


‘This new edition does not simply update a classic resource for teachers and students. In exploring universal 
questions of comparative political science from the dual perspective of democratic backsliding on the part of elites, 
and declining trust on the part of the people, it compels us to consider those questions anew.’

– Ben Stanley, SWPS University of Social Sciences and Humanities, Poland

‘Comparative Government and Politics stands out in a market saturated with introductory textbooks. The tone and 
style of the text are very accessible and lend themselves well to both those majoring in the field, and those not 
familiar with it at all.’

– Johannes van Gorp, American University of Sharjah, UAE

‘This book continues to be the leading introductory text in the field, and for good reason. Comprehensive,  
well-structured, and incorporating analysis of the latest trends and developments, it provides a highly accessible 
resource for both students and teachers the world over. Its thematic approach and extensive range of country 
case studies ensure that it is truly international in scope and relevance.’

– Monique Emser, University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa

‘I have used this book for the last ten years, and this is the best version I have seen so far. To put it simply, this edition 
will allow me to teach my introductory course on comparative politics in the way I want to teach it.’

– Mariely Lopez-Santana, George Mason University, USA

‘In my experience, Comparative Government and Politics is by far the best stand-alone text in this area. It is thorough, 
and unlike the many other texts in the field it focuses in an interesting and engaging way on the dynamics of a broad 
range of comparative political phenomena as they apply to real-world politics. Coupled with McCormick’s 
forthcoming country case studies volume, this will constitute the most comprehensive, and yet interesting and very 
readable approach to the teaching of this key subject at the undergraduate level.’

– Daniel Zirker, University of Waikato, New Zealand

‘The addition of John McCormick in this classic title for comparative politics has made a significant impact in this 
edition. Full of new features, captivating graphs and images, this has become an important resource for students of 
comparative politics as well as an excellent reference point for those teaching the subject. Users of the book will 
particularly enjoy the spotlights on specific countries and cases, as well as the abundance of interesting data that 
inspire further research.’

– Theofanis Exadaktylos, University of Surrey, UK

‘This enriched version of a classic textbook remains the first choice of textbook for my introductory comparative 
politics courses.’

– Bec Strating, La Trobe University, Australia

‘This edition is a substantive enhancement of the previous editions, with more comprehensive coverage of politics 
in authoritarian regimes, which is of tremendous added value. This is a text on which students and teachers of 
comparative politics can count.’

– James Wong, The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, Hong Kong

‘An excellent and comprehensive introduction to comparative government and politics which helps students to 
understand basic concepts, theoretical and methodological approaches, and key institutions and developments in 
the field across democratic and autocratic states.’

– Rosalind Shorrocks, University of Manchester, UK

‘The 11th edition of Comparative Government and Politics continues to provide a comprehensive introduction to the 
field of comparative politics, equipping students with the basic knowledge and methods to compare various forms 
of political organization across geographical and cultural boundaries.’

– Karsten Schulz, University of Groningen, the Netherlands
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preface
In North Korea, the ruling regime carries out a nuclear test. In Zimbabwe, the military removes the leader from 
power. In India, the one-time dominant ruling party records its worst ever election defeat. In Britain, the 
government struggles to negotiate its country’s exit from the European Union. In Russia, Vladimir Putin is  
re-elected for a new term as president. Across the northern hemisphere, millions of people experience record heat. 
In the United States, the president opens a trade war with his country’s major trading partners, while baulking at 
an investigation into Russian interference with the presidential election.

Why is all this happening, and what does it mean? To provide an answer, we must first locate specific developments 
within a broader framework. Why do different political systems operate on different rules, how do the powers of 
different governments explain their actions, and how do their citizens feel about the changes they see?  Why are 
some countries ruled by presidents and others by prime ministers? Why do some countries have a single dominant 
political party while others have dozens? And what is the difference between a supreme court and a constitutional 
court?

These are the kinds of questions addressed by comparative politics. As well as helping us identify the rules of 
government and politics, comparative analysis also helps us make sense of political news from around the world. 
Keeping up with that news is one thing, but being able to understand it and place it in context is quite another. And 
as advances in technology, trade, and science bring us all closer together, so developments in one part of the world 
can have effects on many others, making it more important that we understand the changes we see. By studying 
different governments and political systems, we can better understand not just the country in which we live, but 
also other countries, their governments, their political decisions, and their people. 

This is a book designed to introduce you to the study of comparative government and politics. The goal of the 
chapters that follow is to provide a wide-ranging and accessible guide for courses and modules in this fascinating 
and essential sub-field of political science. We will look at the methods and theories of comparison, at the differences 
between democracies and authoritarian systems, at the many different forms in which the institutions of government 
exist, and at the ways in which ordinary people take part – or are prevented from taking part – in government and 
in shaping the decisions that affect their lives. 

As with the last edition, the book takes a thematic approach to comparison, with chapters divided into three 
groups. 

◆◆ The first group (Chapters 1–6) provides the foundations, with a review of the key concepts in comparative 
politics, followed by chapters on the theories and methods of comparison, on the meaning and the reach of the 
state, and on the features of democracies and authoritarian systems. 

◆◆ The second group (Chapters 7–12) focuses on institutions, which constitute the core subject matter of political 
science. It opens with a chapter on constitutions that assesses the power maps that help us make sense of how 
institutions work and relate to one another. This is followed by chapters on executives, legislatures, bureaucracies, 
and government at the sub-national and local level, before closing with a chapter on political culture that helps 
us understand the broader context within which government and politics works. 

◆◆ The third group (Chapters 13–20) looks at political processes, beginning with a survey of political participation, 
then looking at political communication, parties, elections, voters, and interest groups. The book ends with 
chapters on public policy and political economy.

