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TRUSTWORTHY GOVERNMENT AND  
LEGITIMATING BELIEFS

MARGARET LEVI

Government trustworthiness accounts for considerable variance 
in why and when citizens (and subjects more generally) comply 
with the extractive demands of governments.1 A trustworthy gov-
ernment is one that keeps its promises (or has exceptionally good 
reasons why it fails to), is relatively fair in its decision-making and 
enforcement processes, and delivers goods and services. A legiti-
mate government is one that appeals to widely accepted justifica-
tions for its selection, maintenance, and policies. Investigations 
across history and countries reveal that the more trustworthy the 
government, the more likely it is to evoke observation of its laws 
and acquiescence to policies. Less clear is the link between per-
ceptions that government is trustworthy and beliefs that it is legiti-
mate, at least in countries claiming or trying to be democratic.2 
Being trustworthy in practices and outcomes may contribute to 
perceptions of government legitimacy. However, trustworthiness 
is, at best, a necessary but not sufficient condition for legitimating 
beliefs.

Some important contemporary circumstances reveal the dis-
tinction between trustworthy provision of goods and services, on 
the one hand, and the legitimacy of those in power, on the other 
hand. It is that distinction I want to explore.3 After using current 
instances in advanced democratic countries to illuminate what 
is at issue, I then turn to attempts to establish legitimate govern-
ment where there are partial states, alien rule, post-conflict, or 
newly established states attempting to demonstrate governmental 
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capacity while also achieving some semblance of democracy.4  I 
do this by reexamining my own work on historical state-building 
and the growing literature on contemporary state-building, par-
ticularly research exploring the empirical link among government 
service delivery, perceptions of the trustworthiness of govern-
ment, and attributions of legitimacy. Variation in the two major 
attributes of trustworthy government, provision of promised goods 
and services, and procedural justice in the determination and 
implementation of policy are not always sufficient to account for 
the variation in legitimating beliefs. What is also necessary is a set 
of accepted justifications for government and its actions, justifica-
tions based on widely shared moral principles and beliefs. This is 
hardly news, but we may, for the first time, have empirical means 
for figuring out how much such justifications matter and under 
what conditions—and how they are affected by actual government 
performance.

Reassessing the Link Between Trustworthy 
Government and Its Legitimacy

The United States of Trump and the Britain of Brexit exemplify 
national states that have penetrated deeply into their populations 
and, by objective standards, act within and are accountable to 
long-established democratic and bureaucratic procedures in the 
delivery of goods and services. Yet, questions are arising about the 
legitimacy of their governments. In both countries, the disruptions 
caused by technological change and the indifferent responses of 
policymakers mean that these governments are perceived as fail-
ing to deliver what many people need and believe they deserve. In 
both countries, albeit more extremely in the United States, there 
are those who reject almost any interventions of the state in their 
lives—be it via gun control or immunization vaccines. Then there 
are those whose civil rights have actually been denied through 
problematic policies and practices, such as American mass incar-
ceration and questionable police actions so prevalent among com-
munities of color, the poor, and immigrants.

Claims that government is acting arbitrarily and discrimina-
torily, particularly when reinforced by actual and observable 
government actions, feed and intensify beliefs that government 
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is untrustworthy. They produce legitimacy concerns when com-
bined with beliefs that the governments or their policies were not 
selected according to democratic justifications. Brexit was a legal 
vote, but there are issues about whether this was the appropriate 
way to reach such a complex and consequential decision. Trump 
is legally the president, but he came to office despite losing the 
popular vote and under the shadow of possible Russian meddling 
in the election process. Trump’s loss of the popular vote does not 
represent a challenge to legitimacy. It is written into the constitu-
tionally established electoral college, the result of a compromise 
that allowed the United States to form, but has long raised con-
cerns about its effect on equality of votes and majority determina-
tion of outcome. Russian meddling does raise a legitimacy chal-
lenge by violating widely shared values about democratic elections 
as free from illegal manipulation and from foreign interference. 
The president’s legitimacy is further undermined, at least in the 
eyes of some, by his breaking of long-established norms of presi-
dential behavior, words, and probity. While the president is not the 
whole government, the tolerance of the US Congress for his con-
duct smears that institution as well.

