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Unit 4: Political Patterns and
Processes
Unit 4 is the vocabulary unit of AP Human Geography. It gives you the language for states,
nations, boundaries, forms of governance, and the forces that hold states together or pull
them apart. Most exam questions here reward exact definitions, so precision matters more
than background detail.

AP Human Geography Political Patterns and Processes About 12 minutes to read

How to use this guide
Read it in order the first time. The unit builds from basic concepts like state and nation, through
boundaries and governance, to the forces that strengthen or weaken states. After the first read, use the
trap boxes to review the pairs the exam tests 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. Political Patterns and Processes is 12 to 17 percent of the AP Human
Geography exam. The vocabulary also reappears in Units 5, 6, and 7.
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4.1 Introduction to Political Geography
Everything in this unit rests on one distinction. A state (in this unit, an independent state) is a political
entity: a politically organized area with a permanent population, defined territory, a government, and
sovereignty. A nation is a cultural one: a group of people with a common culture, history, and sense of
identity occupying a particular territory. States are the primary building blocks of the world political
map. Nations are about shared identity, not about who governs.

A nation-state is a state whose territory corresponds to that occupied by a particular nation, so the
political and cultural boundaries align. Perfect nation-states are rare, because most states contain more
than one cultural group.

Three related terms build on this distinction, and exam questions love to mix them up. A stateless
nation is a nation that lacks a state of its own, such as the Kurds or the Palestinians. A multinational
state is a state containing two or more nations or ethnic groups within its borders, such as Canada or
Russia. A multistate nation is a nation that stretches across the borders of two or more states, such as
the Kurds. Note that the Kurds appear in two categories at once: they are a stateless nation and a
multistate nation.

Autonomous and semiautonomous regions are areas with a degree of self-governance inside a state,
such as Native American reservations. Semiautonomous regions have more limited self-rule. Autonomy
is not independence. These regions govern themselves on some matters while remaining inside the
state's territory.

Trap. Read the exact wording of each term before choosing. A stateless nation has no state. A
multistate nation is spread across several states. A multinational state contains several nations inside
one state. If a question says "a nation spread across three states," that is multistate nation, not
multinational state.
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4.2 Political Processes
Sovereignty is the concept that a state has supreme authority within its territory and independence
from external control. When a state is sovereign, no outside power gets to overrule what happens inside
its borders. Sovereignty, nation-states, and self-determination are the forces that shape the
contemporary world political map.

Self-determination is the principle that nations have the right to govern themselves free from outside
control. The two concepts pull in opposite directions in practice. A stateless nation invoking self-
determination wants to create a new sovereign state, which means carving territory out of an existing
sovereign state. Most separatist conflicts are a collision between these two principles.

The shapers of contemporary political geography are the historical forces that produced today's
boundaries: colonialism, imperialism, independence movements, and devolution along national lines.
Almost every boundary dispute in this unit traces back to one of these. If a question asks why a
boundary cuts through an ethnic group, colonialism or imperialism is usually the answer.

Trap. Sovereignty belongs to states; self-determination belongs to nations. A question that asks which
principle supports a people's right to govern itself is asking about self-determination, not sovereignty.
Sovereignty protects the existing state's authority, not the aspiring group's claim.
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4.3 Political Power and Territoriality
Political power is expressed geographically as control over people, land, and resources. Every term in
this topic is a different way that control shows up on the map.

Neocolonialism is indirect economic and political control by former colonial powers or other powerful
countries. The key word is indirect. Colonialism used direct political rule and military occupation.
Neocolonialism achieves influence through economic leverage, trade dependence, or political pressure
instead. When a question describes a wealthy country shaping another country's policies without
occupying it, that is neocolonialism.

A shatterbelt is a region caught between stronger colliding external cultural-political forces and under
persistent stress. These regions get pulled in different directions by powerful neighbors and have a long
history of conflict. The stress comes from outside pressure, not from internal conditions alone.

A choke point is a narrow strategic passageway through which shipping or movement must pass.
Whoever controls a choke point controls trade routes and military movement, which is why these spots
carry outsized political importance relative to their size.

Territoriality is the connection of people, their culture, and their economic systems to the land. It is the
underlying idea behind the whole unit: people feel attachment to territory, and that attachment is what
states, nations, and boundaries are built on.

