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“On to Cynicism”


To an outsider my father might seem like an uninvolved citizen who doesn’t appreciate his country and freedoms.  However, to the knowledgeable observer, my dad is a perfect example of the negative influences of certain agents of political socialization: media and institutions, the church and the military. During his life he has changed from a communicative, symbolic citizen to a non-communicative, non-symbolic citizen.[good intro]


Mr. Taylor, my father, grew up on a small farm in Western Kentucky.  Historically Kentucky voters have registered and voted Democratic in local, state, and national elections.  According to a Kentucky poll, party registration in 1981 in Logan County, where my father grew up, had less than 10% Republican Party registration.  Voter registration in Kentucky is below the national average; this is partly because Kentucky is a one party state.  In which case Blanchard says, 

“the likelihood that an individual will register to vote depends upon complex political patterns in his community, in the state, and across the nation.  More important, it also depends upon how that individual perceives those patterns.”(Blanchard, p150)  

My father’s family is somewhat of a perfect example of a typical political participating Kentuckian; they voted Democratic in local and state elections. However, in national elections they usually voted Republican.


My father’s first political memory is the local elections; his grandfather, who raised him, was involved in these elections and helped tally the votes.  He remembers the local elections as being extremely important.  When my father was eighteen years old, he registered as a Democrat and voted on a regular basis in national, state, and local elections.


After graduating from high school and college, my father joined the Marines during the time of the Vietnam War.  While some young men dodged the draft, my father considers himself unusually patriotic and wanted to contribute what he should to preserve democracy.  While he was in the service, he voted absentee in national elections.


While in war as an officer and helicopter pilot, my father discovered that the government used the emotions of patriotism as a tool to reel in and psyche up the American soldier and citizen for war.  My father now believes the higher officials of the United States government brainwashed young people into thinking war is heroic and glamorous.  In reality my father saw war as totally inhumane without glory.  After coming into close contact with the North Vietnamese, he came to view the so-called enemy as victims of the government just as he was.  The Vietnamese government was using their citizens just as the United States government was using him and its citizens.


Another disturbance that my father discovered is that during the war the U.S. government lied about lots of things and influenced the media too much in his eyes.  Successes of the war and body counts are just a few examples.  One example that has stuck out in my father’s mind was the incident in which he had received a newspaper article from my mother. Claiming that they were not sending troops to Laos.  My father said he knew for a fact that the U.S. was sending troops Laos daily. After returning from war, he still continued to vote even though he had lost trust in the government and media; he still believed voting was his duty!  Another reason he still voted was that he knew the media had to censer the news to some degree in order to protect national security.[why would this make him vote?] As the agents of political socialization formed in my father’s life, media was one of the most negative influences.


The church also proved to be another negative influence in my father’s political socialization.  At this time my father began to attend a Southern Baptist church in Memphis, Tennessee regularly (where he worked for the Federal Aviation Agency (FAA) as an air traffic controller). This church was associated with the right wing Christian conservatives; this was very different from the rural church in Kentucky he had attended as a child.  At this church my father was “brainwashed,” the word he used to describe how he feels about these teachings.  Abortion, gay rights, school prayer and capital punishment are the main teachings he referred to.  

This change in my father’s attitude toward the right wing conservatives came about because he began to realize their goal was to benefit themselves without consideration or forgiveness for others.  My father agrees with some of the criticisms of the “Christian Coalition” discussed in Active Faith by Ralph Reed, former director of the Christian Coalition.  My father along with these critics believes the “Christian Coalition” cares more about political power than they care about the poor, that they are not tolerant of those who disagree with them, and that they do not behave like Christians. (Reed, p24-25)  The church as an agent of political socialization has influenced my father in different ways.  As a child it was a positive influence.  Later on in his life it became a negative influence.[good insight]


The air traffic controller strike of 1981 is the most negative influential events in my father’s life, it contributed to negative outlooks on media, church (right wing conservatives), and government.  The rights of labor unions were strongly supported by my father and his family; subsequently, he chose to become a part of the air traffic controllers union PATCO (Professional Air Traffic Controllers’ union).  He described the working conditions as unsafe at the air traffic controller facility where he worked, as well as other facilities; he did not want to be a part of this danger to air travelers.  Some examples of unsafe conditions were computer screens that would flash on and off while controlling traffic, and working under staffed.


