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case, a meso-level tribal society under the jurisdiction of 
a nation-state—have mechanisms for ensuring a smooth 
transition of power to keep the controlling structure 
functioning.

Meso-level political institutions include state or pro-
vincial 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 in earlier chapters that each institution 
has purposes or functions in society. Just as family, educa-
tion, health care, and religion meet certain societal needs, 
so do the political and economic institutions. The follow-
ing 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 participate in 
other activities prescribed or protected by law. Ideally, 
governments help clarify expectations and customs 
and implement laws that express societal values.

2.	 To serve as an arbiter in disputes. When disputes 
arise over property or the actions of another  
individual or group, a judicial branch of govern-
ment can intervene. In some systems, such as the 
tribal groups mentioned before, a council of elders 
or powerful individuals performs judicial func-
tions. In other cases, elected or appointed judges 
have the right to hear disputes, make judgments, 
and carry out punishment for infractions.

3.	 To protect citizens. Governments are responsible 
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 negotiate 
agreements with foreign neighbors. Official repre-
sentatives deal with other officials to negotiate 
arms and trade agreements, establish and main-
tain a nation’s airways, determine fishing rights, 
and establish military bases in foreign lands, 
among other agreements.

The four functions listed thus far are rather clearly 
political in nature; the two that follow are areas of conten-
tion 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 regu-
late the economic system, and there is less gov-
ernmental 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 plan-
ners elected politicians and public servants or  
private entrepreneurs?

6.	 To provide for the needs of its citizens. Govern
ments differ greatly in the degree to which they 
attempt to meet the material needs of citizens. 

One function of governments is to provide protection from external 
threats—the role of the military establishment. These soldiers are in 
training for that role.
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