The Definition of Constituted Authority

Introduction

At the heart of every organized society lies a set of rules, principles, and, crucially,
authorities tasked with enforcing and interpreting them. Whether in the context of a
nation-state, a religious institution, a school, or even a family unit, the concept of
“constituted authority” remains essential for the preservation of order, justice, and
continuity. But what precisely does “constituted authority” mean? Is it merely the
wielding of power by those in designated positions, or does it encompass a wider, more
nuanced array of roles and responsibilities? This essay undertakes a thorough
exploration of the definition of constituted authority, tracing its philosophical roots,
examining its manifestations across diverse contexts, and considering how evolving
societal values continue to redefine its meaning and legitimacy.

Understanding the Concept: Definition and Etymoloqy

The term “constituted authority” combines two critical elements: “constituted,” derived
from the Latin “constituere,” meaning “to set up” or “to establish,” and “authority,” from
“auctoritas,” which implies the right or power to command, enforce laws, or exact
obedience. Thus, constituted authority refers to any person or body that has been
legally and formally established to exercise power or govern within a particular
framework.

In everyday parlance, constituted authority typically denotes individuals or institutions
recognized by a community as possessing the legitimate mandate to direct, command,
or make decisions on behalf of others. Examples abound: the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches of government, school principals, university chancellors, law
enforcement agencies, and religious leaders. Each of these derives its legitimacy—not
from mere force or charisma, but from the systems, laws, or constitutions that underpin
their existence and function.

Theoretical Foundations: Legitimacy and Social Contract

A robust understanding of constituted authority necessitates engagement with the twin
concepts of legitimacy and the social contract. Political philosophers such as Thomas
Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau theorized that in the absence of
overarching authority, human societies would descend into chaos and perpetual
conflict—the infamous “state of nature.” To escape this, individuals collectively consent,
implicitly or explicitly, to surrender certain freedoms to a governing entity in exchange
for security, justice, and order. This arrangement forms the core of the social contract.

The authority established through such a contract is “constituted” precisely because it is
rooted in the collective will and governed by a set of binding agreements, whether
codified in written documents like constitutions or embedded in traditional norms. The



legitimacy of constituted authority, therefore, resides in its fidelity to the principles and
expectations upon which itwas founded. A government, for instance, is legitimate to the
extent that it operates in accordance with the constitution and the consent of the
governed.

Constituted Authority versus De Facto Authority

It is important to distinguish between constituted authority and de facto authority. The
former is established through formal legal processes, while the latter may arise from
sheer power, popularity, or necessity—often lacking foundational legitimacy. For
example, a military junta that seizes power through a coup may exercise de facto
authority but lacks constituted legitimacy unless and until its rule is regularized within an
accepted legal framework.

This distinction underscores the vital connection between authority and legitimacy.
Constituted authority notonly wields power but does so with the explicit or tacit approval
of a society’s legal and moral frameworks. It is this legitimacy that differentiates a lawful
ruler from a tyrant, a judge from a vigilante.

Manifestations of Constituted Authority

1. Political and Legal Systems

In political science and law, constituted authority is most commonly embodied
in governments and their institutions. Democratic societies typically have a
constitution—Dbe it written or unwritten—that establishes the structure,
powers, and limits of government. Within this framework, offices such as
president, prime minister, parliament, and judiciary are vested with authority
to legislate, execute, and interpret laws. Their legitimacy is drawn from
adherence to constitutional norms and, in democracies, from the popular will.

Conversely, in monarchies or theocracies, constituted authority may derive
from tradition, religious texts, or hereditary succession. Even here, however,
the authority is considered legitimate only insofar as it aligns with the values
and expectations of the governed populace.

2. Religious Institutions

Religious communities often establish constituted authorities—clergy, elders,
councils—based on sacred texts, tradition, or ecclesiastical law. The Pope’s
authority within the Roman Catholic Church, for example, is not arbitrary but
arises from centuries-old canons, councils, and theological interpretation.
Disputes over legitimacy and succession within religious bodies frequently
center on questions of proper constitutional procedure and adherence to
foundational teachings.



3. Educational and Social Organizations

Schools, universities, and social organizations similarly rely on constituted
authorities—boards, principals, presidents—entrusted with defined powers
and responsibilities. The legitimacy of such authority typically derives from
charters, bylaws, or organizational constitutions, and is buttressed by the
consent of members or stakeholders.

The Evolution of Constituted Authority

The concept of constituted authority is not static. As societies evolve, so too do notions
of legitimacy, representation, and accountability. Constitutional amendments, reforms,
and revolutions have, throughout history, revised or overturned earlier forms of
constituted authority that no longer commanded popular support or met new societal
needs.