Despite such concerns, democracy continues to exist and so 
does (largely) trustworthy government by objective standards, 
but their existence is far from enough to legitimate government. 
Legitimacy rests on more than effective governance; it requires 
popularly acceptable justifications for who holds the reins of 
power, who the leadership is, and for the policies promoted. 
Doubts about government effectiveness and fairness in providing 
services and security undermine the popular belief in its trustwor-
thiness and certainly weaken its claim for legitimacy. Loss of con-
fidence in the very rules of the game—be it democracy, autocracy, 
or theocracy—for ensuring appropriate succession, accountability, 
or policies undermines the justificatory basis of legitimacy.

It is arguable that we are seeing a fundamental, if often incho-
ate, challenge to the principles that made our long-standing 
democracies legitimate in the eyes of their populations. We are 
most certainly witnessing the fraying of the political economic 
framework that guided action for decades, and with that comes 
contestation of the values that undergird the framework. Periodi-
cally, it is necessary to update the prevailing moral economy of any 
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governmental system: the extra-market reciprocal rights and obli-
gations that link populations, governments, corporations, and all 
the other various organizations that make up the society.

Economies are a moral and political choice. A polity can and 
does make decisions about the nature of its moral economy, and 
those decisions—and the ethical premises that underlie them—
vary across time and place. The Thatcher-Reagan brand of neo-
liberalism replaced the Keynesian approach that dominated the 
post–World War II developed West, but the Scandinavian countries 
resisted this movement, at least to some extent. Russia, China, and 
India made different decisions than the West in the 1950s; they 
continue to have different conceptions of who receives social pro-
tection and how it is provided. These are the principles that define 
who is in and who is out of the web of services and protections and 
guide their definition and delivery.

Most of the world lives in polities in which the industrial and 
green revolutions—be it in this past century or the one before—
obliterated the long-standing responsibilities of landlords toward 
the peasants who worked their lands. States now take on the bur-
den of care, but according to different principles of who is deserv-
ing, who is included, and who pays, principles that were often long 
in coming and full of conflict. Once established, however, they 
became part of the justification for the legitimacy of government.

Let us take the example of protection of workers. In the United 
States and much of Europe, free markets brutally drove workers’ 
lives from the mid-nineteenth through the mid-twentieth centu-
ries, when most industrial countries established an interconnected 
framework of labor rights and citizen benefits to ensure that ris-
ing productivity was more equitably shared. This transformation 
involved changing laws but, more important, changing expecta-
tions about what capitalism ought to be, who it should serve, and 
what it could become. Not unrelatedly, these countries enjoyed 
the greatest growth in human history.

As the moral economy of the post–World War II era, embodied 
in Keynesianism, was overtaken by the moral economy embodied 
in the neoliberalism of Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Fried-
man, the prevailing prescription that employers have obligations 
to their employees began to disintegrate. Further decimation of 
the New Deal labor framework is reinforced by the automation 
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and outsourcing of our manufacturing sectors and by gig-labor 
business models that evade the employer-employee relationship 
assumed in our laws. Productivity gains are no longer shared. 
Firms no longer feel responsible for ensuring employment secu-
rity, health insurance, or other benefits.

In the Keynesian era, despite the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act con-
straints on unions, union power in America increased. So did the 
role of unions in popular culture: The meme was Big Labor as an 
equal with Big Business and Big Government. Major newspapers of 
the time regularly covered union actions. By the 1970s, more than 
20 million Americans were in unions, which remained a vital part 
of the Democratic Party’s coalition and were major advocates of 
social insurance and other citizen protections.

Then things began to change—and union power began being 
rolled back, first gently and then with increasing ferocity. Several 
factors led to the devastation in the house of labor. Even in its hey-
day, the labor movement failed to represent that part of the labor 
force working in the agricultural, domestic, and low-end service 
sectors. With the neoliberal onslaught, led in the United States 
by President Ronald Reagan, the employers regained the upper 
hand, knowing that government would either look the other way 
or actively assist in the employer campaign to undermine unions 
organizing more workers and effectively enforcing collective bar-
gaining rights. Moreover, enough time had gone by since the acme 
of labor organizing that young workers no longer credited unions 
with the improvements in their standard of living. The combined 
loss of power and the increased focus of many unions on particu-
laristic gains made it difficult for unions, even the large confedera-
tions, to block the policies that amplify inequality in the United 
States. One result in recent decades has been real wage declines 
even as US productivity has grown.5

