


CHAPTER 1 
Introducing the Ancient Debate 
The Ideal Versus the Real 

 
Photofest 

Back in the “good old days,”* on televisions that 
resembled Laundromat dryers, geeky tykes rejoiced as 
Adam West, the only Batman with a beer belly, spouted the 
campiest of campy lines while employing the Batmobile, 
Batcomputer, Batcopter, Batladder, Batcanopener, and 
Shark-Repellent Bat Spray† to thwart the evildoers who 
plagued Gotham City. Batman was such a classy show that the 

words “POW!!!” and “BAAAAM!!!” flashed across the screen as 
the masked superhero tackled his enemies. These “special effects” 
were quite important. Not only did they distract viewers from the 
glaringly obvious fact that the show’s producers were too cheap to 
hire stuntmen to fake fights properly but also the Technicolor-
graphics-instead-of-sound effects were pretty much the only part of 
the show that came anywhere close to capturing Batman’s comic 
book origins. The television series may have been so campy it was 
a joke, but there was nothing campy or comedic about the comic 
book version of Batman. Batman made his first appearance in 1939 
in DC Comics’ Detective Comics, and in spring 1940, DC Comics 
published the first comic book featuring the caped crusader as a 
title character. The Batman in this first comic book—just as he was 
some 682 issues later—was dark, sullen, and almost villainous. 
Nowhere is the dark and conflicted Batman better depicted than in 
The Dark Knight1—dare I call it the best offering from a franchise 
that includes not just the classic TV series and the comics but also 



graphic novels, traditional novels, cartoons, and feature films. The 

Dark Knight Rises2 was right up there, but in terms of the 
sometimes-brutal conflict between the ideal and the real, there is 
no better example than the second film in the Christopher Nolan 
trilogy. Looking past the truly fantastic performance of the late 
Heath Ledger, and past the action-packed fights and chases, and 
past the wretched hint of a lisp that Christian Bale gives Batman, 
you can see the heart of a film beating with the eternal conflict 
between ideals and reality. Batman, the idealist, is willing to 
sacrifice absolutely everything he values for Gotham City’s 
future—despite knowing that doing so will make him appear to be 
a villain to those for whom he has risked it all. Harvey Dent is such 
a committed idealist that the brutal reality of fighting a sociopath 
quite literally breaks him, and he turns into Two-Face, a man who 
loses all faith in reason, rationality, or ideals. The couture-clad 
Rachel Dawes abandons her romantic ideals to accept the reality 
that she will always come second to Bruce Wayne’s idealistic 
crime-fighting alter ego. Each of these characters is driven by an 
idealized image of what ought to be, and each is, in one way or 
another, forced to struggle against the fact that the real world will 
never match his or her ideals. 

STUFF TO REMEMBER 
IN A GALAXY FAR, FAR AWAY 

Someone may ask you to . . . 
•   Identify the difference between reality and what you think you 
know. 
•   Understand why this book’s use of fiction makes it more 
awesome than the rest. 
•   Describe what a utopia is as some fantastical dream and in real 
life. 
•   Explain what’s similar and what’s not about classical 
ideologies. 
•   Define politics, as much as it can be defined. 
•   Now define political science, because faraway galaxies have it, 



too. 
The clash between the real and the ideal is a common theme in 
film and fiction, and it even became part of the comic book 
franchise itself. The 2011 reboots, redesigns, and reimaginings of 
several classic DC comics, including Batman, ignited a geekstorm 
of controversy—some of the dedicated even called it a 
geekageddon. In fact, the fifty-some issues of the new Batman 
have been ignored in my total count just to avoid pissing off the 
geekologically inclined faithful. But then again, the reboot of 
Batman was a classic clash between ideals and reality. It was 
clearly driven by the realities of a publishing genre that had 
changed drastically over the previous seven decades. Batman and 
the other superheroes had stalled both creatively and in terms of 
sales and needed drastic changes if they were going to continue as 
commercial products. That reality did not sit well with many 
longtime fans. Some idealized all the classical comic elements that 
put Batman out of sync with the modern, flashier, and more 
extravagant graphic novels that have risen to lead the genre. Others 
complained that the oversexualization inherent in the idealization 
of the female figures in the reboots was actually harmful to women 
who had to deal with the reality of femininity in a media-saturated 
world. Others argued that DC should have shut the characters 
down rather than pander to economic realities. A common theme 
in all the debates and discussions was the question of what should 
be—ideals—versus what reality would allow or enable. 
In films and literature, this conflict is commonly embodied by two 
contrasting characters thrown together on the same side of a 
conflict. How often does the plot of a good story turn on the 
relentless enthusiasm of the young idealist who reignites the jaded 
realist’s squashed idealism? How many movies feature a tough, 
salty older realist who rescues a younger, more naive idealist? In 
the original Star Wars,3 which for some unfathomable reason is 
Episode 4, the young, energetic idealist Luke Skywalker is driven 
to rescue the princess because it is the noble thing to do.* Han 
Solo, the gritty smuggler and worldly realist in debt up to his 



eyeballs, deals with the universe as it is rather than dreams of how 
it could be. Han is not at all interested in rescuing the princess until 
Luke convinces him that she will reward him well. But in the end, 
after Han has received his reward, Luke’s idealism touches 
something within Han, who returns to help save the day. In Brian 
De Palma’s The Untouchables4 Kevin Costner plays Eliot Ness, the 
idealistic federal agent whose mission is to bring the notorious 
gangster Al Capone to justice. Ness believes that law enforcement 
officers should play by the rules and shouldn’t break any laws in 
the process of bringing criminals to justice. In contrast, Sean 
Connery’s character, a veteran police officer and a man of 
experience, teaches Ness that if he wants to get Al Capone he will 
have to play by a different set of rules, those created by the reality 
of the streets: “He pulls a knife, you pull a gun. He sends one of 
yours to the hospital, you send one of his to the morgue. That’s the 
Chicago way. And that’s how you get Capone.” 
In Star Wars, the idealist brings out the best in the realist. In The 

Untouchables, the realist gives the idealist the tools to succeed. 
Eliot Ness abandons at least some of his ideals as he tosses a 
criminal off a rooftop on his way to bringing down Capone. 
Regardless of the specifics of the particular fictional scenario, the 
struggle between the ideal and the real has always been an 
attractive, dramatic, and dynamic theme. Shakespeare’s plays are 
filled with examples. In Julius Caesar,5 the idealistic Brutus joins 
in the plot to assassinate his friend, Caesar, for the noble goal of 
preserving the republic, while other characters, such as Cassius, act 
to better their own personal positions. From West Side Story6 to 
Twilight,7 every rip-off of Romeo and Juliet8 casts the idealism of 
the two young lovers in sharp contrast to the harsh reality of the 
rivalry between their families, gangs, vampire clans, nations, 
tribes, religions, or dodgeball teams. 
I would be criminally negligent if I didn’t provide a lengthy and 
detailed discussion of the many compelling examples of ideals 
clashing with reality in Game of Thrones.† And on behalf of the 
geeks who got all excited about the mention of Batman at the 



opening of this chapter, I think I can safely say that Watchmen,9 
Green Lantern,10 and The Green Hornet11 were all cat-box-worthy 
examples of the reality that Hollywood executives will do 
whatever they can to take advantage of the 120,000 idealistic 
brethren and sisteren who flock to Comic-Con every year.* 
Although, The Avengers12… awesomeness embodied and I have 
been pleasantly surprised by how well Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D.13 has 
held up. 
We can all identify with the struggle between idealists and realists. 
Every one of us can probably even identify a little bit with both 
sides. This reflection of our own internal conflict is much of what 
makes the fictional contest so engaging. The struggle that torments 
all the characters in The Dark Knight reflects what we all face in 
trying to balance the drive to do what we think would be best 
(idealism) with what we must do or are able to do (realism). The 
hopeful Luke Skywalker within us looks at the world and envisions 
a better place, looks at our fellow human beings and sees creatures 
that are capable of so much more. The realistic Han Solo in us 
looks at how our fellow human beings actually behave rather than 
focus on their potential for doing good. This inner pragmatist 
argues that we must work with the unseemly, self-interested side of 
life in the here and now to make the best out of an inherently bad 
situation. And, of course, our inner Batman wants to wear a mask 
and a cape while driving a gnarly black car to the grocery store. 
The clash between the real and the ideal also makes a most 
excellent theme for a textbook that uses fiction to explore the 
fundamentals of politics. In novels and films, this clash is a 
common motive that drives the heroic characters and often the 
central dynamic in plots and story lines. You can even see the 
duality in the settings, contexts, and imagery, such as in the 
contrast between the cartoon realm and photographed New York in 
Disney’s Enchanted.14 
In politics, the tension between the real and the ideal is prominent 
both in theory and in practice. Virtually all who engage in politics 
must balance the dreams of what they would like to accomplish 



against real-world limitations. A legislator with an idea for a law 
may have to change the original concept to gain the support of 
other lawmakers. The threat of revolt often limits the power of 
dictators and constrains their actions. The harsh realities of 
economics, the constraints of history, and the dynamics of culture 
often force revolutionaries to stop far short of the social 
transformations they envisioned when they first stormed the radio 
station. A negotiator cannot go into peace talks without 
understanding that stopping the bloodshed may require distasteful 
compromises, such as leaving a dictator in power or offering 
amnesty to the perpetrators of atrocities. 
The clash between the ideal and the real is more than just the 
theme for this textbook. It is the theme for this textbook. I did 
mention that somewhere didn’t I? I’m sure I did. If I didn’t, I 
meant to. Anyway, it makes a good theme because some people 
would even go so far as to say that politics is the clash between 
ideals and reality. I wouldn’t, but some people would—not smart 
people, or important people, or anyone like that but some people. 

Spoiler Alert 
First, Sean Bean dies. It doesn’t really matter what film he’s in, or 
what character he’s playing, because the dude is going to die 
before the end of the movie. Deal with it. Second, you’d think that 
after pulling off such a bitchin’ introduction I’d jump straight into 
something about politics, what it is, definitions and all that, but I 
save that for the end of the chapter. Kind of like the way you don’t 
find out that Bruce Willis is dead until the end of The Sixth Sense.15 
So instead of going straight to the politics stuff, I prattle on a bit 
more about ideal versus real, then I spend some time explaining 
why it’s so hard to teach you anything about politics, which also 
serves to blame you if you don’t learn anything and fail the course. 
That’s probably a good first lesson. Even if you think you don’t 
need one, always establish an alibi early. Once that’s out of the 
way, I explain how fiction, film, and pop culture is the bestest way 
to get the ideas and theories of politics into your head. This leaves 



you no excuses and reinforces the alibi established in the nest 
section. Reinforcing your alibi with something the cops are going 
to find if they decide to start digging is also a good second lesson. 
See, you’re already learning a lot of valuable stuff. From there, I 
use the idea of utopia to get you used to dealing with abstract and 
complex theoretical stuff, then I hit ideologies, and then it’s a 
downhill run into the definitions of politics and political science. 

CLASSICAL THEORY, MODERN REALITY, 

AND STUFF 
For people like your beleaguered professor, who went to school far 
longer than anyone really ever should and who now gets to bask in 
the unmitigated joy of lecturing to constantly texting kids who are 
in the class only because they have to gather enough social science 
credits to finish the annoying distribution requirements for their 
business degrees*, the greatest articulation of the contrast between 
realism and idealism is found in the work of the ancient Greek 
philosopher Plato.† Plato’s Republic is a centerpiece of political 

theory, and the characters of Thrasymachus and Socrates represent 
two sides engaged in a discussion about the purpose of politics. 
Thrasymachus is a sophist: one who teaches promising young men 
the practical skills, such as rhetoric and deceptive accounting 
practices of questionable legality, that they need to be personally 
successful in public life. Thrasymachus and his fellow sophists are 
realists. Success means attaining tangible wealth and power, and 
the sophists have little if any concern with ethics, furry pettable 
creatures, or the good of the society. In contrast, Socrates 
represents the idealist position. He believes that there is more to 
politics than mere skill at reaching goals or attaining rewards. 
Socrates believes that the true leader must have genuine 
knowledge about ethics and about how to govern in the best 
interest of the entire community. 
In a famous section of the Republic, Socrates argues that a good 
shoemaker’s interest lies not in making money but in making the 
best possible shoes. A ship’s captain should be concerned not with 



profit but with the crew. An excellent doctor is concerned not with 
the money that patients pay but with the health of patients. 
Similarly, a skilled governor’s interests should be not in personal 
power or fortune but in the happiness of the governed. According 
to Socrates, the purpose of the state and the purpose of politics 
should be to ensure the happiness of the citizenry. Thrasymachus 
counters with the example of the shepherd. A good shepherd does 
indeed do everything possible to keep the sheep healthy, but he 
does so to turn them into nice, tasty lamb chops that people will 
pay good money for. And so it is with the politician and the state.16 
For the leader, the purpose of caring for the citizenry and the state 
is to keep them both healthy so they can continue to provide the 
benefits the leader seeks. 
Clearly, Thrasymachus has a point. If we look at how the world 
operates, we must realize that there are people who view others 
only as sheep to be fattened up to turn a profit at the 
slaughterhouse. If idealists ignore the realities of this world, there 
is a good chance that some calculating tyrant or even just some 
self-interested politician will take advantage of them. However, 
Socrates also has a point. If all people were interested only in 
making the most out of the existing reality, then no one would take 
the risks to make the world a better place. People often do eschew 
profit, or personal benefit; they even defy what seems like the very 
nature of the world in order to pursue noble goals. What kind of 
world would it be if nobody had ever questioned the practice of 
slavery, if no one had ever fought for women’s suffrage, if no one 
had ever demanded religious freedom, if no one had ever dared to 
combine malted barley, hops, water, and yeast? What kind of 
horrible world would this be if no visionary had ever imagined an 
entire television network dedicated to around-the-clock coverage 
of obscure sport-like activities such as Aussie rules football? How 
precarious the survival of Western civilization might be if that 
greatest of all Swedish visionaries, Mr. Torgo Espn, hadn’t 
pursued that ideal of an all-sports network despite the fact that only 
six people had cable TV at the time? 



In many ways, politics is all about the ongoing struggle between 
the dreamer and the pragmatist, the pursuit of tomorrow’s ideals 
within the context of today’s reality. Keeping in mind the contrast 
between the ideal and the real also makes it easier to write a 
textbook that examines many complicated political concepts and 
theories. We can explore the simplified and idealized version of a 
concept while recognizing that reality demands compromises and 
imposes limitations on the application of that ideal. We can discuss 
competing ideals. We can also take just about any concept to its 
idealized extreme as a way of exposing its underlying dynamics, 
its limitations, and its possibilities. For example, we can envision 
an idealized version of democracy where the majority always rules 
and everybody votes on everything, but we must also acknowledge 
that reality demands limits on what majorities can impose on 
minorities. We don’t have to look back at too many horrific but 
extremely popular trends, such as sparkly vampires who like to 
watch emo high school girls sleeping or Selena Gomez to cringe at 
the thought of subjecting politics to the raw and untamed whims of 
the majority. Reality limits the number of issues that the entire 
population is informed enough to cast a vote on. At the very least, 
a functioning democracy must prevent a majority from 
undermining the future of democratic competition. If a system is to 
remain a democracy, the majority cannot vote to limit speech or 
persecute peaceful political critics and opponents. 
Considering politics as a balance between ideals and reality* also 
serves as a good transition to a discussion of some of the 
challenges to learning the fundamentals of politics. While I note 
and explore many of these challenges as I examine different 
subjects throughout this book, from the very start, you, the reader, 
must realize that one of the very real problems inherent in 
introducing you to the study of politics is, quite frankly, you.† 

THE DOLLHOUSE 
Now we face a dilemma. Actually, you’re facing an open textbook, 
and I have to deal with a big problem. My problem, which is 



what’s important here, is that the perfect example for why it’s so 
difficult to teach you anything about politics is Joss Whedon’s 
Dollhouse.17 In that show, the dolls are the perfect secret agents. 
They are hunks of very pretty but empty meat who are turned into 
exactly what is needed for their missions by downloading the 
perfect sets of memories, experiences, and personality traits. 
Unfortunately for the dolls, for all that downloaded stuff to work 
properly, everything that is already in their heads has to be erased. 
The dynamic of the storytelling in the series revolves around the 
imperfections of mind wipes, how what the dolls begin to 
remember and how what persists in their heads complicates what is 
added. Unfortunately, this pop culture reference was cancelled 
before it even made half a season, so you’d have to have a geek 
factor of at least 17 to know anything at all about it. That really is 
too bad. It may have been a crap show, but it was an awesome 
example of the point that what’s already in your head can be a real 
problem when it comes to adding something new. 

THINKER IN BOXES 
SOCRATES 

Team: Classical Greek United 

Position: Short mid-wicket 
Status: Totally dead 

Socrates (469–399 BC) was basically the controversial talk 

radio host of his day. Of course, there was no radio in ancient 
Greece, but he talked a lot; pissed a lot of people off; and, as far as 
we know, he didn’t write anything down. 
Most of what we know about Socrates comes to us from the 
writings of his contemporaries, including his student Plato. Plato’s 
writings are a bit difficult, and we have to be careful to separate the 
fictional Socrates that Plato uses as the main character in his 
dialogues from the historical Socrates. Plato’s fictional Socrates is 
a mechanism for expressing Plato’s philosophical ideas rather than 
a representation of the real Socrates. Also, Plato’s fictional 
Socrates wins every argument, and we know that Socrates lost at 



least one very important argument—the argument at his trial over 
his own execution. 
Socrates was a well-known critic of the faith that most Athenians 
placed in popular opinion, particularly as it related to the simple 
democratic government practiced in Athens. However, most 
scholars would argue that critical reasoning represents Socrates’ 
true legacy to the study of politics. Some would even argue that it 
is the philosophical foundation of the Western culture that 
eventually evolved from Athenian Greek culture. 
Socrates’ method of critical reasoning centered on the dialectic. 
The term dialectic has taken on a number of meanings and nuances 
in the last few millennia, but for Socrates it was quite literally a 
dialogue or discussion in question-and-answer format. As a 
method of teaching, this is still quite common, and when an 
instructor forces a conversation in class by asking pointed 
questions and demanding a response, he or she is in fact using 
what is commonly referred to as the Socratic Method. Plato’s 
Dialogues are modeled after Socrates’ dialectic teaching methods, 
and Plato used the dialectic as a systematic method of conceptual 
inquiry. Plato’s student Aristotle was a critic of this method, 
though Aristotle did use the dialectic argumentative structure in his 
writings, and many would argue that the Socratic dialectic is the 
foundation that underlies the Aristotelian methods of logic and 
inquiry. This connection has tremendous implications since it is the 
Aristotelian method that serves as what many would consider to be 
the cornerstone of the modern Western model of scientific inquiry. 
Contrary to what you might have divined from the fountain of truth 
that is talk radio, no matter how criminally liberal and vegetarian 
your professor might be, he or she cannot brainwash you.* In some 
ways, that’s too bad, because one of the most difficult obstacles to 
teaching you about politics is all the other stuff you already have in 
your head. It would be a heck of a lot easier to teach you about 
politics if your instructor could just go in and erase a few things. 
The simple fact is that people make sense of new ideas and make 
judgments about their political preferences by referring to what 



they already know. Thus, none of us approaches the study of 
politics with a blank slate. We all have our own preferences and 
biases. Even if you don’t realize it, you have been immersed in 
politics your entire life. In fact, politics is the very definition of 
your never-opened SAT-ACT preparation guide’s word of the day: 
ubiquitous. Politics is absolutely everywhere. 
The essence of politics is the attempt by some to influence the 
actions or choices of others. Think about all the efforts that we 
make to persuade, cajole, manipulate, convince, and even deceive 
each other at school, work, home, and the Laundromat. 
Complicating matters further, even though you are constantly 
aware of and affected by the political behavior around you, your 
day-to-day involvement in politics actually hinders your 
instructor’s heroic efforts to teach you about politics. The 
fundamental underlying causes of political behavior are often 
muddied by the specifics of situations, histories, contexts, cultures, 
and personal biases. We respond to these muddy pictures by 
organizing and simplifying our understanding of politics, by using 
our own conceptual frameworks, which we draw from the 
personal experiences, preferences, and expectations that we all use 
to make sense of the world. 
For example, when media mogul Rupert Murdoch introduced his 
overtly partisan Fox News Channel into a U.S. political 
environment that was previously dominated by centrist, mass-
market news networks, he was both hailed as the savior of truth 
and vilified as the defiler of journalistic integrity.* However, 
neither of these perspectives accurately reflects the relatively 
simple underlying political and economic dynamics that bred Fox 
News. In reality, the cost of running a cable news network had 
fallen far enough to make it economically viable for Murdoch to 
cater to a strongly partisan minority of the overall U.S. audience. 
The political and social conservatives occupying the so-called red 
states were not only the largest, wealthiest, and most easily 
identifiable partisan audience in the United States but also the most 
dissatisfied with the centrist news outlets that dominated the 



television and print news markets. As a result, political and social 
conservatives were the most obvious first subset of the overall 
audience to target with news that catered to their political beliefs 
and biases. However, even in courses focused on studying the 
business and economic dynamics of the news industry, it is 
remarkable how few students can look past what they “know” 
about politics and journalism to see Fox News for the very simple, 
very rational, very profit-oriented economic product that it is. Fox 
News is there to make money; all other motives are incidental. 
Perhaps the best evidence of this economic dynamic was the 
MSNBC response to Fox, which was to try to capture the more 
liberal segment of the U.S. media market by airing shows hosted 
by Chris Matthews, Keith Olbermann, Rachel Maddow, and that 
guy who talks like a Muppet. 
So, a less perfect but still reasonably good way to offer you an 
example of why what you think you know is a problem is to ask 
you a few seemingly simple questions about politics, then to smash 
you over the head with the actual answers, which you will swear 
are BS. 
Number 1: Is the U.S. Activist Group Known as the Tea Party 

Conservative? 
Since the obvious answer is yes, you probably guessed that the 
actual answer is no. See, this isn’t so hard. In fact, far from being 
conservative, most of the demands of the tea partiers are radical 
libertarian ideals, and libertarianism is arguably one of the most 
extreme of liberal political philosophies. The basic concepts of 
liberal and conservative politics come from postrevolutionary 
France. Conservative political philosophies and ideologies are 
based on the belief that existing political, social, and religious 
institutions are of critical importance. Whether it is the French 
aristocracy or the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), these 
institutions offer benefits above and beyond what may be obvious 
or originally intended. They have evolved and have been adapted 
and refined over time to provide countless unseen benefits to 
society, and their elimination or replacement would cause 



unpredictable disruptions and harm well beyond what is expected. 
Thus, they need to be conserved, and arguments for change must 
demonstrate benefits that will be so clearly above and beyond the 
current status quo that they will cover the loss of these unseen 
benefits. 
Liberal philosophies, on the other hand, generally emphasize 
freeing people from political, economic, religious, and social 
constraints on their individual choices and actions. In 
postrevolutionary France, liberalism was focused on freeing people 
from the laws, taxes, regulations, and other constraints imposed by 
the monarchy, aristocracy, feudal economics, and to a lesser degree 
the church. Most notably, liberals fought to take control of the land 
away from the church and the crown. Thus, the freedom from 
government, antitax arguments espoused by the Tea Party, their 
focus on the individual over the institution, and their support for 
people trying to defy the federal government’s legal authority to 
manage public lands are at the radical and extremely liberal end of 
the political spectrum. Somehow, over the years, politicians in the 
United States—and to a lesser degree, Britain—have somehow 
managed to flop most of the meaning of the labels. 
With most of you thinking in terms of the misrepresentation of 
liberal and conservative in U.S. politics, how difficult do you think 
it would be to have a meaningful discussion of the Greek liberal 
tradition? 
Query B: Has the gerrymandering of electoral districts made 

the Republican hold on seats in state houses and Congress 

more secure? 
The obvious answer is yes, but the actual answer is exactly the 
opposite. Gerrymandering secures an advantage in representation, 
but it does so by sacrificing the security of the seats you hold. To 
win an advantage in a house of representatives, you draw the 
district lines to concentrate your opponent’s support in a few 
districts where they will win by overwhelming majorities, while 
you spread your support out and win more districts but by smaller 
margins. You have more representatives in the representative 



institution than your share of the vote, but each of your individual 
elected representatives is more vulnerable to challenge, especially 
if demographics are shifting. The result of gerrymandering is 
generally not a perpetual electoral advantage by one side or the 
other. Instead, gaming the system this way tends to create an 
extended cyclical process of representational imbalance followed 
by a snapback and dramatic shift away from the gerrymandering 
party. The United States is currently at or near the point of 
snapback, and states such as North Carolina, Minnesota, 
Wisconsin, and Virginia are all vulnerable to a sudden shift from 
Republican to Democratic majorities in their state houses and their 
congressional delegations. With the 2014 election looming, North 
Carolina might even shift before this book is published, but 2016 is 
a more likely point to see one or more of these states snap back. 
And if you are a Republican, don’t feel picked on; the same thing 
happened to the Democrats fifty years ago and will probably 
happen to them again, fifty years hence. 
Question III: Is the Affordable Care Act Socialist? 
The obvious answer is yes, but the actual answer is that the law 
popularly (or disparagingly) known as Obamacare is only kind of, 
sort of, only partially socialist. Socialism and capitalism are 
addressed in plenty of detail later, but for this question it is best to 
think of them in terms of whether something is provided by society 
or purchased in the marketplace. The vast bulk of this particular 
law was designed and previously advocated by U.S. Republicans 
as a way of shifting the burden of providing health care away from 
government and business and into a more general marketplace. 
Thus, even though several aspects of the law, such as the 
expansion of Medicare, are indeed on the socialist side of the 
ledger, most of the law, including some of the more controversial 
regulations, such as the mandate that everyone must buy coverage 
and setting minimum standards for what coverage must include, 
were designed as ways to expand the market. So if you think of 
capitalism primarily as market driven, it is probably more capitalist 
than socialist. 



In general, this gets back to ideals versus reality, and it would be a 
great segue into the discussion of utopias since both capitalism and 
socialism are utopian ideals that cannot exist in their pure form. So 
I probably should have put this at the very end of this section that 
leads into the utopia bit. 
For now, we just need to get back to the point that your preexisting 
conceptual frameworks plague all efforts to engage political 
subjects in the classroom, and we can see this in something as 
simple as a discussion of a political debate or a speech. A 
Democrat and a Republican watching the same presidential debate 
will notice different details about the questions asked and how the 
candidates respond. Because each individual uses a unique 
conceptual framework to organize details into a coherent, simple 
conclusion, two different people watching the same event are quite 
likely to come to drastically different understandings of what 
happened. Furthermore, neither the Democrat nor the Republican 
will agree with the conclusions about the same event drawn by a 
radical environmentalist, a white supremacist, your mother, or the 
motivational speaker who lives in a van down by the river.* Our 
backgrounds and personalities shape our understandings of 
politics, sometimes to the point of determining what we can or 
cannot believe. As a result, every real-world example offered in 
this book and every political dynamic discussed here will mean 
something different to every reader. 
This is partly why I use fiction to teach you about politics. Usually 
it is easier to separate your personal viewpoint from the characters, 
plots, and settings of books and films than it is to find objectivity 
in your assessments of real events. Even when this separation is 
not entirely possible, fiction makes it easier for you to recognize 
how your conceptual frameworks color your appreciation of the 
work. This means that fiction can provide examples that we can all 
understand similarly, even if we do, ultimately, reach different 
conclusions. However, as professors always do, I am going to ask 
you to do most of the work.* As we move through subjects, I will 
often ask you to recognize, explore, and challenge your own 



perspectives and opinions and to be open to at least understanding 
other perspectives that you may not have considered before or that 
you oppose. It should come as no surprise that many aspects of 
politics are subjective, prompting normative questions about 
ideals—about what should be or how things should work. You 
may consider some of the answers to be disturbing, inhumane, or 
horrific. In fact, even though most would agree that making anyone 
live in your mother’s idea of a perfect world would violate the 
Geneva Conventions, there will be a few people, such as your 
aforementioned mother, who would disagree. It is important that 
even as you recoil in horror and disgust, you still try to understand 
such bizarre, unpleasant, or even torturous perspectives as your 
mother’s idea of whom you should date—first, because she is your 
mother, and second, because those borderline-insane people with 
those bizarre preferences are part of the real world, and it is highly 
likely that reality is going to demand that you find some way to 
compromise with them. 
For those of you who actually agree with your mother’s opinions 
on your current or future spouses, life partners, or love monkeys, I 
suggest consulting a mental health professional as soon as possible. 
For the rest of you, I suggest that you prepare to be offended (if 
you aren’t already offended). To break through all that you already 
know and to drag you kicking and screaming into something 
resembling an understanding of the underlying dynamics that drive 
politics, I must often challenge or disparage some deeply held and 
cherished beliefs. This is difficult for all involved, and as noted in 
the introduction,† if you do not become annoyed or downright 
angry at some point along the way, you are missing part of the 
introduction to politics. Politics is an intensely personal subject. 

FICTION AS A TOOL FOR EXPLORING 

POLITICS 
I have chosen fiction as a means to introduce you to politics for 
several good reasons. First, fiction provides a much better variety 
of examples and analogies than does invertebrate zoology, but a 



very close second reason is that fiction, whether it is presented on 
film, in a novel, or even in a Nickelodeon cartoon marathon, can 
be used to address the difficulties inherent in the complex and 
individual nature of politics. As already noted, fiction provides a 
window into an environment where our conceptual frameworks 
more easily give way to the author’s creativity. By viewing events 
through the eyes of fictional characters, we find it easier to set 
aside our own personal preferences, ideologies, and experiences 
while at the same time appreciating the adventures that the 
characters encounter. Thus, we can all share the characters’ 
experiences and perspectives on a conflict, a struggle, or some 
other aspect of politics, and we can share that experience in a 
reasonably similar manner. Fiction, therefore, gives us an 
opportunity to at least partially transcend the individual, personal 
nature of politics. 
Second, by living through the characters in novels, we can get a 
taste for political situations that we, as individuals, might never be 
able to experience in the real world or would never want to. For 
example, George Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eighty-Four18 shows us 
how government can be used to control every aspect of people’s 
personal lives. The narrative provides numerous extreme and 
obvious examples of how this might work, such as the 
government’s placement of cameras in private homes and the use 
of children to spy on their parents. Most of us have never 
experienced such oppressive government, but through the eyes of 
the protagonist we can see how it works, and we get a feel for what 
it might be like to live in such horrible conditions. For those of us 
who would rather not have the government torture us by stuffing 
our heads into cages full of rats, there is the additional bonus that 
we can get a taste of such an experience without having to actually 
live it. 
A third aspect of fiction that makes it valuable for learning about 
politics is that it is fiction—the characters and institutions are not 
subject to practical limitations. Authors and directors often 
exaggerate aspects of human interaction that might remain hidden 



in real life. They do this for dramatic purposes, but these 
exaggerated social dynamics are often perfect illustrations of the 
very ideas, influences, techniques, and principles that I want you to 
recognize as part of the underlying dynamic of politics. Many of 
the books and films mentioned in this text are set in speculative 
contexts in which the authors extend particular aspects of politics, 
government, or society out to their logical extremes. For example, 
to show the dangers of powerful governments, Nineteen Eighty-

Four presents us with a government that is so extremely powerful 
and invasive as to be almost unimaginable. Fictional politicians 
can be portrayed as far more calculating than any human being 
could possibly be, and I really should put an example from Game 

of Thrones in here. This would be a very good place for something 
like that because these exaggerated fictional contexts and 
personalities serve to highlight the forces that limit the characters’ 
choices or motivate their actions. It is much easier to recognize 
these forces in a speculative fictional context than in real life, 
which is comparatively complex, murky, and very extremely 
beige. 
The characters and plotlines of fiction can also help us to develop 
insights into human motivation that lectures and textbooks could 
never hope to match. This is crucial for the study of politics 
because, unlike courses you may have taken in biology, 
mathematics, anatomy,* or some other straightforward subject that 
lends itself to multiple-choice exams, understanding politics 
requires an intuitive sense for how people interact. Thus, a fourth 
reason for using fiction as a window into politics is that it is an 
engaging and interesting way to help you develop an intuitive feel 
for the subject. Once you truly understand politics, you can read a 
newspaper story or watch a television news account and come 
away with a much richer understanding of what is going on 
because you have learned to read between the lines. Knowing the 
underlying dynamics, you can sense the reasons for actions that 
might not be mentioned in the report. 
You have to get used to uncovering the subtle aspects of politics in 



society, and developing that skill takes a fair bit of work. You must 
think critically. You must learn to be just as aware of the unspoken 
dimensions of how people, governments, and organizations behave 
as you are of what they say about themselves or what others say 
about them. It is the subtle details in William Golding’s novel Lord 

of the Flies19—such as the shipwrecked boys’ experiences of 
anarchy (a society without any hierarchy)—that prompt us to 
develop an intuitive feel for how that environment influences and 
drives the collective pursuit of security. In the real world, where 
you will almost certainly never have to deal with true anarchy, the 
fictional story may offer the only way for you to develop a feel for 
what the experience would be like. An instructor can explain 
anarchy and lecture about it until he, she, or it is blue, red, or 
mauve in the face, but until you investigate the issues and 
encounter the politics in a fictional yet realistic context, you will 
find it difficult if not impossible to imagine the implications of the 
situation. 
Last, the use of fiction can support and in some cases instigate an 
active approach to learning. In this text, I introduce a concept or 
dynamic of politics and then mention some of the examples 
available from novels, films, and television shows.† Some of what 
I reference actually counts as literature, but more often than not 
you will see that I prefer to wallow in pulp fiction, films, television 
commercials, or even children’s cartoons to illustrate my points. In 
doing so, I avoid having to read too much of anything that English 
professors might like, but I also am trying to entice you with 
popular fiction so that you personally engage the subject and 
resolve to explore politics on your own, thereby learning even 
more than you would otherwise. I believe that if you actively 
explore the subject, you can discover more about politics than a 
professor can ever teach. The more you work at discovering 
insights and examples in the books and films you enjoy, the more 
you are likely to learn about the study of politics. 
And this is where I should have put that capitalism and socialism 
bit to segue into the discussion of utopian thought. Do me a favor 



and pretend it’s here. 

UTOPIAS IN FICTION AND POLITICS 
Utopias are a seriously big deal in both fiction and politics.* Eden, 
Shangri-La, Lake Wobegon, Grandma’s house, an attic apartment 
above Willy Wonka’s factory, Euro Disney… images of a perfect 
world abound. Imagining an ideal world seems to be common 
throughout history and across societies, as is the desire to attain 
such a world. Religions, myths, philosophies, ideologies, dogmas, 
and folklore all frequently involve some aspect of utopian thought. 
The invocation of the ideal consistently arises whenever people 
move from the tangible reality around them into the realm of 
hopes, dreams, beliefs, faith, or the chemical alteration of brain 
function. Utopias may conform to the ideal of the warrior or the 
pacifist, the prudish or the stereotypical denizens of fraternity row, 
but they always seem to depart conceptually from empirical reality. 
Contrasting images of the ideal with reality makes a perfect theme 
for a textbook using fiction to explore politics. That’s why I still 
use it after the first three editions, and utopian literature is the ideal 
place to start delving into the serious theoretical stuff, if only 
because the pursuit of utopia is such a common theme of both 
fiction and politics. Novels, films, cartoons—even the amusingly 
dysfunctional families of television sitcoms—often make use of 
idealized or utopian settings to explore certain aspects of society. 
Utopias are particularly useful for our purposes here because in the 
fiction that depicts them, some ideal is almost always pushed to 
such an extreme that it starts to break down. This was the third 
reason I mentioned when I discussed why fiction is a valuable 
teaching tool, and if I had thought ahead a little better I would have 
made it the final one in that section and used it as a segue into this 
section, but I didn’t and the editing budget is limited. Deal with it. 
If you haven’t already figured out that I’m not real good at the 
whole segue and organization thing then maybe you should pay 
closer attention. 
However, there is more to utopia than just ideals pushed to 



extremes. Utopian visions are actually part of the reality of politics, 
because the people in the world who are politically active are often 
people who are trying to make the real world more like whatever it 
is they imagine a perfect world to be. The similarities in the use of 
ideal societies in the two realms of fiction and politics are so 
extensive that at times it can be difficult to draw a clear line 
dividing literature from political theory. Indeed, Thomas More’s 
Utopia20—which is where the modern term originated—is just as 
likely to be assigned reading in college literature courses as it is in 
courses in politics or philosophy. 

