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14

We are used to thinking about reading written texts 
critically—for example, reading a textbook carefully 
for information, sometimes highlighting or under-
lining as we go along—but we do not always think 
about “reading” visuals in this way. We should, be-
cause images and informational graphics can tell us a 
lot if we read and consider them carefully. especially 
in the so-called information age, in which we are ex-
posed to a constant stream of images on television 
and the internet, it is important to be able to analyze 
and understand their meanings. this brief guide pro-
vides information about the types of visuals you will 
encounter in Comparative Politics Today: A World 
View and offers some questions to help you analyze 
everything from tables to charts and graphs to news 
photographs. 

tables
tables are the least “visual” of the visuals we explore. 
they consist of textual information and/or numeri-
cal data arranged in columns and rows. tables are fre-
quently used when exact information is required and 
when orderly arrangement is necessary to locate and, in 
many cases, to compare the information. For example, 
table 7.3 Health Outcomes makes data on the various 
measures of citizens’ health in many nations organized 
and easy to compare. Here are a few questions to guide 
your analysis:

■ What is the purpose of this table? What informa-
tion does it show? there is usually a title that of-
fers a sense of the table’s purpose. 

A Brief Guide to Analyzing Visuals

Ta B l e  7 . 3
Health Outcomes 
Government efforts can help combat the problems of low economic development for citizens’ health.

Country
physicians per 1,000 

Citizens, 2011
Life expectancy at 

Birth, 2011
Infant Mortality per 

1,000 Live Births, 2011
Fertility rate, 

2012

Brazil 1.8 74 14 1.8

Britain 2.8 80 4 1.9

China 1.5 79 13 1.7

France 3.4 82 3 2.0

Germany 3.7 81 3 1.4

india 0.7 65 47 2.5

iran 0.9 73 21 1.9

Japan 2.1 83 2 1.4

Mexico 2.0 75 13 2.2

nigeria 0.4 53 78 6.0

russia 4.3 69 10 1.5

United States 2.4 79 6 2.0

Source: World health organization (data downloaded June 9, 2013, from http://apps.who.int/gho/data).
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 a brief guide to analyzing visuals 15

■ What information is provided in the column head-
ings (the table’s top row)? How are the rows labeled? 
are there any clarifying notes at the bottom of the 
table? 

■ is a time period indicated, such as july to decem-
ber 2009? Or, are the data as of a specific date, 
such as january 1, 2010? are the data shown at 
multiple intervals over a fixed period or at one 
particular point in time? 

■ if the table shows numerical data, what do these 
data represent? in what units? dollars spent on 
social service programs? percentage of voters who 
support the british labour party? years of life 
expectancy?

■ What is the source of the information presented 
in the table? is it government information? private 
polling information? a newspaper? a corporation? 

the United Nations? an individual? is the source 
trustworthy? current? does the source have a 
vested interest in the data expressed in the table? 

Charts and Graphs
charts and graphs depict numerical data in visual 
forms. the most common kinds of graphs plot data 
in two dimensions along horizontal and vertical axes. 
examples that you will encounter throughout this book 
are line graphs, pie charts, bar graphs, and timelines. 
these kinds of visuals emphasize data relationships: 
at a particular point in time, at regular intervals over a 
fixed period of time, or, sometimes, as parts of a whole. 
line graphs show a progression, usually over time.
(as in Figure 17.2 chronology of casualties: Kashmir 
1988–2011.)

F igure 17 .2
Chronology of Casualties: Kashmir (1988–2011) 
Source: www.satp.org.
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16 a brief guide to analyzing visuals

F igure 12 .7
Russian State Budget Breakdown, 2013 
Pensions take up a full quarter of the state budget, an expense that is likely to grow in coming years. It exceeds 
spending on education, health care, and assistance to the needy combined.

Source: Ministry of Finance website, www.minfin.ru
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F igure 13 .5
Population Structure, 2010 Midyear, by age and Sex
Policies since the 1970s have reduced population growth in the world’s most populous country.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, International Data Base, www.census.gov/ipc/www/idb/country.php.
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F igure 8 .2
long- and Short-Term Tenures at Downing Street
Prime Ministers and Governments since 1940.

pie charts (such as Figure 12.7, 2013 russian 
Federal budget) demonstrate how a whole (total gov-
ernment spending) is divided into its parts (different 
types of government programs). bar graphs compare 
values across categories, showing how proportions 
are related to each other (as in Figure 13.5, show-
ing the male and female populations in china by age 
bracket). bar graphs can present data either horizon-
tally or vertically. timelines show events and changes 
over a defined period of time (such as the list of prime 
ministers of britain in Figure 8.2). you will also en-
counter charts that map out processes and hierarchies 
throughout this book (as in the structure of the gov-
ernment of Nigeria shown in Figure 18.4).

many of the same questions you ask about tables 
are also important when analyzing graphs and charts 
(see above). Here are more questions to help you:

■ in the case of line and bar graphs, how are the 
axes labeled? are symbols or colors used to repre-
sent different groups or units?

