SOCY2000 Social Issues 

Fall 2012

Study questions from Chapters 16 through 23 in Wright and Rogers, American Society: How It Really Works.

Chapter 16  Democracy: How It Really Works
NOTE that in this chapter "democracy" is not simply related to how the official apparatus of the government is controlled. Rather it is concerned with how any decision that can affect someone's life is controlled. When speaking about democratic institutions later in the chapter they do refer to phenomena most closely related to governing.
1. Democracy is the capacity to participate in the effective control over ______ choices that affect one's life as a member of a wider society. 338

2. A central problem of democracies is how to take into account the ______ externalities of the choices people make as separate individuals while at the same time allowing individuals to make meaningful choices over their own lives. 338

3. Define social externality (figure it out) 338

4. According to Wright and Rogers, in a democracy decisions should reflect the common will more than powerful interests. 339

5. According to Wright and Rogers, the trend in the US turned toward privatization of state functions and deregulation of market activities constitutes a _____ in democracy. 339

6. According to Wright and Rogers, it took about two centuries of struggle to accomplish anything close to equality of formal citizenship rights in the US. What inequalities that were struggled against are they referring to? [figure it out] 340 IMPORTANT

7. List five of the ways that, according to Wright and Rogers, the ideal of equal access by citizens to the practical means of political participation can be undermined. 340-1

8. What is the "simple proposition" at the core of the Wright and Rogers exploration of American democratic institutions? 341 How does this proposition suggest that our democratic ideals are being violated? [figure it out]

9. According to Wright and Rogers, the basic decisions in the US over the allocation of investments and control over how they are used made by private owners on the basis of ______. 341
10. Give and example of a private decision that could have substantial consequences for people who were not in on the decision. Specify the consequences. You can make one up. 343

11. Define demand constraint on democratic institutions. 343
12. Define resource constraint on democratic institutions. 343
13. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, one reason for our turbulent politics is that people's political demands tend to threaten the economic interest of business corporations, which push back. 343
14. What is the six-step argument Wright and Rogers offer for why the only political demands people seem to make are compatible with capitalist interests and a good business climate. 344

15. What two factors do Wright and Rogers note that keep the time horizons of capitalist firms fairly short term? [A: competitors and investors] 345 So what?

16. What are the two ways in which the demand constraints on politics narrows political demands. 346

17. T  F  In capitalist democracies bribes and corruption have no influence on public policy. 347 [Think about gambling in Alabama]

18. Generally speaking, what is the free rider problem? 348

19. T  F  For individuals the answer to the question, "Is my effort in this political cause likely to affect an outcome that I care about?" is almost always yes. 348
20. Why is it that corporations are likely to feel that their efforts are likely to make a difference when individuals are like to feel it won't? 348-9

21. For elites, political influence depends mostly on their willingness to ______. The political influence of ordinary citizens depends on their willingness to ______. 349

22. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, effective exercise of political power requires good information, but good information is often costly to obtain. 349

23. Why do most people have little incentive to seek out high quality information about political and social issues? 350

24. Which information do Wright and Rogers call "free"? 351  Do corporations  and elites have the ability to influence the information that is available for free? DO they have the incentive to do so? 351
25. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, it is rational for most people to remain ignorant about political matters. 351 Why?

26. What is "rational ignorance" and why could it be considered a problem? 352 (and rest of chapter) IMPORTANT

Chapter 17 Elections and voting

1. Why do people vote?  354

2. According to Wright and Rogers, it is false to say that every vote matters. 354

3. How do voter turnout rates in the United States compare with turnout in other countries? 355-6

4. What is an off-year Congressional election in the US? What happens to voter turnout in such elections? 356

5. What are some of the factors that explain why voter turnout rates in the US are the way they are? 356

6. Why is civic obligation low in the US? 356-8

7. Define single-member district election with plurality voting. 360 How widely used is this in the US? What is a plurality? [If you don’t know, you may have to look it up]

8. Define two-party duopoly. 360

9. According to Wright and Rogers, the major consequence of a single-member district election plurality voting system is ______.  360

10. According to Wright and Rogers, what was the effect in Florida in 2000 of Ralph Nader’s third party run for president? 360-1

11. T  F  The monopoly of power by two major political parties tends to put on the political margins social interests that are not represented by the two dominant parties. 361

12. Define fusion voting. 362 How does fusion voting affect third parties? 

13. What are proportional representation systems? 365

14. What is instant runoff voting? 365 If I’m clever enough, I may come up with a ballot with various offices being voted upon using different systems and letting you identify which system is being used for each office.

