Americans are gener-
ally supportive of globalization and have become more optimistic since the financial crisis of 2008:

Americans believe economic strength (77%) is more important than military strength 
(23%) to a nation’s power and influence in the world, and seven in ten (72%, up 5 points 
since 2012) say that signing free trade agreements is an effective means to achieve 
foreign policy objectives. Americans also express broad support for globalization and 
free trade. As the US economy continues to recover from the largest global economic 
collapse since the 1930s, public views on globalization have returned to 2004 levels. 
Two out of three Americans say that globalization is mostly a good thing (65% vs. 34% 
bad thing), the highest recorded percentage to feel this way since the question was first 
asked in 1998. (Kafura & Smeltz, 2015)

Key ConCept Box 20.7

“Key Concept Boxes” elaborate 
on important themes and ideas 

introduced in the narrative.
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prompted by the collapse of the Soviet system and the marketization of China—the only 
other viable communist model.

A formative influence on Ct was the Italian intellectual Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937). 
Focusing on the naturalization of power in the creation of hegemony by elites, Gramsci 
argued that ruling classes maintain power and control, even in the absence of constant 
coercive force, because they make inequalities seem natural, inevitable, and even right. 
Although the idea that cultural power can be used to control “hearts and minds” resonates 
with the Marxist idea of ideology as false consciousness, Gramsci emphasized the consen-
sual nature of the masses’ support for hegemony; see Box 16.1.

Later theorists, such as the Canadian political economist Robert W. Cox, have found 
Gramsci’s insights highly pertinent. Earlier conceptions of hegemony focused on material 
(mainly economic and military) capabilities, but Gramsci’s cultural hegemony opened 
the way for Cox to explore the hegemony of theories and ideas in the international sphere. 
Cox is well known for declaring that “theory is always for someone, and for some purpose” 
(Cox, 1981, p. 128). In a later interview he elaborated what he meant: “[t]here is no theory 
for itself . . . There is no neutral theory concerning human affairs, no theory of universal 
validity. Theory derives from practice and experience, and experience is related to time 
and place. Theory is a part of history” (Cox, 2010). In other words, theorists are never 
neutral in their selection and interpretation of facts around us, and since their theor-
ies reflect subjective values and interests they tend to support those values and interests.  
If facts and values do not exist independently of each other, it follows that no theory can 
be “value-free” and no knowledge can be totally objective.

Realism, Cox suggests, is an ideology of the status quo. It supports the existing inter-
national  order and therefore the interests of those who prosper under it. Furthermore, 
because it perceives the existing order as natural, inevitable, and unchanging, it sees any 
difficulties that arise within the order as problems to be solved within the parameters of that 
order; the order itself does not come under challenge. By contrast, Cox and other critical 
theorists insist that no order is “natural” or immune to change. All political orders, whatever 

Antonio Gramsci 

Antonio Gramsci was a political theorist and activist who at one time served as the leader of 
the Italian Communist Party. Deeply opposed to fascism, he was imprisoned under Mussolini’s 
regime. His notes and essays were collected and published posthumously as Prison Notebooks. 
Gramsci accepted Marx’s analysis of capitalism and the idea that struggle between the ruling and 
working classes was the driving force of society. But he rejected the materialist basis of  Marxist 
theory, including the notion of an “objective reality” that could be described “scientifically,” 
 arguing that “reality” does not exist independently of human interest, purpose, or interpreta-
tion. Similarly, he drew attention to the danger of believing that society as we know it is the way 
it should be, of assuming “that it is ‘natural’ that [what exists] should exist, that it could not do 
 otherwise than exist” (Gramsci, 1967). The Gramscian theory of cultural hegemony combines 
coercion and consent to explain how the dominated (the masses) come to accept their subordin-
ation by an elite, as well as the values of that elite, as part of the natural order of things.

BIOGRAPHY BOX 16.1
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Most analyses of diplomatic history have focused on developments in Europe, partly 
because the European state system has been so dominant through colonization and other 
forms of expansion of influence. This is so partly because norms and negotiating practices 
in contemporary diplomacy reflect long-established European practices (including the use 
of English and French as the standard languages of diplomacy).

The first formal diplomatic practices in early modern Europe were developed in Italy, 
where resident embassies were established by the 1450s. Niccolò Machiavelli was among 
the most experienced diplomats of his time as well as one of the most famous commenta-
tors on statecraft. In addition to serving on bodies that oversaw the conduct of Florence’s 
war efforts between 1500 and 1511, Machiavelli acted as a government envoy on 35 mis-
sions, including missions to France, the Papal Court, and the German Emperor (Miller, 
1991, p. 303). The prime responsibility of an ambassador as a servant of the state was well 
understood by this time.