■ are the data shown at multiple intervals over a 
fixed period or at one particular point in time?

■ if there are two or more sets of figures, what are 
the relationships among them?

■ is there distortion in the visual representation of the 
information? are the intervals equal? does the area 
shown distort the actual amount or the proportion? 
distortion can lead you to draw an inaccurate con-
clusion on first sight, so it’s important to look for it.

Maps
maps of countries, regions, and the world are very often 
used in political analysis to illustrate demographic, so-
cial, economic, and political issues and trends. see, for 
example, Figure 16.1, map of iran’s ethnic minorities.

though tables and graphs might sometimes give 
more precise information, maps help us to understand, 
in a geographic context, data that are more difficult 
to express in words or numbers alone. Here are a few 
more questions to add to those in the above sections:

■ What does the map key/legend show? What are 
the factors that the map is analyzing? are sym-
bols or colors used to differentiate sections of the 
map? maps can express information on politi-
cal boundaries, natural resources, ethnic groups, 
and many other topics, so it is important to know 
what exactly is being shown.
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18 A Brief Guide to Analyzing Visuals

■ What is the region being shown? How detailed is 
the map?

■ Maps usually depict a specific point in time. What 
point in time is being shown on the map?

News Photographs
Photos can have a dramatic—and often immedi-
ate—impact on politics and government. Think 
about some photos that have political significance. 

For example, do you remember the photos from the 
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks? Visual im-
ages usually evoke a stronger emotional response 
than do written descriptions. For this reason, indi-
viduals and organizations have learned to use pho-
tographs to document events, make arguments, offer 
evidence, and even, in some cases, manipulate the 
viewer into having a particular response. The photo 
of a student protester confronting tanks in Tianan-
men Square (page 19) captured the attention of the 
world and drew attention to the violent response of 

FEDERAL CONSTITUTION OF NIGERIA, 1999

Local Government Councils

EXECUTIVE
President

Vice President
Council of State

The Military and Police
Federal Ministries

Federal Civil Service
Revenue Allocation System

Federal Commissions

State Governors
Deputy Governors

State Commissioners
State Civil Service

JUDICATURE
Supreme Court
Court of Appeal

Federal High Courts

State Courts
High Court

Shari’a Court of Appeal
Customary Court of Appeal

Lower Courts
Magistrate
Customary

Alkali

NATIONAL ASSEMBLY
Senate

House of Representatives

State Legislatures
House of Assembly

Traditional Authorities

F igure 18 .4
The Structure of Government under the 1999 Constitution
Nigeria has a presidential system with a bicameral legislature.
Source: Based on United Nations Development Program, Human Development Report 2009.
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F igure 16 .1
Map of Iran’s ethnic Minorities
www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east_and_asia/iran_ethnoreligious_distribution_2009.jpg
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Chinese tank.
Jeff Widener/AP Images
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the chinese government to the protesters. Here are a 
few questions to guide your analysis:

■ When was the photograph taken? (if there is no date 
given for the photograph in its credit line or caption, 
you may be able to approximate the date according 
to the people or events depicted in the photo.)

■ What is the subject of the photograph?
■ Why was the photo taken?

■ is it spontaneous or posed? did the subject know 
he or she was being photographed?

■ Who was responsible for the photo (an individual, 
an agency, or an organization)? can you discern 
the photographer’s attitude toward the subject?

■ is there a caption? if so, what information does 
it provide? does it identify the subject of the 
photo? does it provide an interpretation of the 
subject?

20 a brief guide to analyzing visuals
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We are glad to introduce this eleventh edition of Com-
parative Politics Today: A World View, which for the 
past three decades has been among the most influential 
textbooks in comparative politics. the world continues 
to grow more interdependent. students are exposed to 
more cultures and communities; their lives and careers 
are affected by events around the world. an appreciation 
of comparative politics is becoming ever more essential. 
as a text, Comparative Politics Today is ideally suited for 
courses that combine a broad and comprehensive the-
matic overview with rich and high-quality country stud-
ies written by expert scholars in their respective fields.

the eleventh edition of Comparative Politics Today  
continues to teach students to understand politics 
through the conceptual system, process, and policy 
framework that gabriel almond introduced. the 
early editions of this book pioneered the teaching 
of systematic comparison of the political cultures, 
structures, processes, and policy performances of the 
world’s political systems. later editions have described 
how enormous changes—such as democratization and 
backsliding, the breakup of the soviet empire, global-
ization, intensified threats from ethnic and religious 
conflict, and international economic recession—have 
shaped politics in many nations. throughout, these 
editions build on the strong theoretical foundation 
that almond constructed and apply his framework to 
the changing concerns of students of political science. 

new to this edition
there are many new features of this eleventh edition of 
Comparative Politics Today:

■ a substantially revised set of theory chapters  
(1–7) introduces the key concepts and theories 
that are applied in the country studies. data ta-
bles and references have been updated, with more  
of our countries systematically covered. a more 
extensive use of graphs and charts better illus-
trates relationships and enhances the text.

