
political culture ap gov definition
political culture ap gov definition is a fundamental concept in the study of American
government and politics. Understanding this term is crucial for students preparing for the
AP Government exam, as it provides insight into the shared attitudes, beliefs, and values
that shape political behavior and institutions in the United States. Political culture
influences how citizens perceive authority, government legitimacy, individual rights, and
civic responsibilities. This article explores the comprehensive definition of political culture
within the context of AP Government, examines its key components, and discusses its
significance in shaping American political life. Additionally, the article delves into different
types of political culture and their impact on democratic governance. To facilitate a
structured understanding, the following sections will clarify the definition, explore
theoretical frameworks, and analyze real-world implications.

Definition and Key Components of Political Culture

Theoretical Perspectives on Political Culture

Types of Political Culture in American Government

Impact of Political Culture on Civic Engagement and Policy

Political Culture and Its Role in the AP Government Curriculum

Definition and Key Components of Political
Culture
Political culture refers to the deeply rooted, widely shared beliefs, values, norms, and
attitudes that shape the political behavior of a society. In the context of AP Government,
the political culture ap gov definition emphasizes how these shared political orientations
influence citizens’ expectations of government, their understanding of political processes,
and their participation in civic life. It encompasses collective ideas about legitimacy,
authority, rights, and obligations that define the political environment.

Core Elements of Political Culture
Several essential components constitute political culture, including:

Beliefs: Fundamental ideas about government, authority, and political institutions.

Values: Principles such as liberty, equality, democracy, and justice that guide
political behavior.



Norms: Accepted standards of behavior and unwritten rules about political
participation and conduct.

Attitudes: Emotional orientations toward political figures, institutions, and policies.

These elements collectively influence how citizens view their role in the political system
and their trust in government effectiveness.

Theoretical Perspectives on Political Culture
Political scientists have developed various theoretical frameworks to analyze political
culture. These perspectives help explain the origins, characteristics, and consequences of
political culture in different societies, including the United States.

Almond and Verba’s Civic Culture
Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba’s seminal work on civic culture identifies a balanced
political culture that combines aspects of participant, subject, and parochial orientations.
This model suggests that a stable democracy requires a mix of engaged citizens who
actively participate, subjects who accept government authority, and parochial individuals
with limited political awareness. Their study highlighted how American political culture
fosters democratic stability through a civic culture that supports political tolerance and
participation.

Inglehart’s Postmaterialism Theory
Ronald Inglehart’s theory of postmaterialism explains shifts in political culture due to
changing economic and social conditions. As societies become more economically secure,
citizens tend to prioritize self-expression and quality of life over material needs,
influencing political values and behaviors. This theory is relevant for understanding
generational changes in political culture and their implications for American politics.

Types of Political Culture in American
Government
The political culture ap gov definition also encompasses the classification of political
culture into distinct types, each representing different relationships between citizens and
the political system. These types help explain regional and demographic variations within
the United States.



Elazar’s Typology of Political Culture
Daniel J. Elazar categorized American political culture into three main types:

Traditionalistic Culture: Emphasizes maintaining the social order and the elite’s1.
leadership role. Government is seen as a means to preserve tradition rather than
promote change.

Individualistic Culture: Views government as a utilitarian institution that should2.
limit its role to protecting individual rights and facilitating economic self-interest.

Moralist Culture: Considers government a positive force to promote the public3.
good and advance societal welfare.

These types reflect differing expectations of government and political participation across
states and regions.

Regional Variations in Political Culture
Political culture manifests differently across geographic areas in the U.S., influencing
voting patterns, policy preferences, and civic engagement. For example, the South
historically exhibits traditionalistic tendencies, the Midwest and parts of the Northeast
often display individualistic traits, while New England and the Pacific Northwest lean
toward moralistic political culture. These variations are important for analyzing political
behavior and election outcomes.

Impact of Political Culture on Civic Engagement
and Policy
Political culture shapes how citizens interact with the government and participate in the
political process. It influences voter turnout, trust in institutions, policy preferences, and
the overall functioning of democracy.

Political Socialization and Civic Participation
The process of political socialization—through family, education, media, and social
groups—transmits political culture from one generation to the next. A political culture that
values participation, such as the American civic culture, encourages high levels of voting,
volunteering, and activism. Conversely, political cultures that emphasize passivity or
distrust can lead to political disengagement.

Policy Formation and Political Culture
Policy decisions often reflect the prevailing political culture. For instance, in states with a



moralistic culture, policies may prioritize social welfare and environmental protection,
while individualistic cultures may favor limited government intervention and free-market
solutions. Understanding political culture is essential for analyzing why certain policies
succeed in some regions but face resistance in others.