Trap. Colonialism and neocolonialism are not interchangeable. Colonialism is direct rule by an outside
power. Neocolonialism is indirect control through economic and political pressure after formal
independence. If the question mentions no occupation or direct administration, colonialism is the
wrong answer.
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4.4 Defining Political Boundaries
The six boundary types classify boundaries by how and when they were drawn. Learn each type's
defining feature, not just its name.

TYPE HOW IT WAS DRAWN EXAMPLE

Antecedent boundary Drawn before significant settlement or cultural
patterns existed in the area.

Rare today; imagine a line drawn
through unoccupied land.

Subsequent boundary Drawn after cultural patterns were in place,
following existing ethnic or linguistic divisions.

A boundary that traces the edge
of a language area.

Superimposed
boundary

Imposed by an outside power and cutting across
existing cultural divisions.

Colonial boundaries in Africa.

Relict boundary No longer functions, but its imprint remains on
the cultural landscape.

The former boundary between
East and West Germany.

Geometric boundary A straight line using latitude and longitude,
ignoring physical and cultural features.

The U.S.-Canada border along the
49th parallel.

Consequent boundary Drawn to accommodate existing cultural
differences, often separating groups to reduce
conflict.

A boundary deliberately dividing
two groups to prevent fighting.

Trap. Subsequent and consequent boundaries sound alike, but they test different ideas. A subsequent
boundary reflects the cultural landscape that was already there. A consequent boundary goes further: it
was drawn specifically to separate groups and reduce conflict. Every consequent boundary is a
subsequent boundary, but not every subsequent boundary was drawn to prevent conflict.

Trap. Superimposed and relict boundaries answer different questions. Superimposed asks who drew it:
an outside power imposing its will. Relict asks whether it still functions: it does not, but the landscape
still shows it. A colonial African boundary is superimposed. A defunct Cold War boundary is relict.
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4.5 The Function of Political Boundaries
The boundary establishment process follows four steps in order. First, boundaries are defined:
described in legal text. Second, they are delimited: drawn on a map. Third, they are demarcated:
marked on the ground with fences, walls, or posts. Fourth, they are administered: patrolled and
managed. The steps run from abstract to concrete, from words on paper to lines on the earth.

Boundaries and cultural divisions describes how political lines relate to the people they divide.
Political boundaries often coincide with cultural, national, or economic divisions, but many were created
by policy without regard to the people on the ground. The Berlin Conference, which drew colonial
boundaries across Africa, is the classic example of boundaries imposed by outside powers that split
ethnic groups and merged unrelated ones.

Land and maritime boundaries matter because borders on land and at sea, along with the
agreements that set them, can influence national or regional identity and encourage or discourage
interactions. Maritime disputes usually involve resources like fishing rights or offshore oil.

The UN Convention on the Law of the Sea defines the rights and responsibilities of nations in the use
of international waters. It established territorial seas, which extend 12 nautical miles from shore and are
fully under a state's sovereignty, and exclusive economic zones, which extend 200 nautical miles and
give a state exclusive rights to resources like fish and oil without full sovereignty over the water itself.

Trap. Memorize the boundary establishment steps in order: defined, delimited, demarcated,
administered. A mnemonic is that they move from the desk to the dirt. Exam questions ask which step
comes next in a sequence, so know that delimitation (the map) comes before demarcation (the ground).

Trap. A territorial sea and an exclusive economic zone grant different rights. Inside 12 nautical miles,
the state has full sovereignty. Between 12 and 200 nautical miles, the state has exclusive rights to
resources but not full sovereignty over the water. If a question asks about fishing rights far offshore, it is
testing the EEZ.
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4.6 Internal Boundaries
A voting district is an internal electoral area. District lines affect election results, because who gets
grouped with whom determines which votes count where.

Redistricting is the redrawing of voting-district boundaries, typically after a census. Populations shift
over ten years, so districts are redrawn to keep representation roughly equal. Redistricting is routine
and neutral on its face.

Gerrymandering is the manipulation of voting-district boundaries to favor one party or group. It is
redistricting done with partisan intent. Two standard tactics are packing, which crams opposing voters
into a few districts to waste their votes, and cracking, which splits them across many districts so they
cannot win any of them.

Trap. Redistricting and gerrymandering are not the same thing. Redistricting is the neutral act of
redrawing lines after a census. Gerrymandering is redistricting done to favor one side. If the question
mentions intent to favor a party, the answer is gerrymandering, not redistricting.

4.7 Forms of Governance
A unitary state has a strong central government and a top-down, centralized form of governance. Most
decisions are made at the national level and flow downward.

