
Legitimacy & Power 
Power by itself can compel obedience, but it becomes durable and stable only when 

it is regarded as legitimate. Legitimacy refers to the collective belief that the 

authority exercised by an individual, institution, or state is rightful, appropriate, 

and morally acceptable. It is what converts naked power into enduring 

authority. Unlike coercion, which depends on fear and repression, legitimacy relies 

on consent, belief, and trust, making governance smoother and more sustainable.  

A ruler or system that lacks legitimacy may survive temporarily through repression 

or patronage but risks collapse when people withdraw their acceptance, as history 

has repeatedly shown from the fall of dynasties in medieval Europe to the more 

recent erosion of trust in liberal democracies. 

Classical Perspectives on Legitimacy 

The question of why people obey authority has animated political thought since 

antiquity. Ancient thinkers like Plato argued that rulers gain legitimacy by ruling 

in accordance with justice and the ideal of the common good, while Aristotle 

considered legitimacy as tied to forms of government that serve the public interest 

rather than the rulers’ private interest. In medieval times, legitimacy was often 

grounded in divine sanction—the king ruled by the “grace of God.” The Papacy in 

Europe and the Caliphates in the Islamic world rested heavily on sacred authority to 

justify political power. 

The modern sociological understanding owes much to Max Weber, who classified 

legitimate authority into three ideal types: 
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●​ Traditional Authority – based on customs, rituals, and inherited status, as 

seen in monarchies and tribal leaderships. Even today, institutions like the 

British monarchy, though politically constrained, retain symbolic legitimacy. 

●​ Charismatic Authority – based on extraordinary personal qualities and 

the ability to inspire devotion. Figures like Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther 

King Jr., or Nelson Mandela derived legitimacy from moral vision and 

collective mobilization. 

●​ Legal-Rational Authority – rooted in impersonal laws and bureaucratic 

order, which is the hallmark of modern states and democratic systems. 

Legitimacy here flows from adherence to constitutional norms and 

procedures. 

Weber emphasized that legitimacy is the glue that binds authority and 

obedience. When legitimacy declines, rulers resort to coercion, which is inherently 

unstable in the long run. The Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991, despite military 

strength, illustrates Weber’s warning—once legitimacy erodes, repression cannot 

sustain political authority indefinitely. 

Democratic Legitimacy in the Modern World 

In democratic politics, legitimacy is derived primarily from popular consent. This 

consent is institutionalized through elections, rule of law, constitutionalism, and 

protection of rights. Citizens accept authority not simply because governments are 

effective but because they are chosen by the people and operate within legal and 

ethical limits. 

In practice, legitimacy in democracies is multi-layered: 
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●​ Procedural Legitimacy comes from free and fair elections, as seen in 

countries like India, where regular electoral contests provide democratic 

credibility despite political contestations. 

●​ Performance Legitimacy depends on governance outcomes, such as 

welfare delivery, economic growth, and crisis management. The popularity of 

leaders like Franklin D. Roosevelt during the New Deal era or more recently 

Narendra Modi’s legitimacy built partly on welfare schemes and national 

security narratives reflect this. 

●​ Normative Legitimacy flows from adherence to constitutional values, civil 

liberties, and inclusiveness. The civil rights movement in the United States 

challenged a system that was formally democratic but lacked legitimacy 

because of racial exclusion. 

Modern democracies also depend on deliberative legitimacy, where open debate 

and public reasoning help citizens feel that decisions reflect collective will rather 

than elite imposition. Failures of transparency, as seen in controversies over 

surveillance programs or corruption scandals, erode this legitimacy even when 

elections continue. 

Critical Perspectives: Ideological and Structural Legitimacy 

Critical political theorists challenge the mainstream view that legitimacy is a neutral 

and consensual acceptance of authority. Instead, they argue that legitimacy itself is 

often an ideological construction—a way of disguising domination and making 

unequal power relations appear natural or inevitable. 

●​ Karl Marx famously described legitimacy as part of “false consciousness”, 

where the ruling class manipulates ideology so that the working class 

accepts exploitation without overt coercion.  
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For instance, capitalist societies normalize private property and wage labor as 

natural institutions, even though they perpetuate structural inequality. Schools, 

churches, and the media play a central role in producing this acceptance by teaching 

values like individualism, meritocracy, and obedience.  

A real-world case is the framing of wealth disparities in the United States: the 

“American Dream” narrative suggests that success is purely based on effort, 

diverting attention from structural barriers like racial discrimination or unequal 

access to education. 

●​ Antonio Gramsci deepened this analysis through his concept of hegemony. 

He argued that coercion alone cannot sustain power; instead, elites secure 

dominance by winning consent through culture and ideology.  

For example, in colonial India, British rule was not sustained merely by military 

might but also by spreading narratives of “civilization” and “modernization.” Indian 

elites, educated in British schools, often internalized these values and transmitted 

them to wider society. 

In today’s context, media portrayal of billionaires as “self-made visionaries” 

despite systemic inequalities illustrates Gramsci’s point—economic hierarchy is 

presented as fair and even admirable. 

●​ Jürgen Habermas added another layer by emphasizing the “legitimation 

crisis” of advanced capitalist democracies. He argued that modern states, 

caught between citizen demands and economic imperatives, often fail to 

deliver on welfare, justice, or participation.  

When performance lags, legitimacy collapses. Contemporary politics provides vivid 

examples: 
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●​ Declining voter turnout across Europe and the United States reflects public 

disillusionment with electoral democracy. 

