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Chapter Fifteen: Politics

Learning Objectives

LO 15.1 Distinguish between micropolitics and macropolitics. (p. 421)

LO 15.2 Contrast power, authority, and violence; compare traditional, rational–legal, and charismatic authority; explain authority as an ideal type. (p. 422)

LO 15.3 Compare monarchies, democracies, dictatorships, and oligarchies. (p. 426)

LO 15.4 Compare the U.S. political system with other democratic systems; discuss voting patterns, lobbyists, and PA Cs. (p. 428)

LO 15.5 Compare the functionalist (pluralist) and conflict (power elite) perspectives on U.S. power. (p. 435)

LO 15.6 Distinguish between war and terrorism; explain how common war is, why countries go to war, the role of profits, and the costs of war. (p. 438)

LO 15.7 E xplain how the globalization of capitalism might be bringing a New World Order. (p. 447)
Chapter Overview
I. Micropolitics and Macropolitics

A. Although most people associate the term politics with government and governmental process, the term is actually much broader. Politics refers to power relations wherever they exist, including those in one’s own life. Every group is political, for in every group there is a power struggle of some sort. 

B. Symbolic interactionists use micropolitics to refer to exercise of power in everyday life.

C. Macropolitics is the exercise of large-scale power over a large group. Governments are examples of macropolitics.
II. Power, Authority, and Violence

A. For society to exist there must be a system of leadership and power. 

B. Authority is legitimate power that people accept as right, while coercion is power that people do not accept as just.

C. The state claims a monopoly on legitimate force or violence in society; violence is the ultimate foundation of political order. 

1. Revolution (armed resistance to overthrow a government) is a rejection by the people of a government’s claim to rule and of its monopoly on violence.

2. What some see as coercion, others see as authority.

3. A government that is viewed as legitimate is more stable than one that is not.

D. Traditional authority (based on custom) is prevalent in preliterate groups where custom determines relationships. When society industrializes, traditional authority is undermined but does not die out. For example, parental authority is traditional authority. 

E. Rational‑legal authority (based on written rules, also called bureaucratic authority) derives from the position an individual holds, not from the person. Everyone (no matter how high the office) is subject to the rules.

F. Charismatic authority (based on an individual’s personal following) may pose a threat.  Because this type of leader works outside the established political system and may threaten the established order, the authorities are often quick to oppose this type of leader.

G. Weber’s three bases of authority—traditional, rational-legal, and charismatic—are ideal types representing composite characteristics found in real life examples. In rare instances, traditional and rational‑legal leaders possess charismatic traits, but most authority is one type or another.

H. Orderly transfer of authority upon death, resignation, or incapacity of a leader is critical for stability. Succession is more of a problem with charismatic authority than with traditional or rational‑legal authority because there are no rules for orderly succession. 

I. To deal with succession, some charismatic leaders will appoint a successor who may or may not be received favorably by the followers.  Another strategy is to build an organization.  This routinization of charisma refers to the transfer of authority from a charismatic leader to either traditional or rational‑legal authority.

III. Types of Government

A. A monarchy is a government headed by a king or queen. 

1. As cities developed, each city‑state (an independent city whose power radiated outward, bringing adjacent areas under its rule) had its own monarchy. 

2. As city-states warred with one another, the victors would extend their rule, eventually over an entire region.  As the size of these regions grew, people began to identify with the region; over time this gave rise to the state.

B. A democracy is a government whose authority derives from the people. 

1. The original American colonies were small and independent; after the American Revolution the colonies united and formed a democratic government.

2. This was not the first democracy. It existed about 2,000 years ago in Athens.   Members of some Native American tribes were able to elect chiefs; in some, women also voted and even held the position of chief.

3. Because of their small size, these groups were able to practice direct democracy (eligible voters meet to discuss issues and make decisions).  Initially, the colonies and then the states practiced direct democracy because they were small. Representative democracy (voters elect representatives to govern and make decisions on their behalf) emerged as the U.S. population grew in size and spread out across the country, making direct democracy impossible. 

4. It is possible that some form of direct democracy may re-emerge, given the new interactive communications technologies that make “electronic town meetings” possible.

