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Abstract

In the posthumously published book Economy and Society, Max Weber (1864–1920) discussed
several central concepts. The first excerpt introduces the terms “power” and “authority” in a
general sense. The second excerpt addresses the “types of authority” defined by Weber: rational,
traditional, and charismatic, with charismatic authority being presented in particular detail.

Source

I. The Fundamental Concepts of Sociology

[…]

16: POWER, AUTHORITY, AND IMPERATIVE CONTROL

‘Power’ (Macht) is the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a position to carry out his
own will despite resistance, regardless of the basis on which this probability rests.

‘Imperative control’ (Herrschaft)[1]8 is the probability that a command with a given specific content will be obeyed
by a given group of persons. ‘Discipline’ is the probability that by virtue of habituation a command will receive
prompt and automatic obedience in stereotyped forms, on the part of a given group of persons.

1. The concept of power is highly comprehensive from the point of view of sociology. All conceivable qualities of a
person and all conceivable combinations of circumstances may put him in a position to impose his will in a given
situation. The sociological concept of imperative control must hence be more precise and can only mean the
probability that a command will be obeyed.

2. The concept of ‘discipline’ includes the ‘habituation’ characteristic of uncritical and unresisting mass obedience.

The existence of imperative control turns only on the actual presence of one person successfully issuing orders to
others; it does not necessarily imply either the existence of an administrative staff, or, for that matter, of a
corporate group. It is, however, uncommon to find it not associated with at least one of these. A corporate group,
the members of which are by virtue of their membership subjected to the legitimate exercise of imperative
control, that is to ‘authority,’ will be called an ‘imperatively co-ordinated’ group[2] (Herrschaftsverband).

1. The head of a household exercises authority without an administrative staff. A Bedouin chief, who levies
contributions from the caravans, persons, and shipments of goods which pass his stronghold, exercises imperative
control over the total group of changing and indeterminate individuals who, though they are not members of any
corporate group as such, have gotten themselves into a particular common situation. But to do this, he needs a
following which, on the appropriate occasions, serves as his administrative staff in exercising the necessary
compulsion. This type of imperative control is, however, conceivable as carried out by a single individual without
the help of any administrative staff.



 

2. If it possesses an administrative staff, a corporate group is always, by virtue of this fact, to some degree
imperatively co-ordinated. But the concept is relative. The usual imperatively co-ordinated group is at the same
time an administrative organization. The character of the corporate group is determined by a variety of factors: the
mode in which the administration is carried out, the character of the personnel, the objects over which it exercises
control, and the extent of effective jurisdiction of its authority. The first two factors in particular are dependent in
the highest degree on the way in which the authority is legitimized.

[…]

III. The Types of Authority and Co-ordination

I. THE BASIS OF LEGITIMACY[3]

1: The Definition, Conditions, and Types of Imperative Control

‘IMPERATIVE co-ordination’ was defined above[4] as the probability that certain specific commands (or all
commands) from a given source will be obeyed by a given group of persons. It thus does not include every mode of
exercising ‘power’ or ‘influence’ over other persons. The motives of obedience to commands in this sense can rest
on considerations varying over a wide range from case to case; all the way from simple habituation to the most
purely rational calculation of advantage. A criterion of every true relation of imperative control, however, is a
certain minimum of voluntary submission; thus an interest (based on ulterior motives or genuine acceptance) in
obedience.

Not every case of imperative co-ordination makes use of economic means; still less does it always have economic
objectives. But normally (not always) the imperative co-ordination of the action of a considerable number of men
requires control of a staff of persons. It is necessary, that is, that there should be a relatively high probability that
the action of a definite, supposedly reliable group of persons will be primarily oriented to the execution of the
supreme authority’s general policy and specific commands.

The members of the administrative staff may be bound to obedience to their superior (or superiors) by custom, by
affectual ties, by a purely material complex of interests, or by ideal (wertrational) motives. Purely material interests
and calculations of advantage as the basis of solidarity between the chief and his administrative staff result, in this
as in other connexions, in a relatively unstable situation. Normally other elements, affectual and ideal, supplement
such interests. In certain exceptional, temporary cases the former may be alone decisive. In everyday routine life
these relationships, like others, are governed by custom and in addition, material calculation of advantage. But
these factors, custom and personal advantage, purely affectual or ideal motives of solidarity, do not, even taken
together, form a sufficiently reliable basis for a system of imperative co-ordination. In addition there is normally a
further element, the belief in legitimacy.

