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PREFACE

Do you know that ancient Chinese proverb you get when you open a fortune cookie? “May you live in in-
teresting times.” That’s not deep political sociology. But, the profound simplicity to capture our sociologi-
cal moment is summarized in that phrase in so many ways. We live in one of the most fascinating periods
in political and social history. Terrorism has pushed the global political landscape into different realms. In
2008 Americans elected the first African-American president. Today, we find ourselves struggling with eco-
nomic hardships tipped into tensions created by deregulation of banking, ideological struggles that charac-
terize the first decade of the twenty-first century, and all the economic and political uncertainty that comes
with globalization. There is perhaps no better time to be a political sociologist.

While political sociology has often been described as divergent, abstract, and fragmented, it contin-
ues to be an important subfield in sociology because a number of themes consistently explored by political
sociologists are particularly relevant to the development of a sociological perspective. We believe under-
graduate sociology students should be exposed to these themes, so we have written this text and its supple-
mentary materials with three central goals. First, introduce undergraduate students to core concepts and re-
search in political sociology. Second, highlight how sociologists have organized the study of politics into
conceptual frameworks, and how each of these frameworks fosters a sociological perspective on power and
politics in society. This includes discussing how these frameworks can be applied to understanding current
issues and other real-life aspects of politics. Third, connect with students by engaging them in activities
where they complete their own applications of theory, hypothesis testing, and forms of inquiry. We hope
that instructors find the Web-based data applications and other supplementary material useful toward meet-
ing this goal.

The plan of the book unfolds around these three goals. We begin with a discussion of the central con-
cept in political sociology: power. Chapter 1 explores the core concepts in the study of power not only in
formal systems, but in informal contexts, all of which define the agenda in the study of power. The theoret-
ical frameworks in political sociology organize the work of political sociologists, and each framework pres-
ents very different arguments about how to understand the connections among power, politics, and society.
We outline these in Chapter 1, which then sets the agenda for the entire book. Chapter 2 examines how var-
ious sociological perspectives conceptualize the state and differentiate this political institution from nation.
This chapter also considers the future of the state. In Chapter 3 we integrate the study of power and politics
to align with the cultural turn in the field of sociology more generally. Here we examine the more tradition-
al features of political culture, such as political values and ideology and the study of how these values are
acquired. The chapter also presents more recent theorizing which mixes institutions and culture, and sug-
gests that the two must go hand in hand in order to understand the nature of politics.

As Mills suggested, private concerns connect to public issues. In Chapters 4 and 5 we give special
treatment to describing how political sociologists have come to understand this important facet of the poli-
tics—society nexus. Chapter 4 especially focuses on the interplay between politics and economics. When we
first conceived this chapter we understood how the middle class was losing ground, but we did not foresee
how the economic woes of banks and the stock market would so dramatically influence us all. We thus
modified our focus to include the Wall Street versus Main Street issue. Here we discuss the politics sur-
rounding individual and corporate taxes, our welfare system, bankruptcies, foreclosures, and our worsening
infrastructure. Chapter 5 illustrates how the political process impacts the institutions of education, includ-
ing No Child Left Behind legislation, and marriage, especially the controversial issue of same-sex marriage
(still legal in only a few states). This chapter would not be complete without considering the politics sur-
rounding medical care and the difficulties of passing major health care reform. The concerns of civil liber-
ties and national security are addressed as well, and we end the chapter pointing out that the state is a racial
state and clearly influences our immigration policy.

In Chapter 6 we move the analysis into a fairly comprehensive discussion of the nature of political
participation. This area of political sociology is extensive and provides great insights into the ways in
which individuals, political groups, the state, and other elements of the public sphere all come together in
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the contest for power. The typologies of political participation presented in this chapter are good examples of the
many ways in which political sociologists have examined the question, what power do individuals have to shape
the political and social events of the day? The chapters that follow look at specific kinds of political participation:
voting, movements, and terrorism.

In Chapter 7 we analyze voting, which is likely the most direct way for a majority of individuals in a democ-
racy to influence politics. Elections perform numerous roles for individuals and society as candidates are selected
for political office. The United States has one of the lower turnout rates for elections and some of the reasons for this
may be associated with our electoral system. We look at a number of social, demographic, economic, and political
factors to explain why people vote for the candidates they do. The 2008 election is analyzed including a discussion
of the possible meanings of the election of a biracial president. Finally we consider the rise of the Tea Party
Movement and examine the results of the 2010 election.

In Chapter 8 we discuss the importance of social movements that use both institutionalized and noninstitu-
tionalized political activities to achieve their goals. Old and new social movements are compared and contrasted,
noting that some movements are more likely to focus on class issues whereas others are more concerned with iden-
tity politics. We identify how important concepts such as collective identity, framing, and emotions are for the study
of movements. In detail we examine the life cycle of social movements, including emergence, mobilization, politi-
cal opportunity structures, outcomes, and decline. After discussing why social movements matter, we conclude by
arguing that social movements should be viewed as a key part of political sociology.

Political violence including war, genocide, and terrorism is the focus of Chapter 9. We begin by considering
the political uses of hate that can result in genocide and other forms of state-sanctioned violence against state citi-
zens. A variety of sociological causes of terrorism are considered as well as state responses, including the threat to
democracy not only posed by terrorists themselves but by democratic states that attempt to keep citizens safe, as se-
curity measures are often in conflict with basic civil liberties.

A question first asked in Chapter 2, “what is the future of the state?” is the central theme of Chapter 10, which
considers the political implications of the complex phenomenon called globalization. Sociologists are vigorously
debating the meaning of globalization as well as what the future holds for the political institution we call the state,
using a variety of theoretical perspectives that provide conflicting, yet stimulating views. We consider both the po-
tential negative and positive impacts of globalization, including the exporting of democracy. In all of these chapters
we hope to provide not only a current snapshot of both empirical and theoretical directions in political sociology but
also to stimulate questions that will be asked and eventually answered by future political sociologists.

This book endeavors to foster and instill the sociological perspective and to encourage students to pursue
even greater sociological insights into the many connections between power, politics, and society. The project in
fact begins with what C. Wright Mills (1959) taught about the Sociological Imagination. The personal is indeed
public:

* In the midst of a student movement Betty was involved in during the 1960s, Senator Robert F. Kennedy
wrote To Seek a Newer World. Perhaps our book helps students realize how essential concepts such as power
and politics are to understanding the world we live in. Along the way, Betty observed many who worked for
a better world including Robert F. Kennedy, a politician; Richard M. Ragsdale, a courageous doctor; Arthur
G. P. Dobratz, her father and a World War II veteran who served on the U.S.S. Missouri; Ronald A. Dobratz,
her brother and a history teacher; and Patricia Keith, her friend and fellow sociologist.

¢ In 1938 First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt wrote This Troubled World, reflecting on the need for world peace and
the failure of international organizations to sustain it. Lisa is reminded that over seventy years later,
Roosevelt’s words are still relevant. She hopes students will ask impertinent questions and critically examine
the “taken-for-granted view” that is rarely challenged. Lisa is grateful for ordinary women and men who
work every day for change in their own communities to bring about a more just and fair world. She is espe-
cially thankful for all the men and women of the U.S. armed forces who risk their lives, including Brandon
Haugrud (Lisa’s son), a former U.S. Marine who served three tours of duty in Iraq and Afghanistan and
Ashley Wiser (Lisa’s daughter), a former U.S. Army Sergeant who served for eight years, including a tour of
duty in Korea. She hopes daughter Claryssa and grandson Cody will be able to live in a more peaceful and
safer world.
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* When Franklin D. Roosevelt was president, society experienced one of its greatest economic and political
shifts. His presidency was marked by compassion for those in trouble. For Tim, hearing stories about the na-
ture of politics and troubled times during the Great Depression, including reminiscences of Roosevelt’s fa-
mous fireside chats, gave the impression that political leaders could make a real difference. Community in
this period was built by people who had compassion, who were never hesitant to help people, who could ben-
efit from the fruits of hard work on the farm, and just as importantly, community was built by a sense that the
affairs of state required that you get involved at a local level. With the grandparents in his family, political
conversations were allowed at the dinner table. Tim continued this tradition early by his involvement in the
Iowa caucuses, work on political campaigns, and an incredible experience at the Drake Law School dedicat-
ed to civic education.

Of course, any endeavor like this is part of our families and those we love.

For Betty: extremely grateful to both her mother Helen and her father Arthur and like her brother wishes that
his children Theresa and Patricia and his grandchildren Tyler, Stacy, and Faith experience a better world.

For Lisa: always grateful to parents Mike and Reva, and partner Rebecca.

For Tim: ever grateful to parents Delores and Darwin, always loving and never thanked enough; and to
Cheryl and Dan, who know the fun of a crazy brother.

The success of a book involves the labors of so many people, catching the errors, pointing out the confusion,
or just cheering us on:

At Iowa State University, special thanks go to Rachel Burlingame, Dwight Dake, Renea Miller, copy editor
Denise Rothschild, and three undergraduate research assistants, Chris Reardon, Mark Nieman, and Michael Bragg
for their assistance. Lisa gratefully acknowledges the Faculty Development Office at the University of St. Thomas
for providing sabbatical support. Of course to all those colleagues at ISU, the University of St. Thomas, and Baker
University, thanks for your encouraging words and understanding the costs of seeking a better world.

To those who reviewed earlier drafts of this work, thank you. Teaching and research colleagues in political
sociology have provided extremely valuable guidance in helping prepare this introduction to the field.

Many thanks to the various members of the Pearson Education team for their help in turning our manuscript
into a completed book. This project wouldn’t be possible without them.

Finally, for Lisa and Tim, there is no more appropriate way to honor the work of many teachers through their
sociological careers, including (but of course knowing there are many others) high school social studies teacher
Wayne Hendershott and professors Barbara Keating, Gloria Jones-Johnson, Dean and Sue Wright, and of course,
Betty Dobratz. There is no greater privilege for two former students than to get a chance to write a book with their
mentor.

In the end responsibility for oversights and errors belong to us. If you have thoughts or comments, feel free
to contact the authors:

Betty A. Dobratz, Ph.D. Lisa K. Waldner, Ph.D. Timothy Buzzell, Ph.D.
Professor of Sociology, Professor of Sociology & Chair, Professor of Sociology & Chair,
Department of Sociology Department of Sociology Department of History,
lowa State University & Criminal Justice Culture & Society

Ames, lowa University of St. Thomas Baker University
bdobratz@iastate.edu St. Paul, Minnesota Baldwin City, Kansas

lkwaldner @ stthomas.edu tim.buzzell @ bakeru.edu



CHAPTER

Power

C. Wright Mills (1959) set out to develop among all of us a self-consciousness that was
inherently about power and politics in their social context. The sociological imagination, as
taught in introductory sociology, connects us to essentially political themes: personal troubles,
public issues, and the interplay between biography and social history. The troubles we hear
about—for example, unemployment, providing mental health services to war veterans, and
failures of our schools—all have a personal dimension, a human face, and very real
biographies. What Mills wants us to understand is that these personal troubles are often really
public issues that are the result of larger, social, and global forces. These forces are even more
apparent at this point in social history, as technology and globalization push societies together,
structuring interactions in ways never seen before. Mills was influenced by his own historical
epoch in 1959 but, nonetheless, was offering timeless lessons for political sociology about the
nature of power, and the role of biography and the public. Mills believed that the sociological
perspective brought great “promise” to the study of politics and power, valuable to building
insights into the study of power, politics, and society, ultimately distinguishing political
sociology from other disciplines of study.

While Mills was captivated by the role of science—namely, social science—much of
his work focused on how sociologists could most successfully explore the relationships
between society and politics. This textbook is a summary of the very diverse scientific and
humanistic understandings that make up political sociology today and, in many ways,
celebrates Mills’ ingenious perspective on the connections between society, politics, and
power.
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This text begins with a definition of power, bringing focus to recent attempts to define a
very abstract concept about social life. The insights that come about through the use of two
analytical tools commonly used in the study of power—politics and society—help us to engage
our thinking about a fairly difficult concept. The strengths of theory and research behind a rich
history of exploration are found in the three major theoretical frameworks in political
sociology—pluralist, elite-managerialist, and social-class perspectives. These classical
frameworks set the foundation for a number of new perspectives in political sociology, guided no
doubt by the sociological imagination, in the study of power and politics. Political sociology has
been instrumental in outlining the many contours of power in a variety of social spaces and
social contexts. We discuss this in the next section. Our introduction to political sociology asserts
power as the essential overriding idea behind the topics found in the pages ahead. As Mills
observed—and we hope that you agree—the study of power is a summary of a tradition of
“intellectual craftsmanship,” which is known as political sociology. It invites students of
sociology and politics to the “sociological imagination our most needed quality of mind” (Mills
1959: 13).

POWER: THE KEY CONCEPT IN POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY

If we begin with the idea that politics is “the generalized process by which the struggle over
power in society is resolved” (Braungart 1981: 2), at the outset, then we can understand that
power is at the core of the work of political sociologists. The goal is to explain the connections
between social interactions, social structures, and social processes altered by struggle and reso-
lution. We must define what we mean by power. Defining power is not as straightforward as one
might think. Certainly we all have experienced power in some way, perhaps the influence of a
friend who cajoles and pushes us to go to a political meeting, or the force of a mugger who con-
fronts us, taking an iPod at gunpoint! Power is encountered every day and every hour. Let’s take
a look at several definitions, identifying as we go the differences that reflect debates on how
power is conceptualized.

The works of Karl Marx and Max Weber serve as the classic foundations for defining
power. Marx established that economic structures like corporations, owners of capital, and more
immediately, the boss represent societal sources of power. The use of wages to influence worker
performance or attendance is a significant creation of capitalist society. According to Marx, the
relationship between worker, wage, and class interests was the source of alienating individuals
not only from pursuing nonwork-related self-interests but also alienating individuals from each
other. For Marx, power has an economic context rooted in the relationships between and among
social classes. Weber picks up this theme and offers one of the first formal political sociological
analyses of power. Unlike Marx, Weber located power in a variety of social spaces including
both economic and noneconomic contexts. For Weber, power was rooted in formalized social
systems such as organizations or bureaucracies, as well as in social institutions such as religion
and law. Weber differed from Marx in that he argued that power was not simply just about eco-
nomic relationships, but rather a function of social patterns, culture, and social organization.
These early approaches to the study of power offer one of the first debates in political sociology
about the nature of the society—politics relationship.

Weber developed many of the early formal statements about power and politics, defining
power as: “the chance of a man or a number of men to realize their own will in a social action even
against the resistance of others who are participating in the action” (1947: 152). This definition was
launched after nearly a century of attempts at clarification, precision, and nuanced understandings
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of power. Since Weber’s study of power in the early 1900s, social scientists have focused on what
is meant by the distribution of power in society, as well as identifying what kinds of resources make
some individuals and groups powerful or powerless. Others have extended the notion that politics
is inherent in most if not all aspects of social action and expression in human interactions. Consider
the many definitions summarized in Textbox 1.1. These definitions offer evidence of a field of
study characterized by diverse views about power and social and political processes.

Specifically, these various definitions reveal the insights into the characteristics of power
as related to political and social outcomes, interests, intents, capacities for action, and resources.
Drawing from these many approaches, we define power as individual, group, or structural
capacity to achieve intended effects as a result of force, influence, or authority.

Metaphors and Paradoxes: Sociological Tools in the Study of Power

Students studying power, politics, and society will find that insights developed thus far come
from applications of the sociological imagination. These insights are typically conveyed through
the use of metaphors and paradoxes. These are useful tools in sociological thinking.

TEXTBOX 1.1

Varieties in the Definition of Power

Author
Bertrand Russell (1938: 2)
C. Wright Mills (1959: 181)

Power Defined as . . .

the production of intended effects.

Power has to do with whatever decisions men make about the
arrangements under which they live, and about the events which
make up the history of their times . . . men are free to make history
but some are much freer than others.

the generalized capacity to secure the performance of binding Talcott Parsons (1967: 297)
obligations, when the obligations are legitimized with reference to
their bearing on collective goals and where, in the case of recalcitrance,

there is a presumption of enforcement by negative sanctions.

all kinds of influence between persons or groups, including those Peter Blau (1964: 115)
exercised in exchange transactions, where one induces others to

accede to his wishes by rewarding them for doing so.

the capacity of some persons to produce intended and foreseen
effects on others.

the capability to secure outcomes where the realization of these
outcomes depends on the agency of others.

In the end, we are judged, condemned, classified, determined in
our undertakings, destined to a certain mode of living or dying, as a
function of the true discourses which are bearers of the specific
effects of power.

the social capacity to make binding decisions that have far-reaching
consequences for society.

the ability to affect the actions or ideas of others.

Dennis Wrong (1979: 2)

Anthony Giddens
(1976: 111-112)

Michel Foucault (1980: 94)

Anthony Orum (1989:
131-132)

Olsen and Marger (1993: 1)
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Metaphors are analytical devices commonly used to depict ideas or concepts, especially
when we as sociologists are “trying to make sense of mysteries” (Rigney 2001: 3). Rigney finds
that sociologists frequently use metaphors, such as models or pictures, to illuminate what are
otherwise abstract ideas about social life. Models or pictures are useful in describing how social
forces like power influence interactions. For example, recall that functionalists typically describe
societies as social systems. A metaphor for a social system might be a car. The car (society) is
made up of certain components like the transmission, engine, or electronics (subsystems) that all
operate together to make the car (society) move forward. Each subsystem in turn has its various
parts that are required in order for the whole (car or society) to move forward. If we think of a so-
ciety as made up of various components (Talcott Parsons talked about religious systems, govern-
ments, and education as various components of a society), we create a metaphor for describing
the nature of social dynamics.

Metaphors have been constructed to explain in detail the nature of power in society.
According to Hindess (1996), power has historically been described as a type of capacity for
either action or obligation. He argues that action and obligation are central to the role power
plays in political processes. The metaphor he uses to understand power as capacity comes from
the science of physics. Recall the old dictum from physics or introductory courses in the sciences,
“for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.” When a series of physical events are
put into motion in nature, such as a bowling ball being hurled down the hallway of a college
dorm, there will be a number of reactions from this initial force (e.g., the ball hits the RA’s door
at the end of the hallway and breaks the door or a roommate stumbles into the hallway and his
toe is run over by the rolling ball causing great pain). Using this metaphor, we are prompted to
ask what started the ball rolling. The capacity to force a bowling ball through a hallway repre-
sents an ability, a skill, or the wherewithal to set up a series of actions. It also suggests that
someone had an interest or a desire to roll the ball down the hallway, and the command of the
resources to get a bowling ball, pick it up, and use it as a way to act on these interests. The
metaphor here describes power as capacity to achieve some outcome or act on a particular interest.

Capacity for action is distinct from capacity for obligation and duty. Hindess argues that
here is where we find the essence of politics and power moving from the individual to the societal
level. Obligation is hidden at a different layer of social interaction, and power is not always action
on interests or desires but rather power is acquiescence or duty. In democratic societies, social
order is achieved through duty to the law. Law is created by the sovereign or in many cases by a
legislature or parliament that in principle represents the citizenry and their interests. When citi-
zens follow the speed limit, or pay their taxes, or immunize their children before school begins
each fall, they may grumble, but for the most part, they oblige the state through compliance. A
useful metaphor for describing this second distinction is that of the parent. The state is a parent—
it creates, monitors, and enforces rules, including punishing violators to keep things in order. The
power of the state or parent derives from the fact that we come to understand the state as legitimate
authority; we give it power by agreeing to obey. This dimension of power is perhaps more subtle
but nonetheless effective in describing the concept of legitimate power in shaping social patterns.

Another analytical tool used in sociology is paradox (Crow 2005). For political sociology
in particular, we find that life in a democratic society is sometimes characterized by contradic-
tion or patterns of power that are contrary to expectations, public opinion, or values about dem-
ocratic life. Political sociologists grapple with a number of paradoxes about the distribution of
power in order to bring attention to significant research questions. This analytical tool, much like
metaphor, is about explaining mysteries. Consider, for example, the paradox studied in a great
deal of research on American society: Are all Americans politically equal as suggested by the
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Constitution of the United States? Voting is a form of power in a democratic system. But are all
votes truly equal? Only within the last century have women been given more equal power by
being granted the right to vote in 1920. Women did not have this power in the political system
prior to the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution. Or consider the argument made by some
that the Iowa caucuses give lowans more influence in the process of selecting a presidential can-
didate than citizens in states that vote later in the presidential nominating process. Much of this
argument rests on the belief that the winner in lowa gets more media attention, and thus can ride
a bandwagon effect (the media call it a “bump” from winning early nomination primaries), re-
sulting in more positive polls and campaign donations. Paradoxically, this means all votes are
not equal in the sociological sense that early voting states may have more influence than later-
voting states. Identifying paradoxes in social systems, social outcomes, and social interactions is
an important analytical goal of political sociology.

What insights are gained from the exploration of metaphors, paradoxes, and the applica-
tion of the sociological imagination to the study of power and politics? By focusing on the de-
bates, mysteries, and contradictions about power in social life, we develop keen insights into the
nature of politics in society. Moreover, political sociology makes use of sociological tools to map
out its focus for research. Lewis Coser (1966) defined political sociology as

that branch of sociology which is concerned with the social causes and consequences
of given power distributions within or between societies, and with the social and
political conflicts that lead to changes in the allocation of power. (1)

Political sociology thus in its most basic orientation focuses on two elements: power and
conflict. This definition of political sociology reflects the “state” of sociology in the late 1950s
and 1960s. According to Coser, the various topics of the study of political sociology include:

1. attention to the state and institutions,

2. organization of power,

3. competition and order among groups, and
4. development of political associations.

This approach stands in contrast to the work of political science, which typically focuses on the
nature of the state and its various manifestations. Political sociology casts its analytical net more
broadly to capture the nature of the many power-based relationships between social structures,
culture, and individuals.

Metaphors of Power Arrangements

Political sociologists have revealed the forms and nuances of the abstract notion of power by cre-
ating typologies of power. These various typologies highlight the nature of power in situations or
the characteristics of power as they play a role in the construction of capacity, exchange of re-
sources, and distribution of power in society. These various typologies and conceptualizations of
power share the notion that society shapes and is shaped by individuals, groups, organizations,
governments, and other societies in a broadly interactive process. The classic and contemporary
typologies point to at least three types of power of interest to the study of society and politics:

1. Coercive and dominant power
2. Authority and legitimate power
3. Privileged and interdependent power
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ABORTION

Both pro-choice and pro-life activists demonstrate in front of the U.S. Supreme Court, December 4, 2002,
as oral arguments are being heard inside on the National Organization for Women (NOW) vs. Scheidler
case that won the first-ever nationwide injunction against anti-abortion violence. The Court was deciding
on the issue of punishment against those activists that use violence to protest against abortion clinics

Source: JOYCE NALTCHAYAN/AFP/Getty Images

Political sociologists have consistently studied these forms of power and patterns of
social—political interactions, beginning especially with the work of Max Weber. Weber launched
the sociological analysis by claiming that power existed in two forms: coercion and authority.
Textbox 1.2 summarizes the variety of typologies that have been presented to better understand
the contours of a rather abstract concept. We turn our focus to three typologies that have been
central to the work of political sociology.

COERCIVE AND DOMINANT POWER When we think of power, we most likely start with
metaphors or pictures of coercion and dominance. For instance, coercive power in the form of
physical force is clearly exercised as one nation-state invades and conquers another. The resources
used to coerce may include brute force, military prowess, and the strength of large armies. Perhaps
this type of power is the raw or most pure form. Dominance also reflects the use of resources with
consequences for others in society. In this regard, Parenti (1978) reminds us that, “To win a strug-
gle is one thing, but to have your way by impressing others that struggle would be futile, that is
power at its most economical and most secure” (78). Coercion and dominance share a central tenet
of command of resources with immediate and future submission by subjects to this form of power.

As we will see in Chapter 9, war and terrorism are important societal dynamics related to
the brute use of dominance and coercion. The nature of coercion and dominance in totalitarian
regimes has also been studied. Hannah Arendt, in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1958), studied
the social and cultural influences that gave rise to Nazi Germany. The influence of economic
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Power Conceptualized as ...

Types/Characteristics

Author

exerted through command of resources

varying by resources and intent of the actor

influence either unintended or intended
(power)

relational, resource-driven, and socially
organized

defined in terms of its intended
outcome

the absence or presence of domination
and influence

utilitarian
coercive
persuasive

force
dominance
authority
attraction

force
physical (violent or
nonviolent)
psychic
manipulation
persuasion
authority
coercive
induced
personal
competent
legitimate
force
authority
influence
dominance

destructive or threat (stick)
productive or economic

(carrot)
integrative (hug)

egalitarian
(no dominance/no
influence)
coercive

(dominance/no influence)

persuasion

(no dominance/influence)

authority

(dominance/influence)

Etzioni (1968)

Olsen (1978)

Wrong (1979)

Marger (1987)

Boulding
(1989)

Knoke (1990)

hardship, fear of outgroups, control of political party apparatus, use of propaganda, and creation of
a military state are common to the creation of such regimes. Although totalitarianism as a form of
political rule seems to be on the wane, the documentation of coercive forms of power is important
to understanding the nature of power in alternative ruling systems. Since the Al Qaeda attacks on
New York City and the Pentagon, considerable attention has been given to finding what causes
terrorism, especially as a tool designed to advance political demands and claims. The nature of
modern-day terrorism may usher in yet another field of study in which questions of coercion and
domination through military excursions or political violence must be better understood.
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The use of coercion for political gain or outcome is an important aspect of power not lim-
ited to studies of conquering figures in history. The modern democratic state uses coercion in
several ways. Marger (1987: 12) equated coercion with force, which is based on “the threat or
application of punishment or the inducement of rewards to elicit compliance.” Periodically, we
are reminded that the police power that we extend to specific agencies of the state is inherently co-
ercive. Police power to control rioting, protests, or dissent is not uncommon, as seen during the
civil rights protests of the 1960s or with dissent in North Korea, Cuba, or Pakistan. The
coercive nature of police work in a free society can test the boundary between freedom to act or
seek changes in the nature of rule through protest, while also attempting to maintain a semblance
of social order through enforcing the law. The study of coercion and dominance is an important
part of political sociology.

AUTHORITY AND LEGITIMATE POWER Authority is a form of power that emerges from the
acquiescence of individuals and groups based on a sense of legitimacy and obedience or duty.
Individuals and groups within society create order by recognizing the power of law, tradition, or
custom. They behave based on the belief that the power of the state protects members of society
while preserving community interests. Consider the legitimate power of a police officer in the
United States. Police act with authority, which is distinguished in the general population by a
uniform and badge. The authority is strong as police officers are one of few agents in the United
States who can stop free individuals, ask them questions, and apprehend them. The extent of po-
lice power is best symbolized by the fact that police officers carry weapons that can be used to
force compliance with the law. The legitimacy of this power is found in the idea of representative
lawmaking and the duty to obey as a member of the community.

Weber wrote extensively about the nature of authority in industrial society. In particular, he
focused on the authority that would come from individuals and offices in large-scale organiza-
tions created to structure interactions based on law and procedures. He identified three types
of authority:

e Charismatic authority emanates from the personality or character of leaders. Weber sug-
gested that charismatic power and influence flow from an individual’s heroic status or
other achievements. Thus, the people follow, swayed by the conviction, style, and pro-
jection of the leader. Martin Luther King, Jr., was a charismatic leader, and his influence
in a time of significant social unrest was important to bringing about changes in civil
rights law in the United States. Even though he held no formal political office, he re-
tained national influence in efforts related to social justice for racial-ethnic minorities as
well as the poor.

* Traditional authority gains its legitimacy through custom and tradition. There is a certain
sacred dimension to these traditions or appeals to customs that results in acquiescence to
authority. Monarchies are a good example of traditional forms of governance in some so-
cieties. The Queen of England, for example, retains authority through appeals to tradition
and custom, typically enacted through symbolic and ritualistic dramas that reinforce her
authority. Similarly, the Pope, as the leader of the Roman Catholic Church, retains power
through appeals to custom and tradition, holding influence over Church policy.

* Rational-legal authority is grounded in rules by which people are governed. Legitimacy
stems from an appeal to law, commands, and decision making that is regarded as valid for
all in the population. A good example is the Constitutional order of the United States.
Recall the election in the year 2000, when George W. Bush won the electoral vote, but
Al Gore won the popular vote. The outcome of the election was contested in Florida, and
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legal claims about voting were made by both sides. Eventually the U.S. Supreme Court
made a ruling that resulted in the election of Bush to the presidency. The legitimacy of law
and rational-legal authority was seen in this acceptance of the outcome. In societies where
there was no rational-legal authority to make such decisions, riots may have broken out, or
revolution. Life went on in the United States—order was maintained as a result of the
legitimate exercise of power by constitutional authorities.

As we will see in Chapter 2, the power of the democratic state is defined by its legitimacy
to rule in contrast to authoritarian states. Weber’s work marks an important beginning in the
study of authority and rule in political sociology. All forms of power are better understood by
examining the state, law in everyday life, and political socialization, as well as attempts to shape
coalitions to legitimize state rule.

INTERDEPENDENT POWER Power can operate in more subtle ways, resulting in dramatic
changes in social interactions and the distribution of power in society. Certainly the typologies
that focus on coercion or authority share this view, but this third body of research in political
sociology encourages us to dig deeper into power relationships in society. In many ways, politi-
cal sociology advanced beyond the simplicity of thinking of power as coercion or authority. As
research on power evolved, especially in the 1960s, power came to be understood as quite com-
plex. The idea of interdependent power depicts power relationships between individuals and
social groups as reciprocal. That is, power is a two-way street where actors, even though they
may think they have no influence, actually do, given the way in which the social system is set up.
One insight from this approach explores power that quietly wraps around systems of inequality
that constructs differences in who has what, when, and how.

Recently, Piven and Cloward (2005) urged political sociologists to consider more fully the
role of rule breakers in the study of power. Their analysis highlighted how most of political sociol-
ogy has focused on “rulemaking,” which would include lawmakers or administrative bodies that
create laws or policies to direct social interactions. Sometimes these rules are challenged. When so-
cieties experience protest and challenges to the distribution of power, political authority can be un-
dermined. These forms of challenge by rule breakers may not be coercive but rather, much like the
bumper sticker says, seek to “subvert the dominant paradigm.” In other words, the power exercised
in certain social contexts is intended to be disruptive to bring attention to claims.

The model of power that Piven and Cloward suggest advances current political sociology
about power in an alternate direction. Most studies begin with the assumption that power is about
the distribution of resources among individuals, groups, and social structures. Piven and
Cloward believe that power is more complex than the mere distribution of resources (e.g.,
wealth, knowledge or skills, and property). Their notion of power is based on the idea that power
is meaningful in social connections, or “interdependencies.” In other words, power derives its
significance when individuals exchange resources of many kinds in these interdependencies.

Complex organizations are stages for seeing the power as a function of social interdepen-
dencies. For example, a university in many ways is a small social system where each part of the
system (e.g., the food service staff, faculty, financial aid office, and campus security) contributes
to the order of the larger system called a university. Traditionally, models of power would have
focused on the distribution of resources to understand who is powerful. For example, students
pay tuition, which brings in financial resources that help pay the salaries of the vice presidents.
The administrators, as the university elite (much like society), hold more wealth in comparison
to the food service staff or hall janitors. If the food service staff become angry about their pay,
they can go on strike, or negotiate for a wage increase. Or, they could walk off the job and most
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likely be replaced with new employees who might in fact be paid a lower wage as they come into
entry-level positions. Thus, the distribution of resources would change again.

But, what if all the faculty at a university stopped teaching? Given the shortage of profes-
sors in some fields, would the university be able to offer majors or continue to offer degrees?
Piven and Cloward would point to this type of leverage in an interdependent system as an exam-
ple of power not extensively considered in political sociology:

People have potential power, the ability to make others do what they want, when
those others depend on them for the contributions they make to the interdependent
relations that are social life. Just as the effort to exert power is a feature of all social
interactions, so is the capacity to exert power at least potentially inherent in all social
interaction. And because cooperative and interdependent social relations are by def-
inition reciprocal, so is the potential for the exercise of power. (2005: 39)

Their argument is that protests, or challenges to the core purpose of an interdependent re-
lationship (e.g., faculty teaching courses is a core purpose of the interdependencies that consti-
tute the organization we call a university) are how power can be wielded in the social structure.
If all middle-class Americans agreed not to pay income taxes for one year as a protest against un-
ethical behaviors in Congress, would they wield power? Piven and Cloward suggest considering
these interdependent social connections. Political sociologists can study power under this model
by identifying leverage points in social embeddedness, connections that build trust, strengthen
relationships, or achieve goals. The focus shifts from who controls the resources in society, who
has the most education, and what groups compete for votes, to what power comes from the con-
nections themselves and what systems collapse or are changed if the connections are severed?

Recent work by Alan Johnson (2006) highlights the nature of power in social interdepen-
dencies. His work focuses on how privilege is constructed in interdependencies using privilege
to describe the nuances of power. He links privilege to the various ways society makes differ-
ences important or significant in use, allocation, and access to resources. Johnson identifies “un-
earned advantage” and “conferred dominance” as forms of power that create privilege in society.
Unearned advantage emerges when one group in society is rewarded or benefits over another.
One unearned advantage in society is found in hiring into the occupational structure; for many
jobs, white males gain easier access than, say, minority females. This preserves white male priv-
ilege in job opportunities. This group reaps the gains, while the other is left out. Dominance takes
a more active form, indicating that the privilege is solidified when one group pressures another
group into conformity to privilege. Privilege that comes from interdependencies based on gen-
der, race, sexuality, or social status can sustain institutional patterns of social difference.

THE CONCEPTUALIZATION OF POWER IN POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY

Political sociologists have traditionally organized the study of the relationships between society,
politics, and power into three frameworks: the pluralist, the elite-managerial, and the social-class
perspectives. These frameworks represent very different views of how power is distributed in
society, how politics is socially organized, and how significant individuals, groups, organiza-
tions, and the state are. In this section, we examine the basic assumptions of each framework.
The discussion also looks at the works of classical and contemporary thinkers associated with
each framework. Finally, we consider recent criticisms of each framework as these are important
to the development of new ways of conceptualizing the nature of power in society.
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FIGURE 1.1 The Pluralist Metaphor of Power: Groups and Coalitions at the Political Table

Source: Figure created by Tim Buzzell

Pluralist

The pluralist approach to the study of politics and society is based on the assertion that power is dis-
tributed throughout society among a “plurality” of power centers. These power centers include po-
litical parties, interest groups, voters, associations, and a variety of other social actors. According to
pluralism, these various centers within society compete for power. Thus, pluralism finds that power
is fragmented, often changing as one group wins and another loses, and that coalitions are formed
only to fall apart over time. The pluralist framework essentially views power as balanced as a result
of the multitude of groups bargaining for roles in the political processes, including the policy-making
process that affects the distribution of resources in society (Figure 1.1).

The groups that compete for power vie for control of the state, that is, the governing appa-
ratus of society. Pluralists view the state as a structure that retains legitimate power (authority) to
guard the rules of the political process, especially as they involve access to the governance struc-
ture, selection to office, or maintenance of order throughout society. The state itself is character-
ized by checks and balances, with groups or individual citizens serving as an ultimate check on
the potential concentration of power. Pluralists also have understood the state as a collection of
various power centers, such as different branches of government, or a system of federalism.
Chapter 2 will provide a more extended discussion of pluralist views of the state.

CLASSICAL AND CONTEMPORARY PLURALIST APPROACHES One of the earliest studies of
politics in the United States brought attention in a unique way to the social nature of how power
was structured in the newly created republic. After completing his own studies of the French
Revolution of 1789, Tocqueville (1805-1859) was intrigued by the ways in which the govern-
ment of the United States created equality in contrast to the ruling aristocracy found in France.
During his famous travels throughout the United States in the 1830s, Tocqueville recorded what
would come to be understood as aspects of American character, or culture, contributing to basic
democratic processes. His observations were the basis for his two-volume study called
Democracy in America (1945[1835]).

1
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The historical and ethnographic insights in this work make a significant contribution to
understanding American democracy in the 1800s as well as offer insights that are still relevant.
The key to American democracy, Tocqueville claimed, was the ability of citizens to create
associations of many kinds, including trade organizations and civic groups, or to gather in town-
hall meetings. He concluded:

In no country in the world has the principle of association been more successfully
used or applied to a greater multitude of objects than in America. Besides the perma-
nent associations which are established by law under the names of townships, cities,
and counties, a vast number of others are formed and maintained by the agency of
private individuals. (198)

In this passage, we find a number of sociological insights. First, Tocqueville offers an un-
derstanding that association in a social sense has different levels. Not only is association under-
stood as a function of individuals taking initiative (agency) to form private groups but associa-
tion also has a broader social characteristic, as individuals are organized into townships and
cities. Second, he suggests that association has been paramount to the functioning of social order
and the advancement of the common good. This is viewed as an essential principle of social life
guaranteed in the Constitution of the United States. This associational nature of the early
American republic reflects the pluralist argument that power is found in organizing. Tocqueville
also advanced the basic pluralist assumption that social groupings constitute power centers in so-
ciety to accomplish civic outcomes.

A century later, social scientists began to rigorously test the assumptions of the pluralist
view of power in the United States. In a classic study of politics in the city of New Haven,
Connecticut, Robert Dahl (1961) found that groups and coalitions in the city would compete for
victory in elections for city office, or coalitions would be formed to address city issues of concern.
Community life, Dahl would suggest, was indicative of the nature of power in the United States.
He found that while the citizens of the community participated in elections to select city leaders,
the business of governing was dispersed into sectors reflecting economic, social, and political
interests. Each sector in the community was made up of groups and associations with the requisite
resources (e.g., wealth or prestige) to influence decision-making processes. Dahl reported an
image of a division of labor in governance whereby power was dispersed among interest centers
within the community. There was no concentration of power per se, assured by a process charac-
terized by negotiation and exchange of “this for that” in order to make decisions that affected the
larger community. New Haven was essentially a mirror of the larger social pattern that Dahl and
other pluralists believed best described American democracy in the 1950s and 1960s.

Following Dahl, various research projects (Hunter 1953; Polsby 1963) advanced knowl-
edge about power at the local level and were key tests of basic pluralist assumptions. Studies of
New York City (Sayre and Kaufman 1960) and Chicago (Banfield 1961) and Miller’s (1970)
cross-cultural study of Seattle, Bristol (England), Cordoba (Argentina), and Lima (Peru) con-
firmed a pattern of shared power across groups rather than concentrations of power. The studies
of power in the 1960s came to be known as the community power studies. The pluralist concep-
tualization of power was supported by these early studies of local politics.

However in the 1970s, the focus would shift as the social upheaval of the 1960s prompted
political sociologists to examine social movements, collective behavior, and eventually the state.
The idea that power was dispersed across groups and sectors would be tested amidst a social
backdrop of social conflict and change. Pluralist assumptions were challenged as segments of so-
ciety asked whether power in society was truly equal and whether individual citizens, as well as
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those organized into interest groups and associations, could exercise power to achieve policy
outcomes. Women, youth, and racial and ethnic minorities organized collective protests to
demonstrate that power was not equal. But as pluralists would acknowledge, as a result of protest
and collective action, the system of governance responded and accommodated change. For ex-
ample, the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s resulted in changes in election laws and
employment laws, and in 1972, the voting age was lowered to 18 as a result of protest. The rev-
olution was seen as a response to demands of organized citizens. Traditional pluralists would
claim that the governance in the United States demonstrated its responsiveness to organized
coalitions and collective efforts to change.

In the 1990s, explorations of pluralism took different directions. The focus shifted to what
some argued was the disappearance of engagement in collective political action found in the
1960s and 1970s. This suggests a paradox that pluralists could not explain. In a discussion of
“civic engagement,” Skocpol and Fiorina (1999) observed that:

Even as more voices speak up on behalf of social rights and broad concepts of the
public interest, millions of Americans seem to be drawing back from involvements
with community affairs and politics. Most prominently, voting rates have dropped
about 25 percent since the 1960s. Moreover, the proportion of Americans who tell
pollsters that they “trust the federal government to do what is right” has plummeted
from three-quarters in the early 1960s to less than a third at the turn of the twenty-
first century. American civil society may also be weakening. (2)

The decline of civil society struck a theme in pluralist research and was connected to the
weakening of social ties that Tocqueville celebrated as a strength of American democracy.
Researchers turned to explaining how citizens build trust and social solidarity through a variety
of associations and social connections. Research on what came to be called social capital sug-
gests that individuals who are more connected in groups and associations (e.g., PTA, soccer club,
and Rotary) are more likely to participate in politics (Coleman 1990; Putnam 2000).
Membership in social groups, according to this pluralist line of analysis, fosters a sense of the
collective, which, Durkheim argued a century earlier, contributes to the ability of the communi-
ty to solve problems in cooperative, collaborative ways. This sense of civil connection is an im-
portant claim in the pluralist approach.

CRITICISMS OF PLURALIST THEORY  The pluralist explanation of power and politics in society
is not without criticism. The pluralist framework has in many ways stood as the baseline for
counterargument and paradox in political sociology. Much of this has to do with the fact that plu-
ralism in many ways aligns best with the assumptions of a U.S. democratic society. There are a
number of ways this framework is weak in accounting for the social bases of power in society, in
some cases failing altogether to explain some phenomena. A number of weaknesses in the plural-
ist model of power have been identified:

1. Much of the research that had gone into building the pluralist framework was based on
U.S. democratic society; few tests of the pluralist model in a global context exist (Marger
1987).

2. The emphasis on groups assumes that individuals participate in political processes as a
result of their group memberships. This assumes that individuals in the social system have
equal access to political groups and associations across the horizon of state and public
spheres. Some research indicates that this is not the case (Skocpol and Fiorina 1999).
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3. There is also evidence that individuals who join politicized groups and associations tend to
come from high-status segments of the population. This is also true for individuals who
participate through voting. Thus, pluralism cannot account for significant differences in
associational and political activity based on wealth, gender, or race.

4. These social cleavages in turn can create polarization and not a consensus of values as plu-
ralism maintains. In many ways, the winner-take-all election rules exclude those who lose
in the political game: typically those with fewer resources (Piven and Cloward 1988).

5. As will be seen in the following section, some argue that bureaucracy trumps democracy
(Alford and Friedland 1985). In other words, the reality of politics is such that experts,
bureaucrats, and policy professionals influence the state more so than the masses who
typically participate on a cyclical (elections every two or four years) or periodic basis.

Elite/Managerial

The elite perspective in political sociology stands in stark contrast to the pluralist perspective.
The focus here is on the concentration of power in society in the hands of few who are distin-
guished by shared background characteristics such as expertise, personality, social ties, or mem-
bership in select strata of society (Figure 1.2). The elite perspective explains the concentration of
power in society by focusing on social groups, organizations, bureaucracies, and elite circles of
interaction. It is the elite power center that controls the distribution of resources in society
through its various structures and complex organizations.

The elite perspective thus places significant emphasis on how the concentrated power cen-
ters of society control the state and its governing apparatus. Studies of the state based on the elite
framework focus on the bureaucracy in particular. Much of this emphasis is founded on Weber’s
classic argument that postindustrial life would rely on complex organizations and rationalization
processes to manage social order. The ways in which a social elite controls these complex organ-
izations and ultimately uses bureaucracies to exercise power are a principal focus of traditional
elite approaches in political sociology.

Elites

Sub-Elites

The Masses

FIGURE 1.2 The Elite/Managerial Metaphor of Power: Dominance at Top

Source: Figure created by Tim Buzzell
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CLASSICAL AND CONTEMPORARY ELITE/MANAGERIAL APPROACHES The elite-managerial
perspective has its first detailed articulations in the works of four European scholars heavily
influenced by their observations and experiences of the Industrial Revolution: Max Weber,
Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca, and Robert Michels. While each described society as made up
of the ruling elite and the ruled masses, they contributed very different observations about the
characteristics of elite rule.

The contributions of Weber to the elite-managerial framework are perhaps the most signif-
icant. His writing served as the foundation for a great deal of work not only in political sociology
but also in sociology more generally. Briefly, his work on the nature of bureaucracies in the
creation of a truly “managerial” elite, the nature of leadership within these complex organiza-
tions, and the exercise of power in society are three important concepts he contributed to the elite
framework in political sociology. Because Weber demonstrated how bureaucracy emerged as a
part of the modern state to manage the complexities of industrial society, we will address the
state more fully in Chapter 2. Suffice it to say here that Weber’s central contribution to the elite-
managerial framework in political sociology is that complex organizations and bureaucracies are
at the heart of elite rule in society. These are the instruments of power, especially in industrial
and postindustrial societies. In other words, Weber teaches us that bureaucracies are social sys-
tems that harness the resources in society—financial, technocratic, and legal—over long periods
of time. The result is a concentration of power in upper social strata.

Pareto (1935) described emerging Italian society, and European society for that matter, as made
up of elites and masses. At the pinnacle of social interaction, with control of key organizations—
military, educational, financial—was an elite that emerged as a result of achievement or place-
ment in key social positions of power. Pareto argued that elites exercised power through “force
and fraud.” He described the elite strata of society through analogy—that of lions (those who use
force) and foxes (those who rule by fraud). Power was realized through the exercise of force or
through cunning. Moreover, Pareto found that individuals could move or circulate from the gov-
erning to the nongoverning elite or they could move out of the elite and be replaced by members
of the non-elte. This suggests a dynamic within the elite structure dictated by connections among
lions and foxes in the ruling elite.

Mosca (1962[1915]) also, in observing Italian and European societies during the Industrial
Revolution, described the elite as made up of its own layers of membership circles, with control
of the pinnacles of power based on struggle between the various substrata of the elites. He sug-
gested that while power was concentrated in the top positions of rule in society, there was a
group of civil servants, bureaucrats, and military operatives all retaining a certain expertise that
shapes understandings of social problems, political issues, and the interests, on occasion, of the
masses. Mosca argued that the elite structure in society is made up of layers and that each layer
contributes to periodic ebbs and flows in the exercise of power, rather than viewing elite rule as
a matter of personality or achievement as suggested by Pareto. Shifts in the ability to exercise
power are based on social conditions, the nature of organizational structure, and at times, the
abilities of leaders within the elite structure.

Michels (1915) offered a fourth variant in the early conceptualization of the elite frame-
work. His contribution comes from his rather famous observation still relevant to the study of
why organizations and groups emerge within the elite: oligarchy. We refer to his “iron law of oli-
garchy” to describe the fact that a few typically tend to run organizations and groups. He draws
upon the sociological notion of a division of labor to explain why this occurs. Simply stated, elite
rule is reinforced by the fact that experts and specialists are rewarded in advanced industrial so-
cieties as legitimate leaders in a group or an organization. These are the individuals the masses
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defer to because the masses have little interest in the complexities of state leadership, policy cre-
ation, or more generally stated, solving the problems of society. This elite formation assured that
power was concentrated in the hands of a few, predisposed toward preserving power in the oli-
garchy, and resistant to changing over to rule by others within the elite.

From these important foundations in the work of the elite-managerial perspective emerge a
variety of contemporary applications. The work of C. Wright Mills was influential in building in-
sights into the nature of elite rule in the United States, the largest democracy in the world. Mills
(1956) coined the term power elite to describe the upper strata where top politicians, top military
leaders, and corporate executive interacted to exercise power over the government, military, and
corporate institutions of society. What Mills revealed in his study of the power elite of 1950s was
that America was governed by a cohesive body of rulers, who were at times able to trade positions
(e.g., military leaders who became politicians or corporate leaders from wealthy families who be-
came politicians) to create a power center in the United States. This research challenged the
metaphors of power found in the community power studies by Dahl, Polsby, and others.

The study of elites in the United States today focuses on the connections between concen-
trations of wealth, military power, or political power at the top, and various aspects of political
life. Mintz (2002) concludes that research on two aspects of elite rule—corporate elites and
upper-class elites—shows how power is indeed exercised by a few. Her summary of research
looks at the network or organizational approach to the study of elites and shows how these con-
centrations of networks within the upper strata exercise significant power. Evidence suggests that
elites have power through financing of electoral campaigns, participation in policy groups or
think tanks, and the creation of interest groups to lobby policy-making bodies. Studies of elite
power have been dedicated to understanding how these networked concentrations of membership
work and to mapping the extent to which elites exercise influence throughout the civil sphere
(e.g., media, political associations, education, and religion). Higley and Burton (2006) show how
elite patterns of rule have emerged alongside global patterns of political change. They argue that
within democracies around the world, elite power has emerged as a dominant force of rule:

Elite theory holds that those who have serious and sustained effects on political out-
comes are practically always few in number, are fairly well situated in society, and
are mainly individuals who see some clear personal advantage in political action, de-
spite its risks. These individuals and the tiny groups they form—elites—mobilize
large numbers of people into more or less reliable blocs of supporters for various
measures and causes. In this respect, all politics, whether autocratic or democratic,
are elitist in character. (202; emphasis added)

This conceptualization of regimes throughout the world is a good example of how the elite
framework continues to be a dominant model in describing, explaining, and predicting political
outcomes in society.

CRITICISMS OF THE ELITE/MANAGERIAL THEORY This framework has not fully explained all
aspects of the society—politics relationship. Marger (1987) identified three major criticisms of
the elite-managerial argument:

1. It is ambiguous as to whether or not elites are in fact cohesive enough to rule as a single
unity. There is evidence that members in the elite circulate among positions and offices,
much like Michels suggested. Thus, with membership in the elite changing, can we pin-
point a group with leadership that sets the agenda for power and governance? Moreover, as



Chapter 1 * Power

we will see from the research by Domhoff (2010), it is unclear if the elite is a ruling seg-
ment of society or in fact a social class.

2. Another argument especially relevant for the United States is that masses still have some
power to challenge elites, especially given the diversity of both. One line of research that
raises questions about the ability of the masses to participate is the role the Internet plays
in dissemination of political information through Web sites or political blogs. Are these
controlled by the elite or is this an example of how elite rule is challenged through the
adaptation of Internet technology for the expression of political interests by the masses?
This implies too that the masses may include a new layer of technologically savvy, regulation-
and law-focused experts who hold a higher-participatory position in the upper end of the
triangle where the masses have traditionally been relegated. For instance, Figure 1.2 sug-
gests that a subelite made up of experts, technocrats, and lawyers serves elite rule by
working with the masses.

3. Related to this idea is that the old elite—masses model is too simple and it may not be di-
chotomous; is there room here for other layers? As the masses have become more educated
since the Industrial Revolution, and as the middle class has grown to include financial assets
that correlate with participation, additional layers of power may be found just below the
elites, further distinguishing the masses into strata not previously identified by the research.

Social Class and Politics

The class perspective in political sociology, to some extent, is consistent with the elite frame-
work, arguing that power is concentrated in the hands of a few. But the class framework suggests
that the basis for the concentration of power is not necessarily based on characteristics of indi-
viduals who hold power. Rather, the traditional class argument suggests that economic interests
are the basis for power in society. More directly, the class perspective studies how control of cap-
ital, labor, markets, and raw materials is maintained by the capitalist classes. This framework is
based on Marxist theories, that power rests in the classes that control the means of production.

The class approach would thus consider politics and associated structures as “captured” by
the capitalist class. The governing apparatus, the bureaucracy, political parties, and methods of
selecting individuals for political office are shrouded in class interests. Variations on this basic
argument are numerous and will be discussed throughout this textbook. At this point, remember
that the class framework, much like Marx suggested, which originally sees the state as a social
structure that grows out of economic interests in society, ultimately serves the interests of those
who control the means of production. Thus, the state plays a key role in the distribution of re-
sources in society, usually to advance economic demands of the owners of capital, or to placate
the periodic uprisings of laborers.

CLASSICAL AND CONTEMPORARY CLASS APPROACHES The essence of Marx is best sum-
marized by a key statement in his work, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy
(1970[1859]):

In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite relations that are
indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of production correspond
to a definite stage of development of their material powers of production. The totality
of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society—the
real foundation, on which legal and political superstructures arise and to which defi-
nite forms of social consciousness correspond. The mode of production of material
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life determines the general character of the social, political and spiritual processes of
life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the con-
trary, their social being determines their consciousness. (Bottomore 1973: 51)

These dynamics stand in contrast to societies organized around the principles of feudalism
or slavery. Marx’s historical analysis was an important advance in developing an empirical theory
of power in societies as they stood during that period in history known as the Industrial
Revolution. This historical analysis was comparative (capitalism compared to feudalism), and
Marx pinpointed the paradoxes of what was at the time thought to be advances in the democrat-
ic experience. For Marx, power in capitalist society was to be understood as broad social forces
and social structures created through the relations of production, the economic structure of soci-
ety, and the superstructures.

Marx refers to the relations of production in a society as the day-to-day interactions between
individuals along several dimensions. This concept rests on the notion that such day-to-day interac-
tions are based on materialism, or on the basic needs of human life. The relations of production
refer to the relationships between workers and their products and workers and submission to au-
thority, and how facets of production are owned and distributed in a society. The modes of pro-
duction are the technologies used in production such as coal, crops, steam engines, or farmland.
Marx argued that the relations and modes of production constitute the “substructure” of a socie-
ty, which contributes to social conflict.

The “superstructures” are those institutions arising out of the substructures. Once these super-
structures evolve, they work to maintain the oppression of the working class. In other words, political
organizations, ideology, religion, and other superstructures contribute to the dominance-characterizing
relations of production. The superstructures generate the necessary conditions to assure that the
working class is subservient to the owners of capital through control over the means of production, in-
fluencing the relationships among workers and dominating workers, and through the ownership and
distribution of labor-based outcomes (material goods) distributed in a society for profit. The extent of
this dominance is significant. Based on the concept of materialism, Marx and Engels wrote:

The production of ideas, conceptions of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven
with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the real language of
life . . . The class which has the means of material production at its disposal has con-
trol at the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally
speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it.
(Marx and Engels, in Collins 1994: 4-5)

This dominance based on materialism and ideology, Marx concluded, was characteristic of
the nature of power in advanced capitalist societies. This dynamic is the key variable in explor-
ing how economic structures dictate the conscience of members of society.

The struggle between the classes in a capitalist society occurs as a result of the inequality
in the ownership of scarce resources and the means of production. The bourgeoisie, through pri-
vate ownership, controls these resources, as well as the means of production. The result of the
capitalist superstructures is the exploitation of the labor sold by the proletariat in exchange for
what amounts to a minimal wage. The profits taken by the capitalists are the surplus value of
those goods produced by the exploited workers. The superstructures that develop as a result of
this aspect of capitalist society serve to maintain control by the bourgeoisie. Such dominance
continues until, according to Marx, the proletariat is enlightened and asserts its interests, thus
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overthrowing the dominant class through revolution. The conflicting interests of these two classes
are the focus of Marxist notions of inequality. This conflict emerges from the materialist tenden-
cies of humans; thus, Marx asserts that all social action is determined by economic structures and
not by the consciousness of man.

According to the basic class argument, the essential characteristic of all social relationships
in society is conflict. Simply stated, as substructures change, new superstructures emerge, and as
superstructures are destroyed, new relationships between substructures are developed. This cyclical
characteristic is how Marx accounts for patterns of social change. More specifically, he argues that
the conflict inherent in a capitalist society occurs between classes. This moving force of history,
which arises out of industrial production as owned by the bourgeoisie and produced by the labor of
the proletariat, is the essence of Marx’s concept of class conflict and the resulting political patterns.

Weber made a number of significant contributions to the study of power and society that
built on the works of Karl Marx. As mentioned earlier, Weber developed a typology of power,
descriptions of bureaucracy and the state, and, for the class perspective, a political sociology
based on the interactions between what he called “class, status, and parties.” He argued that
classes were “clearly the product of economic interests” (Runciman 1978: 45). The term class is
appropriately used when: “(i) a large number of men have in common a specific causal factor in-
fluencing their chances in life, insofar as (ii) this factor has to do only with the possession of eco-
nomic goods and the interests involved in earning a living, and furthermore (iii) in the conditions
of the market and conditions of labour” (Runciman 1978: 44). Throughout his analysis of class-
es, Weber, like Marx, demonstrates how the control of property or other economic interests is the
basis for social associations of interests. He suggests that these associations contribute to the
emergence of a phenomenon described by Marx as “class consciousness.”

The term status is defined by Weber as a distinct phenomenon and, for the most part, unre-
lated to class. Status “means a position of positive or negative privilege in social esteem which in
the typical case is effectively claimed on the basis of (a) style of life, (b) formal education,
whether based on empirical or rational instruction, together with the corresponding forms of life,
and (c) the prestige of birth or occupation” (Runciman 1978: 60). Status can transcend economic
conditions, and thus, power in a status position may flow from prestige, occupation, or expertise.
However, as Weber demonstrates, each of these elements is often related to economic conditions.
As he notes, class is often associated with the relations of production while status can be associ-
ated with the principles of consumption.

The concept of “parties” was used by Weber to describe power relationships within society.
He observed that class is based on economic order, status is based on social order, and parties are
concerned with social power. The purpose of parties is to influence communal action by forming
associations around a common interest. In this sense, party differs from class and status in that it
is intentionally established to exert power over the apparatus of state or economic order. The party
has an objective plan of action with specific goals to be achieved. Implementing this plan requires
that members of the party be placed in positions of control and influence in a bureaucracy.

Weber’s analysis of class is agreeable with Marx’s notions of class in that both find eco-
nomic forces dictating the emergence of certain associations within society. The notion of status
provides clarification of how workers may be detached from the outcomes of production as well
as how consumption patterns in a society contribute to differentiation between the bourgeoisie
and proletariat. Finally, Weber’s use of the concept of party suggests how those who dominate
the structures of a society control it. This notion is similar to Marx’s argument that those who
control society are those members exercising power over the forces of production. In these and
other ways, Marx clearly influenced the analysis offered by Weber.
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From the foundations of Marx and Weber, the class perspective in the study of politics and
society has taken divergent paths. In some ways, the class perspective has fragmented into so
many different directions that it is difficult to claim that the framework offers a unified concep-
tualization of power. We include Weber in our discussion of the class perspective (he serves as a
foundational thinker in the elite framework too) because his approach to politics included, much
like Marx, an emphasis on the role of power differences and how these differences affected indi-
viduals, groups, classes, and the status structures of society. At least three distinct approaches to
the study of politics have emerged from the Marx—Weber traditions. This collection of approaches
in the class tradition suggests that the framework is composed of many different versions of the
original teachings, including class conflict and political structures, the nature of class conscious-
ness and views of power, and the effects of inequality for different groups in society. The latter
reveals how power in society is used to exclude persons from politics.

CLASS, POLITICS, AND STRUCTURALISM  The first track of inquiry in the class tradition has em-
phasized how the class conflicts described by Marx and Weber are the social roots of political struc-
tures, including a state controlled by ruling-class interests. These “structuralists” place an emphasis
on understanding how the state itself, political groups, and policy outcomes represent ruling-class
interests. The basic assertion by structuralism is that the ruling class protects and preserves its posi-
tion by dominating less powerful interests in society. The state is a superstructure that is created in
capitalist societies in order to use law and policy to advance the interests of the capitalist class.

In an ongoing research focus on social class and politics, Domhoff (1967, 1970, 1978,
1996, 2010) has elaborated on earlier findings to describe in great detail a “ruling class” in the
United States. By studying power as who benefits, who governs, and who wins, Domhoff pro-
vides evidence of what he calls a “class-domination theory of power” (2002: 181). Consistent
with the class perspective, Domhoff traces power to those holding dominant positions in corpo-
rations and economic institutions. The ruling class in turn creates a unified effort to capture posi-
tions of political, cultural, and economic power in the United States. The upper class benefits as
it controls the state to assure protection of economic and cultural interests.

CLASS AND POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS The second line of work in the class framework has
examined how, as Marx observed, consciousness is changed by class dynamics. Here the empha-
sis has been on describing the nature of distractions from the pursuit of self-interest. Recall that
Marx believed that once workers understood the nature and extent of their exploitation, they
would rise up in revolution. Historically this has not played out as Marx predicted. One explana-
tion for this is that the consciousness-changing power of advanced capitalism continues to blind
the working class from exerting power in society.

Much of the work in political consciousness stems from the assertion by Marx and Engels
in The German Ideology (1947[1886]) that “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the
ruling ideas . . . its ruling intellectual force” (39). Political sociology in the class tradition has
described this societal capture of ruling ideas as “hegemony.” Antonio Gramsci advanced this
notion as a world outlook that workers incorporate into their own thinking much to their disad-
vantage. Hegemonic power is based on ruling class culture, ideology, law, and everyday prac-
tices (routines). Carnoy (1984) defines hegemony as follows:

Hegemony involves the successful attempts of the dominant class to use its political,
moral, and intellectual leadership to establish its view of the world as all-inclusive
and universal, and to shape the interests and needs of the subordinate groups. (70)
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A modern extension of this apparatus is the media, which are corporate entities. Modern
campaigns are geared toward the manipulation of candidate images and themes, and thus, can-
didates from the ruling class use the media to advance world views consistent with ruling-class
ideas rather than working-class needs. For example, Mantsios (1995) argues that the media
help to hide a basic understanding of the class structure in the United States, noting that since
1972, on average, 80 percent of the respondents in the General Social Survey identify them-
selves as members of the middle class. Images or language in society that places a greater
value on being a part of the great American middle class—even though the gaps in wealth are
significant—is an example of hegemonic thinking about class distinctions in the United States.

THE CRITICAL CLASS THEORISTS AND POWER IN SOCIETY Thirdly, the work of Marx has
given rise to an emphasis on understanding the significance of using power to exclude persons
from power. Here we can look at political sociologists who study the role of gender, race and eth-
nicity, and sexual orientation, or the nature of citizenship in the modern political era as sources of
social difference used to exclude some from holding power in various social contexts. Research
on feminism, racism, citizenship, and the nature of upper-class dominance and power in society
can be considered extensions of what came to be known as “critical class theory.” The focus of
this tradition has been on challenging power centers in society and utilizing knowledge of class
inequalities to expose the hidden divisions of power. Early critical theory was associated with the
work of scholars at the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt, Germany, in the early 1920s.
These scholars would conceptualize power differently from traditional Marxist notions, empha-
sizing instead the nature of human relationships in language, cultural symbols, ways of life, and
daily interactions. The Frankfurt School developed a program of study that endeavored to expose
how power was used to create social inequalities, social differences, and paths of exclusion.

T. H. Marshall (1950) explored how modern political life was changing the nature of citi-
zenship. In his work on citizenship and social class, he argued that the evolution of capitalism
changed the definitions of citizenship. He conceptualized citizenship as legal and political rights
that would grow out of class and economic interests reflective of their historical era. The
eighteenth-century rights were focused on individual freedoms (e.g., free speech). Debates over
these rights changed with the Industrial Revolution to political rights, characterized mostly by
voting (e.g., the suffrage movement in the United States). In the twentieth century, citizenship was
framed in economic terms as rights related to social welfare and economic security. The signifi-
cance of Marshall’s work is that he cast citizenship—a political sociological concept—in terms of
social evolution, following a historical progression that in each era revealed that certain groups in
the society were excluded from citizenship. Questions of citizenship and social inequality remain
an important part of the agenda in political sociology (Kivisto and Faist 2007; Turner 1993).

A great deal of work in political sociology has been done using the feminist perspective on
the nature of power in society. In their recent global analysis of women holding positions of
power, Paxton and Hughes (2007) concluded that “Although women have made remarkable in-
roads into both higher education and traditionally male occupations, the political sphere remains
an arena where women have far to go” (3). Their research shows that despite progress in increas-
ing the presence of women in political authority structures, this increase has only marginally
affected power differentials. For example, in their study of 185 countries, 36 percent of the
nations have women holding 10 percent of the seats in the national parliamentary body—this is
the highest proportion of female representation. While representation brings voice to feminist
concerns, for most parliamentary systems 10 percent is insufficient to exercise broader power in
the political process.
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The politics of race also holds a significant place in the study of power differences in soci-
ety. Omi and Winant (1994), for example, trace the role of the state in changing the nature of how
race is contested in the civil sphere. They argue that the civil rights movement of the 1960s
offered one way that society conceptualized race (political rights). After the 1960s and 1970s,
race was conceptualized as policies of equal employment, or job discrimination (economic
rights), which Omi and Winant suggest continued ruling-class (white capitalist) dominance in
economic spheres. Political questions of race were transformed from one struggle to another,
with power being maintained by the white ruling class.

Criticisms of the Class Perspective

Some have argued that social class is a dead concept in political sociology, and more generally in
sociology. This is a major criticism of the basic assumptions of the class perspective. In summa-
rizing the weaknesses, Marger (1987) suggests that the class approach fails in the following ways:

1. One of the strongest cross-currents in the class perspective right now is that the traditional
class model does not give attention to influences of key social factors such as sex, age, or
issue politics. A recent study of populist politics suggests this pattern. Frank (2004) asks,
“What’s the Matter with Kansas?” to highlight how voters and political groups are distracted
by single issues such as abortion or gay rights, often to the detriment of their own social-
class positions. Why would laborers and farmers squelch their own economic interests in
the political process to contribute to the success of political coalitions that in the end
support policies to their detriment?

