
R Y C A L  ·  R Y C A L . W E B . A P P  ·  A P  C O M P A R A T I V E  G O V E R N M E N T  A N D  P O L I T I C S  ·  U N I T  3  O F  5

Unit 3: Political Culture and
Participation
Unit 3 covers how citizens relate to their governments across the six course countries. It
explains civil society, political culture, and ideologies; how and why people participate in
politics; the protections of civil rights and civil liberties; and the social cleavages that can unite
or divide a country.

AP Comparative Government and Politics Political Culture and Participation About 15 minutes to read

How to use this guide
Read it in order the first time. The first four sections build the picture of what citizens believe. The next
two explain how citizens act on those beliefs. The last three cover the rights citizens hold and the
divisions that shape their politics. Exam questions often hand you a fact about one country and ask
which concept it illustrates, so practice matching each fact to its term as you read.

After the first read, use the trap boxes and the tables to review the distinctions that exam questions test
most often. Finish with the practice questions, then complete the recall check on the last page out loud
and note any items you cannot explain yet.

What this unit is worth. Unit 3, Political Culture and Participation, is 11 to 18 percent of the AP
Comparative Government and Politics exam. It also matters beyond its share, because the concepts
here appear inside questions about institutions, regimes, and policy from the other units. Learn the
vocabulary here and you will read those questions faster.
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3.1 Civil Society
Civil society is the space of voluntary organizations that exists between the individual and the state. It
includes nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), religious groups, labor unions, professional
associations, charities, and community groups. These organizations do not seek government office the
way political parties do. They let citizens organize around shared interests, advocate for causes, and
solve problems without waiting for the state to act.

A strong civil society gives citizens practice in organizing, and it gives government a partner and a critic
at the same time. Across the six course countries, its strength varies sharply.

COUNTRY CIVIL SOCIETY

United Kingdom Robust. Independent charities, unions, advocacy groups, and associations operate freely
and openly criticize the government.

Mexico Growing. Democratization after the PRI lost the presidency in 2000 opened space for
independent organizations, and the multi-party system gives them room to work.

Nigeria Growing. The return to civilian rule in 1999 created space for independent groups, though
they are still developing.

Russia Constrained. The dominant-party system marginalizes genuine opposition, and
independent organizations face state pressure.

China State-managed. Associations exist but operate under party-state oversight rather than
independently.

Iran Religiously channeled. Much organized public life flows through religious institutions, and
political organization outside approved channels is tightly limited.

Trap. Civil society organizations are not political parties. A party runs candidates for office. A union,
charity, or advocacy group does not. A question that asks about civil society is testing the space
between citizens and the state, not the party system.
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3.2 Political Culture
Political culture is the set of shared attitudes, values, and beliefs about politics that a population holds.
It shapes what citizens expect from government, how they participate, and what they consider
legitimate. Political culture is not the same as ideology. Culture is the broad background of attitudes.
Ideology is a specific set of ideas about how government and the economy should be organized.

One useful way to describe political culture uses three orientations. In a participant culture, citizens
see themselves as active players who can influence government. In a subject culture, citizens are aware
of government but mainly obey it. In a parochial culture, citizens pay little attention to the national
political system. Most real countries mix all three, but one orientation usually dominates.

United Kingdom: participant culture with democratic norms. Citizens expect to vote, contact
officials, and protest, and they expect the government to answer to the Commons.

Mexico: evolving democratic culture. The end of one-party dominance in 2000 opened democratic
expectations, but the culture is still catching up to the institutions.

Nigeria: regional and ethnic political cultures. Attitudes toward politics differ across the Hausa-Fulani
north, the Yoruba southwest, and the Igbo southeast.

China: deference to authority. The culture emphasizes respect for authority and social order, which
reinforces acceptance of party-state rule.

Iran: religious political culture. Islam provides the framework for political legitimacy, and the
Supreme Leader's authority rests on religious standing. The Guardian Council's power to veto
legislation incompatible with Sharia shows how deeply religion is built into the system.

Russia: managed political culture. The state shapes public attitudes, and the dominant-party system
leaves little room for alternative political voices.

