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📌 Snapshot

Establishes what "politics" means beyond manipulation and scams — it is the

set of multiple negotiations through which a society arrives at collective

decisions for its members.

Defines political theory as the systematic study of the ideas and principles

(freedom, equality, justice, democracy, secularism, rule of law) that shape

Constitutions, governments and everyday social life.

Traces the lineage of political ideas from Kautilya, Plato and Aristotle through

Rousseau and Marx to Gandhi and Ambedkar — and shows how these ideas

inform the Preamble, Fundamental Rights and Directive Principles of the Indian

Constitution.

Argues that, unlike in mathematics, political concepts have many definitions

because they concern human relationships and opinions which must be

understood and harmonised through reasoned debate.

Uses Plato's Republic (the Socrates–Cephalus dialogue) and R. K. Laxman's

"retire from politics" cartoon as anchor pedagogical devices to dramatise

reasoned argumentation and popular disillusionment respectively.

Justifies why high-school students must study political theory — to prepare for

future professions, to become informed voters, to examine everyday

prejudices, and to argue rationally in the global informational order.

📖 Detailed Notes

2.1 Core concepts

Human beings are unique in two respects: they possess reason and the ability to

reflect on their actions, and they have "the capacity to use language and

communicate with each other" (NCERT Introduction, p. 2). Because humans can share

innermost thoughts, debate what is good and desirable, and revise their views in light of

arguments, political theory has its roots in these twin aspects of the human self (NCERT

Introduction, p. 2).

Political theory tries to answer questions such as: How should society be organised?

Why do we need government? What is the best form of government? Does law limit

our freedom? What does the state owe its citizens? What do we owe each other as

citizens? (NCERT Introduction, p. 2). It "systematically thinks about the values that

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Political Theory: An Introduction

www.unidrill.in Political Science · Class XI · CUET Code 323 Page 2 of 9



inform political life — values such as freedom, equality and justice" — and clarifies

their meanings by drawing on major political thinkers, past and present (NCERT

Introduction, p. 2). At an advanced level, it examines whether existing definitions are

adequate and whether institutions like government and bureaucracy must be modified

to become more democratic. The objective of political theory is "to train citizens to

think rationally about political questions and assess the political events of our time"

(NCERT Introduction, p. 2).

§1.1 What is Politics? (pp. 2–5). People hold conflicting images of politics — some see

it as public service; others associate it with manipulation, intrigue, defection, false

promises, and in the worst case with "scams" (NCERT §1.1, pp. 2–3). The R. K. Laxman

cartoon (p. 3) shows a parent telling a politician, "You must retire from politics at once!

Your activities are having a bad influence on him. He thinks he can get away with lying

and cheating." This disillusionment makes many citizens say, "I am not interested in

politics" (p. 3). But Mahatma Gandhi observed that "politics envelops us like the

coils of a snake and there is no other way out but to wrestle with it" (NCERT §1.1,

p. 3). No society can sustain itself without political organisation and collective decision-

making; institutions like family, tribes, economic associations and especially 

governments exist to help people fulfil needs and live together while acknowledging

obligations to each other (p. 3).

Politics is not confined to government. Because what governments do — economic

policy, foreign policy, educational policy — affects citizens deeply, people form

associations, organise campaigns, protest and demonstrate to shape government goals;

they debate corruption, reservations and electoral outcomes (NCERT §1.1, p. 4). The

working definition: "politics arises from the fact that we have different visions of

what is just and desirable for us and our society; it involves the multiple negotiations

that go on in society through which collective decisions are made" (NCERT §1.1, pp. 4–

5).

§1.2 What do we Study in Political Theory? (pp. 5–8). As far back as the fifth

century B.C., Plato and Aristotle debated whether monarchy or democracy was

better. In modern times Rousseau first argued for freedom as a fundamental right

of humankind; Karl Marx argued that equality was as crucial as freedom; 

Mahatma Gandhi discussed genuine freedom or swaraj in Hind Swaraj; Dr. B. R.

