POLI 628: Graduate Seminar in Comparative Politics

Fall 2025
Prof. Juliet Johnson

This course serves two purposes. The first is to help graduate students map out the major themes
and debates in the field of comparative politics. The second is to assist PhD students in preparing
for the comprehensive exam in Comparative Politics. Course obligations and assignments reflect
the two goals. Readings include classic and recent work in twelve core thematic areas and aim to
engage mainstream and critical perspectives, developed and developing areas, and positivist and
interpretive approaches. Although our class will focus on only five required readings for each
theme, please see the Comparative Theme reading list and the Comparative Regional reading list
for recommended and further readings.

Course Obligations

This course emphasizes engagement with readings to give you a basic graduate-level background
in comparative politics. Your grade is based on weekly reviews (25%), active class participation
(10%), one in-class presentation (15%) and two analytic essays (25% each).

Weekly Reviews
For each week that we have readings, you will submit a written review that briefly addresses the
following for each reading:

1) Sum up the most important argument in one sentence

2) In one or two sentences, discuss how it relates to reading(s) from this week or earlier

3) Identify one important insight that you gained from this reading

4) Give one big critique, in one or two sentences - consider methodology, logic, omissions, etc.
5) Identify one big question about the reading to discuss in class

Reviews are due by 2pm on Mondays via MyCourses each week that we have readings,
beginning on September 8. Reviews are not graded, but to earn credit you must address all five
points for each reading in a thoughtful way. These reviews are meant to encourage you to think
about the readings before class, so late reviews are generally not accepted. That said, you may
submit one review late during the semester without penalty (this late review must be submitted
by the last day of class). This means that submitting at least 11 credit-earning reviews on time
plus one (or no) late review will result in an A for this part of the course. Missing or further late
reviews will each lower your final weekly review mark by one step (i.e., A to A-, A- to B+, etc.).
Please do not use Al to summarize the articles or to draft your reviews —the point of this exercise
is for you to engage directly with the reading material in preparation for class discussion.

Participation

Please plan to participate actively and regularly in class discussions. This means you should be
prepared to discuss the authors’ main arguments, make comparisons, raise critiques, and ask
questions. With the help of the infamous Hat, I will call on students randomly to discuss answers
to the weekly review questions. Informed engagement is vital in a weekly seminar that depends
upon thoughtful, respectful, and inclusive class discussion. Coming to class unprepared or


https://www.mcgill.ca/politicalscience/system/files/private/theme_reading_lists_2024.docx
https://www.mcgill.ca/politicalscience/system/files/private/regions_-_list_of_journals_2024.docx

missing class will affect your participation grade. That noted: 1) You can miss one class without
penalty or explanation (save this skip for when you are sick!) and 2) You can ask me to take your
name out of the Hat one time without penalty.

Presentation

Choose a relevant alternative reading (i.e., not one of the required readings for class) from the
Comparative Theme reading list and present it to the class as an 8-10 minute mini-lecture with
PowerPoint. First-come, first-serve on reading choices. Ideally your mini-lecture will occur on
the day we are covering the appropriate theme, but when that is not possible it will take place on
December 3 (our last day of class). Think of this as an extended lecture version of a weekly
review with an emphasis on bringing the alternative reading into conversation with readings that
we have already done, presented to a knowledgeable group who has not done this particular
reading. Please e-mail me your PowerPoint slides by 10am on the day of your presentation and
submit your lecture notes (outline form is fine) via MyCourses by 2pm.

Analytic Essays

You will write two analytic essays over the course of the semester that address issues of your
choice raised by the required readings. You should structure these as topic or problem-focused
essays, in which you present an argument dealing with a particular research area (or areas) and
use materials from the assigned readings to support your argument. I will post a few examples
from earlier semesters on MyCourses for general guidance, but there are many ways to
accomplish this task. You might, for example, compare and contrast two authors’ or two types of
approaches to a particular theoretical issue, carefully specifying the grounds for your
comparison. You might compare/contrast two or more authors’ arguments in light of their
methodologies, probing to what extent these methodologies can support the authors’ conclusions.
You may wish to focus exclusively on the readings from one particular week, or to compare
readings across different weeks. Ph.D. students may choose to answer a question from a past
comparative comprehensive exam for one or both of their essays (old exams are available on the
departmental website under “Graduate Students Restricted Content”).

