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I. COURSE SUMMARY 
 
How did the state emerge, and what makes a strong state? What is democracy, and why are 
some counties democracies while others are not? How does democracy actually work, and 
why does it sometimes fail? This course will introduce you to the way that political scientists 
study how different societies are governed. You will come out of it with an understanding of 
what makes political science “scientific” and how we define and measure often-
misunderstood concepts like “state capacity”, “democracy”, and “populism”. By the end of 
the course, you will apply what you’ve learned to the current debate on whether and why 
democracy is currently on the decline in many countries around the world, and what we can 
do about it.  
 
This course has two main learning objectives. By the end of the course, students should be 
able to: 
 

1. Apply the logic and tools of comparative political analysis.  
2. Show introductory knowledge on a range of topics in comparative politics, 

particularly theories of state formation, democratic accountability, and regime 
change.  

 
Our overview will be guided by a textbook, Principles of Comparative Politics (Fourth Edition), 
by Clark, Golder and Golder. The textbook will be supplemented with academic book 
chapters and articles as well as coverage of current events.  
 
The second half of this course draws on a multi-campus collaboration to teach theories and 
evidence on how democracies decline. Debate over whether and why the quality of 



democracy has declined, both in the US and globally, has shot into the public discussion in 
recent years. This course aims to give students the theoretical and empirical tools to evaluate 
claims made about democratic decline.  
 
 
II. REQUIREMENTS  
 
There are two graded take-home written assignments for this course. Towards the end 
of the quarter you will turn in a 4-5 page research paper analyzing the causes of democratic 
decline in a single country case study. You will select the case from a list that we will provide. 
Successful papers will 1) use the case to critically engage with theories from the assigned 
readings, and 2) make an argument about the causes of democratic decline based on 
historical facts in the case. You may make any argument that you wish, but your analysis 
should 1) clearly identify key important moments of democratic decline, 2) incorporate 
themes from the course, and 3) advance a causal argument rather simply describe events. To 
help you prepare for this final paper, you will also do one short take-home writing 
assignment.  
 
There are also two exams that will take place in person in SS&H 1100. The midterm will 
take place during scheduled class sessions and the final during the allocated final exam time 
for this course. The exams will test your knowledge of the material covered in the course in 
readings, lectures, and sections, as well as your ability to advance and defend a clear 
argument. The midterms will not be cumulative, meaning they will only cover material 
starting after the last exam. The final will cover the entire course.    
 
We will use a reading tool called Perusall, linked through Canvas, to help you digest the 
assigned readings. Persuall is an e-reader platform that puts you into small groups where you 
will collectively annotate the assigned material with questions and comments.  
 
 
III. GRADING 
 

1. Participation in section and very short Canvas activities (15%). You will earn 100 
participation points by attending and participating in weekly discussion sections. 
When activities are assigned, you must submit them to your TA. An additional 20 
participation points will be earned through very short assignments on Canvas.  

2. Short writing assignment (5% of grade) 
3. Midterm exam (20% of grade) 
4. Perusall reading assignments (10% of grade) 
5. A country case study that evaluates the theories discussed in the course (25% of 

grade) 
6. Final exam (25% of grade) 

 
Late assignments will be penalized at a rate of one partial letter grade (ex. B to B-) for every 
24 hours. Perusall reading assignments may not be turned in late.  
 
We hope there will be no reason to contest a grade. If you strongly feel that your grade on 
an assignment does not reflect the quality of your work, you may appeal through the 



following procedure: Write a memo that explains, in as much detail as possible, why you 
think you should have received a different grade. Give the memo to your TA, along with 
your graded assignment. If you and your TA cannot reach agreement on your grade, your 
TA will pass the materials to another member of the teaching team who will reevaluate the 
work and assign a new grade, which may be higher, lower, or identical to the one you 
originally received. This new grade will be final. 
 
If you miss a section or in-class graded assignment, you will receive credit if: (1) you missed 
the section for reasons beyond your control, i.e. illness, scheduled athletic event, or family 
emergency; (2) you notify your TA prior to the scheduled section or demonstrate why 
advance notification was impossible; and (3) you write a one-page single-spaced 
commentary on the readings for that section and submit it electronically to your TA within 
one week of the section you missed. This commentary should not just summarize but put 
forward an argument about the readings. If an activity is covered in section, you must also 
turn in the completed activity to your TA to get participation credit for the session.  
 
