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Political Perspectives of White and Black
Adolescents: Reality and Alienation*
SAMUEL LONG

Baruch College-CUNY
"There's a lot of talk about alienation. It's a fool's plea."
-Bellow
Social science theory on political alienation typically deals with
marginality, personal pathology, regressive belief systems, negativism,
detachment and apathy, and a breakdown in psychodynamic attachment to
the sociopolitical system. 2 While not all research and commentary on the
political alienation concept embodies this pejorative portrait of the
politically alienated, much of the literature on the topic is individualoriented, in that it treats political alienation as a function of individual attributes, both social and psychological. Moreover, the politically alienated
are frequently conceived as passively acquiescing to their disaffected state. 3
Such a model of political alienation rests on two assumptions, First,
that the sociopolitical system cannot or does not engender feelings of
political alienation; and second, that individuals are incapable of accurately
observing the operations of the sociopolitical system. In contrast to this
model, the assumptions underlying this paper are more system-oriented,
i.e., political alienation may occur among people witnessing and/ or experiencing discrimination, exploitation, and neglect from the sociopolitical
system. Furthermore, such disaffected feelings result from perceptions of
inequity and of personal threat.•
"Critical perceptions of sociopolitical reality" are, in this context,
defined as a cluster of four interrelated beliefs: 1) blacks are discriminated
against; 2) the poor are discriminated against; 3) blacks possess little
political power and lack grounds for political trust; and 4) the poor possess
little political power and lack grounds for political trust. "Political alienation" is treated as an intercorrelated cluster of five attitudes; 1) political
powerlessness; 2) political distrust; 3) discontentment with policy outputs;
4) political detachment; and 5) hopelessness concerning the system's
future.
Of particular interest in testing this hypothesized sociopolitical realitypolitical alienation linkage are three concerns. First, to what extent do white
and black subjects exhibit different perceptions of sociopolitical reality?
Second, to what extent are the sociopolitical reality and political alienation
orientations empirically independent conceptual domains? And third, in
what ways and to what degree do critical perceptions of sociopolitical reality
contribute to feelings of political alienation among white and black
respondents?
"The assistance of the students, teachers, and administrators, particularly Richard Morris and
Wesley Vandervliet, of the Hartford, Connecticut Public School System in the completion of
this research is gratefully acknowledged. Support for this research was provided by the
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Related Research. In a recent article, Abramson has succinctly summarized the individual- and system-orientations cited above. The former
model, Abramson labels the "social-deprivation" explanation of political
alienation. This model, according to Abramson, is comprised of four
assumptions. First, low self-competence results among persons denied opportunity and respect. Second, low self-competence is positively related to
feelings of political alienation, especially powerlessness and distrust. Third,
black preadults are denied opportunity and respect. Last, compared to
white preadults, black preadults manifest lower self-competence.' The extant research on this model has rather consistently shown it to be a weak
predictor of either white or black preadult political alienation. 6
Conversely, the "political reality" explanation of preadult alienation
holds that blacks lack political resources and political power, that blacks are
justified in distrusting the political system and its leaders, and , most importantly, that black preadults are aware of this state of affairs, either directly
or through adult intervention. From this knowledge, feelings of political
alienation, i.e., powerlessness and distrust, follow naturally. ' When tested,
this model receives substantial support among both white and black
preadults, as well as on political alienation dimensions other than
powerlessness and distrust. 1
Although the political reality model clearly is the more powerful
predictor of political alienation among preadults, a number of questions
emerge for further scrutiny. For example, to what degree do racial perceptions generate feelings of political alienation among white preadults? Do
nonracial perceptions foster political alienation among black preadults?
What specific dimensions of political alienation are most affected by critical
perceptions of sociopolitical reality? And are similar alienation dimensions
affected among both white and black preadults? These questions will be addressed below.
Hypotheses. Based on the sociopolitical reality model of preadult
political alienation, four general hypotheses will guide this paper.
H1 Black preadults will exhibit more critical perceptions of
sociopolitical reality than their white counterparts.
H2 Black preadults will possess greater feelings of political alienation than white preadults.
H1 Critical perceptions of sociopolitical reality will correlate
positively with feelings of political alienation among white and
black preadults.
H. The sociopolitical reality-political alienation correlation will be
significantly higher among black than among white preadults.
Sample. Data for this study were provided by a self-administered questionnaire which was completed by 269 students enrolled in two public high
6