The book is designed to meet the needs of students in different countries, approaching the study of government 
and politics from different perspectives. You may be using it as part of the first (and perhaps only) course or module 
you are taking on government and politics, as part of a course you are required to take outside your major subject, 
as part of a course you are taking simply because you are interested in politics, or as part of a course you are taking 
in your major course of study. Whatever your background and motivation, the chapters that follow are designed to 
help you find your way through the many different forms in which politics and government exists around the 
world.
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two key themes: democratic reversal, declining trust
Politics is always full of drama, and rarely stands still. There is a ceaseless jockeying for power and influence, a 
constantly changing set of needs and demands, and a cast of heroes and villains whose efforts to govern can 
sometimes inspire and at other times infuriate. At few times in recent history have the changes been as intense and 
as rapidly moving as they are today, producing numerous possibilities as new pressures and opportunities take 
countries in different directions. 

Among all the changes we are witnessing, two in particular stand out:

◆◆ The reversal of democracy. Not long ago, democrats were encouraged by the end of the Soviet Union and its control 
over Eastern Europe, by the end of military governments in Latin America and then in sub-Saharan Africa, and 
by the democracy movements in North Africa and the Middle East that gave rise to the Arab Spring. One 
scholar (see Chapter 5) was even inspired to declare the triumph of liberal democracy and the ‘end of history’. 
More recently, though, democracy appears to have been struggling, with challenges to political rights and civil 
liberties even in countries with strong democratic credentials, including the United States, Britain, France, and 
Japan. Meanwhile, in many countries that were once democratizing, such as China, Russia, and Turkey, there 
has been a reversal in trends as authoritarian leaders and political parties have become more powerful.

◆◆ Declining trust in government. The citizens of countries in many parts of the world have expressed new levels of 
discontent with the performance of their governments, and have shown less trust in their leaders while feeling 
more politically and economically marginalized. Many worry about what they see as threats to the political, 
economic, and social values they once thought they could take for granted. Those threats may be real, or they 
may be imagined, but the result in many cases has been a rising tide of populism as new political leaders point 
fingers of blame at the political and economic elite. Political and economic divisions have come to the fore, 
there have been demands for a return of power to ‘the people’, and new appeals have been made to nationalism 
as opposition to immigration and globalization grows, along with support for the creation of walls and barriers, 
whether in a physical or legal sense.

These two themes run through the chapters that follow. We will examine not just the structure of political 
systems and the ways that citizens relate to them, but we will look also at the ebb and flow of democracy and 
authoritarianism, and of populism, nationalism, and globalization. In so doing, we will gain more insights into 
some of the broader and more universal questions of comparative politics: who has power, who does not, how do 
power relationships evolve, and how do political systems work.
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guide to spotlight features

These focus on the 18 country cases from which examples are most often quoted in the body of the text. They in-
clude a brief profile of each country (or regional organization, in the case of the European Union), brief descriptions 
of their political features, some key demographic and economic data, and a short case study of each country in the 
context of the topic of the chapter in which the Spotlight appears.

Form of government A general description of the form of a government, including dates on state 
formation and the adoption of the most recent constitution.

Executive Form and structure of the executive.

Legislature Form and structure of the legislature.

Judiciary Form and structure of the judicial system.

Electoral system Form and structure of the electoral system.

Parties Outline of the party system and the major parties at work in the country.

Population Data for 2017 from World Bank (2018).

Gross Domestic Product Total value of goods and services produced by a country, in US dollars. Data 
for 2017 from World Bank (2018).

Per capita Gross Domestic 
Product

Total value of goods and services produced per head by a country, in US 
dollars. Data for 2017 from World Bank (2018).

Democracy Index rating From the Economist Intelligence Unit (2017), which divides states into full 
democracies, flawed democracies, hybrid regimes, and authoritarian regimes.

Freedom House rating From Freedom House (2018), which divides states into groups rated Free, 
Partly Free, or Not Free.

Human Development Index 
rating

From the United Nations Development Programme (2017), which divides 
states into groups rated Very High, High, Medium and Low.



It has only been three years since the last edition of Comparative Government and Politics was published, and yet much 
has changed in the world during that time. This new edition is an opportunity to reflect on those changes, but it 
also remains true to the core purpose and personality of earlier editions: to provide an introductory survey of 
comparative politics, while integrating some fresh perspectives to the study of the topic.

Structure and features. There are five key structural changes to the new edition:

◆◆ The two chapters on theories and methods have been moved up so that they are more closely connected to the 
opening chapter on concepts.

◆◆ The chapter on executives has been moved ahead of the chapter on legislatures so that the parliamentary system 
can be explained in more depth ahead of the discussion on legislatures.

◆◆ The chapter on political economy has been rewritten and restored in response to requests from several 
instructors.

◆◆ The coverage of authoritarian states has been greatly expanded, with more examples inserted throughout the 
text and the chapter sections on authoritarian rule expanded by two-thirds or more.

◆◆ For the first time, Comparative Government and Politics appears in full colour, allowing improvements to the 
reproduction of figures and tables, with supporting photographs added to illustrate key political phenomena.

All the new features introduced in the last edition have been kept and developed, including the Focus features, 
the Previews to each chapter, and the closing sets of Key Arguments. Also, the Spotlight features have been 
redesigned, along with new maps and new sets of further reading.

Length. The phenomenon of textbooks that expand with each edition is well known, but Comparative Government 
and Politics remains one of the notable exceptions. Even with the addition of a new chapter on political economy, 
the eleventh edition remains only slightly longer than the tenth edition. 

Classification of political systems. The last edition saw the introduction of the Democracy Index and the 
Freedom House ranking Freedom in the World. This dual system of classification has been expanded in this edition, 
with more examples used in the body of the text to illustrate the features of both systems.

