
POLSCI 107: INTRO TO COMPARATIVE POLITICS
David A. Siegel

Course information:
Time: Tu/Th 11:45 am–1:00 pm
Place: Old Chemistry 001
Course website: Canvas

Contact Information:
E-mail: david.siegel@duke.edu
Office: 293 Gross Hall
OH: W 10:00-11:30 am, Zoom (link on Canvas)

Course Description

This course serves as an introduction to politics around the world through a comparative lens. It surveys el-
ements of societies ranging from electoral institutions to persistent ethnic conflict and provides explanations
for the presence of those elements: e.g., why do governments take the form they do; when do they change;
why do they experience conflict? We’ll also discuss explanations for some of the consequences of those
elements: e.g., how do institutions influence party systems, economic policy, and conflict? Understanding
the nature of power will be key to making sense of those explanations. In particular, we’ll want to know
who has power in any given context and how can and do they use it to achieve their objectives. Along the
way, we’ll introduce the tools necessary to assess those explanations as well. There are no prerequisites for
this course, nor any expectations in terms of what you already may know coming into the course.

Course Format and Objectives

This course highlights differences and similarities among countries and offers a range of approaches to
analyze the political world and so compare the incomparable. In order to pull off that feat, we’re going
to focus on a set of common social and economic problems that politics “solves,” problems of credible
commitment, agency, preference aggregation, and collective action. For example, polities are formed of
individuals with a wide variety of perspectives. How should we decide on government policies given that
variety? How do our present systems make those decisions, and what effects would changes to our systems
induce? Those are problems of preference aggregation and involve the ways in which we come to collective
decisions.

By framing our discussions in terms of that set of common problems and highlighting their causes, conse-
quences, solutions, and inherent trade-offs, we’ll see that the political world, and the science that studies it,
has a common language. Learning that language can provide broad insight, and not just confined to com-
parative politics: the same problems occur in political phenomena that we won’t cover in this class, from
interstate wars to the functioning of small town bureaucracies, and in social and economic spaces as well.

To provide insight into that language we’ll turn to a set of tools commonly used in comparative politics, most
notably decision theory, social choice, and game theory. Those tools will allow us to formalize the incentives
of individuals, organizations, and governments to act, and those incentives drive individuals’ behavior when
confronted with the common problems that animate comparative political science.

Most of the time, those tools will be introduced in the course of covering more concrete real-world topics,
such as electoral systems or varieties of dictatorship, though a few times we’ll focus more specifically on
the tools. Regardless of our focus, the goal is always to help you to better understand and critically assess
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important political developments around the world, as well as their sometimes competing contemporary
explanations. However, the tools we’ll cover should be broadly useful in other classes, and beyond Duke as
well.

During the course, we’ll follow the organization of the course textbook, which assigns to each week a set
of important political questions such as the following: What is the state and where did it come from? What
is democracy? Why are some countries democratic but others authoritarian? Are some cultures more or
less compatible with democracy? What explains the variation we observe in authoritarian regimes around
the world? Why are ethnic groups politicized in some countries but not others? Why do some countries
have many parties whereas others have only a few? How do governments form, and what are the material
and normative implications associated with different types of government? Do presidential or parliamentary
democracies last longer and why? How do democratic institutions influence economic policy? Are there
institutional solutions to ethnic conflict? How do institutions influence political representation?

Course Communication:

Communication for this course will occur via e-mail (usually via Canvas), though I may make use of Canvas
announcements as well. Please ensure that you check your e-mail and Canvas announcements regularly.
Canvas has built in 24/7 support if you have technical difficulties. For immediate assistance with other
learning technologies, system errors/outages, or your NetID account and password, contact the OIT Service
Desk.

Course Requirements

• Pre-Lecture Assignments (7%): I expect that you will have done the reading for that week before
coming to the first class in that week. Doing so will help you be a more active class participant
and get more out of the class discussion. Readings are listed in this syllabus, and can be found in
the modules on Canvas as well. To support that expectation, in addition to keeping the reading load
manageable (with only one chapter of the course textbook to read most weeks), we will also have pre-
lecture assignments (PLAs). Completing the PLAs will help you identify early any difficulties with
the material you may be having. Each PLA will be due at the beginning of each class where we start
a new chapter and will be accessed on Canvas. Each PLA comprises a short set of quiz questions on
the material in the upcoming chapter (usually 4 questions, each worth one point), and each question is
designed not to take very long to answer. You will have two attempts to complete each PLA, and only
your highest score will count. You may not save the quiz and return to it later; you must complete the
PLA in one sitting. You are welcome to refer to the textbook, your notes, or any other sources you
desire when completing the PLA. However, as the PLAs are primarily useful prior to class, there will
be no makeups of or extensions on the PLAs. That said, there are fourteen total PLAs, so each counts
for only 0.5% of the grade.