The practice of maintaining embassies quickly spread to other parts of Europe, 
where it became part and parcel of the sovereign state system (Mattingley, 1955, p. 10). In 
 seventeenth-century France, the administrative machinery for managing foreign policy 
took on a more advanced form under the guidance of one of diplomatic history’s  foremost 
figures, Cardinal de Richelieu (1585–1642). Richelieu famously established a system 
 characterized by a continuous flow of information both in and out of Paris, careful record-
keeping, and a unified system of management under his control. This type of bureaucratic 
centralization was largely absent elsewhere in Europe, where effective centralized govern-
ment barely existed and foreign policy often depended “on the coming and going of court 
favourites, the whim of a monarch and accidents of administrative chaos—to name just 
three possibilities” (Langhorne, 2000, p. 37).

Another significant development was the consolidation of the notion of raison d’état. 
As we have seen, this reflected the idea that the state amounted to more than its ruler and 
that its needs should therefore come before the wishes of the king or (occasionally) queen 
(Craig & George, 1990, p. 5). The term subsequently became associated with realist ideas 

Indigenous Diplomacies

Acclaimed writer Leanne Betasamosake Simpson of Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg ancestry describes 
the complex diplomatic protocols and practices of Indigenous peoples in what is now Canada, 
both before and after colonization:

Each nation has its own spiritual and political mechanisms, rooted in its own unique 
legal system, for maintaining the boundaries of territory, for immigration and citizen-
ship, and for developing and maintaining relationships with other nations regarding 
territory, the protection of shared lands, economy, and well-being, among many other 
things. Indigenous diplomatic traditions generate peace by rebalancing conflict between 
parties. Spiritual and social practices such as storytelling, the oral tradition, ceremonies, 
feasting, and gift-giving are designed to bond people together toward a common under-
standing. Our diplomacy concerns itself with reconciliation, restitution, mediation, nego-
tiation, and maintaining sacred and political alliances between peoples. (Simpson, 2013)

KEY QUOTE BOX 18.2

021734_00_Prelims.indd   20 18/08/16   6:33 PM



xxiPublisher’s Preface

57Chapter 3 | Democracy and Our Relationship to the State

Singapore as an Illiberal Democracy

The city-state of Singapore declared independence from Britain in 1963. Since then, its political 
institutions have been impeccably democratic on the surface, with plurality-based elections and 
a Westminster system of Parliament, cabinet, and prime minister. Yet one party, the People’s 
Action Party (PAP), has won control of Parliament in every election, and one individual, the late 
Lee Kuan Yew, was prime minister from 1959 to 1990, making him the longest-serving prime min-
ister in the world. The current prime minister, Lee Hsien Loong, is the eldest son of Lee Kuan Yew 
and has served as head of government since 2004. As a result, opposition parties have argued 
that it is essentially a one-party state. Of course, the fact that one party has remained in power 
for decades is not necessarily inconsistent with liberal democracy—voters may really like the 
government and want to see it continue in power. The opposition parties may not represent 
a viable alternative to the government. However, elements of Singapore’s politics suggest that 
it is a classic example of an illiberal democracy, containing elements of both democracy and 
authoritarianism.
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phOtO 3.1  |  Singapore is an extremely wealthy and ultra-modern city-state, but its democratic 
credentials are questionable. 

Although elections are not rigged, the PAP has been accused of manipulating the political 
system through censorship (the broadcasting media are state-owned, newspapers are heav-
ily controlled, and the use of satellite receivers is illegal), gerrymandering (where constitu-
ency boundaries are altered to benefit the ruling party), and use of the judicial system against 
opposition politicians. As for liberal democratic values, freedom of speech is heavily curtailed 
and the penal system (which includes capital punishment) is draconian. In general, economic 
development (where there has been huge progress) is given a higher priority than democratic 
development.

Sources: BBC News (2011); Mauzy & Milne (2002); Worthington (2002).
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to as gerrymandering. There are two ways of manipulating boundaries, known as packing 
and cracking. The first refers to packing supporters of the other party into as few districts 
as possible (to reduce the number of seats the opposition can take) and the second to div-
iding opposition supporters into as many districts as possible (so that they can never gain 
a majority of the vote; Schmidt, Shelley, & Bardes, 2007, p. 432).

The varying size of constituencies is always a highly contentious issue. In the United 
States, for example, the Constitution grants two senators to each state of the union, regard-
less of size. Thus Wyoming, the state with the smallest population, has the same number 
of senators as California, the state with the largest, even though California’s population 
is 72 times larger. As a consequence, smaller states (which are often more rural) have a 
disproportionate impact on Senate voting. There is no prospect that this situation will 
change, since the smaller states will always be able to mobilize a large enough proportion 
of votes to prevent the required constitutional amendment.