Coinciding with making the decision to strike or not was the presidential election of 1980.  Candidate Reagan made extreme attempts to gain the vote of the air traffic controllers’ union.  Letters from Reagan to PATCO and visits to PATCO leadership showed support for the air traffic controllers’ concerns.  As a result of the promises and the influences of the church, my father strongly supported and voted for Reagan; this was the last time my father voted.  These promises were not fulfilled at this time President Ronald Reagan.  Because President Reagan’s promises were not fulfilled, PATCO, along with my father, decided to go on strike.  This resulted in my father losing his job, profession, home and self-worth at the age of thirty-eight.  At this time was a soul breadwinner for his family.  That consisted of a housewife and two children. 


My father’s beliefs are that the government and media condemned air traffic controllers for breaking the no strike law and other issues but failed to mention the fact that the government broke laws by working unqualified and untrained people as controllers.  Also according to regulations, the striking air traffic controllers should have been permitted to go back to work for the FAA after three years.  However, Reagan made, at his will, an executive order making it impossible for air traffic controllers to ever return to work for FAA.  My father also saw how the media only reported events that they chose to report; to him the media wasn’t concerned about the truth.  For example, Drew Lewis, the head of the FAA at the time of the strike, gave a speech about how the FAA planned to hire Vietnam veterans to replace fired controllers; he failed to mention that half of the fired controllers were Vietnam veterans.  The media also failed to report this.  My father said he could tolerate the lies about war but the lies about the strike were intolerable.

In hindsight my father now distinguishes Reagan’s alleged support of PATCO as a means of busting all labor unions.  Reagan lied to PATCO and used the union to get what he wanted.  My father also felt the church or right wing conservative does not care about lies of the government if the lies benefit them.  The apparent hypocrisy has been a great source of frustration for my father.

During this time, my father observed how the media misrepresented the facts about the strike.  My father continues to see examples of how the media does not search for truth and the government tries to control it.  For example, 60 minutes came to Fort Campbell where my father now works for the Department of Defense as an air traffic controller at a significantly lower pay scale than he would if working for the FAA.  He believes the controllers were not allowed near the 60 minute crew because government officials were afraid the crew would question the now working fired FAA controllers about the FAA strike.

After Clinton was elected, he made an executive order enabling striking air traffic controllers to be rehired by the FAA to work as controllers.  This made my father feel better, but it was too late for my father to go back because it would only be two years before he had to retire.  He says this was a problem for a lot of the striking air traffic controllers; some were too old to even be rehired.  Clinton is also beginning to make changes that would improve conditions that existed before the strike.

From interviewing my father, it is evident that most of his political socialization came from the Vietnam War and the air traffic control strike.  He gradually changed from a patriotic, symbolic and participating citizen to a cynic without faith in government, media, and to some degree the church.  “ Only 10% of what was on the news about the Vietnam war and the air traffic control strike was accurate; everything else you had to take with a grain of salt,” my father said in frustration.

My father is an example of the growth of cynicism in our country.  Greenfield defends this growth by saying there are good solid reasons for cynicism; among them are the Vietnam War and press.  Greenfield also acknowledges that the press chooses the news and has “ probably made people even more distrustful of government and politics than they need to be or would have been without our excesses.” (Greenfield, p72)

My father believes himself to be more politically informed than most people because they do not know what the real truth is.  Although the feels this way, he does not discuss his views with other because he gets too emotionally involved and frustrated.  According to Lenart, if someone does not discuss his views with anyone, there is considerably less chance that their political views will ever change. (Lenart, p22) This resembles the “heuristic of the drinking buddy.” [thank you]

Political attitudes are formed by the involvement and contact with the government and political leaders, and can change through out life according to the effects of contact.  For instance, if citizens have a negative encounter with these they are more likely to develop distrust of government and it‘s leaders.  Family does develop the fundamental concepts of political attitude; however, your life experiences can alter those concepts. 

Negative attitudes and distrust in the government cause nonparticipation, such as not voting and not being involved in political affairs; positive attitudes produce the opposite effect.  A person’s political activity is strongly associated with his/her political attitudes. Political attitudes are shaped by negative and positive life experiences.  

Interview info:

Name:    (withheld by instructor)

Address: (withheld by instructor)



   Russellville Ky, 42276

Phone:  (502)-(withheld by instructor)

Good paper.  You have a strong central theme and relate many concepts to that theme.  I particularly like the way you develop his changes throughout life due to different circumstances.  The only minor critique I have is that you never fully developed what kinds of values and beliefs he had.  Perhaps none were that salient, but was all influence due to outside forces, or was there anything about his own predispositions that allowed him to develop the attitudes that he did?  For instance, was his opposition to the strike based only on self interest, or a principled ideological value in support of labor unions?  Other than that, good job.
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