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Even loving someone is considered sinister—a betrayal of the supreme love and total allegiance that all citizens owe Big Brother
I

In 1949, George Orwell wrote 1984, a book about a time in the future in which the government, known as “Big Brother,” dominates society, dictating almost every aspect of each individual’s life. Even loving someone is considered sinister—a betrayal of the supreme love and total allegiance that all citizens owe Big Brother.

Despite the danger, Winston and Julia fall in love. They meet furtively, always with the threat of discovery hanging over their heads. When informers turn them in, interrogators separate Julia and Winston and proceed swiftly to quash their affection and restore their loyalty to Big Brother.

Then follows a remarkable account of Winston and his tormentor, O’Brien. Winston is strapped into a chair so tightly that he can’t even move his head. O’Brien explains that although inflicting pain is not always enough to break a person’s will, everyone has a breaking point. There is some worst fear that will push anyone over the edge.

O’Brien tells Winston that he has discovered his worst fear. Then he sets a cage with two giant, starving sewer rats on the table next to Winston. O’Brien picks up a hood connected to the door of the cage and places it over Winston’s head. He then explains that when he presses the lever, the door of the cage will slide up, and the rats will shoot out like bullets and bore straight into Winston’s face. Winston’s eyes, the only part of his body that he can move, dart back and forth, revealing his terror. Speaking so quietly that Winston has to strain to hear him, O’Brien adds that the rats sometimes attack the eyes first, but sometimes they burrow through the cheeks and devour the tongue. When O’Brien places his hand on the lever, Winston realizes that the only way out is for someone else to take his place. But who? Then he hears his own voice screaming, “Do it to Julia! . . . Tear her face off. Strip her to the bones. Not me! Julia! Not me!”

Orwell does not describe Julia’s interrogation, but when Julia and Winston see each other later, they realize that each has betrayed the other. Their love is gone. Big Brother has won.

Winston’s and Julia’s misplaced loyalty had made them political heretics, for every citizen had the duty to place the state above all else in life. To preserve the state’s dominance over the individual, their allegiance to one another had to be stripped from them. As you see, it was.

Although seldom this dramatic, politics is always about power and authority. Let’s explore this topic that is so significant for our lives.

Micropolitics and Macropolitics

The images that come to mind when we think of politics are those of government: kings, queens, coups, dictatorships, people running for office, voting. These are examples of politics, but the term actually has a much broader meaning. Politics refers to power relations wherever they exist, including those in everyday life. As Weber (1922/1968) said, power is the ability to get your way even over the resistance of others. You can see the struggle for power all around you. When workers try to gain the favor of their bosses, they are attempting to maneuver into a stronger position. Students do the same with their teachers. Power struggles are also part of family life, such as when parents try to enforce a curfew over the protests of a reluctant daughter or son. Ever struggle over the remote control to the TV? All these examples illustrate attempts to gain power—and, thus, are political actions. Every group, then, is political, for in every group there is a power struggle of some sort. Symbolic interactionists use the term micropolitics to refer to the exercise of power in everyday life (Schwartz 1990).

In contrast, macropolitics—the focus of this chapter—refers to the exercise of power over a large group. Governments—whether dictatorships or democracies—are examples of macropolitics. Because authority is essential to macropolitics, let’s begin with this topic.

Power, Authority, and Violence

To exist, every society must have a system of leadership. Some people must have power over others. As Max Weber (1913/1947) pointed out, we perceive power as either legitimate or illegitimate. Legitimate power is called authority. This is power that people accept as right. In contrast, illegitimate power—called coercion—is power that people do not accept as just.

Imagine that you are on your way to buy a digital TV that is on sale for $250. As you approach the store, a man jumps out of an alley and shoves a gun in your face. He demands your money. Frightened for your life, you hand over your $250. After filing a police report, you head back to college to take a sociology exam. You are running late, so you step on the gas. As the needle hits 85, you see flashing blue and red lights in your rear-view mirror. Your explanation about the robbery doesn’t faze the officer—or the judge who hears your case a few weeks later. She first lectures you on safety and then orders you to pay $50 in court costs plus $10 for every mile an hour over 65. You pay the $250.

The mugger, the police officer, and the judge—each has power, and in each case you part with $250. What, then, is the difference? The difference is that the mugger has no authority. His power is illegitimate—he has no right to do what he did. In contrast, you acknowledge that the officer has the right to stop you and that the judge has the right to fine you. They have authority, or legitimate power.

Authority and Legitimate Violence

As sociologist Peter Berger observed, it makes little difference whether you willingly pay the fine that the judge levies against you or refuse to pay it. The court will get its money one way or another.

There may be innumerable steps before its application [of violence], in the way of warnings and reprimands. But if all the warnings are disregarded, even in so slight a matter as paying a traffic ticket, the last thing that will happen is that a couple of cops show up at the door with handcuffs and a Black Maria [billy club]. Even the moderately courteous cop who hands out the initial traffic ticket is likely to wear a gun—just in case. (Berger 1963)

The government, then, also called the state, claims a monopoly on legitimate force or violence. This point, made by Max Weber (1946, 1922/1968)—that the state claims both the exclusive right to use violence and the right to punish everyone else who uses violence—is crucial to our understanding of politics. If someone owes you a debt, you cannot take the money by force, much less imprison that person. The state, however, can. The ultimate proof of the state’s authority is that you cannot kill someone because he or she has done something that you consider absolutely horrible—but the state can. As Berger (1963) summarized this matter, “Violence is the ultimate foundation of any political order.”
Before we explore the origins of the modern state, let’s first look at a situation in which the state loses legitimacy.

The Collapse of Authority  Sometimes the state oppresses its people, and they resist their government just as they do a mugger. The people cooperate reluctantly—with a smile if that is what is required—while they eye the gun in the hand of the government’s representatives. But, as they do with a mugger, when they get the chance, they take up arms to free themselves. Revolution, armed resistance with the intent to overthrow and replace a government, is not only a people’s rejection of a government’s claim to rule over them but also their rejection of its monopoly on violence. In a revolution, people assert that right for themselves. If successful, they establish a new state in which they claim the right to monopolize violence.

What some see as coercion, however, others see as authority. Consequently, while some people are ready to take up arms against a government, others remain loyal to it, willingly defend it, and perhaps even die for it. The more that its power is seen as legitimate, then, the more stable a government is.
But just why do people accept power as legitimate? Max Weber (1922/1968) identified three sources of authority: traditional, rational-legal, and charismatic. Let’s examine each.

Traditional Authority

Throughout history, the most common basis for authority has been tradition. Traditional authority, which is based on custom, is the hallmark of tribal groups. In these societies, custom dictates basic relationships. For example, birth into a particular family makes an individual the chief, king, or queen. As far as members of that society are concerned, this is the right way to determine who shall rule because “We’ve always done it this way.”

Gender relations often open a window on traditional authority. For example, as shown in the photo on the next page, in the villages of Spain widows are expected to wear only black until they remarry. This generally means that they wear black for the rest of their lives. By law, a widow is free to wear any color she wishes, but not by custom. Tradition has been so strong that if a widow were to violate this dress code by wearing a color other than black, she would be perceived as having profaned the memory of her deceased husband and would be ostracized by the community.

When a traditional society industrializes, its transformation undermines traditional authority. Social change brings with it new experiences. This opens up new perspectives on life, and no longer does traditional authority go unchallenged. Thus, in Spain you can still see old women dressed in black from head to toe—and you immediately know their marital status. Younger widows, however, are likely to be indistinguishable from other women.

Traditional authority declines with industrialization, but it never dies out. Although we live in a postindustrial society, parents continue to exercise authority over their children because parents always have had such authority. From generations past, we inherit the idea that parents should discipline their children, choose their children’s doctors and schools, and teach their children religion and morality.

Rational-Legal Authority

The second type of authority, rational-legal authority, is based not on custom but on written rules. Rational means reasonable, and legal means part of law. Thus rational-legal refers to matters that have been agreed to by reasonable people and written into law (or regulations of some sort). The matters that are agreed to may be as broad as a constitution that specifies the rights of all members of a society or as narrow as a contract between two individuals. Because bureaucracies are based on written rules, rational-legal authority is sometimes called bureaucratic authority.
Rational-legal authority comes from the position that someone holds, not from the person who holds that position. In a democracy, for example, the president’s authority comes from the legal power assigned to that office, as specified in a written constitution, not from custom or the individual’s personal characteristics. In rational-legal authority, everyone—no matter how high the office—is subject to the organization’s written rules. In governments based on traditional authority, the ruler’s word may be law, but in those based on rational-legal authority, the ruler’s word is subject to the law.

Charismatic Authority

A few centuries back, in 1429, the English controlled large parts of France. When they prevented the coronation of a new French king, a farmer’s daughter heard a voice telling her that God had a special assignment for her—that she should put on men’s clothing, recruit an army, and go to war against the English. Inspired, Joan of Arc raised an army, conquered cities, and defeated the English. Later that year, her visions were fulfilled as she stood next to Charles VII while he was crowned king of France. (Bridgwater 1953)

Joan of Arc is an example of charismatic authority, the third type of authority Weber identified. (Charisma is a Greek word that means a gift freely and graciously given [Arndt and Gingrich 1957].) People are drawn to a charismatic individual because they believe that individual has been touched by God or has been endowed by nature with exceptional qualities (Lipset 1993). The armies did not follow Joan of Arc because it was the custom to do so, as in traditional authority. Nor did they risk their lives alongside her because she held a position defined by written rules, as in rational-legal authority. Instead, people followed her because they were drawn to her outstanding traits. They saw her as a messenger of God, fighting on the side of justice, and they accepted her leadership because of these appealing qualities.

The Threat Posed by Charismatic Leaders  Kings and queens owe allegiance to tradition, and presidents to written laws. To what, however, do charismatic leaders owe allegiance? With their authority coming not from tradition or the regulation of law, but simply from their ability to attract followers, charismatic leaders pose a threat to the ​established political order. Following their personal inclination, charismatic leaders can inspire followers to disregard—or even to overthrow—traditional and rational-legal ​authorities.

This threat does not go unnoticed, and traditional and rational-legal authorities often oppose charismatic leaders. If they are not careful, however, their opposition may arouse even more positive sentiment in favor of the charismatic leader, causing him or her to be viewed as an underdog persecuted by the powerful. Occasionally the Roman Catholic Church faces such a threat, as when a priest claims miraculous powers that appear to be accompanied by amazing healings. As people flock to this individual, they bypass parish priests and the formal ecclesiastical structure. This transfer of allegiance from the organization to an individual threatens the church hierarchy. Consequently, church officials may encourage the priest to withdraw from the public eye, perhaps to a monastery, to rethink matters. Thus the threat is defused, rational-legal authority is reasserted, and the stability of the organization is maintained.