In Canada, tiny Prince Edward Island has far greater representation in the Senate 
than its population of 146,000 people would allow. Any changes to the Senate rules would 
not only be extremely difficult, but would probably lead to an overhaul of the entire insti-
tution. Whereas senators in the United States are elected, their Canadian counterparts 
are appointed by the prime minister. Thus there is no direct public accountability for any-
thing the Senate does, which is why all major parties have championed Senate reform. 
This became an important issue in the 2015 federal election; the ndP sought to abolish the 
Senate altogether, which would imply amending the Canadian Constitution, something 
the other major parties refused to consider. Prime Minister Trudeau has promised to 
reform the Senate and took the step of appointing nonpartisan senators in March 2016—
prominent Canadians who were not affiliated with the Liberal Party. This included the 
former chief commissioner of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Justice Murray 
Sinclair; Paralympian Chantal Peticlerc; and Frances Lankin, a former ndP cabinet min-
ister from the province of Ontario. Trudeau’s idea is to increase the legitimacy of the 
Senate by ending its overtly partisan status (cbc News, 2016).

Key Points

•	 Members	of	 legislatures	 represent	 the	wider	society,	 to	which	 they	are	 typically	
connected	through	territorial	districts.

•	 Legislators’	legitimacy	is	based	in	part	on	the	assumption	that	they	are	also	repre-
sentative	of	society.

•	 Ethnic	and	racial	minorities,	as	well	as	Indigenous	peoples,	are	often	underrepre-
sented	in	Western	settler	legislatures,	while	white	male	representation	is	normally	
higher	than	their	proportion	of	the	population	would	suggest	is	fair.	

•	 The	introduction	of	quotas	to	increase	recruitment	of	women	in	legislatures	may	lead	
to	measures	to	do	the	same	for	other	groups	that	are	currently	underrepresented.

•	 Appointed	chambers	such	as	 the	British	House	of	Lords	or	 the	Canadian	Senate	
have	come	under	increasing	scrutiny	for	being	unrepresentative	and	therefore	not	
as	legitimate	as	they	could	be.	
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•	 Key Questions at the end of every chapter help you assess your comprehension, and may also be 
used as topics for seminar discussions and coursework.

•	 Further Reading lists at the end of each chapter include annotations that can help you find the most 
useful sources for particular topics.

•	 Web Links at the end of each chapter guide you to relevant learning material on the Web.

•	 Key Terms (bolded on their first appearance in each chapter) are defined at the end of the book in a 
glossary that will be especially useful when you’re preparing for exams. 

Online Resource Centre 
This book is the central element of a complete learning and teaching package. Online supplements for 
instructors and students—including a test generator, online simulations of political situations, and links 
to speeches, debates, and special lectures—extend learning opportunities beyond the page. These ancillary 
materials are available on the companion website: www.oupcanada.com/Garner2Ce.

For Students

Student Study Guide

•	 Detailed chapter outlines are accompanied by questions that will help you test your grasp of the ideas 
discussed in the text.

Political Simulations

•	 Interactive simulations guide you through the complexities and strategies of various political processes.

Practice Quizzes

•	 Multiple-choice questions for each chapter allow you to test your understanding of the material as a 
way to review for tests and exams. 
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the Political Importance of the State
The state is a difficult concept to define, and there is considerable debate about what a good 
definition should include (Gallie, 1955–6). Max Weber defined the state as an institution 
claiming a “monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force in enforcing its order within 
a given territorial area” (Gerth & Wright Mills, 1946, pp. 77–8). As the highest form of 
authority in a particular territory, the sovereign state is, in theory, above any challenge: 
There is no higher authority within that territory and—equally important—no external 
challenge to it. Theoretically, no states have the right to tell another state what to do. The 
first sovereign states emerged in Europe in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, replacing 
the feudal societies in which authority had been shared between the aristocracy (emper-
ors, kings, princes, dukes, and so on) and the Roman Catholic Church (Tilly, 1975). Since 
that early period, most countries in the world have adopted the sovereign state model; 
today, the only stateless societies are small communities of nomadic peoples.

Does the concept of sovereignty really describe political reality? In constitutional 
theory the state is sovereign; but in practice it faces challenges from both inside and out-
side its borders—challenges that limit its autonomy. In this sense, sovereignty has always 
been something of a myth. There is a crucial distinction between de jure sovereignty (the 
legal right to rule supremely) and de facto sovereignty (the actual ability of a government 
to wield political power). As David Held (1989, p. 216) points out, “Sovereignty has been 
an important and useful concept for legal analysis, but it can be a misleading notion if 
applied uncritically as a political idea.” For example, the concept of sovereignty is of little 
relevance when discussing a “failed state” such as Somalia, which is unable to perform 
the basic functions of sovereignty: controlling the territory, enforcing the laws, collecting 
taxes, and so on.

a typology of the State
A common way of classifying states is according to how much they intervene in society 
and the economy. At one end of the continuum is the so-called night-watchman state in 
which the government concentrates on ensuring external and internal security, plays little 
role in civil society, and allows the economic market to operate relatively unhindered. 
For such a state, the primary duty is to protect the individual’s rights to life, liberty, and 
property against any threat, external or internal. It does not intervene to promote social 
programs, for example, or institute a welfare state to ensure equal access to schools, 
employment, or healthcare. The idea of the state as night-watchman was central to clas-
sical liberal thought and played a large part in shaping nineteenth-century politics not 
only in Britain but throughout the Western settler countries, including Canada and the 
United States.

