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Charismatic Authority 

 
Charismatic authority is a result of exceptional personal qualities of a person.  
These people gain others’ trust and loyalty because they are persuasive, and 
people believe they have special qualities.  These leaders often emerge during a 
time when society is unsettled, and they provide a hope for a better life.  
Examples include Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Adolf Hitler, and Martin Luther 
King.   

 
 
Rational-Legal Authority 
 

 
Rational-Legal authority is based on formal rules and regulations.  Laws and 
constitutions define the rights and duties of the ruler.  Therefore, the ruler does 
not have power because of who he is, but because of the office or position he 
holds.  The person loses authority when he leaves the position.  This is the most 
common form of authority in modern societies.  Examples include presidents, 
governors, and prime-ministers. 

 
 
 
Influence 
 
Influence is the power that is gained through persuasion.  Influence can be 
formal, such as laws or rules.  For instance, laws determine the difference 
between bribery and legal contributions made to political campaigns.  Influence 
can be informal, coming from wealth, fame, charm, or the knowledge of certain 
groups or individuals.  Hollywood stars often have influence because of their 
wealth. 

 
There is one type if illegitimate power, known as coercion.  Coercion is when people 
gain power because they force people to follow them by threatening them.  Coercion is a 
tactic that bullies, gang leaders, and abusers use. 
 
Legitimacy is achieved in several ways.  One way is through elections.  When elections 
are conducted in a fair and honest way, it legitimizes those who are elected.  When 
government officials are placed in office because of coercion, a rebellion from the people 
may result.  Legitimacy is gained when leaders communicate with the people through 
symbols and mass communication.  In is also effective when leaders create ideologies, or 
political plans and the devices for carrying out those plans. These actions create a sense 
of national unity, and the people support and become loyal to the leaders. 
 



Governments that are sovereign are considered legitimate.  A sovereign government is 
one that is independent from other governments; it is powerful and supreme within its 
own territory. 
 

 
The State 
When people think of a state, they usually think of a place, maybe a certain city, or the 
type of people who live there.  According to a sociologist, a state is a set of institutions 
that has the power to make the rules and govern society.  The state does not consist of 
one ultimate authority; rather it is a group of institutions that define rules and boundaries 
for society.  The state includes local governments, the central government, the legislature, 
the executive, the police, the judicial system, and the armed forces.  Some also consider 
schools, trade unions, and religious groups as part of the government. 
 
Two views of the state include the functionalist point of view and the conflict 
perspective. 
 
Functionalists believe that social order is necessary in society, and the state performs 
four functions of social order. 
 

1. Enforcement of Norms:  A system of formalized laws determines what violates 
social norms.  The political authority of a state enforces those laws.  For instance, 
laws define what constitutes rape and when the FBI should be involved.  This is 
our complex society’s way of enforcing a norm against forcing a person to engage 
in sexual activity against his or her will. 

 
2. Planning and Coordination:  In order to keep a large society running smoothly, 

the state needs to provide mechanisms for planning and coordinating its numerous 
activities.  Our society is large and complex; therefore, the state needs to have 
organization in place so that society runs smoothly.  Examples include the 
organization of public works, the maintenance of highways and dams, air traffic 
control, military preparedness, and emergency readiness and relief.  All of these 
important activities are coordinated by the government. 

 
3. Regulation of Conflict:  Each state possesses various resources, some may be 

rich in oil, some produce, others coal, etc.  Allocating these resources can be 
difficult, and conflicts can arise because of it.  Therefore, the state addresses and 
resolves these conflicts through its institutions.  The state is most successful when 
conflicts are resolved and the people involved see the solution as fair and 
unbiased.  For example, when it comes to drilling for oil, environmentalists, 
politicians, and oil companies have different viewpoints.  State and national 
lawmakers, government bureaucrats, environmental protection groups, industry 
groups, and concerned citizens all have a role in resolving this conflict. 

 
4. Conducting Relations with Other Societies:  When we think of foreign policy 

and defense strategy, we think of the decisions made in Washington, D.C.  