schools in Hartford, Connecticut in May 1976. The students sampled were
drawn from randomly selected social studies classes in each school. Prior to
the questionnaire administration, all respondents were informed of the
study's general purpose and assured of the confidentiality and anonymity of
individual responses.
Thirty-six percent of the sample was comprised of males, 64 percent of
this sample was female. The sample's racial composition was 44 percent
white, 45 percent black, and 11 percent Hispanic. In the data analysis, the
latter two categories were combined. By grade level, 28 percent of the
students were freshmen, 17 percent sophomores, 26 percent juniors, and 28
percent seniors . Twenty-two percent reported grade-point-averages of A, 51
percent GPAs of B, 21 percent GPAs of C, and 3 percent GPAs of Dor
below. Educationally, 40 percent of the students' parents were grade school
graduates, 35 percent had graduated from high school, and 25 percent of
the parents had post-secondary education levels.

Conceptual Indicators. In this study, four measures were used to
operationalize the perceived sociopolitical reality concept. The first of these
measures, the perceived economic discrimination scale, was composed of
five items: 1) When they both commit the same crimes, poor people get
longer sentences than rich people; 2) Political leaders take advantage of
rich people more than they do poor people (Reflected); 3) Most laws treat
the rich worse than the poor (Reflected); 4) Businessmen cheat poor people
more than they do rich people; and 5) Police treat poor people worse than
rich people.
The perceived racial discrimination scale was comprised of five items:
l) When they both commit the same crimes, black people get longer
sentences than white people; 2) Political leaders take advantage of white
people more than they do black people (Reflected); 3) Most laws treat
whites worse than blacks (Reflected); 4) Businessmen cheat black people
more than they do white people; and 5) Police treat black people worse
than white people.
Six items appeared on the perceived economic alienation scale: 1) Poor
people have as much political power as rich people (Reflected); 2) Poor
people have as much say in how our government is run as do rich people
(Reflected); 3) A rich man has a much better chance of influencing our
political leaders than does a poor man; 4) Poor people have more reason to
trust our political leaders than do rich people (Reflected); 5) Most politicians don't really represent the interests of poor people; and 6) Poor people
have no reason to believe what politicians tell them.
Finally, the perceived racial alienation scale contained six items:
1) Black people have as much political power as white people (Reflected);
2) Black people have as much say in how our government is run as do white
people (Reflected); 3) A white man has a much better chance of influencing
7

our political leaders than does a black man; 4) Black people have more
reason to trust our political leaders than do white people (Reflected);
5) Most politicians don't really represent the interests of black people; and
6) Black people have no reason to believe what politicians tell them.
The mean inter-scale correlation between these four scales is 0.90 and
they attain a Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient of 0.80. Finally, these
four measures are found to be unidimensional when subjected to a factor
analysis with orthogonal rotation.
Five measures were employed in operationalizing the concept of felt
political alienation. On the first of these measures, Olsen's political incapability scale, 9 was used to measure feelings of political powerlessness, four
items appeared: 1) I believe public officials don't care much what people
like me and my parents think; 2) There is no way other than voting that
people like me and my parents can influence actions of the government;
3) Sometimes politics and government seem so complicated that I can't
really understand what's going on; and 4) People like me and my parents
don't have any say about what the government does.
The political cynicism sale of Agger, et al. 10 was used to measure feelings of political distrust: 1) Money is the most important factor influencing
public policies; 2) Politicians represent the general interest more frequently
than they represent special interests (Reflected); 3) In order to get
nominated, most candidates for political office have to make basic compromises and undesirable commitments; 4) Politicians spend most of their
time getting re-elected or re-appointed; 5) People are very frequently
manipulated by politicians; and 6) A large number of city and county
politicians are political hacks.
To measure feelings of discontentment with public policy outputs,
Olsen's political discontentment scale'' was used: 1) As the government is
now organized and operated, I think it is hopelessly incapable of dealing
with all the crucial problems facing the country today; 2) It seems to me
that the government often fails to take necessary actions on important matters, even when people favor such actions; 3) These days the government is
trying to do too many things, including some activities that I don't think it
has the right to do; and 4) For the most part, the government serves the interests of a few organized groups, such as business or labor, and isn't very
concerned about the needs of people like my parents and me.
Feelings of political detachment or estrangement were measured by
means of a four-item scale: 1) When I think about government and politics
in the United States, I consider myself an outsider; 2) I tend to identify
myself with and feel closely associated with American politics and government (Reflected); 3) When I hear or read about the politics and governmental system of the United States, I feel that I am a part of that system
(Reflected); and 4) When I think about the government in Washington, I
don't feel as if it's my government.
8

