
POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY 
PART III 

Every political system is an accumulation of habits, customs, 
prejudices and principles that have survived a long process of 

trial and error and of ceaseless response to changing circumstances. 
If the system works well on the whole, it is a lucky accident – 

the luckiest, indeed, that can befall a society. 

-Edward C. Banfield 



Political Characteristics of 
States 

• Forms of Government 

• Types of Government 

• Political Conflict 



FORMS OF GOVERNMENT 
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Forms of Government 

• unitary: highly centralized system in which 
the capital city serves as a focus of power  

• federal: a system in which the state is 
organized into territories that have control 
over government policies and funds 

• example of this in US - different laws on 
gun control, death penalty, alcohol, etc 

• Both forms are designed to address the 
problems of multinational states. 



Nigeria’s Federal 
Government 

example: allows 
states within the 
Nigerian state to 

determine whether 
or not to adopt 

Shari’a Law (legal 
system based on 
traditional Islamic 

law). 



The US Federal Government 

example: allows states 
within the US state to 
determine moral laws 
such as death penalty, 
access to alcohol and 
concealed weapons. 

For example, 
Minnesota’s Concealed 
Weapons Law requires 

the posting of signs such 
as this on buildings that 
do not allow concealed 

weapons. 



TYPES OF GOVERNMENTS 
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Types of Governments 

The human rights group, Freedom House, 
created a fairly good classification system. On 
the following slides, you’ll find the definitions, 

followed by the maps. 

• monarchies 

• republics 

• authoritarian regime 

• totalitarian regime 

• non-sovereign 

https://freedomhouse.org/


Types of Governments 

Monarchies 

• constitutional monarchy: system in which a 
ruling monarch is subject to the rule of law 

• traditional monarchy: system in which an 
hereditary monarch is the center of the 
government apparatus 

• absolute monarchy: system in which a 
monarch’s word is unchallenged law 



Types of Governments 

Republics 

• democracy: system in which day-to-day policy 
decisions are in the hands of elected 
representatives 

• restricted democratic practice: comes close to 
being a full democracy but falls short in some 
critical way - elected legislature subject to the 
veto of a military junta, monarch or strong 
president; provisional government run by 
coalition pending new elections; disenfranchises a 
substantial percentage of adult population; or etc 



Types of Governments 

• authoritarian regime: regime which severely 
limits who may participate in politics and 
stifles dissent with varying degrees of 
brutality 

• totalitarian regime: rule by a single political 
party … people forced to do what government 
says and may be prevented from leaving 
state 



Types of Governments 

non-sovereign 

• protectorate: autonomous state that is 
protected diplomatically or militarily by 
stronger state and accepts specified 
obligations in return 

• colonial dependency: territory that is 
dependent on and ruled by more powerful 
state 

• empire: group of states united and ruled 
either by individual monarch or small group 

British empire colony flags 



Source: Matthew White, 2003. http://users.erols.com/mwhite28/othergov.htm Adapted from FreedomHouse.org  
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Types of Governments, 1950 

Source: Matthew White, 2003. http://users.erols.com/mwhite28/othergov.htm Adapted from FreedomHouse.org  
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Types of Governments, 2000 

Source: Matthew White, 2003. http://users.erols.com/mwhite28/othergov.htm Adapted from FreedomHouse.org  
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POLITICAL CONFLICT 
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Political Conflict 

The control and maintenance of a 
territory is as crucial as the control and 
maintenance of a language, religion or 

particular way of life. 

Indeed, a language, religion or way of life 
is difficult to maintain without control 

over territory. 

George White 



Political Conflict 

• pressures on state primacy 

• state cohesiveness 

• centripetal forces 

• centrifugal forces 

• balkanization 

• devolution 

• irredentism 

• boundary disputes 

Global Conflict Map 



Pressures on State Primacy 

Over the centuries, power has changed hands from 
church to state to corporations. 

Trends that weaken a state: 

1. globalization of economy, transnational corporations 

2. proliferation of international institutions – UN, NATO, 
World Bank 

3. emergence of NGOs (non-governmental 
organizations) – Red Cross, church, Green Peace 

4. international migration 

5. increase in nationalist and separatist movements 



State Cohesiveness 

At any moment in time, a state can be 
characterized by forces that promote unity and 
by forces that disrupt unity. 

• Centripetal forces are forces from within a 
state that unite it … forces that keep a state 
together. 

• Centrifugal forces are forces from within a 
state that tend to divide it … causes of 
conflicts within a state. 



Centripetal Forces 

• nationalism: identification with the state and 
acceptance of its goals … in multi-cultural 
societies, helps to integrate groups into a unified 
population 

• Unifying institutions like schools instill a state’s 
goals, values and traditions, and teach a common 
language. 

