
AP Comparative 
Government and Politics 

Content and Definitions 
 



Content of Comparative Politics 

 Similarities and differences among 
national governments and other political 
units around the world. 

 Political Science firewall between 
comparative politics and international 
relations. 

 Comparative : politics within states 

 International:  interactions among 
states  

 



DEFINITIONS 

GOVERNMENT: 

 a particular set of institutions and people 
authorized by formal documents (a 
constitution) to pass laws, issue 
regulations, control the police, etc. 

 government rarely holds all power 

 government can be less influential than 
actors (especially in failed states)  



A Government is… 

 the leadership or elite in charge of running 
the state 

 weakly institutionalized 

 often characterized by elected officials, 
such as a president or prime minister, or 
unelected officials, such as in 
authoritarianism 

 limited by the existing regime 



An Institution is… 

 any organization or pattern of activity [or 
place/object?] that is self-perpetuating and 
valued for its own sake 

 embody norms or values considered central to 
people’s lives – not easily dislodged or changed 

 set the stage for political behavior by influencing 
how politics is conducted 

 vary from country to country 

 examples: army, taxation, elections, the state 



A Regime is… 
 

The institutions and practices that endure 
from government to government ( in USA, 
from administration to administration) 
 

 Established democracies: the regime is 
defined by constitution and other laws. 

 Communist era: the regime was created 
and controlled by the party. 

 

Regime change occurs when these rules and 
institutions are replaced. 



A Regime is also… 

 norms and rules regarding individual 
freedom and collective equality, the locus 
of power, and the use of that power 

 institutionalized, but can be changed by 
dramatic social events such as a revolution 

 categorized at the most basic level as 
either democratic or authoritarian 

 often embodied in a constitution 



A State is… 

 all the institutions and individuals that 
exercise power; broader than government 

 monopoly of force over a given territory 

 a set of political institutions to generate and 
carry out policy 

 typically highly institutional 

 sovereign 

 characterized by institutions such as an army, 
police, taxation, a judiciary, a social welfare 
system, etc. 



A Nation is… 
 

 the cultural, linguistic, and other identities that tie 
people together 

– a human community with a shared history and 
culture 

 a psychological rather than an institutional or 
territorial concept 

– stateless nations 
 

The lack of national identity often reflects deep-
seated ethnic or other divisions that undermine 
support for any state. 



 

A Nation State is:  
 

 a territorial unit controlled by a single state and 
governed by a single government 

 

System includes all: 

• actors, groups, individuals who have influence on 
policy making 

• institutions and processes 

 

Process : 

 the set and sequences of actions required by consensus, 
law, or tradition to make policy 

 

 



 industrialized democracies 

 

 current and former Communist regimes 

 

 less developed countries 

Types of states: 3-way classification 



Industrialized Democracies 

1.  most resources, greatest potential for    
creating and sustaining powerful states 
 

2. wealth 
 

3. effective and popular political institutions 
 

4. higher standard of living, literacy, low 
infant mortality 



5. strongest built-on restraints on use of 
power: 

 

6. constitution and laws 

 

7. public opinion 

 

8. competitive elections 



Current/Former Communist Regimes 

 totalitarian states that sought complete 
control over their societies 

 

 once extremely strong states 

 

 controlled schools, press, economy, etc. 



 collapse demonstrated that 
repression/central control is insufficient to 
maintain strength indefinitely 

 

Key cause: 

 failure to adopt economic policies to improve 
living standards  popular hostility 

 could not adapt to changing social/economic 
conditions in 1980s 

 strength came from maintaining order, not 
from innovation 
 



 USSR: decided to increase freedom in order 
to revive failing economies 

  

 led to loss of political power 
 

Contrary: China 
 

 unique combination of liberal economic 
reforms + continued tight control over 
political life 



Less Developed Countries (LDCs) 

 over 130 

 poor 

 inadequate medical care, large young 
population, high illiteracy 

 weak/non-existent political institutions 

 military coups and other internal 
divisions/upheavals inability to develop 
popular support for successive regimes 



Newly Industrializing Countries 
(NICs) 

 the ‘Asian Tigers’ (South Korea, Singapore, 
Taiwan, Hong Kong) 

 Indonesia, Malaysia 

 Mexico, Brazil, Chile 

 rapid growth in the 1970s 

 

How did they succeed? 

 states built cooperative relationships with 
business and labor, sometimes through force  



Strong States 

 take on more responsibilities, carry them out 
more effectively than weak states 

 relatively wealthy, enjoy widespread popular 
support, governing elites work together 

 repression? Ever? 

 use of repression can strengthen a state in the 
short term 

 industrialized democracies: near total 
acceptance of the regime allows them to survive 
most  crises 



