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Introduction
Legitimacy in the Modern World
Michael Hechter
Arizona State University

This special issue of the American Behavioral Scientist was conceived after the 
conclusion of an eponymous panel that was held at the 2008 Annual Meetings 

of the American Political Science Association in Boston. My aim in organizing this 
panel was to present a modest survey of current thinking about legitimacy. To that 
end, the panel consisted of contributions by myself, Bo Rothstein, Margaret Levi 
and Audrey Sacks and Dingxin Zhao. The panel was not only interdisciplinary–
consisting of sociologists and political scientists–but it was also somewhat interna-
tional: Rothstein clearly had his native Sweden in mind in his paper, and Zhao’s 
paper was about China. Stathis Kalyvas served as the discussant; his remarks were 
typically trenchant. 

To the surprise of all of us, the four papers were quite theoretically consistent. To 
determine if this consistency was an artifact of selection bias, I sought contributions 
from a wider range of disciplines and theoretical traditions. The resulting issue 
presents a more diverse survey. I leave it to readers to determine the extent of the 
resulting consensus. 

The concept of political legitimacy has come to the fore repeatedly since our panel 
took place in the summer of 2008. The so-called surge in Iraq was motivated by a 
changed occupation strategy, built on counterinsurgency theory, which was designed to 
increase the legitimacy of the American military presence there. Just this summer pro-
longed demonstrations erupted in Iran in protest of an election widely perceived as 
illegitimate. Shortly thereafter Xinjiang erupted in violence against what many in the 
native Muslim population considered the colonization of their homeland by Han 
Chinese. Suffice it to say that at this moment questions of political legitimacy are highly 
salient. In consequence, the appearance of this special issue is particularly timely.

In his sweeping survey, The History of Government From the Earliest Times, 
S. E. Finer (1997) observes that

rulers cannot maintain their authority unless they are legitimated, and . . . they are 
legitimated by belief systems. It would be completely useless for a British monarch 
today to claim absolute powers on the grounds that these had been conferred on him by 
God, but this was taken as read in Archaic Egypt and Mesopotamia. Where the claim 
of the ruler to authority is out of kilter with the prevalent belief system of the society, 
he must either “change his plea,” that is, make himself acceptable in terms of that belief 
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system, or else delegitimize himself and fall. The belief systems are stronger than the 
ruling authorities because it is by their virtue that rulers rule (p. 28-29).

The concept of legitimacy was invented to help account for social order in large 
societies. As such, the concept, if not the term, has an ancient lineage (Zelditch, 
2001). Because it is too costly to attain order in the long run on the basis of sanctions 
or naked coercion, it stands to reason that political stability must also rest, in part, 
on some normative basis. Rousseau understood that “The stronger is never strong 
enough to be forever master unless he transforms his force into right and obedience 
into duty” (Rousseau, 1762/1997, Book I, Ch. 3, p. 43). Legitimacy refers to this 
normative basis of the social order.

In general, a government is legitimate to the extent that its rules are considered 
rightful by both dominant and subordinate members of society. In this circumstance, 
compliance demonstrates consent with the regime. Note that this is an exceedingly 
demanding condition to meet, however. Among other things, it implies that the gov-
ernment’s rules will be honored even when it is powerless to impose sanctions on 
the noncompliant. When an individual or group obeys rules because they anticipate 
that failure to do so will be met with sanctions, compliance owes more to the govern-
ment’s power than its legitimacy. The existence of a large public relations industry 
and of other agencies that spin reality to suit their clients’ interests provides compel-
ling indirect evidence of the importance of legitimacy in modern society. In fact, one 
of the principal weapons that the U.S. government has employed in its campaign 
against terrorism is delegitimation:

“Many terrorists value the perception of popular or theological legitimacy for their 
actions,” said Stephen J. Hadley, Mr. Bush’s national security adviser. “By encouraging 
debate about the moral legitimacy of using weapons of mass destruction, we can try 
to affect the strategic calculus of the terrorists” (Schmitt & Shanker, 2008).