Utopia Ain’t What You’re Thinking 
A first step in understanding how utopias are used in literature, 
political theorizing, and even practical politics is to drop the 
assumption that perfection implies a good or pleasant result. 
Because utopias are inherently subjective and human societies are 
diverse, it is unreasonable to expect that everyone would consider 
any one context to be ideal. Although a utopia is a perfect world, 
that does not necessarily mean it is perfectly wonderful. Believe it 
or not, scantily clad people frolicking on sunny beaches with free 
beer served by singing llamas is not everyone’s idea of utopia. 
How about the utopia of a neo-Nazi, or the ideal world of one of 
those television preachers with plastic-looking hair, or of a militant 
vegetarian, or your aunt Daisy? How many of those perfect worlds 
would you find appealing or even tolerable? In fact, a utopia may 
be perfectly miserable, if only because one person’s perfect world 
is quite likely to be another’s nightmare. 
The subjective nature of a perfect world is often made quite clear 
in fiction that addresses the concept of utopia directly. In Ursula Le 
Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven,21 the main character is a mental 
patient who can change reality through his dreams. Once his 
psychologist realizes that this man is not insane but actually is 
changing the world, the doctor begins using hypnosis to direct the 
changes, and the story evolves toward a focus on how the 
psychologist’s effort to create a utopia pushes these two characters 



into conflict. The struggle between the doctor and the patient 
repeatedly demonstrates just how different their perfect worlds are 
and just how miserable each of them becomes as the world moves 
closer to the other’s utopia. 
Instead of expecting some joyously decadent spring break on 
steroids, we might better understand a utopia as an extreme version 
of an ideal, principle, or presumption about the nature of the world. 
The film Logan’s Run22 is set in a world where the ideals of youth 
and beauty are taken to their logical extreme—the populace 
remains young and beautiful because the government kills 
everyone on his or her thirtieth birthday. Even though Aldous 
Huxley wrote Brave New World23 in the 1930s, the novel might be 
described as a 1960s-style free-love hippie commune pushed to the 
point of perfection. The diabolically intrusive government in 
Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, which is sometimes referred to as 
a dystopia, might be instead thought of as a utopia in which 
government’s control of society is perfected and pushed to an 
extreme. Featuring shipwrecked children devolving into brutal 
savagery, Golding’s Lord of the Flies depicts the closest thing to 
perfect anarchy that might exist in the real world. The list of 
examples ranges from the obscure libertarian or anarchic utopia of 
L. Neil Smith’s The Probability Broach, in which the idea of 
limited government sees the full light of day, to Captain Kirk and 
crew’s exploration of some utopian planet on practically every 
third episode of the classic Star Trek.24 The “perfect” societies of 
Star Trek, besides teaching you never to wear a red shirt on any 
planet that looks like a bunch of sand and Styrofoam rocks tossed 
together on a soundstage,* all take some idea and carry it through 
to its logical extreme. 
Although it is clearly impossible to get everyone to agree on one 
notion of perfection, and even if pretty much any image of perfect 
bliss is totally impractical, the idea of a utopia is still a valuable 
tool for political theory, political ideology, and even political 
action. Whenever one takes an idea (or social concept, or vision of 
the world) to its conceptual extreme, otherwise unforeseen aspects 



of the idea—particularly its flaws—are exposed. This effect is 
demonstrated in its simplest form when an author uses a utopia to 
provoke reflection on our presumptions about society or to warn us 
against adopting seductively simple solutions to any of the myriad 
complex problems that challenge the real world. Theorists invoke 
utopian visions both to critique flaws in political ideologies and 
political processes and to envision practical paths to a better, 
though imperfect, future. Even political actors conjure utopias, 
whether by drawing mental pictures of where their policy ideas 
will lead or by establishing landmarks to guide their strategies for 
tackling the endless daily decisions they must make. Martin Luther 
had his Ninety-Five Theses for a better church; Martin Luther King 
Jr. (no relation) had a dream about equality. Gandhi had both a 
unique fashion sense and a hope for peacefully attaining the 
freedom of India. All of them spoke of utopias and used utopian 
concepts to pursue political goals in the real world. 

Utopias as Social Statement 
The simplest and most obvious use of utopias occurs when an 
author of fiction makes a social statement by pushing an ideal, 
ideology, or political demand to its logical extreme in order to 
make it serve as a warning to society. For example, one can argue 
that Orwell wrote Nineteen Eighty-Four at the very beginning of 
the Cold War to demonstrate, among other things, what would 
happen if ardent anticommunists were actually to get what they 
were demanding. Zealously seeking to protect the capitalist way of 
life from what they perceived as a predatory communist political 
ideology, the anticommunists of the post–World War II era 
aggressively sought to identify and remove from positions of 
power or influence those who did not hold “proper” beliefs. Not 
only is mandating correct beliefs antithetical to the liberal ideology 
that underlies modern capitalist democracy but also the tactics used 
and the powers demanded by the leaders of this effort threatened 
the very freedoms and ideals they said they wished to protect. 

GODS OF GEEKDOM 



PREACHER MAN 
If you recognize Preacher from the crew of Serenity, that really 
isn’t all that impressive. Maybe that gives you a geek factor of 3. 
The fate of the show, Firefly, is one of the better-known geek 
tragedies, and the feature film adaptation was pretty popular. I’ll 
bump it up to geek factor 4 if you know that the actor’s name is 
Ron Glass. 
Oh, and just a word of warning, you might want to get used to 
getting your geek on, because science fiction provides some of the 
best pop culture examples of political ideals being pushed to their 
extremes and exposing the underlying political and social 
dynamics. 
Anyway, starting you off with a nice and easy first foray into the 
bowels of geekdom, Preacher is an intriguing character to examine 
in terms of ideals, reality, and utopian thought. In the series, we 
quickly learn that he intentionally put himself in a place where his 
ideals would be subjected to the most extreme tests and challenges. 
He wanted to be caught in the clash between the ideal and the real 
because he felt that was the moment when people would have the 
greatest need for an idealist, spiritual influence. He becomes even 
more interesting when, later in the series, we learn that his idealism 
and commitment to the spiritual is recent. He appears to have a 
very dark past, and this gives him a unique perspective when it 
comes to engaging and counseling the rest of Serenity’s crew. 
In the feature film that was used to wrap up some of the story lines 
from the cruelly truncated series, this flexible and adaptable 
representation of idealism he presents is contrasted against a 
government operative who is so extremely, heartlessly pragmatic 
that he can only be called an idealist of a pragmatist. Largely 
because of the inclusion of the Preacher, both the feature film 
finale and the series itself provide countless opportunities to 
examine the clash between ideals and reality as well as utopia and 
compromise. 
To see how Orwell’s novel could be intended as a warning to those 



who might support the communist witch hunt, compare the tactics 
and actions of Senator Joseph McCarthy and the House Un-
American Activities Committee as portrayed in the film The 

Front25 with those of the government in Nineteen Eighty-Four. In 
The Front, Woody Allen plays an average guy whose blacklisted 
screenwriter friends arrange to use his name on their scripts so that 
they can continue to work. Although it has a light edge, the film 
bluntly depicts the United States at the height of the anticommunist 
frenzy, when a McCarthyite Congress spearheaded the persecution 
of “traitors” with “communist leanings” in the entertainment 
industry. From the presumption of guilt by association or innuendo 
to the exercise of government coercion to compel individuals to 
testify against friends and colleagues in order to save themselves, 
the similarities between the real and fictional settings are all too 
obvious. 

Nineteen Eighty-Four can be argued to represent the extension 
of something like McCarthyism to the point at which the 
government regulates every aspect of life, from personal 
relationships to thoughts and language. In essence, one of many 
possible interpretations of Orwell’s novel is that the anticommunist 
extremists, if successful, would impose the very dictatorship they 
claimed to be fighting against. The novelist’s dire warning eerily 
resonates with the real Senator McCarthy’s later actions. The 
imprisonment and torture of people for thought crimes depicted in 
Nineteen Eighty-Four found its perfect real-world parallel in the 
ability of the American anticommunists to ruin careers and lives in 
the name of defending freedom. When workers can be fired and 
generally shunned by employers for simply being named as 
communist sympathizers, you have to admit that sounds a lot like 
something a communist dictator would do to those accused of 
being sympathetic to capitalist pigdogs.* Regardless of the 
specifics, even the most pleasant fictional utopia comes at a very 
high price to someone. 

Just as novelists and filmmakers utilize utopias to analyze social 
or political phenomena, political theorists use them to evaluate 



aspects or dynamics of politics and political or social structures. 
Karl Marx, for example, applied utopian thought in his harsh and 
influential critique of capitalism.26 I explore Marx’s theories more 
fully when I discuss the economic dimensions of politics in 
Chapter 4, but his work is notable here because of the way he 
extends capitalist ideals to their logical extreme for the purpose of 
exposing the social and political consequences of unfettered 
competition. Just as Orwell, the novelist, aimed to sound an alarm 
about the ramifications of giving the passionate communist hunters 
everything they wanted, Marx, the political theorist, envisioned a 
“perfect” capitalism to expose an aspect of its theoretical 
underpinnings that could be self-destructive if left unrestrained. 

Utopias in Practical Use 
More commonly, a political ideologue offers a utopian vision not 
only to conceptualize a better world but also to suggest a means to 
achieve it. Again, Marx provides an example.† Having identified 
what he believed to be the fundamental flaw in capitalism, he 
proposed an alternative model—socialism—wherein society 
controls the economics of production. He projected socialism out 
to a communist utopia, a perfect socialist world, which he then 
used to prescribe specific instructions about how to get there from 
the starting point of a predominantly capitalist world. The fact that 
this road map to utopia included the revolutionary overthrow of 
capitalism and destruction of the governmental structures 
supporting that economic system is undoubtedly why Marx’s 
theories continue to provoke a visceral response from capitalists 
and fearful political elites. Nevertheless, Marx’s projection of a 
utopia as an orienting point for a political strategy is quite common 
for theorists, ideologues, and activists. 
The evocation of utopias in theory, ideology, and practical politics 
probably reached its pinnacle in the wake of World War I. 
Sometimes referred to as the idealist period, at least in the study 
of international politics, the two decades between the world wars 
were marked by efforts to envision and attain a perfectly peaceful 



world. The attempt to pursue a utopian vision of global peace 
through world democracy, a concept first proposed by U.S. 
president Woodrow Wilson, was the most prominent example of 
this utopian thinking. The unbelievable carnage of World War I, 
which I describe in unpleasant if not gory detail in Chapter 12, 
instigated a desperate search for alternatives to violence as a means 
of settling disputes in international politics. The liberal democratic 
political structures and institutions that operated in the countries 
that had managed to win the war appeared to allow for the 
reasoned resolution of political, economic, and social conflicts. 
Consequently, these institutions provided a seemingly natural basis 
for a worldwide system of peaceful politics, and the League of 

Nations was built on this ideal. 

THINKER IN BOXES 
PLATO 

Team: Classical Greek United 

Position: First slip 

Status: Long dead 

There are those who claim that all of Western political theory is 
really only a response to Plato (427–347 BC). There are also those 
who claim the pyramids were built by aliens. Who are we to 
judge? 
The reality is that the pyramids were built by humans. They were 
time-traveling clones of an art student who was supposed to be 
creating one of those junk and garbage sculptures that spring up 
around campus from time to time, but still, the reality is that the 
original art student is mostly human. The other reality is that Plato 
was also an elitist snob and his antidemocratic ideas, beliefs, and 
arguments would be distinctly out of step with the liberal ideology 
that permeates modern Western political theory. While Plato 
envisions an ideal society in the Republic, that society is not in any 
sense democratic. Plato did not believe that the majority should 
have its way, and he especially did not believe that any decision 
should be accepted as correct simply because the masses favored 



it. After all, he had witnessed the democratic majority in Athens 
condemn his friend and mentor Socrates to death for corrupting the 
youth of Athens. Plato’s disregard, if not contempt, for the average 
person derived from his understanding of the very ability of people 
to perceive the world around them. 
Plato believed that one could not rely on his or her senses to 
discover what was real. He believed that what we see, touch, and 
taste are just imperfect representations of another actual reality. 
Unlike the universe about which we are aware, the hidden “real 
world” is unchanging and perfect; it is a world of “forms.” We 
may think we know what beauty is, but that is just our opinion of 
beauty. All we can have are opinions, because we do not know the 
true form of beauty. However, Plato would have us believe that 
there is such a thing as perfect beauty, which is real and 
unchanging. Similarly, he also believed that there was such a thing 
as perfect justice, or correct living, although this perfect form 
would correspond not with what a society commonly understood 
as just but rather with a real, unchanging equity. 
Plato believed that it was only philosophers, like him, who could 
obtain the ability to see the true forms, and they are the only ones 
who are in a position to share it with the general public. Basically, 
it was a lot like our pretentious self-cloning art student saying that 
only artists understand why building a replica of Stonehenge out of 
old computers is art and not a pile of garbage in the middle of the 
quad. 
Key to Plato’s theory is the belief that it is important for every 
person to do what he or she does well. Plato believed that people 
who are good at making shoes, for example, should stick to 
making shoes; that athletes should only concern themselves with 
athletics; and that those who can see the true forms (the 
philosophers) should be the ones to rule. Because of the 
importance of this governing class, much of the Republic is 
devoted to constructing a state that allows for the proper training of 
the elite ruling class of philosophers and to specifying the type of 
training that philosopher-kings should receive. 



Comprising an international court of justice, a legislative body, and 
lots of bureaucracy, the League of Nations appeared to be a 
substantial step toward a global democracy. However, like most 
paths toward perfection, it ran into the even more substantial 
imperfections of the real world. While the idea of a global 
government was tremendously appealing to the war-ravaged 
nations of Europe, that same vision of a path to world peace was 
frightening to the powerful and isolationist United States. The 
domestically oriented U.S. Congress would neither submit to the 
democratic structure of the League of Nations nor risk 
entanglement in the European politics that had repeatedly led to 
devastating wars. A similar resistance can still be seen, nine 
decades later, in the public and political attitudes of the United 
States toward the United Nations and toward an international 
criminal court. The U.S. rejection of the League of Nations during 
the interwar period weakened the institution and made it easier for 
the fascist governments of Japan, Germany, Italy, and Spain to 
refuse to participate or respect its role in world politics. 
Whether it is depicted as utopian thinking in an imperfect world or 
as the gap between idealists and realists, the contrast between the 
real and the ideal is a constant throughout the practice, theory, and 
study of politics. 

IDEOLOGIES 
Karl Marx has already been identified as a notable political 
theorist, but as I’ve told you, his ideas can wait until we start 
talking about economics—please try to pay attention.* For present 
purposes, however, Marx’s work offers a good way to talk about 
the contrast between a political theory and a political ideology. In 
essence, the difference between these two bodies of thought 
centers on their basic dynamics: Political theory is aimed at 
developing knowledge, whereas political ideology is about 
organizing and directing goal-oriented action. The distinction is 
roughly the same as the difference between doing research on 
former baseball players, as many popular authors do, and actually 



plowing under your cornfield in the hope that they will magically 
show up for a visit, as Ray Kinsella does in Field of Dreams.27 
Marx explicitly wrote toward both ends. It is not difficult to 
interpret the meaning of The Communist Manifesto,28 which Marx 
wrote with Friedrich Engels in 1848. Its blistering, sharply written 
conclusion—urging, “Workers of the world, unite!”—is 
unquestionably the capstone of an argument that is intended to 
translate ideals into action, to guide political struggle and change. 
This exhortation also stands in stark contrast to the theoretical and 
philosophical writings in which Marx makes use of utopias, 
idealized worlds, and other perfect but impractical concepts. The 
motivations of the two kinds of writing are clearly different, but 
because both invoke perfect worlds, political ideology and political 
theory are easily confused. 

Distinguishing Ideologies from Theories 
A crude way of distinguishing between theories and ideologies—
though one with which Plato would undoubtedly have agreed—is 
to consider the intended audience. While political theories are 
written for elites who think intently about the details of the nature 
of the political world, ideologies are written for the masses. 
Ideologies are used to convey simple messages, much like the brief 
moral at the end of each of Aesop’s fables. To use yet another 
grossly oversimplified analogy, political theories are to political 
ideologies what great works of literature are to their TV movie 
adaptations. Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol29 is a complex 
narrative with layer upon layer of imagery, nuance, and subtle 
references to religion, faith, society, and politics. Scholars debate 
all manner of detail within its pages. In contrast, Mr. Magoo’s 

Christmas Carol30 is an animated cartoon made for mass 
consumption, and aside from the philosophical debate of whether 
or not there really is such a thing as “razzleberry dressing,” the 
cartoon version intends to do little more than to teach kids to share 
and be nice. 
Political theories are usually very complex and logically robust, 



containing an epistemology (which is a theory of the nature of 
knowledge), and are written for a select audience. They are, in 
some ways, timeless—not because they have been around for a 
long time and you are likely to find several dog-eared, highlighted 
copies at used bookstores but because they raise questions and 
provide answers for problems that have persisted throughout the 
centuries. 
An ideology, on the other hand, is created to convince large 
numbers of people to buy into a belief system. While political 
theorists often use utopian images to develop their central points or 
to critique the ideas of others, with an ideology, the image itself is 
the point. An ideology paints dramatic pictures of the utopia its 
proponents hope to achieve. It generally does this in a very 
cartoonish kind of way, in terms simple enough to be convincing. 
An ideology also often offers almost how-to instructions for 
assembling that utopia. Interestingly, it is not uncommon for the 
tenets of an ideology to be logically inconsistent: The proponents 
of an ideology may dedicate themselves to war and power 
struggles as a means of attaining peace, or advocate imprisoning 
those who disagree with them as a means of preserving freedom 
and liberty. Having made believers out of an audience, the 
purveyors of an ideology then provide a conceptual framework to 
make sense of a complex world. Inherent within that conceptual 
framework is a logic that consistently shapes judgments about 
specific policy questions. Because ideologies must appeal to large 
numbers of people in specific countries at specific times, they are 
also usually malleable enough that they can be changed to suit the 
relevant conditions. This explains why there are often many 
different versions of similar ideologies.31 
We think of an ideology as something someone else follows, but 
we all adhere to or accept one or more belief systems ourselves. 
Whether our personal ideologies have been acquired through 
culture, religion, family, language, or conscious choice, we all 
view the world through lenses tinted by sets of beliefs that we 
share with others. It is important when studying politics to realize 



that we have these beliefs and to understand how our ideological 
lenses alter our vision, even if we cannot or do not wish to remove 
them. This reflection allows us not only to question why we hold a 
particular ideology but also to more fully understand others’ 
perspectives and to appreciate how our own beliefs control our 
perceptions of the complex world of political preferences. 

Classifying Ideologies 
There are several ways to discuss ideologies. Because they are 
temporal—they are born, they evolve, they die, and they spawn 
variants—it is possible simply to give a history of prominent or 
influential ideologies. I could organize them into family trees and 
discuss their intellectual roots and how they evolved. I could even 
create a scheme for categorizing them, like the taxonomy of 
species that connects fossils and living animals. Because 
ideologies are meant to be implemented, the proponents of 
ideologies are constantly looking for new followers to join their 
ranks. As such, ideologies are like television commercials for ideal 
worlds: Just as a commercial is supposed to make you want to get 
up off the sofa and go buy something, an ideology is supposed to 
stir you to action. Therefore, I’ve decided to present you with 
commercials for a few prominent ideologies. At first, I was just 
joking around while outlining this chapter and thought 
commercials for ideologies would be amusing. But then I realized 
that the concept works. Fake commercials are a perfect way to 
convey the idea that an ideology sells people the simplified image 
of an ideal as a way to enable groups or leaders to engage the 
realities of politics. 
One more common thread characterizes ideologies. With the 
possible exception of classic conservatism, they all presume that 
human beings can make rational decisions and that people can 
mold their destinies. Although you may view this statement with 
something approaching the excitement of studying how paint 
dries,* the discovery of this genuinely fascinating fact was crucial 
to making modern political ideologies possible. Think about how 



many modern political ideologies could not have been imagined 
when people believed that kings ruled because God chose them. 
Think of how many ideologies remain inconceivable even now in 
countries where governments claim that they are ruling in response 
to a very polite request from the magic goat. This common thread 
also explains why the first great ideology bursts on the scene in 
1776, when Adam Smith (1723–1790) published The Wealth of 

Nations,32 arguing that individual rational choices are the ideal way 
to foster efficient economic activity. 

Classic Liberalism: The Mother of All Ideologies 
Although classic liberalism is rooted in the theories of freedom 
that were articulated by Thomas Hobbes and John Locke and were 
explicitly made part of the American insurrection against their 
divinely appointed British monarch, Adam Smith added economic 
freedom as a key variable. He believed a nation could achieve 
economic success by keeping the government out of the economy 
and allowing the “invisible hand” of the market to work unfettered. 
While this economic aspect of the ideology is extremely important, 
classic liberalism also emphasizes the belief that people should be 
generally free from governmental constraints. As Thomas 
Jefferson wrote, “The government that governs best, governs 
least.” Most political scientists argue that freedom of speech and 
freedom of religion owe their existence to adherents of classic 
liberalism. A classic liberal’s utopia would be a country in which 
the government provides for maximum human freedom by staying 
out of the way. It is worth noting the contrast of classic liberalism 
with the way many Americans currently misuse the term liberal. 
The ideology closest to classic liberalism in existence today is 
probably libertarianism. Libertarians believe that the government 
should provide military protection, a police force, and basic 
infrastructure (such as roads and bridges) but do little more. It is an 
interesting question whether classic liberals should be considered 
realists or idealists. Libertarians believe that government 
institutions are necessary to control the selfish nature of human 



beings—as is the case with the U.S. Constitution—so in that way 
they seem to be realists. However, some critics would argue that 
their faith in unregulated economic markets is just as idealistic as 
unbridled faith in human potential. 
Classic Liberalism, the Commercial: Row after row of identical 
bureaucrats wearing identical suits push tons of papers on their identical 
desks, which stretch off into the infinity of an impossibly vast office. Some 
of these identical men are seen stapling a cease and desist order on a half-
built tree house as they march children off in handcuffs. More government 
clones are shown out in a rainstorm, posting signs saying “Wetlands” at the 
edge of every puddle. A lemonade stand is suddenly crushed as a dump 
truck buries it under a mountain of papers printed with big red letters that 
spell out “GOVERNMENT REGULATIONS.” A teenager in a fast-food 
restaurant uniform excitedly opens his first paycheck just as one of the 
government clones pops up to snatch it away and then grabs all the others 
from the slots by the time clock. The Twisted Sister song “We’re Not Gonna 
Take It” stops blaring as the voice-over proclaims: “There are rights that no 
one can take away. You know what is best for you. You work hard, and 
you’re entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. You deserve the 
opportunity to make the most of yourself without the government standing 
in your way or taking away your rewards with high taxes. Become a classic 
liberal, and learn how to stand up for your rights.” 

Pointless Figure 1.1 A Graphic Representation of the Ideals of 
Political Ideologies That Really Serves No Purpose Other Than 

Giving the Graphic Designer Something to Do 

 
Classic Conservatism 
Generally associated with the eighteenth-century British 
parliamentarian Edmund Burke, classic conservatism developed 
as a reaction not to classic liberalism but to the excesses resulting 



from the French Revolution. It is often said that conservatives do 
not like change. However, even though this generalization 
originates with classic conservatives, it is not really accurate. What 
Burke objected to was the belief that unrestrained individual 
human reason could take the place of long-standing, traditional 
institutions. He believed that no group of people could possibly 
know all of the reasons why institutions such as the church and the 
aristocracy existed or why traditions evolved. These institutions 
served purposes that had been carefully honed by centuries of 
experience. They evolved through success and failure and had an 
incalculable wealth of built-in knowledge. Thus, these social 
institutions and traditions became shorthand for a volume of 
experience and information that was so vast that it would be 
impossible for any individual or group to understand it fully. 
Unlike the extreme views and aggressive rhetoric of many people 
or groups now associated with the term conservative, classic 
conservatism is a rational, considered belief that existing processes 
and norms have evolved into highly efficient and effective 
institutions. Classic conservatives believe that people should be 
very wary of changing things until they understand all the 
ramifications of the proposed changes, because almost any change 
is certain to unleash unintended consequences, such as the havoc 
that followed the French Revolution. The perfect world envisioned 
by classic conservatives tends to be a negative one; it is a picture 
of the anarchy that might result from the careless elimination of 
treasured institutions. 
Classic Conservatism, the Commercial: Simon & Garfunkel’s “59th Street 
Bridge Song (Feelin’ Groovy)” plays in the background of a small-town 
setting out of a Norman Rockwell painting, where beautiful children are 
sitting on their grandparents’ laps and selling lemonade in front of their 
white-picket-fenced houses. The music screeches to a halt and is replaced by 
the Talking Heads’ “Burning Down the House,” while on the screen an 
unruly crowd pushes down a pillar, causing the town hall to come tumbling 
to the ground. Footage of hippies from the 1960s, carrying “Down with 
Marriage” signs, are followed by additional shots of the poster children of 
every unusual counterculture group in existence, culminating in a scene of a 



crowd of them burning Bibles. The images conclude with a pan out to a vast 
desert, where ruins are visible in the background. The voice-over announces: 
“They want to change the world. Do they really know what they are doing? 
What happens when they are done? What is to become of you and the way 
of life that you hold so dear? It’s worked well for your great-grandparents, 
your grandparents, your parents, and you. But they want to change 
everything. Become a classic conservative, and stand up for the good things 
that have lasted for generations.” 

Communism 
For Karl Marx,* the central problem with capitalism was the class 
division between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. The 
bourgeoisie was made up of the capitalists who controlled the 
entire machinery of the state and who benefited from the inequities 
created by the capitalistic system, while the proletariat was the 
working class: workers who were paid only a fraction of the worth 
of the goods they produced and the services they provided. The 
members of the proletariat did not make enough to purchase the 
goods they supplied, and this resulted in constant overproduction 
and recurrent economic depressions. Marx saw the benefits of 
capitalism, including industrialization and the modernization of 
feudal society, but he believed that eventually the workers in 
advanced industrial nations would realize that they were being 
exploited and would revolt by casting off the rule of the capitalists 
and instituting communism, a classless society in which justice 
and fairness would prevail. In Marx’s utopia, there would be no 
need for government as we know it because there would be enough 
material goods for all. 
Marx’s ideology has often been adapted to meet circumstances 
completely unlike the context he was describing. Most notably, 
Vladimir Ilich Lenin applied communist principles to the 
conditions of tsarist Russia in the early twentieth century. At the 
time, Russia was still a semifeudal agrarian land, which was about 
as far as you could get from the industrial capitalist society that 
Marx confronted with his analysis of capitalism. In crafting what 
has become known as Marxist-Leninism, Lenin shifted the focus 



from the exploitation of the proletariat within capitalist societies to 
the exploitation and colonization of countries—imperialism—by 
advanced capitalist countries. Lenin also changed Marx’s 
revolutionary vision to depend on, instead of a spontaneous 
revolution by the proletariat, a central communist party that can 
organize the revolution. 
Communism, the Commercial: The scene starts with a black-and-white 
image of an ornate carriage in which laughing people in tuxedos and lavish 
gowns sip champagne and nibble caviar. Their laughter fades as the carriage 
slows and stops, and the driver climbs down from his perch to inspect the 
bedraggled men and women who have been pulling the carriage. Stopping in 
front of one woman who has collapsed on an injured leg, he unhitches her 
from her harness and throws her into a nearby trash bin before grabbing a 
random passerby off the sidewalk and hitching him to the cart in her place. 
Suddenly, a man runs toward the team of harnessed humans. “This is their 
world,” he yells, pointing to the people in the carriage as uniformed police 
try to stop him. “It should be YOURS!” One of the harnessed draftees 
shimmers, changes from black-and-white to color, and says, “Ours.” His 
harness falls away, and he begins shaking the person next to him as the 
police close in. “It is ours!” he shouts gleefully, as a few others around him 
begin shimmering and gaining color. The police appear to panic as the color 
spreads to exhausted-looking factory workers, construction workers, 
teachers, coal miners, and salesclerks. The camera pans as color spreads 
across the formerly gray background, where flowers begin to sprout in 
empty flower boxes. Then, as it focuses in on a single flower, a voice-over 
intones: “Workers of the world, unite! Join your fellow workers in throwing 
off the yoke of your capitalist oppressors. Create a world where those who 
do the work make the rules and reap the rewards for their labor.” 

Democratic Socialism 
While there were socialists who preceded Karl Marx, it is certainly 
true that those who followed him were influenced by his view of 
communism. Like Marx, the democratic socialists who emerged in 
the early twentieth century believed that people are inherently 
social beings and that classic liberalism places too great a stress on 
individualism. Like communists, the democratic socialists 
envisioned a society characterized by social, political, and 
economic equality. Their primary difference with Marx centered 



on the means of implementing this utopia. Whereas Marx believed 
in the violent overthrow of capitalist societies, the social democrats 
favored operating political parties in democratic countries to 
achieve their ends. 
There actually is a difference between democratic socialists and 
social democrats. Although it may appear to be as confusing a 
point as the ludicrous debate between the Judean People’s Front 
and the People’s Front of Judea in the Monty Python film Life of 

Brian,33 the distinctions are significant. Democratic socialists 
believe that a socialist state can be achieved through democratic 
means, while social democrats aim merely to modify the harshness 
of capitalism through the infusion of some elements of socialism. 
A key advocate of democratic socialism was Eduard Bernstein 
(1850–1932), who was active in the German Social Democratic 
Party. Bernstein believed that Marx’s critique of capitalism was 
accurate, but he advocated a more gradual or evolutionary 
approach to reaching utopia.34 
Democratic Socialism, the Commercial: Over an image of Bill Gates 
posing in front of his mansion, the words “One Vote” are stamped across the 
screen. Next, over an image of Donald Trump standing in the marble-and-
gold lobby of the Trump Tower; again, “One Vote” is stamped across the 
screen. Rupert Murdoch on his yacht—“One Vote.” The Princess of 
Kardashia in front of her three Ferraris—“One Vote.” An image of an 
elderly coal miner—“One Vote.” The camera slowly zooms out, and as the 
frame widens to include the images of various downtrodden people, the 
words “One Vote” are stamped over each image, faster and faster, until the 
screen becomes a blur. Voice-over: “We are equal in the voting booth. Why 
not in life? Social democrats ask you to use your vote wisely.” As the 
camera zooms back in to focus on the coal miner, REM’s “Shiny Happy 
People” blares from a distance, and the still picture of the miner’s face 
comes to life. Voice-over, gently continues: “Shouldn’t everyone have a 
home before anyone gets two?” The camera again zooms out as the miner 
walks into the front yard of a modest house and is hugged by a small child. 
“Everyone deserves the basic necessities.” 

Reform Liberalism 
Motivated by the inequities of capitalism and the booms and busts 
of the economic cycles that occurred in the late nineteenth and 



early twentieth centuries, several theorists—chief among them 
Thomas Hill Green (1832–1882)—began to think that classic 
liberalism needed to be modified. These advocates of reform 

liberalism began to argue that government has a role to play in 
regulating the economy and removing the major inequities inherent 
in the capitalist system. Government could both remove the 
obstacles that hinder people from pursuing their individual goals 
and guarantee opportunities for those who might not otherwise be 
able to take advantage of this type of freedom by providing 
education, job training, health care, a safety net, and so forth. 
While classic liberals would agree with the first goal, which is 
known as negative liberty, they would not agree with government’s 
involvement in securing equal opportunity, known as positive 

liberty. Classic liberals believe that any governmental interference 
ultimately has a deleterious effect on the economy, whereas the 
utopia envisioned by the reform liberals includes a government 
that ensures no one is left behind.* Adopting the ideal world of the 
classic liberals, reform liberalism hopes to spread it to all in 
society. This is closer to what many in the United States consider 
to be a liberal perspective. 
Reform Liberalism, the Commercial: The camera zooms in on a stadium 
track where runners wait for the start of a race—but in this race it is clear 
that there is more than one starting line. Poised at the first starting line are 
contestants dressed in expensive tracksuits and running shoes. Behind them, 
at the second starting line, are people dressed in working clothes, including 
construction workers in heavy boots, postal employees carrying bags of 
mail, and a farmer pulling futilely on the rope lead of a cow that seems 
interested in wandering off in a different direction. Far behind them, at the 
last starting line, are others in tattered clothes and with bare feet; these 
entrants include children, people with disabilities, and elderly people. 
Jackson Browne’s “Running on Empty” plays in the background as the 
camera pans across the faces of those on the last starting line, and the voice-
over pronounces softly: “One of these people could be the fastest sprinter in 
the world, but we will never know if we never give them all a reasonable 
chance. Reward success, but give everyone a chance to succeed. We’re the 
reform liberals.” 



Fascism 
Fascism, an ideology that was developed in the twentieth century, 
argues for the supremacy and purity of one group of people in a 
society. Fascists believe in strong military rule headed by the 
charismatic dictator of a ruling party that exercises total control 
over all aspects of social and cultural life and molds it to suit the 
history and traditions of the superior group. In countries where 
fascism has taken control, such as Italy, Spain, and Atlantis, the 
fascist party has usually risen to power during a severe economic 
depression, or when the island was sinking. The leader promises to 
take control of the economy and works with businesses to plan 
recovery. Public spectacles are staged to reinforce traditions and to 
motivate the people to support the ruling party. Historically, fascist 
governments have grown out of democracies in crisis. However, 
once in power, fascists tend to dislike democracy because it allows 
for the dilution of custom and tradition and because it undermines 
the dictator’s ability to express the will of the people. Nationalism 
plays a strong role in fascism, as does a belief in constant vigilance 
against enemies at home and abroad. The fascist utopia promises 
that people of the correct lineage can return to the supposed 
greatness of their roots undistracted by enemies who would change 
or corrupt their way of life. Of course, the Nazis in Germany and 
the Italian and Spanish fascists all had the opportunity to try out 
their utopias. 
Fascism, the Commercial: On the screen, row after row of soldiers are 
marching. Patriotic tunes are playing in the background. Watching the 
parade are very Aryan-looking children waving flags and saluting. Voice-
over: “Sick of all the political wrangling, the dirty deals, and the inability to 
cure our economic ills? We can have it all again and return to greatness. If 
you believe that REAL Americans should rule America, that someone who 
actually knows what REAL Americans want and need should make 
decisions that work—if you believe that the trains should run on time, even 
if that means running over some good-for-nothing un-American foreigners, 
then fascism’s for you!” 

Other Ideologies 
Each of the ideologies described previously has been rethought, 



remolded, and resold in different places at different times. It is not 
possible to characterize all ideologies in the space of one section of 
one chapter in an introduction to politics textbook. That’s why 
there are hefty textbooks and entire university courses dedicated to 
exploring ideologies. Bear in mind also that virtually any vision of 
a utopia can be transformed into an ideology through a simplified 
description of how and why people should take part in the pursuit 
of that utopia. Imagine the commercials for nationalists, who hold 
that their own country is the best and that the rest of the world 
should emulate their way of doing things; for feminists (who can 
be divided further into several distinct ideologies), who look 
forward to a world in which women are not dominated by 
patriarchy; for environmentalists, who envision a time when the 
earth and all its creatures are treated with respect and care; for 
technocrats, who eagerly anticipate a world in which people base 
decisions only on fact and not on belief; or for rugbyists, who 
dream of a world in which everyone is devoted to rugby or a 
rugby-like sport of their choosing. 
Obviously, I made that last one up. Rugbyism isn’t an ideology. 
It’s a religion—all worship the black jersey. The point is that 
virtually any belief system that includes a utopian vision of a 
perfect world can become an ideology if believers try to use that 
utopia to shape or drive political action. The disembodied voice 
may not be telling you to build a baseball field in the middle of a 
cornfield; it’s probably telling you to send lots of money to the 
author of this textbook. Regardless, remember that the call to 
action is a key part of an ideology. As you read the chapters that 
follow, I will be reminding you to try to recognize your 
preconceived notions and how they may be shaping your insights 
as we further explore the real, the ideal, and the political. Before I 
get to that dreaded rest of the book, however, I want to bludgeon 
you with one more thing. I want to ask a question that isn’t quite as 
absurd as it might first appear. 

WHAT IS POLITICS? 



Writing a concurring opinion in a 1964 case involving 
pornography, U.S. Supreme Court justice Potter Stewart admitted 
his difficulty in defining specifically what types of adult films 
constitute pornography. Despite his trouble, he concluded, “I know 
it when I see it.”35 Students in introductory political science classes 
face the same dilemma. No, you do not have to define 
pornography,* but like the justices watching dirty movies in the 
basement of the Supreme Court, you are unlikely to be able to 
offer a clear definition of the similarly indistinct concept called 
politics. Still, more often than not, you will know politics when 
you see it. After thinking about it for a while, you can probably 
give examples of politics or political behavior, so the inability to 
define politics is not a sign of ignorance. Rather, the difficulty 
seems to arise because politics is a word that is so clouded with 
personal opinions and potentially conflicting examples that it 
defies a precise and complete description. You should also feel 
reassured by the simple fact that political scientists themselves 
disagree about how to define the term. In general, political 
scientists find it rather difficult to agree on anything,† but we all 
have to admit that to disagree about the very definition of the 
subject they study is truly bizarre. 
 