15. T  F No major overhaul of the basic electoral rules of representation in American elections is likely to occur the near future. 366

16. In terms of drawing boundaries for election districts, what are packing, cracking, and gerrymandering? 366-7 The term gerrymander was introduced in 1812. Do we still see gerrymandering in recent years?

17. What are the two principal ways money plays a direct role in politics? 368

18. Why would legislative staff find lobbyists helpful? 368

19.   T  F  It is almost always the candidate for national office in the US who raises the most money who wins.

20. What was important about the 1976 Supreme Court ruling, Buckley v Valeo, for the effects of money? On what primary grounds did the Supremes base their verdict in the case? 369

21. T  F  Less than half of US Senators are millionaires. 369

22. If Alabama’s senators are typical, are they millionaires? 369 [FYI: Sen. Shelby’s immediate family’s net work is somewhere between $4,344,023 and $10,168,002. Senator Session’s family’s net worth is between $2,247,048 and $8,206,000. Data from the Center for Responsive Politics http://www.opensecrets.org/pfds/index.php.]

23. Individuals in which occupational groups contributed to congressional campaigns most often/ 370

24.  T  F  There are many more financial contributions to congressional elections from trial lawyers than from other group. 370

25. What was the Supreme Court ruling in the Citizens United v Federal Elections Commission case? 371 important

26. What is the Patriot/Democracy Card proposal for funding political campaigns? 372-3

27. “Under the existing rules of the [electoral] game, the first phase [the fund raising phase of running for office] is a radically inegalitarian process.” What does this mean? What’s so inegalitarian about it? 373

Chapter 18 Taxation and the Attack on the Affirmative State

1. Summarize the argument that taxation is the public taking from the private. Be sure to specify who the "public" is in this approach. 376-7 IMPORTANT

2. Who is Grover Norquist? 377

3. Summarize the argument that taxation is the division of total income between public and private shares. 377-8  IMPORTANT

4. According to Wright and Rogers, which view of taxes -- taxes as taking from the private or taxes as division of total income between public and private -- dominates most American's view of taxation. 378-9 Which view more reflects sociological insights into how economic activity occurs? [Figure it out]

5. According to Wright and Rogers, who benefits from seeing taxation as taking? 379

6. Define poll tax. Why do people tend to think they are unfair? In terms of dollars paid in taxes, with a poll tax who would pay more, a rich person or a poor person? In terms of the proportion of their income paid in taxes, who would pay the higher proportion with a poll tax, a rich person or a poor person?380

7. Define flat tax. In terms of dollars paid in taxes, with a flat tax who would pay more, a rich person or a poor person? In terms of the proportion of their income paid in taxes, who would pay the higher proportion with a flat tax, a rich person or a poor person? 380

8. Define utility (as economists do). Define marginal utility [A: how much additional benefit you got for an additional amount of something] Define marginal tax rate. 381

9. On what grounds do Wright and Rogers argue it would be fair if rich people contributed more of their last $1000 of income to the state in the form of tax than poor people contributed from their last $1000? 381-2 IMPORTANT

10. Define progressive tax. 382

11. The marginal tax rate for the top income bracket in the US system is 35%. The top bracket is $357,700 and above. For someone with an income of $1 million this means he or she would pay in taxes (ignoring deductions)  a) 35 percent of $1 million ($350,000)  b) more than 35% of $1 million c) less than 35% of $1 million. 382-3

12. Define tax expenditure 384

13. How does the mortgage interest deduction tend to benefit the wealthy more than the less wealthy? 384

14. Where does the federal "spend" (considering tax subsidies a form of spending) more, on housing for homeowners or for the poor? 384

15. What are tax loopholes? Do Wright and Rogers seem to feel they are always bad? 384

16. What fraction of the total income in the United States is allocated to public purposes through taxation? How does this compare with most European countries? How does it compare with Mexico? 385

17. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, the case of Sweden shows how high tax rates kills capitalism. 386 Judging from the OECD data, would it appear that raising taxes in the US would be economically disastrous? 

18. For each of the following taxes, tell whether it is progressive, flat, poll, or regressive [regressive taxes are the opposite of progressive; the higher the income, the lower the proportion of income paid in taxes]: federal income tax, sales tax, social security tax, combined state and local (state and local include sales and property taxes as well as income taxes).