■ chapters 1, 3, and 7 provide more thorough dis-
cussion of globalization and its components and 
consequences. chapters 1 and 2 have also been 
reorganized to create a more reader-friendly 
introduction. 

■ chapter 7 introduces its concept of “political 
goods” with reference to the United Nations mil-
lennium goals and systematically treats policy 
goals and consequences, including welfare, fair-
ness, liberty, and security outcomes. the chapter 
now includes a discussion of politicides, cases 
of extreme government abuses of their own 
populations.

■ all chapters now include learning objectives 
keyed to the main chapter headings, as well as 
review questions designed to emphasize the key 
themes of each chapter.

■ all of the country studies have undergone major 
revision and updating. a brief summary of the 
major changes includes:

■ britain—the 2010 election produced britain’s 
first coalition government since World War ii. 
the chapter describes how the coalition gov-
ernment of conservatives and liberal demo-
crats under the prime ministership of david 
cameron has performed.

■ France—French voters rejected president  
sakozy’s bid for a second term in may 2012 
and elected a self-confessed “normal” socialist, 
François Hollande, as president. but even with 
a new legislative majority, Hollande’s policy ini-
tiatives have had mixed successes.

■ germany—in the recent 2013 election, vot-
ers strongly endorsed angela merkel’s largely 
successful economic policies. but the Fdp, 
her previous government partner, lost its leg-
islative representation. a complex bargaining 
process eventually resulted in a grand coali-
tion between the merkel-led cdU/csU and 
the spd.

Preface
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■ japan—the election of 2012, reinforced by the 
2013 upper house election, returned the lib-
eral democrats to government. the ldp prime 
minister, shinzō abe, has begun a dramatic re-
form program intended to revive the national 
economy.

■ russia—the 2012 election of vladimir putin 
to a third presidential term is covered, as well 
as the continuing slide toward autocracy and 
human rights abuses.

■ china—china’s communist party managed 
a successful transition to a “fifth generation” 
of leaders and was able to sustain continuing 
economic expansion and growing international 
economic influence, while still suppressing hu-
man rights and political challenges.

■ mexico—the 2012 election of president en-
rique peña Nieto brought the once-dominant 
pri party back into power for the first time since 
mexico’s democratizing election of 2000. the 
chapter describes the new president’s initiatives 
and efforts to deal with divided government in 
the context of an increasingly active citizenry us-
ing social media to hold politicians accountable.

■ brazil—dilma rousseff was elected president in 
2011. she is continuing the economic and social 
programs of the Workers party that began un-
der the popular lula administration.

■ iran—Hassan rouhani’s election as president 
in 2013 may mark a fundamental change in 
iran’s foreign and domestic policies—and a 
sharp break from ahmadinejad’s administra-
tion. although he served in previous iranian 
governments, rouhani has expressed support 
for reform causes and has opened a dialogue 
with Western governments over their sanctions 
against iran’s nuclear program.

■ india—india continues to face the dual chal-
lenges of deepening democracy and improving 
the economy in a global setting. the boom-
ing it sector and some decline in militancy in 
Kashmir have created opportunities, but many 
obstacles remain.

■ Nigeria—Nigeria continues its longest period 
of civilian rule under president goodluck 
jonathan, confirmed in a nationwide election 
in 2011. but intensified regional divisions, re-
ligious conflict, and massive corruption make 
governing difficult and democracy fragile.

■ United states—president barack Obama’s re-
election in 2012 is discussed, along with the 
continuing republican control of the House 
of representatives and the problems of policy-
making under conditions of divided govern-
ment and intense policy polarization between 
democrats and republicans.

With all these revisions and improvements, we hope 
and believe that this eleventh edition of Comparative 
Politics Today: A World View will serve students and 
instructors across the world better than ever.

Features
this newest edition begins by explaining why govern-
ments exist, what functions they serve, and how they 
create problems as well as solutions. the first chapter 
also introduces the three great challenges that face most 
states in the world today: building a common identity 
and sense of community, fostering economic and social 
development, and securing democracy, human rights, 
and civil liberties. chapter 2 sketches the concepts 
needed to compare and explain politics in very differ-
ent societies: political systems and their environments, 
structures and functions, and policy performance and 
its consequences. jointly, these two chapters spell out the 
unique framework that this book employs.

chapters 3 through 6 elaborate important politi-
cal structures, functions, and processes. they discuss 
the causes and consequences of political cultures, 
interest groups, parties and other aggregation struc-
tures, constitutions, and key structures of policymak-
ing. the unprecedented spread of democracy in recent 
decades is not only a development to celebrate but also 
a reason that issues of democratic representation, as 
discussed in chapters 4 through 6, are increasingly 
relevant to an ever-larger share of the world’s popula-
tion. growing prosperity in many parts of the world 
means that the challenges of development and pub-
lic policy (chapters 1 and 7) are changing. chapter 7  
compares the policies and their consequences in a 
framework consistent with the United Nations mil-
lenium goals. these chapters give an unusually rich 
account of political processes in highly diverse envi-
ronments. they provide theoretical foci and empirical 
benchmarks for the country chapters that follow.