At the turn into the twenty-first century, survey evidence reveals 
that workers still wanted unions.6 A 2002 study, confirmed with 
additional data in 2005, found that more than 50 percent of non-
union, non-managerial workers preferred union representation. 
The percentages were particularly high among 18- to 34-year-olds 
(58 percent), those with incomes under $40,000 (59 percent), 
and minorities (74 percent). Fifteen years on, it would be worth 
doing such an analysis today, particularly among younger workers. 
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My own research on and experience with those employed in the 
new gig economy suggest that interest in having a voice no longer 
translates into interest in being represented by a union, an orga-
nization perceived as constraining individual prerogatives while 
taking a cut for doing so. These workers have bought into the pre-
vailing moral political economy, with its overriding emphasis on 
freedom of choice and opposition to governmental intervention.

In 2016, the total union membership in the combined public 
and private sectors was only 10.7 percent of all non-agricultural 
wage and salary workers, or 14.6 million people.7 Unions have 
always been weak in the South and in the non-coastal western 
states. For the industrial heartlands, the decline in union member-
ship in recent years is notable. South Carolina has the lowest mem-
bership, at 1.6 percent. The highest Southern state is Alabama, at 
8.1 percent, placing it in a dead heat with Wisconsin, which used 
to be a union stronghold.

These aggregate figures hide the real story, however. Only 6.4 
percent of private sector workers now belong to unions, down from 
the high of over 35 percent in 1954. By and large, what is keeping 
unions alive is government employment: 34.4 percent of public 
sector workers belong to unions. And yet the future of public sec-
tor unions is, arguably, tenuous.8 Note the reactions against them 
in once union-proud states such as Wisconsin. There is, in these 
states, growing antagonism among the public to the demands and 
strikes of government employees. At the same time, government 
austerity measures have further undermined the strength of the 
public sector. All evidence suggests that Trump and the courts will 
perpetuate the undermining of workers’ rights and wages.

In 1947, the Taft-Hartley Act made it possible to create what 
became known as “right-to-work” laws, which enabled workers to 
opt out of dues-paying even when gaining the benefits of repre-
sentation. Eleven states, most of them in the South, immediately 
adopted “right-to-work” regulations. Another five became “right to 
work” by 1955. Today, twenty-eight states and Guam have this sta-
tus. As a result, union power nationally has been decimated.

In the late 1990s and again in the Obama era, there was some 
guarded optimism that these trends could be reversed, that unions 
could regain some of their leverage and that a new generation of 
labor activists might even take leadership on questions of equality 
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and equity, both economic and racial.9 There is no such hope with 
Donald Trump, a man with a long history of hostility to unions and 
of engaging in unfair labor practices in his own businesses. His 
appeals to workers play to their basest interests and their current 
fears and add to the delegitimizing of unions.

Without question, manufacturing—the basis of the grand 
industrial unions—has been disappearing from the United States 
for several decades. And whatever Trump’s rhetoric around pro-
tectionism and manufacturing, it is most unlikely that he will be 
able to re-industrialize the heartlands. People are hurting, and 
they no longer believe that their children will be better off than 
they were. They are looking for a scapegoat, and they demand a 
silver bullet to restore what they once had. Yet many hang on to 
the moral economy in the neoliberal variant of the political econ-
omy.10 Instead of advocating for programs to assist those in need 
and those striving to prepare themselves for the transformation 
of the economy, Trump pushes his protectionist trade policies, a 
hard line on immigration, and tax reform, none of which will ulti-
mately benefit those left behind by recent economic trends. He 
does this by making exaggerated and often decidedly false claims 
that American jobs have gone overseas or to new immigrants; and 
he ignores the role of technological change.

This strategy, while unlikely to actually generate manufactur-
ing jobs in the United States, has the added benefit of demoniz-
ing unions—such as the National Domestic Workers Alliance and 
Service Employees International Union (SEIU)—that are growing 
in prominence and that disproportionately represent immigrant 
labor. Trump’s analysis may be largely inaccurate, but it finds reso-
nance among white workers, whose jobs are precarious and whose 
standard of living is falling. And it supports the efforts to weaken 
and delegitimize the labor movement further.