2. Politics are not simply influenced by economics, and can be shaped by other aspects of
social change and social life. Religion, for example, has had significant influence in polit-
ical change, in some cases revolution, and this appears to be a global phenomenon. Much
like Weber observed about status, the role of technology and expertise can create what
Derber, Schwartz, and Magrass (1990) called a “mandarin class” of experts whose power
is found in their bureaucratic, legal, and scientific expertise.

3. Groups emerge that cannot be accounted for by the class model, such as a new class or
elites of managers who do not necessarily emerge from the modes of production. As
Marger (1987: 49) states, the class model is unable to fully explain the pattern that “The
few dominate the many regardless of the nature of property relations.” From this perspec-
tive, elites, rather than upper classes, have power. This criticism highlights the fact that
much research in the class tradition fails to distinguish between a ruling elite and a ruling
social class.

THE TRADITIONAL FRAMEWORKS TODAY

The three frameworks we know as pluralist, elite-managerial, and the social-class perspectives
are at the foundation of the ways in which political sociology has conceptualized power. As theo-
ries have been tested through research, addressing unexplained paradoxes and political realities
not captured by the metaphor of a particular theory, revisions have been proposed. The struggle in
political sociology to explain political processes has created debates among proponents of the
frameworks. A good example of the debates created by the three frameworks is found in the 1974
study of power by Lukes. His analysis of politics in society—which he revised in 2005 to elaborate
on some of these tensions created by competing models of politics—highlights the differences
between pluralist and elite/class approaches. Lukes builds a three-dimensional understanding of
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politics. The first dimension guides us to see politics as the observable exertion of power with
tangible outcomes of decisions. For example, the first dimension would focus on how voters
concerned about health care policy choose between Republicans and Democrats. The second di-
mension of politics would ask the question: How does health care become an issue of concern in
an election, and just as important, how do we explain when the issue is ignored during an elec-
tion by political candidates? The second dimension of politics, according to Lukes, requires us to
uncover the less visible role of agenda setters who exert influence over what is on the table for
deliberation. Democratic Party leaders may encourage candidates they fund to avoid discussing
health care because it is too complex for voters to understand. The third dimension is even more
subtle, according to Lukes. The third dimension is invisible, where cultural and hegemonic
forces are at work shaping the beliefs and values in society that alter decision outcomes and
choices in agenda setting. Health care is never addressed because the upper-middle and upper
classes in the United States for the most part enjoy basic health care coverage. The belief that
employers can sustain private health care insurance is sustained in a capitalist belief system that
perpetuates the argument that government-funded health care is “evil” or “inefficient and wastes
money.” Often, candidates do not even spell out their arguments against government-funded
health care; they just label it “socialized medicine” as if this in and of itself is sufficient to dis-
miss it as a policy option.

Lukes’ purpose with his study of power is to suggest that the first dimension (pluralist) and
the second dimension (elite) do not fully explain political outcomes. He points to a persistent
question in the study of power: What happens when we think of power as acquiescence or non-
decision where outcomes are a function of subjective forces (socially constructed) rather than
objective (rational) forces? To extend this criticism of commonplace assumptions about demo-
cratic societies in particular, Egan and Chorbajian (2005) identified what they call “vernacular
pluralism” (xvii). Much like Lukes pushes us to think beyond tacit assumptions and unchecked
beliefs, these authors argue that:

As long as there are social classes and other social divisions, there will be different
and opposing class interests. Vernacular pluralism conceals this and contributes to
making people naive or apathetic and ultimately easier to manipulate and control. In
this sense it is dangerous and holds back rather than promotes the strengthening and
extension of democracy. (xviii)

As a result of these ongoing paradoxes in current studies of power and politics, political
sociology has turned to a number of alternative frameworks to describe the nature of the relation-
ship between society and politics.

Lukes warns that the few who make up the elite may use modern political processes to
generate fears, guilt, and/or jealousy within the larger democratic community, and ultimately
disrupt doing what is best for the community as a whole. In other words, Lukes explains that
power will continue to be concentrated in the hands of a few when the few convince if not
dissuade citizens to act in ways that are in fact not in the interests of the community as a
whole. This work and others have pushed political sociology to address failures in the plural-
ist notion of democracy, or the inability of the elite-managerial framework to account for
changes in political regimes, to construct new theories of power. Perhaps, this is admittedly
an oversimplification. But questions posed by political sociologists have resulted in new di-
rections in conceptualizing power and politics in society, building on the research of the past
century.
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NEW DIRECTIONS AFTER THE TRADITIONAL FRAMEWORKS

After a comprehensive assessment of the state of political sociology, Janoski, Alford, Hicks, and
Schwartz (2005) argued that the debates between proponents of the different frameworks helped
to identify yet unexplained patterns in politics and power. In particular, they identified three
“challenges” that confronted political sociologists at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

The first challenge is “where to put culture” in the study of politics. Increasingly in the last
two decades, sociologists have given more attention to the study of culture. While there are many
definitions of culture used, we find that as political sociologists incorporate the study of culture
into their work, they focus on topics associated with culture—values, beliefs, customs, tradi-
tions, symbols, and knowledge found in society.

The second challenge has to do with other research that more and more embrace the model
that individuals and social groups act in rational ways, seeking to maximize benefits in certain
outcomes. For political sociologists, this means understanding how groups in society use power
to bring greater benefits to the group and its members.

The third challenge focuses on the growing theoretical tradition commonly referred to as
postmodernism in sociology. While some may argue that this framework has its roots in social
critique and the work of Marxist or conflict sociology, postmodernists argue it avoids labels and
instead attempts to identify the ways in which power in society is subtly structured by dominant
social forces. This framework is associated with the influences of Michel Foucault (1977, 1980),
who traced through time the ways by which society maintains differences in power through lan-
guage, ideas, inherited practices, or social “narratives.”

As any field completes its research agenda, it develops theoretical revisions.
Contemporary political sociology builds on the successes and failures of past understandings
of power in society and has developed a number of new perspectives. Some of these incorpo-
rate lessons from the past. For example, there is now a more solid connection between the
elite-managerial perspective and some aspects of the social class approach. Domhoff’s (2010)
work is a good example of how the class framework and elite/managerial framework have
been tied together to understand the nature of a ruling elite. We identify four frameworks that
are building interesting alternative metaphors for the social bases of power in society: the ra-
tional choice approach, studies of political culture, the institutionalist approach, and postmod-
ern sociology.

RATIONAL CHOICE Rational choice theories begin with the assumption that individuals and
groups are moved to action by articulated desires and goals. In this sense, choices made reflect
actions that are assumed to reflect the group’s efforts to achieve certain goals. Criminologists
have applied rational choice theory to explanations for crime by depicting certain criminal acts
as a function of motivations and goals of an offender, the likelihood of detection or even arrest,
and how these rewards and risks change given certain opportunities for crime (Cohen and
Felson 1979; Felson 1987). In simplest terms, an offender might rob a business if he or she
thinks that the cash take would be high with low likelihood of being caught. The outcome in
this case might yield high dollar rewards with low risk. Rational choice theorists in political so-
ciology suggest similar assessments of the risk—reward—opportunity in the political landscape.
Are there potential rewards for an interest group going to the expense of organizing a get-out-
the-vote campaign to gain a majority on a city council, or to lobby Congress to change policies
that might benefit the group?

Using an economic model of human behavior, rational choice situates the study of power
in the incentive-based connections between individuals, groups, and institutions. Participation in
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politics is assumed to be linked to reward structures. For example, one question addressed by this
perspective is, which is more powerful, Congress or bureaucracies? Individuals and advocacy
groups lobby government agencies that award grants or set regulations, much in the same way
they try to influence members of Congress. Grants and entitlements are incentives for policy out-
comes, and the details of how these are given may sometimes thwart congressional intent behind
legislation creating the program. Rational choice research would focus on the flow of incentives
from these agencies and the creation of groups that behave according to bureaucratic power
rather than congressional.

Are interest groups motivated to achieve rewards from the government? Most likely so, and
they have organized to see that their interests are in fact recognized in policy outcomes. Are there
costs or risks to pushing interest-group agendas? One could say yes, that the risk may be inherent
in a game that has limited resources, such as a state budget. What political opportunities arise to
see that rewards are maximized and risks or loss minimized? Interestingly, political opportunities
for interest groups may emerge when new political majorities gain power in Congress or the state
legislature, or when interest groups work together to create coalitions to lobby a bill through
Congress (opportunities for action). The old saying “politics makes for strange bed fellows” per-
haps captures this idea that when interests are realized, the rational thing to do is align with others
to achieve those interests. For example, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) worked with
groups from the pornography industry to oppose congressional attempts in the 1990s to regulate
pornography on the Internet. The alliance was perhaps an odd combination on the surface, but the
shared goal of the ACLU and pornographers was similar enough to create a coalition to support
claims to First Amendment rights. On the other side was an even stranger coalition of feminists
and religious conservatives opposed to the acceptance of pornography of any kind. The rational
choice approach would understand these coalitions as an outcome of rational group behavior
designed to bring about success in policy decision making in the policy arena.

Rational choice theories depict much of the political process as a game, with different
interests competing in the game, which is constrained by certain rules and, in some situations,
laws. Individuals, organizations, and nation-states all are players in an arena where there is com-
petition for scarce resources. Nation-states as rational actors may compete in a foreign policy
game over oil. We know that the competition for oil can in fact become intense enough to result
in war or armed conflict. A war requires an army of individuals, in some cases paid for a career
in the armed services, or in other situations drafted into service by the nation-state. Thus, the risk
of life is seen as a willing expenditure on the part of nation-states that go to war to protect or con-
trol interests in the Middle East. Rational choice perspectives or game theory would understand
the exercise of power by studying the self-interests of actors.

POLITICAL CULTURE  As the study of culture has flourished, so have explorations in the role of
culture in the society—politics relationship. When Weber defined culture as a “switchman” on a
train track of life directions, he was highlighting just how significant culture is in shaping social
interactions, including the nature of political interactions at the individual, group, organizational,
and societal levels. At first glance, the study of politics and culture has focused as one may ex-
pect on the nature of values, beliefs, knowledge systems, and political symbolism in society.
Almond and Verba (1963) describe in their study of civic culture that democratic forms of gov-
ernance flourish in societies with higher levels of educational achievement. This early argument
in the study of political culture brought culture to the study of power.

Interest in the interconnections between culture and politics is organized around a number
of themes (Berezin 1997; Jasper 2005). In broadest terms, the study of political culture currently
focuses on (1) values and belief systems in society that affect politics; (2) the nature of ritual,
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symbolism, and the construction of meaning in political systems; and (3) the nature of agency in
shaping political culture, which stems from individual understandings of power in society. As will
be seen throughout the text, culture now plays an important role in sociological descriptions of
power in social and political systems.

When we are introduced to sociology, we typically develop an understanding of culture as a
system of norms, values, and beliefs assumed through socialization processes across the life course.
The ways in which values and beliefs about power and politics are shaped have been studied in a
number of ways. Inglehart (1990, 1997), for example, has found that historical events such as wars,
periods of scarcity or wealth, and the experiences of generations throughout history can result in
variations in belief systems about lifestyles as well as politics. He suggests that prior to World War
I, individuals had a materialist conceptualization of the world as a result of experiencing World
War I and the Great Depression. As a result, their political preferences were oriented toward prag-
matism. In contrast, he found that the postmaterialists were influenced by periods of sustained eco-
nomic growth. As a result, political action was understood as a way to achieve rights to protect cer-
tain lifestyles. For example, debates about legal recognition of intimate partners (e.g., gay marriage)
or regulations about what constitutes a suitable family environment for children (e.g., adoptions by
same-sex couples) reflect contemporary lifestyle choices that have become politicized.

Political groups and organizations typically stage rituals and symbolic expressions of meaning
attached to political agendas. These rituals may be helpful in communicating throughout society what
one group or political party believes is an important theme about the nature of power in society.
Current research on far-right-wing political groups focuses on the role of ritual and symbolism in con-
structing a political agenda that in some cases seeks separation from the U.S. government, or a social
reorganization of power based on race, gender, or sexual orientation. For example, sociologists have
found that the Ku Klux Klan and neo-Nazi groups have staged rallies and protests to bring attention
to their demands for white separatism (Dobratz and Shanks-Meile 1997). The use of staged rituals or
rallies on state capitol steps or courthouse lawns, where leaders wear Nazi uniforms and swastikas, is
a protest technique that uses Nazi symbolism to bring attention to the political demands of the group
as part of what is called “new social movements” (Jenness and Broad 1997). These rituals are found
in both the United States and Europe. Political sociologists who study these rallies examine the nature
of the protest rituals, or what Tilly (1986) calls “repertoires of contention,” that is, techniques or meth-
ods of challenging current power arrangements inevitably rooted in the cultural stock of the society.

If values and worldviews shape individual perceptions of power, and ritual and symbolism
are further manipulated to project political demands or beliefs, then one is left with questions
about what impact these cultural influences have on individual and group political actions. The
nature of agency, or the ability of individuals to shape culture, to push back as it were, becomes an
important question in the study of political culture. Giddens (1990), for example, has written ex-
tensively on the role of state power and authority in the lives of modern citizens. He argues that all
individuals retain a “dialectic of control” where even in the most dire situations they can exercise
some power against formalized rules or authority. For example, Best (2002) uses this concept to
suggest that an individual being imprisoned can exert control against the authority through sui-
cide, through a hunger strike, or by refusing to leave the prison cell. Albeit small, the individual
has agency in this sense, shaping the influences around him by, at the very least, not complying.

INSTITUTIONALIST  Sociologists define institutions as enduring or lasting patterns of social
organization, usually significant in shaping not only individual actions but also larger social
outcomes. Similarly, the institutionalist approach in political sociology argues that there are
significant enduring, stable, historical patterns related to struggles over power in society. As a re-
sult, there are patterned political outcomes. As the name suggests, institutionalists examine
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what creates these patterns of organized political processes. This theoretical approach follows
several paths of analysis (Amenta 2005). At one level, institutionalists rely on the study of
structures, namely interest groups, unions, organizations, international corporations, and parties,
as well as the state and other associated structures typically with a political focus. At another
level, institutionalists understand political processes as patterned by political norms, practices,
belief systems, and traditions. Thus, political outcomes such as public policy or political move-
ments are understood as a combination of organizational influences as well as cultural influ-
ences. We believe the institutionalist framework seems especially comprehensive when it is
combined with the political culture approach.

The concentric circles in Figure 1.3 depict the relationships suggested by the institutional-
ists. The overlaps between the state, interest groups, and culture suggest areas where political
sociologists find concurrent influences in politics that in the traditional frameworks were treated
as separate concepts. For example, we can think of routines or political phenomena associated
with the work of certain groups in society, advocacy organizations, or social institutions (the left
circle in Figure 1.3), such as religious organizations. Groups in society may seek limits on be-
haviors, and thus policies are created by the state, reflecting demands by the polity for address-
ing a particular concern (the top circle in Figure 1.3). Some policies are likely to emerge under
certain cultural conditions or as a result of values or attitudinal influences in the legislative body
where policy is made (the right circle in Figure 1.3). Institutionalists would hypothesize that a
policy, such as banning gay marriage, emerges as a result of the work of advocacy groups around
changing definitions of marriage, how groups over time elect legislators that share this view or
shape the work of a particular political party, and that groups and legislative leadership on gay
marriage prohibition evolve out of a cultural pattern associated with religious, economic, and po-
litical conservatism in the polity. The point is that institutionalists attempt to bring these concepts
together to explain political outcomes, political structures, and aspects of political culture.

A recent example of research extending the institutionalism framework suggests that a vast
global system of organizational networks and groups provides an international cultural context for
the creation of policy. Beckfield (2003) finds evidence that policy ideas, such as educational
change, regulation of same-sex relationships, laws related to population change and others, can be
influenced by “policy scripts” that are dominant in “rich, core, Western societies” (401). He uses
the concept of “world polity” as a global cultural backdrop of sorts where tracks about what con-
stitutes effective policies in these areas are enacted as a result of international nongovernmental
organizations’ influences on societies throughout the world. In other words, interest groups

State, economy,
polity, global market

Groups,

I Culture,
coalitions,
. symbols,
bureaucracies, .
ideology

organizations

FIGURE 1.3 The Institutionalist’s Metaphor of Power

Source: Figure created by Tim Buzzell
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working throughout the world will tend to follow similar paths of creating policy regardless of the
system of government in a particular country. What institutionalists study is this path of policy
creation, such as identify the policy problem, document the problem through the use of experts or
research, prepare model legislation, activate aligned interest groups in the society to gain local
support, and approach appropriate state actors for policy implementation. This institutionalist ap-
proach demonstrates that culture, policy ideas, organizational actions, and policy outcomes blend
together to reveal the institutionalist model in explaining global politics. Studies using this frame-
work will be reviewed in our discussions of the state, political organizations, and policy.

POSTMODERN POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY A distinct alternative path in the study of the relation-
ship between society and politics is that represented by the influences of what we call here post-
modernism. Rooted in the philosophical and empirical challenges to sociology as science in the
1960s and 1970s, the postmodern turn in political sociology has generated a unique perspective
on the study of power.

Because postmodern thought takes many different forms, it is difficult to summarize its cen-
tral argument. There are several themes running through this body of work. We highlight what
postmodernism has to say about the nature and study of power. The first theme found in this work
is that power must be understood in the subtle, hidden aspects of everyday life. For example, re-
search on what is referred to as the surveillance state (Marx 2004; Staples 2000) documents how
power has shifted to those who control forms of watching the behaviors of others, such as cameras
on ATMs or cameras installed on street corners and traffic signals (see Textbox 1.3). The nature of
being watched shifts power over the body, movement, and privacy to other authorities. The sec-
ond theme in this work emphasizes that power will no longer be understood merely as a function
of social structures per se. The emphasis shifts from the study of the state or social groups to the
construction of individual identities in the face of social resistance. Here language becomes im-
portant. Power is found in the discourse about human sexuality, for example, and in the nature of
making others less powerful by enacting historical scripts about homosexuality or sexual expres-
sion in general. The third theme found in this work emphasizes power in a global context. The
nature of communication and social interaction in a postmodern era is such that human connec-
tions take electronic forms and transcend geographical and time boundaries. In this regard, power
is exercised in the command of information or technologies to shape global awareness about
groups. We will explore these themes throughout the text, finding that the postmodern turn in
political sociology casts a very different light on understanding the nature of power.

One of the key figures in this perspective is French scholar Michel Foucault who wrote
extensively on the nature of power. His insights are intriguing. In fact, he might be critical of our
attempts to define power as we did at the onset of this chapter; he suggests that power “can be
identified better by what it does than what it is” (quoted in Fiske 1993: 11). In this sense, power
is a part of everything social, and the social consequences of power relations are, according to
postmodernists, to be exposed and revealed. Postmodern analysts trace the nature of societal
power throughout history, finding that many consequences of power relationships are subtle and
hidden. Such was Foucault’s (1977) study of discipline and punishment in society, which
demonstrated how, through time, the exercise of state authority to punish through public execu-
tions in the town square was transformed by the state into controlled, private, nonpublic spaces
away from the masses. When the eyes of the masses are unable to see the exercise of punish-
ment, what happens to legitimacy or authority? Foucault argues that it becomes even more dom-
inated by experts such as “corrections officials” or experts cloaked in the traditions of psychiatry.
Because punishment was moved by the state from public venues to hidden prison cells, Foucault
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TEXTBOX 1.3

Surveillance and Types of Power

As we have seen in this chapter, some sociologists who study power in its various forms at the
end of the twentieth century argue that technology has played a significant role in changing the
ways power is expressed/exercised in our day-to-day interactions. These sociologists see power as
taking the form of surveillance, and they suggest that everywhere individuals are watched by dif-
ferent power centers in society.

"Eye" in the pyramid on the one dollar bill

Source: Thinkstock

French philosopher Michel Foucault concluded that science had come to be used in many
different ways to control different categories of people. The diffusion of techniques of surveil-
lance benefited significantly from this technology. For example, the science of criminology was
eventually used to design “state-of-the-art” prisons that would use forms of “rehabilitation” as
well as architectural designs to control individual routines and interactions. Often justified as a
form of crime control or security, science to promote surveillance expanded the tools available to
armies, law enforcement, school resource officers, deans of students, and parents! Foucault
talked of the “gaze” or that knowing we are being watched causes us to reflect on our actions
and behaviors. Power systems often use surveillance without our awareness. The state often uti-
lizes surveillance to control citizens. College students are no exception!

Conduct an inventory of your day-to-day interactions and note which aspects of your per-
son are being watched by others. Look for the following:

e cameras mounted on university buildings or in classrooms;
 images and interactions on Facebook, MySpace, or Web pages;
(Continued)
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e cameras on street corners or buildings in town;

e ways ATMs monitor transactions;

« ways students are tested for things other than material learned in class (e.g., drinking
habits in college and psych-metrics to measure motivation to learn);

« cell phones that record still or moving images;

 geographical positioning systems (GPSs) in cars.

When you start to inventory the various ways a person can be observed, watched, moni-
tored, or tracked, or that someone can know where you are at all times, you are clearly subject to
surveillance. But who is watching? What figures of power (authorities and nonauthorities) are
monitoring your behaviors?

Warning sign at a metro bus stop

Source: Photo by Lisa K. Waldner

Do you think that being watched is a form of coercive, legitimate, or interdependent
power? Is your conclusion based on “who" is watching?

Using Lukes three-dimensional understanding of power, how would you explain the role of
surveillance in contemporary society? Does monitoring behavior represent an informed rational
willingness by citizens to promote social order? Or does monitoring and tracking of behavior sug-
gest manipulation through fear and increased distrust, mostly as a way to preserve power in the
hands of a few? Discuss.
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claimed that the philosophy of self-rule through diligent citizen monitors was given up to social
control by experts watching the once-diligent citizenry. Clearly, Foucault has offered an impor-
tant way of understanding power in the modern civil society.

Other contemporaries have taken postmodernist views of politics in similar directions,
building on this theme that all things social are political—all things societal are about power.
Anthony Giddens (1985), a prominent British sociologist, considers power to be at the heart of
relationships between politics and social institutions including family, religion, education, and
the economy. One theme that runs throughout much of his work is that the modern state blurs the
lines between the state, public, private, and market spheres as we described earlier in this chap-
ter. The exercise of power in this sense is all around us as resources are allocated by social sys-
tems (e.g., physical things) or as authoritative resources (e.g., supervision of employees) are
allocated by social systems. In this regard, and much like Foucault, Giddens treats power rela-
tions as ubiquitous. Political sociology using this approach studies the nature of state control
over allocation or exercise of authority in all aspects of life.

These frameworks each reveal different dynamics in society—politics relationships.
Pluralist approaches to politics will ask different questions about the nature of power than the
elite approaches do. And now we ask, what role does culture play in shaping elite preferences, or
class-based expressions of resistance. In this regard, the various frameworks represent continu-
ing debates about politics in society, highlighting a number of questions that will be addressed in
the decades ahead. These many metaphors for power are built around resolutions to paradoxes of
political and social life. Clearly the work of political sociology is not complete. The chapters that
follow explore the many questions being studied today.

CONCLUSION

A conceptual mapping of the various paths in political sociology is helpful for visualizing the an-
alytic territory of this introduction to political sociology. We are in a position to take advantage
of research on the social bases of politics over the past hundred years. Coser offered an important
conceptual baseline of sorts when he identified the four core topics of political sociology. But
our understanding of power in its social context has greatly advanced in just the past fifty years.
As a result, we can conceptualize the work of political sociology as that described recently by
Hicks, Janoski, and Schwartz (2005):

The very nature of the field that makes political sociology sociological comes from civil
society in the broadest sense—everything about society that is either not the state or
whether the state has overlapped into other arenas. (21)

Thus, the study of power takes in a variety of directions, arenas, or spheres of social and politi-
cal interaction. Power is exercised through the authority and legitimate rule in the state sphere. Power
is dynamic and conflictual in the public sphere as social groups compete for attention or control of the
state. Power is economic and rational perhaps in the market sphere, where rules of capitalist
economies dictate the allocation of resources. And in modern times, the private sphere, the day-to-day
social place of interaction among family members, friends, and intimates, also becomes subject to the
exercise of power by the state, the market, and the actors in the public sphere. These spheres consti-
tute “civil society” and map the terrain for the study of power in political sociology.

Civil society then presents a stage where paradoxes are played out. These paradoxes emerge
perhaps from belief systems that guide actors in the civil society. For example, societal discourse
about abortion represents one issue where we find conflict between the private sphere (family, sex-
ual relations), the public sphere (social movements, voluntary associations), and the state (judicial
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branch, police). Thus, the work of political sociologists is in several domains of the civil society.
Researchers may turn their attention to studies of pro-life advocacy associations, the impact of
abortion laws on teens and their families, or the ideological backgrounds of members of the judici-
ary. All of these areas of analysis constitute the focal points for political sociology.

We conclude this chapter by identifying three major themes that continue to characterize
the study of power in political sociology. Some of these themes emerge as a result of challenges
to our commonsense views of politics in democratic societies, or the tensions and conflicts cre-
ated locally by global influences:

1. Power is concentrated in democratic societies;
2. Power operates not only in direct but also in indirect ways; and
3. Politics is not just about the state but imbues all social relations.

These themes are important to how much of the research in political sociology is organ-
ized. This is not to suggest that all of political sociology is about just three concepts; it’s more
complex than that to be sure. Rather, we suggest these ideas as we close the first chapter of this
textbook and challenge students of political sociology to orient their thoughts to ideas ripe for
inquiry. Debates among conceptual frameworks and emerging theories are the focus of this
text as we prepare to move into more detailed considerations of the pluralist, elite/managerial,
and social-class frameworks, especially considering attempts to synthesize these frameworks
into a more unified political sociology, and to consider these frameworks in light of emerging
research pushing the field into new vistas of understanding.

Power is concentrated, even in democratic societies. The Enlightenment thinkers like
Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau believed that freethinking rational individuals could engage in
self-governance. This was in contrast to the pre-Enlightenment thinking that created a power
structure in society based on divine right of the monarch. The experiences of the Industrial
Revolution were the focus on sociological attention in what is considered the founding writ-
ings of the discipline. Marx brought attention to the ways in which class conflict and the con-
centrations of wealth created a paradox in Enlightenment hopes of self-governance. How
could a parliament of elected citizens self-govern when the representatives in the parliament
were owners of property, industry, and capital? Has the Enlightenment philosophy of self-gov-
ernance met its ideal expression? Or have the struggles over power and the resolution of these
struggles favored a few instead of the many?

Power operates in direct and indirect ways. The early studies of power focused on the
direct exercise of power usually in the form of capacity for action as described in the previ-
ous paragraph. We can all think of obvious examples of direct forms of power—coercion,
for example—where force is used to bring about compliance with interests or desires. Weber
documented the role of bureaucracies in organizing human action into outcomes that would
be legitimated through something as simple as writing things down in a procedures manual.
His concept of rationalization would highlight the paradox of constrained will in democrat-
ic societies. Rationalization of society, according to Weber, was the transformation from in-
formal exchanges between social groups to interactions and exchanges that more and more
were governed (power) by the appeal to procedures and rules. The forces of rationalization
including the creation of “more law” to govern an increasingly complex society after the
Industrial Revolution would become part of the social mindset. Weber would highlight how
deep into social interactions these rules would go, suggesting power is understood in its
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many subtle, more indirect forms found in the values, beliefs, and customs (culture) of com-
plex societies.

For political sociologists, power is about more than overt forms of governance found in
political institutions. Early works of political scientists focused on the nature of governmen-
tal systems. But these works were criticized for being too systems focused. Consider the
work of feminist sociologists in the last forty years. While they focus on the impact of gov-
ernmental structures on policy outcomes for women, or the fact that women do not hold a ma-
jority of the seats in Congress, the work of feminists has also identified the nature of power
in all social interactions. Power in the workplace has typically been exercised by men, which
has resulted in a “glass ceiling,” a discriminatory barrier to women’s advancement into key
positions of corporate governance. Prior to the 1980s, the idea of “sexual harassment” had no
form in law or in describing the nature of sexist language that creates oppressive environ-
ments for women and men through language. Identifying barriers, impediments, language,
norms, and structures that differentiate people into social groups with power and social
groups without power is a key task of political sociology. The field offers a deeper under-
standing of politics by emphasizing the role of social status and social institutions, in addition
to politics, culture, and global influences.

Politics and power are central concerns of sociology and have been since the birth of
the discipline. The ways in which power is played out in social networks of all kinds consti-
tute one of the core areas of study. This chapter has shown how Marx, Weber, and Durkheim
called our attention to the questions of social order and, how it was maintained through the
exercise of power—as manipulated masses, or as moralists following the need for order in
the community. The chapter also suggested that the exploration of political sociology as-
sumed a significant place in the discipline of sociology thanks to the work of C. Wright
Mills, who, in the 1950s, called our attention to age-old themes in the study of who wins and
who loses as essential to the work of sociology. His application of the sociological imagina-
tion to power-based relationships in society marked a significant shift in how sociologists
would study politics. Throughout the text, we will come to understand the role of the socio-
logical imagination in understanding current debates about the nature of politics in contem-
porary society.

The tools political sociologists bring to the study of power have offered much insight
and understanding about things that sometimes challenge our commonsense beliefs about
the nature of politics. As a result of these analytical approaches, political sociology is rich
with metaphors that reveal greater insights into the nature of power at many levels of soci-
ety. Moreover, these tools have been helpful in identifying the nature of social paradoxes
related to power. This chapter builds upon these ideas that are intricately part of the socio-
logical imagination found in political sociology. With this brief introduction to power in
mind, the chapter has described in more detail the ways in which political sociology has
defined power and the typologies (metaphors) constructed to help understand the forms of
power studied. The second portion of the chapter presented the three theoretical traditions
(metaphors) that have evolved in political sociology. These traditions and others that are
now developing tackle head-on the paradoxes that generate the questions and work for the
field of political sociology. These theoretical approaches to understanding power are taking
new forms as a result of debates and controversies in how power is understood in contem-
porary society.
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CHAPTER

Role of the State

It is undeniable that the state influences many different aspects of our lives (Olsen and Marger
1993) through what Michael Mann (1988, 1993) identifies as infrastructural power, or the ability
of the state to penetrate civil society.

The state can assess and tax our income and wealth at source, without our consent . . .
(which states before 1850 were never [emphasis Mann’s] able to do); it stores and
can recall immediately a massive amount of information about all of us; it can
enforce its will within the day almost anywhere in its domains; its influence on the
economy is enormous; it even directly provides the subsistence of most of us (in
state employment, pensions, in family allowances, etc.). The state penetrates
everyday life more than did any historical state. Its infrastructural power has
increased immensely. (Mann 1993: 315)

Similarly, the state has the power to regulate (Skrentny 2006) the most intimate aspects of
our lives including whom we can marry, which sex acts between consenting adults are
permissible,' and how parents may discipline their children. A functioning state, regardless of
type, has the ability to restrict anyone under its jurisdiction. The state is a political institution
because it wields power and for that reason is a focus for political sociologists.

Historically, the state has not always been the primary political institution (Bottomore
1979; Tilly 1985) nor is it clear that it will continue to occupy such a central role. This is not to
say that political institutions will disappear; to the contrary, the institution that manages political
power may be transformed into something very different from the traditional state. Meanwhile,
the state and the nation-state are still considered important concepts by political sociologists. The
focus of this chapter is, what is the state and how does it differ from a nation; how is the state
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different from government; what are various state forms; how do different sociological theories
view the state; and what does the future hold?

WHAT IS THE MODERN NATION-STATE?

Defining the state is problematic because there are two conceptually different issues involved:
What does the state look like and what does the state do or what are the institutional and function-
al dimensions (Mann 1988)? What we call “the state” is in reality a number of interacting insti-
tutions and organizations (Miliband 1993) comprising people occupying defined positions with
specific responsibilities. The “modern nation-state” is a group sharing a common history, identity,
and culture, with a monopoly on the legitimate use of force linked to a specific territory recog-
nized as sovereign by other nation-states. The modern nation-state, with a centralized structure
and elaborate bureaucracy, is a relatively recent human innovation (Bottomore 1979) having
been in existence for only about 6,000 years (Berberoglu 1990).

Prior to the rise of the state, authority was determined by kinship relations or religious
rituals with no specific group charged with decision-making responsibility (Bottomore 1979).
For example, the decision to make war or peace with a neighboring tribe might be made by all
the adult members or by only some members, although one person is the undisputed leader.
Bureaucracy and rationalization, or the adoption of consistent practice and procedures rather
than capricious decision making, are the hallmarks of the modern nation-state. While the con-
cepts of nation and state are linked, there are important distinctions.

Defining the State

Max Weber contends that “a state is a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly
of the legitimate use of physical force [emphasis Weber’s] within a given territory (Gerth and
Mills 1946: 78). The state, then, has the ability to make and enforce laws and is run by those oc-
cupying positions in the state bureaucracy (Nagengast 1994). In short, the state has power over
the lives of its citizens as well as persons currently residing within its borders.

COMPULSORY Weber views the state as “a compulsory association with a territorial basis”
(Heydebrand 1994: 26). The compulsory nature of the state is clear in that short of revolution, we
have no choice but to submit to state authority as long as we physically reside within its borders.
For example, a U.S. citizen traveling in Russia cannot refuse to obey Russia’s laws because he or
she is under Russian jurisdiction.

MONOPOLY The state has a monopoly on the use of legitimate force within its borders
(Runciman 1978). This does not mean that the state must use force. State domination is evi-
denced by the ability to have commands followed without the need to resort to coercion
(Skrentny 2006). Recall the earlier metaphor of parent for understanding the state. Parents
do not always need to threaten children with a spanking for compliance. Children usually
comply because they accept the right of parents to punish even if they do not agree with the
punishment.

As described by Michael Mann (1988), there are two types of state power: despotic and
infrastructural. Despotic power is the use of physical force or coercion administered by the
military or police as agents of the state. Infrastructural power is a more modern power and
refers to the ability of the state to influence and control major spheres of our lives without
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using physical force. Consistent with a Weberian view of state (Gerth and Mills 1946),
Robert Dahl (1963) argues that only the state decides who can use force, under what circum-
stances, and the type of force that is allowed. The state does not have to use force nor does a
monopoly mean that only the state can use force, however, only the state decides when force
is permissible.

LEGITIMACY A driver obeys a police officer not only because a police officer carries a gun but
also because citizens recognize the right of a police officer to make traffic stops on behalf of the
state. For Weber, “If the state is to exist the dominated must obey the authority claimed by the
powers that be” (Gerth and Mills 1946: 78). However, the force that is being used must be “per-
mitted or prescribed by the regulations of the state” (Runciman 1978: 41). What is defined as
permissible varies between nations and, within the United States, between jurisdictions. What is
constant across all is that only the state determines legitimacy.

In Texas, one is allowed to use lethal or deadly force to protect one’s life and, under some
circumstances, property, including that of one’s neighbors (Texas Penal Code: http://tlo2.tlc.
state.tx.us/statutes/pe.toc.htm). In other jurisdictions, lethal force may be used only to protect
one’s life and the danger must be imminent. This means that within the United States, someone
who kills an intruder may be treated differently depending upon local laws.> Weber observed that
fathers sometimes physically discipline their children. Their ability to do so is limited by the
state. Some modern nation-states severely restrict corporal punishment to prevent child abuse
(e.g., Sweden). In the United States, parents cross the line between discipline and abuse when
physical punishment leaves a mark such as a bruise or a handprint (Wallace 1999).

Citizens believing that the state has overstepped its boundaries may take action against the
state through civil disobedience, protest, or even revolution. Ultimately, it is collective society
that delegates legitimacy to the state and this means that it can also be taken away, as was the
case with the American Revolution. Grievances must be extreme before groups will take on a
more powerful state, yet, antistatist movements are on the rise and weaken not only a specifically
targeted state but also all states (Wallerstein 2003).

Emergence of States

Consistent with Weber’s view, Tilly defines the state as “relatively centralized, differentiated or-
ganizations the officials of which more or less successfully claim control over the chief concen-
trated means of violence within a population inhabiting a large, contiguous territory” (1985:
172). Where Tilly departs from Weber and others is in his view on state emergence. Rather than
taking the Hobbesian view that equates the rise of the state with the need for a social contract, or
trading submission to the state for protection, he argues that wars make states and that both war
making and state making more closely resemble organized crime as those involved are “coercive
and self-seeking entrepreneurs” (1985: 171). Tilly contends that just as a racketeer creates dan-
ger and then provides protection for a price, the state protects citizens against threats, both real
and imagined, that are the consequences of the state’s own activities. Citizens tolerate this
because the benefits of other state services (e.g., fire and police protection and public schools)
outweigh the costs.

In the past, professional soldiers and tax collectors held the right to use violence on behalf
of kings. Kings eventually recognized the threat posed by private armies and roving bands of
decommissioned soldiers and acted to consolidate power by disarming private armies and
maintaining a standing one under monarch control. This approach was especially useful for
keeping internal rivals in check.
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Tilly contends that war making and capital accumulation created states because those con-
trolling specific territories needed to extract resources from populations under their control to
fund these efforts. Those in power warred to check or overcome their competitors. Capital
accumulation through taxation provided a more permanent solution for financing wars than
temporary measures such as selling off assets, coercing capitalists, or acquiring capital through
conquest.

One of the advantages of Tilly’s thesis is that he accounts for the variety in state forms and
the different routes to state building (Goldstone 1991). Tilly (1990) identifies two settings in
which states emerge: “capital intensive” and “coercive intensive.” In the first setting, resources
are in the form of money, are controlled by capitalists, and are often concentrated in cities. In the
latter setting, resources are in the form of raw materials (e.g., grain and timber) and land.
Because settings differ, the ways that states are organized and developed are a function of the set-
ting. In capital-intensive settings, states are smaller, more commercialized, and city centered.
Here, trade links are strong, resulting in a weaker state structure as capitalists collaborate with
state building. In coercive-intensive settings, large empires tended to develop because with
fewer cities, trade links are weaker, necessitating “high-level coercion structures” (Scott 2004: 5
of 10) as states developed without the cooperation of local capitalists.

For Tilly (1985), the activities of war making and other uses of state violence, such as state
making or neutralizing rivals inside a power holder’s base, and protection, or eliminating threats
to citizens, are interrelated with and dependent upon extraction (i.e., taxing) or acquiring the re-
sources to carry out the first three activities. Due to the interdependent nature of extraction, war
making, and state making, these activities depend on a centralized organization and increasingly
large bureaucracy. For example, efficient extraction of resources in the form of taxes necessitates
a bureaucratic apparatus (e.g., Internal Revenue Service), which in turn increases state making.
External pressure to create states increases as territories organize into states to defend against
other global powers.

While Tilly’s discussion concerns European states, he notes that decolonized, independent
territories (e.g., 1947 partitioning of British India into India and Pakistan) acquired their military
from outside. As a result, these states did not go through the process of negotiation between the
rulers and the ruled, which expands civil or nonmilitary aspects of the state. Furthermore, these
newer states are more dependent on others for arms and expertise. As a result, the military com-
prises a larger proportion of the newer state apparatus. The recognition of the sovereignty of
these states by influential nations such as the United States or Russia provides an incentive for
ambitious individuals to use the military to take over the state.

Pakistan has a history of the military subverting the democratic process. General Perez
Musharraf’s 1999 takeover was preceded by several previous military coups divided by periods
of democratically elected governments. While Pakistan currently is a democracy, it remains to be
seen whether another military leader will again wrest control and reinstall a more authoritarian
state. For states where the military dominates the state apparatus, such as Pakistan, Tilly argues
that the analogy between organized crime, state making, and war making is even more accurate.

Goldstone argues that although Tilly’s analysis is groundbreaking, his “war-centered
framework™ (1991: 178) oversimplifies state formation by ignoring other factors that contribute
to state making, including ideology and revolution. Goldstone points to the example of England
and the role of the Reformation and religious conflict in shaping the state, or the role of nation-
alism in Italy.

Bruce Porter (1994) contends that the timing and type of war shaped the different paths of
state development. The Continental path of state building created absolutionist states and resulted
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first in civil war and then international war. A Constitutional path of state formation created con-
stitutional monarchies with deliberating bodies but leaner administrative bureaucracies. This
path was followed when a state was able to avoid international war but still had to contend with
internal pressure and conflict. The Coalitional path is the result of states that were able to avoid
civil war but were often involved in international conflicts. These states avoided pressure to cen-
tralize and tended to build more republican forms of government. Finally, states that experienced
both internal and international conflicts, often simultaneously, tended to form dictatorships.
Although an important contribution, Porter’s work is criticized for overemphasizing military
determinants of state formation at the expense of other variables (Kestnbaum 1995).

Differentiating Government from the State

The state is not a single entity but a network of organizations. Following the lead of Tilly and
Skocpol, Ann Orloff describes the state as “potentially [emphasis Orloff’s] autonomous sets of
coercive, extractive, judicial, and administrative organizations controlling territories and the
populations within them” (1993: 9). Because the state is made up of various units with various
degrees of autonomy, Bottomore (1979) reminds us that the state is not a unified force. For
example, the United States has an independent judiciary where judges make decisions that may
conflict with the policies of the executive branch. In the 1930s, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled
some of the New Deal programs designed by the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration to
combat the Great Depression as unconstitutional. Ralph Miliband (1993) provides a detailed
description of the types of organizations that comprise the state. He subdivides the state into the
following categories: government, administration, military and police, judiciary, subcentral
governments, and legislative or parliamentary bodies.

GOVERNMENT The state is often confused with government because the latter speaks on
behalf of the state (Miliband 1993). Government is “the specific regime in power at any one
moment” (Alford and Friedland 1985: 1). In the United States, power switches back and forth
between political parties with political appointees occupying important positions of power, yet
government is less permanent because the state endures regardless of which party captures the
presidency (Olsen and Marger 1993; Stepan 1988).

ADMINISTRATION OR BUREAUCRACY Administration is the sphere that manages the day-to-day
affairs of the state. Political appointees head U.S. departments such as State and Homeland
Security, but civil servants remain regardless of which political party is in power. Richard
Clarke, a former counterterrorism czar for both former U.S. presidents Bill Clinton and George
W. Bush, served seven different presidents in a variety of posts. In light of his claims that
the George W. Bush administration did not take his concerns about Al Qaeda seriously (Clarke
2004), he may be an administrator who should have had more influence over U.S. counterterror-
ism policy. Generally though, administrators are not simply instruments of government, but they
take an active role in formulating policy (Miliband 1993). Perhaps this recognition is why some
government officials allow political considerations to influence which persons are selected for
nonpolitical government appointments. In 2007, hearings over the firing of nine U.S. attorneys
revealed that politics influenced hiring decisions at the U.S. Department of Justice, which is a
violation of civil service laws. One job candidate was allegedly rejected for a prosecutor job
because she was perceived as a lesbian while another received favorable reviews because he was
conservative on the three big Gs: God, guns, and gays (Lichtblau 2008).
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Miliband asserts that the administrative feature of the state extends far beyond the tradi-
tional state bureaucracy and includes public corporations, central banks, regulatory commissions
and other bodies “enjoying a greater or lesser degree of autonomy . . . concerned with the
management of the economic, social, and cultural and other activities in which the state is now
directly or indirectly involved” (1993: 278). Miliband’s definition is broader than state bureau-
cracy but the latter is necessary as a “material expression of the state” and is an outcome of
public policy shaped by politics (Oszlak 2005: 483). Furthermore, the state bureaucracy uses a
myriad of resources including human, financial, technological, and material to produce pro-
grams or services, regulations, and even national symbols (Oszlak 2005). One example is the
programs associated with what political sociologists call the welfare state.

MILITARY AND POLICE Kourvetaris (1997) contends that there is little consensus among po-
litical sociologists regarding whether the military and police are considered part of the state
system or a separate institution. Given that both act at the behest of the state and are under the
authority of a political leader who occupies a government position (e.g., mayor, governor, or
president), it seems reasonable to consider both aspects of the state. Miliband agrees, calling
police and military forces as the branch concerned with the “management of violence” (1993:
279). Skocpol’s (1993) definition of the state also includes the police and military. Finally,
Tilly (1975) argues that the repressive features of the state including taxation, policing, and the
armed forces were historically essential for the making of a strong state. For an authoritarian
or nondemocratic state, the military either controls the state or is in charge of its coercive
capabilities (Stepan 1988).

For democracies, there is concern regarding the role of military and intelligence organiza-
tions. Nations need a strong defense, but when the military and state security apparatus is not
accountable to civilian authorities or when “security organizations . . . attempt to act with secrecy
and autonomy, democratic control of policy is severely challenged” (Stepan 1988: ix). While
Stepan was writing in the aftermath of the Iran—Contra scandal,? the current “war on terror”
waged by the United States and its allies against Al Qaeda renews these concerns because of the
more controversial aspects of the USA PATRIOT (Uniting and Strengthening America by
Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism) Act. In the United
States, an independent judiciary is a check on other components of the state, but Stepan also ad-
vises the development of the capacity within civil society “to speak with knowledge and authori-
ty on complex matters of geopolitics, arms, security, and peace” (1988: x). Political sociology is
ideally suited to prepare individuals who take seriously Stepan’s call to action.

JUDICIARY Skrentny (2006) argues that the United States is a legal state with political actors
using the law and courts to meet political ends. Courts have a substantial impact through policy
making regardless of whether jurists are conservative or liberal. Not only is the U.S. judiciary
independent from politicians heading the government, but it also acts to protect persons under
state control. A recent example is the two U.S. Supreme Court decisions regarding the fate of
enemy combatants held at the U.S. Naval base in Guantdnamo Bay, Cuba. The Court rejected
the position (of the George W. Bush administration) that enemy combatants are beyond the ju-
risdiction of American courts and allowed detainees the right to challenge their captivity be-
fore a federal judge (Gearan 2004; Savage 2008). Sociologists need to pay more attention to
the role of both law and the courts in state building and the making of public policy (Skrentny
2006).
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TEXTBOX 2.1

Undemocratic Practices of American Democracy

George W. Bush has been criticized by civil libertarians for the detention of enemy combatants
outside of the United States as well as for the PATRIOT Act, which allows for warrantless wiretaps
and other civil rights infringements. He is hardly the first American president with the cooperation
of the U.S. Congress to suspend or impede civil liberties in the name of safety and security. The
internment of Japanese citizens ordered by Franklin D. Roosevelt on the advice of the War
Department after the attack on Pearl Harbor was considered by the American Civil Liberties Union
“the worst single wholesale violation of civil rights of American citizens in our history” (Goodwin
1994). Other examples are described in the following paragraphs.

John Adams: The Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 were passed during a time of fear of
rebellion. The residency period for citizenship was increased from five to fourteen years. The pres-
ident was granted the right to expel any foreigner deemed “dangerous” although Adams did not
expel anyone. The Sedition Act “made any 'false scandalous, or malicious’ writing against gov-
ernment, Congress, or the president, or any attempt ‘to excite them . . . the hatred of the good
people of the United States, or to stir up sedition,” crimes punishable by fine and imprisonment”
(McCullough 2001: 505). Historian David McCullough notes that this was clearly a violation of
the First Amendment of the Constitution. Several were fined and/or imprisoned including
Congressman Matthew Lyon of Vermont.

Abraham Lincoln: Lincoln suspended the writ of habeas corpus, meaning that persons
could be held indefinitely without trial. In the beginning, this was restricted to smaller geograph-
ical areas but later became nationwide and had a chilling effect on public dissent. Lincoln biogra-
pher David Donald writes “Editors feared that they might be locked up in Fort Lafayette or the
Old Capital Prison if they voiced their criticisms too freely” (1995: 380). He also writes that
Clement Vallandigham, an Ohio peace Democrat, was arrested and imprisoned for the duration
of the civil war for giving a speech where he referred to the president as “King Lincoln.”
Previously, in a speech made in the House of Representatives, he had charged Lincoln with creat-
ing “one of the worst despotisms on Earth” (1995: 416).

Dwight D. Eisenhower: George W. Bush is criticized for circumventing the Geneva
Convention protocols by classifying captured Taliban fighters and other insurgents from Iraq and
Afghanistan as enemy combatants. He is not the first to circumvent the Geneva Convention. In
the aftermath of World War Il, Eisenhower served as the military governor of the U.S. Occupation
Zone. He reclassified German Prisoners of War (POWs) as Disarmed Enemy Forces (DEFs), which
allowed ignoring Geneva Convention protections. The advantage of this was the ability to lower
the food rations to DEFs (History News Network 2003). In fairness, it should be noted that much
of Europe was facing massive food shortages and starvation.

SUBCENTRAL Miliband’s fifth element is defined as “an extension of central government
and administration, the latter’s antennae or tentacles” (1993: 279). This component not only
communicates and administers from the center to the periphery but also functions as the voice of
the periphery to the center. Despite centralization, these units are also power centers in and of
themselves as they “affect very markedly the lives of the population they have governed” (1993:
280). Miliband does not give specific examples but branch offices of federal agencies fit this cat-
egory. The FBI, Immigration Customs Enforcement (ICE), and the Department of Justice all
have regional offices that not only communicate and administer federal mandates from
Washington but also communicate to the same local concerns and issues. These regional offices
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are examples of “diffusion of control” or having a national presence that is diffused throughout
the country (Oszlak 2005).

Subcentral units of government may manifest themselves differently in other democratic soci-
eties as a result of cultural differences. One example is a rural village located in central Chhattisgarh
(a state of India) that is cut off from the mainstream due to inaccessible roads and the lack of electric-
ity. Residents have little interaction with lower state officials,4 and what does occur is mediated by
the Patel (village chief) or the most powerful village elder who is associated with divine legitimacy
or a belief that this individual is chosen by the gods (Froerer 2005). This may place the Patel above
the law. For these villagers, their experience with the tentacles of central government is influenced
by a figure that is endowed with traditional authority as well as divine legitimacy.

LEGISLATIVE OR PARLIAMENTARY Miliband characterizes the relationship between the
legislative body of a state and its administration or the chief executive as both cooperation and
conflict. Similar to subcentral units of government, legislative bodies are independent power
centers that are often in conflict with the chief executive. Like subcentral units, these bodies also
serve a communication function by articulating to the state the needs and concerns of the populations
they represent and in addition they communicate information from the center to the periphery.

Features of Stateness

Oszlak (2005) contends that features of “stateness” include diffusion of control, externalization
of power, the institutionalization of authority, and the capacity to reinforce a national identity.
Diffusion is subdivided into two processes: (1) the ability to extract necessary fiscal resources
for performing state functions and reproducing the state bureaucracy and (2) the development of
a professional group of civil servants that has the expertise necessary to carry out administrative
functions. Externalization of power is the recognition of a nation-state by others. The institution-
alization of authority refers again to Weber’s ideas regarding the monopoly on coercion. Finally,
the capacity to reinforce a national identity requires producing symbols that inspire loyalty to a
nation-state as well as a sense of belonging and unity. This sense of shared culture, belonging,
and unity is captured in the concept of nation.

Differentiating Nation and State

The concepts of nation and state are often confused or considered synonymous. These concepts are
distinct as nation refers to a shared culture, identity, and a desire for political self-determination
(Bottomore 1979), while the state is a legal entity. Nation and state may coincide as the United
States is recognized as a nation-state, because there is both a shared sense of national unity and a
distinct geographical area controlled by U.S. laws that other nation-states recognize. Political
sociologists have contributed to this confusion by overemphasizing the organizational character of
the state at the expense of the importance of nation (Vujaci¢ 2002). Perhaps because of the rise of
ethnic nationalism and conflict, only recently have sociologists recognized the political importance
and value placed on the perception of nations by citizens (Greenfield and Eastwood 2005).

NATIONALISM Nationalism is “a ‘perspective or a style of thought,” an image of the world, ‘at
the core of which lies . . . the idea of the nation’ which we understand to be the definition of a
community as fundamentally equal and sovereign” (Greenfield and Eastwood 2005: 250) with
sentiments such as “we the people” capturing the essence of nation. While nation and state are
often linked, a sense of nation can independently exist where there is no state, such as in Gaza or
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Palestine. In some cases, a region might prefer to secede and create a separate nation-state that
coincides with nationalist views, such as the Kurdish portion of Iraq or the Basque region of
Spain. In The Kurds: A People in Search of Their Homeland, Kevin McKiernan (2006) argues
that the Kurds have achieved a homeland in Northern Iraq in all but name. While the process of
separation is oftentimes bloody (e.g., Yugoslavia), it need not be, such as with the more or less
peaceful breakup of the former Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia (Vujaci¢ 2004).

Not all nationalist expression necessarily leads to separation, because a culturally distinct
group might prefer to maintain its sense of national identity within a multinational state, such as
French-speaking Québec, which is considered a nation within a state. State and nation can be
mutually reinforcing but need to be distinguished as separate entities (Vujaci¢ 2002). The state is
a legal creation while the attachment to nation is emotional.

When nationalism coincides with a specific territory that is recognized as an autonomous
political unit, it is termed a nation-state. Nationalist ideology that coincides with a state is advan-
tageous because it provides “the state with a new source of legitimacy and dramatically increase[s]
its mobilization potential in comparison to traditional state structures” (Vujaci¢ 2002: 136).

An important question for political sociologists is whether nationalism is a cause or a con-
sequence of the increased fragmentation of larger political units or the breaking of states into
smaller units (e.g., Yugoslavia into Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Macedonia,
Montenegro, and Serbia). Schwarzmantel (2001) argues that it is both, but this depends on the
nature of the nationalist movement in question. For example, nationalism based on ethnicity is
more fragmentary, as its appeal will be limited to members of that ethnic group. Nation-building
in areas where a variety of ethnic groups coexist cannot rely on a nationalism that is primarily
based on ethnic identity. Nationalism that comes at the expense of another ethnic, race, or reli-
gious group may result in political violence including genocide.

CIVIL RELIGION Nationalism is often an expression of civil religion or “attaching sacred qual-
ities to certain institutional arrangements and historical events” (Scott and Marshall 2005: 71),
which celebrates state or civil society and serves the same function as religion, including social
cohesion and value socialization. In The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Emile Durkheim
distinguishes between the sacred and the profane. “Sacred things are things protected and isolated
by prohibitions; profane things are those things to which the prohibitions are applied and that
must keep at a distance from what is sacred” (Durkheim 1995 [1912]: 38). The profane is ordi-
nary and the sacred extraordinary. When the profane transitions to the sacred, the totius substantiae
or total substance is transformed (Durkheim 1995 [1912]). Durkheim writes “at that moment, the
young man is said to die, and the existence of the particular person he was, to cease—instanta-
neously to be replaced by another. He is born again in a new form” (1995 [1912]: 37). Both people
and inanimate objects® can be transformed and when that happens:

the powers thereby conferred on that object behave as if they were real. They
determine man’s conduct with the same necessity as physical force . . . If he has eaten
the flesh of an animal that is prohibited, even though it is perfectly wholesome, he will
feel ill from it and may die. The soldier who falls defending his flag certainly does not
believe he has sacrificed himself to a piece of cloth. (Durkheim 1995 [1912]: 229)

There are many examples of civil religious symbols in the United States, with the flag
being the most common. There are prohibitions concerning how the flag is displayed, handled,
and disposed including “don’t let the flag (sacred) touch the ground (profane).” One of the
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Constantino Brumidi's fresco, “Apotheosis of George Washington,” in the
Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol building

Source: Architect of the Capitol

most dramatic U.S. examples is Constantino Brumidi’s fresco “The Apotheosis of George
Washington” depicting Washington ascending into the heavens and is painted on the interior
ceiling of the capitol dome. In writing about Brumidi’s Apotheosis, Dove and Guernsey (1995)
claim “the religious connotation was clear: here was a man so virtuous and beloved that he
surely had ascended to heaven, escorted honorably by classical personifications of freedom
and liberty.” The ascension is both a symbolic as well as the literal rebirth of Washington from
ordinary man to extraordinary and is but one of many examples of the deification of
Washington that occurred after his death. This association of Washington with virtue continues
with a national myth involving an axe and a cherry tree.

Vujaci¢ (2002: 137) argues that this “sacralization of the political sphere remain[s] a per-
manent feature of modern nationalism.” Greenfield and Eastwood (2005) take issue with equat-
ing nationalism with civil religion arguing that, by definition, religion excludes the secular. Yet
we believe that Durkheim’s concepts of the sacred and profane are applicable to understanding
the cultural meaning and significance of national symbols.

Emergence of Nations

Greenfield and Eastwood (2005) argue that nationalism is cultural and not a structural phenomenon,
yet there are a variety of views on what leads to the emergence of nations and whether modernity is
required. In their review, Greenfield and Eastwood note that the “modernists’” have become popular
since the 1980s, and scholars in this group believe that nation is a result of specific social and eco-
nomic processes including capitalism, industrialization, and the rise of the bureaucratic state. For the
modernists, a bureaucratic state is one of several conditions necessary for the emergence of nation,
suggesting that the state must come first. As anthropologist Carole Nagengast writes in summarizing
various views about nations, “nations do not produce states, but rather states produce nations . . . In
short, the integrative needs of the modern state produced nationalist ideology, which created the
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TEXTBOX 2.2

The Alamo: An Example of Texas Nationalism

Texas was for a short time an independent country and that sense of regional pride and identity are
still felt today. Texans fly the state flag at the same height as the American flag and celebrate their
history of independence. One example is the Alamo shrine located in San Antonio, Texas.
Approximately 3 million persons annually visit the Alamo also known as the “cradle of Texas liberty.”
Since 1905, the site has been operated by the Daughters of the Republic of Texas (DRT) who accord-
ing to Texas law "must preserve the historic site as a sacred memorial to the heroes who immolated
themselves upon that hallowed ground” (visit http:/Avww.thealamo.org). The mission was built in
1718 and originally housed Spanish missionaries. It is also the site where a few hundred men, in-
cluding Davey Crockett, Jim Bowie, William B. Travis, and others, held out for thirteen days against
the Centralist army of General Antonio Lépez de Santa Anna. The Alamo fell on March 6, 1836.
Approximately a month later, the Texan Army under Sam Houston shouted, “Remember the
Alamo!” when the Texan Army defeated Santa Anna at the battle of San Jacinto on April 21, 1836.
The Alamo complex contains several buildings, including the mission. Upon entering, there are sev-
eral signs reminding visitors of the sacredness of the building. Besides referring to the Alamo as a
shrine, a plaque placed by the DRT reads “Blood of heroes hath stained me; let the stones of the
Alamo speak that their immolation be not forgotten.” Another sign reads “Quiet. No Smoking.
Gentlemen Remove Hats.” A plague on another wall reads “Be Silent Friend. Here Heroes Died to
Blaze a Trail for Other Men.” The message is unmistakable. This is sacred ground that was trans-
formed by the blood of the men who died defending it. Inside the great hall are several tables with
glass tops that display and protect artifacts. Lines of people snake around these tables to get a
glimpse of a wooden peg from the Crockett cabin and a locket with a snippet of Crockett’s hair.
This is no ordinary piece of wood or hair. These have become sacred objects. Signs forbid the taking
of pictures or talking in loud voices as this is hallowed ground.

PART OF THE SAN ANTONIO
"DE VALERO MISSION .
“RLOOD OF HEROES MATH STAINED

Plaque placed at the Alamo by the Daughters of the Republic of Texas
Source: Photo by Lisa K. Waldner



http://www.thealamo.org

Chapter 2 » Role of the State

nation” (1994: 118). Therefore, the state comes first and the need to unify society necessitates the
creation of nationalist symbols and other common cultural markers.

While there can be no doubt that nationalism serves the state by providing a unifying cultural
force, the view that the state must precede the development of nation is disputed by the real sense of
nation that exists independent of a state such as the Kurdish homeland in northern Iraq, and
Palestine. If either the Kurds or the Palestinians achieve their dream of an independent state, it will
be an example of a nation that existed prior to the legal creation of a state. Vujaci¢ (2002) disagrees
with the primacy of the state and challenges state-centered theories of nationalism. Perhaps there are
multiple paths to the emergence of nation-states, and it is not necessary for state to precede nation.

Different Forms of the Nation-State

Political sociologists recognize several different nation-state forms. Tilly’s analysis of western
Europe suggests that when citizens contested war making and state making, leaders made con-
cessions resulting in the expansion of civil liberties and other practices associated with democracy.
In contrast, newer states created after World War II, where the military dominates the state appa-
ratus, are more likely to fit an authoritarian model. The three basic models of the modern state in-
clude democracy, totalitarianism, and authoritarian. Before discussing distinctions amongst
these types, it is important to understand that these taxonomic categories do not mean that
regimes are static and unchanging. Furthermore, regimes may be a hybrid with a mix of demo-
cratic and undemocratic practices with concepts like democracy or authoritarianism referring to
specific “phases or episodes through which politics evolve, allowing for a shift of our attention
from essential characteristics and stable structures to differences, transitions, and change”
(Brachet-Marquez 2005: 462).

Democracy

A democracy is a “political system in which the opportunity to participate in decisions is widely
shared among all adult citizens” (Dahl 1963: 8). Markoff (2005) contends that there is a great
deal of variation in “democratic” nations, with some having widespread violations of civil
liberties despite holding free elections and others so inefficient at providing basic government
services that they are termed low quality democracies. Three basic types of democracy—direct,
representative, and liberal—are not mutually exclusive.

TYPES OF DEMOCRACY Examples of direct democracy, where citizens participate in decision-
making, include the ancient Greeks as well as New England town hall and rural township
meetings. This type is best suited for small geographical areas and local politics where citizen
input can be gathered efficiently and decisions do not have to be made quickly. A more common
form is representative democracy, where citizens elect someone to vote and voice concerns
on their behalf in a type of legislative body such as the U.S. Congress or the British Parliament.
The last type, liberal democracy, is characterized by freedoms including expression, assembly,
political participation, and property ownership. Some term the last type “liberal capitalist” because
of the freedoms associated with private property ownership and pursuit of profit (Babu 2006;
Callinicos 2006; Spanakos 2007). Liberal democracies are usually representative democracies.
Using Dahl’s definition, democracy exists on a continuum as the opportunity for citizen
participation varies. The ancient Greeks did not allow women or slaves to participate, and histor-
ically, women and minorities have been disenfranchised. Only since the addition of the Twenty-
Sixth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1971 have adults younger than twenty-one been
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allowed the right to vote. Currently, some states prevent felons from voting after their release
from prison. This disproportionately impacts African-Americans; some believe this has affected
election outcomes since the 1970s (Manza and Uggen 2006).

Democracy is a process that can be undone and often involves serious conflicts between
parties, including state social control agents such as the police (Markoff 2005). Markoff notes
that sociologists such as Seymour Lipset and Barrington Moore see democracy not as a process
but as a state of affairs associated with economic development (Lipset) and the accumulation of
wealth (Moore). Markoff also suggests that there may be many different paths to democracy and
diverse starting points, which are not well understood. Viewing democracy as a process and the
potential “undoing” of democracy is a recognition that sometimes democracies engage in
practices that violate democratic principles.

Democracy and Undemocratic Practices

Brachet-Mdarquez (2005) illustrates two categories of undemocratic practices:

when democratic procedures are used as a legitimate cover in order to send out un-
democratic messages [and] when democratic procedures are made to systematically
misfunction for some groups (black, immigrants, women, the poor), thereby cover-
ing up prejudice, exclusion, or downright aggression. In the first case, democracy
lets in undemocracy by extending its legal mantle too far, whereas in the other, it
fails to extend it far enough. (480)

Brachet-Marquez’s systematic misfunction or the failure to extend the legal mantle is easy
enough to understand. Examples include lack of equal protection before the law and the failure to
provide services such as adequate police protection, sanitation, or education in low-income or
impoverished areas. Brachet-Marquez challenges sociologists and others not to think of these exam-
ples as mere inefficiencies but rather as a lack of democracy. Using John Markoff’s (2005) phrasing,
systematic misfunction is allowing a “low-quality”” democracy that affects only certain disadvan-
taged groups while those with privilege experience all the rights and advantages such as safe neigh-
borhoods and quality public schools. Sudhir Venkatesh’s book Gang Leader for a Day (2008)
describes the real and very personal implications of systematic misfunction affecting residents of
Chicago’s Robert Taylor Homes. He describes residents who do not bother calling the police or an
ambulance because no one responds. As a result, residents are forced to create informal networks to
meet basic needs including relying on crack-dealing gang members for security and bribes to the
Chicago Housing Authority (CHA) to take care of broken appliances or apartment repairs. Some of
these informal arrangements involved exchanging sex for a needed service. Venkatesh explains:

Then there were all the resources to be procured in exchange for sex: groceries from
the bodega owner, rent forgiveness from the CHA, assistance from a welfare bureau-
crat, preferential treatment from a police officer for a jailed relative. The women’s
explanation for using sex as currency was consistent and pragmatic: If your child was in
danger of going hungry, then you did whatever it took to fix the problem. The women
looked pained when they discussed using their bodies to obtain these necessities; it was
clear that this wasn’t their first—or even their hundredth—preference. (2008: 215)

Those of us who live middle- or upper-class lives cannot fathom and certainly would not
tolerate such a complete lack of government service and protection. Charles Tilly suggests that
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citizens accept the danger posed by the state in exchange for other services such as hospitals,
libraries, and parks. The fact that “low-quality” democracy exists within “real” democracies,
where some citizens actually receive something in return for being subjugated while others do
not is something that needs more attention from sociologists.