Emphasizing the individual’s right to private property, the night-watchman model 
continues to be popular with libertarians. Libertarians believe that the state’s role should 
be minimal, and most are very critical of large state bureaucracies. They also object to 
the maintenance of a large military force, especially when it is deployed to fight overseas. 
Thus most American libertarians opposed the 2003 invasion of Iraq, since it’s not the busy 

See Chapter 7, p. xx, for a 
discussion of the rise of 

the European state system.
See Chapter 7, pp. xx–xx, 

and Chapter 14, p. xx, 
for more on the rise and 

spread of the state system.

See Chapter 7, p. xx, for a 
discussion of weak states.

Cross-references in the margins 
make connections between ideas 
introduced in different chapters as 
a way to deepen understanding of 
recurring topics and themes. Page 
references and colour-coding aid 
navigation.
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For Instructors

Instructor’s Manual 

•	 This online guide includes detailed outlines of the various parts and chapters, along with chapter-
specific questions designed to encourage classroom discussion and debate.

Presentation Slides

•	 A suite of customizable PowerPoint slides, arranged by chapter, provides an array of summary pages 
that can be presented as part of a lecture or distributed as handouts.

Test Generator 

•	 A comprehensive set of multiple-choice, true-or-false, short-answer, and essay questions, with 
suggested answers, allows instructors to create customized tests for each chapter. 

www.oupcanada.com/Garner2Ce
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Chapter Overview

Let’s begin this introduction by considering what politics 
is and by asking whether it is an unavoidable part of all 
human societies. On the surface it certainly seems to be. 
Two important questions often come up whenever we try 

to establish the boundaries of what is political and what 
is not. First of all, should politics be defined narrowly, so 
that it excludes everything but the institutions of the state 
(such as the House of Commons, the Senate, Indigenous 

INTRODUCTION

What Is Politics and How Should We Analyze It?

  The Knowledge Totem, erected in 1990, stands in front of the British Columbia Parliament Buildings (©Andre 
Jenny/Alamy Stock Photo).
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and Northern Affairs Canada, and so on), or should the 
definition be broad enough to include other social insti-
tutions and relationships, such as the Canadian Wheat 
Board, the local school board, or the family? Second, 
is politics by definition a matter of co-operation and 

consensus seeking, or is there always going to be con-
flict? Moving on to the study of politics, we distinguish 
between three forms of political analysis: empirical, 
normative, and semantic. Finally, we ask whether politics 
is a science in the sense that the natural sciences are.

Why Is Politics So Hard to Define?
Politics is an exciting and dynamic area of study, but it is so vast and many-sided that it 
is difficult to define precisely. At the very least we can say that politics is a social activity, 
that in any group of people there will be discussions and even conflict over what the group 
should be doing and how it should achieve its goals. There may also be disagreements as to 
who is or is not a member of the group. Whether the study of politics should be confined 
to large entities like the state or also include an examination of power dynamics within the 
family is open to discussion. Coming up with a clear definition can be difficult, especially 
when we recognize that politics is often seen in a negative light, associated with conflict 
and corruption of the sort typified in Canada by the “sponsorship scandal” that helped 
to bring down the Liberal government of Paul Martin in 2006, or the more recent saga 
of Senator Mike Duffy’s inexplicable expenses. However, politics can also be seen posi-
tively, as a calling to improve the lives of the people that politicians represent. There was 
widespread hope when the American public voted Barack Obama into the White House, 
and also when Justin Trudeau and the Liberals were voted into power in October 2015. 
Some European political thinkers, including Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) and John 
Stuart Mill (1806–1873), have considered participation in political life to be a noble call-
ing. Indeed, many politicians like to talk about “public service” and “giving back to the 
community” when they describe their decision to run for office.

We might argue that politics is associated with conflict precisely because all complex 
societies contain many different interests and values. In fact, one popular definition of 
politics sees it as the process by which groups representing divergent interests and values 
make collective decisions. There are two assumptions here. The first is that all complex 
societies will always a need ways of sorting out those different interests and values and 
trying to reconcile them; the second is that economic scarcity is an inevitable part of all 
societies. If there are not enough goods to go around, a society needs some mechanism to 
determine how those limited goods will be distributed.

Political decisions about how economic goods will be distributed—what the American 
political scientist Harold Lasswell (1936) called “Who Gets What, When, How”—help to 
determine both the nature of society and the well-being of those who live in it. As we will 
see in Chapter 4, competing theories of justice focus on a particular ordering of economic 
goods. However, these are not the only goods that humans value.

The study of politics before the nineteenth century was focused on the study of 
values. What is the good life? What is the best kind of society for us to live in? Political 
philosophers have offered many conflicting answers. For the last two centuries, however, 
as Stoker points out, one “central divide . . . has been between those who prefer liberty 
over equality and those who prefer equality over liberty” (2006, p. 6). An example might 

See Chapter 4, pp. 79–84  
for a discussion of 
theories of justice.