Political Culture and Its Role in the AP
Government Curriculum
In the AP Government course, the political culture ap gov definition serves as a
foundational concept for understanding the American political system. It provides context
for studying institutions, political behavior, public opinion, and policy making.

Integration into AP Government Topics
The concept of political culture is integrated into multiple units within the AP Government
curriculum, including:

The nature and sources of political beliefs and behaviors.

The role of political socialization in shaping citizen participation.

The impact of cultural values on the structure and function of government
institutions.

Analysis of regional and demographic political differences.

Mastering the political culture ap gov definition enables students to critically evaluate
political dynamics and prepare effectively for exam questions related to political attitudes
and behaviors.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of political culture in AP
Government?
Political culture in AP Government refers to the set of attitudes, beliefs, and practices that
shape how citizens perceive and participate in politics and government.

Why is political culture important in understanding
American government?
Political culture is important because it influences citizens' political behavior, the
functioning of political institutions, and the overall stability and legitimacy of the



government.

What are the main components of American political
culture?
The main components include liberty, equality, democracy, individualism, unity, and
diversity.

How does political culture differ from political ideology
in AP Government?
Political culture encompasses broad, shared beliefs and values about politics, whereas
political ideology refers to a more specific set of beliefs about the proper role and policies
of government.

How do political socialization and political culture
relate?
Political socialization is the process through which individuals acquire their political
culture, learning attitudes and values about politics from family, schools, media, and other
influences.

Can political culture change over time in a country?
Yes, political culture can evolve due to events, social movements, demographic shifts, and
changes in political leadership, though such changes often happen gradually.

Additional Resources
1. Political Culture and Political Development by Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba
This foundational book explores the concept of political culture and its impact on political
development. Almond and Verba analyze different societies to understand how cultural
attitudes shape political systems and behaviors. The work is essential for grasping how
political culture influences governance and civic engagement.

2. The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations by Gabriel A.
Almond and Sidney Verba
A classic study in political science, this book examines the political culture of five
countries to identify the components of a stable democracy. It introduces the idea that a
mix of participant, subject, and parochial political cultures contributes to democratic
stability. The research highlights the importance of citizen attitudes in sustaining
democratic institutions.

3. Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human Progress edited by Lawrence E. Harrison
and Samuel P. Huntington
This collection of essays investigates how cultural values influence political and economic
development worldwide. The contributors argue that understanding political culture is



crucial for explaining why some nations succeed politically and economically while others
do not. It provides a broader context for AP Government students studying political
culture.

4. Democracy and Culture: The Politics of Education in France and America by David W.
Hargreaves
Hargreaves compares the political cultures of France and the United States through their
education systems. The book demonstrates how political culture affects public policy and
democratic participation. It is useful for understanding how culture shapes political
attitudes and government functions.

5. Political Culture in the American States: A Comparative Analysis by Daniel J. Elazar
Elazar’s work focuses on the diverse political cultures within the United States,
categorizing them into moralistic, individualistic, and traditionalistic cultures. This book is
key for understanding regional political differences and their effects on state government
and policies. It offers insight into how political culture varies even within a single country.

6. Understanding Political Culture by James W. Ceaser
This book provides a comprehensive overview of political culture, discussing its
definitions, components, and significance in political science. Ceaser explores how
political culture shapes citizens’ expectations and interactions with government
institutions. It is a valuable resource for students seeking to deepen their understanding of
AP Government concepts.

7. The Spirit of Democracy: The Struggle to Build Free Societies Throughout the World by
Larry Diamond
Diamond examines the role political culture plays in the success or failure of democratic
movements globally. He emphasizes the importance of civic culture, political participation,
and social trust in building democratic governance. The book offers real-world examples
that complement AP Government studies on political culture.

8. Political Culture and Public Opinion in America by Herbert McClosky and John Zaller
This book analyzes how political culture influences public opinion and policy preferences
in the United States. McClosky and Zaller argue that underlying cultural values shape
citizens’ political beliefs and behaviors. It is particularly relevant for understanding the
interaction between culture and politics in American government.

9. The Cultural Dimensions of Global Business by Gary P. Ferraro and Elizabeth K. Briody
While focused on business, this book offers valuable insights into how political culture
affects global interactions and governance. It discusses cultural differences that influence
political institutions and policymaking across countries. This perspective helps AP
Government students appreciate the global impact of political culture.
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