Although compliance often is observable, it is difficult to discern legitimacy in 
the absence of reliable subjective evidence. As Max Weber famously noted, “the 
merely external fact of the order being obeyed is not sufficient to signify” that it is 
seen as legitimate (Weber, 1978, p. 946). By the same token, anything less than fully 
compliant behavior does not necessarily reveal some shortfall of legitimacy. Because 
reliable evidence about the internal states of collectivities was impossible to come 
by before the advent of the sample survey in the 1930s—and even now such evi-
dence often is tantalizingly elusive (Hechter, Kim, & Baer, 2005; Hechter, Ranger-
Moore, Jasso, & Horne, 1999)—the measurement of legitimacy poses a formidable 
challenge. On this account, most empirically oriented social scientists try to refrain 
from discussing it.

But the concept is so fundamental that it is difficult to avoid. Thus, after Samuel 
Huntington cautions his readers that “legitimacy is a mushy concept that political 
analysts do well to avoid,” he then goes on to devote no less than thirteen pages in 
the same book to an insightful analysis of it (Huntington, 1991, p. 46).
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Only recently has serious attention begun to be paid to the measurement of 
legitimacy. Perhaps the most sustained body of empirical literature about legitimacy 
is social psychological (Jost & Major, 2001). Much of this work attempts to link 
attitudinal and other subjective variables (such as concerns about identity) with 
variations in legitimacy.  From a political perspective, this research is limited in that 
it considers these internal states to be exogenous. That is, investigators typically rely 
on custom-made survey data or experiments that tend not to be linked to the institu-
tional and structural variables that would be required to analyze the effects of differ-
ent forms of governance on legitimacy. Even so, there are exceptions. Among these, 
Tyler’s research is especially notable (Tyler, 2001, 2006). Tyler’s basic point—which 
is broached in his article with Levi and Sacks, and critically discussed by Hegtvedt 
and Johnson in this issue—is that the key determinant of the legitimacy of a state is 
the perceived fairness of the decision-making process rather than its provision of 
resources, opportunities, or outcomes. Findings such as these suggest that experienc-
ing fair procedures builds social values and these values lead people to feel a long-
lasting, personal obligation to accept decisions and support rules. So when a decision 
is made in a manner that people regard as fair, they become committed to that deci-
sion and feel personally responsible for following it. This commitment is indicated 
by their continued compliance with the decision over time, even in situations in 
which the incentives for complying and the risks of sanctions for noncompliance are 
weak or nonexistent (Tyler, 2001, p. 420).

Political scientists usually employ macroscopic measures of legitimacy. Gilley 
(2006), for example, created a data set that purports to measure the legitimacy of 
regimes in 72 countries, enabling him to analyze its determinants cross-nationally. 
He considers legitimacy to be composed of three subcomponents: views of legality, 
views of justification, and acts of consent. He derives an index of legitimacy based 
on this conceptualization ranking from the highest (Denmark) to the lowest (Russia) 
and attempts to test the validity of the index. The attitudinal scores in the index are 
closely associated with behavioral ones.

Another recent cross-national study (Anderson, Blais, Bowler, Donovan, & 
Listhaug, 2005) takes a different tack. It builds on the well-appreciated notion that a 
political system is legitimate to the degree that the people who are on the losing end 
of government policies and decisions nevertheless continue to support the regime. 
In many ways, this is a defining characteristic of legitimacy. To that end Anderson 
and colleagues propose the “winner–loser gap” in support for elections as a measure 
of legitimacy. The gap measures the difference between the answers of respondents 
who supported the winning party and those who supported the losing party. The 
larger this gap is, the less legitimate the regime.

Finally, Fry analyzes official government responses to the killing of their own 
subjects. She collected a large sample of cases of state violence to determine how, 
and if, these acts were legitimated verbally (Fry, 2005). In 56% of these cases, gov-
ernments responded with language that was consistent with the country’s values and 
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previously stated political claims. She then sought to find out whether such verbal 
legitimation efforts effectively preserved these political systems from postviolence 
civil war, system change, and the emergence of new social movements.