19. Roughly speaking, a capital gain is a kind of income that you get by selling something you own like stock or your house. Consider the Power Principle [people with power will tend to use it to benefit themselves personally]. Consider who makes most of the capital gains and who has greatest political power in the US. Would we expect capital gains rates to be higher or lower than rates for income from wages and salaries? Why? Would we be right? 386-7

20. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, the United States is not a heavily taxed nation. 387

21. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, the beneficiaries of our unequal income distribution do not pair their fair share of the taxes needed to fund the public goods and state regulations that sustain their advantages. 387 What are Wright and Rogers referring to when they say "the public goods and state regulations that sustain their advantages?" Make up two examples. IMPORTANT

22. Define affirmative state. 388 Give some examples of expenditures and regulations that would be appropriate for an affirmative state.

23. When during the 20th century did the affirmative state grow the most in the US? How has it been doing over the past 25 years? 388

24. What three arguments against the affirmative state do Wright and Rogers identify? 389-90

25. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, conservative attacks on taxation in recent years have mostly failed, particularly in the court of public opinion. 389

26. Imagine you have an idea for how to rehabilitate prisoners. Even though it is a somewhat expensive process, you convince the state of Alabama to try it out. It works; recidivism is cut in half. Other state prison systems consider trying the idea, too. According to Wright and Rogers, what would be typical arguments by conservatives in those states about why the program should not be established? 388-9 [and figure out the rest]

27. Define neoliberalism 391 Is it more congenial to conservatives or progressives?

28. Strong support for agricultural subsidies by right-wing politicians from farm states and support for oil industry subsidies by politicians from oil-producing states are two notorious examples of what? 392

29. List the five clusters of policies that attempted to put into practice the core ideas of the neoliberal agenda. Be able to explain each. 392-4

30. How does under-funding governmental programs help confirm the idea that the government is inept? 392

31. T  F  In Iraq by 2008 the number of employees of private military corporations working with the US military exceeded the number of US soldiers. 394

32. How have neoliberal policies constituted a "retreat of democracy?" 395 (and also Chapter 16)

33. Wright and Rogers are convinced the revival of the affirmative state in the US is right around the corner. 395

Chapter 19 Corporate Control of the Media

1. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, a free press is essential for a free society. 396

2. At the heart of the problem of media and democracy is the question of ______ of news. 396

3. How can government control of media threaten a free press? [Figure it out]

4. What are the four general types of problems with the identification of the free press with the free market identified by Wright and Rogers? 397ff

5. How can corporate control of media content threaten a free press? 397ff

6. Whose writing about media is the source of many of the ideas in this chapter? [A: Robert McChesney] 397

7. Who tends to be more liberal on social issues, reporters or their bosses and editors? 398

8. Media owners and editorial executives vote overwhelmingly ______. 398

9. According to Wright and Rogers and McChesney, the idea that the press has an anti-business, left-wing bias should not be understood as a credible position based on careful empirical research but as a strategy of ______ of the press by right-wing commentators. 398

10. How can corporate control of media markets threaten a free press? 398-9 [Note: "Barrier to entry" refers to how difficult it is to enter into a market. Starting a newspaper or television station is reasonably expensive. A blog, however, is extremely inexpensive.]

11. What makes blogs inadequate as sources of serious news? 399

12. How is advertiser control of media content a threat to a free press. 399-400

13. How do newspapers and television stations owned by capitalist companies make most of their money? 399 What does this mean for their content?

14. Why is the news geared to the affluent instead of average people? 399-400

15. How does cost cutting affect media content? How does it threaten a free press? Why would media cut costs? 401 What does media cost cutting tend to have to do with corporations?