 
IV. RESOURCES 
 
Writing assistance: https://tutoring.ucdavis.edu/writing 
Student health and counseling services: https://shcs.ucdavis.edu/ 
Code of academic conduct: https://ossja.ucdavis.edu/code-academic-conduct 
Student disability center: https://sdc.ucdavis.edu/students 
Center for advocacy, resources and education: https://care.ucdavis.edu/ 
Harassment and discrimination assistance and prevention 
program: https://hdapp.ucdavis.edu/ 
Office of the ombuds: https://ombuds.ucdavis.edu/ 
The Pantry: https://thepantry.ucdavis.edu/ 
 
 
V. BOOKS AND PROGRAMS FOR PURCHASE  
 
Clark, William R., Matt Golder, and Sona N. Golder. 2024. Principles of Comparative Politics 4th 
ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: CQ Press. 
Clark, Golder & Golder (CGG) is available through the Canvas Bookshelf. Other readings 
will be available via Perusall. 
 
VI. COURSE POLICIES 
 
Intellectual honesty is vital to an academic community and for my fair evaluation of your 
work.  All work submitted in this course must be your own, completed in accordance with 
the UCD Code of Academic Conduct.  
 
Since writing, analytical, and critical thinking skills are part of the learning objectives of this 
course, all writing assignments should be prepared by the student. In this class, the use of AI 
tools like ChatGPT to compose and/or write your paper is a violation of the code of 
academic conduct and you will be referred to OSSJA if you use GenAI to compose and/or 
write your paper. You may use tools like ChatGPT during your research process if the final 



assignment is your own analysis and writing. However, beware that these tools often make 
up fake facts and references, which will bring your grade down significantly. One of the 
learning objectives in this course is to make you sophisticated users of GenAI technology.  
 
My lectures and course materials, including PowerPoint presentations, tests, outlines, and 
similar materials, are protected by U.S. copyright law and by UC Davis policy. I am the 
exclusive owner of the copyright in those materials I create. You may take notes and make 
copies of course materials for your own use. You may also share those materials with 
another student who is enrolled in or auditing this course. You may not reproduce, distribute 
or display (post/upload) lecture notes or recordings or course materials in any other way — 
whether or not a fee is charged — without my express prior written consent. You also may 
not allow others to do so. If you do so, you may be subject to student conduct proceedings 
under the UC Davis Code of Academic Conduct. Similarly, you own the copyright in your 
original papers and exam essays. If I am interested in posting your answers or papers on the 
course web site, I will ask for your written permission. 
 
Laptop/tablet use in lectures is not recommended. Multiple studies have found that using 
your laptop or tablet to take notes often leads to checking email and social media or 
browsing the internet. This prevents you from learning and distracts those around you, 
leading to lower performance in the course. I highly recommend taking notes on paper. If 
you choose to use your laptop or tablet in class, please sit in one of the side sections of the 
lecture hall. If laptop use becomes a problem, I may ban laptops from the classroom. Also, 
please keep your cell phones on silent and put away in your bag or pocket.  
 
 
VII. LECTURES, READINGS, AND SECTIONS 
 

1. Students should come to all lecture sessions. Lectures will include material in 
addition to what is covered in the readings. Lectures slides will be posted, but I will 
not post lecture recordings. Participation is strongly encouraged. There will be regular 
opportunities for students to ask questions, answer questions, and make arguments 
drawing on the material you have read. 
 

2. Sections are required. New material will often be covered in sections, including graded 
assignments, although there will also be time for discussion and clarification of the 
material. Some sections will have short additional readings, and to participate in 
section you should have done all the assigned reading for the week and any 
additional reading noted under the section on the syllabus. Participation in section is 
graded. 

 
3. To help you digest the assigned readings, we will use an online learning tool called 

Perusall to collectively annotate the assigned readings. Perusall will give you a 
complete/incomplete score based on the quality of your “engagement” with the 
readings and other comments. I will drop your lowest Perusall assignment score. 
Unfortunately, Perusall is not yet integrated with our online textbook 
provider/Canvas Bookshelf, so we will only use Perusall for the assigned materials 
from outside the textbook.  