Brachet-Marquez’s first case, extending the legal mantle too far, occurs when a democratic
state uses its authority to promote undemocratic practices such as holding elections to establish
an undemocratic regime that does away with the rights of women or some other group, legally tol-
erating child pornography as “free speech” but failing to protect the rights of minors, and includ-
ing undemocratic principles in democratic constitutions such as the right of the military to take
over when the nation is deemed at risk (Brachet-Marquez 2005).

Historical examples applicable to the United States include the Kansas—Nebraska Act of
1854 that allowed settlers to vote to determine whether or not to permit slavery. The logic behind
voting is popular sovereignty or will of the people. The problem with popular sovereignty is what
Tocqueville (1945 [1835]) has termed the tyranny of the majority which trumps the rights of the
minority. It is paradoxical that the democratic process of voting was used to decide something
undemocratic—whether or not whites in a specific territory could own other human beings. This
trampled on inalienable rights—or rights that exist by virtue of being human and thus are not con-
ferred by a benevolent state. Some might argue that this practice continues today with some states
holding constitutional referendums to decide whether to bar gay citizens from marriage.

Is voting on gay marriage an example of extending the legal mantle too far? Answering yes
depends on three premises: (1) the United States is a democracy; (2) voting is a democratic prac-
tice; and (3) banning gays from marriage is undemocratic. Most would agree with the first two
premises with the third being contentious. Undoubtedly, there are important differences between
the fight to end slavery and the struggle regarding gay marriage. And while Brachet-Mérquez
does not use the gay marriage debate as an example, we believe her insights could be used to crit-
ically examine this issue and others, including some of the more controversial aspects of the
“war on terror.” At minimum, these ideas are a call to action for those living in democracies to be
vigilant and not take civil rights for granted.

Finally, any examination of democracy should consider the concept of polyarchy. The term
originates from Robert Dahl (1956), and as modified by Robinson refers to “a system in which a
small group actually rules on behalf of (transnational) capital and mass participation in decision-
making is limited to choosing among competing elites in a tightly controlled electoral process”
(2004: 442). Robinson argues that this type of democracy is promoted by U.S. foreign policy
because it circumvents more radical social change that might undermine capitalism. In other
words, the pretense of democracy exists but it is not real democracy as the process is controlled
by elites. Robinson’s arguments are considered more fully in Chapter 10.

Undemocratic State Forms

Markoff and Brachet-Marquez’s ideas underscore that, in practice, democracies are far from
perfect. Significantly though, this type does allow for dissent and possible revision of state prac-
tices. The following text summarizes undemocratic state forms such as totalitarianism and
authoritarianism that are characterized by an absence of civil liberties and protection from state
violence. Like democracies, these undemocratic state forms are not static; these labels are best
used to describe a regime at a specific point in time rather than a permanent, stable category.

TOTALITARIANISM In contrast to democracy, totalitarian states allow for no meaningful citi-
zen participation; political expression is severely limited. For example, the former Soviet Union
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held elections but only members of the communist party were on the ballot. According to
Brachet-Mdrquez, most scholars agree on three components of totalitarianism: (1) a comprehen-
sive ideology detailing all aspects of social life with those opposed exterminated as enemies of
the state; (2) a centrally controlled state bureaucracy that promotes this ideology via complete
control of the communication and information infrastructure and a terror system for identifying
and eliminating state enemies; and (3) a state-controlled political party that involves mass partic-
ipation, whether willing or forced. Other scholars include components such as a sole political
party with one leader and a focus on militarist expansion (Brachet-Marquez 2005).

The distinction between totalitarianism and other nondemocratic forms of government is
not always completely objective but subject to political concerns and propaganda. During the
height of the cold war, there was a tendency to label any fascism or communism as totalitarian-
ism. Currently, the distinction is more nuanced,with some suggesting that the only true examples
of totalitarianism were Nazi Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union (Brachet-Marquez 2005).

What is the distinction between fascism and totalitarianism? According to Brachet-
Mirquez, the difference is the degree of ruthlessness used in the pursuit of the ideological
program and the degree of control exercised with fascist states having less of both. Brachet-
Mairquez uses Mussolini’s Italy as an example of fascism as there was less control with the state
needing some cooperation from preexisting institutions and elites.

AUTHORITARIANISM This category reflects the degree of variation in political systems that
are neither wholly totalitarian nor wholly democratic as authoritarianism occupies a mediating
position. While authoritarian systems have less control over a society than a totalitarian system,
this does not mean there is less death and violence inflicted on citizens. For Stepan (1988), the
distinguishing feature is the presence or absence of civil society (voluntary civic and social or-
ganizations), which is nonexistent in totalitarian regimes. These organizations are present in an
authoritarian state albeit restricted. Unfortunately, the repressed nature of civil society inhibits an
authoritarian state from transitioning toward democracy (Brachet-Marquez 2005).

Another distinction is the lack of an overarching ideology guiding societal transformation.
Markoff (2005) finds that authoritarian states are more pragmatic and pluralistic in their ideology.
Similar to totalitarian regimes, authoritarian governments also rely on bureaucratic structures
and technology for citizen repression (Brachet-Marquez 2005).

Saudi citizens do not elect their rulers and have limited civil liberties, with men having
more rights than women. Despite ranking ninth overall in authoritarianism® (Kekic 2007), Saudi
Arabia lacks some of the characteristics of a totalitarian regime such as a comprehensive state
terror network. Pakistan is another example of nation-state with limited civil liberties and where
the military at times dominates the state apparatus. In 2007, Pakistan President General
Musharraf declared a state of emergency, imposed press restrictions (“Pakistan says more than
3000 freed” 2007), and had over 4,500 persons arrested, including his political opponents (Perlez
2007). Although Musharraf was victorious in the 2007 election, the election was boycotted by
his political opponents. The Pakistani Supreme Court subsequently ruled this election invalid.
Musharraf responded by dismissing the Supreme Court judges and filling judicial posts with his
supporters who dismissed election challenges (Gall 2007). Then President George W. Bush
called on Musharraf to “have elections soon, and you need to take off your uniform” (Rohde
2007), voicing disapproval for a military leader controlling the state apparatus. Musharraf’s
Pakistan better fits the category of an authoritarian state than totalitarianism regime despite mil-
itary control and repression of civil rights and mass political arrests. Musharraf was ousted from
the presidency of Pakistan in 2008 with the election of Asif Ali Zardari, the husband of former
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prime minister and assassinated opposition party leader Benazir Bhutto (Perlez and Masood
2008). Since then, the Pakistani Supreme Court has ruled Musharraf’s actions invalid, including
the installation of judges supporting his emergency rule, laying the foundation for possible trea-
son charges against the former head of state (Shahzad and Toosi 2009).

Does this mean that Pakistan is now a democracy? Using Latin American countries in the
1970s and 1980s as examples, Stepan (1988) describes an important distinction between democ-
ratization and liberalization, which can be applied to Pakistan. Under liberalization, media cen-
sorship may be lifted, political prisoners released, and perhaps some free speech tolerated. In
contrast, democratization involves the right for open and free elections where any qualified adult
can run for political office. Whether the current democratically elected regime will be allowed to
govern without another military takeover remains an open question. At best, Pakistan is current-
ly considered a hybrid or a cross between a weak democracy and an authoritarian regime
(Economist Intelligence Unit 2008).

China is another example of a state that cannot be considered totalitarian. The Tiananmen
Square massacre is a powerful reminder of extreme political repression with thousands killed
including those protesting in several Chinese cities besides Beijing between April 15 and June 4,
1989. Yet, this massacre is usually considered an example of authoritarianism rather than totali-
tarianism because it occurred after the death of Chairman Mao when the Chinese government
made some economic and political changes including offering minority factions a token pres-
ence in government in exchange for unconditional regime support (Brachet-Marquez 2005).
More recently, the Chinese government has enacted some economic reforms but it has been
slower to bring about political reform that would allow an entity other than the Communist Party
control of the government. Perhaps because of some lessening of societal control, China is a
hybrid state that is not purely totalitarian (Orum 2001).

Complicating the ability to differentiate between democracies and authoritarian regimes is
the tendency for some Western democracies to accept authoritarian regimes as democracies
merely because elections are held. Human Rights Watch (HRW) (http://www.hrw.org), an inde-
pendent, nongovernmental organization, has charged Western democracies with failing to hold
regimes such as Pakistan, Kenya, and Russia accountable (“U.S. Is Too Quick to Accept Nations
as True Democracies, Rights Group Says” 2008). According to the HRW, false democracies hold
elections but fail on other measures including the right of assembly, a free press, and a strong
civil society. Kenneth Roth, the executive director of HRW, argues that the willingness of
Western democracies to ignore authoritarian practices is related to how strategically or commer-
cially important an authoritarian regime is rather than the actual abuse of political and civil
rights. This is related to Robinson’s (2004) charge that the United States supports polyarchy
rather than democracy because it benefits the transnational elite, or those from across the globe
who are wealthy and powerful. Whether or not elites dominate the political process is only one
of the issues debated by dueling theoretical perspectives on the state.

THEORETICAL VIEWS ON THE STATE

Sociological theories of the state have attempted to answer four basic questions: “(1) in whose
interests does the state act?; (2) who influences and controls the state?; (3) to what extent do the
masses hold political elites accountable?; and (4) how do states change?” (Olsen and Marger
1993: 252). Alford and Friedland (1985) recognized three basic models of power summarizing
state—societal relations including pluralist, elite (managerial), and class or Marxist views of the
state. Rather than championing one specific theoretical model, these political sociologists argue
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that all three theories are useful depending on the level of analysis, with pluralism for the indi-
vidual, elite for examining the state as a set of networked organizations, and the class model for
society. Additionally, there are newer perspectives such as institutionalism, rational choice, and
postmodernism.

Pluralism

Alford and Friedland (1985) contend that pluralists do not really refer to the state per se. Instead
pluralists substitute phrases such as political system, the polity, or the pluralist system.
Nonetheless, pluralists have a view of the state with important distinctions when compared to
other theorists, including worldview, the nature of political institutions, and the relations
between them. Some of these distinctions will be discussed later but it is important to remember
that there are important nuances between different theorists operating under the same theoretical
umbrella, which cannot possibly be captured in a brief overview.

Pluralism is associated with sociologists Talcott Parsons and Seymour Lipset as well as
political scientists Robert Dahl and Ted Gurr. According to Marvin Olsen (1993), one of the
basic premises of pluralism can be traced back to Tocqueville who argued for the creation of vol-
untary associations to combat the potential for “tyranny of the majority.” Tocqueville believed
that the latter was an outcome of mass equality occurring in the absence of a hierarchical power
structure that typifies feudal societies. The growth in voluntary associations leads to the develop-
ment of a strong civil society that functions independent of the state. By virtue of this independence,
voluntary associations have their own power base. Olsen (1993) mentions several characteristics
these organizations share, including voluntary membership based on shared interests and con-
cerns, limited sphere in the lives of members, being private or not connected to government, an
ability to connect grassroots activism to the national level, and sufficient resources to influence
political leaders.

Olsen acknowledges that some of these organizations are political, such as political parties
and nonpartisan political action groups. However, these groups may also be nonpolitical in nature,
such as professional associations or religious or civic groups termed “parapolitical actors” (1993:
147) that become involved only when their direct interests are at stake. Pluralism, then, involves an
arena of competing organizational actors that attempt to influence the state. The state favors no
particular set of actors. Although individuals independently do not have a great deal of power and
influence, their concerns are heard through their membership in these voluntary associations.

According to pluralists, the core function of the state is to “achieve consensus and thus
social order through continuous exchanges of demands and responses by social groups and gov-
ernment” (Alford 1993: 260). In contrast to elite and class perspectives, the pluralist model
rejects that the state represents one dominant group at the expense of others or that the state is
controlled by elites. For pluralists, the state is “an impartial arbitrator among competing pressure
groups” (Alford and Friedland 1985; Olsen and Marger 1993: 255). Pluralists recognize the state
as an institution that deals with power but oppose the idea that the state has any interests of its
own (Olsen and Marger 1993). If the process works as intended, the state and society’s interests
are one and the same (Alford and Friedland 1985). This is in direct opposition to state-centrics
who view the state as having its own interests. Pluralists also oppose Marxists regarding the im-
portance of social class. For pluralists, social class is only one of many competing interest groups
(Alford 1993).

Olsen is quite right when he remarks that pluralism is “the unofficial political philosophy
of the United States” (1993: 150) as pluralism sounds very similar to what grade school children
are taught about democracy. In fact, democratic is one of the many terms writers have used when
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writing about pluralism (Alford and Friedland 1985). Class theorists take this a step further and
argue that pluralism is a deliberate falsehood taught to hide the real source of power in any cap-
italist democracy: big business. In comparing the pluralist perspective to others, Alford and
Friedland write “In both managerial [elite] and class perspectives, popular identifications with
the state or with local political party organizations are products of elite manipulation or false
consciousness deriving from the illusory universality of the capitalist state” (1985: 24).

Regardless of which theory is correct on this latter point, the pluralist paradigm suffers
from some important weaknesses. Expanding on more general criticisms summarized in Chapter 1,
six weaknesses of this model are viability, harmony of interest, difficulty of new organizations to
enter the political process, iron law of oligarchy, lack of sufficient power resources, and the lack
of viable political channels (Olsen 1993). Viability refers to the question of whether individuals
really are connected to and involved with voluntary organizations. While one might be a card-
carrying member, this does not equal participation. This is an important criticism because one of
the premises of pluralism is that voluntary associations provide an opportunity to develop the
skills necessary to become more politically effective. Furthermore, without active member par-
ticipation, organizations will not be effective conduits between society and government. With
Robert Putnam’s book Bowling Alone (2000) concluding that involvement in voluntary associa-
tions is declining, there is little evidence of viability.

Harmony of interests assumes that despite competing interests there is a basic consensus on
core values. Olsen (1993) contends that when this is not the case, pluralism may result in societal
paralysis and even destruction. In Chapter 1, we found that those with less power resources typi-
cally lose in the political process (Piven and Cloward 1988). Resource procurement is difficult for
newer organizations undercutting the ability to participate in the society—state mediation process
(Olsen 1993). At worse, these groups become simply mouthpieces for government as they lack
resources needed to maintain autonomy. Further, even with resources, if there is no mechanism
for influencing the state, effectiveness is limited. In other words, pluralism “specifies the role that
intermediate organizations should enact in political affairs, but says nothing about how this role
should be carried out” (Olsen 1993: 151). Olsen’s final criticism concerns Robert Michels’ “iron
law of oligarchy” or the tendency for all organizations to become centralized and controlled by
only a few (Zeitlin 1981). If this is the case, it would seem that civic organizations and other vol-
untary associations are not really a training ground for future leaders as folks do not join, and of
those who do, most will not have the opportunity to assume a leadership role.

Elite Views of the State

Alford and Friedland prefer managerial to elite or bureaucratic to describe this perspective as
they emphasize the “organizational base of elites and their control of the state” (1985: 161). We
use the term elite because this is the more common label. Prewitt and Stone (1993) contend that
elite theory is based on two principles: (1) society can be divided into two groups, the masses
and the smaller number that rule them; and (2) the nature and direction of any society can be
understood by understanding the composition, structure, and conflicts of those who rule.

The core function of the state is maintaining the dominance of existing elites (Alford 1993).
Like class theorists, elite theorists believe that power is concentrated but disagree that it is based
on class position. For elite theorists, managerial control is more important than property owner-
ship (Alford and Friedland 1985) as power is the result of holding positions of authority in bureau-
cracies that control resources, and these complex organizations manage every important sphere of
social life. Important bureaucracies may be political or governmental institutions but can also be
banks, corporations, religious organizations, or the media, to name only a few (Alford 1993).
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Unlike pluralists who believe that ordinary citizens can be influential through voluntary
associations, elite theorists view those controlling the state bureaucracy “as relatively insular and
rarely influenced by other members of society” (Olsen and Marger 1993: 255). What makes
elites inaccessible also explains why elite control is so successful. “The combination of expert-
ise, hierarchical control, and the capacity to allocate human, technological, and material
resources gives the elites of bureaucratic organizations power not easily restrained by the mech-
anisms of pluralistic competition and debate” (Alford 1993: 259).

While elite theorists argue that real power rests with those who occupy positions within dom-
inant organizations, this does not mean that elites are unified. Quite the contrary, elites compete
with other elites for control and influence and use their positions to manipulate information and
frame public opinion. In short, they manipulate the masses. There are a variety of different “fla-
vors” of elite theory but key types include classical elite, power elite, and class domination views.

CLASSICAL ELITE THEORY Theorists including Robert Michels, Vilfredo Pareto, and Gaetano
Mosca are often lumped together under one rubric when ignoring important distinctions in their
social theorizing. Yet, as discussed in Chapter 1, there are some important commonalties includ-
ing the view that elite rule is necessary. Michels takes a less negative view of the masses by
leaning more toward the ideas of Max Weber, including Weber’s view of bureaucratic structure
by noting the inevitability of such organizations as well as potential negative outcomes. Marger
(1987) argues that compared to his contemporaries, Michels is the most sociological, and for this
reason, we focus on his ideas.

Michels believed that the real power struggle was not between the elites and the masses,
but between old elites and newer ones challenging the former for leadership positions. Michels’
“iron law of oligarchy” was based on his analysis of the German Social Democratic (GSD) party.
The GSD was deliberately chosen to illustrate that iron law, or rule by only a few, occurs even
when an organization is governed by democratic principles (Marger 1987).

POWER ELITE Unlike some classical elite views, C. Wright Mills was critical of elite control
and bureaucracy, believing that they undermined democracy. Like Michels, he believed that
society was controlled by elites, specifically, “the power elite” comprising three interlocking
groups: corporate, political, and military. Elites can use their position in one domain to become
dominant in another. An example is the number of past U.S. presidents who were military gener-
als (e.g., Washington, Grant, Jackson, and Eisenhower) or wealthy Americans who translate
wealth into political power (e.g., Kennedy, Rockefeller, and Bush). Unlike classical theorists,
Mills also conceptualized a mediating level between “the power elite” and the masses termed
middle levels of power or organized special interest groups. The third level is the unorganized
masses (Mills 1956).

Mills believed that three factors explained the cohesive and unified nature of the power
elite: common socialization as a result of similar career paths and educational experiences; the
maintenance of continued personal and business ties (e.g., marriage and business arrangements);
and the interdependent nature of the triangle of power (Olsen and Marger 1993).

CLASS DOMINATION THEORY G. William Dombhoff is an intellectual heir of C. Wright Mills
and also credits E. Digby Baltzell, Paul M. Sweeney, and Robert A. Dahl as important influences
(Domhoff 1993). While some describe Domhoff as an “empirical Marxist” (Lo 2002), he explic-
itly rejects this label (Domhoff 1993) and criticizes elite theory and prefers what he calls “class
domination theory” (Domhoff 2006). We include him under the elite rubric because he shares
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with other elite theorists a belief that there is a dominant group in society with elite membership
based on both having wealth and holding a position of power. He is best known for his analysis
of four intertwining power structure networks: policy planning, candidate selection, special in-
terests, and opinion shaping (Domhoff 2006).

Dombhoff argues that the power elite are a “corporation-based upper class” comprised of
both owners and top-level corporate executives. The power elite control enough money and
wealth, occupy enough positions of power, and win enough of the time to conclude that the fed-
eral government is dominated—though not necessarily totally controlled, by the power elite.

While Mills emphasizes similar socialization experiences and current interpersonal ties
through business and family connections, Domhoff emphasizes the similarity of social back-
grounds by investigating social club membership, private school membership, and attendance at
prestigious universities (Domhoff 2006). For example, though Bill Clinton was not born
wealthy, he shares with other elites his membership in prestigious organizations, social clubs,
and educational experiences (e.g., Yale Law School, Georgetown University, and Oxford).

Critics of elite theory question whether elites are truly cohesive enough to rule, whether
the masses are really dominated by elites, and whether elite models are too simplistic. Domhoff
criticizes other elite theorists for not acknowledging the ability of the corporate elite to dominate
political elites such as elected officials. Furthermore, he argues that others fail to see the class
bias built into the policy-planning network, rendering the leaders of nonprofits vulnerable to the
corporate community. Finally, the failure to acknowledge class bias misrepresents the relation-
ship between the corporate community and union leaders with the union usually defeated
(Domhoff 2006). Although Domhoff encourages us to consider the importance of class domina-
tion, he does not hold to other tenets of Marxism such as the primacy of class struggle and the
means of production (Domhoff 1993).

Class-Based Views of the State

While class-based theories are more a theory of society than a specific theory of state (Alford
and Friedland 1985), Olsen and Marger (1993) contend that the ideas of class theorists repre-
sent “one of the most comprehensive explanations of the state and its power” (252). As previ-
ously discussed, there are a variety of neo-Marxian perspectives on the state, but these
perspectives share some core concepts and assumptions.

For Marxists, economics determines the actual nature of the state and the role played in
influencing other aspects of social life. All institutions are shaped by the mode of economic pro-
duction. For this reason, class theorists use the term capitalist state rather than only state to
underscore the role of capitalism. Under capitalism, “the state is controlled by and acts in the
interests of the productive property-owning class” (Olsen and Marger 1993: 252).

The core function of the state is to maintain and reproduce the existing class relationships
using both formal (Iaw and the courts) and informal (socialization of children in schools and
families) means (Alford 1993). Skocpol argues that “the crucial difference of opinion is over
which means the political arena distinctly embodies: fundamentally consensually based le-
gitimate authority, or fundamentally coercive domination” (1993: 307). Class-based theorists
believe the latter and that the state emerged as a mechanism for controlling the masses. Class
conflict is managed by both force and control of ideology (Nagengast 1994).

Viewing the state as shaped by economic forces and dominated by the capitalist class
challenges the pluralist view of an institution that arbitrates between competing interest
groups and an autonomous state that acts on behalf of greater society. However, neo-Marxists
disagree on the exact nature of the relationship between the dominant capitalist class and the
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form and functioning of the state. According to Gold, Lo, and Wright (1975), there are three
Marxist theories of capitalist states—instrumental, structural, and Hegelian—Marxist—that
seek to answer two basic questions: “Why does the state serve the interests of the capitalist
class?” and “How does the state function to maintain and expand the capitalist system?”
(Gold, Lo, and Wright 1993: 269).

INSTRUMENTAL Ralph Miliband is perhaps the most well-known proponent of this view that
gives primacy to understanding the ties between the ruling class and the state (Gold et al. 1993).
Quite simply, the state serves the interests of the capitalist class because the state is an instrument
or tool used by this class to dominate society. This does not mean that dominant-class members
directly rule by holding office; rather, they rule indirectly by exerting control over state officials
(Olsen and Marger 1993).

This perspective has driven a research agenda that has examined the direct ties between
members of the capitalist class and the state as well as other related institutions such as political
parties and how the capitalist class shapes government policy to fit their interests (Gold et al.
1993). This shaping can be direct through the development of state policy or indirect through
pressure and influence. Gold and colleagues argue that this view has been important for the
development of the sociology of the capitalist class. Research from this perspective documents
both the existence of a dominant class and the connections between members and the state appa-
ratus. Nonetheless, there are criticisms of instrumentalism, including a failure to consider state
autonomy, historical exceptions, and causation.

The failure to include autonomy includes two types: that of the state and other related
institutions. As Gold and colleagues argue “There are also state policies which cannot easily be
explained by direct corporate initiatives but which may come from within the state itself” (1993:
271). For example, to preserve the capitalist state, the state may need to enact policies such as so-
cial security payroll taxes or import restrictions that are opposed by capitalists (Block 1993).
This would not be possible without an autonomous state. Furthermore, culture and ideology are
promoted by the state and not simply manipulated by the capitalist class (Gold et al. 1993). As
Block argues, this view “neglects the ideological role of the state. The state plays a critical role
in maintaining the legitimacy of the social order, and this requires that the state appear to be neu-
tral in the class struggle” (1993: 296). Even if the instrumentalists are correct, the fact that the
state must appear neutral calls for a more nuanced and complicated framework for analyzing
state policy (Block 1993).

Related to the argument of state autonomy is the criticism of historical exception. This
argument suggests that not all policies enacted by a capitalist state are interests of the dominant
class. Gold et al. (1993) note that business leaders were opposed to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New
Deal programs. In fact, these leaders considered Roosevelt, a member of the upper class, a “class
traitor.” Gold et al. (1993) also note that even if some of the reforms implemented by the state on
behalf of the working class ultimately co-opt the working class, to assume that all reforms are a
co-optation denies the possibility of class struggle over reform.

Finally, the issue of causation challenges the assumption that state policy can be explained
by the voluntary acts of powerful persons rather than an acknowledgement that the actions of the
ruling class can be limited by structural factors. Gold et al. (1993) contend that this view of cau-
sation is the result of an instrumentalist view that rose to challenge a pluralist view of the state.
Both views contend that social causes are due to actions of dominant actors that act on behalf of
their own interests. The difference is that instrumentalists see one dominant actor, the ruling
class, whereas pluralists believe there are many groups attempting to control the state. This view
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of a dominant class that acts in a manner consistent with its own interests assumes that the ruling
class is cohesive and unified (Block 1993). In Fred Block’s “The Ruling Class Does Not Rule”,
he argues that a “viable Marxist theory of the state depends on the rejection of the idea of a con-
scious, politically directive, ruling class” (1993: 305). This alternative view is a structural theory
of the state.

STRUCTURAL Just as Miliband is associated with an instrumental view of the state, Nicos
Poulantzas is a main proponent of the structural view. The historical Miliband—Poulantzas
debate was the dueling neo-Marxists’ perspectives of instrumentalism and structuralism.
While agreeing that the state acts to maintain capitalism, Poulantzas rejects instrumentalism,
arguing that state functioning is a direct consequence of both structure and the contradictions
of capitalism.

Because society is dependent on a functioning economy, state officials must protect the
economy and, in doing so, serve the interests of the dominant class (Olsen and Marger 1993)
According to Gold et al., structuralists are interested in “how the state attempts to neutralize or
displace these various contradictions” (1993: 271) in order to maintain the capitalist system. In
Poulantzas’ (1975) influential book, Political Power and Social Classes, he argues that there is a
contradiction between the social character of production and the private appropriation of surplus
product, threatening the current system through working-class unity and capitalist-class disunity.

Capitalist-class disunity is fostered by competition. Far from being unified, capitalists
compete with each other for surplus, and therefore do not always share economic and political
interests. The only way to protect the long-term interests of the capital class, as opposed to short-
term individualized interests of specific capitalists, is to have a state that maintains some autonomy,
even if the state, from time to time, enacts working-class concessions such as minimum-wage
laws. The long-term survival of capitalism is dependent upon providing these concessions in an
attempt to prevent working-class unity. Without such concessions, workers might band together
and overthrow the capitalist state.

In summarizing the structuralist view, Gold et al. (1993) note that the degree of state auton-
omy varies depending on the degree of conflict between classes, the intensity of divisiveness
within classes, and which factions constitute a dominant-class power bloc. Gold et al. argue that
the lack of any discussion that might explain how these functional relationships are regulated
weakens this approach to understanding the capitalist state.

HEGELIAN-MARXIST This final neo-Marxist perspective begins with the question, “what is the
state?” The answer is a mystification or an institution that serves the interests of the dominant class
though it appears to serve the interests of society as a whole. This shows that the state is an illusion,
with most writers exploring how this mystification process occurs. Most writers emphasize the role
of ideology, consciousness, and legitimacy. Although these ideas have advanced the understanding
of politics, they are not a coherent theory of the state much less of the relation between the state and
society (Gold et al. 1993). Thinkers associated with this perspective (e.g., Herbert Marcuse, Jiirgen
Habermas, and Georg Lukacs) include what is called the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory. The
Frankfurt School refers to the first generation of critical theorists who were located in Frankfurt,
Germany, and relocated to the United States after the Nazis rose to power.

Updated Marxist Theories of the State

In reviewing Marxist theories of the state, twenty-five years after the classic description of Gold
et al. (1975), one of the original authors, Clarence Lo, argues there are four “currents” of Marxist
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theories of state that he labels empirical Marxism, socialist democracy, postcolonial Marxist
political theory, and critical theory of the capitalist state. This section is based predominantly on
this summary (Lo 2002).

EMPIRICAL MARXISM Scholars working in this area have transcended the famous
Miliband—Poulantzas debate by incorporating both perspectives. Lo argues that Domhoff’s re-
search on the American power structure fits under this rubric because class domination and class
conflict are the foci of Domhoff’s analysis of power. Work that “analyzes class power in its situ-
ational, institutional, and systemic forms” is also classified under this label (2002: 198), includ-
ing examinations that theorize the role of class power both on the formation of the welfare state
and its impact on social classes. Lo believes that empirical Marxism has made several contribu-
tions to Marxist thought by demonstrating why state policies benefit capitalism and by the pre-
cise measurement of concepts and causal models developed by the analytical Marxist, Erik Olin
Wright.

SOCIALIST DEMOCRACY Lo describes this current as that which criticizes the structural
approach of Poulantzas and others. This Marxist model theorizes a socialist democracy where polit-
ical practice and protest are motivated toward creating a society characterized by democratic prac-
tices, egalitarianism, meeting of basic needs, and a production cycle free from the need for profit
maximization. Those working within this tradition reject the notion of a working class organized
around only economic issues and see individuals with multiple identities such as gender, race, and
ethnicity. Because the classic Marxian idea about the inevitability of class struggle is rejected,
Lo contends that a major problem for both theorists and practitioners is specifying under what condi-
tions individuals could be unified and organized, given their shifting conflicts and multiple identities.

POSTCOLONIAL MARXIST POLITICAL THEORY This strand is the heir of the early
Hegelian—Marxist model as it relies on some of the earlier writings of Karl Marx and also sees
the state as a false universal. Marx’s earlier writings are combined with postcolonial theories of
literature that critically examine the colonizer’s view and interpretation of third-world culture
and the construction of race and ethnic identities. One of the more influential works to come out
of this theoretical thread is Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire.

Specifically, empire is a political organization of global flow and exchanges that has no
geographical boundaries (Hardt and Negri 2001). Sovereignty is exercised through transnational
institutions (e.g., NATO, the World Trade Organization [WTO], and the G87), the dominant mil-
itary power of the United States and its allies, and international control of monetary funds by
elites through other transnational organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the World Bank. Although Hardt and Negri rely on a variety of theoretical traditions, Lo
argues that empire is framed within a Marxist tradition for several reasons, including the belief
that “the sovereignty of Empire is interrelated with the processes of capital accumulation . . .
that global sovereignty is a false universal, . . . that the cultural prerequisites for labor activate
the facilitative power of persons that will undermine empire” (Lo 2002: 313).

CRITICAL THEORY OF THE CAPITALIST STATE While drawing on the writings of those asso-
ciated with the Frankfurt School of critical theory, Lo associates this strand with Claus Offe
(1996), whose work demonstrates that pressure outside of the capitalistic system intensifies
internal conflict, which poses three challenges to the state: political sovereignty, popular legit-
imacy, and economic effectiveness. Offe argues that the economic inefficiency of the state is
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due to weakening state sovereignty and political legitimacy. Lessening state sovereignty is evi-
denced by the inability of the state to intervene in either the economy or other aspects of social
life. The state capacity for regulation has been weakened by globalization as well as lack of le-
gitimacy. As Lo explains, “people simply do not trust the state to act to reflect the general will;
rather they see the state as pursuing particularistic aims of interest groups, experts, bureau-
crats, or clients” (2002: 219). Like many questions posed by political sociologists, this view of
the state is hotly contested. One of the alternatives to a class-based approach is a state-centric
view that became popular because of inadequacies with all three basic perspectives (Amenta
2005).

State-Centric

Theda Skocpol’s influential introduction to the edited volume Bringing the State Back In sum-
marizes this approach (Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol 1985) in which the state and other
large political institutions are situated at the center of political sociology (Amenta 2005). Her
work is influenced by Max Weber and conceptualizes the state as a “set of organizations with
unique functions and mission” with “state structures and actors having central influence over
politics and states” (Amenta 2005: 96-97). In the words of Skocpol, this “organizational” or
“realist” view of the state “refuses to treat states as if they were mere analytic aspects of abstractly
conceived modes of production, or even political aspects of concrete class relations and strug-
gles. Rather it insists that states are actual organizations controlling (or attempting to control)
people and territories” (1993: 311-312).

This is a departure from Marxist, elite, and pluralist views of state that respectively give
primacy to class domination, ruling elite, and interest groups. Quite simply, this more Weberian
approach advocates that the state is an independent actor not beholden to class interests or mere-
ly an arena for political mediation (Skocpol 1985). This does not mean that class or dominant
groups are unimportant. To the contrary, “linkages to class forces” and “politically mobilized
groups” along with the structure of state organizations and their location within the state appara-
tus are deemed important especially for those attempting to explain state stability as well as rev-
olution or change (Skocpol 1993).

While Skocpol acknowledges the diversity of neo-Marxian views on the “role of the capi-
talist state,” she argues that this perspective also suffers from a society-centered view that cannot
account for the role of a state as an independent actor. She writes:

virtually all neo-Marxist writers on the state have retained deeply embedded society-
centered assumptions, not allowing themselves to doubt that, at base, states are in-
herently shaped by classes or class struggles and function to preserve and expand
modes of production. Many possible forms of autonomous state action are thus ruled
out by definitional fiat. (1985: 5)

According to Skocpol, even the neo-Marxist structuralist perspective that considers
the “relative autonomy of the state” falls short of considering true autonomy necessitated by
a need to maintain order, the international orientation of states, and an organization that cre-
ates a capacity for state officials to develop and implement their own policies. She further
criticizes neo-Marxists for ignoring variations in state structures that lessens the utility of
these approaches in comparative research (Skocpol 1985, 1993). For example, Skocpol as-
serts that neo-Marxist models are better at comparing states “across [emphasis Skocpol’s]
modes of production, rather than across nations within capitalism” (1985: 33). In other
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words, neo-Marxist models have less utility for understanding contrasts between advanced
capitalistic states with concentrated technologies (e.g., Japan, United States, and Germany)
and other capitalistic states whose economies may be more based on agriculture and re-
sources extraction (e.g. mining and logging).

Skocpol (1985) contends that even the United States can be shown to have state autonomy
despite its fragmented system of dispersing authority throughout the federal system, division of
sovereignty among the various branches, and lack of a centralized bureaucratic structure. Most
important, the degree of state autonomy is not a fixed feature but varies as a result of structural
transformations due to both internal and external factors including crises necessitating a response
from elites and administrators. Autonomous state action is most likely when career bureaucrats
occupying positions within the state bureaucracy are insulated from external pressure.

A state-centric approach considers both state autonomy and state capacity, which are not
synonymous. As Orloff explains “state capacities are based on financial and administrative re-
sources; stable access to plentiful finances and a loyal and skilled body of officials facilitates state
initiatives” (1993: 9-10). Pedriana and Stryker (1997) suggest that state capacity is also linked to
statute interpretation with a more liberal interpretation linked to a greater capacity for state action.

While capacity refers to resources available to state managers, state autonomy refers to in-
dependence or the ability of state actors to act freely from interference from outside forces. In
writing about state autonomy, Skocpol contends that “states conceived as organizations claiming
control over territories and people may formulate and pursue goals that are not simply reflective
of the demands or interests of social groups, classes, or society” (1985: 9). The implication of
this view is to see the state as a “structure with a logic and interests of its own not necessarily
equivalent to, or fused with, the interests of the dominant class of society or the full set of mem-
ber groups in the polity” (Skocpol 1993: 308).

While Skocpol and associates brought “the state back in” to deal with an overly Marxist
view that equated state control with class domination, this has not gone unchallenged. In theo-
rizing about the rise of a global capitalist class brought about as a result of globalization,
Robinson argues that “the case for ‘bringing the state back in’ has been overemphasized, tend-
ing to equate states with the institutional form they have taken in the nation-state. In contrast, a
new transnational studies requires that analysts ‘take out’ the crippling nation-state framework
into which states, social classes, political systems and so have been pigeonholed” (1998: 565).

Political Institutional or Institutionalist

State-centered scholars created the way for a political institutional theory. This perspective em-
phasizes both the state as well as other political institutions, including the social, economic, and
ideological factors precipitating policy formation (Orloff 1993). While state-centric was the ini-
tial phrase, institutionalist is the preferred terminology (Amenta 2005) as it is less likely to con-
vey the idea that factors external to the state are unimportant (Orloff 1993). In his review of the
institutional approach, Amenta describes several varieties of political institutional theory. We
limit our discussion here to whom he terms the new institutionalists (2005: 103) or those who
view states as organizations and thus apply organizational theory.

The scope is not limited to the state as other major political organizations are also con-
sidered, including electoral systems and political parties. A political institutional approach
places more emphasis than the state-centric approach on “the impact of political contexts on
politics more so than the role of bureaucratic state actors” (Amenta 2005: 104). For example,
in the United States, issues that appeal to a wide variety of constituents from all over the coun-
try are more likely to be dealt with in a system that elects congressional representatives based
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on geographical distribution. A related political context, fragmentation, includes the lack of
integrated vertical or horizontal political authority. As explained by Amenta:

The United States has a presidential and non-parliamentary system that allows
intramural conflict. Members of Congress from the same party can defect from the
President’s legislative program without risking loss of office and can initiate
competing programs . . . Any laws that make it through this [legislative] maze can
be declared unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court. (2005: 108)

Fragmentation, then, is an example of a political contextual factor that affects the forma-
tion of state policy, including what sociologists call “the welfare state.” The political institution-
al approach considers this as well as other contextual factors. See Figure 2.1 for a comparison of
the four main theories of the state (pluralist, elite, Marxist, and state-centric/institutional).
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OTHER EMERGING VIEWS OF THE STATE
Rational Choice

Rational Choice Theory (RCT) views all political entities as rational actors. Lobbying, foreign
policy, or the relations between other nation-states, as well as domestic policy, are seen in terms
of a game where various players vie for scarce resources, including power. Kiser and Bauldry
(2005) argue that RCT has only recently become influential in political sociology and that this is
due to the development of a sociological version that bypasses earlier criticisms by incorporating
the influence of history, culture, and institutions. Because RCT has only recently emerged as a
viable perspective for political sociologists, there is not a fully developed theory of the state. Yet,
researchers have applied this theory to actions of political actors, including the state. Examples
of substantive areas of research guided by RCT include nationalism, congressional policy mak-
ing, and the existence of red tape in bureaucracies (Kiser and Bauldry 2005). RCT has also been
applied to social movement participation (Chapter 8) and the state response to terrorism
(Chapter 9). Despite the promise of RCT, it still needs to synthesize several different approaches
to develop a more general theory and is not useful in situations where there is a high degree of
uncertainty about the benefits and costs of actions or when both costs and benefits are low (Kiser
and Bauldry 2005).

Postmodern

Some postmodernists may claim that politics is dead, or rather “politics is secret, veiled, or now
even subpolitical” (Agger and Luke 2002: 162), with the study of politics moving from traditional
power centers such as parliament or congress to the capitalist economy and culture. Agger and
Luke embrace the postmodern turn in political sociology, believing that it challenges all political
theorists to “rethink politics” (2002: 160), which will result in a broadening research agenda.

Postmodernism is heavily influenced not only by Marx and critical theory thinkers but
also by philosophers and other humanities scholars. This broad perspective is not bound to a
single discipline or to a narrowly focused question such as, “what is the state?”
Postmodernists seem more interested in describing the consequences of the state or declaring
the state obsolete, rather than defining the state itself. While Lo (2002) characterizes Hardt
and Negri’s work as an example of what he terms a postcolonial Marxist perspective, their
work shares with a postmodern view a look at the political beyond the state to empire as well
as power in a global context.

Many of the themes examined in subsequent chapters are influenced by a postmodern per-
spective. Chapter 9 reviews some of the implications of the “surveillance state” related to the
implementation of the PATRIOT Act and the creation of what Giorgio Agamben (2005) calls the
“state of exception.” Chapter 10 considers the causes and consequences of globalization, includ-
ing predictions for the future of the nation-state. Although there may not be a postmodern theory
of the state per se, the ideas of many key philosophers connected to this perspective, such as
Foucault’s, are currently being used to address key concerns of both political sociology and
political science (Torfing 2005). Both rational choice and postmodern theories will continue to
influence political sociology but will most likely be combined with “rather than [used] as a
replacement for, the neopluralist, conflict, and state-centric” approaches (Hicks, Janoski, and
Schwartz 2005: 17).

We began with a closer look at what the state is and various sociological theories of the
state. The rest of this discussion is more concerned with the question “what does the state do?”
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Part of this answer involves examining the “welfare state.” Many different theoretical perspec-
tives have been used to explain the welfare state (Hicks and Esping-Andersen 2005), but this has
been an especially important topic for those using a state-centric or institutional approach. Future
chapters will also examine what the state does by reviewing issues such as immigration, educa-
tion, business, and the “politics of everyday life.”

THE WELFARE STATE

The welfare state refers to the social and economic managerial role of a nation-state (Melling
1991). In “state corporatism,” social and economic organizations are controlled by the state.
This dictatorial rule is a feature of state—society relations under totalitarianism. In contrast,
“liberal corporatism” involves the state sharing space with other groups that are organized vol-
untarily and are recognized as representing various sectors of society such as gun owners,
business, labor, or specific occupational groups that are recognized as a channel of political
representation. These groups work with the state to negotiate competing interests. Not all
democracies are corporatist states, but in states that are both corporatist and democratic, cor-
poratist groups are recognized in exchange for submitting to the primacy of the state (Streeck
and Kenworthy 2005).

In their review of public policy and the welfare state, Hicks and Esping-Andersen (2005)
describe three types of welfare states—liberal, social democratic, and conservative—differentiated
by population coverage, role of the private market, target population, decommodification, defa-
milialization, recommodification, and poverty reduction through redistribution of income. It is
important to note that these concepts are ideal types with specific nations perhaps illustrating
hybrids of two or more types.

Types of Welfare States

All welfare states vary in terms of the types of social programs that are enacted as a function of
state capacity. States with a higher degree of capacity will initiate social welfare programs earlier
than those with a more limited capacity (Orloff 1993). The types of welfare states or “welfare
regimes” differ by the degree of state capacity as well as cultural values that define who is
considered worthy of receiving state support and the role that family is supposed to play in
supporting its members.

LIBERAL The United States has avoided corporatism and has opted for a liberal-market state
where there is little state control over the economy and where there are many competing inter-
est groups. Liberal states initiate programs in reaction to market and family failures and also
initiate their programs later than social democratic or conservative welfare states (Orloff 1993).
The welfare state is much more restricted and conceived more as a safety net targeted toward
the needy through the use of means tests. Private market solutions are preferred over broad
policies that might extend universal health care coverage or family benefits such as paid mater-
nity or paternity leave. Calls to privatize social security are an example of a proposed private
market solution.

Liberal welfare states tend not to “defamilialize” or to encourage the shift from the fami-
ly to paid providers of responsibilities such as child care or elder care. This means that the
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state does not subsidize the cost of day care for young children or the elderly, with the excep-
tion of welfare mothers participating in job training or other required employment programs as
a condition of receiving benefits. Liberal welfare states also do not support women-friendly
employment policies such as paid maternity leave or efforts to recommodify individuals with
job training or other programs designed to ensure full employment for adults. Compared to the
other two types of welfare regimes, liberal market states have a lower capacity for proactive
public policy as these states initiate their welfare policies much later than other welfare states
(Orloft 1993).

SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC The social democratic welfare state as illustrated by some
Scandinavian countries is an example of a democratic corporatist state. These nations have a
more extensive welfare state that is more inclusive and not only includes the poor or some other
narrowly defined groups but also universal programs that attempt to provide “cradle-to-grave”
security such as health care, subsidized day care for children and elders, as well as minimum-
income guarantees. Private market solutions are rejected in favor of government-run programs
covering all citizens. There is a strong commitment to gender equality through defamilialization
or providing external resources for traditional family obligations such as day care. High tax rates
mean that income is redistributed to fund social welfare programs with a high commitment to
poverty reduction including recommodification, which maximizes the market power of the indi-
vidual in the labor market through income guarantees and opportunities for job training and
retraining. These states have also tried to buffer workers from volatile markets through decom-
modification. All of the benefits provided by this type of welfare state means that a worker need
not accept just any job.

Korpi (2003) notes that structural changes in the economy such as postindustrialization or
the shift to a more service sector base have led to a retrenchment or scaling back of the welfare
state in western Europe. In addition to economic factors, Orloff (1993) adds demographic
changes and international economic competition as other reasons for cutting back on services
and eligibility. Whether globalization causes welfare state retrenchment is hotly contested and
will be examined more fully in Chapter 10.

CONSERVATIVE This type of welfare state practices corporatism based on occupational
groups, such as unionized coal miners or dock workers, which target male breadwinners for
social welfare programs. These programs are based on the primacy of the male breadwinners
and the need for families to look after their members, both young and old. Like social demo-
cratic welfare states, the private market is not embraced as a solution for meeting typical wel-
fare needs such as pensions or health care. Similar to liberal states, there is low commitment to
poverty reduction, income redistribution, and defamilialization. Examples of nations classified
as having this type of state include Germany, France, Italy, and Spain (Hicks and Esping-
Andersen 2005).

Role of Race and Gender

The U.S. welfare state provides some respite from poverty by redistributing income, but at the
same time, it also acts to reinforce a stratification system (Esping-Andersen 1990) that reflects
class, race, and gender bias as minorities and poor women are overrepresented in the public as-
sistance sphere (e.g., foods stamps and public housing) while white men are more often found
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in the more generous social insurance sphere with private pension and health insurance (Misra
2002). Misra calls on sociologists to explore how welfare policy has been shaped by bias. For
example, in the United States, some programs using a means test such as income eligibility
have often excluded African-Americans entirely or paid out smaller benefits in order to ensure
an adequate supply of low-paid agricultural workers (Quadagno 1988). Gender stereotypes are
also reinforced through welfare policy as a conservative welfare state targets only male bread-
winners and defamilialization is rejected as families should take care of their own. This rein-
forces more traditional gender roles of the female homemaker and male breadwinner.

FUTURE OF THE STATE

In recognizing the era of government deregulation and the increasing privatization of traditional
state functions, Oszlak (2005) asks, “Does this mean that the state is no longer necessary?” Oszlak
cites Ohmae (1995) who argues that the nation-state will be replaced by a supranational state be-
cause it has lost its capacity to generate real economic activity in an era of increasing globalization.
The rise of transnational corporations and international nongovernmental organizations is a global-
ization outcome, which may further weaken the nation-state (Haque 2003; Lauderdale and Oliverio
2005). Robinson (1998, 2001) argues that nation-states are being replaced by national states that are
part of a transnational state apparatus. The authors of Empire, Hardt and Negri (2001), also contend
that a supranational entity will succeed the state, with the process well under way.

There have been several criticisms of the Empire thesis, including the failure to provide
empirical data (Arrighi 2003; Tilly 2003), not distinguishing politics and the state from the econ-
omy (Steinmetz 2002), and not being historically grounded. Despite Oszlak’s empathy for the
weak-state thesis, he himself argues that the state plays a role that cannot be delegated and that
the size of the state, as measured by the number of agencies, its budget, and the percentage of the
labor force employed by the state, means that the state will not be disappearing anytime soon.

Yet many scholars debate the impact of globalization on the state. Important state func-
tions such as waging war are believed to be shifting from nation-states to larger sociocultural en-
tities (Huntington 1996) such as North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European
Union. The state’s role in formulating social policy is largely influenced by economic forces that
are less and less under the control of a nation-state (Falkner and Talos 1994).

As discussed earlier, Tilly (1985) views security as one of the main functions of the state.
Globalization is linked to declining state legitimacy, which impacts security by delegitimizing the
state further. Wallerstein (2003: 65) explains, “The more they do so the more there is chaotic vio-
lence, and the more there is chaotic violence, the more the states find themselves unable to handle
the situation, and therefore the more people disinvest the state, which further weakens the ability
of states to limit the spiral.” In areas where the state is already weak, the elite may hire and pay
their own security forces, threatening the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of force.

For Wallerstein, the loss of state legitimacy is caused by changes in the world capital-
ist system (1998, 2003). He challenges the view that states are autonomous entities with un-
limited power but rather are institutions of a larger world system. While Wallerstein is
adamant that the world is transitioning from the current capitalist order to something else,
and that this period of transition will be difficult, he does not argue that the state will neces-
sarily disappear. What he does argue is, (1) it is impossible to know definitively what the fu-
ture will look like; and (2) those with privilege will do what they can to ensure that the new
world order will perpetuate their advantage by “replicate[ing] the worst features of the ex-
isting one—its hierarchy, privilege, and inequalities” (Wallerstein 2003: 270).
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CONCLUSION

It is clear that political sociologists have a long list of potential hypotheses that need empirical
testing before deciding whether the state survives or is on the decline. Just as Tilly (1985) and
Bottomore (1979) contend that the state has not always been the main regulator of power with a
monopoly on the legitimate use of force, we see no reason to assume it will always be.

While many of the ideas on the future of the state are theoretical and need empirical verifica-
tion, what cannot be denied is the importance of political institutions and the ways in which these
entities impact every facet of social life. Whether future political sociologists will study the effects
and interactions of the nation-state, the transitional state apparatus, or Empire, we expect that there
will continue to be rich diversity in both theoretical perspectives and empirical approaches. That di-
versity will be a direct result of the past and current debates taking place among pluralist, elite,
Marxist, and political institutionalists who continue to refine their arguments to overcome weak-
nesses identified by competing perspectives. Rational choice and postmodern views will also con-
tinue to be influential. Future chapters will take a closer look at the impact of the state on our every-
day lives, theoretical contributions for understanding other political processes such as voting and

other forms of political participation, and the many globalization debates.

Endnotes

1. The federal government and most of the fifty states

do not currently recognize gay marriage. Histo-
rically, there have been statutes that prohibit sex
acts between consenting adults such as premarital
sex, extramarital sex, same-sex sexual behavior, and
even certain sex acts between spouses such as oral
sex. While many of these statutes are not currently
enforced, the exception has been gay sex acts. Both
U.S. Supreme Court cases Lawrence v. Texas (2003)
and Bowers v. Hardwick (1986) began when law en-
forcement arrested persons engaging in consensual
same-sex sexual acts in the privacy of their homes.
Until Lawrence, which overturned Bowers v.
Hardwick, states could prohibit same-sex sexual be-
havior while considering similar behavior in hetero-
sexual couples as legal (e.g., oral sex). Lawrence is
based on the right of sexual privacy or that sex acts
between consenting adults are off limits to state reg-
ulation. Note though that the state, through the judi-
ciary, is in the position of deciding what does and
does not come under state regulation.

. On November 14, 2007, after calling 911, sixty-

two-year-old John Horn, a resident of Pasadena,
Texas (a Houston suburb), killed two men he sus-
pected were burglarizing a next-door neighbor.
While the 911 operator pleaded with Horn to stay
inside and wait for the police, he replied “I am
going to kill them.” He redialed 911 and said “They
came in the front yard with me, man. I had no
choice. Get somebody over here quick.” A Texas
grand jury refused to indict Horn (Lozano 2008). In

contrast, Kyle Huggett, a 32-year-old Danbury,
Wisconsin, resident was initially bound over for
trial for the January 2009 killing of John Peach,
who broke through the front door of Huggett’s resi-
dence to confront him. The two had been exchang-
ing harassing text messages. Peach was the ex-
boyfriend of Huggett’s girlfriend who was pregnant
with Huggett’s child. Huggett testified that he was
afraid of Peach and what he might do to his girl-
friend and their unborn child. Burnett County
District Attorney, Kenneth Kutz, denied that the ac-
cused was facing imminent danger arguing “I think
Mr. Huggett panicked and shot John Peach when he
came into the house—a reasonable person would-
n’t have reacted that way” (Beckmann 2008: 6A).
Homicide charges were eventually dismissed by a
Wisconsin judge who ruled that Burnett County of-
ficials denied the defendant due process by failing
to listen to or transcribe voice mail messages left by
John Peach (Xiong 2009). The Burnett County dis-
trict attorney appealed the ruling (Rathbun 2009).
The Wisconsin Supreme Court refused to hear the
appeal, meaning that Huggett will not have to stand
trial (Beckmann 2010).

. The Iran—Contra affair was a political scandal during

the Reagan administration in which weapons were
sold illegally to Iran and were used in Iran’s war with
Iraq while the latter was a U.S. ally. Weapon sale
proceeds were used to fund the Contras’ (anti-com-
munist) fight against the Nicaraguan Sandinista gov-
ernment. The Sandinistas or the Sandinista National



Liberation Front is a Nicaraguan political party
based on Marxist ideology.

4. The national government of India controls the har-
vest of tendu leaves that are used to make Indian
cigarettes. The tendu committee is a local group that
oversees the harvest on behalf of the forest depart-
ment. The harvest is a major source of cash income
for locals with an opportunity to earn five to ten
times the average daily wage. The committee ap-
points a munshi who is responsible for organizing
the leaf collection, keeping harvest and payment
records, and distributing cash payments to the vil-
lagers. In the situation described by anthropologist
Peggy Froerer (2005), the munshi for a specific vil-
lage was also the Patel or traditional leader who had
been cheating the villagers out of their entitled share
of the proceeds for several years. The villagers were
hesitant to approach the tendu committee and re-
quest a new munshi. Her description of how the vil-
lagers were eventually able to override the Patel and
have a new munshi appointed illustrates how those
holding traditional authority in order to maintain
their power use the state and also how those vil-
lagers were able to use that external state power to
remove someone who abused his authority.
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CHAPTER

Politics, Culture,
and Social Processes

T.S. Eliot once observed that culture is made up of those things that make life worth living
(1948). Culture in this sense refers to things we call “high taste,” or artifacts such as classical
music, expensive art, or gourmet food. As sociologists, we understand that culture has both
material and nonmaterial dimensions. For example, material forms of culture are displayed in
museums and archives. The Constitution and the Declaration of Independence on display in the
National Archives in Washington, DC, are examples of highly symbolic forms of material
culture, including the architecture of the temple-like National Archives building. Nonmaterial
forms of culture include music played or speeches given on the Fourth of July to celebrate the
principles in those documents. As the study of culture has grown in sociology, it has confirmed
the fact that culture is essential to the functioning of society and its component social structures
and groups.

Over the past three decades, sociologists have made great strides in refining their
understanding of the role of culture in guiding social and personal interactions. Much of this work
represents the return to key concepts originally outlined by Weber, Durkheim, and to some extent,
Marx. Political sociology has built on much of this work in the study of culture, and more recently
returned to the study of the various nuances of the relationship between culture, power, and the
nature of political arrangements in society. In this chapter, we explore just a few ways in which
culture and politics intertwine. The goal here is to briefly describe how political beliefs, values,
ideologies, and other symbolic systems in society are related to the exercise of political power in its
many different forms, such as formations of political groups and associations, or participation in
political action.

Al
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CULTURE AND POLITICS

What is culture? C. Wright Mills (1959) observed that “the concept of ‘culture’ is one of the
spongiest words in social science” (160). While there are many approaches typically connected
to various disciplines, we conceptualize culture as comprised of values, knowledge, beliefs,
symbols, language, and artifacts found in all societies. Culture is essential to the facilitation of
social interaction. Weber described the concept in a fascinating observation about the nature of
religion and culture in guiding social action:

Not ideas, but material and ideal interests directly govern men’s conduct. Yet very
frequently the “world images” that have been created by “ideas” have, like switch-
men, determined the tracks along which action has been pushed by the dynamic of
interests. (Weber 1946: 280)

Weber’s insight is that images and ideas shape interests and guide social interactions.

In his treatment of culture, Talcott Parsons (1951) identified three elements of culture, all
of which are transmitted, learned, and shared—knowledge, values, and symbolic expressions.
Knowledge is the store of experiences, findings, facts, and ways of comprehending the world. For
instance, since the Enlightenment, science has evolved into a tradition of knowledge. Schools
obviously play an important role in preserving this knowledge and sharing it with successive
generations. Values are made up of beliefs or mental benchmarks for assessing the world. In a
classic study of values in the United States, Williams (1970) concluded that freedom, equality,
democracy, individual success, progress, work, material comfort, efficiency, morality, science,
patriotism, and the superiority of some groups over others have consistently served as guides to
social interactions in the United States. Parsons also suggested that norms, including folkways
and mores, were part of this element of culture. In addition, Parsons brought to our attention the
significance of symbolic expression as an element of culture. This includes art, music, poetry,
rituals, and religions as manifestations of emotions and tastes. Language too is an essential
symbolic expression especially for facilitating interaction. It gives human beings a mechanism
for expression through utterances, words, verbalizations, and signs.

Ann Swidler (1986) defined culture as a “tool kit” of habits, skills, and styles from which
people construct strategies of action. The tools we are given in the socialization process help us
navigate social interactions as we move through social groups and social institutions.
Understanding culture as a tool kit for interaction in society, and as made up of elements that
help forge the tools, provides an important analytic tool for considering the role of culture in pol-
itics. As revealed in the study by Williams (1970), values play a significant role in deciding
power relations in society. As Weber argued so persuasively in his early work, culture governs
social actions, including social conflicts, be it conflicts among social classes, status groups, or
other structures in society. The mechanisms for transmitting information about political candi-
dates, or how individuals learn about citizenship, are examples of forms of political knowledge
linked to socialization processes of many kinds. Certainly we can think of politics as having
symbolic expressions too. The more obvious are associations with nationalism or patriotism,
such as flying a flag. Language can also play a role in legitimizing power relationships, or quite
literally, creating a criterion for citizenship. In this case, the tools in the kit are labeled in such a
way that we access them when considering aspects of power and politics.

The work on culture has advanced considerably within the last twenty years. Granted,
culture at one level is about a complex of values and attitudes that in turn influence social inter-
actions. But the sociological understanding of culture goes beyond that. Hall, Neitz, and Battani
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(2003) build on the classical sociological, anthropological, and historical treatments of culture
and define culture to

encompass: (1) ideas, knowledge (correct, wrong, or unverifiable belief), and recipes
for doing things; (2) humanly fabricated tools (such as shovels, sewing machines,
cameras, and computers); and (3) the products of social action that may be drawn
upon in the further conduct of social life (a dish of curry, a television set, a photo-
graph, or a high-speed train for example). (7)

Contemporary approaches to the study of culture focus on these concepts. Moreover, as
this definition suggests, culture is more than just values and belief systems. The study of values
and beliefs, however, constitute an important part of research in political sociology. The study of
political culture offers a different view of politics, asking questions such as:

1. How do citizens develop ideas about power?

2. Where does political knowledge come from and what effect does it have on politics?

3. What role do the media play in the creation of political ideas or knowledge?

4. Is symbolism embedded in political structures used to manipulated citizen beliefs about
power?

As we shall see in this chapter, these and many other questions about the connections between cul-
ture and politics make a “terrain” of a relatively new focus for political sociology (Berezin 1997).

Coronation of Elizabeth Il, Westminster Abbey, London, June 1953
Credit: PhotoLibrary
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POLITICS, CULTURE, AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

Early works in political sociology made references to culture and especially the significance of
cultural contexts to the social psychology of politics. For example, Bendix and Lipset (1966)
suggested that “interaction among individuals occupying the same economic position is also
conditioned by cultural, social-psychological and situational determinants” (27). In building the
research agenda of the growing field of political sociology in the 1960s, Coser (1966) advanced
the argument that power had a number of cultural dimensions worthy of greater research:

While political science had concentrated mainly on the specifically political sphere,
political sociology claimed that to understand the political process fully one had to
relate politics to the entire social structure. These sociologists emphasized the ways
in which a particular political order as well as specific instances of political behavior—
for example voting—must be studied with reference to ostensibly non-political
factors such as the socialization of the young, the formal and informal patterns of
association in which men are variously enmeshed, or the complicated ways in which
systems of beliefs and ideologies color the perspective of political actors. (2)

This description of the nature of power in society reinforced the claim that socialization,
values, beliefs, and ideologies should be studied in order to understand better the distribution of
power and conflict. The major theoretical frameworks over time would address each of these
“nonpolitical factors” in unique ways. The various conceptual perspectives in political sociology
highlight different aspects of the nature of values, beliefs, and orientations and how these are
connected to politics in society.

Pluralist

Culture has always played an important role in pluralist thinking about politics and power.
Pluralists view culture as the seedbed for the beliefs, values, symbols, and orientations necessary
to support the political process. For example, children learn in school that being a good citizen
involves obeying the law as well as active participation in the governing processes, especially vot-
ing. These values, as Parsons would say, are important to the maintenance of the political system.

Tocqueville (1945[1835]) conducted one of the earliest studies of the new political system
in the United States, highlighting the pluralist nature of the new American republic. He viewed
nineteenth-century America as one of the most democratic countries in the world. Intrigued by the
notion that democracy in America brought to its citizens (i.e., White adult males) social, econom-
ic, and political equality, Tocqueville’s focus was especially on the participatory nature of the new
democracy and how individuals would be engaged not only in voting, but also be active in civic
groups and associations. Tocqueville predicted great success for the new nation. He offered five
conclusions about American democracy that would assure its success:

1. a division of authority throughout society which would enhance individualism and diversity
of viewpoints

2. a federal system that divided power among three branches of government as well as a divi-

sion of power between state and federal governments

. a sense of local control which would check outsiders as a threat

. the right to a free press and

5. the right to freely associate, preventing the centralization of economic or social functions
beyond government.

= W
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In many ways, these five observations from Tocqueville reflect pluralist assumptions about
politics and power. Power is viewed as dispersed among groups and associations of citizens, not
concentrated, but rather balanced as a result of fair elections and exchanges of opportunities to
govern. Values and beliefs are supported by the cultural structures, and in some cases, these val-
ues are reflected in the language of the Constitution itself.

One of Tocqueville’s most important observations dealt with the frequency with which
Americans tended to organize into voluntary associations for social, economic, and political
purposes. He believed that this tendency grew out of the value given to equality and the social
contract—that is, the set of expectations that come from living in a community where the indi-
vidual also gains from the collective life of the community. Tocqueville brought attention to the
fact that political participation grows out of association and group formation oriented around
political goals. Tocqueville recognized that conflict was an important source of social evolution,
however, he was optimistic about American society’s ability to handle this conflict. Conflict, he
believed, would be balanced by giving emphasis to local governance and solving communal
problems, and strengthened by voluntary association. As American democracy emerged, collec-
tive action through association was equated with power.

In Civic Culture, Almond and Verba (1963, 1989) made one of the earliest arguments for
emphasizing the role culture played in shaping politics. From their study of citizens from the
United States, Great Britain, Germany, and Italy, they concluded that political culture is the ce-
ment that holds together democratic societies in a number of ways. First, culture is “the political
system internalized in the cognitions, feelings, and evaluations” (1963: 27) of the citizenry that
fosters a healthy tension of sorts between full participation on every policy decision (pure democ-
racy) and no participation at all. In other words, political culture creates a social context in which
the business of governance occurs as a result of consensus. This allows a cadre of political leaders
to act in the best interests of the society based on consensus about essential social values, such as
equality, individualism, or achievement. Second, citizens learn that trust is crucial to the business
of governing. A plurality of groups or coalitions of interest are created to address the concerns of
society. Consider for example, the significance of a peaceful transition of power in the United
States. The president’s term of office is limited, and when a term ends, the power of the presiden-
cy is peacefully handed over from one individual to the next. Despite the contentious election of
2000, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of the plaintiff in Bush v. Gore, George W.
Bush was peacefully sworn in as the forty-third president of the United States. Almond and Verba
(1989) would argue that political culture creates trust in these processes of governance. Consensus
is maintained around the value of peaceful transitions of power and recognition by citizens that
the party or majority elected in a fair electoral process has a legitimate claim to rule.

Consensus about the nature of political rule is another feature of the role of culture in poli-
tics. Equality is clearly a key theme in democratic systems. Individuals are considered to have
certain rights that provide them access in the competition for power. Pluralists treat culture as an
essential component to the understanding of how the masses offer support for the political system,
or how changes in values and beliefs result in corresponding changes in configurations of politi-
cal coalitions that result in changes in who rules. As we shall see in this chapter, a great deal of
work has been done to highlight the connections between governance and mass belief systems.

Elite/Managerial

In contrast to the pluralist framework, the elite/managerial approach shifts the emphasis from
conceptualizing politics to conceptualizing power as held in the hands of a few, because the
competition among interest groups is guided by the rules of a fair process. The elite framework
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treats political culture as a source for values resulting in acquiescence to elite rule. The sim-
ple argument for this perspective is that the elites construct the political culture to reinforce
elite rule.

Weber played a significant role in identifying what role culture would play in sustaining
patterns of institutional rule, namely through bureaucracies. Two contributions are worth noting
here in our study of politics and culture: the role of religion in fostering capitalism and associat-
ed patterns of government, and the impact of rationalization on values about interactions
between citizens and larger organizations.

Weber argued that religion and systems of power were associated in ways that created a
value system in a society which supported institutional arrangements. Weber’s analysis of how
capitalism emerges in societies alongside Protestant beliefs in particular was a critical contribu-
tion to a cultural understanding of social inequality and stratification. He suggested that
Protestant attitudes contributed to the rise of capitalism in several ways. These aspects of
Protestant doctrine included the idea of predestination or being God’s chosen people, the notion
that wasting time was a sin, or that work and occupational choice were a calling divinely inspired
(Collins 1985). The strength of these attitudes, according to Weber, created a cultural system that
would foster adherence to a managerial system of work and politics. Those with higher status
conclude that their position in society is “providence”: “This internal situation gives rise, in their
relations with other strata, to a number of further characteristic contrasts in the functions which
different strata of society expect religion to perform for them” (Runciman 1978: 183). For those
with lower status, the hopes for salvation in the afterlife maintain a sense of complacency and ac-
ceptance of their social situation.

