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Approaches To The Study of Political Science 
 

 

In the last chapter we discussed about Nature and Scope of Political Science. In this 

chapter we will discuss about approaches to study political science. 

    Political problems have been subjected to different kinds of 

analysis since the beginning of political thought. The phenomenon of state and the 

institutions and processes related to them have aroused interest in thinking men. 

Various explanatory methods have been adopted to enhance our understanding of the 

things political. These are called approaches. Approaches to political analysis constitute 

a variety of orientations to looking at the world of politics. These are useful in ordering 

the apparently disorganized and fragmented political phenomenon. Using a particular 

set of concepts an approach seeks to provide a framework for explanation and 

prediction. 

    Approaches can be classified into  (a) traditional and 

         (b) modern. 

The traditional-modern dichotomy is also based on a distinction regarding modes of 

analysis. Philosophical, historical and institutional modes of analysis are associated with 

traditional thinking. Modern approach to the study of political science is supposed to 

the value free, empirical and behavioural. 

    Besides these two, there is also a Marxist approach towards 

political analysis which has assumed considerable significance. It has its distinctive 

character in terms of methods and categories of analysis. 
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Traditional Approach 

Traditional Approach is an amalgam of views on the nature and functions of the state in 

human society expressed generally in philosophical and ethical terms. Since the days of 

Plato and Aristotle the "great issues of politics" have revolved round the organization 

and operations of the state and its relationships with society. 

    Following are the salient features traditionalist thinking- 

(1) Accent on large questions- The issues raised and debated in traditional thought 

are "great issues", to quote Lestie, Lipson. What would be the criteria for 

citizenship? How should authority be organised and used? What should be the 

functions of the state and its legitimate domain. These and similar other large 

questions appear in classical political thinking with a degree or regularity. 

 

(2) Normative overtone- Traditional thinking is characterised by a normative 

orientation. It did not make only distinction between political and ethical 

questions. As far back as Plato, Political thinkers have been concerned with 'What 

should be the size of the state', and 'What is an ideal state' etc. Concepts like 

freedom and order have often been expressed in preferential terms-as things 

that are most desired.  

 In describing human nature or state of nature Locke or Roussean have brought in 

their own views and preference, as distinguished from historical anthropological 

facts. 

 

(3) Philosophical Orientation- The philosophical approach takes in all aspects of 

man's political activities, and has as its goal a statement of underlying principles 

concerning those activities. It is comprehensive in scope and imaginative in spirit. 

Actual political activities have often been judged against ideals postulated as 

state of nature, natural law, ideal polity and so on. Plato's Republic, Hobbes 

Leviathan and other similar treatises represent a tradition in political thinking 

that has always searched for deeper general principles underlying the actual 

political activities. 
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(4) Legal Institutional bias- The institutional approach has been closely associated 

with a legalistic orientation to government. Emphasis has been placed 

concurrently on laws, rules and regulations that go to the determine the 

structure and processes of governmental institutions (eg. legislature, court etc.) 

The Legal institutional approach has yielded valuable studies on the formal and 

structural aspects of government. Its empirical character has proved beneficial 

for political inquiries into the realities of governance. Methodically, however, it 

has relied heavily on description rather than explanation, and has avoided 

deeper questions concerning the creation, existence and operations of 

institutions.   

Traditional approach with all the above qualities had made 

significant contribution to our understanding of government and politics. It 

cannot be said to be historically specific. Even now much of political thinking and 

governmental researches continue to have the traditionalist orientation which 

demonstrates its intrinsic strength and value.  

 

Modern Approach 

As a reaction against the traditional approaches and in search of more scientific 

knowledge about politics. Political Scientists have in recent times come out with a 

variety of approaches. The first break through came with the emergence of the 

behavioural movement in political science.  

    In the context of the steady development in the natural 

sciences and gradual sophistications in the social sciences, a new awakening took place 

in political science roughly after the second would war. A new movement was ushered 

in by a group of political scientists, mostly in the USA, who expressed their 

dissatisfaction with the traditional approaches to political science. This new brand of 

political scientists invited attention to the developments in other social science such as 

sociology, psychology, anthropology etc. from which, they felt, important lessons could 

be learnt by the political scientists. They were unhappy with the study of traditional 

political sciences which did very little to apply the scientific and statistical tools and 

methods of analysis in order to reach high level generalisation. Out of this anger and 
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unhappiness of the new political scientists was born what is now commonly known as 

behaviouralism in political science.  