A six-item scale was used to tap the adolescents' feelings about the
future of the political system; 1) The future of this country seems dark to
me; 2) I have great faith in the future of this country (Reflected); 3) All I
can see ahead for the United States is unpleasantness, rather than pleasantness; 4) I can look forward to more good times for the United States than
bad times (Reflected); 5) The future of the United States seems vague and
uncertain to me; and 6) I look forward to the future for this country with
hope and enthusiasm (Reflected).
These six scales manifest a mean intercorrelation of 0.63 and achieve
an alpha of 0.83. When factor analyzed, the six measures prove to be
unidimensional.
Results. According to the logic of the political reality explanation of
preadult political alienation, black preadults should exhibit more critical
perceptions of sociopolitical reality and higher levels of felt political alienation. In other words, black adolescents, relative to white adolescents,
should perceive greater discrimination and alienation among blacks and the
poor; furthermore, the black adolescents, compared to their white counterparts, should also express greater feelings of powerlessness, distrust,
discontentment, detachment, and hopelessness.
The single-classification analysis of variance results in Tables 1 and 2
show these expectations to be only partially correct. As the data in Table 1
show, black adolescents do tend to perceive greater racial discrimination
and racial alienation than do their white peers; however, no statistically
significant difference appears between the two groups when perceptions of
economic discrimination and alienation are investigated.
Although partial support is accorded the first hypothesis in Table 1, the
statistics in Table 2 offer no support for the second hypothesis, which
predicts significant differences between the two racial groups concerning
feelings of political alienation. Indeed, on none of the five measures of
political alienation do the black adolescents score significantly higher than
the white adolescents. Hypothesis two is not confirmed.
Prior to testing the remaining hypotheses derived from the sociopolitical reality model, the issue of conceptual independence as it relates to
the model must be addressed. Central to this issue is the question, Are
critical perceptions of sociopolitical reality equivalent to feelings of political
alienation in the minds of these adolescents? As a means of answering this
fundamental question, the four sociopolitical reality perception indicators
and the five felt political alienation indicators have been subjected to a principal components factor analysis with orthogonal rotation in Table 3. If, in
fact, these two sets of measures are empirically distinct, then they should
emerge from this analysis as statistically separate dimensions. The results of
this analysis in Table 3 show this to be the case. The sociopolitical reality indicators receive the highest weights on the first dimension and the political
alienation indicators receive the highest weights on the second dimension.
9

TABLE 1

Mean Perceived Sociopolitical Reality Scale Scores By Race

t

p(two-tailed)

4.99

0.70

0.484

4.61

4.78

6.23

0.0001

27.16

6.36

6.30

0.43

0.668

26.01

5.67

5.60

2.60

0.010

M

0

SD

Whites

Blacks

Whites

Blacks

Perceived Economic Discrimination

24.94

24.48

5.29

Perceived Racial Discrimination

20.91

24.62

Perceived Economic Alienation

27.50

Perceived Racial Alienation

24.15

TABLE 2

Mean Felt Political Alienation Scale Scores by Race

t

p(two-tailed)

3.70

1.56

0.120

4.13

4.44

1.82

0.070

18.03

3.74

3.82

0.08

0.938

18.01

17.48

4.79

4.85

0.87

0.383

24.08

24.26

7.12

6.29

0.22

0.829

M

SD

Whites

Blacks

Whites

Blacks

Political Powerlessness

17.85

17.08

4. 14

Political Distrust

28.44

27.45

Political Discontentment

17.99

Political Detachment
Political Hopelessness

tv

TABLE 3

Principal Components Analysis of Sociopolitical Reality and Political Alienation Scales
Factor 1