What then are the determinants of legitimacy in the modern world? In my article, 
I ask if alien rule can become legitimate given the prevalence of the norm of national 
self-determination. Whereas in the absolutist monarchies of early modern Europe 
the national identity of rulers was politically insignificant, following the League of 
Nations conference at Versailles, all this began to change. The norm of national 
self-determination—a by-product of the revolution in France—was upheld at 
Versailles as a universal ideal. In 1948, the right to the self-determination of peoples 
was further enshrined in the United Nations Charter. Less than a decade later, a 
cascade of anticolonial liberation movements swept across the globe. In the wake of 
this massive decolonization, detailing the many sores of alien rule turned into the 
booming academic industry of postcolonial studies. This industry profited from a 
great deal of empirical support: It was easy to find examples of colonists treating 
natives, their cultures, and lands in the most egregious fashion. At the same time, 
national self-determination—the antithesis of alien rule—is often credited with the 
rapid development of the Southeast Asian Tigers and of Ireland, among other former 
colonies. All in all, alien rule seemed to be a dead letter.

Yet some modern instances of alien rule have met with notable success. The 
American occupation of postwar Japan and the Allied occupation of Germany 
paved the way for two of the leading states in the world today. Some of the United 
Nations peacekeeping operations have succeeded. And admission to the largely 
Christian European Union is eagerly sought by many residents in Muslim Turkey. 
Moreover, self-determination has not worked its miracles in many other parts of the 
world. “Alien Rule and Its Discontents” seeks to explore the conditions for the 
legitimation of alien rule. To do so, it sketches two examples of the legitimation of 
alien rule.

The first comes from 13th century Genoese Republic, in which alien rule was 
elected, or selected, by those who then become subject to it. Initially imposed by the 
Holy Roman Emperor, the Genoese took over control of the institution by them-
selves, and it persisted long after any external pressure to maintain it. The second 
example of alien rule comes from 19th and 20th century China, in which rule was 
imposed by forces external to the society. The Chinese Maritime Customs Service 
was an international, predominantly British-staffed bureaucracy under the control of 
successive Chinese central governments from its founding in 1854 until 1950. Both 
of these examples of alien rule survived long after the initial conditions for their 
emergence. This suggests that each attained at least some measure of legitimacy, and 
the analysis examines what the basis for legitimacy in these examples might be.

I conclude that the willingness of alien rulers to govern well hinges on their 
incentives to do so. Given the appropriate incentives, alien rulers can be motivated 
to provide fair and effective governance—and, hence, to earn some measure of 
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legitimacy. Alien rulers can be motivated to provide fair and effective governance 
when aliens impose rule on native territory to augment their own security (for which 
they are prepared to incur some cost) or to share in the profits of increased trade and 
commercial activity. Fair and effective rule, in turn, rests in good part on the treat-
ment of native intermediaries. To the degree that alien rulers are resented by native 
populations, their costs of control must be correspondingly higher than those of native 
rulers. How can these surplus costs ever be borne? The answer lies in the use of 
native intermediaries who are induced to collaborate with the alien power to govern 
the native population (Hechter, 2000). Collaborators are essential because occupa-
tion regimes, like their colonial counterparts, always aim to rule on the cheap. 
Because they depend on collaborators to provide social order, which is the prerequi-
site for any of their aims in occupying the country in the first place, it is not in the 
interest of alien rulers to undercut their authority.

Continuing in this vein, Bo Rothstein takes aim at the commonly held view 
among political theorists that democratic procedures by themselves are a sufficient 
cause of political legitimation. “Creating Political Legitimacy: Electoral Democracy 
Versus Quality of Government” denies that people accept political authority merely 
because they have been given the right to partake in elections that lead to govern-
ments representing the will of the majority. Rothstein cites a wealth of empirical 
evidence showing that the procedures of representative democracy often result in 
governments that fail to articulate the interests of electors and to implement appro-
priate public policies. Moreover, many ethnic minorities who can never aspire to 
attain electoral majorities in democracies nonetheless quite readily accept the legiti-
macy of their governments. All told, this suggests that the determinants of legiti-
macy lie in something other than the institutions of electoral democracy.

