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University of British Columbia, Political Science 517A 

 
THE STATE IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

 
Prof. Antje Ellermann 

 
Spring 2016, Wednesdays, 2-5pm 

 
 

Office  Buchanan C306  
Phone  (604) 822-4359   
Email  antje.ellermann@ubc.ca 
Office hours   Tuesdays and Thursdays, 2-3pm & by appointment 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
This course offers an introduction to the study of the state in political science and political sociology.  In 
the mid-1980s, the rise of an intellectual movement to “bring the state back in” led to a renewed 
scholarly interest in the study of the state as an autonomous actor with distinct capacities to intervene 
in society.  Much of the literature that has since emerged employs historical, comparative, and 
institutionalist methodologies and deals with a set of fundamental questions:  What is the state?  How 
can we explain the emergence of this historically distinct form of political organization?  What capacities 
do states possess and under what conditions can these capacities be fully developed?  Why do some 
states succeed while others fail?  How do states interact with their societies?  What are the limits to 
states’ intervention in society?  
 
The course is divided into five parts.  Part I sets out with an overview of the rise of statist approaches in 
political science.  In Part II we will explore the political development of the sovereign nation-state in 
Europe.  We will begin by tracing the emergence of the state and its basic institutions over the course of 
the past millennium of European history, focusing on both material and ideational factors including 
warfare, trade, religion, familialism, and nationalism. Throughout these investigations, we will pay close 
attention to questions of research methodology.   
 
In Part III we will turn our attention from the European to the post-colonial world.  We will study 
alternative paths of state development in sub-Saharan Africa and extend our analysis to questions of 
state weakness. Implicit in this analysis is the question of whether the theoretical insights gained from 
the analysis of European state development can carry over to the case of Africa and beyond.   
 
Part IV deals with two related issues in the literature:  the capacity and strength of states, and the 
relationship between states and their societies.  We will explore the following questions: What is the 
relationship between states and the societies over which they rule?  Should we conceive of the state as 
autonomous from society or do states and societies mutually constitute each other?  What are the 
implications of this relationship for state intervention?  We conclude the course by synthesizing the 
theoretical contributions of the last two decades of state scholarship.   
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PREREQUISITES 
 
This course is only open to graduate students.  While the course is primarily intended for students in 
political science, subject to the instructor’s approval the course is also open to graduate students in 
other departments with some background in political science, sociology, history, or public policy.   
 
 
READINGS  
 
As a graduate course, this course demands a substantial amount of reading.  Students will be required 
to read entire books and large excerpts from books, in addition to individual book chapters and journal 
articles.  The course includes a number of “big books” that are worth reading from cover to cover.  
Books are not simply long articles, they constitute a different kind of intellectual enterprise that cannot 
be grasped by only reading a chapter or two.  By reading entire books, students are challenged to not 
only master the art of grasping an argument, but also to examine how an extended argument is 
developed across several case studies and to acquire empirical knowledge in the process.  Students are 
advised to read each week’s readings in the order listed on the syllabus. 
 
Readings are available at various locations: 
 

1. Unless marked otherwise, all readings are available at the UBC CONNECT webpage for the 
course (go to Library Course Reserve). Please note that for assigned book chapters, the reading 
is listed under the book (not the chapter) title.  
 

2. Readings marked (R) are only available in hard copy and are on 2-hour reserve at Koerner 
library.  Do not leave these readings to the last minute as the reading may not be available right 
away.  If you have the necessary resources, you may also consider purchasing several of the 
assigned books (beyond those listed below) via Amazon.  Again, book chapters are listed under 
the book’s title. 

 
3. The following books (B) are available for purchase at the UBC bookstore.  They are also available 

on 2-hour reserve at Koerner library. 
 