See Chapter 3, pp. 62–3 for 
a discussion of the clas-

sical theory of democracy.
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be: “Is it better to have the choice of healthcare provider and medical procedure as in 
the American system, even if you can’t pay for it, or is it better to have much less choice 
but state-funded healthcare as in Canada?” Most Canadians prefer equal access and low 
cost over the sort of freedom to choose that exists south of the border. However, many 
American resent the imposition on their freedom that this would represent. In the twenty-
first century, the conflict between liberty and security is of growing importance; we will 
revisit this theme in the chapters that follow.

Is Politics Unavoidable?
If we define politics in terms of differences, conflicts, and scarcity, then we might say that 
it is an unavoidable aspect of all societies. It’s unavoidable because if no one agrees on 
either goals for a society or the means of achieving them, systems need to be developed so 
that society can function in the absence of consensus. Not everyone will agree, of course. 
For some, such a claim underestimates the possibility of achieving greater social cohesion 
based on agreement around core values. Marxists, for example, argue that differences of 
interests in society centre on conflicts between competing social classes, and hence that the 
elimination of class distinctions would offer the prospect of a society based on consensus 
and co-operation, one in which there would be no need for either politics or the state.

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels famously argued in the Communist Manifesto 
(1848/1976, p. 105) that politics is “merely the organized power of one class for oppressing 
another.” The idea here was that if the capitalist system was overthrown, there would be no 
competing classes and therefore, by definition, no politics. Everyone would agree on the 
way forward and would simply go about implementing decisions that everyone knew were 
correct. Critics, however, charged that Marxism was idealistic and foolish because it failed 
to take into account human difference, ambition, and competition. Indeed, history has 
shown that no communist state has ever been free of intrigue, corruption, and politicking. 

A more modern version of the Marxist end-of-conflict thesis is the “end of history” 
thesis proposed by the American conservative thinker Francis Fukuyama (1992). The 
argument here was that since 1945 liberal democratic ideology had proven its superiority 
over all rivals, and though it might still be challenged it would ultimately prevail around 
the world. By “the end of history” Fukuyama meant the end point of ideological evolu-
tion—the period in which everyone agrees that there is one desirable way to run a state: 
democratic government and free enterprise. It is true that when he was writing the Cold 
War had just come to an end, communism in Eastern Europe was being dismantled, and 
the growing affluence of the West was making it difficult for left-of-centre parties to attract 
political support.

However, Fukuyama’s thesis proved to be problematic, and there is no agreement 
about one system of government being superior to all others, nor is there likely ever to be. 
The ideal of spreading democracy to Iraq and Afghanistan has not worked out as planned; 
for many people, their ethnic or religious identities are more important than being cit-
izens in a common democratic state. What’s also become obvious is that democratic 
institutions can be tools for one country to dominate another, in addition to their more 
straightforward goal of representing the interests of voters. 

As this book will reveal, a number of alternatives to the liberal democratic model are 
in use in various parts of the world (Heywood, 2004, pp. 71–2). Some of these alternatives 
have similarities with Western liberal democracy but also significant differences.  

See Chapter 1, pp. 32–4 
for a discussion of human 
nature.
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For example, many East Asian governments (such as China, Malaysia, and Singapore) 
emphasize economic development over democracy, sometimes at the expense of civil 
liberties and democratic procedures. The fragmentation of Syria and the rise of Daesh, or 
the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (isil), presents a new and extremely threatening 
type of governance structure for Western countries. Finally, some alternatives have little 
in common with the Western liberal democratic model. The military regimes of some 
African countries fall into the latter category, as do fundamentalist Islamic regimes, like 
the Saudi Arabian monarchy, that put religious norms before liberty and democracy. 

Political Questions
If we all had the same interests and values, and if there were enough of everything to 
go around, there would be no need for a mechanism to make decisions about “who gets 
what, when, and how.” We could have everything we wanted without conflict. But politics 
is based on the assumption that this is not the case. As a result, students of politics ask a 
number of questions about the decisions that are taken.

In the first place, they ask what values such decisions serve. Do they serve the values 
of justice or liberty? If so, what do we mean by justice and liberty? Is a just decision one 
that is made in the interests of the few, the many, or all? The second basic set of questions 
concerns who makes the decisions and who should make them. Does one person do the 

See Chapter 6, pp. 122–7 
for a discussion of 

multiculturalism.

Defining Politics: A Few Opinions

A political system is “any persistent pattern of human relationships that involves, to a significant 
extent, control, influence, power or authority” (Dahl, 1991, p. 4).

Politics is the “the art of governing mankind by deceiving them” (Isaac D’Israeli, quoted in 
Crick 1962, p. 16).