5. Today, citizenship (people having basic rights by virtue of birth or residence) is taken for granted in the United States; this idea is quite new to the human scene. Universal citizenship (everyone having the same basic rights) came into practice very slowly and only through fierce struggle.

C. Dictatorship is government where power is seized and held by an individual; oligarchy results when a small group of individuals seizes power. Dictators and oligarchies can be totalitarian; this is when the government exercises almost total control of a people.

IV. The U.S. Political System

A. Since the time of the Civil War, politics in the United States has been dominated by two major political parties, the Democrats and the Republicans. Although these two parties represent different philosophical principles, each party appeals to a broad membership, strives to be seen as centrist in its positions, and firmly supports core American policies.

1. The Democrats are often associated with the poor and working class and the Republicans with people who are financially better off.

2. Since each appeal to a broad membership, it is difficult to distinguish conservative Democrats from liberal Republicans; however, it is easy to discern the extremes. Those elected to Congress may cross party lines because although officeholders support their party’s philosophy, they do not necessarily support all of its specific proposals.  

3. Despite their differences, however, both parties support the fundamentals of U.S. society, such as freedom of religion, free public education, a strong military, and capitalism.  

4. Third parties do play a role in U.S. politics, although generally they receive little public support.  Ross Perot’s “United We Stand” party is one exception.

B. Not all democracies around the world are like ours.

1. U.S. elections are based on a winner‑takes‑all electoral system; most European countries use proportional representation (legislative seats divided according to the proportion of votes each political party received).

2. The U.S. system discourages minority parties; the proportional representation system encourages them. The United States has centrist parties, representing the center of political opinion. Noncentrist parties (representing marginal ideas) develop in European systems with proportional representation.

3. Three main results follow from proportional representation: (1) minority parties can gain access to the media, which keeps their issues alive; (2) minority parties can gain power beyond their numbers; and (3) the government may be unstable due to the breakdown of coalitions (a coalition occurs when a country’s largest party aligns itself with one or more smaller parties to get required votes to make national decisions).  

C. Voting Patterns

1. U.S. voting patterns are consistent: the percentage of people who vote increases with age; non-Hispanic whites are more likely to vote than African Americans, while Latinos are considerably less likely to vote than either; those with higher levels of education are more likely to vote, as are people with higher levels of income; women are slightly more likely than men to vote.

2. The more that people feel they have a stake in the system, the more likely they are to vote. Those who have been rewarded by the system feel more socially integrated and perceive that elections directly affect their lives and the society in which they live.

3. People who gain less from the system in terms of education, income, and jobs are more likely to be alienated. Those who are alienated from the system don’t vote because they feel their vote won’t count.  Voter apathy is indifference/inaction to the political process. As a result of apathy, nearly half of eligible American voters do not vote for president and even more do not vote for members of Congress.

4. Today, we recognize a gender gap in voting. Men are split between Democratic and Republican candidates, while women are more likely to vote for Democratic candidates.

5. There is an even larger racial-ethnic gap in politics; few African Americans vote for a Republican presidential candidate.

D. Because the costs of running for political office are so high in the United States, money is a significant factor in American politics. As such, lobbyists and special interest groups play an influential role in helping political candidates get elected to office. 

E. Special‑interest groups are people who think alike on a particular issue and can be mobilized for political action. 

1. Lobbyists (paid to influence legislation on behalf of their clients) are employed by special interest groups and have become a major force in politics.

2. Political action committees (PACs) solicit and spend funds to influence legislation and bypass laws intended to limit the amount any individual, corporation, or group can give a candidate. PACs have become a powerful influence, bankrolling lobbyists and legislators, and PACs with the most clout gain the ear of Congress.

3. A few PACs represent broad social interests.  Most stand for the financial interest of groups such as the dairy, oil, banking, and construction industries.

F. The cost of elections contributes to the importance of lobbyists and PACs in Washington and state capitols. 

1. An average candidate for the Senate will spend $5 million on the campaign. Once a candidate is elected, she or he owes people who helped with financing the campaign and wants to get reelected. 

2. To finance a reelection campaign, the average senator needs to raise over $2000 every day of their six year term.

3. The major criticism against lobbyists and PACs is that their money buys votes.  Rather than representing the people who elected them, legislators support the special interests of groups able to help them stay in power.
V. Who Rules the United States?

