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Announcements

Announcements

News

Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) “suggested that House Democrats 
should refrain from pushing for President Trump’s impeachment, 
warning that a premature effort to oust the president could 
undermine her case for doing so down the road,” The Hill reports. 
Said Pelosi: “The public isn’t there on impeachment. It’s your 
voice and constituency, but give me the leverage I need to make 
sure that we’re ready and it is as strong as it can be.”

“As an ecological disaster in the Amazon escalated into a global political 
crisis, Brazil’s president, Jair Bolsonaro, took the rare step on Friday of 
mobilizing the armed forces to help contain blazes of a scale not seen in 
nearly a decade,” the New York Times reports. “The sudden reversal, after 
days of dismissing growing concern over hundreds of fires raging across 
the Amazon, came as international outrage grew over the rising 
deforestation in the world’s largest tropical rain forest. European leaders 
threatened to cancel a major trade deal, protesters staged demonstrations 
outside Brazilian embassies and calls for a boycott of Brazilian products 
snowballed on social media.”

A new NBC News/Wall Street Journal poll finds that — despite Americans’ 
overall satisfaction with the state of the U.S. economy and their own 
personal finances — a majority say they are angry at the nation’s political 
and financial establishment, anxious about its economic future, and 
pessimistic about the country they’re leaving for the next generation. The 
poll finds that 70% of Americans say they feel angry “because our political 
system seems to only be working for the insiders with money and power, 
like those on Wall Street or in Washington.”
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Conflict Between Groups

• Coser (1956) argues intergroup conflict 
tends to generate an increase in the 
willingness of group members to accept and 
actively support the leadership of the group.

-Intergroup hetergeneity and 
intragroup homogeneity

• Group response to external threat is more 
than just a theoretical concept. There is 
clear evidence that groups tend to coalesce 
when confronted with an external threat.

• Scholars have found that when nations find 
themselves in international conflicts, 
measures of group identification, such as 
nationalism and patriotism tend to rise; 
often the rise is dramatic. 

• In the United States there is what political 
scientists refer to as the “rally ‘round the 
flag effect.” 

“It was so much easier to blame it on Them. 
It was bleakly depressing to think that They 
were Us. If it was Them, then nothing was 
anyone's fault. If it was us, what did that 
make Me? After all, I'm one of Us. I must be. 
I've certainly never thought of myself as one 
of Them. No one ever thinks of themselves as 
one of Them. We're always one of Us. It's 
Them that do the bad things.” – Terry 
Pratchett, Jingo

•

Leadership Interests

• In addition to defining who is or is 
not part of the group, group identity 
can also affect the purpose of the 
group, if not justify its existence.

• The identity of the group is crucial to 
the power and the position of its 
leader. 

• Groups usually form for a specific 
purpose, but they also tend to 
continue even after they have 
accomplished the purpose. They 
adjust to meet new demands or 
changes in context. They take on 
added roles and they persist beyond 
the lifetime of their founders.  

“Leadership is the art of getting someone else 
to do something you want done because he 
wants to do it.” – Mas Amedda

•

Leadership Interests

• Leaders of such groups have made 
tremendous investments. 

• They have spent decades building their 
organizations, designing structures to 
accomplish goals, crafting bylaws, and 
buying buildings. 

• There is a whole army of people who 
depend on these organizations for their 
jobs, including the officers, secretaries, 
and most importantly, the leaders.

• They have an interest in the continued 
existence of the group. 

“Worst damnfool mistake I ever made was 
letting myself be elected Vice President of 
the United States. Should have stuck with my 
old chores as Speaker of the House. I gave 
up the second most important job in the 
Government for one that didn't amount to a 
hill of beans. I spent eight long years as Mr. 
Roosevelt's spare tire. I might still be 
Speaker if I didn't let them elect me Vice-
President.” -- John Nance Garner (D-TX)
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Controlling the Behavior of Others

• One of the key differences between realists and 
idealists is the way they view human nature. 

• Idealists would argue that when studying what 
governments do, we should judge them and their 
leaders by how much they maximize these positive 
human qualities and how effectively they provide for 
their populations. 

• Realists tend to believe that human beings care only 
about maximizing their own self-interests and they 
would expect no more from their leaders. 

• From a realist perspective, much of what groups and 
governments do tends to serve the interests of their 
leaders.

Controlling the Behavior of Others

• This section relies heavily on the realist perspective.
• Whenever you are trying to understand a confusing 

aspect of politics, simply ask: 
– “Who benefits?” 
– “How do they benefit?” 

• The answers to these two questions will usually 
provide a solid first step toward unraveling the 
political puzzle. 

• Often, the best line is: “Show me the power.”
• The questions “Who benefits?” and “How?” are 

helpful when discussing the strategies governments 
and leaders use to maintain control over their 
populations.

• Regardless of the type of government they head, it 
can be argued that all leaders try to maximize their 
self-interests. 

• This helps explain what totalitarian governments do 
and also what democracies do.

Leadership Benefits

• People want to become leaders because of 
the tremendous individual benefits. 

• Leaders can be power hungry or they can be 
interested in extreme personal wealth. 

• Leaders may be after different kinds of 
benefits, but they all pursue personal 
benefits. 

• Even some of the most revered political 
leaders benefited by gaining notoriety, 
prestige, and accomplishing their personal, 
though altruistic or nationalistic, goals 
through the political process. 



5

Leadership Benefits

• Some scholars argue that personal benefits 
are the only reason people pursue leadership 
positions. 

• Given the potential for massive benefits, it is 
understandable why people might be willing 
to risk their lives to take over a government 
and why a leader might go to great lengths 
to prevent this. 

• The greater the benefits to be gained from 
the leadership position, the more willing 
people are to invest their own resources and 
to take risks to attain it. 

Green Lantern Theory
Vox -- Presidents consistently overpromise and underdeliver. What they 
need to say to get elected far outpaces what they can actually do in 
office. President Obama is a perfect example. His 2008 campaign didn't 
just promise health-care reform, a stimulus bill, and financial regulation. 
It also promised a cap-and-trade bill to limit carbon emissions, 
comprehensive immigration reform, gun control, and much more. His 
presidency, he said, would be change American could believe in. But it's 
clear now that much of the change he promised isn't going to happen —
in large part because he doesn't have the power to make it happen.

You would think voters in general and professional media pundits in particular would, by now, be wise to this 
pattern. But they're not. Each disappointment wounds anew. Each unchecked item on the to-do list is a 
surprise. Belief in the presidency seems to be entirely robust to the inability of any particular president to 
make good on their promises. And so the criticism is always the same: why can't the president be more like 
the Green Lantern?

According to Brendan Nyhan, the Dartmouth political scientist who coined the term, the Green Lantern 
Theory of the Presidency is "the belief that the president can achieve any political or policy objective if only 
he tries hard enough or uses the right tactics." In other words, the American president is functionally all-
powerful, and whenever he can't get something done, it's because he's not trying hard enough, or not trying 
smart enough.

Nyhan further separates it into two variants: "the Reagan version of the Green Lantern Theory and the LBJ 
version of the Green Lantern Theory." The Reagan version, he says, holds that "if you only communicate 
well enough the public will rally to your side." The LBJ version says that "if the president only tried harder to 
win over congress they would vote through his legislative agenda." In both cases, Nyhan argues, "we've been 
sold a false bill of goods.”

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
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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

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
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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

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.
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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. 

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. 
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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.

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. 
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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.”

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. 
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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?