Trap. Political culture is not public opinion. Public opinion is what people think about current issues.
Political culture is the deeper background of attitudes that changes slowly. A question about culture is
asking about long-term orientations, not this week's polling.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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3.3 Political Ideologies
A political ideology is a coherent set of ideas about how government and the economy should be
organized. Three classic ideologies anchor the course.

Liberalism emphasizes individual rights, democratic procedures, free markets, and limits on
government power. It maps most closely onto the United Kingdom, a parliamentary democracy with
an advanced market economy.

Socialism emphasizes equality and a strong collective or state role in the economy, often through
public ownership or extensive welfare programs. Elements of socialist thinking appear in welfare
policies across several course countries.

Conservatism emphasizes tradition, order, established institutions, and gradual rather than sudden
change.

But ideology labels do not always match practice. Two course countries show why you have to check.

Iran runs on a theocratic ideology. Political authority is grounded in religion, with the Supreme
Leader holding ultimate authority and the Guardian Council enforcing compatibility with Sharia. This
does not fit neatly into the liberal, socialist, or conservative boxes.

China keeps communism as its official ideology while running a state-directed market economy.
The ruling party is the Chinese Communist Party, but the economy it directs is a market economy
with heavy state involvement.

Trap. Read the label, then check the practice. China's ruling party is called communist and communism
is its official ideology, but the economy is a state-directed market economy. A question testing ideology
wants you to notice when the label and the reality do not match.

3.4 Political Values and Beliefs
Political values are the deeper principles citizens hold, such as liberty, equality, order, justice, or
religious devotion. Values shape what people expect from government and whether they support the
regime in power. When a regime's actions match the population's values, support and legitimacy are
high. When they clash, support erodes.

Compare the six. In the United Kingdom, values of individual liberty and democratic accountability
support the parliamentary system. In China, values of order, stability, and collective prosperity help
sustain acceptance of party-state rule. In Iran, religious values underpin the legitimacy of the theocracy.
In Mexico and Nigeria, democratic values are growing alongside democratic institutions, but they
compete with older expectations carried over from one-party and military rule. In Russia, values of
stability and strong leadership support the dominant executive.

Trap. Legitimacy is the belief that a regime has the right to rule. It is about perception, not about
whether the regime is democratic. An authoritarian regime can enjoy real legitimacy among citizens
whose values it matches, and a democratic regime can lose legitimacy when it fails its own values.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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3.5 Nature and Role of Political Participation
Political participation is any activity by citizens intended to influence government. Conventional
participation works through established channels: voting, contacting officials, joining a party,
campaigning. Unconventional participation works outside those channels: protests, boycotts,
demonstrations, civil disobedience.

Participation matters because it tells government what citizens want and gives outcomes legitimacy. In
democracies it is also the mechanism of accountability. Officials who ignore voters can be voted out.

Voting itself looks different across the six. The United Kingdom and Nigeria use first-past-the-post.
Mexico and Russia use mixed parallel systems. Iran uses a two-round system for the Majles, but the
Guardian Council vets every candidate first. China holds elections that are not competitive, with
candidates rising through the party hierarchy instead of facing voters.

Trap. Contacting an official and joining a protest are both participation, but only one is conventional.
When a question asks you to classify an action, check whether it works through established channels or
outside them. Voting, campaigning, and contacting officials are conventional. Protests and boycotts are
unconventional.

3.6 Forces that Impact Political Participation
Participation rises when elections are competitive, when citizens believe their actions matter, when
voting is easy, and when civic groups mobilize people. It falls when repression makes participation
dangerous, when citizens believe the outcome is fixed, when corruption makes politics feel pointless, or
when practical barriers get in the way.

Two course countries show the depressing forces clearly.

Iran. The Guardian Council vets all candidates for president, the Majles, and the Assembly of Experts.
When voters can only choose among pre-approved candidates, the choice feels less meaningful, and
that depresses engagement among citizens who want real alternatives.

China. Participation is mobilized rather than voluntary. Elections are not competitive and candidates
rise through the party hierarchy, so mass participation is organized from above instead of chosen
from below.