(Belle 1-31) 
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CHAPTER 2 
Why Government? 
Security, Anarchy, and Some Basic Group 
Dynamics 

 
CBS/CBS Photo Archive/Getty Images 

Sometimes you just have to go old school. For Max 
Rockatansky, hotshot motorcycle cop, it starts out as just 
another postapocalyptic summer day, the perfect kind of 
day for the beach, some ice cream, and the soothing sounds 
of rampaging motorcycle gangs. But then the brutal murder of 

Max’s wife and son drives him over the edge, and he goes so 
medieval on their asses that everyone starts calling him Mad Max.1 
Realizing that the crumbling remnants of civilization can provide 
no justice for the murdering and raping rampage of Toecutter and 
his crew, Max takes the last of the V-8 interceptors from the motor 
pool, races into the outback, and starts dishing out some justice—
old-school justice. It’s kind of ugly, extremely violent, and deeply 
disturbing. In what has become a legendary film finale, Max 
handcuffs a man’s ankle to the frame of a wrecked and burning 
car. Nodding at the leaking gas that’s trickling toward the fire, 
Max tosses the man a hacksaw and tells him that it will take him 
ten minutes to cut through the chain but only five to cut through 
his ankle. Yeah, I know, the guy who wrote Saw2 totally stole that. 
One of the best things about writing a new edition of this textbook 
is that it gives me the chance to update my examples to keep on top 
of the trends, or at least to stay within shouting distance, as I drag 
my sorry old desk-chair-shaped ass around in the futile pursuit of 
said trends. This is especially important for a book that uses pop 



culture to introduce politics. I decided to go old school here 
instead. Mad Max dates from 1979, so it’s vintage old school… 
your-parents-were-barely-teenagers kind of old school. 

STUFF TO REMEMBER 
IN A STRANGE LAND ON THE FAR SIDE OF A 

MIRROR 

Someone may ask you to … 
•   Understand the motivations that lead to the establishment of 
government, aka Bobsville. 
•   Describe the importance of collective action in Bobsville. 
•   On threat of banishment, define the different types of security. 
•   Explain the concept of power. 
•   Now describe the relationship of anarchy and power. 
•   Go to the opposite extreme, and describe the context of 
hierarchy. 
•   Describe how alliances work, on Gilligan’s Island, Game of 

Thrones, or real life. 
•   Identify the factors that go into determining who’s in a group 
and how the members interact. 
Part of my reason for going totally old school on you is the sheer 
artistry of the symphony of violence that George Miller tosses up 
from down under. Mad Max presented such a graphic depiction of 
the horrors of brutal postapocalyptic anarchy that the Australian 
release was rated M-18, the same adults-only rating that is given to 
porn. And that rating was probably the right call. There is a lot of 
violence in Mad Max, but the movie is not gratuitously violent. It 
is disturbingly violent. There is a kind of honesty to the brutality 
that makes it feel real and that curls your toes and makes you recoil 
in a way that a disemboweling chainsaw serial killer in a slasher 
film could never, ever match. Even if you saw the sanitized 
American version, in which the distributors somehow thought that 
dubbing over Mel Gibson’s thick Australian accent would make 
the raping and killing less disturbing, it’s hard not to cringe at the 
realization of just how “nasty, brutish, and short” life would be in 



the constant “war of every man against every man” of an 
ungoverned world, and that is why I decided to go old school.3 
Mad Max provides the best, most visceral, and gut-churning 
example of the most horrific aspect of anarchy, and that kind of 
emotional understanding of anarchy provides the key to answering 
one of the most important questions in political science: Why do 
we have government? 
Some of you may think it unnecessary, if not absurd, to try to 
explain why we have government. The joy we all experience when 
blessed with the chance to interact with government is so blissful* 
that the need for government all but explains itself. Whether it is 
the hot summer days we spend dancing through the intricate mazes 
of queues and taking of numbers involved in renewing our driver’s 
licenses; or the paper shuffling, strutting, and other display rituals 
of the deodorant-challenged bureaucrats who hand out lawn-
watering permits;† or the thrill of counting down the number of 
shopping days left before taxes are due; or a chance encounter with 
Officer Bubba, who doggedly pursues the ideal of swift and 
efficient customer service by filling out half the speeding ticket 
before you ever rolled through his radar trap—our every 
interaction with officialdom reminds us of the lasting legacy of 
hope and joy that is government. Seriously, why wouldn’t we all 
love government? 
Even people with an interest in politics are likely to describe their 
personal interactions with government as frustrating, infuriating, 
evil, satanic, bulimic,* or worse. We chafe at the restrictions 
government creates, we are annoyed by the taxes it imposes on us, 
we fume over its inefficiencies, we curse its wastefulness, we 
scream at the impediments it throws in our way, and we rage at its 
failures.† Seldom does anyone praise government; yet, there it is. 
Except for passing moments of breakdown or revolutionary 
changes, government is always there. Whether in a communal tribe 
subsisting in an isolated jungle or in a virtual democracy emerging 
from a hypercaffeinated suburban cyber cafe, nearly every human 
being who has ever set foot on this planet has lived in a governed 



society. Given the near-universal contempt for government, we 
must wonder why people repeatedly create, sustain, and submit to 
it. Whims of fate, freaks of nature, and simple accidents can cause 
anything to happen once or even twice, but rational explanations 
are needed for any phenomena that persist or occur frequently. 
There must be a reason we all live in governed societies, and it is 
the business of this chapter to offer you a convincing argument. 
I could almost just point to Mad Max and its sequel and call that an 
answer. The violence in Mad Max 2, which you might know as The 

Road Warrior,4 is tame in comparison to that in Mad Max. The 

Road Warrior merited only an MA-15 rating in Australia, roughly 
the equivalent of an R rating in the United States, instead of an 
adults-only, as-naughty-as-porn advisory. The Road Warrior is 
violent, but it is far less violent than Mad Max, partly because of a 
subtle but important difference in context. The story in Mad Max 
catches the world at the moment that civilization collapses. Max 
goes over the edge at the point when the world descends into 
anarchy. In that moment, all constraints on human action have 
been removed, and that moment of the complete absence of any 
hint of government is the most brutal moment—and that last bit is 
the key. The complete absence of government will last but a 
moment. Anarchy almost never persists for more than a fleeting 
instant, because the immediate, perhaps instinctual, human reaction 
to the horror of anarchy is to try to reestablish some semblance of a 
governed society. We can see this in The Road Warrior. This 
sequel to Mad Max is the story of a small, self-governed settlement 
trying to hold out against a well-organized—dare we say 
governed?—gang of marauders. Individuals existing within either 
of those governed contexts experience a degree of safety compared 
to those individuals caught outside them. As a result, people 
desperate for the slightest hint of security will flock to either 
group. People join Lord Humungus even though being a part of his 
gang of marauders is pretty horrific. 

Spoiler Alert 



The third Mad Max sucks. I got a sneak peak at some of the 
filming of number four, and I’ve got to say that it looks pretty 
awesome, but if anyone mentions Beyond Thunderdome around 
me, they’d better be describing a recent bout of flatulence. 
In the meantime, I’m going to use this chapter to do some of that 
foundation-laying stuff. The idea is to identify the basics of human 
interaction, economics, and such that are the core functions of all 
governments. A handful of terms are defined, including anarchy, 
power, and collective action, but the key is security. 

SECURITY TRUMPS ANARCHY, ROCK 

SMASHES SCISSORS, BUT WILL SOMEONE 

PLEASE EXPLAIN HOW PAPER BEATS ROCK? 
When confronted with anarchy, people will adhere to even the 
most unpleasant of governed environments. We can see this rush to 
government in several other classic examples of anarchy. In Lord 

of the Flies,5 the first thing the shipwrecked schoolboys do is create 
rules for debate and collective decision making. That effort fails, 
but government still arises, coalescing around the choir, of all 
things, and that governed group preys on those caught outside it. In 
David Brin’s novel The Postman,6 government coalesces around 
the symbolism of an old, stolen U.S. Postal Service uniform. In 
Lucifer’s Hammer,7 it’s a former senator and his effort to save a 
functioning nuclear power plant from an army of cannibals. In all 
of these examples, we see that the governed society, even a 
horribly governed society, offers security, and that is almost 
enough to explain why we have government. Security is a big part 
of it, but there is far more to government than joining the cannibal 
army so you’re one of the people eating from the pot instead of 
going into it. Personal, physical security of the tribe is just one of 
the many types of security we seek from government. 
As a way of getting to all that other stuff government provides, I’m 
going to start with a ridiculously simple and far less violent story 
of life in the state of nature and offer you the Sesame Street version 
of how the first government was formed. Humans are social 



animals, and human nature has evolved into a balance between 
selfish and social motivations. This becomes apparent in the 
discussion of hierarchy, alliances, groups, and group dynamics in 
the second half of the chapter. 

A MODEL FOR THE EMERGENCE OF 

COOPERATION: BOBSVILLE 
One Thursday morning* 9,342 years ago, Bob, the intrepid 
caveman, wandered down to a swampy area near a stream. He 
hoped to breakfast on the wild rice plants growing there, as he had 
done once every few weeks over his many years. However, on this 
particular morning, he tripped over his purebred hunting weasel, 
dropped the rice, and scattered his handful of grain across the 
muddy ground. After making heartfelt use of whatever foul 
language he had at his disposal, Bob quit trying to pick up the rice, 
shrugged off the minor disaster, and went to look somewhere else 
for his meal.* 
A week or so later, in his always-difficult, never-ending search for 
food, Bob decided to look in the swampy place again. While there, 
he noticed that the rice grains he had dropped were sprouting. A 
few weeks later, he saw that the sprouts had grown into rice plants. 
Then, checking back regularly, Bob watched that one handful of 
grain grow into plants capable of producing dozens of handfuls. 
Somewhere in the creaky and seldom-used depths of Bob’s mind, 
it all came together—he could do this on purpose! Instead of eating 
whatever rice he found, he could spread the grain around on the 
damp ground and grow all the food he could ever eat. 
Bob, in his primitive way, had discovered agriculture. He quickly 
began scattering rice across the mud as he dreamed of the day 
when he would never have to worry about hunger again. Bob 
eventually realized, however, that his fantasy faced a very serious 
obstacle: He was not the only brute who enjoyed eating rice. 
Others saw the plants and knew what they were. The sudden 
concentration of this food source attracted dozens of cavemen 
down from the hills to forage. All of Bob’s effort and all the rice 



grains he had planted instead of eating were now feeding the 
marauders. In the end, outnumbered by the influx of hungry 
barbarians, Bob received little, if any, return for his effort and 
sacrifice. 
Presumably, Bob was not the first cave dweller to discover that he 
could grow food intentionally, and he was certainly not the first to 
encounter difficulty in reaping the rewards of his labor. Over and 
over again, all around the world, this discovery was made, and it 
seems likely that the same hard lesson was learned again and again 
as this agricultural experiment failed. Growing food is relatively 
easy. Keeping the food you have grown is another thing entirely. 
Somewhere along the way, one of the frustrated agricultural 
entrepreneurs had an inspiration. For the sake of my little story, 
let’s assume it was Bob. Bob was the first who realized that several 
farmers working in close proximity could join together to protect 
the grain they grew. Even just a few cooperating farmers could 
defend the crops from the occasional barbarian wandering down 
from the hills. Coordinating their strength, several farmers could 
ward off all but the most organized efforts to steal their food. 
Inspired, Bob searched for allies who could see the value of 
growing food, perhaps even looking for them among the horde of 
cavemen who had wandered down to take his first crop. After 
promising not to attack each other, they also agreed that they 
would coordinate their efforts to defend the rice they grew. Add a 
few huts for shelter, and Bob had created the first sedentary village 
and, with it, the first vestiges of government. 

COLLECTIVE ACTION 
The story of Bob’s foray into agriculture captures the essence of 
government—collective action, which is coordinated group 
activity designed to achieve a common goal that individuals acting 
on their own could not otherwise attain. Bob and his fellow 
farmers organized themselves to pursue a collective benefit, but 
what exactly was the specific goal that drew them together? 
Although raising food might be the first thing that pops to mind, 



farming was not the collective benefit this very first government 
was pursuing. Individually, each caveman or cavelady* could raise 
plenty of food for himself or herself, but he or she could not 
protect the crops from all the other thieving cave dwellers. Just like 
the people who flock to Lord Humungus and the protection his 
marauders provide against the horrors of the postapocalyptic 
outback in The Road Warrior, Bob’s farmers needed the collective 
effort of the group first and foremost for security. 
My admittedly cartoonish story of Bob’s transformation from 
wandering caveman toenterprising farmer demonstrates some of 
the fundamental reasons we have government. Undoubtedly, 
historians and anthropologists who specialize in primitive 
governmental and social structures would offer valid criticisms of 
my “state of nature” story. Its biggest, but by no means only, flaw 
is the omission of the almost-certain role of family structures in the 
creation of Bobsville. The similarities between the organizational 
and power structures of extended families and the structures of 
primitive governments throughout history provide ample evidence 
of a connection between family and early government. In fact, 
many of these family-derived governmental structures persist to 
this day in the form of hereditary dictatorships such as that in 
North Korea and in the relationship between states or provinces 
and federal or national governmental structures. The United States, 
Canada, and Australia all have governmental structures that 
resemble the independent but connected relationships of an 
extended family. However, even a family-derived governmental 
structure would first have to confront the same problem that 
motivated Bob—having to protect itself from others. Thus, the 
story demonstrates that one essential element of government—if 
not its primary element—is collective action. In this case, 
collective action is focused on the attainment of security. 
Eventually, Bob and his friends will realize that the same 
organizational structure they created for protecting their crops 
could also be used to pursue other collective efforts. 
Collective action is the essence of government because there are 



certain things, such as attaining security, that individuals simply 
cannot accomplish on their own. Consider the many things that a 
modern government does, such as building roads, protecting the 
environment, maintaining libraries, and constructing elaborate 
hoaxes about men landing on the moon. How many of those things 
would be difficult, if not impossible, for even the wealthiest or 
most powerful individual to do alone? 
For now, however, let’s stick with Bob and focus on the collective 
pursuit of security. 

SECURITY 
What do I mean by the word security? Though we all have a sense 
of the concept, the term can be problematic, particularly for the 
study of politics. Security can involve anything from China 
pointing ballistic missiles at Taiwan to the security blanket Snoopy 
is always trying to steal from Linus. Security can mean the ability 
to walk from the classroom door to your car without fear of bodily 
harm, the assurance that you will have a paycheck arriving next 
week, or the knowledge that you can always drop by your parents’ 
kitchen and walk away with a full stomach. Even if I limit the term 
to how it has been defined and used in the study of politics, it is 
still difficult to nail down a definition. Some scholars have even 
argued that the effort to define security is futile. Moreover, when I 
attempt to define the term precisely and accurately, I wind up 
juggling so many nuances and variations that even the clearest 
result tends to be impossibly complicated. 
Rather than wrestling with the complexities, I offer a definition 
that cuts straight to the heart of the concept, much as I did with the 
term politics in Chapter 1. Bob and his farmer friends attain 
security when they develop the ability to protect their crops. Thus, 
security is the ability to protect, preserve, or maintain control of 
something of value. Although this definition lacks the richness of 
some others, it nevertheless captures the basic idea. 
The good part of defining security so simply is that you don’t even 
have to hope that the brilliant author of this textbook knows what 



he is talking about. If you look at the way the term security is 
defined or applied in the research and commentary on politics, you 
can see that various definitions of security are differentiated by the 
specification of what is to be protected. For example, political 
scientist Brian L. Job lists four securities that are critical to 
understanding the political dynamics of developing nations.8 The 
first is the protection of borders and governmental structures from 
outside threats. You probably think that kind of security is 
national security, but Job and most other political scientists refer 
to that as state security. Job’s basic argument is that in the 
developing world, state security is not the most important 
consideration. Instead, these countries’ foreign policies are 
dominated by regime security, which is defined by the leaders’ 
ability to protect their hold on power. The pursuit of regime 
security is often complicated by issues related to what political 
scientists define as national security: the protection of the interests 
or survival of tribal, ethnic, or other groups that exist within and 
across state borders.* These ethnic groups often clash within 
countries, and they are often spread across the borders between 
countries, making the pursuit of national security a particularly 
vexing international issue in the developing world. Lost in the 
politics of state, regime, and national security is a fourth category, 
individual security, which, just to keep you off guard, is exactly 
what it sounds like. 
Notice that in this discussion of different securities, the key to 
understanding the politics of security is determining who is trying 
to protect what. 
To truly grasp the concept of security and to understand why the 
collective pursuit of security is such a central element for 
government, you are going to need the grossly oversimplified 
definitions of a few other closely related terms. 

POWER 
While security is a contested term, the debate over its meaning is 
nothing compared to the disagreements surrounding the concept of 



power. The manifestation of power can be as obvious as a tank 
rolling in to break up the protests in China’s Tiananmen Square or 
as subtle as a shopping-bag burdened student who stopped that 
tank by simply refusing to get out of its way. Power can be 
exercised through the brute physical force of a police officer’s 
patrol stick or through the glorious leader’s deft evocation of 
patriotism to provoke a desired response from a sycophantic 
crowd. It is this wide range of applicability that makes the term so 
difficult to define with accuracy. 
Again, I resort to a simple definition to capture the fundamentals of 
the concept of power. At its core, power is the ability to get 
something done. While this definition is so elementary that it 
borders on the tautological, it cuts right to the heart of the notion of 
power. We tend to regard any successful effort to accomplish a 
goal as an exercise of power. The tank had the power to disperse 
the protesters because it posed a threat to their lives. The student 
had the power to stop the tank by stepping in front of it because he 
could force the driver to choose between halting or accepting 
responsibility for running over an unarmed, nonthreatening person. 
Brute force is power that surges toward a goal by means of a direct 
application of energy. The manipulation of language and imagery 
is power because it can channel the actions of a crowd. Whether 
direct or indirect—doing something yourself or getting others to do 
it for you—power is the ability to disturb the momentum of events. 
It is the ability to influence. 
Power is widely believed to be the key variable in politics. Clearly, 
if politics is about acting to achieve a particular goal, then the 
ability to get the task done is of the utmost importance. Power is so 
pervasive a concept that you likely take its role in your own life for 
granted, but think about all those people in your life who can get 
you to do certain things and how they go about getting you to do 
them. How do your parents get you to do what they want? What 
about your boss? Your professors? Why, exactly, are you reading 
this book? 
When you think of power, you might picture a tangible implement 



of the use of force, such as a police officer’s club. It’s less likely 
that you will think of the officer’s blue uniform and conspicuous 
patrol car and the way the mayor uses symbolism to alter people’s 
behavior. However, the subtle uses of power can be by far the most 
important. Think of the relationship between boss and employee—
Michael Scott and Jim Halpert in The Office,9 Mr. Spacely and 
George Jetson in The Jetsons,10 Mr. Slate and Fred Flintstone in 
The Flintstones,11 Mr. Krabs and SpongeBob in SpongeBob 

SquarePants.12 Michael is always demanding or manipulating the 
people in the office, particularly Jim. Poor George is constantly 
taking abuse from Mr. Spacely. Mr. Slate is always firing, or 
threatening to fire, Fred. SpongeBob doesn’t get it, but if he did, he 
would realize that Mr. Krabs exerts power to get him to use his 
skills as the ultimate “fry cook to the gods.” Why do Jim, George, 
Fred, and SpongeBob put up with it? Well, why does the 
supermarket clerk willingly clean up the baby’s “accident” in Aisle 
10? Why do millions of people comply with the wishes of their 
unarmed and physically unimpressive bosses? Is it because their 
kneecaps are in jeopardy? No, their acquiescence is probably due 
to the slightly subtler economic influence that all bosses have over 
their employees. At the extreme, bosses can fire their employees 
and deny them future paychecks, but they are more likely to 
exercise their power toward less drastic ends. After all, bosses also 
assign workloads, schedule vacations, distribute raises and 
promotions, and determine who gets the window office. In large 
corporations, the few sentences that a boss types into a 
performance review can facilitate or derail a worker’s career. The 
diffuse power that the boss wields is probably why, in our 
androgynous workplace example way back in Chapter 1, Pat was 
laughing at the boss’s jokes—it was all about power. 
Easier yet, just watch Game of Thrones13 and marvel at how much 
violence and nudity the producers manage to throw on the screen. 
And then, when you calm down, look at the huge variety of ways 
the characters make things happen and fight to get their way: from 
the brute force of a sword or army to deception; to imposition of 



vows and use of traditions; to family bonds; to logical arguments; 
to wealth; to creepy, incestuous sexual stuff. 
Stretching the employment analogy far beyond the bounds of 
prudence or caution, I will now split an infinitive to boldly suggest 
that power is to politics what money is to capitalism. The capitalist 
needs to accumulate money and then spend it carefully in the 
pursuit of profit and efficiency. The politician needs to amass 
power and then apply it carefully to gain the support of others, to 
win leadership positions, and to be effective in politics. In fact, we 
often use the term political capital to indicate the reserve of power 
on which some official can call to achieve political goals. While it 
is not a tangible resource like a stock option or a savings account,* 
political capital can be stored or built up. Very often, individuals 
earn political capital by doing favors for others in the hope that 
they will deliver their support at a future date. A person might 
volunteer to help someone else campaign for office or contribute 
money to a political action committee. Someone in office might 
vote for another representative’s bill, or give a job to a colleague’s 
nephew, or pay for the dry cleaning of an intern’s nice blue dress. 
For years, political parties in many big cities provided jobs, food, 
and entertainment and performed other favors for their constituents 
in order to ensure their support on election day. 
Do note that there is a critical difference between power and 
authority. The easiest way to make the distinction is to think of 
authority as a subcategory of power—a type of power. A person 
has authority when the social structure or context leads others to 
accept that person’s commands, direction, or other forms of control 
over their actions. We often talk about authority in terms of 
enforced legal systems for allocating aspects of social control to 
certain individuals, such as police patrolling the roads. However, 
authority can arise even where no formal coercion is involved in 
creating the leader-and-follower relationship. In Castle,14 mystery 
writer Rick Castle often leads the investigative team’s actions even 
though his official role is limited to observing. In Kitchen 

Nightmares,15 the owners of skanky restaurants almost always 



follow Gordon Ramsay’s instructions, commands, tirades, and 
invective-laden rants even though Ramsay has no official, legal 
position at all in the organizational chart of the business. And 
James Cameron should really listen to an actual writer before he 
makes another Avatar, even though he doesn’t have to. In all of 
these cases, something, such as specialized knowledge, experience, 
or insight, gives (or should give) people the opportunity to 
influence the actions of others, sometimes in profound and 
significant ways. 
One of the key points about authority lies in the way it highlights 
the relationship between power and context. The particular kind of 
power that is appropriate in a given situation is intimately related 
to the specific political and social context. Different social 
environments affect how power is used. For example, a president 
exercises a type of power that is different from that exercised by a 
dictator. A country with a nuclear arsenal exerts a different type of 
power than does one that is rich in petroleum reserves. However, 
there is one context—one structure of human interaction—that is 
fundamentally different from all others: anarchy. In order to 
comprehend how power works and why security is a fundamental 
reason for government, we must first return to anarchy and develop 
an understanding of the dynamics of an anarchic environment. 

ANARCHY 
Unlike the concepts of security and power, the definition of 
anarchy is not something that political scientists argue about. 
However, in this case, it is the common usage of the term—
equating anarchy with rioting werewolves run amok—that is likely 
to create confusion. I reinforced that misunderstanding of anarchy 
with the Mad Max example, but instead of apologizing, I’m going 
to pretend that is exactly what I meant to do. It is a well-known 
fact-like belief that if you force students to intentionally rethink 
something, that process enriches their understanding of the 
nuances in a way that simply teaching them could never manage. 
Thus, making sure everyone was thinking of anarchy in terms of 



chaos and violence and now making you shift to think of it 
differently is a way to make you so totally smarter.* 

GODS OF GEEKDOM 
L. NEIL SMITH 
L. Neil Smith is well up there on the geek scale—at least a 14. 
While there are plenty of moderately obscure science fiction 
authors out there, and a large proportion of science fiction authors 
explore extremes of social and or political ideals, Smith is nearly 
unique in the way his writing explores anarchy and other extremes 
of libertarianism as an ideal. The extremes of idiocy, stupidity, 
racism, hatred, hypocrisy, and other bile spewed by those who 
scrambled to the front of the recent surge in libertarian politics in 
the United States has made it extremely difficult to engage the 
conceptual and social thought that underlies libertarianism. Make 
no mistake; Smith is well out there on the fringes, particularly on 
the issue of guns. In fact, when it comes to guns, his rhetoric is 
about as extreme as it gets. However, unlike just about anyone else 
you might hear talking about weapon ownership or any of the other 
issues associated with libertarianism, Smith has explored the social 
and political dynamics of extremes of libertarianism and weapon 
ownership and has shared that thought in his novels. In doing so, 
he has also provided a unique insight into the mind of the extreme 
libertarian, largely driven by fear, naïveté, and a deep-seated 
distrust of structurally constituted forms of power and authority. 
There is also a profound failure to understand that many of the 
restrictions on individual actions that libertarians despise also, or 
sometimes primarily, limit the powerful and wealthy as much if 
not more than the heroic individuals in Smith’s stories. 
Smith’s novels show us many values that might be enhanced by 
escaping governed (or overgoverned) contexts, such as 
independence of thought and personal responsibility. Still, even 
though he is clearly advocating near anarchy as an ideal, his novels 
also expose the limits of libertarian ideals. In his novels, many of 
the things we ask of government are still there. They have been 



shifted to social norms or they are enforced by ad hoc collective 
activities, but they are still there. 
When political scientists speak of anarchy, they are referring not to 
chaos but to an absence of any kind of overarching authority or 
hierarchy. In an anarchic situation, such as pre-cooperation 
Bobsville, there is no means for policing behavior or enforcing 
agreements. This absence can lead to chaos and violence and 
homoerotic biker gangs roaming the outback, but there is no reason 
that it necessarily has to. In fact, many anarchists are ideologues 
who long for a lack of hierarchy not because they desire chaos but 
because they believe that human beings are capable of peacefully 
intermingling and ordering society without broad, formalized 
governmental structures. 
Conversations in the classroom provide a good nonpolitical 
example of the difference between anarchy and hierarchy. Before 
the instructor arrives, there is no hierarchical structure in the 
room—no overarching authority—because none of the students 
has any control over the others. As a result, the conversation is 
reasonably anarchic. Any person can talk to any other person. The 
ability and desire to talk are the only things that really matter. 
Furthermore, as the relentless babbler next to you repeatedly 
demonstrates, it is not even necessary to find someone who agrees 
to listen before you start yapping. However, when the instructor 
arrives and starts class, the conversation becomes structured and 
hierarchical. There are rules for who can speak. The instructor 
directs the exchange, deciding who will speak and when, thus 
controlling both the content and the tone of the discussion. 

Anarchy and Power 
The classroom conversation example also demonstrates the 
connection between power and anarchy, suggesting why both are 
crucial concepts for the study of politics. Anarchy is important 
because of its relationship to power. Before the instructor arrives, 
your ability, or power, to speak is all that is necessary to allow you 
to do so. We could even think of the volume at which you can 



speak as the amount of power you have in this situation. The 
louder you can bellow, the more effective you will be at getting 
words from your mouth to someone else’s ears. In a hierarchical 
situation, however, the power of the individual is constrained. 
When the instructor is in the room and directing the conversation, 
the volume of your bellow is not the only factor relevant to your 
effort to get your words to someone else’s ears. You must also 
consider the structure of the conversation. Your power to make 
yourself heard is tempered by the rewards and punishments that the 
authority in the room can direct toward you in response to your 
bellowing. By shutting out, quieting, waterboarding, muzzling, or 
exiling the loudest voices, the classroom structure makes it 
possible for the soft-spoken to be heard. The structure and 
hierarchy of interaction both enable and constrain participation in 
the classroom conversation. 
We spend so much of our lives in structured, hierarchical situations 
that we can actually find it difficult to appreciate and comprehend 
anarchy, and this makes fictional examples particularly valuable. 
Lord of the Flies, for instance, is probably the classic story about 
anarchy. The characters are boys who are stranded on a tropical 
island with no adults, no authority, and no rules. Their descent into 
barbarity contributes a human face to the definition of anarchy and 
illustrates the ways in which people—even children—form groups 
and attempt to create governments. Postapocalyptic stories and 
films also offer us a visceral brush with the true meaning of 
anarchy. I’ve already mentioned the The Road Warrior,* in which 
Mel Gibson wins the all-time award for fewest lines spoken by a 
leading actor as his character becomes the reluctant savior of a 
small band of people trying to survive in a land without laws. Fans 
of classic Westerns will recognize the theme from countless films 
in which a lone cowboy rides in to enforce order in a Wild West 
town. 
The frequent brutality that is characteristic of postapocalyptic 
stories demonstrates the connections among power, security, and 
anarchy. In an anarchic environment, power is the ultimate 



resource, because there is no overarching authority—no 
structure—and no government to prevent the strongest individuals 
from using their power to get whatever they want. The only way 
those with less power can stop the bullies from acting as they wish 
is by mustering enough power to overcome the bullies’ inherent 
advantage. In contrast, in a hierarchical situation, weaker 
individuals can rely on the coercive power of the authority 
structure to restrain more powerful individuals and protect the 
weak from the strong. The only hope for survival of the band of 
desperate people in The Road Warrior is to find enough power to 
defend themselves against the roving bandits. It is important to 
emphasize here that the white clothes they wear are totally 
symbolic of the good guys, but in the real world no amount of 
bleach would keep them clean while living around an oil well and 
refinery in the middle of the desert. It is also important to note that 
hierarchy need not result from formalized structures of 
government, though governments do provide hierarchy. In an 
anarchic situation, something as simple as an acknowledgment of 
status and power within a roving band of thugs may constitute 
enough of an authority structure to create something similar to a 
governed environment. If the scenario of The Road Warrior seems 
far-fetched, think about how warlords in places such as Somalia 
and Afghanistan are able to exercise power and draw bands of 
followers despite the lack of a constitution drawn up by a bunch of 
dead white guys.* 

An Impetus for Government 
Anarchy remains one of those ideal concepts that, if it ever really 
exists, is found only rarely and fleetingly in the real world, yet it is 
crucial for understanding government. Although it may come as 
something of a surprise, anarchy can even be thought of as the 
source of government. Why? Because anarchy sucks. 
In an anarchic environment, the vast majority of people struggle to 
survive, and those who do survive live in a context of constant fear 
and constant threat. Every moment of every day, they live in fear 



of and seek to protect themselves from those who are more 
powerful. People need protection from bullies, and the bullies 
themselves need protection, too. After all, even the nastiest of 
bullies has to sleep sometime. The collective pursuit of security—
which is why Bob wants to form a village in the first place—
provides an escape from this pervasive atmosphere of threat. In a 
governed society, people essentially hire government to protect 
them and the things they value from those who are more powerful. 
We can make a reasonable sociopsychological argument that 
humans naturally tend to flee from anarchy toward hierarchical 
structures even when those structures are far from ideal. If you 
watch the way strangers herded into a cafeteria seem to congregate 
in small groups, there does seem to be some aspect of human 
nature involved. Think about what happens when you meet and 
introduce yourself to people. The whole process of becoming 
acquainted is, in many ways, a method of establishing hierarchy 
based on information elicited by such polite questions as “What do 
you do?” “Where do you live?” “How big are those pants?” An 
extreme example can be found in Japan, where a round of 
introductions can make you feel like a Vegas table dealer as you 
swap business cards as fast as you can pull them out of your 
pocket. That exchange becomes a quick and direct means of 
establishing everyone’s place in a social status hierarchy before the 
conversation can begin. Once the hierarchy is determined, the 
person at the top is often then expected to initiate and shepherd the 
discussion. Japan is one of the more formally hierarchical societies 
in the world, but all human societies are hierarchical to some 
extent. 
Part of the explanation could simply be fear and the role it plays in 
survival and evolution. If Mad Max hasn’t convinced you that 
Thomas Hobbes had good reasons for describing life in his 
anarchic state of nature as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and 
short,” try thinking of it in terms of accidentally walking past a 
couple of punks hanging out just inside the shadows of an 
alleyway. Think of how you feel in the moment you notice they are 



there. Think of that spike of fear in your gut when you realize that 
there’s nothing to stop them from mugging you, or worse, right 
there.* There is no one else around, they are steps away, and they 
could drag you into that alley before you could speed-dial 911 on 
your iPhone. That fleeting instant during which the protection of a 
governed society has abandoned you is what every moment is like 
in anarchy, and that surge of fear is constant in an ungoverned 
environment. Fear is an evolved human reaction that helps people 
to survive by helping them recognize danger, and the fact that 
people fear anarchy should provide a strong clue to why it is hard 
to find anarchy in the real world. A hierarchical structure, with its 
rules and the means to enforce them, can keep society under 
control, and most important, hierarchy protects us from those of 
our neighbors who feel free to sport their highly fashionable 
swastika tattoos. 
Still, we’re stuck on that personal security aspect of government. 
This is important. Hopefully I have made that obvious by now, but 
even if we only talk of escaping anarchy, the collective pursuit of 
security is still just part of the equation. A governed environment is 
also appealing because anarchy is perhaps the most inefficient 
form of human organization, as can be seen in the story of 
Bobsville. Farming is, in essence, investing. Bob invests his time, 
his effort, and his food—the very thing that keeps him alive—in 
the belief that he will have a whole bunch to eat later. It is not 
rational to make an investment such as this, or any other, without 
security. The person making the sacrifice today must have some 
reasonable expectation that he or she will be able to reap the 
benefits in the future. Without that kind of assurance, without some 
reasonable expectation of being able to keep the fruits of his or her 
labor, a person would be crazy to invest all that effort and wealth. 
Would you put money into a savings account if there weren’t rules, 
laws, and structures keeping random meerkats who wander into the 
bank from making withdrawals from your account? Hierarchical 
structures provide that economic security. Not all do equally good 
jobs, but virtually all are better than anarchy. I’ll develop this point 



further when we discuss the relationship between government and 
the economy, but for now I’m going to cross my fingers and hope 
you can begin to see why a stable government is essential for a 
sound economy. 

THINKER IN BOXES 
THOMAS HOBBES 

Team: British Imperial Lions 

Position: Deep extra cover 
Status: Not living 

If you’re a dictator, king, or uptight schoolmarm with your hair 
pulled into a bun that’s so tight you can’t blink, Thomas Hobbes 
(1588–1679) is going to be your favorite political theorist. 
Influenced by the scientific revolution that occurred during his 
lifetime, Hobbes rejected all information that was not acquired 
empirically as he sought to craft a scientific theory of politics and 
government. In his most famous work, Leviathan, Hobbes sought 
to explain why government was necessary.a To accomplish this 
task, he asks us to engage in a thought experiment: what would life 
be like in this “state of nature”? 
Imagine a time when there were no laws, no government, and no 
justice system at all, when individuals enjoyed perfect liberty to do 
whatever they pleased. Hobbes considered human beings to be 
essentially egotistical and self-interested rational pleasure seekers, 
but for some reason—a reason that will be difficult for university 
students to fathom—that belief did not lead him to predict that a 
world of complete freedom would lead to something like a 
constant spring break at Daytona Beach. Instead, he describes life 
in the state of nature as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” It 
was a life of constant war and violence. It was Lord of the Flies in 
Technicolor. 
Hobbes believed that people form governments because they want 
to escape this state of nature and they are willing to trade some of 
their liberty to achieve tranquility. According to Hobbes, 
government begins when people join together to form a “social 



contract” with each other. Under the terms of the contract, people 
agree to trade their liberty for protection from the harshness of the 
state of nature. Their individual freedom is turned over to a 
sovereign—a person or a group of people with supreme 
authority—who is responsible for securing and maintaining the 
peace. Once the people consent to join into this social contract, 
they must follow the will of the sovereign, and the dude in charge 
has the power to do whatever is necessary to ensure domestic 
tranquility. People have surrendered all of their rights, including 
their right to disagree. There is no such thing as freedom of speech 
or freedom of religion, and people should expect nothing except 
what is granted by the sovereign. Unlike Aristotle, Hobbes did not 
believe that government and the state were natural. Instead, they 
were human creations that originated because they served a useful 
purpose. 
Thus, not only does Hobbes provide the reason for the origin of the 
state but he also tells us about the obligations of the individual and 
the sovereign. The sovereign’s responsibility is to provide for the 
safety of the populace. Consequently, Hobbes contrasts the state of 
nature with the positive utopia of a life of security. However, that 
original, negative utopia always lurks in the background as a 
justification for the sovereign’s rule. 
a Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (New York: Penguin, 1985). 