A federal state has more locally based, dispersed power centers, with regional governments sharing
authority with the central government. Power is constitutionally divided between levels, so regional
governments hold real authority, not just delegated tasks.

Trap. Federalism is not the same as devolution. A federal state is designed with shared authority from
the start. Devolution is the later transfer of power from a central government to subnational units. If a
unitary state starts handing power down to its regions, that is devolution, not federalism.
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4.8 Defining Devolutionary Factors
Devolution is the transfer of power from a central government to subnational units. It can fragment
states into autonomous regions and, in extreme cases, break states apart. Devolution is a process; the
five factors below are what push a state toward it.

Ethnic separatism is a devolutionary factor in which an ethnic group seeks separation or self-rule. The
group wants to govern itself, either with autonomy inside the state or with full independence outside it.

Ethnic cleansing is the mass killing or forced removal of an ethnic group from a territory. It is one of
the most extreme devolutionary factors, because it destroys the population base that held a multiethnic
state together.

Terrorism is the use of violence against civilians to achieve political goals. It can push a state toward
devolution by weakening the central government's authority and deepening divisions.

Irredentism is a movement by an ethnic group to reclaim territory or unite with co-ethnics across a
border. It is a devolutionary factor because it threatens the state's territorial integrity.

Trap. Ethnic separatism and irredentism both involve ethnic groups and territory, but they move in
different directions. Separatism wants to break away from the state. Irredentism wants to pull territory
into the group, reuniting with co-ethnics across an existing border. Watch for the word "across" or
"reclaim" as the irredentism signal.
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4.9 Challenges to Sovereignty
Supranationalism is the process by which states or groups pool authority above the national level.
Advances in communication technology and global efforts on transnational challenges, trade
agreements, and military alliances push it forward.

Supranational organizations include the UN, NATO, the EU, ASEAN, the Arctic Council, and the African
Union. These organizations can challenge state sovereignty by limiting member states' economic or
political actions. When a state joins one, it accepts rules it cannot unilaterally override. The EU goes
furthest, with a shared currency used by most of its members and binding law in some areas, while
alliances like NATO coordinate military policy.

Trap. Supranationalism challenges sovereignty, but it does not erase it. Member states remain
sovereign states that have voluntarily accepted limits. If a question asks whether joining the EU ends a
member's sovereignty, the accurate answer is that it constrains sovereignty without eliminating it.

4.10 Consequences of Centrifugal and Centripetal Forces
Centrifugal forces divide a state. They can lead to failed states, uneven development, stateless nations,
and ethnic nationalist movements. Everything devolutionary in topic 4.8, from separatism to terrorism,
acts as a centrifugal force.

Centripetal forces unify a state. They can lead to ethnonationalism, more equitable infrastructure
development, and increased cultural cohesion. Shared language, shared institutions, and shared
infrastructure all pull people together.

A failed state is a state whose government has lost effective control. It is one possible endpoint when
centrifugal forces win. An ethnic nationalist movement asserts the political rights of an ethnic group
and is another centrifugal consequence. Ethnonationalism, intense loyalty to one's ethnic nation, is
listed as a possible consequence of centripetal forces, since strong shared identity can unify a state even
when other forces divide it.

Trap. Ethnonationalism belongs with centripetal forces, which surprises students. Nationalism feels
divisive, but when an ethnic group already forms the core of a state, intense loyalty to that identity
holds the state together. The exam tests this exact placement, so do not move it to the centrifugal
column.
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Confusions That Cost Points
PAIR HOW TO KEEP THEM STRAIGHT

Nation vs state Nation is cultural identity. State is political authority with territory,
government, and sovereignty.

Stateless nation vs multinational
state vs multistate nation

Stateless: no state of its own. Multinational: several nations inside one
state. Multistate: one nation across several states.

Sovereignty vs self-determination Sovereignty protects the existing state's authority. Self-determination
supports a nation's right to govern itself.

Colonialism vs neocolonialism Colonialism is direct rule. Neocolonialism is indirect control through
economic and political pressure.

Subsequent vs consequent
boundary

Subsequent reflects existing cultural patterns. Consequent was drawn
specifically to separate groups and reduce conflict.

Superimposed vs relict boundary Superimposed: drawn by an outside power. Relict: no longer functions
but left a mark on the landscape.

Redistricting vs gerrymandering Redistricting is the neutral redrawing after a census. Gerrymandering is
redistricting with partisan intent.

Unitary vs federal state Unitary: strong central government, top-down. Federal: authority shared
with regional governments by design.