Authority as Ideal Type

Weber’s classifications—traditional, rational-legal, and charismatic—represent ideal types of authority. As noted on page 179, ideal type does not refer to what is ideal or desirable, but to a composite of characteristics found in many real-life examples. A particular leader, then, may show a combination of characteristics.

An example is John F. Kennedy, who combined rational-legal and charismatic authority. As the elected head of the U.S. government, Kennedy represented rational-legal authority. Yet his mass appeal was so great that his public speeches aroused large numbers of people to action. When in his inaugural address Kennedy said, “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country,” millions of Americans were touched. When Kennedy proposed a Peace Corps to help poorer countries, thousands of idealistic young people volunteered for challenging foreign service.

Charismatic and traditional authority can also overlap. The Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran, for example, was a religious leader, holding the traditional position of ayatollah. His embodiment of the Iranian people’s dreams, however, as well as his austere life and devotion to principles of the Koran, gave him such mass appeal that he was also a charismatic leader. Khomeini’s followers were convinced that God had chosen him, and his speeches aroused tens of thousands of followers to action.

In rare instances, then, traditional and rational-legal leaders possess charismatic traits. This is unusual, however, and most authority is clearly one type or another.

The Transfer of Authority

The orderly transfer of authority from one leader to another is crucial for social stability. Under traditional authority, people know who is next in line. Under rational-legal authority, people might not know who the next leader will be, but they do know how that person will be selected. South Africa provides a remarkable example of the orderly transfer of authority under a rational-legal organization. This country had been ripped apart by decades of racial strife, including horrible killings committed by each side. Yet, by maintaining its rational-legal authority, the country was able to transfer power peacefully from the dominant group led by President de Klerk to the minority group led by Nelson Mandela.

Charismatic authority has no such rules of succession, however. This makes it less stable than ​either traditional or rational-legal authority. Because charismatic authority is built around a single individual, the death or incapacitation of a charismatic leader can mean a bitter struggle for succession. To avoid this, some charismatic leaders make arrangements for an orderly transition of power by appointing a successor. This does not guarantee orderly succession, of course, for the followers may not perceive the designated heir in the same way as they did the charismatic leader. A second strategy is for the charismatic leader to build an organization. As the organization develops a system of rules or regulations, it transforms itself into a rational-legal organization. Weber used the term the routinization of charisma to refer to the transition of authority from a charismatic leader to either traditional or rational-legal authority.

Types of Government

How do the various types of government—monarchies, democracies, dictatorships, and oligarchies—differ? As we compare them, let’s also look at how the institution of the state arose, and why the concept of citizenship was revolutionary.

Monarchies: The Rise of the State

Early societies were small and needed no extensive political system. They operated more like an extended family. As surpluses developed and societies grew larger, cities evolved—perhaps about 3500 b.c. (Fischer 1976). City-states then came into being, with power radiating outward from a city like a spider’s web. Although the city controlled the immediate area around it, the areas between cities remained in dispute. Each city-state had its own monarchy, a king or queen whose right to rule was passed on to their children. If you drive through Spain, France, or Germany, you can still see evidence of former city-states. In the countryside, you will see only scattered villages. Farther on, your eye will be drawn to the outline of a castle on a faraway hill. As you get closer, you will see that the castle is surrounded by a city. Several miles farther, you will see another city, also dominated by a castle. Each city, with its castle, was once a center of power.

City-states often quarreled, and wars were common. The victors extended their rule, and eventually a single city-state was able to wield power over an entire region. As the size of these regions grew, the people slowly began to identify with the larger region. That is, they began to see distant inhabitants as “we” instead of “they.” What we call the state—the political entity that claims a monopoly on the use of violence within a territory—came into being.

Democracies: Citizenship as a Revolutionary Idea

The United States had no city-states. Each colony, however, was small and independent like a city-state. After the American Revolution, the colonies united. With the greater strength and resources that came from political unity, they conquered almost all of North America, bringing it under the power of a central government.

The government formed in this new country was called a democracy. (Derived from two Greek words—demos [common people] and kratos [power]—democracy literally means “power to the people.”) Because of the bitter antagonisms associated with the revolution against the British king, the founders of the new country were distrustful of monarchies. They wanted to put political decisions into the hands of the people. This was not the first democracy the world had seen, but such a system had been tried before only with smaller groups. Athens, a city-state of Greece, practiced democracy two thousand years ago, with each free male above a certain age having the right to be heard and to vote. Members of some Native American tribes, such as the Iroquois, also elected their chiefs, and in some, women were able to vote and to hold the office of chief. (The Incas and Aztecs of Mexico and Central America had monarchies.)

Because of their small size, tribes and cities were able to practice direct democracy. That is, they were small enough for the eligible voters to meet together, express their opinions, and then vote publicly—much like a town hall meeting today. As populous and spread out as the United States was, however, direct democracy was impossible, and the founders invented representative democracy. Certain citizens (at first only white male landowners) voted for men to represent them in Washington. Later, the vote was extended to men who didn’t own property, to African American men, then to women, and to others. Our new communications technologies, which make “electronic town meetings” possible, may allow a new form of direct democracy. This issue is explored in the Mass Media box on the next page.

Today we take the concept of citizenship for granted. What is not evident to us is that this idea had to be envisioned in the first place. There is nothing natural about citizenship; it is simply one way in which people choose to define themselves. Throughout most of human history, people were thought to belong to a clan, to a tribe, or even to a ruler. The idea of citizenship—that by virtue of birth and residence people have basic rights—is quite new to the human scene (Turner 1990; Eisenstadt 1999).

The concept of representative democracy based on citizenship—perhaps the greatest gift the United States has given to the world—was revolutionary. Power was to be vested in the people themselves, and government was to flow from the people. That this concept was revolutionary is generally forgotten, but its implementation meant the reversal of traditional ideas. It made the government responsive to the people’s will, not the people responsive to the government’s will. To keep the government responsive to the needs of its citizens, people had not only the right but also the obligation to express dissent. In a widely quoted statement, Thomas Jefferson observed that

a little rebellion now and then is a good thing. . . . It is a medicine necessary for the sound health of government. . . . God forbid that we should ever be twenty years without such a rebellion. . . . The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is its natural manure. (In Hellinger and Judd 1991)

The idea of universal citizenship—of everyone having the same basic rights by virtue of being born in a country (or by immigrating and becoming a naturalized citizen)—​flowered slowly, and came into practice only through fierce struggle. When the United States was founded, for example, this idea was still in its infancy. Today it seems inconceivable to Americans that anyone should be denied—on the basis of gender or race-ethnicity—the right to vote, hold office, make a contract, testify in court, or own property. For earlier generations of property–owning white American men, however, it seemed just as inconceivable that women, racial-ethnic minorities, and the poor should be allowed such rights.

Over the years, then, rights have been extended, and in the United States citizenship and its privileges now apply to all. No longer do property ownership, gender, or race-ethnicity determine the right to vote, testify in court, and so on. These characteristics, however, do influence whether one votes, as we shall see in a later section on voting ​patterns.

Dictatorships and Oligarchies: The Seizure of Power

If an individual seizes power and then dictates his will onto the people, the government is known as a dictatorship. If a small group seizes power, the government is called an oligarchy. The occasional coups in Central and South America and Africa, in which military leaders seize control of a country, are examples of oligarchies. Although one individual may be named president, often a group of high-ranking military officers is lurking behind the scenes, making the decisions. If their designated president becomes uncooperative, they remove him from office and appoint another.

Monarchies, dictatorships, and oligarchies vary in the amount of control they wield over their citizens. Totalitarianism is almost total control of a people by the government. In Nazi Germany, Hitler organized a ruthless secret police force, the Gestapo, which searched for any sign of dissent. Spies even watched how moviegoers reacted to newsreels, reporting those who did not respond “appropriately” (Hipler 1987). Saddam Hussein acted just as ruthlessly toward Iraqis. The lucky ones who ​opposed Hussein were shot; the unlucky ones had their eyes gouged out, were bled to death, or were buried alive (Amnesty International 2005). To even tell a joke about Hussein could bring death by his security forces. People around the world find great appeal in the freedom that is inherent in citizenship and representative democracy. Those who have no say in their government’s decisions, or who face prison or even death for ​expressing dissent, find in these ideas the hope for a brighter future. With today’s electronic communications, people no longer remain ignorant of whether they are more or less politically privileged than others. This knowledge produces pressure for greater citizen participation in government. As electronic communications develop further, this pressure will increase.

The U.S. Political System

With this global background, let’s examine the U.S. political system. We shall consider the two major political parties and elections, compare the U.S. political system with other democratic systems, and examine voting patterns and the role of lobbyists and PACs.

Political Parties and Elections

After the founding of the United States, numerous political parties emerged, but by the time of the Civil War, two parties dominated U.S. politics (Burnham 1983): the Demo​crats, who in the public mind are associated with the working class, and the Republicans, who are associated with wealthier people. Each party nominates candidates, and in pre-elections, called primaries, the voters decide which candidates will represent their party. Each candidate then campaigns, trying to appeal to the most voters. The Social Map on the next page shows how Americans align themselves with political parties.

Although the Democrats and Republicans represent somewhat different philosophical principles, each party appeals to a broad membership, and it is difficult to distinguish a conservative Democrat from a liberal Republican. The extremes are easy to discern, however. Deeply committed Democrats support legislation that transfers income from the richer to the poorer or that controls wages, working conditions, and competition. Deeply committed Republicans, in contrast, oppose such legislation.

Those who are elected to Congress may cross party lines. That is, some Democrats vote for legislation proposed by Republicans, and vice versa. This happens because officeholders support their party’s philosophy, but not necessarily its specific proposals. When it comes to a particular bill, such as raising the minimum wage, some conservative Democrats may view the measure as unfair to small employers and vote with the Republicans against the bill. At the same time, liberal Republicans—feeling that the proposal is just, or sensing a dominant sentiment in voters back home—may side with its Democratic backers.

Regardless of their differences and their public quarrels, the Democrats and Republicans represent different slices of the center. Although each party may ridicule the opposing party and promote different legislation, they both firmly support such fundamentals of U.S. political philosophy as free public education; a strong military; freedom of religion, speech, and assembly; and, of course, capitalism—especially the private ownership of property.

Third parties also play a role in U.S. politics, but to gain power, they must also support these centrist themes. Any party that advocates radical change is doomed to a short life. Because most Americans consider a vote for a third party a waste, third parties do notoriously poorly at the polls. Two exceptions are the Bull Moose party, whose candidate, Theodore Roosevelt, won more votes in 1912 than Robert Taft, the Republican presidential candidate, and the United We Stand (Reform) party, founded by billionaire Ross Perot, which won 19 percent of the vote in 1992. Amidst bickering, the Reform Party declined rapidly, dropping to 8 percent of the presidential vote in 1996, less than 1 percent in 2000, and then off the political map (Bridgwater 1953; Statistical Abstract 1995:Table 437; 2005:Table 385).