While the global incidence and human costs of 
war have declined in recent years, conflicts still dev-
astate or threaten communities in regions such as 
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afghanistan, the middle east in the aftermath of the 
arab spring, south asia, sudan, and other parts of  
africa. moreover, the world faces enormous chal-
lenges, new as well as old, in such areas as climate 
change, migration, globalization, epidemic disease, 
international terrorism, and nuclear proliferation. all 
these developments make it more important than ever 
to understand how political decisions are made and 
what their consequences might be, in the very differ-
ent political systems that make up our political world. 
this edition, like the last, emphasizes democratization 
and globalization, particularly examining the interna-
tional financial crisis of 2008–2011 and its continuing 
effects on rich as well as poor countries.

the bulk of the book, chapters 8 through 19, pres-
ents systematic analyses of politics in twelve selected 
countries. in each case, the distinguished specialists 
who have contributed to this volume begin by discuss-
ing the current policy challenges facing citizens of that 
country and then provide a historical perspective on its 
development. each chapter then uses the system, pro-
cess, and policy framework to highlight the distinctive 
features of that country’s politics. the most recent elec-
tions, leadership, and policy changes in each country 
are discussed. the systematic application of a consistent 
framework facilitates comparison among countries, and 
“a guide to comparing Nations” (pp. xii–xiii) helps 
students and instructors navigate such comparisons. 
the “brief guide to analyzing visuals” helps students 
understand and utilize the tables, graphs, maps, and 
photographs. the in-depth country studies in our book 
encompass all the major regions of the world, including 
five developed democratic countries (england, France, 
germany, japan, and the United states), six developing 
countries at various levels of democracy and dictator-
ship (brazil, china, india, iran, mexico, and Nigeria), 
and russia, with its fascinating blend of development 
and poverty, democracy and authoritarianism. the 
book thus includes most of the world’s large and influ-
ential countries and illustrates a wide range of political 
possibilities, problems, and limitations.

Supplements
pearson is pleased to offer several resources to quali-
fied adopters of Comparative Politics Today and their 
students that will make teaching and learning from 
this book even more effective and enjoyable. several 
of the supplements for this book are available at the 

instructor resource center (irc), an online site that 
allows instructors to quickly download book-specific 
supplements. please visit the irc welcome page at www.
pearsonglobaleditions.com/powell to register for access.

Instructor’s Manual/Test Bank this resource 
includes learning objectives, lecture outlines, multi-
ple-choice questions, true/false questions, and essay 
questions for each chapter. available for download only 
from the pearson instructor’s resource center (irc).

PowerPoint Presentation Organized around a 
lecture outline, these multimedia presentations also 
include photos, figures, and tables from each chap-
ter. available for download only from the pearson in-
structor’s resource center (irc).

Atlas of world Issues (0-205-78020-2) From pop-
ulation and political systems to energy use and women’s 
rights, the Atlas of World Issues features full-color the-
matic maps that examine the forces shaping the world. 
Featuring maps from the latest edition of The Penguin 
State of the World Atlas, this excerpt includes critical 
thinking exercises to promote a deeper understanding 
of how geography affects many global issues. to learn 
more, please contact your pearson representative.

Goode’s World Atlas (0-321-65200-2) First pub-
lished by rand mcNally in 1923, Goode’s World Atlas 
has set the standard for college reference atlases. it 
features hundreds of physical, political, and thematic 
maps as well as graphs, tables, and a pronouncing in-
dex. available at a discount when packaged with Com-
parative Politics Today.
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C h a p t e r  1

Governance in the Era  
of Globalization

In the past few decades, the world has undergone a 
fundamental transformation that will affect the rest of 
our lives, especially for the young. One of the most dra-
matic changes was the Third Wave of democracy.1 Af-
ter forty years of Cold War conflict between East and 
West, and the dominance of autocratic governments 
in the Third World, the collapse of the Berlin Wall 
in 1989 expanded the new era of democratization,  
which had begun a decade earlier. The communist na-
tions of Eastern Europe shed their autocratic regimes 
almost overnight, and developed into new and often  
vibrant democracies. Other nations in East Asia,  
Africa, and Latin America participated in this demo-
cratic transition, allowing hundreds of millions to 
enjoy democratic freedoms. Today, democracy has be-
come the dominant method of organizing government, 
even if democratic development is still incomplete.

