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Comparative politics is the study of how politics and governance work in different social and 

political environments. To illustrate, a comparative political scientist might seek to explain 

differences in electoral outcomes between Germany and the United States or to identify the 

sources of political instability in Nigeria. One purpose of comparative politics is to reveal 

generalizations about politics through hypotheses that can be tested in different environments – 

for instance, one might hypothesize that there is a higher probability that weak states (those 

lacking the power or resources to exert control over their population) will be overthrown 

through revolutionary movements (regardless of the country in question). There are several core 

questions that organize the field of comparative politics, including how specific norms and laws 

(institutions) influence the behavior of our political leaders and what makes democracy succeed 

in some places and fail in others? This course will explore some of these questions and, more 

importantly, provide you a foundation on which you can continue the study of comparative 

politics.  

 

There are a number of goals in this course. First, you will study different approaches and 

methods of comparative politics and, in so doing, hopefully develop skills for asking and 

answering questions about how politics work in and outside of the United States. Second, you 

will learn core concepts, such as state, nation, and regime, which will help you understand and 

explain political processes and events in different countries. Finally, you will become familiar 

with the political system of a number of different countries and, hopefully through that 

knowledge, develop a better understanding of politics more broadly.   

 

 

Required Texts: 

 

Clark, William Roberts, Matt Golder, and Sona N. Golder. 2012. Principles of Comparative 

Politics (2
nd

 edition). CQ Press. 

 

Putnam, Robert. 2006. 1994. Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy. 

Princeton University Press. 

 

Selected Readings available for download on Blackboard.   
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Assessment: 

 

 You may choose between 1 of 2 sets of requirements:  

 

A.) 10% - class attendance and participation  

10% - country presentation   

15% - weekly memo summarizing each week’s readings  

  15% - mid-term examination    

  15% - final examination 

  25% - final paper 

  10% - presentation of paper   

 

B.) 10% - class attendance and participation  

 10% - country presentation  

  40% - mid-term examination  

  40% - final paper 

  10% - presentation of paper  

 

 

Grading Scale: 

 

The numerical equivalents of the letter grades are: 

 

A+ = 98%-100%  C+ = 78%-80%  F = 60% or below 

A = 93%-98%   C = 73%-78% 

A- = 90%-93%  C- = 70%-73% 

B+ = 88%-90%  D+ = 68%-70% 

B = 83%-88%   D = 63%-68% 

B- = 80%-83%  D- = 60%-63% 

 

 

Final Paper:  

 

The paper should be 20-25 pages, double-spaced, with normal margins (one inch of space 

between the text and the edge of the paper). This paper should identify a central question of 

comparative politics that was discussed in one of the required texts or in the class, and should 

conduct a comparison of two countries that is focused on that question. You may choose any two 

countries to be profiled in the paper. My advice is to select countries that have adopted the same 

type of regime: two democracies, two developing states, two authoritarian regimes, etc. This will 

make it easier to conduct the comparison of the two.  

 

Structure of the Paper 

 

The paper should begin with a general introduction to each country. Provide background 

information on the immediate history, any major ethnic, linguistic, religious, and cultural 



divisions, and the economy (agricultural vs. manufacturing vs. services, rate of growth, etc.) of 

both countries. 

 

The next section should focus on politics and governance. What are the main political 

institutions? Who holds power? What are the different actors and what are their powers? What is 

the source of legitimacy for the political leadership? How are elections conducted, if there are 

elections? How does the ruler maintain power, if non-democratic? Provide a detailed summary of 

the political environment in each country.  

 

The final section needs to identify a question about comparative politics, which can be drawn 

from the textbook or the course themes, and articulate a thesis statement that answers the 

question. For instance, you might ask:  

 “Why are some states better able to provide security and stability than others?”  

And the thesis statement in response might be:  

“Higher levels of socio-economic development provide a state with the necessary 

resources to ensure security and stability. As a consequence, poorer states are more 

susceptible to social breakdown”   

This section then needs to answer your question and test your thesis statement by conducting a 

comparison of the two countries you have chosen.  

 

In comparing the countries, you will want to first address broad differences. What differentiates 

the political systems of the two? What conditions might be linked to these political differences? 

In other words, how has the history, institutions, economic, and culture shaped the political 

systems in each country? Then, you will want to focus on the particular aspects relevant to your 

thesis statement – using the example above, you will want to focus the most on how differences 

in economic development (between your two countries) relate to their stability.   

