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Preface

Why do people adopt attitudes of political alienation, attitudes of estrangement from or lack of identification with the political system? Why do some politically alienated people react to their alienation by engaging in revolutionary behavior while others, similarly alienated, become reformers or ritualists or just drop out of political activity? In this book, I attempt to answer these questions, to develop and test a theory of the causes and consequences of political alienation. In this Preface, I indicate some of the concerns that make these questions important and some of the strategies of explanation and research experiences that have shaped my answers to them.

Political alienation is a phenomenon of fundamental importance in political processes. Recent empirical research, employing a variety of measures, has found alienation to be significantly associated with a wide range of political behaviors, including revolutionary behavior, reformism, support for demagogues, nonvoting, protest voting, participation in radical political movements, and vicarious use of mass media. Given these behavioral consequences, it is now widely accepted that the magnitude and distribution of political alienation are significantly related to the stability, integration, and development of political systems. Alienation, then, appears to be a fundamental human political orientation. It seems clear that an understanding of the causes and consequences of that orientation is basic to the practice and hence to the study of politics.

The importance of alienation, and the need to understand its causes and consequences, are perhaps nowhere more clear than in the contemporary America where this book was conceived, researched and written. Our time and place are marked by substantial alienation,  evidenced and exacerbated by daylight murders of Presidents and public leaders, by political riots with snipers, armed troops and blood in the streets, by student strikes, and bombings that have shut down schools, colleges and public buildings and by a mounting number of protests, demonstrations, confrontations and crises. Even in recent moments of relative calm, our awareness of the substantial alienation in our midst has given American politics a brooding, foreboding, anxious quality; a nervous, “anything might happen” mood. These anxieties are themselves alienating, and they produce divergent, incongruent, oscillatory reactions across different social sectors and groups, which further expand public disaffection. The result, even when not violent, is not social peace either; it is a quiet, but very real, crisis.

Social crises are always the objects of speculation; continuing crises are inevitably the objects of myth. Accordingly, it is perhaps not surprising that much of our current scholarly and popular thinking about American politics is concerned with interpretations of our alienated era, interpretations that often begin as speculations and end as new dogmas.

Virtually all recent interpretations of American public affairs recognize the importance of alienation. The early reactions to the manifest alienation of the 1960s were shock and puzzlement; most social scientists and other professional observers of the polity were unprepared for the new politics of ethnic, racial, student and female radicalism. The puzzlement gave way to intensely human and emotional expressions of alienation. One thinks, for example, of Claude Brown, Kenneth Clark, Piri Thomas, Eldridge Cleaver, Jerry Rubin and James Simon Kunen, not to mention the moviemakers and the musicians, as having contributed highly successful descriptive expressions that made American alienation first visible and then fashionable (and even profitable).

Once it is fashionable, a “concern” becomes a “problem,” and the putative explanations begin to flow. So we have had the poverty explanations of the government reports, the anti-riot answers of the police, the single-issue panaceas (end the war, change the schools, wave the flag) and the response of the revolutionaries (scrap the whole show, burn, drop out). As proponents of these views roam the land in abundance purveying their wares (often to the same buyers), the importance of alienation becomes increasingly clear and the myths grow.

The importance of political alienation can also be seen in the fact that major public policies aimed at reversing it and political strategies aimed at exploiting it have been formulated. To get funding, each new proposed public policy program has had to rehearse the whole range of evils (poverty, racism, pollution, etc.) and to promise to stop them all. This process rehearses  and reinforces alienation and oversells the policies. In part because the policies are based on inadequate or partial understandings of alienation, they regularly fail, and this failure acts as an alienation multiplier. The fears that are generated and reinforced in overselling the policies, and the frustrations caused by the failure of these policies, go far to create still more alienation.

Political strategies aimed at exploiting alienation to build electoral or radical movements also abound. Mobilization of the alienated (whether they be the silent majority that is silent because withdrawn in passive alienation or the strident minority that has passed over into active alienation) has become a major effort and tactic of American politics. Such tactics have met with generally indifferent or limited success, for they, too, are based upon partial explanations. Both the “establishment” and the radicals regularly give evidence of the importance of alienation, and both of them seem to need a better theory of that phenomenon.

Scholars have also recognized the importance of alienation. Recent years have witnessed a burgeoning and diffusion of social science interest in the phenomenon. Scholarly articles and books on the subject have increased of late, and, where these once were mostly written by sociologists, now political scientists and others are involved in alienation research. But the social science studies have thus far managed to explain rather little of the observed variance in political alienation. The authors of these studies seem to have great difficulty in predicting the behavioral consequences of alienation as well. Social science, like the societies it studies, appears to need a better theory of alienation.

In sum, the importance of the phenomenon of political alienation derives not only from its increasing scope and magnitude, not only from the many fundamental behaviors that are the consequences of alienation, but from the present and pressing need for more effective explanations of the causes and consequences of the phenomenon, This book represents my effort to provide some better explanations of alienation and to facilitate the development of still more satisfying ones.

