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This ground-breaking and innovative book examines the influence of
charisma on power, authority and nationalism. The authors both apply and
challenge Max Weber’s concept of ‘charisma’ and integrate it into a broader
discussion of other theoretical models. Using an interdisciplinary approach,
leading international scholars draw on a diverse range of cases to analyse
charisma in benign and malignant leaderships, as well as the relationship
between the cult of the leader, the adulation of the masses and the extension
of individual authority beyond sheer power. They discuss idiosyncratic
authority and oratory, and they address how political, social and regional
variations help explain concepts and policies which helped forge and refor-
mulate nations, national identities and movements. The chapters on particular
charismatic leaders cover Abraham Lincoln, Kemal Atatiirk, Adolf Hitler,
Benito Mussolini, Gamal Nasser, Jorg Haider and Nelson Mandela.
Political Leadership, Nations and Charisma will appeal to readers who are
interested in, history, sociology political communication and nationalism studies.
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1 Introduction
Weber’s concept of charismatic domination

John Breuilly

Understandably, in a book on nations and charisma, there are many refer-
ences to Max Weber and his ideas about charismatic leadership. Here, I con-
sider the different ways in which the term charisma is used by different
contributors, relate these to Weber’s arguments and suggest that a number of
distinctions be introduced into the use of the concept. This is not intended as
an exercise in establishing ‘correct’ usage or what Weber ‘really’ meant, but
rather to clarify the range of meanings the concept can bear and what useful
analytical work it can do.!

Weber defined charisma as one type of legitimate domination.> By legit-
imate, he meant some quality of authority extending beyond sheer power.
Power he defined as the capacity of A to issue commands to B which were
routinely obeyed. This might rest on coercive, economic or ideological power
that B felt unable to resist or it might be that B obeyed out of habit or inertia.
However, legitimate authority referred to cases where B acted as if A had the
right to issue such commands, not merely the power to punish disobedience.
Weber identified three ideal types of legitimate authority: traditional,
legal-rational and charismatic.

Weber formulated these ideal types as part of what he called the ‘sociology
of domination’ (Herrschaftssoziologie). The relationship of A to B was a
social relationship. It is important to see what this excludes or marginalises.
Legitimacy was not defined in terms of beliefs except in the vacuous sense
that regarding, say, traditional authority as legitimate entails a belief in the
authority of tradition. Nor was it defined in psychological terms except in a
similarly minimal sense. We can never know much about the beliefs or psy-
chology of a courtier in the Versailles of Louis XIV or an official in a modern
bureaucracy or a member of the Nazi party, although we can expect there to
be great variety between individuals.> However, we do know a lot about how
a courtier or official or party member was expected to behave in their
respective roles and the sanctions that would apply if they failed to do so. As
Weber phrased it, such followers acted ‘as if” they believed in the right of the
king or departmental head or Hitler to issue commands to them. MacGregor
Knox stresses in his chapter that it is the actions of Nazi followers that mat-
tered and that constituted Hitler’s charisma, not some separate effect of
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propaganda (belief) or indoctrination (psychology), even if that was
also involved. It was the ‘success’ of these organised forms of action that
established and sustained authority.

Such authority refers to the social relationships between the leader
(whether office holder or extraordinary individual) and the members of the
movements or institutions that implement the leader’s commands. (Weber
referred variously to the ‘following’, ‘staff’” and ‘administrative apparatus’.) As
for the generality of the population, whether as support mobilised by an
oppositional movement or subjects ruled by a state, it is impossible to identify
any specific and determinate social relationship between them and the leader.
Notions of legitimate domination applied to this larger population take on a
different and necessarily broader form. Many accounts of charismatic
domination are about this subject, usually focusing on how images of the
leader are projected and their presumed effects on the beliefs or psychology of
mass audiences. It is important not to confuse these two aspects of charisma
and, henceforth, I will refer to relational and projected charisma to make the
distinction clear.