This extended example reveals two different kinds of legitimacy 
issues. The first has to do with the extent to which an organiza-
tion—in this instance a union—is compatible with prevailing val-
ues about appropriate influences on individual action and inter-
vention in the economy. Within the prevailing moral political 
economy, there is a reasonable case for undermining union power. 
There are many who disagree, however, raising questions about 
the appropriateness of the moral political economy itself. The 
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second issue is the legitimacy of a state that is upholding values 
that are currently being widely contested, due to questions about 
their moral rightness and about their consistency with prevail-
ing ideas about what constitutes a state that is just, equitable, and 
democratic.

Fashioning a new “moral political economy” will require shift-
ing popular ideas about work, framing new labor laws, fashioning 
a safety net with new options, including possibly a universal basic 
income, and, most important, reestablishing the justifications for 
assessing a legitimate government. We cannot return to the post-
war manufacturing boom nor to the moral political economy that 
governed that era. But we have choices regarding where we will 
go next.

Similarly, we have decisions in other spheres as well: the miti-
gation of and adaptation to climate change; the determination of 
immigrant rights; the design and effects of bioengineering on our 
societies; how artificial intelligence evolves and with what impacts. 
With such shifts in moral reasoning also come new choices about 
how to fashion our lives and societies, posing challenges to our 
ethical systems, notions of equity, conceptions of who is deserving 
and who is not, and what forms of governance are best suited to a 
changed world.

Britain and the United States alert us to the fragility of the rela-
tionship between trustworthy government and its legitimacy. How-
ever, these cases are so complex that it is difficult to use them to 
disentangle the links among quality of service delivery, processes by 
which they are determined and delivered, the selection and char-
acter of those who hold decision-making positions, perceptions of 
government trustworthiness, and assessments of legitimacy.

To better understand what the necessary links are and how they 
are built and secured may require us to consider cases where gov-
ernment penetration is underway or incomplete. Several recent 
papers indicate that beliefs about the trustworthiness of govern-
ment may reflect expectations—not just delivery—of govern-
ment services; the higher the expectations, the more brittle the 
assessment of trustworthiness.11 But what role does trustworthi-
ness play in promoting legitimacy, and is trustworthiness—even if 
secured—enough?
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A Quick Frolic through the Literature

The literature on legitimacy is vast but not totally satisfying. Max 
Weber’s writing suggests that the concept is best understood as 
an adjective characterizing the type of power: legitimate or ille-
gitimate power, with a typology of legitimate power as traditional, 
charismatic, and rational-legal.12  What makes power legitimate is 
that it is “rightful” according to prevailing standards of morality; 
those who hold it came to their positions according to widely rec-
ognized and acceptable processes and then act according to given 
norms and values. David Beetham interprets Weber as arguing 
that it is the beliefs of people in a government’s legitimacy that 
make it legitimate.13 He goes on to list what, in his view, constitutes 
legitimate government and governmental practices:

	 (i)	 it conforms to established rules;
	 (ii)	 the rules can be justified by reference to beliefs shared 

by both dominant and subordinate; and
	 (iii)	 there is evidence of consent by the subordinate to the 

particular power relation.14

The question is then how best to determine empirically when legit-
imacy exists and where and why it varies.

We have made some progress, if incomplete, on this front. 
To give some prominent examples: Fritz Scharpf pioneered an 
approach to legitimacy that emphasizes “input” and “output” legit-
imacy.15 The inputs are the voices and decision processes that pro-
duce government policy; the outputs are the implementation and 
delivery of those policies, that is, how government performs. More 
recently, John Patty and Maggie Penn formalized a testable model 
of legitimacy that emphasizes the justificatory principles and the 
extent to which decision processes are consistent with and a means 
for realizing those principles.16 Combining these approaches with 
our takeaways from political and sociological theorists such as 
Weber, Beetham, and Habermas, we have most of the pieces we 
need to begin to link principles, their justification, the rules that 
embody them, the processes that realize them, and the consent of 
the governed.17
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My Research on Building and Maintaining Trustworthy Governments