Contrast with Democratic Systems in Europe

We tend to take our political system for granted and assume that any other democracy looks like ours—even down to having two major parties. Such is not the case. To gain a comparative understanding, let’s look at the European system.

Although both their system and ours are democracies, there are fundamental distinctions between the two (Lind 1995). First, elections in most of Europe are not winner-take-all. In the United States, a simply majority determines an election. For example, if a Democrat wins 51 percent of the votes cast in an electoral district, he or she takes office. The Republican candidate, who may have won 49 percent, loses everything. Most European countries, in contrast, base their elections on a system of proportional representation; that is, the seats in the legislature are divided according to the proportion of votes that each party receives. If one party wins 51 percent of the vote, for example, that party is awarded 51 percent of the seats; while a party with 49 percent of the votes receives 49 percent of the seats.

Second, proportional representation encourages minority parties, while the winner-take-all system discourages them. In a proportional representation system, if a party can get 10 percent of the voters to support its candidate, it will get 10 percent of the seats. This system encourages the formation of noncentrist parties, those that propose less popular ideas, such as the shutting down of nuclear power reactors. In the United States, in contrast, 10 percent of the votes means 0 seats. So does 49 percent of the votes. This pushes parties to the center: If a party is to have any chance of “taking all,” it must strive to obtain broad support. For this reason, the United States has centrist parties.
In the proportional representation system, winning a few seats in the national legislature allows even a tiny party to gain access to the media throughout the year. The publicity helps keep its issues alive. Small parties also gain power beyond their numbers. Because votes are fragmented among the many parties that compete in elections, seldom does a single party gain a majority of the seats in the legislature. To muster the required votes, the party with the most seats must form a coalition government by aligning itself with one or more of the smaller parties. A party with only 10 or 15 percent of the seats, then, may be able to trade its vote on some issues for the larger party’s support on others. Because coalitions often fall apart, these governments tend to be less stable than that of the United States. Italy, for example, has had 60 different governments since World War II (some lasting as little as two weeks, none longer than four years) (“Berlusconi Resigns . . . ” 2005). During this same period, the United States has had eleven presidents. Seeing the greater stability of the U.S. government, the Italians have voted that three-fourths of their Senate seats will be decided on the winner-take-all system (Melloan 1993; D’Emilio 2000).

Voting Patterns

Year after year, Americans show consistent voting patterns. From Table 15.1 on page 431, you can see that the percentage of people who vote increases with age. This table also shows how significant race-ethnicity is. Non-Hispanic whites are more likely to vote than are African Americans, while Latinos are the least likely to vote. The significance of race-​ethnicity is so great that Latinos are only half as likely to vote as are African Americans and non-Hispanic whites. A crucial aspect of the socialization of newcomers to the United States is to learn the U.S. political system, the topic of the following Cultural Diversity box on the next page.

From Table 15.1, you can see how voting increases with education—that college graduates are twice as likely to vote as are those who don’t complete high school. From this table, you can also see how significant employment and income are. People who make more than $50,000 a year are twice as likely to vote as are those who make less than $10,000. Finally, note that women are slightly more likely than men to vote.

Social Integration  How can we explain the voting patterns shown in Table 15.1? Look at the extremes. Those who are most likely to vote are whites who are older, more educated, affluent, and employed. Those who are least likely to vote are Latinos who are poor, younger, less educated, and unemployed. From these extremes, we can draw this principle: The more that people feel they have a stake in the political system, the more likely they are to vote. They have more to protect, and they feel that voting can make a difference. In effect, people who have been rewarded more by the political and economic system feel more socially integrated. They vote because they perceive that elections ​directly affect their own lives and the type of society in which they and their children live.

Alienation and Apathy  In contrast, those who gain less from the system—in terms of education, income, and jobs—are more likely to feel alienated from politics. Viewing themselves as outsiders, many feel hostile toward the government. Some feel betrayed, believing that politicians have sold out to special-interest groups. They are convinced that all politicians are liars. Minorities who feel that the U.S. political system is a “white” system are less likely to vote.

From Table 15.1, we see that many highly educated people with good incomes also stay away from the polls. Many people do not vote because of voter apathy, or indifference. Their view is that “next year will just bring more of the same, regardless of who is in office.” A common attitude of those who are apathetic is “What difference will my one vote make when there are millions of voters?” Many see little difference between the two major political parties.

Alienation and apathy are so common that half of the nation’s eligible voters do not vote for president, and even more fail to vote for candidates for Congress (Statistical Abstract 2005:Table 410).

The Gender and Racial-Ethnic Gap in Voting  Historically, men and women voted the same way, but we now have a political gender gap. That is, when they go to the ballot box, men and women are somewhat more likely to vote for different presidential candidates. As you can see from Table 15.2, men are more likely to favor the Republican candidate, while women are more likely to favor the Democratic candidate. This table also illustrates the much larger racial-ethnic gap in politics. Note how few African Americans vote for a Republican presidential candidate.

As we saw in Table 15.1, voting patterns reflect life experiences, especially people’s economic conditions. On average, women earn less than men, and African Americans earn less than whites. As a result, at this point in history, women and African Americans tend to look more favorably on government programs that redistribute income, and they are more likely to vote for Democrats.

Lobbyists and Special-Interest Groups

Suppose that you are president of the United States, and you want to make milk and bread more affordable for the poor. As you check into the matter, you find that part of the reason that prices are high is because the government is paying farmers billions of dollars a year in price supports. You propose to eliminate these subsidies.

Immediately, large numbers of people leap into action. They contact their senators and representatives and hold news conferences. Your office is flooded with calls, faxes, and e-mail. Reuters and the Associated Press distribute pictures of farm families—their Holsteins grazing contentedly in the background—and inform readers that your harsh proposal will destroy these hard-working, healthy, happy, good Americans who are struggling to make a living. President or not, you have little chance of getting your legislation passed.

What happened? The dairy industry went to work to protect its special interests. A ​special-interest group consists of people who think alike on a particular issue and who can be mobilized for political action. The dairy industry is just one of thousands of such groups that employ lobbyists, people who are paid to influence legislation on behalf of their clients. Special-interest groups and lobbyists have become a major force in U.S. ​politics. Members of Congress who want to be reelected must pay attention to them, for they represent blocs of voters who share a vital interest in the outcome of specific bills. Well financed and able to contribute huge sums, lobbyists can deliver votes to you—or to your opponent.

Some members of Congress who lose an election step into a pot of gold. So do people who have served on the president’s cabinet. Because their former position opens doors to them that are closed to others, they are sought after as lobbyists. Some can demand $2 million a year (Shane 2004). Half of the top one hundred White House officials go to work for or advise the very companies that they regulated while they worked for the President (Ismail 2003).

What about the laws that prohibit office holders and White House officials from lobbying during the first year after they leave their jobs? They skirt these laws by calling themselves “strategic advisors,” not lobbyists. They direct other lobbyists, and—drawing one of Washington’s fine moral lines—supposedly do not make direct contacts for a year (Wayne 2000). After that year, they come out into the open and register as lobbyists.

Another law is also easily skirted. To prevent special-interest groups from unduly influencing legislation, this law limits the amount of money that any individual, corporation, or special-interest group can donate to a candidate. It also requires all contributions over $1,000 to be reported. To get around this law, special-interest groups form political action committees (PACs). These organizations solicit contributions from many donors—each contribution being within the legal limit—and then use the large total to influence legislation.

PACs are powerful, for they bankroll lobbyists and legislators. To influence politics, about 4,000 PACs shell out $280 million a year directly to their candidates (Statistical Abstract 2005:Tables 411, 412). PACs also contribute millions in indirect ways. Some give “honoraria” to senators who agree to say a few words at a breakfast. A few PACs represent broad social interests such as environmental protection. Most, however, stand for the financial interests of specific groups, such as the dairy, oil, banking, and construction industries. PACs that have the most clout in terms of money and votes gain the ear of Congress. To politicians, the sound of money talking apparently sounds like the voice of the people.

PACs in U.S. Elections

Suppose that you want to run for the Senate. To have a chance of winning, not only do you have to shake hands around the state, be photographed hugging babies, and eat a lot of chicken dinners at local civic organizations, but also you must send out hundreds of thousands of pieces of mail to solicit votes and financial support. During the home stretch, your TV ads can cost hundreds of thousands of dollars a week. If you are an average candidate for the Senate, you will spend about $5 million on your campaign. To run for the House will cost a paltry $1,000,000 (Statistical Abstract 2005:Tables 395, 415).

Now suppose that it is only a few weeks from the election. You are almost exhausted from a seemingly endless campaign, and the polls show you and your opponent neck and neck. Your war chest is empty. The representatives of a couple of PACs pay you a visit. One says that his organization will pay for a mailing, while the other offers to buy TV and radio ads. You feel somewhat favorable toward their positions anyway, and you accept. Once elected, you owe them. When legislation that affects their interests comes up for vote, their representatives call you—on your private cell phone or at your unlisted ​number at home—and tell you how they want you to vote. It would be political folly to double-cross them.

It is said that the first duty of a politician is to get elected—and the second duty is to get reelected. If you are an average senator, to finance your reelection campaign you must raise over $2,000 every single day of your six-year term. It is no wonder that money has been dubbed the “mother’s milk of politics.”

Criticism of Lobbyists and PACs  The major criticism leveled against lobbyists and PACs is that their money, in effect, buys votes. Rather than representing the people who elected them, legislators support the special interests of groups that have the ability to help them stay in power. The influence of foreign lobbyists has been a target of especially harsh criticism. As shown in Figure 15.2, the top ten foreign lobbyists spend $67 million annually to protect their interests and influence votes.

Even if the United States were to outlaw PACs, special-interest groups would not disappear from U.S. politics. Lobbyists walked the corridors of the Senate long before PACs, and since the time of Alexander Graham Bell they have carried the unlisted numbers of members of Congress. For good or ill, lobbyists play an essential role in the U.S. political system.

Who Rules the United States?

With lobbyists and PACs wielding such influence, just whom do U.S. senators and representatives really represent? This question has led to a lively debate among sociologists.

The Functionalist Perspective: Pluralism

Functionalists view the state as having arisen out of the basic needs of the social group. To protect themselves from oppressors, people formed a government and gave it the ​monopoly on violence. The risk is that the state can turn that force against its own citizens. To return to the example used earlier, states have a tendency to become muggers. Thus, people must find a balance between having no government—which would lead to anarchy, a condition of disorder and violence—and having a government that protects them from violence, but that also may itself turn against them. When functioning well, then, the state is a balanced system that protects its citizens both from one another and from government.

What keeps the U.S. government from turning against its citizens? Functionalists say that pluralism, a diffusion of power among many special-interest groups, prevents any one group from gaining control of the government and using it to oppress the people (Polsby 1959; Dahl 1961, 1982; Safran 2003). To keep the government from coming ​under the control of any one group, the founders of the United States set up three branches of government: the executive branch (the president), the judiciary branch (the courts), and the legislative branch (the Senate and House of Representatives). Each is sworn to uphold the Constitution, which guarantees rights to citizens, and each can nullify the ​actions of the other two. This system, known as checks and balances, was designed to ​ensure that power remains distributed and that no one branch of government dominates.

