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  THINK ABOUT IT

Imagine that a nuclear disaster has occurred. The mortal-
ity rate is stunning. The survivors gather for human sup-
port and collectively attempt to meet their basic survival 

needs. They come from varying backgrounds and have 
diverse skills. Before the disaster, some—the stockbroker 
and the business executive, for instance—earned more 
money and held higher social status than the others, but that 
is in the past. Faced with the new and unfamiliar situation, 
different skills are more immediately important for survival.

Where should this group begin? Think about the options. 
Some sort of organization seems essential, a structure that will 
help the group meet its needs. Food, shelter, and medical care 
are paramount. Those with experience in agriculture, building 
trades, and health care are likely to take leadership roles to pro-
vide these initial necessities. As time goes on, the need for clear 
norms and rules emerges. These survivors decide that all 
members must work—must contribute their share of effort to 
the collective survival. At first, these norms are unwritten, but 
gradually, some norms and rules are declared more important 
than others and are recorded, with sanctions (penalties) 
attached for noncompliance. Survivors form committees to 
deal with group concerns, and a semblance of a judicial system 
emerges. One person is appointed to coordinate work shifts 
and others to oversee emerging aspects of this small society’s 
life. This scenario could play out in many ways.

What is happening? A social structure is evolving. Not 
everyone in the group will agree with the structure, and 
some people will propose alternatives. Whose ideas will be 
adopted? Leadership roles may fall to the physically stron-
gest, or perhaps the most persuasive, or those with the 
most skills and knowledge for survival. Those most com-
petent at organizing may become the leaders, but that out-
come is by no means assured.

In our world of power and privilege, a war, an invading 
power, or a revolutionary overthrow of an unstable gov-
ernment can change the form of a political system over-
night, necessitating rapid reorganization. The daily news 

Micro: Small groups and 
local community

How do people in your local community use power in constructive or destructive 
ways?

Meso: National institutions, 
complex organizations, and 

ethnic groups

How does the political institution interact with the economic institution? How are 
different racial and ethnic groups affected by power and privilege?

Macro: National and global 
systems

How does economic instability threaten a national government? Why do struggles 
over power and privilege often evolve into war and terrorism?

brings stories of governments overthrown by military 
leaders in coups, with new governments emerging to fill 
the gap, as has been happening in various parts of the 
Middle East and Africa. The opening scenario and the 
political activity in our modern society share a common 
element: power. The concept of power is critical to under-
standing many aspects of our social world.

In this chapter, we focus primarily on the political and 
economic dimensions of society because both political  
and economic systems enforce the distribution of power 
and resources in a society. Political systems involve the 
power relationships between individuals and larger social 
institutions. Economic systems produce and distribute 
goods and services. Not everyone gets an equal share, thus 
giving some citizens privileges that others do not have.

We consider the nature of power, politics, and econom-
ics at each level in our social world: theoretical perspec-
tives on power and privilege; individuals and power; 
political systems and the distribution of power and privi-
lege through political and economic institutions; and 
national and global systems of governance, including 
international conflicts, war, and terrorism. Because the 
topic of economics has been explored in many chapters of 
this book, we put more emphasis on political systems and 
their relation to economic systems.

Thinking Sociologically
Imagine that global climate change has caused mas-
sive flooding on your island nation. Only a few peo-
ple have survived. How would you construct a new 
social system? What are the issues you would need 
to resolve to build a new society?

WHAT IS POWER?
Power is an age-old theme in many great scholarly discus-
sions. Social philosophers since Plato, Aristotle, and 


