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POWER AND RESOURCE 
DISTRIBUTION: MESO-
LEVEL ANALYSIS
In Southern Africa, Bantu tribal groups provide for 
heirs to take on leadership when a leader dies. When 
there is no male heir to the position, a female from 
the same lineage is appointed. This woman must 
assume the legal and social roles of a male husband, 
father, and chief by acting as a male and taking a 
“wife.” The wife is assigned male sexual partners, who 
become the biological fathers of her children. This 
provides heirs for the lineage, but the female chief is 
their social father because she has socially become 
a male. This pattern has been common practice in 
many southern Bantu societies and among many 
other populations in four separate geographic areas 
of Africa. Anthropologists interpret this as a means 
of maintaining public positions of dominance and 
power in the hands of males in a particular family and 
community (O’Brien 1977). In any case, ruling groups 
in society have mechanisms for ensuring a smooth 
transition of power to keep the controlling structure 
functioning.

Meso-level political institutions include state or 
provincial governments, national political parties, and 
large formal organizations within the nation. Those 
political institutions also influence and are influenced 
by other meso-level institutions: family, education, 
religion, health care, and economics.

Purposes of Political  
and Economic Institutions 
We have learned that each institution serves purposes 
or functions in society. Just as family, education, and 
religion meet certain societal needs, so do the political 
and economic institutions. The following six activities 
are typical societal purposes (functions) of meso-level 
political and economic institutions. They set the stage 
for power and privilege carried out at the macro level 
in national and international arenas.

1.	 To maintain social control: We expect to live 
in safety, to live according to certain “rules,” to 
be employed in meaningful work, and to par-
ticipate in other activities prescribed or pro-
tected by law. Ideally, governments help clarify 

voter participation was relatively high during the last 
few presidential elections (Sherwood 2012; Short 
2009). In off-year elections—when many senators, 
congressional representatives, and state governors 
are elected—the turnout hovers in the low 40s or even 
below. If 40% of the eligible population votes and it is a 
very close election, only slightly more than 20% of the 
citizenry have elected the new officeholder. So voter 
turnout is an important issue for a society that pur-
ports to be a democracy. Figure 12.2 indicates voter 
turnout since 1990.

Source: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 
2012.

*The figures are averages of voter participation for all elections since 
1945. Note that enfranchisement of women and various ethnic minori-
ties changed in some countries during that time, so these should be 
viewed as very crude overall indicators of voting patterns.

Note: To see the voting participation figures for 172 countries in the 
world, go to www.idea.int/vt/.

Country

Voter Participation 
% (All Elections 

for 60 Years)

Most Recent 
Parliamentary 

Election

Italy 92.5 75.2% (2013)

Iceland 89.5 81.4% (2013)

New Zealand 86.2 74.2% (2011)

South Africa 85.5 77.3% (2009)

Austria 85.1 81.7% (2008)

Netherlands 84.8 74.6% (2012)

Australia 84.4 93.2% (2010)

Denmark 83.6 87.7% (2011)

Sweden 83.3 84.6% (2010

Germany 80.6 70.8% (2009)

United 
Kingdom 

74.9 65.8% (2010)

Argentina 70.6 79.4% (2011)

Japan 69.0 59.3% (2012)

Canada 68.4 61.4% (2011)

France 67.3 55.4% (2012)

Bolivia 61.4 94.6% (2009)

USA 48.3 58.7% (2012)

Mexico 48.1 62.5% (2012)

TABLE 12.1  Average Voter Participation 
Over 60 Years (All Elections)