Our pluralist society has many parts—women, men, racial-ethnic groups, farmers, factory and office workers, religious organizations, bankers, bosses, the unemployed, the ​retired—as well as such broad categories as the rich, middle class, and poor. No group dominates. Rather, as each group pursues its own interests, it is balanced by other groups that are pursuing theirs. To attain their goals, groups must negotiate and compromise with one another. This minimizes conflict. Because these groups have political muscle to flex at the polls, politicians try to design policies that please as many groups as they can. This, say functionalists, makes the political system responsive to the people, and no one group rules.

The Conflict Perspective: The Power Elite, or Ruling Class

Conflict theorists disagree (Hofacker 2005). If you focus on the lobbyists scurrying around Washington, they say, you get a blurred image of superficial activities. What really counts is the big picture, not its fragments. The important question is who holds the power that determines the country’s overarching policies. For example, who determines interest rates—and their impact on the price of our homes? Who sets policies that transfer jobs from the United States to countries where labor costs less? And the ultimate question of power: Who is behind the decision to go to war?

Sociologist C. Wright Mills (1956) took the position that the country’s most important matters are not decided by lobbyists or even by Congress. Rather, the decisions that have the greatest impact on the lives of Americans—and people across the globe—are made by a power elite. As depicted in Figure 15.3, the power elite consists of the top leaders of the largest corporations, the most powerful ​generals and admirals of the armed forces, and certain elite politicians—the president, his cabinet, and senior members of Congress who chair the major committees. It is they who wield power, who make the decisions that direct the country and shake the world.

Are the three groups that make up the power elite—the top business, political, and military leaders—equal in power? Mills said that they were not, but he didn’t point to the president and his staff or even to the generals and admirals as the most powerful. The most powerful, he said, are the corporate leaders. Because all three segments of the power elite view capitalism as essential to the welfare of the country, Mills said that business interests take center stage in setting national policy. (Remember the incident mentioned in the previous chapter (page 406) of a U.S. president selling airplanes.)

Sociologist William Domhoff (1990, 1999b) uses the term ruling class to refer to the power elite. He focuses on the 1 percent of Americans who belong to the super rich, the powerful capitalist class analyzed in Chapter 10 (pages 268–270). Members of this class control our top corporations and foundations, even the boards that oversee our major universities. It is no accident, says Domhoff, that from this group the president chooses most members of his cabinet and appoints ambassadors to the most powerful countries of the world.

Conflict theorists point out that we should not think of the power elite (or ruling class) as some secret group that meets together to agree on specific matters. Rather, their unity springs from the similarity of their backgrounds and orientations to life. All have attended prestigious private schools, they belong to exclusive clubs, and they are millionaires many times over. Their behavior stems not from some grand conspiracy to control the country but from a mutual interest in solving the problems that face big business (Useem 1984). With their political connections extending to the highest centers of power, this elite determines the economic and political conditions under which the rest of the country operates (Domhoff 1990, 1998).

Which View Is Right?

The functionalist and conflict views of power in U.S. society cannot be reconciled. Either competing interests block any single group from being dominant, as functionalists assert, or a power elite oversees the major decisions of the United States, as conflict theorists maintain. The answer may have to do with the level you look at. Perhaps at the middle level of power depicted in Figure 15.3 on the previous page, the competing groups do keep each other at bay, and none is able to dominate. If so, the functionalist view would apply to this level. But which level holds the key to U.S. power? Perhaps the functionalists have not looked high enough, and activities at the peak remain invisible to them. On that level, does an elite dominate? To protect its mutual interests, does a small group make the major decisions of the United States?

The answer is not yet conclusive. For this, we must await more research.

War and Terrorism: Ways of Implementing Political Objectives

As we have noted, an essential characteristic of the state is that it claims a monopoly on violence. At times, a state may direct that violence against other nations. War, armed conflict between nations (or politically distinct groups), is often part of national policy. Let’s look at this aspect of politics.

Is War Universal?

Although human aggression and individual killing characterize all human groups, war does not. War is simply one option that groups may choose for dealing with disagreements, but not all societies choose this option. The Mission Indians of North America, the Arunta of Australia, the Andaman Islanders of the South Pacific, and the Inuit (Eskimos) of the Arctic, for example, had procedures to handle aggression and quarrels, but they did not have organized battles that pitted one tribe or group against another. These groups do not even have a word for war (Lesser 1968).

How Common Is War?

One of the contradictions of humanity is that people long for peace while at the same time they glorify war. The glorification of war can be seen by noting how major battles are central to a country’s retelling of its history and how monuments to generals, patriots, and battles are scattered throughout the land. From May Day parades in Moscow’s Red Square to the Fourth of July celebrations in the United States and the Cinco de Mayo victory marches in Mexico, war and revolution are interwoven into the fabric of national life.

War is so common that a cynic might say it is the normal state of society. Sociologist Pitirim Sorokin (1937) counted the wars in Europe from 500 b.c. to a.d. 1925. He documented 967 wars, an average of one war every two to three years. Counting years or parts of a year in which a country was at war, at 28 percent Germany had the lowest record of warfare. Spain’s 67 percent gave it the dubious distinction of being the most war-prone. Sorokin found that Russia, the land of his birth, had experienced only one peaceful ​quarter-century during the entire previous thousand years. Since the time of William the Conqueror, who took power in 1066, England was at war an average of 56 out of each 100 years. Spain fought even more often. It is worth noting the history of the United States in this regard: Since 1850, it has intervened militarily around the world about 160 times, an average of once a year (Kohn 1988; current events).

Why Nations Go to War

Why do nations choose war as a means to handle disputes? Sociologists answer this question not by focusing on factors within humans, such as aggressive impulses, but by looking for ​social causes—conditions in society that encourage or discourage combat between nations.

Sociologist Nicholas Timasheff (1965) identified three essential conditions of war. The first is an antagonistic situation in which two or more states confront incompatible objectives. For example, each may want the same land or resources. The second is a cultural tradition of war. Because their nation has fought wars in the past, the leaders of a group see war as an option for dealing with serious disputes with other nations. The third is a “fuel” that heats the antagonistic situation to a boiling point, so that politicians cross the line from thinking about war to actually waging it.

Timasheff identified seven such “fuels.” He found that war is likely if a country’s leaders see the antagonistic situation as an opportunity to achieve one or more of these ​objectives:

1.
Revenge: settling “old scores” from earlier conflicts

2.
Power: dictating their will to a weaker nation

3.
Prestige: saving the nation’s “honor”

4.
Unity: uniting rival groups within their country

5.
Position: the leaders protecting or exalting their own position

6.
Ethnicity: bringing under their rule “our people” who are living in another country

7.
Beliefs: forcibly converting others to religious or political ​beliefs

Timasheff’s analysis is excellent, and you can use these three essential conditions and seven fuels to analyze any war. They will help you understand why the politicians at that time chose this political action.

Costs of War

One side effect of the new technologies stressed in this text is a higher capacity to inflict death. During World War I, bombs claimed fewer than 3 of every 100,000 people in England and Germany. With World War II’s more powerful airplanes and bombs, these deaths increased a hundredfold, to 300 of every 100,000 civilians (Hart 1957). With today’s higher killing capacity, if a war were fought with nuclear bombs, the death rate could run 100 percent. War is also costly in terms of money. As shown in Table 15.3, the United States has spent $6 trillion on ten major wars.

Despite its massive costs in lives and property, warfare remains a common way to pursue political objectives. For about seven years, the United States fought in Vietnam—at a cost of 59,000 American and about 2 million Vietnamese lives (Herring 1989; Hellinger and Judd 1991). For nine years, the Soviet Union waged war in Afghanistan—with a death toll of about 1 million Afghans and perhaps 50,000 Soviet soldiers (Armitage 1989; Binyon 2001). An eight-year war between Iran and Iraq cost about 400,000 lives. Cuban mercenaries in Africa and South America brought an unknown number of deaths. Civil wars in Africa, Asia, and South America claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, mostly of civilians. Also unknown are the number of lives lost in unseating the Taliban in Afghanistan and in Gulf Wars I and II.

Sowing the Seeds of Future Wars

Selling advanced war technology to the Least Industrialized Nations sows the seeds of future wars. When a Least Industrialized Nation buys high-tech weapons, its neighbors get nervous, which sparks an arms race among them (Cole and Lubman 1994; Ricks 1994). Table 15.4 shows that the United States is, by far, the chief merchant of death. Great Britain and Russia place a distant second and third.

This table also shows the major customers in the business of death. Two matters are of interest. First, Turkey, where the average annual income is only $6,300 (see Figure 9.2 on pages 246–247), is one of the world’s biggest spenders. Either its power elite is drastically insecure (and seeks to bolster its power through these tremendous expenditures) or else its elite is incredibly secure because of the weapons it has purchased. Second, the huge purchase of arms by Saudi Arabia indicates that U.S. dollars spent on oil tend to return to the United States. There is, in reality, an exchange of arms and oil. As mentioned in Chapter 9 (page 254), Saudi Arabia cooperates with the United States by trying to keep oil prices down and, in return, the United States props up its dictators.

The seeds of future wars are also sown by nuclear proliferation. Some Least Industrial​ized Nations, such as India, China, and North Korea, possess nuclear weapons. So does Pakistan, whose head of nuclear development sold blueprints for atomic bombs to North Korea, Libya, and Iran (Rohde and Sanger 2004). As I write this, Iran is furiously following those blueprints, trying to develop its own nuclear arsenal. In the hands of terrorists or a dictator who wants to settle grudges—whether nationalistic or personal—these weapons can mean nuclear blackmail or nuclear destruction, or both.

After the cold war ended in about 1986, the United States and Russia began to cooperate with one another, although they also continued to eye each other suspiciously. The United States formed an organization called G-7 (the Group of 7), consisting of the seven richest, most powerful, and most technologically advanced nations (Canada, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Japan, and the United States). Their goal was to perpetuate their global dominance, divide up the world’s markets, and regulate global economic activity. Although Russia did not qualify for membership on the basis of wealth, power, or technology, the other nations feared Russia’s nuclear arsenal and invited Russia as an observer at its annual summits. Russia became a full member in 2002, and the organization is now called G-8. Because China has increased both its economic clout and its nuclear arsenal, it has been invited to be an observer—a form of trial membership.

G-8, soon to be G-9, may be a force for peace—if these nations can agree on how to divide up the world’s markets. Dissension became apparent in 2003, however, when the United States launched military action against Iraq, with the support of only Great Britain and Italy from this group. Later, G-8 showed unity by threatening North Korea and Iran with force if they continued their nuclear weapons programs (Tagliabue and Bumiller 2003). On several occasions, President Bush vowed that the United States will not allow Iran to become a nuclear power. If the United Nations does not act and if a course similar to that which preceded Gulf War II is followed, the United States, with the support of Great Britain, will bomb Iran’s nuclear facilities. An alternative route is for the United States to give the go-ahead to the Israeli Air Force to do the bombing. One way or the other, the United States is going to try to protect its interests in this oil-rich region.