The American and French Revolutions, for example, arose in response to perceived
abuses by monarchic and aristocratic authorities, and led to new forms of constituent
power rooted in the sovereignty of the people. In the modern era, movements for civil
rights, gender equality, and decolonization have similarly challenged and reshaped
constituted authorities, demanding greater inclusivity and responsiveness.

Challenges to Constituted Authority

Despite the centrality of constituted authority to social order, itis notimmune to
challenge or criticism. Several recurring issues confront constituted authorities across
contexts:

e Corruption and Abuse: When those entrusted with power violate their
mandates, act in self-interest, or subvert constitutional norms, they erode
legitimacy and provoke resistance.

e Popular Disaffection: Rapid social, economic, or technological changes can
render established authorities obsolete or unresponsive, spurring movements for
reform or revolution.

e Conflicting Authorities: Overlapping or contradictory authorities—such as
federal versus state, secular versus religious—can generate confusion and
contestation.

¢ Globalization and Supranational Governance: The rise of international
institutions and agreements complicates traditional notions of constituted
authority, raising questions about sovereignty and democratic accountability.

The durability of constituted authority, therefore, hinges on its capacity to adapt, reform,
and continually earn the consent and trust of those it governs.



Constituted Authority in Practice: Case Studies
4. The Constitution of the United States

A classic example of constituted authority is the U.S. federal government,
whose powers and limits are explicitly outlined in the Constitution of 1787.
Congress, the President, and the Supreme Court constitute mutually
balancing authorities, each deriving legitimacy from the text of the
Constitution and, by extension, from the people’s sovereign will. Periodic
amendments, judicial review, and the separation of powers ensure ongoing
adaptation and accountability.

5. The United Nations

On the international stage, the United Nations represents an attempt to
constitute authority among sovereign states. The U.N. Charter serves as the
constitutive document, outlining the purposes, structures, and powers of the
organization. While the U.N. lacks coercive power comparable to national
governments, its legitimacy as a constituted authority rests on the consent
and cooperation of member states.

6. Traditional and Indigenous Authorities

In many societies, constituted authority takes the form of chiefs, councils of
elders, or other traditional institutions. These may be rooted in oral tradition,
customary law, or ancestral lineage. Recognition of such authorities by
modern states—and the reconciliation of customary and statutory legal
systems—remains a complex and evolving challenge.

Modern Debates: Authority, Consent, and Resistance

Contemporary debates over constituted authority often focus on questions of
accountability, transparency, and participation. The advent of digital technology, social
media, and grassroots activism has both empowered citizens and disrupted traditional
mechanisms of authority. Questions abound: How can constituted authorities remain
legitimate in the face of rapid social change? What mechanisms ensure responsiveness
and prevent abuse? How do societies balance the need for stable governance with the
imperative to protect individual rights and minority voices?

Movements such as Occupy Wall Street, the Arab Spring, and various pro-democracy
protests worldwide highlight the fragile and contested nature of constituted authority.
When formal authorities lose legitimacy—whether through corruption, repression, or
simple inattention to social needs—alternative forms of organization and resistance
often emerge, demanding new or reconstituted structures of governance.



The Ethical Dimension of Constituted Authority

Authority, even when properly constituted, carries significant ethical responsibilities.
Those who wield power are entrusted with the duty to act justly, protect the vulnerable,
and serve the common good. Philosophers such as Immanuel Kantand John Rawls
have emphasized that legitimate authority must be exercised in accordance with moral
principles and the equal dignity of all persons.

The abuse or neglect of such responsibilities constitutes not only a failure of
governance but a betrayal of the very basis upon which authority was originally
constituted. For this reason, societies institute checks and balances, transparency
measures, and participatory processes to hold constituted authorities accountable and
to ensure that power remains a trust, not a privilege.

Conclusion: The Ongoing Relevance of Constituted Authority

The definition of constituted authority, while seemingly straightforward, encompasses a
vast and evolving terrain of political, legal, ethical, and social meanings. Rooted in the
foundational act of “constituting”—of establishing, legitimizing, and empowering—

authority derives its character not from mere command, but from the consent, values,
and aspirations of the governed.

Throughout history, constituted authorities have served as bulwarks of order, justice,
and continuity, yet their legitimacy and efficacy depend upon adaptability, ethical
conduct, and ongoing responsiveness to the needs and demands of society. As the
world confronts unprecedented challenges—from technological upheaval to global
crises of governance—the definition and practice of constituted authority will remain
central to the quest for human flourishing and collective well-being.

In the final analysis, constituted authority is not a static or monolithic concept. Itis a
living social contract, renewed and revised through the perpetual dialogue between ruler
and ruled, power and principle, tradition and transformation. Its ultimate test lies in its
capacity to serve as a faithful steward of the trust reposed in it—a guardian, not merely
a wielder, of power.



