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Introduction

PLACING POLITICS IN TIME

For an economic historian, time has always been something
that is fundamentally disturbing, because there is no time in
neeclassical theory. The neoclassical model is a model of an
instant of time, and it does not therefore take into account
what time does. . . . I will be blunt: Without a deep
understanding of time, you will be lousy political scientists,
because time is the dimension in which ideas and
institutions and beliefs evolve,
—Douglass North (1999, p. 316}

WE CAN BEGIN WITH AN ANALOGY. Imagine that your friend invites you to the
trendiest new restaurant in town, charmingly named “The Modern Social Sci-
entist” As an added bonus, he informs you that he knows the chef well, and that
you will have a chance to tour the kitchen. When you arrive, the chef explains
that the kitchen is divided into two parts. On the left, she has all the ingredients
{which to your puzzlement she refers to as “variables”). These ingredients, she
insists, are the freshest available and carefully selected. On the right is an extraor-
dinary profusion of measuring devices. You express astonishinent at their com-
plexity and detailed ornamentation, and the chef explains that each requires years
to learn how to operate properly.

The chef proceeds to elaborate her culinary approach: good cooking, she says,
amounts to having the perfect ingredients, perfectly measured. Traditional cooks
have stressed how important the cooking process itself is, including the sequence,
pace, and specific manner in which the ingredients are to be combined. Not so,

 says the proprietor of The Modern Social Scientist. As long as you have the cor-

rect ingredients and they are properly measured, she insists, how, in what order,
and for how long they are combined makes no difference.

Few would want to patronize a restaurant with such a philosophy of cooking,
but most social scientists are working in that kind of a kitchen, Disputes among
competing theories center on which “variables” in the current environment
generate important political outcomes. How does the distribution of public
opinion affect policy outcomes? How do individual social characteristics influ-
ence propensities to vote? How do electoral rules affect the structure of party sys-
tems? Yet the significance of such “variables” is frequently distorted when they
are ripped from their temporal context. Contemporary social scientists typically
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take a “snapshot” view of political life, but there is often a strong case to be made
for shifting from snapshots to moving pictures. This means systematically situat-
ing particular moments (including the present) in a temporal sequence of
events and processes stretching over extended periods. Placing politics in time
can greatly enrich our understanding of complex social dynarnics.

This book explores a range of temporal processes that are commeon in political
life. Tt seeks to distinguish various processes that unfold over substantial stretches
of time, to identify the circumstances under which such different processes are
likely to occur, and to highlight the significance of these temporal dimensions
of social life for our understanding of important political outcomes. In doing so,
I seek to demonstrate the very high price that social science often pays when it

‘ignores the profound temporal dimensions of real social processes. The ambi-
tion, in short, is to flesh out the often-invoked but rarely examined declaration
that history matters.

It is no accident that so many of the giant figures in the formative period of
the social sciences—from Marx, Tocqueville, and Weber to Polanyi and Schum-
peter—adopted deeply historical approaches to social explanation. This stance
was not simply a quaint feature of a transitional stage to modern social analysis.
{t was a key source of their profound insights about the nature of the social
world. Attentiveness to issues of temporality highlights aspects of social life that
are essentially invisible from an ahistorical vantage point. Placing politics in
time can greatly enrich both the explanations we offer for social outcomes of in-
terest, and the very outcomes that we identify as worth explaining. The system-
atic examination of processes unfolding over time warrants a central position in
the social sciences.

Two ILLUSTRATIONS

Because I am eager to contribute to the efforts of social scientists working on a
wide range of matters, I initially discuss many of the issues addressed in this book
ata fairly high level of abstraction. It may be of some help at the outset to briefy
outline two examples of recent scholarship that offer compelling examples of
the insights to be gained by shifting from a “snapshot” to a moving picture of im-
portant social processes. Daniel Carpenter’s The Forging of Bureaucratic Auton-
omy (Carpenter 2001) presents a striking demnonstration of how attention io a
long-term sequence of causes (what I will call a “causal chain” in Chapter Three)
can turn our understandings of social phenomena on their heads. He criticizes
the large and influential literature on relations between legislatures and bu-
reaucrats grounded in Principal-Agent theory (McCubbins, Noll, and Weingast
1987; McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). The literature argues that congressional
“principals” have substantial political resources to assure that their bureaucratic
“agents” largely comply with their preferences. Yet Carpenter persuasively demon-
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strates how these analyses substantially underestimate the potential for bureau-
cratic autonomy because they adopt a cross-sectional approach to studying what
should be understood as a long-term causal chain. Under the right conditions,
ambitious and entrepreneurial bureaucrats were able over extended periods of
time to enhance their reputations for innovativeness and competence, and de-
velop strong networks of support among a range of social actors. These achieve-
ments created a context in which Congress, facing pressure from below and
deferring to the expertise of leading bureaucrats, essentially asked for what the
bureaucrats wanted. Viewed as a moment in time, one sees what looks like con-
gressional dominance; viewed as a process unfolding over time, the same cross-
sectional evidence provides indications of substantial bureaucratic autonomy.
Thomas Ertman’s The Birth of Leviathan {(Ertman 1996) offers a compelling
explanation of different patterns of state-building in early modem Europe that
emphasizes how the results of critical junctures, and cross-national differences
in the sequencing of key historical processes, generated durable variations in the
structures of nation-states. Ertman emphasizes the lasting repercussions of the
fmancing methods adopted in European states that faced military competition
before the rise of modern bureaucracies. Following predecessors such as Hintze
and Tilly, Ertman argues that the onset of military competition had a critical ef-
fect on paiterns of European state development. Crucially, however, Ertman
siresses that different states experienced intense military conflict at different times.
He maintains (p. 26) that “differences in the timing of the onset of sustained
geopolitical competition go a long way towards explaining the character of state
infrastructures found across the continent at the end of the 18th century.”
States confronting military competition faced the life-or-death challenge of
generating sufficient revenues to wage prolonged warfare. However, the available
repertoires of administrative response were conditional on the point in historical
development when this challenge appeared. According to Ertman, “timing mat-
tered because the range of ‘technical resources’ available to statebuilders did not
remain invariant across this period.” In the twelfth century, literacy was a very
scarce resource and sophisticated bureaucracy an unknown organizational tech-
nology. In this historical context, monarchs were forced to rely on systems of
proprietary office holding and tax fanming “which were much more beneficial
to {these officeholders] than to their royal employers.” By contrast, countries that
faced intensive military competition at a later time “found themselves in a quite
different world” (p. 28). Literacy was much more common, and knowledge of
more modern bureaucratic organizational forms (as well as evidence of tax
farming’s considerable drawbacks) was widely available. The result was that state
builders in these countries could work to construct “proto-modern bureaucta-
cies based upon the separation of office from the person of the officeholder”
Why, then, did not all states adopt the superior bureaucratic structures? Because,
Ertian argues, initial outcomes were strongly self-reinforcing, Once a dense
network of mstitutions and interests developed around tax farming, especially in
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a context where monarchs often had immediate needs for revenues, it became
virtually impossible to switch over to more modern forms of financing. In the
termns I will introduce shartly, the experiences of different countries were highly
path dependent. And these different paths mattered a great deal, Ertman main-
tains, because the bureaucratic alternative was both more effective in waging
war and more conducive to the development of parliamentary institutions.

Ertman’s powerful analysis, like Carpenter’s, is built on an understanding that
social processes, such as state building and the construction of bureaucratic au-
tonomy, unfold over time. Just as Carpenter illuminates temporally extended
but crucial causal chains, Ertman employs elements of temporality explored sys-
tematically in the chapters to follow: path dependence (Chapter One), se-
quencing (Chapter Two), and slow-moving processes (Chapter Three). For both
authors, the turn to history is not primarily a matter of employing narrative or
compiling historical evidence; it is the grounding for theoretical claims about
how things happen in the social world.

A “Historic TUurN" IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES?

As these illustrations attest, the social sciences have had a rich tradition of his-
torical research. Scholarly communities devoted to extending such traditions
flourish in parts of the social sciences. Indeed, some (McDonald 1996; Bates et
al. 1998) claim to witness a “historic turn” in the human sciences as a whole. Yet
in spite of this activity there has actually been surprisingly limited attentiveness
to the specifically temporal dimensiens of social processes. In contemporary so-
cial science, the past serves primarily as a source of empirical material, rather
than as a spur to serious investigations of how politics happens over time.

At least within political science, the adoption of a historical orientation has
generally failed to exploit its greatest potential contribution to the more system-
atic understanding of social processes. One can in fact distinguish three promi-
nent “historic turns” in the social sciences. Each of these has added significantly
to our store of knowledge, but each has serious limitations as well. The furst, es-
pecially prominent in the field of American political development, might be
termed “history as the study of the past.” Here analysts study particular historical
events or processes, with a focus on offering convincing causal accounts of spe-
cific outcomes of interest. Such investigations ‘often greatly increase what we
know about particular facets of the political histories of specific countries.

What is less clear, however, is how particular studies ht into some broader re-
search program. Little effort is made to suggest what, if anything, might “travel”
from one investigation to another. Indeed, many historically oriented analysts
are uninterested in this question, assuming the stance of most historians: that the
rich particularities of each event or process render it unique. Alternatively, these
analysts seem to assume implicitly that a discussion of, say, social movements in
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the 1920s generates clear implications for our understanding of contemporary
social movements. Such an assumption is highly problematic. This first histori-
cal turn is often admired. Yet it is fair to say that the great majority of social sci-
entists, whose principal interests lie in understanding contemporary society, sees
“history as the study of the past” as largely irrelevant to their own inquiries.

Asecond “turn” could be termed “history as the hunt for illustrative material”
Here the researcher’s perspective could uncharitably be summarized as follows:
“I have a model of some aspect of politics. Let me search the past for a good il-
lustration of the model” This type of exercise is especially common among
those aspiring to generate very general propositions about politics. Thus, ta-
tional choice theorists— contemporary soctal science’s most ambitious pursuers
of general propositions—comb the past for examples of credible commitment
mechanisms or for solutions to a particular class of collective action problems.
Given a wealth of available historical material and the often highly stylized ac-
counts generated in these exercises, the past may well offer up the desired illus-
trations. Here again, however, the analyses say litile or nothing about the
temporal dimensions of social processes. The motivation for going back in time
is simply to get at examples that may not be available in the present.

This is also the case of the third turn, which could be termed “history as a site
for generating more cases.” History becomes a source of data, especially for
phenomena that are relatively uncommon in the contemporary environment
(Bartolini 1993, p. 144). There are deep controversies about this methodologi-
cal move, whether it takes the form of laige-n studies (e.g., using pooled time se-
ries) or small-n studies (e.g., using some variant of Mill's methods of agreement
and disagreement).! I share some of these critics’ misgivings. My main point,
however, is a different one, and it applies to all three of the turns to history that
I have discussed. The best case for connecting history to the social sciences is
neither empirical (turn #1) nor methodological (turns #2 and 3), but theoreti-
cal. We turn to an examination of history because social life unfolds over time.
Real social processes have distincily temporal dimensions.

Yet an exploration of these temporal dimensions of social processes is pre-

 cisely thie weakest link in social science’s historical turn. We largely lack a clear

outline of why the intensive investigation of issues of temporality is critical to an
understanding of social processes. The declaration that “history matters” is often
invoked, but rarely unpacked.” Many of the key concepts needed to underpin
analyses of temporal processes, such as path dependence, critical junctures,

1On the former see Shalev 1999. For different views on the latter see Liebersan 1985 and Mahoney
1999.

*There are notable exceptions, to which the current analysis is deeply indebted. Among these |
would single out Collier and Collier 1991; Katznelson 1997; Maheney 2000; Mahoney and
Rueschemeyer 2003; Orren and Skowronek 1994; Skocpol 1992; Stinchcombe 1965, 1968; Thelen
1999, 2003. The excellent essays collected in Abbott 2001 cover some of the territory I take up here,
albeit in very different fashion.



6 INTRODUCTION

sequencing, events, duration, timing, and unintended consequences, have re-
ceived only very fragmented and limited discussion. To assert that “history mat-
ters” is insufficient; social scientists want to know why, where, how, and for what.
As the sociologist Ronald Aminzade has put it (1992, p. 458), we seek “the con-
struction of theories of continuity and change that are attentive to order and se-
quence and that acknowledge the causal power of temporal connections among
events.” This “requires concepts that recognize the diversity of patterns of tem-
poral connections among events.”

What is at stake in this effort to refine our theoretical understandings of the
dgifferent ways in which “history matters” in explaining social phenomena? Most
important, examining temporal processes allows us to identify and explicate
some fundamental social mechanisms. By mechanisms I mean what Jon Elster
has termed “plausible, frequently observed ways in which things happen” A
number of scholars have recently emphasized that where possible—and it will
not always be possible—it is extremely helpful to identify frequently recurring
causal mechanisms. Jon Elster has put it most strongly in arguing that “the basic
concept in the social sciences should be that of a mechanism rather than of a
theory. . .. [T]he social sciences are light years away from the stage at which it
will be possible to formulate general-law-like regularities about human behav-
ior. Instead, we should concentrate on specifying small and medium-sized
mechanisms for human action and interaction” (Elster 1989, p. viii).’

The main focus of this book is on social mechanisms that have a strong tempo-
ral dimension. Although historically oriented scholars are (rightly) skeptical about
the prospects for generating anything like a general theory of politics, most so-
cial scientists remain interested in developing at least limited generalizations—
arguments that can “travel” in some form beyond a specific time and place.* The
current study seeks to address this gap by outlining mechanisms that have a strong
temperal dimension. Exploring the character of these mechanisims, and the fea-
tures of sacial contexts that generate them, can thus simultaneously address the
desire of analysts to move beyond a single case and the desire of historically ori-
ented scholars to capture how history matters. The identification and clarifica-
tion of such mechanisms can enhance our ability to develop arguments about
temporal processes that are both convincing and have at least limited portability.

Exploring these mechanisms, I will suggest, can lead us to reassess prominent
areas of social science inquiry and conventional practices in new and fertile
ways. It will often suggest new hypotheses regarding important subjects and
open exciting possibilities for extending existing theoretical work in new direc-

*For additional discussions see Scharpf 1997, chap. 1, and Stinchcambe 1991.

*Indeed, one of the striking features of much of the qualitative historical literature in the field of
American political development, for example, is the limited capacity of studies to actually build on
their predecessors, rather than simply piling up ene after ancther. For a discussion of the possibili-
ties for enhancing the quality of research programs in comparative historical analysis, sce the essays
in Part One of Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003,
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tions. A focus on these temporally oriented mechanisms suggests new questions
and reveals new outcomes of interest—questions and outcomes that are linked
to, but distinct from, existing lines of inquiry. Finally, the intensive exploration
of the temporal dimensions of social processes forces us to rethink our strategies
of social investigation. I cannot emphasize enough that this is not a book about
methads. Yet how you choose to look for things depends heavily on what you
think you are looking for. Hence, many of the arguments explored here have
substantial methodological implications (Hall 2003).

The principal audience for this book consists of those interested in the at-
temnpt to develop claims about the social world that can potentially reach across
time and space. Yet even for scholars who are dubious about the prospects for
generalization or uninterested in its pursuit, theoretical explorations of historical
causation remain important. It is easy to underestimate the extent to which the-
oretical discussions underpin, if only implicitly and by way of diffusion, all em-
pirical research. As Fritz Scharpf (1997, p. 29) puts it,

in a world that is exceedingly complex and in which we will often be study-
ing unique cases, we must have a good idea of what to look for if we wish to
discover anything worthwhile. Since a single data point can be “explained”
by any number of regression lines, post hoc explanations are too easy to in-
vent and usually (unless invented with the trained skill of the master histo-
rian) totally useless. The implication is that our search for explanations
must be disciplined by strong prior expectations and that we must take the
disconfirmation of such expectations as a welcome pointer to the develop-
ment of more valid explanations.

In general, we will be in a much better position to carry out convincing research
if we think through these prior expectations—and our justifications for holding
them —explicitly and carefully. Clarifying how various temporally grounded
mechanisms operate and suggesting where we should expect such processes to
be at work can provide stronger theoretical underpinnings for the analyses of
even those seeking to explain a single case.

Achieving greater clarity about how history imparts its effects on the present
will open up possibilities for more constructive intellectual dialogue. It will help
historically oriented scholars be more effective in communicating the import of
their research to each other as well as to often skeptical colleagues. The social
sciences are highly balkanized and tribal. In this context, there is much to be
said for efforts that seck to articulate the aspirations and achievements of a body
of research in a language that makes sense to those outside the tribe. This is not

*Even within “tribes,” communication is often hindered by the lack of 2 commeon conceptual Jan-
guage that allows scholars to recognize common interests—as, for instance, when scholars studying
different areas of the globe lack a shared vocabulary to recognize their overlapping concerns. On this
see Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003,
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just about making oneself understood or about clearing away false disagree-
ments—although these are important benefits. At least as significant, greater
clarity and precision can reveal significant points of overlap and identify oppor-
tunities for useful exchange as well as highlight genuinely contentious issues.

In this context it makes sense to briefly situate the current discussion vis-a-vis
two prominent schools of thought in contemporary political science: “rtional
choice theory” and “historical institutionalism.” Such an effort is hazardous, since
these are loose camps—“thearetical imageries,” as Ronald Jepperson (1996) has
usefully put it—rather than coherent theories. Yet given the tendency of many
scholars to orient their work in allegiance to one camp (and often in opposition
to others) it may be useful to make my own position clear: a focus on the tem-
poral dimensions of social processes largely cuts across this divide. The system-
atic examination of temporal processes can usefully draw on rich contributions
from each tradition, while also highlighting certain limitations. It can help to
distinguish points of overlap, instances of genuine disagreement, and substantial
areas int which the two traditions simply speak to different (although perhaps
complementary) questions. My claim is that a focus on temporal processes can
point to fruitful lines of theoretical, methodological, and substantive inquiry for
those working within each of these “imageries”—although these lines will and
should remain distinctive in important respects.

One would think that the issues at hand would be the natural terrain for “his.
torical institutionalism,” with its long-standing insistence that social science re-
search should be historically grounded (Skocpol and Sommers 1980; Thelen
and Steimmo 199Z; Katznelson 1997). Yet those associated with historical insti-
tutionalism have generally been more explicit in discussing the “institutionalist”
dimensions of their frameworks than the “historical” ones, They have concentrated
on examining the impact of relatively fixed institutiona) features of the politi-
cal landscape (such as constitutional arrangements and major policy struc-
tures). The specifically historical component of historical institutionalism has,
at least until recently (Hacker 2002; Thelen 2004) generally been left unclear.
As already noted, if a justification for a turn to history is given at all, it has more
often been methodological rather than theoretical in nature.

Thinking more explicitly about the role of time in polities will, however,
justify some of the key concerns and offer support for some key propositions
advanced by historical institutionalist scholarship. Tt will provide stronger the-
oretical grounds for emphasizing the “stickiness” of inherited social arrange-
ments, for questioning functional explanations (that is, claims that social
arrangements exist hecause they meet certain needs of societies or particular
powerful actors), for concentrating on issues of timing and sequence, and for
investigating long-term processes of social change. More broadly, this investi-
gation will vindicate historical institutionalism’s interest in macrolevel social
phenomena, as well as its cautious stance regarding social science’s capacity to
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develop broad generalizations about social processes that apply across sweep-
ing stretches of time and space.

At the same time, [ stress that rational choice analysis, broadly defined, offers
essential analytical tools for investigating temporal processes. In this book I de-
velop theoretical arguments organized around four major themes: path de-
pendence, issues of timing and sequence, the significance and distinctiveness of
“slow-moving” processes that requize attentiveness to extended periods of time,
and problems of institutional origins and change. On each of these points, work
drawn from economic theory, focusing on problems of strategic interaction
among calculating, rationa! individuals, has much to offer.

Yet a focus on the temporal dimensions of political processes highlights the
limits of choice-theoretic approaches as well as their strengths. Most important
is the way in which micromodeling exercises that are centered on strategic in-
teraction among individuals encourage a highly restricted field of vision, both in
space and time. Among the things that tend to drop out of such exercises are is-
sues of macro structure, the role of temporal ordering or sequence, and a whole
host of social processes that play out only over extended periods of time and can-
not be reduced to the strategic “moves” of “actors.” Thus, a restricted field of vi-
sion adversely affects both the kinds of questions rational choice theorists tend to
generate and the kinds of answers they typically provide. The critique, it should
be emphasized, is not the common (in my view often misguided) one about ra-
tional choice theory’s assumptions about human behavior, but about its re-
stricted range of application. The implication is thus not that rational choice
theory should be rejected, but that its scope should be placed in proper per-
spective. Analysts should focus on establishing how insights from rational choice
can be linked to other approaches, or where other approaches are stimply more
appropriate for addressing particular kinds of questions (Jepperson 199¢).

Clearer recognition of some of rational choice’s blind spots may also facili-
tate efforts within that tradition to address challenging problems in convineing
ways. In the pages that follow I will often criticize strong tendencies associated
with particular techniques or theoretical approaches, while accepting—indeed
emphasizing —that there is nothing about these modes of inquiry that renders
these tendencies logically necessary. Analysts will sometimes seize on this point o
suggest that the critique has little import.® This reaction is a mistake. The ques-
tion, after all, is not just what a particular technique or theory is capable of doing in
principle, but how and to what extent it is actually used in practice—a distinction
that is almost always glossed over in general discussions of method and theory. To
paraphrase a recent observation by Ronald Jepperson, when faced with a causal
account employing a long-term temporal structure, quantitative scholars (as well

“This response has heen common, although far from universal, in the reactions of rational choice
scholars to some of the arguments presented in this book.
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as some rational-choice theorists) might well respond by exclaiming, “I can
model that!” This riposte loses much of its bite, however, if the theoretical im-
ageries and methods these analysts employ rarely lead them to consider the out-
comes ot hypotheses in question in the first place (Jepperson 1996).

The thrust of the arguments in Politics in Time is to reconsider a wide range
of theoretical approaches and methodological techniques from the vantage
point of issues related to temporality. In doing so, I hope to challenge some of
the tribal, polarized character of much contemporary social science. A focus on
the temporal dimensions of social processes provides exciting possibilities for
shaping some comumon—or at least overlapping —intellectual terrain for schol-
ats working out of highly diverse research traditions. In the remainder of this in-
troduction I briefly summarize my efforts to map out that terrain.

ANALYTICAL FOUNDATIONS

The five chapters that form the core of this book explore some key temporal di-
mensions of social and political processes. They explicate different ways in
which things happen over time in social life, drawing attention to processes that
are unlikely to be visible without specifically addressing questions of temporal-
ity. In each case, [ seek to demonstrate why such processes are likely to be preva-
lent, the circumstances under which they should be expected, and the major
implications for our efforts to understand social outcomes.

Chapter One focuses on path dependence. Path dependence has become a
faddish term, often lacking a clear meaning, Yet there are exciting new possibil-
ities for applying the notion in a more rigorous way to the analysis of social
processes. [ argue that this means focusing on the dynamics of selfreinforcing
or positive feedback processes in a political system. Such processes have very in-
teresting characteristics. They can be highly influenced by relatively modest
perturbations at early stages. Thus, such processes can produce more than one
outcome. Once a particular path gets established, however, selfreinforcing
processes take reversals very difficult. In economics, such ideas have become
increasingly popular in the investigation of new technologies (Microsoft vs.
Macintosh), trade, economic geography, and economic growth.

