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1. David Ernest Apter (1924 - 2010) was a notable American political scientist and 

comparative theorist. He specialised in political modernisation, development, 

change, nationalism, and violence. Much of his later work was associated with 

Yale University. His goal was to explain how traditional, newly independent 

societies evolve into modern political systems and why modernisation frequently 

results in conflict and political violence rather than stable democracy.  

2. Apter played a crucial role in developing the modernisation approach in 

comparative politics, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s. He defined 

modernisation as more than economic growth; it also encompassed substantial 

changes in political institutions, authority, legitimacy, social values, political 

participation, resource allocation, and the interactions between rulers and citizens. 

A key focus of his work was exploring how societies can modernise while 

maintaining political stability and legitimacy.  

3. Apter highlighted that development not only broadens political choices but also 

introduces new conflicts over those options. Modernisation compels governments 

to decide how resources are allocated, which issues to prioritise, which values to 

favour, and where sacrifices are necessary. Consequently, development is 

primarily a political process focused on decision-making and resource 

distribution, not just economic growth.  

4. Apter identified two main development orientations. The first, the mobilisation 

system, involves political leaders mobilising society rapidly around specific goals, 

characterised by strong centralised authority, ideological commitment, mass 

mobilisation, emphasis on collective objectives, limited individual political 

freedom, and swift social change. Regimes with revolutionary or highly 

centralised development styles often follow this model. The second, the 

reconciliation system, relies on politics based on bargaining, compromise, and 

accommodating different interests. This approach features pluralism, political 
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competition, negotiation, institutionalised conflict, more individual choice, and 

mutual compromises, typical of liberal democracies. The key distinction is that 

mobilisation prioritises collective purpose and rapid change, whereas 

reconciliation emphasises pluralism, bargaining, and individual choice. This 

contrast is a fundamental aspect of Apter's analysis.  

5. Apter highlighted how political religion contributes to the modernisation of 

societies. He noted that political regimes- particularly revolutionary or recently 

independent ones- often use ideology similarly to religion to legitimise authority, 

unite citizens, justify sacrifices, mobilise populations, and create a common 

purpose. As a result, nationalist or revolutionary ideals frequently become core 

sources of political legitimacy during modernisation.  

6. Apter highlights how development, political demands, resource distribution, and 

legitimacy are interconnected. As modernisation advances, citizens' expectations 

evolve, compelling governments to continuously justify their authority, 

development strategies, resource allocation, and political systems. If these 

expectations are not met, it can result in a legitimacy crisis.  

7. This insight is particularly significant. Apter dismissed the simple idea that' 

Traditional society first, then modernisation, followed by liberal democracy. ' 

Instead, he argued that modernisation can cause rapid change, heightened 

expectations, social tensions, legitimacy challenges, authoritarianism, revolution, 

and violence. Ultimately, political development doesn't have to follow a straight, 

linear path.  

8. Among Apter’s early influential works is “The Gold Coast in Transition (1955), " 

where he analysed the transformation of the Gold Coast into Ghana, emphasising 

nationalism and political change. Later, in “The Political Kingdom in Uganda 

(1961),” he explored political modernisation and institutional reforms in Uganda. 

These publications played a significant role in establishing Apter's reputation as a 

leading scholar of African politics and comparative political development.  

9. This work is considered his most important theoretical contribution, providing a 

detailed analysis of how modernising societies handle issues such as authority, 

legitimacy, ideology, participation, political decision-making, and development. 

It was instrumental in establishing modernisation as a major field within 

comparative politics.  
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10. Apter's approach contrasts with purely institutional methods by focusing on 

values and meaning. He explains that political systems are upheld not just by 

institutions but also by citizens' belief in their legitimacy and moral basis. Political 

development, therefore, involves both altering institutions and shifting deeper 

values and concepts of legitimate authority.  

11. Apter’s later research emphasised protest, revolutionary movements, and political 

violence. His notable publication, “Political Protest and Social Change  

12. Apter belongs to the post-World War II generation that shifted the focus of 

comparative politics from primarily analysing formal constitutions to exploring 

political processes in developing societies. His research emphasises the 

progression from traditional society through modernisation, increased political 

engagement, new demands, resource allocation issues, legitimacy challenges, and 

political change. This makes his work particularly significant for studying 

developing and postcolonial states.  

13. Important Books -   

• The Gold Coast in Transition, 1956 is Nationalism and political development 

in Ghana  

• The Political Kingdom in Uganda, 1961 where political modernisation in 

Uganda    

• Politics of Modernisation, 1965, then his major theoretical contribution and 

then there is major theoretical contribution    

• Choice and the Politics of Allocation, 1971 and then, there is political choice, 

development and allocation 

• Political Protest and Social Change, 1977 and protest, radicalism and political 

transformation   

14. The key distinction is that Apter did not equate modernisation exclusively with 

Westernisation. Instead, he emphasised the tensions that modernisation can 

create: it expands choices, but these choices may cause conflicts. Moreover, 

development can generate expectations that governments often cannot meet, and 

greater participation might lead to higher demands that institutions may find 

difficult to manage. As a result, modernisation can lead to democracy, 

authoritarianism, revolution, or political instability, depending on how political 

systems handle these tensions.  



4 
 

 

15. David Apter viewed modernisation as a political process involving choices, 

resource distribution, values, and legitimacy. He differentiated between 

mobilisation, focused on development, and reconciliation, achieved through 

pluralism and negotiation.   
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