The social science study of political alienation has been dominated by a single strategy of explanation. This is the idea that “a specified social-cultural condition gives rise to specified feelings [alienation] in individuals which in turn give rise to specified behaviors.” 1 In practice, this has meant that virtually all of the studies on the causes of political alienation have concentrated on the correlation of socio-economic status (SES) and alienation, and that most of the studies on the consequences of alienation have concentrated on the correlation of alienation and specific political behaviors. This simple social conditons  political attitudes  political behavior notion is so pervasive in the research literature that “different writers have  worked variations on this theme but nobody has challenged the scheme itself or attempted a fundamental revision of it.” 2

In this book, I seek to build upon our existing knowledge but also offer several fundamental challenges to, and revisions of, the prevailing strategy of explanation. First, I argue, and adduce evidence indicating, that people's social positions and cultural orientations do not now bear significant causal relationship to the attitude of alienation. Then, I advance a three-variable, psychological model to account for political alienation and present data from studies in American cities, suburbs and campuses, and from specialized national samples and laboratory experiments which indicate that the model has considerable explanatory utility. Third, I state and apply an attitude-to-behavior model intended to help explain three basic processes that intervene between the adoption of a political attitude and the outplay of behavior relevant to that. attitude. Specifically, the attitude-to-behavior model includes: (1) a charting of the process by which different basic behavioral orientations toward politics are adopted by alienated people; (2) an explanation of the differential political-communications preferences among alienated people that make these people available to hear radical, reformist and revolutionary messages (political stimuli); and (3) an analysis of the evaluation processes by which alienated people are likely to accept or reject communications (and behavior suggestions) from various leaders, groups, institutions and systems. As these communications arouse and channel alienated people into specific political behaviors, the model predicts to the probability and direction of political behaviors that issue from the attitude of alienation. Although all of the theoretical and empirical material in this book relates specifically to political alienation, it seems clear that the four basic features of the models advanced in the book—( 1 ) attitude acquisition, (2) adoption of basic behavioral orientations to politics, (3) differential amenability to political influence, (4) arousal and channelling of behavior by stimuli from political leaders, groups, systems, etc.—are relevant to the development of a general theory of political behavior.

This effort to develop better theories of alienation should serve some important practical purposes, because the absence of an integrated, validated theory of alienation has had profound and deleterious effects on the development and orchestration of public policies and political strategies designed to affect alienation.

Many of the most important American public policy programs of the present era have had the aim of affecting alienation. These policies, of course, are based on the explanation of alienation believed valid by public policy-makers. There are, however, a multiplicity of unintegrated popular explanations. We have heard it argued, for example, that economic disadvantage  is at the heart of alienation (and unrest), and therefore programs of economic relief and opportunity are needed. We have also been told that governmental inefficiency is a cause of alienation, so that we ought to embark on governmental streamlining reforms. Others contend that government is too distant from the people, and suggest programs of decentralization, neighborhood control of governmental functions, revenuesharing, and the like. Still others argue that alienation is primarily caused by a loss of belief in American political myths and therefore exhortation (that is, symbol manipulation) toward patriotism is needed. Without knowing the relative importance of socio-economic statuses, perceptions of systemic inefficacy, perceptions of personal political inefficacy and political ideology and myths, and because of confusion as to how these variables fit together, we have embarked on a wide variety of somewhat uncoordinated public policy programs—oscillating in our emphasis on different approaches, unclear on how these programs should or do fit together, expecting short-run successes but inadequately funding most of the programs.

Similarly, uncertainty about the consequences of political alienation has given rise to considerable confusion about appropriate political strategies among “establishment” leaders, reformers and radicals alike. For example, those who see revolutionary violence as the inevitable or highly likely result of alienation are most inclined either to advocate or use violence themselves as a means of social control or social change, or to be immobilized by fears of such violence. Alternatively, those who believe that alienation leads primarily to withdrawal may advocate “benign neglect,” the politics of normalcy or, worse, they may mistake quiescence for acquiescence or assent. Reformers and radicals who believe that withdrawal is the main result of alienation have become disheartened or hysterical, with unfortunate consequences for their efforts to foster social change.

This book is primarily an effort to explain political alienation, not an attempt to derive public policies and political strategies as implications of that explanation. Still, the relative importance and meshing of economic, inefficacy and ideological variables as causes of alienation are explored. Thus, the studies reported in this book do deal with the variables that major public policy programs are designed to manipulate. Accordingly, the explanations of alienation advanced here should have substantial relevance for the evaluation, planning, conduct and orchestration of public policy. Similarly, the charting of the processes by which political behaviors issue from the attitude of alienation should have considerable utility for the derivation and implementation of political strategies.

The explanations of alienation and the data intended to test and refine those explanations are couched in terms of recent American political experiences. I believe, however, that the validity and utility of these explanations  are not unique to this time and place. Some of my students and I have begun to examine the cross-cultural, cross-temporal utility of the explantations, but these very preliminary efforts are not represented in this book.


