
political culture ap gov definition
political culture ap gov definition is a foundational concept in the study of American government
and politics, particularly in Advanced Placement (AP) Government courses. It refers to the set of
attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments that give order and meaning to a political process and provide the
underlying assumptions and rules that govern behavior in the political system. Understanding
political culture is essential for analyzing how citizens interact with government institutions, how
political opinions are formed, and how political decisions are made. This article delves into the
detailed definition of political culture in the context of AP Government, explores its key components,
examines various types of political culture, and highlights its significance in shaping American
democracy. By examining these elements, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the
political culture ap gov definition and its application in the study of U.S. politics. The following
sections will guide you through the concept, its characteristics, different models, and its impact on
governance and civic life.
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Definition and Importance of Political Culture

Understanding Political Culture
Political culture is a broad term that encompasses the collective attitudes, values, beliefs, and norms
that shape the political behavior of a society. In the context of AP Government, the political culture
ap gov definition emphasizes how these shared patterns influence the functioning of political
systems and the relationship between citizens and government. It reflects how people perceive their
role in the political process, their trust in institutions, and their expectations of political leaders.

Why Political Culture Matters
The political culture of a country is a critical factor in determining the stability and effectiveness of
its government. It affects voter participation, public policy preferences, political discourse, and the
legitimacy of political authority. A well-defined political culture creates a sense of national identity
and political cohesion, while a fragmented or conflicting political culture can lead to unrest and
instability. In AP Government, understanding this concept helps students analyze how historical
experiences, social structures, and cultural values influence contemporary political behavior.



Key Components of Political Culture

Values and Beliefs
At the heart of political culture are the core values and beliefs that citizens hold about their political
system. These include beliefs about democracy, liberty, equality, justice, and the rule of law. In the
United States, values such as individualism, freedom, and patriotism are deeply embedded in the
political culture and guide citizens' expectations of government.

Political Norms and Practices
Political culture also consists of established norms and practices that dictate how political power is
exercised and how citizens engage with the government. These norms include respect for the
constitution, acceptance of the electoral process, and adherence to political tolerance. They shape
the behavior of both political elites and the general populace.

Symbols and Rituals
Symbols like the American flag, the national anthem, and historic national holidays, as well as rituals
such as voting and civic participation, are important manifestations of political culture. They serve to
reinforce shared values and foster a sense of unity among citizens.

Types of Political Culture

Elazar’s Threefold Model
Political scientist Daniel Elazar developed a widely recognized classification of political cultures in
the United States, dividing them into three main types: moralistic, individualistic, and
traditionalistic. Each type reflects different attitudes toward the role of government and citizen
participation.

Moralistic Culture: Views government as a positive force to promote the public good and
encourages active citizen involvement in politics.

Individualistic Culture: Sees government as a practical institution focused on serving
individual needs, with politics viewed as a marketplace.

Traditionalistic Culture: Emphasizes maintaining established social orders and limited
government intervention, often supporting elite rule.



Application of Types
These political culture types help explain regional political differences within the United States, such
as the progressive policies in the Northeast (moralistic), the business-oriented politics of the
Midwest (individualistic), and the conservative traditions of the South (traditionalistic).

Political Culture in the United States

Historical Foundations
The American political culture has been shaped by historical events such as the Revolution, the
drafting of the Constitution, and the Civil Rights Movement. These experiences fostered a political
culture characterized by a strong belief in democracy, individual rights, and constitutional
governance.

Core American Political Values
Several core values define the U.S. political culture:

Liberty: The belief in individual freedom and limited government interference.

Equality: The principle that all citizens have equal rights and opportunities.

Democracy: Support for government by the people through free and fair elections.

Civic Duty: The responsibility of citizens to participate in political and community affairs.

Individualism: The value placed on personal responsibility and self-reliance.

Political Socialization
Political culture is transmitted from generation to generation through political socialization
processes. Family, schools, media, and social groups play significant roles in shaping political
attitudes and values, ensuring the continuity of the political culture over time.

Impact of Political Culture on American Government

Influence on Political Institutions
The prevailing political culture directly affects how American political institutions function. For
example, the emphasis on democracy and individual rights shapes the design of the Constitution, the
separation of powers, and the system of checks and balances. It also influences legislative priorities



and judicial interpretations.