One useful comparison is compulsory versus voluntary voting. Under compulsory voting, citizens are
required to vote and face penalties for staying home, which raises turnout. Under voluntary voting,
turnout depends on motivation. Compulsory voting can raise the numbers without raising genuine
engagement.

Trap. High turnout does not equal democracy. Iran and Russia hold regular elections, and turnout can
be high even when the Guardian Council has vetted every candidate or when a dominant party
manages the competition. China's participation is mobilized from above. When a question gives you a
turnout number, ask who was allowed to run and whether the competition was real.

• 

• 
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3.7 Civil Rights and Civil Liberties
Civil liberties are protections from government power: freedom of speech, freedom of the press,
freedom of assembly, freedom of religion, and due process. Civil rights are guarantees of equal
treatment: equal protection under the law, voting rights, and protection from discrimination.

Trap. Liberties limit what the government can do to you. Rights guarantee that the government treats
you equally. Publishing criticism of the government without punishment is a civil liberty. Being allowed
to vote on the same terms as everyone else is a civil right. Exam questions love swapping these.

How well these protections hold varies across the six.

COUNTRY PROTECTIONS IN PRACTICE

United
Kingdom

Strong. The judiciary has high independence, the press is free, and speech and assembly are
broadly protected.

Mexico Constitutional but uneven. Rights are written into the 1917 Constitution, but enforcement is
inconsistent and judicial independence is only moderate.

Nigeria Constitutional but uneven. Protections exist on paper, but enforcement varies by region and
judicial independence is low to moderate. Sharia courts operate in some northern states for
Muslim personal law.

China Sharply restricted. The one-party state keeps the press under party control and constrains
speech and assembly that could challenge CCP rule.

Russia Sharply restricted. The dominant-party system marginalizes genuine opposition, the judiciary
has low independence from the executive, and independent press and protest face state
pressure.

Iran Sharply restricted. The Supreme Leader holds ultimate authority over the media, and religious
law enforced through institutions like the Guardian Council limits speech and assembly.
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3.8 Political and Social Cleavages
A political cleavage is a deep social division that shapes political conflict. The main types are ethnic,
religious, regional, class, and ideological cleavages. Every course country has them. What differs is
which ones matter and how they line up.

COUNTRY KEY CLEAVAGES

Nigeria Ethnicity, religion, and region overlap: the Hausa-Fulani in the north are mostly Muslim, the
Yoruba live in the southwest, and the Igbo in the southeast are mostly Christian.

United
Kingdom

Social class; Scottish nationalism, with Scotland holding its own Parliament inside a unitary
state; the Leave versus Remain divide left over from Brexit.

Mexico Indigenous peoples, whose rights and representation remain contested; a north versus south
economic divide.

Russia Ethnic minorities within a federal state whose regions hold their own representation in the
Federation Council.

China Ethnic minority regions, especially Tibet and Xinjiang, where central control meets distinct
local identities.

Iran Ethnic Kurds and Baluchis on the peripheries; a factional divide between principlists and
reformists, since Iran has factions rather than Western-style parties.

Trap. Learn the difference between overlapping and cross-cutting cleavages. Overlapping cleavages
reinforce each other: the same groups are divided on ethnicity and religion and region at once. Cross-
cutting cleavages divide people differently on different issues, so someone you disagree with on
religion might share your economic class. Overlapping cleavages are the dangerous kind, because a
conflict on one line becomes a conflict on every line. Nigeria is the course's prime example.

3.9 Challenges from Political and Social Cleavages
Cleavages turn dangerous when they overlap and when institutions fail to manage them. Nigeria shows
the risk. Ethnicity, religion, and region reinforce each other, so political competition can harden into
group-against-group conflict. That is why Nigeria is the example the course returns to whenever
overlapping cleavages come up.

Institutions can manage cleavages even when they cannot erase them. Nigeria's rule that a presidential
winner needs a plurality plus at least 25 percent of the vote in two-thirds of the states forces candidates
to campaign nationally instead of relying on one region or group. The United Kingdom handles Scottish
nationalism through devolution, giving Scotland its own Parliament while keeping the state unitary. Iran
reserves five Majles seats for recognized religious minorities, giving those communities a guaranteed
voice. Federal systems in Mexico, Nigeria, and Russia give regions their own governments and
representation, which lets regional identities express themselves inside the state rather than against it.
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Confusions That Cost Points
PAIR HOW TO KEEP THEM STRAIGHT

Civil liberties vs civil rights Liberties protect you from government action, like free speech and a free
press. Rights guarantee equal treatment, like equal voting access. One
limits the state. The other obligates it.