The organization of the book

I have tried to organize the book, and each of the chapters, with the busy reader in mind. In the first chapter, I define and discuss the concept of political alienation, review and critique the relevant scholarly and popular literature and advance a theoretical explanation of the causes and consequences of alienation. In Chapters 2 and 3, I present data from studies testing the adequacy of previous explanations of the causes of alienation. Chapters 4 through 7 include research reports of investigations intended to test my own explanation of political alienation. Chapters 8 through 13 are tests of my effort to model the processes whereby different kinds of political behavior issue from the attitude of political alienation. The conclusion (Chapter 14) summarizes the major findings of the research, indicates some of the directions future research might profitably take and seeks to apply and expand the explanations developed in this book in an interpretive essay on contemporary American politics: “From the Lonely Crowd to the Strident Society.” Readers who are especially interested in the new theoretical statements advanced in this book should consult Chapters 1, 4, 8 and 14 in particular.

Each of the individual data chapters (Chapters 2 through 13) is also organized for the convenience of the busy reader. The standardized format of these chapters is: (1) a statement of the intellectual problem addressed in the chapter; (2) the derivation of hypotheses; (3) a description of the context of the research (cities, campuses, etc.); (4) a discussion of the methods of research; and (5) a presentation of the findings and their implications.

This organization of the research chapters was also selected to permit the reader to obtain a feeling for the powerful emotional aspects of alienation in the communities we studied. Such an appreciation of the emotional side of political alienation is not sought here as human interest or as “local color,” laudable as these qualities may be. Rather, awareness and comprehension of the emotional correlates of alienation are basic to an understanding of the phenomenon. Political alienation is often associated with strong emotions—pain, fear, loneliness and rage—and these emotions have profound effects on human motivation and arousal. Hence, emotional reactions to alienation predict to the political behaviors in which alienated people are likely to engage. Therefore, the variables in our theories and  hypotheses include emotional factors (that is, we seek to discover the “actor-meaning” of politics and political alienation). Also, our descriptions of both research contexts and the implications of our findings centrally include the emotional aspects of people and their politics.

Of course, a book on political alienation in America could hardly be unconcerned with the emotions, for these are passionate times in American politics, and the people whose political attitudes and behaviors are studied in this book have been profoundly touched by the passions of our alienated period. I, too, have been deeply moved by some of the political and research experiences reported in this book: by long days and nights in Newark and receiving the black power salute from twenty-three magnificent young black people there; by crisis committee meetings in Philadelphia while police sirens screamed and influential men voiced fears that went beyond riots and repressions; by sit-ins and student strikes and peace marches (not all of them reported herein). Most of all, I have been touched by the people I studied, the people with whom I have been privileged to work and talk during the last few years, and by the dreams, joys, fears, tears and ideas they shared with me. Some of these people are thanked in this Preface. Whether or not they are individually identified here, these people are the real subjects of this book. The abstract concepts we employ are aspects of their concrete experiences, the tables and statistics are summarized reflections of their feelings, and, as I remind myself in arrogant moments, any truths we discover in those tables are. the truths that they have taught us.
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I Introduction




1 A Theory of Political Alienation

The purpose of this book is to explain the causes and consequences of political alienation: to account for men's identification with, or estrangement from, political systems and to chart the behavioral consequences that flow from different levels of political identification. In this introductory chapter, I advance a theory of political alienation that builds upon some of our present understandings about the phenomenon but is at the same time radically different from much of what is now assumed to be true.

The need for a theory of political alienation is clear, for alienation has been shown to be a phenomenon of fundamental importance to political systems and their study. At the individual level of analysis, recent empirical research has found alienation to be significantly associated with a wide range of important political attitudes and behaviors, including revolutionary activities,1 innovative reformism,2 support for demagogues,3 rioting,4 nonvoting and protest voting,5 low or withdrawn political interest and participation,6 vicarious use of the mass media,7 participation in radical right-wing activities,8 political party identification9 and negative attitudes toward such political objects as metropolitan governmental organization and school desegregation.10 In several studies reported below, I will indicate that alienation is significantly related to such “new politics” phenomena as campus sit-ins and national anti-war protest demonstrations as well.

More generally, it is now widely accepted that identification and alienation are of basic importance to the functioning of political systems as a whole and to a broad range of public institutions and processes. For example, Easton regards “diffuse support,” which certainly includes the positive identification of individuals with the polity, as a prerequisite for the integration and persistence of political systems,11 and Almond and Verba also suggest that a “long-run political stability may be . . . dependent on a more . . . diffuse sense of attachment or loyalty to the political system.”12 In the study of political development, too, the idea that individual identification with a national polity is a precondition for development is now widespread.13

If alienation affects individual attitudes and behavior and impacts on the polity as a whole, it will certainly also be important to the institutions and processes of politics that constitute the locus of much contemporary research (for example, parties, Congress, etc.). Recently, large-scale national studies of American political parties,14 for example, have recognized that alienation from parties and from the polity is an important area of investigation. Such recognition seems bound to grow in a period like the present when national presidential election campaigns centrally include overt appeals to alienated populations, when meetings of alienated youth, organized in movements for a new Congress, attract a long list of candidates seeking endorsement and help,15 when foreign policy formation involves mass demonstrations, violence and death, and when public services that used to seem routine, such as fire control, education and law enforcement, are daily disrupted over political matters.

