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Catalogue Description
An inquiry into the everyday politics that exist under the surface of both government systems and civil society from a comparative viewpoint that facilitates understanding of other societies. Includes readings from Africa, Asia, the Mideast, and the United States, and conceptual approaches including micro-sociology, game theory, ethnomethodology, strategic theory and state-society theory. 

Course Approach
Political science has in modern times directed itself exclusively to states, to those massive piles of interrelated institutions that are said to govern large national territories. Political scientists in this period have assumed that such sovereign institutions had a creative role in human existence. Within the state, as Machiavelli put it in The Prince, one could live one’s life as a more or less civilized person, but outside the state one could only behave like an animal, living and fighting by the rules that animals use as they engage in the ongoing game of deciding who will eat and who will be eaten.

The rulers of nation-states did not however create such states for the public benefit. States were created as kings, barons, warlords, and militarists fought battles over turf, and where the winners, or at least the survivors, reorganized the realm for their own profit. Along with victory went the joy of collecting the taxes and making the rules. The only odd part of the story is that political science stubbornly persisted in claiming such governments were natural, legitimate, moral entities, with a higher meaning than that to which warlords were in fact entitled.

This political pattern is part of a broader phenomenon, analyzed by the French social theorist Michel Foucault, who showed how, over the modern period, society gradually took over and distorted basic human behavior. Foucault argues that formerly, people of diverse realities mixed equally in the world; until one day society intervened and created two separate groups, calling one mad and the other sane. Similar action occurred, according to Foucault, with crime and with sexuality: in the past everyone went her or his own way, but then society clamped down on ambiguity and legislated definitively what was to be considered normal. People, once free, were caged. The same appears to have happened with politics; people lost their rich daily political lives and were restricted to the narrow role of voting, which happens only occasionally and rarely has any effect on public policy.

Today the irrelevance of formal institutions is being made increasingly clear by history as it unfolds around us. Globalization sweeps away old regional loyalties, technology transforms old relationships, and efforts to democratize the unwilling show that grassroots political institutions increasingly exert decisive control from below. This requires new approaches in political science.

The present course is constructed around this new way of thinking about politics. Instead of seeing the state as central to political science, it concentrates attention on individual persons, on their everyday interactions with one another, on their goals and their values, and on the means they take to pursue those goals and values. Micropolitics encompasses the complete political texture of individuals’ daily political lives, lived in what standard political science defines as an apolitical realm, outside official public policy, but which is fully political because human inter-relationships always contain the potential power asymmetries that are the very definition of politics. Even the individual standing alone in the shower is political, for she or he must plan and act, and each act serves to affect the individual’s and society’s value structures, which are the essence of the political.


Course Procedures
The course takes a practical and empirical approach to these issues, emphasizing development of the student’s ability to make scientific sense of a world where most actors don’t behave by the high-overhead official rules of the nation but instead represent those tacit everyday socio-political customs that are the institutions of the course title. From this viewpoint every corner of daily life is political: how you treat your roommates, your family, your casual acquaintances, how you treat yourself. Every time we welcome one kind of person and shun another kind we make social policy. It’s not the nation’s government that does it, it’s us.

Learning to understand and to acquire an appreciation of these microinstitutional patterns in a wide variety of cases defines the course. Several short background books and reading provide perspectives and direction. These include the classic mathematical tale of Flatland, which explains why we have such difficulty understanding others, then the utopia of Thomas More, which provides not a place any of us are likely to want to move to, but does show systematically how the different parts of society all fit together; you cannot change one without disrupting the entire edifice. Along with these two books, several social science readings have been included in the course, defining ethnometholodology, game theory, microsociology, microeconomics and state-society relations.

A parallel emphasis in the course however is on getting to know interesting parts of the world, as a way of coming to understand other peoples and their ways of doing their individual politics. We begin with Iran, one end of the famous axis of evil, and learn how daily life there rages on, despite the strictures of its governors. Further readings take us into the Chinese hinterland to meet the students who negotiate their newly-emerging self-definitions as they learn English poetry. But there are hidden depths within our own society as well, and human experience can vary far more widely than we sometimes imagine, so Ralph Ellison’s classic Invisible Man documents how totalitaritarian can be the grassroots U.S. institutions that define human existence. 
Ranging further afield, and placing especial emphasis on the premise that all human behavior, however irregular, is understandable, readings move into the recent wars in Africa, which a reporter finds not to be irrational but supremely rational, when strategically sophisticated individuals make the most of the wild opportunities circumstances have provided to them. Finally a recent study of Bombay/Mumbai by a native Indian takes students into the institutions of marginality and crime in a no longer third world. Wherever the readings go, political science follows, determined to make explicit the foundations of micropolitical experience as the creative force behind and beneath formal institutions.

