
PoliSci 1: Science of Politics Week 1 Recap: Representation

Students Will Be Able To (SWBAT): (1) define political science, (2) identify and apply the 6
scientific steps of research to readings, and (3) explain the components/correlates of democracy.

1 Key Terms

• political science

• democracy

• Polity dataset

• regression table

• rentier state

• modernization theory

2 Key Themes/Ideas

Q. What is political science?
Answer: Political science is the study of how individuals, societies, and institution make collective
decisions and the consequences of those decisions..

Q. What is the purpose of government?
Answer: The purpose of government is to provide public goods, redistribute resources, and define
individual/collective rights.

Q. What is the science part of political science?
Answer: Political science involves explaining behavior and outcomes by constructing hypothe-
ses, collecting data, using this data to test whether their hypothesis is true, and acknowledging
uncertainty in these results.

Q. What are di↵erent components of democracy?
Answer: Di↵erent components of democracy include multi-party elections, turnover, broad suf-
frage, executive constraints, free media, and personal freedom.

Q. Why are some countries democratic and not others?
Answer: There is no clear answer. Two prominent ones argue that economic development (modern-

ization theory) and oil wealth (resource curse) a↵ect democracy, but lots of alternate explanations
exist like culture/religion, colonialism, and geography.

Q. What is the relationship between democracy and GDP?
Answer: The relationship between democracy and GDP is a strong, positive correlation.

Q. What are two mechanisms which can explain this relationship?
Answer: The bottom-up approach argues economic development creates social bases conducive to
democracy. The top-down approach argues economic development incentivizes elites to democratize
because of a growing middle class..

3 Key Readings

• Przeworksi and Limongi, “Modernization: Theories and Facts” p. 155-69. 176-79

• Ross “Does Oil Hinder Democracy?” incl. Table 3, Figure 1
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4 Review Questions

Check your understanding of this week’s material and key ideas with the following questions.

• How should political scientists weigh concerns about the internal validity of their data (how
well the model describes the data) versus external validity (how well the model describes the
real-world)? Is one more important than the other? Why or why not?

• In 2012, Michael Ross argued the “boom in oil and gas prices may have been good for the
Russian economy, but it was bad for Russian democracy. Putin used his popularity to roll back
freedom of the press, keep opposition parties o↵ the ballot, and render parliament useless.”1

Do you agree or disagree with this claim? What evidence would you point to and why?

• Using evidence from Professor Schultz’s lectures, does universal su↵rage, freedom of the press,
and protection of minority rights matter if we define democracy solely by whether it has
elections? Are these strong features of a democracy? Why or why not?

• Przeworski, Polity IV, and Freedom House all emphasize the role of elections as a leading
measure of democracy. Suppose your friend Absent Alex says this is a weak criteria because
lots of authoritarian regimes have elections like Russia, Zimbabwe, and Egypt. Why is Alex
wrong?

• If economic development can’t explain why democracies fail, does this mean that moderniza-
tion theory is useless? Why or why not?

• Throughout the last 100 years, democracies formed in three distinct waves: (1) after World
War I, (2) after World War II, and (3) in the 1970s. Why? Identify a potential explanatory
variable and causal mechanism that could answer this question. Is this a cross-sectional or
cross-temporal question?

1Michael Ross. “Putin Victory Shows How Oil Supports Autocrats.” Bloomberg. 2012. https://www.bloomberg.
com/view/articles/2012-05-06/putin-victory-shows-how-oil-supports-autocrats
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