By understanding culture as a way of life, Weber also shed light on the structural ways in
which the Industrial Revolution was changing the power of elites and their everyday existence.
Weber’s description of large organizations and bureaucracy contributed to understanding how
what he called the forces of rationalization changed social patterns and social arrangements,
especially power and politics. Weber found that rules, procedures, laws, and the formality of
social interactions were becoming institutionalized. As a result of the forces of rationalization,
value is placed on efficiency, predictability, and adherence to procedure. Culture shaped by these
forces would foster the expansion of bureaucracies and the impersonal nature of law and proce-
dures. Lawyers, bureaucrats, scientists, and experts would hold positions in the elite and assure
adherence to this way of life.

The works of Mosca also extended the elite framework’s argument that those who rule
craft a ruling ideology. Mosca wrote of a “political formula” which the elite used to “justify its
power on the ground of an abstraction” (Meisel 1962: 55). Mythological references to provi-
dence, divine right, or perhaps vision for leadership are formulas that justify political actions.
Mosca wrote of this symbolic system of beliefs that resulted in elites electing elites to positions
of authority, or using intellectual justification to assure elite appointment to positions in govern-
ing bodies. Mosca saw the formula as a cultural element as a distraction from the reality that
power was not “of the people” (political formula) but rather in the hands of a few.

Fifty years later, in his analysis of politics and social change, Daniel Bell (1960, 1973,
1976) came to the conclusion that elites dominated the political culture of the 1970s by creating
distinct belief patterns. He argued that elites would preserve power through the creation of what
he called more “inclusive identities.” These psychological attachments would trump social-class
divisions in many ways, for example, shifting individual orientations to perhaps focus on geog-
raphy, nationalism, or gender identity. Related to this shift, he argued that elites would play a role
in redefining what equality meant in the modern state. Moreover, identities linked to work would
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change with the onset of postindustrial life, as knowledge and education would become more
important. Thus elites would command the right skills or credentials required for rule. As a result
of these and other global forces, Bell was one of the first to argue that political ideological strug-
gles would be reduced to whether or not capitalism or socialism was the best model for social
political economic systems. Bell argued that the “end of ideology” meant that social life was
being transformed into managed life, where values would be redefined by an elite made up of
diffuse centers of power.

Class Perspective

Marx originally treated the notion of culture as a superstructure, that is, culture emerged out of
the economic relationships of society as well as preserved social-class divisions. In this regard,
political culture would include those values, beliefs, and ideologies that preserved capitalism, the
concentration of wealth in the capitalist class, the obedience of the laboring class, and the psy-
chological power of money. For conflict theorists, culture has an important role to play in the
preservation of unequal distributions of power in society.

Marx and eventually Engels concluded that each class had its own worldview in the history
of class struggle, and its resulting tradition. This outlook was described as “class consciousness,”
which for Marxists is the source of political ideology. Class consciousness reflects economic in-
terest. For political sociologists grounded in the class or Marxist perspective, political culture is
understood as a function of ruling interests weaved into ideology and worldviews. The symbolic
aspects of culture are controlled to promote economic gain for capitalist leaders. The capitalist
ideology (or consciousness) is reproduced and distributed in books, letters, church pulpits, and
media of all forms. The extent of this control assumes that the upper class, often with the assis-
tance of the intelligentsia, can produce ideas to maintain or legitimize inequalities.

The essence of Marxist notions of culture, especially ideology as we shall consider it later in
this chapter, is best summarized by a key statement made in Marx’s 1859 work, A Contribution to
the Critique of Political Economy:

In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite relations that are
indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of production correspond
to a definite stage of development of their material powers of production. The totality
of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society—the
real foundation, on which legal and political superstructures arise and to which defi-
nite forms of social consciousness correspond. The mode of production of material
life determines the general character of the social, political and spiritual processes of
life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the con-
trary, their social being determines their consciousness. (Bottomore 1961: 51)

Because property is the basis for economies, which creates classes, Marx believed that the
role of the state was to protect the property interests of the owners of production. Property is
owned because the state creates “rights” to ownership. The state and associated structures would
create the requisite ideologies to support these outcomes.

In his efforts to describe Who Rules America (2006), Domhoff identifies what he calls
“Americanism” as a unique mix of values which support the capitalist system and its associated
governing structures. Based on decades of refining a class-based model of power in the United
States, Domhoff argues that the unique ideological make-up of the United States has fostered the
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creation of the corporate ruling class through history. Specifically, he argues that individualism
and a corresponding support for free enterprise yields at the least acquiescence to political out-
comes favorable to the ruling class. As a result, few individuals challenge what are considered to
be taken-for-granted assumptions in a capitalist society. This ideological characteristic of U.S.
culture is one of the elements of American social history that Domhoff identifies as a component
of the foundation for ruling-class dominance of politics in the United States.

A second cultural dimension found in Domhoff’s (2006, 2010) research focuses on the cre-
ation of cohesion among individuals in the ruling class. Early in his research, he identified the
role of the Bohemian Club and its camp north of San Francisco in creating literally a retreat for
America’s wealthy and elite. Interestingly, this retreat has become a place for corporate, political,
and social elites to gather for fun and relaxation. Cohesion is fostered in this environment.
Interestingly, Domhoff describes a number of rituals which contribute to the cohesion. One of
the most intriguing of these rituals takes place near the beginning of the annual retreat when the
responsibilities of corporate, political, and social leadership are symbolically burned in the “cre-
mation of care.” In this elaborate ritual, responsibility and care are personified in a muslin-
wrapped wood skeleton placed in a coffin; later the coffin is burned on an altar before a large
carved owl, the symbol of the Bohemian Club and Bohemian Grove camp. This symbolic letting
go of the affairs of banking, corporate finance, the affairs of state, or cares that go with being a
celebrity, creates cohesion among the membership much like rituals found in other groups.
According to Domhoff, this ritual and the various activities found at the retreat foster interaction,
loyalty, and cohesion among the ruling-class members attending.

Derber (2006) recently proposed that the history of political rule in the United States has
been what he calls a series of regimes. One of the “pillars” of regime rule is the role of ideology,
or political culture, manipulated to create “hidden power.” Derber poses an interesting challenge
to the pluralist thinking about fair and open governance in the United States:

Do you believe in black magic? You should, because the regime survives through its
own amazing form of it. All regimes weave hegemonic myths and stories that help to
win the allegiance of the people and keep the regime in power. These can be called
regime ideology or, more bluntly, propaganda. In democratic societies, the role of
propaganda is to partly cloak what Teddy Roosevelt called the “invisible government”
of the regime itself. (121)

In his historical analysis of regimes in the United States, especially since the Industrial
Revolution, Derber argues that intellectual centers, corporate leaders, and the media have all
played a significant role in weaving what the people come to believe is true about the state of
political affairs. The goal of this belief system is to preserve wealth and power in the hands of a
few. Regimes create a ruling-class hegemony, that is, a belief system that diverts people from
acting in their own economic self-interest and instead becoming loyal to nationalistic or moral
beliefs that ultimately do nothing to advance the causes of those who suffer or are excluded from
the societal systems of power.

Rational Choice

Ideology, political values, hegemony, or symbolic systems of power that foster adherence to
political rule are themes in the pluralist, elite, and class frameworks. In many ways, political cul-
ture has been an important topic for political sociologists and has never been removed from the
agenda of research in political sociology, especially as sociologists have recently brought new
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life to the study of culture in general. Rational choice theory has come to occupy a prominent
position in current explanations of power and political outcomes. It emphasizes treating politics
as outcomes of interest based on rational actors operating within the bounds of a system, shaped
by the social allocation of resources or the distribution of power in the community, which ulti-
mately results in political action understood as a matter of choice. In other words, political insti-
tutions as well as political individuals act in their best interests based on the resources they have
or come to earn. Following the assumptions of rational choice theory in the study of politics, we
could make the case that values and orientations, no matter what the source, guide the choices of
individual citizens (e.g., voting choices, action to address a community problem).

Kiser and Bauldry (2005) identify six ways in which current research in the rational choice
tradition is making use of concepts in political culture. First, they note work on a concept called
“focal points” which researchers argue constitutes information, values, and beliefs in an organi-
zation that become a point for agreement. This creates a basis for coordinating action within the
organization and marshalling resources directed at certain goals. Second, they note that informa-
tion and knowledge play a role in rational choices in organizational or institutional dynamics. As
an element of culture, knowledge can guide choices. In this sense, political sociologists are now
studying what role information sources play in directing actions of bureaucracies as well as
political activists. The role of norms in political groups and the creation of ways to maintain
membership in the groups is the third cultural dimension to the rational choice approach to the
study of politics. Fourth, legitimacy to authority is an important dynamic in emerging rational
choice models of politics. Related to the role of norms is the idea that some power centers in the
game of politics command greater credibility to rule than others. This line of research would
examine how legitimacy is created by political groups acting in the political arena. This connects
to a fifth theme identified by Kiser and Bauldry, the role of ritual in pulling together collectives
for political action. Political rituals can reinforce membership and loyalty to a group, thus affect-
ing the ability of organizations to again marshal the resources necessary for achieving political
goals. Sixth, more recent rational choice approaches have started to examine the role of national-
ism as a cultural component to coordinating political action. As we will see later in this chapter,
the rational choice approach raises interesting questions for political sociologists who consider
cultural dimensions in their research as some find nationalistic tendencies to be powerful moti-
vators for political action. As we will see in other chapters, the impact of culture continues to
appear in the work of political sociologists reinforcing the role cultural elements play in politics.

Institutionalist

As mentioned in Chapter 1, we believe that the new institutionalist theories in the social sciences are
in many ways a hybrid of theories of politics that have focused on structures such as organizations,
bureaucracy, and the state, and have incorporated aspects of culture that emphasize culture as habits,
symbolic guides to political processes, or traditions in politics. Because the institutionalist approach
emphasizes the effects of culture, it’s important to consider what role culture plays in politics when
contrasting the various frameworks in political sociology. There are many concepts associated with
this approach: the role of social ideas that affect political outcomes, the role of experts in influencing
political processes, and the reliance on scripts or narratives as norms that also guide political action.

An important question in political sociology is “How is public policy made?” A cultur-
al turn in answer to this question suggests that there are ideas, or what Burstein (1991) calls
“policy domains”—“a component of the political system that is organized around substan-
tive issues” such as education, crime, or welfare (328). These domains make up arenas of
action where citizens, politicians, interest groups, parts of the bureaucracy, courts, and
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legislators come together with a particular policy focus. In this sense, a variety of struc-
tures are moved to address policies in these domains or areas of interest. These domains are
focused on determining how issues become part of the public agenda, or how policy op-
tions are chosen. Burstein’s notion of policy domains gives a focal point for analyzing what
political institutions are at work, such as political actors, rules, and eventual policy out-
comes. The policy domain as a clustering of structural activity around an idea explains the
influence that interest groups, protest organizations, or even judicial actors have when they
come together in a pattern of social action around issues like public education, defense, or
health care.

Similar to the notion of the policy domain is another cultural concept referred to as a
normative context for politics. Norms play a role in guiding the work of policymakers, lobbyists,
or civil servants. One way of thinking of these contexts, or fields as suggested by Campbell
(2002), is as “taken-for-granted world views of policy makers” that “constrain the range of policy
choices they are likely to consider when formulating economic, welfare, national security, and
other public policies” (22). These are typically important normative assumptions about the
nature of work or family or education. For example, there may be normative boundaries in poli-
cymaking that follow the “get tough on crime” norm typical of campaigns which emphasize to
legislators the taken-for-granted cultural expectations regarding punishment of crimes that are
considered particularly harmful to society.

Policymakers as well as candidates seeking office often turn to experts for advice on
political processes. The role of experts as retainers of knowledge and experiences in political
action is another field of research in the institutionalist framework. Manza (2000) studied, for
example, a constellation of experts that played a critical role in the creation of the New Deal
reforms initiated by President Roosevelt in the 1930s and 1940s. He finds that “At the center of
the efforts of these reformers were advocacy organizations such as the American Association
for Labor Legislation and the American Association for Old Age Security. These organizations
provided intellectual and political leadership for early pension reform campaigns, and eventually
at the national level during the New Deal” (312). As an element of culture, knowledge in this
regard is seen as an important variable in explaining actions of the state. A cadre of intellectuals
or experts typically plays an important role in bringing areas of specialty to bear on political
processes, including policy processes and electoral activities of campaigns (e.g., pollsters or
campaign strategists).

Another stream of inquiry associated with institutionalist political sociology has explored
“narratives” in politics. Jacobs and Sobieraj (2007) describe narratives as “templates for orient-
ing and acting in the world: by differentiating between good and evil, by providing understand-
ings of agency and selfhood, and by defining the nature of social bonds and relationships™ (5).
In this sense, political culture is a source for ways in which stories about public problems or
concerns are told, with situations, actors, even scripts for telling the story. In their research, they
study how members of Congress weaved what the researchers called “a masquerade narrative”
to shed light on fake or illegitimate nonprofit groups. The power of these stories is revealed by
how public perceptions were molded by members of Congress who wanted to maintain their
image as champions protecting legitimate nonprofit groups that help people, and at the same
time criticizing the nonprofit sector for taking advantage of the taxpayer through tax exemp-
tions or high salaries paid to CEOs of nonprofit groups. Narratives in this regard originate in the
power of storytelling as a way to persuade voters or describe groups in context of a political de-
bate or conflict. We will revisit the importance of narrative and the story creation to motivate
political participation.
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Postmodern

The postmodern analyses of politics, political structures, and political processes in society are per-
haps in essence cultural in their approach. This body of work focuses on inherently cultural
themes, such as the power of language and social discourse in creating exclusion of segments of
society, the emergence of social identities related to values and beliefs unique to postmodern life,
the understanding of history as culture, as well as the evolution of political configurations of sym-
bols, meanings, and structures across time. Torfing (2005) summarizes this approach, concluding
that “Poststructuralist discourse theory is a tool for analyzing the more or less sedimented rules
and meanings that condition the political construction of social, political and cultural identity”
(153). The postmodern framework as we describe in this text is a collection of works perhaps not
as unified as the previous traditions but nonetheless significant to studies of political culture.

A key feature of the postmodernist notions of power is that language structures reality.
Thus, power distributions in society are understood as what is commonly referred to in this
framework as narratives. These narratives are (to oversimplify perhaps) patterns of social actions
created as/by systems of power. They reflect the “sedimented rules and meanings” in language
and interaction that Torfing describes. Two key works by Foucault shaped this approach. In his
study of mental illness, Madness and Civilization (1973), he proposed the idea that some groups
of people can be separated because they are not adherents to reason. Separation was created not
only physically, but also through narratives. For example, society created a named category of
persons with mental problems—the mad. Eventually, the narrative of mental illness was com-
manded by doctors and scientists, who described these conditions as medical conditions. In
Discipline and Punish (1975), Foucault traces the narratives of punishment. Prior to the 1800s,
societies created spectacles of pain and torture often in the name of the monarch or church.
Science changed this narrative with the invention of a science of punishment. The modern
prison, invented in the early 1800s, was structured to allow the “gaze” of the watchful state,
maintaining control and surveillance of those convicted with large prisons designed to control
every move of the body as well as watch every aspect of daily prisoner routines. The science of
punishment would also invent narratives related to reform and rehabilitation, again with the idea
that criminality was sickness, or bad choices, which could be changed. The language of these
forms of control in society was changed by science, experts, and the state. Narratives mark these
shifts in thinking about control of deviant populations.

Another example of the postmodern approach to politics and culture is found in the work of
Laclau and Mouffe (1985; Mouffe 1991) who offer a framework where citizenship is redefined in
terms of the creation of discourse to describe a cultural guide of sorts to steer individuals to come to-
gether to tackle common problems. Mouffe suggests that individuals create a common bond when
they share a concern or problem. They draw upon cultural rules and manners of talking relevant to
conceptualizing problems in order to get things done. Mouffe refers to the cultural sources that guide
manners, talk, and conceptualizations of social issues as citizenship emerging from the res publica:

Those rules prescribe norms of conduct to be subscribed to in seeking self-chosen
satisfactions and in performing self-chosen actions. The identification with those
rules of civil intercourse creates a common political identity among persons
otherwise engaged in many different enterprises. This modern form of political
community is held together not by a substantive idea of a common good but by a
common bond, a public concern. It is therefore a community without definite shape,
a definite identity, and in a continuous reenactment. (1991: 77)
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In this sense, the exercise of political power can appear and disappear depending on the
public concern addressed, as well as on the makeup of any given community that expresses its
concerns and at the same time is motivated to act against the political authority. Politics is not
thought of as interest group against interest group (pluralism), elites against the masses (elitism),
or upper class against working class (class), but rather politics is constructed by citizens working
together using cultural resources (e.g., discourse, symbolism, cohesion of a community) to cre-
ate civic bonds that once forged, are useful in addressing public concerns.

This approach to understanding politics requires the political sociologist to see the exercise
of power by collectives in its civic context, or consistent with the terminology of this approach,
politics occurs in certain social spaces. For example, in his study of AIDS activism in Canada,
Brown (1997) found that individuals in urban areas came together to address the public concern
of how to care for AIDS patients. Political action was not just about lobbying the state for
resources to help AIDS patients, but it was also about creating groups of volunteers in neighbor-
hoods to care for patients or to educate the community about AIDS. In addition, Brown discov-
ered that activism also involved families in a way to create care networks of sorts for individual
patients. What Brown discovered was that the “radical democracy” that Mouffe and Laclau
talked about was revealed in the way of life associated with the particular city studied. The res
publica was a cultural basis for the norms and rules of action involving the state (national and
urban), community (neighborhoods), and families (the private sphere). Politics emerged to
address the concern of AIDS. Urban life fostered this new space of political action.

According to this approach, culture and structure foster the emergence of political action.
Political action at any given moment can appear as individuals define political concerns
through discourse, and find a configuration of collective action that works for the problem.
Culture is the sources of rules about forming action, beliefs about what is valuable action or
what issue is in need of concern, and ideas for solving problems. This action may then disap-
pear once it’s felt it has been addressed. Thus, because of the heavy influence of culture in this
approach outlined by Laclau and Mouffe, political action is always changing. Although
complex, this conceptualization of politics and culture is a good example of the postmodern
orientation to politics and power.

POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION

How does an individual learn about the practices of politics in society or tools for citizenship? How
is knowledge transferred or language practiced? We call the social process by which members of
the social group acquire the tools, skills, and beliefs for political action and the exercise of power,
political socialization. The acquisition of political knowledge, comprehension of political symbols,
or manipulation of values for political ends is better understood if we consider how society trans-
mits culture to future generations. This is referred to as the process of political socialization.

The early studies of political socialization focused on the nature of political learning, espe-
cially in childhood and adolescence. Greenstein (1965) defined political socialization as “the
deliberate inculcation of political information, values and practices by instructional agents who
have been formally charged with this responsibility” (5). Reflecting a systems orientation, polit-
ical socialization was understood as a process for schools, as organizations of the state are as-
signed the responsibility of fostering political learning. Easton and Dennis (1969) concluded that
a child’s attachment to political systems revolves around three “attitude objects.” All children
first understand the political community, that is, the localized social group brought together
through political influences. For example, children in early elementary grades learn about their
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city or community and the actors in it, namely police officers, fire safety officials, or the post-
master. The second set of objects is political authorities. Occupants of key political roles, such as
George Washington or Abraham Lincoln, who occupied the political role of president, are stud-
ied. The third object is the regime, which although a bit more abstract for children, is the focus of
law, rules, duty, and obligation connected to the notion of citizenship. Good citizens follow the
rules, and participate in political institutions by voting in elections. Mock elections, where chil-
dren are encouraged to vote, are examples of learning processes where political roles such as
voter are learned.

Much of what we know about political socialization is that it is developmental, mean-
ing that the acquisition of attitudes, values, and orientations about politics and power takes
place throughout the course of life (Braungart and Braungart 1990). This model of political
socialization is a process not limited to childhood or adolescence (see Textbox 3.1). It ex-
plains the dynamics of values and understandings as occurring throughout life. Generally, the
transmission of knowledge, values, and symbolic expressions from one generation to another
has been suspected of having significance to a society’s political systems. The patterns of
socialization culturally create a basis for generalized support of democratic structures in so-
ciety. As Easton and Dennis (1969) noted, these patterns develop “diffuse support” for the
political system as the individual critically analyzes the political world. This diffuse support
contributes to the forces necessary for acceptance of the political order and its institutions.
The “benevolent leader hypothesis™ confirms this by showing how the positive image of the
president developed during childhood influences subsequent beliefs about political institu-
tions and leaders (Greenstein 1960). This may take the form of looking to the president as a
problem solver or person responsible for addressing social ills or as a source of protection in
times of threat. According to Dawson, Prewitt, and Dawson (1977), the significance of the
stages of development in political knowledge and values was that “adult political behavior is
the logical expression of values, knowledge, and identification formed during childhood and
youth” (73). This assertion, however, was never fully supported as much of the research on
political socialization died out since few links between childhood attitudes correlated with
adult political behavior.

The socialization process is constructed by what are called agents of socialization. These
social structures play an important role in learning about politics and culture. The impact agents of
socialization have on political values, beliefs, and symbols of politics is an important part of the re-
search efforts in the study of political socialization. Research on political socialization has thus fo-
cused in particular on family, school, and social groups, with some attention to the role of workplace
in the formation of attitudes, values, and knowledge about politics (Jennings and Niemi 1981).

Families play an important role in the early inculcation and development of political
beliefs, values, and attitudes. The primary function of the social institution of family is to trans-
mit norms, roles, and statuses to children. Roles related to power and authority are some of the
first learned in the family environment. For example, working-class parents tend to display more
authoritarian patterns of discipline with children (Kohn and Schooler 1969). These patterns are
learned and then associated with persons in positions of leadership or authority. Families are
where children also learn about identification with political parties, which in most cases lasts
into adulthood. Republican parents tend to raise Republican-identifying children. The more vis-
ible parents are in voting or participating in politics, the more their children seem to learn that
participation is important.

Schools play an important role in the process of political socialization. There is clearly an
explicit role for the social institution of education in that it claims a social mandate to instruct and
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TEXTBOX 3.1

Political Socialization through the Life Course

In the 1960s and 1970s, studies of political socialization applied advancing psychological and
educational models about learning. Dawson, Prewitt, and Dawson (1977) identified a number of
dynamics that occur at different stages in what Braungart and Braungart (1990) would later call
the “life-course understanding” of political socialization. Erikson, Luttbeg, and Tedin (1988) identi-
fied the following stages in political socialization:

Preschool (ages three to five) Children become aware of a political world in very sim-
ple terms. They are aware of the authority of the state, namely through role models, and
they are aware of a political community fostered by saying the Pledge of Allegiance or be-
coming familiar with the flag.

Early Childhood (ages six to nine) Children begin to understand in very basic terms
that government and the president have power which is similar to the hierarchy found in
many families. Interestingly, children start to develop a party identification mostly as a result
of familial identification. Hess and Torney (1969) reported that 55 percent of the children in
a 1963 sample of grade school children were able to identify themselves as being a
Democrat or Republican. The child is capable of labeling himself or herself but is unable to
articulate the meaning of a political party.

Late Childhood (ages ten to twelve) The child begins to learn about voting for the
person not the party as a political value in democracy. Interests in public affairs, voting, and
getting others to vote are viewed by the child as definitions of good citizenship (Hess and
Torney 1969). Children develop the capability to distinguish between persons and institu-
tions. The president is now known as an individual who holds an institutionalized position
of authority.

Adolescence (ages thirteen to eighteen) This stage is characterized by a great deal of
change and for all practical purposes, the crystallization of political views. Adelson and
O’Neil (1966) note that the child is now able to distinguish self-interest from community in-
terest. Policy conceptions at this stage are more coherent and the child is able to think in
terms of ideology. Adolescents in their early teens hold a positive view of government and
the Constitutional structure in general.

Political Adulthood The effects of life-course experiences after high school are no-
table in the political socialization process. Understanding and commitment to the regime,
authority, and politics can be influenced by life experiences, group membership, and
aging. Partisan attachment is generally stronger during middle to late adult years.
Abramson (1983) found that the electorate tends to “Republicanize” as it becomes
older. Taking stands on political issues could be affected by some events such as a war, a
corrupt administration, or others. During one’s life, events such as these could change
basic political views. Social forces are capable of changing the party orientations acquired
during childhood as one ages. Early patterns of socialization may be influenced by expe-
riences later in the life cycle, and so early patterns have little subsequent effect on political
behavior.




Chapter 3 « Politics, Culture, and Social Processes

teach children about the nature and characteristics of government, and the more generalized role
of citizenship. In early grades, the benevolence of public servants is reinforced with visits from
law enforcement officers or trips to the state capitol to meet legislators or the governor. Children
view authority as looking out for the interests of the community. In adolescence, the focus of the
socialization process shifts to preparation for citizenship. Most direct is enrollment in civics
courses designed to provide instruction in the characteristics and operations of the state apparatus.
Students may be engaged in community service projects that emphasize the role of the citizen or
seek out volunteer roles in campaigns or community organizations. These connections between
the school and the political apparatus are designed to reinforce aspects of citizenship that are
assumed to carry through to adulthood. Education beyond the K-12 experience increases the like-
lihood that an individual will become more active in politics (Dalton 2008). Whether this is a
function of “greater knowledge” or other factors is unclear. Nonetheless, years of schooling corre-
late strongly with civic activism and growth of democratic forms of governance.

Social groups also play an important role in shaping political values and orientations.
Drawing on findings from other fields of study that conclude that peers matter, this body of
knowledge confirms that peers play an important role in shaping political ideas among citizens.
For adolescents in particular, peer groups can serve as a reference point for political information
by communicating about political events such as elections, as well as a place to explore defining
role behaviors related to citizenship. These patterns carry into adulthood.

The media have also played an increasingly important role in political socialization
processes, but Dawson, Prewitt, and Dawson (1977) noted early on that this role is secondary
in contrast to the power of the three socializing agents described previously. Since the 1960s,
the role of television, especially in politics and campaigning, has grown remarkably. Since
the 1990s the Internet has also launched important changes in the nature of media-oriented
politics. Obama’s campaign for president made very effective use of the Internet, including
the solicitation of significant campaign contributions. For children, the media are an important
source of imagery and information. Children and adolescents are more likely than adults to

Barack Obama gives election victory speech on BBC News TV screens on audio floor of John Lewis
department store

Credit: © RichardBaker/Alamy
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report getting their understanding of political events or issues from TV sources. This may be
changing as the Internet and other media forms take on a significant role in the lives of adoles-
cents especially. What impact this has on socialization processes related to information shar-
ing or the construction of political orientations or images is unclear. Clearly, we cannot ignore
the role of TV in the last forty years, especially in conveying a political understanding to
the youngest citizens. For example, presidential and vice-presidential debates continue to gen-
erate considerable interest among the TV-viewing public. Thanks to technology and changes
in the media industry, this all may be changing.

Research from the disciplines of psychology, political science, education, and sociology
have fine-tuned our understanding of what factors seem to influence the development of political
values, attitudes, and beliefs. For example, research in the field of psychology now suggests that
schemas or “cognitive mailboxes,” are constructed to retain and analyze information about polit-
ical occurrences (Torney-Purta 1990, 1995). Renshon (2004) identified three questions of inter-
est that build on more than forty years of research. He argues that contemporary social changes
are behind three new orienting questions in political socialization research:

1. What impact does globalization have on nationalist identities? For example, the September 11,
2001 terrorist attacks in the United States appear to have significant impact on nationalist
identities in the United States. What aspects of the socialization process are crucial in
shaping these types of identities?

2. How will immigration and changing demographic patterns in the United States influence
socialization processes? As the population of the United States becomes even more
diverse, interactions among individuals of differing ethnic and racial backgrounds will
become more frequent, much like those during the Industrial Revolution. The ways in
which citizens adapt to these changes will no doubt be found in the socialization processes
associated with schooling in particular.

3. How have changes in civic education in the last decade influenced socialization outcomes?
For example, some research notes declining levels of civic literacy, suggesting that schools
have not lived up to the expected role of socializing future citizens into informed roles
(Niemi 1999).

Much of the focus has shifted to exploring what impact social structures, like schools or
group memberships, have on shaping attitudes and values about politics. Moreover, as we shall
see in Chapters 6, 7, and 8 on political participation, some argue that culture shifts have had im-
portant effects on youth civic involvement, community activism, and ultimately, voting.

POLITICAL VALUES

Political socialization entails many mechanisms by which members of a society or social group
understand the formalized operations of power in society, namely the ways in which the state
works. Knowledge is conveyed regarding the nature of government, the duties and obligations
associated with the role of citizen, as well as the skills necessary for participating in the political
process. At another level, political socialization affects the values and political orientations of in-
dividuals. These values shape the ways in which individuals make judgments about the distribu-
tion of power in society, or the acceptability of certain policies advocated by the state (Halman
2007, Weakliem 2005). Political values are shaped not only by the agents of socialization
described earlier but also by what political sociologists describe as period effects or influences
associated with societal events at a particular period in history.
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Almond and Verba (1963, 1989) and Huntington (1968, 1991) argued that certain cultural
patterns that emphasize well-being and education give rise to democratic forms of government.
The groundbreaking work The Civic Culture (Almond and Verba 1963) concluded that demo-
cratic societies would evolve out of changing societal milieu, namely one characterized by higher
levels of industrialization and education. Politics would be changed as citizens in societies
characterized by modernization would embrace forms of participation, self-governance, and
government led by principles of civil service rather than elite dominance. The exploration of
social change and its effects on politics has yielded insights into the connections between cultur-
al elements (knowledge, values, symbolic systems) and political outcomes. In 1997, Inglehart
concluded that:

The political culture approach today constitutes the leading alternative to rational
choice theory as a general explanatory framework for political behavior. The politi-
cal culture approach is distinctive in arguing that (1) people’s responses to their situ-
ations are shaped by subjective orientations, which vary cross-culturally and within
subcultures, and (2) these variations in subjective orientations reflect differences in
one’s socialization experience, with early learning conditioning later learning, mak-
ing the former more difficult to undo. Consequently, action can not be interpreted as
simply the result of external situations: Enduring differences in cultural learning also
play an essential part in shaping what people think and do. (Inglehart 1997: 19)

What Inglehart does here is advance the sociological agenda in connecting politics and
culture. This argument suggests that it is not economic or political outcomes that dictate choices
(the assumption of rational choice theories), but rather, politics, economics, and social structures
in general change and adapt as a result of culture. This chapter now takes a detailed look at the
work of Inglehart, and examines how processes of socialization, generational experiences, and
economic conditions shape values and political beliefs.

The Shift from Materialist to Post-Materialist Values

One of the most comprehensive projects dedicated to studying how social change affects polit-
ical culture and thus, political dynamics in society, is the project led by Ronald Inglehart
(1977, 1990, 1997). His studies of political culture in the United States and more recently
worldwide (Inglehart and Welzel 2005) focus on explaining how historical, socioeconomic
changes in the last one hundred years have fostered changes in the values of citizens. Inglehart
defines culture as “a people’s strategy for adaptation.” That is, the toolkit that includes ways of
understanding political events, cognitive skills for making political decisions, and values that
would influence political choices, is altered by structural and historical forces. These strate-
gies are altered in response to economic, technological, and political shifts, and ultimately af-
fect politics. This study of political culture has highlighted how economic effects experienced
by different generations change political values and attitudes.

Inglehart’s initial studies in the United States hypothesized that economic changes since
World War II (WWII) have resulted in changes in values and personal skills. Specifically, he
observed that cultural change in Western society is “deemphasizing economic growth as a
dominant goal” with a corresponding decline of economic criteria as the standard for rational
behavior. By studying two cohorts (individuals born before and after WWII), Inglehart found
differences in value orientations and what he described as “skills” related to work and political
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involvement. He referred to these cohorts as materialists (those born before WWII) and post-
materialists (those born after WWII). As seen in Figure 3.1, a greater percentage of older persons
reported holding materialist values, while a greater percentage of younger persons reported post-
materialist values. Those with mixed value patterns did not vary by cohort.

Industrialization and socioeconomic change since WWII has resulted in a change in
what Inglehart refers to as the political community. He suggests that individuals require differ-
ent skills for social and political interaction, which reflects how people conceptualize political
community. The postmaterialist political community is national, complex, and driven by
technology. Postmaterialists (those in the post-WWII cohort) acquired skills that facilitate
participation in a national political community. Inglehart suggested that generational differ-
ences existed in what he called, “cognitive mobilization” or essentially, the skills needed for
political action in modern political communities. These skills include education, information,
and participation in organizations or networks. These are elements we associate with modern
mass societies. Inglehart argues that these mechanisms of social transition may raise the
potential for political participation.

Postmaterialists as social idealists are redirecting their energies toward social activities that go
beyond mere physical or economic security. Pursuit of lofty social goals leads to opportunities for
greater participation, according to Inglehart, as postmaterialists are driven by idealism. Cognitive
skills create opportunities for value reflection and critical examination of personal priorities. As a
result of postmaterialist political culture, Inglehart concludes that inequality between elites and
masses has generally diminished, and education has become the basis of power for the masses, who
in turn could become elites. He points to data showing that for the postmaterialist generation, edu-
cation and unconventional participation are strongly associated. He also points to general declines
in gender-based inequalities in Western societies. This model argues that education is washing out
the effects of gender discrimination in voting or political participation in general.
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According to Inglehart, the value sets common to the post-WWII generation focus on
lifestyle issues (e.g., aspects of sexuality, religious and spiritual pursuits, environmentalism).
The appeal to social class is no longer significant as economic development has equalized
much of the individual’s need to feel economically secure. Change in orientations toward state
authority and legitimacy of national institutions have also been significant. As a result of rela-
tive prosperity, individuals shift their emphasis, from economic and physical security to belong-
ing, self-expression, and quality-of-life issues. This shift follows the expansion of the welfare
state and economic growth after WWII, which by the 1970s had turned into post-materialist
support for exploration of differing lifestyles especially in contrast to the values of the pre-WWII
generation.

The changes in political values and behavior were also significant. Shifts were noted in the
prevailing types of participation. Specifically, Inglehart finds changes in loyalties to political
parties. No longer does party identification represent class or socioeconomic status (SES) cleav-
ages. Postmaterialists transcend traditional labels, and tend to support change parties in general.
Postmaterialists are far more likely to engage in protest politics such as petition drives, demon-
strations, strikes, or boycotts. And according to Inglehart, postmaterialists gained access to elite
groups in the United States. Those with postmaterialist values are now achieving positions of
authority in society. Members of this cohort now serve in parliaments or congress, and hold
occupations in the elite occupational groups (e.g., educators, lawyers, labor leaders, media reps).

In their most recent project, Inglehart and Welzel (2005) have identified similar shifts in
other countries, again connected to global economic modernization. Based on surveys of values
from 120 societies, Inglehart and Welzel have created a model of political culture that empha-
sizes a connection between economic growth, human choice, and strength of democratic
processes. Specifically, they conclude that

Each of the three components of human development is a distinct manifestation of a
common underlying theme: autonomous human choice. Socioeconomic develop-
ment increases people’s resources, giving people the objective means that enable
them to make autonomous choices. With self-expression values, people give high
priority to acting according to their autonomous choices. And democracy provides
civil and political liberties, granting people the rights to act according to their
autonomous choices. (Inglehart and Welzel 2005: 287)

Inglehart’s studies have tested this claim and provided evidence that the relationship
between cultural shifts and political attitudes and behavior is strong.

Inkeles and the Modern Personality

Much like the model of cultural change and politics outlined by Inglehart, Alex Inkeles has
conceptualized political culture emerging from social change resulting in what he calls “modern
values” (Inkeles 1983; Inkeles and Smith 1974). Societies that become economically complex in
the modern era would modernize further as a result of individuals retaining values including:

* openness to new experience

* independence from traditional authority

* belief in science and medicine for solving human problems
e educational and occupational ambition

* punctuality and orderliness and

e interest in civic affairs. (Schooler 1996)
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One key factor in modernizing these values in contrast to traditional value systems held by
older generations in society was the advancement of education. He too concluded that each gen-
eration experiences a number of historical and structural changes reflected in the socialization
processes of society. The result is a shift in individual value patterns among citizens.

Religion and Political Values

Interest in the connections between religion and politics is not new. In fact, one can easily argue
that prior to the Enlightenment, religion, as Weber suggested, was the social base for the legit-
imization of power. Think for example about the concept of divine right of kings. Rule of the
monarch was justified by appeals to the intentions of God. Enlightenment thinking and the age of
revolution changed this basic philosophy of rule. Political power would move from a religious
base to a focus on the ability of free persons to think and choose rulers and policies. The role of
religion in politics since then has changed. In the last two centuries, appeals to religious thinking
have been used to justify political acts such as wars, declarations of independence, the abolition
of slavery, and the intervention of the state in human reproduction and death.

In very recent history, American politics in particular entered an era where religion played
an important role in shaping political outlooks thus organizing citizens into various forms of
political action. The 1980s and 1990s were described by some political sociologists as polarized,
suggesting significant divisions between a variety of citizen groups. Hunter (1991) coined the
term culture wars to describe the intensity of what emerged as a debate about the perceived
morality of American society and the role of the state and religious organizations in defining
social values. Why is religion important to our understanding of politics? It serves as a basis for
structuring moral imperatives about the nature of life, and thus, social conflicts that may become
political questions.

In the United States, the social institution of religion has undergone three significant
changes in the past century:

1. decline in size of mainline denominations with growth in conservative denominations;
2. decline in denominationalism (ecumenical, cross church); and
3. emergence of “direct action, special purpose” groups.

As a result of these changes, the role of religion in politics has taken on new forms. Hunter de-
scribes this as a key influence in the culture wars, because the purpose of many of the emergent
religious groups is “about power—a struggle to achieve or maintain the power to define reality”
(1991: 52). It is within this environment that groups like the Moral Majority marshaled political
resources including money and churchgoers, and the presidential candidacies of Pat Robertson,
a tele-evangelist who placed a surprising second in the 1988 Iowa Caucuses, and Mike
Huckabee, a former Arkansas governor and minister in the Southern Baptist Church who won
the Iowa Caucuses in 2008.

Some scholars have argued that the current religious critique of culture and morality is
a direct attack on modernity and everyday life as the twentieth century came to a close (Marty
and Appleby 1995). The growth of fundamentalist religious beliefs is worldwide, involving es-
pecially two of the largest global religious traditions: Islam and Christianity. The shift to fun-
damentalist thinking at the end of the twentieth century was important to national and global
politics. The key point is that religion serves as a significant source of values that in turn con-
struct political orientations and dispositions that foster variations in individual and group val-
ues, attitudes, and resulting political actions. Manza and Wright (2003) find that these values
create “religious cleavages” in voting patterns in the United States. For example, they conclude
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TEXTBOX 3.2

Religion, Ideology, and Political Extremism

Religion has historically been a powerful force in shaping the motivations and eventual acts of
kings, crusaders, revolutionaries, and activists. The role of religion in serving as a catalyst for po-
litical actions such as terrorism or war has been studied. Even today we find examples of religious
frameworks transformed into what some believe are justifiable acts of political violence. Because
values and religious beliefs are involved, there is controversy in defining the exact relationship
between religion and politics. Some bristle at the label “political extremism” based on religious
ideology.

In May 2009, abortion provider Dr. George Tiller was murdered while attending services at
his home church in Wichita, Kansas. Scott Roeder, a self-proclaimed anti-abortion activist in
Kansas who had created an anti-abortion Web site and had participated in protests at Planned
Parenthood clinics in the Kansas City area, was convicted of the murder. Law enforcement offi-
cers also linked Roeder with a right-wing movement known as the “Freemen,” which was an
antigovernment movement in the Midwest claiming to operate under its own system of common
law. Roeder has claimed that his use of deadly force was “justifiable” to defend unborn children.
There are clues in this case that religion and beliefs in conspiracy shaped Roeder’s beliefs about
abortion.

In an effort to examine the role of religion in contemporary politics, some groups monitor
the acts of religious groups organized around political agendas. Abortion has become a highly
politicized topic in the last fifty years. In one recent study, entitled Toxic to Democracy: Conspiracy
Theories, Demonization, and Scapegoating Chip Berlet (2009) claims that religion helps form
outgroups in politics and establishes social divisions that rationalize the use of political violence.
He observes:

Right-wing pundits demonize scapegoated groups and individuals in our society,
implying that it is urgent to stop them from wrecking the nation. Some angry people
in the audience already believe conspiracy theories in which the same scapegoats are
portrayed as subversive, destructive, or evil. Add in aggressive apocalyptic ideas that
suggest time is running out and quick action mandatory and you have a perfect storm
of mobilized resentment threatening to rain bigotry and violence across the United
States.

According to the study, there are four “tools of fear” commonly used by groups and indi-
viduals associated with what we know as right-wing political movements. These tools include:
(1) dualism, (2) scapegoating, (3) demonization, and (4) apocalyptic aggression. The report also
details how each of these goals are commonly pursued by various groups that make up far-right
followings. Many of these groups are part of a larger social and political ideological movement in
the United States.

Go to the link listed in the source to download your copy of this study. Then using these
four goals and news reports on the Roeder case, identify how religion and conspiracy are used to
construct a justification for political violence. Find specific examples of statements or law enforce-
ment testimony or reports that demonstrate dualist thinking about abortion, blaming and demo-
nization of abortion doctors, and the use of violence and aggression.

Source: Chip Berlet. “Toxic to Democracy: Conspiracy Theories, Demonization, & Scapegoating.” Public Eye.Org, the Web site
of Political Research Associates, retrieved July 29, 2009 from http://www.publiceye.org/conspire/toxic2democracy/media.
html.
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that denominational membership and a commitment to dogma or religious teaching influence
how people vote for president. Others have identified the role of religious values in structuring
more radical forms of political protest and extremism as we will see in Chapters 8 and 9.
Sociologists studying radical forms of political protest, rallies, and the emergence of extremist
Web sites have found that religion plays an important role in the construction of attitudes and
beliefs that are used to justify racism, anti-Semitism, and homophobia. Textbox 3.2 provides
an example of this research.

IDEOLOGY, BELIEFS, AND PUBLIC OPINION

The concept of ideology is used to conceptualize the arrangement of values and belief systems that
citizens, policymakers, leaders, and even nonparticipants create about power and power structures.
The study of ideology has held a prominent position in social and philosophical inquiry since the
concept was described by Destutt de Tracy in the late eighteenth century. Influenced by
Enlightenment philosophers, this French citizen charged with rebuilding French intellectualism
after the revolution used the term ideology in a plea for a science, or logic, of ideas. In the fields of
philosophy and social psychology, ideology has emerged as a concept related to the individual’s
interpretation of various events or aspects of the environment. The writings of Karl Marx focused
on ideology as a superstructure, its expression in various forms of the division of labor, in the forces
of economic history, and its use by the ruling class. Marx suggests that ideology emerges from the
superstructures creating false consciousness among the working class. Mannheim (1936) argued as
did Marx that ideology was a historically captured notion, representing the thinking of the times.
Specifically, he suggested that ideology was expressed by individuals as particularistic, or ideology
was totally emanating from the forces of culture and social history. Oakeshott (1962), a philosopher
aligned with the British idealists, treated ideology in yet another vein. He as well as his students,
argued that ideology be conceptualized as a connection with the practical, day-to-day actions of the
human being. For example, citizens would find interest as rational actors in how political parties
would treat minimum-wage policies or tax credits as incentives to buy an energy-efficient car.
Politics, in this sense, is an appeal to social action, bringing about change in the routine existence
rather than some unattainable ideal. Goran Therborn (1980) cast ideology as a set of attitudes,
values, and beliefs about the distribution of power in society and the resulting social actions that
flow from this set of views. It is useful to construct arenas of research that treat ideology as mental
pictures as well as social actions. Larrain (1979) concludes that:

Ideology is perhaps one of the most equivocal and elusive concepts one can find in
social sciences; not only because of the variety of theoretical approaches which
assign different meanings and functions to it, but also because it is a concept heavily
charged with political connotations and widely used in everyday life with the most
diverse significations. (13)

The Faces of Ideology

Because defining ideology has been problematic, the ways by which political sociologists have
conceptualized ideology have varied. One useful way of thinking about the many approaches to the
concept of ideology is by categorizing the vast research on ideology in four ways that highlight
the interplay between culture, power, and social action: (1) ideology understood as an ability to
comprehend the political environment, (2) political attitudes and beliefs that make up a constellation
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or collection of orientations about power, (3) beliefs about issues and politics changed by delibera-
tion or talking about politics, and (4) ideology as a function of historical and social-class influences
that conceal or distort to assure power. Each of these research traditions has to date generated a
great deal of understanding about the interactions between individual citizens, their political think-
ing, and structural influences that have effects on the nature of power in society.

IDEOLOGY AS POLITICAL “SOPHISTICATION” Early studies of ideology were designed to test
the basic assumptions of democracy that voters are informed, keen decision makers. In other words,
social scientists were interested in the assertion that democracy required citizens to be informed
using what they understood about issues and candidates to come to logical conclusions to make
decisions. Much of the early work on ideology in American politics began as a result of two studies.
In 1964, Converse asserted that most American voters had little ideological sophistication. Rather,
understanding politics was a function of “constraints” that had little to do with comprehension of is-
sues, or thinking in a critical way about the pros and cons of policy positions held by political candi-
dates. In the classic study of American voting, this lack of sophistication was confirmed. Campbell,
Converse, Miller, and Stokes (1960) found that indeed, a larger portion of American voters did not
vote based on what was then described as a sophisticated view of political positions. These studies,
combined with the arguments of sociologists at the “Columbia School” of voting, indicated that
other influences were important to vote choices, and launched decades of study around the nature of
ideology and what were called “mass belief systems.” Converse defined a mass belief system as “a
configuration of ideas and attitudes in which elements are bound together by some form of con-
straint or functional interdependence” (Converse 1964: 478). Ideology was understood as a system
of ideas among the citizenry that was shaped, or “constrained” by idea elements.

Political sociologists have examined this argument about ideological thinking and sophis-
tication in very interesting ways. The research has continuously focused on determining whether
the American electorate could be characterized as sophisticated in its reasoning about politics.
In 1990, Luskin concluded:

. . a person is politically sophisticated to the extent to which his or her political
cognitions are numerous, cut a wide substantive swath, and are highly organized or
“constrained.” Some psychologists write in this vein of cognitive complexity,
meaning the extent to which a person’s cognition of some domains are highly differ-
entiated (roughly, numerous and wide-ranging) and highly integrated (organized or
constrained). Others refer equivalently to expertise, meaning the extent to which the
person’s knowledge of the domain is both extensive and highly “chunked.” Political
sophistication is political cognitive complexity, political expertise. (115)

Dalton (2008) more recently concluded that although citizens may not be rational and logical
experts on politics, they are “reasonable thinkers” using what information they have to make rela-
tively stable decisions. Dalton proposes that mass belief systems be understood as a “hierarchy”
of policy opinions based on (1) general orientations to politics shaped by group memberships,
religious views, or economic conditions; and (2) principles or values connected closely to funda-
mental notions about how politics should look. For example, ideological thinking about health
care may emerge from principles related to the role of government in helping people or further-
ing the free market. These give rise to orientations focused on government-sponsored insurance
in certain circumstances or for certain populations. These general orientations may in turn shape
specific opinions on a particular proposal, such as universal health care insurance, support for
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caps on Medicare payments to doctors, or other specific policy outcomes. What Dalton suggests
is a model of ideology in an electorate that comes to “reasonable” conclusions about political
things rather than highly sophisticated conclusions based on idealized forms of civic thinking.

IDEOLOGY AS A SET OF POLITICAL BELIEFS After the 1960s and 1970s, research on political
ideology tended to measure this orientation of value sets and attitudes as a spatial concept, with
ideology understood as a place on a continuum between liberal and conservative (Gerring 1997;
Knight 2006). Not only were individuals found to have fairly consistent political orientations
on this continuum but the measure of conservative—liberal was applied to understanding office-
holders as well as political groups. This “spatial” notion of ideology finds that individuals and
groups can hold a number of positions on selected beliefs about the nature and role of govern-
ment, power, civil liberties, foreign policy, and the relationship between state and citizen in a
pattern consistent with liberal or conservative philosophies. About a third of the participants in
the General Social Survey have consistently identified themselves as “moderates” over the past
four decades (see Figure 3.2).

However, how individuals see themselves ideologically can differ from their actual cognitions
to how they respond to political questions. The so-called objective measures of ideology, in contrast
to those that measure self—placement, have been developed to give ideology a “spatial” (Knight
2006) characteristic along the liberal-conservative continuum. When individuals are asked to assess
specific policy outcomes, such as support for foreign interventions in global markets, or agreement
with the statement that prayer in schools should be banned, the American polity tends to look a bit
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FIGURE 3.2 Respondents Who Identify Themselves as Liberal, Moderate, or Conservative in the GSS,
1974 to 2008
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different when asked to rate themselves as conservative, moderate, or liberal. For example, in a
study of twenty years of survey data measuring respondents’ positions on key ideological issues, the
Pew Research Center (2009) found slight shifts to liberal ideology on certain issues. Respondents in
2009, in contrast to respondents studied in 1987, were more supportive of programs for the “needy”
and those “who can’t care for themselves.” In addition, support for “old fashioned values about mar-
riage and family” and homosexuality were less of a concern to respondents in the 2009 survey than
to those surveyed in 1987. These signs of shifts away from right-ideological positions may be early
signs of changes in the political culture associated with the election of President Obama in 2008.

IDEOLOGY AS DELIBERATION AND DISCOURSE Another approach to ideology draws upon
the idea that citizens are engaged in conversation or dialogue about the nature and distribution of
power found in society (Eliasoph 1996). Marx and Hegel observed that this dialogue was con-
structed by the ruling classes to assure that the outcome of the dialogue would favor preservation
of wealth in the capitalist class. The concept of dialectic was used here to describe societal
understandings created by each human being gaining some experience, then observing and
comparing this to other experiences, and then making a judgment. There is a mental dialectic
characterizing all such interactions between the person and the object in the environment.

Billig et al. (1988) suggested that ideology be viewed as a mindset about politics constructed
for contrasting sometimes conflicting themes encountered in daily life, placing an emphasis on
thesis and antithesis, or ideology created through dialectic processes. These authors argue that
dilemmas emerge out of shared beliefs and social values. The response of the person to the
dilemma, however, according to this framework is a function of the preconditions of the decision
if one is involved. Out of the contrary themes that emerge from daily interactions is the need for
argumentation and discourse. Billig et al. propose that dilemmas around common sense result in
thinking processes. Social beliefs are the foundation for these debates. The shared beliefs lead to
new forms of thought or beliefs, as patterns of discourse dissuade the utility of older value sets,
or reinforce the stance of the common sense that the individual has grown with. Discourse and
argument are at the foundation of the theory of ideology described by Billig. The individual’s
expressions in discourse or debate may reflect the challenge between a lived and intellectual
ideology. Ideology based on this model is a dynamic, fluid concept that is a function of historical
influences on the contextual interactions of the human existence.

Billig et al. (1988) have developed a typology of ideology based on these frameworks of
thought. The lived ideology refers to a “society’s way of life.” Billig et al. admittedly treat ideol-
ogy in many ways as synonymous with culture. This type of thinking about power in everyday
social patterns is contrasted with intellectual ideology. This refers to specifically articulated
frames of reference. Often, as the name implies, intellectual ideology is associated with great
thinkers or philosophical advocates who have formalized their interpretations or demands. The
lived and intellectual ideologies are often the source of the dilemmas that Billig et al. argue make
up the dialectic of social action.

IDEOLOGY AS HEGEMONY AND HISTORY The traditional class perspective has analyzed ideol-
ogy more in terms of historically relevant views of politics, economics, and daily human interactions.
Marx saw ideology as that giving rise to the legitimation of the relations of production and contin-
ued exploitation of labor. Others conceptualize ideology as a function of historical forces and
experiences related to economic determinism and resulting positions in the class structure.

In his study of the emergence of Protestantism and socialism through the Enlightenment,
Wuthnow (1989) found that how societies constructed views of power could be connected to

95



96

Chapter 3 « Politics, Culture, and Social Processes

a culture and social structure. His historical analysis demonstrated how Protestantism, the
Enlightenment, and Socialism emerged from cultural movements as a result of periods of
“exceptional economic growth” (9). Periods in history were also characterized by a unique
process of cultural development. Ideology grows out of the social processes of cultural pro-
duction. He suggested that ideology be thought of as “an identifiable constellation of dis-
course” connected to social groups, patterns of social interaction, and institutions. He is
suggesting here that ideology comes from three forces in society bound up in their historical
era—environmental, institutional, and action sequences. Ideology is created, torn down, and
then recreated through cycles in history. As Mannheim (1936) concluded, every epoch or age
has an ideology unique to that frame in time.

Wuthnow concludes that socialism comes from an ideology made by its environmental
conditions, institutional contexts, and actions connected to each. The environmental conditions
include the social, political, or economic conditions of a particular period in history. For exam-
ple, wars or famine can create shifts in how resources in society are distributed. Institutional
contexts shape this distribution process. By institutional contexts, Wuthnow is describing the
work of organizations or bureaucracies. The masses connect to these contexts in schools or uni-
versities, governmental agencies, reading or scientific societies, newspapers, or political par-
ties. Action sequences flow from environmental conditions and institutional contexts. That is,
ideas associated with ideological movements (e.g., socialism) are produced in these settings
and at the same time seek changes in the institutional contexts and eventually environmental
conditions. Imagine for example how wars in nineteenth-century Europe were a focal point of
conversations in coffee shops or cafés in France or Germany. Ideas about the effects of the war,
such as what to do with those who fought in these wars and lost their livelihood, might eventu-
ally become the ideological basis for creation of social insurance programs such as pensions for
the aged or medical care. This cyclical nature of historical conditions giving rise to ideas about
power and the distribution of resources in society, according to Wuthnow, characterizes how
ideology changes historically.

Another approach to political culture developed by proponents of the class perspective
addresses the more subtle influences of culture on ideas and values. Antonio Gramsci (1971)
used the term hegemony to describe that general cultural milieu created by the ruling classes,
where ideas and values are shaped in compliance with ruling-class objectives. The intent with
this cultural dimension of ruling-class dominance is to preserve through the power of ideas,
emotions, loyalties, and beliefs the stability of class differences. Thus power is exercised
through the manipulation of ideas. Gramsci used the concept to explain why the upper econom-
ic classes maintained power even when compliance with upper-class demands was against the
best interests of the working class.

One example of how hegemony works is found in the work of political sociologists who
study power differences between and among men and women. Masculine hegemony is described
as made up of a set of ideas such as aggression, competition, winning in a game, or deceit in
order to attain interests. In their global analysis of women’s representation and participation in
political systems, Paxton and Hughes (2007) find that hegemonic influences in countries
described as patriarchal create cultural barriers to women attaining positions in the political sys-
tem. They conclude that cultural forces such as attitudes in society about roles of men and
women, especially those shaped by religion, “matter for women’s acquisition of political power”
and can “influence women’s decision to run for political office” (120).

Contemporary work exploring the emergence of hegemonic power in other ways has grown
significantly with the study of globalization. As an oversimplification perhaps, globalization
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argues that the beliefs and ideas associated with U.S. capitalist culture have been extended to all
parts of the globe. As a result, ideas influence consumer choices in nations characterized as
newcomers to capitalist life. For example, as China has embraced some forms of capitalist
market activity in the past several years, consumer choices for things like McDonald’s prod-
ucts or Western music have become hallmarks of change in a traditionally anticapitalist society.
In his recent study of the impact of the Internet and digital technologies on societies through-
out the world, Drori (2006) suggests that Internet communications represent “a totalizing and
individualizing form of power, allowing each person a voice while also imposing on individuals
a hegemonic structure” (121). Although people are led to believe that the World Wide Web
offers a forum for free speech or communication, the truth is that the communication is virtu-
al and typically becomes a place for the distortion of identities (e.g., gender-bending in a chat
room, faking a profile). We believe we can anonymously communicate using these digital
communications, but the rules of online interaction are structured by the creators of the device
being used. If this replaces face-to-face communication, intent or genuineness is more difficult
to test. Drori concludes, “In the age of globalization, where the global is regarded as
the homogenizing force and the local as a unique scene, technology—Ilike other forms of
knowledge—is an instrument of power” (121). Hegemonic influences are practiced through
the structure of the World Wide Web, which is made real in the small space of the computer
screen throughout the world.

POLITICAL CULTURE AND MEDIA

The mass media have assumed a unique role in the dynamics of modern political culture. On one
hand, the media have been treated as a source of information and knowledge about political
candidates, political events, and global political changes. The media have also been studied as a
significant actor in the processes of political socialization described earlier in this chapter. For
social constructionists, the media have been understood as key players in the manipulation of po-
litical symbols and expressions related to deliberation, ritual, and outright political mythologies.
Textbox 3.3 explores another direction of research which tests the claim that the media has a lib-
eral bias in its treatment of candidates and issues. The holy grail of sorts in the study of media ef-
fects on political attitudes and behavior is being able to identify the direct impact of TV ads, or
exposure to images, or time spent reading on specific political outcomes. After decades of re-
search, few studies have been able to make such direct links (Preiss et al. 2006). What we under-
stand now about the role of media in shaping elements of political culture is that sociological
variables are important—education of the viewer, economic status of target audiences, predis-
positions created by other societal influences or reference groups, and group membership more
generally. Needless to say, the connections between media and political outcomes are complex.

Political sociologists typically focus on the role of the media as a social institution;
that is a type of social organization created for reasons of profit, or to claim a voice in polit-
ical discourse. For example, Domhoff’s study (20006) of the ruling class in the United States
finds that:

The media can say what people think is important, but the news they stress reflects
the biases of those who access them—corporate leaders, government officials, and
policy experts. Even here, there is ample evidence that the views of liberal critics
make frequent appearances in newspapers and magazines, and that corporations and
establishment politicians are regularly criticized. (117)
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TEXTBOX 3.3

Is There a Liberal Media Bias?

The perception that the media is biased is widespread. A Google Internet search found 2.2 million
hits for “liberal media bias” compared to 1.5 million for “conservative media bias.” This percep-
tion is backed with opinion poll data revealing that 45 percent of Americans believe that the
media are too liberal compared to 35 percent who say the media are about right and 15 percent
who believe the media are too conservative (Gallup Organization 2009). Partisanship influences
perception. In other words, Republicans perceive liberal bias while Democrats perceive a conser-
vative slant (Morris 2007). Sixty-three percent of Americans believe that news stories are inaccu-
rate and 74 percent believe that news organizations are influenced by powerful people and
organizations (Pew Research Center 2009). Not surprisingly, the majority of Americans (55 percent)
report having little to no trust and confidence in the mass media (Gallup 2009). How accurate are
these perceptions?

Those advocating that a liberal media bias exists cite studies showing that journalists have
more left-of-center views on social issues (e.g., Dye 2002) and that when researchers ask re-
porters to make hypothetical journalistic decisions, the reporters choose responses consistent
with their partisan views (e.g., Patterson and Donsbach 1996). However, responses to hypotheti-
cals do not prove actual bias in reporting (Niven 1999). Gans (1980) points out that reporters do
not have control over headlines or story placement and editors are careful to weed out any trace
of political bias.

In their review of media bias research, Covert and Wasburn argue that past studies fail to
ask “More or less conservative (or liberal) than what other specific news sources” and assume
that bias does not vary over time or by the issue (2007: 690). In a comparison of twenty-five years
(1975-2000) of news magazine coverage, mainstream sources such as Time and Newsweek are
centrist in their coverage of crime, environment, gender, and poverty compared to the markedly
more conservative National Review or liberal Progressive (Covert and Wasburn 2007). Niven
(1999) also found, using an objective baseline, no liberal bias in his analysis of newspapers.

In contrast, other studies have found that Fox News, self-promoted as an alternative to the
“liberal media,” has become friendlier to Republican views since its inception (Morris 2005), with
news coverage more supportive of the Bush invasion of Iraq (Aday, Livingston, and Hebert 2005).
Fox News viewers were also more likely than others to believe incorrectly that there was a link
between Al-Qaida and Saddam Hussein and that weapons of mass destruction were found after
the 2003 invasion (Kull 2003). Fox viewers also underestimated the number of U.S.—Iraq war
casualties compared to other viewers (Morris 2005).

G. William Domhoff (2010) argues that media bias is not influential because consumers
gravitate toward media sources that fit their ideological views. For example, Republicans tend to
choose Fox News as their primary source (Morris 2007), so any relationship between news viewing
and behavior is probably more a function of previously established political attitudes. However, a
more fragmented media market may result in a more polarized public, making consensus building
more difficult. Morris contends that previously, a more homogenized news environment exposed
viewers to different points of view. In today’s more fragmented media, viewers choosing news con-
sistent with own point of view reduce their exposure to alternative ideas.

Morris (2007) contends that Fox News benefits from the persistent perception of liberal
bias, having become one of the most popular news sources in the United States, as those who
believe that the media have a liberal slant are also more likely to report Fox News as their primary
news source. A larger audience share means increased advertising revenue. This raises an impor-
tant question: Is there really a liberal media bias or is this only a gimmick to attract viewers and
advertising dollars?
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Political sociologists approach the study of mass media in many different ways. We
organize this vast body of research around the basic notions of political culture in that, cul-
ture, given our use of a fairly simple definition, includes values, knowledge, and symbolic
systems in society. In this sense, we have learned that the mass media play a powerful role
in influencing political values, political knowledge, and the symbolic dimensions of
American politics in particular. The mass media, which we define to include here the news
gathering and reporting organizations, the entertainment industry, and most recently, the
Internet, are a collection of organizations that are outside the formal apparatus of the state
(although in countries other than the United States, the mass media can be an arm of the
state). The media are part of the civil sphere in that they may target not only citizens or pop-
ular audiences (mass), but typically the work of the mass media can influence the behavior
of state actors.

Media and Political Knowledge

We begin with the work on the relationship between exposure to mass media and citizen behav-
ior. This is where much of the research has focused. We can connect this long-standing research
agenda to the early voting studies in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, which basically painted a pic-
ture of a fairly unsophisticated American electorate, as described earlier. As the media emerged
to hold a greater presence in society by the 1960s—only fifty years ago—studies of what impacts
the mass media had on changing the relative sophistication of the American electorate became
more common.

One critical assumption in American democracy follows the dictum of Thomas Jefferson,
who argued that educated citizens would be active participants in the processes of governance.
At first glance, we do find a connection between the use of various forms of media and news and
forms of political participation. As Figures 3.3 and 3.4 show, individuals who participated in the
National Election Studies reported a greater use of television as a source of political information
than newspapers but both television viewership and newspaper readership have increased be-
tween 1974 and 2004. The impact of media on citizen’s knowledge about politics is at best
described in the research as a complex pattern (Bishop 2004; Glynn et al. 1999; Markus 2007;
Norris 2000). The link between information from media sources and political participation or in-
terest in politics is trumped by other influences. For example, the relationship between watching
C-SPAN and CNN or reading the New York Times and Time magazine tends to be a function of
interest in politics to begin with. In other words, the effects of this vast potential for gathering
political information at the mass level has not resulted in increased mass participation or mass in-
terest in politics. Reading newspapers or news magazines has over time become less prominent
a source of news for many, and the rise of the Internet as a source of political information is only
now being studied.

In a recent review of this body of research, Goldstein and Ridout (2004) suggested that
TV advertising in political campaigns actually creates knowledge as a “by-product” (211). In
other words, the intent of political ads is to persuade voters to choose one candidate over anoth-
er, or to convince citizens to support a particular proposition. Brians and Wattenberg (1996)
found that even for individuals watching TV news and reading newspapers, TV political ads
contributed more to political learning. Others who tested a similar hypothesis did not find sup-
port for the notion that political ads contribute to the knowledge of voters. Rather, the effect is
present only under certain conditions, such as if the ad is sponsored by a political candidate, or
the audience has low interest or low information to begin with (Just et al. 1996; Pfau et al.
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FIGURE 3.3 TV as a Source of Political Information, 1974-2004, American National Election Studies

Source: The American National Election Studies (www.electionstudies.org). The ANES Guide to Public
Opinion and Electoral Behavior. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, Center for Political Studies
[producer and distributor]. This graph was created at the Computer-Assisted Survey Methods Program
(http://sda.berkeley.edu), University of California [distributors], 2009. (These materials are based on
work supported by the National Science Foundation and a number of other sponsors.)

2002). Therefore, there is not a clear picture of the extent of the overall effect of media on
knowledge about politics and under what conditions this effect consistently appears. More re-
search needs to be conducted.