Because these descriptive books, and the theory books that support them, are too rich to be effectively summarized in class lectures, the instructor has devised an approach designed to encourage students to read the material on a weekly basis. This involves giving a short (15-minutes at most) micro-exam at the start of each class session, dealing with the major points in the day’s readings. The positive side of this is that there need be no midterm or final examination for those who do well on the weekly micro-exams.

A second set of assignments is designed to put, or to keep, students in touch with today’s real world as well as the assigned readings. Each student will choose, at the start of the semester, a country for which they will be responsible to report at each class session. This report will include a one-page outline of recent facts in respect to some topic in the country’s news, and a short analysis of how those facts are explained. The report will be handed in at each class, and will serve as the basis for discussion during the class. See the more detailed discussion later in this syllabus. The final grade will weight the average of the exam grades, and the average of the class reports at 50 % each.

 
Academic Integrity Policy
Standards of academic conduct are set forth in the University’s Academic Integrity Code: it is expected that all examinations, tests, papers, and other assignments will be completed according to the standards established by this code. By registering, you have acknowledged your awareness of this obligation, and you should become familiar with your rights and responsibilities as defined by this code. Violations of the Academic Integrity Code will not be treated lightly, and disciplinary action will be taken should such violations occur. If you have any question in respect to the norms appropriate in a specific case, consult the professor.


Textbooks
The following books are the texts utilized during the semester. They have been ordered through the American University Bookstore, and have been placed on 2-hour Reserve at the AU Library.

Edwin A. Abbott. Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions Dover 1992

Thomas More. Utopia. Penguin 1965

Elaine Sciolino. Persian Mirrors. Touchstone 2000

Bill Berkeley. The Graves are Not Yet Full. Basic 2001

Peter Hessler River Town: Two Years on the Yangtze Perennial 2001 
Ralph Ellison. Invisible Man. Vintage 1947, 1980

Suketu Mehta Maximum City: Bombay Lost and Found Vintage 2004

The following selections have been placed on Blackboard and may be read there.

Morton Davis Game Theory A Nontechnical Approach Dover 1970 selected pages as provided

Harold Garfinkel Studies in Ethnomethodology Prentice Hall 1967: Chapter 2, pp. 35-75.

Erving Goffman Presentation of Self in Everyday Life Doubleday 1959: Chapter 1, pp. 17-76.

Thomas Schelling The Strategy of Conflict Harvard 1960: Chapter 4, pp. 83-118; and pp. 54-55.

Joel Migdal Strong Societies and Weak States Princeton 1988: Prologue pp. xiii-xxi; Modeling State Society Relations, pp. 24-33; and Chapter Five The Egyptian State pp. 181-205.


Course Schedule
Session
Date


Required Readings and Assignments

 1

29 August

Introduction to Course

 2

5 September

Abbott’s Flatland entire.

 3

12 September

Elaine Sciolino’s Persian Mirrors, Chapters 1 through 11, along with the Preface and Acknowledgments. Note the Chronology starting on page 371 for the country’s background. Davis Game Theory pages ix-xviii, 3-10, 13-19 Blackboard

 4

19 September

Persian Mirrors, Chapters 12 through 17 and Epilogue. Erving Goffman Presentation of Self in Everyday Life Doubleday 1959: Chapter 1, pp. 17-76. Blackboard.

 5

26 September

Peter Hessler’s River Town Part One (3-182). Davis Game Theory pages 26-31, 36-38 Blackboard.

 6

3 October

Peter Hessler’s River Town Part Two (186-402). Davis Game Theory pages 50-55, 82-84 Blackboard

 7

10 October

Harold Garfinkel Studies in Ethnomethodology Prentice Hall 1967: Chapter 2, pp. 35-75. On Blackboard.

 8

17 October

Thomas More’s Utopia Book Two. Do not read Book One, In Book Two, focus instead on the description of a society in analytic terms; notice what goes on, and how it fits together 

.

 9

24 October

Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man Chapters 1 through 13. Notice the different categories of players and their various strategies of coping; notice also the ideological worlds they build.

 10

31 October

Invisible Man Chapters 14 through 25, and Epilogue. Davis Game Theory pages 88-89.

 11

7 November

Berkeley’s The Graves are Not Yet Full Prologue, Introduction and Chapters 3-4 (103-193). Don’t be put off by the normative tone, the book is full of hard-to-get descriptive information

 12

14 November

Berkeley’s Chapters 5 (195-243). Thomas Schelling The Strategy of Conflict Chapter 4, pp. 83-118, 54-55 Blackboard. Davis Game Theory 108-109, 145-147 Blackboard.

 13

28 November

Suketu Mehta’s Maximum City pages 3-112, and 131-249.

 14

5 December

Mehta’s Maximum City pages 264-314 and 491-534.

Joel Migdal Strong Societies and Weak States: Pages xiii-xxi; and 24-33; and Chapter Five The Egyptian State pp. 181-205.

