
political culture ap gov
political culture ap gov is a fundamental concept in understanding the
dynamics of government and political behavior in the United States. It
encompasses the shared beliefs, values, attitudes, and practices that shape
how citizens interact with their political system. In AP Government courses,
grasping political culture is essential for analyzing how political
institutions operate and how public opinion is formed. This article explores
the definition of political culture, its core components, and the ways it
influences policymaking and civic engagement. Additionally, it examines
regional variations in political culture and their implications for American
democracy. By delving into these aspects, students can develop a
comprehensive understanding of the role political culture plays in the U.S.
political landscape. The following sections will provide a detailed overview
and analysis to support mastery of this key AP Government topic.

Definition and Components of Political Culture

Types of Political Culture in the United States

Influence of Political Culture on Political Behavior

Regional Variations in Political Culture

Political Culture and Policy Making

Definition and Components of Political Culture

Political culture refers to the collective set of attitudes, beliefs, and
values that a population holds about its political system and government. It
shapes the political identity of a society and influences how individuals
perceive authority, rights, and responsibilities within the political
framework. In the context of AP Government, political culture is crucial
because it provides the backdrop against which political institutions
function and political processes unfold.

Core Elements of Political Culture

The core components of political culture typically include:

Political Values: Fundamental beliefs about what the government should



do, such as liberty, equality, and democracy.

Political Norms: Accepted standards of behavior in political life,
including respect for laws, tolerance, and participation.

Political Symbols: Icons, rituals, and language that express political
meanings, like the flag or the Pledge of Allegiance.

Political Knowledge: Awareness and understanding of political
institutions, processes, and history.

These elements collectively contribute to the stability and continuity of a
political system by fostering a shared understanding among citizens.

Types of Political Culture in the United States

The United States exhibits a diverse political culture that can be
categorized into distinct types based on regional and historical differences.
Understanding these types helps explain variations in political attitudes and
behaviors across the country.

Elazar’s Classification of Political Culture

Political scientist Daniel Elazar identified three main types of political
culture in the U.S.:

Individualistic Political Culture: Emphasizes private initiative and1.
limited government intervention. Politics is seen as a marketplace where
individuals pursue their own interests.

Moralistic Political Culture: Views government as a positive force to2.
promote the public good. Citizens expect government to be active in
solving societal problems.

Traditionalistic Political Culture: Focuses on maintaining established3.
social order and hierarchy. Politics is dominated by elites, and
government plays a limited role in social change.

These types correspond roughly to different regions, influencing local
political practices and policy priorities.



Influence of Political Culture on Political
Behavior

Political culture significantly shapes the behavior of individuals and groups
within the political system. It affects how people participate in politics,
their trust in government, and their voting patterns.

Political Participation

Political culture determines the level and forms of political participation,
including voting, protesting, and civic engagement. For example, in a
moralistic culture, citizens are more likely to view participation as a civic
duty, leading to higher voter turnout and activism.

Trust and Efficacy

Trust in government and political efficacy—the belief that one’s actions can
influence government—are also products of political culture. A culture that
values transparency and accountability fosters greater trust, while one
characterized by skepticism may lead to political disengagement.

Political Socialization

Political culture influences the process of political socialization, where
individuals acquire their political beliefs and values through family,
education, media, and social groups. This process perpetuates the existing
political culture across generations.

Regional Variations in Political Culture

The United States is marked by significant regional differences in political
culture, reflecting historical, economic, and demographic factors. These
differences impact political attitudes, party affiliations, and policy
preferences.

Characteristics of Regional Political Cultures



Northeast and Upper Midwest: Predominantly moralistic culture,
emphasizing social welfare and active government.

South: Largely traditionalistic, with an emphasis on maintaining social
order and conservative political values.

West and Mountain States: A mix of individualistic and moralistic
elements, often promoting limited government but with progressive social
attitudes in some areas.

Understanding these regional variations is essential for analyzing electoral
outcomes and the distribution of political power across states.

Political Culture and Policy Making

Political culture influences not only how citizens behave but also how
policies are formulated and implemented. Policymakers must navigate the
prevailing political culture to achieve support and legitimacy.

Policy Preferences and Political Culture

The dominant political culture in a region shapes policy priorities, such as
the extent of government intervention in the economy, social welfare
programs, and civil rights protections. For instance, a moralistic culture
tends to support expansive public services, whereas an individualistic
culture favors market-based solutions.

Impact on Government Institutions

Political culture affects the design and functioning of government
institutions at the state and local levels. In traditionalistic cultures,
political power may be concentrated among established elites, impacting the
inclusiveness and responsiveness of government.