• Class Participation (8%): A necessary condition for getting something out of the class discussion is
attending the class; participating in said discussion is also helpful to keep one engaged. To encourage
both, I will be employing the following system. Starting in week 2 and for every subsequent week of
class, I will post to the corresponding module, by noon on the day before the first class of the week, a
series of six discussion questions. During each class session I will ask a random student one of those
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six questions, and a student will only be called upon once per week. A student who is present and
can answer the question asked to a reasonable extent will get 1 point, out of a maximum of 4 points
for the semester. Each point is worth 2% of the final grade, up to 8% total for the semester. Since
each student will be called upon more than four times during the semester, on average, there will be
opportunities to make up missed classes and/or an inability to answer the question in the moment. (I
will make sure that every student is called upon at least five times during the semester, making up
more questions if necessary in the final weeks. You may be called upon more than 5 times by chance.)
Should you be ill or have other extenuating circumstances that prevent you from attending class—and
you should definitely not attend if ill; your health is more important!—and you tell me before the
beginning of class, you will guarantee that your name will not be called that day.

• Homework Assignments (15%): After every chapter or two in class, there will be a homework
assignment. Each homework assignment comprises a set of questions on Canvas that are designed
to evaluate your mastery of the material. The assignments will help you to develop basic skills and
to understand and apply your understanding of the key concepts, methods, and theories presented
in class. The homework assignments will be accessed on Canvas. You will have two attempts to
complete each assignment, and only your highest score will count. The homework assignments do not
need to be completed in one sitting. You may work on your assignment, save your progress, and return
to the assignment as many times as you like prior to the assignment deadline. Note, though, that you
must remember to electronically submit the assignment prior to the deadline. Homework assignments
that are submitted late will be penalized 20% per day and will receive zero points if submitted after the
answers are available, which will typically occur about three days after the assignment was due. You
are welcome to refer to the textbook, your notes, or any other sources you wish when completing the
homework assignments. If you have questions about the homework, you can ask them during office
hours or via e-mail, though e-mailed questions should be asked with enough time to get a response.
Given potential technical difficulties that may arise with things like your internet connection, I strongly
recommend that you do not wait until the last moment to submit your assignments.

• Exams (20%, 20%, 30%): There will be three exams: two midterms and a final. The midterms will
be held in class during our normal meeting time. The final exam will be held during finals week at the
date and time assigned by the registrar. If you are ill or have a university-accepted excuse for missing
an exam, please notify me prior to the test date (to the extent possible). I will guarantee considering
your request only if you make it prior to the exam and I will either provide a make-up exam (preferred)
or count the rest of your course requirements more, as circumstances dictate. The material covered on
the exams will come from lectures, the assigned readings, and homework assignments.

Exam Dates

• Midterm 1: Th Feb 6, in class.

• Midterm 2: Th Mar 6, in class.

• Final Exam: Tu Apr 29, 9am-noon, in the usual classroom.
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Required Text/Materials

• Clark, William, Matt Golder & Sona N. Golder. 2024. Principles of Comparative Politics (Fourth
Edition). Washington D.C.: CQ Press/Sage.

This book is the most up-to-date textbook on comparative politics on the market and is in its fourth edition.
You may see copies of the third edition of this book floating around. However, there are significant changes
in content between the third and fourth editions. As a result, it is important to only get the fourth edition. I
have asked Perkins library to hold a copy of the book and the bookstore to stock it. Here’s a direct link to the
publisher’s sales page, which offers both the paperback and an e-book you can rent should you so choose:
CQ Press/Sage: Principles 4.

If you are having difficulty with textbook, software, or supply costs associated with this course, here are
some resources:

• Contact the financial aid office (whether you are on aid or not). They have loans and resources for
connecting students with programs on campus that might be able to help alleviate these costs.