The need for a more comprehensive and more precise explanation of political alienation is intensified by the unpredicted increase in American alienation, which has raised fundamental questions about the models of man and paradigms of the polity that currently prevail in social science. In general, social scientists did not predict the political instability of the 1960s in America. “Not a single observer of the campus scene, as late as 1959, anticipated the emergence of the organized disaffection, protest and activism which was to take shape early in the 1960s.”16 As late as 1962 Kenneth Kenniston, one of the most respected observers of the campus scene, noted increases in alienation but said of American youth, “They will assure a highly stable political and social order, for few of them will be enough committed to politics to consider revolution, subversion or even radical change.”17 Seven years later a national government study found that 76 percent of the American colleges sampled and 75 percent of the high schools studied had experienced some form of unrest during 1968–1969 alone, 60 percent of this unrest involved police action.18 During the first five months of 1969, there were 260 civil disorders in American schools.19

The same decade in which prominent social scientists concluded that the potential for radical movements in America had all but disappeared20 witnessed an unprecedented radicalization in the black community (and widespread white radicalization as well). This development resulted in hundreds of riots and riot-connected deaths, political injuries in the thousands, political arrests in the tens of thousands and property damage in the hundreds of millions of dollars.21 In an era of sniper attacks on police, of growing vigilante groups in urban ethnic communities, of widespread arms purchases in the suburbs, of dissident rifle clubs as well as of riots, violent protests and bombings—many of which were “unexpected in particular by social scientists who are professionals responsible for locating and understanding such phenomena’’22—our understanding of American political motivations, behavior and processes has been called into question.

Understandably, perhaps, some social scientists have reacted to this situation with almost wholesale rejection of previous social science theories. One scholar concluded, for example, that “all of our fondest theories of economic development and political stability totter and collapse in the face of riots, guerrilla warfare, assassinations.”23 Understandable, too, is a scholarly reaction that moves from thesis to antithesis, holding that just the opposite of what we previously believed must be true. So if Riesman argued in 1949 that in politics Americans tend to desire “not power but adjustment,”24 Nieburg in 1969 contended that “in an important sense, all individuals, groups and nations desire to ‘rule the world’” and that “all individuals, groups or nations make a continuous effort to exploit any favorable opportunity to improve their roles or to impose a greater part of their own value structures upon a larger political system.”25

In my view, neither a wholesale rejection nor outright reversal of social science theories seems warranted, but obviously our explanations at the individual level of political analysis and therefore our aggregation of individual behavior to make system-level statements, are in need of intensive scrutiny and very probably of considerable revision. If the need for a theory of political alienation derives from the importance of alienation to the behavior of individuals and of political systems, the need for a revised theory of political alienation derives from the limitations of existing theories.



Concept clarification

One of the major limitations of our present understanding of political alienation is the massive confusion surrounding the use of the term. Historically, some of the confusion derived from the fact that “alienation” had different but sometimes overlapping meanings in religious thought, law and Marxism and hence has had such diverse referents as religio-mystical ecstasy, spiritual death, sales of property and lack of relationship to the product of one's work or to the means of production.26 There was also considerable confusion as to whether the term was to be used as a description of a social condition or as an evaluation of that condition.27

More recently, the confusions tend to flow from the derivation of the concept of alienation from the sociological concept of anomie. Anomie, as originally described by Durkheim and adapted by Merton, referred to a condition of society—a state of normlessness or confusion of norms in the culture. Merton refers to man's responses to this social condition—reformism, ritualism, rebelliousness and conformity—as “adaptations to anomie”;28 but he does not consistently distinguish between attitudinal and behavioral responses. Accordingly, one conceptual confusion concerns the use of alienation to mean both attitudes and behavior.

When Srole29 and others sought to employ Merton's notions in empirical research, they employed the terms anomia, anomry and anomie in a social-psychological sense, referring to the psychological state of the individual. The same word is thus used often to refer both to a state of society and to a state of the individual.

In the empirical literature, alienation has come to be used almost exclusively in the social-psychological sense, but the ambiguities of the concept have not diminished. Although individuals rather than societies are now seen as alienated, the object from which the individual is alienated remains confused and so does the operational meaning of the term. Let us consider these problems in order.