Factor 2

Communalities

Perceived Economic Discrimination

0.65

0.35

0.54

Perceived Racial Discrimination

0.74

0.02

0.55

Perceived Economic Alienation

0.75

0.31

0.66

Perceived Racial Alienation

0.83

0.11

0.70

Felt Political Powerlessness

-0.07

0.72

0.53

Felt Political Distrust

0.35

0.57

0.45

Felt Political Discontentment

0.21

0.67

0.50

Felt Political Detachment

0.15

0.65

0.44

Felt Political Hopelessness

0.23

0.60

0.41

Percentage of Variance

38.6

14.5

Eigenvalue

3.47

1.30

--

TABLE 4

Correlations (r) Between Perceived Sociopolitical Reality and Felt Political Alienation Scales by Race

Felt Political Felt Political Felt Political
Po wer/essness Distrust
Discontentment

Political
Felt Political Felt Political Alienation
Detachment Hopelessness Composite Index

Perceived Economic
Discrimination

0.05
0.26

0.38
0.38

0.32
0.23

0.18
0.32

0.36
0.38

0.38
0.48

Perceived Racial
Discrimination

0.05
0.16

0.22
0.32

0.30
0.15

0.09
0.24

0.28
0.21

0.28
0.33

Perceived Economic
Alienation

0.12
0.20

0.40
0.33

0.47
0.20

0.32
0.33

0.40
0.21

0.50
0.38

Perceived Racial
Alienation

0.15
0.13

0.36
0.25

0.38
0.14

0.17
0.32

0.23
0.21

0.36
0.32

Sociopolitical Reality
Composite Index

0.12
0.24

0.43
0.42

0.46
0.24

0.25
0.40

0.40
0.32

0.48
0.50

~

NOTE: Whites on first row (r = 0.14, p = 0.05); blacks on second row (r = 0.13, p = 0.05).

Thus, the two dimensions are independent of one another.
Having shown that perceptions of sociopolitical reality are not the
same as feelings of political alienation, the association between these two
sets of measures can be investigated. The third hypothesis holds that
sociopolitical reality perceptions should correlate positively with feelings of
political alienation. In Table 4, the correlations between these two sets of
variables appear for both white and black adolescents. As the correlations
between the composite indicators for each racial group in this table show,
the third hypothesis receives substantial support, with approximately 25
percent of the variance in the relationship being accounted for among both
white and black adolescents.
Of even more interest, however, are the specific associations between
the sociopolitical reality and political alienation measures for each racial
group in Table 4. For instance, it is evident that perceptions of economic discrimination contribute most to feelings of political alienation among black
adolescents, whereas perceptions of economic alienation have the most impact on political alienation among the white adolescents. On the other
hand, the two remaining indicators of sociopolitical reality perceptions have
a comparable effect on political alienation for both groups.
In considering the effect of critical perceptions of sociopolitical reality
on specific measures of political alienation, two general conclusions emerge
from these correlations. First, such perceptions among white adolescents
appear to most affect feelings of discontentment and hopelessness, while
the same perceptions seem to contribute most to black adolescents' feelings
of powerlessness and detachment. Second, feelings of political distrust are
equally affected by sociopolitical reality perceptions for both groups.
Although these bivariate correlations have provided relatively strong
support for hypothesis three, it would seem appropriate to utilize a more
stringent test for both this hypothesis and hypothesis four. In Table 5, a
multiple regression analysis of all four sociopolitical reality perception indicators in the composite political alienation index appears for both white
and black adolescents. In this instance, all four sociopolitical reality
measures have been entered into the regression analysis simultaneously to
control for their overlapping effects on the political alienation indicator.
The results of this analysis in Table 5 indicate, first, that critical
perceptions of sociopolitical reality do have a substantial effect on feelings
of political alienation for both groups of adolescents; second, that it is
perceptions of economic alienation for the white adolescents and perceptions of economic discrimination for the black adolescents which generate
these feelings of political alienation; and, third, in terms of overall impact,
no significant difference occurs in the sociopolitical reality-political alienation relationship between the two groups. Thus, hypothesis three receives
further confirmation and hypothesis four is disconfirmed.
In summary, five major findings have resulted from this research on
Hartford adolescents. First, blacks tend to perceive greater racial
14

TABLE 5

Perceived Sociopolitical Reality Scales Regressed on Composite Political Alienation Index by Race

Felt Political Alienation
Composite Index
Whites

-

Blacks

Perceived Economic
Discrimination

0.28

1.08*

Perceived Racial
Discrimination

0.24

0.33

Perceived Economic
Alienation

1.04*

0.35

Perceived Racial
Alienation

0.06

0.18

r2

0.25

0.23

V,

* Regression coefficient (unstandardized) greater than twice its standard error.