THE CONTEXT OF HIERARCHY 
Since anarchy, defined as the complete absence of hierarchy, is on 
the extreme end of a continuum, any movement away from 
anarchy is a movement toward hierarchy, toward some societal 
structure that elevates someone or some group to a position of 
authority over others. In fact, a single bully who dominates 
everyone else in an anarchic situation has created one type of 
hierarchy. When Bob and his hygienically challenged primal 
farmers cooperate in defense of their crops, they form a different 
type of hierarchy. When societies form governments, they create 
institutionalized hierarchies, and different societies shape their own 
distinct governmental institutions to meet their specific needs, 



backgrounds, and values. The particular types of institutions 
chosen determine the context for how decisions are made and how 
people relate to one another in each society. As I hope you will 
become increasingly aware, this context has a tremendous effect on 
what options people have and how they act. Some theorists would 
even argue that context is the most important consideration in the 
study of politics. 
To understand how hierarchy and context come together to shape 
human interaction, let’s return to the classroom. Sitting atop a 
strong hierarchical structure, the instructor is a capricious dictator. 
The students get to be the worthy peasants who toil away at the 
evil dictator’s erratic whim. The instructor has this dictatorial 
power because the university structure gives him or her the 
authority to assign the grades that will ultimately affect the 
students’ prospects for graduation and, perhaps, their future 
careers. The tremendous value that students place on the grades 
that must be earned within this university structure gives the 
instructor immense power over them. The fact that students 
actually attend classes, listen to instructors, read texts, and study 
for tests—things they almost certainly would not otherwise do—is 
evidence of how effective the university structure is at empowering 
the instructor. If your instructor were just another poorly dressed 
person with mismatched patches on the elbows of his corduroy 
sport coat, and if he or she were lecturing from the backseat of a 
city bus, would you read what he or she recommended? Would you 
write papers at his or her command? Would you even stay on the 
bus? 
The context of hierarchy is as crucial as its structure. When a 
student who also happens to be a police officer stops his or her 
instructor for speeding, the relationship is suddenly reversed. In the 
space of an hour, a professor may go from explaining a poor grade 
on an exam to handing over a driver’s license and registration. The 
only difference is the context of interaction. The hierarchical 
structure of the university gives that professor power in the 
classroom, while the hierarchical structure of the local system of 



law enforcement gives that student power in the speed trap. 
If people fear anarchy and seek hierarchy, if they institutionalize 
their collective effort to attain security, the next logical questions 
are as follows: How are these structures created? How do people 
get from anarchy to hierarchy—to the government that we all like 
to complain about? 

ALLIANCES 
An alliance occurs when individuals or groups agree to combine 
resources and abilities for a purpose that benefits the members of 
the alliance individually. In some contexts, the term coalition may 
be applied to such an arrangement. Alliances among countries are 
a key element of international politics, influencing prospects for 
war, peace, and complex diplomatic negotiations—we are all 
familiar, for example, with how the Allies joined together to defeat 
the Axis powers in World War II. For present purposes, the basics 
of alliance formation can illuminate how governmental structures 
emerge. The alliance is probably the simplest and the most obvious 
strategy for those pursuing security in an anarchic environment. 
Bob’s primitive farmers protected their crops by joining together to 
gain power sufficient to ward off the neighboring marauders. 
To illustrate the dynamics of alliances within anarchy, I can use a 
scenario very similar to that of Lord of the Flies. Among a group 
of seven children shipwrecked on an island, only one knows how 
to go out in the water and catch fish. We’ll call this wimpy kid 
Gilligan—and if you don’t understand why, then you have some 
serious reruns to watch. Since fish are particularly desirable when 
the only other thing you have to eat is coconuts, all of the kids 
want the fish. To catch the fish, Gilligan wades out until he is 
waist-deep in the ocean and then stands there for half the day until 
he eventually snags one of the slippery little entrées. In a fair and 
just world, Gilligan has just secured a nutritious dinner, but in an 
anarchic environment with no overarching authority, what happens 
when this scrawny kid emerges from the water with that tasty-
looking fish? 



Most likely, the biggest kid on the beach, whom we’ll call the 
Skipper, walks up to Gilligan and snatches the fish. Can Gilligan 
do anything about it? No. The Skipper probably outweighs him by 
100 pounds, and there is no hierarchy, no police officer on the 
corner for the weak little fisherman to turn to for protection. If the 
Skipper can withstand some whining, crying, and tugging at his 
pant legs, there really is no way Gilligan can keep the bully from 
taking his fish. What is he to do? If he still wants to eat fish, 
Gilligan must go out and catch another one. So he wades out and 
catches another fish. However, when he brings it back in, the 
second-biggest bully on the beach, Mary Ann,* struts up and takes 
the fish. Gilligan is probably going to have to provide a fish for 
everyone bigger than he is before he gets to feed himself. What’s 
more, long before he can feed all the others, the Skipper is hungry 
again. Poor Gilligan! He could spend his entire lifetime fishing and 
never get to eat any fish. On this anarchic island, any kid who is 
bigger and wants what Gilligan has can simply take it from him. 
This situation is problematic not only for hungry Gilligan but also 
for all seven of the castaways. Once Gilligan realizes that he is not 
going to get to eat any of the fish, why should he bother to catch 
any? Why would he work for no reward? The whole society would 
benefit if he were to stay out there catching as many fish as he 
could for as many of the kids as he could, but even if the bullies 
were to use their power to force him to do so, eventually Gilligan 
would become so weakened by malnutrition that he could not 
continue. Alliances offer a way out of such self-defeating 
situations by providing security within anarchy. Gilligan can make 
a deal with the Skipper, offering to catch two fish—one for the 
bully and one for himself. In return, he asks the Skipper to protect 
him from all the others who might want his fish. In other words, 
the Skipper and Gilligan form an alliance. Gilligan gives up part of 
the yield of his labor in return for protection. He is buying security, 
in the form of the ability to eat his own fish, by sharing his 
resources with the bully who can protect him. Unlike the 
circumstances of the formation of Bobsville, Gilligan and the 



Skipper are not joining together to promote their common good; 
each is pursuing his individual interests.* 

Pointless Figure 2.1 Anarchy Versus Hierarchy: Power and 
Politics on Gilligan’s Island Because Game of Thrones was Really, 

Really Hard to Figure Out 

 
If this were the end of my fish story, we would have a plot similar 
to that of Bob and the first village full of grunting, hairy farmers. 
However, there is a dynamic here that is different from the 
collective action leading to the formation of Bobsville. There is a 
further complexity in this story of alliance formation that can help 
us to understand power, politics, and the way that government 
structures form in response to anarchy. To continue with the story, 
the second-biggest bully, Mary Ann, wants the fish just as much as 
the Skipper does, and Mary Ann is just as capable of forming an 
alliance as anybody else. If she teams up with the third-biggest 
bully, Mrs. Lovey Howell,* together they have more power than 
the Skipper. In fact, with a little bit of forceful persuasion, Mary 
Ann and Mrs. Howell can convince Gilligan that the biggest bully 
alone cannot protect him from their new alliance and that he will 
find life to be a lot less bruising if he joins their new alliance and 
agrees to catch three fish a day. The Skipper is not about to let that 
happen, however, so he recruits some additional thugs of his own, 
probably Ginger and the Professor, and forms another new alliance 
that is strong enough to overpower the rival team and force 
Gilligan back into the Skipper’s camp. The Mary Ann-Mrs. Lovey 
Howell alliance is likely to reply in kind, adding sufficient power 
to overcome the alliance of the biggest bully. Of course, there is 
nothing (except the fact that there are only seven stranded 
castaways) to prevent the Skipper from then trying to amass even 
more power to force Gilligan back into his camp. 
Aside from regurgitating some very unpleasant memories of the 



reality TV craze that I desperately hope will have finally died by 
the time you read this book,† this example of alliance formation as 
a response to anarchy demonstrates how groups ultimately lead to 
governments.16 The alliance that is ultimately successful will form 
a group. In our fish story, the group forms around the competition 
for control of a resource—in this case, a skinny angler. However, 
there need not be a fight over Gilligan or any other person for a 
group to coalesce. Alternatively, the competition could involve a 
struggle to control farmland, grazing land, a bay full of fish, a 
grove of trees, water, or any other resource. The key is that the 
group needs to exist and persist in order to provide the collective 
benefit of security. 
Things really start to get complex, and nuances really start to 
matter, when we look at how such a group functions in everyday 
life. A momentary lapse in the group’s ability to protect its 
valuables is all it takes for a rival to take advantage and for the 
group’s members to lose everything. The need for security is 
constant. There are always more cavemen who may wander by. 
Thus, Bob’s group of farmers must persist as a group, even after 
the initial bands of raiding cavemen have been driven away from 
the crops. This permanent group eventually becomes the 
government of Bobsville. Consequently, government results from 
the group’s need to institutionalize—that is, to make permanent—
its power. It accomplishes this by creating governmental 
institutions to provide the security that people continually need. 
Thus, to repeat the trend of providing overly simplistic definitions, 
I define government as a set of agreements, laws, or other political 
structures designed to provide permanent hierarchy. 
Grasping the connection between groups and government can be 
difficult, because you must first drop your current expectations, 
which are based on what government is and does now. You must 
think about how, somewhere in the very distant past, the whole 
idea of government came to be. From this perspective, you can 
begin to see that it is from this essential first function that the 
governments we know evolved. With just a little modification, that 



collective effort that was put into rushing out and chasing the 
cavemen away from the field can be used to pursue other collective 
goals, and that, finally, is the answer to the question of why we 
have government. 
Government is the primary mechanism through which people 
pursue collective actions. The collective pursuit of security is 
almost certainly the most fundamental of collective actions we ask 
government to coordinate for us, but it is by no means the only 
one. We ask government to build and maintain shared 
infrastructure, such as roads, bridges, subways, aqueducts, power 
grids, spaceports, and transdimensional wormhole transit stations. 
We ask government to regulate our activities and set standards so 
that we all drive on the proper side of the road (something they are 
still working on in China), and we can all be sure that the pint we 
buy at the pub is actually a full pint of beer.* We ask the 
government to perform services such as sewage disposal and 
educating all you young ruffians. We ask government to provide a 
context in which we can reap at least some of the reward for 
invested effort. We ask the government to manage shared or 
communal resources such as fish, clean air, and music that does 
more than go “Thumpa, Thumpa, Thumpa.” We also ask 
government to accomplish things that no one, no matter how 
wealthy, could do alone, such as build the Panama Canal or mine 
asteroids. Wait, scratch the asteroids one. Anyway, all of these 
things are collective actions. Government isn’t the only way to 
pursue a collective action—revolution against government is, after 
all, a collective action—but for most things that people need to 
pursue collectively, government (a really, really big group) 
provides the most efficient means for people to act. Consequently, 
in order to understand governmental dynamics, you need to 
understand group dynamics. 

GROUPS AND GROUP IDENTITIES 
Groups are fascinating beasts. They can suppress individuals and 
enforce conformity and, at the same time, elevate some people and 



drive others to rebel. They can aggregate the rational choices of 
individuals into collective irrationality. They can transform 
irrational fears and hatreds into a power that can be wielded to 
tremendous effect and lead to outcomes that appear rational in 
retrospect. However, before delving into group action and 
interaction, we need to explore the more basic notion of what 
makes a group—that is, what constitutes group identity. The 
degree to which members identify with a group, and, conversely, 
identify who is not part of that group, can affect its strength, its 
cohesiveness, and even its survival. 

THINKER IN BOXES 
JOHN LOCKE 

Team: British Imperial Lions 

Position: Silly mid off 
Status: MIA—presumed “lost” 

John Locke (1632–1704) was a Brit with a scary hairdo who also, 
in his Second Treatise of Government, begins with a state of 
nature.a However, unlike Hobbes’s vision, Locke’s state of nature 
is not a bad place. In his conception, all have natural rights to “life, 
liberty, and property.” People are social, and since they deal with 
each other according to the rules of natural law, any social 
difference among them arises from how hard they work. However, 
the state of nature can suddenly turn into a state of war when a few 
people acting like playground bullies seek to violate natural laws 
and cause havoc for everyone. 
Since Locke believed that the state of nature is not as nasty as 
Hobbes envisioned it, Locke argued that when people come 
together in a state of nature, they first form a “civil society,” which 
then creates a government. Thus, the civil society is superior to the 
government, and the government that is created is a limited one. 
People surrender only as much of their rights as is absolutely 
necessary for the government to carry out its primary function, 
which, according to Locke, is “the preservation of property.” 
Hence Locke’s utopia is one in which the government exists as a 



subcontractor to the civil society, and this subcontractor continues 
to work as long as it performs its responsibility to protect the 
natural rights of the populace. All are free to enjoy their rights 
(including life and liberty), property, and the fruits of their labor. 
Perhaps what is most important in Locke’s theory is what is left 
implicit. If the government does not live up to its responsibility, 
can it be fired? Do the people have the right to cast off a 
government that fails to protect the rights and privileges of its 
citizenry or abuses its power? One answer can be found in the 
Declaration of Independence, which, building on Lockean theory, 
proclaims, “That whenever any form of government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to 
abolish it, and to institute new Government.” While many think 
that Locke died, it is rumored that he was “lost” on a tropical 
island and is now living with a bunch of other survivors of a plane 
crash. 
a John Locke, The Second Treatise of Government, ed. J. W. Gough (Oxford, 
UK: Blackwell, 1966). 

Group Identities 
Think of some of the formal and informal groups that tolerate your 
presence: high school friends, college friends, a chess club, a 
church, that cluster of moody misfits in the back corner of the 
classroom, coworkers, the Jamaican curling team, siblings, a 
fraternity, an ethnic organization, an honor society, or a high 
school alumni organization that doesn’t really think it has to let 
you come to the reunion because some fool printed your name on a 
diploma. Chances are you identify more closely with the people in 
some of these groups than you do with those in others. This 
closeness can affect the strength of the bond you feel with a 
particular group, and that can affect what your group can 
accomplish, and that, in turn, is a big part of whether or not that 
group continues to survive. Group identity is not fixed. It can vary 
in response to events within the group or to the experiences of the 
group as a whole. How a group defines its identity gives it purpose 
and shapes its interactions with other groups. Identity, and identity 



alone, may even be the basis for justifying and maintaining the 
existence of the group. 
Group identification first becomes important when the members 
ask the following question: Who can be a member of the group? 
Groups constantly struggle over this crucial question. Leaders can 
manipulate the qualifications for membership in order to achieve 
their own political ends, because after they have decided what 
goals the group will pursue, leaders must call on members to do 
the actual work. The strength of the members’ identification with 
the group directly affects the amount of effort and resources they 
are willing to contribute to the group’s activities. Can you guess 
who can be a member of the Salish Tribal Council and, of those 
members, who is likely to feel a strong identification with this 
group? 
Understanding groups is so critical to understanding government 
that those who study politics often equate current nations with 
groups, and they therefore study nations by applying to them 
concepts derived from theories of group dynamics. Thus, a good 
way to start delving into the subject of group identity and its role in 
group dynamics is to focus on the United States as a nation and ask 
this question: Who is an American? 
The answer may, at first, seem obvious. With a quick glance 
around the classroom, relying on accents, appearances, and 
whatever you happen to know about the people around you, you 
can probably classify most of your classmates as either Americans 
or not Americans. While many cases are clear—such as the guy 
with the southern accent or the international exchange student with 
lutefisk breath—chances are that you will have trouble 
categorizing at least a few. The difficulty arises because Americans 
are missing a lot of the communal signifiers that many nations can 
rely on to identify citizens—Americans have no universally spoken 
language, no shared religion, and no common ethnic heritage. In 
the absence of an obvious marker such as language, people tend to 
fall back on more legalistic notions of citizenship. Thousands of 
pages of regulations and laws have been created in attempts to 



define American citizenship, but in some extreme cases, even these 
are insufficient. Furthermore, many of the people who do fit into 
the category of “U.S. citizen” may not match up with some of your 
expectations. 
Let’s take, for instance, someone born in Belgium who has always 
lived in Europe but has an American parent. While he meets the 
technical requirements for U.S. citizenship, he may not fit with 
your ideas of what it means to be an American. He may not even 
think of himself as an American. If a Japanese woman gives birth 
while waiting to change planes in a Chicago airport, that baby is a 
U.S. citizen even if the entirety of her residence in the United 
States extends no further than a few hours at O’Hare. Both of these 
kids fit the technical definition of U.S. citizen, but would you put 
either of them in the group we call Americans? What if, instead, 
the little girl is born over international waters while flying toward 
the United States and her birth is recorded upon landing in the 
country, or alternatively, what if the plane is merely in U.S. 
airspace, passing through on the way from Canada to Mexico, 
when the baby is born? 
There are technical and legal answers to all of these questions, but 
the point is that human groups tend to be amorphous. There is 
usually a core of people who are clearly members, but groups are 
inevitably fuzzy at the edges, and they tend to overlap and blend 
into each other until it becomes nearly impossible to figure out 
precisely where one group ends and another begins. This lack of 
clear definition becomes especially problematic when we start 
talking about group dynamics, because it leads to questions such as 
these: Who must contribute to the collective effort of the group? 
Who is subject to the group’s rules? Who has the right to the 
benefits the group provides? 

Conflict between Groups 
The difficulty in clearly identifying group membership has an 
effect on one of the first aspects of political group dynamics. 
Although we may not be able to define precisely and completely 



who is part of a given group, we can—often quite easily—define 
who is not part of the group. We may not always be sure who is an 
American, but we can easily spot a group made up of those who 
are clearly not Americans.* In other words, you can define the core 
membership of another group and use that definition to distinguish 
it from the membership of your group. You may not be able to 
identify clearly every member of your group, but you can 
absolutely define those who are not part of your group by 
instigating a conflict with them. That group becomes the other—
the enemy—and you can be certain that one of “them” is not one 
of “us.” This process is a matter of defining your group by what it 
is not rather than by what it is. And it explains the efficacy of 
President George W. Bush’s remarks after the September 11, 2001, 
terrorist attacks, when he announced to the nations of the world, 
“You’re either with us or you are with the terrorists.” 
In this and several other ways, conflict is probably the central 
element in political group dynamics. A sociologist named Lewis 
Coser, who examined group conflict in terms of the social or 
political functions it serves, noted that intergroup conflict has a 
profound effect on a group’s identity.17 Specifically, Coser argued 
that the degree to which people consider themselves part of a 
group increases when that group is engaged in conflict with 
another group. Additionally, intergroup conflict tends to generate 
an increase in the willingness of group members to accept and 
actively support the leadership of the group. We can see how both 
of these dynamics connect to the collective pursuit of security, 
which, as you really should know by now, is central to the whole 
government thing. 

THINKER IN BOXES 
JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU 

Team: Swiss National Bank 

Position: Deep gully 

Status: Post-premortem 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) wasn’t French. While that 



may seem an odd point to make, I got yelled at for calling him 
French in the first edition. Yes, he spoke French, wrote in French, 
and lived most of his life in Paris, which all seems pretty French to 
me, but he was born in Geneva, Switzerland, and lived there until 
he was ten and the cops chased his father out of the country. So he 
was the nearly French son of a petty criminal who lived in Paris, 
which I think is kind of like being a Canadian draft dodger living 
in North Dakota, but what do I know? 
In the first edition I mistakenly called him French when I was 
trying to make a point about the normative nature of political 
theory. The answers an individual gives to questions about what is 
right or wrong, what is better or worse, what should or should not 
be, are all profoundly influenced by the culture of the society in 
which the person thinks and writes. Just as you would not mistake 
Canadian beer for Mexican beer, you must recognize that English 
and nearly French political cultures are quite different, resulting in 
a profound divergence in the political theories produced by their 
philosophers. Thus, even though Rousseau was not French, he was 
also not British, and you can see some aspects of that in the way 
Rousseau’s political theory does not stress individualism to the 
degree that the works of his British predecessors and 
contemporaries do. 
Rousseau did not believe that civilized society is an improvement 
on the state of nature. In On the Social Contract, Rousseau 
writes—in his characteristic dramatic style—”Man is born free, 
and everywhere he is in chains.”a Rousseau believed that life in the 
state of nature is not all that bad, because the people may be 
primitive and simpleminded, but they retain their liberty. Rousseau 
believed that all of society, not just political society, is corrupt. It 
makes people focus on their individual desires, robs them of their 
compassion, and promotes inequality. Unlike Hobbes and Locke, 
who saw civilization as the answer, Rousseau thought it was the 
problem. 
Rousseau believed that people need to reject societal inequality by 
placing the common good of all above their own personal interests. 



When the populace is prepared to make this commitment, it can 
form a new social contract that is unlike any of those previously 
discussed. Rousseau is not seeking democracy—at least not liberal 
democracy, wherein the voice of the majority is considered 
primary. Rousseau’s new contract is formed by the “total 
alienation of each associate, together with all of his rights, to the 
entire community.”b In exchange for the surrender of individual 
rights, each person gets to join in the solidarity of what Rousseau 
calls “the general will,” which is the voice of the majority speaking 
for the common good. In essence, this is an experience in which 
participation is not just a means for reaching decisions but a 
process that is itself enlightening as well. All who participate grow 
through their participation in the general will. Since the general 
will is composed of equals with concern for everyone, and since it 
discounts private wills and personal stakes for the good of all, it 
can never be wrong. 
Furthermore, the general will is the sovereign. Anyone who does 
not follow its rules will be “forced to be free.”c The general will 
represents Rousseau’s perfect world. It is a government that rules 
for everyone at nobody’s expense. All who participate are 
enlightened by their participation, as the evils of society are cast 
aside. 
a Jean-Jacques Rousseau, On the Social Contract, trans. Donald A. Cress 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987), 17. 
b Ibid., 24. 
c Ibid., 26. 

Generally speaking, most scholars who study politics prefer to 
assume that people make rational choices based on self-interest, 
but the way groups respond to threats seems to be better explained 
as a sociopsychological process, an instinctual reaction. As you 
will see in Chapter 4, when we explore some of the concepts 
central to government’s role in the economy, the rational choices 
of individuals tend to place immediate personal costs and benefits 
above the longer-term benefits of the group, and in reference to 
that, the group response to threats presents a substantial challenge 



to the presumption of individualistic rational choice. Think of war 
as an intergroup conflict, and then consider the extremes of 
patriotism people express during war and the willingness of 
individuals to sacrifice their lives to contribute to their groups’ 
goals. 
Although these extreme responses to threats to a group or to 
intergroup conflict appear to be individually irrational, they make a 
whole lot of sense in terms of human beings as social animals. You 
could even argue that there is a kind of Darwinian evolutionary 
benefit in this kind of reaction to intergroup conflict. We know that 
human beings are social animals. Humans have always lived in 
groups, and it is ingrained in us that being part of a group is a basic 
aspect of human nature. Why? Human beings are weak and fragile. 
We have no nasty claws or big deadly teeth, and we are slower 
than most predators. As a result, individual human beings in the 
wilderness are extremely vulnerable. However, just as Bob and his 
fellow agricultural pioneers discovered, if you get a half-dozen 
humans together and coordinate their efforts, the group can 
become quite formidable. Working as a group, humans wandering 
the African savanna with pointy sticks were more than a match for 
any lions, and tigers, and bears (oh, my!) they encountered.* 
Language and intelligence allow for the coordinated execution of 
extremely complex strategies that amplify the power of individuals 
far beyond the sum of their strengths. 
This leads to a Darwinian argument for the evolution of what 
appears to be an irrational instinct to contribute to the group in 
times of conflict. The fact that you need to be part of a group in 
order to survive in a hostile, anarchic environment means that if 
you as an individual are better at deferring to authority and 
committing your efforts to combating threats to your group’s 
security, then your group is more likely to be able to ward off 
threats. Assuming that warding off threats makes your group more 
likely to survive, then you, as an individual who is dependent on 
that group for your own survival, are also more likely to survive. 
Traits that increase your likelihood of survival in this way should 



also make you more likely to bear and raise children. These 
survivors will then pass on the instincts that enhance the group’s 
response to external threats. 
Once this group defense strategy gets embedded as an instinct, or 
basic aspect of human nature, it may occasionally motivate action 
that is hard to explain in terms of rational benefits for the 
individual—such as the self-sacrifice of a young soldier. However, 
in the vast majority of cases—particularly in those similar to the 
specific context in which the trait evolved—such action will 
provide sufficient indirect benefits to the group’s survival to justify 
its individual costs. Regardless of whether it is rational or 
instinctual, group identity and the influence it can have on 
individual actions are powerful factors in politics. 
Group response to external threat is more than just a theoretical 
concept. Researchers have done a great deal of work on the topic, 
and there is clear evidence that groups tend to coalesce when 
confronted with external threats. This defensive identification is an 
important part of the dynamics of real-world politics. Scholars 
have found that regardless of the nature of a country, its type of 
government, or its historical, social, political, or religious heritage, 
which are the measures of group identification—such as 
nationalism and patriotism—tend to rise when a nation finds itself 
in an international conflict. In fact, the rise is often quite dramatic. 
People tend to have an immediate, strong reaction to any threat to 
their nation. This phenomenon is very clearly demonstrated in the 
United States by what political scientists refer to as the “rally 
’round the flag” effect. Whenever Americans perceive a threat to 
the nation, public opinion polls show a sudden upsurge in the 
president’s approval ratings as well as in other measures of 
patriotism. Over the course of his occupation of the White House, 
George W. Bush averaged the lowest approval ratings of any U.S. 
president ever, but right after the September 11, 2001, attacks on 
the World Trade Center, his approval rating surpassed 90 percent. 
Or, to cite a rather less “scientific” example, it is not surprising that 
flag sales shot through the roof in the wake of 9/11, as Americans 



expressed their increased group identification in response to a clear 
and unmistakable threat. 

Leadership Interests 
In addition to defining who is or is not part of the group, the power 
of group identity can affect the purpose of the group, if not justify 
its existence. A perfect example can be seen in Lord of the Flies, 
with Jack and the choir. If you think of all of the kinds of school 
groups you might want to have with you if you should get stuck on 
a deserted island, it would be hard to think of one that might seem 
less useful than a choir. You might even be better off with the 
chess team, because at least its members have the proven ability to 
think logically and solve problems. The choir members in 
Golding’s novel, however, have a very strong group identity, 
which makes them and their leader powerful. 
The identity of the group is crucial to the power and the position of 
its leader. Jack leads the choir from the very beginning of the 
island adventure, and he struggles to find a new purpose for the 
choir. He tries to make them warriors, keepers of the fire, and then 
hunters. Why does he work so hard to change the group’s identity? 
If you think about it, Jack must have once invested a great deal of 
effort in becoming the leader of the choir. And investing is exactly 
the right word in this context, because Jack devoted his efforts and 
his resources to obtain leadership, which he believed would give 
him future or continuing benefits. Being the leader of the choir, or 
the hunters, or the clog-dancing flower pickers, gives Jack power. 
By controlling the efforts of a group, he controls a resource that 
can be used to accomplish goals beyond what an individual could 
manage, and through that control, Jack can bring benefits to 
himself. On the island, Jack is the only one who has troops at the 
ready, and that gives him power. He is desperate to maintain this 
power, and he can do so only by keeping his group together. He 
may not even consciously realize it, but his actions clearly 
demonstrate that he wants and needs the group to continue. As a 
result, even though the choir’s original purpose has disappeared, 



the group persists. In fact, much of the story is about the 
transformation of Jack’s group from a choir into a band of hunters. 

GODS OF GEEKDOM 
ORSON SCOTT CARD 
I’m not completely sure how this chapter ended up with two geek 
gods who are out there on the right-hand fringes of the U.S. 
political landscape, but I suppose that is what an extreme lack of 
planning will get you. Card’s relatively recent comments on 
homosexuality and gay marriage have been controversial, and 
when combined with a recent big budget movie adaptation of 
Ender’s Game, it knocks his geek factor rating all the way down to 
a 3. 
Still, we cannot let Card’s very conservative religious beliefs 
distract us from the fact that he produced some of the most 
powerful literary commentary on the human instinct to use conflict 
with another group to enhance or sustain their identification with a 
group. While the short story and film versions of Ender’s Game 
are primarily about the war against the aliens and the morality of 
using a child to win that war, the novels, along with the sequels 
such as Xenocide, explore the social, political, and moral 
implications of the extremes of othering that led to the 
extermination of an entire alien race. The clash between the 
political, pragmatic, and moral are laid bare as he follows Ender’s 
journey through the aftermath of the war, and in many ways, you 
can see that Card himself has been disturbed by his own novel and 
is sharing that internal conflict. While one may not agree with 
some of Card’s beliefs, the political activities of a significant 
portion of any population are primarily driven by moral or 
religious beliefs and much of Card’s writings explore the mind-set, 
logic, contradictions, and dilemmas these people must confront. 
Groups usually form for specific purposes, but they also provide 
benefits to their members, and because of that, they tend to survive 
even after they have accomplished the goals for which they were 
created. They adjust to meet new demands or changes in context. 



They take on added roles or expand upon what they have 
accomplished. Have you ever heard of the National Foundation for 
Infantile Paralysis (NFIP)? You have; you probably just don’t 
realize it. The NFIP was founded by a group of North American 
housewives who organized a fund-raising campaign to pay for 
treatments for the victims of polio and to finance research 
dedicated to curing the disease. A lot of people put a lot of effort 
into getting this group together, and it was tremendously effective, 
collecting huge amounts of money and becoming enormously 
influential. Then, all of the sudden, some guy (Dr. Jonas Salk) 
invents a vaccine, and in a matter of a few years, polio dwindles 
from the most dreaded of diseases to a rare condition, threatening 
only those people who, for some reason, have not been vaccinated. 
What happens to the NFIP? The group has accomplished its goal, 
so it folds up shop, right? Wrong. A group that controls the flow of 
huge amounts of money and has a vast membership is invariably 
led by someone who has a great deal of power and who receives 
substantial benefits from that power. Leaders of such groups have 
made tremendous investments, often spending decades building 
their organizations, designing structures to accomplish goals, 
crafting bylaws, and establishing headquarters. Whole armies of 
people depend on such organizations for their jobs, including the 
officers, the secretaries, and, most important, the leaders. The 
leaders of a group like the NFIP fly across the nation and around 
the world, talking to important people and enjoying the kind of 
access to government officials that most people can only dream 
of.* Is there any reason to expect that the leaders who benefit from 
such a group will suddenly just stop and give it all up? Of course 
not. The leaders of the NFIP responded to the eradication of polio 
exactly as Jack does with his suddenly useless choir. 
It doesn’t matter that the choir is a bunch of skinny little wimps in 
robes. They are the warriors. No need for warriors? Fine, the choir 
will be the hunters. There is no longer a need for the NFIP? Fine, 
the leaders take the group and its structures and redefine them to 
focus on fighting birth defects. Thus, the group persists beyond the 



achievement of the original goal of its collective effort. In reality, 
there are probably several reasons the group persists, but one of the 
most important is that the leaders of the group have invested their 
time and effort to obtain benefits from the group’s existence. Even 
if they gain only prestige, that is a thing of value. Today, the 
organization is known as the March of Dimes. 
Even if we presume that the NFIP had a completely altruistic 
leader who selflessly wanted only to help other people (probably a 
reasonable presumption in this example, even for cynics), once 
polio was cured, the leader must have found it impossibly tempting 
to take advantage of the group’s resources to help others. Having 
accomplished one good deed, why not pursue another? 
Once formed, groups persist, as the NFIP did. Leadership interests, 
which always seem to be a part of politics, are often the best 
explanation for why groups act as they do. For example, the 
dynamics of group identity and intergroup conflict, as discussed by 
Coser, tend to support leaders’ efforts to hold their respective 
groups together. If the individual members’ attachment to a group 
is strong, it is easier for the leader to convince them to stay in the 
group and to contribute to its efforts—the group wants to stick 
together. Furthermore, because the group members respond to 
conflict with other groups by supporting the leader’s directives, 
groups in conflict become not only more cohesive but also more 
willing to follow the demands of the leader. 
What I have accomplished here is a totally slick transition into the 
next chapter, which is mostly about leaders and leadership. It 
probably would have been a better transition if I didn’t go and 
point it out, but the whole smooth transition thing is tough to do, 
and I was pretty chuffed about managing to pull it off. 
Anyway, while governments perform many functions, at root they 
are essentially groups formed for the pursuit of collective security 
and other collective goods. The process of government formation 
may be a little more complex than our tale of Bob and his cavemen 
farmers, but the basics are the same. This is why group dynamics 
can tell us a great deal about governments and politics. Since 



leaders usually make decisions on behalf of the group, direct its 
actions, apply its resources, and choose its goals, much of what a 
group does is determined by the interests of its leaders. Similarly, 
what a government does most often reflects the interests of its 
leaders. Thus, we must appreciate how leaders perceive their own 
personal interests if we are to understand why governments persist, 
how precisely leaders govern, and what they do to maintain control 
of society. 
The end result is a “realist” view of the origins and nature of 
governments, but idealists need to try to hang in there. Even if I am 
totally correct in my view of how and why governments began, 
idealism survives. As you would have noticed if you were paying 
attention, I made a big deal out of the fact that collective security is 
just the first collective good pursued with government. Once 
government is established, it can and often is used to pursue 
idealistic ends. Unfortunately, as you will see in the next chapter, 
idealism faces a substantial challenge in the face of leadership 
interests. 

KEY TERMS 
alliances 
anarchists 
anarchy 
authority 
collective action 
government 
group identity 
hierarchy 
individual security 
national security 
the other 
political capital 
power 
regime security 
security 



state security 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 
Although government seems to be everywhere, we seldom think 
about why governments began and why they continue to exist. 
Logic suggests that, initially, government emerged from collective 
action aimed at providing security. We can learn more about the 
continued existence of government by understanding human 
beings’ aversion to anarchy and their tendency toward hierarchy. 
Additionally, the concept of power and the dynamics of group 
behavior explain why governments persist. Students should learn 
two very important lessons from this chapter. First, the phenomena 
discussed here suggest that governments satisfy fundamental 
human desires. Second, as annoying as your state’s Department of 
Motor Vehicles can be, it is unlikely that it or any other form of 
government is going anywhere soon. 

STUDY QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES 
1.   What might some of the theorists I’ve highlighted in Chapters 

1 and 2 think about our story of Bob, the caveman? Which of 
the theorists would agree that government might have begun as 
described in the story? Which would likely disagree? Why? 

2.   The news is consistently filled with stories involving conflict 
among groups. What current examples can you find in the 
news? How do your examples fit with this chapter’s discussion 
of group identification, the other, and threats to the group? 

3.   What are the four securities that are critical to understanding 
the political dynamics of developing nations? Why don’t they 
have normal names? 

4.   Why is collective action the essence of government? 
5.   What is power, and what are the various forms that it can take? 

What fictional examples can you think of that demonstrate the 
different forms of power? What are some real-world examples? 

6.   How do hierarchy and context come together to shape human 
interaction? 

WEBSITES TO EXPLORE 



www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv. The National Security Archive at 
George Washington University is filled with articles and 
documents that demonstrate the U.S. concern for security. 
www.anarchism.net. This site defines and discusses the many 
forms of anarchism. 
www.cato.org. The Cato Institute is an organization concerned 
with limited government, individual liberty, free markets, and 
national security. 
www.archaeological.org. Archaeology, a publication of the 
Archaeological Institute of America, explores all aspects of human 
origins, including the origins of government. 
www.dailyshow.com. The Daily Show with Jon Stewart maintains 
a site that accompanies the television show’s satirical look at the 
news. 
www.lneilsmith.org. This is L. Neil Smith’s blog page, where he 
rants about guns and advocates universal machine-gun ownership. 

* My copy editor cut out “orgasmic” here and suggested “nice” as a 
synonym … go figure. 

† In Melbourne, Australia, the persistent drought has grown so bad that 
you actually need a permit to water your lawn, and such permits are very, 
very hard to get. 

* it’s never too early to start studying for the GREs. Have fun looking it 
up! 

† it’s fascinating that we all do this while enjoying the benefits of 
government. Still, it’s so much more cathartic to complain. 