Terrorism

Terrorism, too, has been common in world history, although it has only recently become a fact of life for Americans. Terrorism, the use of violence to create fear in an effort to bring about political objectives, is most often used by a group that is politically weaker than its opponent. Because it is weaker and cannot meet its enemy on the battlefield, the group chooses terror as a weapon. You can also use Timasheff’s findings to analyze terrorism. Just substitute the word terrorism for war as you review his main points.

Hatred between ethnic groups spans generations, sometimes continuing for centuries. Groups nurture their bitterness by endlessly chronicling the atrocities committed by their archenemy. This encourages terrorism, for if a weaker group wants to attack a more powerful group, terrorism is one of its few options. Suicide terrorism is sometimes chosen, a tactic that shocks the world and captures headlines, as it has done time after time when Palestinians have used it against Israelis. The most dramatic example of suicide terrorism, of course, was the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon under the direction of Osama bin Laden.

These acts have led to a major civil rights issue, the topic of the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the next page.

The suicide attacks on New York and Washington were tiny in comparison with the real danger: that of biological, nuclear, and chemical weapons. Unleashed against a civilian population, weapons of mass destruction could cause millions of deaths. In 2001, Americans caught a glimpse of how easily such weapons can be unleashed when anthrax powder was mailed to a few select victims. When the Soviet empire broke up, its nuclear weapons were no longer secure, and they began to show up on an international black market. This, too, makes further terrorism on U.S. soil a chilling possibility. This topic is discussed in the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on page 441.

War and Dehumanization

Proud of his techniques, the U.S. trainer was demonstrating to the South American soldiers how to torture a prisoner. As the victim screamed in anguish, the trainer was interrupted by a phone call from his wife. His students could hear him say, “A dinner and a movie sound nice. I’ll see you right after work.” Hanging up the phone, he then continued the lesson. (Stockwell 1989)

War exacts many costs in addition to killing people and destroying property. One is its effect on morality. Exposure to brutality and killing often causes dehumanization, the process of reducing people to objects that do not deserve to be treated as humans.

As we review findings on dehumanization and see how it breeds callousness and cruelty, perhaps we can better understand why “good people” can torture prisoners. Consider the four characteristics of dehumanization (Bernard et al. 1971):

1.
Increased emotional distance from others. People stop identifying with others, no longer seeing them as having qualities similar to themselves. They often perceive them as “the enemy,” or as objects of some sort, and sometimes as subhuman, not as people at all.

2.
Emphasis on following procedures. Regulations are not questioned, for they are seen as a means to an end. People are likely to say, “I don’t like doing this, but I have to follow rules,” or “We all have to die some day. What difference does it make if these people die now?”

3.
Inability to resist pressures. An individual’s ideas of morality take a back seat to fears of losing a job, losing the respect of peers, or having personal integrity and loyalty questioned.

4.
A diminished sense of personal responsibility. People come to see themselves as only small cogs in a large machine. The higher-ups who give the orders are thought to have more complete or even secret information that justifies what is being done. They think, “The higher-ups are in a position to judge what is right and wrong, but in my low place in the system, who am I to question these acts?”

A Vietnam veteran who read this section remarked, “You missed the major one we used. We killed kids. Our dehumanizing technique was this saying, ‘The little ones are the soldiers of tomorrow.’” Such sentiments may be more common than we suppose. A good Spanish friend, a mild-mannered man, said that we should kill even the children of terrorists. “It’s like weeds,” he told me. “You have to pull up the little ones, too, or they’ll grow into big weeds.”

Dehumanization numbs the conscience. Even acts of torture become dissociated from one’s “normal self.” Though regrettable, torture is a tool that helps to get a job done. Torture somehow fits into the larger scheme of things—and someone has to do the “dirty work” (Hughes 1962/2005). The individual clothes acts of brutality in patriotic language: They become “the soldier’s duty.” Those who make the decisions are responsible, for soldiers simply follow orders.

As sociologist Tamotsu Shibutani (1970) stressed, dehumanization is aided by the tendency for prolonged conflicts to be transformed into a struggle between good and evil. The enemy, of course, represents evil. The thinking becomes: To defeat absolute evil requires the suspension of moral standards—for we are fighting for the precarious survival of good. The Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the next page illustrates how the abuse of prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq fits this analysis. War, then, exalts treachery, cruelty, and killing—and medals are given to glorify actions that would be condemned in every other context of social life.

As soldiers participate in acts that they, too, would normally condemn, they neutralize their morality. This insulates them from acknowledging their behaviors as evil, which would threaten their self-concept and mental adjustment. Surgeons, highly sensitive to patients’ needs in ordinary medical situations, become capable of mentally ​removing an individual’s humanity. By thinking of Jews as “lower people” (Üntermenschen), German surgeons during World War II were able to mutilate Jews just to study the results.

Dehumanization does not always insulate the self from guilt, however, and its failure to do so can bring severe consequences. During the war, while soldiers are surrounded by buddies who agree that the enemy is less than human and deserves inhuman treatment, it is easier for such definitions to remain intact. After returning home, however, the dehumanizing definitions can break down. Many soldiers find themselves disturbed by what they did during the war. Although most eventually adjust, some cannot, such as this soldier from California who wrote this note before putting a bullet through his brain (Smith 1980):

I can’t sleep anymore. When I was in Vietnam, we came across a North Vietnamese soldier with a man, a woman, and a three- or four-year-old girl. We had to shoot them all. I can’t get the little girl’s face out of my mind. I hope that God will forgive me . . . I can’t.

A New World Order?

War and terrorism, accompanied as they so often are by torture and dehumanization, are tools that some nations use to dominate other nations. So far, their use to dominate the globe has resulted in failure. A New World Order, however, might actually come about, but it is likely to be ushered in, not by war, but by changing economic conditions. The most likely candidate is the globalization of capitalism, probably the key political event of our era. Why the term political? Because economics sets the stage for political events. Let’s look at major trends and try to see what implications they hold for our ​future.

As discussed in the previous chapter, the spread of capitalism is accompanied by the worldwide flow of information, capital, and goods—a flow that pays little attention to national borders. National boundaries become increasingly insignificant as countries form coalitions of trading partners. The United States, Canada, and Mexico have formed a North American Free-Trade Association (NAFTA). We also have CAFTA, the Central American Free Trade Association. Eventually, all of North and South America may belong to such an organization. Transcending their national boundaries, twenty-five Euro​pean countries (with a combined population of 450 million) have joined together in an economic and political unit (the European Union, or EU). These nations have adopted a cross-national currency, the Euro, which has replaced their marks, francs, liras, and pesetas. The EU has established a “rapid reaction force” of 60,000 troops under a unified command (Cohen 2001). The rejection of the proposed EU constitution by France and Holland in 2005 threw up another obstacle that these nations have to overcome. Ten Asian countries with an even larger population (a half billion people) have formed a regional trading partnership called ASEAN (Association of South East Asian Nations).

Will this process continue until there is just one state or empire that envelops the earth? The major trend is heading in this direction. The United Nations is striving to be the legislative body of the world, wanting its decisions to supercede those of any individual nation. The UN operates a World Court (formally titled The International Court of Justice). It also has a rudimentary army and has sent “peace-keeping” troops to several nations. At this time, the United Nations’ supremacy is hindered by the five nations (Russian Federation, China, France, Great Britain, and the United States) that are the permanent members of its Security Council. Any one of these nations can veto any action decided by the entire United Nations.

Within these broad historical trends, we can discern the actions of a powerful group of capitalists who profit from global free trade (Domhoff 1990). Because unstable political systems threaten global profits, it is in the interest of this group to stabilize ​governments—and to make them cooperative. Regional trade associations are a major step in this direction, for they make nations more dependent on one another. Indications of the actions of this powerful group sometimes come from surprising sources. When Russia was accepted into NATO, its prime minister made this remarkable statement: “We must now together build the New World Order” (Purdum 2002).

Although the trend toward a single World Trade Organization and a single worldwide government is in full tilt, we are unlikely to see its conclusion during our lifetimes. National boundaries and national patriotism die only hard deaths. The Cultural Diversity box on the next page explores this tension between nations and states, a stubborn obstacle to the New World Order.

It is fascinating to speculate on the type of government that might emerge if global political and economic unity were to come about. Certainly a New World Order holds potential benefits for human welfare. It could bring global peace. And if we had a benevolent government, our lives and participation in politics could be satisfying. But we must be mindful of Hitler. If his conquests had resulted in world domination, not only would we all be speaking German but also we would be living under a single dictator in a global totalitarian regime based on racial identification. If the world’s resources and people come under the control of a dictatorship or an oligarchy, then, the future for humanity could be bleak.

Micropolitics and Macropolitics

What is the difference between micropolitics and macropolitics?

The essential nature of politics is power, and every group is political. The term micropolitics refers to the exercise of power in everyday life. Macropolitics refers to large-scale power, such as governing a country. P. 420.

Power, Authority, and Violence

How are authority and coercion related to power?

Authority is power that people view as legitimately exercised over them, while coercion is power they consider unjust. The state is a political entity that claims a monopoly on violence over some territory. If enough people consider a state’s power illegitimate, revolution is possible. Pp. 420–421.

What kinds of authority are there?

Max Weber identified three types of authority. In traditional authority, power is derived from custom—patterns set down in the past serve as rules for the present. In rational-legal authority (also called bureaucratic authority), power is based on law and written procedures. In charismatic authority, power is derived from loyalty to an individual to whom people are attracted. Charismatic authority, which undermines traditional and rational-legal authority, has built-in problems in transferring authority to a new leader. Pp. 421–424.

Types of Government

How are the types of government related to power?

In a monarchy, power is based on hereditary rule; in a democracy, power is given to the ruler by citizens; and in a dictatorship, power is seized by an individual or small group. Pp. 424–427.

The U.S. Political System

What are the main characteristics of the U.S. political system?

The United States has a “winner take all” system, in which a simple majority determines elections. Most European democracies, in contrast, have proportional representation; legislative seats are allotted according to the percentage of votes each political party receives. Pp. 427–429.

Voter turnout is higher among people who are more socially integrated—those who sense a greater stake in the outcome of elections, such as the more educated and well-to-do. Lobbyists and special-interest groups, such as political action committees (PACs), play a significant role in U.S. politics. Pp. 429–434.

Who Rules the United States?

Is the United States controlled by a ruling class?

In a view known as pluralism, functionalists say that no one group holds power, that the country’s many competing interest groups balance one another. Conflict theorists, who focus on the top level of power, say that the United States is governed by a power elite, a ruling class made up of the top corporate, political, and military leaders. At this point, the matter is not settled. Pp. 434–436.