It is an induction from experience that no system of authority voluntarily limits itself to the appeal to material or
affectual or ideal motives as a basis for guaranteeing its continuance. In addition every such system attempts to
establish and to cultivate the belief in its ‘legitimacy.’ But according to the kind of legitimacy which is claimed, the
type of obedience, the kind of administrative staff developed to guarantee it, and the mode of exercising authority,
will all differ fundamentally. Equally fundamental is the variation in effect. Hence, it is useful to classify the types
of authority according to the kind of claim to legitimacy typically made by each. In doing this it is best to start
from modern and therefore more familiar examples.

1. The choice of this rather than some other basis of classification can only be justified by its results. The fact that



 

certain other typical criteria of variation are thereby neglected for the time being and can only be introduced at a
later stage is not a decisive difficulty. The ‘legitimacy’ of a system of authority has far more than a merely ‘ideal’
significance, if only because it has very definite relations to the legitimacy of property.

2. Not every ‘claim’ which is protected by custom or by law should be spoken of as involving a relation of authority.
Otherwise the worker, in his claim for fulfilment of the wage contract, would be exercising ‘authority’ over his
employer because his claim can, on occasion, be enforced by order of a court. Actually his formal status is that of
party to a contractual relationship with his employer, in which he has certain ‘rights’ to receive payments. At the
same time the concept of a relation of authority naturally does not exclude the possibility that it has originated in
a formally free contract. This is true of the authority of the employer over the worker as manifested in the former’s
rules and instructions regarding the work process; and also of the authority of a feudal lord over a vassal who has
freely entered into the relation of fealty. That subjection to military discipline is formally ‘involuntary’ while that
to the discipline of the factory is voluntary does not alter the fact that the latter is also a case of subjection to
authority. The position of a bureaucratic official is also entered into by contract and can be freely resigned, and
even the status of ‘subject’ can often be freely entered into and (in certain circumstances) freely repudiated. Only
in the limiting case of the slave is formal subjection to authority absolutely involuntary.

Another case, in some respects related, is that of economic ‘power’ based on monopolistic position; that is, in this
case, the possibility of ‘dictating’ the terms of exchange to contractual partners. This will not, taken by itself, be
considered to constitute ‘authority’ any more than any other kind of ‘influence’ which is derived from some kind of
superiority, as by virtue of erotic attractiveness, skill in sport or in discussion. Even if a big bank is in a position to
force other banks into a cartel arrangement, this will not alone be sufficient to justify calling it a relation of
imperative co-ordination. But if there is an immediate relation of command and obedience such that the
management of the first bank can give orders to the others with the claim that they shall, and the probability that
they will, be obeyed purely as such regardless of particular content, and if their carrying out is supervised, it is
another matter. Naturally, here as everywhere the transitions are gradual; there are all sorts of intermediate steps
between mere indebtedness and debt slavery. Even the position of a ‘salon’ can come very close to the borderline
of authoritarian domination and yet not necessarily constitute a system of authority. Sharp differentiation in
concrete fact is often impossible, but this makes clarity in the analytical distinctions all the more important.

3. Naturally, the legitimacy of a system of authority may be treated sociologically only as the probability that to a
relevant degree the appropriate attitudes will exist, and the corresponding practical conduct ensue. It is by no
means true that every case of submissiveness to persons in positions of power is primarily (or even at all) oriented
to this belief. Loyalty may be hypocritically simulated by individuals or by whole groups on purely opportunistic
grounds, or carried out in practice for reasons of material self-interest. Or people may submit from individual
weakness and helplessness because there is no acceptable alternative. But these considerations are not decisive
for the classification of types of imperative co-ordination. What is important is the fact that in a given case the
particular claim to legitimacy is to a significant degree and according to its type treated as ‘valid’; that this fact
confirms the position of the persons claiming authority and that it helps to determine the choice of means of its
exercise.