Thus the reaction of the Krajina Serbs to the new state of Croatia depended not 
on their status as an electoral minority, but on the implementation of unfair policies 
by the Tudjman regime. Rothstein argues that the leaders of the Serb community in 
the Krajina were perfectly willing to accept their status as a permanent minority so 
long as they were granted cultural autonomy and a guarantee of civil and political 
rights. The Serbs created an insurgency only after the Tudjman regime rejected this 
option. Indeed, the principal determinant of political legitimacy, for Rothstein, is the 
quality of government—in particular, its impartiality in exercising power—rather 
than the identity of the rulers or the procedures by which they are elected.

David Lake explores the roots of legitimacy in the ostensibly anarchic realm of 
international relations. Political scientists have been wont to regard the roots of 
authority as residing in duly constituted legal rules that confer it on the incumbents 
of office, but any such conception cannot locate authority in a stateless international 
system. If there is any legitimate authority in international relations, its roots must 
reside elsewhere. Lake argues that these roots are found not in a formal, legal order 
but in what he terms relational authority. Relational authority is a bargain made in a 
social contract between superiors and subordinates. In this bargain, subordinates 
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cede some rights—that is, sovereignty—to superiors in return for the promise of 
security. This bargain is self-enforcing because both parties gain from it. Unlike 
Hechter and Rothstein, however, Lake sees no necessary role for fairness as a deter-
minant of relational legitimacy.

Lake then applies this Hobbesian logic to the inherently hierarchical domain of 
international relations. The two dimensions of hierarchy that are distinguished are 
security and economics. Superior states can place their military forces on the terri-
tory of subordinate states. Likewise, subordinate states have fewer independent alli-
ances than superior ones have. In the economic realm, superiority varies with a 
country’s exchange rate regime and trade dependence. Superior states adopt floating 
exchange rates, but subordinate ones adopt the currency of a foreign state as its own. 
Similarly, superior states have diversified trading partners, whereas subordinate ones 
are highly dependent on one or a small set of trading partners. To demonstrate that 
superior states provide security to subordinates, Lake finds, on the basis of these 
indicators, that the United States is more likely to come to the aid of its subordinates 
in a dispute than it is to aid other states, and that this effect is increasing in the level 
of hierarchy. Subordinates pay obeisance to superiors by following them into war. 
Thus, virtually all of the members of Operation Iraqi Freedom were subordinates of 
the United States.

Although not denying the importance of government performance and adminis-
trative competence—the factors given pride of place in the preceding articles—
Margaret Levi, Audrey Sacks, and Tom Tyler’s essay “Conceptualizing Legitimacy, 
Measuring Legitimating Beliefs” places somewhat greater emphasis on the legitimat-
ing effects of procedural justice and trust in authorities. Their article seeks to under-
stand the factors responsible for the willingness to obey authority, as opposed to 
actual compliance with government regulations and laws. Four antecedent condi-
tions are proposed: government performance, administrative competence, proce-
dural justice, and trust in authorities. The validity of these conditions is then tested 
on the basis of African survey data. Africa is a particularly good site to examine 
these issues because there is a great deal of variation of government effectiveness, 
fairness, and trustworthiness—both within and between African states. The empiri-
cal analysis reveals that these four conditions are in fact related to the willingness to 
obey government regulations. Beyond this, the strongest determinant is trust in gov-
ernment, followed by procedural justice. Government performance fares worst 
among the four determinants of legitimacy.

Karen Hegtvedt and Cathryn Johnson examine the social psychological literature 
on the emergence of legitimacy, taking issue with its predominant emphasis on pro-
cedures at the expense of resources. More specifically, “Power and Justice: Toward 
an Understanding of Legitimacy” challenges Tom Tyler’s contention that concerns 
with procedural justice trump more instrumental concerns in the process legitimation. 
It does so by providing a basis for legitimation in social exchange theory. On 
this view, the relation between superiors and subordinates is a relation wherein 
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subordinates offer compliance to the superior’s directives in exchange for the benefits 
the superior provides. (This is precisely the same logic that animates Lake’s discus-
sion of authority in international relations.) Hegtvedt and Johnson argue that power 
stimulates the development of legitimacy in organizations when authorities and sub-
ordinates coexist in hierarchies, the hierarchy has a minimum of three levels of status, 
superiors control the distribution of resources for subordinates, relations between 
agents at different status levels involve both negotiated and reciprocal exchange, and 
the exchange relationship is relatively new, characterized by the recent arrival of 
either superior or subordinate. In these situations, Hegtvedt and Johnson explain how 
concerns about resource distribution (that is, government performance in the case of 
the state) as well as those about procedural justice begin to emerge.