1. Tilly, Charles. 1990. Coercion, Capital and European States, AD 990-1990. 
Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell  

2. Mahoney, James and Dietrich Rueschemeyer. 2003. Comparative Historical 
Analysis in the Social Sciences. New York: Cambridge University Press 

3. Spruyt, Hendrik. 1994. The Sovereign State and Its Competitors. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press 

4. Gorski, Philip S. 2003.  The Disciplinary Revolution: Calvinism and the Rise of the 
State in Early Modern Europe. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press 

5. Brubaker, Rogers.1992. Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 

6. Herbst, Jeffrey. 2000. States and Power in Africa: Comparative Lessons in 
Authority and Control. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 

7. Reno, William. 1999. Warlord Politics in Africa. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner. 
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8. Migdal, Joel. 1988. Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations 
and State Capabilities in the Third World. Princeton: Princeton University Press 

9. Levi, Margaret. 1989. Of Rule and Revenue. Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press 

 
 
RESPECTFUL COURSE ENVIRONMENT 
 
UBC recognizes that “the best possible environment for working, learning and living is one in which 
respect, civility, diversity, opportunity and inclusion are valued.” The full UBC Statement on Respectful 
Environment for Students, Faculty and Staff can be found at http://www.hr.ubc.ca/respectful-
environment/files/UBC-Statement-on-Respectful-Environment-2014.pdf.  Students should read this 
statement carefully and take note of both the protections and the responsibilities that it outlines for all 
members of the UBC community. Students should also review the Student Code of Conduct 
(http://www.calendar.ubc.ca/vancouver/index.cfm?tree=3,54,750,0). 
 
This course values frank discussion, healthy debate, and the free and respectful exchange of ideas. 
Students are welcome to voice and defend their views, which may differ from those of other students or 
of the instructor. However, disrespectful behavior, including bullying and harassment, will not be 
tolerated. The instructor and teaching assistant will  
be professional and respectful in all their exchanges with students, and students will exercise similar 
professionalism and respect in their interactions with each other, with the teaching assistant, and with 
the instructor.  
 
If you have any concerns about the class environment, please raise them with the instructor. You also 
have the options of contacting the Head of the Political Science Department, UBC’s Equity and Inclusion 
Office (http://equity.ubc.ca), or the UBC Ombudsperson for Students 
(http://ombudsoffice.ubc.ca/contactus/).  
 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 

1. Class participation (25%) 
 

The success of a seminar is first and foremost determined by the degree and the quality of 
student participation.  A high premium will therefore be placed on class participation.  Students 
are expected to come to class well-prepared, and to pro-actively engage in discussion with 
fellow students and the instructor in ways that do not shy away from challenging views and 
arguments while being respectful of diverse viewpoints.  The instructor will regularly provide 
students with questions ahead of time that will serve as a reading guide.  Students are expected 
to be well-prepared to discuss these questions in seminar.  Participation will account for 25% of 
the overall course grade. 

 
Regular attendance is required. Please arrive on time. Should you have to miss a class, please 
notify me in advance. If you miss a class for non-medical/non-personal emergency reasons 
(such as attending a conference), you are expected to write a brief (3-5 pages double-spaced) 
synthesis of the week’s readings. 

 

http://www.hr.ubc.ca/respectful-environment/files/UBC-Statement-on-Respectful-Environment-2014.pdf
http://www.hr.ubc.ca/respectful-environment/files/UBC-Statement-on-Respectful-Environment-2014.pdf
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2. Literature/book review and class presentation (35%) 
 

For a week of your choice (excluding Weeks 1 & 14), you will be required to write a critical 
review of the assigned readings.  Students will sign up for assignments in Week 2 of the course.  
All assignments have to be submitted to the instructor and to fellow students as an email 
attachment (word file) by noon (12pm) on Tuesday.  All students are required to read these 
papers before class.  The paper will account for 25% of your course grade.   
 
You will then present your paper for 10-15 minutes in class and field questions.  Presentations 
should not offer summaries of the readings (if they do, I will intervene) but instead zoom in and 
elaborate on a number of key analytical points raised in the written review. You are also 
encouraged to raise issues not included in your written paper. For the remainder of the seminar, 
you will be taking an active role in generating and facilitating discussion, together with the 
instructor.  Your presentation and class facilitation will account for 10% of your course grade.   
 