“Politics, in its broadest sense, is the activity through which people make, preserve, and 
amend the general rules under which they live. Although politics is also an academic subject 
(sometimes indicated by the use of ‘Politics’ with a capital P), it is then clearly the study of this 
activity. Politics is thus inextricably linked to the phenomena of conflict and cooperation. On 
the one hand, the existence of rival opinions, different wants, competing needs and opposing 
interests guarantees disagreement about the rules under which people live. On the other hand, 
people recognize that, in order to influence these rules or ensure that they are upheld, they must 
work with others” (Heywood, 2013, p. 2).

“Politics is a phenomenon found in and between all groups, institutions (formal and 
informal) and societies, cutting across public and private life. It is involved in all the relations, 
institutions and structures which are implicated in the activities of production and reproduction 
in the life of societies. . . . Thus, politics is about power; about the forces which influence and 
reflect its distribution and use; and about the effect of this on resource use and distribution . . . it 
is not about Government or government alone” (Held & Leftwich, 1984, p. 144).

“Politics is designed to disappoint—that is the way that the process of compromise and rec-
onciliation works. Its outcomes are often messy, ambiguous and never final” (Stoker, 2006, p. 10).

Key Quote Box 0.1
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decision making, or a few, or many, or all? Is there anything special about democratic 
forms of government? Are we under a greater obligation to obey decisions made in a 
democratic way than in other ways? These are the kinds of questions that formed the basis 
of Aristotle’s famous six-fold classification of political systems; see Box 0.2.

The third basic question that students of politics often ask is how those who make 
the decisions are able to enforce them. Here we need to distinguish between power and 
authority, two concepts that are central to politics. We could say that rulers are able to 
enforce their decisions either because they have the power to do so or because they have 
the authority to do so. The former implies some form of coercion: Those with power are 
able to force those without power to behave in ways they would not choose. As histor-
ical examples have shown, governments that rely exclusively on the exercise of power in 
that sense are likely to be inefficient and unstable. Such regimes will survive only if they 
are able to impose coercion continually—a difficult exercise. As Libya’s former dictator 
Muammar Gadhafi found out in 2011, even the most coercive regime cannot hold on to 
power once the people decide to revolt. 

By contrast, a regime with authority hypothetically has no need of force, because 
the people recognize that the ruler has a legitimate right to exercise power and there-
fore they consent to be ruled. In other words, authority is defined in terms of legitimacy. 
Converting power into authority is the goal of most regimes, because it makes ruling far 
easier and less costly. It also makes leadership more stable. In practice, no government 
enjoys full authority, even in a democracy, because there are always those who disagree 
with the policies the government is trying to promote. It’s also clear, as we shall see, that 
democratic systems are not perfect, especially when a government is elected that only 
represents the minority of voters. 

See Chapter 2, pp. 41–3 
for an exploration of the 
concepts of power and 
authority.

Aristotle’s Classification of Governments 

The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 bce) argued that a government could be judged by the 
degree to which it ruled in the interests of all, as opposed to serving the interests of some small 
section of the population. Accordingly, he developed a six-part classification, containing three 
“proper” forms of government and three “deviant” forms. His preferred form was a monarchy. 
He classified democracy as a deviant form on the grounds that the rule of the many in their own 
interests would be little better than mob rule. However, he also considered democracy to be 
(as British Prime Minister Winston Churchill put it many centuries later) the least bad form of 
government (Cunningham, 2002, p. 7).

Table 0.1  |  Aristotle’s Classificatory Schema

Number ruling

Rulers rule in the interest of . . .

. . . all . . . themselves

One Monarchy Tyranny

Few Aristocracy Oligarchy

Many Polity Democracy

Key Concept Box 0.2

Source: Dahl, Robert A. (1991). Modern political analysis , 5th edition. ©1991. Printed and electronically reproduced by permission 
of Pearson Education, Inc., New York, New York.
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Key Points

•	 In societies of any complexity, politics is usually predicated on the existence of 
competing interests and values.

•	 Most commentators believe that politics is unavoidable because all societies con-
tain differences that have to be managed in some way.

•	 The “end of history” thesis suggests that liberal democratic values are the only 
legitimate values left in the modern world after the defeat of fascism and commun-
ism, but this view is mistaken. Ideological conflicts persist throughout the world, 
and liberalism itself has faced challenges to its legitimacy.

•	 Given competing values and interests, the study of politics becomes the study of 
which values and interests dominate, who is responsible for the decisions that are 
made, and on what grounds they can or cannot be justified.

Boundaries of the Political: State, Society,  
and the International Community
Where does politics begin and end? Those who prefer a narrow definition would exclude 
all institutions other than those of the state. Others believe that to draw the boundaries 
so narrowly is to miss much of importance that is political. This narrow definition sets 
politics apart, however artificially, from other social sciences that we believe it is intim-
ately connected with. In this book, therefore, we will refer to subfields of politics such as 
political sociology and political economy, which focus on the relationships between the 
state and society and the economy, respectively.