Country cases. As with the last edition, this one focuses on a selection of case study countries, enhanced in the 
new edition so as to provide political, economic, social, and geographical variety, with Turkey added as an example 
of a hybrid political system. The cases are as follows:

Full democracies Flawed democracies Hybrid regimes Authoritarian regimes

Germany 
Sweden
UK

Brazil 
France
India
Japan 
Mexico
South Africa
USA

Nigeria
Turkey

China 
Egypt
Iran
Russia
Venezuela

Note: This classification is drawn from the Democracy Index. The European Union is not classified separately in 
the index, but all its member states are either full or flawed democracies.

guide to the eleventh 
 edition



xvi  guide to the eleventh  edition

Sources. As always, great care has been taken to use the most recent scholarship and the strongest possible range 
of sources. The vast majority of the research in political science is published in English by publishers based in 
Europe and the United States, which has the effect of producing a somewhat lop-sided view of the world. As well 
as working to include a wide variety of case examples, additional efforts have been made with this edition to seek 
out scholarship (published in English) from as great a variety of scholars and countries as possible.

major changes to this  edition
Throughout the book, arguments have been developed, definitions have been tightened, links have been made to 
different theories, a wider range of country examples has been added, and the results of new research have been 
integrated.

Theme Key changes

Chapter 1 Key concepts More country examples injected, new terms defined, and 
the sections on politics and power have been combined.

Chapter 2 Theoretical approaches Moved up from its previous position, new details added on 
the range of political theories, and a new section added on 
cultural approaches. 

Chapter 3 Comparative methods Moved up from its previous position, details expanded on 
different methodologies, and expanded sections on 
nationalism and globalization. 

Chapter 4 The state Expanded section on political authority, new maps added, 
more discussion of the effects of nationalism on the state.

Chapter 5 Democratic rule Expanded discussion on democracy and modernization, and 
rewritten section on the prospects for democracy.

Chapter 6 Authoritarian rule Expanded explanation of the features and effects of 
authoritarianism, with new sections on despotism and 
coercion, and a wider range of country examples.

Chapter 7 Constitutions and courts New coverage of codified and uncodified constitutions, and 
considerably expanded section on authoritarian states.

Chapter 8 Executives Moved up from its previous position, expanded section on 
heads of state and government, and a new category of 
unlimited presidential executive.

Chapter 9 Legislatures Moved back from its previous position, new coverage of 
models of representation, new discussion of levels of trust, 
and expanded section on authoritarian states.

Chapter 10 Bureaucracies Coverage clarified, more detail on new public management 
and e-government, and considerably expanded section on 
authoritarian states.
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Theme Key changes

Chapter 11 Sub-national governments Expanded coverage of local government, new maps, a 
greater variety of country examples, and additional depth 
on authoritarian states.

Chapter 12 Political culture New clarity to the discussion of political culture, new 
sections on multiculturalism and identity politics, more 
depth on political trust.

Chapter 13 Political participation Expanded discussion of who participates and why, and new 
coverage of women in government and politics.

Chapter 14 Political communication Updated to take account of developments with social media 
and to account for the problem of fake news, and 
considerably expanded section on authoritarian states.

Chapter 15 Elections Many new country examples integrated into the chapter, 
with a considerably expanded section on authoritarian 
states and the dynamics of their party systems.

Chapter 16 Political parties New details on legislative elections, updated election 
results, and considerably expanded coverage of the 
dynamics and purposes of elections in authoritarian states.

Chapter 17 Voters Reduced detail on discussion of how voters choose, more 
detail added on voter turnout, and new detail added on 
voters in authoritarian states.

Chapter 18 Interest groups Expanded section on lobbying, new examples of the work 
of interest groups, more country examples, and new detail 
on the work of groups in authoritarian states.

Chapter 19 Public policy More comparison injected into the discussion, new 
emphasis on issues designed to illustrate the dynamics of 
policy, and authoritarian section largely rewritten.

Chapter 20 Political economy New chapter restored from earlier editions, but almost 
entirely rewritten, with coverage of all major approaches 
and a new section on authoritarian states.
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Preview
Each chapter begins with a 
250-word outline of the contents 
of the chapter, designed as a 
preview of what to expect in the 
pages that follow.

Key arguments
Each chapter begins with six 
key arguments, chosen to 
underline some of the more 
important points made in the 
chapter.

Overview
Each chapter includes an overview 
of the subject of the chapter, 
placing it within its broader 
context and introducing some of 
the key themes.

Figures
A wide range of fi gures is used throughout 
the book to provide visual support to 
topics covered in the body of the text. 

Concepts
The fi rst time a key 
term is used it appears 
in boldface and is 
separately defi ned. The 
defi nitions are kept as 
brief and clear as 
possible, and each term 
is listed at the end of 
the chapter in which it 
is defi ned.
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Spotlights
Each chapter includes a 
spotlight case study that 
covers a nation’s background 
and other statistical data.

Discussion questions
Each chapter closes with a set of six 
open-ended discussion questions, 
designed to consolidate knowledge by 
highlighting major issues and to spark 
classroom discussions and research 
projects.

Key concepts
Designed to help refl ect upon and
memorise key concepts, a complete list
of the main terms defi ned in boxes
across the preceding pages is included
at the end of each chapter.

Further reading
An annotated list of six suggested 
readings is included at the end of each 
chapter, representing some of the most 
recent, important and helpful surveys of 
the topics covered in that chapter.

Focus
Each chapter includes two Focus features 
that provide in-depth treatment of a topic 
related to the subject of the chapter.

Tables
These display statistics or key 
features of a topic in the nearby 
text, or summarize lists of subjects 
covered in the text.



guide to the website
This book is accompanied by a website which provides an array of resources for students and instructors. See: 
www.macmillanihe.com/companion/HHM-CGP-11

for students

Spotlight Map
An interactive map providing key 
information and statistics about the 
countries appearing in the Spotlight 
features in this book, as well as a 
number of additional countries.

Guide to Comparative Politics 
on the Internet
This guide helps students navigate their 
way through the multitude of resources 
available on the internet related to the 
comparative study of politics.

Flashcard Glossary
These fl ashcards help students to test 
their knowledge of the key terms 
highlighted and defi ned in each chapter.

Testbank
The testbank comprises a total of 500 
pre-prepared multiple-choice and true 
or false questions relating to the 
coverage of each of the book’s 
chapters.