Ambedkar argued that the scheduled castes must be considered a minority and

as such must receive special protection (NCERT §1.2, p. 5). These ideas find their place

in the Indian Constitution — the Preamble enshrines freedom and equality, the 

chapter on Rights abolishes untouchability in any form, and Gandhian principles

find a place in the Directive Principles (NCERT §1.2, p. 5). Political theory deals with

these ideas systematically, clarifies the meaning of freedom, equality, justice,

democracy, secularism, and probes the significance of principles such as rule of law,

separation of powers and judicial review by examining the arguments advanced by

different thinkers (NCERT §1.2, p. 6).
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Political theory remains relevant after Independence for three reasons (§1.2, pp. 6–8).

First, equality may exist in the political sphere as equal rights but not in the economic

and social spheres, where caste and poverty continue to produce discrimination.

Second, fundamental rights are continually being reinterpreted in response to new

circumstances — "the right to life has been interpreted by the Courts to include

the right to livelihood" and "the right to information has been granted through a

new law" (p. 7). Third, as the world changes we discover new dimensions and new

threats — global communications technology helps activists network but also allows

terrorists to coordinate; internet commerce raises new questions of privacy; netizens

("citizens of the internet") debate how much regulation is necessary, who should

regulate, and whether governments may read private e-mails to track terrorists (NCERT

§1.2, pp. 7–8).

§1.3 Putting Political Theory to Practice (pp. 8–12). Political theory studies the

origins, meaning and significance of political ideas (freedom, equality, citizenship,

justice, development, nationalism, secularism). "Unlike in mathematics where there can

be one definition of a triangle or square, we encounter many definitions of equality or

freedom or justice" because such concepts "concern our relationships with other

human beings rather than with things" and human beings have opinions that need to be

harmonised (NCERT §1.3, pp. 8–9). Equality works across three layers: equal

opportunity (e.g., not jumping queues), fairness (those who cannot afford basic needs

must not be exploited), and special provisions (separate counters for the old and

disabled, midday meals for poor children) — meaning is context-dependent (NCERT

§1.3, pp. 9–11). Subsequent chapters discuss Freedom, Citizenship, Rights,

Development, Justice, Equality, Nationalism and Secularism (NCERT §1.3, p. 12).

§1.4 Why should we study Political Theory? (pp. 12–15). There are four reasons:

(i) it is relevant for future professions — politicians, bureaucrats, lawyers, judges,

journalists, activists; just as we study mathematics without becoming engineers, we

study political theory for general civic life; (ii) we will all be citizens entitled to vote,

and to act responsibly we need basic knowledge of political ideas and institutions,

especially when participating in gram sabhas or expressing views on websites and polls;

(iii) freedom, equality and secularism are not abstract — we encounter discrimination

in families, schools, malls; political theory helps us examine our own prejudices; (iv) it

equips us with skills of debating rationally and communicating effectively in the

global informational order (NCERT §1.4, pp. 12–15). The boxed extracts from Plato's 

Republic (pp. 8, 10, 12, 14) show how Socrates — the "wisest man" of Athens,

condemned to death for questioning popular beliefs — uses reason and dialogue with

Cephalus and Polemarchus to show that the everyday definition of justice ("speaking

the truth and paying your debts") is inadequate, because injuring anyone cannot be just.

2.2 Definitions to memorise

Term Definition Page

Political theory 6
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Term Definition Page

Systematic study of ideas and principles that shape

Constitutions, governments and social life; clarifies

freedom, equality, justice, democracy, secularism.

Politics The multiple negotiations in society through which

collective decisions are made; both what governments do

and how people influence decision-making.

4–5

Objective of political

theory

To train citizens to think rationally about political

questions and assess the political events of our time.

2

Reason and reflection The two unique features of the human self in which

political theory has its roots.

2

Language and

communication

The other capacity (besides reason) that distinguishes

humans and grounds political theory.

2

Coils-of-a-snake quote Gandhi's observation that politics envelops us and we

must wrestle with it.

