Political Science

Political science is one of a number of titles for the academic study of politics and political behaviour. As an academic discipline the subject is very old. In the 4th century BC Aristotle referred to it as the ‘Queen’ of sciences, but for many centuries thereafter it lost a separate identity. Until perhaps the 19th century such intellectual work as was carried out on politics was by political philosophers, theologians or journalists, but seldom by full-time professional political analysts. (Although the first professorship in the subject was, in fact, set up in Sweden in the 17th century.) Gradually, by a process of intellectual separation of powers, a separate discipline emerged from the previous conglomeration of law, economics and philosophy, so that by the end of the 19th century most American and many German universities had professors and departments of politics or political science. Britain was relatively late to develop this trend, and despite the creation earlier of the London School of Economics and Political Science, any widespread study and teaching of the subject is a post-1945 phenomenon. Political science as such has no collective corpus of knowledge, or even commonly agreed methodology, but is somewhat of a portmanteau for a series of subdisciplines, the workers in which do not necessarily accept others as really sharing a common discipline except in terms of subject matter. Thus political theory, comparative government, political sociology, international relations and, perhaps, political history are rather separated subdisciplines (and indeed contain further often incompatible subdivisions within themselves).

Broadly, though, political science is the study of the nature, distribution and dynamics of power, usually at the national or international level, but sometimes at a very ‘micro’ level. The techniques of the discipline range from highly mathematical and statistical analyses of objective data (most commonly found in political sociology), via rather journalistic descriptive accounts of political institutions, or almost ethnographical accounts of foreign political cultures, to logical and conceptual analysis of political morality. Increasingly the rather artificial distinction between the subdisciplines is being eroded, as empirical researchers realize the need to be ‘guided by’ theory, and as theorists see that they must seek to explain and generalize about real political phenomena as well as worry about moral implications. At the same time the technical training of the profession, especially in terms of quantitive techniques, is getting steadily better, and considerable progress is being made in developing empirically-founded generalizations, and powerful analytic models, as exist in, for example, economics.