Behind this democratic transition has been a 
slow but relatively steady process of socioeconomic 
modernization in most regions of the globe. In the 
1980s, a quarter of the world’s population lived in 

absolute poverty, unable to meet everyday food and 
shelter needs and struggling with disease and the con-
sequences of poverty. The number of people living in 
absolute poverty has dropped by nearly 1 percent a year 
since then, as the world’s population has continued to 
grow.2 In China alone, economic growth has taken 600 
million people out of absolute poverty since 1981. In 
2008, for the first time in history, less than half of the 
people in sub-Saharan Africa lived below the poverty 
line. Even in the advanced industrial democracies of 
Western Europe and North America, income levels 
and social conditions continued to improve compared 
to the 1950s and 1960s. The global recession of 2008  
produced a partial retrenchment in socioeconomic 
conditions, but the world today is much richer and 
more socially secure than a generation or two ago.

This process of socioeconomic modernization has 
many consequences. Modernization has expanded the 
educational levels of the world’s population, providing 
the skills and resources that lead to better occupations 
and hopefully to better citizens. In advanced industrial 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

 1.1 Briefly describe the public and authoritative aspects 
of political decisions.

 1.2 Discuss the challenges of building a national identity 
for a nonhomogeneous population.

 1.3 Explain the processes and challenges of economic 
development, giving specific examples from various 
countries.

 1.4 Describe the characteristics of representative 
democracy and the connections between 
economic development and democratization. 

 1.5 Discuss the positive and negative effects of 
globalization.

 1.6 List five ways in which a government can help its 
citizens.

 1.7 List five ways in which a government can harm or 
hinder its citizens.
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democracies, this has meant the expansion of university 
and graduate degrees; in the developing world, this has 
meant increasing rates of literacy and basic education. 
About 90 percent of the world’s population is now liter-
ate.3 The impact of modernization has especially trans-
formed the conditions of women. In many developing 
nations, women were formerly second-class citizens, 
excluded from economic and political life. Literacy rates 
have increased the most for women, birth rates have 
fallen, and women’s participation in the labor market in 
developing nations has expanded dramatically. In ad-
vanced industrial democracies, more women are being 
elected to governmental offices and taking high-ranking 
business jobs. Economic growth has also increased ac-
cess to health care across the world, and contributed to 
dramatic progress in medical science. Among your own 
family, there are probably relatives who would have died 
in the 1950s and 1960s because necessary care was un-
available. And modernization has increased our access 
to information about the world and our lives. From the 
Nigerian taxi driver who watches the news on his cell 
phone to the Japanese college student who is connected 
24-7, we live in a new information age. Often, social 
modernization is unsettling and evokes conflict, but the 
long-term benefits have improved the quality of life for 
most of the world’s population. Moreover, these societal 
changes contribute to the expansion of democracy and 
citizen rights in both developed and developing societies.

The third force transforming contemporary so-
cieties is the rapid process of globalization, in which 
nations have become more open to and dependent 
on one another. Globalization has many faces. One is 
increasing trade in goods and services, which means 
that many of the products we buy are made in China 
and many of the telephone calls we make are answered 
in India. Outsourcing and loss of local jobs have been 
among the negative consequences of this aspect of 
globalization. Globalization has lowered the prices of 
many products and increased the richness of life. Glo-
balization may also mean that citizens of all (or most) 
countries increasingly share common norms of an 
international system. But these effects have also cre-
ated serious challenges for many states. Some, such as 
North Korea, Myanmar, and Iran, have sought to iso-
late themselves from its effects. Others have responded 
in a more accepting manner. Most of the industrial-
ized countries of Europe have created a common 
market economy and a set of supranational political 
institutions embodied in the European Union.

What Is Comparative 
Politics?

Briefly describe the public and authoritative aspects  
of political decisions.

A key factor in these changes in the world today is the 
government system—which is the focus of this book. 
Governments, on their own or as representatives of 
their citizens, take policy actions that can foster or 
retard economic development. They are the primary 
guarantor of the rights and liberties of the citizens; 
sometimes they are the greatest threats to these liber-
ties. They take actions that expand or retard the living 
conditions of their citizens. When nations must work 
together in the international system, governments at-
tend international conferences and sign treaties. When 
states go to war, it is typically through the actions of a 
government or semigovernmental organization.

This book describes the variations in the govern-
ments and political systems that take these actions and 
make decisions affecting the nation. The actions of 
government constantly touch our lives. Our jobs are 
structured by government regulations, our homes are 
built to conform to government housing codes, public 
schools are funded and managed by the government, 
and we travel on roads maintained by the government 
and monitored by the police. Politics thus affects us 
in many important ways. Therefore, it is important to 
study how political decisions are made and what their 
consequences are.