Furthermore a system of imperative co-ordination may—as often occurs in practice—be so completely assured of
dominance, on the one hand by the obvious community of interests between the chief and his administrative staff
as opposed to the subjects (bodyguards, Pretorians, ‘red’ or ‘white’ guards), on the other hand by the helplessness
of the latter, that it can afford to drop even the pretence of a claim to legitimacy. But even then the mode of
legitimation of the relation between chief and his staff may vary widely according to the type of basis of the



 

relation of authority between them, and, as will be shown, this Variation is highly significant for the structure of
imperative co-ordination.

4. ‘Obedience’ will be taken to mean that the action of the person obeying follows in essentials such a course that
the content of the command may be taken to have become the basis of action for its own sake. Furthermore, the
fact that it is so taken is referable only to the formal obligation, without regard to the actor’s own attitude to the
value or lack of value of the content of the command as such.

5. Subjectively, the causal sequence may vary, especially as between ‘submission’ and ‘sympathetic agreement.’
This distinction is not, however, significant for the present classification of types of authority.

6. The scope of determination of social relationships and cultural phenomena by authority and imperative co-
ordination is considerably broader than appears at first sight. For instance, the authority exercised in the school
has much to do with the determination of the forms of speech and of written language which are regarded as
orthodox. The official languages of autonomous political units, hence of their ruling groups, have often become in
this sense orthodox forms of speech and writing and have even led to the formation of separate ‘nations’ (for
instance, the separation of Holland from Germany). The authority of parents and of the school, however, extends
far beyond the determination of such cultural patterns which are perhaps only apparently formal, to the formation
of the character of the young, and hence of human beings generally.

7. The fact that the chief and his administrative staff often appear formally as servants or agents of those they rule,
naturally does nothing whatever to disprove the authoritarian character of the relationship. There will be occasion
later to speak of the substantive features of so-called ‘democracy.’ But a certain minimum of assured power to
issue commands, thus of ‘authority,’ must be provided for in nearly every conceivable case.

2: THE THREE PURE TYPES OF LEGITIMATE AUTHORITY

There are three pure types of legitimate authority. The validity of their claims to legitimacy may be based on:

1. Rational grounds—resting on a belief in the ‘legality’ of patterns of normative rules and the right of those
elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands (legal authority).

2. Traditional grounds—resting on an established belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions and the
legitimacy of the status of those exercising authority under them (traditional authority); or finally,

3. Charismatic grounds—resting on devotion to the specific and exceptional sanctity, heroism or exemplary
character of an individual person, and of the normative patterns or order revealed or ordained by him
(charismatic authority).

In the case of legal authority, obedience is owed to the legally established impersonal order. It extends to the
persons exercising the authority of office under it only by virtue of the formal legality of their commands and only
within the scope of authority of the office. In the case of traditional authority, obedience is owed to the person of
the chief who occupies the traditionally sanctioned position of authority and who is (within its sphere) bound by
tradition. But here the obligation of obedience is not based on the impersonal order, but is a matter of personal
loyalty within the area of accustomed obligations. In the case of charismatic authority, it is the charismatically
qualified leader as such who is obeyed by virtue of personal trust in him and his revelation, his heroism or his
exemplary qualities so far as they fall within the scope of the individual’s belief in his charisma.



 

1. The usefulness of the above classification can only be judged by its results in promoting systematic analysis. The
concept of ‘charisma’ (‘the gift of grace’) is taken from the vocabulary of early Christianity. For the Christian
religious organization Rudolf Sohm, in his Kirchenrecht, was the first to clarify the substance of the concept, even
though he did not use the same terminology. Others (for instance, Hollin, Enthusiasmus und Bussgewalt) have
clarified certain important consequences of it. It is thus nothing new.