* Things like this always happen on Thursdays. 
* This is also when humans first decided to try domesticating dogs rather 

than weasels, but that is an entirely different story. 
* Cavelady is obviously a gratuitously politically correct reference to a 

person who might be crassly referred to as a cavewoman. Unfortunately, this 
is necessary. To meet FCC requirements, I am required to include enough 
inappropriately politically correct referents to offset the emotional trauma 
inflicted by my cavalier disregard for all those things everybody says I am 
disregarding. I actually tried to be a bit more over the top with this one, to 
earn extra credit, but I was surprised to discover that Cave Queen, Duchess 

of the Stone Age, and Mistress of the Monkeymen are all porn films. 
* I know the world would be a better place if political scientists just 



defined national security as everyone else does, but if our definition of terms 
were less confusing, there would be less need to teach this stuff to suffering 
university students and, thus, fewer jobs for political scientists, so don’t 
expect change to happen anytime soon. 

* Technically, stock options and bank accounts aren’t tangible either, 
since they aren’t physical things that can be touched. 

* That’s my story and I’m sticking to it. 
* For those of you who missed it, it must be noted that The Road Warrior 

is actually a sequel. Most of the world knows it as Mad Max 2, which should 
be a hint that there probably was a Mad Max 1. Please try to pay attention. 

* This is a tricky point, since most of the dead white guys who wrote 
constitutions weren’t dead when they wrote them. Afghanistan is doubly 
tricky, since at least some of the white guys who wrote the country’s newest 
constitution probably aren’t even completely dead yet. This is, however, 
offset by the degree to which the current Afghan constitution is completely 
ignored by pretty much everyone with a gun. 

* My beloved copy editor insisted that “spike of fear” was better than any 
descriptive phrase using the word sphincter. I remain unconvinced. 

* Gilligan is seriously a wimp. 
* This is actually an arguable point. Both in Bobsville and in this island 

scenario, everyone who participates in the group is better off, and even 
though one dynamic is cooperative and one is coercive, the end result is the 
same. 

* Mrs. Lovey Howell is actually pretty tough, in an old, rich lady kind of 
way. 

† Curse you, Survivor, and your progeny! 
* By the way, all you Americans with your silly little pints, and miles, and 

Fahrenheit, it pays to go metric. A half liter of beer is bigger than a pint. 
* That’ll teach you not to stand up for the national anthem! Whooo! U-S-

A! U-S-A! We love Stephen Colbert! 
* The ability to defeat lions, tigers, and bears in this setting is even more 

impressive when you consider that neither tigers nor bears live in Africa. 
* Okay, given the limited nature of commercial air travel at the time, the 

leaders of the NFIP probably didn’t fly much, but it’s a pretty sure bet they 
did ride on trains. 

(Belle 44-73) 
Belle, Van, Douglas A.. A Novel Approach to Politics: Introducing 

Political Science through Books, Movies, and Popular Culture, 4th 

Edition. CQ Press, 01/2015. VitalBook file. 



CHAPTER 3 
Governing Society 
We Know Who You Are 

 
Peter Steffen/picture-alliance/dpa/AP Photo 

She sees everything. She knows everything, and Jerry 
quickly learns that when the mysterious voice on the phone 
tells him to duck, he’d better duck. In fact, even as the cars 

start a-chasin’ and bullets start a-flyin’, Jerry realizes that he has 
no choice but to let her control his every action. “She” turns out to 
be “Eagle Eye,” a computer. The only thing she can actually do is 
watch through a billion electronic eyes and share the information 
she observes, but that is enough power to enable her to manipulate 
and just about control each person’s every action. She can kill. She 
can enslave. She could overthrow the government. She could rule 
the world. 

Eagle Eye1 is not the first film that has played on the coercive 
power of information manipulation. With the list including films 
such as The Net,2 The Lawnmower Man,3 and 19844 and books such 
as Rainbows End,5 Cryptonomicon,6 and Snow Crash,7 there is a 
long history and a wide variety of fiction that plays on this theme. 
It shouldn’t be surprising. Controlling information is one of the 
key tools that leaders employ to control those they govern, and 
some go so far as to claim that information is power. In fact, 
information control is a big part of how hated dictators can hold on 
to power with a combination of strategies to monitor their people 
and to repress the expression of opinion. 

STUFF TO REMEMBER 
IN A MAGICAL LAND THAT YOU FIND BEYOND 



THE BACK OF A WARDROBE 

Someone may ask you to … 
•   Explain the benefits of leadership (probably to someone who 
already knows and may skewer you through the gut if you don’t). 
•   Describe how leaders and governments use the panopticon. 
•   Identify the factors that go into mounting a revolution and how 
they work together. 
•   Explain how governments maintain control and establish their 
legitimacy to keep people too complacent to bother with 
revolution. 
It all comes back to the weakness of individuals and the dynamics 
of collective action. In the discussion of governing society, it was 
selfish leadership interests that were the prime driver, and it again 
seems that the realists have carried the day. However, the idealists 
among you should not despair, because there is a long history of 
bending selfish motivations to serve idealistic collective ends. In 
the study of how societies are governed, a key difference between 
realists and idealists is how they view human nature. Idealists tend 
to believe that humans are essentially good, social beings who care 
for others.* From this perspective, idealists argue that we should 
judge governments and their leaders by how much they maximize 
these positive human qualities and how effectively they provide for 
their populations. Realists are more skeptical. Believing that 
human beings care only about maximizing their own self-interests, 
realists expect no more from their leaders. As discussed in Chapter 
2, leaders usually make decisions on behalf of the group, direct its 
actions, apply its resources, and choose its goals. From a realist 
perspective, this means that much of what groups and governments 
do will serve the leaders’ interests. 
Since my goal in this chapter is to introduce you to how 
governments actually control the behavior of individuals rather 
than how governments ought to behave toward individuals, I rely 
heavily on realist approaches. Furthermore, the realist worldview 
provides a valuable conceptual tool to help cut through the 



bewildering complexity of politics. A surprisingly valuable rule of 
thumb is that whenever you are trying to understand a confusing 
aspect of politics, you should simply ask these questions: Who 
benefits? How do they benefit? The answers to these two questions 
will usually provide a solid first step toward unraveling the 
political puzzle. When examining politics, often the best line to 
remember is Jerry Maguire’s “Show me the money!”8 Or, to 
paraphrase, “Show me the power.” 
The questions of who benefits and how are particularly helpful for 
looking at the strategies governments and leaders use to maintain 
control over their populations. I can argue that, regardless of the 
type of governments they head, all leaders try to maximize their 
self-interest. These two questions, therefore, allow us to make a 
little more sense of the excessive actions of totalitarian 
governments, such as the one portrayed in George Orwell’s 
Nineteen Eighty-Four.9 A totalitarian government tries to control 
every aspect of life, sometimes down to the level of thought, and 
clearly, that requires significant resources and imposes tremendous 
costs on both the rulers and the ruled. Why would they even try? 
Why would the government of Qatar invest in a social media 
campaign to get tourists to adopt conservative dress in line with 
domestic customs? If you explore the question of who benefits, 
you will begin to see how leadership interests determine how 
governments behave even in these extreme forms. When 
considered from the perspective of who benefits, and combined 
with some understanding of how societies are controlled by a few 
leaders, heavy-handed, repressive tactics often start to make sense. 

A Few Friendly Reminders From the National 

Security Agency 
•   Don’t mumble when you talk on the phone. 
•   Only use National Security Agency (NSA)-approved 
abbreviations when texting. 
•   Include a self-addressed, stamped envelope with all ransom 
letters. 



•   Use #crimestuff when arranging your getaway. 
•   Avoid calling Dari Persian speakers on Thursday. That’s Karl’s 
day off, and we’re trying to avoid hiring a second Dari guy. 
•   Google searches should use the American spelling for Uranium 
Centrifuge. 
•   If you’re going to do embarrassing stuff in your bedroom, like 
you did last Thursday, please toss a towel or something over your 
web cam. None of us wants to see anything like that again. 
•   We don’t care if the e-mail is to your illiterate grandmother; 
learn the difference between there, their, and they’re. 
•   Your cooperation saves time and tax dollars. 

Spoiler Alert 
The Wizard of Oz isn’t really a wizard. He is actually just a circus 
performer who’s pretending to be a wizard. And he’s hiding 
behind the curtain. Also, flying monkeys still scare me a little even 
though I know they’re not real … yet. I have it on good authority 
that as soon as they can get the simian poop-throwing thing fixed, 
flying monkeys are very high on the genetic engineering list of 
priorities. 
Also, the content of this chapter focuses heavily on the leadership 
side of the whole governing thing, and to get at the dynamics of 
how it all works, I draw heavily on thescenarios of fictional 
examples and on the real-world actions of totalitarian 
governments, but these extreme situations where governments try 
to control every aspect of life are just exaggerations of what 
leaders in all governments do. Examining the behavior of a 
ruthless leader who rules with an iron fist even helps explain the 
actions of democratically elected leaders. The chief executive who 
proposes a budget, members of Congress who work on 
committees, judges who interpret laws, and that annoying school 
board member who would dress up as a banana to get some 
coverage from the local newspaper—we can best understand them 
all by asking who benefits and how. 
Like the theatrics of the wizard who is valiantly protecting us from 



the feces-flinging deprivations of flying monkeys, much of how 
dictators and other authoritarian leaders retain the leadership 
position is illusory and based upon deception rather than tangible 
abilities to exert power. Unpacking that in the latter half of the 
chapter provides some initial insights into how democratic 
government can function even though they have surrendered a 
great deal of control over information, broadcasting, and debate. 

LEADERSHIP BENEFITS 
From a realist perspective, people want to become leaders because 
holding the leadership position or being part of the elite group that 
controls the leadership position provides tremendous individual 
benefits. There is ample historical support for the argument that the 
leadership position enables those in charge to pursue a diverse set 
of personal benefits. Leaders may be power-hungry, such as 
Joseph Stalin in the Soviet Union, Mao Zedong in the People’s 
Republic of China, and Muammar al-Qadhafi in Libya, or they 
may be interested in extreme personal wealth, such as Ferdinand 
and Imelda Marcos in the Philippines, Mobutu Sese Soko in what 
was Zaire (now it is one of the many Congos), or the Saudi royal 
family. Leaders may thus be after different kinds of benefits, but 
they all pursue personal gains of some kind. Those of you still 
clinging to idealism will have to admit that even Winston 
Churchill, Abraham Lincoln, and Mahatma Gandhi benefited from 
their notoriety and/or prestige as leaders of their respective nations. 
They also were able to accomplish their goals through the political 
process. Admittedly, the goals of some notable leaders were 
largely altruistic, but they were their personal goals all the same. 
The concept of leadership benefits is such a powerful explanatory 
tool that some scholars even argue that personal benefits are the 
only reason people pursue leadership positions. 
Given the potential for massive benefits, you can understand why 
someone might be willing to risk his or her life to take over a 
government. This potential for personal gains also explains why a 
leader might go to great lengths to hold on to the leadership 



position. The greater the benefits to be gained from leadership, the 
more willing people are to invest their own resources and take 
risks to attain it. You could even argue that battles for leadership 
are even more intense in poorer countries because, aside from 
leadership, these nations offer few, if any, alternate means to attain 
success. In a wealthy country, many motivated risk takers will go 
into business, sports, entertainment, academia, or the arts. Some 
will write best-selling textbooks or choose other avenues to pursue 
massive amounts of wealth or other measures of success, but in an 
impoverished and underdeveloped country, the only real option is 
politics. The poorer the country, the more constrained the 
opportunities, and as a result, the proportion of talented and 
energetic people willing to take the extreme risks involved in 
pursing a leadership position increases. 
Given these incentives for challengers, how can leaders stay in 
power? It has been fairly well established that no matter how 
incompetent leaders may be at providing for the needs of their 
societies it is not easy to oust them. In fact, some of the leaders 
who do the most damage to their countries manage to cling to 
power for years, sometimes decades. Need I mention Kim Jong-un 
of North Korea? How did his father and grandfather 
simultaneously starve millions of North Koreans to death and stay 
in power? It is not enough to say that they use force. Although 
some leaders have massive armies and legions of secret police, in 
even the most brutal dictatorships the people outnumber the police 
by at least a hundred to one. How can so few maintain control over 
so many? How do leaders keep their subjects from revolting 
against them? Why don’t the people lash out instead of knuckling 
under? 

THE PANOPTICON 
We saw part of the answer in the example of Eagle Eye. One of the 
fundamental mechanisms that leaders and governments use to 
control large populations is the panopticon. Though brutally 
dictatorial leaders throughout history (including your parents) have 



utilized it, the theoretical concept of the panopticon as a social 
mechanism for controlling populations comes from the political 
philosopher Michel Foucault’s analysis of an eighteenth-century 
prison design that was crafted by the British theorist Jeremy 
Bentham. Bentham’s panoptic prison features cells built around a 
central tower. Those cells are arranged so that the guards in the 
tower can see the entire interior of every cell. However, the key to 
the design is that the guard tower is completely enclosed by 
mirrored windows. This is important because it means that the 
prisoners never know when they are being watched. The prisoners 
know that they are not being watched all of the time, but the severe 
and public punishments the guards mete out keep the prisoners 
constantly aware that they could be watched at any time. Thus, for 
the prisoners, the value to be gained from any type of misbehavior 
has to be weighed against the chance that one of the guards is 
watching at that very moment. If the punishments for misbehavior 
are severe enough, it will almost never be worth the risk of being 
seen misbehaving. Consequently, the prisoners will always behave 
as if the guards are watching them, even though they know they 
are not always watched. The only way the prisoners can be certain 
to avoid severe punishments is to police their own actions, 
constantly behaving as the rules dictate. In other words, most of 
the time, the prisoners serve as their own guards. 
In a book titled Discipline and Punish, Foucault built upon the 
logic of that prison design by arguing that the panopticon’s 
function of enabling a small number of guards to effectively 
control hundreds of prisoners is similar to the way in which 
governments and leaders maintain control over the societies they 
rule.10 Indeed, this panoptic means of controlling behavior is a 
pervasive aspect of just about every government. An example you 
are almost certainly familiar with is the enforcement of traffic 
laws. Individual drivers are not constantly watched. In fact, very 
seldom do the police monitor any one person’s driving. The vast 
majority of the time you drive your mom’s old minivan there are 
no police around. However, there always could be a cop around 



any bend in the road, and you never know when you are going to 
be watched. Does that white car behind you have a ski rack, or are 
those police lights on the top? You just never know. And because 
the cost of a ticket for even a minor infraction is usually 
outrageous, most of the time you will stay within shouting distance 
of the traffic laws. You police your own behavior. You watch your 
own speedometer. 
It is impossible to overstate how deeply the fear that the 
government might be watching you influences your behavior. Most 
of us have had the experience of driving down the road and 
catching a glimpse of a state trooper in the rearview mirror. Even 
though the cop may be just driving along behind you minding his 
own business, your heart begins to race, you check your speed 
every two seconds, your palms get a little sweaty, you get a lump 
in your throat, and you start frantically reviewing everything you 
have done in the past few minutes to figure out how you 
accidentally drove yourself into a ticket. It’s even worse when a 
state trooper pulls up behind you with his lights on. The instant 
you see that flash of blue, your mind’s eye watches a whole 
semester’s worth of beer and pizza money flying out the window.* 
Already halfway to the cardiac care unit, you pull over and the 
trooper goes whipping by you on his way to some other 
emergency. You’ve escaped with nothing worse than a need for a 
fresh set of tighty whiteys. 
The fear that made you ruin your really sexy Captain America 
underwear is what causes you to police your own actions. The state 
troopers don’t have to watch you all the time. They only have to be 
around often enough to remind you that they are out there 
watching. It also helps if the punishments are in some way public. 
You only have to see a few people pulled over here and there, you 
only have to hear one or two horror stories about a ticket so 
expensive that a kid had to sell his car to pay it, and you will fear 
being pulled over enough to keep watching what you do. You need 
only an occasional reminder of such things to keep those potential 
punishments constantly in your mind when you drive. You may 



never get a ticket, but seeing someone else get one reinforces that 
fear and slows your mad rush to the pizza place. 
It is through this kind of self-policing that a few hundred police 
officers can control thousands upon thousands of drivers every 
day. Leaders put this same concept to work to prevent revolt and to 
control whole countries full of people who despise them. 

Nineteen Eighty-Four presents several extreme examples of how 
the fear of being seen shapes people’s behavior. The most 
prominent example is found in the affair between Winston and 
Julia. This unlikely couple has to go to some extreme lengths to 
avoid the prying eyes of a government that does not approve of 
personal connections such as love or even lust. Just finding a way 
to communicate with one another to make the first personal contact 
is a struggle dominated by fear of the Thought Police and the 
punishments they might bestow. Julia contrives a fall and manages 
to pass Winston that first little love note, but he knows that he does 
not dare read it in the bathroom stall. There he is certain to be 
watched. He has to contrive a way to blend the reading of the note 
into his normal work routine, so that even if he happens to be 
watched when he does read it, his action will not be viewed as 
suspicious. Once he manages to read the note, his fear of the 
Thought Police makes him afraid to even glance at Julia. As a 
result, it takes him more than a week to find some way to respond. 
Winston and Julia then pursue their affair by meeting anonymously 
in crowds, going to great lengths to pretend they do not know each 
other, and taking different routes to their rendezvous in a pigeon-
infested attic or a clearing in the woods. 

The effects of the panoptic mechanism and the resultant self-
policing of behavior are everywhere in the story. At times, they are 
so pervasive that they seem almost unreal. The conduct of Orwell’s 
characters, however, is merely an exaggeration of the way we all 
behave. It is the way our parents taught us to “behave” in the first 
place.* Is there any better example of the panoptic mechanism than 
Santa Claus? He knows when you are sleeping. He knows when 
you’re awake. He knows when you’ve been bad or good. He’s 



making a list, and he’s checking it twice. And if he knows that you 
have been bad, what does he do? He takes away Christmas! Is 
there any possible threat that a child would consider worse than 
losing Christmas? This truly is a punishment that outweighs the 
crime. All you have to do is be naughty, and that fat, musty-
smelling guy at the shopping mall can take Christmas away.† 

The panoptic mechanisms of the real world are usually less 
heavy-handed and brutal than what we see in Nineteen Eighty-

Four, but they are a basic part of our adaptation to living in a 
complex social environment. Whether it is human nature to do so 
or some common social adaptation, the governing and social 
structures in every human society use panoptic structures to help 
maintain order and control. Leaders who use these structures to 
prevent public behavior might go against their interests. For the 
study of politics, it is probably important to note that from a 
leader’s perspective, the worst kinds of behaviors are those that 
threaten the leader’s ability to maintain control over society. 
Furthermore, because these are the behaviors that leaders are most 
intent on stopping, they are the ones on which panoptic 
mechanisms are most often focused. 

If leaders are most concerned about behaviors that threaten their 
control, why would the government in Nineteen Eighty-Four even 
care about the affair between Winston and Julia? More pointedly, 
why, at the end of the book, do the Thought Police stop the torture 
only when the threat of having his head stuck into a cage stuffed 
with rats drives Winston to betray Julia by telling them to “do it to 
her”? Why does the hyperparanoid government in Orwell’s novel 
even care about the personal relationships of its citizens? 

THINKER IN BOXES 
MICHEL FOUCAULT 

Team: Poiters Corps de Observé 

Position: Deep extra cover 
Status: Not very alive 

No matter what you think of modern French philosophy and the 



whole thing about people dressing all in black, gathering in the 
darkest corner of the nearest Starbucks and sharing the angst-
ridden contemplation of critical nuances of this, that, or the other, 
you still gotta love a guy who started his career by writing about 
insanity.a Michel Foucault (1926–1984) is a love-him-or-hate-him 
kind of political philosopher, and the haters have probably had a 
significant influence on how and where his work has had an impact 
on the study of politics. In the United States, Foucault’s work is 
most often associated with critical theory or poststructuralism and 
the related challenges to the conceptual and philosophical 
foundations of scientific approach to the study of politics. Many 
academics perceive this approach as a threat to the very nature of 
their research, and since that research is also the source of said 
academics’ livelihood, that tends to provoke a bit of hostility. 
These hostile reactions have probably limited the interest in and 
the exploration of the many insights Foucault offered into power 
and the dynamics of society. 
In addition to his discussion of the panopticon and how its 
dynamics related to political and social control,b Foucault’s work 
was central to bringing discussions of the structure of 
knowledge—particularly as it related to language and 
representation of concepts—into the study of politics.c It’s 
probably safe to say that the poststructuralist and postmodern 
research traditions, which became significant in the discipline 
during the 1980s, follow directly from Foucault’s work, and 
research traditions that examine how knowledge, or identity, or 
meaning are constructed through discourse and politics, such as the 
constructivist perspective on international politics, owe a 
significant intellectual debt to Foucault. 
a Michel Foucault, The History of Madness in the Classical Age (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1961). 
b Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1975). 
c Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: Penguin Books, 1970). 

COLLECTIVE ACTION, REVOLUTION, AND 



THE USE OF FORCE 
To understand why a leader might find the intimate personal 
relationships of societal members threatening, we have to return to 
the subject of collective action. As I pointed out in Chapter 2, 
government is, in essence, an institutionalized mechanism for 
collective action. One suggested motivation for the initial creation 
of government is the collective pursuit of security in an anarchic 
environment. However, once a government is formed, it serves as a 
framework that society can use to pursue a variety of other 
collective goals. 
As it turns out, in the story about Bob and his fellow cavemen-
turned-farmers, I skipped over any discussion of how they formed 
a group. I later offered one way to conceptualize the dynamics of 
group formation by introducing the skinny geek Gilligan and 
describing the alliances and counteralliances that formed around 
his ability to catch fish. In that story, however, I also glossed over 
several important details about the context and other factors 
shaping the choices individuals were making when deciding to join 
or not join particular groups. More specifically, I could talk of 
people choosing to accept or not accept the social contract of 
government to pursue the collective goal of security. So what 
happens when people do not want to be a part of the governed 
society? What happens when they wish to cancel the social 
contract? I address some of these details here because they are 
important for understanding the most fundamental of threats to a 
government: revolution. 
A revolution is a collective action, a mass uprising focused on the 
goal of tearing down and replacing the current government.* In 
fact, scholars who study collective action and the behaviors 
associated with it often use revolutions as cases for analysis. 
Because revolutions are such extreme forms of collective action, 
these scholars believe that many of the dynamics of choice and 
action that are general to all collective actions are magnified by the 
extreme nature of revolutions and easier to observe in a 



revolutionary context. While the initial formation of government 
may have occurred in anarchy, revolutions happen in hierarchical 
environments. Those at the top of the existing social hierarchy are 
driven by self-interest to actively oppose any collective effort to 
overthrow the system. Along with the panoptic self-policing 
mechanism, leaders use the techniques of atomization, peer 

policing, and preference falsification to prevent revolutionary 
groups from forming. 

Atomization 
In essence, atomization means exactly what you might guess. 
Since atoms are the smallest form of coherent matter, it follows 
that if you were to atomize something, you would break it down 
into its smallest components. Then, to keep it atomized, you would 
separate the parts and stop them from congealing into something 
larger. Leaders prevent the formation of revolutionary groups in a 
similar way. When people are isolated, they are kept from joining 
together in groups that could threaten a leader’s hold on power. In 
the extreme case, a leader would want to prevent anyone from 
forming any kind of personal bond, such as the affair between 
Winston and Julia. You would have to be a pretty paranoid tyrant 
to go that far, but if you were out there on the edge of sanity, you 
might well be worried that such a close personal bond could 
someday be used as a means to overcome atomization, share 
discontent about government, and form a revolutionary group. 
Keeping people separate is atomization, and the two most 
important mechanisms for accomplishing this goal are peer 
policing and preference falsification. 

Peer Policing 
Peer policing means, literally, having people police each other. 
While peer policing can sometimes occur spontaneously, for it to 
work as a mechanism for preventing revolt leaders must usually 
put a few structural elements in place. First, they need to 
encourage citizens to engage in peer policing against potential 
revolutionaries. This might be most easily accomplished by 



making it a crime not to report someone’s efforts to form a 
revolutionary group. While this deterrent alone might be effective, 
the government can make it even more effective—and, in fact, 
make it almost impossible to form a revolutionary group—by 
getting people to believe that government agents will test their 
willingness to turn in others to the authorities. 

GODS OF GEEKDOM 
DOUGLAS ENGELBART 
Douglas Engelbart rates an astounding 30 on the geek scale. If you 
know who he is, you may as well just go out and celebrate your 
victory in our geekery* challenge. 
In 1963, Engelbart invented the mouse—not the rodent, obviously. 
God, or maybe Darwin invented that. Engelbart invented the 
computer mouse, which is the precursor to pretty much every 
computer operating system that anybody uses anymore, and more 
importantly, the mouse is the origin of the very concept of an 
intuitive computer interface. You can have a point if you know that 
Steve Jobs was like, totally, the Moses of computers, bringing 
intuitive interfaces down from a mountain and giving them to the 
people. You get 2 points if Wozniak rings a bell, but then, on 
principle, you have to subtract a couple points if you don’t know 
that Bill Gates is the nemesis of all that is good in the world of bits 
and bytes. Seriously, Windows 8 is like kissing your sister. If you 
like it, you probably need to see a mental health professional. 
Engelbart is particularly important when it comes to geekery and 
politics because it is the development of increasingly intuitive 
computer interfaces that eventually set information free on a scale 
and to an extent that many would argue has fundamentally changed 
the world. Creating interfaces that required almost no training to 
gain access to information, interfaces so simple that they could 
literally be mastered by children who still hadn’t mastered the 
whole toilet thing, set information free. In the half century since 
that first mouse, we have gone from a situation where most 
governments strictly controlled information available to a situation 



where North Korea is just about the only country that still manages 
to hold on to near absolute controls on what information its people 
can access. 

* I made that word up and will use it repeatedly until it ends up in the 
dictionary. 

Borrowing the setting from Nineteen Eighty-Four, imagine that 
some bald guys with poorly faked Eastern European accents come 
up to you and say something like, “We know you are guilty and we 
are going to have to punish you.” You have just become a pawn of 
the secret police. This shouldn’t seem all that far-fetched. Even in 
the context of real-world totalitarian dictatorships, the secret police 
are always bald, creepy-looking guys with bad accents and an 
unnatural predilection for leather overcoats. They also do not 
actually need any evidence or any real justification to make such a 
claim. You are guilty as soon as they decide to say you are guilty. 
Working with this presumption of guilt, these leather-overcoated 
protectors of the government can offer to be magnanimous. They 
can give you the chance to redeem yourself by proving your 
loyalty. Perhaps you can do them the favor of testing the loyalty of 
your coworkers. Perhaps you can share some criticisms of the 
government with the person in your office you most suspect of 
having revolutionary inclinations, so the government can test that 
unsuspecting dupe’s loyalty. 
Everyone is aware that this is a common practice by the secret 
police. So if a coworker comes up to you and complains about the 
government’s policy for distributing a critical resource, such as ice 
cream, you are faced with three unpalatable choices: 
1.   You can turn your colleague in to the Ministry of Ice Cream 

Enthusiasm (MICE), knowing that even though he is a nice guy 
and not really a revolutionary, he is likely to be punished 
severely. Despite his innocence, you will have fulfilled your 
duty to turn him in, and you should escape punishment. 

2.   You can say nothing and decide not to turn him in, which is 
dangerous because he could be someone sent to test your 
loyalty. If that is the case, failing to turn him in is a crime for 



which you could be severely punished. 
3.   You can agree with him. This opens up the possibility of your 

getting together with him to revolt against the tyranny of 
MICE. This would give you a chance to attain an end that you 
both appear to desire. However, you will be at tremendous risk 
of severe punishment if he happens to have been sent to test 
your loyalty. 

Regardless of how you feel about MICE, the only way you can be 
reasonably certain to avoid punishment is to report your coworker. 
As a result, the leader has created a society in which people are 
constantly watching each other, constantly policing each other for 
revolutionary inclinations, and constantly ready to turn each other 
in. What does this accomplish? It separates people from one 
another. It atomizes them. How can you form a revolutionary 
group when every person you approach about joining the group is 
going to be afraid of not turning you in? If the punishment for 
failing to turn in your coworker for complaining about ice cream 
was going to be harsh, just wait until you see what you get for not 
turning in a revolutionary. As far as government leaders are 
concerned, the worst crime a human or humanoid can commit is 
attempting to revolt against the political structure that gives the 
leaders their exalted position in the hierarchy. 
You can see peer policing all over Nineteen Eighty-Four. Near the 
beginning of the story, Winston’s comment about doublespeak 
sends his coworker into a tizzy. Visibly agitated and sweating 
nervously, the coworker vigorously defends the government’s 
butchering of the language. He is afraid that Winston may be 
testing him or that the Thought Police may be listening and will 
somehow consider him guilty by association. Then there are 
Winston’s neighbors. The father gets hauled off to the bowels of 
the government’s police machinery after being turned in for 
thought crimes by his own children. When even within a coherent 
family unit one must fear being turned in for merely thinking the 
wrong thing, you have peer policing at its most extreme. 
The use of peer policing helps to explain the behavior of the 



character V in V for Vendetta,11 a film about one man’s crusade to 
take down a fascist government. Only by staying out of sight, away 
from the prying eyes of the government and ordinary people, can V 
stage his revolt. He masks his identity because he must worry not 
only about the government punishing him for his terrorist activities 
but also that his fellow citizens may turn him in. 
When just a few government agents are doing the actual policing, 
keeping people atomized can be a crucial element for maintaining 
control. As long as collective revolutionary activity remains 
impossible, there are plenty of police officers to keep order and 
handle individual “crimes” here and there. What the government is 
really afraid of, however, is that these individual actions might 
occur simultaneously. Mass action, coordinated or not, will quickly 
overwhelm the government’s policing and enforcement 
mechanisms. 
Think about what happens in a riot. With a few notable exceptions, 
the individual crimes committed during a riot are minor. There 
may be vandalism, breaking and entering, theft, and simple 
assaults here and there, but seldom are very many offenses 
committed that are beyond the bounds of the typical junior high 
school day. Normally, the police would have little or no trouble 
handling such petty crimes. However, when all these minor crimes 
happen at once and there are far more offenders than officers, the 
police have no way to maintain order. Similarly, governments and 
their leaders can handle individual, isolated revolutionary actions, 
but they cannot stop large numbers of revolutionary activities that 
happen at the same time. To prevent revolt, governments have to 
prevent mass action, particularly coordinated mass action. 
Potential revolutionaries must be kept separate. A million 
revolutionaries marching on the capital one by one is nothing, but 
if those same revolutionaries should manage to arrive together, 
even the largest and most powerful government could be overrun. 
While most would consider the whole panopticon, atomization, 
peer policing, and generally anything associated with Foucault to 
be some pretty serious “theory” stuff, these aspects of leadership 



control are far from abstract. Researchers have found a great deal 
of evidence for these mechanisms and their effectiveness, 
primarily by looking at moments when they fail. The Arab Spring 
is the most obvious example so, obviously, I won’t use that one. 
Go write a paper on it or something. Be sure to talk about the 
whole Twitter, social media, and social mobilization disrupting 
atomization thing. A way better example is the fall of the former 
Soviet Bloc. Don’t ask me why it’s better. It just is. Honest. 
In the 1980s, when hair was funky and music tended toward the 
truly odd, Poland was working its way through what turned out to 
be a decadelong revolution. No one really realized it at the time, 
but in the course of protests and strikes, largely centered on the 
Gdansk* shipyards, a monumental change was occurring. As more 
people came to believe that others shared their dissatisfactions and 
as more people defied the police actions and punishments meted 
out for expressing that dissatisfaction, there was a slow erosion of 
the atomization and preference falsification that had been enforced 
by the communist government of Poland. It took eleven years and 
the result was not just the overthrow of the Polish government but 
a chain reaction across the region as the Polish example inspired 
similar, largely peaceful revolts and governmental changes in 
Hungary, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Bulgaria, and Romania. 
Sometimes called the cascade effect,* it was the spreading of the 
realization that these authoritarian regimes could be overthrown by 
collective action that was critical to creating the opportunities for 
opposition leaders to pursue fundamental change.† 
As the dictators in the former Soviet satellite countries of East 
Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Romania discovered in 1989 and 
the dictators of Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, and Syria discovered in 
2012, revolutionaries acting in concert do not even have to be 
armed to overcome a government’s police and military. They must 
simply act en masse. 
Lest you think that atomization and peer policing are limited to 
totalitarian regimes, look around you. Examples are everywhere. 
Peer policing, in particular, is often encouraged in the United 



States and other democracies. A simple example comes from the 
Seattle area, where the combination of steep hills; lots of wet 
places called lakes, rivers, and harbors; and tremendous population 
growth has created horrible traffic problems. Like many other 
major cities, Seattle has created carpool lanes to try to alleviate 
some of the congestion, and right next to the signs detailing the 
carpool lane restrictions are other signs displaying a phone number 
for drivers to call to report those violating the lane restrictions. 
When you dial that number on your cell phone, an operator at the 
Washington State Patrol answers and asks for the license plate 
number of the vehicle illegally using the carpool lane. If three or 
more callers report the same license plate, the police send a ticket 
to the registered owner of the car. This is peer policing at its most 
effective. Because cell phones have long outnumbered car stereos 
on Seattle’s freeways, you will probably never see anybody 
running solo in a Seattle commuter lane. So many people will call 
that number the instant they see someone illegally using the lane 
that the scofflaw is all but guaranteed a $200 ticket in the mail. 
Another example—though of the spontaneous kind rather than the 
government-orchestrated variety—is from a small town in southern 
Louisiana. In a town with more churches than stop signs, an old 
gas station was converted to an adult video store, and this 
“remodeling” did not go over very well with the locals. 
Parishioners from several of the town’s churches decided to camp 
out across the street and record the license plate number of every 
car in the store’s parking lot. They then published the license plate 
numbers along with descriptions of the cars in the local newspaper 
under the headline “Is This Your Neighbor’s Car?” Within a 
month, the store closed down, and a bunch of parishioners got 
high-speed Internet access. 
Peer policing can be an extremely effective tool, particularly when 
governments encourage and direct it. The same strategy used to 
punish the road hogs and close down the naughty video store can 
be used to shut down crack houses and drive prostitutes out of a 
neighborhood. In reality, however, this voluntary form of policing 



will work only for a limited number of issues. It is particularly 
effective at getting rid of behaviors that many people already 
dislike, and when used in the right context, voluntary policing 
clearly works. However, to convince peers to police each other on 
other matters—such as revolutionary activities—governments 
must usually rely on the coercive methods discussed earlier. 

Preference Falsification 
Taken to an extreme in Nineteen Eighty-Four, in which the 
government feels that it can’t even tolerate trust among family 
members or between lovers, peer policing is one mechanism that 
government uses to atomize the populace and consequently to 
prevent revolt. Another such tool is preference falsification. Also 
seen in an exaggerated form in Orwell’s novel, preference 
falsification means exactly what it sounds like: it is hiding the way 
you truly feel while publicly expressing what those in power want 
to see and hear from you. 
An obvious example of preference falsification occurs in Nineteen 

Eighty-Four when the citizens gather together in front of television 
sets to scream their hatred for the enemy during the “two minutes 
of hate.” Does Winston really hate the enemy? No, but in public he 
expresses rage as expected. Julia is so enthusiastic during the two 
minutes of hate—screaming, spitting, and throwing her shoes—
that Winston is convinced she must be with the Thought Police. 
Only later does he find out how different her true preferences are 
from those she expresses in public. 
Governments employ methods to generate preference falsification 
as a key part of the atomization and peer policing process that 
keeps people separate and keeps potential revolutionary groups 
from forming. If people do not express their dissatisfaction with 
the current government or their desire for a new government, how 
can potential revolutionaries ever know that there are others who 
share their view? Aside from having a stuffy British name like 
Winston, this is Winston’s greatest problem at the beginning of the 
novel. He wonders if he is the only one who feels the way he does 



because everyone else appears to support the government. As long 
as other people’s true feelings about the government are hidden, it 
will be difficult for an individual like Winston to overcome the 
fear that atomization and peer policing cause. So long as 
atomization, peer policing, and preference falsification keep people 
apart, a potential revolutionary will be unable to form the group 
that is needed to overthrow the government. 
Governments encourage preference falsification not only by 
making it illegal or dangerous to express dissatisfaction with the 
government but also by encouraging people to echo the leaders’ 
preferences. Think of the massive progovernment demonstrations 
that take place in authoritarian regimes such as North Korea. You 
know the marches I’m talking about—the ones in which the people 
are spontaneously marching in tightly choreographed groups, 
carrying signs with Godzilla-sized pictures of the dear leader’s 
face. Dictators can make these demonstrations materialize in a 
number of ways. They can send government officials to offices and 
factories to proclaim loudly, “Congratulations, today is a special 
holiday. You are all going to get to march in the plaza, and you 
will carry these signs and chant these slogans.” Do any of the 
marchers really hold the preferences they express at these 
demonstrations? A few of them do, but the majority probably do 
not. Nevertheless, regardless of their personal feelings, do you 
think any of these factory workers would dare to decline the 
government’s invitation to march? 
This tactic is not limited to totalitarian dictatorships such as the 
one in Orwell’s fictional scenario. It can occur whenever the 
structure or context of interaction makes it clear that there will be 
unpleasant consequences for those who fail to endorse the leader’s 
views. No matter how lame the boss’s jokes, every employee 
forces a chuckle. Everyone who wants to keep his or her job nods 
and treats the boss’s moronic idea as if it contained the wisdom of 
Solomon. Anyone who has ever seriously dated anyone at all 
knows that we often falsify our preferences under pressure: “No, 
those pants make you look so totally thin.” “Sure, I’d love to see a 



movie with gratuitous nudity and mindless violence.” “I love it that 
you watch twelve hours of football every Sunday.” “Sure, I’d love 
to talk about feelings.” Governments simply exaggerate this 
common aspect of human interaction, and they take advantage of it 
to prevent people from engaging in collective action. Governments 
use preference falsification to reinforce their efforts at atomization 
and peer policing. Preference falsification adds to your uncertainty 
whether that person expressing dissatisfaction with the government 
is just testing you to see if you will follow the law and turn him in. 
Leaders use all of the interrelated mechanisms discussed so far—
fear, punishments, and even direct violence—to forcefully 
maintain control and prevent revolt. Still, we have to remember 
that Nineteen Eighty-Four is a work of fiction, and what makes 
fiction valuable is the way it exaggerates processes and dynamics 
such as these. While all governments use these mechanisms of 
force, real methods are often far less overt than those depicted in 
Orwell’s extreme vision. In fact, there are some fundamental and 
very practical limits on the effectiveness of forceful control. 