My own work largely focuses on the conditions that promote popu-
lar perceptions of and belief in the trustworthiness of both policies 
and public officials and how those perceptions and beliefs affect 
the willingness of citizens to comply with costly demands and 
extractions. More precisely, I have attempted to: (1) find behav-
ioral indicators of a population’s beliefs that governing arrange-
ments are trustworthy; (2) understand the reasons for variation in 
perceptions of trustworthiness; and (3) learn how variations in per-
ceptions affect variations in responses to government demands. I 
posit that individuals, if they assess government as trustworthy, will 
feel obligated to obey it. The markers of trustworthy government 
are its promise-keeping (which reflects both its commitments and 
its capacity), the fairness of its processes (given the norms of place 
and time), and evidence that the government will and can pun-
ish free-riders. When individuals are legally required to comply 
but do so out of a combination of confidence in the government 
and a sense of obligation, I conceive of their compliance as quasi-
voluntary.18 When individuals are being asked by government to 
engage in voluntary activity—be it for military service and perhaps 
as voters—I conceive of their volunteering behavior as contingent 
consent.19 With these concepts, I was then able to derive hypothe-
ses about when a government was objectively trustworthy (or not), 
whether it was believed to be trustworthy, and how and to what 
extent that should affect observable and measurable behavioral 
compliance.

I was also able to account for the variation in the response of 
different parts of the population to the extractive demands of a 
government. In Consent, Dissent and Patriotism, I considered why 
young men chose to volunteer (or not) for military service in 
the twentieth-century wars in the United States, Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada, Britain, and France.20 They were being asked 
to pay a very high price to show their allegiance to the govern-
ment. The decision was individual but informed by social networks 
and communities, producing a huge difference in how distinctive 
populations responded. For example, anglophone Canadians vol-
unteered in high numbers and francophone Canadians resisted. 
They felt the federal Canadian government was untrustworthy, 
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failing to keep its promises of bilingual education and general 
respect for their language. Francophones were also worried—and 
reasonably so—that military orders would only be given in Eng-
lish, which not all of them spoke. Perhaps even more important, 
they questioned the legitimacy of the war and of the Canadian 
government’s insistence they serve in it; from their perspective the 
federal government was violating the constitutional justification 
that conscription could be considered only if Canada was invaded.

Francophone Canadians during both world wars, working-class 
Australians in World War I, and dissidents throughout history have 
used avoidance of and outright refusal to serve in the military as a 
way to proclaim their opposition to particular policies. Additional 
indicators reveal oppositional stances: Shirking and property 
destruction are among the “weapons of the weak”; disobedience 
to the law, tax evasion, inoculation resistance, and even non-voting 
can represent active non-compliance.21  Of course, how to read 
the meaning of these actions depends on the motivations of the 
actors. Sometimes non-compliance is simply a reflection of venal-
ity or laziness or ignorance. But there are ways to study what the 
likely motivations are. In all of these instances, qualitative infor-
mation often provides clues that can be followed with systematic 
analysis of hypothesized variations.

I have long recognized the importance of the principles of fair-
ness, due process, and proper selection of authorities in affecting 
legitimating beliefs. However, I have not always paid adequate 
attention to the content and effect of justifications—from both 
governing actors and their opposition—in influencing the per-
ception of how well goods and services are being delivered and, 
perhaps more important, in prompting acceptance of govern-
ing authority as legitimate. More recent work attempts to fill that 
lacuna. Using Afrobarometer data, Audrey Sacks, Tom Tyler, and I 
attempt to test the link between aspects of an objectively trustwor-
thy government as determined by measurable government activity, 
the creation of value-based legitimacy, and the consequent behav-
ioral legitimacy (or quasi-voluntary compliance).22 We use survey 
questions about willingness to comply with tax requirements as 
an indicator of value-based legitimacy but lack measures of actual 
compliance with those requirements. Even so, we are able to find 
evidence that a “virtuous circle” (see figure 12.1) can exist in which 
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a trustworthy government spawns legitimacy beliefs, which in turn 
leads to greater compliance, which feeds back into government 
whose increase in capacities enables it to provide more services 
and garner greater legitimacy. Others have since made advances 
beyond our initial effort; I discuss their work below.