Ethnic separatism vs irredentism Separatism wants to break away. Irredentism wants to reclaim territory
or unite with co-ethnics across a border.

Centrifugal vs centripetal forces Centrifugal divides the state. Centripetal unifies it. Ethnonationalism is
centripetal.
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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. The Kurds are best described as
A. a multinational state
B. a nation-state
C. a stateless, multistate nation
D. a unitary state

2. A boundary drawn by a European power through West Africa in the late 1800s that splits a single
ethnic group across three new colonies is best classified as a
A. superimposed boundary
B. subsequent boundary
C. antecedent boundary
D. relict boundary

3. Which of the following is the best example of a centripetal force?
A. An ethnic group demanding independence from the central government
B. A region receiving transferred tax authority under a devolution agreement
C. A national education system that teaches a shared language and history
D. A terrorist attack carried out to pressure the government

4. A state has delimited its maritime boundary on an official map but has not yet placed buoys or fences
in the water. Which step of the boundary establishment process comes next?
A. Defined
B. Demarcated
C. Administered
D. Ratified
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Answer Key
1. C. The Kurds are a nation without a state of their own, which makes them stateless, and they live
across the borders of several states, which makes them multistate. A describes a state containing
multiple nations, like Canada, which the Kurds are not. B requires political and cultural boundaries to
align under one state. D describes a form of governance, not a nation at all.

2. A. The boundary was imposed by an outside power and cut across existing cultural divisions, which is
the definition of a superimposed boundary. B would require the boundary to reflect the cultural
patterns, but this one ignored them. C requires the boundary to predate settlement. D requires the
boundary to no longer function, and nothing in the question says it has been abandoned.

3. C. A shared language and history taught nationwide builds cultural cohesion, which unifies the state
and is centripetal. A is ethnic separatism, a devolutionary and therefore centrifugal force. B is
devolution, which moves power outward and divides. D is terrorism, listed as a factor that can lead to
devolution and thus centrifugal.

4. B. The steps run defined, delimited, demarcated, administered. The map drawing is delimitation, so
the next step is demarcation, marking the boundary on the ground. A is the step before delimitation. C
comes after demarcation. D is not one of the four steps.
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One-Page Recall Check
Distinguish a state from a nation in one sentence each.

Explain what makes a nation-state different from a multinational state.

Give the Kurds example for both stateless nation and multistate nation.

Define sovereignty and self-determination, and explain why they collide.

List the shapers of contemporary political geography.

Explain political power as control over people, land, and resources.

Distinguish colonialism from neocolonialism.

Define shatterbelt, choke point, and territoriality.

Define all six boundary types and give the example for superimposed, relict, and geometric.

Explain the difference between subsequent and consequent boundaries.

List the four boundary establishment steps in order.

Explain the Berlin Conference's effect on African boundaries.

Distinguish a territorial sea from an exclusive economic zone.

Distinguish redistricting from gerrymandering.

Distinguish unitary from federal states, and explain why federal is not devolution.

Define devolution and list the five devolutionary factors.

Distinguish ethnic separatism from irredentism.

Define supranationalism and name three supranational organizations.

Explain how supranational organizations challenge sovereignty.

Distinguish centrifugal from centripetal forces, and place ethnonationalism correctly.

Define a failed state.

Where to go next. Drill the AP Human Geography deck in Rycal, which covers all the terms in this guide.
If you have a test date, put it in the Test Planner so the deck's due cards stay ahead of the exam. When
you are ready to review, start with a Brain Dump on the key terms above and check your answers
against this guide.

Key terms for this unit
Independent state, Nation, Nation-state, Stateless nation, Multinational state, Multistate nation, Autonomous and
semiautonomous regions, Sovereignty, Self-determination, Shapers of contemporary political geography, Political power,
Neocolonialism, Shatterbelt, Choke point, Territoriality, Relict boundary, Superimposed boundary, Subsequent boundary,
Antecedent boundary, Geometric boundary, Consequent boundary, Boundary establishment process, Boundaries and
cultural divisions, Land and maritime boundaries, UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, Voting district, Redistricting,
Gerrymandering, Unitary state, Federal state, Devolution, Ethnic separatism, Ethnic cleansing, Terrorism, Irredentism,
Supranationalism, Supranational organizations, Centrifugal forces, Centripetal forces, Failed state, Ethnic nationalist
movement, Ethnonationalism.

About this guide. Written for Rycal and aligned to the College Board AP Human Geography course framework, Unit 4. 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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