Limits on Forceful Control 
The level of force leaders must use to maintain control of the 
government is related to the society’s level of dissatisfaction. 
When the level of dissatisfaction is low, less force is needed to 
keep people from revolting against government, but when societal 
discontent outweighs the fear that government can instill in the 
populace, people will stop falsifying their preferences and start 
trying to overcome the government’s mechanisms for atomization. 
If people are satisfied and happy, they are inclined to not fix what 
ain’t broken. If people can’t feed their families, it’s going to be 
hard to keep them from doing whatever it takes to change things. 

GODS OF GEEKDOM 
DANNY ELFMAN 
Danny Elfman rates a respectable 7 on the geek scale. He’d be 
higher, but the chances are that you know his work even if you 
don’t know his name. He has produced the music for a tremendous 



number of movies, and there is something uniquely quirky about 
his style that most people would recognize. 
Now you can double your geek score and take away an impressive 
14 points if you know that he was the lead singer for Oingo 
Boingo, a 1980s band that had a peculiar obsession with songs 
about social and political authoritarianism. 
Think of the playground bully. When pushed too far, the other kids 
will stand up to a bully. If you’ve ever seen A Christmas Story,12 
you’ll recall how cute little Ralphie ultimately deals with the crazy 
bully who always pounds on his brother and his friends. Ralphie 
usually deals with this intimidation through preference 
falsification—that is, by trying to say whatever the bully wants to 
hear so that he can pass unscarred. But one day, pushed by a series 
of events that have left him downtrodden and dispirited,* Ralphie 
instead flips out and pounds the bully until he bleeds.† 
When people are pushed over the edge and into despair, they may 
also be pushed to revolt. Dissent, protests, inflammatory speeches 
by opposition leaders, marches, or perhaps even riots will occur. 
Consequently, when dissatisfaction rises to the point that it sparks 
open opposition, the government must increase the level of force to 
retain control. Punishments are made more severe and more 
frequent to increase self-policing enough to quell the unrest. 
Leaders take measures not only to increase peer policing but also 
to make peer policing more salient. As authoritarian leaders around 
the world have demonstrated repeatedly, this strategy works. Over 
the long run, however, there is a very serious problem with using 
large amounts of force, and this limitation can restore some of the 
idealists’ faith in humanity. 
Using force to maintain control usually does nothing to resolve the 
underlying causes of discontent. The people are usually dissatisfied 
for a reason. In fact, in a dictatorial environment it probably takes a 
pretty serious problem to get people past the fear of punishment 
that would normally keep them from expressing their true 
preferences. Left unaddressed, the underlying problem is likely to 
grow worse rather than better. There are times of transitory 



distress, such as a crop failure, when just buying six months will 
ease the problem, but in most cases if people are rioting because 
there are not enough jobs or because they can’t afford to feed 
themselves, the application of more force will not fix the economy 
or provide cheaper food. When force is used but the underlying 
problem remains unsolved or ignored, the problem will likely grow 
worse over time, and the dissatisfaction will increase. 
Unsolved and unsolvable problems can start a spiral of repression 
and dissent that is ultimately self-destructive for the government. If 
government leaders use force to quash unrest but don’t fix the 
problem, what happens when the increasing dissatisfaction from 
the worsening problem exceeds the restraining effect of the higher 
level of force? The leaders must then exert even more force, but 
because the underlying problem still remains unaddressed, the 
festering dissatisfaction continues to grow until yet more force is 
needed. Once this vicious spiral starts, leaders may quickly find 
that they are stuck on a path with no escape, because the 
underlying problem has grown too large for them to fix with 
available resources. The leaders then have no real choice but to 
continue raising the level of force to maintain control, but this 
process cannot go on forever. The realist argument that human 
beings look to maximize their self-interest applies not only to 
leaders but to the public as well, and when the people come to 
believe that imprisonment, torture, or death is no worse than their 
miserable lives, the leaders have reached the point at which 
increasing force will have no effect. Starving people with starving 
children begin to believe that it is rationally worth the risk to 
revolt, even if the chance for success is slim. When you have 
pushed people to the point of desperation, force is simply not 
enough. 

LEGITIMACY AND GOVERNMENT CONTROL 
Fortunately, for leaders who face these potential limits on the use 
of force, there is another way to maintain control. Instead of 
relying on threats and punishments, leaders can maintain control 



by pursuing legitimacy, which can be defined as the voluntary 
acceptance of their government. In other words, legitimacy exists 
when people have the sense that obeying the government’s rules is 
rationally, economically, or morally the right thing to do. Like the 
definitions I have offered earlier, this one is overly simplified. It 
will work in the situations described in this text, but it is by no 
means complete, absolute, or universally agreed upon, and students 
should be prepared to adjust and adapt to the nuances and 
complexities involved in less simplified contexts. 
A complex array of social, psychological, political, and cultural 
processes and phenomena—including educational and 
socialization mechanisms and culturally defined responses to 
authority—can affect or effect a government’s legitimacy.* There 
are many ways for a government to achieve legitimacy: by simply 
remaining in power for a long time; by receiving the blessing of a 
past leader whose rule was considered legitimate; by kicking the 
bejesus out of the backsides of all the greatest warriors in the land; 
or by convincing the populace that God, Buddha, or the magic goat 
of Burbank has divinely selected the Glorious Leader to rule. 
However, from a realist’s perspective, the primary focus should be 
on the rational, cost-benefit perspective of government legitimacy. 
Perhaps the most effective way that a leader can gain legitimacy is 
by persuading the citizenry that it is in their best interest to accept 
his or her leadership voluntarily. Generally speaking, a leader can 
accomplish this goal by providing the things that people need or 
want. While this might mean anything from instilling religion in 
government to protecting ethnic culture or restoring national pride 
through military conquest, leaders most often accomplish 
legitimacy by providing the basic resources and opportunities that 
people need or expect. If the government is successful in providing 
such resources and opportunities, the level of discontent will be 
reduced, and the leaders will need to exert much less force to 
maintain control. 

Got to Give the People What They Want: Elections 



and Public Goods 
Popular elections provide the best example of how a government 
can use legitimacy as the primary means to avoid revolt. While I 
later devote an entire chapter to democracy—both the ideal and the 
dynamics of governments that try to achieve it—for present 
purposes, it is worth stealing some of the thunder from that chapter 
to note briefly the important connection between elections and 
legitimacy. Simply put, popularly elected leaders are legitimate 
leaders, at least when they first take office. They win their 
leadership positions and gain power by attaining the voluntary 
acceptance of a majority of those who vote, or from a majority of 
the representatives elected by a population. What is a vote but an 
expression that you choose to be ruled by a certain candidate? 
Ironically, this means that electoral democracies deal with the 
threat of revolt by embracing it. Instead of trying to quash 
revolutionaries, they create political structures that tame and 
institutionalize the process of revolt. Instead of letting discontent 
build up until it erupts into massive bloody uprisings, a democracy 
holds periodic elections. These serve as planned, scheduled, and 
regular uprisings. Every few years, citizens have the opportunity to 
throw out their leaders and replace those who have failed to 
provide for the needs or wants of the populace. The vote is a 
nonviolent way of meaningfully expressing satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with the leadership. 
The democratic electoral structure affects* the behavior of the 
leader and of those who hope to challenge for the leadership 
position. If you are in power, you want to stay in power or at least 
keep your party in power, so reelection is constantly in the back of 
your mind. You must continually work to convince a majority of 
voters to express their voluntary acceptance of you as the leader by 
casting their votes for you in the next election. To accomplish this 
goal, you must remain responsive to the populace and work to 
satisfy the needs and wants of the society by anticipating, 
addressing, and resolving the causes of dissatisfaction. 



While popular elections serve as an excellent example of a 
mechanism that forces the leaders’ personal interests to converge 
with those of the people they govern, there are other ways for 
leaders to pursue legitimacy. Most governments around the world 
try to find some balance between the use of force and the pursuit of 
legitimacy to maintain control. To some degree, the limitations on 
the use of force to control a society drive almost every leader to 
seek some degree of legitimacy. Even the vilest dictators have 
usually tried to strike this balance. Mussolini’s fascists were not 
above using force and violence, but they also tried to win voluntary 
acceptance of their rule by making the trains run on time* and 
doing many of the other simple things that earlier Italian 
governments had been unable to manage. Even Hitler did not rely 
on fear alone. His government undertook huge public works 
projects to revive Germany’s economy and to provide jobs for the 
people. Leaders vary in the degree to which they try to satisfy the 
needs and wants of large portions of their populations. Surprisingly 
enough, the Libyan dictator Qadhafi provides one of the best 
nearly contemporary examples of a barely dead nondemocratic 
leader who pursued the voluntary acceptance of his rule through 
the provision of public goods. 
When Qadhafi seized power from the Libyan royal family in 1969, 
the quality of life in Libya was miserably low: educational 
opportunities were almost nonexistent, doctors were scarce, jobs 
were hard to find, food was in short supply, life expectancies were 
low, and much of the population had little or nothing to call a 
home. Qadhafi embarked on one of history’s most ambitious 
efforts to address the needs and desires of a society, spending the 
first decade of his rule focused on trying to better the life of the 
ordinary Libyan.† He took the country’s oil money and used it to 
build schools, hospitals, and apartment buildings—all examples of 
public goods or resources shared by the community. He sent 
students to Europe to train as doctors and engineers. Irrigation 
projects increased farm output. Undoubtedly, he siphoned a great 
deal of money off for himself and his immediate supporters—his 



mansion was so big that Ronald Reagan had to send several U.S. 
warplanes to bomb it—but the resources Qadhafi devoted to 
meeting the needs and wants of the people of Libya were 
remarkable for a dictator exercising almost absolute power. The 
difference in the lives of the people became apparent in just a few 
years. By the end of the 1970s, the average Libyan’s quality of life 
had improved so much, and Qadhafi’s leadership was considered 
so legitimate that the CIA is said to have told President Reagan 
that destabilization of Qadhafi was impossible. 
Qadhafi pursued security in office by seeking legitimacy, by 
striving to attain the voluntary acceptance of his rule. Make no 
mistake—he was a brutal dictator, renowned for using murder and 
terror to enforce his rule. He and his sons also used the police force 
to facilitate their kidnapping, imprisonment, and repeated rape of 
literally thousands of young women. So there are no decent human 
being points to be found on his side of the ledger. However, he did 
not rely solely, or even primarily, on the forceful mechanisms that 
are the mainstay of most authoritarian rulers. His provision of 
public goods was entirely selfish, pragmatic, and politically 
strategic, but it was effective. Perhaps just as notable is the fact 
that when force was the only mechanism Qadhafi had available for 
maintaining control, he couldn’t. 

Balancing Force and Legitimacy 
How do leaders calculate the correct mix of force and legitimacy? 
In simple terms, the lower the level of dissatisfaction, the less force 
is necessary. But there are other considerations. For one, the 
pursuit of legitimacy tends to be a poor short-term strategy but a 
better long-term strategy. Provided there are resources available to 
pursue and maintain legitimacy, legitimacy can be a much more 
stable and efficient mechanism than force for maintaining control. 
First, because a leader who has legitimacy does not have to be 
constantly concerned about revolt and does not have to invest 
heavily in the tools of force, those resources can be directed toward 
improving the economy and doing other things that both support 



legitimacy and increase the resources available to government. 
However, it can take years—even decades—to turn an economy 
around or otherwise meet people’s needs and expectations. That is 
usually far too long to satisfy the armed mob gathering at your 
palace door. 
On the other hand, force is very effective in the short term. When 
people are marching in the streets, forceful actions such as arrests, 
torture, threats, and fear can have an immediate impact. When the 
leader is facing a riot, when revolution seems imminent, there is no 
time to wait for a new irrigation project to increase the food 
supply, and the leader would be long gone before new schools 
could be built. 
Ideally, we would hope that a leader facing imminent revolt would 
use the short-term impact of force only to buy security while 
working to make the investments needed to attain long-term 
legitimacy. However, in the real world, leaders tend to be 
motivated only by immediate and visible threats to their hold on 
power. Once the immediate danger is removed through force, 
leaders tend to lose the motivation to pursue legitimacy. Taking 
away the threat of revolt also takes away the impetus to satisfy the 
needs of the people. For an authoritarian leader to pursue the 
public interest seems to require either a moral commitment to the 
public welfare—a rare quality in an authoritarian leader—or the 
tremendous foresight necessary to realize the long-term value of 
pursuing legitimacy—yet another rarity. 
Another aspect of pursuing legitimacy that is relevant for 
calculating the balance between force and legitimacy is that it is far 
cheaper in the short term to use force. It doesn’t take that much 
wealth to pay off a small group of army officers and a small police 
force to maintain control by force compared to what it takes to 
invest in meeting the needs of the entire society. Furthermore, if 
the country does not have the wealth to invest in schools, economic 
infrastructure, and other services that can win the people’s support, 
the leader cannot even make the effort. Qadhafi was able to pursue 
legitimacy because he had the resources available to make it work. 



He had oil money, the property he had seized from the wealthy, 
and a very small population to satisfy. Under other conditions, his 
strategy would not have worked. The leader of an impoverished 
country with no natural resources to exploit often simply cannot 
afford to pursue legitimacy. Consequently, some analysts have 
suggested that a country may need a minimum level of wealth in 
order to be a democracy. How can a government achieve 
legitimacy if no leader could ever accumulate the resources 
necessary to meet the public’s wants and needs? 

Legitimacy and Conflict within Groups 
The concept of legitimacy brings us back to some of the basic 
theories on conflict and group dynamics introduced in Chapter 2*. 
As you’ll recall from that discussion, conflict between groups can 
play an important role in group identification and in building 
support for leadership. Conflict also plays an important role—
perhaps a more important role—within groups. To understand fully 
how this process works, you need to consider a bit of the early 
sociological research on social conflict. 
The horrors of World War I—which I discuss in unpleasant detail 
in Chapter 12, where I go on and on and on about international 
politics and war—motivated the scholars of the interwar years to 
focus on understanding the nature of conflict. The “war to end all 
wars” was so hideously destructive that the aforementioned now-
dead scholars threw themselves into the study of international 
relations with the express goal of ensuring that such atrocities 
never occurred again. Every aspect of their research was 
dominated by the idea that conflict is an evil to be defeated or a 
disease to be cured. And, because they believed that no redeeming 
value is to be found in conflict, reducing it or minimizing it was 
not enough. These scholars believed that it had to be eradicated. 
However, as Georg Simmel13 and, later, Lewis Coser14 pointed out, 
there were problems with this drastic approach. While horribly 
bloody conflagrations† such as World War I should certainly be 
prevented, the complete elimination of conflict might be equally 



dangerous, because conflict serves constructive functions within 
human societies. 

Pointless Figure 3.1 Factors That Are Related to Regime 
Legitimacy but Don’t Really Add Up Like This and Show That the 

Graphic Person Really Needs to Up Her Game 

 
We can see some of these functions in intergroup conflicts, or 
conflicts between two or more groups. When a group’s members 
are engaged in conflict with members of another group, their self-
identification with their own group increases, along with support 
for the leadership. Both of these factors can benefit the leader and 
even the group as a whole by making the group more cohesive and 
enhancing the group’s stability. Leaders can, and often do, use the 
effects of conflict between groups in self-serving ways, but for this 
discussion of legitimacy and government, the point is that 
managing an external conflict is one way that a leader or a 
government builds legitimacy. Most important, the work of 
Simmel and Coser redirected the study of conflict toward 
discovering how conflict within a group can also prove beneficial. 

A Safety Valve 
The first benefit of intragroup conflict (conflict within the group) is 
that it can serve as a safety valve. What do I mean by a safety 
valve? Most of you have probably never seen a pressure cooker, 
but if you or a family member has ever canned homegrown fruits 
and vegetables, or if you have lived at very high altitude, you may 
have encountered one. A pressure cooker is simply a cooking pot 
with a clamped lid that prevents steam from escaping. This 
mechanism creates a buildup of pressure—the same principle that 
powers a steam engine; it also allows you to control the 
temperature at which the water boils—higher pressure creates a 
higher boiling point. Thus, you need a pressure cooker up in the 
mountains where the air pressure is much lower than at sea level, 
because without that clamped-on lid and the extra pressure, the 
boiling water never gets hot enough to cook the noodles for your 



macaroni and cheese. In fact, if you go far enough up into the 
mountains—Mount Everest kind of up—the boiling point of water 
drops so low that you can actually stick your hand into boiling 
water without damaging the water or your hand. 
Now, if you happen to be seven years old* and your mom is 
canning peaches in the kitchen, you just may wonder why the pot 
on the stove is whistling away. Because you are seven, you do not 
realize that when the pressure reaches a certain point, the safety 
valve pops open and lets out some of the steam, whistling and 
spitting a little bit. Instead, you are an industrious little boy who 
looks at this sputtering pot and thinks, “That is just not right.” 
Then you go get a little wrench from the garage, put on some oven 
mitts, and start working on the safety valve, cranking it down 
tighter and tighter until it stops whistling and stops sputtering. 
Success! You’ve fixed it! Then you go outside and do whatever it 
is that seven-year-olds do outside around the end of summer. 
If you happen to be within earshot when that pressure cooker 
explodes, not only will you learn a lot of new words and phrases 
that no one ever used to be allowed to say on TV but you will also 
learn that without a properly functioning safety valve, the pressure 
cooker can build up pressure to the point that it will blow the lid, 
quite literally, through the ceiling. That lid will blow straight up 
through the vent hood over the stove, the cupboard above that, the 
Sheetrock, the insulation, the roof, and everything. As that lid 
bounces on the patio in the backyard, not only will your father start 
teaching you all those words and phrases—some of which can 
even today be found only on cable—but you will also learn that 
cooked peaches can become awesome projectiles. While canned 
peaches might ordinarily be soft, mushy things, when blown out of 
a pressure cooker with sufficient force, they can actually penetrate 
a wall with such gusto that there is no way you will ever get them 
out. Your dad will have to rip out and replace the entire kitchen, 
because after just a couple of warm days, the peaches you blasted 
into the walls really start to stink. 
The point of this little story is the safety valve. Groups of people 



can often behave in the same way as a pressure cooker, and 
conflict within the group can function like the safety valve. 
Completely stopping group members from engaging in conflict 
creates a buildup of pressure. When people who are irritated 
cannot say or do anything about the source of tension, their 
frustration and anger builds until, eventually—as with Ralphie in A 

Christmas Story—just about anything will set them off. 
Conflicts—even small, controlled conflicts—allow people to vent 
their frustrations and dissatisfactions and thus serve the safety-
valve function. Instead of a big blowup, the result is a series of 
minor, more manageable conflicts. 
Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing15 provides a great example of what 
can happen when there is no working social version of that safety 
valve. Throughout the film, racial tension mounts along with the 
temperature in a Brooklyn neighborhood. There is seemingly no 
relief from either the heat or the tension, which all comes to a head 
in a pizza joint with a white proprietor. Spike Lee makes the 
pressure of the situation tangible. Ultimately, it comes as little 
surprise that a riot breaks out after a racial epithet is used, and the 
proprietor’s friend and employee throws a garbage can through the 
window. The pressure built up with no controlled release. The 
explosion was inevitable. 

Crosscutting Cleavages 
This idea of a safety valve also relates to a second benefit 
described by Coser in regard to conflicts within a group: 
crosscutting cleavages.* If no conflict is allowed within a group, 
the things that do not work well in the group—those little things 
that cause irritation and frustration—will build up pressure. When 
conflict eventually does break loose within the group, it will tend 
to erupt intensely around a single issue. No matter what the 
immediate cause may be, when a group has only one dividing line 
of internal conflict—a single cleavage—that division tends to split 
the group apart, threatening the cohesion or the very existence of 
the group. This threat to the group is significant, because everyone 



falls on one side or the other of that one issue. 
On the other hand, if some conflict is tolerated or even fostered 
within a group, when cleavages appear they are not going to be as 
intense. Why? For one, the safety-valve principle allows these 
smaller conflicts to release some of the social tension and resolve 
some of the issues challenging the group’s cohesion. Also, when a 
variety of different conflicts arise with a group, the divisions over 
them do not always coincide—the cleavages are crosscutting. In 
other words, if there are enough small points of debate or conflict, 
people who disagree on one issue are likely to agree on at least one 
other. The more internal cleavages that are allowed to surface, the 
more likely it is that any two people will be able to find some 
disputed issue on which they can agree despite their disagreements 
on other issues. 
These crosscutting cleavages have several beneficial effects. First, 
they help to keep the society from dividing sharply over a single 
issue. Where no single divide exists and there are many things that 
many people agree on, it is easier for a leader to keep the group 
itself from splitting apart. Furthermore, the disagreements that do 
erupt will be less intense, because people will be less likely to act 
with extreme hostility toward people they disagree with on one 
issue if they agree with them on other issues. These crosscutting 
cleavages also provide a foundation for developing compromises. 
Facing multiple issues, a person or group can trade support on one 
issue for someone else’s acquiescence on another. The more issues 
there are in play, the more opportunities there are for trade-offs, 
and the lower intensity of those conflicts also helps because it is 
easier to make concessions over smaller, less divisive issues. 
Moreover, frequent small conflicts within a group can actually 
become a unifying force, as they tend to facilitate the resolution of 
underlying causes of disagreement. One of the reasons the safety-
valve principle works in a social context is that small conflicts over 
small issues often leave those small issues at least partially 
resolved. This incremental resolution of small issues can keep 
them from growing into large ones, which leads to a consequence 



of group conflict that was addressed explicitly by neither Coser nor 
Simmel but is nonetheless important to the study of politics. 
Intragroup conflict can enhance the legitimacy of the group. 
Conflict within a group can actually reinforce the group’s structure 
and its leadership. 

Conflict as a Source of Legitimacy 
While legitimacy derives from many sources, conflict is one 
important factor in people’s voluntary identification with a group. 
Conflict between groups strengthens group identity by helping to 
define who is not part of the group. It causes people to turn to the 
group for security and makes them more willing to accept direction 
from the leader voluntarily. But even conflict within a group can 
enhance the legitimacy of the group and its structures. Successfully 
resolving a conflict within the structures of the group enhances 
both the members’ confidence in the group and their willingness to 
accept its structures voluntarily. This experience enhances the 
legitimacy of the group and its leaders. The more often this process 
occurs, the more it enhances the legitimacy of the group and its 
leaders. 
Think about this phenomenon in terms of high-profile court cases, 
especially those in which the verdict makes you just shake your 
head and wonder what planet the judge or the jury were really on. 
Think of the bizarre criminal cases in which juries have failed to 
convict a rich or powerful person who is obviously guilty. Such 
cases erode confidence in the judicial system. They suggest that 
something is not right, that something has to be fixed, and they 
reduce your willingness to voluntarily accept the courts as a means 
of performing certain social functions. One ridiculous verdict may 
not cause you to believe that we need to scrap the entire judicial 
system, but it certainly does not help. Alternatively, court cases 
that come out the way you think they should tend to enhance your 
belief that the courts are doing their job. These cases increase the 
judicial system’s legitimacy and reconfirm that the courts are an 
acceptable means to resolve conflict. The more legitimate a 



government structure, the less force will be needed to convince 
you to accept it and the rules or laws associated with it. 
A skilled national leader understands and even exploits these 
potential benefits by manipulating and controlling conflict within 
the country. This concept can be extended so far that such a leader 
might actually promote or even create conflict so that the 
government can resolve it and thus establish or increase its 
legitimacy. Think about how countless leaders have effectively 
manipulated ethnic tensions, religious differences, and fear of 
crime first to promote conflict and then to find and implement a 
“solution” that enhances their legitimacy. Think about how 
effectively the government in Nineteen Eighty-Four magnifies the 
threat posed by Emmanuel Goldstein and the Brotherhood. 
Another extreme example can be found in The Prince, in which 
Machiavelli relates the story of a duke who conquered a territory 
and then tried to establish his legitimate rule. Finding the place in 
disarray and plagued by theft, disputes, and violence, he hired the 
cruelest governor he could find to establish order and discipline—
which that person brutally, maliciously, and promptly did. By this 
means, the duke had created a new conflict in the territory. The 
people now hated their governor. So the duke blamed the violent 
excess on the governor, had him killed, and used his body parts to 
decorate the public square. Thus, creating a conflict so that he 
could resolve it helped the duke win the support of the people. He 
manipulated group dynamics to achieve legitimacy. 
The past few years have been something of a golden age for 
political drama, and House of Cards is a particularly good show 
both in terms of goodness of showness and in terms of examples 
that I can shamelessly exploit. The education reform bill that is a 
central part of the first season of House of Cards works for some 
of this. For crosscutting cleavages, look no further than the conflict 
over different elements in the bill when they are around the 
conference table discussing it. The dividing lines between, for, and 
against performance standards as well as the collective bargaining 
rights of teachers and charter schools do not align, and the 



(dis)Honorable Frank Underwood, a congressman, uses the 
conflicts created by those dissonances to leverage negotiations. 
Conflict as a source of legitimacy? Could go with the brick 
through the window story line maybe. The panoptic mechanism? 
How about the way the threat of news media coverage shapes the 
actions of the politicians? It might be tempting to talk about 
preference falsification with the teamsters protesting when the 
teachers’ union couldn’t round up enough teachers on short notice 
or to talk about atomization when Frank makes a deal that splits 
one teacher’s union from the others, but don’t bother. Game of 

Thrones has perhaps the best examples for those. 
I was going to talk about using examples from Game of Thrones 
but never actually use one, but as you will someday learn, my 
intent should in no way be construed as planning, nor should it be 
in any way associated with the likelihood that I will actually do or 
not do something in this book. After all, I’m making all this up as I 
go, and the freeing of the slaves story line in Season 4 of Game of 

Thrones is just too good to give up for a lame running gag. When 
Naked Dragon Lady conquers the slave city of Meereen, all she 
really does is break the preference falsification and atomization 
that held the slaves in check. She hurls barrels full of broken 
chains over the walls to show them that slaves can be freed. She 
sends freed slaves in through the sewers to convince them to act 
and so forth. In the end, Naked Dragon Lady and her army do very 
little. The slaves conquer the city for her, but they always had the 
power to overthrow their masters if they just acted collectively. 
Me abandoning my intention to tease but never actually use 
examples from Game of Thrones sort of provides a segue for the 
conclusion for this chapter. I had fully intended on writing an 
actual conclusion, complete with a transition to the next chapter, a 
little bit of summary, and a pithy memorable bit to really make 
these concepts memorable. 
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 
To understand the reasons governments do what they do, it is 
critical to appreciate the role of leadership interests. This 
perspective also provides a foundation for exploring how leaders 
and governments maintain control of those they govern. Whenever 
we seek to understand the complexities of politics, it always pays 
to begin by asking these two questions: Who benefits? How? 
These questions apply regardless of the type of government under 
scrutiny. You may have no problem accepting this point when 
considering other countries, but it is equally appropriate to ask 
these questions of your own country. Even those who believe that 
governments seek to promote the social welfare must come to 
terms with this reality. It is also essential to appreciate the role that 
group conflict can play for groups (including governments) and 
their leaders. Students should learn two very important lessons 
from this chapter. First, people want to become leaders because 
holding the leadership position or being part of the elite group that 
controls the leadership position provides tremendous individual 
benefits. Second, while you should plan plenty of family time with 
children, it is a good idea to keep your progeny away from 
pressure cookers. 

STUDY QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES 
1.   What is the principle behind the panopticon, and how do 

leaders use this means to control behavior? 



2.   What are atomization, peer policing, and preference 
falsification? How do leaders use these techniques to prevent 
revolutionary groups from forming? 

3.   What are the long-term risks to a leader who relies too much on 
force? 

4.   How can conflict within a group serve a beneficial function for 
the group and its leader? 

5.   In this chapter, I argue that to understand a confusing aspect of 
politics, one should ask, “Who benefits?” and “How do they 
benefit?” Apply this method while reading an article about 
politics in the newspaper or watching a report about politics on 
television. Does asking these questions help? Why or why not? 

WEBSITES TO EXPLORE 
http://library.queensu.ca/ojs/index.php/surveillance-and-

society/index. Surveillance & Society is an online journal 
dedicated to surveillance studies. 
www.scrappleface.com. ScrappleFace is a site that pokes fun at 
the news. 
www.ucl.ac.uk/Bentham-Project. University College London’s 
Bentham Project offers information about Jeremy Bentham and the 
Bentham Project, including the panopticon. 
www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/orwell_george.shtml. 
The BBC George Orwell page offers information about George 
Orwell and other links. 
www.michel-foucault.com. This site is one of many dedicated to 
Foucault and his writings. 

* I suspect that the typical idealist has never been involved in a mugging 
in any way. You would think that participating as either the perpetrator or 
the victim of a mugging would put a real damper on the belief that people 
are basically cooperative and good-natured. Thus, the biggest threat to an 
idealistic world would seem to be street crime. 

* This presumption of spending intent is pure speculation and does not 
constitute financial advice. 

* I would like to point out that my parents should have been more specific 
when telling me to behave. Technically speaking, behaving badly is just as 
much behaving as is pretending to be a sweet little angel. 



† And parents wonder why kids cry when they are forced to sit on Santa’s 
lap. 

* Many argue that revolt would be a more appropriate term for the 
collective action to replace a government. Some limit the use of the term 
revolution to the collective effort to replace the political and economic or 
social structures of a state. 

* I’d like to buy a vowel. 
* Jeffrey Berejikian, “Revolutionary Collective Action and the Agent-

Structure Problem,” American Political Science Review 86 (1992): 647–657. 
† Douglas Van Belle, “Leadership and Collective Action: The Case of 

Revolution,” International Studies Quarterly 40 (March 1996): 107–132. 
* Despite all his efforts, Ralphie will not get the BB gun he wants for 

Christmas. 
† The bully bleeds, not Ralphie. I had a note to remind me to clear up that 

pronoun-verb confusion in the second edition, but I must have forgot or 
something, and now that I’m sneaking snarky footnotes into the fourth 
edition, it’s a little too late to change things that might actually get noticed. 
We can always hope for the fifth edition. 

* The grammatically obsessed language geeks in the class should note that 
the verb form of either affect or effect works here. These factors affect, or 
influence, the nature of legitimacy, but they can also effect legitimacy—
cause it to be created. 

* Grammar-obsessed geeks will note that the verb form of effect doesn’t 
really work here. 

* I have been informed that Italy has now managed to find a way to get 
the trains to run on time without resorting to fascism, although, owing to the 
effect of frequent strikes by rail workers, I have never actually seen an 
Italian train move. And yes, effect is used correctly there. 

† Please note that I am talking about the Libyans living in Libya. Wealthy 
Libyans who had done well under Italian colonial rule and were economic 
and social elites in the kingdom that Qadhafi overthrew pretty much got 
screwed, which is, of course, a technical term for being driven into exile and 
having the land and assets they left behind seized. 

* What would it take to convince you that I actually planned all along to 
return to group dynamics as a way of tying these two chapters and their 
concepts together? 

† For a total of seventy-four cool-word points, not that I’m keeping score. 
* I will not go into who actually did this because I think the guilty party’s 

mother may have finally forgotten about it. At the very least, she has quit 
mentioning it at the start of every Thanksgiving dinner. 



* If you chuckled at the mention of cleavage, either grow up or change 
your name to Beavis. 

(Belle 74-101) 
Belle, Van, Douglas A.. A Novel Approach to Politics: Introducing 

Political Science through Books, Movies, and Popular Culture, 4th 

Edition. CQ Press, 01/2015. VitalBook file. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 4 
Government’s Role in the Economy 
The Offer You Can’t Refuse 

 
Ethan Miller/Getty Images Entertainment/Getty Images 

While idealists are likely to agree with the long-running 
credit card commercial and argue that there are some things 
that money just can’t buy, realists are apt to respond that a 
trip to Vegas or a quick search of eBay will conclusively 
demonstrate that the list of things money can’t buy must be 
a very short one. Realists tend to agree with the stereotypical 

Mafia don who appears in practically every gangster movie ever 
made to declare, “Every man has his price.” 
Idealists, however, prefer to believe the television commercial. 
They would like to emphasize the things you cannot buy, pointing 
to religious figures such as Mother Teresa and others who have 
eschewed wealth to follow a higher path. A lot of popular fiction 
adopts this idealist perspective, portraying money either as the 
source of evil or as a distraction from the things of true 
importance. Money convinces good cops to go bad, drives the 
runaway to commit desperate acts, and is at least part of every 
villain’s passion. Idealism in fiction tells us that nobler 
motivations, such as the pursuit of justice or the bravery to 
withstand life-threatening pyrotechnics to perform a daring rescue, 
are the hallmarks of heroism. Heroes, it would seem, are never 
driven by greed. Remember the first Star Wars movie—the one 
actually called Star Wars? Han Solo doesn’t truly become a hero 
until he drops his desire for the bounty money and joins the cause 
of the rebels. In the National Treasure1 movies, Ben Gates is so 



heroically motivated by the quest that he gives the museums of the 
world almost all of the treasure he has risked his life to find. In 
Zoolander2 the Evil Mugatu is driven by greed, trying to 
assassinate the Malaysian prime minister to keep his sweatshops 
working, while in contrast, Derek Zoolander and Hansel are driven 
primarily by stupidity and ignorance, which may not be exactly 
heroic but is also not motivated by money. In Iron Man,3 Tony 
Stark ends up fighting the greed of his own corporation. In Casino 

Royale4 and Quantum of Solace5 the villains are all about chasing 
wealth while our flawed but still heroic James Bond is all about 
honor, revenge, and Photoshopped leggy women. Greed is never 
heroic. Of course, the realist counterargument points out that in 
real life, the lead actor usually demands about $22.6 million plus a 
percentage of the box office to portray a “selfless” hero, but still, 
we are talking fiction here. 

STUFF TO REMEMBER 
IN THE DYSTOPIA YOU FIND WHEN YOU ARE 

EXTRACTED FROM THE MATRIX 
Someone may ask you to … 
•   Explain what exactly the tragedy of the commons is. 
•   Identify who Karl Marx was and the beef he had with 
capitalism. 
•   Define socialism. 
•   Contrast capitalism and socialism so you can build one system 
or the other in the post-Matrix world. 
Money may not actually make the world go ’round—the physics 
professor I occasionally eat lunch with insists that it is the residual 
angular momentum from the formation of the solar system that 
spins us through day and night. That one professor’s “scientific” 
fantasy aside, it should be clear that the vast majority of people 
believe that money is a central part of life, and consequently, it is 
an important political concern. I might even go so far as to say that 
economics, albeit in a rudimentary form, is the reason humans 
created government in the first place. In my story of the formation 



of the first government, caveman Bob pursues collective security 
so that he can become a farmer. Farming is, in essence, the most 
primitive form of investment. Bob gives up something of value—
the grain he scatters on the muddy ground and his labor—with the 
expectation that he will obtain greater benefit in the future. When 
the barbarians come out of the hills to steal his first crop, however, 
Bob discovers that even this elementary economic investment is 
unworkable in a state of anarchy. 
Bob needs a way to protect his investment. He needs the collective 
security of the village so that he can farm and reap the rewards of 
his effort. In a word, Bob needs government. Similarly, Gilligan, 
the geeky kid on the island, needs a bully’s protection to employ 
his labor effectively. Government is intimately tied to economics, 
if only because people must have collective security to engage in 
even the most rudimentary of economic enterprises. The 
connection between economics and government is obvious in its 
simplicity, but it is actually a rich, dynamic relationship filled with 
subtlety and, sometimes, mystery. It’s not exactly blockbuster film 
material, but it is far more interesting than most intro to 
macroeconomics textbooks make it appear. And it is profoundly 
political. We live in an age in which most people hold the 
government responsible for maintaining and improving the 
economy, yet the validity of that expectation is cast into doubt by 
the complexities of economic systems. This is compounded by 
many people’s lack of understanding of the actual role of 
government in economics. 