Suggestive findings about legitimacy also emerged in my co-
authored book with John Ahlquist, In the Interests of Others.23 We 
investigate unions in the United States and Australia as a way to 
investigate how variations in democratic governance arrange-
ments, on the one hand, and provision of promised goods and 
services, on the other hand, influence the development of both 
legitimating beliefs about the organization and behaviors that 
reflect those beliefs. The justification for unions is the delivery of 
higher wages, better benefits, improvements in health and safety, 
and relative job security, and no union leadership will retain legiti-
macy if it fails to deliver on these dimensions. Such performance 
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Figure 12.1. An illustration of the theoretical framework in Levi, Sacks, 
and Tyler, “Conceptualizing Legitimacy.” This models legitimacy as a 

sense of obligation or willingness to obey authorities (value-based  
legitimacy) that then translates into actual compliance with  

governmental regulations and laws (behavioral-based legitimacy).
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or output legitimacy facilitates compliance, but some unions wish 
to evoke actions from their members that serve an extended “com-
munity of fate,” that is, the group of people—some of whom may 
be distant and unknown—with whom one’s fate is linked and who 
one protects. For example, when dockworkers refuse to load cargo 
on ships because of some larger objective such as opposition to the 
Japanese invasion of Manchuria in the 1930s or to South African 
apartheid in the 1980s, they are acting in the interests of others 
but against their own material interests. Indeed, they are engaging 
in costly actions, risking loss of pay, loss of jobs, and even jail time. 
Union and leadership requests for such actions are more likely 
to produce value-based and behavioral legitimacy when there is 
greater input legitimacy, reflected in accountable union leaders, 
direct democracy (universal votes on officers and contracts), and 
inclusive governance arrangements that permit widespread voice 
and access.

Our detailed dissection of a particular set of governance appa-
ratuses clarifies the means by which the leadership and members/
citizens of an organization construct consent. Discussions and 
debates about the proper course of action ensured the creation 
of shared and consensual values about the principles underlying 
union activities. Information—and its contestation—meant that 
decisions of the collective were based on the best available evi-
dence about various actions. Further, the deliberations legitimated 
the process itself; not everyone agreed with the choice, but virtu-
ally all went along with it once made.

Establishing Legitimacy

What we have learned from exploration of contemporary issues 
of democratic government, from the literature, and from my own 
work, is that there is indeed a link between trustworthy govern-
ment and legitimacy, but that they are not conceptually the same. 
Legitimacy requires trustworthy government but also requires 
a set of shared values or principles that guide the actions of gov-
ernment actors and the responses of those they are governing. In 
practice, this means that input legitimacy is as important as out-
put legitimacy. However, input processes are more than following 
procedures. First, they require adherence to higher principles, 
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justified by appeal to the constitutional history and ethics of the 
polity. Second, there should be good reason to believe that input 
processes will actually lead to outputs consistent with what is prom-
ised and expected as a result of the input processes. The first is 
a sine qua non of legitimacy and the second, an indicator of the 
trustworthiness of government that is also a necessary (but not suf-
ficient) condition of legitimacy.24

My conclusions, based on the research to date, is that we would 
still use compliance with various government policies as an indi-
cator of popular beliefs about trustworthiness and legitimacy but 
recognize three conditions for what appears to be the same behav-
ioral choice:

	 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 free-
riders comply.

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

The empirical difficulty of altering these conditions to determine 
likely citizen responses is overwhelming, although perhaps a clever 
researcher might eventually find a way. An only somewhat easier 
approach is to look for indicators of beliefs about trustworthi-
ness and legitimacy. Even then, the extent to which the perceived 
trustworthiness of government influences or sustains legitimating 
beliefs remains a problematic issue.

