
507Chapter 13.   Politics and Economics: Penetrating Power and Privilege

What Have We Learned?

The most direct source of power is the political system, with 
the ability to influence decisions about how society is run. 
The most direct source of privilege is the economic system, 
and these two institutions are highly interlinked. There is no 

one right way to organize a political or an economic system, 
for each approach has shortcomings. However, some systems 
do a better job of distributing power and privilege, ensuring 
accountability, and providing checks on abuses of power.

Key Points

•• The study of political and economic processes and sys-
tems involves penetrating power—in the sense that 
we try to penetrate the meanings and consequences of 
power and that power penetrates every aspect of our 
lives. Power involves ability to realize one’s will, despite 
resistance. (See pp. 468–469.)

•• Power and economics penetrate our intimate (micro-
level) lives, our (meso-level) organizations and insti-
tutions, and our (macro-level) national and global 
structures and policies. (See pp. 469–470.)

•• Leadership facilitates getting things done in any social 
group. It can be accomplished through raw power 
(coercion) or through authority (granted by the popu-
lace). Different types of leadership invest authority in 
the person, the position, or both. (See pp. 473–474.)

•• Various theories illuminate different aspects of political 
power and view the nation’s policy-making processes 
very differently—as dominance of the power elite or as 
pluralistic centers of power. (See pp. 470–477.)

•• At the micro level, a key issue is each citizen’s decision 
to vote or participate in politics. These decisions are not 

just individual choices but are shaped by culture and 
structures of the society. (See pp. 477–485.)

•• At the meso level, the political institution (when 
it functions well) works to resolve conflicts and to 
address social needs within the political system, and 
this may be done with authoritarian or democratic 
structures. Within nations, meso-level policies can also 
have major implications for national power distribution. 
(See pp. 485–495.)

•• The economic system ensures production and distri-
bution of goods in the society, and the type of econ-
omy in a society determines who has the power to plan 
for the future and who has access to resources. (See 
pp. 485–487.)

•• At the macro level, nation-states have emerged only in 
the past four or five centuries as part of modernity. (See 
pp. 495–499.)

•• At the global level, issues of power, access to resources, 
alienation, and ideology shape economic policies, war, 
terrorism, and the prospects for lives of peace and pros-
perity for citizens around the planet. (See pp. 499–506.)

Discussion Questions

1. As you were growing up, did your parents encourage 
you to try to influence your local community or society? 
Why or why not? Was their perspective on power more 
like the pluralist or elite theoretical perspective? Why? 
How have their views about power influenced your 
own?

2. Is your family of origin part of what G. William Domhoff 
refers to as the “power elite”? What makes you think so? 
Are you a member of the power elite? Why or why not? 
If you are not, what do you think your chances are of 
becoming a member of the power elite? Why?

3. Do you think that large corporations have undue influ-
ence over the U.S. government? Why or why not? 

4. If you had the choice, would you rather live in a society 
with a planned/centralized economic system or a mar-
ket/capitalist economic system? Why?

5. How do conflict theorists explain terrorism? Do you 
agree? Why or why not? How would you suggest the 
U.S. government try to stem terrorism? What theoreti-
cal perspective do you think is most helpful in terms of 
understanding and dealing with terrorism? Why?


