Comparing Foreign Political Systems
Focus Questions for Unit 1

Why should we bother comparing how different governments work?

· What are: states, nations, and nation-states? What are regimes?
· In what sense does political science try to be “scientific”? What “generalizable” principles can we learn by carefully looking at the way government works in a fairly small number of other societies? 
· Why are “most similar” and “most dissimilar” strategies frequently used when comparing countries? What are the major groupings that political scientists use to “categorize” countries if they want to compare them? What can we learn from systematically comparing multiple countries that we couldn’t learn by studying any single country, even if we studied it in great detail?
· Why is it important to study culture, history, and economics in a class that is primarily focused comparing the way that political systems and actors operate across different types of countries?

What useful comparisons can we make among the advanced industrial democracies?

· According to your textbook as well as the article by Karl and Schmitter, what procedures and principles characterize all modern democracies? What is the bare minimum set of procedures and protections are essential for a country to be considered a full-fledged democracy? What features of a democracy are negotiable, depending on the context? 
· What important tradeoffs (e.g., being quickly and fully responsive vs. being deliberative and more representative) do democracies have to make when they design their core political institutions? Why have democracies like the US, Britain, and Germany made different choices in what democratic tradeoffs are emphasized in the makeup of their democracies?

· What are the main choices that democracies make when designing their political (i.e., presidential vs. parliamentary) and electoral (e.g., PR or SMD) systems? How do the advanced democracies vary with respect to their constitutions, state-national government relations, party systems, and executive-legislative relations? How do they vary with respect to how the national leader is selected and how new elections can be triggered?  What best explains why the AIDs all value democracy and yet have such different democracies?
· What economic, cultural, and political features do all of the advanced democracies share in the 21st century? Where do they differ most? What major changes and “crises” are all of the advanced industrial democracies going through? What are the main causes of the crises hitting the industrialized democracies? Why might we expect them to respond differently? 
· What is “globalization,” and how is it impacting the way that the advanced democracies’ governments and economies operate? Given your readings on British and German economic and social policy, what evidence is there to suggest that different advanced democracies have responded to the pressures of globalization in distinct ways? How are these different policy responses linked to these countries’ major political institutions?
· What aspects of democratic governance has the United States emphasized in its key institutional choices? How and why is the US an example of a weak state, and what price—if any—are we paying for choices made long in our past? Why do some scholars (including the authors of one of your readings) think that politicians can change their behavior and make American democracy work better; why do others think that the only solution to making American democracy work in the 21st century is adopting a new Constitution. When we look at economic and social indicators, is there any evidence to suggest that other democracies may be doing things better than us? What is the basis of Michael Moore’s critique of the American way of addressing healthcare issue?

What can Britain tell us about democratic choices and policy outcomes?

· What historical moments and factors led to power becoming so centralized in Britain? What aspects of democracy does the British system emphasize and why? What are the major advantages and risks to the type democracy Britain has established? Would this system work as well in other types of societies, including the US? 
· What is the difference between an electoral system that uses single member districts (aka first-past-the-post or winner-take all), and systems that use proportional representation? What are the advantages and disadvantages of each type of system? (Thinking ahead to Germany, how well do governments work that combine both types of systems?) How would “alternative” voting changed the British system?
· Why has Britain—like the US—historically had just two dominant political parties? What are these parties, and what are the main ideological differences between them? Why are British parties becoming more like each other over time? How does the structure and working of parties in Britain differ from those of the US? What is it about the way that the Prime Minister system and their electoral system works that have usually made their parties more ideological than those of the US.
· What are the key differences between a parliamentary system and a presidential one? What are the advantages and disadvantages of each type of government? What, if any, features of Britain’s parliamentary system are unique?  How is it different from Germany’s parliamentary system? Drawing on Uri Dadush’s article, how did the structure of the British political system impact it’s response to the global recession and that of the United States? 
· Parliamentary systems often allow for a change of governmental leadership (e.g. Labour’s Gordon Brown replaced Tony Blair) without any election, the sacking of the government by a vote of no-confidence and holding of new elections at any time, and for the government to call elections whenever doing so is to its advantage. What are the merits and problems with these political arrangements? How and why does Germany and especially the US make it so much harder to change leaders  between regularly scheduled elections?
· How has the power of the House of Lords changed over time? What additional changes are contemplated? Is there any legitimate or important role for unelected actors—the monarchy in particular—to play in modern British politics? How has the presence of a second democratically elected chamber in American politics impacted our government’s ability to get things done?
· How did political power in Britain change after Labour came to power in the mid-1990s? Is it fair to say that a constitutional “revolution” of sorts has taken place? What say have the people and political forces outside of the governing party had in remaking British institutions? Why didn’t Labour governments reverse the conservative economic policies so famously adopted during Margaret Thatcher’s administration?  
· How successful have recent British governments been in addressing the pressures of globalization with their social and economic policies? What are the main advantages and disadvantages to how British democracy deals with crises? How does the Scottish referendum fit into all of this?
What can Germany tell us about institutional choices and policy outcomes in the advanced democracies?
· What historical factors led to the distribution of power in today’s Germany? Which historical event—the failure of Weimar Republic or Hitler’s rise—appears to have been more important in shaping the present form of government? In what sense can we say that both events were critical? What specific features of Germany’s current constitutional arraignments are attributable to these two historic periods? 
· How is the German Constitution different from that of the US or Britain? How difficult is it to change and what role does the supreme court play? 
· How does Germany’s parliamentary model deviate from most other democracies with this form of government? How does the power of Germany’s Chancellor compare to that of the British PM? What unusual role does the German upper legislative house (the Bundesrat) play in politics? What role does the German president have and how is/she elected? How important are the German constitution and the country’s courts in everyday politics? 
· What is federalism? Why does Germany have such strong state governments, while Britain has not had any subnational governance at all until very recently? What role do state governments play in the way politics works in Germany? What are the main advantages and disadvantages to having a federalist system rather than a unitary one?
· What is Germany’s “two-plus” party system, and why is it used in the very powerful Bundestag? How do their elections work, and typically how many parties participate in governing the country? Are their any advantages to their electoral system over ours? Are there any major disadvantages (especially in light of the outcome of the 2005 elections) to having a system that encourages the participation of numerous small parties?
· What are the two political parties that have dominated German politics for of its democratic history? What is their ideological focus? 
· What are the most important economic and/or political challenges facing the new German government today? How well is the government responding to them and why?
