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Polls

The uncertainty in the margin of error reflects our uncertainty about how well our 
statistical sample will represent the entire population. Other sources of uncertainty, 
not captured by the margin of error, might include the possibility that people lie to 
the pollster, are uncertain of what the question means, don’t actually have an 
opinion, etc. 

It might also reflect uncertainty about whether the poll question fully captures how 
people will vote (i.e., there may be variance in weather, events, etc. leading up to 
the election that will change thing). 

Polls

So what can we say about this poll?

Clinton 46 – Trump 43 (WSJ/) +/- 3.1 

We can conclude with X% confidence (usually 95) that Clinton is favored by 
between 42.9% and 49.1% of voters. Similarly we can conclude with 95% 
confidence that Trump is favored by between 39.9% and 46.1% of voters. Thus, 
we cannot conclude with 95% confidence that either of them is favored. 

Polls

To properly evaluate polls you should know 
(1) how to read the poll, (2) the margin of 
error for said poll, (3) the types of questions 
asked, (4) the types of people surveyed and 
(5) the conditions under which they were 
surveyed.  

In short, much like everything in politics, 
you should be VERY skeptical about 
outlying polls or polls with weak theoretical 
evidence.
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The Panopticon

• The concept of the panopticon as a social mechanism 
for controlling populations comes from an 
eighteenth-century prison design crafted by Jeremy 
Bentham. 

• In Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault argued 
that the way the panopticon enables a few guards to 
control hundreds of prisoners is similar to the way 
governments control their societies. 

• In the panopticon:
– The cells are all built around a central guard tower. 
– The cells are arranged so that the guards in the tower 

can see everything in every cell. 
– The guard tower is completely enclosed with mirrored 

windows so that the prisoners never know when they 
are being watched. 

– The prisoners know they are not being watched all of 
the time, but the guards’ severe and public 
punishments keep them constantly aware that they 
could be watched at any time. 

– Consequently, the prisoners always behave as if the 
guards are watching.

“The greatest happiness of the 
greatest number is the 
foundation of morals and 
legislation.” – Jeremy Bentham

The Panopticon

• This panoptic means of controlling 
behavior is a pervasive aspect of almost 
every government. 

• An example is the way traffic laws are 
enforced. 

• The vast majority of times there are no 
police to be seen. 

• However, there always could be a police 
officer around any bend in the road. 

• Through self-policing, a few hundred 
policemen can control thousands of 
drivers. 

• Leaders use this same concept to prevent 
revolt and maintain control of their 
countries.

Collective Action, Revolution and the Use of Force

• One argument for why people initially created 
government was to collectively pursue security 
in an anarchic environment. 

• As a result, once formed, government serves as a 
framework for society to use to pursue other 
collective goals. 

• What happens when people do not want to be a 
part of the governed society or if they wish to 
cancel the social contract? 

• The details are important for understanding the 
most fundamental threats to a government: 
revolution. 

• Revolutions are collective actions focused on the 
goal of tearing down and replacing the current 
government. 

• Those at the top of the existing social hierarchies 
are driven by self-interest to actively oppose any 
collective effort to overthrow the system. 

“Every generation needs a 
new revolution.” – Thomas 
Jefferson
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Atomization

• When people are isolated they are kept from forming a group that could 
threaten a leader’s hold on power. 

• At the most extreme, you would want to prevent anyone from forming any 
kind of personal bond

• Keeping people separate is atomization and the two most important 
mechanisms leaders use to accomplish this are: 

– peer policing

– preference falsification

Peer Policing

• Peer policing is having people watch each 
other. 

• While peer policing can sometimes occur 
spontaneously, for it to work as a mechanism 
for preventing revolt, leaders must usually put 
a few structural elements in place. 

• Leaders need to encourage citizens to engage 
in the act of peer policing against potential 
revolutionaries. 

• This might be most easily accomplished by 
making it a crime to not report someone else’s 
efforts to form a revolutionary group. 

• It will work well if people believe that 
government agents will test individuals’ 
willingness to turn others in to the authorities.

Peer Policing

• Governments and their leaders can 
handle individual isolated revolutionary 
actions, but they cannot stop large 
numbers of revolutionary activities from 
happening at the same time. 

• To prevent revolt, governments have to 
prevent coordination; revolutionaries 
must be kept separate.

• Peer policing happens in democracies as 
well as in totalitarian states.

“Congress shall make no law respecting 
an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or of 
the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition 
the Government for a redress of 
grievances.” – The United States 
Constitution
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Preference Falsification

• Preference falsification is when people hide the 
way they feel while publicly expressing what 
those in power want them to communicate.

• Governments use preference falsification as 
part of the atomization and peer-policing 
process to keep people separate and to keep 
groups from forming. 

• If people do not express their true feelings 
about the government, how can potential 
revolutionaries even know if there are others 
who share their view? 

“This was a fun movie.” - me

-No. No, it wasn’t.

News

President Trump asserted that a 1977 law authorizes him, 
unilaterally, to punish businesses which continue to manufacture 
their goods in China. Said Trump: “For all of the Fake News 
Reporters that don’t have a clue as to what the law is relative to 
Presidential powers, China, etc., try looking at the Emergency 
Economic Powers Act of 1977. Case closed!”

