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After reading this chapter, you will be able to

❖ distinguish among power, coercion, and
authority.

❖ identify three forms of authority.

❖ discuss differences among democracy, 
totalitarianism, and authoritarianism.

❖ explain how voting is an exercise of
power.

❖ list characteristics of capitalism and 
socialism.

❖ describe America’s changing workforce.

❖ discuss the consequences of corporate
downsizing.

Your
Sociological
Imagination
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Not so long ago, Americans looked at
workers in Japan with “half-horrified
awe.” Rumors of workers slaving

away ten hours a day, six days a week,
made the rounds of corporate America.
“You’re so lucky to be working here,”
crowed U.S. bosses. “If you worked in
Japan, you wouldn’t be taking long lunches
or two-week vacations. You’d sleep at the
office and see your family on Sunday.”

Management theorists likened the relation-
ship between Japanese workers and supervi-
sors to that of the family. A new
management style based on the Japanese
model was proposed. Where Type X was a
worker needing close supervision and Type
Y was a creative, self-directed worker, the
new Type Z was an individual whose culture
was focused entirely on work.

Today the reality is that Americans put in
more hours than workers in any other in-
dustrialized country, including Japan.
Between 1977 and 1997, the average work
week among salaried American workers
lengthened from forty-three to forty-seven
hours. In that same period, the number of
workers putting in more than fifty hours per
week went from 24 percent to 37 percent.
In fact, Americans work an equivalent of
eight weeks longer every year than Western
Europeans. Given these figures, it is even
more surprising that over 80 percent of
people at work say they are satisfied with
their jobs. Where, why, and how Americans
work are just some of the issues examined
in this chapter on political and economic 
institutions in the United States.

Chapter Overview
Visit the Sociology and You Web site at 
soc.glencoe.com and click on Chapter 13—
Chapter Overviews to preview chapter 
information.

http://www.glencoe.com/sec/socialstudies/sociology/sy2003/content.php4/248/1
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Definitions of Power and Authority

In 1997, the powerful Teamsters Union went on strike against United
Parcel Service (UPS) to protest the company’s cost-cutting policy of

eliminating permanent positions and replacing them with part-time or tem-
porary positions. When UPS asked President Clinton to intervene in the dis-
pute (on the grounds that the company provided an essential national
service), it demonstrated the close connection between business and gov-
ernment in modern American society.

The set of functions that concern the production and distribution of
goods and services for a society is called the economic institution.
Because economic decisions affect how valuable resources are shared be-
tween organizations and the general public, conflicts inevitably arise. The re-
sponsibility for handling these conflicts is the institution through which
power is obtained and exercised—the political institution. These two in-
stitutions are so closely interrelated that it is very hard to think of them as

Authority is the sanc-
tioned use of power.

Political systems can be
based on three types of au-
thority: charismatic, tradi-
tional, and rational-legal.
Democratic, totalitarian, and
authoritarian are types of po-
litical systems. In democra-
cies, power lies with elected
officials. Totalitarian political
systems have absolute rulers
who control all aspects of
political and social life.
Authoritarian rulers possess
absolute control but often
permit some personal 
freedoms.
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Power and Authority
K e y  T e r m s

• economic institution • traditional authority
• political institution • rational-legal authority
• power • representative democracy
• coercion • totalitarianism
• authority • authoritarianism
• charismatic authority

These prison inmates are subject to the power of the political institution
that convicted them.

economic institution
institution that determines
how goods and services are
produced and distributed

political institution
institution that determines
how power is obtained and
exercised
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separate. For a beginning study of sociology, however, we can think of eco-
nomics as the distribution of resources and politics as the exercise of power.
This chapter will look first at how politics affects group behaviors and then
at the economic scene.

What is power? As stated in Chapter 1, Max Weber profoundly influ-
enced sociological theory. You read about him again in Chapter 6, which ex-
amined formal organizations and bureaucracies. Weber’s contribution to
political sociology deals with his identification of different forms of power
and authority. Weber defined power as the ability to control the behavior of
others, even against their will. Power takes various forms. Some people, for
example, wield great power through their personal appeal or magnetism.
John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., and César Chávez were able to in-
fluence others through the force of their charismatic personalities.

Weber recognized another form of power that he called coercion.
Coercion is the use of physical force or threats to exert control. A blackmailer
might extort money from a politician. A government might take, without
compensation, the property of one of its citizens. In such cases, the victims
do not believe this use of power is right. In fact, they normally are resentful
and want to fight back. Weber recognized that a political system based on
coercive power is inherently unstable; that is, the abuses of the system itself
cause people to rise against it.