16. These days (well, by 2009), nearly every major newspaper is financially ______. 401

17. Why is it difficult to have a free press that creates a truly informed citizenry when most media outlets are controlled by major corporations? 402

18. What did the 1934 Communications Act do to reduce ownership concentration over the radio airwaves and to encourage local responsiveness and diversity? 403 Give a concrete example of something a radio station could do that would demonstrate local responsiveness. [Figure it out] IMPORTANT

19. What did the Telecommunications Act of 1996 do that led to the transformation of the radio landscape in the United States from one of wide open competitiveness to enormous concentration in the space of a decade?  404

20. Which company is the largest owner of radio stations? [It has 4 fm and 1 am station in Birmingham.] What fraction of stations nationwide does it own? Who is number two? 404

21. What tends to happen to local programming in radio stations that are part of large conglomerations? 404-5

22. What mechanism do Wright and Rogers identify for the competitive difficulties independent stations have compared with large chains of radio stations. 405

23. Why is the press a combination of a public good and a private good? 406

24. The capitalist market usually does a ______ job of producing public goods. 406

25. How did the very first US Congress help support media (specifically, newspapers) as a public good? 407

26. Describe the four proposals Wright and Rogers offer for rejuvenating media in the public interest. 408 – 11

27. In the US what fraction of the budget for National Public Radio (npr) and the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) comes from taxes? 408 How is the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) mostly financed? [You can listen to the BBC at night on Alabama Public Radio at 88.3]

28. Why do Wright and Rogers say that most charities are publicly subsidized without being publicly controlled? 410 IMPORTANT

Chapter 20 Militarism and Empire

1. What country spends the most money on its military? Who is next? How many times bigger in military expenditures is number one than number two? 413-4 [By the way, "orders of magnitude" are powers of ten. 40 is an order of magnitude greater than 4; 400 is two orders of magnitude greater than 4 (it's 4 times 10 to the second power); 4000 is three orders of magnitude greater than 4, etc.]

2. What is the US share of the world's total spending on the military? Is there anyone else close? 413 IMPORTANT

3. About how many military installations and bases does the United States have outside the US? 414 [In addition to the 730+ outside the US there are over 4,000 within the US. I have no idea what the difference is between a military installation and a military base. For the Air Force, at least, some airfields seem not to be also air bases.]

4. In what four countries did US military intervention in the past 65 years involved the overthrow of democratic regimes? 415  IMPORTANT (Why this is important is because, while most Americans have no knowledge of these interventions, people in the affected countries have not forgotten, and they are not generally thankful.)

5. T  F  awr, the US uses its military to impose its will around the world, not simply to defend itself from attack. 415

6. List 10 countries in which the US has made military interventions since 1947. 416

7. T  F  Military spending is a principal way for the federal government to intervene in the economy. 417

8. Is the US trade balance for weapons positive or negative? 417

9. When proposals are made to end particular weapons systems in Congress, what usually happens? 417-8 Recently a European company lost a fight to build a new fleet of refueling tankers for the US. The company had planned to do some of the manufacturing in Mobile. The winning company was Boeing, headquartered in Chicago with big plants in Washington state and Kansas. What do you suppose was the response of Senators Session and Shelby from Alabama?

10. How do Wright and Rogers define militarianism? 418 IMPORTANT

11. Do Democratic US presidents tend to stop military "adventurism?" What about Republican presidents? 418

12. T  F  President Washington strongly believed in the necessity for a standing army (that is, an army that exists even when there are no wars or other fighting going on) as a way of encouraging liberty.

13. President Eisenhower famously said, "Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a ______ from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed." 419  [Note:  as a general in the US Army, Eisenhower led the US forces in Europe in World War II]

14. The president who invented the term military-industrial complex, and warned against it, was ______. 419

15. What was "Manifest Destiny?" What did it have to do with the military? 420

16. About when did the military begin to play "an absolutely central role in government spending as well as the American economy?" 421

17. awr, what is the single most important way that the government intervenes in the economy? 421-2

18. What explanation do Wright and Rogers offer for their claim that military contracts are chronically plagued with inflated prices and huge amounts of fraud? 422

19. The inspector general of the Pentagon reported that a trillion dollars of spending on the Pentagon's books could not be traced. Exactly what does this mean? [A: that $1,000,000,000,000 were spent but the auditors could not tell where it was spent, in particular, whether or not it was spent the way it was authorized to be.] 422

20. What was the "peace dividend?" 422 What put an end to it?

21. List (and be able to characterize) four of the six clusters Wright and Rogers identify that have a hand in sustaining American militarianism. 423-8

22. What do Wright and Rogers think about the "crusading history" of the United States? 427-8

23. The text quotes a policy document to the effect that: "there is a single sustainable model for national success … that is right and true for every person in every society…." Whose document was this? a) Al Qaeda  b) the Pope (Benedict) c) the Pakistani Committee for Sharia Law  d) the United Nations  e) the United States (Bush-Cheney administration)

24. What are the four consequences of militarism that Wright and Rogers (and Chalmers Johnson) anticipate if it continues as it has been recently? 428-31

25. When people say that some terrorism is "blowback," what do they mean? 429

Chapter 21 Labor Unions

1. A sense that people have obligations to each other and that they are therefore willing to make sacrifices for collective goals are part of a sense of meaningful ______ among people. 433 Wright and Rogers argue that ______ requires this kind of connectedness among citizens.