Politics deals with human decisions, and political 
science is the study of such decisions. Yet not all deci-
sions are political, and many of the social sciences study 
economic and social decisions that are of little interest 
to political science. Political scientists study decisions 
that are public and authoritative. The public sphere of 
politics deals with collective decisions that extend be-
yond the individual and private life, typically involv-
ing government action. Most of what happens within 
families, among friends, or in social groups belongs to 
the private sphere and is not controlled by the govern-
ment. In totalitarian states, like East Germany before 
1989 or North Korea today, the public sphere is very 
large and the private sphere is very limited. The state 
tries to dominate the life of its people, even intruding 
into family life. On the other hand, in some less devel-
oped nations, the private domain may almost crowd 
out the public one. Many people may be uninvolved 

1.1
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in politics and are untouched by the decisions made in 
the nation’s capital. Western democracies have a more 
balanced mix of private and public spheres. However, 
the boundaries between the two spheres are redrawn 
all the time and may be a matter of contention.

Political decisions are also authoritative. Authority 
means that formal power rests in individuals or groups 
whose decisions are expected to be carried out and re-
spected. Governments and other authorities may use 
persuasion, inducements, or brute force to ensure com-
pliance. For instance, a religious authority such as the 
pope has few coercive powers. He can persuade, but rarely 
compel, the Catholic Church’s followers. In contrast, tax 
authorities, such as the U.S. Internal Revenue Service, can 
both exhort and compel people to follow their rules.

Thus, politics refers to activities associated with 
the control of public decisions among a given people 
and in a given territory, where this control may be 
backed up by authoritative means. Politics involves the 
crafting of these authoritative decisions—who gets to 
make them and for what purposes.

Our approach to studying the political process is 
based on two principles. The first was articulated by the 
late Seymour Martin Lipset, who frequently said that 
he who knows one country knows no country. Lipset’s  
argument was that in order to understand any one 
nation and its government, we need to compare it to  
others to see what is truly distinctive or similar relative 
to other nations. For instance, all governments face the 
challenge of raising taxes; by comparing different tax 
systems across nations, we see the benefits and limits of 
various tax policies. We might think that the conditions 
in one nation are dependent on specific institutional ar-
rangements or the nation’s political history, but we can 
only determine this by comparing nations with differ-
ent institutions or histories. The nature of good science, 
including political science, is comparison—and this 
book follows this premise by comparing a dozen na-
tions of varying social and political conditions.

Our second principle is that to compare political 
systems and their governments, we need a concep-
tual framework that facilitates comparison of what 
are seemingly quite different elements. How does one 
compare, for example, the theocratic government of 
Iran with the centuries-old democracy in Britain, or 
the governing experience in Nigeria? Comparing ap-
ples and oranges is difficult, but it can be done. This 
book builds on a theoretical model that compares the 
governing process in its basic elements, connecting 

these elements together to describe the overall politi-
cal process (see Chapter 2).4

We live in one of the most exciting times to study 
politics. The end of the Cold War created a new in-
ternational order, although its shape is still uncertain. 
Democratic transitions in Latin America, Eastern 
Europe, East Asia, and Africa have transformed the 
world, although it is unclear how many of these new 
democracies will endure and what forms they might 
take. Throughout the world, globalization brings the 
citizens of different countries closer together and 
makes them more dependent on one another, for 
better or worse. Some of the issues that people in 
many societies confront—such as climate change and 
achieving international peace—are transnational and 
indeed global. Part of their solutions, we hope, lies in 
the political choices that people in different communi-
ties make about their collective future. In this book, 
we try to give you a sense of how governments and 
politics address these challenges.

Challenges: Building 
Community

Discuss the challenges of building a national identity  
for a nonhomogeneous population.

One of the first, perhaps the first, challenge that a 
new state faces is to build a national community. Most 
states do not have a homogeneous population, and 
instilling a sense of shared identity can be difficult to 
accomplish. Building a common identity and a sense 
of community is important because conflicts over na-
tional, ethnic, or religious identities can be explosive 
causes of political turmoil, as we have witnessed in 
Iraq, the former Yugoslavia, and the Sudan. It is dif-
ficult to advance socially, economically, or politically 
if the citizens of a region do not share some common 
bond and a commonly accepted set of goals.

While building community is a common chal-
lenge, some countries are in a much better situation 
than others. Japan, for example, has an ethnically ho-
mogeneous population, a common language, and a 
long national political history. Most Japanese share 
in the religions of Buddhism and Shintoism, and the 
country is separated by miles of ocean from its most  
important neighbors. Nigeria, in contrast, is an  
artificial creation of British colonial rule and has no 
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common precolonial history. The population is sharply 
divided between Muslims and Christians; the Chris-
tians are divided equally into Catholics and Protes-
tants. There are some 250 different ethnic groups in 
Nigeria, speaking various local languages in addition 
to English. Obviously, the challenges of building com-
munity are much greater in Nigeria than they are in 
Japan. The challenge of community building is most 
prominent in the developing world, where current po-
litical structures are relatively young, although even 
Europe faces challenges, as in Basque and Scottish au-
tonomy movements.

