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Social Constructions of Politics: Legitimacy, 
Authority, and Power.  Max Weber distinguished 
between legitimate and illegitimate power. Power that peo-
ple consider legitimate and that is recognized as rightful 
by those subject to it  is authority (Weber 1947). 
Governments are given legitimate power when citizens 
acknowledge that the government has the right to exercise 
power over them. They adhere to a judge’s rulings because 
they recognize that court decrees are legitimate. In con-
trast, illegitimate power, or coercion, includes living under 
force of a military regime or being kidnapped or impris-
oned without charge. These distinctions between legiti-
mate and illegitimate power are important to our 
understanding of how leaders or political institutions 
establish the right to lead. To Weber, illegitimate power is 
sustained by brute force or coercion (see Figure 12.1). 
Authority, on the other hand, is granted by the people sub-
ject to the power. They believe in the legitimacy of the 
authority, so they willingly obey (Weber 1946).

How Do Leaders Gain Legitimate Power?  Generally, 
leaders with legitimate power gained their positions in one 
of three ways.

1.	 Traditional authority is passed on through the gene
rations, usually within a family line, so that positions 
are inherited. Tribal leaders in African societies pass 
their titles and power to their sons. Japanese and 
many European royal lines pass from generation to 
generation. Usually called a monarchy, this has been 
a very common form of leadership throughout his-
tory. Authority is seen as “normal” for a family or a 
person because of tradition. It has always been done 
that way, so no one challenges it. When authority is 
granted based on tradition, authority rests with the 
position rather than the person. The authority is eas-
ily transferred to another heir of that status.

2.	 Charismatic authority is power based on a claim of 
extraordinary, even divine, personal characteris-
tics. Charismatic leaders often emerge at times of 
change, when strong, new leadership is needed. 

For charismatic leaders, unlike traditional- 
authority leaders, the right to lead rests with the 
person, not the position. Followers believe power 
is rooted in the personality of a dynamic individ-
ual. This is an inherently change-oriented and 
unstable form of leadership because authority 
resides in a single person. The most common pattern 
is that as stability reemerges, power will become 
institutionalized—rooted in stable routine pat-
terns of the organization. Charismatic leaders are 
effective during transitional periods but often 
replaced by rational-legal leaders once affairs of 
state become stable.

Some examples of charismatic religious leaders 
include Jesus, Muhammad, Ann Lee (founder of the 
Shakers in the United States), and Joseph Smith 
(founder of the Mormon Church). Charismatic 
political leaders include Mao Zedong in China  
and Mahatma Gandhi in India. Both men led their 
countries to independence and had respect from  
citizens that bordered on awe. One charismatic 
leader today is Aung San Suu Kyi, a pro-democracy 
activist and Nobel Prize winner who was impri
soned for many years by the military leadership in 
Myanmar (formerly known as Burma).

3.	 Rational-legal authority is the most typical type of 
legitimate power in modern nation-states. 
Authority is given not to a particular person but to 
the position the person holds. Such authority is 
often found in political and economic bureaucracies 
in the modern states. For example, the president of 
the United States has authority due to the office he 

FIGURE 12.1  Weber’s Formula 
Regarding Power

Force + Consent = Power

Force < Consent = Legitimate Power (authority) 

Force > Consent = Illegitimate Power (e.g., dictatorship)

Japan’s Emperor Akihito (right) and Empress Michiko leave 
after praying at the altar of the late prince Tomohito. Japan has 
the only monarch in the world with the title emperor, a position 
that is inherited through the family line. This is an example of 
traditional authority.

RE
UT

ER
S/

Its
uo

 In
ou

ye
/P

oo
l