A. According to the functionalists, the state was created because it fulfilled a basic social need.

1. People must find a balance between having no government (anarchy) and having a government that may be too repressive, turning against its own citizens.

2. The functionalists say that pluralism, the diffusion of power among interest groups, prevents anyone from gaining control of the government. Functionalists believe it helps keep the government from turning against its citizens. 

3. To balance the interests of competing groups, the founders of the U.S. system of government created a system of checks and balances in which separation of powers among the three branches of government ensures that each is able to nullify the actions of the other two, thus preventing the domination by any single branch.

4. Our society is made up of many different groups representing special interests, such as ethnic groups, women, farmers, factory workers, bankers, bosses, and the retired, to name a few.   Since these groups need to negotiate and compromise with one another to meet their goals, conflict is minimized.

5. In this system, power is widely dispersed; as each group pursues its interests, it is balanced by others pursuing theirs. 

B. According to the conflict perspective, lobbyists and even Congress are not at the center of decision making; rather, the power elite makes the decisions that direct the country and shake the world.

1. As stated by C. Wright Mills, the power elite (heads of leading corporations, powerful generals and admirals in the armed forces, and certain elite politicians) rule the United States. The corporate heads are the most powerful, as all three view capitalism as essential to the welfare of the country; thus, business interests come first.

2. According to William Domhoff, the ruling class (the wealthiest and most powerful individuals in the country) runs the United States. Its members control the United State’s top corporations and foundations; presidential cabinet members and top ambassadors to the most powerful countries are chosen from this group.

3. The power elite is not a secret group.  Their unity comes from the similarity of their backgrounds.  Most have attended prestigious schools, belong to exclusive clubs and are extremely wealthy.

C. While the functionalist and conflict views of power in U.S. society cannot be reconciled, it is possible to employ both.  The middle level of C. Wright Mills model best reflects the functionalist view of competing interests holding each other at bay.  At the top is an elite that follows its special interests, as conflict theorists suggest.

VI. War and Terrorism: Implementing Political Objectives

A. The state uses violence to protect citizens from individuals and groups, occasionally turning violence against other nations. War (armed conflict between nations or politically distinct groups) is often part of national policy.

B. War is not characteristic of all human groups, but simply one option for settling disputes. 

C. At the same time, war is a fairly common occurrence. Pitirim Sorokin counted 967 wars between 500 B.C. and A.D. 1925, for an average of one war every two to three years.  Since 1850, the United States has intervened militarily around the world more than 150 times, for an average of more than once a year.

D. Nicholas Timasheff identified three essential conditions of war:
1. An antagonistic situation exists, with two or more states confronting incompatible objectives.

2. There is a cultural tradition of war; because they have fought wars in the past, leaders see war as an option. 

3. A “fuel” heats the antagonistic situation to the boiling point, so that people move from thinking about war to engaging in it. Timasheff identified seven fuels:  revenge, power, prestige, unity, position, ethnicity, and beliefs.

E. Despite the fact that war is costly to society; it continues to be a common technique for pursuing political objectives.

1. The cost in human life grows with industrialization and technological advances.

2. War is costly in terms of the money spent.  The United States has spent $6 trillion on ten major wars.

F. The Most Industrialized Nations lament regional conflicts that can quickly expand into larger wars; at the same time, they relentlessly pursue profits by selling powerful weapons to the Least Industrialized Nations; the United States is the chief merchant of death to the Least Industrialized Nations.

1. Seeds of future wars are sown through arms deals involving conventional and nuclear weapons.  Nations such as India, China, and North Korea possess nuclear weapons.

2. The U.S. formed an organization called the G7.  It consists of Canada, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Japan, and the U.S.  The purpose of the group was to perpetuate their global dominance, divide up the world’s markets, and regulate global economic activity.  In 2002, Russia was invited to become a member of this group.  China has potential to also participate and move this group to be known as the G9.

3. Conflict continues to erupt with Iraq and Iran as the U.S. seeks to protect its interests in this oil-rich region.

G. Today, terrorism has become a reality for Americans.

1. Terrorism is the use of violence to create fear so that a group can meet its political objectives.

2. Hatred between ethnic groups can serve as an impetus for terrorist activities.

3. Suicide terrorism is one of the few options available to a weaker group that wants to retaliate against a powerful country.  For example, the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.