 



 
Introduction 
 
Lecture 1: What is comparative politics? (9/25) 
 
 
Section 1: Introduction. (Week of 9/29) 
 
 
Lecture 2: What is social science? Part I (9/30) 
 

CGG, Chapter 2, pp. 19-47. [28 pp.] 
 
 
SHORT CANVAS ASSIGNMENT #1 DUE 10/1   
 
 
What is a state, and why did states form? 
 
Lecture 3: State capacity (10/2) 
 

Fukuyama, Francis. 2014. Political order and political decay: From the industrial revolution to 
the globalization of democracy. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Chapter 3: 
“Bureaucracy,” pp. 52-65. [14 pp.] 
 
Tilly, Charles. 1985. “War making and state making as organized crime.” In Bringing 
the state back in, eds. Peter Evans, Dietrich Rueschmeyer, and Theda Skocpol. 
Cambridge UP, pp. 169-191. [23 pp.] 

 
 
Section 2: Discussion of the state and prisoners’ dilemma exercise (Week of 10/6) 
 
 
Lecture 4: Order and disorder I (10/7) 

 
CGG, Chapter 4: The Origins of the Modern State, pp. 87-128. [42 pp.] 

 
French, Howard. 2021. Born in Blackness: Africa, Africans, and the Making of the Modern 
World, 1471 to the Second World War. “Introduction”, pp. 1-13. [13 pp.] 

 
 

SHORT CANVAS ASSIGNMENT #2 DUE 10/6    
 

 
Why are some states democratic? 
 
Lecture 5: Democracy and its alternatives (10/9) 
 



CGG, Chapter 5, pp. 145-175. [31 pp.] 
 
Huntington, Samuel. 1991. The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press. Chapter 1, pp. 3-30. [27 pp.] 
 
V-Dem Institute. “Democracy Report 2025” pp. 6-14. [9 pp.] 

 
 
Section 3: Exercise coding of the quality of democracy in one case. (Week of 10/13) 
 

Read before section: Freedom in the World 2024 Methodology. 
 
Additional preparation may be assigned by your TA.  
 
 

Lecture 6: Why are some countries democratic? Economic theories (10/14) 
 

CGG, Chapter 6: The Economic Determinants of Democracy, pp. 179-216. [38 pp.] 
 
 
Lecture 7: Prof Young giving talk – film in class (10/16) 
 
 
SHORT CANVAS ASSIGNMENT #3 DUE 10/17   
 
 
Section 4: Discussion of economic and cultural explanations for democracy (Week of 10/20) 
 
 
Lecture 8: Why are some countries democratic? Political culture (10/21) 
 

CGG, Chapter 7: The Cultural Determinants of Democracy and Dictatorship, pp. 
219-262. [44 pp.] 
 
Fuchs-Schündeln, Nicola, and Matthias Schündeln. 2015. “On the endogeneity of 
political preferences: Evidence from individual experience with 
democracy.” Science 347(6226), pp. 1145-1148. [4 pp.] 

 
CGG, 3rd ed (on Perusall): An intuitive take on statistical analysis. [7 pp.] 

 
 
Lecture 9: Transitions to democracy (10/23) 
 

CGG, Chapter 8: Democratic transitions, pp. 265-303. [39 pp.] 
 
 
In-class Midterm 10/28 
 



 
How does democracy work?  
 
Section 5: Varieties of democracy (Week of 10/27) 
 
 
Lecture 10: Parliamentary, presidential, and semi-presidential democracies (10/30) 
 

CGG, Chapter 11: Parliamentary, Presidential, and Semi-Presidential Democracies, 
pp. 415-458. [44 pp.] 
 
BBC News. 8 Sep 2025. “Why the French PM had to go and what happens next?” [4 
pp.]  

 
 
Section 6: Discussion of electoral systems and political parties (Week of 11/3) 
 
 
Lecture 11: Elections and electoral systems (11/4) 
 

CGG, Chapter 12: Elections and electoral systems, pp. 467-513. [47 pp.]  
 