PowerPoint Slides
A corresponding set of PowerPoint slides 
has been prepared for each individual 
chapter, ready for instructors to adapt 
and customize to suit their weekly 
lectures.

for instructors
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overview

 ◆ Government and 
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 ◆ Politics and power
 ◆ The state, authority, and 
legitimacy 

 ◆ Ideology
 ◆ Comparative politics
 ◆ Classifying political 
systems

PREVIEW
The best place to begin the study of any topic is with an exploration 
of key concepts. Most of the political terms which interest us are 
embedded in ordinary language; government, politics, power, and authority 
are all familiar terms. But – as we will see – this does not mean that 
they are easily defi ned, or that political scientists are agreed on how 
best to understand or apply them. 

This opening chapter begins with a discussion about the meaning 
of government and governance, which are related terms but quite diff erent 
in the ideas they convey: the fi rst focuses on institutions while the sec-
ond focuses on processes. We then go on to look at politics, whose core 
features are relatively easy to identify, but whose boundaries are not so clear: does it imply a search for a decision, or a 
competitive struggle for power? This is followed by a review of the meaning of power, authority, legitimacy, and ideology, 
all of which lie at the heart of our understanding of how government and politics work.

The chapter then looks at some of the core purposes of comparative politics, whose value – above all – lies in help-
ing us broaden and deepen our understanding of politics and government, taking us beyond the limitations inherent 
in studying a single political system. The chapter ends with a review of the challenges involved in classifying political 
systems, and looks at some of the typologies available to help us make better sense of a complex, diverse, and changing 
political world. 

KEY ARGUMENTS
◆◆ Like all fi elds of study, political science uses concepts whose defi nitions – while often disputed – are 

important to understand.

◆◆ While government describes the institutions and offi  ces through which societies are governed, governance 
describes the process of collective decision-making. 

◆◆ An exact defi nition of politics is diffi  cult, because the term has multiple nuances. But it is clearly a 
collective activity, occurring between or among people. 

◆◆ Power is the capacity to bring about intended eff ects, and is central to understanding both government 
and politics. Authority and legitimacy are key related concepts.

◆◆ Ideology may have lost its original meaning as the science of ideas, but it remains useful as a way of 
packaging diff erent views about the role of government and the goals of public policy. 

◆◆ Typologies help us compare, imposing order on the variety of the world’s political systems, and helping 
us develop explanations and rules.
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2  chapter 1

key concepts: an overview
Every fi eld of study is built on a specialized vocabulary made up of terms or concepts that 
need to be understood and defi ned in order to provide us with our points of reference. 
Political science is no exception. In trying to understand the features which a political 
system (see later in this chapter) must possess in order to qualify as a democracy, for example, 
we can agree that some measure of popular control over the rulers is essential; if there were no 
ways of holding the government to account, there could be no democracy. A good defi nition 
of a democracy as a concept, then, is a political system in which government is based on a fair 
and open mandate from all qualifi ed citizens of a state. As we will see in Chapter 5, though, 
there are many facets to the discussion of what should – at fi rst glance – be an idea that we can 
all understand without too much trouble. 

This opening chapter reviews several of the most important concepts involved in comparative 
government and politics, providing the foundations for understanding the chapters that follow. 
We will start with government and politics, two concepts that are routinely used interchangeably, 
but not necessarily applied correctly. We will then look at power, a concept that comes in several 
diff erent forms. We also begin looking at the meaning of the state (covered in much more depth 
in Chapter 4), and how it relates to authority, legitimacy, and ideology. 

These concepts are all central to an understanding of the manner in which governments are 
organized and the way in which politics unfolds. We will fi nd, though, that their precise meanings 
are routinely contested. This is a problem found not just in political science, but throughout the 
social sciences; there is even some dispute about the meaning of the term social science. It is 
used here in the context of studying and better understanding the organized relations and inter-
action of people within society. Social scientists study the institutions we build, the rules we agree, 
the processes we use, our underlying motives, and the outcomes of our interactions.

Ultimately, we need to understand these concepts in order to constructively make comparisons. In turn, we need 
to make those comparisons in order to better understand human behaviour. Comparison is one of the most basic of 
all human activities, lying at the heart of almost every choice we make in our lives. No surprise, then, that it should 
be central to research in the social sciences as a whole, and political science in particular. We can study government 
and political processes in isolation, but without comparing diff erent cases, examples, and situations, we can never really 
hope to fully comprehend them, to draw general conclusions about what drives people to act the way they do, or to 
be sure that we have considered all the explanatory options. Only by looking at government and politics across place 
and time can we build the context to be able to gain a broader and more complete understanding of how they work. 

government and governance
Since this is a book about comparative government and politics, the logical place to begin is with a review of the 
term government. Small groups of people can reach collective decisions without any special procedures; a family 
or sports team can reach an understanding by informal discussion, and these agreements can be self-executing in 
the sense that those who make the decision carry it out themselves. However, such simple mechanisms are 

impractical for larger units such as towns, cities, or states, which must develop procedures and 
institutions for making and enforcing collective decisions. By doing so, they give themselves 
a government.

The term government is usually used to describe the highest level of political offi  ces in a soci-
ety: presidents, prime ministers, legislatures, governors, mayors, and others at the apex of power. 
But government actually consists of all organizations charged with reaching and executing deci-
sions for a community. By this defi nition, the police, the military, bureaucrats, and judges are all 
part of government, even if they do not come to offi  ce through the methods usually associated 
with government, such as elections. In this broader conception, government is the entire com-
munity of institutions endowed with public authority. The term government can also apply to the 
group of people who govern (as in the Japanese government), a specifi c administration (the Putin 
government), the form of the system of rule (centralized government), and the character of the 
administration of a community (good government).

The classic case for the institution of government was made in the seventeenth century by 
the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (see Focus 1.1). He argued that government provides 

Concept
An idea, term, or 
category. 

Political 
science
The study of the 
theory and 
practice of 
government and 
politics, focusing 
on the structure 
and dynamics of 
institutions, 
political processes, 
and political 
behaviour.

