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Government

• The institutions, 

people, and 

processes by which a 

nation-state or 

political unit is ruled 

and its policy created 

and administered.



Nation-State

• A political unit with a 

defined territory, 

organized under a 

government and 

having the authority to 

make and enforce the 

law.



Four Characteristics of Nation-

States

• Territory

• Population

• Sovereignty

• Government



Sovereignty

• The power to determine its form of 

government and its economic and 

social policies.

• Who has the right to interfere in the 

sovereignty of another country?



Politics

• Leaders developing good relationships 

with the people, and frequently they must 

persuade one group to see the point of 

view of another.



Purpose of Government

• Protection

• Maintain Public Order

• Resolution of Social Conflicts

• Responsibility for a Stable Economy

• Provision of Public Service



Origins of Government

• Evolution Theory

– Extension of family relationships.  Elders 
assume the leadership. Native Americans are 
a good example of this.

• Force Theory

– Formed due to the conquest of another group.

• Divine Right Theory

– Rulers inherit their power from God.  Ancient 
civilizations.



Origins of Government (cont.)

• Social Contract Theory

– Humans developed government and named 

rulers to establish order in the chaotic natural 

world in which they lived. The power to govern 

was a result of decisions made freely by 

people, not handed down by God.



Power and Forms of Government

• People who govern have some degree of 

power over the governed.

• Power generally held by a few.

• People with legitimate power over others 

may be called elites

• Identified in nearly every country, past and 

present. 



Four Theories Explaining  Political 

Elites

• Marxist Theory

– Those who control the economy. In the United 

States, it would be those leaders of the 

biggest corporations and financial institutions. 

Karl Marx argued this theory.

• The “Power Elite”

– Includes not only corporate elites, but also top 

military officers, and a few key political 

leaders. C. Wright Mills wrote about this 

theory.



Four Theories Explaining  Political 

Elites

• The Bureaucrats

– The people behind the scenes.  Handle the 
day to day operations. Max Weber believed all 
institutions had fallen under the power of the 
bureaucrats.

• The Pluralists

– Not a single elitist group controls power but it 
is split among so many different types of 
elites. (business people, political leaders, 
union bosses, journalists, bureaucrats, 
university leaders).



Forms of Government

• Political power spread among elites in 

three different ways

– Geographic Location

– Separate powers between executive and 

legislative branches

– Number of people who hold power.



Geographic Location
• Governments may center power in one location, 

scatter power among several places, or 

something in between.

• Unitary Systems – One place

• Federal Systems – Federal government, central 

and state governments of spheres of authority.  

Some overlap

• Confederations – very weak central government, 

strong, nearly independent state or local 

governments. The European Union is one 

example. Traditionally, short-lived experiments.



Legislative and Executive Branches

• Parliamentary System – Prime minister, 

member of the legislature but head of his 

or her party.  Not popularly elected.

• Presidential Government – Separates the 

power of legislative and executive 

branches.  Usually a check and balance 

system.



Number Who Participate

• Aristotle tried to classify governments 

according to the number of people who 

participate.

– Rule by One

– Rule by Few

– Rule by Many



Rule by One

• Autocracy – “ Rule by 

oneself”

– Absolute Monarchy

– Dictatorship



Rule by Few

• Oligarchy – “ Rule by few”

– Aristocracy

• Nobles, social position

– Theocracy

• Religious group, priests

– Political Party

• Communist party of China



Rule by Many
• Democracy – “ Many people”

– Direct or Participatory Democracy

• City states of ancient Greece

– Democratic Centralism

• Communists used to ask opinion of people but then they 

made the decision, not really democratic.

– Representative Democracy

• Most common, small number of people elected to serve 

as representatives.