Drawing on the research of Brian Arthur and Douglas North, 1 show how
these ideas can be extended and modified to address 1ssues of central impor-
tance to political scientists. There are strong grounds for believing that self
reinforcing processes will be prevalent in political life—arguably more pervasive
and intense than they are in the economic sphere. Once established, patterns of
political mobilization, the institutional “rules of the game,” and even citizens’
basic ways of thinking about the political world will often generate self-reinforcing
dynamics. Once actors have ventured far down 2 particular path, they may find
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it very difficult to reverse course. Political alternatives that were once quite plau-
sible may become irretrievably lost.

Claims about path dependence typically suggest that beginnings are ex-
tremely important. So one might ask: Why begin this discussion with path de-
pendence? The answer is that an understanding of self-reinforcing processes is
extremely helpful for exploring a wide range of issues related to ternporality. Ex-
ploring the sources and consequences of path dependence helps us to under-
stand the powerful inertia or “stickiness” that characterizes many aspects of
political development—for instance, the enduring consequences that often
stem from the emergence of particular institutional arrangements. These argu-
ments can also reinvigorate the analysis of power in social relations by showing
how inequalities of power, perhaps modest initially, can be reinforced over time
and often come to be deeply embedded in organizations and dominant modes
of political action and understanding, as well as in institutional arrangements.
Path-dependence arguments also provide a useful and powerful corrective against
tendencies to assume functionalist explanations for important social and politi-
cal outcomes—the supposition that the existence of current social arrangements
is to be explained through reference to the needs they address for the currently
powerful. Moreover, an appreciation of the prevalence of path dependence
forces attentiveness to the causal significance of temporally remote events or
processes. Path-dependent processes exemplify what Arthur Stinchcombe has
termed “historical causation,” in which dynamnics triggered by an event or
process at one point in time reproduce themselves, even in the absence of the
recurrence of the original event or process. F inally, an appreciation of positive
feedback also justifies attentiveness to issues of temporal ordering. In path-
dependent processes, the order of events may make a fundamenta) difference.
In all these respects, path dependence underscores the distinctly temporal di-
mensions of social processes, laying a foundation for the chapters that follow.

Chapter Two explores issues of timing and sequence in greater detail. Social
scientists tracing broad patterns of political development across a number of coun-
tries often atgue that the timing and sequence of particular events or processes can
mmatter a great deal. Settings where event A precedes event B will generate dif-

ferent outcomes than ones where that ordering is reversed. In Ertman’s account,

for example, it is the relative timing of the arrival of mass literacy and the onset
of intense military competition that is crucial, The concepts of timing and se-
quencing are, however, more often invoked than clearly thought through. Re-
viewing some prominent work in comparative historical analysis, I show that
sequencing arguments have been both prevalent and, often, analytically mud-
dled. There are actually a number of distinct ways to make such claims. Differ-
ent types of sequencing arguments are likely to be relevant in different settings.
Clarifying these differences and specifying the mechanisms that link claims
about sequences to particular ontcomes are the central tasks of this chapter.
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I focus on two broad classes of arguments. One class of arguments about tim-
ing and sequence focuses on conjunctures— interaction effects between distinct
causal sequences that become joined at particular points in time. For instance,
it arguably mattered a good deal for the trajectory of domestic politics whether
left wing or right wing parties happened to be in power at the time when a cata-
clysmic event, the Great Depression, hit a particular country. Just as a falling
brick has distinct consequences when it arrives at the same time as an unfortp—
nate pedestrian, the simultaneily of two processes that in other cases occur at dif-
ferent times produces critical consequences. Bendix’s famous analysi.:a of what
happens when the twin processes of industrialization and demoeratization occur
at the same time is a good example.

The hrst part of Chapter Two explores the potential and pitfalls of such con-
junctural arguments for social scientists. Historically oriented scholars right_ly
point out that explanations for important social cutcomes often rest at least in
part on such conjunctures. At the same time, however, there appear to be real
limits to our capacity to use conjunctural claims to search for patterns across cases.
With modest exceptions, such claims would seemn to be most useful for under-
standing, after the fact, specific outcomes of interest. They seem less likely, how-
ever, to yield an understanding of mechanisims that could be applied in multiple
settings.

This is not the case for the second class of arguments about sequencing that
I consider. Many— probably most—arguments about sequencing turn out on
closer investigation to be grounded in claims about positive feedback. This makes
them amenable to the forms of analysis developed in my discussion of path de-
pendence. Here, timing and sequence matter because self-reinforcing processes
affecting a particular aspect of political and social life can transform the conse-
quences of later stages in a sequence.

Linking arguments about path dependence to a focus on sequencing pro-
duces powerful theoretical synergies. Path-dependent arguments about self-
reinforcement explain why and when sequencing can matter. Positive feedback
processes occurring at particular times essentially remove certain options from
the menu of political possibilities. By doing so, they can greatly alter the conse-
quences of events or processes occurring at a later stage. At the same time, the
specific focus on sequencing generates a rich new set of hypotheses about pat!‘l-
dependent processes. It can draw attention to contests over “political space” in
which potential competitdrs seek fist-mover advantages, while clarifying the
likely long-term impact of initial defeats on the opportunities and constraints
facing initial “losers” or groups that arrive at a later point in time. It draws atten-
tion to the significance of large-scale social changes and the importance of the
timing of these changes relative to each other. Furthermore, a focus on historical
sequences suggests how arguments about path dependence can address claims
about political change as well as political inertia. For instance, path-dependent
processes may operate to institutionalize political arrangements that prove to be

S ocact i,
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patticularly vulnerable to some event or process emerging at a later stage in po-
litical development.

These arguments about path-dependent sequences can both draw on and en-
hance arguments that rational choice theorists have developed about the tem-
poral ordering of choices in highly institutionalized settings. Working from
Arrow’s paradox of voting, which suggests the likelihood of endless cycling in many
collective choice situations, rational choice theorists have argued persuasively
that institutional arrangements governing agenda control and decision-making
procedures can produce stable outcomes. These institutional arrangements are
crucial because in contexts vulnerable to cycling it can be demonstrated that the
sequencing among alternative choices will determine the outcome. This whole
line of argument rests on institutional mechanisms that generate path depen-
dence: steps in a sequence are irreversible because losing alternatives are dropped
from the range of possible options. By showing how such “irreversibilities” can be
generated in a wide range of social contexts, however, it is possible to extend this
ctucial insight to a far broader set of social phenomena than those covered in the
literature derived from Arrow’s work. Sequencing can matter not only for collec-
tive choices within legislatures, but for any social process where self-reinforcement
means that forsaken alternatives become increasingly unreachable with the pas-
sage of time. As I demonstrate, in comparative historical analyses powerful ar-
guments about sequencing are often applied not to the “moves” of actors on a
micro scale, but to examine the impact of large-scale social changes such as
democratization, industrialization, or state building.

A striking feature of many of the arguments discussed in Chapter Tio is that
they draw attention to lengthy, large-scale historical processes such as democra-
tization or state building. Chapter Three turns to a more systematic discussion of
big, slow-moving aspects of the social world. If the preoceupation of Chapters
One and Two is questions of temporal ordering, especially the significance of
beginnings, the central preoccupation here is the long durée. The chapter ex-
amines a wide range of processes that cannot be understood unless analysts re-
main attentive to the unfolding of both causal processes and important political
outcomes over extended periods of time. Contemporary social scientists are
strongly predisposed to focus on aspects of causal processes and outcomes that
unfold very rapidly. Yet many things in the social world take a long time to
happen—such as the spread of literacy in Ertnan’s analysis, or the efforts of bu-
reaucrats to build the foundations for autonomous action in Carpenter’s study.
The fact that something happens slowly does not make it unimportant,

Chapter Three also explores a range of different causal processes and out-
comes that may unfold over substantial stretches of time. Some causal processes
and outcomes occur slowly because they are incremental —it simply takes a
long time for them to add up to anything, In others, the critical factor is the pres-
ence of threshold effects. Some social processes may have little significance until
they attain a critical mass, which may then trigger major change. Other social
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processes involve considerable time lags between the appearance of a key causal
factor and the occurrence of the outcome of interest. This may be true because
the outcome depends on a “causal chain” that takes some time to work itself out
(a causes b, which causes ¢ . . .). Alternatively, causal processes may turn on
“structural” features that mvolve transformations that are probabilistic during
any particular period, which means that several periods may be necessary before
the transformation occurs. Under conditions such as these, the social outcome
of interest may not actually take place until well after the appearance of key
causal factors.

Analysts who fail to be attentive to these slow-moving dimensions of social life
are prone to a number of serious mistakes. They may ignore potentially power-
ful hypotheses. They are particularly likely to miss the role of many “sociologi-
cal” variables, like demography, literacy, or technology. Their explanations may
focus on triggering or precipitating factors rather than more fundamental struc-
tural causes. Indeed, by truncating an analysis of processes unfolding over an ex-
tended period of time they may end up inverting causal relationships—as
Carpenter suggests in his critique of Principal-Agent theory. Perhaps most fun-
damental of all, they may fail to even identify some important questions about
politics because the relevant outcomes happen too slowly and are therefore sim-
ply off their radar screens.

Ghapters Four and Five integrate and extend the arguments of the first three
chapters through a focus on issues of institutional origins and change. Questions
about the effects of imstitutions have become central to theoretical discussions
throughout the social sciences. More recently, social scientists have become in-
terested in explaining institutional arrangements rather than simply analyzing
their effects. My analysis is designed to show how systematic attention to the ar-
guments of the first three chapters can iHluminate this major topic in contem-
porary social theory. At the same time, in arguing for a shift in focus from the
problem of institutional selection to the problem of institutional development, 1
further extend my critique of the ahistorical proclivities of modern social science.

As social scientists have scught to explain institutional outcomes, there has
been a strong tendency to employ “functional” interpretations in which institu-
tional arrangements are explained by their consequences. In particular, what I
term “actor-based functionalism” typically rests on the claim that institutions
take the form they do because powerful actors engaged in rational, strategic be-
havior are secking to produce the outcomes observed. Functional explanations
of institutional arrangements are often plausible, but Chapter Four demon-
strates how the adoption of an extended time frame reveals numerous problems
for such accounis. Functional interpretations of politics are often suspect be-
cause of the sizable time lag between actors’ actions and the long-term conse-
quences of those actions. Political actors, facing the pressures of the immediate
or skeptical about their capacity to engineer long-term effects, may pay limited
attention to the long term. Thus the long-term effects of institutional choices,
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which are frequently the most profound and interesting ones, should often be
seen as the by-products of social processes rather than embodying the goals of so-
cial actors. A second issue related to temporal gaps between actions and out-
comes concerns unintended consequences. Even where actors may be greatly
concerned about the future in their efforts to design institutions, they operate in
seitings of great complexity and high uncertainty. As a consequence, they will
often make mistakes. For these and other reasons developed in my discussion,
we should generally exercise considerable skepticism about assertions that insti-
futional arrangements will reflect the skilled design choices of rational actors.”
Instead, we should anticipate that there will often be sizable gaps between the ex
antte goals of powerful political actors and the actual functioning of prominent
institutions.

Such gaps would not matter much for functional accounts if institutions were
easily adapted in response to current needs or mmproved understandings of insti-
tutional shortcomings. This suggests that a central issue for institutional theory
is the role of adaptation, which may play out through two important social
mechanisms—learning and competition—operating over time. Although these
are two very significant social processes, I argue that neither is likely to prove ad-
equate to rescue functionalist accounts in many political contexts. This is in part
because these mechanisms will often be weak in practice, but it ts also because
these mechanisms must also overcome substantial barriers to institutional change.
This is one of the most significant implications of the earlier discussion of path
dependence, although there are additional reasons why institutional redesign is
often difficult in politics.

Indeed, Fargue in Chapter Five that understanding how institutional arange-
ments can become deeply embedded over time suggests the need to reframe the
topic as one of institutional development rather than institutional choice. We
need to think not just about moments of institutional selection and moments of
institutional change, but of processes of institutional development unfolding
over significant periods of time. These processes profoundly shape the circum-
stances under which modifications to institutions are likely to occur, and the
kinds of changes that are likely. A focus on the dynamics of institutional devel-
opment, [ argue, can generate quite distinctive research agendas for those inter-
ested in explaining patierns of institutional outcomes in the social world.

These five chapters provide the core of my answer to why “history matters” for
social scientists. Indeed, we are now in a position to reframe the question in a
more helpful way. Why do social scientists need to focus on how processes un-
fold over significant stretches of time? First, because many social processes
are path dependent, in which case key causes are temporally removed from

"Although such ctaims can be, and often will be, supported by careful inquiry. The point is that such
connections are often assumed or asserted without justification, and that exploring the limits of such
“rational design” accounts is theoretically fruitful.
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their continuing effects and a central focus of analysis is on “lost” alternatives re-
sulting from the accumulation of self-reinforcing processes. Second, _because
sequencing—the temporal order of events or processes—can b(la a crucial det.er—
minant of important social outcomes. Third, because many important social
causes and outcomnes are slow-moving —they take place over quite extended pe-
riods of time and are only likely to be adequately explained (or in some cases
even observed in the first place) if analysts are specifically attending to t_hat pos-
sibility. Finally, because the task of explaining institutional outcomes is b.etter
framed as an issue of institutional development rather than one of institutional
selection. Institutional development, in turn, cannot be adequately tr.eated with-
out attending to issues incorporating an extended time frame, including the rple
of time horizons, unintended consequences, learning and competitive selection
processes, and path dependence.

Chapter One

POSITIVE FEEDBACK AND PATH DEPENDENCE

And the first step, as you know, is always what matters most,
particularly when we are dealing with those who are young
and tender. That is the time when they are taking shape
and when any impression we choose to make leaves
a permanent mark.

— Plato, The Republic

IMAGINE A VERY LARGE URN CONTAINING TWO BALLS, one black, one red.! You
remove one ball, and then return it to the urn along with an additional ball of
the same color. You repeat this process until the urn fills up. What can we say
about the eventual distribution of colored balls in the umn? Or about a series of
trials in which we fill the urn and then start over again one hundred times?

* In each individual trial we have no idea what the eventual ratio of red to
black balls will be; it could be 99.9 percent red, or 0.01 percent red, or
anything in between. If we were to run one hundred trials, we would
probably get one hundred different outcomes.

* Inany parficular trial, the ratio will eventually reach an equilibrium. Later
draws in a series contribute only minutely to the distribution of balls in the
urn. Thus the distribution settles down onto a stable outcome.

* Sequence is thus crucial. Early draws in each trial, which have a consid-
erable random element, have a powerful effect on which of the possible
equilibria will actually emerge.

Mathematicians call this a Polya urn process. Its characteristic qualities stem
from the fact that an element of chance (or accident) is combined with a deci-
sion rule that links current probabilities to the outcomes of preceding {partly
random) sequences.? Polya umn processes exhibit positive feedback. Each step

"The following discussion relies heavily on Arthur 1994, which collects his groundbreaking essays on
increasing relurns and path dependence, as well as on the work of Paul David (1985, 1994, 2000}, who
has been an equally important contributor to the emerging literature on path-dependent processes,
This case depicts a specific type of positive feedback pracess, in which the probability of a particu-
lar “draw” precisely equals the ratio between the two alternatives in the existing population. Arthur
{1994) has shown that many of the features of this case have a greater range of application, but not
all of them. It is casy to model processes with only two equilibia (e.g., Hill 1997), which probably
come closer to capturing the essence of many path-dependent processes in the social world.
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along a particular path produces consequences that increase the relative attrac-
tiveness of that path for the next round. As such effects begin to accumulate,
they generate a powerful cycle of self-reinforcing activity.

Positive feedback processes have quite intriguing characteristics, which Brian
Arthur (1994) has sumnmarized as follows:

L. Unpredictability. Because early events have large effects and are partly
random, many outcornes may be possible. We cannot predict ahead of
time which of these possible end-states will be reached.

2. Inflexibility. The farther into the process we are, the harder it becomes
to shift from one path to another, In applications to technology, a given
subsidy to a particular technique will be more likely to shift the ultimate
outcome if it occurs early rather than later. Sufficient movement down
a particular path may eventually “lock in” one solution 3

- Nonergodicity. Accidental events early in a sequence do not cancel out.
They cannot be treated (which is to say, ignored) as “noise,” because
they feed back into future choices. Small events are remembered.

4. Potential path inefficiency. In the long run, the outcome that becomes

established may generate lower payoffs than a foregone alternative would
have. The process may be path inefficient.

o

To this one can add a general point of particular interest to social scientists:
these are processes where sequencing is critical. Earlier events matter much
more than later ones, and hence different sequences may produce different out-
comes. These are processes where history matters.

The Polya urn illustration captures essential elements of “path dependence” —
a term that social scientists are increasingly inclined to apply to important social
processes. Claims of path dependence have figured in both classic works of
comparative politics, such as Lipset and Rokkan’s analysis of European party sys-
tems (Lipset and Rokkan 1967}, and more recent analyses on topics such as
labor incorporation in Latin America {Collier and Collier 1991), the outcome
of state-building processes in Europe (Ertman 1996), and the failure of the
United States to develop national health insurance (Hacker 1998). As in the
Polya urn illustration, social scientists generally invoke the notion of path de-
pendence to support a few key claims: specific patterns of timing and sequence
matter; starting from similar conditions a range of social outcomes is often pos-
sible; large consequences may result from relatively “small” or contingent
events; particular courses of action, once introduced, can be virtually mmpossible
to reverse; and consequently, political development is often punctuated by crit-

*This emerging stability represents a critical distinction between positive feedback processes and
chaotic processes that may generate no stable equilibrium. For an interesting discussion of this quite
different framewaork, with applications to politics, see Fearon 1996,
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ical moments or junctures that shape the basic contours of social life (Baumgartner
and Jones 1993; Collier and Collier 1991 ; Ikenberry 1994; Krasner 1989). All of
these features stand in sharp contrast to prominent modes of argument and ex-
planation in the social sciences, which attribute “large” outcomes to “large”
causes and emphasize the prevalence of unique, predictable political outcomes,
the irrelevance of timing and sequence, and the capacity of rational actors to de-
sign and implement optimal solutions (given their resources and constraints) to
the problems that confront them. If path-dependence arguments are indeed ap-
propriate in substantial areas of political life, this has considerable implications.

My analysis begins with a general discussion of path dependence that seeks to
clarify some important ambiguities surrounding the concept. I then outline and
investigate the distinctive characteristics of social processes subject to positive
feedback. I focus here on these processes both because they are of great social
significance and because social scientists are beginning to develop rigorous argu-
ments about their causes and consequences. Positive feedback dynamics capture
two key elements central to most analysts” intuitive sense of path dependence.
First, they clearly reveal how the costs of switching from one alternative to an-
other will, in certain social contexts, increase markedly over time. Second, and
related, they draw attention to issues of timing and sequence, distinguishing
formative moments or conjunctures from the periods that reinforce divergent
paths. In a process involving positive feedback, it is not just a question of what
happens, but of when it happens. Issues of temporality are at the heart of the
analysis.

The following section reviews the development of arguments about positive
feedback in the social science discipline where they have received the greatest
attention: economics. This review suggesls the wide sweep of potential applica-
tions, even in a field that might be expected to be hostile to the idea. More im-
portant, these economic applications provide the most analytically developed
discussions of positive feedback. Economists have not only clarified the princi-
pal implications of path dependence but have also identified many of the spe-
cific aspects of a particular social environment that generate such processes.

. The discussion of economics prepares the way for an exploration of the dis-
tinctive characteristics of politics. Rather than simply applying extant arguments
in economics to political phenomena, we need to consider the features of the
political world that require modifications in the use of path-dependence claims.
[will demonstrate that arguments about positive feedback are at least as relevant
to an understanding of politics as they are in other areas of the social sciences.
Indeed, factors such as the prominence of collective activity in politics, the cen-
tral role of formal, change-resistant institutions, the possibilities for employing
political authority to magnify power asymmetries, and the great ambiguity of
many political processes and outcomes make this a domain of social life that is
especially prone to positive feedback.
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The final section offers a preliminary assessment of what these arguments can
contribute to political analysis. They provide an important caution against a too
easy conclusion of the inevitability, “naturalness,” or functionality of observed
outcomes. Given the ubiquity of claims about efficient or functional elements
in politics, this alone would be an important corrective. More significant, path-
dependent arguments justify efforts to stretch the temporal horizons of political
analysis. They can redirect the questions sacial scientists ask, contributing to a
richer appreciation of the centrality of historical processes in generating varia-
tion in political life. They can also point to promising hypotheses about the
sources of both political stability and political change in certain common political
settings. For instance, these arguments highlight the need to consider hypotheses
based on temporal ordering—the possibility that the particular sequencing of
evenls or processes may be a key part of the explanation for divergent outcomes.
They also suggest that in our search for explanation we need to think about
causes and effects that are often separated in time, rather than focusing exclu-
sively on synchronic explanations (Harsanyi 1960; Stinchcombe 1968).

PaTH DEPENDENCE AND PosITIVE FEEDBACK

Analysts are increasingly inclined to invoke the concept of path dependence,
but clear definitions are rare. In practice, usage tends to Huctuate between a
broader and narrower conception. William Sewell, for instance, suggests path
dependence means “that what happened at an earlier point in time will affect
the possible outcomes of a sequence of events occurring at a later point in time”
(Sewell 1996, pp. 262-63). This usage may entail only the loose and not very
helpful assertion that “history matters.” An alternative, narrower conception of
“path dependence” has been suggested by Margaret Levi:

Path dependence has to mean, if it is to mean anything, that once a coun-
try or region has started down a track, the costs of reversal are very high.
There will be other choice points, but the entrenchments of certain insti-
tutional arrangements obstruct an easy reversal of the initial choice. Per-
haps the better metaphor is a tree, rather than a path. From the same trunk,
there are many different branches and smaller branches. Although it is pos-
sible to turn around or to clamber from one to the other—and essential if
the chosen branch dies—the branch on which a climber begins is the one
she tends to follow. (Levi 1997, p. 28)

In this conception, which will be adopted here, path dependence refers to dy-
namic processes involving positive feedback, which generate multiple possible
oulcomes depending on the particular sequence in which events unfold (Arthur

1994; David 2000).
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Arthur, David, and others have argued that the crucial feature of a histori-
cal process that generates path dependence is positive feedback {or self-
reinforcement). Given this feature, each step in a particular direction makes it
more difficult to reverse course. As Paul David (2000, p. 8) has put it, “the core
content of the concept of path dependence as a dynamic property refers to the
idea of history as an irreversible branching process.” Similarly, Jacob Hacker
(2002, p. 54) argues that “path dependence refers to developmental trajectories
that are inherently difficult to reverse.” In the presence of positive feedback, the
probability of further steps along the same path increases with each move down
that path. This is because the relative benefits of the current activity compared
with once-possible options increases over time. To put it a different way, the
costs of switching to some previously plausible alternative rise.*

Although some prefer different definitions, I choose to employ the term “path
dependence” in this relatively restricted sense, referring to social processes that
exhibit positive feedback and thus generate branching patterns of historical de-
velopment. The fuzziness that has marked the use of this concept in soctal sci-
ence suggests that the greater range offered by looser definitions has come at 2
high price in analytical clarity. Path dependence has been a victim of what Sar-
tori called concept stretching (Sartori 1970). Different types of temporally linked
sequences are generated in different ways and have different implications (Ab-
bott 1983, 1990). These distinctive kinds of social processes, which have been
bundled together, must be disaggregated and systematically explored. Limiting
the concept of path dependence to selfreinforcing processes in no way pre-
cludes the investigation of other ways in which sequences can matter in explain-
ing social outcomes. It does encourage clear argument about distinct claims.*

However such issues of concept formation are ultimately resolved, there are
three compelling reasons for focusing special attention on processes exhibiting
positive feedback. First, such processes—in which outcomes in the early stages
of a sequence feed on themselves, and once-possible outcomnes become increas-
ingly unreachable over time— characterize many important parts of the social

*Like others, I will sometimes describe these dymamics as generating imeversibilities, but this should
be read as shorthand for “rising costs of reversal over time.” It may be possible to imagine, or even
experience, a reversal in which some previously foregone alternative is recaptured. The point is that
the costs of doing so may increase sharply over time —so shaxply as to make such a development
highly improbable.

