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Policy vs. Charisma

Intro

In his talk “The Profession and Vocation of Politics”, Max Weber reviews three types of politicians: traditional, legal rational, and charismatic. In this talk, he is most concerned with the charismatic leader and how that charismatic nature calls someone to participate in political leadership. The charismatic leader has power not because of custom but because the people believe in him (Weber something). This has become especially relevant in the contemporary political climate in the United States, where political leaders outside of the bureaucracy are elected by the collective.

As voters from various backgrounds and worldviews become more polarized and see differing characteristics and leaders as “charismatic”, understanding charismatic leaders, or what makes someone charismatic, has become more difficult with time. When the political landscape is as divided as it is in the United States, this makes elections particularly contentious and distances policy from the election discussion, as the voter base relies more and more on a candidate’s charisma rather than their policy to make voting decisions. In this political climate, when an elected official is voted in, they reflect the community's values.

The emphasis on charismatic leaders has increased across the decades with rapid technological advancements, the 24-hour news cycle, and social media. However, as American politics become more polarized, different voters find different qualities and traits “charismatic,” making the quality of charisma more difficult for politicians to pin down and define. This leads political candidates to focus on solving this charisma problem, further distancing the election cycle from policy discussion. 

Unchecked charismatic power may also be dangerous for several reasons. First, charisma does not guarantee competence or ability. Additionally, minorities such as women and people of color are often judged on different criteria regarding both charisma and competence, distancing them from elected leadership positions. Election emphasis on charisma can also lead to the increased use of social media by political candidates and voters during elections. Because a charismatic leader’s administrators are bound to him because of material reward or social honor (Weber, p.313), the potential mobilization of those who strongly support a political leader is also there, and in extreme cases, the possible dissolving of checks and balances.

Charisma will continue to be a factor in American politics, and it is not likely to change completely. However, potential voter education and engagement changes could be made to re-center policy in our discussion and selection of political leaders. Increasing voter education and access to high-quality news sources will allow the voter base to engage with politics in a more policy-centered manner than the current average voter engages with political media.

Policies should be implemented in a small testing group to begin researching the potential for larger policies. A college environment is preferred. The purpose of the policies is to see to what degree policy can be reintroduced to the casual voter and how that policy knowledge impacts the importance of candidate charisma to those voters.

1) Pair with an organization like Fair Election Center.org to gather resources and data.

2) Many reputable news sources are paywalled and more difficult to access than free sources that are less reliable or trustworthy. By offering access codes or discounted rates to these news sources, you can make reputable news sources more affordable and accessible to the student group, so students can educate themselves about candidates and policy issues through verified news sources rather than receiving news from Twitter, Facebook, or other social media platforms.

3) Host “Common Ground” events with Fair Election Center regarding specific policy problems with these students in mind, invite local government and potentially state government politicians to come speak. 

4) Voter guides should be distributed to the group, including information regarding high-quality news sources, statements from or about each candidate running in the election, and the positions they are running for.

5) Media literacy should be highly emphasized, and students should be given resources on seeking trusted news sources and recognizing untrue or inflammatory headlines they may see on the Internet.

Evaluation:
Evaluation can be done through survey data collected one year apart, before and after implementation. Questions will be drafted and asked before policy implementation, with a follow-up one year later. The same survey will be used for both interviews. Following policy implementation, voters should feel more confident and educated on policy problems and issues. Participants should also be surveyed on how important they find charisma in a political candidate. The educated and engaged voter has more political resources and information and may devalue charisma in a political candidate, or become more aware of the political problems around them and therefore more politically involved.
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