3

Swaraj Genuine freedom, as discussed by Mahatma Gandhi in 

Hind Swaraj.

5

Rousseau's contribution First to argue for freedom as a fundamental right of

humankind.

5

Marx's contribution Argued equality is as crucial as freedom. 5

Ambedkar's contribution Scheduled castes must be considered a minority

deserving special protection.

5

Preamble Enshrines freedom and equality in the Indian Constitution. 5

Directive Principles The Constitution chapter where Gandhian principles find

a place.

5

Abolition of untouchability Done on Rights in the Indian Constitution. 5

Rule of law / Separation

of powers / Judicial

review

Principles whose significance political theory probes

through thinker arguments.

6

Right to livelihood A new interpretation by Courts reading it into the right to

life.

7

Right to Information A right granted through a new law, cited as a new

interpretation.

7

Netizens Citizens of the internet whose freedom, security and

privacy raise new questions.

7

Equality (layered) Equal opportunity + fair distribution + special provisions;

context-dependent.

9–11

Concepts of the book Freedom, Citizenship, Rights, Development, Justice,

Equality, Nationalism, Secularism.

12
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Term Definition Page

Four reasons to study

political theory

Profession, citizenship, examining prejudice, rational

debate.

12–

15

Socrates "Wisest man" of Athens, condemned to death for

questioning popular beliefs.

8

Plato's Republic The dialogue source for examining "what is justice?" 8

Cephalus's definition Justice = "to speak the truth and to pay your debts" —

shown inadequate.

8

Polemarchus's revised

view

Just to do good to friends and harm to enemies — also

refuted.

12–

14

Gram sabha Cited as a forum where informed citizenship matters. 13

2.3 Diagrams / processes to remember

NCERT supports the text with three sets of pedagogical devices that students should

recognise.

(a) The R. K. Laxman cartoon (p. 3) — A parent points at a child and tells a politician,

"You must retire from politics at once! Your activities are having a bad influence on him.

He thinks he can get away with lying and cheating." The cartoon embodies popular

disillusionment with politics. This view is incomplete — politics is broader than what

politicians do.

(b) The "Let's Debate" / "Let's Do It" boxes (pp. 2, 4, 5, 7) — These are pedagogical

prompts: "What is Politics" (p. 2), "How does politics influence our daily life? Analyse a

day's events in your life" (p. 4), "Should students participate in politics?" (p. 5), and

"Collect cartoons … which political concept do they highlight?" (p. 7). They convert

reading into active reflection and are themselves possible MCQ targets.

(c) The Socrates–Cephalus–Polemarchus dialogue from Plato's Republic (pp. 8,

10, 12, 14) — A four-step argumentative process to remember:

Cephalus's definition of justice = "to speak the truth and to pay your debts" (p. 8).

Counter-example — if a friend deposits arms with you and asks for them while not

in his right mind, ought you to return them? Cephalus admits no (p. 8). Therefore the

definition is inadequate.

Polemarchus's revised view — justice is to do good to friends when they are good

and harm to enemies when they are evil (p. 12).

Socrates's refutation — if injuring a horse makes it a worse horse, and injuring a

man makes him a worse man (more unjust), and the just man cannot by justice make

others unjust, then the just cannot injure anyone at all (pp. 12–14). Therefore justice

cannot consist in injuring even an enemy.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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The process to remember is the Socratic method itself: take a popular definition →

expose a counter-example → revise → expose again → arrive at a deeper truth. This is

the model for what political theorists do.

Process map: popular disillusionment with politics (§1.1) → defining politics through

collective decision-making (§1.1) → the intellectual lineage of political theory from

Kautilya/Plato/Aristotle to Rousseau/Marx/Gandhi/Ambedkar (§1.2) → its embedding in

the Indian Constitution (Preamble, Rights, DPSP) (§1.2) → continuing relevance through

new interpretations and new threats (§1.2) → why concepts have many definitions

(§1.3) → equality as a layered concept (§1.3) → four reasons to study political theory

(§1.4).