Citizen Participation and Political Behavior
Political culture determines the level and type of citizen participation in politics. A culture that
values civic duty encourages higher voter turnout, activism, and engagement in public affairs.
Conversely, political apathy can arise in cultures where trust in government is low or where citizens
feel alienated.

Policy Making and Governance
The political culture shapes policy preferences and governance styles. For instance, an
individualistic culture may prioritize free-market policies and limited government programs,
whereas a moralistic culture might support expansive social welfare initiatives. Understanding these
cultural undercurrents is essential for analyzing policy debates and government responses.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of political culture in AP Government?
In AP Government, political culture is defined as the set of attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments that
give order and meaning to a political process and provide the underlying assumptions and rules that
govern behavior in the political system.

Why is political culture important in understanding
government?
Political culture is important because it shapes citizens' political behavior, influences government
policies, and affects the stability and functionality of political institutions.

How does political culture differ from political ideology in AP
Gov?
Political culture refers to the broad set of shared values and norms about politics in a society, while
political ideology is a more specific set of beliefs about the proper role and scope of government.

What are some examples of political culture in the United
States?
Examples include beliefs in democracy, individualism, liberty, equality, and the rule of law, which all
contribute to the American political culture.



How do political culture variations affect policy-making in AP
Government?
Variations in political culture can lead to differences in public opinion and priorities, which influence
elected officials’ policy decisions and the types of government programs that are supported.

Additional Resources
1. Political Culture and Political Development by Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba
This foundational work explores the relationship between political culture and the development of
political systems. Almond and Verba introduce the concept of political culture as the set of attitudes,
beliefs, and sentiments that give order and meaning to a political process. They analyze how
different types of political cultures influence the stability and effectiveness of governments,
providing a comparative framework widely used in AP Government studies.

2. The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations by Gabriel A. Almond and
Sidney Verba
A classic text in political science, this book examines political culture through empirical research in
five countries. It identifies key elements of a "civic culture" that support democratic stability, such as
political participation and trust. The book is essential for understanding how cultural factors affect
democratic governance and citizen engagement.

3. American Political Culture: An Introduction by John T. Jost
This book offers an accessible overview of the core values, beliefs, and attitudes that define
American political culture. Jost discusses concepts such as individualism, egalitarianism, and
political efficacy, showing how they shape political behavior and institutions. It’s a useful resource
for AP Government students to grasp the unique aspects of U.S. political culture.

4. Culture and Politics: A Reader edited by Lane Crothers and Charles Lockhart
This anthology compiles key essays and studies that explore the intersections between culture and
politics. The readings cover various dimensions of political culture, including identity, ideology, and
communication. The book helps students understand the multifaceted nature of political culture in
different contexts.

5. Political Culture in the American States: A Reinterpretation by Daniel J. Elazar
Elazar’s work focuses on regional political cultures within the United States, categorizing them as
moralistic, individualistic, or traditionalistic. He explains how these subcultures influence state
politics, policy preferences, and governance styles. This book is particularly relevant for
understanding the diversity of political culture across the U.S.

6. The Spirit of Democracy: The Struggle to Build Free Societies Throughout the World by Larry
Diamond
Diamond explores how political culture affects the development and sustainability of democratic
institutions globally. He emphasizes the role of democratic values and civic engagement in fostering
stable democracies. The book provides a contemporary perspective on the importance of political
culture in AP Government studies.

7. Political Culture and Public Opinion: A Comparative Perspective by Hans-Dieter Klingemann and
Dieter Fuchs



This text analyzes the relationship between political culture and public opinion across different
democratic societies. The authors use survey data to illustrate how cultural factors shape citizens’
political attitudes and behaviors. It’s a valuable resource for students interested in the empirical
measurement of political culture.

8. Understanding Political Culture: A Comparative Study of Democracy and Authoritarianism by
Ronald Inglehart
Inglehart examines how cultural values influence the functioning of democratic and authoritarian
regimes. He introduces the concept of post-materialist values and their impact on political
participation and policy preferences. This book provides insight into the cultural dimensions that
underpin political systems.

9. Political Culture and Democratic Stability by Robert A. Dahl
Dahl’s work investigates the link between political culture and the endurance of democratic
institutions. He argues that a supportive political culture, characterized by tolerance and legitimacy,
is crucial for democracy’s survival. This book complements AP Government discussions on the
prerequisites for democratic governance.
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