As we discussed earlier, the Internet and World Wide Web are a new form of mass media
communication. Only recently have researchers started to examine what role the Internet plays in
political sophistication and knowledge (Margolis 2007). Given the relative youth of this form of
mass media (only twenty years), researchers have yet to untangle the many influences hypothe-
sized to have effects, especially on younger citizens who have grown up with this new form of
political communication. Bimber (2003) finds that much like other media sources, the Internet
has relatively little impact on political knowledge or information for the general population.
Rather, cyberspace has become a place for activists to post information about political events
(e.g., posting comments on a blog after a president’s speech). These sites tend to be visited by
activists rather than the mass public seeking information by which to evaluate political
outcomes. Yet, data collected by the National Election Studies (Figure 3.5) from voters in the last
four national elections does show that more voters reported accessing the Internet for informa-
tion. More research will be done for sure as sociologists continue to sort out what the Internet
means to activists, voters, and the public at large.
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FIGURE 3.4 Newspapers as a Source of Political Information, 1974-2004, American National Election
Studies

Source: The American National Election Studies (www.electionstudies.org). The ANES Guide to
Public Opinion and Electoral Behavior. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, Center for Political
Studies [producer and distributor]. This graph was created at the Computer-Assisted Survey
Methods Program (http://sda.berkeley.edu), University of California [distributors], 2009. (These
materials are based on work supported by the National Science Foundation and a number of
other sponsors.)

Media and Political Values

One popular notion is that the media shapes values about politics as well as moral concerns, and
as a result, the media are typically a source of scrutiny by interest groups seeking regulation of
media images or even vocabulary. Research on attitudes and values suggests that for the most
part, these are relatively stable in adulthood, and the media have only minor effects on major
shifts in these attitudes and values. Political values are not likely to change for the greatest por-
tion of individuals in society. As we saw earlier from the research on postmaterialism and the
personality of modernity, values tend to be altered as a result of cohort or generational effects,
including crises such as war, or economic depressions. The media do not significantly change
political values per se. If anything, values tend to dictate what kinds of media are sought out or
accessed by politically aware individuals.

In her review of the vast literature in this field, Graber (2006) finds that individuals tend to
pay attention to news media sources such as TV or print media as a result of existing disposi-
tions. For example, individuals predisposed to liberal or conservative values seek out sources
that confirm these positions (Ansolebehere and Iyengar 1995; Becker and Kosicki 1995; Erikson
and Tedin 2005; Glynn et al. 1999).
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FIGURE 3.5 Internet as a Source of Political Information, 1996-2004, American National Election
Studies

Source: The American National Election Studies (www.electionstudies.org). The ANES Guide to
Public Opinion and Electoral Behavior. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, Center for Political
Studies [producer and distributor]. This graph was created at the Computer-Assisted Survey
Methods Program (http://sda.berkeley.edu), University of California [distributors], 2009. (These
materials are based on work supported by the National Science Foundation and a number of
other sponsors.)

Graber (2006) arranges this mixed picture on media effects into three frameworks of
research. These three camps in media research have evolved in an attempt to explain and
describe patterns of media use based on values, lifestyles, and personal dispositions:

Uses and Gratification—This research suggests that individuals seek out
media stories that fit personal uses or interests. “Put simply, proponents of this ap-
proach contend that individuals ignore personally irrelevant and unattractively pre-
sented messages. They pay attention to the kinds of things that they find useful and
intellectually or emotionally gratifying if time and effort constraints permit it”
(Graber 2006: 190). As some point out, these uses of information or media sources
can vary across time and across experiences in life. What may be attractive for a col-
lege student participating in a political campaign for the first time may change as the
student leaves the campaign and joins other causes.

Selective Exposure—Individuals tend to avoid unpleasant things, and if one
ever watches the evening network news, it tends to be filled with stories of death,
destruction, war, disease, corruption, murder, and other negative topics! Moreover,
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people tend to listen to those who hold similar attitudes. “Selectivity reduces the
already slim changes that exposure to different views will alter an individual’s estab-
lished beliefs, attitudes, and feelings. Selective exposure therefore helps to explain
the considerable stability that exists in orientations, such as party allegiance or
foreign policy preferences” (Graber 2006: 192).

Agenda Setting—This body of research challenges the other two frameworks
and suggests that the media does change values and attitudes through a process of
agenda setting. “When people are asked which issues are most important to them
personally or to their communities, their lists tend to correspond to cues in the news
sources that they use in their communities” (Graber 2006: 194). Thus media sources
can, in some ways, alter what groups of people value as political priorities or issue
concerns. But, Graber warns that this influence “varies in potency.” New concerns,
for example, are more likely to be influenced by the media polls or reports as well as
information required for understanding new issues.

These three perspectives are examples of competing findings in the current research on the
impact of the media on citizens. The results are complex and tend to vary from social group,
social context, and historical environment.

Media and Political Symbols

As we know from sociological work in the field of symbolic interaction, symbols are powerful
mechanisms for building interpersonal understanding, the formation of social connections, the
formation of group cohesion, and using symbolic cues to identify belonging to a group as well as
individual differences. The symbolic system studied most extensively is language. Think about
how words, phrases, tones, or inflections are used to connect to others. Early in the study of
power, Deutsch (1955) identified at least five symbolic systems significant to the ways in which
power is understood by individuals, and in some cases, manipulated in political processes:

1. abstractions (e.g., ideas, sayings, chants)

2. pictures (e.g., flags, animals, buildings, relics)

3. people (e.g., heroes, presidents from the past, saints)

4. places (e.g., national shrines, parks, tombs) and

5. organizations and institutions (e.g., courts, synagogues, military).

These symbolic systems are sources for influencing political values, knowledge, or more
abstractions about power. The media use imagery to invoke emotions that can construct impor-
tant political belief systems through the depiction of symbols. Television, print media, and more
recently, the Internet, all use technology to convey images about elections, world politics, war,
political candidates, political groups, and political power generally. What these images mean to
the viewer is of interest to political sociologists.

In a series of works beginning in 1964, Edelman (1964, 1971, 1988) suggested that for the
most part, American politics was about spectators watching the symbolic manipulation of gover-
nance by the elites. He suggested that the spectators, for the most part, played little role in actual
decision making in the rule of the country. Rather, they were placated as spectators of sorts,
reassured by the symbolic expression of the ruling elite. For example, Edelman described what
symbolic expressions are used in the modern political convention. American politics in particu-
lar was about the manipulation of nationalist symbols. If you watch the Democratic or
Republican National conventions on TV, you witness a highly choreographed event. You will see
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symbols used to invoke party loyalty and bring attention to the candidate nominated for presi-
dent that are organized around patriotic themes (e.g., red, white, and blue balloons or flags and
banners), or you will hear speeches filled with symbolic phrases that may end up as sound bites
on the evening news or become campaign slogans (e.g., in 2008 Barack Obama, the Democratic
nominee for president, invoked change). These “spectacles” as Edelman describes them, were
common dramas in the modern media age created to portray the American political process as
open and inviting the participation of the masses.

POLITICAL CULTURE AND PLACE

The study of political culture has also revisited Durkheim’s classical argument that values and
social orientations are a function of social context. Researchers are exploring the connections
among values, attitudes, ideologies, political action, social context, and place. More specifically,
one path in this line of work explores the distribution of various political communities throughout
society. As we will see in this section, place and social context have also been connected to
nations and the development of nationalism.

Political Subcultures

One of the first major projects dedicated to understanding the link between place and political
institutions as well as values was that of Daniel Elazar (1984, 1994). He proposed a model of
state—federal institutional relationships based on a configuration of political value patterns
found in the United States. He described political culture as “the particular pattern of orienta-
tion to political action in which each political system is embedded” (1984: 112). The impor-
tance of these patterns is manifest in the ways in which government and citizens interact in the
creation of the public good. This theme is important not only to Elazar’s work but also to the
early writings on civic culture (Almond and Verba 1963, 1989). The purpose of this work was
to find what roles local contexts, patterns of values, and attitudes play, and in which ways
political power was used.

Elazar’s theory of political culture established an explanation for how “patterns of orienta-
tion” affect power in the geographical structures created as states. He concluded that three
influences were at work. Specifically, political culture affected state politics as a result of:

(1) the set of perceptions of what politics is and what can be expected from govern-
ment, held by both the general public and the politicians; (2) the kinds of people who
become active in government and politics, as holders of elective offices, members of
the bureaucracy, and active political workers; and (3) the actual way in which the art
of government is practiced by citizens, politicians, and public officials in light of
their perceptions. In turn, the cultural components of individual and group behavior
in the various political systems make themselves felt at three levels: in the kind of
civic behavior dictated by conscience and internalized ethical standards; in the char-
acter of law-abiding-ness displayed by citizens and officials; and, to a degree, in the
positive actions of government. (Elazar 1984: 112)

According to Elazar, these cultural dimensions of political life were especially significant
to patterns of federalism in the United States. Specifically, localized political cultures played
a role in fostering national unity while at the same time contributing to tensions as a result of
conflicts between regionalized political cultures.
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Elazar went on to suggest that three traditions of political values were found in regions
throughout the United States, and in subregions within the fifty states. His early work identifies
three distinct political cultures: moralism, individualism, and traditionalism.

Moralist—values that see the state as a way to achieve communal good;
healthy civic competition with all citizens participating is a way to articulate this de-
sire for the common good; the state serves a higher communal moral interest; associ-
ated with the upper New England states and northern tier of states continuing
through Oregon and Washington.

Individualist—approaches the state as an arena for the fair exchange of ideas
dedicated to the smooth operation of governmental functions; government is like a
business in that rewards of hard work and competition are shared with participants;
political competition is seen as a contest between organizations rather than ideas;
confined to lower New England and the industrial Midwest.

Traditionalist—the state preserves the existing social order; political participa-
tion is associated with the interests of a political elite dedicated to “taking care of”’ the
affairs of public policy on behalf of the current social order; participation is based on
family connections or social ties within the community; predominant in the South.

According to Elazar, states and regions of the country could be characterized by these
dominant patterns of value and political orientations. He also suggested that within states and
regions, there were variations or pockets of variant beliefs. For example, while the northern tier
of states from Maine to the northwest were predominantly moralist in their cultural configura-
tions, these states also typically blended individualist cultural characteristics as well. Within
each state, more localized subcultures were also distinguishable such as the moralist and tradi-
tionalist locales in the desert southwest.

While much of the work was criticized for failing to operationalize “political culture” so it
could be measured consistently, a number of researchers have taken up the challenge of develop-
ing very detailed models of political culture in the United States. Lieske (1993, 2007) has found
using county-level measures of religious, racial, economic, educational, and immigrant diversity,
that distinct communities of political culture can be mapped throughout the United States. His
work has suggested that there are “regional subcultures” with predominant normative patterns
that affect political behaviors, party identification, and political attitudes. He pinpoints eleven
distinct localized political subcultures in the United States:

» Heartland—creates a belt from Kansas through Iowa, Illinois, Ohio through Pennsylvania

» Latino—southwest including south Texas and New Mexico and parts of California and
identified with the Catholic Church

* Nordic—along the north Dakota and Minnesota northlands with identity linked to the
Lutheran church and church organizations

* Border—throughout California and Arizona with heavy concentrations of immigrant
populations

* Mormon—concentrated in Utah

* Global—scattered throughout the United States; concentrated in urban areas associated
with cosmopolitan and urban lifestyles

 Blackbelt—south and through the Appalachia communities

» Native-American—pockets in the west

e Germanic—scattered through the Nebraska, Northern Iowa, and Wisconsin through
Pennsylvania
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* Rurban—scattered throughout states west of the Mississippi with concentrations of rural
and highly educated communities
* Anglo-French—upper New England, especially Maine

Clearly, as Lieske suggests, these subcultures are not marked by easily identifiable borders
but rather, are best described as fluid pockets or concentrations of groups of people based on
ethnicity, rural/urban environments, economic orientations, and religious identities.

An important question in the research on political subcultures and political geography is,
does it matter to political processes or the distribution of power? A few studies have started to
examine this (Miller, Barker, and Carman 2006). One significant argument is that these various
expressions of political subcultures create regionalisms in the United States. This has historically
been significant to electoral outcomes. Recall that the balance of power in the creation of the
United States Congress, for example, was to some extent an issue of geography. Seats in the U.S.
House of Representatives were apportioned to states based on population, and seats in the Senate
were apportioned equally to each state—two per state. Thus, policy in Congress can be changed
when a southern bloc of conservative senators hold up a nomination for the U.S. Supreme Court,
or when “blue dog” Democrats (fiscal conservatives primarily from the Midwest and the South)
in the House of Representatives effectively block ways to fund health care reform. In this sense,
the political values of the regions in the United States are expressed in the policy-making process
and have impact on policy outcomes.

The manifestations of state and regional political subcultures go beyond voting blocs in
Congress. Some fear that as the country changes demographically, ideological differences root-
ed in more local settings will create greater social division. As we will see in Chapter 6, Putnam
(2000) predicted that these divisions would result in greater civic disengagement over the long
term. Textbox 3.4 explores the depth of these subcultures at the community and neighborhood
level, where Bishop (2008) traces the impact of cultural pockets of settlement to what he fears
to be further political polarization in the United States. These projects would suggest that an-
other impact of the political culture arising out of geographical settlement is fragmentation.

Nationalism

One could conclude from the previous section that the United States is a nation divided. Certainly,
those who argue that the “culture wars” have pitted the Northeast against the South and West sug-
gest that political culture in the United States is dispersed. What holds us together then? An inter-
esting track in the study of political culture has only recently examined the nature of nationalism,
not only in the United States but in other parts of the world. Nationalism is in many ways how we
conceptualize the cultural dimensions of the nation-state. Some scholars treat the state as a struc-
tural element, and view nationalism as a cultural element. Values and beliefs about the state or
national identity result in patterns of behavior associated with loyalty or even patriotism.
According to Greenfield and Eastwood (2005), the study of nationalism has taken two basic
paths. Early works were described as “structural.” Citing the works of Earnest Gellner, they de-
scribe nationalism as a “form of consciousness” (248) that surrounds state structures, especially
those that enforce or create social order. Gellner theorized that nations retained a ‘““shared culture”
(248) inherent in the nation as community or group: “a very distinctive species of patriotism, and
one which becomes pervasive and dominant only under certain social conditions, which in fact
prevail in the modern world, and nowhere else” (quoted by Greenfield and Eastwood 2005: 248).
Using a similar cultural approach, Anthony Smith defined nationalism emerging out of “a named
human population which shares myths, memories, a mass public culture, a designated homeland,
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TEXTBOX 3.4

Political Birds of a Feather?

Emile Durkheim used the term homophily to describe forms of social cohesion driven by interests,
jobs, religion, neighborhood, and social interests. He believed that people with similarities tended
to settle together in communities. Some would argue that political interests may be reflected in
this pattern of settlement or place. Recall in this chapter that Elazar and others suggested that
there were distinct political cultures in the United States based on a geographical diffusion of po-
litical values and ideologies. In a recent book, Bill Bishop (2008) summarizes evidence that there
is a “clustering of like-minded” Americans who he fears will create a triumph of localism over a
unified national political community.

In commenting on the book, columnist Robert Samuelson made a number of observations
recognizing this sociological pattern:

People prefer to be with people like themselves. For all the celebration of “diversity,”
it's sameness that dominates. Most people favor friendships with those who have
similar backgrounds, interests and values. It makes for more shared experiences, eas-
ier conversations and more comfortable silences. Despite many exceptions, the urge
is nearly universal. It's human nature.

The increasing segregation of America by social and cultural values—not just by
income—helps explain America’s growing political polarization, Bishop argues in his
new book (naturally: “The Big Sort”). Because prosperity enables more Americans to
live where they please, they gravitate to lifestyle ghettos—and that has significant
political implications. Citing studies of social psychology, Bishop says that group con-
sciousness actually amplifies likes and dislikes. Views become more extreme. People
become more self-righteous and more suspicious of outsiders.

Samuelson argues that the effects of this segregation will make it more difficult to create
the “great middle” or centrist majority necessary for governance in the United States:

What Arthur Schlesinger Jr. called “the vital center” is being slowly disenfranchised.
Party “bases” become more important than their numbers justify. Passionate partisans
dislike compromise and consensus. They want to demolish the other side. Whether
from left or right, the danger is a tyranny of true believers.

What impact does political culture have on the ability of the state to create majorities
necessary for governing? What effect might political cultural clustering have on democratic
processes in the future? Does place matter to political culture?

Credit: Robert J. Samuelson. 2008. “Political Perils of a ‘Big Sort'?” Washington Post Wednesday, August 6: A17.

economic unity and equal rights and duties for all members” (quoted by Greenfield and Eastwood
2005: 248). Nationalism, according to structuralist views, connected cultural elements to structures
of state, nation, and territory.

Greenfield and Eastwood call the second approach to nationalism “constructivist.” Citing
the works of Benedict Anderson, they find that this body of analysis casts nationalism as a pro-
jection of sorts of the members of the nation-state: “because the majority of inhabitants or
members of any given nation do not know each other and do not meet face to face, they cannot
be, presumably, a ‘real’ community but can only constitute an imagined one” (Greenfield and

107



108

Chapter 3 « Politics, Culture, and Social Processes

Eastwood 2005: 249). Using this approach, we can understand nationalism as reliant on sym-
bols or myths that construct a sense of belonging or membership. For example, it has become a
tradition to begin sporting events in the United States with the national anthem. As audience
members sing along we assume that membership in a nation is constructed through that sense of
the moment.

The cultural roots of nationalism are varied. One source is the collective memory of the
people in a given territory, who over time craft a symbolism and imagery that creates national
heroes or principles celebrated in the collective memory. For example, in his studies of
President’s Day and the mythology surrounding George Washington and Abraham Lincoln,
Schwartz (2008: 78) shows us how ritual constructs societal recollections:

Collective memory, whose content holidays sustain, refers to the social distribution of
beliefs, feelings, and moral judgments about the past. The primary vehicles of collec-
tive memory are history—the establishing and propagating of facts about the past
through research, monographs, textbooks, museums, and mass media—and commem-
oration; the process of selecting from the historical record those facts most relevant to
society’s ideals and symbolizing them by iconography, monuments, shrines, place-
names, and ritual observance. Mediating the relation between history and individual
belief, holidays are major parts of all commemorative repertories.

In other words, members of the group draw upon the collective representations found in
the elements of culture (e.g., art, mass media, architecture, museums, knowledge) and incorpo-
rate themes into enacted rituals. Nationalism is created through this social context.

Another variable in understanding nationalism springs from the intricacies related to mem-
bership as related to the territory and state. The creation of the community requires boundaries or
definitions of who belongs, and consistent with social history, who doesn’t belong. Research on
nationalism has also typically grappled with the role and significance of ethnicity (Lane and
Ersson 2005; Vujaci¢ 2002). On one hand, ethnic identities (especially race and religion) have
served as the basis for creating a unified group that resulted in the creation of a nation-state. For
example, separations of the former USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) into distinct na-
tions were guided by ethnic and regional identities. On the other hand, identities force separation
of the state—the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics are no longer united. The example of the
USSR shows that ethnicity can also serve as the basis for challenges to nationalism. Moreover,
history is filled with what results when ethnic identity reaches extremism, as found in Hitler’s
Nazi Germany. Nationalism in this regard resulted in ethnoviolence and genocide. The role of
ethnicity in defining our conceptions of nationalism, including cultural nuances, and especially
as nationalism is cast as inclusion or exclusion of groups, will play a significant role in future
research in an emerging field of political sociology.

A third way of characterizing contemporary dynamics of nationalism focuses on current
debates and reactions related to globalization. As patterns of social organization create global
interconnections and result in embracing Western values and beliefs (culture), where does
nationalism fit? One argument is that the forces of globalization may in fact reinforce nationalist
identities. For example, while China appears to embrace Western capitalist practices in the global
economy, and McDonald’s and the Internet find their way into Beijing, China is finding ways to
resist these influences. (See Chapter 10 for an extended discussion of the relationship between
nationalism and globalization.) As Vujaci¢ (2002) observes, global economic interests eventual-
ly prevailed over some hardline nationalist interests when the European Union (EU) was created.
The interactions between nationalism and globalization will no doubt continue to be of interest
to political sociologists.
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CONCLUSION

Culture plays many roles in the social processes associated with the distribution of power in society. As
you can see from this chapter, political sociologists have examined the role of culture in politics in dif-
ferent ways. These various paths of research take us in different directions. What is exciting is that more
research is being done to further refine our understanding of what role culture plays in political processes.
For example, the field of political socialization has been relatively dormant for thirty years. Only recently
have social scientists begun to revisit early findings in light of advances in research related to develop-
mental psychology, political cognition and value formation, and generational studies of political
attitudes. Revisiting political socialization processes seems likely in the work ahead.

Some of the work on how people develop political values and attitudes has been advanced by in-
novations in research. The study of world values and contrasts in how people view power and politics
has gained much from comparing citizens from different countries around the world. By comparing be-
lief systems, ideologies, the role of subcultures, or the impact of media on systems of political values,
cross-cultural studies will develop much needed insight into the significance of culture to politics in so-
cieties throughout the world. Here too advances in the study of the many forms of mass media further
highlight the nature of culture and politics in the modern world. As we conclude that TV has “mixed
effects” on values, attitudes, and beliefs but that these effects vary by social group, the door opens to fu-
ture research. Only recently have political sociologists begun to track what impact the Internet and
emerging forms of mass media and mass communication have on politics. These are fascinating times
indeed for political sociologists.

The significance of political ideology to the study of politics and culture has not died out in spite of
continued struggles over how to define ideology. We know that broad-based political orientations in society
play arole in patterns related to political systems, as well as in choices of political groupings and affiliations.
This research has reminded us that social context matters. We also know that political culture and place have
an apparent connection. Social groups, including peer groups, workplace groups, communities, and larger
geographical units such as towns and counties, follow Durkheim’s principle of homophily—birds of the
same social feather do tend to flock together.

In the chapters ahead we continue to explore the significance of culture to politics. The discus-
sions ahead move us to consider the politics of everyday life and political participation, including vot-
ing, policy outcomes, politics and corporations, and globalization. As we will see, aspects of culture play
arole in all of these key concepts.
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CHAPTER

The Politics of Everyday Life:
Political Economy

In this chapter and in Chapter 5, we are especially interested in pointing out how certain key
institutional features in our society have political aspects that influence our lives. What we
identify are certainly not things that are on every person’s mind all the time, but they have the
potential to influence most of us during important parts of our lives. According to their book
Sociology in Everyday Life, Karp, Yoels, and Vann (2004: 1) believe that a key ingredient of
sociology’s importance lies in its “power to let you see everyday behaviors and situations in
a new way.” Sociologists frequently study how people behave and analyze how ordered and
predictable people’s everyday lives may be.

One of the major concepts that helps us better understand everyday life is power. In
Chapter 1 we pointed out C. Wright Mills’ contributions to the study of power, and here, too, we
examine his ideas about the connections of individuals’ everyday lives to what is happening in
society currently and also how our lives intersect with global world history. Mills (1959: 3)
argues, “Neither the life of an individual nor the history of a society can be understood without
understanding both.” For example, when a war happens, an insurance salesperson may become a
marine, a spouse may live alone, a child may grow up without a parent, and a person in the
National Guard may be activated and go to the front several times. Developing the sociological
imagination enables people to understand the connections between their everyday lives and the
course of history (4, 6).
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An individual troubled by war used political graffiti to express his or her concern. C. Wright Mills
would consider stopping war a social issue.

Credit: Thinkstock

For Mills it is important to distinguish between troubles and issues. Troubles are private or
personal problems regarding the individual’s biography, whereas issues are public matters going
beyond the limited environment of the individual. Mills uses the example of unemployment: If
one person is unemployed in a community of 100,000, it is a personal trouble, but if 15 million
people in a country of 50 million jobseekers are unemployed, this is an issue that many would
argue the government should be responsive to.

Dividing society into the public and private spheres of life places the state and thus politics into
the public sphere, distinct from other major social institutions like the family, religion, education,
economics, and the media. This separation has made it more difficult to recognize the politics in our
everyday lives. Yet politics is changing at least in part due to basic alterations in our economic and
social life such as the development of postindustrial capitalism, global transportation, advances in
medical technology, the rise of mass culture, and the growth of the media and the Internet, and
possibly, as some argue, a decline in religion. Agger and Luke (2002: 162) suggest that “politics has
been dispersed” more so than the postmodern claim that politics has ended. The 2008 U.S.
government bailouts of major financial institutions such as Bear Stearns, Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac,
and the insurance conglomerate American International Group Inc. (AIG) by the U.S. Treasury and
the Federal Reserve illustrate just how politics, the state, and the economy are tightly linked. House
Speaker Pelosi questioned “how these captains of the financial world could make millions of dollars
in salary, and yet their companies fail and then we have to step in to bail them out” (Andrews 2008).
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Our goal in this chapter and in Chapter 5 is to show how politics plays an important role in
our major institutions of economy, education, and family, and in other aspects of our lives related
to the infrastructure, health care, civil liberties, and race and ethnic relations. Throughout we
look at public opinion to help us understand what the “typical” American may be thinking on
various issues and what their values may be. Our examples illustrate how politics affects our
everyday lives in various ways. In this chapter we consider politics and the economy, including
a look at the infrastructure that affects the economy and society.

The term political economy has been coined to refer to the relationship between politics
and economy. Perhaps the relationship between the state and the economy is the most influential
in people’s lives and involves the most significant displays of power in our society. Marger
(1987: 92) argues that “political power in a society can be understood only as a synthesis of the
actions of governmental and economic institutions. . . . The consequences of the actions of
business and government leaders affect all people” including jobs, taxes, prices, public services,
and war and peace.

CAPITALISM AND DEMOCRACY

Technically, the U.S. economic system has been labeled “mixed,” suggesting the involvement
of both private and public institutions. To Marger (1987) a significant feature of the U.S. econ-
omy is how major corporations dominate. In a capitalist economic system there is private own-
ership of property, private and competitive pursuit of profits, and inequality in the distribution
of society’s resources. Ideally the competition for profit makes society stronger and more effi-
cient and motivates individuals to work hard, although in reality things may not always work
that way.

As an economic system the United States is a capitalist system, and politically it is regard-
ed as a democracy. Although ideally in the political system citizens are entitled to vote, have
equal rights before the law, and have access to their politicians, their economic resources
influence these aspects. Robertson (1981) points out that part of the possible dilemma about
understanding the complex relationship between politics and economy revolves around differing
interpretations of freedom, a value most of us strongly endorse. More specifically, some empha-
size liberty in their definition of freedom while others stress freedom as promoting equality.
Robertson believes that both liberty and equality are important values in American society, but
the two concepts are not very compatible because the exercise of liberty may negatively affect the
degree of equality in society, and vice versa. In the United States, liberty is emphasized, and that
results in inequality, but socialist countries value equality at the expense of individual liberty.
Somewhat similarly, Marger (2008) identifies the contradiction of capitalism and democracy,
with capitalism founded on liberty that creates inequality and democracy grounded in equity
(fairness for everyone).

In 2009 the Government Accountability Office (GAO) identified a new high-risk area
that called for “modernizing the outdated U.S. Financial Regulatory System,” proclaiming,
“Having a vibrant, healthy financial sector is critical to the United States” (2009: 11). The
report recognized that the Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act of 1999 reversed restrictions that were
a key part of the financial regulatory system created in the 1930s as a response to the Great
Depression. Also the “largely unregulated investment bank securitization of mortgage
loans” and the “nonbank mortgage lenders, which generally are not subject to direct federal
oversight” (13) were important in subprime mortgage lending that resulted in “the worst fi-
nancial crisis in more than 75 years” (12). During the five presidential administrations
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before Obama’s, fewer restrictions were placed on branch banking, and loan restrictions
were abandoned. The deregulation of banking not only expanded the availability and types
of credit but also helped to facilitate disturbing, and sometimes fraudulent, lending practices
(Leicht and Fitzgerald 2007).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

The various theoretical frameworks give us differing views of the relationships between politics
and economy. In addition to our discussion of the pluralist, elite/managerial, class/Marxist, post-
modern, rational choice, and institutionalist frameworks, we also consider Domhoff’s class-
domination theory of power.

Pluralist

In the pluralist interpretation of society and politics the key focus is on the relationship between
the political system and democracy. Pluralists recognize that some maldistribution or inequality
of economic resources exists, but the inequities can be corrected. The social values in the United
States support a capitalist system, extolling the virtues of free enterprise and hard work. The
profit that corporations make is generally deserved and is a return for investing and engaging in
some risk. Typically workers are not exploited but are rewarded on the basis of their work ethic
and skills (Alford and Friedland 1985). Generally the government develops Social Security (SS),
employment, and other welfare policies to benefit its citizens and reduce social inequality. The
state is typically pictured as neutral, trying to determine the policies that are in the best interest
of voters and consumers while helping businesses that are contributing to the welfare of the
society (Neuman 2005).

Elite/Managerial

In the elite/managerial perspective, C. Wright Mills identified the power of the corporate, military,
and political elites, stressing how power was being centralized so that “the economy . . . has
become dominated by two or three hundred grant corporations, administratively and politically
interrelated, which together hold the keys to economic decisions” (1956: 7). The major source of
bureaucratic power rests in the control of significant institutions, especially the corporation and
the executive branch of the government. The power elite is generally cohesive, with the state typ-
ically operating to protect the institutional arrangements that benefit the dominant elite (Marger
1987). Drawing on data from 1980 to 1981 Dye (2002) identified three sectors of the power elite.
The corporate sector, composed of industrial corporations, banks, insurance, and investment
companies, had nearly 60 percent of the power elite leadership positions. This is followed by the
public interest sector, which is comprised of mass media, law, education, private foundations,
and civic and cultural organizations, with around 37 percent. The government sector had less than
4 percent of the power elite leadership positions.

While an elite and a subelite exist, the masses, generally most people, are being manipulated
and taken advantage of by the elite. The classical conservative elite theorists like Michels and
Pareto distrust the masses, who have generally been viewed as apathetic and wanting others to
lead them. The masses are typically viewed as unable to make rational decisions, incompetent,
and either not willing or not capable of governing or participating thoughtfully in politics. The
more contemporary or radical version of elite theory suggests that the masses are not being
provided with adequate information that would enable them to make educated economic and
political decisions and thus they are being taken advantage of by the power elite (Marger 1987).
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If the masses do express their discontent on economic issues, they may be granted minor reforms
or symbolic changes that tend to placate them.

Class/Marxist

Instead of viewing power as being in the hands of major government and economic organiza-
tions as in the elite/managerial perspective, in the class/Marxist perspective, power is viewed as
being in the hands of the capitalist class. Class theory is extremely critical of the capitalist eco-
nomic system and the capitalist state that supports it. The key power group according to this
theory is the ruling class, which can be defined as those who own and control the means of pro-
duction (Marger 1987). To make a profit, the ruling class exploits the working class who has only
its labor to sell. A person’s class position significantly influences many aspects of his or her life.
Many workers feel alienated from the work they do, as their labor creates wealth for the capital-
ists. Workers, though, ultimately develop a sense of class consciousness and move toward an
overthrow of the capitalist system. Some class theorists believe the capitalist system will experi-
ence crisis after crisis that will ultimately result in the collapse of capitalism and the triumph of
the working class.

Berberoglou (2001) points out that certain Marxist theorists support the view that “the
state in capitalist society is both controlled by and, at the same time, relatively autonomous
from the various fractions of the capitalist class” (41). Other Marxist theorists recognize that
the state needs to consider more than the ruling class when it makes its policy. According to
Szymanski, “State policy is always influenced to some extent by the various classes, even
while it is normally under the domination of the [ruling] class” (quoted in Berberoglou 2001: 56).
Textbox 4.1 describes differing interpretations of corporate involvement in the political
process.

Postmodern

Postmodernism emphasizes what is going on within the economic system of capitalism and the
development of a consumer culture as people try to find their identity and sense of self while
questioning science and rationality. Postmodernism is placed “in the context of the ‘disorganized
capitalism’ of the consumer society and cultural mass production of the late 20th
century. . . . The world now has a messy and highly uncertain feel to it” (Best 2002: 42). This
uncertainty especially affects economic life. Instead of developing class consciousness, people
“create their own thoughts and their own bonds of community” in a fragmented society that is
undergoing numerous changes (266). Without the economic interests of classes, politics be-
comes irrational and unpredictable. Power is not rooted in class domination but rather power is
seen in the “micro-process invading the bodies, discourses, habits of people in their everyday
lives” (Agger and Luke 2002: 181).

Rational Choice

Rational choice theories are rooted in ideas from economics (Neuman 2005). Macroeconomics
refers to that area of economics that focuses on theories and methods that deal with relationships
among government policies and expenditures, inflation, unemployment, and income. The govern-
ment’s fiscal policy involves how it spends money to provide goods and services and what meth-
ods it uses, including taxes and borrowing, to finance its expenditures (Leicht and Fitzgerald
2007). Leicht and Fitzgerald point out that only Keynesian and supply-side economics have had a
major influence on government policy. A typical Keynesian presidential candidate would stress
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TEXTBOX 4.1

Corporate Involvement in Politics

A topic of major debate focuses upon how much business is and should be involved in shaping
politics. Ideally the government should be functioning to maintain society to benefit the people it
serves, and the marketplace should be operating to provide and distribute needs, goods, and
services to its customers. The state serves as an arbiter between those with conflicting interests as
it decides “who gets what, when, and how" (Robertson 1981: 485). Lehne (2006) examines the
advantages and disadvantages of involvement of business in politics.

Those who are supportive of corporate involvement argue that the corporate community’s
political agenda favors economic growth and supports basic social and political values, especially
those related to free enterprise, individualism, and democracy. Lehne (2006) identified three par-
ticular benefits corporate activity has provided to the political system. First, corporations have
given their employees and others a very good standard of living. In order to do this the corporate
sector needs to have favorable governmental policy so that it can offer employment and returns
on people’s investments. If corporations could not participate in politics, the government might
not implement policies that promote a successful economy.

Second, business involvement in politics helps document the success of pluralism in the
American system. Business is one of the “multiple power centers within a diverse society but the
expanding influence of government in American life jeopardizes the autonomy of other social in-
stitutions” (Lehne 2006: 137). Corporations are certainly one of the more powerful nongovern-
mental organizations in society, but they also function as potential allies for other groups to form
coalitions or to fight against too much government power.

Third, corporations can help protect individual liberties by defending their own rights to
freedom of association, due process, and freedom of speech. Such a defense could also help
strengthen people’s claims for these same rights.

Those concerned about too much corporate power argue that corporate resources are
used to dominate the process and hinder other groups from significant influence. Corporate in-
fluence advances their own interests often at the expense of most people in society, especially the
poor. Inequities become even more accentuated. In addition, they suggest business involvement
does not limit possible abuse of power by government or protect societal diversity. Most business
contributions to politicians tend to support people already in office (Lehne 2006).

Kinloch (1989) too argues that the economic institution promotes inequality, and economic
interests are overrepresented in politics. The tremendous lobbying influence and political power
of corporations negatively affects political and legal policies. For example, tax laws are formulated
that benefit those with greater economic resources, whereas welfare and social services budgets
may be reduced. Elected officials may be indebted to those who have made substantial campaign
contributions.

his interest in “getting America working again” and “maintaining the economic integrity of work-
ing Americans” (45). The fiscal policy would likely include incentives for income maintenance
programs like unemployment insurance, SS benefits, and interest deductions for consumer debts.
Tax cuts and investment in public works programs may also be used to stimulate the economy.
President Obama’s advisors tend to be Keynesian. A presidential candidate using supply-side eco-
nomics would likely stress “getting the government off of people’s backs” and “getting America
to invest, save, and work™ (45). The fiscal policies would likely include tax cuts and deregulation
actions also intended to stimulate the economy. President Ronald Reagan’s and President George

W. Bush’s administrations serve as prototypes for supply-side economics.
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Institutionalist

In his assessment of political institutional theory Amenta (2005) points out how this framework
overlaps with other sociological ones including political culture, pluralist, elite/managerial, and
class/Marxist. Institutionalist theorists often use a comparative historical approach to examine po-
litical phenomena. For example in her work on the welfare state Skocpol (1992) uses a “structured
polity” perspective that emphasizes how politicians and administrators are influenced by political
organizations. In addition to cultural patterns and socioeconomic relations, state and party struc-
tures shape how groups organize and develop consciousness. In the late 1800s and early 1900s in
the United States working-class consciousness was relatively weak and patronage party officials
and legislators influenced social welfare policies. For example Civil War pensions provided ben-
efits for veterans and their dependents. Moral and political criteria were used to guide that policy
rather than socioeconomic criteria. Veterans were seen as having made sacrifices for the good of
the nation and worthy of reward. Many poor people, however, were seen as undeserving. As
pointed out in Chapter 2 of our book, political values thus play a key role in determining who is
worthy of benefits. In other Western welfare states, officials in government bureaucracies employed
socioeconomic standards to formulate labor regulations and policies to benefit workingmen, and the
working class developed a stronger sense of consciousness than in the United States (Skocpol 1992).

Class-Domination Theory of Power

G. William Domhoff has dedicated numerous years to the study of power and class, especially
the upper class and power elite, in American society. His class-domination theory, though
certainly related to Marxist, institutionalist, and power elite frameworks, deserves separate treat-
ment here in the discussion of the economy and everyday life. Domhoff (2006) sees two major
coalitions: a corporate—conservative coalition and a liberal-labor coalition. The leaders of the
corporate—conservative coalition are top executives and corporate heads who are supported by
many patriotic, antitax, and single-issue organizations. There is also an uneasy alliance of the
corporate leaders with the Christian Right. For the liberal-labor coalition, unions remain the
largest and best-financed segment even though they have lost considerable influence. Other seg-
ments of this coalition include liberal university communities, liberal churches, most minority
communities, and local environmental organizations.

The majority of people are not strongly loyal to either of these coalitions although the
coalitions are competing for people’s support. Domhoff believes that the reason for the majori-
ty’s lack of attention to policy issues is that these people often concentrate on their everyday life
concerns including their families and job challenges. Although some describe such people as
being apathetic or ignorant about politics, Domhoff argues that their behavior actually makes
sense because of the “many time-consuming necessities and pleasures of everyday life” (2006:
xviii), the problems in reaching consensus on policy issues, and the amount of time and patience
needed to bring about change.

We might add, though, that the corporate—conservative coalition does certainly influence
people’s everyday lives. The following issues Domhoff (2006) identifies as class or economic
conflicts certainly affect us all: (1) concern about the distribution of profits and wages, (2) rate
and progressivity of taxation, (3) the role of labor unions, and (4) the degree of government
regulation of business. Domhoff recognizes how well organized those who wield the most power
are. He describes their influence as “dominant” because of their great power; however, he also
recognizes there are limits to corporate power.

In Chapter 3, concerning culture, we noted the importance of values in politics. Domhoff
(2006: 112) identifies the following key principles of an American value system that structure class
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relations in the United States: individualism, equality of opportunity, free enterprise, competition,
and limited reliance on government in our everyday lives. The power elite engage in the opinion-
shaping process that uses an individualistic ideology that emphasizes personal effort and responsibil-
ity as well as benefitting the successful and blaming the victims. Many people blame themselves
rather than the system even though they intellectually realize that there are many injustices and bar-
riers to equal opportunity. Most people accept the power of the dominant class because that class has
shaped “the rules and customs through which everyday life is conducted” (199).

WALL STREET VERSUS MAIN STREET

At the end of 2007, the United States entered a recession that some suggest may be the worst since
the Great Depression. Although in many ways one could argue that there had been a huge division
between Wall Street and Main Street for a long time, the phrase Wall Street vs. Main Street was cer-
tainly given greater attention near the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century. On the one
hand, Wall Street represents the very rich, the powerful, large corporate organizations, banks,
financiers, and other capitalists or what Dye refers to as the national institutional elite and Domhoff
as the ruling class. Main Street comprises most everyone else but especially the hard-working men
and women struggling either to maintain a decent standard of living or just to survive.

While many were losing their jobs, the value of stock was declining rapidly, many finan-
cial institutions and corporations were receiving bailouts, and Wall Street continued to hand out
bonuses. White (2009) reports that “despite crippling losses, multibillion-dollar bailouts and the
passing of some of the most prominent names in the business, employees at financial companies
in New York . . . collected an estimated $18.4 billion in bonuses for the year [2008].” White also
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Members of the Bailout the People Movement protest in front of the New York Stock Exchange on
Friday, October 24, 2008. The group wants the government to help homeowners facing foreclosure
and other people affected by the debt crisis as opposed to financial institutions.

Credit: Richard B. Levine/Newscom
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reports that as if this wasn’t enough, outside the financial industry, many corporate executives
received fatter bonuses while the economy lost 2.6 million jobs. For top executives other than
CEOs, the average supposedly performance-based bonus was $265,594 (White 2009). People on
Main Street typically make much less than that as yearly income, let alone bonuses.

Perhaps the most frustrating case regarding bonuses involved the AIG, which had received
over $170 billion in taxpayer bailout money but announced in March 2009 that it was planning to
give about $165 million to executives in the business unit who had led the company to near collapse
in 2008. AIG defended its position, arguing that the bonuses had been promised much earlier and
thus it was legally bound to provide them. Also, the bonuses were needed to retain high-quality
executives (Andrews and Baker 2009). Because of growing pressures, AIG Chief Liddy asked
employees with bonuses over $100,000 to return them. Although much of the anger was directed at
AIG because of the huge bailout it received, other companies were doing much the same.

While many were losing jobs, those who had jobs also had problems. For example, many
companies, including FedEx, Eastman Kodak, Motorola, General Motors (GM), and Resorts
International, cut their contributions to worker 401(k) retirement plans at the same time workers
were seeing the value of their retirement accounts drop drastically. Cutting back on retirement
contributions makes it more difficult to retire securely (Williams and Bernard 2009). In addition,
those working may feel great stress and want to change jobs. One study by Hochwater has found
55 percent of bosses or supervisors had become more demanding of their workers and more than
70 percent of employees indicated that their stress levels had grown since the recession began.
Many employees felt that they were doing the work of employees who had lost their jobs, as well
as their own work. Employers realized that with the high unemployment rate it would be easy to
fill open positions if someone left (Bruzzese 2009).

Thousands line the streets outside Madison Square Garden near the Empire State Building for the
Twin Towers Job Expo in New York, October 25, 2001. Lines stretched around the block and many
were turned away from the job fair created in the wake of the World Trade Center attacks.

Credit: Doug Kanter/AFP/Newscom
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Not only was the jobless rate increasing at mid-year 2009; for those with jobs, wages were
declining due to furloughs, pay freezes, and pay cuts (Aversa 2009). Several states had imple-
mented or were considering implementing furloughs to deal with their budget problems.
Furloughs may be particularly problematic for states. Private companies that use furloughs often
have a decrease in workload; however, when state agencies use furloughs, typically government
services are delayed. In addition, government services are in greater demand when the economy
is doing poorly (Seelye 2009).

In January 2009, President Obama labeled Wall Street bankers giving themselves bonuses
of nearly $20 million in the face of government bailouts and the rapidly worsening economy
as “shameful.” Then in February, the Obama administration proclaimed a $500,000 cap on
bonuses for top executives of corporations obtaining the largest shares of the bailouts. He de-
clared that this was not only being fair but also reflecting “basic common sense.” The public,
though, was not appeased, and two weeks later Congress passed a $787 billion stimulus package
that included tougher restrictions on those in top positions in the most troubled corporations
(“Executive Pay” 2009). In July 2009, the House Financial Services Committee, in support of
the Obama White House’s proposal, approved a bill that gave shareholders the right to vote on
executive salaries and bonuses, although their vote would not be binding. Regulators were to
have authority to stop inappropriate or risky compensation packages for regulated financial com-
panies (Labaton 2009a).

The media devoted considerable attention to the anger felt by ordinary citizens.
Newsweek’s cover story on March 30, 2009, was entitled “The Thinking Man’s Guide to
Populist Rage.” In that issue, historian Michael Kazin defines the core of populism as “a
protest by ordinary people who want the system to live up to its stated ideals—fair and honest
treatment in the marketplace and a government tilted in favor of the unwealthy masses” (“The
Outrage Factor” 2009: 24). In 1892 populists created their own political party, but it didn’t sur-
vive very long. Also in the 1930s at the time of the Great Depression “populist movements
challenged elected officials to serve the hard working majority instead of the ‘plutocrats’ ”
(24). Kazin believes that the current “widespread disgust” (24) gave the Obama administration
an opportunity to reshape politics that would include placing strict regulations on the financial
industry.

A debate sponsored by Intelligence Squared U.S. focused on the proposition “blame
Washington more than Wall Street for the financial crisis.” Historian Niall Ferguson supports
the proposition and argues that, while it is easy to blame the bankers for everything, he blames the
politicians even more. He blames the following four key components of government in particular:

e The Federal Reserve Board, which allowed the housing market to get out of control.

e The Securities and Exchange Commission, which allowed the banking system to spiral out
of control.

e Congress, which didn’t supervise Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac very well.

¢ The White House under the G. W. Bush administration, which made statements like “We
want everybody in America to own their own home” (“Who’s to Blame: Washington or
Wall Street?” 2009: 30).

In the debate, Nell Minow, editor of The Corporate Library, a corporate-governance re-
search firm, partially challenged the proposition that blamed the government more. He countered
that Wall Street relied too much on poor statistics and had a bad incentive program that should
have been based on the quality of transactions rather than quantity. He also blamed shareholders,
especially big shareholders who supported “insane pay packages” (“Who’s to Blame: Washington
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or Wall Street?” 2009: 31). Finally Minow identified Washington by asking whether the large
amount of money (more than $600 million from 1998 to 2008) spent by lobbyists to eliminate
regulations and capital requirements on banks influenced the government (31).

It appears that there was justifiable anger at bankers, corporations, and the government, but
what could and should the government have done about this? We can’t answer that question
completely, and it will possibly take several years to understand what actually occurred, but what
happens with future federal budgets will shed light on the issue as well as how the public views
spending. According to Fineman (2009: 34), “While the Beltway is getting its populist freak over
AIG, a bigger, more fateful drama . . . [involves] whether the Obama administration can reverse
a generation’s worth of skepticism about the role of government in our lives.” Rahm Emanuel,
the former White House chief of staff, supported an affirmative role for the administration in
shaping the budget, stating, “Not ‘active’ for its own sake, but affirmative in the sense of being a
force for good in everyday lives—education, health, a lessening of economic and social schisms
in society” (34). As we are seeing in this chapter and as we will see in Chapter 5, government
plays a key role in our everyday lives whether we are angry with it, supporting it, challenging it,
or disagreeing with it.

MIDDLE CLASS

As Marger (2008) points out, most people identify themselves as members of the middle classes,
which represent the large majority of the population. Also he recognizes that at various times
parts of government policy have indeed benefitted the middle classes. For example, compulsory
public schools have been regarded as an important way to promote an equal opportunity struc-
ture as has been the establishment of land-grant colleges and universities. The establishment of a
progressive income tax in 1913 was also ideally to help equalize the income distribution. In the
face of the Great Depression, the SS system was created to provide a safety net for those who
retired or were no longer able to work in the paid labor force. The Wagner Labor Relations Act
of 1935 allowed industrial workers to organize into labor unions, and the G.I. Bill of Rights after
World War II and other legislation encouraged returning veterans to attend college and made
home ownership more available. What became quite apparent in the first decade of the twenty-
first century, however, was how the middle classes were declining even in the face of increasing
productivity and high rates of profitability.

Forgrave (2008) documents how the middle class is being squeezed especially in terms of
household income, gas prices, medical insurance, and college cost. The median household
income has declined 1 percent between 1999 when it was $50,641 and 2007 when it was $50,233
(adjusted for inflation). The average annual payment made by workers for medical insurance is
$3,354, illustrating a 65 percent increase since 1999. The average cost for a public school educa-
tion has also increased 35 percent from 1999 to 2007 (1A, 11A).

Pew Research Center (2008) conducted a survey in January and February 2008 that also
documented a middle-class squeeze.1 The survey reported “middle-class blues” with 78 percent
of the middle class indicating that, compared with five years ago, it was more difficult to main-
tain their standard of living. When asked who or what was responsible for the middle-class
squeeze, the responses were quite diverse, but the government, at 26 percent, was the most
frequently mentioned. Remembering that G. W. Bush was president at the time, note that 35 per-
cent of the Democrats named the government as the reason, while only 16 percent of the
Republicans did. Also middle-class Republicans were much more likely to blame the people
themselves (17 percent of Republicans and 8 percent of Democrats).
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In America’s Forgotten Majority, Teixeira and Rogers (2000: xi) identify a strong decline
in the public’s trust of government by white working-class Americans (from almost 80 percent in
1964 to slightly less than 30 percent in 1996). Teixeira and Rogers argue that “The changes that
these voters really want—and that aren’t being offered in sufficient quantities by either of the
major parties at present—are improvements in basic aspects of their lives.” Their list includes
health insurance, secure retirement, proper education, tensions between work and family, and
competing in a global economy.

Recent data from the Pew values survey suggest disenchantment with government also
although the young, blacks, and Hispanics were more positive than others. In addition, one’s
political affiliation and which party is in power in Congress and the presidency do influence
one’s views on the government. Table 4.1 confirms this statement, as differences between
Republicans and Democrats essentially reversed themselves between 2007 (when George W.
Bush was president) and 2009 (when Obama became president) on the question of whether
government is run for the benefit of all (Pew Research Center for the People & the Press 2009).
The responses to the question of whether the government controls too much of our daily lives
are also clearly influenced by one’s party affiliation and which party is in power, especially in
2009. The survey found 72 percent of Republicans, 57 percent of Independents, and 42 percent
of Democrats agreed that government has too much influence (Pew Research Center for the
People & the Press 2009).

Postindustrial Peasants: The Illusion of Middle-Class Prosperity by Leicht and Fitzgerald
(2007) focuses especially on the difficulties of the middle class® and compares the current
situation of middle class with that of peasants in past agrarian societies. Doing research on
the middle class, supposedly “the bedrock on which economic prosperity is based” (xv), enables
one to see how increasingly precarious life has become for much of society. The authors provide
compelling documentation to support their argument about the struggles of the middle class that
have led to a “general politics of displacement” due to “tax cuts for the wealthy, deregulation,

Republicans, Democrats Change Views about Whether Government Is
Run for Benefit of All (Depending on Which Political Party the President
Affiliates With)

Year

1987 1994 1999 2003 2007 2009

Percentage of People Who Agree

Total 57 42 49 52 45 49
Republicans 67 37 49 69 61 41
Democrats 55 50 54 44 40 60
Independents 53 37 48 47 40 44
R-D (Republican— +12 -13 -5 +25 +21 -19

Democratic) gap

Source: Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 2009

Credit: “Republicans, Democrats Change Views about Whether Government Is Run for Benefit of All,” taken from
“Independents Take Center Stage in Obama Era.” The Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 2009. A project
of the Pew Research Center.
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corporate tax avoidance, and an overall shifting of tax burdens onto earned income” (13).
The consequences of the continuing deterioration of the middle class are great, resulting in an
“overall coarsening of American life” (128) that encourages a “we versus they” outlook that
divides Americans. Citizens’ trust in government has declined. Members of the middle class
develop a cynicism toward politics, seeing “little support from politicians and other elites,
believing they don’t understand the realities of everyday life” (133). Leicht and Fitzgerald (138)
maintain that neither Republicans nor Democrats seem attentive to the cultural and economic
issues facing the middle class.

Leicht and Fitzgerald (2007) offer several suggestions for improving the situation of the
middle class and society at both the individual and collective levels. We consider only three here.
First, middle-class prosperity needs to be reconnected to the accumulation of capital. Workers
need to be rewarded when economic times are good. It is not simply about giving bonuses to
those at the top of the corporate ladder. Second, if American society values families, a strong
economic base is needed for those families. Good jobs with fair wages would help improve the
tensions over money in the family. Taxes need to be progressive rather than regressive. Third,
people need to recognize and understand that inequality is truly a social problem and society
needs to do something about it. Rather than debating whether inequality motivates people to
work hard, the focus needs to be on ways to reduce the extreme levels of inequality. If politicians
and economic elites are held accountable for creating policies that support economic health for
the nation, this may result in greater confidence in government also.

TAXATION

One of the slogans of the American Revolution was “no taxation without representation,” which
suggests how strong people’s concern was about paying unfair taxes. Benjamin Franklin is the
likely source of the statement, “In this world nothing is certain but death and taxes” (McKenna
and Feingold 2004), which suggests the pervasiveness of taxation. As already noted, tax policy is
a basic tool available to governments to help administer the economy. The U.S. Constitution
states in Article I, Section 8 that “Congress shall have Power to lay and collect Taxes, Duties,
Imports and Excises, to pay the Debts and provide for the common Defence and general Welfare
of the United States” (Blum et al. 1963: 814). In 1912 the Sixteenth Amendment gave Congress
the power to tax incomes without apportionment, and Congress then adopted a graduated income
tax on individuals and businesses.

While few would ever say they enjoy paying taxes, many might well agree with Supreme
Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes that “taxes are what we pay for civilized society”
(McKenna and Feingold 2004: 230). Taxes go for services people need in order to function in a
complex society, including public education, fire and police protection, roads, military defense,
and social welfare programs. Despite desiring essential services from the government, citizens
frequently express concerns about how much they pay in taxes.

Key questions about taxation are who pays taxes and how taxes are spent. As shown in
Figure 4.1, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) (2009: 90) reports that for fiscal year 2008, per-
sonal income taxes made up 39 percent of the nation’s income, followed by 30 percent of
income from SS, Medicare, unemployment, and other retirement taxes. Corporate income taxes
made up only 10 percent of the income. The largest expenditure (37 percent) was for SS,
Medicare, and other retirement programs for the disabled and medical care for the elderly. The
next largest category (24 percent) was for national defense, veterans, and foreign affairs. The
smallest category was money spent for social programs (20 percent) including Medicaid,
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Income and Outlays. These pie charts show the relative sizes of the major categories of federal income and outlays
for fiscal year 2008.
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Federal income was $2.524 trillion and outlays were $2.983 trillion in fiscal year 2008 (October 1, 2007—-September 30, 2008).
Social security, Medicare, and other retirement. These programs provide income support for the retired and disabled and medical
care for the elderly.

2National defense, veterans, and foreign affairs. About 20 percent of outlays were to equip, modernize, and pay our armed forces and
to fund the Global War on Terrorism and other national defense activities; about 3 percent were for veterans benefits and services;
and about 1 percent were for international activities, including military and economic assistance to foreign countries and the
maintenance of U.S. embassies abroad.

3Physical, human, and community development. These outlays were for agriculture; natural resources; environment; transportation;
aid for elementary and secondary education and direct assistance to college students; job training; deposit insurance, commerce and
housing credit, and community development; and space, energy, and general science programs.

4Social programs. About 14 percent of total outlays were for Medicaid, food stamps, temporary assistance for needy families,
supplemental security income, and related programs; and the remaining outlays were for health research and public health programs,
unemployment compensation, assisted housing, and social services.

FIGURE 4.1 Major Categories of Federal Income and Outlays for Fiscal Year 2008

Source: Internal Revenue Service 2009: 90

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), health research, unemployment compensa-
tion, and other social services.

Individual Taxes

To get some idea of how much the public pays for government, the Tax Foundation, a fiscal
group, calculates when “tax freedom day”3 occurs each year. Total tax collections for the
country are divided by the total income, providing a very crude measure of what percentage of
the public’s income goes toward all forms of taxes (Musante 2008). Table 4.2 shows the find-
ings from 1900 to 2008. The Tax Foundation’s findings generally indicate an increase in the
number of work days required for people to pay their taxes, although the year 2000 showed the
highest number of days. There are five different tax categories used to calculate the tax free-
dom day. It would take forty-two days to pay for federal, state, and local taxes, twenty-eight to
cover payroll taxes for SS and Medicare, sixteen days for sales and excise taxes, and twelve
days for property taxes. The final tax to cover corporate income taxes is based on the
assumption that this tax is passed on to customers paying higher prices, employees receiving
smaller paychecks, and shareholders receiving less value for their shares. Given this, it would
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I One Hundred Years of Taxes Showing When Tax Freedom Day
Has Occurred
Year Tax Freedom Day Number of Days Rate (%)
1900 January 22 22 5.9
1910 January 19 19 5.0
1920 February 13 44 12.0
1930 February 12 43 1.7
1940 March 7 66 17.9
1950 March 31 90 24.6
1960 April 11 101 27.7
1970 April 19 109 29.6
1980 April 21 111 30.4
1990 April 21 111 30.4
2000 May 3 123 33.6
2008 April 23 113 30.8

Source: The Tax Foundation (taken from Musante 2008)

Credit: The Tax Foundation recalculates each year’s tax freedom day annually based on new government data;
therefore, the date of any year’s tax freedom day may change from year to year. For the latest information,
see www.taxfoundation.org/taxfreedomday/.

take thirteen days to pay off the corporate taxes. In comparison, the Tax Foundation reports it
takes sixty days to pay for housing, fifty days to cover health and medical care, and thirty-five
days to pay for food (Musante 2008).

Although federal taxes take the largest sum of money from most people, this tax rate is
graduated or progressive; as one’s income increases, one’s tax rate rises proportionately.
Economist John Kenneth Galbraith points out that “the only effective design for diminishing the
income inequality inherent in capitalism is the progressive income tax” (quoted in Marger 2008:
246). Since 1955, federal taxes on income have actually declined as a means of taxation for the
middle class; however, this decrease has been more than compensated for by increases in payroll
taxes and state and local taxes. State and local taxes tend to be regressive; they place a heavier
burden on those with lower income.

Government tax policies influence the patterns of inequality in the nation. While corporations
and the wealthy have seen their taxes decline, those whose income is near the median family income
have seen theirs increase. Drawing on the work of Piketty and Saez, who have analyzed tax return
data, Johnston (2007: 272) points out that the wealthiest 300,000 citizens had nearly as much income
as the 150 million citizens at the bottom of the income distribution. Johnston compared the income
distribution pattern to slices in a pie. From the time of the Reagan administration, that is, from 1980
to 2005, the income pie grew by 79 percent, while the population increased by one-third. In 1980 the
income of the great majority of people represented about two-thirds of the pie, but this declined to
just over half of the pie in 2005. The top 10 percent saw their slice of the pie increase from about
one-third in 1980 to nearly half in 2005. Even more, the top 0.1 percent (30,000 persons) saw their
share increase from 1.3 percent to a little more than 5 percent in 2005 with incomes of at least $9.5
million in 2005. This means that the average income of the great majority of people dropped slight-
ly from $29,495 in 1980 to $29,143 in 2005 (272-274). In addition to the increase in income for the
rich, the tax rates on the top incomes have actually declined (278).
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The George W. Bush-era tax cuts have benefitted the rich much more than those in other
classes while at the same time government spending created very high budget deficits (Leicht
and Fitzgerald 2007). Leicht and Fitzgerald believe that because the tax system is biased against
the middle class who seem to be paying more than their fair share, cynicism about politics has
grown among the middle class. More specifically they argue that the elites, in the form of what
they call a new landlord class, dominate political life by using political action committees and
their special access to politicians who have modified the tax system and regulations to benefit the
upper class (132). As we have already discussed, this results in “middle-class alienation” where
people “suspect something is wrong and that the system is rigged against them, but coherent po-
litical action to combat these trends seems to be beyond their reach” (13).

Corporate Taxation

Corporations have contributed a much lower percentage of their income than have individuals to
tax revenue. Corporate taxes have made up a declining proportion of total federal government
revenue throughout the twentieth century (Hurst 2010: 355). Indeed a study by the GAO re-
vealed that 1.2 million U.S. companies, or two-thirds of U.S. corporations, did not pay any fed-
eral income taxes between 1998 and 2005. About 38,000 (68 percent) of foreign companies that
did business in the United States also did not pay corporate taxes. Combined these companies
had $2.5 trillion in sales (Kerr 2008: 5A).

U.S. corporations have increasingly used a technique called “inversions” that became legal
under U.S. law in 2002. U.S. companies have incorporated parts of their businesses as subsidiaries
in certain countries such as the Cayman Islands possibly to avoid paying corporate taxes.
Subsidiaries could also be created to take advantage of sales opportunities or favorable labor situ-
ations. These countries are called tax havens because they have little or no taxes, limited effective
sharing of information with foreign tax authorities, and no transparency in legislative, administra-
tive, or legal provisions (GAO 2008). The IRS estimated that in 2001 about $70 billion may have
been lost in taxes due to tax havens (Hurst 2010). The 2008 GAO study identified that eighty-
three of the one hundred largest publicly traded U.S. corporations had subsidiaries in jurisdictions
labeled as tax havens. Also, sixty-three of the one hundred largest publicly traded U.S. federal
contractors had subsidiaries in tax havens (GAO 2008). Some of the companies with subsidiaries
in tax havens have received federal bailouts. For example, Bank of America Inc., Citigroup Inc.,
and Morgan Stanley were part of the $700 billion financial bailout approved by Congress, and
insurance company AIG received about $150 billion in bailout money (Thomas 2009). U.S.
Senator Carl Levin (D-Mich.), who requested the 2008 GAO report, estimated that at least $100
billion a year is now being lost due to abusive tax havens and offshore accounts (Thomas 2009). In
May 2009, President Obama argued for legislation that would limit offshore tax havens and corpo-
rate tax breaks. He estimated that the changes would result in $210 billion increase in tax revenues
over the next ten years. This would help compensate for the tax cuts he was proposing for the mid-
dle class. The president of the Business Roundtable, however, countered that Obama’s plan would
hinder the ability of U.S. corporations to compete abroad (Calmes and Andrews 2009).

International Comparison Regarding Taxation

The U.S. taxation policy is different from many OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development) countries in that the overall tax burden as percentage of Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) tends to be lower than that of many developed nations. More specifically, accord-
ing to 2004 OECD data, the U.S. tax revenue was 25.4 percent of GDP, whereas countries like
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Sweden, France, Italy, United Kingdom, Germany, Canada, and Australia had tax revenues ranging
from 31.6 percent to 50.7 percent of GDP. Japan’s percentage was very similar to that of the
United States (Marger 2008: 249). Since 1980, U.S. corporations’ corporate taxes as a percentage
of GDP have been less than the average for other OECD nations. In the early 2000s, the U.S. cor-
porate tax percentage was only 1.5 to 2 percent of GDP (Leicht and Fitzgerald 2007).

Summary

We have seen that a larger part of the individual tax burden has been shifted toward the mid-
dle class. This clearly affects most U.S. citizens because more of our income goes to pay
taxes while the government loses possible revenue from the upper classes. In the twenty-
first century this has resulted in budget deficits and the inability of the government to pro-
vide all the services society needs. The loss of money from corporations adds further to the
government’s problems of providing services to the public. Also corporations creating sub-
sidiaries abroad may be looking for cheap labor so they can reduce their higher paid labor
force in the United States. As Leicht and Fitzgerald (2007) have suggested, as the public re-
alizes they are losing ground and other individuals and corporations are not paying their fair
share, they become increasingly alienated and lose their trust in politicians and government.

THE WELFARE STATE

Although the word welfare makes many people picture the poor and may even evoke the wel-
fare recipient who takes advantage of the system, it is important to realize that social welfare in
the United States comprises a number of different social programs. Some of these are called
social insurance programs such as SS and Medicare, which may be paid for through payroll
taxes. All people in American society may benefit from these programs. The other part of the
welfare system has been referred to as public assistance programs that are funded through gen-
eral government revenues. The phrase means-tested indicates that recipients have to prove their
need according to certain criteria. Before we turn to a discussion of public assistance programs
we will consider benefits that have helped corporations, and then examine the SS system, which
has benefited and likely will continue to benefit millions of people.

Corporate Welfare

Corporate welfare is sometimes called wealthfare or phantom welfare. As we have already
seen, many corporations do not pay taxes at all. Corporate tax loopholes are great, and tax
havens have also helped corporations avoid or reduce taxes. Certain industries and companies
such as airlines, commercial agriculture, and defense contractors are provided considerable
subsidies to help them. For example, the sugar industry has received $1.4 billion annually
(Marger 2008: 252-253). Indirect subsidies include highway construction, which helps the
trucking industry, and airport construction, which helps the airlines. Trade restrictions against
foreign imports by means of tariffs also benefit certain industries. In the early 1990s, Huff and
Johnson estimated the benefits from phantom welfare to be $150 billion to $200 billion per
year (Hurst 2010: 364).

In addition, government has a history of bailing out major industries when those industries
encounter financial problems. For example, in the late 1980s the bailout of the savings and loan
industry cost taxpayers billions of dollars. The multibillion-dollar rescue of financial institutions
in 2008-2009 also illustrates government support of the elite (Hurst 2010). The interesting ques-
tion is why most people focus on the benefits given to the poor rather than on corporate welfare.
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Social Security

The Social Security Act was signed in 1935 during the Great Depression; the first taxes were ac-
tually collected in 1937. Currently SS provides retirement, disability, family, and survivor bene-
fits. Both the employer and the employee (for most occupations) contribute to SS through payroll
taxes. The self-employed pay both the employer’s and the employee’s contribution. One must nor-
mally be sixty-two years or older to receive retirement benefits. The amount of an individual’s
earnings determines the amount of monthly benefits, and an individual must have forty credits or
quarters to qualify. The retirement benefits were to provide a foundation for one’s retirement but
were never intended to be the sole source of support.