4. The real danger is from nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons that could be unleashed against civilian populations.

H. War has an effect on morality. 

1. Exposure to brutality and killing often causes dehumanization (reducing people to objects that do not deserve to be treated as humans). 

2. Characteristics of dehumanization include (1) increased emotional distance from others; (2) an emphasis on following procedures; (3) inability to resist pressures; and (4) a diminished sense of personal responsibility.

3. War exalts cruelty and killing and medals are given to glorify actions that otherwise would be condemned in other contexts of life.  The prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib prison provides an excellent example of this.

4. Dehumanization does not always insulate the self from guilt; after the war ends, returning soldiers often find themselves disturbed by what they did during the war.  Although most eventually adjust, some live with the guilt forever.

VII. A New World Order? 

A. Today the embrace of capitalism and worldwide flow of information, capital, and goods has made national boundaries less meaningful.  There are many examples of nations working together to solve mutual problems, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the European Union (EU), and the United Nations (UN).

B. The United Nations is striving to be the legislative body of the world.  It operates a World Court and has a rudimentary army.

C. The resurgence of fierce nationalism represents a challenge to a new world order. 

D. If global political and economic unity does come about, it is still not clear what type of government will emerge. Under a benevolent government, there is tremendous potential for human welfare, but if a totalitarian government arises, the future could be bleak.

Lecture Suggestions
· The opening vignette gives a brief discussion of George Orwell’s book, 1984. The book is about a society’s transformation into a state of total government control over its citizenry—complete loyalty to the state by all citizens. The process begins with socialist policies that sound like they are helping the citizens. For example, what about a national health-care program, homeland security policies, or regulations over industry that govern wages and employee benefits? What happens in the long run is that the government grows until it controls all aspects of life from cradle to grave, from prenatal care and early childhood education teaching loyalty to the State, to social security and retirement benefits and dependency on the State. Of course, everything in between is taken care of as well. All are equal. There is no crime. Unfortunately, the trade-off for this utopia is the loss of freedom, the end of families, and the end of personal and intimate relationships. Ask students if they think the trade-off of love and freedom for equality and security is worth it. If not, how far should the citizenry allow the government to go in creating new policies and programs that lead us in that direction before we also pledge our allegiance to the State at the cost of everything that we truly love and value in life? Do students think that 1984 could happen here? Has it already begun or, is the book just an interesting read?

· Noting how the state claims a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence, ask your students to think about and address the following: Does the state truly have a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence? Can you think of any groups who can legitimately use violence against citizens? Finally, what restraints, if any, must the state and its agents work under in their legitimate use of violence? How are these restraints enforced? And who punishes the state and/or its agents if these restraints are violated? 

· To illustrate voter alienation and apathy in the United States, conduct a quick classroom survey of how many students can name at least one of their two United States senators. How about their congressional representative? State senator and/or representative? Chances are few hands will go up. Then ask your students to address the following: Of those of you who were eligible to vote in the last election, how many of you did so? If you did not vote, why not? If you voted, to what degree, if any, do you believe your vote really makes a difference? Why do you think that only half of all eligible voters in the United States vote in presidential elections and only one-third vote in congressional races? Finally, what can the American political system do to encourage voting and/or participation in the political process?
· Noting how warring nations typically depict their enemies as less than human, ask your students to look for such depictions of dehumanization in previous wars that the United States has fought. Dividing your class into thirds, have one third of your students search for old news articles and/or video clips from World War II that dehumanize Germans; another third search for old news articles or video clips from the Vietnam War that dehumanize North Vietnamese and/or communists; and finally, the remaining third search for news articles or video clips from the Iraq War that dehumanize the enemy. Afterward, have your students share their examples with each other while addressing the following two points: First, what similarities and/or differences exist in the ways that the enemies were depicted during World War II, the Vietnam War, and the Iraq War, respectively? Second, while the nationalities of combatants may change from one war to another, how much does the “language of dehumanization” change, if at all, from one war to another?
· Ask your students to think about the three groups that, according to C. Wright Mills, make up the power elite in the United States—the top corporate leaders, top military leaders, and top political leaders—and address the following: Do you agree with Mills’ contention that the most powerful of these groups is the nation’s top corporate leaders? If so, why? If not, which group or groups are more powerful? In which ways? Finally, can you think to include other groups in the United State that Mills did not include in the power elite? If so, which ones, and why? 