Spoiler Alert 
There’s nothing real about reality TV. I know it’s hard to believe, 
but it isn’t a normal thing for a bachelor with a limited floral 
budget to just saunter into a mansion full of women and choose a 
fiancée. Nor is it normal for people to get voted off islands. 
Skinny, bitchy people don’t naturally congregate in the same TV 
studio when the one and only modeling job in the world opens up 
each year. Moonshining is illegal, so no one would actually do it 



on TV. And, honestly, who would believe that a real country 
would have a great big, televised popularity contest to pick its 
supreme leader? Oh… Wait… 
This chapter is divided into two parts, plus a short extra bit at the 
end. As is the general strategy throughout the text, the goal is to 
familiarize you with the fundamental dynamics and when it comes 
to the government’s role in the economy that means the tragedy of 

the commons and collective action. So the first section is some 
storytelling to illustrate what the tragedy of the commons is and 
how collective action can be used to address it. The second section 
uses some of the basics of Marxism to discuss capitalism and the 
pool of labor as a common good. Yes, that is correct: Marxism to 
discuss capitalism. Those two sections do a pretty good job of 
covering the basics of how all governments enable the economic 
activities. At the end of the chapter, I tacked on a brief section 
noting some of the “modern” things that governments do. I didn’t 
want to, that obviously isn’t basic stuff, but my editor threatened to 
take away my caffeine privileges. 

GOVERNMENT ALL UP IN YOUR BUSINESS, 

YO 
Suppose you have landed a job at the local North Korean chain 
restaurant, Glorious Leader’s Bountiful Carcass Pucks of Eternal 
Wonderfulness. If you take a careful look at the pitiful paycheck 
you get for the countless hours spent standing in front of a lava-hot 
slab of iron flipping said carcass pucks with a Chinese-army-
surplus spatula, you will realize that the government’s role in 
economics goes far beyond providing the collective security 
needed for investment that we talked about way back in Chapter 2. 
Despite the official poster hanging in the back room, the one with 
the bright red numbers indicating the supposed minimum wage, the 
government works very hard to guarantee that you never actually 
see that amount of money. In the United States, there are federal 
taxes, state taxes, and various local taxes. But who is that FICA 
guy, and why does he get some of the money?* 



The government is tied to the economy in other ways as well. For 
example, before you were allowed to start your career flipping 
carcass pucks, the state government probably forced you to get a 
certificate or read a pamphlet from some kind of hand-washing 
school. There is probably at least one government health inspector 
who comes by, from time to time, to pick up the unmarked 
envelope from the manager and to make sure that all employees 
are genuflecting toward the health code poster, wearing their funky 
hairnets, and washing their hands after* using the restroom and all 

that. Clearly the government is concerned with more than just 

providing the security needed for investment. It will also get 

involved when the assistant manager inevitably spills his strong 

“coffee” into the deep fryer, setting off a massive alcohol 

explosion. Not only will the government make sure that the 

corporate office pays your hospital bills but it will also give the 

assistant manager disability checks while he trains at home to 

become a certified televangelist. 
Sometimes the government’s involvement in the economy is very 

clear. At other times it occurs in ways that are taken for granted or 

not easily noticed—often because it is hidden under a blizzard of 

infuriating little details. A Tree Grows in Brooklyn6 is a film based 
on Betty Smith’s novel of the same name. It can be a bit “roll your 
eyes and groan” kind of sappy, but there aren’t any sparkly 
vampires in it. So that’s good. For this teaching stuff, it’s good in 
the way the contemporary role of government is conspicuous by its 
absence. The book is filled with all kinds of literary stuff, and the 
film has a bunch of social commentary that high school teachers 
like to inflict on students, but poverty is at the heart of the story, 
and the harshness of that poverty is amplified a thousandfold by 
the absence of social or governmental intervention. Where are the 
food stamps to keep the family fed? Why must the next-door 
neighbor, the mother of a sick girl, worry about the cost of burials? 
Where are Johnny’s unemployment checks? How can Francie be 
pulled out of school to work at her young age? Why must Katie 
give birth in her apartment? Where are the lawyers to recoup the 



grandmother’s money when she gets swindled? Today, in most, if 
not all, developed countries, it would be shocking if no 
governmental mechanisms were in place for intervening in or 
mitigating all of these problems of living in poverty, but you may 
seldom think of these mechanisms as part of the government’s role 
in the economy. 

To get at some of the most basic yet often unnoticed elements of 
government involvement in the economy, I introduce in this 
chapter two prominent approaches to engaging government in the 
process of producing wealth: socialism and capitalism. As in other 
parts of this book, my effort to get at the basics leaves out much of 
the nuance and complexity of the ideas. I try to note some of the 
more significant simplifications, but let me reiterate that it is 
important to remember that I am cutting these theories down to the 
bare bones. The real world is far more complex, and it is likely that 
as you progress in your college career, or rise to command one of 
the Starfleet battle cruisers that drive the evil alien squids from the 
cosmos, you will encounter far more sophisticated applications of 
these arguments and theories. Before I get to these two economic 
systems, however, I’m going to force you to first consider some of 
the individual-level interactions that are kind of sort of a little bit 
nearly important. 

THE TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS 
When Bob brings his group of future farmers together to engage in 
the collective pursuit of security, that first glimmer of governed 
society enables the earliest, most primitive manifestation of 
economy: agriculture. The transition to farming and village life 
also creates challenges that none of the grunting brutes could ever 
have imagined. Interestingly, these challenges originate from the 
very cooperation that makes government possible. Working 
together for the collective goal of security requires the 
development of community resources to be shared by several, or 
sometimes all, of the people in the village. For example, there may 
be a common well for water, a public garbage dump, a rugby pitch, 



or a communal meadow for grazing sheep. The exploitation of 
these shared resources creates a problem that is commonly known 
in academic circles as the tragedy of the commons, in which the 
rational choices of individuals collide with the needs or interests of 
the larger community. This is tragedy in a fatalistic kind of way,* a 
situation in which the horrible becomes inevitable. In a fatalistic 
tragedy, the protagonists cannot avoid the disastrous outcome even 
when they are aware that it lurks in their future. In this sense, the 
story of Sid and Nancy was also tragic: how predictable and 
unavoidable is the gruesome death of a punk rock legend’s junkie 
girlfriend? In contrast to either the classic Greek or the punk 
version of tragedy, the tragedy of the commons can be avoided—
but not by individuals. In fact, according to the dynamics of the 
tragedy of the commons, people who realize that they are 
destroying a common resource through overexploitation will 
actually be driven to make the problem worse by exploiting the 
commons even more intensely. 
The story of the tragedy of the commons can be told in many 
different ways. In fact, it is so important that I am going to tell you 
the story three times. Since I have been working the whole 
caveman-turned-farmer Bob thing the way a pop radio station 
plays a number one single until it induces nausea, I am going to 
keep at it. So pull out those airsickness bags as I begin with a brief 
story about farmers sharing grazing land. 

Grazing Sheep and the Temptation to Cheat 
After losing several limbs in a poorly considered effort to 
domesticate polar bears, Bob’s descendants try raising sheep 
instead. This significantly reduced the problem of herders getting 
eaten.† A nice round number of farmers—say, ten—come to share 
a large field for wintering their flocks. Through trial and error, they 
discover that if they limit themselves to the mathematically 
convenient 100 sheep, they can use the field throughout the winter 
while maintaining just enough grass to support 100 sheep through 
the next year’s winter. If they put more than 100 out there for the 



winter, the sheep will overgraze the field, eating not only the 
blades of grass but also the precious roots. It goes without saying 
that overgrazing ruins the pastoral view of the emerald-green field 
and devastates a prehistoric village’s property values, but it also 
reduces the field’s capacity to support sheep. So if you put 110 
sheep out there one winter, come next year, the field will grow 
only enough grass to support maybe 80 sheep through the winter 
months. 
In this field, the villagers have a shared resource that is very 
fragile. If the sheep farmers overexploit it now, they will destroy 
its future value and its future ability to support livestock 
production. The obvious solution is for them to agree to share the 
field equally. Each of the ten farmers keeps only his or her ten best 
sheep through the winter and slaughters the rest. This would 
preserve the productivity of the field forever. Unfortunately, this 
idealistic solution faces a big obstacle. Each farmer faces an 
overwhelming temptation to increase the size of his or her flock by 
keeping an extra sheep alive through the winter. That extra sheep 
will give the farmer 10 percent more food, wool, and wealth the 
following fall. After all, what would be the harm of just one more 
cute, little, tiny sheep out on that field? There are 60 million sheep 
in New Zealand and it is not that big a country, so what could be 
the harm in putting just 1 more on a field? 
It would also be pretty easy to get away with putting that one extra 
sheep out on the field. As it turns out, sheep have actually evolved 
so that they are hard to count—they blend together into a big fuzzy 
mass that mills about.* Since it is unlikely that anyone will notice, 
it is only a matter of time before one of the farmers does choose to 
add an extra sheep to the winter flock. Whether the cause is greed 
or desperation, somewhere along the line one farmer’s personal 
wants or needs will outweigh his or her commitment to the 
interests of the community. 
It is important to realize that the fact that the resource is shared 
plays a big role in making the situation tragic. If only one farmer 
owns and uses the field, the costs and benefits of overexploitation 



are balanced. The lone farmer obtains the full benefit of the extra 
sheep, but in subsequent years, the lone farmer also bears the full 
cost of the damage this extra sheep causes to the field. The 
individual farmer pays all the costs in reduced grazing capacity 
next winter for overexploitation of the field this winter. In contrast, 
when several people use the field, only the individual who cheats 
gets the benefit, while all of the shepherds share the costs 
associated with the damaged field. Even though the group of ten 
shepherds, as a whole, would be far better off if no one cheated, an 
individual sheep wrangler benefits from cheating by getting all the 
gain while suffering only a tenth of the cost. In other words, the 
benefits and the costs of that extra sheep are skewed in a way that 
motivates people to overexploit the resource. As the group sharing 
the resource increases beyond a handful of people, the disparity in 
benefits versus costs becomes more and more extreme, and it 
becomes more difficult to spot cheaters. As a result, at some point, 
cheating becomes inevitable. 
At this point, it will be very tempting, particularly for you idealists 
out there, to try to play the enlightened self-interest card. Even 
invertebrates like SpongeBob SquarePants and Patrick Star can see 
that it is in everyone’s best interest to preserve the commons for 
everyone. Surely, the farmers will be motivated by this enlightened 
self-interest to resist the short-term temptation to cheat to ensure 
that they and their descendants will benefit from the long-term 
continued value of the field. Unfortunately, this argument 
overlooks the fact that people’s calculations are not based solely on 
their own behavior. When sharing a common resource, individuals 
have choices that are intertwined with the choices and actions of 
others who use the resource. Enlightened self-interest cannot 
prevent the tragedy of the commons because even when a person 
realizes that it is in everyone’s best interest to preserve the shared 
resource, as soon as that person considers it likely that others will 
cheat, he or she is driven to overexploit the commons anyway. The 
logic behind this unenlightened behavior* becomes clear in my 
second tragic example, the stag hunt. 



The Stag Hunt and Social Choice 
The stag hunt is an old and commonly used parable that nicely 
demonstrates how the interdependence of actions and choices 
affects collective efforts to attain a goal, such as the preservation of 
the commons. Yes, I could have come up with my own story, but I 
decided to use this one, which illustrates the point so well, and 
reduce my workload enough to spend an afternoon sailing instead 
of writing. Call it my own personal form of enlightened self-
interest. 
For the benefit of the cinematically challenged reader who has not 
seen the black-and-white version of Robin Hood,7 a stag is a big 
deer with enough antlers to hold the hats of an entire baseball 
team. Considered to be not only tasty but also a bit smarter than 
your average herbivore, the stag presented a substantial challenge 
to the spears and rocks that hungry human hunters relied on before 
the invention of bazookas. Hunting a stag required a collective 
effort—the hunters would surround the animal and slowly close in 
by drawing the circle tighter and tighter until they were close 
enough to attack effectively. 
It is the individual hunters’ choices that are illustrative. Let us say 
that Bob’s father, Bah, is one of the hunters. Holding his spear at 
the ready, Bah carefully keeps his place in the shrinking circle that 
surrounds the stag. Because Bah and his family have not eaten for 
a few days, the wife and kids are understandably a bit cranky, and 
Bah desperately needs to bring home something to eat. As the 
hunters close in on the stag, Bah notices that their slowly 
constricting circle has also been driving rabbits toward its center, 
and one of the floppy-eared rodents has trapped itself in a dead-end 
crevice between two large boulders. Bah has a choice. If he and all 
the other hunters stay in the circle, they have a 75 percent chance 
of killing the stag, which will feed everyone for two days—good 
odds, but by no means certain. Meanwhile, that rabbit is right 
there, with no way out. Bah can get it for certain—a 100 percent 
chance—but it will feed only his family, and it will feed them for 



only one day. 
Assuming that Bah can do some quick calculations, he may figure 
out that a 75 percent chance of eating for two days is a better 
overall expectation of personal benefit (1.5 total meals of tasty 
stag) than the certainty of eating for one day (one total meal of 
rabbit, which happens to be a rodent, and rodents are icky). 
Furthermore, if you assume that Bah is not generally a jerk and 
that he cares about the other hunters, there is more reason to expect 
that he will pass up the rabbit. If Bah breaks from the circle, the 
stag will escape through the gap he leaves, and everyone will lose 
two days’ worth of food. Thus, you expect the morally and socially 
upstanding Bah to walk past the rabbit. 
It’s not that simple, however. The stag hunt is a collective effort; 
therefore, Bah must also consider the others hunters’ choices and 
how those decisions will affect the outcome of the hunt. Every 
single hunter in the circle must pass up any and all of the rabbits he 
finds for the group to collectively get the stag. Thus, Bah must also 
consider the possibility that someone else will be tempted to break 
from the circle and take a rabbit. If Bah has any reason to doubt the 
commitment of any of the other hunters, then he must conclude 
that the stag will be lost. If it takes twenty hunters to kill the stag, 
how many of them will stumble across a rabbit? What are the odds 
that every single one will pass up the temptation of a rabbit? 
“Larry has always been a selfish and flatulent snarker, so he’ll take 
the rabbit,” thinks Bah. “If not Larry, then Moe or Shemp will do 
it.”* As soon as Bah knows, or even just believes, that someone 
else will take the rabbit, then he has no choice but to conclude that 
the chance of successfully getting the stag is zero. 
Thus, if Bah expects that someone else in the circle will take a 
rabbit, his personal calculation changes to one meal if he takes the 
rabbit and zero meals if he stays in the circle. Once he believes that 
there is no chance the group will succeed in the stag hunt, then 
Bah’s only rational choice is to defect and take the rabbit. He 
realizes the impact of his choice, but he will choose to take the 
rabbit anyway out of fear that someone else will betray the group 



and leave him with nothing. Ironically, Bah causes the very failure 
that he fears. The social choice dynamic illustrated by the stag hunt 
is what drives even the enlightened to overexploit the commons. 
This dynamic is exacerbated by the economic realities of the 
situation, and my third example of the tragedy of the commons 
both illustrates this point and connects the ideas to current, real-
world examples. 

From Farming to Fishing 
We seldom see shepherds sharing a field anymore, but fish stocks 
represent a good modern-day example of the tragedy of the 
commons. Let’s return to Bob and his village, but fast-forward a 
few millennia. That village has grown into a town, complete with a 
Glorious Leader’s Bountiful Carcass Pucks of Eternal 
Wonderfulness franchise and a Walmart. It’s a sunny Thursday 
afternoon, and Bob’s distant descendant Roberta, who is the 
assistant chief fry cook at the aforementioned Glorious Leader’s 
Bountiful Carcass Pucks of Eternal Wonderfulness, is going to get 
yelled at for not wearing her hairnet. At some point, while this grill 
maestro is still contemplating the exact combination of words-that-
my-editor-would-just-cut-out-anyway-so-I-won’t-even-try-to-put-
them-in to best express where she would like to suggest that her 
boss put that hairnet, it dawns on her that nets can also serve other 
purposes. Sooner or later, she notices the bay into which the 
town’s little stream empties, and it then occurs to her that she 
could use a bigger version of the hairnet to catch fish. After 
convincing an investment banker that people will pay some serious 
money for fish, she weaves a few nets, buys her cousin’s kick-ass 
bass boat, and hits the jackpot. As it turns out, the bay is full of 
slimy, flopping gold, which she hauls in and sells to a whole town 
full of people tired of eating nothing but rice, lamb chops, and 
those sorry excuses for hamburgers she’s been flipping. People 
crowd around to buy every fish she can bring in to the dock. They 
even bid against each other for the best ones. In just a few weeks, 
her loan is repaid and our former fry cook is flipping money into 



her bank account. 
As you might expect, other fry cooks notice Roberta’s success and 
rush to copy her. Soon, bankers are lending money, factories are 
weaving nets, and shipyards are building boats—fishing is, like, so 
totally the rage. However, as everyone sails out to exploit the bay 
full of fish (a shared resource), the tragedy of the commons rears 
its ugly head. As long as the bay is not overfished, the fish that are 
not caught have a chance to go to their senior proms, accidentally 
reproduce in the backs of old minivans, and continue to supply the 
town. But if the fishers exploit the bay beyond the level at which 
the fish can reproduce, this potentially limitless commons will be 
damaged or destroyed. The fish will become scarce or even 
disappear. 
In the case of the sheep and the field shared by a few farmers, 
critical readers may be able to point out some relatively simple 
solutions to avert the tragedy of the commons. This extraordinarily 
plausible real-world-like example, however, is far less tractable. 
The effects of fixed costs and the basic macroeconomics of supply 
and demand push the situation from difficult to tragic. As more 
masters of the sea bring fish to the docks, the supply of fish offered 
for sale increases. However, there is a limit to the amount of fish 
that the people of a small town will demand at the high price they 
were paying when only one boat was dragging a net around. 
Therefore, for the additional fish that are now coming in to the 
docks to be sold, the price charged per fish must come down. This 
law of supply and demand is the most basic idea of 
macroeconomics: as supply goes up, the price goes down, and vice 
versa. 
In addition to problems caused by the falling price per fish, the 
members of the new generation of fish extraction engineers also 
have fixed costs—in this example, they have bank loans for boats 
and nets that must be paid off. In real life, fixed costs might also 
include the expenses of sustaining a basic living (rent, food, 
clothing) as well as the costs in fuel, maintenance, and supplies 
needed to actually go out and fish. As the price of fish drops 



because of the increase in supply, the fish extraction engineers are 
driven to catch and sell more fish to meet their fixed costs. While 
Roberta used to make ends meet by selling 100 fish at ten cents 
each, now she must sell 200 fish at five cents each to pay those 
same bills. Consequently, she is driven to catch more fish just to 
break even. Perversely, this need to cover fixed costs further drives 
supply in the market up and drives the price down, which, in turn, 
further increases the number of fish that have to be sold to meet 
those fixed costs. Once again, the market supply increases, the 
price drops, and so on. 
It seems that the economics involved always drive the fishing fleet 
to increase the exploitation of the bay. When the price of fish is 
high, greed drives individuals to catch more fish. When the price is 
low, the need to meet fixed costs drives individuals to catch more 
fish. However, the limited nature of the common resource makes 
this dynamic even more pronounced. As the bay is overexploited, 
fish become scarce, and it gets harder and harder to catch the 
squirmy little buggers. Scarcity reduces supply, which drives 
prices up, and the renewed potential for making money motivates 
individual fishers to catch more of the ever-decreasing supply of 
fish. 
This example also demonstrates that appeals to enlightened self-
interest and awareness of the tragedy of the commons are not 
enough to save a shared resource. Everyone knows how to 
preserve the fish in the bay—reduce the level of exploitation. But 
again, it’s not that simple. Like the successful stag hunt, the 
preservation of the commons works only if absolutely everyone 
cooperates. Everyone will cooperate only if they all agree that 
preservation is the right thing to do and if they all believe that 
absolutely everyone else will cooperate as well. An individual’s 
decision not to fish will have little or no effect on the fish supply if 
others do not also restrict their fishing; if the fish do not go into 
your net, they will go into someone else’s. As long as someone 
else is willing to go out and scour the bay, the commons will be 
ruined regardless of individual efforts to try to preserve it. The 



only rational choice, therefore, is to make as much money as you 
can, while you still can, and try to stash some in the bank for the 
day when the supply of fish runs out. 

GODS OF GEEKDOM 
ELON MUSK 
Descended from a long line of genetic engineers—his great-great-
grandfather invented the Musk Ox and his crazy great-uncle 
invented the Muskrat—Elon Musk is a far more savvy 
businessman than his predecessors. He’s also been in the news a 
lot, so he’s only going to score you 3 points in our know your geek 
gods game. He was an early investor in a lot of cool stuff, like 
PayPal. The whole PayPal thing and the way it facilitated Internet 
commerce and was essential to the rise of small-scale 
entrepreneurs would be enough to justify including him in this 
chapter, but there is also the rather interesting things he’s done 
since he became morbidly rich. He is a primary investor in Space 
X, which is working to transform space travel and the launch 
industry from a government-run collective action into a sustainable 
private capitalist enterprise. And then there’s Tesla. Tesla might 
actually represent Mr. Musk creating a privileged group, which is 
an alternative to collective action as a means of attaining a 
collective good or protecting a common resource. 
In a few decades, when I’m revising for yet another edition of this 
textbook, I’ll probably have to actually point out that electric cars 
used to be seriously lame. You know how lame they’ve been. 
Seriously, Nissan called their electric car the Leaf. How Canadian 
(lame) is that? But Tesla built and sold the first kick-ass electric 
cars. If you’re an eco-greenie and think we should all be driving 
eco-electrics and making them cool so people buy them instead of 
gas-guzzlers, this does us all a huge eco-favor. Clean air… global 
warming… collective good… yadda yadda… you might think that 
is itself a collective good. But Tesla took it a step further and acted 
in a more concrete way by releasing a whole slew of its very 
valuable patents into the public domain. The stated intent was to 



further the global spread of electric transportation and even though 
it is unlikely that it was an entirely altruistic move, it is still an 
instance where a private entity created something, in this case 
knowledge, and shared it with a group that did not directly 
contribute to its creation. Those who attain a collective good in that 
manner are called a privileged group. 

Escaping the Tragedy of the Commons 
There are various solutions for the tragedy of the commons as laid 
out in these simplified examples, but if we consider them carefully, 
we see that they all involve collective actions. All the solutions 
require getting everyone to act in a certain way, such as limiting 
their fishing. Attaining universal compliance requires that someone 
regulate, monitor, and police those exploiting the commons. In the 
beginning,* I argued that government is all about collective action. 
It is about forming a group to pursue goals that cannot be attained 
spontaneously and would be impossible for any one individual to 
realize. The most fundamental of these goals is the collective 
pursuit of security, but once you go to the trouble of creating a 
group to establish a governed environment, it makes sense to use 
that same mechanism to pursue other collective goals that might 
arise. 
One such goal is the preservation of a common resource. And since 
it makes sense for individuals to protect the commons only if they 
believe that all others will do so as well, you use government, 
through policing and the enforcement of laws, to make it rational 
for everyone to participate in the collective activity. This not only 
raises the potential cost of defecting from the collective effort but 
also assures everyone that no one else will defect, thereby lowering 
the motivation to cheat. Government regulation is what makes it 
possible to escape the tragedy of the commons. Those who graze 
sheep, hunt stags, or trawl for fish will be far less likely to make 
the choice that harms others—overexploiting the shared 
resource—if they must add the fear of punishment to their cost-
benefit calculus. 



The need to regulate the use of the commons represents a basic, 
perhaps the most fundamental continuing economic role for 
government. Society uses government to control some of the 
means of production—the mechanisms for transforming labor 
into wealth—and to escape the tragedy of the commons. Implicit in 
all our simplified examples of that problem, and also in the 
possible solutions you might imagine, are the dynamics of 
capitalism and socialism, which, at a basic level, can be thought of 
as two different answers to the question of who should control the 
means of production: individuals or society. 

KARL MARX—STUDENT OF CAPITALISM? 
Any reasonable exploration of the government’s role in the 
economy must engage the concepts of capitalism and socialism. As 
a result, the discussion must examine the theories and ideas of 
Karl Marx (1818–1883).8 Marx focused on economics as the 
primary element of politics, and nearly every political scientist 
identifies him as one of the Alpha Quadrant’s most influential 
humanoid political theorists. Unfortunately, bringing him into the 
discussion always presents a challenge. Even though few, if any, of 
today’s students know the Cold War as anything more than a 
historical term that makes old people rant and rave, mentioning the 
name of Karl Marx can still provoke a response befitting a guy 
wielding a bloody chainsaw and wearing a mask sewn from human 
skin. Even before Marx became the namesake and poster child for 
the Soviet Bloc dictatorships of the Cold War, his criticisms of the 
capitalist mode of production and his belief that meaningful theory 
must be combined with political action provoked a visceral 
reaction from economic, social, and governmental elites in the 
industrially developed world. Today, although the reaction to Marx 
may not be as passionate as it once was, his reception remains less 
than friendly. 
For historical, economic, and cultural reasons, the negative 
reaction to Marx has been particularly intense in the United States 
and Canada, where most students learn to equate him with the 



mutant that scares the monster under the bed. He is the lurking 
threat to the capitalist society that they treasure, and it is difficult 
for them to engage his ideas and theories in a constructive manner. 
In reality, however, Karl Marx probably does not warrant such 
antipathy. A century of intense international politics, along with 
numerous domestic political struggles over economics and 
government, has created a mythology around Marx. He is deified 
by one side, demonized by the other, and distorted by both. 

THINKER IN BOXES 
KARL MARX 

Team: Raging Proletariat 
Position: Long on 

Status: Infectious Nosferatu 

Karl Marx (1818–eternity) is not the monster under the bed. 

However, he may very well be a vampire. Even though he 
supposedly died in 1883, mobs with torches, credit cards, and 
wooden stakes are still running around the countryside chasing 
after him and the people he’s bitten with his evil theories. Seems a 
bit extreme to me, but I don’t read those vampire books that 
teenage girls really like, so what do I really know about vampires? 
In addition to the very scary beard, there were plenty of reasons 
Marx raised the hackles of his contemporaries. The most important 
of those reasons, however, was probably embodied in the idea of 
praxis, which can be roughly thought of as a commitment not just 
to pursuing knowledge but to putting that knowledge into 
committed action. Thus, Marx wasn’t just a theorist who criticized 
capitalism and argued that the contradictions inherent in its 
dynamics would cause a revolt against it and the governments that 
were dependent on it. He was a radical who was trying to change 
the world by putting those theories into action. In fact, it would be 
fair to say that he was hell-bent on changing the world. 
Marx was active in socialist meetings. He published articles and 
essays critical of the very existence of governments. He edited 
several publications and managed to get pretty much all of the 



papers and journals he worked for banned or shut down because of 
what he printed. He set up the Communist Correspondence 
Committee to help link socialist leaders across Europe, and then he 
followed that up with the Communist League. The league’s stated 
purpose was to overthrow pretty much everything capitalistic and 
create a society without private property. That was not real popular 
with the people who had stuff and liked having stuff. Marx was so 
unpopular with people who liked their stuff that he was chased out 
of Prussia, France, Belgium, and then France again. Seriously, 
what do you have to do to get chased out of Belgium? 
As a starting point, it is important for students to disassociate 
Marx’s ideas from what the former Soviet Union, East Germany, 
China, North Korea, Rush Limbaugh, Newt Gingrich, and Sean 
Hannity label or have labeled Marxism. It is pretty safe to say that 
if Marx could see the oppression, brutality, and misery inflicted by 
so-called Marxist governments, or the way anyone on Fox News 
uses the term socialist, he would roll over in his grave. In fact, it is 
all but certain that anyone using the word socialism or socialist on 
TV in the United States has absolutely no understanding of what 
the word actually means. Marx’s version of socialism differed 
greatly from the anti-imperialist, party-driven, dictatorial variants 
that Vladimir Ilich Lenin (1870–1924), Joseph Stalin (1879–1953), 
Mao Zedong (1893–1976), Dick Cheney (1941–2009),* and others 
have used to justify placing strangleholds on their countries. Even 
when he was alive, Marx was quick to announce, “I am not a 
Marxist.” Instead, among the many labels that could reasonably be 
applied to Marx, an important one is humanist—an idealist who is 
interested in and motivated by concern for the broader human 
condition and the quality of people’s lives—although, ironically, 
that latter concern did not extend to his own family’s hunger and 
misery. To understand how that altruistic attitude could fit with 
someone who criticized capitalism and advocated revolution to 
eliminate it, we must consider the social, historical, and economic 
context in which Marx was writing. 



The Adolescence of Capitalism 
Within his lifetime, Marx witnessed a critical historical period in 
the transformation of the global economy from the vestiges of what 
you might call a peasant or feudal system to the triumphant early 
forms of industrial capitalism.* There are some very distinct and 
important differences between these economic systems. One in 
particular is the relationship between those who perform labor and 
those who control the mechanisms for transforming labor into 
wealth. In the feudal system, most agricultural production occurred 
within some sort of peasant-landowner context. The landlord 
controlled and owned the land—and, in some cases, literally 
owned the peasants—and the peasants were little more than 
subsistence farmers. It is interesting that when most of us imagine 
living back in feudal times, we are likely to picture ourselves as 
lords, ladies, dukes, or duchesses, but the sober reality is that the 
vast majority of us would have been serfs. Picture yourself not as a 
knight in King Arthur’s court† but as a peasant living in filth and 
squalor, digging beets out of the mud with a stick, and using the 
mud to soothe the pain caused by festering open lesions. 
Anyway, under feudalism, these peasants raised a diverse mixture 
of crops and livestock on small plots within the landlord’s estate. 
In turn, they were obligated to give a substantial percentage of 
their production to the landlord, who then converted it to wealth by 
selling or exchanging that modest surplus with others. It was an 
exploitative relationship that often bordered on slavery. However, 
one key aspect of this relationship was that the landlord and the 
peasant needed one another. Each brought something to the 
economic relationship that was valuable to the other, and each 
would find the other hard to replace. 
The landowners were elites who seldom had any experience with 
the difficult and dirty essentials of farming. Lords were brought up 
to be knights, politicians, and scholars. They learned swordplay, 
Latin, philosophy, theories of peasantry exploitation, and religion. 
By the standards of the time, they were highly educated, but as far 



as actually working the land, getting crops to grow in the dirt, or 
taking care of sheep out in the field, they were clueless. Farming 
was dirty, cold, and wet. It was peasant work that was beneath the 
dignity of the lords. As a result, the lords needed the peasants, who 
had the knowledge and the skills to work the land. 
The result of this mutual dependence was something of a contract 
between the landlords and the peasants. Sometimes it was codified 
in law, but more often it was just a matter of tradition. Still, it was 
always understood that both peasants and lords needed each other 
and that both had responsibilities. Let me be clear—this was in no 
way a fair or equal relationship. The peasants were ruthlessly 
exploited by the landowners, who got as much as they could out of 
them and gave back as little as possible, but there was always a 
bottom line. Much as a farmer would take good care of a horse to 
ensure that it could pull the plow next week, the landlords wanted 
their peasants to survive long enough to be exploited next year. 
After a long period of transition, the industrial capitalism that 
emerged was different. Capitalists used factories as the means of 
production, as the means to transform labor into wealth. Though 
far more complex in reality, the concept of industrial capitalism 
can be understood in terms of the factory assembly line.* On an 
assembly line, complicated tasks that used to take a great deal of 
skill are broken down into a series of small steps—steps so simple 
that any chimp you might grab off the street could perform each of 
them. 
Adam Smith, in his Wealth of Nations,9 used the example of the 
manufacture of sewing pins to highlight the benefits of the division 
of labor, which is a key aspect of the dynamic of industrial 
capitalism. When an individual blacksmith made pins, he had to 
take the metal; pull it out into long wires; cut each pin to length; 
sharpen one end; pound the head onto the other; and then count, 
package, and even sell the pins. In the course of making even this 
simple product, the blacksmith had to switch from task to task 
repeatedly, and the starting, stopping, setting things up, and 
starting again took up a great deal of time. Furthermore, pins were 



only one of thousands of items that a successful blacksmith had to 
have the skills and tools to make. In contrast, by focusing on a 
single product and breaking the process up into many little tasks 
performed by different people—as you would on an assembly 
line—the factory system made production far more efficient. 
Because each specific task took very little skill, the workers could 
be paid less. Since the waste of time and effort caused by 
switching between different steps in the process was eliminated, 
more pins could be produced with less work. Additional money 
was saved because tools for other blacksmith tasks were not 
needed, and six people making pins could produce pins ten times 
faster and twenty times cheaper than a single blacksmith could. 
Marx later used the same example of pin manufacturing, 
recognizing the efficiencies of the division of labor, but also 
pointing out that by removing the need for skilled and 
knowledgeable laborers, this factory or industrial style of 
capitalism significantly altered the social and political relationships 
surrounding the transformation of labor into wealth. In particular, 
it drastically shifted the relationship between those who owned the 
means of production and those who labored. The blacksmith had to 
acquire a tremendous array of skills and knowledge to create 
hundreds of products. This experience and expertise had value. 
The limited number of blacksmiths could charge good money for 
the products of those skills. However, a factory owner who focused 
on a single product and set up the machines properly could grab 
anything genetically close to a human off the street and teach it to 
perform a single, simple task—say, cutting the wire: snip, snip, 
snip—all day long. These laborers were not highly skilled artisans; 
they were simply replicable cogs in the productive machinery. And 
since each one could easily be replaced, why would the factory 
owner care for or be willing to provide for a person who broke his 
leg? Replacing him was a matter of grabbing a new primate off the 
street and giving him a few minutes of training. In other words, the 
mutual dependence that underpinned the implicit feudal contract 
between the landowner and the peasant did not carry over to the 



factories. The fact that any factory worker was easily replaceable 
with anyone else was a critical change in the owner-worker 
relationship, and that was one of the key things that Marx saw as a 
cause of many of the detrimental effects of capitalism. When 
combined with the competitive foundations of capitalism, the 
effect of this change on those who labored was devastating. 

Competition as the Driving Force in Capitalism 
The driving force in capitalism is the competition between 
capitalists. This is also the source of the system’s greatest value: its 
efficiency. The capitalist who can make more with less can 
undersell the competition; capture market share; make more 
money; and, most important, survive. Inefficient factories lose 
money, and inefficient capitalists go bankrupt. Constant 
competition and the continual entry of new competitors into the 
system drive an endless quest for greater and greater efficiency. 
This is probably the biggest benefit and the best aspect of 
capitalism. However, there is a dark side, too.* Constant 
competition between capitalists, if left unrestrained, pushes 
capitalists to continually demand more for every dollar that they 
pay workers. This is certainly the case with pure capitalism, or 
laissez-faire capitalism, an economic system characterized by 
very little, if any, government involvement in the economy. Marx 
argued that this drive has dire consequences that make the collapse 
of capitalism inevitable. 

THINKER IN BOXES 
ADAM SMITH 

Team: Capitalist Pigdogs 

Position: Forward short leg 

Status: Invisible 

Adam Smith (1723–1790) was not an angel sent down from 
capitalists in heaven. He was Scottish. He earned a lifelong 
pension in just a couple of years by tutoring some duke or lord, so 
he might actually have been some kind of deity befitting a 
capitalist pantheon, but he wasn’t an angel. He was Scottish. 