“As he gears up for a difficult re-election cycle, Rep. Steve King’s (R-
IA)campaign is strapped for cash. Individual donations to the Iowa 
Republican are down considerably from past cycles and support from 
corporate donors and King’s own colleagues have vanished entirely,” 
the Daily Beast reports. “It is a remarkable though not entirely 
unpredictable abandonment of a sitting member of Congress. Though 
he was always controversial and further to the right than most of his 
colleagues, King has burned virtually all his bridges in the party this 
year with outlandish comments about white supremacy and abortion.”

“President Trump expressed a note of regret on Sunday that his 
trade war with China had spiraled into an international quagmire, 
answering ‘yes’ when a reporter asked if he had ‘second thoughts’ 
about his tactics,” the Washington Post reports. “Asked if he was 
rethinking the way tensions had escalated between the two 
countries, Trump responded ‘Yeah, sure why not. Might as well. 
Might as well. I have second thoughts about everything.‘”

Limits on Forceful Control

• The level of force leaders must use to maintain 
control is related to the level of dissatisfaction. 

• When dissatisfaction is low, less force is 
necessary. 

• When societal discontent outweighs fear, 
people stop falsifying their preferences and try 
to overcome the government’s mechanisms for 
atomization. 

• When pushed too far, people will stand up to a 
bully. 
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Limits on Forceful Control
• When dissatisfaction increases to the point where 

it again exceeds the restraining effect of the 
higher level of force, leaders must then exert 
even more force.

• If the underlying problem remains unaddressed, 
dissatisfaction grows until more even more force 
is needed. 

• This can lead to a path with no escape, because 
the underlying problem becomes too large to be 
fixed. 

• When people believe that imprisonment, torture, 
or death is not any worse than the lives they are 
living, the leader has reached the point where 
increasing force will have no effect. 

• When you push people to the point where they 
are desperate, force is simply not enough. 

Legitimacy and Government Control

• Instead of relying on force, threats, and 
punishments, leaders can maintain 
control by pursuing legitimacy.

• Legitimacy is the voluntary acceptance 
of their government.  

• Legitimacy exists when people have 
the sense that obeying government is 
just the right thing to do. 

• There are many complex phenomena 
that affect a government’s legitimacy. 

• There are many ways that governments can achieve or lose legitimacy, e.g., 
stay in power a long time, get the blessing of a legitimate past leader, or 
convince people that God sent the leaders to rule. 

• Perhaps the most effective route is to convince people it is in their    interest 
to accept leadership.

Elections and Public Goods

• Popular elections provide the best example of how to use legitimacy as the 
primary means to avoid revolt. 

• Popularly elected leaders are legitimate leaders, at least when they start out. 
• Electoral democracies deal with the threat of revolt by embracing it. 
• They create political structures that tame and institutionalize the process of 

revolt. 
• The vote is a non-violent way of meaningfully expressing satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with the leader. 
• Democratically elected leaders constantly consider their (or their party’s) 

chances of reelection.
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Balancing Force and Legitimacy
• How do leaders calculate the correct 

mix of force and legitimacy? 

• Simply put, the less dissatisfaction, 
the less force is necessary. 

• The pursuit of legitimacy tends to be 
a better long-term strategy, while 
force is very effective in the short-
term. 

• Once an immediate danger is 
removed through force, leaders tend 
to lose the motivation to pursue 
legitimacy.  

• It is cheaper to pay off a small group 
of army officials and the police 
force than to invest in meeting the 
needs of the entire society. 

Legitimacy and Conflict within Groups

• After World War I, researchers believed that conflict was something horrible, and 
that conflict should be eradicated. The complete elimination of conflicts could be 
equally bad because conflict serves constructive functions.

• When engaged in a conflict with another group, self-identification with the group 
increases and support for the leadership increases. This can benefit the leader 
and, perhaps, the group.

• It makes the group more cohesive, gives the leader more control of the group, and 
enhances stability. 

Safety Valve
• Intra-group conflict (conflict within the 

group) can serve as a safety valve. 

• Stopping people within the group from 
engaging in conflict builds up pressure. 

• Frustration and anger can build until 
people get to the point where just about 
anything will set them off.

• Conflicts, even small ones, serve the 
safety valve function. 

• Instead of a big blowup, you get a whole 
bunch of minor, more manageable 
conflicts.  

– Essentially what Madison meant when he 
called for more “factions.”
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Cross-Cutting Cleavages

• Another benefit of conflicts within a 
group is cross-cutting cleavages.

• When no conflict is allowed in a 
group, the little things that cause 
irritation and frustration build up. 

• When that conflict erupts, it will be 
intense and centered around a single 
divide.

• If conflict is allowed, cleavages that 
appear within the group will not be 
as intense. 

• The more cleavages, the more likely 
that any two people will be able to 
find some disputed issue on which 
they can agree, despite their other 
disagreements. 

Cross-Cutting Cleavages

• Cross-cutting cleavages help keep the 
society from being divided over a single 
issue and keep disagreements less intense.

• They also provide a foundation for 
developing compromises. 

• The more issues there are the more chance 
for trade offs—especially with lower 
intensity. 

• Conflicts also tend to facilitate the 
resolution of the underlying cause of 
disagreement; the resolution of small issues 
can keep them from growing into large 
ones.  

Conclusion

Questions? Concerns? Angry Rants?