People have been depicted as alienated from a great variety of things—from the society, culture, self, mankind, God and politics.30 This has given rise to the assumption that if one is alienated from any of these referents one need be (or tends to be) alienated from all of them. For example, the best known and most widely used measure of social alienation, the Srole scale,31 includes references to politics, other people in general, the present state of man, the future state of self. The Nettler scale32 of cultural alienation also lumps references to politics together with attitudes toward cars, TV, spectator sports, media, etc. These scales have been used in several studies of political attitudes and behavior33 under the apparent if generally implicit assumption that the scales either include or constitute political alienation. But the degree of relationship between political and sociocultural alienation is an empirical question of enormous significance; the existence of such a relationship must be demonstrated, not simply assumed. If social or cultural alienation is the same thing as or explains political alienation, then there is little reason for the separate modeling of political alienation. These conceptual problems have had a seriously deleterious effect on our substantive understanding. By confusing political with social and cultural alienation, scholars have tended to assume that there is a necessary or at least typically significant association between socio-cultural and political alienation—a proposition which we challenge below.

But even if we render clear who is alienated and from what he is alienated, even if we refer to the individual as alienated from the political system, the central question remains: What is alienation? What meaning or meanings can be given to the concept? Melvin Seeman's “On the Meaning of Alienation”34 has been generally accepted as the classic clarification of the concept. Seeman's review of the literature revealed five analytically separable usages of the word: normlessness, meaninglessness, powerlessness, social isolation and self-estrangement. Some writers have argued that these five constitute a generally integrated network of negative attitudes toward society, that they tend to occur together. The empirical investigations of the subject show very mixed results,35 however, and in general different scholars have concerned themselves with different dimensions.30 Of course, this diversity of concerns has added to the ambiguity of the concept because each scholar tends to refer to his dependent variable simply as “alienation,” whatever his definitions.37 The result is that alienation means powerlessness (to Seeman and those who use his measurements) ; it refers to a complex of isolation, despair and powerlessness (to Srole and those who utilize his scale); and it is defined as a cognition that politicians don’t care about people and cannot be trusted (by Thompson and Horton and by Aberbach).

Despite this great variety of meanings that have been attached to the concept of political alienation, I believe that it has a “core” meaning. This meaning may be referred to as ‘‘estrangement’’—a perception that one does not identify oneself with the political system. Interestingly, this meaning is often selected as the formal or general definition of alienation even by scholars who then go on to operationalize the concept to mean inefficacy, normlessness or some other dimension. Thus Olsen, who has used both the Srole scale and the Seeman inefficacy measure as indexes of alienation, writes: “Alienation might then be defined formally as an attitude of separation or estrangement between oneself and some salient aspect of the social environment.38 Srole himself defined alienation as estrangement, as “a generalized, pervasive sense of self-to-pthers belongingness at one extreme compared with . . . self-to-others alienation at the other pole of the continuum.39 Nettler refers to the alienated man as “one who has been estranged from his society.”40 In addition, the “estrangement” meaning of alienation can be traced back to Durkheim through Maclver, who defined the concept as “a breakdown in the individual sense of attachment.”41

Of course, in defining alienation as estrangement, I am not arguing that there is some ineluctable essence to the concept of alienation that is uniquely captured by the concept of “estrangement,” or that definitions have an independent truth value, such that estrangement is a “truer” definition of alienation than is inefficacy or normlessness. Estrangement would appear to be a more summative or general orientation to politics than inefficacy or normlessness or meaninglessness and does seem more directly relevant to politics than estrangement from the self. In this sense, it may be argued that estrangement should provide a more useful definition for the term alienation.

Kon has argued that, to be useful in research or theoretical development, the concept of alienation needs to be made specific by answering three basic questions: (1) Who is alienated? (2) From what is he alienated? (3) How is this alienation manifested?42 For our purposes here, it is the individual who is alienated from the political system as a whole43 as manifested in a set of attitudes of estrangement. Following Olsen, alienation is defined herein as an attitude of separation or estrangement44 between the self and the polity. A variety of operational attitude measures of estrangement have been designed and employed in our studies.

Defining alienation as an attitude, moreover, permits us to avoid a conceptual confusion that has often seriously weakened our substantive understanding of politics: the confusion between attitudes and behaviors. This confusion has led to serious conceptual and empirical difficulties. Berger and Pullberg, for example, suggest that change-oriented behavior cannot be a consequence of the attitude of alienation because the typical result of alienation is ritualism (“social fetishism”).45 We will show, however, that ritualism and reformism and radicalism are all associated with alienated attitudes. Similarly, Koeppen contends that alienation cannot be a major determinant of radical right-wing behavior (despite the findings of Abcarian and Stanage46) because many people on the radical right participate in Republican party politics, whereas alienation, she believes, leads only to withdrawal or out-of-system protest behavior.47 Again, this is a confusion: the attitude of alienation is associated with a wide range of behavior, much of which is within the system (reformist activity, protest voting, ritualistic participation, etc.). The same confusion appears in the literature on student behavior. Kenniston and other writers on student political behaviors often contrast students who withdraw from interest in politics (whom they call alienated) with those who are “activists.”48 We will show below not only that the attitude of alienation is significantly associated with both withdrawal and activism as behavior orientations but that withdrawal and activism can be understood as part of the same psycho-political process. There is a simple set of transition rules to predict which of these orientations will be chosen and when. The point to be made here is that alienation is generally manifested in an attitude set that may or may not be activated into behavior and that must include a good deal besides alienation if political behavior is to take place or to be predicted.