Building a common sense of community is of-
ten described as part of a process of nation building. 
The word nation is frequently used interchangeably 
with the word state, as in the United Nations. Strictly 
speaking, however, we use the term nation to refer to 
a group of people with a common identity. That com-
mon identity may be built upon a common language, 
history, race, or culture, or simply upon the fact that 
these people have occupied the same territory. Nations 
may or may not have their own state or independent 
government. In some cases—such as Japan, France, or 
Sweden—there is a close correspondence between the 
memberships of the state and the nation. Most people 
who identify themselves as Japanese do in fact live in 
the state of Japan, and most people who live in Japan 
identify themselves as Japanese.

In other cases, states are multinational—consisting 
of a multitude of different nations. The Soviet Union, 
Yugoslavia, and the Sudan were multinational states 
that broke apart. Some nations are much larger than 
the corresponding states, such as Germany for most 
of its history or China. Other nations have split into 
two or more states for political reasons, such as  Korea 
today and Germany between 1949 and 1990. Some 
groups with claims to be nations have no state at all, 
such as the Kurds, the Basques, and the Tamils.

Ethnicity
Ethnic groups are typically defined by common physi-
cal traits, languages, cultures, or history. Like nation-
ality, ethnicity need not have any objective basis in 
genetics, culture, or history. German sociologist Max 
Weber defined ethnic groups as “those human groups  
that entertain a subjective belief in their common  
descent because of similarities of physical type 
or of customs or both, or because of memories of 

colonization and migration. . . . [I]t does not matter 
whether or not an objective blood relationship exists.”5 
For example, the Serbs, Croats, and Muslim Bosnians 
may believe they are descended from different ances-
tors and hence are physically different as well. Over 
centuries, originally homogeneous populations may 
intermix with other populations, even though the cul-
ture may continue.

In many developing countries, the former co-
lonial powers established boundaries that cut across 
ethnic lines. In 1947, the British withdrew from India 
and divided the subcontinent into a northern Muslim 
area—Pakistan—and a southern Hindu area—India. 
The most immediate consequence was a terrible civil 
conflict and “ethnoreligious” cleansing. There still 
are almost 100 million Muslims in India and serious 
religious tensions. Similarly, forty years ago, the Ibo 
ethnic group in Nigeria fought an unsuccessful sepa-
ratist war against the rest of the country, resulting in 
the deaths of roughly a million people. The Tutsi and 
Hutu peoples of the small African state of Rwanda 
engaged in a civil war of extermination in the 1990s, 
with hundreds of thousands of people slaughtered and 
millions fleeing the country in fear of their lives.

The migration across state boundaries is another 
source of ethnic differentiation. The American descen-
dants of formerly enslaved Africans are witnesses to 
the largest coercive labor migration in world history. In 
contrast, today, there are Indians, Bangladeshis, Egyp-
tians, and Palestinians seeking better lives in the oil 
sheikhdoms around the Persian Gulf, Mexican and Ca-
ribbean migrant workers moving to the United States, 
and Turkish and North African migrants relocating to 
Europe. Two scholars refer to the contemporary world 
as living through an “Age of Migration” comparable in 
scale to that of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.6

The later chapters of this book will focus on twelve 
states to illustrate the detailed working of the political 
process and how governments are structured to address 
the challenges they face. All twelve of these nations 
still include a significant ethnic or racial minority. For 
example, recent migration has made such previously  
homogeneous states as Britain, France, Japan, and  
Germany more multiethnic. Other countries, such as 
the United States, have long been multiethnic and have 
become even more so. India and Nigeria were multicul-
tural regions that took on national form with coloniza-
tion and decolonization. Russia reflects the diversity of 
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historical empire building. Moreover, globalization and 
migration seem destined to increase the diversity of 
many societies worldwide.

Language
Another challenge in building community may be lan-
guage differences. Language can be a source of identity 
that may overlap with ethnicity. There are approxi-
mately 5,000 different languages in use in the world 
today, and a much smaller number of language fami-
lies. Most of these languages are spoken by relatively 
small tribal groups in the developing world. Only 200 
languages have a million or more speakers, and only 8 
may be classified as world languages.

English is the most truly international language. 
Close to one-third of the world’s population lives  
in countries in which English is one of the official lan-
guages. Other international languages include Spanish, 
Arabic, Russian, Portuguese, French, and German. The 
language with the largest number of speakers, though 
in several varieties, is Chinese (with well over a bil-
lion speakers). The major languages with the greatest 
international spread are those of the former colonial 
 powers—Great Britain, France, Spain, and Portugal.