However, in order for the U.S. to come together as a nation, the states have to 
determine and resolve any issues regarding their interests and concerns.  The 
states need to make their beliefs, concerns, and wants clear so that they can be 
communicated with others, and all can come together as one nation.  For example, 
when the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was formed, the U.S. 
Presidents (Clinton and G.W. Bush) had to negotiate with Congress, state 
legislature representatives, and union lobbyists, among other groups, including the 
governments of Mexico and Canada. 

 
 
The conflict perspective looks at the fairness of the activities among the institutions in 
the state.  Some sociologists believe that different groups within a society, such as 
children, women, and the disabled, have representation through various institutions in the 
state.  These would include family services, vocational rehabilitation centers, and other 
state agencies.  They believe that there is a balance among conflicting groups, and the 
systems for expressing needs and negotiating among conflicting demands are in place to 
achieve smooth operation.  They view the state as serving the interest of the groups 
within it.  Some sociologists see the state as captive to the special interests within it. 
 
Marxist conflict theorists see the state as serving the interests of the ruling class.  They 
believe the people in power will worry about their own economic interests and social 
wants, so they pass laws to protect these needs.  As a result, class differences are 
exaggerated.  Marxists believe that instead of using legitimate power, the state uses 
coercion to maintain the ruling class.  For example, striking workers may be forced to 
return to work using troops or executive orders.  This benefits the big businesses at the 
expense of the working class. 
 

 
History of State Government 
 
The timeline below shows the history of the state government. 
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age population (VAP) is steadily declining.  On average, less than half of the VAP votes. 
Reasons include a lack of interest in the issues, people being too busy, people not 
believing their single vote matters, people believing that no candidate deserves a vote, or 
not registering to vote.  A lack of participation in government can pose a threat to 
democracy since it may lack legitimacy.  A lack of VAP participation may mean that 
people are satisfied with the status quo. 
 
 

 
Political Parties 
 
Political parties are organized groups of people who work together to win elections and 
influence public policy.  Political parties recruit people to support a platform, which is a 
set of policies that the party stands on.  They nominate candidates and raise money in 
order to present their candidates and views to the public.  They recruit and recommend 
responsible people for government service, and they provide a continuation of 
government from one administration to the next.  European countries have ten or more 
parties, but the United States is based on two major parties, the Republicans and the 
Democrats.  At times, third party candidates run for office, but they rarely win.  These 
parties can, however, take votes away from Republicans or Democrats, which can affect 
election results.  Third party candidates often bring to light certain issues that the major 
party candidates are ignoring, ones that are important to many voters. 
 
 

 
 
 
There are differences between Republicans and Democrats.  Republicans are known as 
the right, or conservative group.  They value local solutions over national ones.  They 
seek to reduce government spending in social areas and increase it in military areas.  
They favor business interests over labor interests and argue for tax policy that encourages 
in an investment in the economy. 
 
Democrats are known as the left, or liberal group.  They emphasize the national 
government’s role in social welfare.  They look for solutions to poverty and 
unemployment.  They claim to represent minorities, and they support organized labor.  
They favor tax programs that take from the rich and give to the poor. 
 
Independents are those in society who do not wish to belong to either party.  They may 
agree and disagree with the views of both parties, so they find it difficult to join one or 



the other.  They tend to vote based on candidates’ credentials and views rather than by 
party lines. 
 

 
Interest Groups 
 
Interest groups attempt to influence the political decision-making process.  They are 
organized groups of people who represent a variety of issues, such as business, labor, 
environmentalists, senior citizens, etc.  Examples include the National Rifle Association 
(NRA), tobacco growers, and the National Organization for Women (NOW).  These 
groups serve three functions.  First, they provide a voice of society to government 
officials.  Second, they educate legislatures about specific issues and give them 
information so that they can make informed decisions.  Lastly, they pressure legislatures 
to consider issues that otherwise would be ignored. 
 
Interest groups influence policy in several ways.  They encourage people to call or write 
their government officials.  They use media and advertising to influence society’s views.  
They file lawsuits as a means to stop legislation that is not in their interests.  When they 
find political candidates who are sympathetic toward their cause, they work for them and 
donate money toward their campaigns.  Lastly, they hire lobbyists to directly influence 
public officials. 
 