What is authority? Weber also believed that a political institution must
rest on a stable form of power if it is to function and survive. This more sta-
ble form of power is authority. Authority is power accepted as legitimate by
those subject to it. For example, students take exams and accept the results
they receive because they believe their teachers have the right (authority) to
determine grades. Most citizens pay taxes because they believe their gov-
ernment has the right (authority) to collect money from them.

power
the ability to control the
behavior of others

coercion
control through force

authority
power accepted as legitimate
by those subject to it

The authority that belongs to teachers is a stable form of power because most students
accept a teacher’s right to control certain processes.



426 Unit 4  Social Institutions

Forms of Authority
Weber identified three forms of authority—charismatic, traditional, and

rational-legal. People who live under governments based on these forms
recognize authority figures as holders of legitimate power.

What is charismatic authority? Charismatic authority arises from a
leader’s personal characteristics. Charismatic leaders lead through the power
or strength of their personalities or the feelings of trust they inspire in a large
number of people. In addition to Kennedy, King, and Chávez, Nelson
Mandela and Fidel Castro have strong personalities that make them highly
charismatic leaders.

For modern nation-states, however, charismatic authority alone is too un-
stable to provide a permanent basis of power. It is linked to an individual
and is therefore difficult to transfer to another. When charismatic leaders die,
the source of power is removed. Adolf Hitler, himself a charismatic leader,
made an attempt at the end of World War II to name his successor. But as
historian John Toland has noted

César Chávez, John F. Kennedy, and Martin Luther
King, Jr., were charismatic leaders. What does
charismatic mean?

charismatic authority
authority that arises from the
personality of an individual
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Hitler’s death brought an abrupt, absolute end to National Socialism.
Without its only true leader, it burst like a bubble. . . . What had ap-
peared to be the most powerful and fearsome political force of the
twentieth century vanished overnight. No other leader’s death since
Napoleon had so completely obliterated a regime (Toland, 1976:892).

So even governments controlled by charismatic leaders must eventually
come to rely on other types of authority. The two alternatives to charismatic au-
thority identified by Weber are traditional authority and rational-legal authority.

What is traditional authority? In the past, most states relied on 
traditional authority, in which the legitimacy of a leader is rooted in cus-
tom. Early kings often claimed to rule by the will of God, or divine right.
The peaceful transfer of power was possible because only a few individu-
als, such as offspring or other close relatives, were eligible to become the
next ruler. The kings in eighteenth-century Europe, for example, counted on
the custom of loyalty to provide a stable political foundation. Tradition pro-
vided more stability than charismatic authority could have provided.

What is rational-legal authority? Most modern governments are
based on a system of rational-legal authority. In this type of government,
power resides in the offices rather than in the officials. Those who hold gov-
ernment offices are expected to operate on the basis of specific rules and
procedures that define and limit their rights and re-
sponsibilities. Power is assumed only when the individ-
ual occupies the office. Many leaders in religious
organizations fall under this category of authority.

Since rational-legal authority is invested in positions
rather than in individuals, persons lose their authority
when they leave their formal positions of power. When a
new president is elected, for example, the outgoing pres-
ident becomes a private citizen again and gives up the
privileges of the office. Furthermore, leaders are expected
to stay within the boundaries of their legal authority. Even
presidents (Richard Nixon, for example) can lose their
power if their abuse of power is made public. Thus, legal
authority also limits the power of government officials.

Types of Political Systems
As societies have evolved through the centuries, so

have different forms of political systems (Nolan and
Lenski, 1999). In hunting and gathering societies, there
was very little formal government. Political leaders were
typically chosen on the basis of exceptional physical
prowess or personal charisma. Formal governmental
structures emerged with the development of agricultural economies and the
rise of city-states. As societies became more diversified with the development
of commerce, industry, and technology, government began to take the form
of the national political state. The first strong nation-states, including France,
Spain, and England, appeared in the late 1400s. Gradually, traditional author-
ity was replaced by rational-legal authority. Contemporary nation-states can be
classified into three basic types: democratic, totalitarian, and authoritarian.

King Jigme Singye Wangchuck rules
Bhutan through the exercise of
traditional authority.

rational-legal authority
form of authority in which 
the power of government
officials is based on the offices
they hold

traditional authority
forms of authority in which
the legitimacy of a leader is
rooted in custom