Linguistic divisions can create particularly thorny 
political problems. Political systems can choose to ig-
nore racial, ethnic, or religious differences among their 
citizens, but it is more difficult to function using several 
languages. Linguistic conflicts typically show up in con-
troversies over educational policies, or over language 
use in the government. Occasionally, language regula-
tion is more intrusive, as in Quebec, where English-
only street signs are prohibited and large corporations 
are required to conduct their business in French.

Religious Differences and 
Fundamentalism
States also vary in their religious characteristics. 
In some—such as Israel, the Irish Republic, and 
 Pakistan—religion is a basis of national identity for 
most of the population. Iran is a theocratic regime, in 
which religious authorities govern and religious law 
is part of the country’s legal code. In other societies, 
such as Poland under communism, religion can be a 
rallying point for political movements. In many Latin 
American countries, the clergy have embraced a lib-
eration theology that fosters advocacy of the poor and 
criticism of government brutality.

Globalization takes Many Forms
German universities now have a diverse student body drawn from around the world.
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Christianity in its various forms is the largest 
and most widely spread religion in the world today. 
Roughly one-third of the world’s population belongs 
to the Christian Church, which is divided into three 
major groups—Roman Catholics, Protestants (of many  
denominations), and Orthodox (e.g., Greek and  
Russian). Catholics are dominant in Europe and  
Latin America; there is a more equal distribution  
of Catholics and Protestants elsewhere. While the 
traditional Protestant denominations have declined 
in North America in the last decades, three forms  
of Protestantism—fundamentalist, Pentecostal, and 
evangelical—have increased there, and also, especially, 
in Latin America and Asia. The Muslims are the sec-
ond largest religious group and the most rapidly grow-
ing religion. Between one-fourth and one-fifth of the 
world’s population is Muslim, and it is concentrated 
in Asia and Africa. Islam has become revitalized in  
Central Asia, and Muslims have been particularly suc-
cessful in missionary activities in sub-Saharan Africa.

Religion typically guides the social and political 
behavior of its supporters. This may lead one to be 
concerned about others, or become a source of intense 
disagreement with those who hold different beliefs. 
For instance, religious groups often battle over such 
issues as the rules of marriage and divorce, child rear-
ing, sexual morality, abortion, the emancipation of 
women, and the regulation of religious observances. 
Religious communities often take a special interest in 
educational policies in order to transmit their ideas 
and ethics. On such issues, religious groups may clash 
with one another as well as with more secular groups.

Religious fundamentalism has emerged in some 
form in all major faiths, often in reaction to social 
modernization. While each religion disagrees over 
the interpretation of its sacred texts and values, fun-
damentalists believe in the absolute truth of their re-
ligion in relation to others. Some want political life to 
be organized according to their sacred texts and doc-
trines. The rise of fundamentalism has affected the 
entire world. For example, India has frequent confron-
tations between Hindus and Muslims; Nigeria sees 
conflict between Muslims and Christians.

Too often, religious fundamentalists employ vio-
lence to assert their positions. These acts of terrorism 
are intended to stagger the imagination, frighten, and 
weaken the will. The September 11, 2001, jihadist at-
tacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in-
volved not only suicide pilot–hijackers but also aircraft 

filled with volatile fuel and innocent passengers con-
verted into immense projectiles. These attacks were 
followed by jihadist assaults in Bali, Madrid, London, 
Riyadh, and other cities. Many nations worldwide now 
face the challenge of dealing with international terror-
ism by religious and other extremists.

Fostering Economic 
Development

Explain the processes and challenges of economic 
development, giving specific examples from various 
countries.

The nation of Bhutan has a national goal to develop  
its level of Gross National Happiness (GNH). The 
Bhutanese idea is to measure social progress in terms  
of the quality of life in more holistic and psychological 
terms than the standard measures of economic well-
being. Its Buddhist religious heritage has led to govern-
ment programs and research to increase the happiness 
of the society, even though it is a low-income nation.

Bhutan is very unusual; people in most political 
systems want their government to foster social and 
economic development. Thus, economic and social 
development are important state goals. Economic de-
velopment implies that people can enjoy new  resources 
and opportunities, and that parents can expect their 
children to do at least as well as themselves. Many 
people expect government to improve their living  
conditions through economic growth, providing  
jobs, and raising income standards. The success  
of governments—both democratic and autocratic—is 
often measured in economic terms.

In affluent, advanced industrial societies, contem-
porary living standards provide for basic social needs 
(and much more) for most of the public. Indeed, the 
current political challenges in these nations often focus 
on problems resulting from the economic successes of 
the past, such as protecting environmental quality or 
managing the consequences of growth. New challenges 
to social welfare policies are emerging from the medi-
cal and social security costs of aging populations. For 
most of the world, however, substantial basic economic 
needs still exist, and governments focus on improving 
the  socioeconomic conditions of the nation.

Over the past two to three decades, economic 
growth has transformed living conditions in many 
nations more than in any similar period in the past. 
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