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holds, just as the CEO of a corporation does. 
Individuals are granted authority because they have 
proper training or have proven their merit.

Each of these three types of authority is a “legitimate” 
exercise of power because the people being governed give 
their consent, at least implicitly, to the leaders (Weber 
1947, [1904–1905] 1958). However, on occasion, leaders 
overstep their legitimate bounds and rule by force. Some 
of these rulers, such as Muammar Gaddafi in Libya and 
Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, are challenged and overthrown.

Self-Interest as a Path to Legitimacy.  In contempo-
rary democratic politics, politicians and political commen-
tators often explicitly refer to the self-interests of voters. 
This reflects the rational choice perspective that humans 
tend to vote for their own benefit, regardless of whether 
the actions of government would be fair to all citizens.

Both U.S. Republican and Democratic parties try to 
convince the public and donors that their policies will 

serve their self-interests. Democrats tend to argue that 
their government policies benefit citizens directly, with 
government programs for the middle and working classes, 
such as government support for preschool and higher edu-
cation. Republicans, on the other hand, often stress that 
less government and lower taxes create a greater stimulus 
to the economy than anything the government can do. 
Again, the appeal is to self-interests. Members of both 
political parties promise to help those who support and 
vote for them once they are put in positions of power.

Many voters do not understand the issues at play in 
elections and vote for people who support policies that 
would actually harm them. To make it even more complex, 
some people vote based on values—right to life, support for 
the needy, or protection of the environment, for example—
because they think it is the right thing to do. The policy 
may not be in the person’s economic self-interests—unless 
the person is considering the interest of his or her children 
and grandchildren or long-term noneconomic interests, 
such as a desire to build a society pleasing to God.

Macro-Level Perspectives:  
Who Rules?
Pluralist Model of Power.  As noted in previous chap-
ters, the pluralist model holds that power is distributed 
among various groups so that no one group has complete 
power. According to pluralists, it is primarily through 
interest groups that you and I influence decision-making 
processes. Groups such as unions or environmental orga-
nizations represent our interests and act to keep power 
from being concentrated in the hands of an elite few (Dahl 
1961; Dye and Zeigler 1983).

One recent example of an interest group in the United 
States is the Tea Party movement. The Tea Party began as a 
small group of disaffected individuals opposed to government 
expansion but became a major influence on Republican Party 
politics (Skocpol and Williamson 2012). Citizens join such a 
movement because of a common core of concerns—for 
example, concern over the size of the national debt; a desire 
for lower taxes; and a deep distrust of the federal government 
and power in a centralized location (Tea Party 2016; U.S. Debt 
Clock 2016; U.S. Government Accountability Office 2015). 
The group has elected a substantial number of its members to 
the U.S. Congress and now has a very strong influence over 
the direction of the Republican-led House of Representatives 
(Martin and Meckler 2012; Skocpol and Williamson 2012).

Interest groups can influence laws and policies by 
mobilizing large numbers of voters or political donors. 
Examples include efforts to influence health care reform 
in the United States; combat global climate change; and 

Aung San Suu Kyi, Nobel Prize winner and opposition leader 
in Myanmar (Burma), spent 15 years under house arrest after 
an authoritarian military junta took over the government. 
Released from house arrest to participate in the changing 
political situation in Burma, she and her party recently won 40 
of 45 elected seats in the government. She is now the state 
counselor, a position superior to the presidency, and she has 
authority to direct many of the country’s affairs.
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