Reviews  
 
10-12 pages in length, double-spaced.  These papers are critical responses to the week’s 
readings.  Summaries should be kept to a minimum and the paper should focus on the following:  
 

 Situate the readings and their research question(s) in the literature 

 Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each of the readings.  Make sure to address the 
following:  

 
THEORY 

 Is the theory internally consistent?  

 Does it specify causal mechanisms?  

 Is it needed for the generation of hypotheses? 

  Is it innovative?  
 

METHODS 

 Is the research design and methods appropriate?  

 What are the limitations arising from the choice of methods? Are these 
acknowledged?   
 

EVIDENCE:  

 Does the empirical evidence support the argument?  

 Are rival interpretation of the results possible?  
 

 Relate the readings to each other:  what is the degree of overlap in the questions they 
address? Where do they agree with each other? Where do they differ? 

 Take a position: what arguments did you find most persuasive, and why? 

 Conclude the paper with 2-3 questions for class discussion 
 
 

3. Term paper (40%) 
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Option A: Research paper  
 
This assignment allows you to choose your research question, engage with the relevant 
literature, and employ empirical evidence beyond data presented in the secondary academic 
literature.  The research question should be related to larger questions addressed in the course 
such as state development, state failure, state capacity, or state-society relations.  This paper 
could be a first stab at a paper to be presented at an academic conference, a journal article, or a 
thesis topic. 
  
Option B: Essay 
 
Choose one of the substantive areas of the course and conduct a literature search that 
significantly extends beyond the assigned readings.  Your essay could take the form of a critical 
assessment of the “state of the field,” or, alternatively, could focus on a significant theoretical, 
conceptual, methodological, or empirical question addressed in the literature.  
 

Requirements for both options: 
 

 Papers should be 20-25 pages in length 

 Students will provide the instructor with a one-page research paper/essay proposal by 
Wednesday, March 9, 2pm 

 Students will submit the final paper by Tuesday, April 13, midnight 
 
 
LATENESS POLICY 
 
Review  
If the paper is handed in after the deadline (Tuesday, 12pm) but before class (Wednesday, 2pm), you 
will receive a penalty of 5%.  If the paper is not handed in before class you will receive a penalty of 10%. 
After that the usual term paper lateness policy applies.  
 
Term paper  
Late submission of this paper will incur a 1% penalty for each day, including weekend days.  The first 
day’s penalty will be incurred by papers that are handed in on the day of the deadline but after the time 
indicated.  
 
 
EXTENSIONS 

 
Extensions will only be granted to students with documented medical problems or in case of serious 
personal emergency.  In case you require an extension because of a medical or serious personal problem 
you need to contact me before the deadline and as soon as the problem arises.  Requests for 
extensions made after the deadline will not generally be considered.   
 
Better safe than sorry 
 
I will not grant any extensions on the basis of computer etc. malfunction/theft. 
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Computers crash, bags get stolen, we’ve all had our share of bad luck. The loss of your course paper will 
likely cause you some sleepless nights. Therefore: back-up your work regularly (I suggest at least once an 
hour) either on a USB stick or, preferably, on a server. You should make use of free back-up services, 
such as Dropbox. You can also keep copies in your email account. 
 
 
RECORDS 
 
Students should keep a copy of all submitted assignments (in case of loss). You should also retain copies 
of all marked assignments. 
 
 
INSTRUCTOR AVAILABILITY 
 
I am available to meet with you, should you have any questions or want to discuss any issues or 
concerns relating to this course.  
 
My office hours are Thursdays, 10am-12pm in Buchanan C306.  If you cannot attend my office hours, 
see me after class or email me to make an appointment.  Email is generally the best way to reach me.   
 
 
EMAIL 
 
Because emailing has become such a common form of student-instructor interaction, I have instituted a 
number of email policies that you should be aware of: 
 

1. During the work week, I generally respond to emails in a timely manner (usually within 48 
hours).  

2. On weekends, I do not check email regularly. Please do not expect a response before the 
beginning of the work week.  

3. I do not respond to substantive questions related to course papers in the last 24 hours before 
an assignment deadline.  You are expected to start work on assignments well ahead of time, so 
that any last minute email should be limited to emergencies. 