*Another stiategy would be to utilize a broader conception of path dependence and then disaggre-
gate it, exploring how distinct types of path dependence are generated in different ways, with differ-
ent consequences (Mahoney 2000). Because research where path dependence is invoked without
further clarification is so prevalent, however, this option seems more problematic. Ultimately such
definitional disputes remain intractable, What is critical is that researchers should be clear and con-
sistent about what they mean when they employ the concept, and recognize the importance of Jis-
tinguishing different types of processes.
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world, Second, social scientists are developing theory that makes the investiga-
tion of the causes and consequences of positive feedback a particularly promis-
ing area of inquiry. Third, a focus on self-reinforcing, path-dependent dynamics
turns out to be an essential building block for exploring a wide range of issues re-
lated to temporal processes. This final claim is advanced in the chapters to follow,
while the first two are developed in later sections of this chapter—a task that first
requires a review of recent work on path dependence in economics.

“INCREASING RETURNS” AND PATH-DEPENDENCE ARGUMENTS IN EcoNOMICS

Traditionally, economists have focused on the search for unique equilibria. The
goal is attractive, because it suggested a world of potential predictability and ef-
ficiency. Given knowledge of existing factor endowments and preferences, equi-
librium analysis might point to a single optimal outcome. Moreover, because
econontists assumed a context of decreasing marginal returns, this analytical
goal was potentially achievable. With decreasing returns, economic actions will
engender negative feedback, which will lead to a predictable equilibrium. A sharp
rise in oil prices prompts increased conservation, exploration, and exploitation
of other sources of energy, leading to a fall in oil prices. Each step away from
equilibrium is more difficult than the one before. As Arthur (1994, p. 1) sum-
marizes, negative “feedback tends to stabilize the economy because any major
changes will be offset by the very reactions they generate. . . . The equilibrium
marks the ‘best’ outcome possible under the circumstances: the most efficient
use and allocation of resources.”

During the past twenty years, however, this decreasing-returns tradition has
faced a mounting challenge. Economists have exhibited a growing interest in
the idea of “increasing returns” —where each increment added to a particular
line of activity yields larger rather than smaller benefits. On a wide range of sub-
jects, including the spatial location of production, the development of inter-
national trade, the causes of economic growth and the emergence of new
technologies, path-dependence arguments have become prevalent. The ideas
developed in this research are not entirely new. Yet in the past few years, promi-
nent mainstream economists have embraced these ideas. Their work has re-
ceived considerable attention in leading journals. Douglass North, who places
great emphasis on such arguments in his analysis of the development of modern
capitalism, was recently awarded the Nobel Prize for economics.

Arguments about technology have provided the most fertile ground for ex-
ploring the conditions conducive to increasing returns. As Brian Arthur and

“The concept of increasing returns received attention in the work of Adam Smith and (especially)
Alfred Marshall. Tn the twentieth century, an underground of “institutionalist” scholatship, includ-
ing figures such as Kaldor, Myrdall, and Veblen, continued to explore these issues.
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Fig. 1.1. Payoffs with increasing returns to scale.

Paul David have stressed, under conditions often present in complex, knowledge-
intensive sectors, a particular technology may achieve a decisive advantage
(Arthur 1994; David 1985). An early edge may trigger positive feedback effects
that may lock in this technology, excluding competitors even if it is not neces-
sarily the most efficient one in the long run. With increasing returns, actors have
strong incentives to focus on a single alternative and to continue down a specific
path once initial steps are taken in that direction. Path dependence arguments
have been applied to the development of the “QWERTY” typewriter keyboard,
the triumph of the light-water nuclear reactor in the United States, the battles be-
tween Betamayx and VIIS video recorders and DOS-based and Macintosh com-
puters, early automobile designs, and competing standards for electric current.’
Figure 1.1, taken from Arthur's work, summarizes the process. Each technol-
ogy generates higher payoffs for every user as it becomes more prevalent. In

~other words, these technologies are subject to increasing returns, Because tech-

nology B starts with lower payoffs, however, early users gravitate to technology A.
This movement activates a process of positive feedback, improving the perfor-
mance of technology A, which induces more new users to adopt it, which widens
the gap between technology A and B, encouraging yet more users to gravitate to
technology A. The advantages of technology A rapidly become overwhelming,
even though technology B would have generated higher payoffs for all users if it
had been the first to reach a critical threshold of usage (here, 3500 users). Thus

"Many of these examples have been contested by critics who deny the empirical claim that superior
technologies lost out. Since these criticisms raise broader issues about the usefulness of increasing
returns arguments, | will postpone discussion until the end of this section.
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when a new technology is subject to increasing returns, being the fastest out of
the gate (if only for reasons of historical accident) becomes critical. With in-
creasing returns, actors have strong incentives to focus on a sing]e alternative,
and to continue moving down a specific path once initial steps are taken in that
direction.

Notall technologies are prone to increasing retumns. Crucially, Atthur and David
addressed not only the characteristics of such processes, but the conditions that
give rise to them. Understanding these conditions is essential, as we shall see, be-
cause analytically similar circumstances occur frequently in the world of poli-
tics. These arguments thus provide a foundation for developing hypotheses
about when positive feedback processes are likely to operate in the social world.

Arthur (1994, p. 112) argues that four features of a technology and its social
context generate increasing returns:

L. Large set-up or fixed costs. These create a high payolff for further invest-
ments in a given technology. With large production runs, fixed costs
can be spread over more output, which will lead to lower unit costs.
When setup or fixed costs are high, individuals and organizations have
a strong incentive to identify and stick with a single option.

2. Learning effects. Knowledge gained in the operation of complex systems
also leads to higher returns from continuing use. With repetition, indi-
viduals learn how to use products more effectively, and their experi-
ences are likely to spur further innovations in the product or in related
activities.

3. Coordination effects. These occur when the benefits an individual re-
cetves from a particular activity increase as others adopt the same option.
If technologies embody positive network extemalities, a given technol-
ogy will become more attractive as more people use it. Coordination ef-
fects are especially significant when a technology has to be compatible
with a linked infrastructure (e.g., software with hardware, autormnobiles
with an infrastructure of roads, repair facilities and fueling stations). In-
creased use of a technology encourages inveshments in the linked infra-
structure, which in turn makes the technology more attractive.

4. Adaptive expectations. If options that fail to win broad acceptance will
have drawbacks later on, individuals may feel a need to “pick the right
horse.” Although the dynamic here is related to coordination effects, it
derives from the selffulfilling character of expectations. Projections
about future aggregate use patterns lead individuals to adapt their ac-
tions in ways that help to make those expectations come true.

This discussion of technology is important primarily because it clarifies a set
of relationships characteristic of many social interactions. New social initiatives—
such as the creation of organizations or institutions— usually entail considerable
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start-up costs; individuals, as well as organizations, learn by doing; the benefits of
our individual activities or those of an organization are often enhanced if they
are coordinated or “fit” with the activities of other actors or organizations; it is
frequently important to bet on the winning horse, so we adapt our actions in
light of our expectations about the actions of others.

Although path-dependence arguments about technology are probably the
best known, economists have applied similar analyses in a striking range of
economic contexts, Both Krugman (1991) and Arthur (1994) point to the role of
increasing returns in the spatial location of production. Given the importance
of physical proximity in many aspects of economic life, agglomeration effects
are widespread. That is, initial centers of economic activity may act like a mag-
net and influence the locational decisions and investments of other economic
actors. Established firms attract suppliers, skilled labor, specialized financial
and legal services, and an appropriate physical infrastructure. The concen-
tration of these factors may in turn make the particular location attractive to
other firms that produce similar goods. So do social networks, which facilitate
the exchange of information and expertise. Increasing returns arguments help
explain the prevalence of pockets of specialized economic activity, from Silicon
Valley to the high-end textile manufacturers of northern Italy. Krugman (1991,
p- 80) concludes: “If there is one single area of economics in which path de-
pendence is unimistakable, it is in economic geography—the location of pro-
duction in space. The long shadow cast by history over location is apparent at
all scales, from the smallest to the largest—from the cluster of costume jewelry
firms in Providence to the concentration of 60 million people in the Northeast
Corridor”

These claims closely parallel recent analyses of international trade, where ar-
guments about increasing returns have gained wide acceptance. Researchers
began by focusing on economic trends that appeared anomalous from the per-
spective of traditional trade theory—most notably, the explosion of intra-industry
trade after World War II (Krugman 1996). If comparative advantage results from
“natural” features of different countries, one would expect most trade to occur
between quite different countries, such as North-South trade of manufactured
goods for raw materials. Most international trade, however, is North-North. De-
veloped economies trade primarily with other developed countries, including
extensive exchanges within particular industries. This pattern suggests a puzzle:
Why have broadly similar countries developed highly specialized “niche” com-
parative advantages?

Increasing returns provided an answer. Knowledge-intensive sectors will be
prone to positive feedback. Countries that gain a lead in a particular niche, for
whatever reason, may consolidate that lead over time. The result is a high degree
of specialization. Even countries with similar initial endowments develop diver-
gent areas of economic strength. Comparative advantage is not simply given, it is
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often created through a sequence of events unfolding over time. The relevance of
increasing returns processes to the economics of trade is now widely accepted.?

Economists have also applied increasing-returns arguments to economic change
more broadly. A prominent development in discussions of economic growth has
centered on “endogenous growth” theory (Romer 1986, 1990). Economists in the
1980s became puzzled by growth rates (notably in developed countries during
the post-World War II period) far greater than what measured increases in in.
puts of capital and labor could explain. Romer and others argue that increasing
refurns associated with economic applications of knowledge help account for
the anomaly. Unlike capital and labor, many aspects of knowledge are nonrival —
their use in one firm does not prevent their use in another. A single gain in
knowledge can be applied in many settings and can lead to dramatic improve-
ments in productivity. In short, economic growth generates positive feedback. A
somewhat different analysis of growth based on increasing returns emphasizes
the importance of complementarities (Milgrom and Roberts 1990; Milgrom,
Qian, and Roberts 1991). Various economic activities (e.g., m information tech-
nology) may be complementary to other related activitics. Improvements in a
core activity can thus spill over by improving related parts of the economy.
These improvements in turn may increase the attractiveness of the core activity.

Economists are now applying increasing-returns arguments to a wide range of
important economic phenomena, but Douglass North’s application to issues of
institutional emergence and change has the most profound implications for so-
cial scientists (North 1990a). North argues that ail the features that Arthur iden-
tified i investigations of increasing returns in technology can be applied to
institutions. In contexts of complex social interdependence, new institutions
often entail high start-up costs, and they produce considerable leaming effects,
coordination effects, and adaptive expectations. Established institutions will typ-
ically generate powerful inducements that reinforce their own stability and fur-
ther development (David 1994}, In North's words:

All four of Arthur's selfreinforcing mechanisms apply, although with some-
what different characteristics. There are large initial setup costs when the
institutions are created de novo. . . . There are significant learning effects
for organizations that arise in consequence of the opportunity set provided

*It is worth noting that this research on trade has been used to derive some controversial policy im-
plications. If first-mover advantages are significant, free trade may not be an optimal policy for a
country whose trade partners are willing to subsidize emerging sectors. Under certain (restricted) con-
ditions, a policy of “picking winners” may make econanic sense (Krugman 1996; Tyson 1993). There
remains considerable dispute about the significance of such opportunities for strategic intervention,
Krugman, for instance, maintains that they will appear relatively infrequently, not so much because
path dependence is rare, but becanse governinents will not be able to identify winners ex ante.

“As Krugman (1996, pp. 169-1 10) notes, in the American Economic Association’s classification sys-
tem for journal articles one will naw find “models of trade with increasing returns and imperfect
competition” alongside the category for “conventional trade models.”
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by the institutional framework. ... There will be coordination effects di-
rectly via contracts with other organizations and indirectly by induced in-
vestments through the polity in complementary activities. . . . Adaptive
expectations occur because increased prevalence of contracting based on a
specific institution will reduce uncertainties about the permanence of that

rule. (North 19%0a, p. 95)

North emphasizes that not just single institutions are subject to positive feed-
back. Institutional arrangements induce complementary organizational forms,
which in tum may encouragz the development of new complementary institu-
tions. For social scientists interested in paths of development, the key issue is
often what North calls “the interdependent web of an institutional matrix.” This
matrix, North emphasizes, “produces massive increasing returns” {North 1990a,
p- 95}. Path-dependent processes will often be evident not orily at the level of
individual organizations or institutions but at a more macro level that involves
configurations of complementary organizations and institutions (Katznelson
1997; Hall and Soskice 2001b; Pierson and Skocpol 2002).

This argument provides the core to North's sweeping reinterpretation of eco-
nomic history. The central puzzle motivating North’s inquiry is the limited
convergence of economic performance across countries over time. Neoclassical
theory suggests that laggard countries should easily adopt the practices of high per-
formers, which would induce fairly rapid convergence. But this does not happen.
According to North, institutions, which he defines broadly to include “the rules
of the game in a society or, more formally, . . . the humanly devised constraints
that shape human interaction” (p. 3), explain the anomaly of continued diver-
gence in economic performance. Once in place, institutions are hard to change,
and they have a tremendous effect on the possibilities for generating sustained
economic growth. Individuals and organizations adapt to existing institutions. If
the institutional matrix creates incentives for piracy, North observes, then people
will invest in becorning good pirates. When institutions fail to provide incentives
to be economically productive, there is unlikely to be much economic growth,

Tor other social scientists, North's insight is crucial for two reasons. First, he
highlights the parallels between characteristics of technology and certain char-
acteristics of soctal interactions. In this context, it is worth noting that Arthur’s ar-
guments about technology are not really about the technology itself but about
the characteristics of a technology in interaction with certain qualities of related
social activity, such as incentives to coordinate with others or adopt behaviots
based on expectations about the future. Second, North rightly emphasizes that
institutional development is subject to positive feedback. Indeed, it is the role of
path dependence in explaining patterns of institutional emergence, persistence,
and change that may be of greatest significance for the social sciences.

The dialogue surrounding increasing returns and path dependence in
economics Is the impassioned discourse of an emerging paradigm. Economists
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talk of “new” growth theory, “new” trade theory, and so on—all based on argu-
ments mvolving positive feedback, Yet despite the prevalence of such arguments
and the intellectual exciternent associated with them, there are excellent rea-
sons to believe that the range of application should be at least as wide in politics
as it s in economics. To understand why, it is helpful to consider the major ob-
jections to increasing-returns arguments that have recently surfaced in econom-
ics. The discussion will clarify the sources of path dependence and identify social
mechanisms that might offset such processes. This clarification provides a usefial
analytical bridge to an investigation of path-dependent processes in politics.

In a forceful critique, Licbowitz and Margolis {1995) raise some tough ques-
tions about the economics literature on increasing returns. Two aspects of their
critique are relevant here. They emphasize that only “remediable” path de-
pendence is really of theoretical significance, and they claim that market mech-
anisms insure that remediable path dependence is rare. I will take up each
argument in turn. !¢

Following Williamson (1993), Liebowitz and Margolis distinguish remediable
and nonremediable path dependence. The latter occurs if there are no feasible
improvements in the path, either now or in the past. Nonremediable path de-
pendence “stipulates that intertemporal effects propagate error” (p. 207). With
hindsight, we wish that some other alternative had been chosen. Yet Lichowitz
and Margolis question whether nonremediable path dependence has profound
implications. If we acted as best we could with the information available at the
time, then the mistake was unavoidable, and we cannot reasonably describe the
outcome as inefficient.

Liebowitz and Margolis argue that the only kind of path dependence with
major ramifications is path dependence that is potentially remediable: “path de-
pendence, . . . [which] supposes the feasibility, in principle, of improvements in
the path . .. is the only form of path dependence that conflicts with the neo-
classical mode] of relentlessly rational behavior leading to efficient, and therefore
predictable, outcomes” (ibid). This distinction between remediable and nonre-
mediable path dependence is crucial to their argument, because Liebowitz and
Margolis believe that instances of the more theoretically troubling, remediable
kind occur very infrequently.

Is their dismissal of nonremediable path dependence convinecing? As
Williamson notes, for policy purposes remediability is likely to be an appropriate
standard. Recognizing the existence of path dependence may not help policy-
makers much if they do not know how to identify it ex ante.!! But this objection

""Note that the Liebowitz-Margolis critique depends on both parts of their argument being true. The
significance of path dependence for social scientists can be sustained if either the relevance of non.

YAs noted before, it is precisely for this reason that Krugiman and others question those making
broad claims about the implications of increasing returns arguments for trade policy,
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loses its force if our purpose is instead to understand —pethaps ex post—why as-
pects of societies move in particular directions and the consequences of such
movements. And, of course, it is precisely these questions about causalily that
are the central preoccupation of most social scientists. .

The second part of the Margolis-Liebowitz analysis is the claim that remediable
path dependence is rare. Their argument is straightforward. If one of two op-
tions is superior in the long run but not in the short run, then market arrange-
ments will generally assure the adoption of the superior path. The ability of
private actors to capture the returns from long-term investments preve_nts bad
choices. Institutions of property rights, provisions for patents, and extensive cap-
ital markets insure that options with long-term promise but low short-run payoffs
will nonetheless receive the support that they deserve. Economic actors, in short,
caleulate in the shadow of the future, and are thus unlikely to indulge in my-
opic, short-term maximizing behavior at their own long-term expense.

This argument has considerable merit,'? but how much depends on the
strength of these mechanisms for overcoming short-term thinking. Althgugh
Liebowitz and Margolis are more than a little complacent about the capacity of
these market mechanisms to fully internalize the considerable externalities that
are central fo increasing-returns arguments, it is perhaps wise to leave those is-
sues to economists. Two objections, however, are critically important, First, ar-
guments about the farsightedness of markets seem to apply to only some types of
path dependence in the economy. The Liebowitz-Margolis critique focuses on
the decisions of firms to invest in particular technologies or products. In most
of the illustrations discussed earlier (e.g., spatial agglomerations, trade specializa-
tion, endogenous growth), however, many of the benefits of increasing returns
are external to individual firms and cannot be fully captured by individual in-
vestors and entrepreneurs. Thus, the mechanisms identified by Liebowitz and
Margolis are unlikely to ensure that the best long-term outcome will be selec.ted.

Perhaps more important, the Liebowitz and Margolis argument has little
relevance to the development of institutions, which are also subject to increas-
ing returns. Private actors cannot obtain patents or employ venture 'CHPJ'taI. to
capture the long-term economic gains from constructing key economic institu-
tions. Indeed, the Liebowitz-Margolis argument simply assumes the presence of
mstitutions that support their key market mechanisms. Their argument does not
seem to have much relevance for North’s argument about the presence in par-
ticular polities of networks or matrices of institutions and organizations. The fact
that they do not even cite North’s work is telling. North maintains that.path-
dependent processes of institutional development are crucial to the evolution of
particular market economies. The farsighted financial markets central to the
Liebowitz-Margolis argument are of limited help, however, in triggering such

YArthur explicitly recognized this possibility, although as far as [ know he did not systematically pur-
sue the implications. See Arthur 1994, p, 28, [n 11.
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institutional development. Rather, to a large extent, they are products of that
development.

The failure of the Liebowitz-Margolis critique to address issues of institutional
development in economiies points to a more findamental objection. Even if one
accepts their analysis regarding the economic sphere, their arguments stil] have
limited relevance for the analysis of other kinds of social processes. However
strong market mechanisms for “farsightedness” may be, they are almost cer-
tainly far weaker in politics. At the same time, other sources of positive feedback
that may be relatively unimportant in the development of technology are highly
significant elsewhere. I explore both these points in the next section.

MovinG FROM Economics to PoLiTics

Microeconomic theory has illuminated important features of the political land-
scape in fields ranging from the study of party competition, to the formation of
interest groups and social movements, to voting and legislative behavior. The
value of economists’ theoretical exports is greatly enhanced, however, if the im-
porters take careful account of the distinctive features of the “local” environment.
As Terry Moe (1990, p. 119) has put it in a related context, “the real problem is
to try fo identify those essential features of politics that might serve as 2 founda-
tion for theory, a foundation that can take advantage of the new economics with-
out being overwhelmed or misdirected by it.” Arguments drawn from economics
must be sensitive to the quite different nature of the political world.

Politics differs from economics in many ways.”* The key is to specify which
aspecls are most relevant to an investigation of the sources and consequences of
path dependence. Following a brief summary of the distinctive tasks of the po-
litical arena, this discussion is divided into two parts. The first considers four
prominent and interconnected aspects of politics that make this realm of social
life conducive to positive feedback: (1) the central role of collective action;
(2} the high density of institutions; (3) the possibilities for using political author-
ity to enhance asymmetries of power; and (1) its intrinsic complexity and opacity.
After briefly explicating each, I will discuss their relevance to path dependence.
Each of these features makes positive feedback processes prevalent in politics.

Second, I explain why the ameliorative mechanisms that Liebowitz and Mar-
golis identify in economic systems are often ineffective in offsetting path depen-
dence in politics. Three characteristics of politics change the picture considerably:
the absence or weakness of efficiency-enhancing mechanisins of competition
and learning, the shorter time horizons of political actors, and the strong status
quo bias generally built into political institutions. Eqch of these features makes

"The following discussion is particularly indebted to Lindblom 1977, Moe 1984, 1990, and North
1990,
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positive feedback processes in politics particularly intense. They increase the dif-
heulty of reversing the course down which actors have started. Path-dependent
processes are now ceniral to economic theory, and the argument here is that
these dynamics will be at least as widespread and often more difficult to reverse
in politics.

Sources of Positive Feedback in Politics

A fundamental feature of politics is its focus on the provision of public goods."
Such goods are distinguished by jointness of supply (where the production costs
for the good are unaffected or only modestly affected by the number of those
consuming it) and nonexcludability (where it is very costly or impossible to limit
consumption to those who have paid for a good). These features, which are ex-
tremely widespread in modern life, make public goods—from national defense
to environmental protection — difficult to provide through markets. Nonexclud-
ability creates incentives for free-riding, since individuals will receive the bene-
fits of a public good whether or not they contribute to its production, Jointness
of supply means that private markels will underproduce the goods in question
since private actors will tend to consider only the benefits to themselves.