 
Lecture 12: Political parties and party systems (11/6) 
 

CGG, Chapter 13: Parties, party systems, and party competition, pp. 519-578. [60 
pp.]  

 
 
SHORT CANVAS ASSIGNMENT #4 DUE 11/6   
 
 
Varieties of authoritarianism 
 
Section 7: Data on democratic transitions exercise (Week of 11/10) 
 

Choose a country case for your final essay project by the start of this section. Bring a 
laptop or tablet to section for a data exercise.  

 
 
Lecture 13: Authoritarian power-sharing and authoritarian control (11/11) 
 

Svolik, Milan. 2012. The Politics of Authoritarian Rule. “Chapter 2: The world of 
authoritarian politics,” pp. 19-39. [21 pp.] 

 
Guriev, Sergei, and Daniel Treisman. 2022. Spin Dictators: The Changing Face of Tyranny 
in the 21st Century. “Chapter 1: Fear and spin,” pp. 3-30. [28 pp.] 

 



 
Why do some democracies decline?  
 
 
Lecture 14: Economic shocks and democratic decline (11/13) 
 

Bermeo, Nancy. 2016. “On Democratic Backsliding.” Journal of Democracy 27(1): 5–19. 
[14 pp.] 
 
Przeworski, Adam, and Francisco Limongi. 1997. “Modernization: Theories and 
Facts.” World Politics 49(2): pp. 155-169. Sections I and II only. [15 pp.] 

 
 

SHORT CANVAS ASSIGNMENT #5 DUE 11/17  
 
 
Section 8: Discussion of democratic decline and final paper research exercise (Week of 
11/17) 
 
 
Lecture 15: Identity and democratic decline (11/18) 
 

Dinas, Elias, et al. 2019. “Waking Up the Golden Dawn: Does Exposure to the 
Refugee Crisis Increase Support for Extreme-Right Parties?” Political Analysis 27: pp. 
244-254. [11 pp.] 
 
Chodosh, Sara, Zach Levitt and Gus Wezerek. 15 Mar 2022. “Ukraine’s refugee crisis 
is unprecedented. The response must be, too.” NYTimes Opinion.  

 
 
Lecture 16: Do institutions affect democratic decline? (11/20) 
 

Shugart, Matthew Soberg, and John M. Carey. 1992. Presidents and Assemblies: 
Constitutional Design and Electoral Dynamics. New York: Cambridge University Press, 
pp. 28-54. [27 pp.]  

 
 
SHORT WRITING ASSIGNMENT DUE 11/21 
 
 
No Thursday/Friday Section Week of 11/24 for Thanksgiving. Tuesday sections still 
held. 
 
 
Lecture 17: Do parties or voters drive democratic decline? (11/25)  
 

Levitsky, Steven, & Daniel Ziblatt. 2018. “Fateful Alliances.” Chapter 1 in How 
Democracies Die. NY: Crown Publishing. [22 pp.] 



 
Svolik, Milan. July 2019. “Polarization versus democracy.” Journal of Democracy 30(3): 
20-32. [13 pp.] 

 
 
NO CLASS FOR THANKSGIVING 11/27 
 
 
Can democratic institutions be strengthened?  
 
Section 9: Final review (Week of 12/1) 

 
 
Lecture 18: When do people hold politicians accountable? (12/2) 
 

Weitz-Shapiro, Rebecca, and Matthew Winters. 2017. “Can citizens discern? 
Information credibility, political sophistication, and the punishment of corruption in 
Brazil.” Journal of Politics 79(1). [15 pp.] 
 
Eugenio Jr., Amauri. 11 Oct 2018. “How Brazil’s far right is weaponizing fake 
news.” VICE News. [15 pp.] 

 
 
Lecture 19: When do social movements emerge? When do they succeed? (12/4) 
 

Chenoweth, Erica, and Maria J. Stephan. 2012. Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic 
Logic of Nonviolent Conflict. New York: Columbia University Press. Chapter 1: pp. 1-29. 
[29 pp.] 

 
 
FINAL PAPER DUE 12/5 11:59 PM 

 
 
FINAL EXAM 12/9 10:30 AM  