4. Like face-to-face conversations, emails should convey mutual respect. Specifically, any email 
should start out addressing the recipient by name and should end with the name of the 
addressee. 

 
 
LAPTOP ETIQUETTE 
 
Students who use laptops in class must do so exclusively for the purpose of note taking.  Sending text 
messages, surfing the web, checking social networking sites or emailing during class time conveys 
disrespect to your colleagues and instructor.  Students with bad laptop etiquette will be asked to not use 
their computers in class. 
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ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
 
Plagiarism  
 
The Faculty of Arts considers plagiarism to be the most serious academic offence that a student can 
commit.  Regardless of whether or not it was committed intentionally, plagiarism has serious academic 
consequences and can result in expulsion from the university.  Plagiarism involves the improper use of 
somebody else's words or ideas in one's work.  It is your responsibility to make sure you fully understand 
what plagiarism is.  Many students who think they understand plagiarism do in fact commit what UBC 
calls "reckless plagiarism."  Below is an excerpt on reckless plagiarism from UBC Faculty of Arts' leaflet, 
"Plagiarism Avoided: Taking Responsibility for Your Work," (http://www.arts.ubc.ca/arts-
students/plagiarism-avoided.html).   

"The bulk of plagiarism falls into this category.  Reckless plagiarism is often the result of 
careless research, poor time management, and a lack of confidence in your own ability 
to think critically.  Examples of reckless plagiarism include: 

- Taking phrases, sentences, paragraphs, or statistical findings from a variety of sources 
and piecing them together into an essay (piecemeal plagiarism);  

- Taking the words of another author and failing to note clearly that they are not your 
own.  In other words, you have not put a direct quotation within quotation marks;  

- Using statistical findings without acknowledging your source;  
Taking another author's idea, without your own critical analysis, and failing to 
acknowledge that this idea is not yours;  

- Paraphrasing (i.e. rewording or rearranging words so that your work resembles, but 
does not copy, the original) without acknowledging your source;  

- Using footnotes or material quoted in other sources as if they were the results of your 
own research; and  

- Submitting a piece of work with inaccurate text references, sloppy footnotes, or 
incomplete source (bibliographic) information." 

Bear in mind that this is only one example of the different forms of plagiarism.  Before preparing for 
their written assignments, students are strongly encouraged to familiarize themselves with the following 
sources on plagiarism: 
 

- the Faculty of Art's online booklet on plagiarism at http://www.arts.ubc.ca/arts-
students/plagiarism-avoided.html 

- the discussion of Academic Integrity on http://www.arts.ubc.ca/faculty-amp-
staff/resources/academic-integrity.html   

- the library’s resources at http://clc.library.ubc.ca/airc.html#Research. This website includes 
helpful tutorials on how to avoid plagiarism.  
 

If after reading these materials you still are unsure about how to properly use sources in your work, 
please ask me for clarification.   
 

 
 
 

http://www.arts.ubc.ca/arts-students/plagiarism-avoided.html
http://www.arts.ubc.ca/arts-students/plagiarism-avoided.html
http://www.arts.ubc.ca/arts-students/plagiarism-avoided.html
http://www.arts.ubc.ca/arts-students/plagiarism-avoided.html
http://clc.library.ubc.ca/airc.html#Research
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COURSE SCHEDULE AND READINGS  
 
 
Part I STUDYING THE STATE 

              
 
Week 1  Introduction  January 6 
 
Week 2  “Bringing the State Back In:” The Rise of Statist Approaches January 13 
 
Weber, Max. 2007. “Politics as a Vocation.” In:  Max Weber's Complete Writings on Academic and 
Political Vocations. New York: Algora Publishing,  155-161 only 
 
Skocpol, Theda. 1985. “Bringing the State Back In: Strategies for Analysis in Current Research.” In Peter 
Evans et. al (eds.), Bringing the State Back In, New York: Cambridge University Press, 3-37 (R) 
 
