
95Legitimacy and Government Control

We can see some of these functions in intergroup conflicts, or conflicts between two or 
more groups. When a group’s members are engaged in conflict with members of another 
group, their self-identification with their own group increases, along with support for the 
leadership. Both of these factors can benefit the leader and even the group as a whole by 
making the group more cohesive and enhancing the group’s stability. Leaders can, and 
often do, use the effects of conflict between groups in self-serving ways, but for this dis-
cussion of legitimacy and government, the point is that managing an external conflict is 
one way that a leader or a government builds legitimacy. Most important, the work of Sim-
mel and Coser redirected the study of conflict toward discovering how conflict within a 
group can also prove beneficial.

A Safety Valve

The first benefit of intragroup conflict (conflict within the group) is that it can serve as a 
safety valve. What do I mean by a safety valve? Most of you have probably never seen 
a pressure cooker, but if you or a family member has ever canned homegrown fruits and 
vegetables, or if you have lived at very high altitude, you may have encountered one. A 
pressure cooker is simply a cooking pot with a clamped lid that prevents steam from 
escaping. This mechanism creates a buildup of pressure—the same principle that pow-
ers a steam engine; it also allows you to control the temperature at which the water 
boils—higher pressure creates a higher boiling point. Thus, you need a pressure cooker 
up in the mountains where the air pressure is much lower than at sea level, because 
without that clamped-on lid and the extra pressure, the boiling water never gets hot 
enough to cook the noodles for your macaroni and cheese. In fact, if you go far enough 
up into the mountains—Mount Everest kind of up—the boiling point of water drops so 
low that you can actually stick your hand into boiling water without damaging the water 
or your hand.

Pointless Figure 3.1 �Factors That Are Related to Regime Legitimacy but Don’t Really Add Up Like This and 
Show That the Graphic Person Really Needs to Up Her Game

Popular
elections

Use of force
(short-term)

Resolving
confilct

Legitimate
regime,

accepted by
the people