In “A Social Norms Approach to Legitimacy,” Christine Horne analyzes legiti-
macy not as an individual attitude, but as a social norm that obliges individuals to 
obey and support their ruler. One of the distinguishing features of effective norms is 
that they are socially enforced; people comply with norms only if they expected to 
be sanctioned for noncompliance. This focus leads Horne to explore why people 
enact sanctions on one another. A key reason that people enforce norms is because 
of their social relations. Individuals seek to maintain valued social relations and they 
desire others to approve of their actions. This tendency makes people attend to 
metanorms—norms that regulate third-party norm enforcement. If an individual 
thinks that others want him to sanction someone else’s deviant act and will reward 
him for his sanctioning effort, then he will be more inclined to do so. Horne argues 
that a key determinant of the willingness to sanction is dependence: The more 
dependent one is on a given relationship, the more likely an individual will sanction 
deviance. At the aggregate level, this means that sanctioning increases with the 
solidarity of groups and collectivities. Research on social norms reveals, further, that 
the rate of sanctioning is affected by the consequences of particular kinds of deviant 
behavior and its typicality. By implication, the characteristics of rulers and the rela-
tions between the ruled ought to have an effect on political legitimacy. Horne con-
cludes by suggesting that rulers who seek to maximize their legitimacy ought to be 
concerned with managing the ruled’s impressions of them and strengthening rela-
tions between the ruled.

With the exception of the African survey materials, legitimacy to this point has 
been largely discussed in the context of modern Western societies. There is no rea-
son, however, to believe that legitimation is a universal process. It was once believed 
that rulers owed their position to divine right, but this view hardly commands serious 
attention nowadays. To what extent do contemporary Western views of legitimacy 
apply to non-Western societies?

Dingxin Zhao explains that the idea of performance legitimacy—which forms the 
core of the substantivist view of legitimacy—is an ancient one in the history of 
China, dating from the 7th century B.C.E. The rulers of the Western Zhou Dynasty 
justified their rule by inventing the concept of the Mandate of Heaven. The concept 
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of the Mandate of Heaven suggests that a ruler cannot entirely determine his own 
destiny. His performance, as ruler, is only legitimate if it corresponds to the Mandate 
of Heaven. Thus, when Heaven finds fault in a particular ruler—for corruption or other 
forms of unethical behavior and policy—it sends messages to him in the form of 
natural disasters. Disasters such as drought, flood, earthquakes, and epidemics were 
regarded by rulers and rebels alike as critiques of the regime. In this way, Chinese 
rulers were never treated by their subjects as absolute, but were required to govern 
well if they were to be regarded as legitimate.

“The Mandate of Heaven and Performance Legitimation in Historical and 
Contemporary China” argues that performance legitimacy lapsed after the Chinese 
Communist Revolution. The Maoist regime owed its legitimacy to communist ideol-
ogy and to Mao’s own charisma. Following a series of famines, the upheaval of the 
Cultural Revolution, and the 1989 prodemocracy demonstrations, China’s commu-
nist leaders vastly increased the scope of the market in the economy. China’s embrace 
of capitalist markets had two important consequences for the regime’s legitimacy. 
On one hand, the new leaders of China abandoned the ideological basis of the 
Communist Party’s legitimacy. On the other hand, it ushered in a period of the most 
rapid economic growth in world history. The legitimacy of the Party could therefore 
rest firmly on the regime’s economic performance. Zhao argues that because this 
high rate of economic growth is unsustainable in the long run, the regime will face 
serious challenges if it does not shift its basis of legitimacy to something more 
durable. His preferred candidate for this new basis of legitimacy is electoral democ-
racy (pace Rothstein).