2. The fact that none of these three ideal types, the elucidation of which will occupy the following pages, is usually
to be found in historical cases in ‘pure’ form, is naturally not a valid objection to attempting their conceptual
formulation in the sharpest possible form. In this respect the present case is no different from many others. Later
on (§ n ff.) the transformation of pure charisma by the process of routinization will be discussed and thereby the
relevance of the concept to the understanding of empirical systems of authority considerably increased. But even
so it may be said of every empirically historical phenomenon of authority that it is not likely to be ‘as an open
book.’ Analysis in terms of sociological types has, after all, as compared with purely empirical historical
investigation, certain advantages which should not be minimized. That is, it can in the particular case of a
concrete form of authority determine what conforms to or approximates such types as ‘charisma,’ ‘hereditary
charisma’ (§10, 11), ‘the charisma of office,’ ‘patriarchy’ (§7), ‘bureaucracy’ (§4), the authority of status groups,[5]
and in doing so it can work with relatively unambiguous concepts. But the idea that the whole of concrete
historical reality can be exhausted in the conceptual scheme about to be developed is as far from the author’s
thoughts as anything could be.

[…]

IV. CHARISMATIC AUTHORITY

10: THE PRINCIPAL CHARACTERISTICS OF CHARISMATIC AUTHORITY AND ITS RELATION TO FORMS

OF COMMUNAL ORGANIZATION

The term ‘charisma’ will be applied to a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is set
apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically
exceptional powers or qualities. These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of
divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them the individual concerned is treated as a leader. In primitive
circumstances this peculiar kind of deference is paid to prophets, to people with a reputation for therapeutic or
legal wisdom, to leaders in the hunt, and heroes in war. It is very often thought of as resting on magical powers.
How the quality in question would be ultimately judged from any ethical, aesthetic, or other such point of view is
naturally entirely indifferent for purposes of definition. What is alone important is how the individual is actually
regarded by those subject to charismatic authority, by his ‘followers’ or ‘disciples.’

For present purposes it will be necessary to treat a variety of different types as being endowed with charisma in
this sense. It includes the state of a ‘berserker’ whose spells of maniac passion have, apparently wrongly,
sometimes been attributed to the use of drugs. In Medieval Byzantium a group of people endowed with this type
of charismatic war-like passion were maintained as a kind of weapon. It includes the ‘shaman,’ the kind of
magician who in the pure type is subject to epileptoid seizures as a means of falling into trances. Another type is
that of Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism, who, however, cannot be classified in this way with absolute
certainty since there is a possibility that he was a very sophisticated type of deliberate swindler. Finally it includes
the type of intellectual, such as Kurt Eisner,[6] who is carried away with his own demagogic success. Sociological
analysis, which must abstain from value judgments, will treat all these on the same level as the men who,



 

according to conventional judgments, are the ‘greatest’ heroes, prophets, and saviours.

1. It is recognition on the part of those subject to authority which is decisive for the validity of charisma. This is
freely given and guaranteed by what is held to be a ‘sign’ or proof,[7] originally always a miracle, and consists in
devotion to the corresponding revelation, hero worship, or absolute trust in the leader. But where charisma is
genuine, it is not this which is the basis of the claim to legitimacy. This basis lies rather in the conception that it is
the duty of those who have been called to a charismatic mission to recognize its quality and to act accordingly.
Psychologically this ‘recognition’ is a matter of complete personal devotion to the possessor of the quality, arising
out of enthusiasm, or of despair and hope.

No prophet has ever regarded his quality as dependent on the attitudes of the masses toward him. No elective king
or military leader has ever treated those who have resisted him or tried to ignore him otherwise than as delinquent
in duty. Failure to take part in a military expedition under such leader, even though recruitment is formally
voluntary, has universally been met with disdain.

2. If proof of his charismatic qualification fails him for long, the leader endowed with charisma tends to think his
god or his magical or heroic powers have deserted him. If he is for long unsuccessful, above all if his leadership
fails to benefit his followers, it is likely that his charismatic authority will disappear. This is the genuine
charismatic meaning of the ‘gift of grace.’[8]

Even the old Germanic kings were sometimes rejected with scorn. Similar phenomena are very common among
so-called ‘primitive’ peoples. In China the charismatic quality of the monarch, which was transmitted unchanged
by heredity, was upheld so rigidly that any misfortune whatever, not only defeats in war, but drought, floods, or
astronomical phenomena which were considered unlucky, forced him to do public penance and might even force
his abdication. If such things occurred, it was a sign that he did not possess the requisite charismatic virtue, he was
thus not a legitimate ‘Son of Heaven.’