Social science
The study of 
human society and 
of the structured 
interactions 
among people 
within society. 

Government
The institutions 
and structures 
through which 
societies are 
governed. 

Institution
A formal 
organization or 
practice with a 
political purpose 
or effect, marked 
by durability and 
internal 
complexity. 
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us with protection from the harm that we would otherwise infl ict on each other in our quest for gain and glory. By 
granting a monopoly of the sword to a government, we transform anarchy into order, securing peace and the oppor-
tunity for mutually benefi cial cooperation.

In a democracy, government supposedly provides security and predictability to those who live under its  jurisdiction 
(see Chapter 5). Citizens and businesses can plan for the long term, knowing that laws are developed in a  standardized 
fashion, take into account competing opinions, and are consistently applied. Of course, nothing is ever that simple, 
 because governments create their own dangers. The risk of Hobbes’s commonwealth is that it will abuse its own 
 authority, creating more problems than it solves. As John Locke – one of Hobbes’s critics – 
 pointed out, there is no profi t in avoiding the dangers of foxes if the outcome is simply to be 
devoured by lions (Locke, 1690). A key aim in studying government, then, is to discover how to 
secure its benefi ts while also limiting its inherent dangers. 

In democracies, government is infl uenced by wider forces, such as interest groups, political 
parties, the media, corporations, and public opinion. In authoritarian systems, meanwhile, the 
government may lack much autonomy, and eff ectively becomes the property of a dominant indi-
vidual or clan. In both cases, the forces and infl uences surrounding government come together to 
form a political system. This concept takes us beyond mere institutions and helps us pin down 
all the factors involved in the political life of a given state or community. It has a hard edge, as 
refl ected in the adverb authoritatively in the famous defi nition of a political system off ered by the 
political scientist David Easton (1965):

A political system can be designated as the interactions through which values are authoritatively allocated for a 
society; that is what distinguishes a political system from other systems lying in its environment.

Political 
system
The interactions 
and organizations 
through which a 
society reaches 
and successfully 
enforces collective 
decisions. See also 
discussion in 
Chapter 4 about 
regimes.

Focus 1.1
Hobbes’s case for government

The case for government was well made by Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) in 
his famous treatise Leviathan, published in 1651. His starting point was the 
fundamental equality in our ability to infl ict harm on others:

For as to the strength of body, the weakest has strength enough to kill the 
strongest, either by secret machination, or by confederacy with others.

So arises a clash of ambition and fear of attack:

From this equality of ability, arises equality of hope in the attaining of our ends. 
And therefore if any two men desire the same thing, which nevertheless they 
cannot both enjoy, they become enemies; and in the way to their end, which is 
principally their own conservation, and sometimes their own delectation, 
endeavour to destroy or subdue one another.

Without a ruler to keep us in check, the situation becomes grim:

Hereby it is manifest, that during the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they 
are in that condition which is called war; and such a war, as is of every man, against every man.

People therefore agree (by means unclear) to set up an absolute government to avoid a life that would 
otherwise be ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’:

The only way to erect such a common power, as may be able to defend them from the invasion of 
foreigners, and the injuries of one another … is, to confer all their power and strength upon one man, or 
one assembly of men, that may reduce all their wills, by plurality of voices, unto one will … This done, the 
multitude so united is called a COMMONWEALTH.

Source: Hobbes (1651).

Thomas Hobbes.
Source: Getty Images/De Agostini 
Picture Library
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The ‘Swedish political system’ means more than ‘Swedish government’; it is the space in 
which most of the activity of Swedish politics – positive and negative, in the public or private 
interest – takes place. It has many similarities with the political systems of Finland, Denmark, 
and Norway, but many diff erences with those in Mexico, South Africa, or India, even if all 
these countries have governing institutions that have approximately the same purpose. (See 
Chapter 3 for details on how comparative politics goes about assessing the similarities and the 
diff erences.)

Another related concept is governance. Where the concept of government suggests a  rather 
static account based on organizations, the concept of governance highlights the process and quality of collective 
 decision-making. The emphasis is on the activity of governing, so that we can – for example – speak of global gov-
ernance: there is no such thing as a global government, but there is a large community of international organizations 
(such as the United Nations), thousands of treaties that form the basis of international law, and a constant interaction 
involving governments, corporations, and interest groups, all of which amount to a process of governance. Governance 
directs our attention away from government’s command-and-control function towards the broader task of public reg-
ulation, a role which ruling politicians in democracies share with other bodies. We need the concept of governance as 
a supplement, rather than a replacement, for the notion of government.

The notion of governance has been prominent in discussions about the European Union. This regional integration 
association has several institutions that look much like an EU government – they include an elected European Par-
liament and a Court of Justice – but which are better regarded as a system of governance (McCormick, 2015). Their 
job is to develop policies and laws, and to oversee the implementation of those policies and laws, but they can only do 
as much as the foundational treaties of the EU, and the governments of its member states, allow them to do. They are 
better seen as servants of the process of European integration than as the government of the EU. 

Because governance refers to the activity of ruling, it has also become the preferred term when examining the qual-
ity and eff ectiveness of rule. In this context, governance refers to what the institutions of government do and to how 
well or badly they do it. Good governance should, at a minimum, be accountable, transparent, effi  cient, responsive, and 
inclusive, but these are all ideals; even those countries that rank at the top of political rating systems (see later in this 
chapter) have fl aws. The kind of bad governance that we so often fi nd in authoritarian systems is much more clearly 
evident; see Spotlight Nigeria as an example. 

politics and power
While government is tangible in the sense that we can see most of the people in government, and the buildings that 
institutions inhabit, politics and power are much less easy to identify and to measure. In the debate over the 

meaning of politics, for example, we can easily list and agree examples of political activity. 
When the President and Congress in the United States engage in their annual tussle over the 
budget, for example, they are clearly engaged in politics. When the Spanish region of Catalonia 
held non-binding independence referendums in 2014 and again in 2017, politics was again on 
view. When thousands of Iranians took to the streets during 2017–18 to protest rising food 
prices (and also to express their opposition to the government), they too were taking part in 
politics. The political heartland, as represented by such examples, is clear enough.