The reason to emphasize these characteristics of public goods is that they help
to explain a second fundamental feature of political systems: their key elements
are generally compulsory rather than voluntary. The exercise of authority—to be
blunt, coercion—combined with a complex array of complementary instity-
tions designed to circumscribe and legitimate that authority, is necessary to gen-
erate collective provision. Legally binding rules are not just a foundation for
political activity (like property rights in the economy). They are instead the very
essence of politics (Lindblom 1977; Moe 1990, 2003). The focus on producing
public goods, and the consequent resort to coercive authority, has a number of
repercussions for the character of political life, each relevant for an assessment
of tendencies toward path dependence.

THE COLLECTIVE NATURE OF POLITICS

A quick contrast with economic markets can highlight the prevalence of collec-
tive action in politics. Suppose you are working for a firm with an annoying boss
and bad pay. You have a clear option: acting on your own, you can seek work
elsewhere, either at one of 2 large number of other firms or by setting up busi-
ness on your own. Your ability to move depends on the state of the labor market,
but'the existence of competitive options sets clear limits on how annoying your
boss can afford to be and how bad the pay can get.

"In most cases, the goods in question are not “pure” public goods -z fact that would complicate the
analysis but not alter the basic claims presented here, For discussions, see Mueller 1989, chap, 2,
and Cornes and Sandler 1996,
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Or suppose you invent a great new product. Assuming that you can get finan-
cial backing (which you should be able to do— it is great idea, and the market
generates a ready supply of venture capitalists), your prospects are good. Noth-
ing stops you from going into business or selling the idea to someone who will.
Either way, the new, superior product gets to see the light of day, and you reap
considerable benefits from your innovation.

The setting of consumers, at least in the textbook case, 1s similarly atomistic.
My decisions are essentially independent of my expectations regarding the
choices of other consumers.!* There is no need for explicit attermnpts to coordi-
nate behavior; the market simply aggregates the isolated decisions of individuals.

These highly stylized examples illustrate the relative fexibility, fluidity, and
atomization of economic markets. In contrast, political “markets” are generally
far from flexible and fluid. In politics, the consequences of my actions are highly
dependent upon the actions of others, What [ get depends not just on what I do,
but (mostly) on what others do. Following Olson’s path-breaking work, students
of politics have long recognized the “logic of collective action” (Olson 1965).
Most of the “goods” produced in politics are public goods; it is difficult to limit
their consumption to those who helped provide them. As a result, individuals
will have a strong tendency to free-ride, Creating conditions favorable to collec-
tive action is a principal issue in political life.

+ The problem here is not limited to the fact that the public sector produces
public goods. Given the reliance of politics on mechanisms of collective deci-
sion backed by authority, laws themselves have the character of public goods for
those who benefit from them. Achieving political influence generally requires
collective action, In the words of Marwell and Oliver:

In the realm of politics and social movements, collective action gains ben-
efits most often by affecting government policy. Collective actors bear the
cost of influencing govemment officials, not the cost of actually providing
the good. Influencing government policy almost always has very high joint-
ness of supply . . . those paying lobbyists for tax loopholes are concerned
only with the cost of lobbying, not with the cost of the fost tax revenues.
The cost of cleaning up pollution may be roughly proportional to the num-
ber of polluters, but the cost of obtaining laws requiring polluters to clean up
their own messes is not, An interest group or social movement campaigns
for legislation of benefit to its members, but their costs are unatfected by the

PAlthough this represents a critical difference between econonics and paolitics, one would need to
make a number of important qualifications. The decisions of other consumers clearly do affect the
price, supply, and quality of the goods available to me, F urthermore, much economic activity, both
on the praduction and consumption side, invelves significant externalities, which make the impli-
cations of cansumption interdependent. As already noted, these conditions of independent con-
sumption often do not apply to technolegies involving network externalities. For a good discussion
of some of these complications, see Hirsch 1977,
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existence of others who would also benefit from the legislation. (Marwell
and Oliver 1993, pp. 42-43)

Or, as they summarize the same point more succinctly, “laws have high jo?nt~
ness of supply” (p. 45). These circumstances generate major collective action
problems. o

There is another reason why political action frequently requires coordination.
Many of the goals that political actors pursue have a “lumpy” or “winner-ta]l(e-a]].”
quality to them (politicians seeking reclection, coup plotters, and Tobbyists ei-
ther win or lose; legislation either passes or is rejected). Unlike economic markels,
where there is usually room for many firms, finishing second may not count fqr
much in politics. Indeed —the Russian Menshiviks in 1917 come to mind— it
can be extremely problematic. Again, the effectiveness of my actions depends
heavily on the actions of others. This is less true of some aspects of politics—
such as answering an opinion pol] question or voting—than others. Even in vot-
ing, however, the lumpiness of election outcomes, in the absence of a pure
system of proportional representation, means that if a person does not want to
“waste” her vote, her actions may well turn on what she expects others to do.

Thus, a crucial feature of most collective action in politics is the absence of a
linear relationship between effort and effect. Instead, collective action fre-
quently involves many of the qualities conducive to positive feedback {Marwell
and Oliver 1993).18 A central reason is the prevalence of adaptive expectations.
Under circumstances where picking the wrong horse may have very high costs,
actors must constantly adjust their behavior in the light of expectations of how
they expect others to act. Whether you put energy into developing a new party,
join a potential coalition, or provide resources to an interest group may depend
to a considerable degree on your confidence that a large number of other people
will do the same. In addition, many types of collective action involve high start-
up costs. Considerable resources (material or cultural) need to be expended on
organizing before the group becomes selfsustaining.

That collective action processes in politics are very often subject to positive
feedback explains why social scientists have often been struck by the consider-

- able stability of patterns of political mobilization over time. Lipset and Rokkan’s

work on political parties in Europe exemplifies this dynamic: key historical
junctures produced major political cleavages. These political divisions became
organized into political parties. Having surmounted initial start-up costs and fu-
eled processes of adaptive expectations, these parties are reproduced through
time, generating “frozen” party systems (Lipset and Rokkan 1967).

%Qlson's own Rise and Decline of Nations (1981} is built around exactly this aggument—interest
groups are difficult to found but relatively easy to sustain, so we should expect them to be increas-
ingly prevalent over time in democratic societies where severe external shacks, such as war, have

been absent.
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Recent work by Theda Skocpol on extensive voluntary associations in the
United States provides additional strong evidence of the organizational persis-
tence that can result from positive feedback (Skocpol 1999). Skocpol and a team
of researchers identified all voluntary organizations in the United States that
have ever enrolled more than | percent of the American population (or half that
amount for single-gender groups), and tracked those organizations over time.
The results, covering fifty-eight such organizations since the 1830s, reveal striking
organizational continuities. Although some organizations crossed the 1 percent
threshold for relatively short periods, twenty-six of the fifty-cight organizations
that ever crossed the 1 percent threshold are still above it today, Of the twenty-
six extensive voluntary associations in the United States today, sixteen had al-
ready reached the 1 percent mark by the 1940s, and a number of them stretch
back much farther. A large number of the organizations that have fallen off
Skocpal's list nonetheless stayed above it for many decades. If one examines the
forty organizations on Skacpol’s list founded before 1900, nineteen stayed above
the 1 percent mark for at least five decades; ten of the forty are still above that
threshold, a century or more after their founding,'” In short, despite massive social,
economic, and political changes over time, self-reinforcing dynamics associated
with collective action processes—especially high start-up costs, coordination ef:
fects, and adaptive expectations—mean that organizations will have a strong
tendency to persist once they are institutionalized.

THE INSTITUTIONAL DENSITY OF POLITICS

As much work in political science has recently stressed, efforts to coordinate ac-
tors in the pursuit of public goods often require the construction of formal insti-
tutions. Once established, these institutional constraints apply to all--those who
do not approve as well as th.ose who do—and they are backed up, ultimately, by
foree. The “exit” option, while central to the workings of the market, is often un-
available (or prohibitively costly) to actors who feel poorly served by existing po-
litical arrangements. Politics involves struggles over the autharity to establish,
enforce, and change rules governing social action in a particular terriiory. In
short, much of politics is based on authority rather than exchange. Thus in pol-
itics, institutional constraints are ubiquitous. Both formal instibutions (such as
constitutional arrangements) and public policies place extensive, legally binding
constraints on behavior.

Although unorthodos, the inclusion of public policies as well as formal insti-
tutions in this formulation is important (Pierson 1993; Pierson and Skocpol
2002; Moe 2003). While policies are generally more easily altered than the con-

""This evidence actually understates the degree of organizational persistence, since many organiza-
tions that fall below the demanding 1 percent threshold nonetheless continue to have very large
memberships, and they may also have existed as quite farge organizations for long periods before ini-
tially crossing that threshold.
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stitutive rules of formal institutions, they are nevertheless extremely prominent
constraining features of the political environment. Policies, grounded in law and
backed by the coercive power of the state, signal to actors what has to be done,
what cannot be done, and establish many of the rewards and penalties associ-
ated with particular activities. Most policies are also rernarkably durable (Rose
1991). Especially in modem societies, extensive policy arrangements funda-
mentally shape the incentives and resources of political actors.

That such institutions are generally subject to positive feedback has been im-
plicit in much recent research. Scholars have emphasized how institutions
can help actors overcome various dilemmas arising from collective-choice
situations —especially the need to coordinate their behavior by disciplining ex-
pectations about the behavior of others. What is absent or downplayed in these
discussions, however, is a recognition that these characteristics render processes
of institutional development path-dependent.

As already discussed, North’s analysis highlights how institutions induce self-
reinforcing processes that make reversals increasingly unattractive over time. In
contexts of complex soctal interdependence, new institutions and policies often
generate high fixed costs, learning effects, coordination effects, and adaptive ex-
pectations. Institutions and policies may encourage individuals and organiza-
tions to invest in specialized skills, deepen relationships with other individuals
and organizations, and develop particular political and social identities.'® These
activities increase the attractiveness of existing institutional arrangements rela-
tive to hypothetical alternatives. In institutionally dense environments, initial
actions push individual behavior onto paths that are hard to reverse. As I will ex-
plore in greater detail in Chapter Five, social actors make commitments based
on existing institutions and policies. As they do so, the cost of reversing course
generally rises dramatically.

Economists typically refer to selfreinforcing processes as involving a process
of “increasing returns”: each additional expenditure of resources generates a
higher return than the one before it. As Mahoney (2001} has emphasized, this
efficiency-focused (benehts per unit of expenditure) terminology makes sense
for the self-reinforcing processes that interest most economists, but is not appro-
priate for many others. As we broaden our focus to examine other social phe-
nomena, the more neuiral language of positive feedback or selfreinforcement

"]t has become common to refer to such consequences as “sunk costs.” While intuitive, this termi-
nology is unfortunate. When economists refer to sunk costs they mean costs that cannot be recov-
ered and should be regarded as irrelevant to current choices among options. By contrast, the whole
point of path dependence is that these previous chaices are relevant to cusrent action. In cases of in-
creasing returns, sociai adaptations represent investments that yield continuing benefits. Actors may
have powerful incentives to stick with a current option because they receive a continuing stream of
benefits from investments already made in that option. Massive new investments would be required
before some theoretically superior alternative generated the same or z higher stream of benefits,
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is necessary to avoid any implicit suggestion about efficiency. This is especially
important in considering two possible sources of path dependence in politics:
power dynamics and patterns of social understanding.

POLITICAL AUTHORITY AND POWER ASYMMETRIES

The allocation of political authority to particular actors is a key source of posi-
tive feedback. Indeed, this represents a source of path dependence quite distinct
from those discussed by Arthur and North. Where certain actors are in a position
to impose rules on others, the employment of power may be self-reinforcing,
Aciors may utilize political authority to change the rules of the game (both for-
mal institutions and various public policies) to enhance their power, These
changes may not only shift the rules in their favor, but increase their own ca-
pacities for political action while diminishing those of their rivals. And these
changes may result in adaptations that reinforce these trends, as undecided,
weakly committed, or vulnerable actors join the winners or desert the losers.
Many political conflicts, from the Nazi seizure of power to the gradual process
through which the Labour Party supplanted the Liberals in Great Britain in the
carly twentieth century, reveal this sort of dynamic. Disparities in political re-
sources among contending groups may widen dramatically over time as positive
feedback sets in.

"The disenfranchisement of African Americans in the post-Reconstruction
American South provides a clear and poignant example of how shifts in political
power can be self-reinforcing. Tn Alexander Keyssar’s marvelous study of the his-
tory of suffrage in the United States, the end of Reconstruction precipitated a dy-
namic process of shifting power relations that played out over a considerable
period of time {Keyssar 2000, pp. 107-16). In 1876, a contested presidential
election led to the removal of federal troops from the South. In 1878, Demo-
crats won control of both houses of Congress for the first time in twenty years.
“The upshot of these events . .. ” Keyssar writes, “was to entrust the administra-
tion of voting laws in the South to state and local governments” (p. 107).

These breakthroughs, it must be stressed, did not result in immediate and
total victory for Democratic “Redeemers” in the South. Instead, they ushered in
a “period of limbo and contestation, of participation coexisting with efforts at ex-
clusion” (p. 108). In many parts of the South, the Republican Party “hung on,
and large, if declining, numbers of blacks continued to exercise the franchise”
(p. 107):

Periodically they were able to form alliances with poor and upcountry whites
and even with some newly emerging industrial interests sympathetic to the
probusines policies of the Republicans. Opposition to the conservative,
planter-dominated Redeemer Democrats, therefore, did not disappear:
elections were contested by Republicans, by factions within the Democra-
tic Party, and eventually by the Farmers’ alliance and the Populists. Conse-
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quently, the Redeemers, who controlled most state legislatures, continued
to try to shrink the black (and opposition white) electorate through gerry-
mandering, registration systerns, complicated ballot configurations, and
the secret ballot (which served as a de facto literacy test). When necessary,
they also resorted to violence and fraudulent vote counts. (p. 107)

Social and political power was used over time to reinforce and consolidate po-
litical advantage. By the early 1890s, major challenges to the Redeemers began
to dissipate, giving way to a durable systern of planter hegemony. As late as 1964,
only 10 percent of African Americans in Mississippi would be registered to vote.

A focus on path dependence can serve to refocus the attention of social sci-
entists on the role of power (Moe 2003; Thelen 1999). In the famous cormmu-
nity power debate of the 1960s and 1970s, Bachrach and Baratz (1962) and
Lukes (1974) argued persuasively that power asymmetries are often hidden from
view; where power is most unequal, it often does not need to be employed
openly. Pluralist critics essentially countered that it was impossible (o systernati-
cally evaluate such claims (Polsby 1963; Wolhnger 1971). Although he did not
frame the issuc quite this way, Gaventa (1980) demonstrated that such power
asymmetries can reflect positive feedback processes operating over substantial
periods of time. Processes of positive feedback can transform a situation of rela-
tively balanced conflict into one of great inequality. Political settings where one
set of actors must initially impose their preferences on another set through open
conflict (“the first face of power”) may change over time into settings where
power relations are so uneven that anticipated reactions and agenda control
(“the second face of power”) and ideological manipulation (“the third face”)
make open political conflict unnecessary. Thus, positive feedback over time
may simultaneously increase asymmetries of power and, paradoxically, render
power relations less visible.

THE COMPLEXITY AND QPACITY OF POLITICS

Economic theory is built around the useful and plausible assumptions that ac-
tors know what they want, strive to get as much as they can, and are pretty good
at doing so. Firms seck to maximize profits. The metric for good performance is
relatively simple and transparent. Prices send strong signals that facilitate the
analysis of how various features of the economic environment affect firm per-
formance. Observable, unambiguous, and often quantifiable indicators exist for
many of these features. Workers can: obtain fairly good information on the wages
and working conditions on offer from different firms. Consumers, too, are rea-
sonably adept at navigating most aspects of the economic world. Links between
choices and outcomes are generally clear: take a new job and your income rises;
buy a car and your savings account balance shrinks. The quality, of goods is usu-
ally evident in relatively short order, and repeated purchases allow consumers to
sample alternatives.



36 CHAPTER ONE

Of course, one can add many complications to this simple picture of the
economic realm. The market is often highly complex and confusing. Yet the
presence of a unifying metric (prices), the absence of a need to coordinate many
of one’s economic decisions with those of other actors, the prevalence of re-
peated interactions, and the presence of relatively short causal chains between
choices and results greatly facilitate the efforts of economic actors to establish
priorities, construct sensible causal maps, and correct mistakes over time.

As I will explore in greater detail in Chapters Four and Five, politics is a far,
far murkier environment (Moe 1990; North 1990b). It lacks anything like the
measuring rod of price, involves the pursuit of a wide range of largely incom-
mensurable goals, and consists of processes that make it very hard to observe or
measure important aspects of political performance. And, if we believe that a
systemn is not performing well, it is still more difficult to determine which ele-
ments in these highly complex systems are responsible and what adjustments
would lead to better results. The reliance on elaborate procedures to handle
collective-choice situations in politics is inescapable, but it undermines trans.
parency—that is, it greatly increases transaction costs (Cornes and Sandler
1996; Mueller 1989). The complexity of the goals of politics, and the loose and
diffuse links between actions and outcomes, renders politics inherently ambigu-
ous. As North has argued, “political markets are far more prone [than economic
markets] to inefficiency. The reason is straightforward. Tt is extraordinarily diffi-
cult to measure what is being exchanged in political markets and in conge-
quence to enforce agreements” (North 1990b, p. 362).

It is important to note that North is not simply arguing that political decision
making is mefficient. Rather, polities gets stuck with more difficult problermns.
Where transaction costs are low, market mechanisms are likely to be effective.
They often break down, however, when transaction costs are very high. High
transaction costs are characteristic for public goods (Cornes and Sandler 1996;
Mueller 1989). Thus, it is complex and ambiguous issues and problems that
gravitate toward the public sphere.

Even if mistakes or failures in politics are apparent, improvement through
“trial-and-error” processes is far from autornatic. Many participants in politics
{voters, members of interest groups) engage in activities only sporadically. Their
tools of action are often crude, such as the blunt instrument of the vote, and
their actions have consequences only when aggregated. There may be long lags
and complex causal chains connecting these political actions to political out-
comes. The result is that mistaken understandings often do not get corrected,

The point is not that learning never occurs in politics. Rather, learning is very
difficalt and cannot be assumed to occur, Instead, understandings of the political
world should themselves be scen as susceptible to path dependence. Drawing on
work in both cognitive psychology and organizational theory, researchers argue
thatactors who operate in a social context of high complexity and opacity are heav-
ily biased in the way they filter information into existing “mental maps” (North
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1990b; Denzau and North 1994; Arthur 1994). Confirming information tends to
be incorporated, while disconfirming information is filtered out. Social interpre-
tations of complex environments like politics are often subject to positive feedback.
The development of basic social understandings involves high start-up costs and
learning effects —as Philip Converse notes, information must be stored in an ef
fective way in order to facilitate the processing of additional information (Con-
verse 1991). The need to employ mental maps induces posifive feedback.

The path-dependent nature of views of the social world, evident at the indi-
vidual level, is even more apparent at the group level. As Alexander Wendt
notes, “identities and interests are not only learned in Interaction, but sustained
by it” (Wendt 1999, p. 331). Ideas are frequently shared with other social actors
in ways that create network effects and adaptive expectations. Sociologists have
emphasized that the development of norms or standards of appropriateness is a
collective, selfreinforcing process. Social interactions involving activities as in-
nocuous as a handshake “chronically reproduce” themselves (Jepperson 1991;
see also Wendt 1999, pp- 184-89). Every time we shake hands, the strength of
that norm is reinforced.

The same argument can be applied with considerable force to collective
understandings—of how the world works, what is to be valued, what an individ-
ual’s interesis might be, and who that individual’s friends and enemies might
be—in short, to collective ideational constructs ranging from policy paradigms
to full fledged ideologies (Hall 1993; Berman 1998; Blyth 2002). Robert Wuth-
nowss subtle analysis of the comparative development of ideologies has elegantly
shown how emerging worldviews, once they reach a critical mass, can generate
aset of culture-producing institutions, organizations, and specialized actors that
greatly facilitate the spread and reproduction of that ideology (Wuthnow 1989,
Wuthnow demonstrates how relatively brief periods of historical openness are
often followed by processes that select and then institutionalize a particular
track of ideological development. His account of how “communities of dis-
course” often come to share, mnstitutionalize, and reproduce a similar ideology
is strikingly consistent with the framework suggested here. Berman (2003) has
made a similar argument about the spread of radical Tslam, in which extremists
have used their control over key institutions of cultural production to foment a
revolutionary transformation in citizens’ worldviews—even in the absence of 2
revolutionary overthrow of the state itself

North’s work on “mental maps” thus converges with long-standing views of
those studying political culture as well as the recent contributions of cognitive
science.l? Once established, basic outlooks on politics, ranging from ideologies

"Consider Karl Mannheim in his famous essay on generations: “It is of considerable importance for
the formation of consciousness which experiences happen to make those all-important ‘first impres-
sions.”... . Early impressions tend to coalesce inte a riatural view of the world. All Tater experiences
then tend to receive their neaning from this original set, whether they appear as that set's verifica-
tion and fulfilment or s its negation and antithesis” (Mantheim 1952).
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to understandings of particular aspects of governments or orientations toward
political groups or parties, are generally tenacious. They are path dependent.?
“Social systems,” as Wendt notes, “can get ‘locked in’ to certain patterns by the
logic of shared knowledge, adding a source of social inertia or glue that would not
exist in a systern without culture” (Wendt 1999, p. 188).

There are, then, compelling reasons to believe that political processes will
often be marked by dynamics of increasing returns. Tendencies toward positive
feedback characterize four processes central to political environments: collective
action, institutional development, the exercise of authority, and social interpre-
tation. In each case, there are reasons to anticipate that steps in a particular direc-
tion can trigger a self-reinforcing dynamic, This conclusion should be underlined.
By itself, it suggests why positive feedback is a critical concept for those who seek
to understand the sources of political stability and change. If a recognition of the
significance of selfreinforcing processes is shaking up economics, then those
studying politics have at least as great a need to consider its implications.

There is also reason to believe that these effects in politics are often particu-
larly intense. In the remainder of this section I briefly outline some reasons why,
given the onset of some pracess of positive feedback, it is frequently more diffi-
cult to reverse course in politics than it would be in economics. These issues are
pursued in greater detail in Chapters Four and Five.

Mechanisms for Reversing Course

One of the reasons economists were slow to worry about path dependence was
because they believed the market provides two powerful mechanisms for exiting
problematic paths: competition and learning. Competitive pressures in a mar-
ket society mean that new organizations with more efficient structures will de-
velop, eventually replacing suboptimal organizations (Alchian 1950). Learning
processes within firms can also lead to correction. Firms learn from their own
experiences, as well as those of other finms, and can correct mistakes over time
(Williamson 1993).