On the causes of alienation: The limitation of previous approaches

A single strategy of explanation dominates the vast preponderance of empirical research on political and social alienation: “A specified social-cultural condition gives rise to specified feelings [alienation] in individuals which in turn gives rise to specified behaviors.”49 In the words of McClosky and Schaar, “different writers have worked variations on this theme, but nobody has challenged the scheme itself or attempted a fundamental revision of it.”50 Here, I will do just that: in this section I will argue that social positions and cultural orientations, as these are presently understood, bear little or no causal relationship to the attitude of political alienation in contemporary America and that our psychological approaches to alienation are also in need of revision. More I will propose such a revision. In the following section of this chapter, I will analyze our present understanding of the processes whereby political behaviors issue out of alienated attitudes, conclude that our theories in this area are also in need of major revisions and propose a set of revisions. The theoretical discussion in this chapter, and all of the data reported in this book, relate to contemporary America. The theory itself, however, is neither time-nor place-specific and preliminary efforts at cross-cultural validation have been begun.51

As McClosky and Schaar indicate, the overwhelming majority of studies of alienation have concerned themselves with the interrelationship between the social positions in which individuals find themselves (usually socioeconomic status and social connectedness) and alienation.52 The results of these studies are nearly always the same: however alienation is defined, however the socio-economic status (SES) measure is constructed, there is a significant inverse relationship between alienation and social status. In more than a score of such studies published between 1956 and 1970, only two cast even a modicum of doubt on this relationship. Indeed, so typical and recurrent is this finding in the literature that investigators now report it in a laconic, matter-of-fact fashion. So Templeton reports: “In the case of every piece of research bearing on this relationship, social status was found to be negatively related to alienation. This relationship held irrespective of the particular indicator of status used.”53 Similarly, McClosky and Schaar in discussing Srole's research wrote, “He also found (as all other investigators have) that anomy is inversely related to social and economic status.” They go on to say that “no study has attempted to revise even in a modest way the thesis that certain objective social conditions cause anomy.”54

The reasoning that lies behind these nearly unanimous findings is cogent. When alienation is defined as inefficacy, then certainly the poor, the less well educated, those who are not organizationally connected to the society or polity are objectively disadvantaged; they have a “diminished differential access to the achievement of life goals,” and they are likely to realize this and therefore to feel inefficacious.55 When alienation is defined by the Srole scale (as despair, inefficacy and isolation), the objective fact is that people in lower SES categories, people who are less well connected to social and political organizations, are likely to be getting fewer of the material rewards of the system. If politics is who gets what, when and how, then people who are getting little, most of the time, should value the polity (and society) correspondingly.56

This reasoning has also been connected, in the social science literature, to the notion of social marginality, to the idea that people in marginal or “bypassed” social strata would feel unconnected to the ever developing society and polity. Thus McClosky and Schaar describe anomic people as “outside the articulate, prosperous and successful sectors of the population. Anomic feelings appear most strongly among those who, for whatever reasons, are stranded in the backwaters of the symbolic and material main stream, those whose lives are circumscribed by isolation, deprivation and ignorance.”57 So, too, Daniel Bell describes the radical right as bypassed men; men of the “old middle class” passed over by new trends in the economy, the university, the society at large.58 Trow's findings on the supporters of Senator Joseph McCarthy in Vermont are also to this effect.59

There seems, then, to be a strong urge in American social study to explain alienation as a product of something “old” (and more than a little “weird”). Right-wingers are depicted as bypassed; poor people are “stranded” in the backwaters of our society. But what is to be said of this conception today? Now it is not only the Minutemen who are arming but also the suburbanites! Now the people who are talking about and preparing for guerrilla warfare are not people who can be dismissed as “communistchasing wierdoes” in California but often are urban, working, lower-middle-class “ethnics”—white as well as black—and more than a few upper-class and upper-middle-class students! Can these people be meaningfully described as marginal, too? And the junior faculty (and some of the senior faculty) of our great universities who feel ineffective in our polity and despairing about the future—are they marginal as well? Finally, are the public officials and political candidates marginal, whose proposed legislation, speeches and advertising stress alienation themes, suggesting that our system isn’t working and requires basic reforms? Certainly not!