Overlapping vs cross-cutting
cleavages

Overlapping cleavages reinforce each other and raise the risk of conflict.
Nigeria's ethnic, religious, and regional divides are overlapping. Cross-
cutting cleavages split people differently on different issues and
moderate conflict.

High turnout vs democratic health Iran and Russia hold elections, and turnout can be high while candidate
choice is restricted or competition is managed. Check who was allowed
to run before you judge the system.

Ideology label vs practice China's ruling party keeps communism as its official ideology while
directing a market economy. The label is not the policy. Always check
what the regime does, not just what it calls itself.

Civil society vs political parties Civil society organizations advocate and organize but do not run for
office. Parties compete for office. A strong NGO sector is not the same as
a strong party system.

Devolution vs federalism The United Kingdom is unitary with devolution. Devolved powers are
granted by the center and can be taken back. In federal Mexico, Nigeria,
and Russia, the regions' powers are constitutionally protected.
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Practice Questions
Original questions written for this guide in the style of the AP exam. Answers and explanations are on the next page, so
complete the questions before checking them.

1. Which of the following best describes civil society?

The formal institutions of government that implement policy
Voluntary associations, such as NGOs and community groups, that operate independently of the state
The set of laws that regulate elections in a country
The military and security forces of a regime

2. A newspaper publishes criticism of the government's economic policy without facing punishment.
This is best described as an example of

a civil right
political participation
an overlapping cleavage
a civil liberty

3. In Nigeria, the same population groups tend to be divided along ethnic, religious, and regional lines
at the same time. This is an example of

overlapping cleavages
cross-cutting cleavages
a participant political culture
mobilized participation

4. China's ruling party maintains communism as its official ideology while directing a market-oriented
economy. This best illustrates that

ideology always determines economic policy
authoritarian regimes have no ideologies
an ideology's label can differ from a regime's actual practice
socialism requires a democratic government

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
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5. The Guardian Council vets all candidates for president, the Majles, and the Assembly of Experts in
Iran. This practice most directly

increases voter turnout by simplifying the ballot
limits the meaningful choices available to voters
strengthens civil society organizations
creates cross-cutting cleavages

6. Which of the following best describes a participant political culture?

Citizens expect to take part in politics and hold government accountable
Citizens obey authority without questioning government decisions
Citizens are largely unaware of or uninterested in the political system
Citizens participate only when mobilized by the ruling party

7. Iran and Russia both hold regular elections. Which statement best explains why high voter turnout in
such elections does not by itself indicate a healthy democracy?

Turnout is always low in authoritarian systems
High turnout proves that an election was fully competitive
Voting is the only form of political participation
Turnout can be high even when candidate choice is restricted or competition is managed

8. Nigeria requires a presidential candidate to win a plurality and at least 25 percent of the vote in two-
thirds of the states. This rule is best understood as an institutional attempt to

guarantee that the largest ethnic group always wins
eliminate religious differences among voters
manage regional cleavages by forcing candidates to build broad national support
replace federalism with a unitary system

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
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Answer Key
1. B. Civil society is the network of voluntary associations between the individual and the state, so B is
correct. A describes the state itself, which is the opposite of civil society. C describes electoral law, a
government function, not voluntary organization. D describes the coercive apparatus of the state, not
independent associations.

2. D. Freedom of the press is a civil liberty because it limits what the government can do to you. A is
wrong because civil rights concern equal treatment, not protection from government interference. B is
wrong because publishing criticism is not an act of influencing government through voting or
campaigning. It is the exercise of a protected freedom. C is wrong because a cleavage is a social division,
which has nothing to do with press freedom.

3. A. When the same groups are divided along ethnic, religious, and regional lines at once, the cleavages
overlap and reinforce each other. B is wrong because cross-cutting cleavages divide people differently
on different issues, which moderates conflict. C is wrong because political culture describes attitudes
toward government, not social divisions. D is wrong because mobilized participation describes state-
organized political activity, not a pattern of social division.