War and Terrorism: Ways of Implementing Political Objectives

How is war related to politics—and what are its costs?

War is one means that nations use to reach political objectives. Because of technological advances in killing, the costs of war in terms of money spent and human lives lost have escalated. Another cost is dehumanization, whereby people no longer see others as worthy of human treatment. This paves the way for torture and killing. Pp. 436–442.

A New World Order?

Is humanity headed toward a world political system?

The globalization of capitalism and the trend toward regional economic and political unions may indicate that a world political system is developing. The oppositional trend is a fierce nationalism. If a New World Order develops, the possible consequences for human welfare range from excellent to calamitous. Pp. 442–446.


1.
What does biological terrorism have to do with politics? What does the ​globalization of capitalism have to do with politics?


2.
What are the three sources of authority, and how do they differ from one ​another?


3.
Apply the findings on “Why Nations Go to War” (page 437) to a recent war that the United States has been a part of.
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Frederick Childe Hassam, The Fourth of July, 1916

politics the exercise of power and attempts to maintain or to change power relations

power the ability to get your way, even over the resistance of others

micropolitics the exercise of power in everyday life, such as deciding who is going to do the housework or use the remote control

macropolitics the exercise of large-scale power, the government being the most common example

authority power that people consider legitimate, as rightly exercised over them; also called legitimate power
coercion power that people do not accept as rightly exercised over them; also called illegitimate power
state a political entity that claims monopoly on the use of violence in some particular territory; commonly known as a country

revolution armed resistance designed to overthrow and ​replace a government

traditional authority authority based on custom

rational-legal authority authority based on law or written rules and regulations; also called bureaucratic authority
charismatic authority authority based on an individual’s outstanding traits, which attract followers

routinization of charisma the transfer of authority from a charismatic figure to either a traditional or a rational-legal form of authority

city-state an independent city whose power radiates outward, bringing the adjacent area under its rule

monarchy a form of government headed by a king or queen

democracy a system of government in which authority derives from the people; the term comes from two Greek words that translate literally as “power to the people”

direct democracy a form of democracy in which the eligible voters meet together to discuss issues and make their decisions

representative democracy a form of democracy in which voters elect representatives to meet together to discuss issues and make decisions on their behalf

citizenship the concept that birth (and residence) in a country impart basic rights

universal citizenship the idea that everyone has the same basic rights by virtue of being born in a country (or by immigrating and becoming a naturalized citizen)

dictatorship a form of government in which an individual has seized power

oligarchy a form of government in which a small group of individuals holds power; the rule of the many by the few

totalitarianism a form of government that exerts almost total control over people

proportional representation an electoral system in which seats in a legislature are ​divided according to the ​proportion of votes that each political party receives

noncentrist party a political party that represents less popular ideas

centrist party a political party that represents the center of political opinion

coalition government a government in which a country’s largest party aligns itself with one or more smaller parties

voter apathy indifference and inaction on the part of individuals or groups with respect to the political process

special-interest group a group of people who support a particular issue and who can be mobilized for political action

lobbyists people who influence legislation on behalf of their clients

political action committee (PAC) an organization formed by one or more special-​interest groups to solicit and spend funds for the purpose of influencing legislation

anarchy a condition of lawlessness or political disorder caused by the absence or ​collapse of governmental ​authority

pluralism the diffusion of power among many interest groups that prevents any single group from gaining control of the government

checks and balances the ​separation of powers among the three branches of U.S. government—legislative, ​executive, and judicial—so that each is able to nullify the actions of the other two, thus preventing the domination of any single branch

power elite C. Wright Mills’ term for the top people in U.S. corporations, military, and politics who make the nation’s major decisions

ruling class another term for the power elite

war armed conflict between nations or politically distinct groups

terrorism the use of violence or the threat of violence to produce fear in order to attain political objectives

dehumanization the act or process of reducing people to objects that do not deserve the treatment accorded ​humans

nationalism a strong identification with a nation, accompanied by the desire for that nation to be dominant

  chapter 15 Politics

The ultimate foundation of any political order is violence. At no time is this more starkly demonstrated than when a ​government takes a human life. Shown in this 1910 photo from New York’s Sing Sing Prison is a man who is about to be executed.

power, authority, and violence  For centuries, widows in Mediterranean countries, such as these widows in Spain, were expected to dress in black and to mourn for their husbands the rest of their lives. Their long dresses were matched by black stockings, black shoes, and black head coverings. Widows conformed to this expression of lifetime sorrow for their deceased husband not because of law, but because of custom. As industrialization erodes traditional authority, fewer widows follow this practice.
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One of the best examples of charismatic authority is Joan of Arc, shown here at the coronation of Charles VII, whom she was instrumental in making king. Uncomfortable at portraying Joan of Arc wearing only a man’s coat of armor, the artist has made certain she is wearing plenty of makeup, and also has added a ludicrous skirt.

Charismatic authorities can be of any morality, from the saintly to the most bitterly evil. Like Joan of Arc, Adolf Hitler attracted throngs of people, providing the stuff of dreams and arousing them from disillusionment to hope. This poster from the 1930s, titled Es Lebe Deutschland (“Long Live Germany”), ​illustrates the qualities of leadership that Germans of that period saw in Hitler.

power, authority, and violence  Crucial for society is the orderly transfer of power. When Russia was a dictatorship, the transfer of power took place behind the scenes, and involved intrigues and murder (called “purges”). Under its current form of government, there still are ​intrigues, but the transfer of power occurs through elections. Shown here is Vladimir Putin, the president of Russia, as he attends the unveiling ​ceremony of a World War II ​memorial in Moscow.
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Democracy (or “democratization”) is a global social movement. People all over the world yearn for the freedoms that are taken for granted in the Western democracies. Shown here is a man in a remote ​village in Indonesia, where democracy has gained a foothold.

types of government  mass Media in social life

Politics and Democracy in a Technological Society

“Politics is just like show business.” —Ronald Reagan

The new technology holds tremendous promise for democracy, but does it also pose a threat to democracy?

Certainly the new technology is a powerful tool for politicians. Candidates use the Internet to state their position on issues, to organize supporters, and to raise funds. They also use computers, telephone link-ups, faxes, e-mail, Web sites, and blogs.

Even Chinese leaders listen to the opinions that their people express on Web sites. When officials were deciding whether to award a Japanese company a contract to build a bullet train between Beijing and Shanghai, there was an online outpouring of resentment against the Japanese for not atoning for their war crimes in China. Communist officials dropped Japan from consideration.

The Internet holds the potential for transforming the way we vote and pass laws. If we “televote,”no longer will we have to travel to polling places in rain and snow. More people would probably vote, for they could vote from the comfort of their own living rooms and offices. When almost everyone owns a computer, televoting could even replace our representational democracy with a form of direct democracy.

The Internet also holds the potential of making politicians more responsive to our will. Voters will be able to circulate petitions online, sign them with digital signatures, and force politicians to respond. On many matters, voters might be able to bypass politicians entirely, Online, they will be able to decide issues that politicians now resolve for them. They could even pass laws online.

With all these potential benefits, how could the new technology pose a threat to democracy?

Some fear that the Internet isn’t safe for voting. With no poll watchers, how would threats, promises, or gifts in return for votes be detected? There is also the matter of hackers, who even find ways to break into sites considered ultrasecure. 

Others raise a more fundamental issue: Direct democracy might detour the U.S. Constitution’s system of checks and balances, which was designed to safeguard us from the “tyranny of the majority.” To determine from a poll that 51 percent of adults hold a certain opinion on an issue is one thing—that information can guide our leaders. But to have 51 percent of televoters determine a law is not the same as having elected representatives argue the merits of a proposal in public and then try to balance the interests of the many groups that make up their constituency.

Others counter that before people televote, the merits of a proposal would be debated vigorously in newspapers, on radio and television, and on the Internet. At the least, voters would be no less informed than they now are. As far as balancing interest groups is concerned, that would take care of itself, for people from all interest groups would participate in televoting.

for your Consideration

Do you think that direct democracy would be superior to representative democracy? How about the issue of the “tyranny of the majority”? (This means that the interests of smaller groups—whether racial-ethnic, regional, or any other group—are overwhelmed by the vote of the majority.) How can we use the mass media and the Internet to improve government?

Sources: Diamond and Silverman 1995; Raney 1999; Seib 2000; Langley 2003; Hutzler 2004.

Under its constitutional system, the United States is remarkably stable: Power is transferred peacefully—even when someone of an unusual background wins an election. Arnold Schwarzenegger, shown here in his role in Conan the Barbarian, was elected governor of California in 2003.
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the u.s. political system  Figure 15.1

 Which Political Party Dominates?

Note: Domination by a political party does not refer to votes for President or Congress. This social map is based on the composition of the states’ upper and lower houses. When different parties dominate a state’s houses, the total number of legislators was used. In case of ties (or, as with Nebraska, which has no party designation), the percentage vote for President was used.
Source: By the author. Based on Statistical Abstract 2005:Tables 387, 401.

As Latinos have grown in numbers, so has their political prominence. Shown here is Antonio Villaraigosa, the mayor of Los Angeles, California. People have many reasons for voting the way they do, ​including the ethnicity of the candidate. When political parties select candidates, their race-ethnicity is always a ​consideration.
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the u.s. political system  Cultural Dive‑rsity in the United States

The Politics of Immigrants: Power, Ethnicity, and Social Class

That the United States is the land of immigrants is a truism. Every schoolchild knows that since the English Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock, successive groups have crossed the Atlantic Ocean to reach U.S. shores. Some, such as the Irish immigrants in the late 1800s and early 1900s, left to escape brutal poverty and famine. Others, such as the Jews of czarist Russia, fled religious persecution. Some sought refuge from lands ravaged by war. Others, called entrepreneurial immigrants, came primarily for better economic opportunities. Still others were sojourners who planned to return home after a temporary stay. Some, not usually called immigrants, came in chains, held in bondage by early ​immigrants.

Today, the United States is in the midst of its second largest wave of immigration. In the first wave, immigrants accounted for 15 percent of the U.S. population. Almost all of those immigrants in the early 1900s came from Europe. During the current second wave, immigrants make up about 11 percent of the U.S. population, with a mix that is far more diverse: More of today’s immigrants have come from Asia than from Europe (Statistical Abstract 2005:Table 44). Since 1980, more than 16 million immigrants have settled legally in the United States. Another 7 million are here illegally (Statistical Abstract 2005:Tables 5, 7).

In the last century, U.S.-born Americans feared that immigrants would bring socialism or communism with them. Today, some fear that the millions of immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries threaten the primacy of the English language. As in the last century, the fear that immigrants will take jobs away from U.S.-born Americans remains strong. In addition, African Americans fear a loss of political power as immigrants from Mexico and Central and South America swell the Latino population.

