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Political Culture 



Tocqueville 

 Reasons why democracy could take root in the U.S. 
 No feudal aristocracy, low taxes, no red-tape 

 Vast territory for expansion 

 Small, independent farmers 

 Moral and intellectual characteristics (political culture) 

 



Political Culture 

 Defined: Distinctive and patterned method of 
thinking about how political and economic life 
should be carried out (govt. should operate) 

 Ex: Americans believe in political, not economic equality 



 



Elements of the American Political System 

 Liberty (rights) 

 Equality (political, not economic*) 

 Democracy (govt. is accountable to the people) 

 Civic duty 

 Individual responsibility 



Questions About U.S. Political Culture 

 How do we know people share these beliefs? 

 How do we explain behavior inconsistent with these 
beliefs? 

 Why is there so much political conflict in U.S. 
History? 
 Use of the term “Un-American” 

 



The Economic System 

 Americans support “free enterprise” 

 Americans believe in equality of opportunity, but not 
the result 

 Shared commitment to economic individualism 



Comparing America with Other Nations 

 Swedes: well-developed democracy 

 Defer decision to the govt. (rarely challenged) 

 Believe in “what is best” not “what people want” 

 Equality is greater than liberty 

 Japanese 

 Emphasize group decisions 

 Respect hierarchy 

 



Americans Compared to Europeans 

 Americans lag in voting rates 

 Americans have more confidence in govt. 

 Americans are more patriotic (i.e., “proud” and 
“willing to fight” for govt.) 

 Americans accept income inequality 

 Americans are more religious – use pulpit to 
promote political change 



Sources of Political Culture 

 Historical Roots 
 American Revolution 

 Constitution – reconcile personal liberty with social 
control  

 Long-standing distrust of authority – human nature is 
depraved (born sinners) 

 Jeffersonian transition in 1800 – need and suspicion for 
government  
 Legitimated role of opposition party 

 



Legal-Sociological Factors 

 Widespread participation permitted by Const. 

 Absence of established national religion 
 Puritan heritage: work, save money, obey laws, do good 

works (Protestant ethic) 

 Role of the family in thoughts on world and politics 

 Absence of a high degree of class consciousness – 
middle class 

 











 



The Culture War 

 Battle over values – private and public morality 

 Two Camps: 

 Orthodox: morality derived from God 

 Progressive: personal freedom (current trend) 

 

 

 



 



 



 















Mistrust of Government 

 Evidence of increase since mid-1960’s 
 Mistrust of govt. to “do what is right” 

 Diminished trust in President and Congress 

 No change for Supreme Court 

 Increased trust for State and Local govt. 

 Causes: 
 Watergate, Vietnam 

 Jimmy Carter – “a crisis of confidence” 



 



 







Crisis in Context 

 Mistrust of specific leaders and policies, not of the 
system 

 Present views are closer to historical norm  

 Americans no longer support system seen in 1950’s 

 







Political Efficacy 

 Defined: citizen’s capacity to understand and 
influence political events 

 Internal: confidence in one’s ability to understand events 

 External: confidence that the government will respond to 
one’s concerns 

 Efficacy is still higher for Americans than Europeans 



 







Political Tolerance 

 Crucial to democratic politics because… 

 Free discussion of ideas 

 Selection of rulers without oppression 

 Levels of American political tolerance 

 Fear that nation is too tolerant of harmful behavior 

 Still, most allow expression to those they disagree 



 



 



 





Summary 

 The American Revolution had liberty as its object, and the founding 
experience created a preoccupation with the assertion and maintenance 
of rights 

 The absence of an official religion encourage religious pluralism and 
ultimately, political pluralism 

 The dominance of Protestantism promoted a participant-oriented 
culture 

 Child-rearing practice stresses equality among family members and 
freedom for children produced corresponding political values 