However, the boundaries of politics are less precise. When one country invades another, is it 
engaged in politics or merely in war? When a dictatorship suppresses a demonstration by vio-
lence, is it playing or preventing politics? When a court issues a ruling about privacy, should its 

judgment be read as political or judicial? Is politics restricted to governments, or can it also be found in businesses, 
families, and even university classrooms?

A crisp defi nition of politics – one which fi ts just those things we instinctively call ‘political’ – is diffi  cult, because 
the term is used in so many diff erent ways. But three aspects of politics are clear:

◆◆ It is a collective activity, occurring between and among people. A lone castaway on a desert island could not 
engage in politics, but if there were two castaways on the same island, they would have a political relationship. 

◆◆ It involves making decisions regarding a course of action to take, or a disagreement to be resolved. 
◆◆ Once reached, political decisions become authoritative policy for the group, binding and committing its 

members (even if some of them continue to resist, which is – in itself – a political activity). 

Governance
The process by 
which decisions, 
laws, and policies 
are made, with or 
without the input 
of formal 
institutions.

Politics
The process by 
which people 
negotiate and 
compete in the 
process of making 
and executing 
shared or collective 
decisions. 
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Politics is unavoidable because of the social nature of humans. We live in groups that must reach collective 
decisions about using resources, relating to others, and planning for the future. A country deliberating on whether 
to go to war, a family discussing where to go on holiday, a company deciding where to locate a new factory, a 
university deciding whether its priority lies with teaching or research: these are all examples of groups forming 
judgements aff ecting their members. Politics involves assessing diff erent opinions, and ideally brings them together 
into a compromise course of action. 

Once reached, decisions must be implemented. Means must be found to ensure the acquiescence and preferably 
the consent of the group’s members. Once set, taxes must be raised; once adopted, regulations must be imposed; once 
planned and funded, highways must be built. Public authority – and even force if needed – is used to implement collec-
tive policy, and citizens who fail to contribute to the common task may be fi ned or even imprisoned by the authorities. 

As a concept, then, politics can be defi ned idealistically as the process of making and executing collective deci-
sions based on the pursuit of a group’s common interest, or at least on seeking peaceful reconciliation of the diff erent 
interests within a group. This interpretation of politics as a community-serving activity can be traced to the ancient 
Greeks. The philosopher Aristotle (384–322 bce) argued that ‘man is by nature a political animal’ (1962 edn), by which 
he meant not only that politics is unavoidable, but also that it is the highest human activity, the feature which most 
clearly separates us from other species. His view was that people can only express their nature as reasoning, virtuous 
beings by participating in a political community which seeks to identify the common interest through discussion, and 
tries to pursue it through actions to which all contribute. In Aristotle’s model constitution, ‘the ideal citizens rule in 
the interests of all, not because they are forced to by checks and balances, but because they see it as right to do so’ 
(Nicholson, 2004).

This idea of politics as a peaceful process of open discussion leading to collective decisions acceptable to all stake-
holders in society is all well and good, but the reality rarely measures up to the ideal. Perhaps more realistically, politics 
can also be seen as a competitive struggle for power and resources between people and groups seeking their own ad-
vantage. From this second perspective, politics can involve narrow concerns taking precedence over collective benefi ts 
when those in authority place their own goals above those of the wider community, using methods that can spill over 
into manipulation, corruption, and perhaps even violence and bloodshed. 

In this view, politics is a competition for acquiring and keeping power, a process that yields winners and losers. This 
is refl ected in the famous defi nition by the political scientist Harold Lasswell (1936) of politics as ‘who gets what, when, 
how’. In short, it is anything but the disinterested pursuit of the public interest. Taking the cynical (or perhaps realistic) 
extreme, the Prussian general Carl von Clausewitz once said that ‘war is the continuation of politics by other means’, 
a view backed up by Chinese leader Mao Zedong when he said that ‘war is politics with bloodshed’. But we could as 
easily turn these ideas around and argue that politics is the continuation of war by other means, or that politics is war 
without bloodshed.

Politics, then, has many diff erent facets. It involves shared and competing interests; cooperation and confl ict; reason 
and force. Each concept is necessary, but only together are they suffi  cient. The essence of politics lies in the interaction 
between conceptions, and we should not narrow our vision by reducing politics to either one. As Laver (1983) puts it: 
‘Pure confl ict is war. Pure cooperation is true love. Politics is a mixture of both.’

Meanwhile, at the heart of politics is the distribution and manipulation of power. The word comes from the 
 Latin potere, meaning ‘to be able’, which is why the philosopher Bertrand  Russell (1938) saw power as ‘the production of 
intended eff ects’. The greater our ability to determine our own fate, the more power we possess. In this sense, describing 
Germany as a powerful country means that it has a high level of ability to achieve its objectives, 
whatever those may be.  Conversely, to lack power – as do many poor or unstable countries – is to 
fall victim to  circumstance. Arguably, though, every state has power, even if it is the kind of nega-
tive power  involved in obliging a reaction from bigger and wealthier states; Somali pirates, Syrian 
refugees, and illegal migrants from Mexico may seem powerless, but all three groups spark policy 
responses from the governments of those countries they most immediately aff ect.

Notice that the emphasis here is on power to rather than power over – on the ability to achieve 
goals, rather than the more specifi c exercise of control over other people or countries. But most 
analyses of power focus on relationships: on power over others. Here, the three dimensions of 
power distinguished by Steven Lukes (2005) (see Table 1.1) are useful, because they help us 
 answer the question of how we can measure a group’s power, or at least establish whether one 
group is more powerful than another. As we move through these dimensions, so the conception 
of power becomes more subtle – but also, perhaps, somewhat stretched beyond its normal use.

Power
The capacity to 
bring about 
intended effects. 
The term is often 
used as a synonym 
for infl uence, but 
is also used more 
narrowly to refer 
to more forceful 
modes of infl uence 
notably, getting 
one’s way by 
threats.