2. T  F  Wright and Rogers argue that vibrant democracy depends on its being easy for people to form collective associations to pursue collective purposes. 433

3. Outline the arguments of economists who think unions tend to be bad for the economy. 434

4. Why are individual workers at a disadvantage relative to employers, according to Wright and Rogers? 435 Restate this idea (slightly) in terms of the exchange theory approach to power we discussed in class before Exam 2.

5. Give some examples of regulations imposed by the government that reduce the ability of employers to dictate the terms of employment with workers. 435

6. Define wage premium for unionized workers 435

7. According to Wright and Rogers, what is the main motivation workers have for joining unions? 436 [Speaking for myself, the unions I have been in I had to be in to have the job I had. I was happy to be in the unions and supported them, but I really did not choose to be. I’m not sure if this contingency is part of what Wright and Rogers mean by “impact of unions on the labor market.”]

8. How can unions address the problem of rational ignorance? 436-7

9. How can unions contribute to organic solidarities? 436-7

10.  T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, unions are unique among voluntary associations in having the ability the build solidarities and facilitate democratic political participation. 437

11. When did unionization peak in the United States? How does it stand now in comparison with its peak? 438

12. What is the value Wright and Rogers call “freedom of association?” What would it have to do with unions? 438

13. What is the value Wright and Rogers call “freedom of voluntary exchange on markets?” What would it have to do with unions? 438

14. T  F   In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the courts in the US tended to favor the principle of freedom of voluntary exchange on markets over the value of freedom of association, at least insofar as labor union activity was concerned. 438

15. What four protections are important to create a favorable atmosphere for union organizing? 439

16. What did the Wagner Act of 1935 (the National Labor Relations Act) do? 439

17. What is the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB)? 439

18. What did the Taft-Hartley Act do? [The text leaves out some important stuff] 440

19. What are right-to-work laws? Which state would be more likely to have them, New York or Mississippi, Washington or Alabama? 440

20. What strategic decisions by unions starting in the 1950s do Wright and Rogers identify as helping to lead to the decline of unions in the US? 441

21. T  F  These days, when workers begin to try to establish a union, employers often hire professional anti-union consultants to fight the union. 442

22. How active and effective has the NLRB been in enforcing labor laws these days? 443

23. A study of workers suggested that if they could have their way, about _____ of workers would join a union. a) 2 percent  b) about 10 percent  c) about 33 percent  d) about 43 percent e) well over half

24. How has the decline of unions affected the political participation of people in the working class? IMPORTANT How has it magnified the importance of churches for political participation? 444

25. How has the decline of unions affected the Democratic party? How has it affected the affirmative state? 445

26. Which president announced the end of the era of big government? [Hint: there was only one Democratic president in the 1990s.]

Chapter 22 Democracy from Below

1. Why is voting for public officials not direct democracy? 446

2. What six forms of direct citizen participation in democracy do Wright and Rogers list? 446 Be able to describe each

3. How confident do Wright and Rogers seem to be that direct citizen participation will do the "right" thing almost all of the time? 446-50

4. How is rational ignorance a problem for referenda? 447

5. What kinds of manipulations can public issue campaigns face? 448

6. New England town meetings would be an example of which type direct citizen participation in democracy?

Don't worry about pp. 451-61.

7. T  F  Empowered participatory governance turns out to be fairly simple to put into practice if elected officials have the courage to get out of the way. 462  IMPORTANT

Chapter 23 Possible Futures

I'm less interested in your knowing Wright and Rogers's solutions than that you remember the problems they would like to solve.

1. T  F  According to Wright and Rogers, even on as short a time horizon as 15 years it is really difficult to anticipate the most important trends of the future.

2. Pick one of the following problems and describe in some detail what the problem refers to and why it is a problem (remember, violations of values can be a problem): destructive effects of markets; high rates of poverty and inequality; depressed urban areas; shallow democracy. 466 and the rest of the book. IMPORTANT