SS has been quite effective in limiting the number of elderly who are in poverty (Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities 2009). Using a three-year average for 2000-2002 the data suggest that
nearly half of the elderly would have incomes below the poverty line if one did not count SS bene-
fits. As shown in Figure 4.2, when one takes into account the SS income, only one in twelve are
poor according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP) (Sherman and Shapiro 2005).
Using 2002 SS data, Sherman (2005) documented how children have benefitted, as 1 million chil-
dren under eighteen were lifted above the poverty line. Except for the earned income tax credit
(EITC), no other government program has helped children to rise above the poverty line as much as
SS. Using 2008 U.S. Census data, Van de Water and Sherman (2010) reported that without SS ben-
efits, 45.2 percent of the elderly would be in poverty, but with SS benefits, only 9.7 percent of the
elderly were officially listed as poor.

At various times the government has encountered the issue of how to preserve SS for future
generations. Because the baby boom generation will begin to retire soon, this will add financial
strain to the SS system. In May 2009, Robert Greenstein reported that SS is not facing an immedi-
ate crisis; however, it does need to be changed and it is best to make the changes now. The 2009
trustees report on SS identified 2037 as the last projected date when SS will be able to pay full ben-
efits. After 2037 it will be able to pay out about 75 percent of payments. Greenstein suggests that
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FIGURE 4.2 Social Security Reduces Number of Seniors in Poverty
Source: Sherman and Shapiro 2005

Credit: Arloc Sherman and Isaac Shapiro 2005, taken from Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
(CBPP). February 24, 2005. “Social Security Lifts 13 Million Seniors above the Poverty Line: A State-
By-State Analysis”. Data are based on CBPP’s tabulations from the U.S. Census Bureau'’s Current
Population Survey for March 2001, 2002, and 2003.

131



132

Chapter 4 » The Politics of Everyday Life: Political Economy

these facts pointed out the importance of passing Obama’s initial proposal that the tax cuts for those
making more than $250,000 expire after 2010. He argued that “members of Congress cannot legit-
imately claim that the tax cuts for people at the top are affordable while the Social Security short-
fall constitutes a dire fiscal threat” (Greenstein 2009). However, in December 2010, Democrats and
Republicans compromised and legislation was passed continuing tax cuts for all social classes, re-
ducing SS contributions, and extending unemployment benefits.

The G. W. Bush administration pushed for privatization of part of the SS system, but they
were not successful. Feldstein (2005) argues for an investment-based component in the form of
personal retirement accounts that he believes will likely increase benefits. Kloby (2004) offers a
class/Marxist interpretation of the campaign to privatize SS. While there is a tremendous
concentration of wealth among the richest Americans, there is also a shortage of profitable
investment outlets. Capitalists try to expand their markets, so they search for new areas of prof-
itability. Privatizing SS would have meant expansion of the brokerage business and an increase
of billions of dollars in broker’s fees.

Hiltzik (2005), who strongly opposed privatization, documented Gallup Poll results that
found that the majority surveyed are opposed to private accounts that would sharply cut their
basic benefits from the current pay-as-you-go arrangement. By a 2-to-1 margin they supported
raising the payroll tax ceiling and limiting benefits for wealthy retirees. Also only 30 percent felt
that investing in stocks and bonds with their private accounts would give them better benefits
(218). Congress discovered many people seemed to mistrust Wall Street even around 2005, well
before the stock market problems of 2008—2009. People worried that market volatility that could
tear a major hole in the social safety net and make the system financially less stable (Diamond and
Orszag 2005; Hiltzik 2005). Diamond (2004) believes Congress will pass legislation that lowers
benefits relative to those in effect now and also provides additional revenue to finance benefits.

Public Assistance

At times there is heated debate about what should be the role of government in the welfare state.
For example, two surveys (Pew Research Center 2008; Pew Research Center for the People & the
Press 2009) asked whether government should take care of people who can’t take care of them-
selves. Since 1987 the percentage of people endorsing this idea has ranged from 57 to 71 percent.
In 2009, 63 percent supported this view but again it was supported much less by Republicans
(46 percent) than by Democrats (77 percent) (Pew Research Center for the People & the Press
2009). In the separate survey of the middle class (Pew Research Center 2008) 56 percent of the
middle class agreed. Thus while a majority support the idea that government should care for peo-
ple who can’t care for themselves, a significant minority question this statement.

Leicht and Fitzgerald (2007) suggest that the middle class may resent welfare recipients be-
cause the middle class pays so much of the taxes that support the welfare state. For the middle class
to channel their frustrations against the wealthy who have profited so much from the productivity
of the middle class is extremely difficult; the tax structure is basically out of their control. It is much
easier to resent the more visible and subordinate poor who have limited resources.

As you may recall in Chapter 2 on the types of welfare states, the United States is a liberal
welfare state. Generally this means that only after family and market principles break down does
public intervention occur. Assistance is limited, short term, and frequently stigmatizing or punitive
(Myles 1996). Put another way, the U.S. policy is relatively inexpensive and basically incomplete
in the services it provides (in comparison to many Western European nations) (Weir, Orloff, and
Skocpol 1988). Such programs limit the chances of people on traditional welfare to get off welfare.
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Many people and some researchers think that those on welfare use the ideas of rational
economic choice theory. They believe that potential welfare recipients calculate the relative
benefits and costs of participation weighed against other choices (Van Hook and Bean 2009).
Often, too, these supporters of rational choice believe that inequality plays a key role in moti-
vating people to improve their positions by working hard, obtaining the appropriate education
and training, and so on. Inequality is a powerful incentive (Smeeding 2006). Drawing on U.S.
Census data from a Current Population Survey, Hoynes, Page, and Stevens (2006: 63-64)
found that

government programs do have a modest effect on poverty [for the nonelderly], even
though many of them are not accounted for in the official rate. More to the point,
these programs may have a substantial effect on the poverty gap, the sum of the
differences between families below the poverty line.

One estimate by other researchers is that the gap was reduced by 72 percent for all persons, and
TANTF alone reduced it by 5 percent. Still it can be argued that the goal should be for people to
get off welfare.

As noted earlier, in liberal welfare states it is often difficult for people to get off welfare
because the program is quite limited. Would more generous welfare policies help fight poverty
and improve the chances of people to get off welfare? Some theorists view welfare expansion as
a means to extend social and political rights and thus promote good citizenship (Fording 2001:
120). In that sense, a strong welfare system may provide certain benefits for all of us in society
as it promotes social solidarity and reduces tension. A weak welfare system may promote social
discord. As an example, Fording cites studies that found that a decline in welfare generosity is
associated with a rise in incarceration rates. A rise in prison rates leads to more costs as the in-
mate population increases and demand for building new prisons increases. Currently incarcera-
tion rates are at unprecedented high levels and greater than in other nations (Schram et al. 2009).
As the United States deals with the enormous costs of poverty one may ask whether it is better to
establish and maintain a strong welfare system or pay higher costs for such things as incarcerating
prisoners.

Empirical studies have documented that political leaders frequently respond to mass unrest
by expanding the welfare state (Fording 2001). For example, Piven and Cloward (1979) in their
analysis of the welfare rights movement in the 1960s found that the welfare system was vulner-
able to protest and disruption by the poor. The disruption of the welfare system followed by an
electoral crisis would likely encourage leaders to promote policies to limit the polarization of the
electorate over the protests concerning the welfare system.

An important theoretical issue is why the state responds the way it does. Fording (2001)
tested whether a social control perspective that has been advanced by neomarxists, or a neo-
pluralist perspective best explains this theoretical issue. In the social control model, the state
acts in the long-term interests of elites or the ruling class to limit or reduce the effects of the
insurgency. The state can do this in two ways: repressing the protest (coercive) and increas-
ing the benefits of the welfare system (beneficent). Neopluralists, on the other hand, view the
insurgency as an effort of the relatively powerless to secure access to the policy-making gov-
ernment agenda. The protest gives them increasing visibility so that they can “effectively
compete and bargain with other interests to obtain policy changes favorable to their interests”
(115). Using black insurgency data including Aid to Families with Dependent Children
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(AFDC) recipient rates and state imprisonment records (to measure repression), Fording
finds strong support for the social control perspective (illustrated in Figure 4.3). The state re-
sponds to reduce the protest or insurgency that threatens the stability of the system by offer-
ing more welfare benefits. It also becomes more punitive by increasing the incarceration
rates, which serves to limit the protest. However, Fording also recognizes that conventional
electoral channels contribute to welfare reform as well. The two theoretical frameworks and
Fording’s findings help us understand better why government may respond as it does to pro-
viding welfare benefits.

In addition to the costs of incarceration, another issue that also has consequences for
taxpayers is how poverty influences the ability and achievement of children. Duncan and Brooks-
Gunn (2000) point out several key statistics about social and also financial costs of poverty. Poor
children are:

e at 1.7 times higher risk for child mortality

e at 2.0 times higher risk for a short stay in the hospital

e at 2.0 times higher risk for grade repetition and dropping out of school
e 4 times as likely to have a learning disability

* 1 time as likely to have teenage out-of-wedlock births

e at 6.8 times higher risk for reported cases of child abuse and neglect

Statistics like these help illustrate why there are significant concerns about the welfare system
particularly as the debate has shifted to family and child well-being (Lichter and Jayakody
2002).

At the micro level, Clark-Kauffman, Duncan, and Morris (2003) have found some support
for the generosity idea as it affects young children. They examined data on more than 30,000
achievement reports on children in families that participated in fourteen welfare and work
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FIGURE 4.3 The Social Control Model of State Response to Insurgency
Source: Fording 2001:116

Credit: The Political Response to Black Insurgency: A Critical Test of Competing Theories of the State,
by Richard C. Fording © 2001 American Political Science Association. Reprinted with the permission of
Cambridge University Press.
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programs. All types of programs were able to increase the parents’ employment; however, only
the programs that had generous welfare packages to make work more financially rewarding were
able to increase both the parents’ employment and the family income. If one pools all the
programs, they positively affect only the very young.

Remember that at the beginning of this chapter we discussed C. Wright Mills’ view about
the significance of social issues rather than the concerns of a few people. We argue that poverty
and the welfare state policies should be everyone’s issues. Brady (2009) documents that poverty
is the result of politics more than individual characteristics and abilities. He used data from
eighteen countries over more than thirty years to provide an institutionalized power relations
explanation rather than examine individual problems or labor markets. Variation in poverty rates
is shaped by variation in the generosity of countries’ welfare policies. Where leftist political
organizations and parties along with coalitions supporting egalitarianism are able to shape wel-
fare policies, poverty is less and support for equality has been institutionalized. In the United
States, poverty is widespread and support for equality has not been institutionalized.

Early in this chapter we identified a possible conflict over the meaning of freedom: empha-
sizing liberty or equality. Esping-Andersen (2007) examines the relationship between the U.S.
welfare state and equal opportunity, a value many Americans endorse. He finds the income
distribution in the United States is unusually unequal. The United States ranks very high in
poverty as well as inequality. Smeeding (2006) documents that cross-national comparisons show
U.S. poverty rates to be at or near the top when compared with other rich nations. Esping-
Andersen (2007) points out that the 19 percent of children living in poverty in the United States
is twice that of Germany and five times that of Sweden. Further, he notes research by economists
that documents less equality of opportunity, less mobility, and more inheritance in the United
States than in Germany, Canada, or Scandinavia. He labels the United States as an equal-
opportunity underachiever (23).

Although education is a key to social mobility, Esping-Andersen (2007: 23) argues that the
“seeds of inequality are sown prior to school age on a host of crucial attributes such as health, cog-
nitive, and noncognitive abilities, motivation to learn, and more generally school preparedness.”
Recent research documents that “early child investments matter most” (25). Heckman estimates
that for every dollar invested in early-childhood programs, the return is $5.70. Esping-Andersen
argues that “if we care about fairness and seriously subscribe to an equal-opportunities standard,
the case in favor of corrective measures is strong indeed” (27). He further maintains that the
United States needs a comprehensive family policy in its welfare program. As part of this plan,
access to affordable and high-quality childcare would limit inequalities of employment and
income as well as narrow the learning gap among children. This would result in less wasted
human talent. Thus Esping-Andersen makes a strong case for the U.S. government to expand its
welfare program even though many nations have instituted or are considering retrenchment.

DEBT AND BANKRUPTCY

There are at least three different types of debt that are relevant in the discussion of the politics of
everyday life. They are government debt, business debt, and household debt. Because the state
has great power and resources, including the ability to print money, it is highly unlikely that the
government will go broke even though it is in debt and pays interest on the debt. Since 2000,
though, great concern has been expressed about the accumulation of debt. With the recession that
started late in 2007 and the government bailouts, even greater concerns about the federal deficit
are being expressed. In July 2009 the federal deficit grew to $1.27 trillion. That month was the
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fifteenth consecutive month that receipts by the government were lower than the same month in
the prior year (Associated Press 2009a).

The second type of debt is incurred by businesses. The bailout program of the U.S. Treasury
may have helped stabilize the banking system but has been quite costly. Bush’s treasury depart-
ment paid about $350 billion mainly in the form of direct investments in financial companies.
Obama’s secretary of the treasury Geithner’s plan proposed up to $2.5 trillion that would create a
new federal entity to draw private investors into a partnership with the government, which would
eventually buy as much as $1 trillion of the assets that were in trouble and harming the banking
industry (“Credit Crisis—Bailout Plan” 2009). The Big Three U.S. automakers (GM, Chrysler,
and Ford) asked the government for emergency bailouts. Ford ultimately decided it could func-
tion on its own. Americans, especially those unemployed or experiencing hard times and possible
bankruptcy, may feel the government has done much more to save financial institutions and cer-
tain automakers than individuals. At the same time, if the financial institutions had not been stabi-
lized, the situation for many individuals could have become much worse.

Household Debt and Bankruptcy

While clearly the federal government under the G. W. Bush and Obama administrations has sup-
ported the financial sector and corporations, there has also been some support for individuals in
debt and/or going through bankruptcy. The $789 billion stimulus package as a recovery measure
“seemed almost trifling compared with the possible $2.5 trillion rescue plan for the financial sys-
tem” (“Economic Stimulus” 2009). The bill provided $507 billion for spending programs and
$282 billion in tax relief. It included more than $150 billion for public work programs for trans-
portation, technology, and energy and $87 billion to help states with their rising Medicaid costs,
but it restricted funds for provision of health insurance to the unemployed. It has helped car com-
panies as well as individuals in its cash-for-clunkers project that provided rebates of up to $4,500
for people trading in gas-guzzling cars. The program though has been criticized for taking oper-
ating cars off the street that could have been purchased by the working poor. It has also provided
a form of corporate welfare to companies and in many cases helped those who bought the
gas-guzzling cars rather than those who purchased more fuel-efficient cars in the first place.

Consumer debt is a major problem in the United States although by mid-2009 consumer
debt was actually declining, to $2.5 trillion according to the Federal Reserve. Revolving credit,
mainly credit cards, was $917 billion while nonrevolving credit such as car loans was $1.59 tril-
lion in June 2009 (Associated Press 2009b). People were paying off debt and trying to save in the
face of increasing job losses, reduced home values, and declining stock portfolios. Morgenson
(2008) believed “the lucrative lending practices of America’s merchants of debt have led mil-
lions of Americans—young and old, native and immigrant, affluent and poor—to the brink.” In
October 2010 Ben S. Bernanke, the Federal Reserve chairman, announced that the central bank
was taking steps to pour more money into the economy. Although the recession had officially
ended in June 2009, the unemployment rate was still at 9.6 percent and economic growth was
slow. The plan was to make credit cheaper so that consumers and businesses would borrow and
spend leading eventually to lower rates of unemployment (Chan 2010).

In the early 2000s interest rates were low and many people bought homes, with the home-
ownership rate rising to 69.2 percent. Home prices jumped, especially on the coasts and in the
Southwest, followed by a rapid drop in the values of homes (“Mortgages and the Markets”
2009). Some people reacted by defaulting; they simply stopped making payments on their credit
cards or on mortgage loans when their homes became worth less than their debt. There also were
foreclosures. Defaulters face low credit scores, possible lawsuits, and hostile calls from collection
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agencies. Collectors, though, noted that people were less willing to pay, possibly due to the
bailouts the government was giving the banks and others (Streitfeld 2009).

Average student debt has increased, although about one-third of students receiving a bach-
elor’s degree have no student debt. The median student debt was $19,999 in 2007-2008 for
bachelor’s degree graduates, an increase of 5 percent from 2003 to 2004. These figures from the
College Board, however, did not include parents’ borrowing, credit card debt, informal loans
from relatives or friends, or loans for graduate school (Lewin 2009).

Because many consumers were in serious debt and angry at the extreme punitive changes
and high interest rates, Congress passed legislation to place restrictions on the credit card indus-
try. Some of the rules of the Credit Card Accountability Responsibility and Disclosure Act took
effect in August 2009 and others in 2010. In 2009 provisions were added increasing the required
notice of rate increase from fifteen days to forty days and allowing cardholders the right to de-
cline a rate increase by closing the account and agreeing to pay off the balance at the current rate
within five years. Other reforms, like the requirements banning retroactive rate increases and
requiring adult cosigners for applicants under age twenty-one, took effect in 2010 (“Credit Card
Industry” 2009; Pugh 2009). Credit card companies created new ways to generate revenue such
as charging customers a surcharge to receive their statements by mail. Morgenson (2010: 1)
claimed such practices were “Proof, yet again, that if you close the door, they will come in
through the window. And if you close the window, they blow through the door.” In general
there has been a great deal of concern about credit card and mortgage companies using deceptive
practices.

Who Goes Bankrupt and Why?

One of the issues frequently debated and to which there does not appear to be consensus is the
question of who goes bankrupt and why. As with explanations of poverty, there are both individ-
ual and structural frameworks to guide us. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly the middle-class family
is more likely to end up in bankruptcy in the first decade of the twenty-first century than ever
before (Leicht and Fitzgerald 2007; Warren and Tyagi 2003). The families in the worst financial
trouble are neither the elderly nor the very young. Rather they are parents who have children at
home. Indeed what Warren and Tyagi find from examining data from the 2001 Consumer
Bankruptcy Project is that “having a child is now the single best predictor that a woman will end
up in financial collapse” (6). They also conclude that “bankruptcy has become deeply entrenched
in American life” (6) and foreclosures of homes have more than tripled in less than twenty-five
years (7). In addition, these families are in greater debt than those of the 1980s (7). Also, based on
the criteria frequently used to define middle-class status, 90 percent or more of those filing bank-
ruptcy could be classified as middle class (7).

The 2001 Consumer Bankruptcy Project asked those who filed for bankruptcy why they
went bankrupt, and 87 percent of them named only three reasons for bankruptcies: family
breakup or divorce, medical problems, and job loss (Warren and Tyagi 2003). The authors reject
what they label as the overconsumption myth or the myth of the immoral debtor. Warren and
Tyagi believe that instead of being immoral or overconsuming, there are great societal pressures
on the family, and if something, at least in part, beyond the family’s direct control goes wrong, it
could face financial disaster.

Himmelstein et al. (2009) surveyed a random sample of 2,314 bankruptcy filers in 2007
and from the 2001 survey and found an increase in the percentage of bankruptcies associated
with medical bills. A conservative estimate is that 62.1 percent of the bankruptcies stem from
medical bills. Most of these bankruptcy filers had middle-class occupations, were well educated,
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and owned homes. Between 2001 and 2007 health care costs increased, the number of uninsured
and underinsured increased, and Congress passed stricter bankruptcy laws. In 2003, collection
agencies contacted 37.2 million people about their medical bills and there were 15.6 million
underinsured, but this grew to 25.2 million in 2007. Twenty-nine percent of low- and middle-
income households that had balances on their credit cards used the credit cards to pay off med-
ical expenses over time (Himmelstein et al. 2009). The authors conclude that “the U.S. health
care financing system is broken, and not only for the poor and uninsured. Middle-class families
frequently collapse under the strain of a health care system that treats physical wounds, but often
inflicts fiscal ones” (745-746).

The Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act (BAPCPA) contained pro-
cedural barriers to make filing for bankruptcy more expensive and difficult. The credit card industry
supported these changes including placing an income means test on those who could file using
Chapter 7 bankruptcy where debts could be eliminated (Himmelstein et al. 2009; Leicht and
Fitzgerald 2007). Lawless et al. (2008) tested whether the change in the law, which was sup-
posed to protect against abuse of the bankruptcy process by “high-income deadbeats,” is effec-
tive. Their findings support the beliefs of some legal scholars that while stopping those who were
unfairly taking advantage of the system was used as the rationale for the law, it was instead “a
general assault on all debtors” (1).

Juliet Schor (1999) examines American culture and how individuals are conducting their
lives. She argues for a change in people’s relationship to consuming goods so that the focus is on
“quality of life, not just quality of stuff” (2). For her, a key problem is “the new consumerism,”
which she defines as “an upscaling of lifestyle norms: the pervasiveness of conspicuous, status
goods and of competition for acquiring them; and the growing disconnection between consumer de-
sires and incomes” (2). People try to compete or at least keep up with the social group with which
they identify, which tends to be the upper middle class or the rich. She rejects what she labels as the
conventional view that consumers are rational, well informed, and have consistent and independent
(of other consumers) preferences. Challenging the image of the rational and in-control approach, she
points out that most people with credit cards do not intend to borrow on them but two-thirds do, and
there has been an “explosion of personal bankruptcies” (4). She recommends a politics of consump-
tion that in addition to stressing quality of life calls for a distinction between needs and desires. She
advocates a “decent standard of living,” democratizing consumption practices (e.g., Martha
Stewart’s brand at K-Mart), and a consumer movement to “articulate a vision of an appealing and
humane consumer sphere” (8). Holt (1999) believes Schor’s new politics of consumption idea would
not influence social inequality. Holt argues from a postmodern perspective that “postmodern market
conditions lead to overconsumption problems” (17). The market promotes a sense of freedom from
constraint that results in the personal debt crisis and environmental problems.

Warren (2006, 2007) clearly disagrees with Schor about overconsumption and maintains
that it is not about designer clothes, restaurant meals, or Michael Jordan athletic shoes like Schor
claimed. Rather it focuses on what is safe for the family, educating children, paying for trans-
portation, childcare, and other things that are necessary for work. Warren (2006: 4) further
suggests there may be “a politics of living on the edge” and “everyday, middle-class families
carry higher risks that a job loss or a medical problem will push them over the edge.” Warren
recognizes that individuals certainly bear some responsibility and make mistakes, but there are
other considerations that could be improved.

Indeed, there can be no doubt that some portion of the credit crisis in America is the
result of foolishness and profligacy. Some people are in trouble with credit because they
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simply use too much of it. Others are in trouble because they use credit in dangerous
ways. But that is not the whole story. Lenders have deliberately built tricks and traps
into some credit products so they can ensnare families in a cycle of high-cost debt.
(Warren 2007: 11)

Warren (2007) and Bar-Gill and Warren (2008) recommend the formation of a Financial
Product Safety Commission to regulate the financial products. Tangible physical products like
toasters, infant car seats, and drugs are inspected and regulated for safety, but credit products
such as mortgage loans and credit cards are mainly unregulated despite the fact they can be un-
safe and lead to financial distress, foreclosure, and bankruptcy. In part, disclosure about financial
products has turned out to be a means to obfuscate with incomprehensible language rather than
inform. The current regulatory system is more of a patchwork of agencies, but this proposal
would halt the regulatory competition that poses dangers to consumer safety.

In the face of the severe crisis in the world financial system and the deregulation of the
U.S. financial system as well as the outrage about credit card rates and the subprime mortgage
problems, the Obama administration in June 2009 proposed a new regulatory structure in part
to protect the rights of consumers and to give the Federal Reserve more authority over the
powerful financial institutions. In addition a new regulatory agency was suggested to super-
vise credit card companies, mortgages, and other types of consumer debt. The Federal Reserve
would lose some of its regulatory powers to the new agency; other agencies, like the Federal
Deposit Insurance Agency and the nation’s financial system, objected (“Financial Regulatory
Reform” 2009). In September 2010 President Obama appointed Elizabeth Warren whose work
is cited earlier in this chapter to oversee the establishment of the new Consumer Financial
Protection Bureau.

There is little to encourage mortgage companies to provide much assistance to consumers
to help consumers out of their debt, even though in 2009 there was a $75 billion program to help
homeowners prevent foreclosures. The mortgage companies collect high fees on delinquent
loans so the longer the loan is delinquent, the better the opportunities to collect fees (Goodman
2009). According to a New York Times (2010) editorial 4.2 million loans were currently in or near
foreclosure. The antiforeclosure efforts by the Obama administration had resulted in less than
500,000 loan modifications in eighteen months. Labaton (2009b) points out how both large and
small banks and their trade associations are involved in strong lobbying attempts to kill or weak-
en any new agency trying to both write and enforce new regulations.

INFRASTRUCTURE

The GAO (2009) not only identified the U.S. financial structure as high risk but also identified
the U.S. infrastructure as high risk beginning in 2007. As the GAO points out, “The nation’s eco-
nomic vitality and its citizens’ quality of life depend significantly on the efficiency of its surface
transportation infrastructure” (67). The director of the Congressional Budget Office, Peter R.
Orszag (2008: 1), noted that “infrastructure is notoriously difficult to define because it can en-
compass such a wide array of physical assets,” but in testimony before two House of
Representative committees he included transportation, utilities, and some other public facilities.
Transportation expenditures made up almost three quarters of the approximately $60 billion fed-
eral spending on infrastructure in 2004. Highway expenditures alone were half the total. At the
state and local government levels, much of the spending in 2004 was for highways, water systems,
and schools. The private domain spends most of its money on energy and telecommunications.
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FIGURE 4.4 Federal Capital Spending on Transportation and Water Infrastructure, 1956 to 2007
Source: Congressional Budget Office, taken from Orszag 2008: 7

Capital spending on infrastructure, according to Orszag’s testimony, included $232.6 billion in
public money and $173.5 billion in private money. Figure 4.4 provides an indication of federal
spending on infrastructure from 1956 to 2007. Current spending for highways is $66.7 billion,
but maintaining current levels will cost $78.8 billion and the amount that is economically justifiable
is $131.7 billion, about twice the current expenditure. For mass transit the figures are $15.5 billion,
$15.8 billion, and $21.8 billion, respectively (8).

The American Society of Civil Engineers’ (ASCE) plan for 2008 pointed out that poor
road conditions are very expensive; they cost U.S. motorists $67 billion a year in operating costs
and repairs—$333 per motorist. Further, Americans stuck in traffic lose 4.2 billion hours at a
cost of $78.2 billion a year to the economy. Transit ridership is growing more quickly than is
highway use and also needs additional support (ASCE 2007). Textbox 4.2 provides a case study
of the social justice concerns that communities need to contend with when creating more transit
options.

In 2009 ASCE unveiled a new report that increased its estimate of the investment needed
in the next five years to keep the infrastructure in good condition to $2.2 trillion. Dr. Wayne
Klotz, the president of ASCE, commented, “Crumbling infrastructure has a direct impact on our
personal and economic health, and the nation’s infrastructure crisis is endangering our future
prosperity” (Cooper 2009: 1). He cited possible benefits from investing in infrastructure includ-
ing declining traffic congestion, better air quality, protection against natural hazards, and clean
and abundant water supplies.

Leicht and Fitzgerald (2007) argue that the condition of public infrastructure including
roads, bridges, dams, and airports declined as spending for their maintenance was reduced. This
decrease was a political effect of supply-side economics that called for cuts in government
spending and taxes as well as deregulation. Herbert (2007), in a New York Times editorial, cited
“politics and ideology” as the major reasons for the government not investing in infrastructure
due to pressures for small government and not raising taxes. We will now briefly look at two key
examples of infrastructure, bridges and levees, to illustrate the problems that exist.
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TEXTBOX 4.2

Light Rail and the Politics of Everyday Life

Sociologist Robert Merton qualifies functionalist theory by asking “functional for whom?" recog-
nizing that “items may be functional for some individuals and subgroups and dysfunctional for
others” (1949: 51). Herbert Gans continues this thread by arguing that in diverse and heteroge-
neous societies there are “few phenomena [that] are functional or dysfunctional for the society as
a whole, and most result in benefits to some groups and costs to others” (1972: 277).
Government agencies at the national, regional, and local levels make decisions every day that not
only impact the quality of everyday life of citizens but may benefit one group of citizens at the ex-
pense of another.

In an attempt to improve public transit, the Metropolitan Council of the Twin Cities
(Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota) has been making plans to build a new Light Rail Transit
(LRT) system. This new thoroughfare, called the Central Corridor, will run from downtown
Minneapolis to downtown St. Paul, passing the University of Minnesota, the state capitol, shop-
ping districts, residencies, and places of employment. Like many governmental projects, this one
affects a large number of people including those who live in the neighborhoods through which
the LRT travels. While many aspects of the LRT plan are being scrutinized, there is one issue that
has garnered the most public input and debate.

Over three miles of the eleven-mile rail route run through working-class and immigrant
neighborhoods along University Avenue in St. Paul. There are over thirty-six thousand people living
in neighborhoods within a half-mile of the proposed rail (Bailey 2007: 4). The LRT is designed to
stop once every mile in this corridor. Transit use is greatly increased when both origin and destina-
tion reside along the rail line (Parsons Brinckerhoff Quade & Douglas, Inc. 1996). A 2000 study
found that 31 percent of workers along University Avenue also reside in the corridor (Bailey 2007).

These neighborhoods are currently served by Route 16 buses, which stop at every block
along the avenue. Records show that many people use this route for short trips (Bailey 2007). In
the neighborhoods north and south of University Avenue, 29 percent of households are without
vehicles compared to about 18 percent city-wide. Some of the neighborhoods surrounding
University Avenue have as high as 33 percent of residents living at or below the poverty line com-
pared to about 17 percent city-wide (Ramsey County Regional Rail Authority 2006). Low income
and households without vehicles are two of the highest contributors to transit ridership (U.S.
Department of Transportation 2004). When the LRT project is complete, Route 16 bus stops will
be significantly cut in order to reduce total transit costs (Bailey 2007). Thus, University Avenue res-
idents will see a reduction in short-distance public transit service as a result of the Central
Corridor LRT.

Neighborhood councils, community organizations, and many local lawmakers are demand-
ing three additional stops along University Avenue, making the LRT stops one-half mile apart
instead of the proposed one mile. Studies have found that transit ridership suffers a significant
drop when stops are over one-half mile apart—averaging a 0.65 to 2 percent drop in ridership for
every 100 feet a stop is from the rider’s residence (Cervero et al. 2004; Kuzmyak, Pratt, and
Douglas 2003; Parsons Brinckerhoff Quade & Douglas, Inc. 1996). According to its own stan-
dards, the Twin Cities Metropolitan Council (2006) defines appropriate walking distance as just
over one-third mile in their “Guide to Transit Oriented Development” (2006).

The great majority of those involved acknowledge three additional LRT stops are important;
however, the Metropolitan Council maintains that it is a simple dollars-and-cents issue. To qualify
for federal funding, a project must meet cost-effectiveness standards. Using certain models, the
number of riders gained does not justify the additional cost of the extra stations. The Metropolitan

(Continued)
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Council has agreed to put in the underground infrastructure for the stops and “rough-in” later if
surplus money becomes available as the project moves forward.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title VI, and President Clinton’s 1994 Executive Order 12898,
Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income
Populations (Federal Register 1994), explicitly prohibit the intentional or unintentional discrimina-
tion and unequal impacts when public money is used. Those opposed to the LRT plan as-is
perceive an instance of geographic institutionalized racism and classism. University Avenue neigh-
borhoods have minority populations of over 50 percent compared to the city average of 36 per-
cent, and these neighborhoods have some of the highest poverty rates in St. Paul (Ramsey
County Regional Rail Authority 2006).

Many community leaders are calling for equitable development. They argue that the char-
acteristics of these neighborhoods and their populations are being used as an argument for the
project, yet are being served by it the least. This sentiment is echoed by some of the residents
who publically commented on the LRT proposal. One of the residents Veronica Burt explains:

What [Metropolitan] Council is doing with community participation is symbolic. . . .
Here you are coming through a community with environmental justice stakeholders and
they are using our statistics—our incomes, our lack of automobiles, our lack—to get ap-
proval from the FTA [Federal Transportation Administration]. They are using our lives,
our backs, but we will be losing transit in the process. They will limit bus 16 stops every
eighth mile and not put light rail stops at Victoria and Western? What are they think-
ing? (Arbit, Nightingale, and Ton 2007: 8)

While the new LRT will bring local economic development along the corridor, it will also
likely bring gentrification, pushing many residents out of the area. Additional burdens on
University Avenue neighborhoods include construction-related issues such as increased noise,
street closures, and more congestion on residential streets while the LRT is being built. Resident
Linda J. Winsor argues that “light rail needs to serve [emphasis speaker’s] the neighborhoods not
just pass through it” (“Central Corridor LRT Stations at Western, Victoria, and Hamline:
Community Report” 2008: 12). As already noted, postconstruction losses include a reduction in
both rail and bus transit service as those wanting to use LRT will have to walk more for access and
Route 16 bus stops will be cut by more than half. This means that a person could wait as long as
half an hour to get on a bus to connect them to the LRT or to their destination along the corridor
(Bailey 2007). Who benefits and who pays? Neighborhood groups affected by the reduced serv-
ice are arguing that while the Central Corridor LRT brings much to the Twin Cities as a whole, its
impact is bore most heavily by minority and lower-class populations along University Avenue. In
the language of Robert Merton and Herbert Gans, the current LRT proposal is more functional for
those who live and/or work by LRT stops and dysfunctional for those whose transit options are al-
ready limited due to poverty. Gans' insight is that it is the latter who give up more, thus subsidiz-
ing the functionality of the system for the rest.

LRT Update:

Three additional stations were added to the line thanks to efforts of local activists and a
change in the funding formula (Federal Transit Administration) that is used to determine
the federal share of transit projects and additional monies from local and foundation
sources. (“Three More Train Stations Coming to St. Paul” 2010)

Author Randy Hade majored in sociology and justice and peace studies while an under-
graduate student at the University of St. Thomas. While doing a semester with Higher Education
Consortium for Urban Affairs (HECUA), he had an internship with a local community organization
working on local issues such as the LRT.
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Bridges

ASCE (2005, 2007, 2009a) has given bridges higher grades than it has assigned other parts of the
infrastructure although that grade was only a C. ASCE’s (2009b) report on bridges revealed that
more than 26 percent of the nation’s bridges are either functionally obsolete or structurally defi-
cient. The number of bridges in rural areas that are deficient is declining but the number of defi-
cient urban bridges is not. This is particularly significant because bridges in urban areas have
greater passenger and freight traffic. The average bridge is now forty-three years old and most of
them have been built to last fifty years. The cost of eradicating all bridge deficiencies as they
develop in the next fifty years is estimated at $850 billion (2006 dollars), which means an average
annual investment of $17 billion (ASCE 2009b).

The tragic collapse of the busy interstate [-35W bridge that dropped 108 feet into the
Mississippi River occurred in Minneapolis on August 1, 2007. It resulted in thirteen deaths and
145 injured. The state of Minnesota has paid more than $37 million to the families of victims and
survivors (Associated Press 2009c¢). The state of Minnesota and some victims have filed lawsuits
against the engineering firm, the URS Corporation. The National Transportation and Safety
Board released its final report in November 2008 proclaiming that the gusset plates that were
used to hold the steel beams together were not the proper size and gave way when a contractor
placed tons of equipment and repair material in one location (Diaz 2008a; Wald 2008). The new
I-35W bridge with a one hundred-year life span opened on September 18, 2008, about three
months earlier than scheduled (Minnesota Department of Transportation n.d.). Textbox 4.3 dis-
cusses the I-35W bridge collapse in greater detail.

TEXTBOX 4.3

I-35W Bridge Collapse: Does Government Bear Any Responsibility?

On August 1, 2007, a 1,907-foot forty-year-old bridge that spanned the Mississippi River linking
Minneapolis and St. Paul collapsed during rush hour, sending fifty to sixty cars into the river (Levy
2007) with thirteen fatalities and approximately 145 injuries. Tapes of the 911 calls reveal the hor-
ror as people described vehicles on fire and bloodied and injured victims. Brian Sturgill was in
Minneapolis driving on I-35W having just flown in from San Diego. In an interview with the Star
Tribune, he describes the horror of seeing the road break in front of him and the feeling of terror
as his car falls into the water and his struggle to escape. He sees people covered in both blood
and oil and wonders what could have happened to him had he been just a few feet in front or
behind (McKinney and Smetanka 2007).

According to Tilly (1985), we allow the state to exert coercive control in exchange for pro-
tection. Although initially this protection was from invaders, we also rely on the state to protect
us from other dangers including terrorists, bad food, and unsafe business practices. Much of
what the state does is through regulation but the state also provides much of the infrastructure
we need to stay healthy and safe, including clean water, sanitation, and transportation. Unlike
the situation in many developing countries, we do not worry about the safety of a bridge or road.
We assume it is safe because government has the responsibility to build and maintain it using tax
dollars for both.

What then caused the I-35W bridge to collapse and why didn’t the Minnesota Department
of Transportation (MnDOT) know this bridge was unsafe? According to the report released by the
National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), a design flaw led to a failure of the gusset plates

(Continued)
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that are used to connect beams to load-bearing columns. Specifically, the designers failed to do
the proper math calculations, which resulted in undersized plates that were not designed to
carry the extra weight (Diaz 2008b). At the time of the collapse, there were 287 tons of construc-
tion materials on the center span that were needed for a repaving project. NTSB members were
surprised that neither the contractors nor the state officials had considered whether the bridge
could hold the additional weight (Diaz 2008b). According to NTSB director of the Office of
Highway Safety, Bruce Magladry, “had the gusset plates been properly sized, this bridge would
still be there” (Diaz 2008b). This bridge had been labeled structurally deficient since 1991; yet the
NTSB did not find that the age, corrosion, or poor rating was a factor in the collapse. According
to NTSB Chairman Mark Rosenker, “A structurally deficient bridge is not ready to fall down” (Diaz
2008c¢). Others, though, place some responsibility on MnDOT. A study commissioned by the
Minnesota State Legislature blamed lack of funding and a confusing chain of command at
MnDOT (Kaszuba 2008a). Minnesota Governor Tim Pawlenty, a Republican, appointed his Lt.
Governor, Carol Molnau, to also serve as the state transportation commissioner. This was consid-
ered by some as “inappropriate” and a “huge mistake” (Kaszuba 2008a). Molnau was later
removed as transportation commissioner by the DFL-controlled (Democratic-Farmer Labor party)
state legislature. Also, earlier that year, the governor vetoed a nickel gas tax increase wanted by
the state legislature to pay for road and bridge upkeep. While passing a tax increase in May
would not have prevented the August collapse, others argue that there were warning signs
ignored by the state. In 2000, a consulting firm trying to drum up a state contract recommended
“supplemental plates” and “a new oversized gusset” (Kaszuba 2008b). Instead, MnDOT went
with the consulting firm URS Inc., which recommended less costly strategies. URS had recently
hired a former MnDOT state bridge engineer (Kaszuba 2008b). In Ohio, a bridge of similar design
collapsed in 1996 because of undersized and corroded gusset plates; yet MnDOT officials were
unaware of the incident despite subscribing to civil engineering journals and attending a confer-
ence where the Ohio incident took place (Kaszuba 2008a). Finally, photos taken four years prior
to the collapse showed that the gusset plate connections were bowed (Kennedy 2008), suggest-
ing that MnDOT should have known the gusset plates were failing. Democrats, then, fault the
Republican administration for not spending enough money on maintenance and the NTSB for
giving “short shrift to concerns about bridge maintenance, aging, and corrosion” (Diaz 2008¢).
Although the NTSB is nonpartisan, agency head Mark Rosenker was a George W. Bush
appointee, and a lifelong Republican raising concerns that NTSB findings were in some part polit-
ically motivated (Diaz 2008b). The probe authorized by the Minnesota State Legislature was also
criticized as politically motivated because the DFL controls the legislature and has been a sharp
critic of both Governor Pawlenty and MnDOT (Kaszuba 2008a).

Levees

Levees have also been a key concern, although it was not until 2009 that ASCE included levees in
its report card. ASCE’s (2009c) grade for levees was a D: “the state of the nation’s levees has a
significant impact on public safety. . . . Many levees are integral to economic development in the
protected community.” While there is no accurate record of how many levees are in the United
States let alone their current condition, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) be-
lieves that 43 percent of the U.S. population lives in counties with levees (ASCE 2009c). A sum-
mary of the hearing on “Recommendations of the National Committee on Levee Safety” by the
House of Representatives Subcommittee on Water Resources and Environment Staff (2009) doc-
umented that more than two thousand levees under the auspices of the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers (Corps) covered more than 14,000 miles. Although unknown, undocumented levees
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may cover more than 100,000 miles. The Corps has identified 114 levees that have been given an
unacceptable rating based on inspections since February 1, 2007. ASCE (2009¢), though, suggests
177 levees or about 9 percent as of February 2009 are likely to fail in a flood.

HURRICANE KATRINA Hurricane Katrina is believed to have killed more than 1,600 people in
Louisiana and Mississippi and damaged property worth an estimated $40 billion (Associated
Press 2009d). The tragedy of Hurricane Katrina involved the breakdown of New Orleans’ levees.
Although certainly not all the damage of the August 2005 hurricane was due to breaches of lev-
ees, the ASCE estimated that damages from flooding in levee-related areas amounted to almost
$16.5 billion. The human costs are difficult to evaluate. After more than three years of “nomadic
uncertainty” for those without permanent homes in the Renaissance Village trailer park, students
were behind in school, they acted out, and they experienced extraordinary rates of illness and
mental health problems (Dewan 2008). Parents also had problems coping. Although victims
from the hurricane were told they had to abandon their FEMA trailers by the end of May 2009,
the Obama White House staff announced that victims could buy the FEMA trailers for $5 or less.
The Obama administration promised additional money for case managers to assist people in
obtaining permanent housing. Hurricanes Katrina and Rita were so severe that temporary hous-
ing lasted longer than expected. Nearly two-thirds of the people still living in the trailers were
trying to finish repairs on their homes (Dewan 2009).

The reaction of government agencies including the G. W. Bush administration to the hurri-
cane was at best questionable. Tierney (2006: 207) discussed how people were “astonished by
the sheer incompetence of the government response to the largest catastrophe to strike the nation
in the last one hundred years.” Further, people became angry when they realized the terrible dev-
astation in the Gulf had been predicted, contrary to G. W. Bush’s statement that the flooding
could not have been anticipated. Tierney, who uses a vulnerability sciences approach, sees the
Katrina disaster as similar to other disasters. The catastrophic effects resulted from failures in
protective systems, structural factors that led to high vulnerability for many, and emergency sys-
tems that didn’t properly care for or protect the victims (208).

Political finger-pointing occurred with a Democratic governor and a Republican White
House administration: each blamed the other for failing to act appropriately. Krugman (2007)
expressed his concern that “there’s a powerful faction in this country that’s determined to draw
exactly the wrong lesson from the Katrina debacle—namely, that the government always fails
when it attempts to help people in need.” Krugman fears this cynicism about government may
aid conservatives who argue for limited federal government involvement. Yet Krugman feels
that the issue is more about the type of beliefs and practices of a particular government and it
also influences governmental response rather than calling for a broad generalization about the
effectiveness of government involvement. Obama has been praised by both Democrat and
Republican officials and others in the Gulf area for his actions. Governor Bobby Jindal (R-La.)
believes Obama is providing a more practical and flexible policy dealing with the devastation,
stating, “There is a sense of momentum and a desire to get things done” (Associated Press
2009d). The National Committee on Levee Safety called for consistent comprehensive national
leadership combined with new state levee programs to address the levees (ASCE 2009c). The
ASCE (2009c¢) concluded:

Due to their impact on life and safety issues, and the significant consequences of fail-
ure, as well as the financial burden of falling property values behind levees that are
not safe and are being decertified, the nation must not delay addressing levee issues.
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There are significant costs of failure for all aspects related to the infrastructure, and infra-
structure maintenance and improvement are vital for the economy and people’s lives in general.
Whether the money in the stimulus package for infrastructure will be sufficient to mitigate the
general crisis in infrastructure is an important question that will take years to answer. How the
economy and the infrastructure intertwine with politics is a major example of how politics
affects our everyday lives.

CONCLUSION

We began this chapter discussing C. W. Mills’ idea that to understand the life of a person or
our own life we need to be able to understand the history of the society and how it relates to
the individual. We focused on politico-economic issues of our times to show how they affect
our everyday lives regardless of what social class we are in. Corporations may downsize, out-
source, or lay off workers. Another way to decrease labor costs is to employ undocumented
workers. Those with limited skills in the United States may find it difficult to make a living
wage as their wages likely suffer or they become unemployed. Between 1976 and 2007 the
average inflation-adjusted hourly wage dropped by more than 7 percent (Frank 2010). In
September 2010 the U.S. Census Bureau reported one in seven people are living in poverty;
this is the highest number in the half century the government has kept such records (Morello
2010). Those who are employed become concerned about the high taxes they think they are
paying to help the unemployed and others on welfare. Corporations are sometimes able to
pay taxes on only a small percentage of their profits and/or find tax havens, thus limiting rev-
enue that would enable the government to support social programs. A rich person may be
concerned about possible increases in taxes and the government introducing more regulations
on his or her business. Tax cuts have greatly benefitted the upper class, and businesses have
been able to find tax havens to protect themselves. Businesses have often benefited from gov-
ernment welfare and CEOs have often benefited from large bonuses. Most persons, though,
consider themselves part of the middle class, and the middle class in general has lost ground.
Bankruptcies and foreclosures happen frequently in the middle class. The poor receive cer-
tain benefits from government assistance programs, but the benefits are not as great in com-
parison to other advanced societies. For the nation and the economy to thrive, a strong
infrastructure is also needed, but as we enter the second decade of the twenty-first century
our infrastructure faces numerous problems.

Chapter 3 discussed how culture influences political beliefs and politics. A key value that
helps explain our attitude about government centers around individualism or autonomy.
Individual hard work and achievement is valued, and material rewards are needed to motivate
people. Such a belief is generally associated with a laissez-faire or hands-off approach to govern-
ment involvement in economic affairs. Yet in complex societies, government always plays a role
in our lives. Even if there aren’t many regulations on the economy, some people benefit but
others lose out. Current research shows the middle class has been losing out for decades. A col-
lectivist rather than an individualist orientation likely favors more government and community
involvement on behalf of its citizens, but this too requires that the state act in a democratic fash-
ion. Whether government involvement in our lives will intensify and if so who is most likely to
benefit is certainly an important societal issue. Chapter 5 examines the politics of everyday life
involving social institutions and social relations.
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Endnotes

1. The Pew Research Center (2008) results are based
on a nationally representative sample of 2,413
adults. Their use of the label middle class is inter-
esting. The survey asked respondents to put them-
selves in one of five groups—upper class, upper
middle class, middle class, lower middle class, and
lower class. About half (53 percent) classified
themselves as middle class while another 19 per-
cent indicated upper middle class and another 19
percent lower middle class. However, the Pew
Research Center combined upper middle with
upper class and lower middle with lower class to
form a three-class stratification profile.
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CHAPTER

The Politics of Everyday
Life: Social Institutions
and Social Relations

Mills (1959: 135) pointed out in his book The Sociological Imagination, “In terms of
power . . . the most inclusive unit of social structure is the nation-state. The nation-state is now
the dominating form in world history and, as such, a major fact in the life of every man [sic
human].” Mills continued by discussing how power and decision making, our institutions, and
where we live our public and private lives are all organized within the nation-state. Brewer
(2003: 37) suggests that Mills really saw a fourfold interaction “between the social structure,
individual biography and experience, historical events and constraints, and the political
process.” The major purpose of this chapter is to unravel some parts of these interactions and
thus make one aware of how the state specifically and politics in general significantly influence
people’s lives in ways one may not have previously considered. There are multiple institutions
and topics we could analyze; however, in order to provide some detail about the complex
processes involved, we focus on how politics plays a crucial role in the major institutions of
education and family, and health care, civil liberties, and race and ethnic relations. We look at
public opinion to help us understand what the “typical” American may be thinking on various
issues.
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EDUCATION

Like the economy, education is a major institution in our society, and various government bodies
play a key role in how education operates. While many countries see education as a national
enterprise, in the United States the various states and communities, including local school
boards, are quite important. At the elementary and secondary grades, less than 8 percent of fund-
ing comes from federal sources (U.S. Department of Education 2009a). One estimate suggests
that $1 trillion is spent nationwide on all levels of education. Another estimate suggests that
49.8 million students were attending public elementary and secondary schools in fall 2009.
Expenditures for school year 2009-2010 for public elementary and secondary schools are esti-
mated at $543 billion. Roughly $631 billion is spent on elementary and secondary schools,
whereas $386 billion is spent for all postsecondary degree-granting institutions. The American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act that President Obama signed in 2009 allocated $98.2 billion for
the U.S. Department of Education (2009b).

Pluralists tend to emphasize the roles of parents, teachers, and interest groups in shaping
schools that teach pride in country and democratic skills as well as prepare students for the
workplace. Elite theorists emphasize the role of school administrations that serve to maintain
dominance of elites and inequality in society. Class theorists point out how social class influ-
ences both the quantity and the quality of one’s education (Alford and Friedland 1985; Kinloch
1989; Neuman 2005). From a postmodern perspective, education may be constantly in flux due
to uncertainty and chaos, but if students are properly indoctrinated, they should be able to con-
trol their own behavior without much direct government intervention. For theorists like
Foucault, extra-political venues like education and family are important places for the produc-
tion and distribution of power (Agger and Luke 2002). Rational choice theorists likely support

A father and his daughter wait their turn to speak in favor of the charter school proposal at a Los
Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) board meeting to vote on a LAUSD resolution that would
invite private charter school operators, local communities, and even the mayor’s office to submit
proposals for operating fifty new schools as well as two hundred existing underperforming schools.

Credit: Newscom
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the need for students to plan for their future, including obtaining the proper credentials to suc-
ceed in the workplace. Those using the institutionalist framework likely focus on the interac-
tions among local school boards and state and federal governments.

Greater education may increase people’s cognitive skills, including their ability to under-
stand politics. It may improve their political participation in part because it enhances their sense
of civic duty and responsibility and helps them understand the procedural matters involved in
voting and in other political processes (Orum and Dale 2009).

Miliband (1969) points out that although teachers generally avoid appearing partial to a par-
ticular political party or cause, schools do engage in political socialization “mostly in terms which
are highly ‘functional’ to the prevailing social and political order” (239). Miliband believes that
nationalism is typically used to promote national allegiance that supports the existing order.
Further, Best (2002: 8), drawing on the ideas of Anthony Giddens, points out how power relations
characterize our institutions and that “institutions such as schools, attempt to control the lives of
individual people by the use of rules, which become deeply embedded in our everyday lives.”

In part because property taxes often form part of the available resources for school dis-
tricts, social class plays a key role in one’s educational opportunities (Robertson 1981).
Conservatives who focus on liberty likely argue that parents should be free to use whatever
resources are at their disposal to benefit their children. Liberals tend to be more concerned about
employing resources to promote equity and prefer to distribute tax revenues more equally among
rich and poor school districts (Marger 2008).

Bowles and Gintis (1976, 2002, 2004; Bowles, Gintis, and Meyer 2004[1975]) offer a
class analysis as they examine the relationship between education and the economy. Bowles
et al. (2004[1975]) refer to the hierarchical structural similarity between education and economic
life that helps explain how the educational system reproduces an obedient “amenable labor
force” (114). It is the “lived experiences of daily life” (115) learned in school and the family
where the young are taught “cooperation, competition, dominance, and subordination” (116).
Bowles and Gintis (1976) suggest that by being taught to compete for rewards, children are
being socialized for economic activities in a capitalist society.

The social relations that develop in schools are associated with the different social-class
backgrounds and race and ethnic composition of the entire school and the individual classes.
Schools with more arbitrary and coercive authority structures that emphasize behavioral control
and rule-following tend to be associated with working-class and minority student bodies, whereas
more open systems that encourage student involvement, student electives in courses, less direct
supervision, and internal motivational control tend to characterize more affluent white-collar and
white schools (Bowles et al. 2004[1975]). Schools also “immerse children in a structure of re-
wards and sanctions” (Bowles and Gintis 2002: 13). Students are rewarded for prosocial attitudes
such as doing something to help the school even when it may not be advantageous for the stu-
dent. In an article in Enriching the Sociological Imagination, Bowles and Gintis (2004) affirm
their earlier findings and argue again for the importance of “embedding the analysis of education
in the evolving structure of the economy and the polity, and giving attention to the non-cognitive
as well as conventional effects of education” (111).

No Child Left Behind

In January 2002 the legislation optimistically known as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act
was signed with bipartisan support. Indeed Senator Edward M. Kennedy (D-Mass.) was one of
the four legislators to join George W. Bush on a twelve-hour tour of three states promoting what
President Bush called “a new era, a new time in public education” (Mantel and Greenblatt
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2008: 1). The law extended the role of the federal government into the management of local
schools. Ideally it was to hold those receiving federal funds accountable for improving the
achievement scores of all students in part by expanding funds for schools that had many poor
students. NCLB was to make sure that teachers in all classrooms were to be “highly qualified,”
meaning they have a college degree and are licensed or certified by the state. A deadline of 2014
was established for all students to be at grade level in reading and math. To reach this goal,
schools would be sanctioned if they didn’t meet state benchmarks two years in a row. If a school
fails to reach “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) for two years in a row, the state and district des-
ignate the school as “in need of improvement” and determine a plan to help it. Students have the
right to transfer to other schools if they desire. If in the third year the school does not meet its
AYP, it must pay for tutoring, after-school programs, and summer school for low-income
students who remain. In addition to improving overall test scores both in math and in science,
achievement differences between various subgroups are to be reduced. This includes four major
subgroups: (1) economically disadvantaged, (2) major racial and ethnic groups, (3) those with
disabilities, and (4) those with limited English proficiency (Dworkin 2005; Karen 2005; Mantel
and Greenblatt 2008; Popham 2004).

Although NCLB initially had strong bipartisan approval, support has dissipated as criti-
cisms that the program is underfunded, poorly implemented, and mismanaged have emerged.
Congress appropriated $27 billion less than what was authorized in 2005 to fund the program. In
2006 G. W. Bush requested only $13.3 billion for funding Title I programs out of the $22.8 billion
that was authorized. In 2005 the largest teachers’ union, the National Education Association, and
the state of Connecticut each sued the Department of Education over funding issues (Mantel
and Greenblatt 2008).

One of the key provisions required annual testing of students in grades 3-8 in reading and
math and also at least one additional test in grades 10—12. Each state can develop and adopt its
own tests. One problem is that most states started systematic testing only ten to fifteen years ago
and several have changed their tests, making comparisons difficult (Mantel and Greenblatt 2008).

NCLB is trying to establish educational accountability through “high-stakes tests,” which
have serious consequences for the students, the teachers, the schools, the states, and so on
(Popham 2004). There are a number of concerns related to accountability issues:

Critics of accountability systems involving high-stakes testing have contended that
these systems narrow the curricula to what is tested, promote teaching to the test, en-
courage school personnel to cheat, produce heightened test-taking skills without the
actual learning of content, place too much emphasis on a single indicator in violation
of test theory, discriminate against students who have trouble with multiple-choice
tests, harm poor and minority-group members, and increase the dropout rate (Heubert
and Hauser 1999; McNeil 2000). These analyses suggest that high-stakes testing
could widen the achievement gaps among groups of students. (Dworkin 2005: 170)

Although there are concerns, some studies suggest that high-stakes testing can narrow the
achievement gap between groups.

RESULTS OF TESTING THUS FAR The U.S. Department of Education has measured student
achievement scores since 1969 through its National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP).
In general the data suggest that minorities as well as whites are making gains and there is some
narrowing of the gap (Mantel and Greenblatt 2008). Most of the declines, though, occurred in the
1970s and 1980s for minorities and younger students, which was before NCLB was passed
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(Dillon 2009a). A 2009 NAEP report on the achievement gaps for fourth and eighth graders
through 2007 generally documented the declining gap (U.S. Department of Education 2009c¢),
but such findings do little to explain what factors in schools, the home, and the community con-
tribute to the gap (Mantel and Greenblatt 2008).

While one of NCLB’s goals was to reduce the gap, the U.S. Department of Education
acknowledged that few students were receiving free tutoring if their school was failing. Also, no
state had met the goal of having “highly qualified” teachers in all classrooms (Clemmitt 2008). In
addition, school dropout problems frequently exist with low-income and minority students. It is
particularly revealing that almost 50 percent of African-American students, 40 percent of Latino/a
students, and 11 percent of white students are in schools where graduation is not the norm
(Clemmitt 2008). In other words, NCLB, or any new initiative, faces major issues that need to be
improved, but education reform likely needs to be part of an even more extensive change.

Reauthorization of NCLB or developing new legislation is part of the Obama agenda.
Education Secretary Duncan has discussed improving national academic standards and making
sure high-quality teachers are distributed equally among schools in poor and rich neighbor-
hoods (Dillon 2009b). Some have seriously considered renaming the law Quality Education for
All Children while others more humorously have suggested names like All Children Are Above
Average Act and the Act to Help Children Read Gooder (“No Child Left Behind Act” 2009).
Whatever is ultimately decided, all U.S. citizens—students, teachers, administrators, parents
and relatives of students, and so on—will be influenced by the quality of education.

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

In addition to education, the family serves as a major socializing institution. Pluralists would
focus on the diverse types of families and that families and marriage promote balance, political
order, and harmony in society. The political socialization of children (Ferrante 2008; Kinloch
1989) means that political preferences and values are to some extent passed down from one
generation to the next. Elite and class theorists are particularly interested in how social inequality
is passed down from one generation to the next. Social class, region, race, religion, and other
factors associated with the family shape one’s voting and political attitudes. Children of the
elite are socialized to achieve positions of power and influence in society (Domhoff 2006).
Laws are formulated by the state to maintain social control of families. Elite theorists especially
recognize the power arrangement in families, with men dominating both women and children
and thus representing “the basis of political authority” and “of economic stratification in terms
of age, sex, and social origins” (Kinloch 1989: 215). From a class perspective,

the family, not the individual, is seen as the basic unit of class membership. People
all begin life in the class of their parents. This reality is further reflected in the fact
that most people marry within their class. . . . And it is through families that property
is passed on. (Liazos 1982: 33, drawing on the ideas of Paul Sweezy)

For class theorists who draw on social reproduction theory, parents’ class position tends to be re-
produced or recreated in their children. The class structure in society remains, so the ruling class
continues to rule (Hurst 2010).

Drawing on a comparative study of childhood, society, and development in Nordic
nations, Dencik (1989: 155) considers “the transformations of the everyday life of parents and
children” in postmodern society. Dencik points out that there is an “eternal triangle” that
includes the state as well as parents and children (163). It is the state that provides benefits, and
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possibly legal assistance, for children. Laws against certain forms of corporal punishment or
abuse and laws to provide an education or nurturance for children are significant. Representatives
of the state, such as teachers and medical professionals, are expected to report potential problems

in child—parent relationships.

For Dencik (1989: 172) “the family is fragile in the post-modern epoch” as it tries to pro-
vide a zone of stability and an intimate sanctuary under chronic uncertainty and the quickening
pace of everyday life. Dencik believes the younger generation may be “less willing to accept
things as they are, more open-minded and outspoken, and perhaps a good deal less conscientious”
(176) and concludes that “life is beginning to look like a never-ending examination situation”
(177). This uncertainty likely influences children’s worldviews. If Dencik is correct, more open-

minded and outspoken children could influence and possibly bring about political change.

TEXTBOX 5.1

Politics, Major League Baseball (MLB) and the National Football League (NFL)

Historically, the great pastime for American families has been watching MLB. While we may debate
whether the most popular sport is now baseball or football, we should not lose sight of the fact
that politics plays a significant role in sports. Although politics affects many aspects of MLB and the
NFL, we will limit our discussion to three specific illustrations: the political economy of the sport es-
pecially as it relates to the use of the public’s resources, the steroid issue, and the antitrust exemp-
tion. Johnston (2007: 21) maintains that “while some teams are profitable, overall the sports-team
industry does not earn any profit from the market. Industry profits all come from the taxpayers.”

The first issue discussed here is the political economy of the sport. Neil deMause (2007),
coauthor of Field of Schemes: How the Great Stadium Swindle Turns Public Money into Private
Profit, testified to the House Subcommittee on Domestic Policy that government subsidies for Major
League stadiums and minor league facilities from 1995 to 2006 totaled more than $10 billion and
may now be averaging more than $2 billion a year. DeMause (2) estimates that job creation is actu-
ally very costly ($250,000 per new job) and stadiums do not revitalize urban neighborhoods. He (7)
identifies “sports industry’s dirty little secret: New stadiums don’t make money.”

Further, deMause testified that team owners claim their stadiums are obsolete and threaten
to move if demands aren’t met. In the 1980s, teams used to pay rent and share their ticket and
concession revenue so the public’s investment could be returned, but now there are often rent re-
bates and possible revenues are often forgone from future parking, property taxes, construction,
sales tax, and so on. For the fans, new baseball parks have resulted in ticket prices being raised by
an average of 41 percent (5). The so-called cheap seats often end up being fewer and farther
from the field since the corporate boxes push the upper decks higher. DeMause (8) recommend-
ed that Congress “close the loophole that allows teams to use federally subsidized tax-exempt
bonds for private sports stadiums . . . drastically restrict the business-entertainment deduction for
luxury box and club seat purchases . . . [and] put on the brakes for not just sport teams, but all
industries holding cities hostage for tax subsidies.”

Second, we note that certainly all sports have been involved in illegal drug use, but
Congress has particularly been concerned about steroids in MLB. Fay Vincent, MLB’s commissioner
in the early 1990s, sent all the teams a memo stating illegal drugs were prohibited by law and
their use could lead to discipline or expulsion. However, when Bud Selig succeeded Vincent, he
and the players’ union downplayed the issue (“Steroids” 2009). As the twenty-first century
dawned though, it was clear there was a major problem, and drug testing of players began in
2003 followed by a Congressional investigation in 2005.

(Continued)

157



158  Chapter 5 * The Politics of Everyday Life: Social Institutions and Social Relations

The 2005 hearings before the House Committee on Government Reform were entitled
“Restoring Faith in America’s Pastime: Evaluating Major League Baseball's Efforts to Eradicate
Steroid Use.” The committee’s chair representative Tom Davis explained that MLB did not respond
quickly to steroid use and that Congressional pressure had been applied to get MLB to adopt a
testing policy. Davis proclaimed, “Our responsibility is to help make sure Major League Baseball
strategy, particularly its new testing program, gets the job done” (Committee on Government
Reform 2005: 3).

U.S. Senator Jim Bunning, a MLB Hall of Fame member, felt the new drug policy was “a
baby step forward” with “puny” penalties (16) and that if the policy doesn’t fix the scandal, then
Congress should amend the labor laws or repeal “the outdated anti-trust exemption that baseball
alone enjoys” (16). In 2007 former Senator George J. Mitchell released an independent report for
MLB that identified the issue as “a collective failure to recognize the problem as it emerged and
to deal with it early” (Wilson and Schmidt 2007: 2). In the Congressional hearings, Mitchell
report, and the media, many famous players and record breakers like Sammy Sosa, Barry Bonds,
Manny Ramirez, Roger Clemens, Jason Giambi, and Andy Petite were alleged to have used
steroids (Committee on Government Reform 2005; Schmidt 2010; “Steroids” 2009; Wilson and
Schmidt 2007). Schmidt (2010) credited Congress for helping Selig convince the players’ union to
support tougher testing procedures. In 2009 Manny Ramirez was suspended for fifty games for
violating the drug policy. In 2010, after Mark McGwire's acknowledgment of drug use, Selig
reported only two positive steroid tests in 2009 and declared the steroid era “a thing of the past”
(Schmidt 2010: 1).

The third issue is that of baseball’s exemption from antitrust legislation that Bunning
and others have often threatened to try to repeal. Supreme Court decisions first in 1922 and
then in 1953 provided and reinforced MLB’s exemption from competition. MLB thus has deci-
sion-making power over who owns teams and where they play. The exemption also aids the
team owners in obtaining subsidies. Although individual teams are not tax exempt, MLB is.
While Johnston (2007: 69) suggests that other sports leagues “are effectively exempted from
most of the laws of business competition” the issue is not so clear-cut. For example in the NFL
Raiders owner Al Davis successfully won a legal case that allowed him to move his team in the
1980s.

In January 2010 the Supreme Court heard a case brought by American Needle that had
manufactured hats of NFL teams until the NFL sold an exclusive license to Reebok. The lower-level
courts ruled against American Needle, but the NFL was hoping for a Supreme Court ruling that
could be interpreted as a blanket antitrust exemption giving them advantages of a single corpo-
rate entity (Pearlstein 2009). One entity cannot be found guilty of forming a monopoly with itself
to harm consumers (Barnes 2010). Such a broad ruling could have led to the NFL transferring all
its broadcasts to its own network, killing free agency, dictating ticket prices, and enhancing
subsidies for the building or renting of stadiums. The players’ union is opposed to any such
exemption. Late in May 2010 the Supreme Court unanimously ruled against the NFL in its request
for broad antitrust immunity. Justice John Paul Stevens described the teams as “separate, profit-
maximizing entities” rather than a single entity (Liptak and Belson 2010). The specific case involving
American Needle was referred back to the lower courts.