Why has political analysis traditionally centred on the state? Because, in the words of the 
German sociologist Max Weber, the state has a “monopoly of the legitimate use of physical 
force in enforcing its order within a given territorial area” (Gerth & Mills, 1946, pp. 77–8). In 
other words, the state is seen to be the highest authority in a society, and as such is sovereign; 
it has no legitimate competitors for authority either inside the state in the domestic realm 
or outside in the international system. As the supreme law-making body within a particular 
territory, the state ultimately has the power of life and death over individuals. It can put 
people to death for crimes they have committed, and it can demand that its citizens fight 
for their country in wars with other sovereign states. Defined in this way, the state can be 
distinguished from the government in the sense that it is a much larger entity, containing not 
just political offices but also bureaucratic, judicial, military, police, and security institutions. 

The state can also be distinguished from civil society: the body of nongovernmental 
institutions that link the individual and the state (see Box 0.3). This is not to say that 
state  legitimacy is not contested, because it often is. This might come from outside by  
other countries contesting its borders, or from inside by internal nations seeking 
independence (such as the Catalans, Basques, Scottish, Québécois) or by Indigenous 
peoples seeking to have their own rights to self-determination affirmed. The development 
of nation-to-nation relationships, as promised in the treaties between First Nations and 
the Crown, and reaffirmed in the Liberal Party’s 2015 electoral platform, may lead to new 
and different ideas about sovereignty as something shared between different groups of 
people who possess rights that predate the Western settler state.

See Chapter 12,  
pp. 238–45, for a 

discussion of civil society.
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Civil Society

The term civil society usually refers to the many private groups and institutions that operate 
between the individual and the state, from business organizations and trade unions (like the 
Canadian Union of Public Employees) to religious institutions, voluntary organizations, non-
governmental organizations (ngos), and interest groups of all kinds, such as the Council of 
Canadians and the Manning Centre. The German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) distin-
guished between the family and civil society, but other theorists include the family as an insti-
tution within civil society.

Key Concept Box 0.3

Discussions of political power usually focus on the state. However, some scholars 
argue that politics operates at many levels, and therefore they extend the boundaries of 
the political realm to include everything from the family to the international community. 
For theorists like Michel Foucault (1926–1984), politics is the use of power and can thus 
be found everywhere that people interact. He promoted a “micropolitical” analysis in 
his work, focusing on how power dynamics operate on a small scale (Thomas & Davies, 
2005). Today, many are particularly interested in the study of politics at the supranational 
level. Arguably, too, the focus of politics has begun to shift as national economies become 
increasingly interdependent and the forces of globalization place increasing constraints 
on what individual “sovereign” states can do on their own.

Certainly, the academic study of international relations has expanded enormously in 
the last few years. The fact that a third of this book is devoted to relations between states is a 
reflection of the growing importance of this field. However, we also need to recognize that 
the traditional “realist” approach to international relations still sees the state as the only 
actor with any real power, since realism is largely focused on issues of war and peace. In 
this model, the difficulty of securing agreement between states can be a significant barrier 
to the successful resolution of international problems. Other theories of international 
relations, such as liberalism, constructivism, poststructuralism, and feminism, are much 
less focused on the state as the dominant actor. They privilege international institutions, 
other actors within the state and outside, the role of ideas, group identities, and gender. 

There are many who argue that politics exists in the institutions of society below the 
state level. Colin Hay (2002, p. 3), for instance, insists that “the political should be defined 
in such a way as to encompass the entire sphere of the social.” Leftwich (1984) substantially 
agrees, arguing that “politics is at the heart of all collective social activity, formal and 
informal, public and private, in all human groups, institutions and societies.” The term 
governance, which is increasingly preferred to government, draws the boundaries of 
the governmental process much wider. It includes not only the traditional institutions 
of government, such as Parliament, the courts, and the bureaucracies, but all the other 
inputs that may influence decisions affecting society, such as the market, interest groups, 
business organizations, universities, churches, sport, and the family.

Some ideological traditions promote this wider view of politics. Many feminists, for 
example, believe the personal realm to be political as a result of the continued dominance 
of men in personal relationships and the family—hence the slogan “the personal is the 
political.” The idea is that every family is the site of politics: about who is in control, and 

See Chapter 3, p. 66, 
for a discussion of 
political obligation.

See Chapter 15, 
pages 308–12, for a 
discussion of realism.

See Chapter 6,  
pp. 112–17, for a 
discussion of feminism.
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who gets what. As well, classical Marxists insist that political power comes from bourgeois 
dominance over the working classes in the economic realm. Similarly, despite the many 
divisions that have developed over the centuries, Islam’s scripture-based tradition can 
theoretically govern all aspects of Muslim life, including relations within the family. 

We can even ask whether the boundaries of the political should stop at our species. 
There might be a strong case for recognizing at least some nonhuman animals as beings 
whose interests should be taken into account in the political process (Garner, 2005). In 
general, according to Jamieson (2002, pp. 149–51), proponents of animal rights have 
advanced three main arguments:

1.	 Animals and humans are similar in ways that count. They are conscious beings 
capable of enjoying life or experiencing pain and suffering.

