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groups, such as environmental advocacy, flat tax, and gay 
rights organizations, also wield power and try to influ-
ence the political process at the meso level. 

Power processes pervade and cut across micro, meso, and 
macro levels. Locally organized groups can force change that 
influences politics at the local, state or provincial, national, 
or global level. Provincial or state laws shape what can and 
cannot be done at the local level. These laws may either limit 
or enhance the ability of citizens to protest or express their 
views by determining where and when protests can occur. At 
the macro level, laws at the national and global levels influ-
ence state, provincial, and county politics and policies. 
Global treaties, for example, affect national autonomy. 
Reluctance to yield national autonomy is the main reason 
the United States and a few other countries have refused to 
ratify seemingly very benign global treaties, such as the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 2005).

Power can also be understood in terms of the alloca-
tion of economic resources in a society and what factors 
influence patterns of resource distribution. Both eco-
nomic and political systems are important in sociologists’ 
consideration of power distribution in any society. Let us 
first consider the theoretical lenses that help us under-
stand power and politics.

Thinking Sociologically
Weber’s definition of power involves control over 
group action from micro to macro levels. At what 
level do you have the most power? Why? Be sure to 
give examples.

THEORETICAL 
PERSPECTIVES ON  
POWER AND PRIVILEGE
Do you and I have any real decision-making power? Can 
our voices or votes make a difference, or do leaders hold 
all of the power? Many sociologists and political scientists 
have studied these questions and found several answers to 
who holds power and the relationship between the rulers 
and the ruled.

Micro- and Meso-Level  
Perspectives: Legitimacy of Power
Symbolic interactionists look at how loyalty to the power 
of the state is created—a loyalty so strong that citizens are 
willing to die for the state in a war. In the early years of the 
United States, citizens’ loyalty tended to be mostly to indi-
vidual states. Even as late as the Civil War, Northern bat-
talions fought under the flag of their own state rather than 
that of the United States.

Most people in the United States now tend to think of 
themselves as U.S. citizens more than Virginians, 
Pennsylvanians, or Oregonians, and they are willing to 
defend the whole country. National symbols such as 
anthems and flags help create loyalty to nations. The treat-
ment of flags illustrates the social construction of mean-
ing around national symbols. The next “Engaging 
Sociology” explores this issue.

Socialization of individuals at the micro level gener-
ally instills a strong sense of the legitimacy and authority 
of the reigning government in a particular society. This 
includes loyalty to a flag or other symbol that represents 
the nation. Individuals learn their political and economic 
attitudes, values, and behaviors—their political socializa-
tion—from family, schools, the media, and their nation. 
For example, national leaders provide much of the infor-
mation for newspapers and other media and can spin that 
information to suit their needs and manage the percep-
tions of the public. Governments also play a role in what 
is taught in schools, which shapes attitudes of the citi-
zenry regarding democracy, capitalism, socialism, and 
other political and economic systems (Glasberg and 
Shannon 2011).

Individual campaign workers in local communities try to influence 
voters at the micro level to determine who will wield power in meso 
and macro systems.
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