TOPIC THREE: POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC CHANGE

Comparativists are interested not only in the causes and forms of change, but also in the various impacts
that it has on the policymaking process. Profound political and economic changes have characterized
the 20" and early 21* centuries, and each of the six core countries of the AP Comparative Government
and Politics course illustrate this overall trend toward change. More often than not, political and economic
changes occur together and influence one another. If one occurs without the other, tensions are created
that have serious consequences. For example, rapid economic changes in China have strongly pressured
the government to institute political changes. So far, the authoritarian government has resisted those
changes, a situation that leaves us with the question of whether or not authoritarian governments can
guide market economies.

TYPES OF CHANGE

Change occurs in many ways, but it may be categorized into three types:

 Reform is a type of change that does not advocate the overthrow of basic institutions. Instead,
reformers want to change some of the methods that political and economic leaders use to reach
goals that the society generally accepts. For example, reformers may want to change business
practices in order to preserve real competition in a capitalist country, or they may want the
government to become more proactive in preserving the natural environment. In neither case
do the reformers advocate the overthrow of basic economic or political institutions.

® Revolution, in contrast to reform, implies change at a more basic level, and does involve either a
major revision or an overthrow of existing institutions. A revolution usually impacts more than
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one area of life. For example, the Industrial Revolution first altered the economies of Europe
from feudalism to capitalism, but eventually changed their political systems, transportation,
communication, literature, and social classes. Likewise, the French and American Revolutions
were directed at the political systems, but they significantly changed the economies and societal
practices of both countries, and spread their influence throughout the globe.

e Coup d’etats generally represent the most limited of the three types of change. Literally “blows
to the state,” they replace the leadership of a country with new leaders. Typically coups occur in
countries where government institutions are weak and leaders have taken control by force. The
leaders are challenged by others who use force to depose them. Often coups are carried out by
the military, but the new leaders are always vulnerable to being overthrown by yet another coup.

ATTITUDES TOWARD CHANGE

The types of change that take place are usually strongly influenced by the attitudes of those that promote
them. Attitudes toward change include:

e Radicalism is a belief that rapid, dramatic changes need to be made in the existing society, often
including the political system. Radicals usually think that the current system cannot be saved
and must be overturned and replaced with something better. For example, radicalism prevailed
in Russia in 1917 when the old tsarist regime was replaced by the communist U.S.S.R. Radicals
are often the leaders of revolutions.

e Liberalism supports reform and gradual change rather than revolution. Do not confuse a liberal
attitude toward change with liberalism as a political ideology. The two may or may not accompany
one another. Liberals generally do not believe that the political and/or economic systems are
broken, but they do believe that they need to be repaired or improved. They may support the
notion that eventual transformation needs to take place, but they almost always believe that
gradual change is the best.

e Conservatism is much less supportive of change in general than are radicalism and liberalism.
Conservatives tend to see change as disruptive, and they emphasize the fact that it sometimes
brings unforeseen outcomes. They consider the state and the regime to be very important sources
of law and order that might be threatened by making significant changes in the way that they
operate. Legitimacy itself might be undermined, as well as the basic values and beliefs of the
society.

¢ Reactionary beliefs go further to protect against change than do conservative beliefs. Reactionaries
are similar to conservatives in that they oppose both revolution and reform, but they differ in
that they also find the status quo unacceptable. Instead, they want to turn back the clock to an
earlier era, and reinstate political, social, and economic institutions that once existed.
Reactionaries have one thing in common with radicals: both groups are more willing to use
violence to reach their goals than are liberals or conservatives.