 

Your comparison should present hard evidence in support of or opposition to your thesis – media 

coverage, economic data, survey data, or academic journal articles are all acceptable sources of 

evidence. You must have at least two sources of information or data on each of your countries, 

although you may want to rely on additional sources.  

 

Presentation  

 

You must prepare a short 15-minute presentation that briefly synthesizes information about the 

two countries, the central question of the paper, and the paper’s findings.  

 

General Business: 

 

Please note that class attendance is mandatory. You may miss two classes without providing an 

excuse. The class participation grade will be reduced by 5 points for every additional class 

missed, unless due to one of the following two exceptions. If you miss class due to a medical 

reason and provide documentation from a medical practitioner, your absence will be excused 

without any penalty. Any absences that result from religious observances shall also be excused 

without any penalty. Anything covered in class lectures or assigned readings may be part of the 

examinations. If you miss a class, it is your responsibility to find out anything covered in class 



from another student. Please contact me immediately if you will need to miss class at any time 

during this semester. 

 

Those who have selected Assessment Scale A must submit their weekly memo at the start of 

class on the Friday of each week. Each memo must be 2 pages double-spaced and provide a 

brief summary of the major concepts, questions, and theories from the assigned readings that 

week. Students must indicate their choice between Assessment Scale A and Scale B by the 

start of class on the Friday of the first week of classes.   

 

All assigned readings are required. The Clark, Golder, and Golder text (hereafter referred to as 

CGG) and the Putnam text are available for purchase at the SU bookstore. Other selected 

readings will be available for download on Blackboard. The lectures will, at times, overlap with 

the readings, but will often include content not in the readings. The mid-term and final 

examinations may cover anything from both the lectures and the readings.  
 

Any student with a disability that may prevent you from fully demonstrating your abilities should 

contact me as soon as possible so that we can make accommodations necessary to ensure full 

participation and facilitate your educational opportunities. Students with disabilities are advised 

to also contact Phillip Gehman, Coordinator of Disability Services at 570-372-4340 or 

gehman@susqu.edu.  

 

Make sure that you include proper citations in any written or oral work. Plagiarism will result in 

a failure for that assignment, referral to the administration and other potential consequences. 

Please consult Sharon Stoerger’s online resource for more information on plagiarism: 

http://www.web-miner.com/plagiarism Please also consult the Susquehanna University Code of 

Student Conduct at http://www.susqu.edu/studentlife/16594.asp If you have any questions about 

what constitutes plagiarism, please contact me or the Writing Center located in Fisher Hall, 

Room 202, phone number 570-372-4342.    

 

I reserve the right to move around different topics and assignments on the syllabus in 

consultation with the class. Please do not hesitate to ask questions, introduce discussion points, 

articulate your opinions and comment on the reading materials. 
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Schedule: 
Week  Topic Readings 

August 26 Introduction to Course 

Science, Politics, and Methods of Inquiry  

 

 

CGG p. 19-75 

September 2 Theories and Hypotheses 

Qualitative vs. Quantitative Data 

Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method  

 

King and Verba p. 3-33, 

Bates 

September 9 Origins of the State and Nation  

Conceptualizing Democracies and Dictatorships 

 

CGG p. 87-119, p. 143-168 

September 16 Types of Democracy and Electoral Systems 

 

CGG p. 465-511, p. 535-

597 

September 23 Cultural and Economic Determinants of Democracy  

 

CGG p. 171-209, p.213-259 

September 30  

 

 

October 7 Making Democracy Work  Putnam 

 

October 14 Note: No Classes on Mid-Semester Break October 

14-15 

Review and Discussion  

Mid-Term (Friday, October 18) 

 

 

October 21 Political Parties 

Institutions and Political Behavior  

 

CGG p. 604-641 

Jackman, Blais and 

Dobrzynska 

October 28 

 

Dictatorships 

Civil and Ethnic Warfare 

 

CGG p. 349-384 

November 4 Democratic Transitions  

Collective Action Theory  

 

CGG p. 265-307 

November 11 No class from. November 14-16 due to EU 

simulation 

Comparative Political Economy 

 

CGG p. 766-788, 

Iverson and Soskice 

November 18 Public Policy    Readings to be Assigned 

 

November 25 Note: No Classes on Thanksgiving Break November 

27-29 

Review and Discussion  

 

 

December 2 Student Presentations  

 

 

 

 