Make sure that your papers have a minimum of summary, are clearly argued, and do not wander
from one unrelated point to the next. Be sure to choose an argument/thesis that is narrow enough
to be defended in a short essay, that represents an actual argument (i.e., reasonable people might
disagree with it), and that is analytical rather than normative or policy/future-oriented (e.g., the
word “should” does not appear in the thesis sentence). Spelling, grammar, and style count. Use
in-text references (e.g., APA style) and include a complete bibliography. Your papers should be
approximately 2,250-2,500 words excluding the bibliography, with reasonable margins and in
12-point font. No outside reading is required in writing these papers, although if you choose to
answer an old exam question you will find additional readings to be helpful.

Submit your papers to me via MyCourses. Your first paper is due by 4pm on Friday, October
24 and your second is due by 4pm on Friday, December 5. Late papers can receive a maximum
grade of B+ (i.e., a late A or A- quality paper earns a B+ grade, but a B+ paper still earns a B+
grade, etc.). No papers will be accepted after December 19 except under extraordinary
circumstances.


https://www.mcgill.ca/politicalscience/system/files/private/theme_reading_lists_2024.docx

Course Outline

September 8: Institutions and Institutional Change

Hall, Peter and Rosemary Taylor. 1996. “Political Science and the Three New Institutionalisms.”
Political Studies 44: 936-957.

Pierson, Paul. 2000. “Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics.” American
Political Science Review 94(2): 251-267

Helmke, Gretchen and Steven Levitsky. 2004. “Informal Institutions and Comparative Politics:
A Research Agenda.” Perspectives on Politics 2(4): 725-740.

Shepsle, Kenneth A. 2006. “Rational Choice Institutionalism.” In Oxford Handbook of Political
Institutions, eds., R. Rhodes, S. Binder, and B. Rockman. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Gerschewski, Johannes. 2021. Explanations of institutional change: Reflecting on a “missing
diagonal”. American Political Science Review 115(1): 218-233.

September 15: The State and State Formation
Huntington, Samuel. 1968. Political Order in Changing Societies. Yale Univ Press. pp1-91.

Tilly, Charles. 1985. “War Making and State Making as Organized Crime,” in Peter Evans,
Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Theda Skocpol, ed., Bringing the State Back In. Cambridge
University Press. pp169-191.

Evans, Peter. 1989. “Predatory, Developmental, and Other Apparatuses: A Comparative Political
Economy Perspective of the Third World State.” Sociological Forum 4: 561-587.

Vu, Tuong. 2010. “Studying the State through State Formation.” World Politics 62(1): 148-175.

Kim, Diana. 2020. Empires of Vice: The Rise of Opium Prohibition across Southeast Asia.
Princeton University Press. Chapters 1 and 4.

September 22: Constitutionalism
Sartori, Giovanni. 1962. “Constitutionalism: A Preliminary Discussion.” APSR 56(4): 853-864.

Mills, Aaron, 2025. “First Nations’ Citizenship and Kinship Compared: Belonging’s Stake in
Legality.” The American Journal of Comparative Law.

Cheibub, José Antonio, Zachary Elkins, & Tom Ginsburg. 2014. “Beyond Presidentialism and
Parliamentarism.” BJPS 44 (3): 515-544.

McKinnell, Ryan. 2023. “The Parliamentary Regime: The Political Philosophy of
Confederation.” Canadian Journal of Political Science 56(3):550-570

Bednar, Jenna. 2009. The Robust Federation: Principles of Design. New Y ork: Cambridge
University Press (Chapters 1-4)



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1467-9248.1996.tb00343.x
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https://doi.org/10.2307/1952788
https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcl/avae032
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https://doi.org/10.1017/S000712341300032X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S000712341300032X
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/canadian-journal-of-political-science-revue-canadienne-de-science-politique/article/abs/parliamentary-regime-the-political-philosophy-of-confederation/2DA2320D2E236A427BBD18C9DB685EEB
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/canadian-journal-of-political-science-revue-canadienne-de-science-politique/article/abs/parliamentary-regime-the-political-philosophy-of-confederation/2DA2320D2E236A427BBD18C9DB685EEB
https://www-cambridge-org.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/core/books/robust-federation/3D43B1FEA5C02B1FB07FB9442CAB0A83

September 29: Comparative Political Economy

Hall, Peter and David Soskice. ed. 2001. Varieties of Capitalism: Institutional Foundations of
Comparative Advantage. Oxford University Press. Chapter 1.

