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David Altheide (2006) explains how decision makers and politicians promote 
and use the public’s beliefs and assumptions about terrorism to achieve certain 
goals. He refers to this as the politics of fear. The politics of fear promotes attack-
ing a target, limits civil liberties, and anticipates further victimization. Altheide 
warns how fear promotes fear, changing our behavior and perspective. Sarah Oates 
(2006), in her analysis of the role of terrorism coverage in the 2004 presidential/
parliamentary election campaigns in Russia, Great Britain, and the United States, 
concluded that terrorism played an emotive role for American and Russian voters. 
American and Russian voters identified terrorism as the most important issue in 
the election, leading them to vote for the candidate they perceived as “stronger” 
against the threat of terrorism, regardless of the candidate’s specific policies or 
political views. Oates reported that terrorism did not play a role in the Great 
Britain election, as it was mentioned in only 10% of all British news segments in  
her sample, whereas it was mentioned in 25% of all U.S. election news seg-
ments. In Great Britain, the primary issues were the lack of public support for the  
country’s involvement in the Iraq war and the state of Great Britain’s economy. 
For more about the fear of terrorism, refer to this chapter’s Exploring Social  
Problems feature.

For a summary of sociological perspectives, see Table 16.3.

Table 16.3  Summary of sociological perspectives: War and conflict

Functional 
Conflict/
Feminist Interactionist

Explanation of war 
and conflict

Functionalists 
examine how war 
and terrorism help 
maintain the social 
order.

War and terrorism 
may be based 
on conflict over 
resources, territory, 
and power. 
From a feminist 
perspective, war 
is considered a 
primarily male 
activity that 
enhances the 
position of males in 
society.

An interactionist 
focuses on the 
social messages 
and meaning of 
war and terrorism.

Questions asked 
about war and 

conflict

What functions do 
war and terrorism 
serve? For 
terrorist groups? 
For the targets 
of terrorism? 
For groups in 
conflict? For 
revolutionaries?

What groups are in 
conflict and why?

How do our 
conceptions of 
war and conflict 
shape political 
and diplomatic 
responses?

How do they shape 
our own behavior?

Politics of fear: How 
decision makers and 
politicians promote and 
use the public’s beliefs 
and assumptions about 
terrorism to achieve 
certain goals