4. C. The question asks what the gap between the communist label and the market economy shows, and
C names it directly. A is wrong because the example shows ideology not determining policy. B is wrong
because China clearly has an official ideology. D is wrong because the example says nothing about
democracy being required for socialism.

5. B. Vetting narrows the field to pre-approved candidates, so voters face less meaningful choice. A is
wrong because a shorter vetted list does not make voting more meaningful or reliably raise turnout. C is
wrong because candidate vetting restricts political organization rather than strengthening independent
groups. D is wrong because vetting candidates does not rearrange social divisions into cross-cutting
ones.

6. A. A participant culture is defined by citizens seeing themselves as active players who can influence
government and hold it accountable. B describes a subject orientation, where citizens obey without
participating. C describes a parochial orientation, where citizens pay little attention to politics. D
describes mobilized participation under authoritarian rule, not a participant culture.

7. D. High turnout is compatible with restricted choice and managed competition, so turnout alone
cannot establish democratic health. A is wrong because authoritarian systems often mobilize high
turnout. B is wrong because it repeats the same error in reverse: turnout numbers alone prove nothing
about competitiveness in either direction. C is wrong because voting is only one form of participation.
Protesting and contacting officials are others.

8. C. The 25-percent rule forces candidates to win support across regions instead of relying on one
group or area, which manages regional cleavages. A is wrong because the rule does the opposite: it
prevents any single regional or ethnic bloc from deciding the election alone. B is wrong because
institutions manage cleavages. They do not eliminate the underlying differences. D is wrong because
Nigeria remains federal. The rule works inside federalism, not against it.

When you check your answers, note which distinction each miss came from. Make a flashcard for that
distinction and drill it spaced out over the next few days instead of rereading the whole section. If you
missed one of these questions, the same distinction is worth practicing again in Rycal, where the AP



Comparative Government and Politics deck has flashcards for it and more practice questions use the
same kinds of traps.
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One-Page Recall Check
Say each answer out loud before you look back, and mark the ones you cannot finish. Anything you
cannot say out loud yet belongs in your flashcard deck. In Rycal, add those items to the AP Comparative
Government and Politics deck and let spaced review bring them back over the next few days.

Define civil society and name one organization that belongs to it.

Compare the strength of civil society in two course countries.

Define political culture and explain how it differs from ideology.

Describe the political culture of one democratic and one authoritarian course country.

Define liberalism, socialism, and conservatism in one sentence each.

Explain the gap between China's official ideology and its economic practice.

Explain how shared values can support or weaken a regime's legitimacy.

Distinguish conventional from unconventional participation and give an example of each.

Name two forces that increase participation and two that depress it.

Explain how Guardian Council vetting affects meaningful choice in Iran.

Distinguish civil liberties from civil rights, with an example of each.

Define overlapping and cross-cutting cleavages and explain why Nigeria's cleavages are the
dangerous kind.

Name one institution in a course country that manages a cleavage, and explain how it works.

Where to go next. Turn every missed item above into flashcards and drill them spaced out over several
days rather than in one sitting. In Rycal, open the AP Comparative Government and Politics deck. The
deck covers the terms in this guide, and its practice questions target the same traps named here. If you
have a test date, add it in the Test Planner. You can also start your next review with a Brain Dump, then
check what you missed against this guide.

Key terms for this unit
Civil society, Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), Political culture, Participant culture, Subject culture, Parochial
culture, Political ideology, Liberalism, Socialism, Conservatism, Theocratic ideology, Political values, Legitimacy,
Conventional participation, Unconventional participation, Voter turnout, Mobilized participation, Civil liberties, Civil rights,
Political cleavage, Overlapping cleavages, Cross-cutting cleavages, Ethnic cleavage, Religious cleavage, Regional cleavage.

About this guide. Written for Rycal and aligned to the College Board AP Comparative Government and Politics course
framework, Unit 3. All questions and explanations are original Rycal writing. Rycal is independent and is not affiliated with
or endorsed by the College Board.
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