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Socrates have addressed the issue of political systems and 
power. Machiavelli, an early 16th-century Italian political 
philosopher, is perhaps best known for his observation that 
“the ends justify the means.” His understanding of how 
power was exercised in the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries 
significantly influenced how monarchs used the powers of 
the state (the means) to obtain wealth, new territories, and 
trade dominance (the ends) (Machiavelli [1532] 2010).

The most common definition of power used in social 
sciences today comes from Max Weber, who saw power as 
the ability of a person or group to realize its own will in 
group action, even against resistance of others who dis-
agree (Weber 1947). Building on Weber’s idea of power, we 
can identify various power arenas. Two key arenas of power 
are the nation-state and the economic system. The leaders 
of a national government attempt to control the behavior 
of individuals through (a) physical force and the threat of 
violence (through a police force), (b) symbolic control, 
such as the manipulation of people (through control of the 
media), and (c) rules of conduct that channel behavior 
toward desired patterns (through laws). For example, the 
dictator and military in Syria have used torture, rape, and 
death to intimidate dissidents and their families and used 
the media to present the opposition as terrorists. The 
opposition has also used force and social media but does 
not have the same degree of power.

Control of the economy is another important source 
of power. Conflict theorists argue that those with power 
over the economy can control government officials (who 
are dependent on campaign contributions from the 
wealthy) and can convince the public that what is good 
for the wealthy is good for everyone. The members of the 
middle and working classes become convinced via the 
media that further tax breaks and advantages to the 
wealthy are—in the long run—in their own self-interest. 
In the United States, the media is largely controlled by 
wealthy owners of large corporations. Five companies—
Time Warner, Disney, News Corporation, Bertelsmann, 
and Viacom (formerly CBS)—control 90% of television, 
radio, and newspaper outlets, and they protect the inter-
ests of wealthy owners in the way news is presented (Lutz 
2012; Scheiber and Cohen 2015; Sommer 2014).

POWER AND PRIVILEGE  
IN OUR SOCIAL WORLD
Power can be found at even micro levels of interaction, from 
individuals to family groups. In family life, relations often 
involve negotiation and sometimes conflict over how to run 

a household and spend money. Interactions between parents 
and children also involve power issues, as parents socialize 
their children. Indeed, the controversy over whether spank-
ing is an effective discipline or an abusive imposition of pain 
is a question of how parents use their power to teach their 
children and control their behavior.

At the meso level, power operates in cities, counties, 
and states or provinces. Governments make decisions 
about which corporations receive tax breaks to locate 
their plants within the region. They pass laws that regu-
late everything from how long one’s grass can grow 
before a fine is imposed to how public schools will be 
funded. Therefore, people have an interest in influencing 
governments by contributing to political campaigns and 
helping elect the people who support their views. Interest 
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Former secretary of state and senator Hillary Clinton (top) and 
billionaire business man and former reality TV star Donald Trump 
campaign during the 2016 presidential campaign. The outcome of the 
election led to Republicans gaining control of the executive branch of 
the U.S. government, as well as the House and the Senate.

An
na

lis
e 

Ka
ylo

r/
Nu

rP
ho

to
/S

ip
a 

US
A 

via
 A

P