It is worth emphasizing that neither of these mechanisms represents a guar-
anteed corrective in the path-dependent contexts explored by Arthur, North,
and others. Options that gain a head stast will often reinforce themselves over
time, even if they have serious shortcomings. What I wish to stress, however, is

“Indeed, as marketers know well, such path-dependent cognitive effects are evident even in the less
ambiguous world of consumption. This is why advertisers covet the attention of youngsters who have
yet to make definitive {and resitient} choices. A telling recent example is the new marketing effort of
the National Football League, which is alarmed by indications that youngsters are increasingly
drawn to basketball and soccer, A former MTV executive now working on special events speaks the
language of increasing returns: “It’s all about getting a foatball . . . into a kid's hands as soon as you
car. Six years old, if possible. You want to get a football in their hands before someone puts a bas-
ketball in their hands, or a hockey stick or a tennis racquet or a golf club” (Seabrook 1997, p. 47).
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that these corrective mechanisms are even less effective when one shifts from
firms in private markels to the world of political institutions (Moe 1984, 1950).
This is clearest for mechanisms of competition. While models of competition
may be helpful for understanding some important aspects of politics (such as in-
ternational relations and elections), there can be little doubt that political envi-
ronments are typically more “permissive” than economic ones (Krasner 1989).

As just discussed, the complexity and ambiguity of politics create serious prob-
lemns for leaming arguments. It may be appropriate to argue that politics some-
times involves leamning processes, in which responses to public problems proceed
in a trial-and-error fashion (Lindblom 1959; Heclo 1974; Hall 1993). There is lit-
tle reason, however, to think that this acts as a selection mechanism with anything
like the efficiency-enhancing properties of market competition in economics or
Darwinian natural selection in biology. Because political reality is so complex
and the tasks of evaluating public performance and determining which options
would be superior are so formidable, such self-correction is often limited,

Even where learning does occur, reforms nonetheless face all the barriers to
change that are characteristic of systems exhibiting positive feedback. Long
movement down a particular path will have increased the costs of switching to
some previously foregone alternative. Furthermore, in politics the pursuit of
such change faces two additional obstacles: the short time horizons of political
actors, and the strong status quo bias associated with the decision rules govern-
ing most political institutions. These factors will often make path-dependent ef-
fects particularly intense in politics.

TIME HORIZONS

A statement attributed to David Stockman, budget director during the Reagan
administration, is unusual among political decision makers only for its candor.
Asked by an adviser in 1981 to consider pension reforms to combat Social Se-
curity’s severe long-term financing problems, Stockman dismissed the idea out of
hand. He explained that he had no interest in wasting “a lot of political capital
on some other guy’s problem in [the year] 2010” (quoted in Greider 1982, p-43).
Many of the implications of political decisions—especially complex policy
interventions or major institutional reforms—only play out in the long run. Yet
political actors, especially politicians, are often most interested in the short-term
consequences of their actions; long-term effects tend to be heavily discounted.
The principal reason is the logic of electoral politics. Because the decisions of vot-
ers, which determine political success, are taken in the short run, elected offi-
cials generally employ a high discount rate. They will pay attention to long-term
consequences only if these become politically salient, or when they have little
reason to fear short-term electoral retribution. Keynes once noted that in the long
run, we are all dead; politicians have special reason to take that message to heart.
We know relatively little about the time horizons of different political actors,
An interesting literature is developing on “credible commitments” —the attempt
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of political actors to create arrangements that facilitate cooperation (North and
Weingast 1939; Shepsle 1991; North 1993). This research suggests that particu-
lar institutional designs (such as independent central banks), empowering par-
ticular kinds of political actors, may succeed in lengthening time horizons. In
general, however, such mechanisms will often be of limited effectiveness in pol-
itics. As noted, the marketplace possesses some strong mechanisms for lengthen-
ing time horizons—especially the basic continuity of firms over time and the
presence of capital markets. Such mechanisms in politics are generally far
weaker. Monitoring political behavior over time is difficult because the interac-
tions that go into generating performance are so complex, and even the indica-
tors of performance are typically so limited. The relatively rapid turnover of
critical positions also makes it hard t hold actors accountable. Politics, in short,
lacks the characteristic property rights that facilitate the linkage of actors’ deci-
sions over time in the economic sphere. In mnany cases, the long term is essen-
tiatly beyond the political horizon. A statesiman, Bismarck said, is a politician
who thinks about his grandchildren. :

The different nature of time horizons in politics and in economics matters a
lot. This can be seen by revisiting the Liebowitz and Margolis critique of path
dependence. They properly pomt to key market institutions as a protection
against certain kinds of remediable path dependence. I it is believed that long-
term benefits will be greater using option B, then investors should gravitate
toward that option even if in the short-term it will perform more poorly than op-
tion A. Thus, they argue that market mechanisms should allow the more effi-
cient outcome (B) in figure 1.1.

In politics the outcome may well be different, Assume that the crucial decision
maker is a politician up for reelection in two years. In this context, effects after the
election cycle do not count for much.2! A politician focusing on the shortterm
payoft would choose option A. The difference in time horizons has profound
consequences. If time horizons tend to be short, then we can expect that long-
term costs and benefits will have a limited effect on the chosen path. Further-
more, once on a particular path, political actors will generally have powerful
incentives to stay on it. Switching costs are typically borne in the short run, and
the benefits will generally only accrue in the long run, that is, to someone else.

THE STATUS QUQ BIAS OF POLITICAL INST TTUTIONS

In the economic realm, an individual with a new idea for a product need only
secure the finance to put it on the market. If enough consumers (choosing inde-
pendently) find it sufficiently appealing, the product will be a success, Change

*'These long-term effects will count if an actor with tonger time horizons (such as an interest group}
is able to make them relevant to politicians—e.g,, through campaign contributions or votes. The
question is whether such mechanisms are anywhere near as effective as the capital markets opera-
tive in the economic sphere. In rmy view, there are strong reasons to be skeptical of this, but it is
clearly an issue deserving considerable attention.
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can be engineered through competition against existing products. Similarly,
those with property rights over a finn are generally in a strong position to remake
their organizations as they choose. Lines of authority are clear, and the relevant
decision makers are likely to share the same broad goal of maximizing profits.

By contrast, key features of political life, both public policies and (especially)
formal institutions, are change resistant. Policies and institutions are generally
designed to be difficult to overturn for two broad reasons, First, those who design
institutions and policies may wish to bind their successors. Moe {1990) terms
this the problem of “political uncertainty.” Unlike economic actors, political ac-
tors must anticipate that their political rivals may soon control the reins of gov-
ernment. ‘To protect themselves, these actors therefore create rules that make
existing arrangements hard to reverse.

Second, in many cases political actors are also compelled fo bind themselves.
The key insight of the “credible commitments” literature is that actors can often
do better, even in the relatively short run, if they remove certain alternatives
from their future menu of options. The economy of a country will grow faster,
for instance, if a monarch can credibly commit himself to refrain from expro-
priating an excessive amount of the hard-earned wealth of his subjects (North
and Weingast 1989). This can be done if he accedes to parliamentary contro!
over the power to tax. Like Ulysses preparing for the Sirens, political actors often
bind themselves, restricting their own freedom in order to achieve some greater
goal. To constrain themselves and others, designers create institutions that are
sticky. Stickiness is built into the design of political institutions to reduce uncer-
tainty and enhance stability, facilitating forms of cooperation and exchange that
would otherwise be impossible.

Formal barriers to institutional reform are thus often extremely high, such as
unanimity requirements in the European Union and multiple supermajorities
to alter the American constitution. Of course, these obstacles may facilitate fornis
of cooperation and exchange that would otherwise be impossible. The relevant
point here is that this institutional stickiness characteristic of political systems re-
inforces the already considerable obstacles to movement off an established
path.* Combined with the weakness of competitive mechanisms and learning

2An important characteristic of political systems runs counter to this line of argument. Because pol-
itics is 2 powerful system for mobilizing coercive power, governments may at times be in a position
to orchestrate a “jump” from one path to another. Governments, by employing sanctions, can coor-
dinate adjustments in a way that markets might never be able to achieve. For instance, the British
government was able to enact a shift to the metric system that would have been difficult or impossi-
ble o engineer through the more atomistic mechanisms of the market. And governments are cleacly
capable, on occasion, of mobilizing resources for more dramatic changes in course. Such possibili-
ties, however, should not be exaggerated. The metric example represents a relatively modest in-
stance of reversing path dependence. Switching costs were low; the problem was essentially one
of coordination —inducing everyone to make the switch at the same time. For this task, the author-
itative rule-setting capacities of government are of great assistance. For reasons already discussed,



14 CHAPTER ONE

processes, as well as the short time horizons characteristic of politics, the bias
means that tendencies toward path dependence in political development are
often particularly intense.

Politics differs from economics in many ways. Applying tools of economic
analysis to politics is treacherous unless these differences are systematically con-
sidered. In the case of arguments about path dependence, attention to the char-
acter of politics suggests a striking result. The political world is unusually prone
to positive feedback, and the capacities for reversing course are often weak. Both
the prevalence and intensity of these processes in politics suggest that path depen-
dence arguments offer an important tool for understanding political dynamics.

Pati DEPENDENGE AND THE STUDY OF PoLiTics

To summarize briefly, in settings where self-reinforcing processes are at work po-
litical life is likely to be marked by four features:

L. Multiple equilibria. Under a set of initia] conditions conducive to posi-
tive feedback, a range of outcomes is generally possible.

2. Contingency. Relatively small events, if occurring at the right moment,

~ can have large and enduring consequences.

3. A critical role for timing and sequencing. In these path-dependent
processes, when an event occurs may be crucial. Because early parts of
a sequence matter much more than later parts, an event that happens
“too late” may have no effect, although it might have been of great con-
sequence if the timing had been different.

4. Inertia. Once such a process has been established, positive feedback
will generally lead to a single equilibrium. This equilibrium will in turn
be resistant to change.

There are also good reasons to think that positive feedback processes are wide-
spread in politics, since they will be characteristic in institutional development,
collective action, the exercise of authority, and the emergence of our under-
standings of the political world. This has fundamental theoretical implications.
We need to change both the kinds of questions we ask about politics and the
kinds of answers that we generate. Many of these implications will be explored
m greater depth later, but a brief summary here will clarify the organizational
logic of the chapters to follow.

First, path-dependent arguments point to the significance of sequencing—
the temporal order in which social events or processes unfold. Most variable-

tis much less evident that governments will generally be willing or able to engineer shifls to a dif-
ferent path when switching costs are high. Cases of fundamental or revolutionary reform in well-
institutionalized political systems attract our attention precisely because they are so rare.
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oriented research assumes a world without positive feedback, where history
washes out and sequence is irrelevant, We only need to know the values of vari-
ables at the moment of interest, not the sequence through which these factors de-
veloped. In path-dependent processes, however, positive feedback means that
history is “remembered.” These processes can be highly influenced by relatively
modest perturbations at early stages. “Small” events early on may have a big im-
pact, while “large” events at later stages may be less consequential. To put it an-
other way, outcomes of eatly events or processes in the sequence may be
amplified, while the significance of later events or processes is dampened. Thus,
when a particular event in a sequence occurs will make a big difference. A crucial
implication of path-dependence arguments is that eaily stages in a sequence can
place particular aspects of political systems onto distinct tracks, which are then
reinforced through time.

Second, a focus on path-dependent processes suggests the need to develop
analyses that may incorporate substantial stretches of time. For this reason, as
with their highlighting of sequencing, they justify a turn to history. At one level,
of course, all social scientists agree that “history matters” The existing condi-
tions that influence current social outcomes came into being at some point in
the past. Those earlier processes are relevant to a full understanding of contem-
porary social events. Yet the standard assumption is that for most purposes we
may safely put such issues aside. Looking back leads to the familiar problem of
infinite regress. An exploration of each preceding event leads to the conclusion
that some other preceding occurrence was also part of the chain of necessary
events, and 5o on. Social scientists need to break through the seamlessness of his-
tory somewhere, and the present is as good a place to do so as any, George
Homans (1967) compared the situation to that faced by mine sweepers who
needed to know the magnetic charge of a ship. Such a charge resulted from an
infinite range of small factors accumulated over the ship’s lifetime. For practical
purposes, however, a simple expedient could be used: the current charge of the
ship could be measured. If the task is to understand the ship's vulnerability to
mines, one can simply cut through the Gordian knot of historical regress.?

For many purposes, this is an appropriate approach. Social scientists often
have good reason to focus on synchronic causality—to try to understand how
variations in current variables affect present social outcomes. Where processes
of positive feedback are significant, however, such a strategy may be problem-
atic. Path-dependent arguments rest on what Arthur Stinchcombe has termed a
conception of “historical causes” (Stinchcombe 1968, pp. 103-18; see also
Harsanyi 1960; Ikenberry 1994; Jervis 2000, p- 97; Lieberson 1985)—some ini-
tial event or process generates a particular outcome, which is then reproduced
through time even though the original generating event or process does not recur.

Blor a discussion of Homans's argument, see Knapp 1983, pp. 43-45.
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This is very different from the more typical search for invariant relationships
among factors, in which the analyst assumes that if adding x to a setting causes y,
then the removal of x should remove y as well. As Stinchcombe puts it, 2 “his-
toricist explanation . . . is one in which an effect created by causes at some pre-
vious period becomes a cause of that same effect in succeeding periods. In such
arguments, the problem of explanation breaks down into two causal COMmpo-
nents. The first is the particular circumstances that caused a tradition to be
started. The second is the general process by which social patterns reproduce
themselves.”

In such a process the crucial objects of study become the factors that set de-
velopment along a particular path—and which lie in the past—and the mecha-
nisms of reproduction of the current path, which at first glance might seem
conumonplace, perhaps almost invisible or at least analytically uninteresting,
This distinctive approach to explanation can be clarified through reference to
the Polya urn illustration introduced at the outset. Suppose we sought to under-
stand why the distribution of balls on the hundredth trial was 96 red/4 black. We
would not be very happy with a Homans-style explanation: “because after 99 tri-
als the distribution was 95/4, and thus there was a better than 95% probability
that the next draw would also be red.” What we would want to know would be
the initial events that established this trajectory, and the mechanism (in this
case, a process of selection governed by a particular decision-rule) that made
that trajectory self-reinforcing. Thus, where historical causation is at work, ex-
planation requires the examination of considerable stretches of time. This issue,
along with others related to the investigation of long-term social processes, is
taken up in depth in Chapter Three.

A third crucial implication is that path-dependent arguments provide a plau-
sible counter to functionalist explanations of social outcomes, which too often
go unchallenged. Although not always explicitly stated, functionalist arguments
are prevalent in the social sciences. They are common, for instance, among
those who emphasize the rational choices of individual actors that underlie po-
litical activity, and the reasonably efficient nature of collective responses to so-
cial needs (Keohane 1984; Shepsle 1986; Weingast and Marshall 1988).

Functionalist arguments take the following form: outcome X (an institution,
policy, or organization, for instance) exists because it serves the function Y. In a
world of purposive actors, it may indeed be the case that the effects of an insti-
tution have something to do with an explanation for its emergence and persis-
tence. Arguments about positive feedback, however, suggest the large dangers in
any assumption that an existing institution arose or continues to exist because it
serves some particularly useful purpose. Thinking in functionalist terms about
an existing institution, policy, or social organization may be a good way to derive
causal hypotheses, but functional accounts are far from being the only plausible
ones. Many alternatives to the outcome in question might have been possible,
and a dynamic of positive feedback may have insitutionalized a particular op-
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tion even though it originated by accident, or the factors that gave it an original
advantage have long since passed away. Rather than assuming relative efficiency
as an explanation, we have to go back and look. Thus recognizing the possibility
of path dependence necessarily draws social scientists to an investigation of his-
tory, if only to evaluate the validity of functionalist assertions. As I explore in
Chapters Four and Five, an investigation of path dependence can provide a
basis for developing alternative hypotheses about institutional origins, stability,
and change. ‘

Consider one example, A prominent theme in recent research in compara-
tive political economy is the idea of “varieties of capitalism.” Despite increasing
international economic interdependence, which seems to generate pressures
toward convergence, the advanced industrial societies continue to exhibit fun-
damental differences in their core institutional structures (Soskice 1999; Hall
1999; Berger and Dore 1996; Hollingsworth and Boyer 1997). To date, however,
this literature has done a better job of identifying and describing this diversity
than it has of explaining what generates and sustains it. Hall and Soskice (200]a)
have made an important step forward by emphasizing the role of institutional
complementarities. The benefits of particular economic institutions and orga-
nizations are increased if they fit well in an environment populated by specific
kinds of institutions and organizations.

The “varieties of capitalism™ analysis persuasively illuminates distinct equi-
libria in different economies, but it does not address the question of how these
distinct equilibria emerge. From the current analysis, one can easily see why the
elaborate production systems of modern economies would be subject to positive
feedback. Start-up costs, not just for new firms, but (more fundamentally) for
the key organizations and institutions that link private actors, are enormous. Or-
ganizations, and the formal and informal arrangements (both public and private)
that help to structure their interactions create, as North would put it, densely
linked institutiona) matrices. Economic and social organizations and political
institutions (both basic constitutional arrangements and public policy frame-
works) have coevolved over extended periods of time. Coordination effects are

-widespread; particular courses of action are encouraged or discouraged because

of anticipated actions of others in the system. Firmns have developed sophisti-
cated strategies suitable to the particular institutional matrix they confront—
that is, tremendous amounts of learning by doing have occurred over time in
these complex systems. In short, national economic systems are highly path de-
pendent. They are likely to exhibit substantial resilience, even in the context of
major exogenous shocks such as recent changes in the global economy.
Highlighting the possible limits of functionalist explanations reveals a final
theoretical benefit of recognizing the significance of path-dependent processes:
these arguments provide the basis for a revitalized effort to investigate issues of
power in social life. Functionalist arguments that start from the benefits that par-
ticular actors derive from institutions and infer that their power accounted for
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those arrangements typically ignore important feedback processes that may gen-
erate the same observed outcome in a completely different way (Hacker and
Pierson 2002). As just emphasized, an understanding of path-dependent dynam-
ics may suggest alternative explanations for arrangements that are too easily at-
tributed to power relations. At the same time, the possibility that self-reinforcing
processes may magnify power imbalances over time, while simultaneously ren-
dering those imbalances less visible, indicates that “snapshot” views will often
miss important elements of power relations. In short, both these observations
point to deep-rooted difficulties in the treatment of power in contemporary so-
cial science: sometimes analysts see power when it is not there, and sometimes
they do not see it when it is.

Some Initial Concerns

Because the preceding discussion provides the basis for much of what follows, it
may be helpful to stop and briefly address some possible objections to the line of
argnment developed so far.

OLD WINE IN NEW BOTTLES?

Of course, there is a long tradition of attention to history in the social sciences.
Particularly for those who want answers to critical questions that grow out of the
experiences of real polities, the turn to history has been common, Issues of tim-
ing, sequence, and critical junctures figure prominently in this body of work.
Among many such studies, Gerschenkron’s study of industrialization and state
building (Gerschenkron 1962) and Lipset and Rokkan's analysis of the forma-
tion of party systems (Lipset and Rokkan 1967) are two classic examples. Indeed,
it is fair to ask whether incorporating the concepts of positive feedback and path
dependence into the study of politics is akin to the man who discovered that he
had been speaking prose all his life. I path dependence merely a trendy name
for old ideas?

Discussions of path dependence would be worth having if they did no more
than focus the attention of fad-prone social scientists on the insights and contin-
uing relevance of this earlier body of work. Yet there is every reason to believe
that the concept can do more. Awareness of the dynamics of positive feedback
processes can greatly sharpen our understanding of why particular junctures
(and which aspects of those junctures) are critical and why timing often counts
for so much in politics. Most of this earlier work was vague on this crucial point.
The specific characteristics of positive feedback provide a key to making sense of
the complex mix of stability and change that characterize so many political
processes. ‘To repeat, Arthur’s work on path dependence is groundbreaking not
simply because he described the characteristics of these processes, but because
he identified conditions likely to generate them, Building on North’s work,
we can now begin the process of adapting these arguments to the study of poli-
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tics. Doing so requires careful attention to the distinctive features of the politi-
cal world, such as its intrinsic ambiguity, the prevalence of highly sticky institu-
tions, the prominence of collective action problems, and the prospects for
utilizing policy authority to amplify asymmetries of power. An investigation of
selfreinforcing processes can generate sharper hypotheses, based on more ex-
plicit social mechanisms, about the sources of divergent paths and social inertia.

ARE PATH-DEPENDENT ARGUMENTS JUST DESCRIPTIVE?

Without careful attention to the identification of the mechanisms at work,
analyses of path dependerice can easily become descriptions of what happened
rather than explanations for why it happened. Thelen (1999, p. 391) nicely sum-
marizes this concemn:;

Arguments about the “freezing” or “crystallization” of particular institu-
tional configurations . . . obscure more than they reveal unless they are ex-
plicitly linked to complementary arguments that identify the mechanisms
of reproduction at work. Without these, they are at best incomplete, for
they cannot explain why these patterns persisted and how they continue to
dominate the political space. . .. [Sometimes] authors invoke Stinch-
combe’s arguments about “sunk costs” and “vested interests” that make exm-
batking on alternative paths costly and uncertain. But such references,
though a promising starting point for the analysis, cannot themselves re-
place the analysis; these concepts need to be applied, not just invoked.
Among other things, we need to know exactly who is invested in particular
institutional arrangements, exactly how that investment is sustained over
time, and perhaps how those who are not invested in the institutions are
kept out.?*

The key, as Thelen suggests, is to specify the mechanisms that reinforce a par-
ticular path or trajectory. Without this, path-dependent arguments degenerate
into little more than a description of stability,

At the same time, a focus on these mechanisms should help us to explain vari-
ation across settings. Although I have argued that many aspects of politics will
promote strong tendencies toward selfreinforcement, not ail aspects of political
life are subject to positive feedback. One can think about this in terms suggested
by Hannan and Freeman (1989, p. 106), who discuss the “mixing of different types
of outcomes in [a] spatial or temporal distribution.” Where there are long runs

HStinchcombe (1965, p. 167) made a similar observation: “It is considerably more difficult to ex-
plain why many types of organizations retain structural peculiarities after their foundation without
falling into taulologous statements about ‘radition,’ ‘vested interests, or Tfolkways’ not being change-
able by formal regulation. The problem is to specify who it is that carries “tradition’ and why they
carry it, whose ‘interests’ become ‘vested” under what conditions, by what devices, whose ‘folkways’
cannot be changed by regulation, and why. This probler is at the very center of sociological theory.”
Stinchcembe 1965, p. 167.
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of one outcome, one can describe these distributions as “coarse grained,” while
the opposite pattern would be fine-grained. Path-dependent processes will typi-
cally generate coarse-grained patterns of outcomes rather than fine-grained ones.

Consider a concrete example. As Mayhew notes (2002, p- 1291), despite a re-
alignment literature that suggests one or another political party should gain the
upper hand as a “natural” governing majority, the party with the advantage in party
identification rates has shown almost no advantage in presidential elections since
1900. In other words, the outcomes of presidential elections are “fine grained”
rather than “coarse grained.”? A plausible explanation is that presidential can-
didates, at least in the American context, retain considerable flexibility in adopt-
ing new strategies and appeals to increase their electability. A party losing one
presidential election is at little systematic disadvantage in the next. In other
words, presidential elections do not appear to be highly path-dependent. Part of
the reason for this outcome, however, is that losing parties are relatively free to
jettison unpopular policy positions and adopt more popular ones—including
ones introduced by the incumbent party. Thus, presidential elections may be
fine grained in part because policy regimes tend to be coarse grained —that is,
marked by very substantial stretches of stability (Huber and Stephens 2001; Hall
and Soskice 2001a). Parties maintain their electoral competitiveness by adapt-
ing to the policy successes put in place by their competitors.