SPOTLIGHT NIGERIA
Brief profi le
Although Nigeria has been independent since 1960, it was not until 2015 that it experienced a presidential 
election in which the incumbent was defeated by an opposition opponent. This makes an important point about 
the challenges faced by Africa’s largest country by population, and one of the continent’s major regional powers, 
in developing a stable political form. Nigeria is currently enjoying its longest spell of civilian government since 
independence, but the military continues to play an important role, the economy is dominated by oil, corruption 
is rife at every level of society, security concerns and poor infrastructure discourage foreign investment, and a 
combination of ethnic and religious divisions pose worrying threats to stability. Incursions and attacks since 2002 
by the Islamist group Boko Haram, have added to the country’s problems, but it has still – nonetheless – been 
recently upgraded from authoritarian to a hybrid on the Democracy Index.

Form of government Federal presidential republic consisting of 36 states and a Federal Capital 
Territory. State formed 1960, and most recent constitution adopted 1999.

Executive Presidential. A president elected for a maximum of two four-year terms, 
supported by a vice-president and cabinet of ministers, with one from each of 
Nigeria’s states.

Legislature Bicameral National Assembly: lower House of Representatives (360 members) 
and upper Senate (109 members), both elected for fi xed and renewable four-year 
terms.

Judiciary Federal Supreme Court, with 14 members nominated by the president, and 
either confi rmed by the Senate or approved by a judicial commission.

Electoral system President elected in national contest, and must win a majority of all votes cast 
and at least 25 per cent of the vote in at least two-thirds of Nigeria’s states. 
Possibility of two runoffs. National Assembly elected using single-member 
plurality.

Parties Multi-party, led by the centrist People’s Democratic Party and the conservative 
All Nigeria People’s Party.
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SPOTLIGHT NIGERIA
Government and politics in 
Nigeria
Many of the facets of the debate about 
government, politics, power, and authority 
are on show in Nigeria, a country that is still 
struggling to develop a workable political 
form and national identity in the face of 
multiple internal divisions.

Understanding Nigeria is complicated 
by the lack of durable governmental 
patterns. Since independence in 1960, 
Nigerians have lived through three periods 
of civilian government, fi ve successful and 
several attempted military coups, a civil 
war, and nearly 30 years of military rule. 
The fi rst civilian government (1960–66) 
was based on the parliamentary model, 
but the second and third (1979–83, and 

1999–present) were based on the presidential form. Since 2007, Nigeria has twice made the transition from 
one civilian government to another, and the long-term political prognosis has improved. Still, considerable 
uncertainties remain.

Political doubts refl ect economic drift, and vice versa. The country’s growing population is expected to double 
in the next 25 years, straining an infrastructure that is already woefully inadequate to support a modern economy. 
Nigeria’s core economic problem is its heavy reliance on oil, which leaves the size and health of the economy – 
as well as government revenues – 
dependent on the fl uctuating price of 
oil. To make matters worse, much of 
the oil wealth has been squandered and 
stolen, feeding into the corruption that 
is rife in Nigeria, and there have been 
bitter political arguments over how 
best to spend the balance.

Nigeria’s problems are more than just 
economic. In social terms, Nigeria is 
divided by ethnicity, handicapping efforts 
to build a sense of national identity. It is 
also separated by religion, with a mainly 
Muslim north, a non-Muslim south, and 
controversial pressures from the north 
to expand the reach of sharia, or Islamic 
law. Regional disparities are fundamental, 
with a north that is dry and poor and a 
south that is better endowed in 
resources and basic services. Regional 
tensions have been made worse by oil, 
most of which lies either in the south-
east or off the coast, but with much of 
the profi t distributed to political elites in 
other parts of the country.

Further reading 
Bourne, Richard (2015) Nigeria: A New History of a Turbulent Century 

(Zed Books).
Campbell, John (2013) Nigeria: Dancing on the Brink (Rowman & 

Littlefi eld).
Campbell, John, and Matthew T. Page (2018) Nigeria: What Everyone 

Needs to Know (Oxford University Press).
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President Muhammadu Buhari addresses members of the Nigerian 
National Assembly in Abuja after submitting his annual federal budget.
Source: Getty Images/Sunday Aghaeze/Stringer.
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The first dimension is straightforward: power should be judged by identifying whose views prevail when the actors 
involved possess conflicting views on what should be done. The greater the correspondence between a person’s views 
and decisions reached, the greater is that person’s influence: more wins indicate more power. This decision-making 
approach, as it is called, was pioneered by the political scientist Robert Dahl (1961a) in his classic study of democracy 
and power in the city of New Haven, Connecticut. In the United States, for example, and in spite of repeated mass 
shootings, the successful lobbying of the gun lobby has meant that most leaders of the two major political parties have 
refused to impose meaningful limits on gun ownership, forming what amounts to an elite conspiracy to make sure 
that guns remain widely available. So far, at least, the gun lobby has prevailed; it has the power (see Chapter 18). The 
approach is relatively clear and concrete, based on identifying preferences and observing decisions, and connecting 
directly with the concept of politics as the resolution of conflict within groups. 

The second dimension focuses on the capacity to keep issues off the political agenda by preventing the emergence 
of topics which would threaten the values or interests of decision-makers. As Bachrach and Baratz (1962) once put it, 
‘to the extent that a person or group – consciously or unconsciously – creates or reinforces barriers to the public air-
ing of policy conflicts, that person or group has power’. In China, for example, fear of government reprisals currently 
discourages many people from expressing their support for a transition to democracy. By narrowing the public agenda 
in this way, the ruling communist party renders democracy a non-issue. In order to address the problem of control over 
the agenda, we need to both study the groups that gain the most from political decisions or the status quo, and those 
whose views are not heard. 