• organization and administration: a binding force 
when there is public confidence in the effective 
organization of the state 



Centripetal Forces 

• Good transportation and communication 
networks foster integration by promoting 
interaction between areas and joining them 
economically and socially. 

• other examples: strong common culture, 
religion, language, history, popular national 
hero, common outside threat, colonialism, 
historical enemy 



Centrifugal Forces 

• nationalism: can also be a disruptive centrifugal 
force … the idea that every state has the right 
to its own state or territory … separatism or 
autonomous nationalism … Canada, for 
example, has a powerful secessionist 
movement in French-speaking Quebec. 

• regionalism: minority group identification with 
a region rather than a state 

• other examples: religion, language, ethnicity, 
ideology  

 



Balkanization 
• ...fragmentation of a region 

into smaller, often hostile, 
political units … usually 
results in a new independent 
state 

• Term comes from Europe’s 
Balkan Peninsula, a region 
that has fragmented many 
times. 

• examples: Yugoslavia, East 
Timor, USSR 

• unsuccessful attempts: Sri 
Lanka, Kashmir, Kurdistan 



Devolution 

• ...process by which regions 
within a state demand and gain 
political strength and growing 
autonomy at the expense of the 
central government (If strong 
enough, devolutionary pressures 
may result in balkanization.) 

• examples: Quebec, US Indian 
reservations, Scotland, 
Chechnya in Russia 



Devolution 

Basques 

• Causes 

• ethnocultural forces – Basques (France, 
Spain) 

• economic forces – Northern and Southern 
Italy 

• spatial forces – almost always occur on the 
margins of states, separated by islands or 
etc (Corsica) 



European Devolution 



Irredentism 

• ...a policy of cultural extension and potential 
political expansion aimed at a national group 
living in a neighboring state 

• Irredentism is often a cause of cultural 
conflicts as states protect members of their 
cultural group living in neighboring states. 



Irredentism 

• examples: the Marsh Shiites, Armenians in 
Azerbaijan, Muslims in Kashmir, Serbs in 
Bosnia, Somalis in Ethiopia and Kenya, 
Afghanis in Pakistan  

• solutions: relocate borders, resettle 
population, devolution / autonomy 

 

 



When India mistreated 
Muslims living in the states of 

Jammu and Kashmir, the 
Muslim government of 
neighboring Pakistan 

threatened and ultimately 
went to war. 

Irredentism: 
Muslims in Kashmir 



Boundary Disputes 

• Boundary disputes are constant sources of 
problems in the world. Since World War II almost 
½ of the states in the world have been involved in 
some kind of boundary dispute.  

• There are four general types of boundary 
disputes: 

• positional 

• territorial 

• resource 

• functional 



I. Positional Boundary 
Dispute 

Positional disputes occur when states disagree 
about the interpretation of documents defining a 

boundary. 

The boundary between Argentina and Chile was 
to follow the highest peaks and the watersheds 
between the east and west flowing rivers. These 
two things do not always coincide. Argentina and 

Chile nearly went to war over the boundary in 
the late 1970s when oil and gas deposits were 

discovered in the disputed area. 



II. Territorial Boundary 
Dispute 

Territorial disputes arise when a superimposed boundary 
divides an ethnically homogeneous population. Conflicts 
can arise when one of the states wants to annex part of 

another state to reunite a group of people. 

Hitler used this as an excuse to invade Czechoslovakia 
and Poland to reunite pockets of German minorities 

residing in those states. 

Somalia has had border clashes with Ethiopia over 
Somalis living in that state. Kashmir, a disputed area 

between India and Pakistan, has been the cause of two 
wars so far. 



III. Resource Boundary 
Dispute 

Resource disputes arise when neighboring states 
want access to the same resources. 

The US has had disputes with Mexico over water 
rights from the Colorado River and with Canada 

over fishing grounds. 

Problems developed along the US-Canadian 
border when US and Canadian fishermen 

disputed each others’ right to a specific fishing 
ground. The hostilities resulted in a standoff until 

both US and Canadian fighter jets showed up. 



III. Resource Boundary 
Dispute 

The Gulf War was also related to a resource 
boundary dispute. Iraq helped justify its invasion 
of Kuwait because of a large oil reserve that lies 
mostly in Iraq and from which Kuwait pumps oil. 



IV. Functional Boundary 
Dispute 

Functional disputes arise when neighboring 
states disagree over policies applied over a 

boundary, such as US-Mexican border disputes 
over drugs and immigration. 

 

The US-Mexico border fence is 
highlighted by Border Patrol 

headlights under a bright moon in 
Sasabe, Arizona. 



Continued in 
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