The long string of studies that purport to show that social status influences alienation have a variety of things in common that cast doubt on the power and generalizability of the findings. First, many more of the people in lower-SES categories are typically not alienated rather' than alienated. Second, substantial proportions of upper-SES categories are alienated. Third, the correlations tend to be weak: in almost none of the studies do SES and alienation share even one-third of their variance, and most of the reported relationships are much weaker. (In the most recently published data, income, sex, race and ethnicity were unrelated to alienation defined as inefficacy, and education and age shared respectively only 14 and 13 percent of their variance with alienation; the relationships were even weaker with alienation defined as normlessness.)60 From these facts 1 conclude that SES is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition to produce alienation and that it has been a relatively weak predictor of alienation.

Moreover, almost all of the data in the studies that purport to show that SES and alienation are significantly related to each other were collected before 1966; a majority of it was gathered in the late 1950s and early 1960s. It is outdated stuff. Most of the data were collected before John Kennedy was murdered, before Robert Kennedy was murdered, before Martin Luther King and Malcolm X and Medgar Evers and scores of others in and around the civil rights movement were slain, and we know that these assassinations tended to increase public alienation.61 The studies of alienation that stressed SES generally preceded the active phase of the civil rights movement; they took place before Birmingham and Selma and the Civil Rights Bills of 1964 and 1965; before the Vietnam War escalated and 50,000 Americans died there; before the urban riots really began; before the college campus and then the streets became places of student protest and violence. In short, the bulk of the evidence that indicates that SES tends to produce political alienation represents the politics of yesteryear.

We will show in several later chapters that perceptions of the polity are far more powerful factors in producing alienation than social background variables. This being so, we might well expect the relationship between SES and alienation (which we have already seen to be weak) to disappear altogether in an era like the 1960s in America when politics was increasingly affecting all social strata. It should also be remembered that all of the SES  alienation work was done with alienation defined differently than we are doing here. It has not been shown in the literature that SES bears significant relationship to alienation operationalized directly as estrangement.

The outdated character of the relationship between SES and alienation seems indicated in social as well as political changes in America. The relative prosperity of the 1960s in America meant that higher education became increasingly available to lower-SES populations, and more and more Americans attained at least lower-middle-class jobs and incomes. If alienation were confined largely to lower-SES categories, then the absolute number of alienated adults should have declined in the 1960s. No study has found this result and no scholar has argued for this conclusion. By any measure, alienation in America seems to have increased, not decreased, across all social sectors during the 1960s.

Moreover, the social science literature can be cited to show a downturn in the significance of SES factors, even on the older definitions of alienation. Using the data of the Survey Research Center, for example, one can compare the correlation of five SES measures (age, sex, race, education and/income) with the SRC's four-item measure of inefficacy. Between 1956 and 1960, for example, 16 of the 20 correlations declined.62 Similarly, while data from the 1950s and 1960s (Trow's and Olsen's) did show a significant relationship between alienation and the “old middle class,” subsequent data reported in 1968 by White and by Nelson63 tend to disconfirm this relationship. I will show in Chapter 3 that social connectedness does not now typically operate to produce low levels of alienation (as earlier studies by Erbe64 and Neal and Seeman65 indicated). But even if a relationship between social connectedness and alienation used to obtain, findings from the middle and late 1960s show that social connectedness is increasing far more rapidly for disadvantaged populations than for white middle-class populations66 and that social connectedness can function to alienate and mobilize people as well as to dampen alienation.67 These findings indicate the relative weakness of social connectedness in predicting to alienation and its behavioral consequences.

The nearly obsessive concern of social scientists with the relationship of SES and alienation has probably weakened both our explanation of alienation and our understanding of the role that SES does play in the process, for the psychological mechanisms through which SES must function to affect alienation, if it affects it at all, have been relatively deemphasized. Our understanding of alienation has been more static than processual.

A better understanding will be achieved by seeking the psychological factors that bear significant direct association with alienation and then examining the impact, if any, that social and political conditions have upon these psychologically “intervening variables.” What are the psychological variables that have been posited or discovered to be associated with political alienation?

The most prevalent psychological variable in the literature on political alienation is political inefficacy. We have seen that inefficacy is often given as a definition of alienation, but, where it is not, it is often used as an important variable that is likely to produce alienation. We now know from a variety of studies68 that people who perceive themselves to be relatively inefficacious in politics—that is, who perceive themselves to be unable, by their own behavior, to influence or control desired political outcomes69—are more likely than others to withdraw their self-identification, interest, attention and participation from politics. The logic behind this finding is simple and clear: people are expected to orient to the political system because of their personal relationship to it. If someone feels he can influence politics, then he is more likely to participate, to feel that participation and governmental policy are beneficial and to give his diffuse support and identification to the polity.70