Weak States 

 poverty, internal division 

 

 forced to focus on maintaining order 
rather than innovation 

 

 dissatisfaction with current government  
lack of popular support for regime  lack 
of support for country itself 



System: 
 
 the country as a whole 

 

 can be challenges to the government, the regime, or –
most extreme– to the system 

 issue then: whether the country as a whole should 
continue to exist 

 

 example: 

 collapse of the Soviet Union: the regime was rejected 
and 15 new states were created 



Democracy and Capitalism : 
 

 modern democracy and capitalism took hold at 
approximately the same time 

– Declaration of Independence and Wealth of 
Nations published in the same year 

 

 neither took hold easily anywhere 
 

 both exist in multiple forms 
 

 outside of Europe and North America, countries 
continue to struggle to democratize and to create 
functioning market-based economies 



Political culture: 
 

 people’s core values 
 

 enduring opinions about a country’s institutions and 
political practices 
 

 opinions about current leaders or issues not part of 
political culture 
 

 a distinctive and patterned way of thinking about 
how political and economic life ought to be carried 
out 



Civic duty: 
 

 belief that one has an obligation to 
participate in civic and political affairs 

 

Civic competence : 
 

 belief that one can affect government 
policies 



Identity: 
 

 how people identify themselves in racial, 
linguistic, ethnic or religious terms 

 

 frequently, political culture revolves 
around identity 

 

 identity often the most controversial issue 
in divided countries 



Political Participation : 

 
 in established democracies: vote in 

competitive elections, join interest groups, 
lobby, engage in peaceful protest 

 

 opportunities rare in totalitarian regimes 



Political Efficacy : 
 

 belief that you can take part in politics 
[internal efficacy] or that the government 
will respond to its citizens [external 
efficacy] 

 

Political ideology: 
 

 a more or less  consistent set of beliefs 
about what policies governments ought to 
pursue 

 

 

 



Political elites : 
 

 view that government is dominated by a few top 
leaders, most of whom are outside the 
government, have great advantages in wealth, 
status, or organizational position  
 

 persons with a disproportionate share of political 
power 

 in Soviet Union: nomenklatura 

 in most industrialized democracies: people who hold 
office, run for office, work in campaigns or on 
newspapers, lead interest groups and social 
movements, speak out on public issues 

 display much more ideological consistency 



Public Policy : 
 

 made by all states 

 

 tries to shape how a country will deal with 
political, economic, social issues 

 

 regulates how citizens will behave 

 

 distributes or redistributes resources 



Imperialism : 
 

 end of 15th – end of 16th centuries, European 
nations took over much of the Americas, Africa and 
Asia 

 

 near destruction of indigenous populations 
 

 take-over of vast amounts of land and resources 
 

 redrawing of boundaries that aggregated people 
with historical antagonism 
 

 imposition of alien religion, culture, forms of 
government 



Globalization : 
 

 the rapid shrinking of social, economic, 
environmental and political life 

 

 advances in communication, travel 

 

  It enable people to work with and against 
each other more easily 



 

Systems Theory:  
  

How a state’s components  interact over 
time and how nonpolitical and 
international forces shape what it can and 
cannot accomplish. 



Political System: 

 
 It is an organization of 

interdependent, 
interacting features 
bounded by limits, 
which interacts with its 
setting or environment. 

 

 The political system 
makes policy and law for 
a nation-state. 

 



 

Historical And Contemporary Factors 

 Basic patterns of politics in all countries are 
determined by 4 types of forces: 

 

INTERNATIONAL DOMESTIC 

HISTORICAL imperialism state/nation 
building 

CONTEMPORARY cold war 
globalization 

pressures from 
below 



Imperialism 

 Imposed Western political, economic, and 
cultural institutions on the rest of the 
world. 

 

 The Modern State is a byproduct of 
imperialism. 

 



State Building 

 government demands more of its people ; 
antagonism toward government 

 

 forcible inclusion of ethnic, linguistic, religious 
groups 

 

 imposition of state boundaries  aggravation of 
long-standing ethnic, religious, tribal conflict 

 

 post-colonial trauma 



Contemporary Global Forces 

 Cold War : 2 superpowers shaped destinies of 
almost every other country. 

 

 Emergence of Supranational Institutions :  

 UN, EU, OPEC, OAS, IMF 

 

 International Political Economy (IPE) : 
– trade and other interactions that take place between 

countries 

 outsourcing, rain forest destruction,  trade deficits 



 Causal links among 3 key factors: 

 

 1.  individuals tend to seek ever more freedom 
 and power (Hobbes); state created to maintain 
 order by keeping centrifugal forces in check 

 

 2. state/society  inverse relationship 
 

 3. globalization  reduces real ability of states 
 to make and implement economic policy 

 

State, Society, And Globalization 



Adapted from Seventh Edition by Charles Hauss 

The Impact of Global and Domestic Forces 