After they are in the country, what path to political activity do immigrants take? In general, they first organize as a group on the basis of ethnicity rather than class. They respond to common problems, especially discrimination and issues associated with adapting to a new way of life. This first step in political activity is a reaffirmation of their cultural identity. As sociologists Alejandro Portés and Ruben Rumbaut (1990) note, “By mobilizing the collective vote and by electing their own to office, immigrant minorities have learned the rules of the democratic game and absorbed its values in the process.”

As Portés and Rumbaut observe, immigrants don’t become “American” overnight. Instead, they begin by fighting for their own interests as a group—as Irish, Italians, and so on. Only after the group attains enough political power to overcome discrimination do they become “like everyone else”—that is, like those who have power. As a group gains representation somewhat proportionate to its numbers, a major change occurs: At that point, social class becomes more significant than race-ethnicity.

Irish immigrants to Boston illustrate this pattern. Banding together on the basis of ethnicity, they built a power base that put the Irish in political control of Boston. As the significance of ethnicity faded, social class became prominent. Ultimately, they saw John F. Kennedy, one of their own, from the upper class, sworn in as president of the United States.

This photo from 1911 shows immigrants arriving at Ellis Island, New York. They are being inspected for obvious signs of disease. If any disease is detected, they will be refused entry. Sociologists have studied the process by which immigrants are assimilated.
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Table 15.1

 Who Votes for President?

Overall

Americans Who Vote

Age
  18–20

  21–24

  25–34

  35–44

  45–64

  65 and older

Sex
  Male

  Female

Race/Ethnicitya
  Whites

  African Americans

  Latinos

Education
  Grade school only

  High school dropout

  High school graduate

  College dropout

  College graduate

  Advanced degree

Marital Status
  Married

  Divorced

Labor Force
  Employed

  Unemployed

Incomec
  Under $5,000

  $5,000 to $9,999

  $10,000 to $19,999

  $15,000 to $24,999

  $25,000 to $34,999

  $35,000 to $49,999

  $50,000 to $74,999

  $75,000 and over

1980

59%

36

43

55

64

69

65

59

59

61

51

30

43

46

59

67

80

NA

NA

NA

62

41

38

46

54

59

67

74

NA

NA

1984

60%

37

44

58

64

70

68

59

61

61

56

33

43

44

59

68

79

NA

NA

NA

62

44

39

49

55

63

74

74

NA

NA

1988

57%

33

46

48

61

68

69

56

58

59

52

29

37

41

55

65

78

NA

NA

NA

58

39

35

41

48

56

64

70

NA

NA

1992

61%

39

46

53

64

70

70

60

62

64

54

29

35

41

58

69

81

NA

NA

NA

64

46

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

1996

54%

31

33

43

55

64

67

53

56

56

51

27

28

34

49

61

73

NA

NA

NA

55

37

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

2000

55%

28

35

44

55

64

68

53

56

56

54

28

27

34

49

60

72

77

50

38

56

35

 21b
24

30

35

40

44

50

57

2004

58%

 42d
 42d
47

57

67

71

62

65

66

56

28

24

35

52

66

73

—

NA

NA

66

51

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

aOnly these racial-ethnic groups are listed in all sources.

bBecause the breakdown of voting by income for the year 2000 is not contained in the 2002 source, data for 1998 from U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Report, P20–523, 2000: Tables 1, 5, 7, 8, 9 are used.

cFor years preceding 1998, the category $35,000 to $49,999 is $35,000 and over, except for 1998, which is an average of $35,000 to $49,900 and over $50,000.

dThe 2005 source lists 42 percent for age category 18–24. I assume that those aged 18–20 had a lower percentage.

Sources: as listed above and Statistical Abstract 1991:Table 450; 1997:Table 462; Statistical Abstract 2002:Table 393. U.S. Census Bureau 2005:Table 1.

the u.s. political system  Table 15.2

 How the Two-Party Presidential Vote Is Split

Women

  Democrat

  Republican

Men
  Democrat

  Republican

African Americans
  Democrat

  Republican

Whites
  Democrat

  Republican

Latinos
  Democrat

  Republican

Asian Americans
  Democrat

  Republican

1988

50%

50%

44%

56%

92%

 8%

41%

59%

NA

NA

NA

NA

1992

61%

39%

55%

45%

94%

 6%

53%

47%

NA

NA

NA

NA

1996

65%

35%

51%

49%

99%

 1%

54%

46%

NA

NA

NA

NA

2000

56%

44%

47%

53%

92%

 8%

46%

54%

61%

39%

62%

38%

2004

50%

49%

46%

53%

92%

 8%

40%

59%

58%

42%

77%

23%

Source: Gallup Poll 2000, Los Angeles Times Exit Poll, November 7, 2001; Statistical Abstract 1999:Table 464; 2002:Table 372; Zogby 2004.
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the u.s. political system  Figure 15.2

 Foreign Lobbyists: The Top 10 Spenders

Note: Because the report is for a 6-month period, to get an annual total I doubled the items that referred to legislation.

Source: By the author. Based on Foreign Agents Registration Act, 2002.
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The Great Depression transformed Americans’ attitudes about the government inter​vening in economic matters. Shown here is a poster that in the 1930s was displayed in post offices and other public buildings throughout the country.

Figure 15.3

 Power in the United States: The Model Proposed by C. Wright Mills

Source: Based on Mills 1956.
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Table 15.3

 What U.S. Wars Cost

American Revolution
$3,072,000,000

War of 1812
$967,000,000

Mexican War
$1,707,000,000

Civil War
$69,418,000,000

Spanish-American War
$6,259,000,000

World War I
$569,000,000,000

World War II
$4,644,747,000,000

Korean War 
$394,317,000,000

Vietnam War
$846,672,000,000

Gulf War I
$85,600,000,000

Gulf War II
$?

Total
$6,621,759,000,000

Note: These totals are in 2005 dollars. Where a range was listed, I used the mean. The 1967 dollar totals listed in Statistical Abstract were multiplied by 5.69, the inflation rate between 1967 and 2005. The cost of Gulf War I from the New York Times, given in 2002 dollars, was multiplied by its inflation figure, 1.07.

Not included are veterans’ benefits, which run about 40 percent of these totals. Also not included are interest payments on war loans. The ongoing expenditures of the military, currently about $450 billion a year, are also not included. Nor are these costs reduced by the financial benefits to the United States, such as the acquisition during the Mexican War of California, Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico

The military costs for the numerous U.S. involvements in “small” clashes such as the Barbary Coast War of 1801–1805 and more recently in Grenada, Panama, Somalia, Haiti, Kosovo, and Afghanistan are not listed in the sources.

Sources: “In Perspective” 2003; Statistical Abstract 1993:Table 553; 2005:Table 493.

war and terrorism: ways of implementing political objectives  Table 15.4

 The Business of Death

The 5 Largest Arms Sellers

 1. ‑United States $33 billion

 2. ‑Great Britain $5.2 billion

 3. ‑Russia $3.1 billion

 4. ‑France $2.9 billion

 5. ‑Germany $1.9 billion

The 10 Largest Arms Buyers

 1. Saudi Arabia $7.7 billion

 2. Turkey $3.2 billion

 3. Japan $3.0 billion

 4. Great Britain $2.6 billion

 5. Taiwan $2.6 billion

 6. Israel $2.4 billion

 7. South Korea $2.2 billion

 8. Greece $1.9 billion

 9. United States $1.6 billion

10. Germany $1.3 billion

Note: The latest year in the source is 1999.

Source: By the author. Based on U.S. Dept. of State 2003.
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Viewed from the outside, it is difficult to fathom the depth and complexity of the mutual ​hatreds that enmesh some groups. From their ​perspective, however, nourishing the ​hatreds and planning revenge makes sense. Hatred and vengeance become part of the ​children’s social heritage.

war and terrorism: ways of implementing political objectives  Down-to-Earth Sociology

© The New Yorker Collection 2002 Robert Mankoff from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

Is Big Brother Knocking 

on the Door? Civil Liberties and Homeland Security

See if you can guess which country this is. Government agents can break into your home while you are at work, copy the files on your computer, and leave a “bug” that records every keystroke from then on—without a search warrant. Government agents can also check with your local library and make a list of every book, record, or movie that you’ve ever checked out.

What country is this? It is the United States.

Things have changed since 9/11. There is no question that we must have security. Our nation cannot be at risk, and we cannot live in peril. But does security have to come at the price of our civil liberties?

Balancing security and civil liberties has always been a sensitive issue in the history of the United States. In times of war, the U.S. government has curtailed freedoms. During the War Between the States, as the Civil War is called in the South, Abraham Lincoln even banned the right of habeas corpus (Neely 1992). This took away people’s right to appear in court and ask judges to determine whether they had been unlawfully arrested and imprisoned.

After the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington in 2001, Congress authorized the formation of the Depart​ment of Homeland Security. Other than beefed-up security at airports, few citizens noticed a difference. People who were suspected of terrorism, however, felt a major impact. They were imprisoned without charges being lodged against them in a court, and they were denied the right to consult lawyers or to have a hearing in court.

People shrugged this off. “Terrorists deserve whatever they get,” they said. What ordinary citizens didn’t realize was that behind the scenes their own liberties were being curtailed. FBI agents placed listening devices on cars, in buildings, and on streets. They used Night​stalkers (aircraft with electronic surveillance equipment) to listen to conversations. This was done without warrants (Hentoff 2003).

Then there is the “no-fly list” of the Transportation Security Agency. Anyone who might have some kind of connection with some kind of terrorist is not allowed to board an airplane. This agency has also developed CAPPS II (Computer Assisted Passenger Pre-Screening System). Each traveler is labeled as a “green,” “yellow,” or “red” security risk. Green means you’re fine, and red is reserved for known terrorists.

But what about those who are stamped with the yellow code? These people are suspect. As the American Civil Liberties Union says, anyone could get caught up in this system, with no way to get out. (For all I know, I could be coded yellow for criticizing Homeland Security in this box.) Agents in government intelligence—an oxymoron, if ever there was one—are known for being humorless, suspicious, and almost downright paranoid. You might get stamped yellow simply for reading the wrong books—because agents of the Department of Homeland Security now have the right to track the books we buy or those we check out at libraries. They can even record the Internet sites we visit at libraries. This is all done in secret. When librarians receive orders to reveal who has checked out certain books, they can be arrested if they even tell anyone that they received such an order (Lichtblau 2005).

If such surveillance continues, the government will eventually maintain an intelligence file on almost all of us. If you get coded yellow, that information could be shared with other government agencies. This, in turn, could affect your chances of getting a job, government benefits, or even a college scholarship.

How far do government officials want to go? The Home​land Security Bill passed by Congress comes with TIA (Total Information Awareness). TIA allows officials to track our telephone conversations, credit card purchases, e-mails, medical histories, and travel history (O’Malley 2003). Con​gress refused to approve TIPS (Terrorism Information and Prevention System), in which mail carriers, truck drivers, cable installers, and utility employees would have served as voluntary spies, searching our neighborhoods for suspicious behavior.