discrimination and alienation than do whites. Second, the two racial groups
do not differ in their levels of political alienation. Third, perceptions of
sociopolitical reality and feelings of political alienation represent two empirically independent cognitive-affective domains for these adolescents.
Fourth, critical perceptions of sociopolitical reality contribute to feelings of
political alienation to the same degree among both white and black
adolescents. Last, for whites, perceptions of economic alienation foste r
political alienation; for blacks, perceptions of economic discrimina tion
generate feelings of political alienation.
Discussion . Relatively strong support in this study has been discovere d
for the central assumption in the sociopolitical reality explanation for
preadult political alienation. Interestingly, though, the explanation does not
provide an adequate reason for the link between critical perceptions of
sociopolitical reality and political alienation feelings. 12 From a logical vantagepoint, these two concepts need not be associated in the empirical world.
Why, then, are they so strongly correlated among the adolescents investigated? Theoretical and empirical evidence would suggest that at least
three factors may be responsible for this association.
The first of these explanatory factors is found in what Brown and
Herrnestein label "disappointed expectations theory." 13 This body o f
theory has numerous derivatives in psychology and sociology. 1• As a pplied
to the research reported here, however, Levin's discussion of politica l
alienation antecedents may be most germane:
Feelings of alienation will arise in individuals who accept the
classical democratic theory because it demands more of the individual citizen than he can realistically fulfill and promises more
than can be delivered ... In short, the roles as defined by eighteent hcentury democratic theory are too demanding and the political structure designed to implement them cannot be what it is supposed to
be. 15
Recent research on adolescents' democratic beliefs and concerns with
equality shows that both are closely associated with feelings of politica l
alienation. 16
The second means by which the correlation between critical perceptions
of sociopolitical reality and feelings of alienation can be accounted for is
Ellis' rational behavior theory, 17 which posits a direct link between ]logical
and irrational thought and psychological disturbance. As Ellis writes,
... virtually all deepseated, intense feelings of anxiety, depression,
guilt, and hostility (and the concomitant dysfunctional behaviors or
psychosomatic ailments that often accompany such feelings) stem
from the human tendency to 'awfulize,' 'terribilize,' 'horribilize,'
and 'catastrophlze'-that
is, to go beyond empirical data and to
assume that unpleasant, unfortunate or disadvantageous experiences
absolutely should, ought, and must not exist. 18
16

Research on personal irrationality has shown such beliefs to correlate with
politically irrational beliefs, and both sets of beliefs to be associated with
feelings of political alienation among adolescents, particularly black
adolescents. ' 9
The third explanation for the perceived reality-political alienation
nexus is derived from Brehm's theory of psychological reactance, which is
founded on the notion that" ... if a person's behavioral freedom is reduced
or threatened with reduction, he will become motivationally aroused. This
arousal will presumably be directed against any further loss of freedom and
it would also be directed toward the re-establishment of whatever freedom
has already been lost or threatened. " 2 ° Furthermore, the theory suggests
that the individual need only witness such a lost or threatened reduction of
freedom for reactance to be effected in the individual; moreover, the individual may also generalize from one type of behavior to another when a
Joss of personal freedom is involved. 21 Relatively strong support for this
theory has recently emerged when adolescents' perceptions of threat from
the sociopolitical system have been researched, in this case, with perceived
threat correlating with political alienation among both white and black
adolescents. 22
A final point should be emphasized in concluding this paper: most of
the extant research on the political alienation process among both preadults
and adults has tended to hold the individual responsible for his feelings of
alienation from the political system. 23 The research results reported here
suggest that the focus of future research and theorizing on political alienation take the operations of the sociopolitical system into account. Ideally,
future work on political alienation might treat this phenomenon as an interaction between systemic functioning and individual reactions to that
functioning. This perspective is important, because, as Caplan and Nelson
write, social scientists typically concentrate on the individual and neglect investigating the individual's environment:
Regardless of whether the social problem is delinquency, mental
health, drug abuse, unemployment, ghetto riots or anything else, the
significance of the defining process remains the same: the action (or
inaction) we take depends largely on whether we see the causes
residing in individuals or environments. 2 •
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