2.	 Animals are innocent. They have done nothing to deserve human mistreatment 
or cruelty.

3.	 Treating animals well helps create a more benevolent society, whereas cruelty and 
abuse leads to moral bankruptcy.

Going further, the “deep” ecological school of thought seeks to extend the boundaries 
of the political to the whole of the natural world. This view bears some similarities to some 
Indigenous forms of knowledge. As Leroy Little Bear explains, “Aboriginal paradigms 
include ideas of constant flux, all existence consisting of energy waves/spirit, all things 
being animate, all existence being interrelated, creation/existence having to be renewed, 
space/place as an important referent, and language, songs, stories, and ceremonies as 
repositories for the knowledge that arise out of these paradigms” (Little Bear, 2009, p. 8). 
In an era of reconciliation, the interconnectedness of human with nonhuman animals 
and our interdependence with the natural world may take on a more important priority.

As problems of climate change become more acute, some traditional religious leaders 
have echoed similar perspectives. In 2015, Pope Francis, in his encyclical letter, called for an 
“integral ecology” and protection of what he called “our common home.” He promotes the 
value of approaching “nature and the environment” with “openness to awe and wonder,” 
moving beyond the old attitude of being “masters, consumers, ruthless exploiters, unable 
to set limits on their immediate needs.” He notes that “The poverty and austerity of Saint 
Francis were no mere veneer of asceticism, but something much more radical: a refusal to 
turn reality into an object simply to be used and controlled” (Pope Francis, 2015, pp. 9–12).

Key Points

•	 Defining politics is complicated by questions about where the boundaries should 
be drawn.

•	 Some argue that the boundaries of the political should be drawn narrowly, recog-
nizing the state as the key political institution. 

•	 Others argue that politics needs to be defined far more broadly, to include power 
relations in social institutions such as the family or political institutions at the 
supranational level.

•	 We can go even further to see our role as being part of the larger world that includes 
animals and the natural environment of which we are an interdependent part.

See Chapter 6, pp. 118–22,  
for a discussion of 

environmentalism.
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The Study of Politics
The study of politics in the Western world dates back to at least the fifth century bce to 
the Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle, who are considered the “founding fathers” 
of the discipline. Yet politics was not an independent discipline in university before the 
beginning of the twentieth century; until then it had been studied only in the context of 
law, philosophy, and history (Stoker & Marsh, 2002, p. 2). The American Political Science 
Association, the body of academics specializing in political studies, was formed in 1903, 
and the Canadian Political Science Association (cpsa) was formed in 1930. Today, 45 
universities in Canada and numerous colleges offer courses in political science as well as 
undergraduate degree programs. Members of the cpsa meet yearly to present their work 
on various aspects of political science, and the cpsa publishes several issues annually of 
the Canadian Journal of Political Science (Whitaker, 2013).

The teaching of politics has traditionally been divided into three streams: the study 
of political ideas (political theory or philosophy), the study of political institutions and 
processes within states (comparative politics), and the study of relations between states 
(global politics or international relations). This book is structured around these dis-
tinctions, but we also need to be clear that these three areas of study overlap regularly 
because, of course, they all involve the interactions of human social groups in a variety 
of settings. As Part 1 of this book will show, the study of political ideas combines concep-
tual analysis, coverage of key figures in the history of political thought, and ideologies. 
The study of institutions and processes, covered in Part 2, can take a number of forms, 
including examination of the institutions of a single state, comparison of institutions 
and processes in various states, political history, electoral politics, and public admin-
istration. Finally, students of international politics, the subject of Part 3, often examine 
the role of states as well as supranational actors and institutions, either historically or 
contemporaneously.

The Rise and Fall of Normative Analysis
In all three branches of political science, at least three major kinds of political analysis 
are undertaken: normative, empirical, and semantic. The first one, normative analysis, 
asks questions about values: whether, when, and why we ought to value freedom, or dem-
ocracy, or equality, for example, or under what circumstances we should or should not 
obey the laws of the state. The goal is to identify what is good, what we ought to want, 
or which alternative is better. For millennia, normative analysis was the core of Western 
political philosophy, and many of the “classics” in the history of political thought, from 
Plato’s Republic through Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan to major twentieth-century works 
such as John Rawls’s Theory of Justice, have been devoted to determining what constitutes 
the “good life,” the kind of society and polity within which it would be desirable for us to 
live. Normative theory is meant to have a practical side—a guide to what sort of actions 
one should pursue in a range of different situations. Andrea Sangiovanni gives us a taste 
of what normative theory can help us do through an examination of actors and the sorts 
of decisions they need help making:

(a)	 a citizen contemplating which party to vote for or whether to vote at all;
(b)	 a legislator contemplating how to vote on a bill;
(c)	 a judge deciding a hard case;
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