
MaxWeber’sThreeTypesofAuthority

Authority referstoacceptedpower—thatis,powerthatpeople
agreetofollow.Peoplelistentoauthorityfiguresbecausethey
feelthattheseindividualsareworthyofrespect.Generally
speaking,peopleperceivetheobjectivesanddemandsofan
authorityfigureasreasonableandbeneficial,ortrue.

Notallauthorityfiguresarepoliceofficers,electedofficialsor
governmentauthorities.Besidesformaloffices,authoritycan
arisefrom traditionandpersonalqualities.Economistand
sociologistMaxWeberrealizedthiswhenheexaminedindividual
actionasitrelatestoauthority,aswellaslarge-scalestructures
ofauthorityandhowtheyrelatetoasociety’seconomy.Basedon
thiswork,Weberdevelopedaclassificationsystem forauthority.
Histhreetypesofauthorityaretraditionalauthority,charismatic
authorityandlegal-rationalauthority(Weber1922).

Weberdefinesauthorityaslegitimateformsofdomination,that
is,formsofdominationwhichfollowersorsubordinatesconsider
tobelegitimate.Legitimatedoesnotnecessarilyimplyanysense
ofrationality,right,ornaturaljustice.Rather,dominationis
legitimatewhenthesubordinateaccept,obey,andconsider
dominationtobedesirable,oratleastbearableandnotworth
challenging.Itisnotsomuchtheactionsofthedominantthat
createthis,butratherthewillingnessofthosewhosubordinateto
believeinthelegitimacyoftheclaimsofthedominant.



ThephilosopherandsociologistMaxWeberdiscerns
thethreetypesofauthorities-Traditional,Legal-Rational,and
Charismatic;eachofwhich correspondtoaform of
leadershipthatoperateinacontemporarysociety.Theonething
whichiscommoninallthethreeauthoritiesis“legitimacy.”A
legitimateauthorityisjustifiedbyboththerulerandtheruled.
Let’sdiscussallthethreeauthorities,givenbyMaxWeber-:





TraditionalAuthority



Traditionalauthoritycanbedefinedasthepower
legitimizedbyrespectforlong-establishedculturalpatterns.It
comesfrom unwrittenrulesthataremaintainedovertime.
Leadersintraditionalauthorityarepeoplewhodependonan
establishedorderortradition.Thisleaderisadominant
personalityandtheexistingorderinthesocietyentrustshim the
mandatetorule.Traditionalleadershipisreflectiveofeveryday
conductandroutine.Peoplerespecttraditionalauthoritybecause
“Ithasalwaysbeenthatway.”

Therightofthekingtoruleisneveropentoanykindof
questions.Peoplefollowingarulerdoingsointheerstwhilehave
bestowedthesocietywithcontinuityandorder.It’snotjustthe
traditionbutalsothestabilityofsocialorderthatisaccepted.Ina
politicalsystem establishedonthebasisoftraditionalauthority,
ancientcustomslegitimizeauthority.

Examples-: Hereditarymonarchies,Roman
CatholicChurch,TibetanBuddhism,etc.

DrawbacksofTraditionalAuthority:

Traditionalauthorityisbasedonsomedominantpower.

AccordingtoMaxWeber,allformsofauthoritiesexhibit

somekindofdomination.

Atraditionalleadermightexploitorrelyonprevailing

practices.

Atraditionalauthoritymaysufferfrom thelackofmoral

regularityinthecreationoflegalstandards.



Charismaticauthoritycanbedefinedasthepower
legitimizedbyexceptional,unusual,andextraordinarypersonal
abilitieswhichinspiredevotion andobedience.Weberidentified
thisextraordinaryattributeas‘Charisma’whereasRobert
Bierstadtcalleditleadershipandnotanauthorityatall.

CharismaticleadersareseenaspeoplewhoareinspiredbyGod
orbyloftyunsocialprinciples.Thecharismaoftheseleadersis
enoughandadequatetoinspiretheirfollowersandmaketheir
authorityseem legitimate.

Whileemphasizingtheimportanceoftradition,Webernever



proclaimedthattraditionsareabsolute.Heonlyspecifiedthatthe
traditionisaruleandnotanexception,butthereareexceptions
also.WeberusedthephraseCharismaticauthoritytoreferto
suchanexpression.AccordingtoMaxWeber,Charismatic
authoritybelievesinthepersonalandeffectualdevotionofthe
follower.Itencompassesthepowerofspeechandmindandthe
displayofheroism.

Itisimportanttonotethatincharismaticauthority,theleaderis
believedtobemagicalbyemployingvarioustactics.Theleader
designsanarmyoftruedevoteestoobtainperpetualsupport
from thepeople.

Examples- Historyequipsuswithalistofclassical
examplesofsuchleaderslikeJesusChrist,MahatmaGandhi,
Napoleon,Hitler,Mao,JuliusCaesar,AlexandertheGreat,
WinstonChurchill,andmanymore.

DrawbacksofCharismaticAuthority
 Charismaticauthorityisinherentlyunstableandmostlyshort

lived.
 Acharismaticleaderholdsamissiontounitehispeople

amidstdifferencesandadversitiestoattainan
insurmountablegoal.

 Ithasnorulesortraditionstoguideormonitorsconduct;as
itisbasedontheuniquecharacteristicsofanindividual.



Legalauthoritycanbedefinedasabureaucraticauthority,where
powerislegitimizedbylegallyenactedrulesandregulationssuch
asgovernments.Thisform ofauthorityistheonethatis
groundedandclearlydefineslawswithexplicitproceduresthat
definetheobligationsandrights.Thisislargelyrespecteddueto
thecompetenceandlegitimacythatlawsandproceduresbestow
uponthepeopleintheauthoritativeposition.

Contemporarysocietiesdependonthisform ofauthority;asthe
complexitiesrequiretheemergenceofbureaucracythat
embodiessystematizationandorder.Authoritarianscanexercise
poweronlywithinthelegallydefinedboundaries.

AccordingtoWeber,“Legalauthorityrestsintheenactmentand
itspuretypeisbestrepresentedbybureaucracy”.Thebasicidea
isthatlawscanbechangedandenactedbyformallycorrect
procedures.Thegoverningbodyhereiseitherappointedor
elected.



Examples- ElectedGovernments,Police,Courts,
etc.

DrawbacksofLegal-Rational

Authority
 Legal-Rationalauthoritymanifeststhepowerofbureaucracy

overindividuals.
 Bureaucracymaynotbeabletocompletelyaddressthe

concernsorproblemsofeveryone.
 Modernsocietiesdependonlegal-rationalauthoritytofigure

outacommongroundtoachieveconsensus,butconsensus
basedonagreementslackflexibilitywhichembodiesthe
dominanceofbureaucraticmentalityforwhichthe
governmentservicesareoftenaccused.

CONCLUSION

MaxWebbercreatedthemostcommontypologyofauthority.
Eachtypeofauthorityislegitimatesinceitinvolvesboth explicit
andimplicitconsentofthegoverned.Aclearhierarchyleadstoan
efficientorganization,comprisingofalegitimateandstrong
relationshipbetweenthefollowersandleaders.

Weberviewedthefutureasonewhererational-legaltypesof
authoritywouldbecomemoredominant.Whileacharismatic
leaderormovementmightemerge,thedominanttendencywas
fororganizationstobecomemoreroutinized,rationaland
bureaucratic.Itisinthissensethatlegalauthoritycanbe



interpreted.Inmodernsocieties,authorityisinlargepart
exercisedonthebasisofbureaucracies.
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