MyLab Activities
· Watch – After viewing “ABC Nightline: Old-Fashioned Democracy” have students attend a town meeting and write a reflection comparing the approach to Democracy in the film with their home town. Which do they believe is a more effective approach and why?
· Read – Once students have read “Is Congress Really for Sale?” they should conduct an inquiry into what special interest groups exist in their local area. Then have them interview a leader from that group asking how they lobby political leaders for their interests. Have the students report their findings to the class.
Suggested Assignments
· Conduct a mock election using state or national offices that are being contested. Develop a ballot that has only the most well-known offices listed. At the end of the ballot include a short demographics section that includes age, sex, race-ethnicity, marital status, employment status, and income. Have each student in the class distribute and collect five ballots. Using an appropriate database computer program, have a student record and then summarize the data. What generalizations can be made on the voting pattern of the chosen sample? Are these patterns similar to or different from the national trend? What are some of the drawbacks to this exercise that might skew the results?

· During the primary or general election, have students spend two or three hours at a local polling site as an observer. In advance, have them prepare a check-off sheet on which they can record the sex, race, and approximate age of the people who come to the polling place. Arrange the time of the observation to be at one of the times when people are more likely to vote, usually on the way to or from work. After the exercise is completed, have the student tally their results and compare them to the overall demographics of the precinct from which they were gathered. Then, make a comparison of the statistics collected to see if they are consistent with the actual voting results from that particular precinct. 
· Ask your students to keep a journal over the next two days noting all the “exercises of power” they come across, both at the micro and macro level. These can include, for example, a meter maid writing out a ticket, a bouncer throwing someone out of a bar, or a parent punishing a child. As they record each example, ask them to note the following: Who or what is exercising the power on whom? How is the power being exerted? Is the exertion of that power legitimate or illegitimate? If legitimate, on what authority? If illegitimate, circumventing what authority? After completing their journals, have your students list their examples on the blackboard. Then examining the examples, ask your students to think about and discuss the following: Can you discern any patterns in the examples that suggest which groups in America typically get to exert power and which groups in America typically have power exerted on them? Overall, would you characterize most of the examples as exercises of authority or coercion, and what might this say, if anything, about how much power in America is exercised legitimately versus illegitimately? Finally, how many of the examples represent micro-level exertions of power versus macro-level exertions of power? Based on your observations, how do power relationships vary, if at all, between the two levels?

· Ask each of your students to present a short video clip of a charismatic leader in action (e.g., speaking to a large crowd, delivering a televised address, spearheading a big rally), followed up by a three-to-four minute oral presentation addressing the following points: What exceptional qualities make this particular leader a charismatic leader? What special techniques and/or tactics does this particular leader employ in the clip, if any, to fire up his or her followers? What real or potential threats does this leader pose to the established order? What is it about the times in which this leader lives (or lived) that may be (or may have been) conducive to charismatic leadership? Finally, is this particular leader someone that you, yourself, could imagine believing in, being inspired by, and acting on behalf of? If so, why? Or why not?
Annotated Suggested Films/TV Shows 

America: Freedom to Fascism. Aaron Russo. 2006, 105 min. (Video). 

Neither left nor right wing, this startling examination of government exposes the systematic erosion of civil liberties in America since 1913 when the Federal Reserve System was created.
Great Decisions 2011. PBS. 2011, 300 min. (Video).

An in-depth analysis and expert opinions provided by armchair diplomats on the most crucial global issues facing America in the near future.
The Decline of Politics: The Superficial Democracy. Films for the Humanities and Sciences. 1995 Listings, 29 min. (Video).


A critique of the overuse of advertising, slogans, personal attacks, and orchestrated

appearances in American political campaigns.

Theodore Roosevelt: a cowboy’s ride to the White House. Dorgan Films. 2011, 60 min. (Video).

The exciting story of a physically challenged young man who eventually becomes a war hero and American President.
Waste and Global Pollution. Benchmark Films. 1990, 20 min. (Video).


This film looks at one of the major political problems in the 1990s. 
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