According to Anne-Marie Brady, Zhao’s analysis misses something very important 
about legitimation in contemporary China. She disputes his view that performance 
legitimacy is the sole basis of the current regime’s legitimacy. “Mass Persuasion as 
a Means of Legitimation and China’s Popular Authoritarianism” argues that because 
of 1989 the rulers of China are employing the most sophisticated Western tech-
niques of mass persuasion to bolster the regime’s legitimacy. The Central Propaganda 
Department oversees the country’s ideological development, while censoring and 
monitoring both national and local media. Information in China is controlled by the 
propaganda department’s establishment of frames for what can and cannot be said in 
the public arena. The guidelines set the tone and establish the correct terminology to 
be used in public discourse. For example, Taiwan must always be identified as a 
Province of China, and its government must be referred to not as the Republic of 
Taiwan, but as the “Taiwan administration.” Likewise, the Office of Spiritual 
Civilization is in charge of promoting political stability by building a new set of 
values for Chinese society. The net results of these efforts at what the Chinese term 
(in an apparently unconscious homage to Orwell’s 1984) “thought work” is an 
authoritarianism that has gained widespread popular support. If she is correct, then 
Zhao’s belief that China will eventually be compelled to adopt democratic reforms 
is the product of wishful thinking.
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Thomas Catlaw and Qian Hu examine the legitimation of public administra-
tion both as a set of bureaucratic practices and as a field within the American 
academy from constructionist premises. As in Brady’s essay, “Legitimacy and Public 
Administration: Constructing the American Bureaucratic Fields” emphasizes persua-
sion rather than resources. The essay provides a rich history of the delegitimation of 
traditional American bureaucratic practices in the Progressive Era. The Progressive 
movement was the response to problems raised by rapid industrialization and urban-
ization in the late 19th century. These included the spread of slums and poverty in the 
burgeoning cities, the exploitation of labor, the breakdown of democratic government 
in cities caused by the emergence of political machines tied to business interests, and 
the increasing financial and industrial concentration. This failure in government per-
formance led to council–manager forms of government along with the new profes-
sion of public administration. The field of public administration—ostensibly based 
on scientific objectivity and normative neutrality—promised to offer better gover-
nance than that offered by mere politics. Catlaw and Hu then show how social dis-
content in the 1960s led to a delegitimation of the field of public administration. They 
conclude that “legitimacy can be accounted for by the distribution of symbolic capi-
tal, and legitimation struggles unfold by contesting the content of key terms and by 
marshalling the existing caches of symbolic capital from other fields.”

Three different kinds of determinants of legitimacy are adverted to in this issue. 
The principal substantive determinants are the effectiveness of a regime’s provi-
sion of public goods. Among the most important of these public goods are state 
expenditures—in realms such as education, public health, security, and utilities—
that improve the ruled’s quality of life. Nearly all of the essays in this issue point to 
government performance as key to the production of legitimacy.

Yet if legitimacy is nothing but the quo of some government quid, then every time a 
social group deems itself the loser from a given policy, it will withdraw legitimacy from 
the regime. Regimes can tolerate the withdrawal of legitimacy by small, socially iso-
lated groups, but as the numbers and pervasiveness of the discontented grow, chances 
of political instability increase apace. This consideration points to the importance of 
procedural determinants of legitimacy. So long as its procedures and policies do not put 
any category of individuals at systematically greater disadvantage or risk than any other, 
rational people—acting, as it were, behind a Rawlsian veil of ignorance—will grant 
legitimacy to the government. Procedural determinants have a key strength, for they 
help to account for compliance among both the winners and losers of particular govern-
ment policies. It is obvious that winners are likely to support regimes that enact policies 
that favor them. Losers also continue to grant legitimacy to the government when they 
believe that their interests might be favored in subsequent elections.

Finally, rulers can gain legitimacy by judiciously employing ideologies, symbolic 
scripts, and techniques of mass persuasion quite apart from factors like state perfor-
mance and the fairness of government procedures. These constructivist determinants 
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highlight the very real possibility that the state’s subjects may be hoodwinked into 
attaining “false consciousness.”

Taken together, the essays in this special issue analyze the roots of legitimacy in 
a wide variety of cultures and historical periods. As such, they cast new light on one 
of the oldest, least tractable, and most fundamental problems in social science—the 
creation of social order.
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