Krasner, Stephen D. 1984. “Approaches to the State: Alternative Conceptions and Historical Dynamics,” 
Comparative Politics, 16(2), 223-246 
 
Almond, Gabriel A. 1988. “The Return to the State,” The American Political Science Review, 82(3), 853-
874 
 
Migdal, Joel S. 2001. “Studying the State” In Joel S. Migdal, State in Society: Studying How States and 
Societies Transform and Constitute One Another. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 231-264 
 
Levi, Margaret. 2002. “The State of the Study of the State” In Ira Katznelson and Helen V. Milner,  
Political Science: State of the Discipline, New York, NY: W.W. Norton, 33-55 (R) 
 
Mitchell, Timothy. 1991. “The Limits of the State: Beyond Statist Approaches and Their Critics,” 
American Political Science Review, 85(1), 77-96  
 
 
Part II  THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE IDEAL-TYPE STATE IN EUROPE 
             
 
Week 3  Coercion, Warfare & State Consolidation January 20 
 
Tilly, Charles. 1990. Coercion, Capital and European States, AD 990-1990. Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell 
(entire) (B & R)  
 
Paul Pierson. 2003. “Big, Slow-Moving, and … Invisible: Macrosocial Processes in the Study of 
Comparative Politics.” In Mahoney, James and Dietrich Rueschemeyer, Comparative Historical Analysis 
in the Social Sciences. New York: Cambridge University Press, 177-207 (B & R) 
 
Week 4  Capital, Trade & State Consolidation January 27 
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Thelen, Kathleen. 2003. “How Institutions Evolve: Insights from Comparative Historical Analysis.” In 
Mahoney, James and Dietrich Rueschemeyer, Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences. New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 208-240 (B & R) 
 
Spruyt, Hendrik. 1994. The Sovereign State and Its Competitors. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press. Chapters 1-8 (B & R) 
 
Week 5  No Class February 3 
 
Week 6  Religion, Patriarchy & State Development   February 10 

 
Jacobs, Alan M. (Forthcoming). “Process-tracing the Effects of Ideas” in Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey T. 
Checkel, (eds.). Process Tracing in the Social Sciences: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press (manuscript available at course webpage) 
 
Gorski, Philip S. 2003.  The Disciplinary Revolution: Calvinism and the Rise of the State in Early Modern 
Europe. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. Introduction, Chapters 1-3, Conclusion  
 
Adams, Julia. 1994. “The Familial State: Elite Family Practices and State-making in the Early Modern 
Netherlands," Theory and Society, 23(4): 505-39 
 

Week 7  READING WEEK 

 
Week 8   Nationalism, Citizenship & the Nation-State February 24 
 
Anderson, Benedict. 1983. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
New York: Verso, Chapters 1-3  

 
Brubaker, Rogers.1992. Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. Introduction, Chapters 1-2, 3 (64-72 only), 5-6  

 
Weber, Eugen Joseph. 1979. Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870-1914. 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. Chapters 6, 7, 17, 18, 29  
 
Smith, Rogers. 1993. Beyond Tocqueville, Myrdal, and Hartz: The Multiple Traditions in 
America.” American Political Science Review, 87(3), 549-566 

 
 
Part III  ALTERNATIVE PATHS TO STATEHOOD IN THE POST-COLONIAL WORLD 
              
 
Week 9  Slavery, Colonialism &  War  March 2 
 
Nunn, Nathan. 2008. "The Long Term Effects of Africa's Slave Trades." Quarterly Journal of Economics, 
123( 1), 139-176 
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Acemoglu, Daron, Simon Johnson and James A. Robinson. 2001. “The  Colonial Origins of Comparative 
Development: An Empirical Investigation. The American Economic Review, 91(5), 1369-1401 

 
Mahoney, James. 2003. “Long-Run Development and the Legacy of Colonialism in Spanish America.” 
American Journal of Sociology, 109(1), 50-106 
 
Centeno, Miguel Angel. 1997. "Blood and Debt: War and Taxation in  Nineteenth Century Latin 
America." American Journal of Sociology 102(6), 1565-1605 
 
