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Discussion on Max Weber's definition of Charismatic Leadership

In the essay “Politics as a Vocation”, Max Weber defines three types of authorities. The first, called "traditional authority", is associated with hereditariness, where people follow a certain routine of obedience because they have been doing so for as long as they can remember. This first form, is commonly seen on any leading dynasty that remains in power legitimized over long standing customs, such as kings, and emperors. The second type of authority is "legal", it is the domination by "statute and  functional competence based on rationally created rules" (Max Weber 9). Legal is probably the most common type of authority seen today, since the majority of the head of modern states fall under this category. Finally, we have the third type of authority which is the "charismatic". It is attributed to the leaders who gain their admiration by their personalities, virtues and/or extraordinary qualities. Charismatic authority is commonly found among most religious leaders. In this essay we shall keep the charismatic authority as the focus of discussion. We will start developing on its definitions, analyze the scenarios where this type of authority emerges and conditions for survival and propagation. Moreover, we will look at a few examples of charismatic leaders, and their presence in modern times.

Max Weber defines Charismatic authority "the absolutely personal devotion and personal confidence in revelation, heroism, or other qualities of individual leadership. This is charismatic domination, as exercised by the prophet or in the fields of politics by the elected war lord, the plebiscitarian ruler, the great demagogue, or the political party leader" (9). A charismatic leader needs to have shown extraordinary qualities, virtues, or accomplishments that catches a group of individuals admiration, loyalty, and obedience. The followers need not to obey him because of externalities, as is the case of traditional and legal authority, but because they believe in him. The key is probably psychological, and understood to be the admiration that drives his followers to believe in their leader, as he is the one who knows best, or the one working for the greater cause.

Because the qualities required for a charismatic leader to emerge are exceptional, charismatic authority is probably the least common type of authority among the others (legal, and traditional). It is most commonly found among religious leader; most, if not all, the religions have their roots on a charismatic leader. For instance, Jesus Christ is commonly referred as an example of   charismatic leader, who in turn, is also the founder of Christianity. However, we should not restrict the existence of charismatic leadership to religion alone, as it “has emerged in all places and in all historical epochs. Most importantly in the past, it has emerged in the two figures of the magician and the prophet on the one hand, and in the elected war lord, the gang leader, the condotierre on the other hand” (Max Weber 9). In the form of elected war lord, common mentioned examples are Napoléon Bonaparte, Adolf Hitler, and Julius Caesar. 

 Charismatic authority is often considered as a revolutionary movement, because it is born where there are already the presence of other types of authorities, be them legal or traditional. Since those last two are based on limitations, rationally established rules and procedures, and customs, charismatic leadership presents a challenge to the current system, since it is derived “from a higher source which demands that people pay it greater allegiance than they currently show towards other authorities” (Cline Austin 2).

Charismatic authority's existence depends strongly on the bond shared between the leaders and the followers, and the recognition of the legitimacy of the authority. In the case of the prophet and magician, the leader must have their people agree, that he “has been touched by God and that they now have a transcendent duty to follow that person in what he or she commands” (Austin Cline 2). The bond created between and the leader and the followers is very intense in its nature, as it is often based on the devotion to the leader and his teachings. However, it is also fragile, because if for any given reason the leader loses the trust of his followers, the whole magic is broken, and the entire authority existence is at threat. The scenario is quite common nowadays, when charlatans try to gain authority by taking advantage of the naivety of a given crowd. Examples, may include, small cults, fortune teller gurus, or magicians, who rely on special tricks or on their outstanding communication ability to draw the attention of a group of people. Fear is the manipulation instrument most used in these cases, where the leader foresees a disaster striking a given follower who can only be protected if he donates money, or performs a specific service. These crooks are not very welcome in most moderns societies today, and often their claims of possessing special powers are challenged and put to test. These leaders will quickly lose all form of authority once they are no longer perceived as being extraordinary, and the bond between them and their followers cease to exist.

Since the authority of charismatic type arises from exceptional traits of a leader, once this leader is gone, substitutes are not readily available. Therefore, charismatic authority tends to be “temporary and unstable; it derives primarily from individual leaders (who may change their minds, leave, or die) and from an administrative structure usually limited to a small number of faithful followers” (Kendall Diana, Rick Linden, Jane Lothian Murray 322). The survival of the entity set by the leader depends on routinization. “Routinization of charisma occurs when charismatic authority is succeeded by a bureaucracy controlled by rationally established authority or by a combination of traditional and bureaucratic authority” (Turney, Beeghley, and Powers, 1995 cited in Kendall et al. 322). In other words, the practices, and ideals shared by a charismatic groups tend to turn into a routine, and with time becomes tradition.  A good example is, once again, the religions; where the teaching of charismatic leader Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada are still being practiced under traditional authority by Hare Krishna followers, also knows as the International Society for Krishna Consciousness. The same apply to Muhammad (Islam), or Jesus Christ (Christianity). However, charisma is not always routinized, and in many cases the organizations will collapse once the leader departs.

Nowadays, one may think that charismatic authority is unlikely to arise. We live in the day and age where rational-legal authorities seem to be the most common, and preferred type. However, lets remember that all the three forms of authority in their “pure type are rarely found in reality” (Max Weber 9). In most cases we find mixtures of different types, as it is the case with the example of most elected war lords. Napoléon Bonaparte, for instance, was admired for his personal qualities and outstanding leadership (Charismatic), he became the emperor of France and general during the French Revolution (Legal), and his military innovations and civil code spread throughout Europe and were still being adopted after his time (Traditional). Therefore, it is not fair to assume that charismatic leadership is a dying way of gaining obedience, specially when figures like Mother Teresa and Indira Gandhi, who showed strong traits of charismatic leadership lived not so long ago.

In conclusion, we have seen that charismatic authority may arise in different areas and in many different forms, like prophets, guru, great demagogue, elected war lords, condotierre, and gang leaders. The nature of the authority is temporal and unstable, depending heavily on leader's personal qualities and bonds with the respective followers. Despite being the most rare form of acquiring loyalty and obedience the days of charismatic leadership are not soon to be over, as new figures with charismatic traits do still exist, and certainly will in times to come.
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