3. The corporate group which is subject to charismatic authority is based on an emotional form of communal
relationship.[9] The administrative staff of a charismatic leader does not consist of ‘officials’; at least its members
are not technically trained. It is not chosen on the basis of social privilege nor from the point of view of domestic
or personal dependency. It is rather chosen in terms of the charismatic qualities of its members. The prophet has
his disciples; the war lord his selected henchmen; the leader, generally, his followers. There is no such thing as
‘appointment’ or ‘dismissal,’ no career, no promotion. There is only a ‘call’ at the instance of the leader on the basis
of the charismatic qualification of those he summons. There is no hierarchy; the leader merely intervenes in gen-
eral or in individual cases when he considers the members of his staff inadequate to a task with which they have
been entrusted. There is no such thing as a definite sphere of authority and of competence, and no appropriation
of official powers on the basis of social privileges. There may, however, be territorial or functional limits to
charismatic powers and to the individual’s ‘mission.’ There is no such thing as a salary or a benefice. Disciples or
followers tend to live primarily in a communistic relationship with their leader on means which have been
provided by voluntary gift. There are no established administrative organs. In their place are agents who have
been provided with charismatic authority by their chief or who possess charisma of their own. There is no system
of formal rules, of abstract legal principles, and hence no process of judicial decision oriented to them. But equally
there is no legal wisdom oriented to judicial precedent. Formally concrete judgments are newly created from case
to case and are originally regarded as divine judgments and revelations. From a substantive point of view, every
charismatic authority would have to subscribe to the proposition, ‘It is written . . . , but I say unto you . . . ’[10] The
genuine prophet, like the genuine military leader and every true leader in this sense, preaches, creates, or



 

demands new obligations. In the pure type of charisma, these are imposed on the authority of revolution by
oracles, or of the leader’s own will, and are recognized by the members of the religious, military, or party group,
because they come from such a source. Recognition is a duty. When such an authority comes into conflict with the
competing authority of another who also claims charismatic sanction, the only recourse is to some kind of a
contest, by magical means or even an actual physical battle of the leaders. In principle, only one side can be in the
right in such a conflict; the other must be guilty of a wrong which has to be expiated.

Charismatic authority is thus specifically outside the realm of everyday routine and the profane sphere.[11] In this
respect, it is sharply opposed both to rational, and particularly bureaucratic, authority, and to traditional
authority, whether in its patriarchal, patrimonial, or any other form. Both rational and traditional authority are
specifically forms of everyday routine control of action; while the charismatic type is the direct antithesis of this.
Bureaucratic authority is specifically rational in the sense of being bound to intellectually analysable rules; while
charismatic authority is specifically irrational in the sense of being foreign to all rules. Traditional authority is
bound to the precedents handed down from the past and to this extent is also oriented to rules. Within the sphere
of its claims, charismatic authority repudiates the past, and is in this sense a specifically revolutionary force. It
recognizes no appropriation of positions of power by virtue of the possession of property, either on the part of a
chief or of socially privileged groups. The only basis of legitimacy for it is personal charisma, so long as it is proved;
that is, as long as it receives recognition and is able to satisfy the followers or disciples. But this lasts only so long as
the belief in its charismatic inspiration remains.

The above is scarcely in need of further discussion. What has been said applies to the position of authority of such
elected monarchs as Napoleon, with his use of the plebiscite. It applies to the ‘rule of genius,’ which has elevated
people of humble origin to thrones and high military commands, just as much as it applies to religious prophets or
war heroes.

4. Pure charisma is specifically foreign to economic considerations. Whenever it appears, it constitutes a ‘call’ in
the most emphatic sense of the word, a ‘mission’ or a ‘spiritual duty.’ In the pure type, it disdains and repudiates
economic exploitation of the gifts of grace as a source of income, though, to be sure, this often remains more an
ideal than a fact. It is not that charisma always means the renunciation of property or even of acquisition, as under
certain circumstances prophets and their disciples do. The heroic warrior and his followers actively seek ‘booty’;
the elective ruler or the charismatic party leader requires the material means of power. The former in addition
requires a brilliant display of his authority to bolster his prestige. What is despised, so long as the genuinely
charismatic type is adhered to, is traditional or rational everyday economizing, the attainment of a regular income
by continuous economic activity devoted to this end. Support by gifts, sometimes on a grand scale involving
foundations, even by bribery and grand-scale honoraria, or by begging, constitute the strictly voluntary type of
support. On the other hand, ‘booty,’ or coercion, whether by force or by other means, is the other typical form of
charismatic provision for needs. From the point of view of rational economic activity, charisma is a typical anti-
economic force. It repudiates any sort of involvement in the everyday routine world. It can only tolerate, with an
attitude of complete emotional indifference, irregular, unsystematic, acquisitive acts. In that it relieves the
recipient of economic concerns, dependence on property income can be the economic basis of a charismatic
mode of life for some groups; but that is not usually acceptable for the normal charismatic ‘revolutionary.’