This reasoning seems to make sense as far as it goes, but it simply does not go far enough. An individual may feel utterly inefficacious and yet feel no estrangement because he does not believe himself to be entitled to more power. Almond and Verba might call this a “subject” political mentality and suggest that such a mentality tends to be typical in developing countries.71 But there is certainly at least some of this prevalent in contemporary America. Using the SRC 1966 national data, 57.7 percent of the sample who gave a definite response to the question “How much political power do you think people like you have?” thought that they and their counterparts had little or no power. Yet of those stating an opinion on the question “Do you think that people like you have too little political power or just the right amount,” 61.5 percent were satisfied with the amount of power they perceived themselves to have. Thus, even if every person who saw himself as having little or no power also thought that was too little power, approximately 18 percent of the sample were satisfied to be inefficacious. A comparison of the SRC data from 1964 with their 1966 results casts some further doubt on the impact of efficacy alone on alienation. While inefficacy did not significantly increase for the sample as a whole (efficacious response increased significantly on one item, decreased significantly on a second and varied insignificantly on the third and four items), political interest, political activity and trust in government all decreased significantly.72

A second reason that personal inefficacy alone may not predict political alienation is that a person's inefficacy may not be salient to him. If a person is satisfied with things as they are, he may just not care very much about his inefficacy. “After all,” he might reason, “what does it matter if I can’t influence the polity when there is nothing I want to influence it about?” If the political system already comports with his fundamental politicized values, inefficacy is unlikely to produce estrangement.

This proposition can be derived from the extant political science literature, although it is not typically stated as I have expressed it here. What is usually said is that social cohesion or political integration are based upon a fundamental consensus on values and beliefs.73 At the level of individual analysis, one might infer that people who do not share the consensual values and beliefs ought to become alienated. This influence, however, would be rendered dubious by the operation of the efficacy variable: people who are in fundamental value conflict with the political system need not become alienated from that polity if they perceive themselves to be efficacious in changing it so as to reduce the conflict. This conclusion, too, is hinted at in the literature; Seeman, for example, notes that efficacy must be both valued and thwarted for it to produce withdrawal from politics.74

But let us suppose that an individual does find himself to be in a basic value conflict with the polity75 (that is, he can neither change his values because they are too basic nor agree with the values exhibited in the polity). Let us suppose that he does perceive himself to be quite personally inefficacious to do anything about it. He still need not become alienated. He may believe that one or more of his reference groups will attain his values for him. If he perceives that the political system can be reformed so that his value conflict will be reduced or eliminated, he need not withdraw his identification from that system. But if in his view the system cannot be reformed (in a time period acceptable to him), if he sees no reference groups or surrogates operating in the polity that can reform the system, if he perceives that the system and not just his person is inefficacious to attain his values, then his value conflict is truly irreconcilable and alienation seems likely to result.

This idea that alienation requires the perception of the system as inefficacious, rather than merely the perception of the self as inefficacious, seems to me to be an important addition to our explanation of alienation. Systemic inefficacy is especially likely to be important in explaining political alienation in America because many Americans seem to orient more toward the system as a whole than toward their personal participation in it. Riesman and other commentators have noted that Americans tend to orient to politics more as consumers than as participants;76 that we tend to “let George do it,” to take our politics vicariously and to assume that we have entirely fulfilled our civic duty by voting. The national survey data certainly seems to corroborate this point. In 1964, for example, 89 percent of Americans watched political news on TV and 79 percent read about politics in the newspapers, but only 31 percent talked about politics and only 9 percent attended a political meeting. In 1966, 84 percent of the Americans sampled reported that they had never tried to influence a decision of Congress, and 79 percent said they’d never tried to influence a local governmental decision.77 Given this seemingly high level of political interest and low level of political participation, I reason that negative perceptions of the polity and of political leaders are far more likely to lead to political alienation than is personal inefficacy.

Again, the SRC survey data can be employed to show the plausibility of this reasoning. The 1964 election survey included three variables of interest: (1) personal political inefficacy; (2) a measure of inefficacy which was more systemic than personal, because the principal references were to the government rather than to the self or to “people like you”; and (3) trust in government, which has been used as an indicator of alienation. The Pearson Product-Moment Correlation coefficient of trust with systemic inefficacy was 0.33, whereas that for trust and personal political inefficacy was only 0.13.78 The importance of the perception of systemic inefficacy to the development of the attitude of alienation is discussed further in Chapters 4–7.



A psychological explanation of political alienation

In my view, the attitude of alienation is likely to be adopted when individuals perceive a fundamental conflict between their basic politicized values and those exhibited in the polity, under the conditions that they perceive both themselves and the political system to be inefficacious to reduce this conflict.

When fundamental value conflicts between the self and the organized society are perceived, they are likely to be threatening to the individual. There are several reasons for this. First, cognitive conflict (for example, being aware of two salient, inconsistent values) is a source of tension. Second, such conflict functions as a locus for the fixation of free-floating anxiety. Finally, the individual in this situation may have to devalue the polity in order to maintain his values (a classic approach-avoidence problem), and the possible or contemplated distantiation of self from the polity may induce a “separation anxiety” To a well-socialized citizen who identifies with the polity,79 who regards the political system as “good,” a conflict between his cherished values and his political system is likely to be a most acute one.
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