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	 The four functions listed thus far are rather 
clearly political in nature; the two that follow 
are areas of contention between political and 
economic realms.

5.	 To make plans for the future of the group: As 
individuals, we have little direct impact on the 
direction our society takes, but the official gov-
ernmental body—be it elected, appointed, or 
imposed through force—shares responsibility 
with economic institutions for planning in the 
society. In some (but not all) socialist societies, 
this planning determines how many engineers, 
teachers, or nurses are needed. The appropriate 
numbers of people are then trained according 
to these projections. In other societies, power 
is much less direct. In capitalist systems, for 
instance, supply and demand are assumed to 
regulate the economic system, and there is less 
governmental planning in economic matters 
than in socialist societies. The question of who 
plans for the future is often a source of stress 
between the political and economic institutions: 
Are the planners elected politicians/trained 
public servants or private entrepreneurs?

expectations and customs and implement 
laws that express societal values. 

2.	 To serve as an arbiter in disputes: When dis-
putes arise over property or the actions of 
another individual or group, a judicial branch of 
government can intervene. In some systems, 
such as the tribal groups mentioned above, a 
council of elders or powerful individuals per-
forms judicial functions. In other cases, elected 
or appointed judges have the right to hear dis-
putes, make judgments, and carry out punish-
ment for infractions.

3.	 To protect citizens: Governments are respon-
sible for protecting citizens from takeover by 
external powers or disruption from internal 
sources. 

4.	 To represent the group in relations with other 
groups or societies: Individuals cannot negoti-
ate agreements with foreign neighbors. Offi-
cial representatives deal with other officials to 
negotiate arms and trade agreements, protect 
the world’s airways, determine fishing rights, 
and establish military bases in foreign lands, 
among other agreements. 
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Source: U.S. Elections Project 2012.

FIGURE 12.2  Voter Turnout in the United States: 1990–2012 (by Percentage of  
Eligible Voters)