We should expect considerable variation in the extent to which strong path
dependence is evident in various elements of the social world, depending on the
presence or absence of the kinds of factors mentioned here, as well as the pres-
ence or absence of countervailing features of the social landscape. It is here that
recent theoretical developments in work on path dependence have the greatest
promise, for they offer precisely this—a set of propositions about the types of cir-
cumstances that promote positive feedback. Specifying mechanisms helps us to
develop hypotheses about where we might expect (or not expect) to encounter
similar dynamics—in other words, it helps us to develop portable claims.

CONTINGENCY AND DETERMINISM

Again, Thelen (1999, p. 385) has raised a reasonable concern that path-
dependent models can be “too contingent and too deterministic”- that is, too
open at the front end or critical juncture and too closed at the back end (ontce
the critical juncture has passed). Critics have argued that path-dependent argu-
ments seein to suggest a very high level of contingency at critical junchures,
while the “mechanisms of reproduction” that follow generate an overly static

“Interestingly, this pattern is not always evident cross-nationally. Patterns in some countries are
“coarse-grained,” revealing extended periods of single-party dominance (Pempel 1690). Based on
the current analysis, one could usefully focus on what factors in these different polities generate pos-
itive feedback from an electoral victory, and make it difficult for losing party to adapt in a compet-
itive fashion.
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view of the social world (Katznelson 2003; Schwartz, n.d.). To take the starkest
illustration, Arthur’s Polya umn processes are totally random at the outset—the
smallest perturbation can make all the difference —and yet they all settle on a
particular equilibrium and then essentially stop. Positive feedback processes
seem to generate only brief moments of “punctuation” in a largely frozen social
landscape.

A critical feature of path-dependent processes is the relative “openness” or “per-
missiveness” of early stages in a sequence cornpared with the relatively “closed”
or “coercive” nature of later stages (Mahoney 2001; Abbott 1997). Viewed ex
ante, such processes can preduce more than one possible outcome. Once a par-
ticular path gets established, however, selfreinforcing processes are prone fo
consolidation or institutionalization. “Critical functures” generate persistent
paths of political developiment.26

It is necessary to stress these features of path-dependent processes while avoid-
ing a tendency to overinterpret their implications. These features of coimpara-
tively “open” processes at the outset, followed by a more constrained choice-set
once reinforcement seis in, are precisely the features that make this type of
process distinctive and underpin the claim that temporal sequence is crucial
(Mahoney 2001). At the same tirme, however, such arguments rarely, if ever,
suggest that “anything goes” at the initial branching point. Rather, the claim is
that there may be more than one alternative (often, as in the discussions of path-
dependent technologies that have been common in economics, the analysis will
specify two), and that relatively small factors may push the outcome one way or
the other. Along the same lines, claims that processes are path-dependent do not
require that the factors leading to one path rather than the other be truly ran-
dom, or beyond the reach of theory. Although sometimes these junctures are
treated as highly contingent or random, generally analysts seck to generate con-
vincing explanations for why one path rather than another was chosen.

The explanations, however, will often emphasize events or processes that
seem “small” when compared with the large effects (major, lasting divergences
across cases) that they produce once positive feedback processes have had a

chance to amplify the initial repercussions. In analyzing these nonlinear

processes we cannot assume that “large” effects are the results of “large” causes
(Abbott 1988). To put it another way, if one imagines a counterfactual in which
an alternative outcome emerges, the size of the change needed to generate the
different outcome will be smaller—perhaps much smaller—at the onset of 1
self-reinforcing process than it will be at a later date. Hacker’s analysis of the

*Although analyses invoking the language of “critical junctures” sometimes focus on large-scale,
dramatic events, those qualities are neither necessary nor sufficient to generate path-dependent dy-
namics. In fact, the point in path-dependent analyses is that “causes” may often seem refatively small
compared with their effects. What makes a particular junctuze “critical” is that it triggers a process
of positive feedback.
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development of health-care policy in the United States offers an excellent ex-
ample (Hacker 2002). Hacker does not argue that the failure of the United
States to adopt national health insurance during the New Deal period was
highly contingent—there were good reasons why this was the likely outcome.
What he does argue is that this initial development generated powerful positive
feedback, institutionalizing a set of private arrangements that made it much
more difficult to make a transition to national health insurance at a later point
in time. As a result of these selfreinforcing processes, the scale of the counter-
factual needed to imagine an alternative path, Hacker suggests, is much greater
in the year 2000 than it was in 1935,

I the suggestion that path-dependent arguments imply hypercontingency at
the outset strikes me as a red herring, so does the suggestion that they pointto a
world of stasis. Nothing in path-dependent analyses implies that a particular al-
ternative is permanently “locked in” following the move onto a selfreinforcing
path. Identifying selfreinforcing processes does help us to understand why or-
ganizational and institutional practices are often extremely persistent—and this
is crucial, because these continuities are a striking feature of the social world. As-
serting that the social landscape can be permanently frozen is hardly credible,
however, and that is not the claim. Change continues, but it is bounded
change —until something erodes or swamps the mechanisms of reproduction
that generate continuity. Douglass North sumimarizes the key point well:
“At every step along the way there [are choices] —political and economic— that
provide . .. real alternatives. Path dependence is a way to narrow conceptually
the choice set and link decision making through time. It is not a story of in-
evitability in which the past neatly predicts the future” (North 1990a, pp. 98-99).
The claims in path-dependent arguments are that previously viable options may
be foreclosed in the aftermath of 2 sustained period of positive feedback, and cu-
mulative commitments on the existing path will often make change difficult
and will condition the form in which new branchings will occur.

Indeed, as I explore in greater detail in Chapters Two and Five, some of the
most mteresting developments in the work on path dependence focus specifi-
cally on these issues of “downstream” development in path-dependent processes.
As recently emphasized by both Mahoney and Thelen, identifying the particu-
lar feedback loops (or “mechanisms of reproduction”) at work will often provide
key insights into the kinds of events or processes that might generate major sub-
sequent change points (Thelen 1999, 2003; Mahoney 2001). Such junctures
are usually atiributed, often ex post, to “exogeneous shocks.” We should expect,
however, that these change points often occur when new conditions disrupt or
overwhelm the specific mechanisms that previously reproduced the existing
path. Thus, a clear understanding of the mechanisms of reproduction provides
an instrument for the investigation of change.

- Similarly, analyses of historical sequences may focus precisely on the dy-
namic downstream consequences of particular patterns of instutionalization fol-
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lowing a critical juncture. As I suggest in the next chapter, analysts sometimes
wish to know about the elimination of particular alteratives at a key moment
not because the outcome at that stage is permanently locked in, but because the
removal of certain options through path-dependent processes creates different
outcomes at a later choice-point in a historical sequence. Thus path-dependent
arguments often involve a more complex position on issues of stability and
change than the simple “contingency followed by lock-in” formulation suggests.
When sequences involve self-reinforcing dynamics, we can expect periods of rel-
ative (but not total) openness, followed by periods of relative (but not total or
permanent) stability.

A common thread runs through my discussion of each of these concerns
about path-dependent arguments: the explication of specific mechanisms that
generate path dependence is the key to making this a fruitful line of theorizing
about the sources of social stability and change. And this in turn is the main jus-
tiication for taking the time to work through key issues about these mechanisms
in economic analysis, and the implications of shifting from the economic realm
to the political. In the chapters that follow I will provide many illustrations of
these mechanisms at work in important political processes.



Chapter Two

TIMING AND SEQUENCE,

When things happen within a sequence affects
how they happen.
—Charles Tilly (1984, p. 14)

ARGUMENTS IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES SOMETIMES take the following form: “the
temporal ordering of events or processes has a significant impact on outcomes.”
These are instances in which we wish to know not just what the “value” of some
variable is, but the time at which that value occurred. We want to know not just
what, but when.

In practice, prominent scholars have long stressed that temporal ordering
may be a critical element of explanation. There are in fact quite distinct (al-
though sometimes hazily specified) claims about the role of sequencing at work
in different analyses. I offer some suggestions about how to distinguish these ar-
guments and suggest that they can give us considerable leverage for identifying
and explaining social phenomena. An appreciation of the significance of se-
quences bolsters my general claim that the systemaltic exploration of processes
unfolding over time should be central to the social sciences. :

Several scholarly communities have recently tried to grapple more systernati-
cally with this issue. A number of historically oriented analysts, especially in the
held of American political development, have stressed the importance of seeing
fﬂistinct processes as potentially linked in highly consequential ways, depending
in part on the relative timing of their development. In the first section of this
chapter [ explore some of the promise, as well as the difficult theoretical prob-
lems, entailed by these claims about timing and “conjunctures.” I then consider
recent discussions of sequences emeiging from rational choice analysis. This re-
search has made compelling theoretical arguments about the role of sequences
in structuring collective choice situations. It has provided convincing evidence
of these effects, but has focused most of its energies on a limited range of highly
formal settings, such as legislatures.

In many ways, the accomplishments of these two literatures are perfect com-
plements. Rational choice analysts have strong and precise theoretical argu-
ments about why, where, and how the temporal ordering of choices can be so
consequential. The price of these gains, however, has been tight constraints on
the theoretical and substantive scope of these Investigations, Scholarship on po-
litical development has lacked rational choice’s admirable precision, but it offers
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much greater attentiveness to truly historical processes and a salutary focus on
large-scale social and political dynamics. In this chapter, I will argue that there
are genuine prospects for combining many of these strengths, and that the argu-
ments presented in Chapter One provide a basis for doing so.

It tuns out that most prominent substantive claims about the role of timing
and sequence have been grounded, often implicitly, at least in part on claims
about self-reinforcing or path-dependent processes. When such processes are at
work, causal analysis is intrinsically historical —the order of events or processes
is likely to have a crucial impact on outcomes. At the same time, explicitly ad-
dressing issues of historical sequencing clarifies how the arguments about positive
feedback discussed in the last chapter can be linked to analyses that are more
concerned with political change “downstream” from some branching point or
critical juncture. Thus, the identification of self-reinforcing dynamics turns out
to be an excellent entry-point for examining a wide range of issues related to tim-
ing, sequence, and historical process. Analyses attentive to sequence can bring
important aspects of the social world into greater focus, highlighting a key con-
tribution of historically sensitive inquiry.

TimING aND CONJUNCTURES

One prominent starting point for studies of temporal ordering has been the
analysis of timing, or conjunctures—in particular, the linking of discrete elements
or dimensions of politics in the passage of time. If two events or particular pro-
cesses occur at the same historical moment, the results may be very different
from when they are temporally separated (in some cases, regardless of the order
in which they otherwise arrive). In this instance, what is being highlighted is the
significance of interaction effects, and the dependence of those interaction ef-
fects upon the synchronized timing of the events or processes at hand.

To say that timing matters implies the timing of something relative to some-
thing else. “Time” serves as the dimension that links together quite separate social
processes in highly consequential ways. Here two distinct temporal sequences
converge with substantial consequences. Aminzade (1992, pp. 466-67) summa-
rizes this type of argument:

Sociological attempts to explain particular outcomes or patterns of devel-
opment typically involve the study of multiple rather than single trajecto-
ries. Most historical sociologists reject the notion of a single master process,
acknowledging multiple processes that overlap and intersect one another.
Explaining a particular outcome or pattern of development thus involves a
particular logic of explanation: situating events or outcomes in terms of
their location in intersecting trajectories with independent temporalities.
This logic is evident in numerous key works of historical sociology. . .. [T]he
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focus is not on the presence or absence of certain variables or on the tra-
jeclory of a single process. It is on the temporal intersection of distinctive
trajectories of different, but connected, long-term processes.

This orientation has been central to Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek’s
research agenda on temnporal processes (1994, forthcoming). They emphasize
that different social realms interact with one another, that the different historical
roots of these realms and differences in the timing of their development can pro-
foundly shape the character of these interactions, and that these interactions are
marked by tensions, dissonances, and thus an inherent dynamism. In Orren and
Skowronek’s view, the investigation of “collisions” and “abrasions” among dis-
tinct realms—which they term “intercurrence” — is central to the study of political
development. In this view, researchers need “to locate the historical construc-
tion of politics in the intercurrence, or simultaneous operation, of older and
newer governing instruments, in controls asserted through multiple orderings of
authority whose coordination with one another cannot be assumed and whose
outward reach and impingements upon one another are inherently problematic”
(forthcoming, chap. 3, p. 52). As Orren and Skowronek detail (forthcoming), a
number of recent studies in American political development have explored how
particular elements of political order established at earlier moments in time,
such as a reigning political coalition (Skowronek 1993), a set of legal principles
(Orren 1991), or a peculiar form of local administration such as the juvenile
court system (Polsky 1989), interact uneasily with other institutional and orga-
nizational arrangements established at later points in time.

This is an exciting line of inquiry. Directing attention to conjunctures or in-
tersections of this kind is inviting, since it obviously connects the work of social
science more closely to the way the world really works. Work on conjunctures
and relative timing reveals a sensitivity to issues of temporal process and temporal
ordering, while focusing on the thomy but central problem of explaining social
change. At least as important, Orren and Skowronek’s emphasis on the interac-
tions between distinct political realms over extended periods of time invites at-
tention to large-scale social processes. This macro-focus has held considerable
appeal for the comparative historical sociologists who have played a central role in
“the historic turn” among social scientists (Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003).!

But it also raises vexing problems. As Aristide Zolberg puts it in his discussion
of working-class formation (1986, p. 406), “Although it is a truism among histo-
rians that World War [ constituted one of the great watersheds of western history,

'Although Theda Skocpol’s States and Social Revolutions is generally viewed as an exercise in
historical sociology as a comparative method, it contains a similar appeal (1979, p. 320): “Social-
scientific analyses of revolution almost never, as far as [ can tell, give sufficient analytic weight to the
conjunctunal, unfolding interactions of originally separately determined processes. Yet both the
causes and the development of revolutions probably have to be wnderstood in this way, which of
course means that analyses and explanations must be historically grounded ”

TIMING AND SEQUENCE 57

social scientists are inclined to minimize such overwhelming ‘error factors’ that
wreak havoc with theory construction.” How can we think systematically about
causal processes involving the interaction of ongoing dynamics of working-class
formation and a completely separate process involving the onset of global war?

An example provided by Raymond Aron (1961, pp. 16-17) can help us ex-
plore this issue in greater depth, pointing to both the possibilities and pitfalls of
such a line of inquiry.? A man takes the same walk every day. On one occasion,
a heavy tile becomes dislodged from a building along his route. Depending
upon the particular timing of these two streams of activity (strolling man, falling
tile), the observed outcome will be radically different. If the two streams produce
a “conjuncture,” the result is calamitous.

Scharpf (1997, p. 49) suggests that analysts should regard such conjunctures
as essentially irrelevant for theory development, while acknowledging that they
place limits on the capacity of social scientists to predict: “Given the pervasive-
ness of ‘Cournot effects’ (i.¢, the accidental intersection of unrelated chains
of causation) in social and political interactions . .. even theoretically well-
founded predictions may turn out to be wrong.” But if Cournot effects are in-
deed so pervasive, many of those interested in comparative historical analysis
will not find this conclusion very satisfying.

It is not clear, however, that there are any easy ways forward. If the sequences
that produce the conjuncture are generally unrelated and connected only
through a coincidence of timing, then it will still be impossible to anticipate
such outcomes. Moreover, it may be impossible to take anything from the study
of such an outcome that will help us to understand some other social setting.
Peter Knapp (1983, p. 46) has summarized the issue:

Retrospective analysis can start from the conjuncture which brings the causal
sequences together. With the falling tile, the conjuncture is trivially simple.
But in any case, if the causal chains are subject to lawful regularities, the
outcome is still only predictable after the event, on the basis of background
knowledge. It is perfectly possible to build a model of the collision. The col-
lision is determined; it will follow from the model. Aron would say that it is
determined post hoc, yet unpredictable, since prior to the event there is no
system which includes the two sequences and it is fruitless to try to construct
one. It may be perfectly useful to construct an historical model after the event,
especially if the conjuncture has world-historical consequences. But we do
not suppose that such a model will predict any further events of interest.

Jack Goldstone (1998, p. §33) has nicely described this as a turn to “Dr. Seuss-
style” explanations: “It just happened that this happened first, then this, then
that, and is not likely to happen that way again.”

*The next few paragraphs draw heavily on the discussion of this issue in Knapp 1983. See also Ma-
honey 2000.
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If our goal is to create an “ex post model” of 2 particular outcome of interest,
then these “Cournot effects” may not create such a terrible problem (although
the methodological challenges involved in the persuasive development of such
ex post models of single cases are more severe than is often realized). But gener-
ally this is not all that social scientists want. At 2 minimum, we want to be able
to take something from that specific social setting that illuminates other social
processes. We want to address questions such as: “Under what circumstances are
occurrences like X more or less likely?” We want more than Seussian accounts.

Yet it is a major challenge to substantiate claims about such interactions
among realms event in an analysis of a single time and place. And it is even more
difficult to establish more general propositions that one could take from such an
analysis, beyond the sound advice to pay attention to the potential interplay
among distinct social realms. We know that different social realms may “collide
and abrade.” That is different, however, from having ideas about when and how
different social arrangements within a polity are likely to collide and abrade.’

Accounts of this sort can be extraordinarily vivid and may generate com-
pelling ex post interpretations of particular conjunctures. These are genuinely
valuable attributes. We are still, however, in the realm of Dr. Seuss. If we are
dealing with conjunctures where generally disconnected realms accidentally
converge, there would seem to be no prospect for developing portable claims.
Even limited generalizations about conjunctures are unlikely to be possible un-
less the analyst can demonstrate why particular developments in one realm are
systematically linked to those in another. Even if we do have ideas about such
linkages, we still would be in search of some propositions about how different
temporal orderings of these linkages (e.g., A precedes B, A follows B, A and B
take place simultaneously) can be expected to influence outcomes of interest.
One can find propositions of this sort in the rational choice literature on se-
quences, which I turn to next,

HISTORICAL SEQUENCES IN RATIONAL CHOICE ANALYSIS

Scholars employing rational choice approaches have been quite visible in the
recent turn to history, and have distinctive things to say about sequencing. These
cfforts warrant review, because insights from rational choice theory can be useful
in constructing hypotheses about the importance of temporal order in political
processes. I will argue, however, that the prerequisites for successful game-
theoretic analysis are highly restrictive, and thus the kinds of processes that
can be examined will be of limited scope. For many investigations of historical
processes, game theory can at best provide a “module” of argumentation that

’T.o their credit, Orren and Skowronek’s fGrthcuming book makes a serious effort to show how this
might be possible.
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would then need to be connected to other modules, based on distinct bodies of
social knowledge and employing other techniques of social investigation.

In key respects, the strengths and weaknesses of this rational choice research
agenda have been the mirror image of those just identified in the literature on
conjunctures. Rational choice theorists have generated clear and convincing
claims about how and why sequencing can matter, and they have done so in a
manner that lends itself to the development of clear propositions. These gains
have come, however, at the cost of placing sharp limits on the kinds of sequences
they examine.

In their recent volume, Analytic Narratives, Robert Bates and his coauthors
seek to utilize game theory to develop compelling explanations of single, sigrif
icant political outcomes (Bates et al. 1998). They stress that their investigations
constitute a contribution to the “historic turn” in the social sciences. In exten-
sive form, they note, “Games explicitly take sequence into account and highlight
its significance for outcomes. They capture the influence of history, the impor-
tance of uncertainty, and the capacity of people to manipulate and strategize, as
well as the limits of their ability to do so” (p. 18, emphasis added).

Indeed, game theory has paid great attention to sequence. In many types of
noncooperative games, the order of moves is critical. “Battle of the sexes” games,
in which both actors prefer two possible cooperative outcomes to the other al-
ternatives but differ over which one, provide a good example. These are positive
sum games with a distributional component--a common scenario in politics. In
such instances, first movers will often be able to impose their preferred coopet-
ative outcome. Games of chicken also confer substantial first mover advantages.
Indeed, first movers will be advantaged in any game possessing more than one
Nash equilibrium (Scharpf 1997).

The role of sequencing has been studied most extensively, and most fruitfully,
in work derived from Arrow's analysis of the “paradox of voting” {Amrow 1963).
This work lays out some important formal properties of sequences in social
choice settings that provide a strong foundation for developing claims about
temporal ordering, As is well known, Arrow's analysis of the paradox of voting

“demonstrates the absence of a definitive majority preference in many collective

choice situations. Table 2.1 provides a standard summary, involving three
choosers with equal say and divergent preference orderings among three alter-
natives. Such a situation does not yield a clear, determinant result. Instead, the
order in which proposals are considered will dictate the final outcome —no min-
imally fair decision rules can ensure “the independence of the final choice from
the path to it” (Arrow 1963, p. 120). Furthermore, if any “choice” is subject to
reconsideration, the setting is inherently unstable. Given any “winning” pro-
posal, one of the three individuals will have the incentive and capacity to pro-
pose an alternative that will be preferred by one of the two other participants.
This is the problem of cycling, which has animated so much rational choice
work on collective decision making and institutional effects.
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TaeLE 2.1
A Standard Cycling Problem

Freference Ranking

Legislator Tst 2nd 3rd
A X Y Z
E Z X Y
C Y Z X

Source: Aldrich 1995, p. 38,
Note: Round-robin tournament, voting independently and sincerely. X beats Y (A,B), Y beats 7
{A,C), Z beats X (B,C): Outcome: ?

This analysis has been applied and elaborated most intensively to highly in-
stitutionalized settings such as legislatures. Rational choice theorists have ar-
gued persuasively that institutional arrangements governing agenda control
and decision-making procedures can play a crucial role in producing stable
outcomes —structure-induced equilibria—in collective choice situations (Shep-
sle and Weingast 1987, Shepsle 1986; Ferejohn, F° iorina, and McCelvey 1987).
They do s0 because these rules can create a particular sequence through which
alternative proposals are considered. At the same time, the structure of those
rules confers substantial power on agenda setters. Because the sequence in which
alternative proposals are considered determines the eventual outcome, treren-
dous power rests with those actors who select the sequernce.

This research on collective decision processes has strengths and weaknesses
that are evident in rational choice arguments about sequencing more generally,
The strengths are a clear, rigorous analysis of why ordering often matters a great
deal, as well as a set of theoretical implications—about how such sequences can
be structured, with what effects, in important political settings —that have lent
themselves to strenuous evaluation. Yet the focus on the “moves” of “actors” is a
limiting one as well, and it is evident in the broader game-theoretic literature that
forms the backbone for most of the historical turn in rational choice analysis,

Indeed, itis critical to highlight the considerable limitations of a game-theoretic
framework for investigating temporal sequences.’ Four problems in particular
deserve emphasis:

1. Game theory itself can say nothing about payoffs and preferences. As
Scharpf notes, “Game theory as such can provide no help in identifying

*The follow::ng draws heavily on the thoughtiul commentary of Fritz Scharpf (1997), who strongly
and persuasively advocates the employment of game theory for many social science purposes. For
another useful critique, see Munck 2001
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outcomes and their valuation by the ‘players’; the empirical and theo-
retical work necessary to describe them must have been done by the re-
searcher before it makes sense to draw up game matrices.” Addressing
these issues, of course, is a central concern of most comparative histori-
cal analyses.