The third dimension broadens our conception of power by extending it to cover the formation, rather than 
 merely the expression, of preferences. Where the first and second dimensions assume conflicting preferences, the third 
 dimension addresses the idea of a manipulated consensus. In war time, for example, governments often seek to sustain 
public morale by preventing news of military defeats or high casualties from seeping into the public domain. In this 
and similar cases, agenda control is achieved by manipulating the flow of information so as to prevent any conflict 
from arising in the first place. So this third dimension of power focuses on manipulating preferences rather than just 
preventing their expression.

The implication of these examples is that the most efficient form of power is one that allows us to shape people’s 
information and preferences, thus preventing the first and second dimensions from coming into play. Denying people 
access to information is one way of achieving this, as in the example of the selective briefings initially provided by the 
power company responsible for operating the Japanese nuclear power station which leaked radiation after the 2011 
earthquake. Power, then, is not just about whose preferences win out; we must also consider whose opinions are kept 
out of the debate and also the wider context in which those preferences are formed. 

the state, authority, and legitimacy
We will look at the state in more detail in Chapter 4, but a brief preview is needed here so that we can grasp two 
other concepts that lie at the heart of our understanding of government and politics: authority and legitimacy. The 
world is divided into nearly 200 states (the exact number, as we will see, is debatable – see Focus 4.1), each containing 
a population living within a defined territory, and each recognized by its residents and by other states as having the 
right to rule that territory. States provide the legal mandate for the work of governments, allowing them to use the 

Table 1.1 Lukes’s three dimensions of power

Dimension Core question Core quality

First Who prevails when preferences 
conflict?

Decisions are made on issues over which there is an 
observable conflict of interests.

Second Who controls whether 
preferences are expressed?

Decisions are prevented from being taken on potential issues 
over which there is an observable conflict of interests. 

Third Who shapes preferences? Potential issues are kept out of politics, whether through 
social forces, institutional practices, or the decisions of 
individuals.

Source: Lukes (2005).
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authority inherent in the state. We can compare government and politics at multiple levels, from the national to 
the local, but it is the state that provides us with our most important point of reference as we work through the 
complexities of comparison, and states need both authority and legitimacy in order to function eff ectively. 

Authority is a concept that is broader than power and, in some ways, more fundamental to comparative politics. 
Where power is the capacity to act, authority is the acknowledged right to do so. It exists when subordinates accept 
the capacity of superiors to give legitimate orders, so that while Russia may exercise some power 
over Russians living in neighbouring countries such as Ukraine, the Baltic States, and Kazakh-
stan, its formal authority stops at the Russian border. The German sociologist Max Weber (1922) 
suggested that, in a relationship of authority, the ruled implement the command as if they had 
adopted it spontaneously, for its own sake. For this reason, authority is a more effi  cient form of 
control than brute power. Yet, authority is more than voluntary compliance. To acknowledge the 
authority of your state does not mean you always agree with its decisions; it means only that you 
accept its right to make them and your own duty to obey. In this way, authority provides the 
foundation for the state. 

Just as there are diff erent sources of power, so too can authority be built on a range of foun-
dations. Weber distinguished three ways of validating political power: 

◆◆ By tradition, or the accepted way of doing things.
◆◆ By charisma, or intense commitment to a leader and his or her message.
◆◆ By appeal to legal–rational norms, based on the rule-governed powers of an offi  ce, rather than a person. 

This classifi cation remains useful today, even in democracies where we might think that 
legal–rational authority is the dominant form. We can also add to Weber’s ideas: much of what 
a leader can or cannot achieve, for example, comes down to competence – or at least, to the 
perception that a leader actually knows what they are doing – and to the extent to which 
leaders are able to represent the moral values and ideological goals of their followers.

Legitimacy builds on, but is broader than, authority. When a state is widely accepted by its 
citizens, and by other states with which it deals, we describe it as legitimate. Thus, we speak of the 
authority of an offi  cial but the legitimacy of a state. Although the word legitimacy comes from the Latin 
legitimare, meaning ‘to declare lawful’, legitimacy is much more than mere legality: where legality 
is a technical matter, referring to whether a rule is made correctly by following regular procedures, 
legitimacy is a more political concept, referring to whether people accept the authority of a state, 
without which its very existence is in question.

Legality is a topic for lawyers; political scientists are more interested in issues of legitimacy: how 
a political system wins, keeps, and sometimes loses public faith in its right to function. A fl ourish-
ing economy, international success, and a popular governing party will boost the legitimacy of a 
political system, even though legitimacy is more than any of these things. In fact, we can think of 
legitimacy as the credit a political system has built up from its past successes, a reserve that can be 
drawn down in bad times. In any event, public opinion – not a law court – is the test of legitimacy. 
And it is legitimacy, rather than force alone, which provides the most stable foundation for rule.

ideology
The concepts reviewed so far have mainly been about politics, but ideas also play a role in politics: political action is 
motivated by the ideas people hold about it. One way to understand this is via the notion of ideology. This is a 
term that was coined by the French philosopher Antoine Destutt de Tracy during the 1790s, in the aftermath of the 
French Revolution, to describe the science of ideas. Its meaning has long since changed, and it now denotes 
packages of ideas related to diff erent views about the role of government and the goals of public policy. An ideology 
is today understood as any system of thought expressing a view on human nature, the proper relationship between 
state and society, and the individual’s position within this order.

Which specifi c political outlooks should be regarded as ideologies is a matter of judgement, but Figure 1.1 off ers 
a selection. In any case, the era of explicit ideology beginning with the French Revolution ended in the twentieth 
 century with the defeat of fascism in 1945 and the collapse of communism at the end of the 1980s. Ideology seemed 

Authority
The right to rule. 
Authority creates 
its own power, so 
long as people 
accept that the 
person in 
authority has the 
right to make 
decisions.

Legitimacy
The condition of 
being legitimate. A 
legitimate system 
of government is 
one based on 
authority, and 
those subject to 
its rule recognize 
its right to make 
decisions.

Ideology
A system of 
connected beliefs, 
a shared view of 
the world, or a 
blueprint for how 
politics, 
economics, and 
society should be 
structured. 