• DukeLIFE offers course materials assistance for eligible students. Please note that students who
are eligible for DukeLIFE benefits are notified prior to the start of the semester; program resources
are limited. Students who have limited access to computers may request loaner laptops through the
DukeLIFE Technology Assistance Program. Please note that supplies are limited.

• Duke Libraries offers textbook rentals through the Top Textbook Program, where you can rent out a
textbook for 3 hours at a time.

Grading:

Your final grade is a weighted average of the three exams, homework assignments, PLAs, and class par-
ticipation, with the weighting provided above. I will use the following, standard, scale to calculate your
course grade: A+ (97-100), A (93-96.99), A- (90-92.99), B+ (87-89.99), B (83-86.99), B- (80-82.99), C+
(77-79.99), C (70-76.99), D (60-69.99), F (59.99 and below).

How do I succeed in this class?

• Attendance in class is always a good predictor of a student’s performance on homework and exams.

• You should do all of the assigned readings prior to coming to class, including any appendix at the end
of the assigned chapter. If you have questions about the readings, you should bring them to class or
office hours.

• The homework assignments are very important and allow you to know if you are prepared for the
exams. If you do not understand the homework assignments, either before or after they are completed,
you should attend office hours.
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• One way to improve your performance on both the homework and the exams is to do the practice
problems at the end of each chapter. I will be happy to look at your answers during office hours.
Please attempt the problems before coming to office hours, though.

• You should use the office hours regularly. This is a vastly underutilized resource that is available
to you. It is OK to ask for help. Attendance at office hours does not mean that you are not smart;
it simply means that you care enough about your performance to use the resources available to you.
Office hours also provide you with an opportunity to get to better know your professors. I hold my
office hours over Zoom so that the barrier to use is smaller and so that more people can simultaneously
make use of them than would fit in my office.

Resources for Academic Success, Mental Health, and Wellness

If you are having trouble completing assignments or understanding the materials, please consult with me
about appropriate course preparation and readiness strategies as needed. Either send me an e-mail or visit
office hours describing the personal or academic difficulties you are facing. I may also direct you to other
resources on campus.

The Academic Resource Center (ARC) offers services to support students academically during their un-
dergraduate careers at Duke. The ARC can provide support with time management, academic skills and
strategies, course-specific tutoring, ADHD/LD coaching, and more. ARC services are available free to any
Duke undergraduate students, studying any discipline. Contact: (919) 684-5917 or theARC@duke.edu.

Student mental health and wellness are of primary importance at Duke, and the university offers resources
to support students in managing daily stress and self-care. Some resources are listed below:

DuWell provides Moments of Mindfulness (stress management and resilience building) and meditation pro-
gramming (Koru workshop) to assist students in developing a daily emotional well-being practice. All are
welcome and no experience is necessary.

If your mental health concerns and/or stressful events negatively affect your daily emotional state, academic
performance, or ability to participate in your daily activities, many resources are available to help you
through difficult times.

DukeReach provides comprehensive outreach services to identify and support students in managing all
aspects of well-being.

Counseling & Psychological Services (CAPS) services include individual and group counseling services,
psychiatric services, and workshops. To initiate services, walk-in/call-in 9:00 AM - 4:00 PM (M/W/Th/F)
and 9:00 AM - 6:00 PM Tuesdays. CAPS also provides referral to off-campus resources for specialized
care. Contact: (919) 660-1000.

TimelyCare (formally known as Blue Devils Care) is an online platform that is convenient, confidential,
and free way for Duke students to receive 24/7 mental health support through TalkNow and scheduled
counseling.
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Academic Accommodations

If you are a student with a disability and need accommodations for this class, it is your responsibility to
register with the Student Disability Access Office (SDAO) and provide them with documentation of your
disability. SDAO will work with you to determine what accommodations are appropriate for your situation.
Please note that accommodations are not retroactive and disability accommodations cannot be provided until
a Faculty Accommodation Letter has been given to me. Contact: sdao@duke.edu.

Academic Integrity

All students must adhere to the Duke Community Standard (DCS): Duke University is a community dedi-
cated to scholarship, leadership, and service and to the principles of honesty, fairness, respect, and account-
ability. Citizens of this community commit to reflect upon and uphold these principles in all academic and
nonacademic endeavors, and to protect and promote a culture of integrity.

To uphold the Duke Community Standard, students agree:

• I will not lie, cheat, or steal in my academic endeavors.

