INTRODUCTORY VOCABULARY FOR GOVERNMENT/ECONOMICS

Government - a formal mechanism humans in a group create to regulate the interactions of those in the group and 
protect them from forces outside the group

Politics - the process by which people interact with others (typically in order to decide how resources will be used)  

Public Policy - decisions made by the government

--------------------------------------------

Classifications (Types) of Governments and associated terminology:

Anarchy – a society in which no formal government exists

Anarchic Communitarianism – voluntary decision-making within natural communities
Libertarianism – the belief that individuals should control their own lives without interference from any authority.  If a number of libertarians lived in the same general area without interference from authoritarian neighbors, they would live in a non-communitarian anarchic status.

Authoritarianism – the belief that individuals should not be allowed to make decisions for their own lives either for their own protection or for the protection of the interests of those who govern.
Authoritarian (government) - a government which forces strict obedience and which allows no challenges to public policy (government decisions)


In an authoritarian government you can complain about the government to friends but not in public.  You cannot 
write a letter to the editor of the newspaper criticizing or form an opposition party without risk of going to jail

Totalitarian (government) - a government which is similar to an authoritarian government in that it allows no opposition but this government goes to the extreme of making no distinction between public life and private life in enforcing its control


In a totalitarian government (think total control) you may not criticize the government even in your own home 
without fear that your friends or family will report you.

Nightwatchman State – A government that provides the minimum protection of individuals and can still be considered a governing system

Police State – A government that exercises strict control over its citizens.  See authoritarian and totalitarian governments

Welfare State – A government which provides social welfare assistance, unemployment benefits accident and sickness insurance, old age pensions, public education, etc.

Nanny State – A welfare state type government that provides cradle to grave protection of its citizens’ economic and social interests, with special attention to restrictions on behavior regarding health issues.  Used derogatorially by libertarians.
Monarchy - (The oldest form of government) government headed by a single ruler whose position is typically hereditary


Constitutional monarchy - one in which the ruler has formal or written limits on power


Absolute monarchy - one in which the ruler's word is law

Dictatorship - government headed by a single ruler whose position is not necessarily hereditary

Aristocracy - government headed by a group of rulers whose positions are hereditary and each with varying degrees of 
power and status (examples of degrees of power and status - king is higher than a prince is higher than a duke 
is higher than a baron, etc.)

Oligarchy - (also called "Hegemony") government headed by a group of rulers whose positions are not hereditary and 
who do not differ in formal power or status


Junta - a type of oligarchy run by military leaders

Theocracy - government headed by religious leaders

Republic - Two definitions are often used:


1) A government made up of leaders that have been elected (This definition makes little or no distinction about 

who is doing the electing or how many are doing the electing)


2) A government made up of leaders elected for limited periods and who are responsible to the people

Democracy - Literally, “rule by the people”

Types of Democracy:


1) Direct Democracy - a government in which public policy is made by the people themselves


2) Indirect Democracy or Representative Democracy - a government in which public policy is made by leaders 

elected by the people



Types of Representative Democracies:



Parliamentary democracy - a representative democracy in which power is concentrated in a legislature 


which makes public policy carried out by executives.  These executives are also members of the 



legislature.  (In other words the legislature makes the policy and carries it out)



Presidential democracy - a representative democracy in which power is shared by three separate 


branches (legislative, executive, and judicial) each with different powers and made up of different 
officials

3) Competitive Authoritarianism – government in which formal democratic institutions (such as elections, orderly passage of legislation, etc) are the principle means by which political authority is gained and exercised, but incumbents violate the rules of the institutions with such frequency and severity that the system could not be considered fully “democratic.” 
4) Pseudo democracy, virtual democracy, electoral authoritarianism – a political system that holds elections but with no meaningful actual contestation of power.  It looks like a democracy but is more like an authoritarian or totalitarian regime.
5) Democratic centralism - a government which makes public policy based on what is in the best interests of 

the people as a whole.  There is nothing in this definition that suggests the people have any say in the 

decisions or in choosing the leaders that make those decisions.  In fact, the term is associated with authoritarian

or totalitarian governments of a Marxist bent.  To those government leaders, this concept is more than a public

relations ploy.  However, those accustomed to western style democracies would view this definition with exceeding skepticism. 
Review Activity: Before you come to class, attempt to fill out the list below with examples of each Classification of 

Government

	
	Location
	Time Period

	Anarchy
	
	

	Monarchy

	
	

	Dictatorship
	
	

	Aristocracy
	
	

	Oligarchy
	
	

	Authoritarian Government
	
	

	Totalitarian Government
	
	

	Theocracy
	
	

	Democracy
	
	

	Direct Democracy
	
	

	Indirect Democracy
	
	

	Parliamentary democracy
	
	

	Presidential democracy
	
	

	Democratic centralism
	
	

	Competitive authoritarianism
	
	

	Pseudo-democracy
	
	


Just for fun: Re-read the definitions of Libertarian and Authoritarian. Circle the number on the line below indicating your self analysis of where you are on the Libertarian-Authoritarian Scale (Note: “Libertarian” and “Authoritarian” are completely different concepts from “Liberal” and “Conservative”). To get a handle on what the practical meanings of the concepts are, ask yourself how you feel about government imposed rules like: speed limits, drug use or alcohol use laws, jail sentence length and the death penalty, regulation of prostitution or of who can get married, tax policy, environmental restrictions, etc.  The more comfortable you feel about government regulation, the higher number you circle.  The less comfortable you feel about those rules, the lower your number.
Libertarian
Authoritarian
 
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