●​ Populist movements, such as Trumpism in the US or Brexit in the UK, arise 

from perceptions that elites no longer represent ordinary citizens. 

●​ The rise of conspiracy-driven politics—like QAnon or anti-vaccine 

movements—signals a deeper erosion of trust in institutions, precisely what 

Habermas warned against. 

Legitimacy in International Institutions 

Legitimacy debates are even sharper in the sphere of international organizations 

(IOs), which lack the electoral accountability that legitimizes national 

governments. Their authority depends instead on perceptions of fairness, 

inclusivity, and effectiveness. 

●​ The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is a classic example of 

contested legitimacy. Its permanent membership—limited to the World 

War II victors—no longer reflects contemporary power realities.  

Calls for reform by India, Brazil, South Africa, and Japan highlight frustrations that 

the UNSC reproduces global inequality. The Council’s inaction in crises like the 

Syrian civil war or the Ukraine conflict further undermines its moral standing. 

●​ During the COVID-19 pandemic, the World Health Organization (WHO) 

illustrated the fragility of IO legitimacy. While countries like New Zealand or 

South Korea aligned closely with WHO guidance and enhanced the 

organization’s credibility, others—most notably the United States under 

Donald Trump—accused it of bias toward China, leading to funding cuts. This 
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divergence shows how legitimacy in global governance is often conditional 

on domestic political narratives. 

●​ Financial institutions like the IMF and World Bank face long-standing 

accusations of delegitimization. Their structural adjustment programs in 

Africa and Latin America during the 1980s and 1990s imposed austerity, 

privatization, and liberalization, often worsening poverty and 

inequality. 

In Argentina, IMF-backed austerity measures in 2001 triggered a massive economic 

collapse and widespread protests, exemplifying how conditional lending 

undermined legitimacy. 

●​ The World Trade Organization (WTO) has also lost credibility. Developing 

nations argue that its rules privilege Western economies, particularly in areas 

like intellectual property and agricultural subsidies. The Doha Development 

Round collapsed in part because poorer countries resisted what they saw as 

one-sided rules.  

In response, alternative institutions like the Asian Infrastructure Investment 

Bank (AIIB) and the New Development Bank (BRICS Bank) have emerged, 

symbolizing an institutional contestation of legitimacy. 

●​ Climate governance further illustrates legitimacy struggles. Developing 

nations frequently argue that climate agreements, like the Paris Accord, 

impose unfair responsibilities on them while ignoring the historical emissions 

of the West. For example, India has insisted on the principle of “common but 

differentiated responsibility”, framing climate justice as central to 

legitimacy in global environmental frameworks. 

Legitimacy Crisis in the Contemporary Era 
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By the 21st century, legitimacy has become one of the most pressing challenges in 

both domestic and global politics. 

●​ In liberal democracies, legitimacy is eroding due to rising inequality, elite 

capture, and polarization. The Occupy Wall Street movement (2011) 

symbolized anger at the concentration of wealth and corporate influence 

in the US political system.  

Similarly, Brexit revealed a sharp divide between citizens who felt excluded from 

the benefits of globalization and those who embraced European integration. The 

storming of the US Capitol in January 2021 showed how sections of the 

population no longer accepted even the most basic democratic procedures as 

legitimate, highlighting the extreme fragility of institutional trust. 

●​ In authoritarian regimes, legitimacy often rests on performance-based 

legitimacy—delivering economic growth, security, and national pride rather 

than democratic consent. China’s Communist Party has maintained its rule by 

pointing to decades of rapid development and rising global status.  

However, challenges like slowing growth, demographic decline, and international 

pushback to its assertiveness in the South China Sea raise questions about the 

sustainability of this model. Similarly, Russia under Vladimir Putin has built 

legitimacy through nationalism and foreign policy assertiveness, but domestic 

protests and economic sanctions expose potential cracks. 

●​ In the Middle East and Africa, legitimacy crises frequently erupt into open 

conflict. The Arab Spring uprisings (2010–2012) were triggered by popular 

frustration with corruption, authoritarianism, and economic stagnation. In 

countries like Tunisia, legitimacy deficits led to democratic transitions, while 

in others like Syria and Libya, they spiraled into violent conflict.  
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Recent coups in Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso have also been justified as attempts to 

restore legitimacy by removing corrupt civilian governments, though they raise new 

concerns about democratic backsliding. 

●​ In the digital era, new actors—tech companies and platforms—have entered 

legitimacy struggles. Social media giants like Facebook (now Meta), Twitter 

(X), and TikTok wield immense influence over political discourse, but their 

failure to curb misinformation, hate speech, and data misuse has eroded 

public trust.  

For example, the role of Facebook in spreading misinformation during the 

Rohingya crisis in Myanmar raised global concerns about the ethical legitimacy 

of tech platforms. Increasingly, their survival depends not just on profitability but on 

meeting demands for transparency and accountability. 

●​ At the level of global governance, legitimacy deficits are producing 

fragmentation. Multilateral institutions like the WTO, WHO, and even the UN 

are increasingly viewed as serving elite or Western interests.  

This perception drives the creation of parallel blocs—for instance, BRICS as an 

alternative to G7, or regional trade agreements bypassing the WTO. The liberal 

international order itself, once seen as the foundation of global legitimacy, is now 

contested by competing ideologies, from Chinese state capitalism to populist 

nationalism in the West. 
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