Weber’s three ideal types do not refer to values, interests or groups. He
rejected the idea of defining legitimacy on the basis of a rhetoric of class or
nation or god. The many forms that such a rhetoric could take mean they
could not provide the basis for a parsimonious typology developed to enable
comparative analysis of a large number of cases.* Furthermore, a sociology of
domination would still have to translate such rhetoric into social relation-
ships. Appeals to sacred values, groups or deities are framed as beliefs, not
social relationships, and it is difficult, indeed arguably impossible, to equate
the success of such appeals with distinct social relations. (That is what
believers do and precisely what detached analysts must avoid doing.) In any
case, that is not necessary; one can subsume such appeals within the Weberian
framework. The rhetoric (and possibly genuine belief) attached to the
authority of a traditional monarchy includes appeals to beliefs, e.g. concern-
ing divine right monarchy or a ‘great chain of being’. Legal-rational author-
ity is justified by appeals to liberal and democratic values, arguing for
example that one needs rules and procedures to maximise individual freedom,
or to treat individuals as equal or to enable effective participation by all citi-
zens. Modern charismatic leaders always claim to embody some valued
quality such as national character, religious piety or insight into Marxist—
Leninist doctrine. It is how the belief is deployed that defines charismatic
leadership, not what the belief is about.

However, there is a particular problem concerning the relationship between
charisma and nationalism. Nationalism, more than any other modern ideo-
logical-political movement, appears to be associated with charismatic leader-
ship, both in opposition and in power. There are modern charismatic leaders
of religious and socialist movements, but they are more often than not bearers
of what Weber called the ‘charisma of office’ (e.g. as Pope or Ayatollah or
General Secretary of the Party) rather than unique individuals who claim to
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embody the national. Is there something about modern nationalist movements
and regimes that especially favours charismatic leadership?

To help deal with both the general subject of modern charismatic leader-
ship and this particular problem, I propose a modification of Weber’s typol-
ogy. His three ideal types consist of different combinations of two pairs of
concepts, as outlined in Table 1.1.°

Weber treated charismatic authority as both extraordinary and embodied in
an individual. He also assumed that a charismatic leader must be extra-
ordinary. I contend that neither of these points is essential to the use of the
concept, and indeed they undermine its use as Weber envisaged. If the central
concern is with social relationships, what matters is how the following behave
in relation to the leader and not, in the first instance, any individual qualities
that individual might possess. As we can see with the notion of ‘charisma of
office’, it is possible to project charisma on to an individual in relation to the
extraordinary authority that attaches to an institution such as the Catholic
Church or the Communist Party. The Pope as Vicar of Christ or the Com-
munist leader as the fount of Marxist-Leninist insight is the organizational,
rather than the personal, embodiment of this charismatic authority.® As we
can see from Table 1.1, in principle, one could construct a fourth type of
legitimate domination, which I will call impersonal charisma. I suggest that,
in terms of a sociology of domination, almost all modern charismatic leader-
ship takes this form, with the very important exception of certain kinds of
modern nationalism, which are, however, highly unstable and short-lived. In
contrast, the broader projection to and reception by mass audiences of lead-
ership images as charismatic has become a standard feature of modern rule.
I will tentatively conclude by suggesting a close relationship between the
decline of personal relational charisma and the rise of personal projected
charisma.

In terms of relational charisma, it is important to focus on the various ways
in which this is handled by the contributors to this book. I begin with char-
ismatic leadership in opposition movements, and move on to charismatic
leadership in regimes. In relation to opposition, one must distinguish between
charismatic movements that take and those that fail to take state power.
In relation to regimes, it is also necessary to explore the differences between
cases where charisma had played a central role in the taking of power and
those where it had not.

I identify two uses of the concept of projected charisma, mainly in relation
to nationalist regimes. First, there is the historical-mythical use of posthumous

Table 1.1 Re-interpreting Weber’s typology of leadership

Personal Impersonal

Ordinary Traditional Legal-rational
Extraordinary Charismatic ?