Baccaro, Lucio, and Jonas Pontusson. 2016. “Rethinking comparative political economy: the
growth model perspective.” Politics & Society 44(2): 175-207.

Kohli, Atul. 2009. “Nationalist versus Dependent Capitalist Development: Alternate Pathways of
Asia and Latin America in a Globalized World,” Studies in Comparative International
Development. 44: 386-410.

Alami, Ilias et al. 2022. “Special Issue Introduction: What is the New State Capitalism?”
Contemporary Politics, 28 (3): 245-263.

Ang, Yuen Yuen. 2023. “Adaptive Political Economy: Toward a New Paradigm.” World Politics
75 (5):1-18

October 6: Political Parties and Elections
Katz, Richard and Peter Mair. 1995. “Changing models of party organization and party
democracy: the emergence of the cartel party.” Party Politics 1(1): 5-28.

Boix, Carles. 1999. “Setting the Rules of the Game: The Choice of Electoral Systems in
Advanced Democracies.” APSR 93(3): 609-624.

Bawn, Kathleen et al. 2012. “A theory of political parties: Groups, policy demands and
nominations in American politics.” Perspectives on Politics 10(3): 571-597.

Pop-Eleches, Grigo. 2010. “Throwing out the Bums: Protest Voting and Unorthodox Parties after
Communism.” World Politics 62(2): 221-260.

Mainwaring, Scott. 2016. “Party system institutionalization, party collapse and party building.”
Government and Opposition 51(4): 691-716.

October 20: Political Culture, Civil Society, and Populism
Coleman, James. 1988. “Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital.” 4JS 94: S95-S120.

Putnam, Robert. 1995. “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital.” Journal of
Democracy 6(1): 65-78.

Wedeen, Lisa. 2002. “Conceptualizing Culture: Possibilities for Political Science.” APSR 96 (4):
713-728.

Berman, Sheri. 2021. “The Causes of Populism in the West.” ARPS 24(1): 71-88.

Chaudhry, Suparna. 2022. “The Assault on Civil Society: Explaining State Crackdown on
NGOs.” International Organization 76(3): 549-590.
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https://linker2.worldcat.org/?jHome=https%3A%2F%2Fproxy.library.mcgill.ca%2Flogin%3Furl%3Dhttps%3A%2F%2Facademic.oup.com%2Fbook%2F301&linktype=best&jHomeSig=a86f7a2362c3934ebbfc4309a0e95b7a2421b620696f23f04e9a5f44e96ef083
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https://doi-org.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/10.1177/0032329216638053
https://doi-org.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/10.1177/0032329216638053
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12116-009-9048-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12116-009-9048-x
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https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592712001624
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/world-politics/article/abs/throwing-out-the-bums-protest-voting-and-unorthodox-parties-after-communism/03DA28406AA15E5ADA1EA9B87F4FDA62
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/government-and-opposition/article/party-system-institutionalization-party-collapse-and-party-building/F7D8BAE8DDA0CB07A525451A76D44B4C
https://muse-jhu-edu.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/article/16643
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3117506
https://www.annualreviews.org/content/journals/10.1146/annurev-polisci-041719-102503
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/international-organization/article/assault-on-civil-society-explaining-state-crackdown-on-ngos/71993D2DC576D810ADEC7675C229853B
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/international-organization/article/assault-on-civil-society-explaining-state-crackdown-on-ngos/71993D2DC576D810ADEC7675C229853B

October 27: Contentious Politics, Social Movements, and Political Violence

Ostrom, Elinor. 1998. “A Behavioral Approach to the Rational Choice Theory of Collective
Action.” APSR 92(1): 1-22.

Kalyvas, Stathis. 2003. “The Ontology of ‘Political Violence’: Action and Identity in Civil
Wars”. Perspectives on Politics, 1(3): 475-494.

Beissinger, Mark. 2007. “Structure and Example in Modular Political Phenomena: The Diffusion
of Bulldozer/Rose/Orange/Tulip Revolutions.” Perspectives on Politics 5: 259-276.

Goldstone, Jack A. 2024. “The Generations of Revolutionary Theory Revisited: New Works and
Evolutions of Theory,” Critical Sociology 50(6), 1069-1086.