 

Behaviouralism  

The essence of behaviouralist approach to political science is its central focus on 

political behaviour. According to Heinz Evlan, the study of political behaviour in 

concerned with the acts, attitude, preferences, and expectations of man in political 

contents. It is one of the fundamental characteristics of the behavioural approach to 

political science that the unit of analysis is the individual person in a political situation. 

Thus the behaviouralist studies the behaviour of individuals whose interctions go to 

constitute group actions or collectivities. For the first time, behaviouralism marked a 

systematic attempt to integrate political science with the other behavioral sciences and 

there have been deliberate efforts to draw freely from the store of knowledge of these 

sciences. Initially, the behavioural movement started more as a reform movement 

intended to purge political science of into traditional role. Very soon techniques, 

procedures and andytical sophistications were introduced. 

    The intellectual foundations of behaviouralism have been 

slimmed up by David Easton as- 

(1) Regularities 

(2) verification 

(3) techniques 

(4) quantifications  

(5) values 

(6) systematisation 

(7) pure science and 

(8) integration 

 

Post Behaviouralism 

For a time the behavioural movement created a crisis within the discipline of political 

science. It almost divided the political scientists into two warring camps of 

behaviouralists and traditionalists. Fortunately, there is increasing awareness among the 
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political scientists that the subject matter of the discipline is so complex that it is futile 

to think of its systematic and orderly study with the help of single approach only, Also, a 

behaviouralist must be modest enough to acknowledge that the study of man in the 

social context is a far more complex pursuit than the study of objects in the natural 

sciences Behaviouralism has proved its worth, yet it has its own limitations as well. In 

1969, David Easton declared the end of the behavioural revolution and the beginning of 

a new era in the study of politics; an era popularly called Post Behaviouralism. Its main 

thesis in  

(1) Relevance and 

(2) Action. 

Relevance stands for orientation towards the brute realities of politics Mere 

sophistication of methods and techniques is not enough. Political analysis must be 

turned to social realities and social change. Otherwise, it is bound to be static and 

conservative. The action part of post-behaviouralism is an exhortation for bearing the 

responsibility of social change through social action. The tenets of the post-behavioural 

revolution, as Easton observes, form a 'credo of relevance'. The essence of post 

behaviouralism thus lies in a challenge to abstract theorising by the behaviouralists to 

the exclusion of the study of relevant problems which have appeared in recent times in 

the shape of serious social crises and conflicts such as population explosion, 

environmental pollution, the prospect of nuclear holocaust and so on.   

 

Other Approaches 

• Structural Functional Approach 

• Systems Analysis 

(Note : These two topics will be explained independently)  

• Communication Theory  

• Group Approach - This approach seeks to interpret government policy in terms of 

pulls and pressures of different groups in the society.  

• Decision Making Approach 

• Conflict Approach 

• Public Choice and Political Economy Approach. 
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Marxist Approach 

The discussion on approaches is incomplete without the presentation of the Marxist 

view of politics. Marxist approach to politics includes not only the writings of Marx, 

Engles and Lenin but also those of a galaxy of later writers such as Rosa Luxemburg, 

Trotsky, Gramsci and others. 

    The individual, according to Marx, is individual-in-society. 

Without the society, the individual has no meaning. This is different from the liberal 

view of the individual as atomised, insular, and self-contained.  

    Next is the concept of society and according to Marx, all 

societies in history have been class societies. The contending classes from freeman and 

slave, patrician and plebian, lord and serf, guildmaster and journeyman to bourgeoisie 

and proletariat in the epoch of capitalism have stood in constant opposition to one 

another. All class societies are characterised by domination and conflict which are based 

on specific, concrete features of their mode of production. Class domination has been a 

historical process signifying a constant attempt on the part of the dominant classes to 

maintain and extend their domination of the society. 

    In the Marxian perspective, politics can be understood only 

with reference to the nature of prevailing societal conflict and domination. Politics is 

thus conceived in terms of the specific articulation of class struggle. 

    Politics, economics, culture and ideology are all inseparably 

intertwined. The forces of production at a particular stage of historical development are 

matched by definite relations a production that characterize the society. The relations of 

production taken together constitute the economic foundation of the society. The legal 

and political institutions (superstructure) stand on this 'real foundation" of economic 

structure. 

    The real nature of politics in the Marxist view, has to be 

understood from the hidden basis of the entire social structure. 
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Conclusion 

To sum up, these different approached are not always exclusive and self-contained 

explanation of politics. The plurality of approaches shows the complexity of politics in 

realty which is not amenable to a single explanatory model. Also, there approaches 

demonstrate the need for drawing on the conceptual assets of many disciplines to 

explain political phenomena. All are important in their own ways.  
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