Family Law

Drawing on English common law tradition, a marriage is a contract or voluntary agreement
between a man and a woman. Similar to education, many of the laws regulating marriage are state
laws. For example, many states require a couple to have a marriage license issued by a county
clerk or clerk of the court before they can marry. Some states have stopped requiring blood tests,



Chapter 5 ¢ The Politics of Everyday Life: Social Institutions and Social Relations

SAFEWAY

Ingredients for ife,

¥ SAN FRAMCISCO GianTs

- *VELEZ CREY
4! F.SANCHEZ

! SANDOVAL

i MOLINA

= _WINN

5 LEWIS

ISHIKAWA ¥ 2009 Season
\| RENTERIA 3 AVG .310 HR 12 Rl 41 [ 27
1_J. SANCHEZ | 03558 SoBP 431 AB203 R 37
=7 Jonat c SLG .581 28 17 38 1
N-L [T [T 80
50 4e B 4588 40 58 0

DODGERS
5 atet GianTs

Scoreboard at AT&T Park San Francisco, illustrating corporate advertising during San Francisco Giants
versus Los Angeles Dodgers game, August 10, 2009

Credit: Photo by Lisa K. Waldner

but some require tests for venereal disease. Civil ceremonies are usually performed by judges,
whereas religious services are frequently conducted by pastors or other religious leaders. All
states limit people to one spouse at a time. Most states require the two partners to be of the opposite
sex (“Marriage” n.d.).

If a person is getting married again, he or she needs to be legally released from the previ-
ous marriage through death of the spouse, annulment, or divorce before he or she can marry
(“Marriage” n.d.). States permit divorces in order to serve the public good, but individuals do not
have a constitutional or legal right to divorce. Before laws were passed to promote more equal-
ized property allocation, the wage-earning spouse, typically a male, received a more favored
property distribution. Now the courts tend to recognize marital property acquired during the mar-
riage and separate property acquired before the marriage that did not change substantially in
value. The judge typically tries to divide the assets equitably, which may not be equally. The
court may or may not grant alimony in a divorce. If children are involved, there may be child
support (“Divorce” n.d.).

When children are involved in divorces, child custody becomes an issue as the court tries
to decide “the best interests of the child,” which can be quite complex. Joint legal custody gives
parents equal rights in decision making regarding the child. If only one parent has custody, the
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other parent receives visitation rights unless that person is deemed harmful to the child(ren)
(““Child Custody” n.d.).

Adoption occurs when an adult other than a child’s biological parent becomes the guardian
of the child and takes on the responsibilities of a parent. The Constitution does not provide a fun-
damental right to adopt. States have various policies regarding who may adopt. People who have
physical or mental disabilities, criminal histories, or unstable employment, or who are gay or les-
bian or single may be disqualified. There is an investigation of potential adopters followed by a
report from the state adoption agency (“Adoption” n.d.).

All these laws help illustrate the roles of government, especially the states, in marriage and the
family. We will now turn to the very controversial issue of gay marriage that clearly illustrates
the importance of the national and state governments in defining who may or may not marry.

Same-Sex Marriage

In the United States and generally elsewhere, heterosexuality is more valued and accorded higher
status than is homosexuality, and in some places homosexuality is viewed as an aberration and
those who are gay or lesbian are stigmatized. One manifestation of the dominance of heterosex-
ism is the political controversy centered on gay marriage (Hurst 2010). Masci (2009a) suggests
that since the 1960s some gay Americans have been advocating the right to marry or have for-
malized legal arrangements, but same-sex marriage has developed as a national issue in the last
twenty years. An important spark for the debate was in 1993 when the Hawaii Supreme Court
ruled that the state legislature needed to demonstrate a compelling reason for banning same-sex
marriage. The Hawaii legislature then passed a bill in 1994 that marriage was intended for
“man—woman units” capable of procreation (Masci 2009a).

Legislatures in more than forty states followed, passing acts that defined marriage strictly
as a union between a man and a woman. Although a few of these laws have been struck down,
most are still in effect. In 1996 President Clinton signed a federal Defense of Marriage Act
(DOMA). Congressional sponsors stated the law was devised “to define and protect the institu-
tion of marriage” and “to make explicit what has been understood under federal law for over 200
years; that a marriage is the legal union of a man and a woman as husband and wife” (Hurst
2010: 1361). Supporters of the DOMA attempted to frame the legislation in moral terms as pre-
serving traditional family values, as they realized most people perceive homosexuality as
immoral. The DOMA declares that no state has to recognize a same-sex union from another state
as legal. Benefits such as family medical leave and Social Security (SS) were not allowed for gay
couples. Indeed the General Accounting Office (1997) identified 1,138 federal rights associated
with marriage. SS survivor benefits, veterans’ benefits, estate taxes, family leave, living together
in nursing homes, and so on are all benefits associated with marital status (Hurst 2010; Peplau
and Fingerhut 2007).

In 2003 the highest court in Massachusetts ruled that same-sex marriages were guaranteed
by the state’s constitution. The G. W. Bush administration pushed for a U.S. Constitutional
amendment prohibiting same-sex marriage across the country. However, in both 2004 and 2006
the proposed amendment did not receive the requisite two-thirds majority in both houses of
Congress (Hurst 2010; Masci 2009a).

President Obama has stated that as a Christian he opposes same-sex marriage but also
that he is a “fierce advocate of equality” for gays. Obama has declared his support for a leg-
islative repeal of the DOMA (“Same-Sex Marriage, Civil Unions, and Domestic Partnerships”
2009). In June 2009 Obama extended certain benefits to domestic partners of federal workers,
such as long-term care insurance; however, he said under current federal law same-sex couples
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A gay couple is being married in a religious ceremony. In many states such marriages are not
recognized or legal.

Credit: © Queerstock, Inc./Alamy

cannot be provided the full range of benefits that heterosexual couples enjoy. He called on
Congress to enact legislation regarding this. While some gay rights supporters welcomed the
changes, other activists felt these were very small steps and were frustrated by the lack of
progress (Stone 2009).

Peplau and Fingerhut (2007) reviewed the literature on same-sex couples, noting that with
the increasing visibility of same-sex couples, more studies are conducted. Still, research is ham-
pered as some gays and lesbians are reluctant to indicate their sexual orientation, and there is a
lack of public records on same-sex marriages and divorce. The 2000 U.S. Census identified
about 600,000 same-sex couples living together.

In 20009, five states, four in New England (Massachusetts, Connecticut, Vermont, and New
Hampshire) and one in the Midwest (Iowa), allowed gay marriage. Because Iowa is the only
state not on the East Coast, gays from other states, especially in the Midwest, have married in
Iowa. In the first three months after same-sex marriages were initiated, approximately 45 percent
of the 676 known gay marriages were for out-of-state couples (Olson 2009). From 2001 to mid-
2009 seven countries (the Netherlands, Belgium, Spain, Canada, South Africa, Norway, and
Sweden) have legalized gay marriage (Masci 2009a).

PUBLIC OPINION ON SAME-SEX MARRIAGE Loftus (2001) found that people surveyed are
likely to support civil liberties of gays and lesbians but at the same time perceive homosexuality
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as immoral. Positive attitudes toward gays and lesbians tended to increase somewhat from 1973
to 1998, although the pattern was not entirely consistent. According to Peplau and Fingerhut
(2007), a Kaiser Family Foundation survey found more than two-thirds of Americans favor pro-
visions such as SS, health insurance, and inheritance rights for same-sex couples. Also, 74 percent
of lesbians and gay men would like to marry in the future. Same-sex couples engage in commit-
ment ceremonies, and a growing number of employers offer domestic partner benefits to same-sex
partners.

The Pew Center surveys of attitudes toward same-sex marriage since 1996 have consis-
tently found more people opposed to same-sex marriage than supporting it. The percentage
opposed has ranged from 65 to 49 percent while support for same-sex marriage has ranged from
27 to 39 percent. In the April 2009 survey 54 percent opposed same-sex marriage while 35 per-
cent supported it (Masci 2009b). Opinions about same-sex marriage are associated with political
party identification and other political attitudes. Republicans (77 percent) are much more likely
than Democrats (41 percent) to oppose same-sex marriage. Another Pew Center survey of 2,900
adults in 2008 (before the presidential election) found that more people who indicated they were
McCain voters than Obama voters saw gay marriage (38 to 22 percent) and moral values (71 to
55 percent) as very important to their vote (Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life and Pew
Research Center for the People & the Press 2008).

Figure 5.1 shows the results of a 2009 survey in some detail. Republicans, older people,
those who attend religious services at least once a week, and white evangelical Protestants are
most likely to oppose gay marriage. As Figure 5.2 shows, the 2009 survey reported that a
slight majority of those surveyed favor civil unions (54 percent versus 35 percent, with 11 per-
cent “don’t know”), but followed the same patterns as those opposed to gay marriage (Masci
2009b).

PRO AND CON ARGUMENTS Often supporters of same-sex marriage frame their argument
by stating that marriage should be a civil right for all, whereas those who oppose it often see
same-sex marriage as a religious and/or morality issue (Hurst 2010). The latter point out that
various religions, including Christianity and Islam, condemn homosexual relationships and
that the homosexual lifestyle is immoral (Hurst 2010; White 2009). Those who advance the
civil rights argument have sometimes compared same-sex marriage to the Civil Rights
Movement’s struggles for racial equality in the 1960s. Opponents, though, tend to argue that
homosexuality is a choice, unlike one’s race, but the scientific literature, while not conclu-
sive, suggests that one’s sexual orientation may be determined before birth or shortly there-
after (White 2009).

In the 2004 election campaign, President G. W. Bush was quoted as stating, “The union of
a man and a woman is the most enduring human institution, honored and encouraged in all cul-
tures and by every religious faith.” Those who oppose same-sex marriage believe that marriage
traditionally has been and should continue to be a committed relationship between a man and a
woman. They feel changing marriage would greatly contribute to the erosion of the institution of
marriage, which is already threatened by the high divorce rate (White 2009). Sprigg (2009), for
example, claims same-sex relationships are not by definition eligible for marriage because mar-
riage is the union of a man and a woman. Others have argued a type of slippery-slope approach,
suggesting if same-sex marriage is allowed, polygamy, incest, and even bestiality could follow
(Rimmerman 2008). Hurst (2010: 135) summarizes part of the argument of those opposing
same-sex marriage: “It is feared that unless gays and lesbians are held in check, traditional
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FIGURE 5.1 Pew Research Center 2009 Results on Public Opinion on Gay Marriage
Source: April 2009 Pew Research Center for the People & the Press Survey (Masci 2009b)
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morality and family structure as foundations of our society will become contaminated and
seriously weakened.”

Negative stereotypes of gays and lesbians, although not supported by the empirical social
science literature, include the beliefs that gays are more likely than heterosexuals to be serial pred-
ators of children or that children will be damaged or be pushed into homosexuality (Hurst 2010).
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Former U.S. Senator Rich Santorum (R-Penn.) argues how popular culture and the media con-
demn those like him who oppose same-sex marriage: “We know that the American public doesn’t
approve of same-sex marriage, but they are uncomfortable about it because, again, the public per-
ception is if you feel that way, you’re a bigot or a hater” (“An Argument against Same-Sex
Marriage: An Interview with Rick Santorum™ 2008).

Part of the argument for same-sex marriage is a practical one based on the substantial eco-
nomic advantages that are associated with legal marriage, including items noted previously such
as joint filing of tax returns, surviving spouse SS benefits, and health insurance. Another sup-
portive argument is that in a truly democratic society there should be equality for all citizens.
Also there may be tremendous psychological benefits, including increased self-esteem, from
achieving the right to marry. Some argue that gaining this right could benefit both the lesbian and
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gay communities and society in general by enhancing the stability of gay relationships and en-
couraging monogamy (Rimmerman 2008).

A study of 288 gays and lesbians sheds some light on possible advantages and disadvantages
of same-sex marriage. Almost all of those surveyed thought legalization of same-sex marriage
would be an indicator of first-class citizenship, illustrating fairness and equal rights (Peplau and
Fingerhut 2007). From their point of view the positive side would also include the following:

1. Marriage could strengthen their relationships, helping couples feel closer.

2. It would also create structural obstacles to dissolving a relationship, possibly encouraging
couples to work harder to improve their relationships.

3. Marriage could reduce the strains that same-sex couples experience by increasing the cou-
ples’ legal rights, reducing societal prejudice, and diminishing any internalized homophobia.

The gays and lesbians surveyed also expressed possible disadvantages, including the idea that
legalization might pressure gays to get married or create status hierarchies that would value mar-
riage and stigmatize those who do not marry. In addition some feared that legalization of same-
sex marriage could result in pressures to assimilate and thus follow heterosexual family norms
that could alter the special and unique features of the gay—lesbian community (Peplau and
Fingerhut 2007).

SAME-SEX FAMILIES AND CHILDREN One important focus of the same-sex marriage debate
has been on the welfare of children. While certainly some same-sex couples who would marry (if
same-sex marriage were legalized) would not have children, some would, using adoption, artifi-
cial insemination, surrogacy, sperm donation, and so on. Even without legal marriage, these
practices are used, and many children who live with same-sex parents were born within hetero-
sexual marriages that ended in divorce or separation. For some opponents of same-sex marriage,
the fact that same-sex couples cannot reproduce biological children eliminates same-sex couples
from the definition of marriage and thus these opponents tend to believe that same-sex relation-
ships do not contribute to society. However, supporters of same-sex marriage argue that some
heterosexual couples voluntarily remain childless, whereas others may be sterile. Still, though,
they are married (Friedman 2006).

Individual states determine the rules for adoption. As of mid-2009, twenty-two states
allowed gays or lesbians to adopt, depending on other rules governing adoption. Eighteen of
those twenty-two states, though, allow gay and lesbian adoption only in certain parts of the state.
Those who support same-sex marriage likely believe children will do well in families with one or
more gay or lesbian parent. If a couple has a child through artificial insemination, the birth par-
ent is the legal guardian. Some states, though, allow second-parent adoption where the legal
guardian retains custody, but the other person gains legal rights as well. Those who oppose gay
and lesbian adoption disapprove of the gay and lesbian lifestyle and thus question whether gays
and lesbians would make excellent parents. Some are concerned that children with gay or lesbian
parents will experience ridicule and harassment (Belge n.d.). In 2004 the American
Psychological Association’s (APA) Council of Representatives adopted a resolution that stated,
“The APA opposes any discrimination based on sexual orientation in matters of adoption, child
custody and visitation, foster care, and reproductive health services” (2009[2004]: 195). The
council concluded that social science research has not supported any of the negative stereotypes
that promote concerns about children of lesbian and gay parents (APA 2009[2004]). Public opin-
ion on the issue of gay and lesbian adoption is quite divided and tends to follow a pattern similar
to that on same-sex marriage.
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Stacey and Biblarz (2001) point out that social scientists have in part tended to emphasize
a no-differences approach in comparing children with lesbian or gay parents with children hav-
ing heterosexual parents. Researchers are politically sensitive to the fact that those who oppose
lesbian and gay parental rights are looking for evidence that children with lesbian or gay parents
are at greater risk for negative outcomes. The authors reviewed twenty-one psychological stud-
ies that generally reported no or few differences in parenting or child outcomes. Among the few
differences, they found that children, especially daughters of lesbian parents, were less likely to
conform to sex-typed cultural norms. For boys the relationship was quite complex because on
some measures sons of lesbian parents were less traditional in masculine behavior but on others
they showed gender conformity. One study found a moderate level of parent-to-child transmis-
sion of sexual orientation. Regarding mental health, the children of lesbian mothers tend to do at
least as well as children of heterosexual members and sometimes better.

In addition, children with lesbian or gay parents seem more open to homoerotic rela-
tionships and are less traditionally gender-typed. Stacey and Biblarz (2001: 178) point out the
possible political effects of such findings:

We recognize the political dangers of pointing out that recent studies indicate that a
higher proportion of children with [lesbian or gay] parents are themselves apt to
engage in homosexual activity. In a homophobic world anti-gay forces deploy such
results to deny parents custody of their own children and to fuel backlash move-
ments opposed to gay rights. . . . It is neither intellectually honest nor politically wise
to base a claim for justice on grounds that may prove falsifiable empirically. Moreover,
the case for granting equal rights to nonheterosexual parents should not require finding
their children to be identical to those reared by heterosexuals. Nor should it require
finding that such children do not encounter distinctive challenges or risks, especially
when these derive from social prejudice.

Not surprisingly, Sprigg (2009), who is against adoption by gays and lesbians, cites certain
findings of Stacey and Biblarz as he argues that children raised by homosexual couples are dif-
ferent from other children. Dailey (2009) argues that few homosexual relationships actually
include children and most homosexual relationships are not really committed and stable. He
maintains that engaging in a social experiment redefining marriage and family would do great
harm to children “by denying them both a mother and a father in a committed marriage” (201).

It is likely that the political debate on same-sex marriage and gay and lesbian adoption
within the individual states and at the national level will continue to be contentious for some time.
Jonathan Rauch, an openly gay advocate, argues that same-sex marriage would have positive
unifying effects for society:

Far from hastening the social decline of marriage, same-sex marriage shores up the
key values and commitments on which couples and families and society depend. Far
from dividing America and weakening communities, same-sex marriage, if properly
implemented, can make the country both better unified and truer to its ideals.
(Rauch, quoted in White 2009: 122-123)

For the time being though, the courts, legislatures, and the public seem deeply divided and unity
on the issue in the short run seems unlikely. We now turn to health care, another divisive issue
that affects people’s everyday lives.
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HEALTH CARE

Approximately 46 million people in the United States do not have health care insurance (Begley
2009) and others are underinsured. Many argue that health care costs have spiraled out of con-
trol. Indeed on February 23, 2009, President Obama referred to the rising cost of health care as
“the single most pressing fiscal challenge we face by far” (“History: Presidential Statements
Barack H. Obama—2009” 2009). According to the National Coalition on Health Care, the typi-
cal American family has seen their premiums for employer-sponsored coverage doubled from
$5,791 in 1999 to $12,680 in 2008 when figures are adjusted for inflation (“Plan Gives Insurance
Firms Time to Change” 2009: 3A). Consumer Reports National Research Center survey of
January 2009 found almost 70 percent of 2,004 adults who regularly took prescription drugs fol-
lowed certain dangerous strategies often to reduce their health care costs. For example 23 percent
put off a doctor’s visit, 18 percent put off a procedure, and 16 percent skipped filling a prescrip-
tion (“Dangerous Strategies for Saving Health-Care Dollars” 2009: 1).

Turner (2004) applies Mills’ (1959) sociological imagination framework to medical care
by trying to connect individuals’ personal experiences of illness to a larger frame of issues related
to political economy, health inequality, and the power of the medical elites in society. He argues,
“The private narratives of illness tell a powerful story about the public issues of wealth, power,
and status” (Turner 2004: 313). It is also crucial to understand that the autonomy of the medical
profession is “owed to its relationship to the sovereign state from which it is not ultimately au-
tonomous” (Freidson 1970: 24).

Theoretical Frameworks

PLURALIST Both the pluralist and elite frameworks consider a similar list of organizations as
relevant for health care issues although they interpret their roles somewhat differently. These
include the American Medical Association (AMA), a major professional society and lobbying
group that represents physicians; the pharmaceutical companies that manufacture drugs; the
insurance companies; manufacturers of medical devices; profit and nonprofit hospitals; health
maintenance organizations; and patient advocate groups. For pluralists these represent interest
groups that lobby to influence policy. Cunningham and Cunningham (1997: 142) describe the
passage of Medicare in the mid-1960s as “the cumulative product of what Odin Anderson called
‘the riotously pluralistic policy-making system of the United States.” ”

ELITEIMANAGERIAL Although somewhat simplistic, it can be claimed that physicians repre-
sent part of the elite and patients the masses. Brint (1994: 59) notes the scientific training of
doctors and how doctors are taught to objectify their patients to a much greater degree than are
other human services professionals. While discussing some astute statements of his patients,
Toth (2007: 148) commented, “Patients are indeed smarter than we often give them credit for.”
This statement seems to suggest that many doctors do not view their patients as particularly intel-
ligent. Another physician, Groopman (2007: 25) acknowledged that while patients often recog-
nize a physician’s negativity, they don’t understand how it affects their medical care. “Rather,
they often blame themselves for complaining and taxing the doctor’s patience.” The power re-
lationship between doctor and patient that the state sanctions can thus at times end up harming
patients. Cockerham (2007: 249-250) suggests that the “professional dominance” of the doctor
in general is declining due to (1) increasing government regulation, (2) managed care, (3) doc-
tors being hired as employees by corporations and thus losing some of their autonomy as these
companies control more of the medical marketplace, and (4) patients educating themselves as
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they desire more “consumer-oriented health care” and wish to participate in the decision-making
process.

In 1980, physician Relman (2007: 28) used the term new medical-industrial complex to
call attention to the increasingly commercialized face of U.S. medicine. Wilensky (2009) is
concerned about the high administrative costs of the medical-industrial complex and the chaos
resulting from the complicated combination of private and public regulations of the health care
system. He identifies insurance companies as the dominant political barrier to national health
insurance.

CLASS According to class analysis, the medical profession, insurance companies, and drug
companies struggle to maintain and/or expand their power, financial resources, and profit by
influencing and possibly decreasing government regulation. Drawing on the Fortune 1000
reports, in 2007 health groups earned $71 billion. There has been a rapid increase in the annual
profits of the top fifteen health insurance companies from $3.5 billion to $15 billion from 2000
to 2007. Pharmaceuticals and medical equipment were third and fourth on the list of fifty-two
industries in terms of profits as a share of revenue (Goldhill 2009). Lupton (1994) maintains that
good health includes having access to both material and nonmaterial resources that help sustain
or promote life. Under capitalism, a primary focus of health care is to make sure workers and
consumers are healthy enough to contribute to the capitalist system. Health care is viewed “as a
commodity in which the seeking of profit is a major influencing factor” (9).

POSTMODERN Foucault argues, “Power is embodied in the day-to-day practices of the medical
profession within the clinic” (Turner 1997: xi—xii). Doctors in clinics and hospitals tightly control
information and knowledge about medicine and their patients. The patient is expected to follow the
knowledgeable doctor’s recommendations. From the postmodernists’ point of view, knowledge is a
form of power that is not always used to benefit patients or the general public (Kendall 2007).

RATIONAL CHOICE The rational choice framework embraces the idea of rationality and the
value of scientific research and study. Rational choice theory emphasizes how doctors use their
scientific knowledge to calculate risks in the management of diseases and decide on treatments.
This knowledge gives them power. The concept of the marketplace can be applied to health care.
For example, patients (or buyers) ideally make rational choices based on the medical information
received, their ability to compare alternative doctors (or sellers), and their evaluation of the price
and quality of medical care in a competitive environment.

INSTITUTIONALIST Frenk and Durdn-Arenas (1993: 29) point out that the state, the medical
profession, and bureaucratic organizations form a complex triangle of relationships that need to
be studied. The state plays an important role in licensing doctors and in malpractice suits. The
medical profession gains a grant of monopoly from the state as only members of the profession
can treat patients, order certain medical tests, and write prescriptions (Starr 1982). Physicians in-
teract not only with complex bureaucracies such as hospitals, clinics, drug companies, and insur-
ance agencies but also with federal agencies such as the Food and Drug Administration and the
National Institute of Health. Large health care conglomerates provide employment, offices,
equipment, hospital privileges, and possibly salary guarantees to physicians. Working for the
corporation reduces the doctors’ autonomy and shapes their pace and routines of work. The cor-
porate culture values maximizing profits, offering efficient services, and controlling costs. Such
changes modify the doctor—patient relationship (Cockerham 2004).
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U.S. Health Care Uniqueness

Wilensky (2009) documents how the United States’ health care system is distinct from that of
other rich democracies. Other rich democracies have centralized budget control using compulsory
contributions from employers and individuals and/or government revenues to provide national
heath care. They also allow private purchase of health services to supplement the government
health care programs. In contrast, the United States lacks national health insurance and has a
very large private sector involved in health care and a uniquely expensive arrangement based in
part on a poor cost-benefit ratio with the United States paying a much larger percentage of its
gross domestic product (GDP) for health care than other countries.

Wilensky (2009) examined three possible reasons for the United States’ uniqueness. The first
is that its public policy has historically focused more on technologically intensive health care rather
than raising the number of people who have access to that health care. According to Wilensky the
second and most important reason is the U.S. government’s structure, including federalism, that has
resulted in a decentralized and fragmented system. This includes electoral laws that make it diffi-
cult for third parties to exist, let alone push for health care reform, and also the unique policy of the
Senate that allows a political party with minority support of 41 percent to filibuster an issue so that
it cannot be voted upon. For example, in December 2009 Democrats and two independent senators
were able to break a filibuster and pass health care legislation. While Congress was attempting to
find compromises between the health care bills passed in the Senate and House, Republicans
gained a forty-first Senate seat in a special election in Massachusetts to replace the late Edward
M. Kennedy. This meant that if all Republicans acted together, they could possibly filibuster in the
Senate to prevent a new vote on any compromise legislation on health care. To avoid the filibuster
in the Senate in 2010, there was a reconciliation process where the House accepted the Senate
version of the health care bill, and later some modifications were made.

Wilensky is more critical of the third explanation advanced by some for the uniqueness of
health care in the United States. That explanation points to American culture and values such as free
enterprise, individualism, and concern about too much government involvement in society. Mechanic
(2006: 22) believes that there are two currently competing worldviews about health care reform that
can be identified with the two major political parties. The Republican Party and its supporters tend to
see health care as similar to other commodities or products and services, best handled in the competi-
tive marketplace with limited regulation. They do not see health care as a right and they support pri-
vate insurance companies, fee-for-service medicine, and cost sharing that supposedly would foster
prudent decision making in using the health care system. The Democratic Party and its supporters are
more likely to see health care as an individual right and a public service instead of a commodity like
many goods and services. They believe health care service does not do well in the profit-oriented mar-
ketplace with limited regulations and favor a public option or national health care.

At the individual level, health care reform seems to evoke powerful emotions including
fear, anger, and hate so “people are unable to balance their emotional reactions with rational
ones” (Begley 2009: 43). Begley further believes that such situations are not helped when polit-
ical figures express their concerns about end-of-life counseling that some have labeled death
panels. Town hall meetings and tea parties helped fuel populist emotions including one person’s
demand to “keep your government hands off my Medicare” (43). The reality is that Medicare is
a government program and misinformation complicates attempts at reform.

In a historic vote in March 2010 the House of Representatives supported a health care bill that
had been passed by the Senate on Christmas Eve 2009. No Republican supported the legislation that
was estimated to help 24 to 30 million people without health insurance to afford such insurance
(“Health Care Reform” 2010; Murray and Montgomery 2010). According to the legislation,
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people who refuse to buy insurance will face fines. Insurance companies will not be able to
impose lifetime limits on patient benefits or drop people who develop major illnesses. The
Medicare program will be changed ideally to provide care at a reduced cost but more efficiently.
Possibly 16 million people will be added to the Medicaid rolls and government could help subsi-
dize private coverage for many people in the lower and middle classes. The Congressional
Budget Office estimated the new law would cost $938 billion over the next ten years but this
would result in decreasing the federal budget by $138 billion over the same period (“Health Care
Reform” 2010). President Obama signed the bill a couple of days after the House had passed it.
This was followed by the passage of several modifications of the bill that had been agreed upon
earlier. As previously noted, the passage of the legislation involved a reconciliation process
because the Democrats lacked a sixtieth vote to break a potential Senate filibuster.

How much of a role should and will the government play in health care is likely be an
ongoing discussion for some time in Congress and throughout the country. Debates will likely
focus on the government’s role in promoting social justice by working toward equal access to
health care and whether health care is a right and if so whether that right should be extended to
undocumented workers. Another major focus will center around the issue of cost containment
including the failure of the bill to grant the Medicare program the right to negotiate with pharma-
ceutical companies to reduce the costs of drugs for those eligible for Medicare. Attorney generals
in various states are also challenging the constitutionality of the health care legislation.

CIVIL LIBERTIES

Provisions and guarantees for civil liberties characterize democratic societies. Although in the
abstract people give support to democratic values, they often may not “translate abstract principles
into democratic patterns of behavior” (Dye and Zeigler 1972: 131). There is a rather long history of
debate surrounding civil liberties. Difficulties exist when conflict may be perceived between the
demands for national security and for civil liberties or between possibly protecting society and the
rights of the individual. Farber (2008: 1-2) defines civil liberties as including “issues relating to
freedom of expression, due process, restrictions on government surveillance, and the discrimina-
tion against minority groups” and “national security as involving a perceived violent threat that
implicates either the stability of the government (subversion), the general safety of large numbers
of members of society, or the government’s ability to engage successfully in armed conflicts.”

Law professor Geoffrey R. Stone wants a balance between civil liberties and security. He
argues “our nation needs citizens who have the wisdom to know excess when they see it and the
courage to stand for liberty when it is imperiled” (Ojeda 2004: 15). In examining the relationship
between liberty and security, Holmes (2008) argues it is important to distinguish between private
or individual liberty and public liberty of citizens who examine, criticize, and work to change
policy and leaders. Further he believes, “That we may increase our security by giving up your
privacy makes at least some sense. What makes no sense at all is the government’s implicit boast
that it will do a better job of protecting national security if it is never criticized or forced to give
an informed audience plausible reasons for its actions” (216).

It can be argued that freedom of expression—freedom of speech, press, association,
assembly, or petition—forms the cornerstone for civil liberties and is essential to maintain a
free society (American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU] 2004[1997]). This commitment to free-
dom of expression has been sorely tested since the adoption of the Bill of Rights, including the
First Amendment guaranteeing freedom of expression. Indeed the Constitution was drafted with-
out the Bill of Rights. Particularly in times of “national stress, like war abroad or social upheaval at
home, people exercising their First Amendment rights have been censored, fined, even jailed” (30).
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People with unpopular views have been repressed at numerous times. In a dissenting opinion in
Abrams v. U.S., Supreme Court Justices Oliver Wendell Holmes and Louis D. Brandeis argued
that speech should be punished only if it presents “a clear and present danger” of imminent
harm. Ultimately this was accepted as the standard. Defining clear and eminent danger may be
quite difficult, however. There are important exceptions to the rules including libel, defamation,

words of conspiracy, and so forth (Delgado 2004).

Students may be wondering why in the politics of everyday life civil liberties are dis-
cussed, because many people haven’t directly felt that their civil liberties are being threatened.
That doesn’t mean it won’t happen or that other liberties valued by students won’t be threatened.
The frequently cited' lines from Martin Nieméller, a German Protestant pastor, help explain the
importance of civil liberties for all. During the time of the Nazis in Germany he stated that the
Nazis came for various groups such as the Jews, the Communists, the labor leaders, and the so-
cialists and he did not object. Then when they came for him, no one remained who could protest
(“Niemoller, Martin” n.d.). Put simply, if some of us may be threatened, others may be in the fu-

ture. Even if not threatened, maintaining democratic values is important.

Gerry Spence, the lawyer for Randy Weaver in the controversial Ruby Ridge case, tries to
make it clear how civil liberties issues involve all of us when he states: “When the rights of our ene-
mies have been wrested from them, our own rights are lost as well, for the same rights serve both cit-

izen and criminal” (1995: 7). Textbox 5.2 discusses the Ruby Ridge case in greater detail.

TEXTBOX 5.2

Civil Liberties and Ruby Ridge: Any Heroes? Any Costs?

A little-known example of a civil liberties dispute is a shootout frequently labeled the “Ruby Ridge”
tragedy. Among those on law enforcement’s side were the U.S. Marshal Service, the FBI, and a hostage
rescue team that was called in. The challengers included Randy Weaver, his wife Vicki, and their chil-
dren as well as Kevin Harris. U.S. Marshal Degan, Sammy Weaver, the fourteen-year-old son of Randy
and Vicki Weaver, Vicki Weaver herself, and a family dog were killed. The details include the following:

Randy and Vicki Weaver were considered by law enforcement to be white supremacists.
Randy Weaver accepted that they were white separatists based on his interpretation of the Bible
that the races should be separate. The Weavers attended some events at Aryan Nations (AN) but
were never formal members. In 1990 federal agents asked Weaver to spy on AN and other move-
ment supporters. Previously one of the informants had enticed him to sell sawed-off shotguns.
Government officials suggested that law enforcement would go easy on him for having sold sawed-
off shot guns if he agreed to become an informant. Weaver refused and through a ruse was caught
by government officials when he left his isolated cabin. He faced a magistrate who incorrectly told
him if convicted he could possibly lose his land that he was putting up for bail. Weaver then decided
to hole up and refuse to come down from his mountain cabin. On August 21, 1992, a surveillance
mission watching him and the cabin was “bungled” (Miller 1992: A6). Supposedly the marshals got
too close to the cabin, and a family dog caught their scent and chased after the marshals. Probably
wondering what was bothering the dog, Randy Weaver went on one path and his son Sammy and
family friend Kevin Harris went on another. The dog, Sammy, and Kevin caught up with the mar-
shals. A shootout ensued and U.S. Marshal Degan, Sammy Weaver (shot in the back), and the dog
died. Once this incident occurred, the FBI took over the investigation and brought in the hostage
rescue team, which surrounded the cabin. Not knowing they were surrounded since no one had
asked them to surrender, Randy, his oldest daughter, and Kevin Harris left the cabin and were fired

(Continued)
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upon. Randy and Kevin were wounded and Vicki was killed opening the door for the retreating in-
dividuals. Several days later the Weavers and Harris surrendered. Several investigations of the event
occurred. Senator Charles Grassley (R-lowa) criticized the culture of law enforcement finding fault
with the new “swashbucklers” who preferred hostile solutions over negotiations stating: “At Ruby
Ridge this culture led to a military buildup that would have impressed Saddam Hussein”
(Subcommittee on Terrorism 1997: 10-11). In this case it is important to note that in federal court
Randy Weaver was convicted only of failure to appear in court and having committed a crime (car-
rying a gun) while on pretrial release. Kevin Harris was not convicted of anything.

There are many ways to describe a situation according to Zald (1996: 269), who discusses
how different sides take part in a competitive process to define the situation. Goffman (1974: 21)
used the idea of framing as “schemata of interpretation” that help people “locate, perceive,
identify and label” grievances. Certain coercive actions by authorities can be seen as simply
enforcing the law and doing what is needed to protect people in society while others may view it
as oppression of those who disagree with the government. (For a detailed discussion of framing,
see Chapter 8.) Gamson, Fireman, and Rytina (1982) examine a legitimating frame in which
people do not question the authority of the person in charge and an injustice frame that suggests
authority could indeed operate unfairly. Dobratz, Shanks-Meile, and Hallenbeck (2003) argue
that what authorities did during the investigations of Ruby Ridge was to “yield ground” in order
to maintain the legitimacy frame. As Gamson (1968: 114) has pointed out, “by giving a little at
the right time, authorities may prevent later more important modifications.”

The U.S. government settled two civil suits out of court regarding the deaths and wound-
ings at Ruby Ridge. In the first, the three remaining Weaver children each received $1 million and
Randy Weaver $100,000. Later Kevin Harris received $380,000. In neither case did the govern-
ment admit any wrongdoing (Associated Press 2000; Dobratz et al. 2003). At the end of the sec-
ond case, the U.S. Assistant Attorney General declared: “This settlement resolves this long-pending
case in a way that is fair to the United States and all those involved.”

The investigation by the Subcommittee on Terrorism (1997: 1105) concluded the marshals
approached the Weaver residence too closely and unnecessarily made noises that risked a
response without having any specific plan for retreat. Also, why the three people retreating to the
cabin were fired upon was questioned. While two government reports did not challenge the
“second shot” that went through Kevin Harris and killed Vicki Weaver, the Subcommittee on
Terrorism believed the shot was indeed unconstitutional and inconsistent with the FBI’s standard
deadly force policy and the rules of engagement.

The subcommittee’s investigation was done not only to discover what happened but to
show that the government was interested in justice and accountability. “This country can tolerate
mistakes made by people like Randy Weaver, but we cannot accept serious errors made by federal
law enforcement agencies that needlessly result in human tragedy” (Subcommittee on Terrorism
1997: 1097). The report noted “a disturbing absence of leadership” from many law enforcement
officials and “the unwillingness of some high ranking people in every agency to accept responsi-
bility . . . . Accountability is essential to public confidence” (1097).

These government officials want to assure the American people that they were accountable
and that government could be trusted. Gerry Spence (1995: 47), Randy Weaver's lawyer, stressed:

The lesson of the Weaver trial must never become the vindication of Weaver’s beliefs,
but instead the need of all Americans freely to believe as they will without risk of perse-
cution by a government or by a majority or by a power clique.

On the one hand, the investigation of the Senate Subcommittee on Terrorism and the out-
of-court settlements may be viewed as a means to ensure us of government’s accountability,
encourage us to trust the government, and convince us of government’s legitimacy. On the other
hand, these events could lead us to question government’s accountability, weaken our trust, and
view elements of government as unjust or opposed to dissent.
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Twenty-First Century: War on Terror

Activities by the government against terrorism in the twenty-first century have clearly been
shaped by the terrorist attacks in 2001. On September 11, 2001, terrorists hijacked four airplanes
and attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Thousands were killed and billions of dol-
lars of damage resulted. Chapter 9 discusses terrorism and USA PATRIOT (The Uniting and
Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct
Terrorism) Act. Therefore here we will focus only on how general concerns of civil liberties were
generated after calls for Congress to provide new powers to law enforcement to fight terrorism.
President G. W. Bush declared war on terrorism, especially Al Qaeda, and U.S. troops moved into
Afghanistan against the Taliban and later invaded Iraq. By mid-2002 the G. W. Bush administra-
tion was divided between those associated with Secretary of State Colin Powell, who stressed
coalition building and democratic initiatives, and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, who ar-
gued for the invasion of Iraq. Rumsfeld won out, which resulted in the invasion of Iraq in 2003.

There are arguments for and against sacrificing some civil liberties in order to win the war on
terror. For example, those favoring limits on civil liberties argue that the costs of not obtaining
important information are great because thousands could be killed and great economic damage
inflicted. Using new ways of surveillance and data collection may mean terrorists will have to
change their tactics and could help law enforcement better determine who the guilty people are. Also
the checks-and-balances system should prevent the government from becoming too extreme in their
tactics (“Should We Sacrifice Some of Our Civil Liberties to Help Fight the War on Terror?” n.d.).

Those who argue we should not sacrifice civil liberties believe that the loss of civil liberties
would harm our definition of what it means to be an American and such a loss thus would allow the
terrorists to be victorious. Such sacrifices would likely violate our Constitution and its associated
rights. Racial profiling, which enhances discrimination, would likely be used. They maintain that
once it is clear to others that the United States abuses the rights of people, more and more citizens of
the United States and other societies would lose faith in the U.S. government or enhance their nega-
tive views of it. Once some civil liberties are sacrificed, future administrations may want further sac-
rifices (“Should We Sacrifice Some of Our Civil Liberties to Help Fight the War on Terror?” n.d.).

In January 2006, the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press conducted a public
opinion survey among 1,503 adults about the trade-off between fighting terrorism and protecting
civil liberties. Only one in three surveyed indicated they had a major concern that the govern-
ment has “gone too far in restricting civil liberties.” A plurality of 46 percent believed that the
government has not gone far enough to protect the country. These results were similar in 2004
and 2005 (Pew Research Center for the People & the Press 2006a, 2006b).

On the one hand, the debate between civil liberties and national security has followed
certain patterns over time. Farber (2008) identifies three key similarities between terrorism in the
twenty-first century and earlier. They are as follows: (1) presidents have concentrated on national
security with little attention to civil liberties; (2) partisan politics also characterizes the response
of opponents to the president as they emphasize civil liberties; and (3) disputes over national
identity are frequently part of the conflict between civil liberties and national security (20-21).
Holmes summarizes the war on terror as being almost as serious as the greatest of America’s ear-
lier wars and considers the Bush administration to be “not more restrained than its predecessors”
(2008: 213).

On the other hand, there are differences, such as the current war on terror doesn’t have an
endpoint and that contributes to the difficulty of assessing how serious the threat actually is and
how successful the United States is in dealing with it (Holmes 2008: 214). Further, the Bush
administration relied on unprecedented levels of secrecy and limited itself to input from a small
group of advisors. In addition the courts have shown a greater sense of judicial independence
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than previously, and finally, technological advances have provided opponents greater means to
communicate secretly, organize, and use techniques of large-scale destruction (Holmes 2008;
Farber 2008).

RACE AND ETHNIC RELATIONS AND THE RACIAL STATE

Ezekiel (1995: xxxiv—xxxv), who has studied African Americans and white racists, points out that

the issue of race is absolutely central to American life. Our lives are deeply affected
by the conceptions that segments of our society have of one another and by the insti-
tutions that have grown up over the years to embody these conceptions. Nothing
more befogs the critical relationships of wealth, power, poverty, and the common
good than the racism of our culture.

Thus racism is often a part of our everyday life whether we are more or less privileged according
to race. The state plays a key role in fostering or hindering the perpetuation of racism.

The Frameworks

In spite of the strong connections between race and politics, there has been little dialogue until
recently between the literatures on the social construction of race and on political sociology
(James and Redding 2005). Pluralists tend to support normative theories that explain prejudice
and discrimination within a perspective of values and beliefs and how people conform to the
dominant views about minorities (Marger 2009). The state can be seen as both shaping and being
shaped by the norms or basic guidelines of behavior people seem to follow. The pluralist frame-
work emphasizes that either the assimilation of various ethnic and racial groups, so they are
absorbed into mainstream society, or the coexistence of a variety of distinct racial and ethnic
groups in society is acceptable. Thus current policies by the state should facilitate either assimi-
lation or racial or ethnic pluralism (Kendall 2007).

The elite/managerial framework would emphasize how state-enforced racial policies
contribute to the development of race identities. Unlike the pluralist view that sees the state as a
neutral arbiter, the state shapes racial inequalities that tend to especially advantage elites (James
and Redding 2005). Redding, James, and Klugman (2005: 546) point out that “race has always
involved politics as both cause and effect.” Further, the authors argue, “the color conscious poli-
cies of the past created race inequalities that are durable” (546). In the United States, race-
conscious and race-neutral policies have especially been encouraged by “white elites in political
arenas” (564).

The class theoretical perspective emphasizes the importance of class in explaining what
has happened to ethnic and racial minorities. Marxist theorists maintain that capitalists advocate
the principle of “divide and rule,” and ethnic or racial antagonisms provide an important basis on
which to divide the working class in America and thus hamper the development of any class
solidarity. As Marger (2009: 74) summarizes:

Ethnic prejudice, therefore, is viewed as a means of sustaining a system of economic
exploitation, the benefits of which accrue to the capitalist class. Though capitalists
may not consciously conspire to create and maintain racist institutions, they
nonetheless reap the benefits of racist practices and therefore do not seek to com-
pletely dismantle them.
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By passing and enforcing the policies, the state can help maintain or restrict institutional discrim-
ination, “the day-to-day practices of organizations and institutions that have a harmful impact on
members of subordinate groups” (Kendall 2007: 261).

According to James and Redding, the political sociology of race has failed to develop a
theory of the racial state despite the pressing need to consider “how variation in the political
institutionalization of racial practices affects racial inequalities and identities” (2005: 193). Yet
they are encouraged by an emerging literature that links the political process to identity construc-
tion and inequality. Before we consider the important issues of the racial state raised by Omi and
Winant (1994) and James and Redding (2005), who review an emerging political sociology of
race, it is important to note that not everyone agrees with the continuing significance of race and
the racial state perpetuating racism. William Julius Wilson’s (1978) The Declining Significance
of Race does not deny the importance of racism but does emphasize class issues. D’Souza
(2009[1995]: 182) points out that “racism undoubtedly exists, but it no longer has the power to
thwart blacks or any other group in achieving their economic, political, and social aspirations.”
Steele (2009[2005]: 220), like Bill Cosby, stresses the idea “that greater responsibility is the only
transforming power that can take blacks to true equality.” Steele believes that the Hurricane
Katrina example we will discuss shortly portrayed “a poverty that oppression could no longer
entirely explain” (218).2

Explaining the Racial State

Omi and Winant (1994) see the state as comprising institutions or agencies that carry out policies
that are supported by various rules and conditions. In addition, the state is embedded in the
ongoing social relations in the society. According to them, every state institution is a racial insti-
tution although each state institution does not operate in the same way and may even be working
at cross purposes: “Through policies which are explicitly or implicitly racial, state institutions
organize and enforce the racial policies of everyday life. . . . They organize racial identities by
means of education, family law, and the procedures for punishment, treatment, and surveillance”
(83). For example, the state formulates and enforces discrimination policies including its agen-
cies like the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) that handles concerns
about residential segregation.

Concerning the historical development of the racial state in the United States, Omi and
Winant (1994: 81) argue that “for most of U.S. history, the state’s main objective in its racial pol-
icy was repression and exclusion.” The Naturalization Law of 1790 defined the eligibility of
American citizenship as limited to only free “white” immigrants. In counting people for the pur-
pose of representation and direct taxes, the Constitution defined nonfree persons (especially
slaves) as three-fifths of a person. Omi and Winant (96) also argue that “race is not only a matter
of politics, economics, or culture, but of all these ‘levels’ of lived experiences simultaneously”
so it is a social phenomenon affecting a variety of aspects including individual identity, family,
community, and the state. The 1950s and 1960s marked major transformations in racial identity
and the racial state in the civil rights era (97). Major civil rights laws were passed in the 1960s in-
cluding the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 that resulted in a huge in-
crease in black voter registration.

James and Redding (2005) take an interesting and different position than Omi and Winant,
specifying that a state is considered a racial state only if it uses race as a criterion for the enforce-
ment of state policies. James and Redding are explicit in maintaining that a racial state designation
is not defined by policy outcome, and point out that their definition differs from past conceptual-
izations like Omi and Winant’s. James and Redding (187) critique Omi and Winant’s stance that
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states are racial “because all states have effects on racial inequalities” in part because such views
provide no understanding of how states create racial inequalities or identities or the variations
between “racist” and “race-neutral” states.

Color-Blind Policies

Despite their criticisms, James and Redding praise Omi and Winant for illuminating “how states
in racially divided societies produce racially unequal effects whether the state policy being
enforced is explicitly racial or not” and note that “color-blind policies often create, maintain, or
exacerbate racial inequalities” (2005: 194). Because color-blind policies ignore the effects of past
discrimination thereby safeguarding white privilege (Bonilla-Silva et al. 2003), color-blind poli-
cies are racist. State practices are influenced by citizen attitudes and those occupying positions of
power. For example, one of the themes of color-blind racism is abstract liberalism, which refers
to those who in principle support equal opportunity but are not supportive of governmental pro-
grams like affirmative action to help eliminate racial disadvantage (Bonilla-Silva et al. 2003).

Racial Identity and Equality

Individuals perceive racial identities and act on them in both exclusionary (Jim Crow segrega-
tion) and inclusionary (affirmative action) ways. In the case of a state that has a policy of equal
opportunity, there is a mechanism for policy enforcement such as the U.S. Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC). The EEOC is a federal agency charged with enforcing fair
employment laws and investigating claims of discrimination. If race discrimination did not
occur, the state would not need an EEOC. This view takes racial categories and the impact of
those categories on individuals as something that the state responds to rather than seeing the state
as a cause of racial categories. While the former is certainly true, James and Redding (2005)
argue that the role of the state in shaping racial identities also bears scrutiny. In other words, state
policies should be viewed not just as an effect of racial identity and inequality but also as a cause.
Using the U.S. Census as an example, they argue that developing and labeling certain racial cat-
egories is significant because it attributes a certain characteristic to some individuals and further
it enhances the likelihood that such people will then identify themselves as belonging to that
group, which has implications for political mobilization as well as the application of practices
that either enable or disable racial inequality.

While the state has a powerful role in the creation and maintenance of racial categories,
groups also influence the state. Changes to the 2000 census, including a failed attempt to add a
multiracial category, came from those who resisted official classifications and did not see them-
selves simply as “white” or “Asian” or “black.” James and Redding conclude that institutional
arrangements matter, and theorizing about the relationship between state making and race mak-
ing should guard against both dismissing the importance of race and overemphasizing it to the
detriment of other factors, including gender and social class.

Environmental and Natural Disasters

It may seem somewhat strange to discuss the racial state in the context of environmental hazards
and natural disasters because it is difficult to limit environmental hazards and impossible to pre-
vent natural disasters in our complex society. However, we argue that certain patterns emerge that
involve various levels of the racial state. In a symposium on natural disasters including environ-
mental toxins, Tierney (2006) used a vulnerability science approach to study natural disasters and
argued that population vulnerability, including proximity to disaster, impacts race and ethnicity,
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one of three key factors that explain why people in a particular area are more likely to experience
disasters than people in other areas.

Bullard (2000) examines environmental racism and argues that whites benefit more from the
actions of polluting industries. He identifies Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address
Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations, signed by President
Clinton as a key one that calls for government agencies to consider the disproportionate negative
influence of human health and environmental effects on minorities. Bullard (2000) finds that some
states have subsidized polluting industries in return for promised jobs. These states argue that tax
breaks help create jobs, but the few jobs really created are done so at a very high cost. Toxic dump-
ing and facilities have occurred disproportionately in poor and minority areas that have few citizens
that lobby against them. Bullard argues that environmental policies and decision making often fol-
low a pattern similar to the power arrangement in the general society.

We previously dealt with the case of Hurricane Katrina and the government response in
Chapter 4, but we continue our discussion here as it relates to the racial state as well. Tierney
(2006) believes that the relief agencies dealing with Katrina cared little about the needs of many
of the people. She describes the “social triage process” as “driven by negligence, incompetence,
and perhaps even malice” (207). She believes that “members of the elite evidently hope that
many among the over 1 million residents who have been displaced will eventually exhaust their
options and give up their efforts to return” (208). Certain elites seem to have wanted a “smaller,
whiter, richer, Disneyfied replica” of New Orleans (208). A study by Brown University sociolo-
gist Logan shows how African Americans in the region lived disproportionately in damaged
areas. Also, they were dependent on institutional evacuations and resettled at great distances
from their community (Petterson et al. 2006; Wise 2008). This led Petterson et al. (2006) to con-
clude “Katrina has initiated profound ethnic shifts” (652).

Like Tierney, Wise (2008) identifies certain key racist events like the media attention to the
looters and the mostly white National Guard threatening to blow people’s heads off as they
aimed their guns at people in the Convention Center who were trying to get food from a locked
pantry. He argues that the New Orleans story is about a political system dominated by white
elites and government at all levels and both political parties that would not prioritize the lives of
black and poor people. Wise lived in New Orleans earlier, “when state Democrats and
Republicans both bowed to big business” (185).

Wise (2008) argues that instead of the problems after Katrina being a “system failure”
(185), it is normal for the black community to be exposed to dangerous situations and for their
homes to be moved or destroyed for projects like the construction of an interstate, the
Superdome, malls, office parks, and so on. He feels what occurred in New Orleans is an example
of “institutional white supremacy” (184) and suggests “We must see our fates as linked to theirs.
We must see them as family. We must demand that their needs be prioritized at all levels of gov-
ernment, and we must refuse to lend our support to candidates who fail to do so” (190).

In summary, while one may think natural disasters are rare, often the patterns of institu-
tional racism make minorities and the poor particularly vulnerable to these patterns and drasti-
cally interrupt their everyday lives. As Mills has suggested, such examples of the racial state may
surely affect us all whether we are the privileged or the disadvantaged.

Immigration: A Major Ethnic and Racial Issue Facing the United States

Waldinger (2008: 306) clearly identifies how political and controversial the issue of immigration
is when he states, “Immigration is roiling American politics, with controversy continuing and no
clear solution in sight.” He explains how governments at various levels “create differences
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between the people of the state and all other people in the state” (306) such as the divide between
citizens and noncitizens. Illegal immigrants may not be able to obtain a driver’s license or other
benefits reserved for American citizens, they can be deported if convicted of a felony, and they
cannot vote. He points out how our democratic values are being sacrificed: “The damage, rather,
is to the American democracy, decreasingly a government of and for the people, when barely a
third of all foreign-born persons living on U.S. soil are eligible to vote” (306). Waldinger
contrasts the approaches to citizenship in Canada and the United States. In the United States the
government follows a laissez-faire or neutral approach with no impediments to vote for legal
immigrants, but individuals have to obtain citizenship on their own. In Canada the state actively
supports and encourages citizenship and has multicultural policies helping citizens retain ties to
their country of origin.

Janoski and Wang (2005) examine Gimpel and Edwards’ (1999) work that suggests that by
1982 political parties had become intensely polarized on the issue of immigration policy. Those
who favor expansion of immigration on the basis of expanding citizenship rights are more likely
to be Democrats. The mainly Republican “free-market expansionists” are less interested in citi-
zenship aspects but want to ease labor shortages and thus also support increasing immigration.
Some of those who want to restrict immigration do so because they focus on doing what is best
for labor and African Americans rather than for new immigrants. Others want to protect
American—European culture and thus want to restrict immigration. Some social scientists
emphasize that state elites shape the immigration policy often to benefit themselves or corporate
elites (Janoski and Wang 2005).

A brief look at U.S. immigrants based on 2007 Census Bureau data reveals that 54 percent
of the 38.1 million foreign-born are from Latin America, 27 percent from Asia, 13 percent from
Europe, and 4 percent from Africa. A total of 11.7 million came from Mexico. Those from India
make up 4 percent of the foreign-born and are the best educated, earning an average of $91,195
per year. Concerning language, 97 percent of immigrants from Mexico and the Dominican
Republic do not speak English at home. In addition, roughly 52 percent of the foreign-born res-
idents report they speak English less than very well (Roberts 2009). Immigrants are now
12.6 percent of the population, higher than any time since the 1920s (Greenblatt 2008: 99).
Jenness, Smith, and Stepan-Norris (2008) point out that estimates of illegal immigrants range
from 7 to 20 million, but most scholars tend to agree on about 12 million.

The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 greatly stirred up the debate over immigration
although none of the terrorists were immigrants per se. They were from Middle Eastern countries
and generally held tourist or student visas. The numbers of legal immigrants from Middle
Eastern or mainly Muslim countries are not large. However, shortly after the terrorist attacks
more than twelve thousand Middle Easterners were rounded up by federal agents. Most were
released or deported by August 2002 (Katel, Marshall, and Greenblatt 2008). Marger (2009)
points out that being Arab and being Muslim are not the same thing. Americans had viewed
Arabs with suspicion even before 9/11 due in part to the oil crisis, but the suspicions and nega-
tive images grew considerably after that. Marger (350) argues that the “government-induced en-
vironment of fear, following the September 11 attacks” has created and sustained the negative
images of Muslims. Tumlin (2004: 1175) supports Marger’s view by stating, “A hallmark of ter-
rorism policy’s control over immigration policy since 9/11 is the institution of what I call an im-
migration-plus profiling regime which targets immigrants of certain national origins and
presumed Muslim religious identity for increased scrutiny.”

Recent comprehensive national legislation on immigration has been debated but not
passed. Therefore some states stepped in, passing 206 immigration-related acts in 2008. Most of
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these laws tried to limit illegal immigration by restricting access to public benefits, driver’s
licenses, and so on. Some laws, though, tried to help immigrants learn English and become more
integrated into certain features of mainstream society (Greenblatt 2008; “Immigration and
Emigration” 2009). President Obama has been working on a comprehensive immigration reform
package that would include a plan for illegal immigrants to gain legal status and a markedly
improved detention system (“Immigration and Emigration” 2009; Thompson and Lacey 2009).

Officials of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) started immigrant raids on facto-
ries and communities in 2006 and steadily increased them. Workplace raids were increased
tenfold between 2003 and 2008 with 6,287 actual arrests in 2008 (Hastings 2009: 1AA). By fiscal
year 2008 nearly 350,000 immigrants were deported for various reasons (“Immigration and
Emigration” 2009). Raids in Postville, lowa, and Laurel, Mississippi, typify the crackdown on il-
legal immigrants. In May 2008 nearly four hundred workers at a meatpacking plant in Postville
were detained and taken for processing to a temporary court facility on the grounds of the
National Cattle Congress in Waterloo, lowa. Nearly three hundred of them were imprisoned for
several months on charges of using false documents, and then deported. An interpreter was very
critical of the process, saying many of those who pleaded guilty did not really understand the
charges. In Laurel the largest raid thus far was conducted at a factory manufacturing electrical
transformers, and so forth. About five hundred workers were initially detained in August 2008;
many of them were processed for deportation (Liptak and Preston 2009). In both cases the com-
munities, local churches, and families were disrupted. During the Laurel raid blacks and whites at
the factory reportedly applauded and jeered when the Hispanics were led away (Hastings 2009).

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF IMMIGRATION An important consideration of the
debate on the issue of immigration, especially illegal immigration, revolves around the econom-
ic benefits and costs. Clearly the most important reason the majority of immigrants come to the
United States is to better their economic position. Those who support increasing immigration
argue that there is a demand for certain types of labor. While we focus on the demand for
unskilled labor, note that many of the newest immigrants may have important skills in areas such
as computer technology and medicine that are needed to fill positions for which it appears there
are not enough qualified citizens (Marger 2008). Evaluating the economic effect is indeed as
controversial today as it has been in the past. The effects vary in part with the rate of unemployment
and the health of the economy in the United States as a whole. Clearly what benefits business
does not necessarily help less-skilled workers.

There is some agreement that immigrants filling slots for unskilled labor may be driving
down the wages of native workers. The disagreement though is on how strong this effect is
(Lowenstein 2006; Marger 2008). Light (2006) in Deflecting Immigration argues that the effect
is substantial. In his study of low-skilled workers immigrating to Los Angeles from Mexico and
Central America in the 1980s, wages were driven down, housing supply decreased, and housing
prices increased (Calavita 2008). A 2002 study of illegal workers in Chicago found that two-
thirds worked low-wage jobs, with wages depressed by 22 percent for men and 36 percent for
women (Katel et al. 2008). AFL-CIO’s Avendano does not want the AFL-CIO to have to choose
between domestic workers and foreign workers, but he recognizes illegal immigrants push
wages down (Katel et al. 2008).

Hanson, a senior fellow at the Hoover Institution, argues that the connection between un-
documented workers and high unemployment needs to be recognized. Employers are aware that
in illegals they have cheap labor that will not organize and can often be paid in cash with few
government deductions and little expense. He advocates strongly enforcing existing laws and
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stiff employer sanctions (Katel et al. 2008). Tilove (2007), a reporter from Newhouse News
Service, supports Hanson, pointing out how this pliant immigrant labor force benefits employers.
He is concerned that blacks are becoming marginalized among those supporting immigration. He
argues that “because immigrants who are hired instead are also not white, employers run little
risk of running afoul of antidiscrimination laws or their own sense of shame” (215). Swain
(2007: 12) too makes it clear that disadvantaged groups in the labor force suffer disproportion-
ately: “Moreover, immigrant-supporters do themselves and their country a disservice when they
fail to consider all aspects of the problem and the national obligations to historically disadvan-
taged groups such as Native Americans, African Americans, poor whites, and legal Hispanics
and Asians.”

In spite of these arguments about the costs of immigration, Lowenstein concludes with a
rather positive view about the economic effects of immigration:

The economic effects generally tend to be perceived as positive though since they
provide scarce labor, which lowers prices in much the same way global trade does.
And overall, the newcomers modestly raise Americans’ per capita income. But the
impact is unevenly distributed; people with means pay less for taxi rides and house-
hold help while the less affluent command lower wages and probably pay more for
rent. (2006: 1)

Not only do immigrant workers expand the supply of labor, they also consume products and
services, which helps businesses.

Myers (2007) in Immigrants and Boomers tends to support this view using a “demographic
lag” approach that as the current baby boomer generation ages, we need more younger people,
including immigrants, to help the economy including buying homes and contributing to SS
(Jenness et al. 2008). In 2007 it was estimated that undocumented immigrants improved SS’s
cash flow by $12 billion (Van de Water 2008).

The health of the economy is linked with the issue of immigration. On the one hand, when
there is a recession or depression creating unemployment, like the one starting in late 2007,
many citizens want less immigration. On the other hand, if the economy is doing well, concerns
about immigration are defused (Janoski and Wang 2005). Latino/a immigration patterns also
seem to support the idea that recession has negative effects as well. According to a Pew Hispanic
Center analysis of Census Bureau data between 2007 and the third quarter of 2008 there has been
a small but significant decrease in Latino/a immigration during the recession that officially started
in December 2007. Among foreign-born Latino/a immigrants, 71.3 percent were working in the
paid labor force at the end of the third quarter of 2008 while 72.4 percent were working a year
earlier. While this decline seems small, the labor-force participation rate had been steadily in-
creasing since 2003 (Kochhar 2008).

Drawing on several sources, Passel and Cohn (2009) conclude that the flow of Mexican
immigrants to the United States has declined rather sharply from 2006 to 2009. On the other
hand, one might expect that some of these immigrants would return to Mexico, but the data do
not support the notion of an increase in outflow during this period. We will now turn to a consid-
eration of how public education has been affected by increasing immigration.

In addition to the economy, education has been greatly influenced by immigration. Using
the 2006 American Community Survey, Fry and Gonzales (2008) report that the number of
Latino/a students in public schools nearly doubled between 1990 and 2006. A large majority of
the Hispanic children (84 percent) were born in the United States. Thus while certainly not all
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this growth can be attributed to current immigration, the public education issue is complicated by
immigration patterns. More than half of the Hispanic students are enrolled in the public schools
in California and Texas, and the highest percentage of Hispanic students is Mexican (69 percent).
A much higher percentage of Hispanic students (28 percent) are in households labeled poor com-
pared to non-Hispanic students (16 percent). Foreign-born Hispanic students are much more
likely to live in poverty and to speak English with difficulty.

In addition to education, we note one more effect on the family that often is not considered.
While there has been substantial work describing the positive effects of migration on origin com-
munities, Frank and Wildsmith (2005) introduce a concern related to the dissolution of marital
unions when one person, typically the female, remains in the place of origin and the male leaves for
the United States. For those who remain in Mexico, their improved economic position is likely to
be accompanied by divided families, tension, and at times, dissolution of the marital relationship.

In addition to economic, schooling, and family issues, the general social implications of
immigration are important for society. Some American citizens see that immigrants are having a
positive effect on society by contributing to multiculturalism, but others perceive that the new
immigrants threaten the social order and the shared culture of the American way of life that
unites people (Bloemraad 2008; D’ Angelo and Douglas 2009). Bloemraad (2008: 298) argues
that “although economic considerations are important, the politics of race, social cohesion, and
culture cannot be ignored.” Edwards (2007: 60), an adjunct fellow at the Hudson Institute,
argues that the largest problem cannot necessarily be expressed in dollars and cents but rather
“the greatest harm . . . may be to our ability to preserve a sense of common culture and commu-
nity in a rapidly changing world.”

Huntington (2009[1996]) argues that the United States should not turn into two different
communities or civilizations. Further he warns:

Unlike past immigrant groups, Mexicans and other Latinos have not assimilated into
mainstream U.S. culture, forming instead their own political and linguistic
enclaves—from Los Angeles to Miami—and rejecting the Anglo-Protestant values
that built the American dream. The United States ignores this challenge at its peril.
(quoted in Massey 2007: 146)

Taking the opposite point of view, Etzioni (2007) argues that Mexican immigrants help
strengthen the community because of their dedication to their family and community as well as
respect for authority and moderate moral views (Bloemraad 2008). In addition Legrain (2009:
35) argues that “diversity also acts as a magnet for talent,” suggesting that research indicates di-
verse groups of talented people actually perform better than nondiverse ones. According to him
opening U.S. borders would benefit our society, including our culture and economy, while
spreading freedom and increasing opportunity. Etzioni supports this view as well, arguing that
the traditional black/white identity politics will change due to the added multiethnic and racial
backgrounds of immigrants, and this should help normalize American politics:

One should expect that Hispanic (and Asian) Americans will contribute to the depo-
larization of American society. They will replace African Americans as the main
socially distinct group and will constitute groups that either are not racial (many
Hispanics see themselves as white or as an ethnic group and not as a member of a dis-
tinct race, black or brown) or are of a race that is less distinct from the white majority
(as in the case of Asian Americans). By increasing the proportion of Americans who
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do not see themselves as victims and who intermarry with others, these immigrants
will continue to “normalize” American politics. (Etzioni 2007: 203-204)

While Etzioni seems optimistic about a possible decline in the politics of race, we suggest that
the racial state would continue to deal with the issues raised by black—white tensions and with
the increasing concerns about immigration.

PUBLIC OPINION Fetzer (2000), in a comparative study of attitudes toward immigration in the
United States, France, and Germany, concluded that in the United States concerns about eco-
nomic interests were not as important as social issues: “U.S. immigration politics seems to bring
into question the ascendancy of the traditionally dominant majority’s cultural values” (107).
Those who are well educated, have higher occupational prestige, or are Catholic are more toler-
ant toward immigrants.

A major political values survey by Pew Research Center in 2007 (Doherty 2007) found a
majority of people surveyed favored giving undocumented immigrants the possibility of citizen-
ship (59 to 37 percent), but at the same time a strong majority favored restricting immigration
more than what was being done in 2007. Responses were much more evenly divided over the is-
sues of building a fence along 700 miles of the border with Mexico (46 percent favored, 48 per-
cent opposed) and whether immigrants are a threat to traditional American values (48 percent
agreed, 46 percent disagreed). Those who identified with the Democratic Party were more likely
to give undocumented immigrants a chance at citizenship while Republicans were more likely to
want to build a long fence, restrict immigration, and see immigrants as a threat to traditional val-
ues (Doherty 2007).