Della Porta, Donatella. 2025. “Rethinking social movements in intense times.” Mobilization: An
International Quarterly 30 (1): 1-12.

November 3: Democracy, Democratization, and Democratic Backsliding

Collier, David and Steven Levitsky. 1997. “Democracy with Adjectives: Conceptual Innovation”
World Politics 49(3): 430-51.

Caraway, Teri. 2004. "Inclusion and democratization: class, gender, race, and the extension of
suffrage." Comparative Politics 36(4): 443-460.

Ziblatt, Daniel. 2006. "How Did Europe Democratize?" World Politics 58: 311-38.

Waldner, David and Ellen Lust. 2018. “Unwelcome change: Coming to terms with democratic
backsliding.” ARPS 21:93-113.

Riedl, Rachel Beatty, Paul Friesen, Jennifer McCoy, and Kenneth Roberts. 2025. “Democratic
backsliding, resilience, and resistance.” World Politics 77 (1) suppl.: 151-177.

November 10: Authoritarianism
Diamond, Larry. 2002. “Thinking about Hybrid Regimes.” Journal of Democracy 13(2): 21-35

Svolik, Milan, 2012. The Politics of Authoritarian Rule. Cambridge University Press. Chapters
1-2 (pp. 1-50). [Please pay attention to his literature review]

Levitsky, Steven and Lucan Way. 2002. “The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism.” Journal of
Democracy 13: 51-65.

Pepinsky, Thomas, 2014. “The Institutional Turn in Comparative Authoritarianism.” BJPS 44(3):
631-653.

Schlumberger, Oliver, Mirjam Edel, Ahmed Maati, and Koray Saglam. 2024. “How
authoritarianism transforms: A framework for the study of digital dictatorship.” Government and
Opposition 59(3): 761-783.
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/abs/structure-and-example-in-modular-political-phenomena-the-diffusion-of-bulldozerroseorangetulip-revolutions/9D6F6DA88E6B549F2D3A5B0256D6CFBB
https://journals-sagepub-com.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/doi/full/10.1177/08969205241241802
https://journals-sagepub-com.proxy3.library.mcgill.ca/doi/full/10.1177/08969205241241802
https://mobilization.kglmeridian.com/view/journals/maiq/30/1/article-p1.xml
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/4150170?seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4150170?seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://doi.org/10.1353/wp.2006.0028
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050517-114628
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050517-114628
https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/wp.2025.a954440
https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/wp.2025.a954440
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/17195/summary
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/politics-of-authoritarian-rule/7F78A8828A5714F0BE74E44A90A44868
https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/jnlodmcy13&i=238
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123413000021
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/government-and-opposition/article/how-authoritarianism-transforms-a-framework-for-the-study-of-digital-dictatorship/EAFAD6D20EF6C02BF22E4F0EBCCB6267
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/government-and-opposition/article/how-authoritarianism-transforms-a-framework-for-the-study-of-digital-dictatorship/EAFAD6D20EF6C02BF22E4F0EBCCB6267

November 17: Nation, Nationalism, and Memory
Gellner, Ernest. 1994. “Nationalism and Modernization” and “Nationalism and High Cultures.”
In Hutchinson and Smith, ed., Nationalism. Oxford UP. Chaps 9-10 (pp. 55-70). On MyCourses.

Anderson, Benedict. 1991 (2006, 2" edition). Imagined Communities. New York: Verso, 2nd ed.
Chapter 1 (1-7), Chapter 3 (37-46), and Chapter 10 (163-186). (e-book available)

Kubik, Jan and Michael Bernhard. 2014. “A Theory of the Politics of Memory,” in Bernhard and
Kubik, eds, Twenty Years after Communism: The Politics of Memory and Commemoration.
Oxford University Press. Chapter 1, pp. 7-34.

Mylonas, Harris, and Maya Tudor. 2021. “Nationalism: What we know and what we still need to
know.” Annual Review of Political Science 24(1): 109-132.

Varshney, Ashutosh. 2021. “Populism and nationalism: An overview of similarities and
differences.” Studies in Comparative International Development 56(2): 131-147.

November 24: Identity Politics

Rogers Smith, 2004. “Identities, Interests, and the Future of Political Science,” Perspectives on
Politics 2(2): 301-312.