17 December 
Final Examination Optional (note this is a Monday)


Micro-Examination Procedures
The weekly examinations will be given at the start of each class session, and should take approximately 15 minutes. Each exam will contain four questions that test the student’s having read and retained the material assigned for that class. Note that the exams will be given prior to any lecture material on the assignments, because their purpose is to ensure that everyone has the reading background from which discussion will proceed; it also means that the questions will be relatively straightforward. One question may ask for a comparison of some element of the assigned week’s reading with readings from prior weeks; this is intended to assure continuity in the course; the other questions will be on the current text. Study questions for each of the assignments are available on Blackboard. 

Finally an important note: There can be no make-up exams when students miss class for whatever reasons. By the end of the semester there will be roughly 13 grades, out of which the top 10 will be used to calculate the overall grade. This provides “cuts,” and students should save these for illness and other emergencies. Where there are lengthy, excused absences from class, special arrangements may be made with the instructor.


Class Participation Assignments
The class participation assignments are to be one-page, printed reports on events abroad, using various sources discussed below. These assignments must be handed in in person, to the instructor, at the end of each class session. Reports cannot be left in the Government office, in the instructor’s box, under the instructor’s office door, or submitted by Email. Anything not handed in, in person, and at the end of the class session, will not be accepted or graded. As is the case with the micro-examinations, there will be thirteen such assignments, from which ten will be used at the end of the semester to compute the Class Participation grade. Only the written reports will count as class participation. Active oral class discussion will be encouraged, but it will proceed for its own intrinsic merits, rather than as a part of the grade. 

The purpose of these assignments is to send students “abroad” to find out what is happening there, using foreign sources of news as far as possible, and to analyze that news scientifically. Students will select a particular country as a focus for the semester’s assignments, and use news sources to build up a picture of life and politics there, in line with the individual politics theme of the course. The objective is to use the micro-analytic methods illustrated by the readings to analyze basic human behavior, along with socio-political and socio-psychological patterns found in the society. Students may occasionally use novels or films as data that can be analyzed in order to understand other cultures and social practices. At the beginning, history books may be used to provide background.

Students may choose any country in which they are interested, but should avoid countries for which good supplies of information are not available. The difficulty in finding information may be because of distance or obscurity, but also occurs with “cause celebre” nations, where even domestic news tends to center on some one issue to the exclusion of all ordinary grassroots activity. Students should avoid nations at war, either internal or external, for these reports.

Student reports in all cases should avoid superficial, newsbite items, and instead should look for underlying behavior. The focus should be on internal social and political conflict that reveals hidden disputes that break briefly through to the surface; on cultural attitudes and foundation ideas that underlie institutions that seem odd to outside observers, that explain what these people think is important, moral, just; on the behavior patterns of leaders in relation to the citizens; occasional moments of honesty when events break from the usual scripts and reveal underlying social conflicts or consensus; or social valorization, identifying which groups are over-privileged and under-privileged, what type of people get all they ask for, given gladly, and what kinds of people get very little, given grudgingly. 
Type of news to avoid: (1) “Happen anywhere” items that tell us nothing about your specific country (e.g. “London has a parking problem”); (2) Trivial or cute items, often provided by U.S. news sources to prove to Americans that “foreigners” are strange; (3) Ongoing disputes that don’t change, such as ethnic conflict; (4) Items that lack full information so cannot easily be analyzed.

The presentation of the report should be as follows. One page maximum, printed, single-spaced with 10-12 point type and good print quality, one-inch margins and not more than one side. Be sure to include your name and email address. Three parts must be included in each report:

(1) A full citation of where you found the material, including name of publication, date, page for printed sources, and additionally the web address if you got access to the newspaper on-line. This should be specific enough that it can be relocated.

(2) A summary of the article, focusing on the parts you believe to be important in understanding your country. Since the article will be presented to the class and used for class discussion, students should include enough background material to make the item comprehensible to persons who have not had access to the original.

(3) An analysis of the behavior or action described, using the methods included in readings for this course to explain what the item tells you about the people, how they differ from other nations and cultures, what is the logic of the behavior. Without this analytic component, the report grade can be no higher than a C.

Note on sources

The AU Library has a variety of newspapers from other countries, stored in open files at the back of the lower level. Among them are: Corriere Della Sera (Italian), Diario Las Americas (Spanish), Frankfurter Allgemeine (German), Le Monde (French), El Pais (Spanish), Prague Post (English), Times of India (English), Die Zeit (German). A nice opportunity to use your language skills.

On line, good beginning sources are 

www.bbc.co.uk (British Broadcasting Corporation; try “From our own correspondent”)

http://dw-world.de (Deutsche Welle; the “culture and lifestyle” heading is useful)

www.cbc.ca (Canadian Broadcasting; good local news)

www.japantimes.co.jp (Japan news in English)
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