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IS LEGITIMACY IN PERIL?















And important collaborations with Audrey Sacks and Tom Tyler



VIRTUOUS CIRCLE OF GOVERNANCE



QUESTIONS

• What creates the circle?

• What breaks the circle? (or prevents it being 
created in first place)

• How do we build or reestablish the virtuous circle?



WHAT MY WORK SUGGESTS



BELIEFS AND BEHAVIOR:  KEY 
CONCEPTS

• Quasi-voluntary compliance

• Contingent consent

• Trustworthy government

• Leadership

• Legitimating beliefs

• Community of fate

• Moral political economy
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1. Trust of government the result of an interaction 
between citizens and governments about 
something particular

2. Government trustworthiness often multi-
dimensional—can be trustworthy in some regards 
and not others 

3. Citizen perceptions affected by other things than 
reality

4. Behavioral measures better than surveys



TRUST OF GOVERNMENT

• Depends on government behavior.  Is it 
TRUSTWORTHY?  That is are institutional and 
accountability arrangements in place that assure 
• government delivering what it promises and does so 

competently

• government inhibiting free riding

• government fair, not discriminatory. Is it treating folks 
the same or differently?  

• Depends as well on citizen perception



WHAT CHANGES CITIZEN 
PERCEPTIONS?

• Beliefs about how the world works

• Beliefs about what government should do—the 
moral economy (Thatcher/Regan shift).  
Ideology and values—and they change

• Often disconnected from what’s actually 
happening
• E.g. law and order



IMPORTANT NUANCES

• No one/no government trustworthy to everyone on 
every dimension

• Distinction between government and politicians

• A general decline in popularity of politicians both in 
general and as an honorable pursuit

• Citizens generally lack historical memory



ESTABLISHING LEGITIMACY



Max Weber Fritz Scharpf



VIRTUOUS CIRCLE OF GOVERNANCE
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A LEGITIMATE GOVERNMENT

• Appeals to widely accepted justifications for selection and 
maintenance of government

• Upholds values around which there is considerable 
consensus

• May or may not be a trustworthy government, e.g. theocracy, 
autocracy.  But I suspect a trustworthy government a 
condition for a legitimate democratic government

• Needs and feeds a MORAL POLITICAL ECONOMY: the 
reciprocal obligations among citizens, governments, firms, 
workers, NGOs, religious institutions, etc.



COMPLIANCE AS AN INDICATOR

1. If an individual believes government is untrustworthy 
and illegitimate, she will comply only if coerced.

2. If an individual believes government is trustworthy, 
she will comply if she believes government will 
ensure others comply.

3. If an individual believes government is trustworthy 
and legitimate, she will comply without coercion and 
without assurance of others complying. 

(But how to tell when compliance is for one reason or 
another?)



• Trustworthiness of government contingent on

• Amount, quality, and fairness of goods and services supplied

• Expectations that are met

• Accountability (at least for democracies)

• Legitimacy fragile

• Trustworthiness perhaps a necessary but not always a sufficient 
condition

• Shared values —regularly reaffirmed and reestablished

• Multiple forms and sources of breakdown

• Regime vs. leader

• Divisions in population

• Both trustworthiness and legitimacy most likely in an 
accepted moral political economy 

CONCLUSION



THE EFFECTS OF 
GOOD 
GOVERNMENT:
NO WALLS, HIGH 
SECURITY, HUMAN 
FLOURISHING