The fact that incumbency of church office has been forbidden to the Jesuits is a rationalized application of this
principle of discipleship. The fact that all the ‘virtuosi’ of asceticism, the mendicant orders, and fighters for a faith
belong in this category, is quite clear. Almost all prophets have been supported by voluntary gifts. The well-known
saying of St. Paul, ‘If a man does not work, neither shall he eat,’ was directed against the swarm of charismatic



 

missionaries. It obviously has nothing to do with a positive valuation of economic activity for its own sake, but
only lays it down as a duty of each individual somehow to provide for his own support. This because he realized
that the purely charismatic parable of the lilies of the field was not capable of literal application, but at best ‘taking
no thought for the morrow’ could be hoped for. On the other hand, in such a case as primarily an artistic type of
charismatic discipleship, it is conceivable that insulation from economic struggle should mean limitation of those
who were really eligible to the ‘economically independent’; that is, to persons living on income from property. This
has been true of the circle of Stefan George, at least in its primary intentions.

5. In traditionally stereotyped periods, charisma is the greatest revolutionary force. The equally revolutionary force
of ‘reason’ works from without by altering the situations of action, and hence its problems finally in this way
changing men’s attitudes toward them; or it intellectualizes the individual. Charisma, on the other hand, may
involve a subjective or internal reorientation born out of suffering, conflicts, or enthusiasm. It may then result in a
radical alteration of the central System of attitudes and directions of action with a completely new orientation of
all attitudes toward the different problems and structures of the ‘world.’[12] In prerationalistic periods, tradition
and charisma between them have almost exhausted the whole of the orientation of action.

[…]

NOTES

[1] As has already been noted, the term Herrschaft has no satisfactory English equivalent. The term
‘imperative control,’ however, as used by N. S. Timasheff in his Introduction to the Sociology of Law is close to
Weber’s meaning and has been borrowed for the most general purposes. In a majority of instances, however,
Weber is concerned with legitime Herrschaft, and in these cases ‘authority’ is both an accurate and a far less
awkward translation. Macht, as Weber uses it, seems to be quite adequately rendered by ‘power.’—ED.
[2] In this case imperative control is confined to the legitimate type but it is not possible in English to speak
here of an ‘authoritarian’ group. The citizens of any state, no matter how ‘democratic,’ are ‘imperatively
controlled’ because they are subject to law.—ED.
[3] In this chapter Weber departs from his previous practice and, in addition to the usual division into
numbered sections, has a system of somewhat more comprehensive subdivisions. These will be designated
by capital letters.—ED.
[4] The translation problem raised by the term Herrschaft was commented upon earlier.—ED.
[5] Ständische. There is no really acceptable English rendering of this term.—ED.
[6] The leader of the communistic experiment in Bavaria in 1919.—ED.
[7] Bewährung.
[8] Gottesgnadentum.
[9] Weber uses the term Gemeinde, which is not directly translatable. —ED.
[10] Something contrary to what was written, as Jesus said in opposition to the Scribes and Pharisees.—ED.
[11] Weber used the antithesis of Charisma and Alltag in two senses. On the one hand, of the extraordinary
and temporary as opposed to the everyday and routine; on the other hand, the sacred as opposed to the
profane. See the editor’s Structure of Social Action, xvii.—ED.
[12] Weber here uses Welt in quotation marks, indicating that it refers to its meaning in what is primarily a
religious context. It is the sphere of ’worldly' things and interests as distinguished from transcendental
religious interests.—ED.
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