It’s Adam Smith’s invisible hand, which does sound kind of 
godlike and supernatural, now that I think about it, that marks him 
as one of the great theorists so beloved by the disciples of 
capitalism. Smith argued that the rational self-interest of people 
interacting in a free marketplace is the key to prosperity. The basic 
idea is that a self-regulating free market naturally shifts toward an 
equilibrium of maximum efficiency. As long as the market is 
unfettered, the dynamics of supply and demand will cause prices of 
goods and services to fluctuate, rising with undersupply and falling 
with oversupply. Rational individuals will then respond to those 
changes… rationally. As price goes up, more people will work to 
supply the product or service, and as price goes down, some will 
shift to other products or services that offer higher returns. A 
similar, but inverted, logic applies to purchasers, and the 
combination is what Smith called the invisible hand of the market. 
The free market is self-regulating and self-optimizing. 
Sound familiar? 
Smith applied a similar logic to wages, saying that those 
occupations that are hard to learn, or that require difficult-to-obtain 
expertise, or are just crappy and gross will earn higher wages than 
the easy jobs that everyone wants. In this, he is credited with 
creating the idea of human capital. Smith also argued that the 
division of labor is a key to economic efficiency, and it is notable 
that Smith’s example of sewing pins was considered to be such a 
good example and argument for the efficiency of the division of 
labor as a fundamental part of capitalism that Karl Marx addressed 
it directly in his analysis and criticism of capitalism. 
In short, if you examine just about any of the ideas found in 
modern macroeconomics, you’ll find that they pretty much all 
build on Smith’s arguments. 
Take, for example, the production of cloth from yarn. During the 
early decades of industrial capitalism, the textile manufacturing 
industry made some of the most substantial gains in productive 
efficiency and endured some of the fiercest competition. All 
factories could produce roughly the same products, leaving 



customers to choose among their goods on the basis of price. And 
the prices the factories had to charge their customers can be broken 
down into four basic elements: 
Profit 
Materials 
Overhead 
Wages 
I list profit first because, as the aspiring business majors in my 
classes argue, it is the most important. It is what motivates 
investors to risk their existing wealth to create the means of 
production. It is the reason this publisher asked me to write this 
book. However, another reason I put it first is to make the point 
that profit is not optional. It is not something you could do away 
with if only people were not so greedy. An entrepreneur must 
anticipate a minimum level of profit for it to be rational for him or 
her to put money at risk to build the factory and engage in 
production. An investor must expect to make enough profit to 
exceed the benefit to be gained from an alternate use of the money, 
such as earning interest in a bank. The potential profit must be 
enough to cover the risk of bankruptcy and the loss of the 
investment. The riskier the capitalist enterprise, the greater the 
potential payoff has to be. The greater the chance that your dorm 
room emu farm will go bankrupt, the greater the expected profit 
must be in order to convince you to risk your money, at least when 
you’re sober. 
The costs of raw materials and overhead are also fundamental 
components of the final price of the product. Overhead includes 
everything necessary to build and maintain the factory, and the 
price of each yard of cloth sold has to contribute a small amount of 
money to pay for the building, the machines, repairs and 
maintenance, heat, and all the other expenses of keeping the 
factory running. Finally, the price of each yard of cloth must cover 
the wages for the labor necessary to produce it. 
Competition among capitalists affects all four of these elements: 
profit, materials, overhead, and wages. In essence, if one capitalist 



can find a way to reduce any one of them, the savings will enable 
him or her to sell the product for less than the competition. Given 
roughly equal products, rational consumers will choose to buy the 
cheaper product. The factory that can sell for less will remain 
profitable. The others will find it difficult if not impossible to sell 
at a higher price, and without sales, they will not make any money. 
In extreme cases, the more efficient producer can drive other 
factories out of business. In this kind of competitive environment, 
the financial survival of the factory owner is at stake every minute 
of every day. So how do capitalists respond to cost cutting by their 
competitors? They match or exceed the reduction in costs. This 
strategy is not a matter of choice; it is the law of survival in the 
capitalist jungle. 
The competitive dynamic drives all the components of price down 
as far as they will go. Thus, in an effort to minimize the costs of 
raw materials, factories will buy in bulk, seek cheaper overseas 
suppliers, and sign long-term supply contracts. To keep overhead 
costs down, they will be tempted to put off or limit plant 
maintenance, to ignore costly safety measures or environmental 
protections, and to do everything possible to maximize the 
production from every machine and every foot of factory space. In 
the early days of capitalism, factory owners began to run machines 
around the clock rather than leaving them idle for part of the day, 
and they squeezed more and more machines into the factory space 
in order to get the highest possible return on the money invested in 
maintaining that space. Heating was cut to the bare minimum 
necessary to keep the machines functioning, and extra expenditures 
for the comfort or safety of the workers were eliminated. 
Marx noted the benefits of an economic system driven by 
specialization and competition. He clearly understood the 
tremendous gains in efficiency and productivity that industrial 
capitalism offered over a feudal or artisan-based system of 
production, but he argued that the ruthless competition to cut costs 
and reduce prices was so severe that it would inevitably destroy the 
very political, economic, and social system that made all that 



efficiency and productivity possible. In efforts to cut overhead, 
textile factory owners often packed weaving machines so close 
together that no adult could fit between them to maintain them or 
fix the inevitable jams, and so they hired young children to 
perform these tasks. Not only did the hours in the factories put a 
serious crimp in these kids’ ability to indulge in juvenile pranks, 
pickup softball games, and the other joys of youth but it was also 
dangerous work. A lot of kids lost a lot of fingers unjamming 
weaving machinery. Adult workers were also put in danger by the 
absence of nets, railings, and all the other safety measures that 
might have raised the factories’ overhead. As it turned out, it was 
often cheaper to grab a new worker off the street than it was to 
invest in safety precautions that might keep the existing laborers 
alive. There were clearly some negative consequences to ruthlessly 
squeezing overhead. According to Marx, however, the real 
problem with capitalism would begin when the factory owners 
started squeezing wages. 
Remember that the average worker in our simplified caricature of a 
capitalist factory does not have any special or unique skill to offer 
the factory owner; anyone can perform each simple task. The 
worker’s labor is a commodity, and just as they search for the 
cheapest sources of raw materials, factory owners will seek the 
cheapest sources of labor. In fact, because some of the basic tenets 
of capitalism were spreading into agricultural production and 
farmland was rapidly being consolidated into large plots that could 
be more efficiently farmed for single crops, peasants were being 
driven off the estates in massive numbers. Consequently, at the 
time that Marx was writing there was a substantial surplus of labor, 
which enabled factory owners to push wages below what 
individuals needed to survive. Furthermore, the relentless drive to 
reduce costs led to innovations such as the use of machines that 
required fewer workers to operate them. This change reduced 
wages as part of the cost, and it also left more people unemployed 
and searching for work. 
If you are tempted to confuse these conditions with tough 



economic conditions you might experience today in the developed 
Western world, think again. They are probably a far distance 
beyond what you consider harsh. The hard economic conditions of 
earlier periods of capitalism are much closer to those found in the 
sweatshops of the third world, or in the setting of A Tree Grows in 

Brooklyn, in which the family eats stale bread, winces when a 
guest puts too much cream in his coffee, and collects rags to sell 
for a few extra pennies. Marx’s contemporary Charles Dickens 
offers an even more accurate picture: the lives of the poor 
characters presented in Great Expectations,10 Oliver Twist,11 and his 
other novels truly reflect the bleak urban landscape faced by 
workers under early capitalism. In these grim conditions, people 
are desperate to find whatever employment they can. 
When workers gather at the gates of the factory to plead for work, 
the efficiency-driven owner is able to pay minimal salaries. The 
starving workers literally bid their wages downward. Single people 
can work for less than those who have families to support, so if 
there are enough single people looking for work, wages will fall 
below the minimum a family needs to survive. Remember that at 
this time there were no ridiculously wealthy rock stars driving their 
Bentleys to mega charity concerts to buy food for the starving. In 
the early years of capitalism, and in any current system of pure 
capitalism, your survival was in your own hands. It was your 
responsibility. We are not talking about your inability to buy the 
latest Gin Wigmore* CD or newest iPod; we’re talking about the 
inability to afford crumbs to eat or to have a place to live. 
Ironically, if you want to see capitalism in its rawest form, you 
might want to visit China. China today is radically different from 
China under Mao Zedong; labor is cheap, jobs are scarce, and 
people are desperate to make a living. There is a large gulf 
between the haves and the have-nots, and the government has 
slowly removed any safety net from underneath its people. 
Everywhere there is growth, construction, sales, 
commercialization, horrible pollution, and poverty. Present-day 
China is capitalism run amok, and the Chinese people must do 



whatever they can to survive. 
In Marx’s day, people were willing to put up with incredibly 
inhumane conditions to continue to work. Declaring personal 
bankruptcy was not yet an option. If you could not pay your bills, 
you were sent to the poorhouse or to debtors’ prison. Who can 
forget the famous exchange from Dickens’s A Christmas Carol12 
when a not-yet-repentant Scrooge is approached in his place of 
business by some men collecting money at Christmastime for the 
“hundreds of thousands” in need: 
“Are there no prisons?” asked Scrooge. 

“Plenty of prisons,” said the gentleman, laying down the pen again. 
“And the Union workhouses?” demanded Scrooge. “Are they still 
in operation?” 
“They are. Still,” returned the gentleman, “I wish I could say they 
were not.” 
“The treadmill and the Poor Law are in full vigor, then?” said 
Scrooge. 
“Both very busy, sir.” 
“Oh! I was afraid, from what you said at first, that something had 
occurred to stop them in their useful course,” said Scrooge. “I am 
very glad to hear it.” 
“Under the impression that they scarcely furnish Christian cheer of 
mind or body to the multitude,” returned the gentleman, “a few of 
us are endeavoring to raise a fund to buy the Poor some meat and 
drink, and means of warmth. We choose this time, because it is a 
time, of all others, when Want is keenly felt, and Abundance 
rejoices. What shall I put you down for?” 
“Nothing!” Scrooge replied. 
“You wish to be anonymous?” 
“I wish to be left alone,” said Scrooge. “Since you ask me what I 
wish, gentlemen, that is my answer. I don’t make merry myself at 
Christmas, and I can’t afford to make idle people merry. I help to 
support the establishments I have mentioned—they cost enough: 
and those who are badly off must go there.” 
“Many can’t go there; and many would rather die.” 



“If they would rather die,” said Scrooge, “they had better do it, and 
decrease the surplus population.” 
Bob Cratchit, Scrooge’s clerk, did not put up with his boss’s 
cruelty because he was meek. He did so because he feared 
unemployment and the resulting pain and hunger. He feared for his 
large family. He feared the starvation that would accompany the 
condition of unemployment. 
Hunger can drive desperate men to work for less than it takes to 
survive. When you are starving to death, the other aspects of 
survival, such as clothing, housing, and so forth, come in a distant 
second to just getting something to eat. Getting some income, even 
if it is only enough for a single day’s food, is better than getting 
none. If you have enough people who are that desperate, wages fall 
below what anyone can survive on. How long can people survive 
without housing or clothing? If you cannot even feed and clothe 
yourself, how do you feed a family or take care of your aging 
parents? Worse yet, you cannot go find yourself a second job 
because you are already working twelve-hour shifts, six and a half 
days a week, and still not making enough to survive at even the 
most basic level. 

The Pool of Labor as a Common Resource 
These are not fictional horrors. As the Dickens novels make clear, 
Scrooge’s coldhearted vision represents what was actually 
happening in Europe when Marx was writing about capitalism: 
people were, quite literally, being worked to death. And this 
massive overexploitation of workers was what Marx saw as the 
fatal flaw of capitalism.* If you think of the pool of laborers as a 
commons—a shared resource that capitalists exploit for economic 
gain—you can also see that all the dynamics of the tragedy of the 
commons apply. This, in fact, is the critical link that connects 
economics with politics. Just as the shepherds need to protect the 
productivity of the field and the fishermen need to protect the 
fecundity* of the bay full of fish, the capitalists need to guard 
theproductivity and the continued existence of the pool of workers. 



Without workers, the factories will sit idle and no profits will be 
made. However, despite this need, capitalists are driven by the 
dynamics of capitalist competition to overexploit the workers. This 
is just like the dynamic inherent in any shared resource, and a 
purely capitalist economic system provides no way for individual 
capitalists to end the overexploitation. 
This is a fatal flaw in capitalism. In the same way that it does no 
good for the individual fisherman to unilaterally limit his own 
fishing in an effort to preserve the bay full of fish, an individual 
factory owner simply does not have the option of raising wages. 
Most capitalists are not overexploiting their workers because they 
are evil, or nasty, or even ruthless but because the competition to 
gain customers by undercutting other producers drives all factory 
owners to match the price cuts made by the most ruthless, nastiest, 
and heartless scrooges. Anyone who chooses to pay his or her 
workers more than the stingiest of competitors will have to charge 
more for his or her product, which will quickly lead to bankruptcy. 
Thus, even the most enlightened and humane of capitalists could 
not choose to raise wages in this social Darwinist system in which 
any factory owner who fails to match a competitor’s cost cuts is 
quickly driven out of business and eaten by polar bears. 
While Marx pointed to a number of problems with the early 
vestiges of industrial capitalism, this tragedy of the commons—the 
overexploitation of the workers in the pool of labor—is a fatal flaw 
in the very concept of pure capitalism as an economic system. This 
creates two very big problems for capitalism and the political 
systems that support it. First, Marx argued that the constant push to 
lower workers’ wages, which was aided by the advent of 
laborsaving machines, would eventually leave the workers unable 
to buy the goods they produced. If the workers could not afford to 
buy products, the result would be a serious reduction in demand for 
the factories’ output. How could a capitalist system survive when 
there was insufficient demand for its products? Second, and more 
important, Marx pointed out that, unlike unmutated sheep or fish, 
people have the capability of acting with intent. Workers, he 



insisted, would eventually become so desperate that they would see 
no alternative to destroying the system. They would find some way 
to overcome the barriers to revolt—the atomization, peer policing, 
and preference falsification that had so far kept them isolated and 
powerless. 
Marx argued that when this inevitable revolution happened, it 
would tear apart the whole capitalist economic system—not to 
mention a few factory owners—and replace it with a socialist 
system that would give workers control over the means of 
production. And Marx believed that this revolution would be a 
good thing, because the workers would then build a socialist 
political and economic system that would eventually lead to a 
communist utopia. 

I Thought You Said There’d Be a Revolution 
Marx was incredibly insightful in his analysis of how capitalism 
and its related political dynamics work. In fact, there may not be a 
better discussion of the basic operation of the capitalist mode of 
production and how it drives everyone to become more efficient. 
But when it came to predicting the future, Marx was not quite as 
successful.* Let’s just say you would have been better off making 
1-900 calls to that late-night TV infomercial psychic who 
sometimes forgets to keep up her Jamaican accent than betting on 
the Marxist revolution. There was no cataclysmic revolution. The 
workers of the world did not unite, and they did not create a 
communist utopia or even the socialist economic system that was 
supposed to lead the way. Indeed, many of the more prominent 
Marxist theorists since Marx have expended considerable effort 
explaining why the inevitable collapse of the capitalist system did 
not arrive on schedule. For example, Lenin’s best-known work, 
Imperialism,13 is essentially an explanation of how the expansion of 
the capitalist system delayed the revolt by exploiting the wealth of 
colonized foreign lands. 
Perhaps a better way to explain the revolution that never happened 
is to work with this tragedy-of-the-commons theme that I kind of 



stumbled upon for this chapter but will totally insist that I planned 
all along. If you think about the pool of labor as a common 
resource that is shared by capitalists and if you ask how you can 
prevent destroying that resource through overexploitation, perhaps 
the solution is the same as the solution suggested earlier for the 
other examples of a tragedy of the commons: collective action. By 
forming a collective action group or using the structures of an 
existing group such as the government, you can police the actions 
of all who use the commons to prevent its destruction through 
overexploitation and keep it productive year after year. You can 
limit or otherwise regulate the number of sheep and save the field, 
limit the number of fish caught, and keep fishing in that bay 
forever. Perhaps you can limit and police the way the pool of labor 
is exploited by all capitalists and preserve it for the long term. 
Through fits and starts, by accident and necessity more than by 
intent, this is essentially what has happened. Repeatedly, as 
dissatisfaction and unrest among workers threatened to grow into 
revolt, capitalists turned to the governments, upon which they 
exercised substantial, if not overwhelming, influence. Force was 
used and there were fights, arrests, and even massacres, but as you 
all now know and will be prepared to discuss on the essay exam, 
there are limitations on the use of force. As a result, governments 
gradually adopted policies that would give the workers some of 
what they demanded, which included the limitations on the 
exploitation of labor that were needed to prevent the collapse of 
the capitalist system. 

SOCIALISM 
Marx categorized political economic systems according to who 
controlled the means of production—the things necessary to 
transform labor into wealth—such as land and its natural products, 
factories, materials, and tools, as well as infrastructure. Since many 
people are quite fond of eating and the other simple pleasures of 
survival, control of this bit of economic life is critical. Under the 
feudal system, artisans such as smiths, coopers, shoemakers, 



fletchers, cat jugglers, and tailors controlled the means of 
production relevant to those crafts, but land was the primary means 
of production, and the church, along with a hereditary elite of 
royalty and landowners, controlled the land. In a capitalist system, 
individuals control the farms, factories, Glorious Leader’s 
Bountiful Carcass Pucks of Eternal Wonderfulness franchises, and 
so on, and it is through the self-interested decisions of those 
individuals that the overexploitation of labor as a tragedy of the 
commons arises. I have yet to discuss, or even really describe, 
socialism, however. 
Though students should bear in mind that this is an extremely 
simplified depiction of a very complex theory, socialism can be 
roughly defined as an economic system in which society controls 
the means of production. Instead of competition for profits, 
equality in the distribution of society’s wealth is the driving factor 
in the decisions related to production. While many who are 
concerned about the effects of poverty and disparities of wealth 
may find this idea appealing, recognize that socialism is just as 
flawed as capitalism. I have spent a great deal of time discussing 
Marx’s critique of capitalism and his discussion of its fatal flaw. I 
have done so because it is predominantly capitalism that most of us 
believe we understand, and it is this system that students usually 
take for granted or defend with zealous but ignorant vehemence.* 
However, socialism is also flawed. Pure socialism, just like pure 
capitalism, cannot work in practice. In fact, it has never even been 
tried on a large scale. 
The idea of society controlling the means of production can be 
summarized by the statement, “From each according to his ability, 
to each according to his need.” You produce what you can 
produce, and society will make sure that everybody will get what 
he or she needs to survive. This system fixes the flaw in capitalism 
by making sure that people do not go hungry or die from WiFi 
deprivation, but it creates a new problem: How do you get people 
off their butts to do something? In essence, socialism is very good 
at distributing goods but very inefficient at producing those goods. 



Everybody gets whatever housing and food are available. The 
problem is getting the housing and food made. It is probably fair to 
say that Marx was a bit of a workaholic, and in his descriptions of 
socialism and the communist utopia, he probably overestimated 
people’s industriousness.* 
You can probably think of a whole lot of jobs—such as being the 
night janitor at a sewage treatment plant for a nuclear power 
station—that get filled only because they pay a trainload of cash. 
Why do garbage collectors get paid more than teachers? Which job 
would you rather do? Would anyone regularly pick up trash just 
because it needed to be done? If you are getting exactly what you 
need regardless of what you do, would you choose to pick up 
barrels of trash, or would you sit on your couch and watch reruns 
on the professional fishing channel? A substantial percentage of 
people would choose to serve their tour of duty as a couch 
commando. This is especially true if you get the same house, food, 
and clothes as the person who sorts biotoxic waste at the asbestos 
factory. Socialism is very inefficient, if only because under such a 
system it is hard to motivate people to work and even harder to 
motivate them to seek efficiencies or to excel at their jobs. When 
the complete absence of competition means that a poorly run 
factory is treated the same as a well-run factory, how do you 
encourage workers to put in the extra effort it takes to run factories 
better? When there is no reward for finding a more efficient way to 
do something, why look for it? When doctors are treated exactly 
the same as janitors, who would put in the extra years of training to 
become a doctor? Worse yet, if both good doctors and bad doctors 
get paid the same, what motivates people to become better 
doctors? Pride and integrity will provide some motivation, but is 
that enough? How many students in this class do you think would 
bust their asses to learn this material if there were no grading 
system and all the associated rewards and punishments for success 
and failure? 
As you should easily be able to see, pure socialism and pure 
capitalism are both flawed. Neither could realistically function for 



any length of time in the real world. However, you must also 
realize that neither ever has been—or ever really could be—
expected to exist in its pure form. As with many other concepts in 
politics, the ideal or perfect forms of these ideas are worth 
examining only for their dynamics. When it comes to the real 
world, the useful question is not whether to have a socialist or a 
capitalist economic system, but, instead, how to strike a balance 
between the two. 

THE YIN AND YANG OF CAPITALISM AND 

SOCIALISM 
In Chinese cosmology, the yin and yang are complementary forces, 
symbolized by the moon and the sun, which must remain in 
balance. Earth and heaven, cold and hot, female and male, 
vampires and werewolves … yin and yang represent the opposing 
forces of life. In many ways, this concept of complementary forces 
can be applied in the case of capitalism and socialism. When 
government regulates and polices the exploitation of the pool of 
labor by capitalists, it is, in essence, using principles of socialism 
to save capitalism. When it sets a minimum wage, limits working 
hours, creates safety rules, outlaws child labor, or in any other way 
limits the owner’s management of the factory, the government 
takes some control of the means of production away from the 
capitalist and gives it to the society. All functioning capitalist 
systems in the world today are actually mixtures of capitalism and 
socialism, mixtures of private and societal control of the means of 
production. The real question is not capitalism versus socialism but 
what balance between the two systems is best. As with most things 
in politics and government, there is no single answer to this 
question. Different cultures have struck different balances between 
these two ideals, and the balances are dynamic, always changing 
over time. 
In Europe, particularly in Scandinavia, the balance is heavily tilted 
toward the socialist end of the scale. Society heavily regulates the 
workplace and provides extensive services and a high minimum 



level of wealth for all. In many developing countries, the political 
and economic systems are close to pure capitalism, featuring little 
regulation, few government services, and only the barest of 
minimum wage and working-condition guarantees. Initially, it was 
a relatively pure and unregulated form of capitalism that replaced 
feudal and artisanal modes of production in Europe, North 
America, and elsewhere around the globe. However, the first 
century of capitalism witnessed the steady introduction of societal 
controls, regulation, and policing of production, along with an 
increase in societal guarantees of a minimum level of wealth for 
all. Over the past few decades, most of the developed countries in 
the world have scaled back both regulation of capitalist modes of 
production and societal guarantees of wealth, but there appears to 
be some periodicity to the swing between capitalist and socialist 
shifts. Recent political pushes regarding raising minimum wages, 
energy policy, pollution, and taxes suggest that we may be at or 
near the maximum of the capitalist swing and the pendulum has 
begun—or is about to begin—swinging back in the other direction. 
This would seem to fit with other longer-term cyclical historical 
trends where the current measures of things such as distribution of 
wealth are at or near the equal of historical extremes. Regardless, 
the balance between degrees of capitalism and socialism is still the 
source of daily debate, particularly on those Thursdays when the 
world’s economy spirals down the toilet. Questions about issues 
such as what the minimum wage should be, how much health care 
should be provided to whom, what sorts of environmental 
regulations should be imposed, and whether the economy would be 
better stimulated by tax cuts or government spending are all part of 
finding the appropriate balance between capitalism and socialism. 

THINKER IN BOXES 
JOHN STUART MILL 

Team: Capitalist Pigdogs 

Position: Deep mid wicket 
Status: Unfettered by the mortal coil 



It’s an interesting question whether John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) 
should be enshrined in the economics chapter or the media chapter. 
In the end, economics makes the more compelling case—and not 
just because money talks. On Libertya deserves a special place in 
the discussion of freedom of expression, which most people now 
think of as synonymous with press freedom, but it is a treatise 
about the liberty of the individual and isn’t really about the press at 
all. And Mill’s economics stuff is pretty damned impressive. He 
quite literally wrote the economics textbook.b 
Building directly and explicitly from the work of Adam Smith, 
Mill introduced or developed the concepts of comparative 
advantage, opportunity costs, and economies of scale. All three of 
these concepts are central to today’s politics and policy related to 
trade and economics. 
Comparative advantage is perhaps the most important concept for 
many of the political and economic issues that today’s nations 
confront. The basic idea of comparative advantage is that trade is 
not a zero-sum exchange. Both sides in a trade can come out of an 
exchange wealthier. It’s as simple as apples and oranges. 
If you live in upstate New York, it is possible for you to grow both 
apples and oranges. Apples are easy and cheap; the climate is 
perfect for them. Oranges are another matter. Even though there is 
an Orange County in New York, it’s named after the Dutch royal 
colors, not a citrus spheroid that will turn into a green fuzzy lump 
if you leave it too long in the back of the fridge. The climate in 
New York is horrible for growing oranges. You could do it, 
though—you’d need a greenhouse and you’d have to pay to heat it 
through the winter and it would cost a fortune, but you could do it. 
Florida has, however, the opposite problem. The hot, humid 
weather wreaks havoc on apple trees, but orange trees grow like 
weeds there. 
The result is that New York has a comparative advantage 
producing apples, and Florida has a comparative advantage 
producing oranges. If they then exchange apples for oranges, the 
laws of supply and demand mean that they both end up with more 



total value in fruit than if they didn’t trade. Producers in both states 
gain a higher price in the other market for what they can produce 
cheaply locally, and consumers get a lower price at home for 
something from far away that would be expensive to produce 
locally. New York apples sell for more in Florida than they would 
at home (benefiting New York farmers), but they are still cheaper 
than they would be if they were grown in Florida (benefiting 
Florida consumers); the opposite is true as well. 
This is the argument against protectionism and tariffs. In theory, a 
free trade zone such as that established by NAFTA expands the 
opportunities for pursuing these kinds of comparative advantages. 
The unfortunate difficulty with this idea in the real world is the 
problem of investments and sunk costs. If you were a New Yorker 
who invested heavily in the greenhouses needed to produce a 
modest quantity of very exotic and very expensive oranges, a free 
trade agreement with Florida and the flood of cheap oranges it 
would bring would drive you bankrupt. Wouldn’t you fight like a 
screaming weasel to stop it? 
How about the car factories in Detroit that are threatened by cheap 
labor in Mexico? Or the lumber mills in Oregon threatened by 
cheap Canadian timber? Or two grumpy old dudes who own a 
bunch of oil stuff threatened by renewable energy mandates or 
climate change legislation? Or the Budweiser company, which is 
threatened by pretty much anything that might cause Americans to 
discover what a real beer tastes like? 
aJohn Stuart Mill, On Liberty (London: Longman, Roberts, & Green, 1859). 
bJohn Stuart Mill, Principles of Political Economy with Some of Their 

Applications to Social Philosophy (London: Longman, Roberts, & Green, 
1848). 

MODERN STUFF 
Yes, I complained about my editor coercing me to add more 
“modern stuff” to this chapter for the fourth edition, but that is 
only partly because I’m lazy. Okay, it was mostly because I’m 
lazy, but I also just enjoy complaining. There was also a little bit of 
me liking how neat and tidy the chapter was in the third edition 



where I called it quits right about here. I thought that ending it here 
really drove it home that the basic politics and economy thing is 
the pool of labor as a common resource, and I didn’t want to risk 
messing that up. That excuse doesn’t hold up because I can just tell 
you that it is the most important thing, and to be honest, the lazy 
thing doesn’t hold up all that well either. The truth is that it is 
pretty easy to carry these basics forward into some of the 
complexities of the modern relationship between government and 
the economy. Almost regardless of where you look, it is still a 
story about the tragedy of the commons and using collective action 
to strike a balance between exploiting a commons and preserving 
its value. 
For example, consider a few very modern sounding things like 
monetary policy, inflation, and a central bank. Not only do these 
things provide a bunch of key terms that I can put at the end of the 
chapter and make you remember for the test but they are all just 
elements of governmental involvement in creating and sustaining 
the shared resource of currency, which is yet another key term for 
the end of the chapter. 
The Globical Union Professoree Economique (GUPE) has very 
legally asked me not to go into too much depth about currency. 
They don’t want me to ruin the market for ECON 101 textbooks. 
Personally, I find their whole court order rather amusing since it’s 
premised on the rather foolish assumption that I understand how 
currency actually works. Anyway, their court order does allow me 
to tell you that dollars, yen, pounds, pesos, and all the other 
currencies, past and present, have little if any intrinsic value. In 
fact, these days you could even argue that many of those dollars 
and their friends don’t really even exist. We often think of them as 
some sort of physical token, but even before the really, really 
imaginary bitcoin gave the Armageddon-Bunker-in-Idaho crowd 
something new to fret over, most of any currency was nothing 
more than entries in bank account ledgers, and that is where 
politics come in. 
Currencies are basically just an accounting system we use to 



represent wealth. By serving as a universally accepted placeholder 
between trades of all the myriad different forms of real wealth, 
currency simplifies trade and enables the fractionalization of whole 
goods. Among economists, this is on their official list of things that 
are a really big deal. Let’s say you have an extra cow lying around 
and you want a pig. Even if you find a guy with an extra pig, a cow 
is worth way more than a pig. How do you work that out? This is 
especially problematic if the guy who has the pig and wants a cow 
doesn’t have any smaller livestock to make change with.* Or what 
if the guy with the pig wants chickens? Imagine trying to find 
someone who will trade chickens for the cow so you can then trade 
the chickens to the guy with the pig, but the guy with chickens 
doesn’t have nearly a cow’s worth of chickens that he wants to 
trade, so he throws in a goat and a very nice hat, but while you’re 
trading some of the chickens for the pig, the goat eats the hat and 
you’re down a hat and no one wants a hat-eating goat so you’re 
stuck with a goat you don’t want, and even with the goat and the 
hat in the mix, the chicken guy gave you way more than a pig’s 
worth of chickens, so you have a bunch of them leftover and the 
last thing you need is chickens… Sigh. 
It is far simpler and far more efficient to trade the cow to someone 
for tokens that represent the value of the cow. Then you can trade 
some of those tokens for the pig and just save the extra tokens, 
knowing that the person you eventually trade those extra tokens to 
couldn’t care less if you got them for a cow, or a pig. And there is 
no need to involve goats in any way, and avoiding goats is always 
good. By removing the need to match up what you have with 
someone who both has what you want and wants what you have, 
you have made a quantum leap in the efficiency of exchange; all 
you have to do is have everyone you might want to trade with 
agree on this system of tracking the value of things you have 
traded and you are off. To get everyone to agree, you also have to 
have some way to set it up, some way to track the value of the 
tokens, a way to police their use to prevent cheating and… and that 
really sounds like a collective action problem, which, of course, it 



is. That’s why I used it as an example. 
A currency is basically a shared or communal resource just like a 
field for grazing or a bay full of fish, and to make it work, we need 
government to balance out the collective need to sustain the 
ongoing value of that resource and to enable individuals to exploit 
it as a resource. Monetary policy is how we refer to the collection 
of most-commonly used mechanisms that governments use to 
manage the collective resource of currency. Erring on the side of 
oversimplification, you can think of currency like any other 
commodity. The value people place upon any one currency 
fluctuates largely in response to supply and demand, and that is 
largely what governments manipulate. 
The primary way that a government can manipulate the value that 
each unit of a currency represents is by fiddling with the money 
supply. Increasing the number of currency units in circulation, 
measured relative to the real stuff of value out there, reduces the 
value people place upon each unit of the currency. So if you print 
more, the value of each goes down, and it will take more units to 
buy that fancy new racing camel that you’ve had your eye on. This 
is inflation, and most people think it’s kind of bad. The reason 
people think it is kind of bad is because it has done a few bad 
things now and again. In the 1970s, the United States had a terrible 
problem with inflation, and it caused disco and some serious 
financial problems. However, even when you consider disco, the 
trauma the United States suffered was nothing compared to the 
problem that inflation caused in Germany in the early 1920s. In 
1922, a loaf of bread cost 163 marks. Then the German 
government decided to print buttloads* of money. That increased 
the supply of marks and drove the wealth that each mark 
represented down, down a lot, and the price of that same loaf of 
bread† started to creep up just a bit, reaching the 200,000,000,000 
marks range by November 1923. Inflation got so bad that people 
had to shop with wheelbarrows full of money, and the rate of 
inflation was so ridiculous that the speed at which you could run 
from the bank to the shop on payday, while pushing that 



wheelbarrow, actually made a difference in how much you could 
buy. Anyone on a pension, or with any significant portion of their 
wealth held in cash, or on a wage, or with a need to buy food… 
basically anyone without significant land holdings was financially 
destroyed. 
So, inflation is bad; therefore printing money is bad and the 
German government was bad, right? 
Well, it’s not quite that simple. Working backward, the German 
government wasn’t so much bad as it was desperate. In order to 
end the First World War, Germany had been forced to agree to, 
literally, unpayable reparations to France and England. When 
Germany couldn’t pay those unpayable reparations, France 
occupied the Ruhr. Germany’s economy collapsed, and in order to 
just keep things going, the German government had to cheat a little 
(a lot actually) and print more money and use that to pay for the 
basics. Second, a government printing more money isn’t 
necessarily bad. In fact, if the economy is growing, a government 
kind of has to increase the amount of money out there in order for 
it to match that increase in wealth. Remember that currency is a 
token representing a certain value of stuff, so if you build more 
stuff, or grow more stuff, you need more money to match how 
much stuff there is so you have enough of those tokens to trade 
that stuff around. Finally, while we can all agree that a lot of 
inflation is bad, economists generally argue that a little bit of 
inflation is actually a good thing. Why? Well, lots of reasons, 
including some psychological stuff, but it goes back to a 
government managing the money supply as part of the need to 
balance both the preservation of the value of the currency as a 
collective good and maximize the exploitation of that currency for 
economic activity. 
Enter the central bank. Da da dummmmmm! 
In most countries other than Zimbabwe, printing actual money 
isn’t really how governments fiddle with currencies anymore. In 
fact, it’s gone totally Nintendo. Now I have to admit that I find the 
sheer amount of imaginariness involved in the whole process of 



money supply management to be quite unsettling, but it does seem 
to work. Also, the one minimally insane economist I know assures 
me that it actually works better than the whole printing money on a 
printing press thing. Of course, when I was talking to her about 
monetary policies, money supply, and central banks I was 
repeatedly convinced that pixie dust just had to be part of the next 
thing she would mention, but it wasn’t,* so that was reassuring 
even though a great deal of magic seems to be involved. 
So, grossly oversimplified as usual, a central bank is sort of a 
government institution that isn’t really a government institution 
that loans money that is only sort of money to banks. A bank 
doesn’t have to actually have deposits to cover all of the money it 
loans out. It only has to have enough money in its accounts to 
cover day-to-day transactions and any imbalances that might arise 
between the income from people and businesses repaying their 
loans and the outlays for things like people withdrawing money 
from savings and such. Thus, with a 20 percent reserve 
requirement, a bank has to hold one-fifth of what it loans as a cash 
reserve for transactions, which means that for every dollar the bank 
has, it can loan $5 to people wanting to buy stuff. Now, according 
to Jimmy Stewart’s famous little speech from It’s a Wonderful 

Life, banks get the money they loan from the savings of others, but 
that isn’t completely true. Banks can also borrow money, and with 
our 20 percent reserve example, for every dollar a bank borrows, it 
can loan out $5. Now, if a bank borrows from the central bank, 
that’s where it gets totally pixie dusty. In the United States, the 
central bank is called the Federal Reserve, and at first glance, it 
looks like it’s just a special bank that loans money to banks. That 
all seems fairly reasonable, until you ask this question: Where does 
the Federal Reserve get the money it loans to the banks? The 
answer is basically pixie dust. In the United States, the Federal 
Reserve has an unlimited capacity to loan. It can create dollars out 
of thin air and loan out as many of those imaginary dollars as 
banks want to borrow. 
So from there, you might think that’s kind of like Germany 



printing marks and spending them. But somehow—and don’t ask 
me to explain because I’m not fully versed on the ins and outs of 
pixie dust economics—the multiplier effect of banks loaning out 
more money than they hold on reserve means that every time a 
loan is made, it actually creates new money that persists even after 
the loan is repaid and can basically remain in the system 
indefinitely. The result is that the money supply of any one 
currency is controlled by how much people are willing to borrow 
versus how much people save as deposits in that currency. 
Monetary policy, therefore, is largely about government 
encouraging or discouraging borrowing versus savings. If the 
interest rate is too low, and people are too willing to borrow and 
not so interested in saving, the money supply grows too fast in 
relation to the actual increase in the wealth of the country and you 
get inflation just like you were printing buttloads of marks in 
Berlin. So when that seems to be happening, you raise the Federal 

Reserve rate, which is the interest rate the Federal Reserve 
charges on loans to banks, or you enact other policies that might 
discourage borrowing. That makes the banks raise the interest rates 
they charge, and that makes people and business a little less 
interested in borrowing and a little more interested in saving and 
earning interest. As fewer loans get made and more money gets 
saved, the amount of money being created slows and that slows 
inflation. If you push the interest rate up far enough, you can 
actually cause the money supply to shrink. That, in a grossly 
oversimplified nutshell, is monetary policy for you. 
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