Our constitutional rights of free speech and free association support interests groups.  
They join people together to influence our government.  Most interest groups are Political 
Action Committees (PAC), which collect and distribute political campaign contributions.  
Currently, there are around 4,000 PACs.  In the 2000 congressional election, PACs gave 
more than $245 million to the candidates, which was a quarter of all the campaign funds 
raised. 
 
The overdoing of donations by PACs is known as influence peddling.  They buy the 
support of candidates by giving contributions and other favors.  According to 
sociologists, PACs affect the government in several ways.  The pluralist theory is that 
PACs give many different groups a say in the political process.  The power elite theory 
is that PACs stack the deck against challengers whose interests are unknown.  The 
conflict theory states that PACs favor upper-middle class citizens because the low-class 
people do not have the resources or the organization to compete equally. 
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Regulated Economy 
 
The American economy is a regulated economy, or one where the government can 
control certain outside forces that affect the economy.  It aims at three goals in the United 
States: 
 

1. Protect the worth and value of the money that people earn so that they can plan to 
meet their current and future needs. 

 
2. Protect the economic climate, helping businesses run efficiently so they can plan 

for their growth and make profits for their investors.   
 

3. Provide security to foreign business partners.  Protect the world from major 
economic turmoil which would result in massive unemployment, hunger, 
government breakdowns, and civil revolts and rebellions. 

 
The Federal Reserve System (FED) is a central banking system in the U.S.  They affect 
the economy in several ways.  First, it affects economic growth by controlling the amount 
of money that is available.  It also affects inflation, which results from the economy 
growing too quickly.  The FEDs can raise interest rates on borrowing money, causing a 
reduction in spending.  Lowering rates has the opposite effect. 
 
Actions taken by the FED can impact certain aspects of the stock market.  Rapid changes 
in stock prices are a result from interest rate changes.  This affects people’s Individual 
Retirement Accounts (IRAs) since they are based on stock market investments. 
 

 
Corporate Capitalism 
 
Corporate capitalism refers to large business groups that dominate the wealth in the 
U.S.  There are two types.  First, corporations are formal organizations which have legal 
power, status, and liabilities that are distinct from the business owners and managers.  
Examples include Microsoft, McDonald’s, and Exxon Mobile.  The second type of 
corporate capitalism is a conglomerate.  Conglomerates are huge corporations that are 



made up of smaller corporations or subsidiaries which participate in different types of 
business.  The size and affect of the different areas of business affect their influence.  An 
example is General Electric, whose subsidiaries provide appliances, medical systems, 
aircraft engines, software, and broadcasting, among other products and services. 
 
Many large businesses are multi-national corporations with sales, services, or 
manufacturing in one or more foreign countries.  These corporations develop products 
locally and manufacture them abroad, reducing their costs of labor and materials and 
giving them trade advantages.  An example includes General Motors which operates and 
manufactures in 50 countries.  In 1999, General Motors made $176 billion. 
 
 
Capitalistic Values 
 
Capitalistic values are easily seen in the U.S.  Capitalistic values refer to the ability to 
get ahead and the openness to diversity.  It is material rewards for individual’s efforts.  It 
is creativity in individual pursuits.  It is change for its own sake, as in new and improved 
products. 
 

 
Work and Society 
 
Often people define themselves by their jobs.  Work and the income generated from work 
become a person’s sense of self.  The concept of work has changed from labor-based to 
knowledge-based.  There are two broad labor markets.  The primary labor market 
includes jobs and occupations that provide high income, prestige, and extensive benefits.  
The secondary labor market includes jobs that provide low wages and few benefits. 
 
Sociologist care about the amount of job satisfaction that various types of work bring.  
Job satisfaction indicates society’s perception of the quality of life and the feelings that 
they have concerning work roles and their work’s effect on society.  When people’s jobs 
give them self-direction and a fair compensation rate, job satisfaction rises.  Repetitive 
jobs where employees have little say in their work usually result in low job satisfaction.  
Underemployment, when people accept jobs that they are overeducated for, also leads to 
job dissatisfaction. 
 

 
Changing Jobs  
 
The number of physical labor jobs is decreasing due to automation and environmental 
issues.  People lose jobs and now must retrain for service jobs, such as high-tech jobs, 
banking, real estate, insurance, technology, and computer technology.  Other jobs 
disappear as companies move the production to other countries where production is 
cheaper. 
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