POLITICS

These subject guidelines should be read in conjunction with the IB extended essay general guidelines.

Introduction

An extended essay in politics should provide candidates with the opportunity to undertake an

in-depth study of a limited topic on a valid political question. Candidates who are considering

registering an extended essay in this subject, which is a school-based syllabus, are strongly

advised to study carefully a copy of the syllabus, obtainable from IBCA, before making a

final decision. The syllabus gives a clear idea of the scope and content of the subject and will help candidates to decide whether their choice of topic is appropriate.

Choice of Topic

Politics is a discipline which can draw reference from almost any human activity and thus

politics essays can quite legitimately be concerned with activities from United Nations

peacekeeping down to the decisions of local school authorities. The key consideration in

judging the worth of essays in such a diversity of fields is the extent to which they deal with

political considerations and use the tools of political science (broadly defined). In selecting a

research question, for example, it would be more appropriate to consider the political

limitations to UN peacekeeping operations rather than simply to ask how UN peacekeeping

operates. It would be more appropriate to consider the limitations of democratic theories in

the context of school board decisions than to examine the causes and effects of the decisions of a particular school board.

The choice of topic must ensure that the various assessment criteria can be satisfied.

Candidates are advised to avoid topics that are too broad in scope to permit an in-depth study within the prescribed word limit. A limited, specific topic, thoroughly researched and with a clear focus, is preferable to a broad topic, which can only be examined superficially.

The importance of choosing a topic which permits the gathering of relevant data, which

connects with broader political concerns, and thus will not be merely superficial or

generalized, cannot be overstated. If these matters are given due formal consideration then not merely the selection of a suitable topic but its structure and presentation will also be

addressed.

The following examples of titles for politics extended essays are intended as guidance only.

The pairings illustrate that focused topics (indicated by the first title) should be encouraged

rather than broad topics (indicated by the second title).

The politician as representative: an assessment of the effectiveness of a local politician in

representing local interests is better than A week in the life of a politician.

Education in Plato’s ‘Republic’ is better than The political thought of Plato.

The concept of ‘the dictatorship of the proletariat’ in Marxist-Leninism is better than

Marxist-Leninism.

US intervention in Grenada: a study of the War Powers Act and the war-making powers

of the US president is better than The US president and US foreign policy.

A comparison of the nationalist vote in Wales in the British general elections of 1992 and

1997 is better than The British general election of 1997.

Treatment of the Topic

As the foregoing examples illustrate, topics for extended essays in politics may be drawn

from any one of the various areas of the discipline, such as political thought, political

institutions or political behaviour. Whatever area is chosen, it should be one of genuine

interest to the candidate.

Local studies in the field of politics will be acceptable, such as an investigation into the work

of some aspect of local government or interest group, provided that they are approached with sufficient methodological rigour. In such a study, for example, relevant theoretical

perspectives on representation should be considered.

Ideas for topics may be stimulated by current events, but essays which simply describe such

events will not be successful. Comparative perspectives may offer another useful approach,

but a clear focus must be maintained if the topic is not to become unwieldy or overly

descriptive.

It is probably helpful to consider the conclusion at the same time as beginning to write the

essay. The conclusion must be seen to provide a comprehensive judgement on the enquiry and to follow logically from the argumentation, so that if the candidate has a good idea of the

conclusion it becomes easier to construct a logically consistent frame of argument. Thus, if

one were to examine in terms of democratic theories, for example, the decision of a school

board within the US education system, one might conclude that the decision was

undemocratic and that therefore the theories of democracy either did not apply or applied only in a limited way. This conclusion would connect logically with a framework of argument and evaluation based on an analysis and interpretation of relevant data. This data would have, in turn, to be drawn from appropriate sources encompassing not merely local information but also broader issues connecting them with more general political concerns.

The use of clear, relevant diagrams, graphs and/or statistical tables should be encouraged

where appropriate. Where these are derived from other sources, these sources must be

acknowledged.

Assessment Criteria

J Political context of the topic 
Achievement level

0The candidate fails to provide any appropriate contextual information.

1The candidate provides a description of the political context of the topic which is largely

inappropriate and/or too lengthy.

2The candidate provides a generally appropriate description of the political context of the

topic.

3The candidate provides a very clear and appropriate description of the political context

of the topic.

K Knowledge and understanding of political institutions/structures 
Achievement level

0The candidate fails to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the appropriate

institutions/structures.

1The candidate demonstrates a very limited knowledge and understanding of the

appropriate institutions/structures.

2The candidate demonstrates a satisfactory knowledge and understanding of the

appropriate institutions/structures.

3The candidate demonstrates an accurate and comprehensive knowledge and

understanding of the appropriate institutions/structures.

L Awareness and understanding of relevant theoretical

concepts/perspectives

Achievement level

0The candidate shows no awareness of relevant theoretical concepts/perspectives;

opinions are subjective or not substantiated.

1The candidate has little awareness of relevant theoretical concepts/perspectives;

opinions are largely subjective or not substantiated.

2The candidate demonstrates a satisfactory grasp of relevant theoretical concepts/

perspectives and some ability to provide informed and well-substantiated opinions about

them.

3The candidate demonstrates a sound grasp of relevant theoretical concepts/ perspectives

and the ability to provide informed and well-substantiated opinions about them.

M Balance between descriptive and analytical material 
Achievement level

0The essay is seriously deficient in both descriptive and analytical material. 

1The essay contains some descriptive but little or no analytical material. 

2The essay contains sound analysis which is not fully supported by descriptive material. 

3The essay contains sound analysis which is fully supported by descriptive material. 