Thies, Cameron. 2005. “War, Rivalry, and State Building in Latin America.” American Journal of Political 
Science. 49(3), 451-465 
 
Week 10 Political Geography, Institutions & State Systems March 9 
 
SUBMISSION DEADLINE FOR PAPER PROPOSAL 
 
Herbst, Jeffrey. 2000. States and Power in Africa: Comparative Lessons in Authority and Control. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.  Chapters 1-4, 9 (B & R) 
 
Englebert, Pierre. 2000. "Pre-Colonial Institutions, Post-Colonial States, and Economic Development in 
Tropical Africa." Political Research Quarterly, 53(1): 1-30 
 
Scott, James C.  2009. The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia. 
Chapter 3 (64-73 only)  
 
Jackson, Robert H. and Carl G. Rosberg. 1982. “Why Africa’s Weak States Persist: The Empirical and the 
Juridical in Statehood,” World Politics, 35, 1-24 
 
Week  11 Warlordism and Neopatrimonial Rule  March 16 
 
Reno, William. 1999. Warlord Politics in Africa. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner. Chapters 1-2, 4, 7 (B & R) 
 
Marten, Kimberly. 2006/07. “Warlordism in Comparative Perspective,” International Security, 31(3), 41-
73 
 
Pitcher, Anne, Mary H. Moran & Michael Johnston. 2009. “Rethinking Patrimonialism and 
Neopatrimonialism in Africa.” African Studies Review, 52(1), 125-156 
 
 
Part IV   STATE STRENGTH AND STATE-SOCIETY RELATIONS 
              
 
Week 12 State Power and Limits to the Organization of Society     March 23 
   
Mann, Michael. 1984. “The Autonomous Power of the State: Its Origins, Mechanisms, and Results,” 
European Journal of Sociology 25(2): 185-213 
 

http://www.politics.pomona.edu/penglebert/prq%20as%20published.pdf
http://www.politics.pomona.edu/penglebert/prq%20as%20published.pdf
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Scott, James C. 1998. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. Introduction and chapters 1-3, 9  
 
Levi, Margaret. 1989. Of Rule and Revenue. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. Chapters 1-3, 6, 
8 
 
Hall, Peter A. and Rosemary C. R. Taylor. 1996. “Political Science and the Three New Institutionalisms,” 
Political Studies, XLIV, 936-957 
 
Recommended: 
 
Soifer, Hillel. 2008. “State Infrastructural Power: Approaches to Conceptualization and Measurement.” 
Studies in International Development. 43: 231-251 
 
Week 13 Models of State-Society Relations March 30 
 
Evans, Peter. 1995. Embedded Autonomy: States and Industrial Transformation. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, Chapters 1, 3, 10  
 
Migdal, Joel. 1988. Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations and State Capabilities in 
the Third World. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, Chapters 1, 3, 4, 6, 8 (B & R) 
 
Migdal, Joel S. 2001. State in Society: Studying How States and Societies Transform and Constitute One 
Another. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, Chapter 1  
 
Gupta, Akhil. 1995. “Blurred Boundaries: The Discourse of Corruption, the Culture of Politics, and the 
Imagined State,” American Ethnologist, 22(2), 375-402 
 
Week 14 Conclusion  April 6 
 
Vu, Tuong. 2010. “Studying the State Through State Formation.” World Politics, 62(1), 148-75 
 
King, Desmond and Robert C. Lieberman. 2009. “Ironies of State Building: A Comparative Perspective on 
the American State.” World Politics, 61(3): 547-88 
 
Erikson, Stein Sundstol. 2010. “The Theory of Failure and the Failure of Theory: ‘State Failure’, the Idea 
of the State and the Practice of State Building,” In: Fredrik Engelstad (ed.) “Troubled Regions and Failing 
States: The Clustering and Contagion of Armed Conflicts,” Comparative Social Research, Volume 27, 27-
50 
 
SUBMISSION DEADLINE FOR PAPER: Tuesday, April 13, midnight 
 