Challenges in Policy Implementation

When policy initiatives conflict with the prevailing political culture, they
may face resistance or fail to be effectively implemented. Understanding
political culture helps explain why some policies succeed in certain regions
but not in others.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is political culture in AP Government?
Political culture refers to the set of attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments
that give order and meaning to a political process, providing the underlying
assumptions and rules that govern behavior in the political system.

How does political culture affect government policy?
Political culture shapes citizens' expectations and participation,
influencing policymakers' decisions and the types of policies that are
considered acceptable or popular.

What are the main types of political culture
identified in the United States?
The United States primarily exhibits a mix of individualistic, moralistic,
and traditionalistic political cultures, varying by region and historical
context.

How does political socialization contribute to
political culture?
Political socialization is the process through which individuals acquire
their political beliefs and values, often influenced by family, education,
media, and peers, thereby shaping the overall political culture.

What role does political culture play in voter
behavior?
Political culture influences voter behavior by shaping attitudes toward
voting, party identification, trust in government, and the perceived
importance of political participation.

Can political culture change over time?
Yes, political culture can evolve due to demographic shifts, social
movements, economic changes, and significant political events that alter
collective beliefs and values.

How is political culture different from political
ideology?
Political culture encompasses the broader set of shared values and norms
about politics in a society, while political ideology refers to a more
specific set of beliefs about how government should operate and what policies



it should pursue.

What is the significance of Alexis de Tocqueville’s
analysis of American political culture?
Tocqueville highlighted the importance of civil society, individualism, and
democracy in shaping American political culture, emphasizing the role of
voluntary associations and civic engagement.

How does political culture influence the structure
of government in the U.S.?
Political culture affects the design of government institutions by promoting
values like federalism, separation of powers, and checks and balances to
reflect citizens' preferences for limited government and individual rights.

What impact does political culture have on public
trust in government?
Political culture shapes citizens' trust in government by influencing their
expectations of government performance, transparency, and responsiveness,
which can affect overall political stability and engagement.

Additional Resources
1. Political Culture and Political Development
This classic work by Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba explores the
relationship between political culture and the stability and effectiveness of
political systems. The authors analyze different types of political cultures
and their impact on democratic development. Their research provides
foundational concepts for understanding how citizens' attitudes influence
governance.

2. The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations
Also by Almond and Verba, this book investigates the political attitudes of
citizens in the United States, United Kingdom, Germany, Italy, and Mexico. It
identifies a "civic culture" characterized by a balance between participation
and political trust, which is essential for the survival of democracy. The
study remains influential in the field of political culture and comparative
politics.

3. Democracy in America
Written by Alexis de Tocqueville in the 19th century, this seminal work
examines the political culture of the United States during its early years.
Tocqueville highlights the importance of civic engagement, local governance,
and individualism in shaping American democracy. His insights continue to be
relevant in discussions of political culture in AP Government courses.



4. The Spirit of Democracy: The Struggle to Build Free Societies Throughout
the World
Larry Diamond provides a comprehensive look at how political culture affects
the development and sustainability of democracy globally. The book discusses
the values, institutions, and social conditions that foster democratic
governance. It also addresses challenges such as authoritarianism and
political apathy.

5. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community
Robert D. Putnam explores the decline of social capital and civic engagement
in the United States. He argues that decreasing participation in community
organizations negatively impacts political culture and democracy. This book
is crucial for understanding the role of social networks in political
involvement.

6. Political Order in Changing Societies
Samuel P. Huntington analyzes the relationship between political development
and political order, focusing on how political culture adapts in times of
rapid social change. He emphasizes the importance of institutions in
maintaining stability amid modernization and cultural shifts. The book offers
insights into political culture in developing and transitional societies.

7. The Authoritarian Personality
This psychological study by Theodor W. Adorno and colleagues examines
personality traits that correlate with authoritarian political attitudes. It
provides an understanding of how certain cultural and social factors
contribute to authoritarianism. The book is valuable for discussions on
political culture, especially in the context of authoritarian regimes.

8. Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human Progress
Edited by Lawrence E. Harrison and Samuel P. Huntington, this collection of
essays explores how cultural values influence political and economic
development. Contributors argue that differences in political culture explain
variations in governance and societal success. The book is useful for
understanding the broader impact of culture on politics.

9. The Democracy Project: A History, a Crisis, a Movement
David Graeber offers a contemporary analysis of political culture through the
lens of social movements such as Occupy Wall Street. He investigates the
challenges facing modern democracy, including political disengagement and
inequality. The book sheds light on evolving political cultures in the 21st
century.
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