Kandiyoti, Deniz. 1991. “Identity and Its Discontents: Women and the Nation”, Millennium:
Journal of International Studies, 20(3): 429-443.

Mamdani, Mahmood. 2001. “Beyond settler and native as political identities: overcoming the
political legacy of colonialism.” Comparative Studies in Society and History 43(4): 651-664.

Chandra, Kanchan. 2006. “What is Ethnic Identity and Does It Matter?”” ARPS 9: 397-424.

Grzymala-Busse, Anna. 2012. “Why Comparative Politics Needs to take Religion More
Seriously,” ARPS 15: 421-442.

December 1: Law and Order
Merry, Sally Engle. 1991. “Law and Colonialism.” Law & Society Review. 25(4): 889-922

Feaver, P.D. 1999. “Civil-military relations.” Annual Review of Political Science, 2(1):211-241.

Soss, Joe and Vesla Weaver. 2017. “Police are Our Government: Politics, Political Science, and
the Policing of Race-Class Subjugated Communities,” ARPS, 20: 565-591.

Helmke, Gretchen and Frances Rosenbluth. 2009. “Regimes and the Rule of Law: Judicial
Independence in Comparative Perspective.” Annual Review of Political Science 12: 345-366.

Gonzalez, Yanilda, and Lindsay Mayka. 2023. “Policing, democratic participation, and the
reproduction of asymmetric citizenship.” American Political Science Review 117(1): 263-279.

December 3 (Weds): Presentations
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/comparative-studies-in-society-and-history/article/beyond-settler-and-native-as-political-identities-overcoming-the-political-legacy-of-colonialism/A1919DC1C4418B5229BBE876C18BFCFB/core-reader
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https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.12.040907.121521
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.12.040907.121521
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/american-political-science-review/article/policing-democratic-participation-and-the-reproduction-of-asymmetric-citizenship/8BF893031E6DAD7CEA592904140C12ED
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/american-political-science-review/article/policing-democratic-participation-and-the-reproduction-of-asymmetric-citizenship/8BF893031E6DAD7CEA592904140C12ED

Important Information
Course Grading Scale

Grade Grade Points  Grade Range

A 4.0 >3.85

A- 3.7 3.50-3.85
B+ 3.3 3.15-3.49
B 3.0 2.85-3.14
B- 2.7 2.50-2.84
C+ 23 2.15-2.49
C 2.0 1.85-2.14
D 1.0 1.0-1.84
F 0.0 <1.0

This course uses the standard 4.0 system for grading for all assignments. An A on an assignment is worth
4 points, an A- is worth 3.7 points, etc. To calculate your final grade, the instructor will first multiply the
grade points you earned on each assignment by the relative weight of that assignment (e.g., 0.25 for each
paper) and then add the scores together to get your final grade-point average. That average will determine
your final letter grade for the course (refer the grade range column). For example, if your overall grade-
point average is a 3.4, you would earn a B+ in the course.

Land Acknowledgement

McGill University is located on land which has long served as a site of meeting and exchange amongst
Indigenous peoples, including the Haudenosaunee and Anishinabeg nations. McGill honours, recognizes,
and respects these nations as the traditional stewards of the lands and waters on which we meet today.

McGill Policy on Academic Integrity

McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning and
consequences of cheating, plagiarism, and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct
and Disciplinary Procedures.” (See also McGill’s guide to academic honesty.)

On Generative Al

Learning to synthesize and evaluate readings independently is a fundamental goal of this course. Students
may not copy or paraphrase directly from any generative artificial intelligence applications, including
ChatGPT and other Al writing and coding assistants, for the purpose of completing any of the
assignments in this course.

McGill Policy on Language of Submission
Conformément a la Charte des droits de 1’étudiant de I’Université McGill, chaque étudiant a le droit de
soumettre en frangais ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant étre noté.

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Student Rights, students in this course have the right to
submit in English or in French written work that is to be graded.

On Copyright

Instructor generated course materials are protected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any
form or in any medium without explicit permission of the instructor. Infringements of copyright can be
subject to follow up by the University under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.


https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/code_of_student_conduct_and_disciplinary_procedures.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/code_of_student_conduct_and_disciplinary_procedures.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/charter_of_student_rights_last_approved_october_262017.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/charter_of_student_rights_last_approved_october_262017.pdf