• I will conduct myself honorably in all my endeavors; and

• I will act if the Standard is compromised.

Regardless of course delivery format, it is the responsibility of the student to understand and follow Duke
policies regarding academic integrity, (e.g., completing one’s own work, following proper citations of
sources, and adhering to guidance around group work, and more). Ignoring these requirements is a vio-
lation of the Duke Community Standard. Any questions and/or concerns regarding academic integrity can
be directed to the Office or Student Conduct and Community Standards at conduct@duke.edu.

Tentative Schedule

This schedule should be treated as tentative and flexible. I will do my best to adhere to it, but it may be the
case that it takes us more or less time for a particular chapter than I have allotted here. We will adapt ac-
cordingly. Note, however, that I will not alter the exam dates. All mandatory readings are from the textbook,
Principles of Comparative Politics.

All PLAs are due at the start of class on the first day a new chapter is assigned (except for Ch 1+2; see
below). All HWs are assigned at the end of a class in which we finish a chapter, with due dates provided
on Canvas. Please note that if we deviate from this schedule, the dates that PLAs and HWs are assigned
and due may change, so please make sure to keep up with what is going on in class, even if you cannot be
there that day. I will also keep Canvas updated with accurate due dates and announce the same in class.

Week 1: Th Jan 9, Tu Jan 14 – What is comparative politics? What is science? What is politics?
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Skim Chapter 1 for Jan 9. We’ll start Chapter 2 as well, but there won’t be a PLA on it until Jan 14.

Read Chapters 2 and 3 for Jan 14. PLAs for both chapters due Jan 14. HW1 (Ch 2+3) assigned on Jan 14.

Week 2: Th Jan 16, Tu Jan 21 – What is the state?

Read Chapter 4. PLA due Jan 16. HW2 (Ch 4) assigned on Jan 21.

Week 3: Th Jan 23, Tu Jan 28 – Democracy and dictatorship: Conceptualization and measurement.

Read Chapter 5. PLA due Jan 23. HW3 (Ch 5+6) assigned on Jan 28.

Week 4: Th Jan 30, Tu Feb 4 – The economic determinants of democracy and dictatorship.

Read Chapter 6. PLA due Jan 30. Continue on HW3, which was already assigned.

1st Midterm Exam (Th Feb 6): Covers Chapters 1-6

Week 5: Tu Feb 11 – The cultural determinants of democracy and dictatorship.

Read Chapter 7. PLA due Feb 11. HW4 (Ch 7) assigned on Feb 11.

Week 6: Th Feb 13, Tu Feb 18 – Democratic transitions.

Read Chapter 8. PLA due Feb 13. HW5 (Ch 8) assigned on Feb 18.

Week 7: Th Feb 20, Tu Feb 25 – Varieties of dictatorship.

Read Chapter 9. PLA due Feb 20. HW6 (Ch 9+10) assigned on Feb 25.

Week 8: Th Feb 27, Tu Mar 4 – Problems with Group Decision Making.

Read Chapter 10. PLA due Feb 27. Continue on HW6, which was already assigned.

2nd Midterm Exam (Th Mar 6): Covers Chapters 7-10

No Class due to Spring Break (March 10-14)

Week 9: Tu Mar 18, Th Mar 20 – Parliamentary, presidential, and semi-presidential democracies.

Read Chapter 11. PLA due Mar 18. HW7 (Ch 11) assigned on Mar 20.
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Week 10: Tu Mar 25, Th Mar 27 – Elections and electoral systems.

Read Chapter 12. PLA due Mar 25. HW8 (Ch 12) assigned on Mar 27.

Week 11: Tu Apr 1, Th Apr 3 – Parties, party systems, and party competition.

Read Chapter 13. PLA due Apr 1. HW9 (Ch 13) assigned on Apr 3.

Week 12: Tu Apr 8, Th Apr 10 – Institutional veto players.

Read Chapter 14. PLA due Apr 8. HW10 (Ch 14) assigned on Apr 10.

Week 13: Tu Apr 15, Th Apr 17, Tu Apr 22 – Consequences of democratic institutions.

Read Chapter 15. PLA due Apr 15. HW10 (Ch 11) assigned on Apr 17.

Final Exam (Tu Apr 29, 9am-12pm), Old Chem 001: Covers all material, but with an emphasis on
Chapters 11-15
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