2.5 Key Articles / Treaties / Events

Reference Source / Subject NCERT

cite

Preamble of the Indian

Constitution

Enshrines freedom and equality p. 5

Fundamental Rights (Part III) Abolishes untouchability in any form (Art. 17,

identified by NCERT only as "the Rights chapter")

p. 5

Directive Principles (Part IV) Where Gandhian principles find a place p. 5

Right to Life Interpreted by Courts to include the right to

livelihood

p. 7

Right to Information Granted through a new law (cited as example of

new interpretation)

p. 7

Kautilya Ancient Indian thinker on state and governance p. 5

Plato & Aristotle, 5th century

B.C.

Debated monarchy vs democracy p. 5

Jean Jacques Rousseau Argued freedom is a fundamental right p. 5

Karl Marx Argued equality is as crucial as freedom p. 5

Mahatma Gandhi — Hind

Swaraj

Discussed genuine freedom (swaraj) p. 5

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar Scheduled castes as a minority deserving special

protection

p. 5

Socrates (5th c. B.C., Athens) "Wisest man," condemned to death p. 8

Plato — The Republic Recorded Socrates and examined "what is

justice?"

p. 8

Rule of law / Separation of

powers / Judicial review

Constitutional principles probed by political theory p. 6
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2.4 Common confusions / NTA trap points

Politics vs. what politicians do — NCERT explicitly says politics is more than what

politicians do (p. 3, Exercise Q2). A trap option will define politics solely as "what

politicians do."

"Coils of a snake" quote is by Mahatma Gandhi, not Nehru, Ambedkar or Tagore

(p. 3) — a favourite NTA distractor.

Rousseau ↔ Marx swap — Rousseau argued for freedom as a fundamental right;

Marx argued equality is as crucial as freedom (p. 5). NTA will swap.

Gandhian principles → Directive Principles, not Fundamental Rights (p. 5).

Untouchability abolition is in the Rights chapter; Gandhian principles are in the DPSP

chapter.

Right to livelihood from right to life, and Right to Information through a new

law — these are the exact examples NCERT uses for "new interpretations" (p. 7).

Trap options substitute "right to property" or "freedom of speech."

Mathematics vs. political theory — political theory has many definitions, not one.

NTA may invert and claim political theory is "exact like mathematics."

Thinkers actually named — Kautilya, Plato, Aristotle, Rousseau, Marx, Gandhi,

Ambedkar, Socrates (p. 5, 8). Locke, Hobbes, Mill, Hegel are NOT mentioned in

this chapter; trap options often insert them.

Socrates was the "wisest man" — not Plato or Aristotle (p. 8). It was Plato who

wrote The Republic recording Socrates.

Cephalus's first definition of justice = "to speak the truth and to pay your debts"

(p. 8). Do not confuse with Polemarchus's revision ("do good to friends, harm to

enemies," p. 12).

Equality is context-dependent, not a single fixed standard — NTA may force you

to choose between "equal opportunity," "fairness," and "special provisions" when

NCERT says equality has all three layers (pp. 9–11).

Concepts to be discussed in the book: Freedom, Citizenship, Rights,

Development, Justice, Equality, Nationalism, Secularism (p. 12). NTA traps insert

"liberty," "fraternity," "sovereignty" — these are NOT in this list.

Four reasons to study political theory — profession, citizenship, examining

prejudice, rational debate (pp. 12–15). NTA may add a fifth fake reason like "to win

elections."

1. 
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🎯 Practice MCQs

📊 PYQ Alignment

In CUET (UG) 2023–25 papers, Class XI Political Theory Chapter 1 has consistently

contributed around 6–8 MCQs per year. Examiners favour direct factual recall on thinker–

idea pairings (Rousseau/Marx/Gandhi/Ambedkar), Gandhi's "coils of a snake" quote, the

four reasons to study political theory, the math-vs-political-theory contrast, the Socrates–

Cephalus dialogue, and statement-based questions drawn straight from the in-text "true/

false" exercise on p. 16. For full chapter-wise PYQ mapping see /pyq/political-science.
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