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Figure 1.1 Some Key Concepts in Comparative Politics: State, 
Nation, Nation-State, Government, and Country

The terms “state,” “nation,” “nation-state,” “government,” and “country”
are often used interchangeably, especially in the popular press and media. Al-
though this practice is not entirely unwarranted, it is important to recognize
that the terms are not synonymous. A state, for example, is a legal concept that
is premised on a number of conditions: a permanent population, a defined ter-
ritory, and a national government capable of maintaining effective control
over its territory. In addition, many scholars (following Max Weber) argue
that a state must have a monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force or
violence within a given territory. Notice that the definition of state includes a
reference to government, which can be defined as the agency or apparatus
through which a body exercises authority and performs its functions. In this
definition, governments need not be part of a state; moreover, multiple gov-
ernments may exist within a single state. We can find governments in all sorts
of places—in a university or school (that is, the student government) or in
sovereign “nations” (for example, a Native American tribal council)—and at
many levels. Cities, counties, provinces, and whole regions (for example, the
European Union) can also have their own separate governments.

The example of Native Americans is a useful way to differentiate a na-
tion from a state. A nation, in the simplest terms, can be defined as a group
of people who recognize each other as sharing a common identity. This
common identity can be based on language, religion, culture, or a number
of other self-defined criteria. This makes the concept of the nation inher-
ently subjective or intersubjective. Nations do not require states or gov-
ernments to exist, nor must nations exist within a single defined territory.
One can speak, for example, of nations that transcend borders, such as the
Nation of Islam. Combining the definitions of state and nation creates the
concept of the nation-state. Technically speaking, a nation-state would only
exist if nearly all the members of a single nation were organized in a single
state, without any other distinct communities being present (Willets 1997,
p. 289). From this perspective, despite its prevalent usage, many scholars
argue that there are no true nation-states and that the concept should be en-
tirely abandoned. But there are what we might call national states—states
in which a common identity is forged around the concept of nationalism it-
self (for more on this issue, see Eley and Suny 1996). For example, people
living in the United States may be divided by a wide range of religious, cul-
tural, ethnic, linguistic, and other differences. Yet they all may share a com-
mon sense of “being American.” Practically speaking, the term “national
state” is often used as a synonym for nation-state. The notion of a national
state, moreover, comes close to the more concrete concept of country, which
may be defined as a distinct political system of people sharing common val-
ues and occupying a relatively fixed geographic space (Eley and Suny
1996). “Country” is the most generic of the terms referred to here.
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