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CORE OF THE ANALYSIS

 
Five principles of politics can help us think analytically about 

American government and make sense of the apparent chaos and 

complexity of the political world. These five principles are

 
All political behavior has a purpose (rationality principle).

 
Institutions structure politics (institution principle).

 
All politics is collective action (collective action principle).

 
Political outcomes are the products of individual preferences and 

institutional procedures (policy principle).

 
How we got here matters (history principle).
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What Is Government?

Government is the term generally used to describe the formal political arrange-
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state, an abstract concept referring to the source of  all public authority.

Forms of Government
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1 For an entire book devoted to the issue of analysis, see Kenneth A. Shepsle, Analyzing 
Politics: Rationality, Behavior, and Institutions, 2nd ed. (New York: Norton, 2010).

 government

The institutions and 

procedures through 

which a land and its 

people are ruled

 autocracy

A form of government in 

which a single individual 

rules

 oligarchy

A form of government 

in which a small group 

of landowners, military 

officers, or wealthy 

merchants controls 

most of the governing 

decisions

 democracy

A system of rule that 

permits citizens to play 

a significant part in the 

governmental process, 

usually through the 

selection of key public 

officials