Z. Game theory needs to focus on relatively cohesive, well-integrated “com-
posite actors.” Because game theory centers on strategic inferaction, it
has great trouble incorporating what Scharpf calls “quasi groups” that
cannot be treated as acting strategically but whose “utility functions are
interdependent in such a way that certain acts by some will increase or
decrease the likelihood that others will act in the same way.” Such quasi
groups—which would typically include voters, farmers, demonstrators,
workers, etc. —are evidently of substantial importance for the investiga-
tion of many of the temporal sequences discussed in this book.

3. Games need to be kept very simple: few actors, few options. As Scharpf
puts it, “Even under the best of circumstances, the cognitive com-
plexity of identifying Nash equilibria will rapidly increase to completely
unmanageable dimensions as the number of independent players in-
volved and the number of their permissible strategies increase beyond a
very few”

4. Sequences cannot be interrupted. Sequence, in these models, refers to
an ordered alternation of “moves” by “composite actors,” with prefer-
ences and payoffs fixed in advance. Needless to say, this constitutes a
highly circumscribed depiction of historical processes. To maintain a
suthciently controlled sequence, time must be “squeezed,” either by ex-
amining a relatively brief temporal span or by radically simplifying the
range and extent of change in background conditions during the time
period covered by the study.®

There is no denying game theory’s many significant contributions to social
science, but for the investigation of historical processes these are serious limita-
tions. As [ will explore in the next section of this chapter, in most cases arguinents

*Scharpf 1997, p. 73. Indeed, in a different publication (Bates, de Figueirede, and Weingast 1998,
p. 628), Bates and his coauthors make the same basic point: “Game theorists often fail to acknowl-
edge that their approach requires a complete political anthropology. . . . Game-theoretic accounts
require detailed and fine-grained knowledge of the precise features of the political and social envi-
ronment within which individuals make choices and devise political sirategies.”

*But note that analytic narratives can be employed (e.g, in the chapters by Bates, Levi, and Weingast)
to specify the implications of a particular event (or other change in background conditions) for strate-
gic interaction (Bates ctal. 1998). The event marks the end of the first game and initiates 2 new game
with changed payoff structures. This comparative statics framework may provide a useful technique
for incorporating events into explanations, although it does not directly address issues of sequences.
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about temporal sequences cannot be reduced to 1 sequence of “moves.”” Re-
ducing sequences to the order in which rational actors make moves misses what
those interested in historical dynamics identify as most significant about the
temporal order of events or processes—which is precisely that sequence is given
by the way in which important social interactions unfold in time, rather than
being something that someone sefects. Indeed, where sequences really are cho-
sen (e.g., by agenda setters in a legislature), the causal story is not about tempo-
ral order at ali—it is about the institutional structure and the resources and
preferences of the key strategic actors. Sequence reveals how powerful actors get
what they want, but the sequence s itself simply a logical consequence, dictated
by these other factors.

It is not surprising, in fact, that the quite successful literature developed from
Arrow’s work has focused so heavily on legislatures and their internal rules—a
setting where it often makes considerable sense to think of actors making moves.
As Scharpf himself summarizes (1997, p- 105), game theory offers the greatest
analytical leverage

in highly structured and frequently recurring interactions among a limited
number of actors with a high capactty for strategic action, in situations in
which a great deal is at stake, and in interest constellations with a relatively
high level of conflict in which binding agreements are not generally possi-
ble. It is not surprising, therefore, that noncooperative game theory has
gained its most important empirical strongholds in studies of international
relations . . . of interactions in the legislative process . . . and of interactions
among oligopolistic firms . . . whereas in many other areas of social science
its application is viewed with much greater skepticism.?

When one reviews the kinds of arguments considered in this book, which
often address processes covering long periods of time, involve quasi groups, and
incorporate the role of events, it is difficult to see how most of them could be re-
stated in game-theoretic terms without being distorted or drastically watered
down. Even when these arguments emphasize interactions among competing
groups, the point is often that some groups are able to consolidate their position

“Arguably, game theory can make a significant contribution to one form of sequencing analysis that
has been prominent in comparative politics—namely, sequences involved in transitions to democ-
racy (Przeworski 1991). The “transitology” literature focuses on relatively shott time frames and,
often, on strategic interaction among compasite actors. To the extent that this captures the principal
dynamics of the transition process, game-theoretical approaches to sequences in democratic transi-
tions are likely to have much to offer. Precisely this, however, is hatly contested (Collier 1999,
Kitschelt 2003). T will discuss in the next chapter reasons for thinking that the restricted time frames
typically employed in such analyses are often highly misleading,

*He goes on to argue that even if game theory cannot generate predictions in other contexts, it may
be useful for explanation because knowing if a particular outcome constitutes 2 Nash equilibrium
should influence our expectations regarding its stability, even if it is ot the only possible outcome.

1
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before others even arrive on the scene. Arguments about sequence may stress,
for instance, how the early emergence of certain kinds of players forecloses the
possible emergence of ‘other kinds of players (e.g, alternative organizational
forms). Game theorists generally take the existence of the players as given and
focus on their strategic interaction.’

For the issues of temporal sequencing of interest here, Scharpf is more realis-
tic in suggesting (1997, pp. 31-34) that game theory may be most helpful in
consfructing particular “modules” that would need to be pieced together with
other frameworks to provide a convincing account. Bates et al. might appear to
have something similar in mind when they describe “analytic narratives and
macro-structural analyses” as “complementary approaches to explanation.”
They seem to have greater ambitions, however, when they argue that analytic
narratives “focus on the mechanisms that translate . . . macro-historical forces
into specific political outcomes. By isolating and unpacking such mechanisms,
analytic narratives contribute to structural accounts.” The point'to stress, how-
ever, is that game theory can explore only some mechanisms, and even those
only under quite restrictive conditions.

Far more attention needs to be paid to distinguishing what game theory can
do from what it cannot do, and to the question of how best to link the possible
contributions of game theory together with other theoretical tool kits to address
issues for which game theory alone is illequipped.’ Indeed, as I argue in the
next section, there are considerable possibilities for extending the important in-
sights of rational choice work on sequences to a broader range of phenomena.
In fact, it is possible to combine its strengths with some of the promise suggested
by Orren and Skowronek’s focus on more macro phenomena and genuinely his-
torical processes.

SEQUENCING TN PATH-DEPENDENT ARGUMENTS

How might such an extension of these game-theoretic arguments work? The
answer can be seen by returning to the basic logic of Arrow’s analysis and the
implications about institutional structure that rational choice theorists have de-
rived from it. Claims about “structure-induced equilibria” rest on a specific ver-
sion of the kind of path-dependent mechanisms considered in Chapter One.

“Tam grateful to Kathleen Thelen for emphasizing the importance of this distinction.

"Compare Scharpf's balanced discussion to that offered in Morrow 1994, After an extended and im-
pressive introduction to game theory for political scientists, Morrow finally concludes with a section
on “the weaknesses of game theory.” By this, however, he only means to highlight “culting edge” is-
sues (such as bounded rationality) where animated debates among game theorists are underway. He
sees no need to discuss the prospect that on some matters that social scientists might wish to pursue,
game theory can offer limited help or would have to be linked to other modules of argument in ways
that require careful thought.
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Given a particular set of institutional rules, steps in a sequence of choices be-
come irreversible. The rules dictate that alternatives rejected in early rounds are
dropped from the range of possible later options (as, for example, in committee
voting rules that require a sequence of binary choices, with losers eliminated).
Absent this characteristic of itreversibility there would be cycling, rather than a
stable outcome. Sequence matters because there are irreversibilities.

It is possible, however, to expand this crucial finding to a far broader range of
social phenomena than those typically covered in the rational choice literature.
Work on path dependence shows how such irreversibilities can be generated in
a wide variely of social contexts, Thus, we can extend beyond the focus on the
“moves” of “actors” in legislatures to a broader discussion of the temporal order
in which historical alternatives present themselves, and the ways in which this
forecloses certain possibilities while enhancing the prospects of others. In com-
parative historical analyses, arguments about irreversibilitics are often applied to
large-scale social changes such as democratization (Collier and Collier 1991:
Collier 1999), industrialization (Gerschenkron 1962; Kurth 1979), state build-
ing {Ertman 1997, Shefter 1977), or welfare state development (Pierson 1994;
Huber and Stephens 2001). Sequencing matters not only for collective choices
within legislatures, or for moves among strategic actors, but potentially for any
social or political process where selfreinforcement means that forsaken alterna-
tives become increasingly unreachable with the passage of time, We can think
systematically not only about sequences of “choices” among “proposals,” or
“moves” by “actors,” but of sequences of social events or processes.

As T argued in Chapter One, the key mechanism at work in these path-
dependent sequences is some form of self-reinforcement or positive feedback
Joop. Initial steps in a particular direction may encourage further movement
along the same path. Over time, “roads not chosen” may become increasingly
distant, increasingly unreachable alternatives. Relatively modest perturbations
at early stages may have a large influence on these processes. In many cases, the
significance of early events or processes in the sequence may be amplified,
while that of later events or processes is dampened. Thus, when a particular
event or process occurs in a sequence will make a big difference.

Many, perhaps even most, arguments about sequencing in the social sciences
appeat to be grounded at least in part (although often only vaguely or implicitly)
on claims about path dependence and self-reinforcement. In these arguments,
carly developments get deeply embedded in a particular environment, altering
the resources, incentive structures, and hence behaviors of social actors, and
thereby changing the social significance or pattern of unfolding of events or
processes occurring later in the sequence, To explore these issues, the remainder
of this section reviews three types of arguments involving positive feedback which
freat sequencing in very different ways. The first simply explores a self-reinforcing
process without placing much weight on ternporal ordering. The second, which
Is most common, argues that the temporal sequence of distinct processes deter-
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mines outcomes because the event or process that occurs earliest willl trigger
positive feedback. Finally, some arguments embed an anal){sis of self-reinforcing
processes within a broader analysis about sequences that is focused.larg_ely on
downstream effects. Each of these lines of argument may be appropriate in par-
ticular circumstances; together they highlight the range of lc'laims about se-
quences that can be built around a framework attentive to positive feedback.

ldentifying Positive Feedback Loops

In some cases an investigator may wish to focus on a single developm.enta] tr_a}ec-
tory in order to show how a particular set of relattonships becomes increasingly
embedded over time. Terry Karl’s The Paradox of Plenty (1997) offers a good ex-
ample. Karl's study offers a compelling analysis of how “petro-states becm?]e
locked into deeply problematic developmental paths. As develc_)pmg countries
discover large deposits of oil, they are placed on a particular self-remfprcmg trajec-
tory. Qil resources shape the structure of organized inter.ests and, crucially, the state
itself. Kail’s key observation is that with the arrival of oil resources these states are
simultaneously flush with revenues but organizationa]!y immature. The resg]tmg
state-building process leads to a particular type of political regime d:stmgtush.ed
by deeply entrenched patterns of rent seeking. Karl shows that this pattern of.1n~
stitutionalized rent seeking is remarkably consistent and c!uraF)le across a wide
range of otherwise dissimilar countries (Venezuela, Iran, Nigeria, Algeria, and to
a lesser extent Indonesia), suggesting the strength of these feedback Processes.

In Karl's analysis, however, temporal order appears to have only a limited imn-
pact on broad outcomes:

At least three critical junctures shape patterns of decisionmal?ing ... prior

to the 1973 price hike: the entry of international oil companies into weak

states; the imposition of income taxes on companies as a prime source of the

state’s fiscal revenues; and regime changes that either reinforce or counter-

act reliance on oil rents. These critical junctures are path-dependent-— that
is, they are initially set off by the entry of the oil companies. They either
occur in a distinct sequence, as they did in Venezuela, or overlap. . . . But
regardless of their timing or sequencing, they accompany one another. The
institutional legacy of these events shapes a common decision calculus for
policymakers in petro-states. (1997, p. 197, emphasis added)

By tracing a dynamic, self-reinforcing process over time Karl is making a temporal
argument, but it is not one where timing and sequence appear to be'very. rele-
vant. It doesi't really matter all that much when or how these countries dlsclolv—
ered vast oil resources; a great deal follows logically from the discovery itself.

Uit should be noted that Karl does complicate the analysis in a fruithul way by situating this path-
dependent argument within a broader historical framework. Investigating the case of Norway, she is
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Sequence-Based Arguments about Self Reinforcement

Many works of historical sociology or political science incorporate claims about
timing and sequence in a more sustained way. These analyses typically focus on
processes of positive feedback that consolidate particular arrangements estab-
lished at a critical juncture, Crucially, an important part of that explanation
turns on issues of sequencing. In these accounts, the temporal order of key
events or processes helps to determine which path of development will emerge.

A good example is Martin Shefter’s classic explanation of cross-national vari-
ation in the use of party patronage (Shefter 1977). Shefter begins with the ob-
servation that there is tremendous range in the extent to which political parties
base their appeals to mass electorates around patronage. This variation, he ar-
gues, cannot be explained by invoking synchronic variables (e.g., the size of im-
migrant populations within the electorate); rather, historical explanation is
required. What is crucial, Shefter maintains, is the outcome during the initial
period of democratization, when parties first had to make mass appeals. In turn,
whether parties organized their strategies around patronage depended on two
conditions. First, and most obviously, the party had to be in a position to offer pa-
tronage (this excluded the socialist parties of Europe and nationalist parties in
much of the Third World). Second, there could not already be a strong, orga-
nized coalition within the party pressing for bureaucratic autonomy. Such a
coalition (which, in Shefter’s account, could be of “absolutist” or “progressive”
origins) foreclosed the patronage option and forced the party to employ other,
more collective, political appeals.

What happened at this particular juncture was “critical” because the initial
form of mobilization generated positive feedback. As Shefter puts it (1977, Pp.
414-15) “The way in which a party initially acquires a popular base is a charac-
- ter-forming or ‘critical’ experience . . . influenc(ing] the character of the orga-
nization the party builds, what it subsequently must do to hold on to its social
base, and consequently the bargaining strength within the party of practitioners
of patronage politics and of their opponents”” Once entrenched, the dominant
basis of political mobilization became extremely difficult to dislodge. The cru-
cial issue therefore was one of sequencing: whether a movement advocating bu-
reaucratic autonomy precedes or follows the onset of mass democratization.
This in turn reflects different processes of state building in different countries.

able to argue plausibly that sequencing does in fact matter: that it is critical whether oil is discovered
before or after a country experiences sustained state building. If oil is discovered first, then state
buitding itself will be petroleum driven, producing the political pathalogies that are Karl's primary
concern, Where state building occurs first, however, political leaders may be in a position io sue-
cessfully manage the petro boom, avoiding the destructive selfreinforeing dynamic experienced by
most petro states. This raises an important issue for the investigation of sequences, however, Any
comparative investigation of, say, Libya and Norway would be likely to take variation in state capac-
ities serionsly; it is not clear that attention to temporal ordering gives one extra analytical leverage.
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Shefter’s argument focuses both on explaining outcomes at a critical juncture
and on showing that those outcomes produced self-reinforcing, path-dependent
effects. His explanation for outcomes stresses the relative timing of two processes,
state building and democratization. If efforts to build bureaucratic autonomy
occurred after democratization, they were “too late”

Thomas Ertman’s The Birth of Leviathan (Ertman 1996), discussed in the
introduction, provides a second example. If European states faced military com-
petition before the spread of mass literacy, they developed durable state struc-
tures quite different from those where the order of these two processes was
reversed. As in Shefter’s analysis, Ertman argues that initial outcomes were con-
sequential because they were self-reinforcing. States facing early competition re-
sorted to tax farming, which triggered the development of a dense network of
institutions and interests. It became virtually impossible to switch over to more
modern forms of financing, especially since monarchs generally had immediate
needs for revenues. The later arrival of mass literacy thus had much more lim-
ited effects on state building than it did in settings where the temporal ordering
of these two processes was reversed.

These are just two outstanding examples of this commeon and powerful line
of argument about sequences. In these accounts, path-dependent processes are
marked by critical junctures and long-enduring trajectories. The long-term out-
comes of interest depend on the relative timing of important processes (Eriman:
military competition vs. expansion of literacy; Shefter: democratization vs. state
building), because positive feedback from one may decisively affect the conse-
quences of the other when it occurs later. A variable’s impact cannot be pre-
dicted without an appreciation for when it appears within a sequence unfolding
over time.

Downstream Dynamics: Embedding Arguments about Positive Feedback

The arguments just discussed typically emphasize processes of institutionaliza-
tion resulting from positive feedback, meaning that some process or event oc-
curring later has less impact than it otherwise might have. These approaches are
kin to game-theoretic claims about “firstmover” advantages. Whatever comes
first has the greatest impact on patterns of institutionalization. Later initiatlves'—
for mobilization, state building, and so forth —are constrained to operate within
the contours established at this critical juncture.

As suggested in Chapter One, a common criticism of claims like this is that
they suggest a world of stasis punctuated by only occasional bursts' of change
(Thelen 1999, 2003). In fact, such a depiction of social processes will often be
broadly accurate, especially if one is interested in very macro phenomena such
as regime formation or patterns of state building. Yet arguments abou_t sequenc-
ing need not be based on claims about perpetual self-reinforcement, in whlch a
path, once selected, persists indefinitely. It certainly seems plausible that issues
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linkages to one another, what Abbott calls an ‘inherent logic.””2 Here 4 pro-
duces b, which produces ¢, and so on.

How do we identify such “logics,” however? Reference to “event sequences” be.-
gins to sound like chaos theory, or Paul David’s (1985, p. 332) unfortunate (and un-

But, like Kar!s discussion of petro-states, these are not really arguments abouyt se.
quence—that s, they do not rest on claims about the consequences of distinet
temporal orderings, Thus | would distinguish arguments about event chains from
those about event sequences. Event sequences are cases where different tempo-
ral orderings of the same events or processes will produce different outcomes.
When we do concentrate on event Sequences, it turns out that we are offen
talking once again about processes involving positive feedback—albeit oneg

"*Compare Collier and Collier 199], P 37: "There often oceurs 4 significant interval between the
critical junctuze and the period of continuity thay s explained by these mechanisms of reproduction.
To the extent that the critica) juncture is a polarizing event that produces intense political reactions

actions.”
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votes on alternatives structured to produce an early winner that will be unable
to defeat a favored Proposal or amendment later op,

The equivalent argument in analyzing historical processes would be one
where an early juncture generates a self-reinforcing trajectory, but one that js in
turn vulnerable to particular “downstrearn” challenges. The sequence in which
alternatives present themselves may thus be crucial to the eventual outcome,
but that outcome may be far different from the initia] result or trajectory that
emerges at a critical juncture, Gregory Luebbert’s (1991) comparative analysis
of interwar Europe provides a clear example of this kind of event sequence ar-

was determined by whether or not socialist movements had become engaged
in class conflicts within the countryside. Whenever socialists sought to or-

movement. Where they had not been Previously organized the logic of
democratic competition, the short-term imperative of maximizing popular
support, drove socialists into the void.” (1991, pp. 10-] 1, emphasis added)

democracy, rather than fascism.
Similarly, Collier and Collier point to how previously stable arrangements
¢an give way, but in a fashion that nevertheless signals the importance of earlier
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stages in a sequence. In some of their Latin American cases, elites were able to
avoid labor incorporation at an initial critical juncture, Instead, they consoli-
dated a particular kind of political regime, which Collier and Collier label “state
incorporation.” Because it proved to be impossible to depoliticize workers per-
manently, however, “state incorporation in some important respects created a
greater opportunity for future polarization. This occurred for several reasons,
among them that many of the legal controls of unions broke down with the com-
petitive bidding for workers’ votes under a subsequent democratic regime, and
that state incorporation left unresolved the partisan affiliation of workers and
unions, leaving them available for mobilization by other actors in later periods”
(1991, p. 9). Here again the initial pattern of institutionalization that follows a
critical juncture is not frozen in place. But when politicization of labor occurs
downstream it does so under circumstances, and with results, quite different
from those in force in the cases that experienced early incorporation.

Indeed, the Colliers’ sweeping analysis of regime dynamics in Latin America
provides a striking examination of different types of sequences and underscores
many of the points I wish to emphasize here. Shaping the Political Arena is often
cited as a powerful argument about how particular social relations and institutions
established at a key histerical juncture are reproduced over time. Yet the Colliers’
argument about path dependence is more nuanced and dynamic, Stable insti-
tutionalization proved to be a challenge: “In all eight countries [in our study] the
incorporation experience produced a strong political reaction, and in most coun-
tries this reaction culminated in the breakdown of the national political regime
under which the incorporation policies had been implemented” (Collier and
Collier 1991, p. 8) In fact, the Colliers identify several different sequences
emerging out of a common “critical juncture” of labor’s incorporation into na-
tional politics: “The legacies of some critical junctures are stable, institutionalized
regimes, whereas others produce a political dynamic that prevents or mitigates
against stable patterns” (p. 34). In some cases, specific relationships are institu-
tionalized through positive feedback. Initial consolidation takes place on a basis
that is sustainable over time. In other cases, there is an initial consolidation, but
on tenms that eventually prove to be unsustainable. In still another group of cases,
what is crucial is the failure of consolidation in this initial period, and the resulting
persistent instability. Thus, it is perfectly feasible for analysts of path-dependent
processes to focus on “downstrearn” developments well past a critical juncture. In
some cases, the principal concern is the eventual disruption of a selfzeinforcing
process; in others, the analysis usefully highlights the long-term implications of
a specific pattern of consolidation having failed to occur in particular cases.

PIn this last instance, we see once again the particularly favorable circunistances for sequence
analysis that are available to comparativists. Comparative historical analysis, as practiced by scholars
like Huber and Stephens (2001}, Luebbert, and the Colliers, presents good epportunities to exam-
ine alternative sequences that actually occyr rather than relying exclusively on counterfactuals (Ma-
honey and Rueschemeyer 2003).
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Arguments about positive feedback and sequencing represent a key building
block for claims about why and how history matters. In all of these studies of
path-dependent sequencing, particular historical sequences are crucial because
initial processes generate particular, long-lasting, and highly consequential or-
ganizational forms and institutional arrangements, which alter the implications
of later events or processes. In all these cases, it is not Just a matter of what hap-
pens, but of when it happens. Some events or processes accur “tao early”, others
“too late.” We cannot explain many important political outcomes without ad-
dressing questions of temporal ordering.

SOME DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF SEQUENCING ARGUMENTS

A key claim of this book is that different analytic strategies may illuminate dis-
tinct aspects of social reality. Attentiveness to temporal process can help us rec-
ognize and explore parts of the social landscape that are likely to escape notice
from alternative vantage poinis. For this reason it is worth highlighting two
broad themes that feature prominently in these analyses of path-dependent se-
quences of development. The first focuses on political space; the second invokes
evolving social capacities. These arguments are not incompatible; indeed, many
analysts combine them. But they represent distinct ways in which timing and se-
quence can matter. Equally important, they demonstrate some of the funda-
mental aspects of social life that temporally sensitive analyses can help us to see
more clearly.