Let us start by figuring out when a populace believes govern-
ment is trustworthy and why. Surveys provide one means of getting 
at trustworthiness of government institutions, leaders, and poli-
cies. However, even when available, few record attitudes over time 
from the same population, and most of the widely used questions 
are more likely to evoke from respondents their preferences for a 
person or party than a judgment about trustworthiness.25 The only 
questions that come close to eliciting useful information are those 
that ask about particular institutions and authorities and, even bet-
ter, about assessments of various behaviors of those authorities.26
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That being said, some recent researchers use surveys to good 
advantage in ascertaining the degree to which developing demo-
cratic states have achieved trustworthiness. A common mantra of 
aid agencies is: Provide decent goods and services to the popula-
tion, and they will come to trust the government. Understanding 
when that presumption is true, if it ever is, has become a subject of 
interesting new research. The case of post-conflict Iraq, for exam-
ple, reveals that the creation of a trustworthy government depends 
on more than objectively measured reasonable service delivery.27 
The perception and reality of satisfactory service delivery do not 
always coincide. How people perceive what they are getting from 
government turns out to be complex everywhere, but particularly 
where the state is perceived as alien, where it has not fully pen-
etrated society, and when there are good reasons to be wary of 
those bearing gifts. One particularly compelling recent finding is 
that the key intervening variable between objective service deliv-
ery and its perception as such is the expectation of the recipient.28 
There is often greater trust of government in badly served rural 
populations and far less trust among those who have received rela-
tively decent service. The level of expectations appears to be far 
more explanatory than the actual quality of services. Work in Tan-
zania also reveals variation in expectations around local services 
that have consequences for perceptions of trustworthiness.29 Why 
people hold such expectations is another still unanswered ques-
tion deserving exploration, particularly for those keen to construct 
trustworthy and legitimate governments.

Field experiments are another means for assessing the link 
between perceptions of trustworthy government and compliance. 
Interestingly, research based solely in surveys and those that use 
field experiments can have very distinct findings. Where govern-
ment lacks capacity, often non-profits and foreign aid step in, cre-
ating questions about who deserves credit for provision. Using the 
Afrobarometer and her own survey in Zambia, Sacks found that aid 
from donors actually improved citizen-state relationships.30 This is 
contrary to what others, using field experiments instead of surveys, 
find in Uganda.31 In Bangladesh, Dietrich, Mahmud, and Winters, 
also using field experiments, find that information about foreign 
aid contributed to positive attitudes toward local government but 
had little effect on national government.32 Indeed, it appears that 
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one means for improving government trustworthiness in the pres-
ence of foreign aid and low state penetration is to decentralize ser-
vices, as research on post-conflict Sierra Leone reveals.33 There is 
a long-standing literature on the benefits of decentralization and 
federalism in state-building to which these arguments contribute.34 
Populations are more likely to trust local than national govern-
ments, in part because they can see how the sausage is made and 
who is getting what and why.

Services, including security, often go hand-in-hand with extrac-
tive demands, such as taxation or military service. Citizens may 
want the first but not necessarily the second, particularly if they 
fear the processes of extraction will be unequally distributed and 
if they worry whether government is honest. Of equal import may 
be concerns about government sensitivity to their particular needs 
and circumstances. This suggests that unequal and palpably unfair 
distribution of services can actually undermine the virtuous circle 
by undermining perceptions of government trustworthiness.35

To understand the relationship between perceptions of how 
trustworthy government is and compliance with it also requires 
consideration of cases where government is not serving its citizens. 
Again, surveys and field experiments help us get at this, but so, 
too, do case studies of instances of alternative service provision. 
State incapacity, incompetence, disregard, or worse are unfortu-
nately commonplace throughout much of the world, historically 
and today. Organized groups often arise directly to fill the gaps 
states neglect. The grandmothers of Yuendemu, an indigenous 
community in the central desert of Australia, are illustrative. They 
formed a night watch to keep the children from glue-sniffing, 
which government—despite some money and intention—was fail-
ing to do. Their actions did not seem to reflect a belief that the 
state was illegitimate, but certainly reflected lack of confidence in 
its ability to act on their behalf in this important area of concern 
for them.

In other cases, e.g., organized groups, existing for a very dif-
ferent purpose, the population turns to alternatives to the state. 
This is the situation in some of the favelas of Brazil, slums of India, 
and indeed among populations throughout the world; the police 
are trusted less than the gangs.36  Again, is the state thought to be 
illegitimate or the gangs legitimate? That is far from clear. What is 
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evident is that government has failed in the important domain of 
trustworthiness, and others have picked up the slack.

Even if perceptions of the trustworthiness of government can be 
improved, this does not necessarily lead to its achieving legitimacy 
in the eyes of the population. Legitimacy requires shared values 
being upheld and evidence that the processes of governance are 
justifiable according to commonly accepted principles. Legitimacy 
grounded only in provision of goods and services, including some 
modicum of security not otherwise available, is an extremely lim-
ited form of performance legitimacy. Arguably, it is not legitimacy 
at all. Although there may be some element of voluntary compli-
ance flowing from the quid pro quo between the government and 
the populace it oversees, it is not likely to evoke compliance in the 
absence of assurances free-riders are being made to obey.

