
What is Political theory? 

Political theory is a branch of political science that explores the fundamental ideas and 

principles underpinning political systems, behaviour, and institutions. It addresses core 

concepts such as power, authority, justice, liberty, equality, and democracy. Political theory 

examines how societies organize themselves, make decisions, and justify the rules and norms 

governing political life. It is both a philosophical and empirical inquiry into how political 

systems work and how they ought to function. 

Political theory can be broadly divided into two categories: 

• Normative Political Theory: Focuses on what ought to be, asking ethical questions 

about justice, rights, and the ideal forms of government. Thinkers like Plato, John 

Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau contributed significantly to these discussions, 

proposing models for the best way to organize society. 

• Empirical Political Theory: Concentrates on how political systems operate in practice, 

studying political behavior, institutions, and systems through observation and 

analysis. This approach seeks to explain real-world political events and patterns, 

rather than prescribing ideal systems. 

Why Should We Study Political Theory? 

Studying political theory is essential for several reasons that enrich both individual 

understanding and broader societal engagement. 

1. Understanding Political Systems 

Political theory provides insight into the principles that underlie different political systems. 

For example, democratic governance is widely accepted today, but its philosophical 

foundations rest on theories of individual rights and popular sovereignty. Studying political 

theory helps us understand these ideas and evaluate whether political systems are just and 

effective. 

2. Critical Thinking and Ethical Reflection 

Political theory challenges individuals to think deeply about key concepts like freedom, 

equality, and justice. Thinkers such as John Rawls or Isaiah Berlin offer nuanced perspectives 

on these ideas, prompting us to consider the ethical dimensions of political decisions. 

Political theory encourages reflection on what is fair, what rights individuals should have, and 

how societies should balance competing values like liberty and security. 

3. Addressing Contemporary Issues 

Political theory is not just about historical ideas; it equips us to tackle modern issues. 

Theories of justice and equality, for instance, help address contemporary debates on social 

welfare, inequality, climate change, and human rights. Political theory provides frameworks 

for analysing these issues and guides us in making informed judgments on policy. 

4. Informed Citizenship 

In democracies, informed political participation is crucial. Political theory helps citizens 

understand the political systems they live in, making them more effective voters, activists, 



and participants in civic life. It encourages responsible political engagement by offering a 

deeper grasp of the issues at stake in elections and policy debates. 

5. Understanding Power and Authority 

Political theory helps us critically examine how power and authority function within 

societies. The works of theorists like Michel Foucault and Antonio Gramsci reveal how 

power is exercised not just through laws and governments but also through cultural and social 

norms. This understanding enables individuals to challenge unjust authority and advocate for 

better governance. 

Conclusion 

Political theory is a vital field of study that enhances our understanding of political systems, 

promotes critical thinking, and equips us to engage with contemporary issues. By studying 

political theory, individuals gain the tools to be informed citizens, reflect on ethical 

dilemmas, and contribute meaningfully to political life. 