Security we must have. But at what cost? A dossier on each of us? Government watchdogs looking over our shoulders, writing down the names of our friends and associates, even the books and magazines we read? Microphones planted to eavesdrop on our conversations? Will they eventually install a computer chip in our right hand or in our forehead?

for your Consideration

What civil liberties do you think we should give up to help our nation be secure from terrorists? Are you willing to have the government keep track of your everyday affairs in the name of homeland security? What is your opinion of the government keeping a list of the books you check out at the library? Listening to your conversations? Keeping track of people you associate with?

Down-to-Earth Sociology

Weapons of Mass Destruction

Consider the following scenario:
Over a period of years, agents of a nation whose leaders hate the United States and want to settle a grudge quietly enter the country. Most are admitted as students at universities. All have been trained by their country’s secret police. On a predetermined day, at a specified hour, they release anthrax and smallpox into the air of 20 major cities. Within weeks, a third of Americans are dead.

This scenario haunts U.S. officials. There will be no warning, no attempt to hold the United States hostage so terrorists can extort billions of dollars. Money will not be the goal. The motive will be revenge for humiliation suffered at U.S. hands.

The military has conducted exercises to find out what might happen if terrorists, armed with genetically modified germs, decided to strike. So has the White House (Broad and Miller 1998). These exercises shocked officials, who discovered that such an attack could be easily carried out, and that millions would die. In response, government officials have stockpiled vaccines and chemical warfare antidotes around the country and have trained emergency medical teams in major cities (Broad and Petersen 2001; Crittenden 2004). Military personnel, public health workers, and emergency room doctors have been vaccinated against anthrax (Buckley and Cohen 2002).

How seriously are officials taking this threat? Even before the 9/11 attacks, President Clinton issued a “secret” ​directive that if a city is attacked by biological agents, its inhabitants are not to be evacuated. Instead, the military will block the roads and, at gunpoint, stop people from fleeing the city. The purpose is to try to contain the disease, to prevent it from spreading to other cities. If such an attack is followed by chaos, which is likely, you can expect a military takeover of state and local governments (Miller and Broad 1999). This presidential directive may explain why the U.S. military has discussed the legality of martial law (Davies 2000). It may also explain a puzzling event that occurred after the attack on the World Trade Center: The roads and bridges leading to and from Manhattan were blocked. For several hours, the people who were in Manhattan, including those who had escaped the World Trade Center, were not allowed to leave the island. In the meantime, specialists were dispatched to the rubble to determine if biological agents had been released in the attack.

An ancient Chinese proverb says: “May you live in exciting times.” This seemingly innocuous saying is actually a curse; it expresses the hope that an enemy’s life will be upset. We live in exciting times. Not only do we face the possibility of biological weapons being unleashed in our midst, but also the threat of nuclear and chemical weapons. Let’s hope that the curse that envelops us—proliferating weapons of mass destruction, terrorism, interstate and interethnic rivalries, aspiring nationalism, the international arms trade, and military force to maintain global domination—does not mean our destruction.
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Down-to-Earth Sociology

Prisoner Abuse at Abu Ghraib: A Normal Event

During the second Gulf war, Americans—and the world—were shocked at revelations that U.S. soldiers had abused prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. (Abuse of prisoners occurred in Afghanistan, too [Golden 2005], but we’ll focus on Abu Ghraib.)

How could this happen? The United States prides itself on its highly developed system of justice. In fact, U.S. officials proudly display our system as an example of goodness to others, sometimes denouncing the treatment of prisoners in other nations. No system is perfect, but the rights to be informed of charges, to question one’s accusers, to challenge evidence, to be represented by an attorney, and to have one’s case heard before a jury have prevented most abuse.

These judicial safeguards do not apply to foreigners who are accused of terrorism—whether they are in the United States or in some territory under the control of U.S. armed forces.

To understand the prisoner abuse in at Abu Ghraib, we need to place it within its social context. When we do, we will see that this abuse was a normal event—so much so that it would have been abnormal for prisoner abuse not to occur.

The social context begins before U.S. forces took over the Abu Ghraib prison. The watershed event is 9/11.

After 9/11, U.S. officials expected other attacks. The next one could be a conventional bomb detonated at a sports event or a mall—or it could be a weapon of mass destruction unleashed in a major city. Officials needed to find out where the next attack was going to take place. They decided that soft interrogation techniques would be inadequate. To get the information immediately, they needed to use harsh methods to interrogate prisoners. The Geneva Accords that specify humane treatment for prisoners of war stood in the way—but not for long. U.S. officials decided that Al-Qaeda prisoners were not prisoners of war: They had not worn uniforms, and they did not represent a country.

The next obstacle to harsh treatment came from international treaties that ban torture. U.S. officials had to find some way to get around these agreements. But how? The answer lay in the definition of torture: No one had actually defined torture. After long discussions, U.S. officials decided that they could come up with their own definition of torture. The CIA then determined that water boarding is not an act of torture (Risen, Johnston, and Lewis 2004). In water boarding, a prisoner is made to believe that his captors are going to drown him. They strap the prisoner to a board and forcibly push him under water. When they raise the prisoner out of the water, they again ask their questions. If they don’t get an answer, they continue to repeat this procedure.

This is not torture? That is quite a definition that U.S. officials used. In fact, water boarding and other forms of treatment of prisoners that were determined to be “not torture” were so severe that the FBI ordered its agents to stay out of these interrogations.

This, then, is the first context for what happened at Abu Ghraib. To this, we must add what the soldiers had been told—that they were on the side of good, protecting dem​oc​racy and freedom. The enemy was evil, threatening the very foundations of good. In addition, there was an urgent need to get prisoners to talk. U.S. soldiers were dying from roadside bombs and artillery attacks, and the prisoners might have information to protect our country’s troops. Now combine these factors with utter control over the prisoners, secrecy, and the tacit approval of your superiors.

Within this social context, the abuse of prisoners was normal. That is, how could anyone expect a different outcome? If the attention of the world had not been directed to the events at Abu Ghraib, the inevitable result would have been a torture machine. Like the many torture machines that came before it, this one would have been run by “good” people—soldiers and civilians—who were convinced that they had to suspend “normal” standards of right and wrong so they could do the “dirty work” necessary to maintain “goodness

Something else about Abu Ghraib caught the media’s attention: The abusers took trophy photographs, which they proudly shared with one another. These photos, such as the one in this box, shocked the world. They provided clear evidence of abuse, and no longer could convoluted definitions of torture rule the dark.

The abuse of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison in Baghdad is not a surprise to sociologists. Set up the right conditions—absolute power over an enemy accompanied by secrecy and lack of accountability—and such events are the logical outcome.

a new world order?  All governments use propaganda to influence public opinion, especially when they are preparing for or waging war. What do you think this poster from North Korea—reminiscent of the anti-Japan posters common in the United States during World War II—is designed to accomplish?

  chapter 15 Politics

Cultural Dive‑rsity around the World

Roadblocks in the Path to the New World Order: The Globalization of Capitalism Versus the Resurgence of Nationalism

The world has about five thousand nations. What makes each one a nation is that its people share a language, culture, territory, and political organization. A state, in contrast, claims a monopoly on violence over a territory. A state (or country) may contain many nations. The Kayapo Indians are but one nation within the state called Brazil. The Chippewa and Sioux are two nations within the state called the United States. The world’s five thousand nations have existed for hundreds, some even for thousands, of years. In contrast, most of the world’s states have been around only since World War II.

Most modern states have incorporated nations into their boundaries—usually by conquest. Some states have far better records than others, but overall, no ideology, left or right, religious or sectarian, has protected nations or promoted pluralism much better or worse than any other. The last century probably saw more genocides and ethnocides (the destruction of an ethnic group) than any other.

For nation-peoples (referring not to a country), group identity transcends political affiliation. The Palestinians who live within Israel’s borders, for example, do not identify themselves as Israelis. But did you know that the Oromos in Ethiopia have more members than do three-quarters of the states in the United Nations, and that they do not think of themselves as Ethiopians? The 22 million Kurds don’t consider themselves first and foremost to be Iranians, Iraqis, Syrians, or Turks. There are about 450 nations in Nigeria, 350 in India, 180 in Brazil, 130 in the former USSR, and 90 in Ethiopia. That nations are squeezed into states with which they don’t identify is the nub of the problem.

In most states, control resides in the hands of a power elite that operates by a simple credo: Winner takes all. The power elite controls foreign investment and aid, and uses both to enforce its position. It controls exports, levies taxes—and buys the weapons. It confiscates the resources of the nations under its control, whether those take the form of Native American land in North and South America or oil from the Kurds in Iraq. When nations resist, the result is armed conflict—and sometimes genocide.

A vicious cycle forms. The appropriation of a nation’s resources leads to conflict, conflict leads to insecurity and the purchase of weapons, weapons purchases lead to debt, and debt leads to the appropriation of more resources. This self-perpetuating cycle helps to ensure that elites of most of the least industrialized states will cooperate with G-8, which supplies the arms, as it divides the globe’s resources among its members.

G-8’s march to a New World Order has met a serious obstacle, the resurgence of nationalism—identity with and loyalty to a nation. Because nationalism means loyalty to smaller groups instead of to the regional divisions into which G-8 wants to carve the globe, it threatens the evolving New World Order. When nationalism turns into a shooting war, it is fought over issues and animosities that are rooted in history. These are only faintly understood by those who are not a party to them, but they have been kept vividly alive in the folklore and collective memory of these nations.

G-8 will continue to divide the globe into regional trading blocs, and we will continue to witness this oppositional struggle. We will see seemingly contradictory outcomes: the formation of global coalitions matched by the simultaneous outbreak of local shooting wars as nations struggle for ​independence.

The end result? It is sufficient to note how greatly the scales are tipped in favor of the most industrialized states and the multinational corporations. David is not likely to defeat Goliath this time. Yet where David had five small stones and needed only one, some nations have discovered the powerful weapon of terrorism. It, too, has become part of the balance of political power.

Sources: Clay 1990; Ohmae 1995; Jáuregui 1996; Marcus 1996; Alter 2000, Hechter 2000; Fletcher 2001; Kaplan 2003; Simons 2006.

Shown here are Russian troops in what remains of downtown Grozny, the capital of Chechnya. Russia bombed the city in order to stop the former colony from gaining independence.

a new world order?  Summary and Review

  chapter 15 Politics

‑
Thinking Criticallyabout Chapter 15

Additional Resources

Companion Website www.ablongman.com/henslin8e

Content Select Research Database for Sociology, with suggested key terms and annotated references

Link to 2000 Census, with activities

Flashcards of key terms and concepts

Practice Tests

Weblinks

Interactive Maps

Where Can I Read More on This Topic?

Suggested readings for this chapter are listed at the back of this book.
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