Because of the conceptual muddiness in the relationship 
between the trustworthiness of the state and its legitimacy, there 
are few studies that parse this question using surveys or field 
experiments.37 Still, we can consider other actions that reveal ques-
tions about the legitimacy of governance institutions and officials. 
If we believe these are indicators, then we may be able to infer that 
any non-compliance we observe among those populations reflects 
their assessments of legitimacy. Observation and documentation 
of factors outside the individual can offer a sense of shared beliefs. 
In francophone and anglophone Canada, newspaper editori-
als, sermons, and other such public statements offered guidance 
to public sentiment. But there are many circumstances in which 
such guidance is not possible. As Kuran’s work makes clear, the 
perceived legitimacy of a regime is apparent only at the moment at 
which it is being actively overturned.38  Even so, public debate, vot-
ing, protest, and other actions provide a means for assessing which 
parts of the populace support government and which do not, even 
in autocratic situations.39

Another kind of example is the post–Civil War American South. 
The seemingly legitimate national state violated local values and 
was perceived as an alien ruler. The Ku Klux Klan represents orga-
nized vigilantism that uses violence to impose its values on its soci-
ety. The Taliban represents another form of the same general phe-
nomenon. It is a quasi-state that not only refuses to abide by the 
laws of the national government but also, like the Klan, imposes 
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its view of the world on the parts of society it controls through 
violence.

Legitimacy, I suspect, can only develop with explicit discussions 
during the founding moments and reinforced over time through 
public debates in parliaments, the courts, the media, and public 
fora about the principles under which decisions are made, poli-
cies enacted, and fundamental conflicts arbitrated within the pol-
ity. There must be some agreement, albeit usually implicitly, about 
what the moral economy is and what that implies about how cit-
izens (and non-citizens) are treated, what they can expect from 
the government. The citizens, governments, and corporations 
are in a community of fate based on shared values and reciprocal 
obligations.

This way of framing the issue, of course, presents an additional 
and major empirical challenge: How can we tell what the consen-
sual principles are, if indeed there are any at all? Elections are one 
indicator; widespread acceptance of policies another. But given 
evidence of popular apathy and even ignorance of what is at issue, 
these are partial indicators at best. In ascertaining the underlying 
consensual principles, there is good reason to consider found-
ing moments or periods of crises (depressions, natural disasters, 
wars—internal and external). These are likely to be times when 
the population coalesces and clarifies the values held highly and 
most commonly and when it establishes rules, laws, and institu-
tions that guide behavior and define the terms of reciprocity. Such 
rules inevitably erode over time, either because they are less appli-
cable when peace or calm are restored or because special inter-
ests actively undermine or change them or because the world in 
which they were developed is no longer the world in which people 
live.40 Equally inevitably, it seems, popular divisions appear or reap-
pear: Even when many of us share a core set of values, we may 
disagree on their order of importance, which can make all the dif-
ference not only in elections and policies but also in what each of 
us believes is legitimate.41

I have argued elsewhere that critical to eliciting common prin-
ciples and beliefs in non-crisis situations is the existence of mediat-
ing associations.42 In the United States and Europe, these include 
such organizations as labor unions, political parties, and PTAs 
(Parent-Teacher Associations), groups that might create what 
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Putnam labeled “bridging social capital.”43 At the least they form a 
constraint on actions and words that are outside the ethical pale. 
At best, as in the case of the dockworker unions Ahlquist and I 
studied, they provide a basis for learning, discourse, and delib-
eration. The construction of a shared ethos and of guiding prin-
ciples is the by-product of joining together for a common purpose 
and, through working together, developing mutual respect and a 
broader community of fate.

We appear to be in a hiatus between the moral political 
economy created by neoliberalism and whatever moral political 
economy emerges. In the interim, the prevailing justifications 
for government action seem tenuous at best. The breakdown of 
neoliberalism as the basis of shared social values is evident in the 
developed democracies, but it is also part of the issue confront-
ing developing states in this highly globalized world. The establish-
ment of new and acceptable justifications requires developing a 
new moral economy, illuminating its principles, and then deriving 
appropriate policies consistent with those principles.
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