In a Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life and a Pew Research Center for the People & the
Press survey in 2009, participants were asked if there is a lot of discrimination against certain
groups. Nearly 60 percent of those surveyed believed Muslims experienced a lot of discrimina-
tion. The only group that was identified by more people was gays and lesbians. Hispanics were
named by just slightly more than a majority of people. Another 2009 Pew survey (Morin 2009)
asked about perceived conflicts between different types of social groups. A higher percentage of
people believed there were strong conflicts between immigrants and people born in the United
States than any other group named.

SUMMARY Immigration is clearly both a significant sociopolitical and political economy
issue. Economically, there is the problem of “absorbing new, generally non-English-speaking
populations into an economy that may have to provide increasing public support” for them, and
socially there is a concern about whether society’s “traditions and values clash with those of the
newcomers” (McKenna and Feingold 2009: 277). There are also political and ethical conse-
quences in how the United States is viewed by other countries and peoples if immigration is

strongly restricted.

CONCLUSION

We began this chapter discussing C. Wright Mills and his concept of the sociological imagina-
tion. Lacking a sociological imagination may encourage individuals to blame themselves or
other individuals for their troubles (Ferrante 2008). However, as Charon (1987: viii) points out,
“Our individual lives and our personal problems are part of a much larger history and are em-
bedded in a society.” In this chapter we identified a number of issues defined as matters “that
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can be explained only by factors outside an individual’s control and immediate environment”
(Ferrante 2008: 9).

When one marries, one may not fully comprehend the rights and responsibilities attached to
marriage. Extending those rights to gay and lesbian couples has occurred in a small percentage of
states, but this issue is quite contentious in society. Schools with limited budgets face difficulties
getting students to perform at grade level in reading and mathematics. The state tries to apply
pressure to schools to improve test scores, and schools may be sanctioned if students fail to im-
prove. Children who are not proficient in English also may need special resources to help them
learn the language and adjust. Health care issues, especially related to cost and availability, contin-
ue to concern this country. The state’s policies regarding civil liberties clearly have the potential to
affect our freedoms to express ourselves as guaranteed by the Bill of Rights. Maintaining our civil
liberties and also making sure that citizens are safe from both domestic and international terrorists
is a difficult job for the government. The state is clearly a racial state as it formulates policy related
to racial and ethnic issues. Immigration policies, like health care, clearly affect us all, in terms of
both economic and social consequences.

In this chapter we examined some of the significant ways that the state as well as more
local units of government make decisions every day that impact virtually every aspect of our
lives. The ways we live our lives, including our political participation, also shape politics and the
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policies of government. In Chapter 6 we turn to a discussion of political participation.

Endnotes

1. The exact text of these lines is quite controversial
as Pastor Niemdoller evidently quoted various ver-
sions at different occasions (Marcuse 2008;
“Niemdller, Martin” n.d.).
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CHAPTER

Political Participation

In this chapter, we look at the various ways in which individuals and groups participate in the
processes of governance. We know from decades of research that there is a great deal of variation
in the ways and degrees to which individuals participate in political processes. The chapter opens
with a discussion of citizenship as a social role of sorts in a system of politics. We have found
there are many acts associated with citizenship as well as acts associated with exclusion from
rights, privileges, or expectations associated with citizenship. Many of these role behaviors have
been organized into quite useful typologies of political participation. The chapter then looks at
these types of political participation in detail, including current research. This is followed by a
discussion of a contemporary debate around what some call the decline of civic engagement in
the United States, and the role of what sociologists call “social capital” in this process. Finally,
the chapter ends by looking at two recent studies that conclude political participation is changing
as a result of broad social forces. This chapter prepares us to move into more detailed chapters
that follow regarding voting and electoral processes, the extensive research on political and
social movements, and terrorism as political violence.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AS POWER

Political participation is important to the field of political sociology because it addresses funda-
mental characteristics of politics, the state, and organization of power in society. Who participates
in the political decision making of the community? Is this participation even and equal for all
members of the social group; is it divided, or concentrated in the hands of a few? Do some
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participate more than others? What are the boundaries of legitimate participation encouraged or
fostered by the institution of politics and its associated structures? Are certain forms of participa-
tion considered illegitimate, beyond the role the nation conceptualizes for citizens? These are a
few of the many questions that political sociologists address in the study of political participa-
tion. Much of the work begins with the study of citizenship.

The concept of citizenship is both a political and a social artifact (Kivisto and Faist 2007;
van Steenbergen 1994). It is a creation of the state and at the same time provides structure to indi-
vidual roles in society; it takes on different forms of action, expression, symbolism, and social
organization. Thus, the concept of citizenship is important to political sociology. Citizenship refers
to the participation in or membership in a community. Marx noted that citizenship is the creation of
the modern state, a superstructure that emerges from the dynamics of a class-based society.
Citizenship as a political creation obscures the class inequalities created in the capitalist system:

The state in its own way abolishes distinctions based on birth, rank, education and
occupation when it declares birth, rank, education and occupation to be non-political
distinctions, when it proclaims that every member of the people is an equal partici-
pant in popular sovereignty regardless of these distinctions, when it treats all those
elements which go to make up the actual life of the people from the standpoint of the
state. (Marx 1992[1843]: 219)

Parsons approached the concept by emphasizing the function of citizenship in maintaining soci-
eties. Citizenship is recognition of membership in a community. Thus, with membership in the
larger social group of citizens and civil society we identify certain roles and norms for behavior.
Citizenship is essential for social order according to the functionalist model. Legitimacy to rule
and assumptions of authority are reinforced through participatory rulemaking. From the elite
power perspective, we are interested in understanding whether this notion of “membership in a
political community” is inclusive or exclusive. What are the bases for citizenship? What power
does citizenship offer to those who hold membership? Is citizenship the basis for distributing
power among all members of the community? How is membership reproduced?

One of the first studies of citizenship was the historical analysis developed by T. H. Marshall
(1950). By treating citizenship as rights-based and created through the rules and procedures devel-
oped formally by the state, Marshall saw rights as moving through a number of stages since the
great revolutions of the 1700s. His approach to understanding citizenship was designed to explain
how democracy and capitalism could work together as it evolved in the eighteenth, nineteenth,
and twentieth centuries. Marshall suggested a paradox. Adam Smith argued that naked power in
society could be checked by the presence of a political system alongside a system of commerce. A
minimalist state could act as a watchman to preserve economic growth. Similarly, Immanuel Kant
viewed the state as an instrument of security, preserving social peace. Liberal governments in con-
sort with trade and the involvement of people normally considered outside the process of gover-
nance would create a balance between democratic institutions and capitalism. But T. H. Marshall’s
mid-century study of this relationship offered a different conclusion, especially after examining
the historical evidence of the Industrial Revolution, the Great Depression, and World Wars I and
II. Marshall argued that capitalism and democracy were incompatible for two reasons. First,
capitalism required a “set of practices” we associate with competition and define primarily in
economic terms, whereas democracy emphasized equality, cooperation, and free access.
Second, capitalism survives only in an environment where those who command the resources
are deemed worthy, or perhaps competent, whereas democracy assumes an equal distribution of
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power among members of the community or society. This creates an inherent tension in society,
which seeks to extend citizenship and maintain the wealth of commerce.

According to Marshall, rights associated with modern citizenship could only be understood in
the context of what we know as the modern welfare state. He concluded that social actions the civil
sphere created in tandem with the welfare state revolved around three axes of tension where social
conflict would have to be balanced or transformed to create some semblance of social order. These
axes of citizenship were known as the civil, political, and social axes. In the civil axis, rights would be
developed to assure necessary or fundamental individual freedoms. As these first appeared in
the eighteenth century, civil citizenship took the form of laws where society would put principles of
acceptable boundaries of citizenship into constitutional form. Political citizenship focused on exten-
sions of participation and sharing of political power with the masses. Here a relationship was created
between citizen and parliament, with tensions created in direction of rule or allocation of resources al-
ways in check by those voting. Social citizenship, according to Marshall, was about defining a stan-
dard of life and the social heritage of one’s community or society. Broad-based social relationships
were built between the individual and services offered by the state (education, welfare, etc.).

Emphases on one dimension over another are associated with different eras of history, as well
as different social institutions. The individual is thus placed in a context of history and social struc-
ture. Thus, Marshall suggested that citizenship evolved and changed as a result of social conflict and
struggle. Class struggles of the feudal period resulted in changes in the extension of rights and legal
protections (e.g., Magna Carta, common law in England). The constitutional changes of previous
periods in history were altered yet again in the 1800s as economic inequality prompted demands for
participation in democratic processes traditionally run by the ruling class (e.g., enfranchisement of
working-class populations in England and the United States). According to Marshall, once political
rights were achieved, class struggle manifested itself in the conflict over demands for certain stan-
dards of living, and this reflects the real class war. Although social rights have reduced some inequal-
ities, the conflict continues.

Bryan Turner’s work (1993) is a good example of how Marshall’s theory of citizenship was
extended. Turner suggests that modern citizenship especially be thought of as “that set of practices
(juridical, political, economic, and cultural) which define a person as a competent member of society,
and which has consequences for the flow of resources to persons or social groups” (2). He treats cit-
izenship as more than just the formal extension of rights by the state. The political sociology of citi-
zenship in this regard emphasizes a number of advances beyond Marshall. First, Turner highlights
social practices connected to group (social) membership. Historically, one of the essential practices
of citizenship has been to participate in the decision making of the community. This is an important
tenet of democratic systems of rule as well. Under authoritarian forms of rule, the practices of citi-
zenship are restricted to obedience to the commands of those in power. Second, Turner suggests that
social practices unfold in a number of social arenas including those related to the laws of society, and
the political and economic organizations and rules, as well as the normative and cultural spheres of
social life. Thus, to conceptualize citizenship fully we must look for social practices other than just
the political. Citizenship can be enacted in a number of social contexts. Third, Turner highlights how
social practices influence the distribution of power in society. In his view, power is understood in a
more traditional model of resource allocation and scarcity of resources in society. Nonetheless, the
enactment of the social role of citizen can change the flow of resources in the social group.

In many ways, current political sociologies of citizenship are shaped by tensions between
the traditional pluralist model of politics, and the class-elite models that argue citizenship is not
equal by any means. Citizenship and subsequent political participation was tied to Enlightenment
philosophy that moved societies from monarchies to democracies. The essential argument was
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this: Human beings could rule themselves based on reason, knowledge, and understanding of the
social condition. In the Age of Revolution, the notion of rule through divine right was trans-
formed. We associate the emergence of citizenship in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries with the
philosophy of liberalism and the changing nature of the relationship between individual and
the state. As Hall and Tkenberry (1985) note in their study of citizenship, liberalism, and the state,
“the individual is held to be the seat of moral worth” (5).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

Each framework in political sociology approaches the study of political participation with differ-
ent assumptions and perspectives. Nonetheless each examines the classic assumptions about
democracy, the role of participation by the masses, as well as the role of political action in the
public sphere in different ways. This work and its many directions over the past one hundred years
offers a detailed political sociology of political participation in its many forms, as we shall see.

Pluralist

The pluralist framework places a heavy emphasis on political participation, as it argues that par-
ticipation by the masses and competition among interest groups are the essence of democratic
society. The plurality of power in society in fact includes individual citizens influencing the
allocation of societal resources in a number of different ways. The pluralist view of political par-
ticipation links it closely to the creation of the state, and thus sees participation by individuals
and groups as critical to its survival. Participation is one way to understand how societies deal
with the pressures of modernization. Participation is also a way to bring about consensus and in-
tegration. Elections are taken as the final arbiter of political decisions and conflicts over values.
“Majority rule” is never challenged to the point where the society crumbles.
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In their outline of the pluralist approach to understanding political participation, Alford
and Friedland (1985) identified forms of citizen action at different levels of social organization.
For example, widespread changes at the societal level typically involve organization of citizens
into sociopolitical movements. The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s is a good example of a
watershed movement resulting in changes in the distribution of power at many levels of state
action. Numerous policies and practices would eventually change as a result of this movement’s
concentrated efforts to reform voting rights and employment practices, and raise societal concern
about racial, gendered, and age-based prejudice in society.

At another level of social organization, political parties structure participation in gover-
nance by organizing citizens into party activities and party voting. Parties may sometimes
attempt to pull in social movements into their political work, as the Democrats did with the Civil
Rights Movement. In the United States, participation in the work of a political party is a mecha-
nism for exercising influence over policy. Interest-group work and lobbying are examples of the
kinds of efforts that formalized organizations use to create other channels of participation.
Interest groups typically activate citizens over single-policy issues. For example, the American
Association of Retired Persons (AARP) keeps its members informed of federal and state legisla-
tion changing policies on Social Security (SS), Medicare, or health care reform. The AARP
works with both political parties in the United States to create favorable policy outcomes for per-
sons who approach retirement as defined by law, or to support programs designed to help aging
segments of the population. Members are typically encouraged to send letters or contact their
representatives in Congress when policies concerning this segment of the population become a
concern.

One of the more interesting statements of liberalism, citizenship, and political participation in
the modern era was that offered by Theodore Lowi (1969). He argued that liberalism is a product
of capitalism, but through history this has evolved into new forms of citizenship. Traditional cap-
italism was the seedbed of American civic ideas about political participation: “The United States
is a child of the Industrial Revolution. Its godfather is capitalism and its guardian Providence,
otherwise known as the ‘invisible hand’ ” (3). It created a political culture or liberal philosophy
that civic life in America was a function of beliefs in individualism, rationality, and nationalism.
Thus, early American liberalism accentuated the basic tenets of capitalism. These ideas went
hand in hand in defining citizenship.

Lowi argues that in the nineteenth century, the United States was characterized by pure
capitalism. In the early twentieth century, four factors changed the public’s ideological orienta-
tions toward capitalism:

increased division of labor with a multiplication of roles;
specialization in the units of production and distribution systems;
multiplication of the units of social control; and

spatial differentiation, urbanization, and population shifts.

Eal ol

In the late nineteenth century and after the Industrial Revolution, the progressive and populist
reforms placed a greater emphasis on state protection of interests. Emphasis moved away from
the capitalist philosophies of self-regulation and the invisible hand, and shifted to the state that
defined citizenship in a manner that would foster social control.

The post-industrial period marks the entrance of activist government, which is found in the
modern liberal state. Lowi describes what emerged as “interest-group liberalism.” After the
Industrial Revolution especially, the state was characterized by greater emphasis on interest
groups influencing the incremental development of public policies and associated governmental
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agencies and civil servants working to support what was a growing role for governmental regu-
lation of social life. Social-class politics as witnessed in Europe did not play out in the United
States. Lowi concluded that competition among interest groups would assure this, because class
unity is avoided and replaced by pluralist forms of state. Thus, liberalism as a philosophy of the
state and citizenship in the early twentieth century sought greater separation between the state
and the economy, and treated politics as an arena for conflict with governance left to the
bureaucrats and the emerging class of civil servants loyal to the ideals of the craft of governing.

As he witnessed the social changes of the 1960s, Lowi hinted at yet another shift in how cit-
izenship would be defined in the United States, especially at the end of the twentieth century. But
Lowi argued that the changes of the last half of the twentieth century would threaten earlier forms
of the liberal state. He warned of dangers that would come from excessive interest-group liberal-
ism. Some of these paradoxes have become central to the research agenda in political sociology:

1. atrophy of institutions of popular control, resulting in a tendency to turn things over to
leaders. This atrophy would create a dominance of administration and bureaucracy in its
negative sense with much greater complexity and barriers to true public participation in all
public decisions and a lack of accountability for those who govern;

2. the maintenance of old and creation of new structures of privilege. In other words, failures
in civic participation would result in the protection of leaders at the expense of the masses,
and privilege preserved for the administrators. He feared that interest groups would
become more specialized and deny public participation in the structures. Membership in
interest groups is transformed as group membership focuses on volunteerism to a cause
rather than loyalty to the agenda;

3. a weakening of popular government and the protection of privilege that are aspects of con-
servatism or the preservation of the status quo. Interest groups that capture public opinion
would create administrative structures that resist change.

This conceptualization of citizenship at the end of the twentieth century suggests interactions with
bureaucracies and large organizations captured by the modern administrative state. The conse-
quences would include failures to address widespread social concerns and political fragmentation.

The pluralist understanding of political participation rests on a view that the state is a
policy-making system that can be influenced by those who vote, organize or influence others
into action, or express opinions. The framework treats participation as a prerequisite for making
the system we call the state operate effectively. The balance of power is created through mass
participation. That is, when citizens who have been granted the power to participate in decisions
and self-govern, and actually participate as required, the policy outcomes create a consensus in
the outcomes of governance. Thus, equilibrium and social order is preserved. In states where
mass participation is prohibited, competition between factions or military rulers results in fre-
quent changes in the state and social disequilibrium. Mass participation is a key if not the princi-
pal orienting theme for pluralist theories in political sociology.

The assumptions of the pluralist notions of political participation are challenged by Marger
(1987), who observes that the democratic requirement of mass participation has evolved into
something quite different. He suggests that the assumptions fail in three regards. First, rates of
participation vary significantly from one democratic state to another. Assuming high rates of par-
ticipation could result in what Lipset (1981[1960]) called “working class authoritarianism” (102)
fostered through the participation of middle- and working-class participants swayed by less than
sophisticated or fully informed claims to how society should be governed. Second, the varieties
of political participation make it difficult to simply claim that participation is a function of
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demands by the masses being translated into policy outcomes by those who rule the state.
Political bodies such as legislatures or chief executives do not necessarily respond to the opinions
of the electorate. This may be a function of knowledge, as legislators elected to office for long
periods of time hold greater expertise than the electorate at large. These legislative experts may
be challenged by forms of participation such as protests and social movements, or by letter-writing
campaigns typically involving far fewer citizens. The fact that the masses engage in many forms
of political influence, combined with the sometimes independent behavioral dynamics of bodies
of the state, creates a political process that is more complex than pluralists describe. Third,
Marger suggests that there is an uneasy marriage between the governing masses and electoral
participation. But beyond that, the masses cannot participate in policy deliberations at all levels
of the policy decision-making process. Thus, nonparticipation by virtue of the way the democratic
state is designed creates points in the process that invite elite decision making. In other words,
the complexity of policy creation may in fact foster elite concentrations of power at certain lev-
els of the state because it’s more efficient than mass participation. These observations are com-
mon to the critique of the pluralist framework and, as we shall see in the next section, are at the
core of the elite views of how political participation should be studied.

Elite/Managerial

The elite/managerial perspective on participation suggests that avenues for the genuine influence
over policy, allocation of resources in society, or influence over decision making is limited to a
small group. Participation by the masses then is perhaps symbolic, or sufficient to generate legit-
imacy for the ruling elite to pursue selected actions. In 1943, Joseph Schumpeter observed:

democracy is not a process of popular participation and representation; rather it is an
institutional method for selecting leaders. It is not an outcome (representation of popu-
lar will) but a structure (elite competition). (quoted in Alford and Friedland 1985: 250)

In this sense, political participation involves various attempts by elites to manage the political
tensions originating from the masses. In other words, participation of the masses matters little in
light of the fact that the few who rule are the focus of attention. The elite framework treats the
participation as the management of electoral competition between elite groups (e.g., political
parties), or the interactions between citizens and bureaucracies, or co-opting the will of the mass-
es into the agenda of competing elite groups.

Through extensive research the elite perspective reveals a compelling pattern in the insti-
tutional forms of political behavior. In the United States, about half of all citizens participate in
the electoral process—usually fewer than half. Moreover, as we shall see in looking at the vari-
ous typologies of political participation, the more sophisticated the form of participation (e.g.,
running for office, expressing an opinion to newspapers or elected officials, or participating in a
campaign), the fewer the number of participants. In other words, democracy in America is not a
democracy of mass participation. This is an important beginning point for the elite perspective.
Clearly, the ideal form of mass participation suggested by a democratic state is just that—an
ideal. The political decisions of the society are in the hands of a few.

One approach by theorists in this tradition stands in contrast to the pluralist interest-group
model suggested by Lowi and mentioned in the previous section. As a way of contrasting these
perspectives, we present the work of Ralf Dahrendorf who argued in the 1950s that participation
in political decisions was essentially decision making among competing elite policy groups and
not ordinary citizens: “There is a clear division between ordinary citizens who possess only the
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right to vote and the elites, who are in the position to regularly exercise control over the life
chances of others by issuing authoritative decisions. . . . Citizens are not the suppressed class,
but they are a subjected class” (Dahrendorf 1959: 293).

Dahrendorf (1959) suggested that politics in society be viewed in the context of conflict
groups that are generated by the differential distribution of authority or power in society in what
he called “imperatively coordinated associations” (ICAs). Building upon the works of Weber,
Dahrendorf argued that organizations and groups are built around conflicting interests, or what
amounts to contending associations for scarce resources in a society. A struggle between those
who control and those who are controlled is always present. In industrialized societies, these
ICAs serve as legitimations of authoritarian relationships. The ICA is a concept borrowed from
Weber, which describes the organizations that focus on various social tasks, such as unions,
schools, and government. Moreover, we see in this conceptualization the application of the
Weberian view of legitimate power exercised in modern society. This model of power relation-
ships suggests that social interests are structured according to an individual’s relationships with
various levels of social organization and a division of labor.

Dahrendorf argues however, that the basic structure of these relationships in the social
order is a dichotomy between those in power and those under domination. When groups or
organizations assert opposing interests and attempt to gain authoritarian status in a society, those
dominating will resist, giving rise to social conflict. Once conflict emerges, authority within the
social order is redistributed. Dahrendorf does not adopt Marx’s notion that conflict is based on
economic factors. Rather, conflict in society is based on competing ICA interests. Stratification
in this view involves the organization of associations and competitions for power.

This framework studies participation in politics by examining the work of elites and how
they control or subject the masses. Elite manipulation of campaigns or the roles of political par-
ties in absorbing social conflict are typical topics of study. The two-party system in the United
States is seen by elite theorists as an example of elite rule, with policy outcomes of Democrats
and Republicans considered quite similar, inevitably protecting elite interests that are expressed
through lobbying groups or corporate interests that cooperate with party leaders and campaigns.
The masses have few choices in a two-party system where the winner takes all.

A good example of where political sociologists explore the elite’s management of political
participation is focused on money and politics. Much of this research follows the elite approach
that finds that competing groups among the elites seek to influence politics by raising money and
creating war chests to be made available to favorable candidates or parties. Manza, Brooks, and
Sauder (2005) find the following patterns in this body of research:

1. political contributions to incumbents seeking re-election create a “signaling effect” that
can deter others from running against the incumbent in races for Congress;

2. contributions to candidates build a war chest, which in turn can influence election to public
office only in that elections require money. Money helps one get elected to office, whether
it comes from private interest groups or party organizations; and

3. “there is little disagreement among analysts that PAC money buys access” (225). This sug-
gests that interest groups that do contribute may have an advantage in opportunities to
meet and discuss public policy.

In this regard, elites participate in the political process by influencing who runs for office, build-
ing resources for campaigns, and accessing policy processes. For the disengaged or the masses
who participate in the electoral cycle only as voters, participation and influence are dwarfed by
the flow of resources coordinated by competing elite interests.
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Class

The class perspective concludes that political participation is allowed only as far as it preserves
the interests of the capitalist classes. Marx and Engels in the 1848 Communist Manifesto suggest
that the only genuine moment of mass participation by the working class was that found at the
revolution as they predicted:

The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that
their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social condi-
tions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a communist revolution. The proletarians
have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Working Men of All
Countries, Unite! (1961: 43-44)

But the workers’ revolution predicted by Marx for the most part has not been realized as capital-
ism has advanced into many societies throughout the world. The class approach has consistently
confirmed that the working class and the poor simply do not participate in large numbers in the
many forms of giving voice in a democratic society (Piven and Cloward 1989; Verba, Schlozman,
and Brady 1995).

The class framework argues that the power held by the upper class is significant for assur-
ing that the state apparatus protects the interests of those with the most capital. The forms of
participation in a class-stratified society may be symbolic, or may in fact pacify the masses to a
level of acquiescence to ultimately preserve upper-class dominance. Such is the class view of
participation in the political process. That is, at best, participation by the working and middle
classes has miniscule impact on the reallocation of power, let alone policy. This is especially true
for policies related to taxation, business, finance, banking, and commerce. As the Task Force on
Inequality and American Democracy created by the American Political Science Association con-
cluded, “ordinary Americans speak in a whisper while the most advantaged roar” (2004: 11).

Political sociologists continue to consider the significance of social class to the complexi-
ties of political participation. Some have argued that class-based participation has declined with
the ascendancy of the modern democratic society since the Industrial Revolution. Seymour
Martin Lipset (1981[1960]) argued that class differences in the structure of political parties in
democratic societies have in fact become the hallmark of the “democratic translation of the class
struggle” (320). In this sense, political participation as party activity represents one way in which
the class perspective explains the absorption of labor political action into existing parties and
unions rather than revolutionary movements. In other words, the unrest of exploited workers is
transformed into a belief or sense that workers have a voice in the political process. As Lipset
(1991) and others have pointed out, class-based participation declined toward the end of the
twentieth century. We will examine this in detail in our discussion on voting. While socioeco-
nomic status continues to be significant in explaining some differences in the various types of
participation, the overall pattern in Western democracies has been a decline in political action
based on class connections. Others (Hout, Brooks, and Manza 1995; Przeworski and Sprague
1986) have suggested that patterns in class-based political actions change over time and it is too
early to declare the class perspective a theoretical dead end in the study of political participation.
These researchers point to the role of class identity in the formation of attitudes and beliefs that
in turn affect the ways in which individual citizens from the working and middle classes partici-
pate in various political actions. The class perspective continues to point to the significant influ-
ence that economic and educational differences have not only on voting but also on protesting,
participating in social and political movements, and following politics.
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Rational Choice

Rational choice models of political participation treat political action as derived from economic
interest or social action that solidifies an agreed-upon or desired political outcome. In other
words, persons, groups, or institutions exercise whatever power they can to influence political
outcomes in their best interest. Recent rational choice approaches to the study of politics are
known as “game theory,” which suggests that individuals, interest groups, or even nation-states
will make strategic choices given a certain set of circumstances. Game theory attempts to predict
outcomes by knowing the interests of the actors and the strategies used for making decisions. In
many ways, rational choice approaches to the study of political participation, especially voting,
have become a staple in the research on participation.

The basic argument of the rational choice approach was best summarized by an early
champion of the model, Anthony Downs, whose economic models of voting were significant to
the development of rational choice theories. Downs (1957) observed: “Every rational man
decides to vote just as he makes all other decisions: if the returns outweigh the costs, he votes; if
not he abstains” (260). Downs offered five propositions about participation in voting that are
exemplars in many ways of how rational choice theory conceptualizes participation:

1. when voting is costly, every citizen who is indifferent abstains, and every citizen who has
any preference whatsoever votes.

2. if voting is costly, it is rational for some indifferent citizens to vote and for some citizens to
abstain.

3. when voting costs exist, small changes in the perceived costs of voting (e.g., national holi-
day on election day, relaxed voter registration procedures, a ride to the polls) may radically
alter the distribution of political power.

4. the costs of voting act to disenfranchise low-income citizens relative to high-income citizens.

5. it is sometimes rational for citizens to vote even when their short-run costs exceed their
short-run returns, because social responsibility produces a long-run return. (266-271)

These assertions are typical of the kinds of variables rational choice theorists would study when
looking at political participation: choice, costs or returns, resources, and abstaining or participat-
ing. As we will see in Chapter 7, rational choice models of voting are powerful explanations in
determining whether an individual votes, and the model has been applied to other forms of par-
ticipation as well.

Mancur Olson, Jr. (1965) offered another classic model of the rational choice approach mov-
ing toward participation based not on a calculation for voting but rather participation in politics
equated with collective action. Individuals and groups would form into collective action around a
desire to create or enhance what Olson called “collective goods.” These creations of group action
would emerge in the marketplace of political interests such as public sidewalks, schools, or a com-
mon defense. When individuals find some benefit to participation in the creation of the public good,
they are likely to participate because benefits most likely will outweigh the costs. This approach to
collective action suggested that participation in the collective was linked to incentives of some kind.
The outcome gained was considered worth the participation required. Olson is famous for creating
the concept of the “free rider problem” that emerges when individuals contribute nothing to the
decision making yet experience equally high gains in contrast to all others in the group. Moreover,
this early articulation of rational choice theory began to advance research on why individuals would
volunteer in various groups and associations, including those with political goals.

Consider, for example, the recent concerns with declining voting rates in the United States
as well as the alleged decline in joining various civic and community associations suggested by
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Putnam’s 2000 thesis in Bowling Alone, or what Dalton aptly refers to as the crisis of democracy
literature (2009: 163). As we shall see later, this research laments the fact that over half of the
eligible population in the United States fails to vote in each presidential election, leaves more
active forms of participation to what amounts to less than one-fourth of the eligible voting citi-
zenry, and has exhibited increasing civic isolation (Putnam 2000). Rational choice theorists
would approach these patterns with an assumption that disengagement from political participa-
tion of many kinds is a sign that these forms of participation are too costly in terms of time,
knowledge or skills, or other resources. In this regard, lack of participation is a rational choice
based on the high costs of participation. Or equally as plausible according to this perspective
would be the conclusion that nonparticipation is a choice reflecting satisfaction by citizens who
require no political action or attention to issues!

Postmodern

The postmodern theorist approaches political participation in a rather unique way. Although per-
haps an oversimplification, some of the postmodern approaches to political participation treat
participation as freedom to explore the intersections between politics, everyday life, and social
identity (Best 2002; Giddens 1992). Moreover, this framework is home to political sociologists
who conclude that politics after the modern era is about redefining citizenship through the
construction of new categories of inclusion, exclusion, identity, and political association. Social
solidarity to create new political groupings around what some would call social narratives is
designed to challenge more traditional conceptualizations of citizenship, including the nature of
political participation.

We can begin to understand the postmodern view of political participation by considering
the critical assumption that life at the beginning of the twenty-first century is guided heavily by
consumerism, technology, globalization, and distrust in the traditional forms of political partici-
pation. One of the key figures in this framework is Zygmunt Bauman (1997), who has suggested
that societies today are composed of individuals who move from one social context to another
and fail to commit to the long-standing traditions of using politics or science to understand and
act in the social world. He identifies four types of postmodern personalities migrating from one
context or social situation to another:

1. the strolle—someone who perhaps is oriented by superficial things, especially related to
fashion or looks;

2. the vagabond—the nomad who finds no particular social identity upon which to land or
settle;

3. the tourist—seeks out social lives as a way to experience new or different things, perhaps
even treating life as movement from one entertainment setting to the next; and

4. the player—it’s about the social game and being strategic in how the social game itself is
played; the player is never committed to an idea or goal or outcome, but rather just plays
the game. (Bauman 1996)

These personality types created by the social conditions of the postmodern era are indicative of
what Bauman describes in many works as the altered patterns of social interaction. Thus, politics
is seen as politics of self-identity and one participates by playing the definitions of self projected
into the public sphere.

What does this have to do with political participation? As we shall see in Chapter 8, some
political sociologists argue that political and social activism around lifestyles, consumerism,
feminism, race, and sexualities are all oriented by this exploration of multiple social identities.
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These new social movements are forms of political activism not oriented around labor or social-
class concerns, and the fight for civil rights per se, but rather are movements organized to con-
struct challenges to what are perceived as dominant identities. Consider too, for example, how
Internet technology provides a place for individuals to pose as gay or bisexual and take on this
identity on a Web site or in a chatroom. They may play the game of advancing the identity, or
pass from one chatroom to the next trying on new sexual identities. This is political participation
in the postmodern sense in that power is personal and expressed in a sphere of public space. In
other words, the technology for the new social movement provides a noninstitutional social con-
text for use namely through the power of reconstructing identities. Bauman and others would
note that the freedom that comes from the postmodern social condition is the freedom to exercise
power around identity, everyday practices, or newly created social groupings and connections.

Another example of the postmodern treatment of politics is that offered by Jurgen
Habermas (1989a, 1989b), a sociologist associated with the famous Frankfurt School in
Germany. In many ways, Habermas is interested in preserving democracy by exposing ways in
which advanced capitalism distorts more traditional notions of democracy. For example, he is
critical of how dialogue about political issues in society is dramatically altered by corporate
interests to make profit, rather than rationally discussed to solve social problems. This approach
argues for a reconstruction of ways to participate in politics. In other words, this framework sug-
gests that political participation is fluid, always changing as persons and groups in society seek
out new social landscapes to challenge power.

The postmodernist argument outlined by Habermas is quite extensive and goes well be-
yond the scope of this summary. But his critical sociology argues in the postmodernist tradition:
as politics, science, and religion lose their credibility in guiding people’s everyday decisions,
something must be reconstructed in its place. He argues for an interaction and discourse where
members of society rebuild participatory democracy by coming to reasonable ideas about
addressing social problems. The state may no longer be the arena for guiding decisions about
how best to address problems of global warming, for example. And so, individuals politicize
their everyday existence by being aware of the impact of carbon emissions on their environment,
and choosing to ride their bikes rather than drive to work! This is a form of political participation
that might catch on with others who also commit to riding their bikes as a political action. Large
systems such as governments, or certainly corporations, fail in this regard. The discourse of glob-
al warming shifts to coming to agreed-upon conclusions about “what I can do in my everyday” life
to participate in bringing an end to environmental problems.

What distinguishes the work of Habermas from Weber and Marx? Marx believed emanci-
pation from alienation and social conflict brought on by capital accumulation would occur
through enlightening the workers who would organize into eventual class-based revolution.
Weber offered little optimism, describing instead the emergence of an “iron cage” of rationality,
constructed through bureaucracy and demanding an adherence to formalized systems of law.
Habermas, in the critical theory tradition, believes that emancipation from the postmodern
condition occurs through the social interactions between people. Like many postmodern theo-
rists, Habermas draws upon the psychoanalytic approach and suggests that individuals come to
understand how their communicative rationality is taken from them when they adhere to a tech-
nocratic ideology. By realizing how communications are distorted by systems and structures,
Habermas believes that individuals can regain their communicative competence—that is, a poli-
tics devoid of distortions created by traditional politics or ideologies. This is one example of the
postmodernist view of political participation; redefinitions of self-identity against the monoliths
of political and economic systems!
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POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AND ITS MANY FORMS

Participation in the political processes of society can take many different forms. As suggested
earlier, some of these forms are a function of rules or laws, others are formalized through social
roles attached to the notion of citizenship, and we also find that participation can be less formal-
ized as citizens participate at the everyday level in advocacy, resistance, and politicized talk.
There is a wide range of social activities that we can connect to political participation.

Early Typologies of Political Participation

Political sociologists have developed a number of typologies to identify and measure various
types of political participation. These typologies have not only proven useful in painting a pic-
ture of what people do when they act on political attitudes or demands, but the typologies have
also been useful in organizing the large body of research on political participation, especially
voting. The typologies of political participation have also helped make connections among ide-
ology, attitudes, and values, which are assumed to be the basis for social and political actions as
we saw in Chapter 3. In this section, we examine three early typologies that guided much of the
later research on political participation, and then consider a number of more recent studies of
types of political participation as updates of sorts to the earlier frameworks.

Lester Milbrath (1981) developed one of the first typologies of political participation in
1965. He suggested that political acts by citizens went beyond mere voting, and were typically
patterned into clusters of behaviors. Later, Milbrath and Goel (1977) defined participation “as
those actions of private citizens by which they seek to influence or to support government and
politics” (2). These actions were thought of as political roles now understood as somewhat com-
plex and multidimensional. Conceptualizing political participation as multidimensional high-
lighted the significance of individual intentions, resources, and skills. These roles emerged as a
result of a person first deciding to get involved in the political process in some way, such as
casting a vote on Election Day or attending a city council meeting. The action then was altered
by a second characteristic of participation, what they called the direction of the action. Once a
decision to participate (or not participate) was made, the action could be understood in terms of
duration and intensity.

The roles Milbrath and Goel identified in their typology varied in terms of action, duration
of the political act, and intensity of the political act. They suggested that American citizens could
be categorized into three modes of political participation: (1) apathetics, or those withdrawn
from the political process; (2) spectators, or those showing minimal involvement, who have de-
cided to be engaged at a basic level; and (3) gladiators, or “active combatants” in the political
system. This typology suggested that political participation was in fact arranged in a hierarchy,
and thus, the typology offered an important systematic explanation for why a significant percent-
age of Americans simply did not participate in politics. Of course there was great interest in ex-
plaining not only why people did not vote or participate in political party meetings, but also what
influenced those who did. Political participation was now understood as having many complex
dimensions.

In addition to the three basic modes of participation (apathetics, spectators, and gladiators),
Milbrath and Goel identified seven specific forms of participatory acts (these acts are listed in
Table 6.1). These political acts represent behaviors that vary according to difficulty and styles of
influence. Moreover, this typology helped researchers understand that political participation is
not a set of distinct behaviors, but rather, political participation is a pattern of behaviors, much
like the role set that sociologists describe for all members of society. Like other social roles,
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those associated with political participation are a function of skill, time, and energy. Clearly, the
strength of this typology then was to identify the forms of participation common to democratic
systems, and raise questions about what factors might change political participation. For exam-
ple, what influences the likelihood that an individual will give the time and energy to protest or
write a letter to the editor?

At about the same time, Verba and Nie (1972), on the heels of the major voting studies in
the 1960s and 1970s, suggested an alternative typology. They argued that political participation
was influenced mostly by individual goals for some political outcome. Verba and Nie defined
political participation as “those activities by private citizens that are more or less directly aimed
at influencing the selection of government personnel and/or the actions they take” (2). Modes of
political participation were the result of what citizens believed they can change or influence, the
extent to which the participation involved conflict, the time and energy required for the partici-
pation, and the need for cooperation with other political actors to achieve any objective (Verba,
Nie, and Kim 1978). Verba et al. identified four common modes of political participation in the
survey project they conducted: voting, campaign activity, community activity, and contact with
political leaders.

The typology developed by Verba and Nie brought attention to the fact that political partic-
ipation was seen as a mix of modes, much like Milbrath and Goel had concluded. But they also
found that this process of mixing modes of participation was complex for some individuals.
Some modes of participation require greater resources for mapping out an objective, such as get-
ting a particular candidate elected to office, and being adept at engaging in activities that would
achieve the goal. This typology suggested that the modes were not equal in terms of influence or
energy required to change or show support for political goals. Participation oriented to affect pol-
icy in Congress, a state legislature, or local city council was understood as goal oriented, and
modes of participation were activated to achieve those desired policies.

A third typology of political participation took a different approach. Marvin Olsen (1982) ar-
gued that such typologies focus on the political sociology of power, and emphasize the connection
between political action and impact on various elements of the political system. In other words,
Olsen’s research examined just how much power was exercised by the corresponding mode or role
associated with positions in the polity. At the top of the hierarchy he identified “political leaders,”
those government officials elected to office as well as civil servants who are able to affect policy on
a day-to-day basis. Clearly, these roles have greater power than those outside the governing appa-
ratus. “Activists” were also seen as having considerable power, but it tended to be highly focused
on a single issue or cause. Most individuals play the role of citizen in the polity, and exercise a
collective power in each election. In this regard, influence is limited to participation in choosing
political leaders. Marginals and isolates were at the edges of participation in the political process,
typically unaware of politics and uninterested in having an impact on the political system.

Table 6.1 presents the distribution of individuals participating in the various surveys along
the modes and categories of participation identified by these researchers. While the comparison
of typologies emphasizes different variables that create the modes, there is fair agreement among
the typologies about the modes of participation in general. In addition, these surveys identified a
common distribution of the population across different modes. Nearly one-fourth to one-third of
those surveyed participate at the margins of U.S. political activity. The more complex the mode
of participation, the smaller the proportion of the population participating. For example, less than
5 percent participate by seeking elected office.

This early research on types of political participation established two important pat-
terns. First, as seen in the contrasts between models, a few individuals participate in the
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I Contrasting Traditional Typologies of Political Participation

Milbrath

(1965); Verba and Nie

Milbrath (1972); Verba,

and Goel Nie, and Kim

(1977) Percentage (1978) Percentage Olsen (1982) Percentage

Gladiators Protestors 5-7 Leaders 3
Community Complete 11 Activists 14
activists activists
Party and Campaigners 15
campaign
workers

Spectators Communicators 60 Communalists 20 Communicators 13
Contact Parochial 4
specialists participants
Voters and Voting 21 Citizens 30
patriots specialists

Apathetics Inactive 33 Inactive 22 Marginals 18

Isolates 22

more influential or powerful types of political action. Yet, most citizens are inactive or apa-
thetic, and at the most, people vote, and that’s about it. Using Olsen’s conceptualization, the
power found in participation rests with a small percentage of the populace. Second, these
typologies created two distinct categories of political action that would stay with future re-
search. Participation was considered to be either conventional or unconventional. The con-
ventional forms were associated with the role of citizen, namely voting, contacting elected
officials, or running for political office. Unconventional forms of participation would in-
clude protest and some activism. These were important findings for the sociology of politics
and power.

In what types of political participation did citizens engage in 2008? Using responses from
the 2008 National Election Studies (NES), the most recent survey of citizens and their political
attitudes and behaviors, we can construct a sense of what percentage of the citizenry is involved in
certain types of acts. The 2008 election appears to have generated a great deal of interest, and as a
result, a strong percentage of citizens turned out to vote. The NES also asked respondents to report
on other types of political behaviors they engaged in; many of those were reflected in these early
typologies of political participation. The 2008 results suggest similarities with the past. A strong
percentage of citizens vote, and as we see in Table 6.2, about half of those who responded to the
NES survey reported having signed a paper petition or attended a local city board or school board
meeting. One-third of the respondents indicated they had given money to a political organization,
or had attended a political meeting. Less than one-fourth of the citizens had attended a protest or
rally or invited others to a political meeting. These patterns are fairly consistent with prior patterns
of participation reported in the typologies discussed in this chapter. Emerging forms of participa-
tion, such as those that use the Internet, are worth tracking in the years ahead.



204

Chapter 6 * Political Participation

I Types of Political Participation Reported in the 2008 National
Election Studies
Type of Political Participation % Likely to % Who Have Ever
Vote 76.1
Attend a city or school board meeting 71.6 50.9
Sign a paper petition 70.6 51.2
Attend a meeting about social/political issue 55.5 30.5
Give money to a social/political organization 53.2 36.8
Sign an Internet petition 48.8 21.8
Invite others to social/political meeting 41.5 19.2
Distribute social/political group info 40.7 19.4
Join a protest march or rally 36.5 19.4

Source: The American National Election Studies (www.electionstudies.org). THE ANES GUIDE TO PUBLIC
OPINION AND ELECTORAL BEHAVIOR. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, Center for Political Studies
[producer and distributor].

Emerging Typologies of Political Participation

Milbrath suggested that participation was more complex as individuals moved up the hierarchy
of participation from apathetic to spectator to gladiator; factors that would foster higher levels of
participation were assumed to be more complex. In an ingenious test of Milbrath’s model of par-
ticipation, Ruedin (2007) conducted a computer simulation to explore the hierarchical argument
implied in Milbrath’s original model. In moving from spectators to gladiators, Ruedin found that
higher levels of participation are not easily explained by knowing a few simple factors, such as
socioeconomic status or even hypothesized personality traits. Rather, this study argued that
greater activity in politics may best be explained by multiple influences. For example, associat-
ing with individuals interested in politics and being connected to networks of political communi-
cation are just two of many factors that would predict gladiatorial type political involvement.
Ruedin urges more studies that go beyond just analysis of voting as participation and focus on a
range of influences in more complex forms of participation.

Zukin et al. (2006) more recently concluded that the role of citizen participation has
changed significantly in recent decades as a result of technology and social structural changes
around consumerism, community, and generational values. They argue that the result has not
been a decline in the number of forms of political participation, but rather the emergence of new
forms, especially for the youngest cohort they refer to as the DotNets. They find that participa-
tion for the youngest generation of citizens includes Internet activism such as blogging.
Community service also holds a prominent role in the lives of this generation. In addition, they
find that civic engagement follows patterns of consumer-related behavior, such as boycotts of
products or support for those companies “going green” in the era of environmentalism. These
researchers link these forms of political participation to values and attitudes that motivate young
citizens in a different way than older cohorts.

In a large-scale study of British citizens, Li and Marsh (2008) classified civic participation
as comprised of political activists, expert citizens, everyday makers, and nonparticipants.
This framework seems consistent with prior studies that suggested that a large portion of the
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population failed to participate in politics (39 percent in their sample), and a small portion of the
population was described as activists (8.4 percent). The research by Li and Marsh uncovers forms
of participation in the middle of this range of behaviors. Expert citizens (14.5 percent of respon-
dents in their study) were understood as problem solvers who would use social networks, knowl-
edge, and skills to negotiate or persuade others without being activists or without being captured
per se by a political party or political organization. Li and Marsh find that expert citizens were
perhaps at one time activists who played a role in the political conversations of the polity. The
everyday makers (37.3 percent) understand politics as local and tend to act on local concerns as
duty, fun, or personal interest rather than loyalty to a political party, ideology, or national cause.
Everyday makers, according to Li and Marsh, “typically think globally, but act locally” (251).
This typology is a good example of contemporary classifications that regard political participa-
tion more broadly than as defined by Milbrath, Verba, and Nie, and others.

As the study of political participation has evolved, political sociologists now treat forms of
political participation as either institutional or noninstitutional. Traditionally, political sociolo-
gists have divided political participation into two categories: conventional (voting, running for
office, etc.) and unconventional, or what some call contentious politics (Tilly and Tarrow 2006),
such as riots and protests. Anthony Orum argues that the main distinction between conventional
and contentious political behavior is how these activities “both treat themselves, and are treated
by the established authorities and institutions of a society, in radically different ways [emphasis
Orum’s]” (2001: 219). In other words, the actions of those engaging in contentious politics are
perceived by both the participants themselves and the authorities, or those having legitimate
power, as being outside of the boundary of conventional behavior. We follow the recent work of
Marger (2008) who defines institutional forms of participation as “legitimate ways in which,
presumably, people can make their views known and pursue their interests through the prevailing
political system” (384). This includes voting, writing letters to elected representatives, or seek-
ing elected office. But as Marger observes, “when people find that their political objectives
cannot be met by using the conventional institutions, that is the electoral system with its atten-
dant parties and interest groups, they may act outside the established political framework” (384).
The contrast and terminology here is important in that it highlights citizenship as a role within a
legitimate, institutional, conventional framework including the norms, rules, and laws associated
with that role. The terminology here is significant in another way. As activism for objectives
deviates from the rules of the political system, it is noninstitutional in the sense that it does not
adhere to the traditions associated with the role. These forms of political action include protests,
movements, and revolutions.

INSTITUTIONAL FORMS OF POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

Institutional political roles for members of society reflect the traditional expectations of behavior
associated with citizenship. Traditional, formalized means of participating in decisions about the
distribution of power in society have been studied extensively in political sociology. Voting is the
institutional form of participation studied most intensively. In fact, we dedicate an entire chapter
to the research on voting because it’s a significant type of political action in the political system.
In this section, we examine other institutional or conventional forms of political participation as
they too explain how individuals interact with political groups and institutions to influence policy,
political outcomes, and distributions of power. These types of institutional political action
include engaging in political conversations, utilizing the Internet for political action, and getting
involved in campaigns or being engaged in campaign work.
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Political Talk/Political Discourse

The importance of talking about politics as a form of political participation was discovered in one
of the first studies of political behavior in America. Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee (1954)
concluded that people discussed politics with those holding similar viewpoints, which had the
effect of “stabilizing” voting intentions. Early studies of political participation established the
significance of talking about politics and political conversations and treated the frequency of
political discussion as an important dependent variable, usually in the traditional measures of
political participation (Campbell, Gurin, and Miller 1954; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet
1944). More recent inquiries have generally supported the conclusion that individuals frequently
engaged in political conversations are more likely to be politically active (Dalton 2009).

Discourse has also been linked to other political sociological concepts, going beyond its
historical treatment as merely one aspect of political behavior. Inglehart (1990) uses the frequency
of engaging in political conversation as a measure of political skill. He finds that the rate of
political discussion positively correlates with Protestantism and higher levels of education, and
political conversations are more likely to occur in states with advanced levels of capitalist devel-
opment. Huntington (1991) suggests that levels of political talk provide an important indicator of
democratization in a society. Knoke (1992) concludes that engaging in political discourse is the
medium by which social influence takes place in social networks. His analysis demonstrates that
individuals who are frequently engaged in political talk are more likely to vote, persuade others
to vote in favor of a particular candidate, give money, or attend a political rally. Koch (1995)
reports that reference groups can in fact influence political attitudes as a result of conversational
processes. Clearly, political discourse has held an important place in describing social interaction
at different levels of social organization.

As a result of the importance of political discourse in research on political behavior and
political sociology, a number of analysts have only recently started to examine what factors
might quantitatively and qualitatively alter different aspects of discussion. Based on research
focusing on political conversations in a variety of settings, MacKuen (1990) identified various
characteristics of social interaction that influence the mere presence of political talk. These fac-
tors include the value the individual places on expressing opinion, the presence of opposing
viewpoints, and the degree to which the individual perceives that viewpoints are skewed in a
certain situation. Weatherford (1982) found that perceived consensus by the actors in a social
exchange would also influence the overall “climate of political discussion” surrounding the
individual. These interaction-based dynamics raise important questions about how rates of
political discourse might be influenced by environmental or structural forces.

Conceptualizations of human political thinking and ideology suggest that there is a quali-
tative significance to engaging in political discourse in addition to the quantity of political
discourse (Gamson 1992). Rosenberg (1988) as well as Billig et al. (1988) highlight the signifi-
cance of discourse in the development of individual political worldviews, ideologies, and politi-
cal thought in general as we saw in Chapter 3. Rosenberg in fact suggests that research has been
helpful in identifying those environmental factors which might in some situations alter the nature
of political conversations. The basic conclusion of analyses like these is that discourse represents
an important process in reflective thinking, and reflective thinking is a key element in the forma-
tion of ideology. Therefore, the construction of attitudes and beliefs about the distribution of
power in society or politics in general may be a function of contexts and conversations about
politics or power-related themes.

Current discourse about the extent to which the United States should reform health care
policy provides a timely example of how talk and conversation are important in shaping belief
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systems around this particular public policy. Throughout the fall of 2009, citizens attended town
meetings sponsored by members of Congress and various interest groups to provide comments
on what health care reform should look like. Interestingly, some of these town meetings turned
violent as participants engaged in shouting matches were booed as they spoke in favor or against
a particular position, or at some sites were assaulted by other participants.

Political Participation and the Internet

With the evolution of the Internet, political participation has changed. The technology of the
World Wide Web, blogs, Twitter, and other forms of electronic communication, like any techno-
logical advances in society, has made an imprint on the nature of politics. Because the technology
changes rapidly, research on what could be called e-politics (e for the electronic forms of com-
municating in a global system of networks) is only now beginning to catch up and create an em-
pirical picture of just how technological change is at work in the relationship between society
and politics. In many ways, e-politics creates new forms of political participation, including
political talk and conversation, the acquisition of news and information about candidates or
political issues, mobilization of participants, and as some have suggested, online voting.

Research to date has followed the view that the Internet represents a new medium for shar-
ing information. Researchers of political communication focused on television and its effects on
citizen knowledge and information and participation in politics, ultimately voting (see Bimber
2003 for a history of these “information revolutions” in American politics). One line of current
research argues that the Internet is different in that it requires greater interaction than the
one-way communication of TV. Individuals must search, select, and interact with Web sites on
political candidates or issues. In his study of Internet campaigning, Klotz (2007) quotes author
William Gibson in an interesting observation:

Today’s audience isn’t listening at all—its participating. Indeed audience is as
antique a term as record, the one archaically passive, the other archaically physical.
The record, not the remix, is the anomaly today. The remix is the very nature of the
digital. Today, an endless, recombinant, and fundamentally social process generates
countless hours of creative product. (3)

Thus transmission of political information and knowledge online is different in that the online ex-
perience itself is participatory. Rather than receiving information as on TV, the Internet provides a
social space for citizens to combine or actively engage information sources about candidates.

A number of studies find that in spite of the exponential possibilities for information
shared through Internet interactions, the overall effect of the Internet on institutional political
participation to date is minimal. Tolbert and McNeal (2003) studied recent NES to determine
what impact online information had on voting. Those who reported gathering greater online
information on politics were more likely to have voted in 1998 and 2000. But this may be because in-
dividuals who seek out online political information are more likely to vote anyway or are more
politically engaged to begin with. In his studies of the NES, Bimber (2003) concludes that citi-
zens who found information online “had not changed levels of engagements in any substantial
way” (224). Early clues suggest, however, that the Internet may be a useful tool in mobilizing
supporters for candidates or causes, and for increasing donations to the campaign or distributing
information about rallies and meetings.

Other researchers are looking at the effects of Internet political activity on factors associated
with political participation, such as trust in the political system or feelings of overall political
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efficacy. Shah, Kwak, and Holbert (2001) found a relationship between information gained on
the Internet and increased feelings of trust and efficacy. Bimber’s (2003) study extended these
findings and revealed that persons who get political information online are more likely to mis-
trust traditional news sources (e.g., TV or newspapers) and place greater stock in personal
exchanges of information from online sources. His analysis of the 2000 NES found that this was
especially true for those with higher education and for younger voters.

Campaigning and Canvassing

One of the assumptions behind the activation of citizens is that policy can be influenced as a
result of mobilizing voters to select a certain candidate, or collect signatures on a petition to
support a policy by a local city council. Verba et al. (1995) suggested that individuals pulled into
efforts at mobilizing citizens to work on behalf of political parties, candidates, or issues were
motivated by what Verba et al. called the “civic voluntarism model.” This model for explaining
party activism, going door-to-door for a cause, or giving time to a political party draws heavily on
sociological and psychological influences to explain participation. Dalton (2008) finds, “people
participate because they can, they want to, or someone asked them” (58).

Participating in a political campaign or working for a political party as a volunteer requires
a motivating interest in the candidate, issue, or loyalty to a party. In his analysis of election stud-
ies from a number of countries, Dalton (2008) finds that individuals who are older, hold strong
party attachments, and report high political efficacy are more likely to engage in campaign
activity of various kinds. People who describe themselves as partisans are surprisingly not more
likely to expend the time and energy to work in a campaign.

Components of campaign work include engaging in direct contact with other citizens to
raise money, supporting a candidate or cause, or voting. But direct contact with others on a polit-
ical matter can also take the form of contacting a member of the state legislature or Congress to
support a certain position. Persons with higher education were more likely to engage in direct
contact with other citizens through door-to-door work or canvassing. Much like involvement in
campaign activity, older persons and those reporting stronger party allegiances are more likely to
engage in direct-contact forms of political participation. This is especially true if one has worked
on a campaign where access to the elected official may come with greater ease as a result of
localized contact.

Age and party attachments are important determinants to these more direct forms of can-
vassing and campaign activity. As Dalton suggests, as one gets older, policies related to taxation,
quality of education, or health care and SS have direct impact on daily life, thus perhaps foster-
ing greater interest and willingness to get involved. Moreover, those who hold strong beliefs
about the ability of one political party to address these issues as opposed to another are an impor-
tant motivating force for involvement. These are social psychological factors at work.
Sociologically, we know that having the resources to participate in various forms of politics is
associated with occupational status and education level. Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry (1996)
conclude that education is a key factor in many forms of participation. They and others conclude
that there is a link between cognitive skills and higher education, which seems necessary for
more active forms of participation as well as the adherence to principles about democracy and
citizenship. This is consistent with the civic voluntarism model posed by Verba et al. (1995) in
that the higher good justifies political involvement.

Conway (2000) emphasizes an additional key point about participation in campaigns,
direct contact, and canvassing. She notes that these forms of participation required more
resources, including time and in some cases money. She argues that using the rational choice
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approach, individuals who are able to afford the costs of this level of participation are more
likely to become engaged in these forms of political action. This might explain why older and
more highly educated persons are engaged. The cost to them may be lower and the benefits may
be higher given that certain policies like social security benefits or tax policies may affect indi-
viduals more as they progress through life.

NONINSTITUTIONAL FORMS OF POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

The modes of political participation that move outside the traditional legal or customary forms of
influence are known as noninstitutional forms of political action. These include protest, political
violence, and terrorism. In a study of political participation in European countries, Sabucedo and
Arce (1991) found that citizens perceived unconventional forms of political action in broad cat-
egories that include legal and illegal actions. Unconventional legal acts include protests or
strikes and boycotts. Unconventional illegal acts include unauthorized demonstrations or rallies,
protests that disrupt local order, and in some cases, political violence. We look at political violence
and terrorism in the chapters that follow because of their recent significance in U.S. domestic and
global politics. In addition, we explore participation in social and political movements separate-
ly as this field of sociology has generated significant advances in explaining why people partici-
pate in both violent and nonviolent political movements of many kinds. As we will see in
Chapters 8 and 9, sometimes individuals participate in movements and acts of political violence
simultaneously. At this point, we introduce briefly the research on noninstitutional political par-
ticipation to develop a sense of how power is resisted or challenged by individuals in society.

Graffiti

Typically, noninstitutional or unconventional political participation is thought of as riots,
protests, mobs, or acts associated with the potential for physical violence as well as property
damage. Certainly not all forms of contentious politics are necessarily violent. One form that has
not received much attention from political sociologists is graffiti, although scholars in communi-
cation studies and rhetoric have examined strategies that graffiti writers use to advance their
political arguments from sites as diverse as Moscow (Ferrell 1993), Northern Ireland (Sluka
1996), and Israel (Klingman and Shalev 2001), as well as Palestinian city walls (Peteet 1996)
and Nigerian (Obeng 2000) and Ghanaian university student lavatories (Nwoye 1993).

Regardless of the culture or site, political graffitists have several things in common. First,
graffiti is perceived as outside the course of normal or institutionalized political participation and
may be criminalized. For example, in some U.S. cities, it is illegal for those under eighteen to pos-
sess spray paint (Peteet 1996). Ferrell (1993) argues that moral panic is often the response to graf-
fiti and that the war on graffiti is similar to the wars on drugs and gangs. A moral panic is a process
for raising concern over a social issue (Scott and Marshall 2005) where “folk devils” are implicated
as the cause of a social problem. Folk devils are often powerless to challenge the accusations.
Graffiti is often construed negatively by its association with vandalism and destruction (Klingman
and Shalev 2001). More extreme responses occur when authoritarian regimes or occupying mili-
tary forces perceive graffiti as a direct threat to authority. Writing on the walls in the occupied
West Bank was treated as an illegal behavior by the Israeli military, which acted to erase graffiti
and sometimes shot or beat writers (Peteet 1996). Somewhat less extreme are responses that view
the appropriation of foreign imagery in graffiti as an assault on national identity.

Political graffiti is outside the institutionalized or accepted bounds of proper political
behavior and those creating graffiti are often excluded from participating in mainstream politics.
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University students in Ghana (Obeng 2000) and Nigeria (Nwoye 1993) write messages on lava-
tory walls because they lack other means to effectively influence the state. Anthropologist Julie
Peteet contends that writing on the walls in the occupied West Bank during the height of the
intifada (late 1980s to early 1990s) “was a sort of last-ditch effort to speak and be heard” (1996:
142) and “constituted a voice for those who felt voiceless in the international arena” (145).
Although individuals who use graffiti may be powerless or outside the conventional political
process, Peteet argues that graffiti is not merely a message of defiance, but a “vehicle or agent of
power . . . to overthrow hierarchy” (140). It is an attempt to circumvent the power relationship
between the dominant and the oppressed.

Besides being a form of political protest, graffiti has several other political functions,
including communicating political ideologies and beliefs (Ferrell 1993; Sluka 1996) as well as
creating a forum for debating political ideas (Nwoye 1993; Obeng 2000), socializing with a tar-
geted group or teaching a targeted group political ideas and values (Ferrell 1993; Sluka 1996),
creating cultural meanings (Ferrell 1993; Sluka 1996), and acting as a safety valve for releasing
political tension that is much safer than directly challenging the state (Nwoye 1993; Obeng 2000).

A good example of sites where graffiti as protest can be seen is billboards, road signs, and
other public signs that command attention from persons on a roadway. For example, the bill-
board in the following picture, which appears to be posted by individuals or groups opposed to

Billboards and signs become social spaces for graffiti as political contention. What emotions or beliefs
are evoked by the example of a defaced billboard in this picture?

Credit: Photo by Lisa K. Waldner
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abortion, is on a busy thoroughfare in an urban area where numerous passersby can view the
message. But note the “Hitler” style mustache (we assume) on the billboard’s photo. Is defacing
a billboard in this particular manner outside the normal bounds of political expression? Is the
political ideology about abortion countered by what we assume an attempt to depict this message
as fascist? It’s difficult to say for sure, but the allusion to one political ideology (fascism) on top
of another (antiabortion) offers a good example of the ways in which graffiti takes on meanings
in political protest.

Johnston (2006) contends that graffiti may appear to be the work of a single person but this
is often misleading. We agree that graffiti is a collective activity for several reasons. First, while
lavatories are often chosen by Nigerian and Ghanaian university students because of the privacy
that allows a graffitist to write messages without fear (Nwoye 1993; Obeng 2000), it is far from
a solitary activity. As Obeng (2000) points out graffiti is often sequential, with a statement fol-
lowed by a response. Therefore, it is a type of discourse where participants take turns reacting to
each other’s messages. In situations where privacy is not possible, such as public walls, partici-
pants may organize in groups with members taking different roles such as provide supplies (e.g.,
purchasing spray paint), serve as a lookout, or write (Peteet 1996).

Orum (2001) notes that contentious politics is similar to conventional political activity in
that both are organized and can involve well-educated and respected members of a community.
Those who use graffiti as a form of contentious politics share a desire to change the social order
but lack legitimate channels of power to do so. The lack of attention by political sociologists to
the use of graffiti and other under-researched forms of protest adopted by the powerless and
disenfranchised only serves to reify more conventional political behavior as legitimate, further
stigmatizing those who fall outside more respectable forms of political participation. Often
graffiti is associated with protest or political demonstrations that we discuss now.

Protest and Demonstrations

As Jenkins and Klandermans (1995: 8) point out, “Social protest is inherently a political act,
because the state regulates the political environment within which protesters operate, and be-
cause social protest is, at least implicitly, a claim for political representation.” The concept of
protest has been used in various ways (Lofton 1985: 1). For example, protest can refer to the
“unconventional and often collective action—taken to show disapproval of, and the need for
change in, some policy or condition” (Frank et al. 1986: 228). Therefore, protest can be legal or
illegal, peaceful or violent. Others view protest as one of the three major classes of action.
According to this tripartite conceptualization:

Protest struggle stands between polite and violent struggle, a kind of “middle
force” . . . protest eschews or at least avoids the extensive physical damage to
property and humans found in violent struggle on the one side and the restraint and
decorum of staid politics on the other. (Lofton 1985: 261)

Eisinger (1973: 13) distinguishes between a generic definition of protest as “any form of verbal
or active objection or remonstrance” and the more technical one that refers to a conceptually dis-
tinct set of behaviors, or a number of types of collective action that are “disruptive in nature, de-
signed to provide ‘relatively powerless people’ with bargaining leverage in the political
process.” In protest, actors are trying to maximize their resources while minimizing the costs.
For some scholars, then, protest can be distinguished from political violence by this attempt to
minimize costs. Those engaging in violence could experience major costs such as death, serious
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injury, or loss of freedom. Protesters use the implicit threat of violence, whereas those using
violence are explicit in their intention to harm.

Gamson’s (1975) The Strategy of Social Protest seems to consider violence as a form of
protest. The objective of social protest activities is to gain support for a movement’s cause
(Gamson 1975: 140). People typically engage in protest to achieve certain kinds of resources for
the movement, such as attracting new members, reinforcing solidarity of current members,
obtaining material rewards such as money or equipment, or gaining attention for a particular
ideological position. At times protest activities hinder those opposed to the movement, for exam-
ple, by making the opposition look bad (which can make the movement look good), destroying
the opposition’s resources, or eliminating key figures through political assassination.

As Gamson (1975: 140) notes, “The form that protest takes is viewed as the result of an
interaction.” Movement groups or individuals in the movement engage in a show of strength that
may or may not be challenged by other groups, including law enforcement. Symbolic acts may
be designed to challenge the power of another group or governmental authority (Tilly 1970 cited in
Gamson 1975). For example, the American flag was burned at a white separatist protest rally in
Pulaski, Tennessee, to challenge governmental authority. Protest demonstrations, which include
sit-ins, rallies, marches, and pickets, are the most frequent form of publicly accessible movement
activity. A demonstration is “an organized, noninstitutionalized, extraordinary form of political
expression; a gathering of people (or a person if sponsored by or acting as a representative of an
organized group) engaged in the act of making known by visible or tangible means a public dis-
play of group feeling” (Everett 1992: 961).

At times social protest activities may result in violence. In fact, violent activities of move-
ments are a common form of political participation (Tilly 1973). Political violence can be viewed as
“the result of reasoned, instrumental behav