The “Filling-Up” of “Political Space”

Many arguments about path-dependent sequences focus on competing social
actors who seek to occupy some limited “political space.” The crucial link to se-
quencing stems from the relational nature of these competitions. Success in
struggles over political space depends not simply on the resources at one’s disposal.
Rather, what generally counts is the scale of those resources relative fo those of
other contenders. If early competitive advantages may be self-reinforcing, then
relative liming may have enormous implications. In contexts conducive to path
dependence, groups able to consolidate early advantages may achieve enduring
superiority. Actors arriving later may find that resources in the environment
(e.g., potential supporters) are already committed to other patterns of mobiliza-
tion. Indeed, the consequences of “lateness” may be much more severe. Jared
Diamond’s vivid discussion of the initial clashes between Europeans and Native
Americans provides a blunt but telling iflustration of the relational nature of po-
litical competition. His emphasis on the head start in development that Euro-
peans received from their favorable geo-ecological inheritance points to the

brutal and enduring consequences of being “too late” (Diamond 1997). Such
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arguments are common for those studying interstate competition. Perry Ander-
son (1974}, for instance, makes 2 similar argument about the development of
Fastern Furopean absolutism in the shadow of powerful absolutist states in
Western Europe,

This type of path-dependent sequencing argument, common in comparative
politics, thus takes the following form. Some actor achieves a position of influ-
ence first, and is able to use that position to consolidate its Lold on a particular
“political space.” Challengers at later dates will often be severely disadvantaged,
even though similar actors (parties, interest organizations, social movements)
may fare quite well in otherwise similar contexts where they happen to arrive first.
‘lemporal sequences are thus crucial to explaining enduring political outcomes.
Classic examples from the field of West Furopean politics would include Lipset
and Rokkan's (1967} argument about enduring cleavage structures and frozen
party systems, and Colin Crouch’s (1986) analysis of how public authority is al-
located between organized interests and civil servants in different countiies.

While noting that “the metaphor of ‘political space’ comes up . . . time and
again” in works of comparative historical analysis, Thelen (1999, 2000) has em-
phasized the need for caution. Claims about “vested interests” or the “filling up”
of political space are often simply asserted; they need to be demonstrated. And
it is certainly true that arriving first is far from a guarantee of success. Thelen in
fact points to several examples of early arrivers who were ultimately unsuccess-
ful, and she argues that “understanding when early arrival matters will hinge
crucially on an analysis of the ‘fit’ between the organizational forms that develop
and the political and economic context in which they emerge —in particular,
the extent to which the latter promotes or interferes with . positive feedback”
(Thelen 2000, p. 103).

This is absolutely right. Examining whether or not features of a particular
coniext promote (or impede) selfreinforcing processes can increase the preci-
sion of claims like “organization A was successful because it ‘it well in that par-
ticular context.” As I suggested in the last chapter, existing research on positive
feedback in social processes offers important suggestions about where to look.
We would want to ask, for instance, whether starl-up costs for potential alterna-
tive organizations were relatively high or low, whether organizations achieving
early success would be able to exercise significant political authority, and, if so,
how effectively this authority could be used to expand the group’s resources or
impede the progress of potential competitors, and whether other actors would
face significant pressures to adapt their own behavior in light of the early success
of a particular group, policy, or institution, Along these and other relevant di-
mensions there is likely to be considerable variation, opening the prospect of es-
tablishing sharper, testable claims about the particular contexts that may give
early amrivers enduring advantages.

Even if a particular environment is conducive to positive feedback, it obvi-
ously does not follow that any group will be able to exploit those opportunities.
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This is another way of saying, as suggested in Chapter One, that events at the
beginning of a path-dependent process are not totally contingent— there may be
only a few (perhaps only two) plausible alternatives. To employ the language of
evolutionary theory, arriving first will not matter unless one can prosper in the
ecological niches available.

Yet there remains a strong case for thinking that the sequence in which
groups enter and fill political space will often matter a great deal. Since I con-
fess that my own cultural repertoire of analogies leans heavily toward sports, 1
offer one here. The commercial success of a professional team sport generally
hinges on a broad perception that all partictpating teams have a reasonable
chanee to win, if not this year then perhaps a few years down the road. Yet main-
taining the plausibility of this “meek shall inherit” scenario requires conscious,
energetic efforts to offset the tendencies for strong teams to get stronger (as they
attract more revenues, better players, and better coaches). In many professional
spotts, rules are specifically designed to enforce a certain amount of negative
feedback. Losing teams are given first crack at the best new talent, revenue shar-
ing is introduced to help poor franchises, and caps are set on what individual
franchises can spend on players. And of course, short of catastrophic failure los-
ing franchises are essentially guaranteed a continued seat at the table. Even
these strong countervailing efforts are often insufficient to generate anything
close to parity, even over the long term.

In politics, of course, nothing like these compensatory, countervailing rules
generally exist. On the contrary, as has already been discussed, there are good
theoretical reasons for believing that “getting there first” often confers very substan-
tial advantages. Start-up costs are often very high in collective action processes, and
thus constitute a major barrier to entry. By conirast, it is often much easier to sus-
tain or expand an organization once this minimum threshold has been crossed.
If affiliating with organizations that fail to attract widespread support has signifi-
cant drawbacks--almost always the case in politics—then individuals will make
adjustments as collective action processes unfold. There will often be a ten-
dency to affiliate with, or at least accommodate, existing groups once they reach
a certain size, cven among actors who would prefer some hypothetical alterna-
tive.™* Perhaps most important, actors who achieve a critical mass of political re-
sources may be able to manipulate the rules of the game (formal institutions)
and reallocate resources (public policies) in ways that increase their organiza-
tional advantages over potential competitors. In the political world, powerful ac-
tors typically make the rules and generally have no incentives to pursue “parity”;
itis a far cry from the world of teamn sports (Moe 2003).

"*For an excellent analysis of how the adaptive expectations of voters, politicians, and interest groups
generate this winnowing process for party organizations confronting different electoral rules, see
Cox 1997.
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Thus, arguments about political space allow us to think about dynamic rela-
tionships between early winners and “losers” in politics, and about the possibil-
ities and constraints that may face those who lose out in early rounds. Rational
choice analysts, working from Arrow’s analysis of the problem of cycling, have
freated this issue largely as a matter of what Riker called “heresthetics” (Riker
1986). “Losers” need to be creative in developing new issue dimensions that
allow them to fragment the winner’s coalition and break out of their marginal
status (Shepsle 2003). While this is a relevant subject, thinking about the possi-
ble feedback effects from early losses allows one to generate considerably more
developed accounts of the predicaments losers face in particular settings.
Recent empirical analyses drawing on this kind of framework have shown why
heresthetic moves may be ineffective. Moreover, they have identified a range
of additional factors that influence the circumstances where losers may face
opportunities (although often quite constrained ones) down the road {Hacker
2002; Thelen 2004).

The ideas that actors compete to occupy limited political space, and that
once groups occupy this space they are often difficult to dislodge, rest on a solid
theoretical base. The empirical evidence of tremendous organizational per-
sistence across many political contexts (e.g., in party systems and structures of
interest representation) is consistent with the view that organizational success
frequently generates positive feedback. What has often been lacking, and what
an understanding of the mechanisms of path dependence can provide, is an ex-
plicit account of the processes likely to render early advantages lasting ones. The
comparative politics literature contains many arguments about competition
over limited political space. If one “unpacked” these claims in order to identify
the mechanisms at work, one would generally find that they relied on the kinds
of processes mentioned here. They point, therefore, to the tremendous impor-
tance of the relative timing of events or processes that can influence when po-
tential contenders for political space appear.

The Development of Social Capacities

A second major theme in these path-dependent sequencing arguments is the
centrality of developing social capacities to many historical processes. The stock
of available resources in social life —material, technological, organizational,
and ideational —changes dramatically over time.!$ As T will explore in more de-

BThe point here is, | think, close to what Skowronek (1993, pp. 30-31) intends with the concept of
“secular time” employed in The Politics Presidents Make. The place of 2 particular presidency in a
cyclical emergence and erosion of a dominant regime must also acknowledge that “ft]he resources
available to presidents in gelting things done have changed dramatically over the course of Ameri-
can history. . . . [This] parallels the development of 2 political universe which is in every way more
fully organized and more densely inhabited. It is not just that the presidency has gradually become
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tail in Chapter Three, these changes often take place very slowly. As a result,
they will frequently be ignored in synchronic analyses. They may concern “so-
ciological” variables and therefore escape the attention of even historically ori-
ented social scientists—especially if these analysts have gotten in the habit of
turning to economics for useful hypotheses. Furthermore, attention to such
processes has become suspect, since in the past they were often linked to con-
cepts of political modernization and associated with simple notions of progress,
convergence, and determinism. Yet a central fact of social development is that
resources that may be scarce or unavailable at one point in human history may
be widely available at others.

Linked to an analysis of self-reinforcing processes, an investigation of such de-
veloping capacities provides a powerful lens for identifying important dimen-
sions of sequencing, In such an analysis, when a particular issue or conflict
emerges in a society becomes critical for two reasons. First, the resources avail-
able to actors at that moment in time help to determine the repertoire of possible
responses. Second, once a response is adopted, it may generate selfreinforcing
dynamics that put politics on a distinctive long-term path.!s In Ertman’s ac-
count, for instance, a crucial historical factor is the gradual spread of literacy.
Activities of state building are enduringly shaped by when they occur against the
backdrop of this gradual increase in social capacities.

Note that both the notion of historically shifting social conditions and the role
of seltreinforcing processes are crucial to this line of argument. Without
processes of positive feedback, changes in relevant social conditions over time
would simply be incorporated into present political processes.” Absent a self-
reinforcing dynamic, the fact that early state building occurred in a context of
limited literacy would leave no lasting impact.

Thus, arguments about sequences involving positive feedback will frequently
be based on claims about political space or the historical development of social
capacities. In many studies, these two lines of argument are combined. Good ex-
amples include Gerschenkron’s (1962) classic work on industrialization and
Kurth’s (1979) examination of the product cycle.!” Both works emphasize the
significance of relative power in contexts where political space is limited and

more powerful and independent over the course of American history, but that the institutions and
interests surrounding it have as well.”

®Again, Stinchcombe (1965, p. 153) saw this a long time ago. “The organizational inventions that
can be made at a particular time in history depend on the social technology available at the time.
Organizations which have purposes that can be efficiently reached with the socially possible organi-
zational fonns tend to be founded during the period in which they become possible. Then, both be-
cause they can function effectively with those organizational forms and because the forms tend to
become institutionalized, the basic structure of the organization tends to remain refatively stable,”
""Note that Kurth's provocative analysis invalves the interaction of two scls of sequences. There are
sequences of produets, which emerge at different historical moments. There are alsa sequences
within each product cycle, from early producers to later producers.
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contested. In examining the possibilities of an emerging state one must recog-
nize that it operates in the shadow of earlier industrializers who possess consid-
erable advantages and shape the context in which followers must operate. At the
same time, however, both Gerschenkron and Kurth stress that different eco-
nomic possibilities exist at different historical junctures. Later industrializers
will be operating with different social capacities than earlier ones. In Gerschen-
kron’s analysis, processes of late industrialization are distinctive because these
countries are trying desperately to “catch up” in a system already containing
powerful industrial states, and because late industrializers may borrow advanced
technology from earlier industrializers, and because the crucial sectors for eco-
nomic growth had shifted with the passage of time (e.g,, from cotton and textiles
in England to iron, steel, and railroads in Germany).

To take a very different example, Jacob Hacker’s 1998) comparative study of
the development of health-care systems in Canada, Great Britain, and the
United States also stresses path-dependent sequences of both evolving power re-
lations and developing social capacities. In an analysis notably sensitive to the
theoretical and methodological issues of comparative historical inquiry, Hacker
argues that particular sequences of health policy development produced lasting
cross-national differences:

The emergence of national health insurance programs in advanced indus-
trial democracies should therefore not be seen as a one-time event that oc-
curs because of a particular constellation of political and social factors,
Rather, it should be conceived of as an ongoing historical process whose
sequence critically determines eventual outcomes, Three questions of se-
quence are particularly important in determining the path countries even.
tually take: whether governments fail to enact national healih Insurance
before a sizable portion of the public is enrolled in physician-dominated
private insurance plans, whether initial public insurance programs are fo.
cused on residual populations . . . and whether efforts to build up the med-
ical industry precede the universalization of access. Countries that do all
these things, as the United States did, are left facing virtually insuperable
political barriers to the passage of national health insurance. (Hacker 1998,
pp- 127-28)

Consolidated physician-dominated private insurance plans created powerful

vested interests opposed to national health insurance. At the same time over the

mature “medical-industrial complex” make it much more difficult to shift ex-
penses to public financing after such systems mature than it was to do so earlier.
In both these respects, recent advocates of universal health care in the United
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States faced not only the natural barriers to radical policy reform inherent in a
system of fragmented political institutions (Steinmo and Watts 1995). In a fun-
damental sense, these reformers were too late.

CoNCLUSION: INVESTIGATING TEMPORAL SEQUENCES OF SOCIAL PROCESSES

There are strong theoretical grounds for believing, as Tilly put it, that when
things happen effects how they happen. There is much to be gained by unpack-
ing the various arguments social scientists have advanced about temporal se-
quences. Sequencing arguments are common, but often less than fully spelled
out. The analysis of temporal ordering is central to the claim that “history mat-
ters,” but this claim will be more convincing and will provide a better founda-
tion for cumulative research if analysts focus more explicitly on where, when,
and how causally significant sequences come into play. Social scientists have in
fact pointed to the significance of sequences on a range of crucial issues. Yet
much of this research has either lacked clear claims about mechanisms that ren-
der sequence so crucial, or they have confined their inquiries in ways that need-
lessly restrict the potential of their argurents.

In this chapter I have suggested that arguments about self-reinforcement pro-
vide a focus that can combine analytic precision with substantive breadth. This
enterprise draws heavily on the rational choice tradition. Work derived from
Arrow has provided the clearest demonstrations of how and why sequences mat-
ter, and it has provided a basis for exploring the link between the presence of ir-
reversibilities and the significance of temporal order. And of course, the work of
those using the analytic tools of microeconomics has been central to recent
study of processes involving positive feedback— which I am suggesting offer an
essential building block for discussions of historical sequences in the social sci-
ences. Indeed, the economic historian Douglas North has arguably done more
than any other scholar to examine the broad implications of path dependence
for social scientists.

The examination of self-reinforci ng dynamics can be used to explicitly address is-
sues of timing and sequence, and to investigate the interplay of distinct historical
processes. In this sense, there are real affinities between the agenda outlined here
and the one suggested by Orren and Skowronek. These arguments share a claim
that mechanisms of self-reinforcement can inake political outcomes “sticky” or per-
sistent. Yet analysis utilizing such arguments need not suggest an essentially frozen
political landscape. Rather, it is particular aspects of social relations that become
deeply embedded. It therefore matters a great deal when in a broader sequence
of development consolidation or institutionalization occurs, and how these em-
bedded aspects interact with more fluid elements of 2 broader social context
(Jervis 1997, chap. 4). Here sequencing becomes a way of identifying the linkages
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between distinct processes and exarnining the consequences of the relative timing
of those processes. Indeed, it is the very distinctiveness of the domains that per-
mits variation in relative timing across cases to generate important divergences.
Ertman, for instance, highlights the relative timing of expanded literacy and in-
tensified interstate competition, Shefter that of democratization and state building.

Moreover, many of these arguments about path-dependent sequences focus
on broad and lengthy social transformations: industrialization, democratization,
state building, These sequencing analyses thus draw our attention to profound
macrohistorical processes covering a span of time and range of social action far
more sweeping than that incorporated in most contemporary social science —an
issue that forns the central subject matter for Chapter Three. Of course, path-
dependent sequencing arguments can be applied to more microphenomena.
One can fruitfully use such arguments for investigating such things as particular
collective action processes or the development of specific public policies. But a
focus on path-dependent sequences can be extremely helpful in drawing our at-
tention to social processes that take Place on a broad temporal scale, or that in-
volve the interaction of processes operating on different temporal scales {Abbott
1990, pp. 144-46). '

Work on sequence-based explanations can make enormous progress by ex-
ploiting these arguments more systematically, but to say this is not to minimize
what has already been achieved. Quite the contrary. Historically oriented em-
pirical work on sequences can build on a formidable intellectual tradition.
Taken as a whole, this literature quite effectively undercuts the claim that the so.
cial significance of historical processes can be easily incorporated in the “values”
of particular “variables” at a moment in time. Furthermore, the emerging body
of theory concerning positive feedback suggests that analysts are now well-
placed to develop fruitful claims about when we would expect to see sequenc-
ing effects at work in political life,

Chapter Three

LONG-TERM PROCESSES

[W]e must question if the particular moment matters. Politi-
cal science owes much of its arigin to political journalism.
And like political journalism we have an excessive tendency
to concentrate on the here and now, a blindness toward
movements on a grander time scale. Processes are not so
easily captured, but the postulate on which this work must
stand is that they matter more.

—Edward Carmines and James Stimson (1989)

Politics is a strong and slow boring of hard boards.
—Max Weber

A CORE THEME OF THE PAST TWO CHAPTERS has been the need, as historian Fer-
dinand Braudel famously put it, to remain attentive to the longue durée. Many
important social processes take a long time —sometimes an extremely long time —
to unfold. This is a problematic fact for contemporary social science, particu-
larly in areas of inquiry where individual strategic action has become the central
vantage point for framing questions and answers about social life. Especially in
economiics and political science, the time horizons of most analysts have be-
come increasingly restricted. Both in what we seek to explain and in our search
for explanations, we focus on the immediate - we look for causes and outcomes
that are both temporally contiguous and rapidly unfolding. In the process, we
miss a lot (Goldstone 1998; Kitschelt 2003). There are important things that we
do not see at all, and what we do see we often misunderstand.

It may help to start out by reviewing briefly four examples from the natural
sciences. Consider first a tornado. Typically, accounts of these storms suggest
that they develop relatively rapidly and that the storm itself lasts for only a short
period. This is a “quick/quick” case: the causal process unfolds over a short time
period, and so does the outcome of interest.

Accounts of an earthquake typically look different. Like the torntado, the out-
come of interest—the carthquake itself—takes place in a very short period, a
mater of seconds. The explanation or causal account typically offered, however,
invokes a very stow-moving process: the buildup of pressure on a fault line over
an extended period of time. We would be very unlikely to focus our explanatory
account on what happened in the days or weeks immediately preceding the
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earthquake —the last, minuscule increment of pressure that triggers the event.
In this case we have a “quick” outcome but a very slow-moving, long-term causal
process.

A third example is a cataclysmic ecological event, such as the hypothesized
meteorite that hit the Earth 65 million years ago, lriggering dramatic climatic
change and mass extinctions. A standard account would probably treat this as a
“quick/slow” case. Here, a cause (meteor impact) takes place over a short time
period, followed by a slowly unfolding outcome (climatic change + extinctions).
"The outcome can be considered even more “slow moving” if the object of in-
terest is the development of large mammals, which became possible only in the
ecological niches vacated by dinosaurs.

A final example is global warming. Models linking the rise in carbon emissions
to increased global temperatures suggest that even if emission increases ceased
tomorrow, we would nonetheless see a substantial rise in temperatures during
the next century. Much of the increase, it seems, is already “in the pipeline”--
stored in the ocean, from which it will gradually be released into the atmosphere
(Stevens 2000). Thus the outcome (higher temperatures in the Earth’s atmo-
sphere) is slow moving, with a considerable temporal lag from the key causal
force at work. As in the earthquake example, the causal process itself (gradually
rising emnission levels) is also slow moving, This, then, is a case of a long-term causal
process (increasing emissions) and a long-term outcome (temperature rise).

"The “temporal structures” of these explanatory accounts thus reveal substan-
tial diversity, as summarized in table 3.1. The causal processes claimed to gen-
erate outcomes of interest may or may not unfold over the short term. The
outcomes themselves are equally subject to variation, with some transpiring over
a very short time while others work themselves out completely only over a very
extended period. In each case, we may refer to the “time horizon” of a variable
or cluster of variables—the period of time over which meaningful change oc-
curs (Abbott 1988). To roughly capture this diversity of the time horizons of
causes and outcomes in different explanatory accounts, we can divide the possi-
bilities into four quadrants, with one of the natural science examples occupying
each quadrant.

As will also be explored in greater depth later in this chapter, it is important
to stress that the decision to invoke a particular temporal structure depends on
how the analyst frames the research question. In the meteorite example, the du-
ration of the outcome depends in part on whether the object of interest is the ex-
tinction of dinosaurs or the emergence of large mammals. Similarly, if one treats
the meteorite collision as the entire causal process of interest, it unfolds very rap-
idly. If one also feels a need to explain how that meteorite came to arrive at that
particular point in space at that particular moment, the causal process would
unfold over a much longer period. Typically, analysts tackling particular kinds
of processes will find one or another temporal structure more helpful and con-
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TaBLE 3.1
The Time Horizons of Different Causal Accounts

Time Horizon of Cuicome

Short Long
Time Short 1 II
Horizon (tornado) {meteorite/extinction)
of Cause Long 11 v
{earthquake) {global warming)

vincing for illuminating problems of interest. The key point for the current dis-
cussion is that these causal accounts have diverse temporal structures, and these
different structures focus the analyst’s attention on different phenomena.

The reason to stress this diversity is that so much of contemporary research in
political science seems geared toward Quadrant 1. Typically, both causal
processes and outcomes are depicted as unfolding entirely over a short period of
time. This sort of framework will often be appropriate. There is, however, no
reason to think that most political processes, or the most interesting ones, are
necessarily best understood by invoking accounts with this kind of temporal
structure. In many cases, we will want to extend our temporal field of vision to
consider social dynamics that look more like the examples in Quadrants II-IV.
In the first part of this chapter, T discuss causal processes that occur gradually
over extended periods of time, reviewing some reasons why certain causes are
slow moving and offering some examples from social science research. In the
next part, [ explore the same set of issues for long-term outcomes. The third part
moves the discussion beyond the simple framework introduced in table 3.1. it
focuses on two types of processes where there may be significant time lags be-
tween the onset of a central cause and the initiation of the outcome of interest.

Throughout this discussion, my emphasis is on distinguishing and outlining
different types of processes that might operate over extended periods of time. Such
distinctions can help provide the foundation for future efforts to integrate long-
term processes into theoretical accounts. That is to say, they provide orientations—
sources of both questions and potential hypotheses—for empirical research.
They also help to highlight and clarify specific methodological chal]enges fa.c-
ing investigations of long-term processes. Finally, specifying and C]Ell’ifyll:]g dif-
ferent types of long-term processes can serve as an important bridging device for
diverse communities of social scientists. [t may connect research focused on dis-
tinct empirical problems, revealing the extent to which different literatures d.raw
on similar conceptions of causal processes (Hall 2003) and similar analytical
techniques for shaping and assessing explanations (Pierson and Skocpol 2002}. In
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the chapter’s conclusion, I briefly discuss why much contemporary research in
the social sciences seems to gravitate toward Quadrant I, and I summarize some
of the main costs of this preoccupation.

SLow-Moving Causar, PRocRssES

Social processes take place at different speeds. “Events of equivalent causal im-
portance,” as Andrew Abbott has put it, “just don’t always take the same amount
of time to happen” {(Abbott 1988, p- 174). In this section, I focus on causal forces
that develop over an extended period of time. There are at least three distinctive
types of causal processes that can be described as slow moving. Slow-moving
processes may be cumulative, involve threshold effects, or require the unfolding

of extended causal chains. I examine each of these possibilities in turn.

Cumulative Causes

The most straightforward type of slow-moving causal process can be termed
“incremental” or “cumulative.” Here, change in a variable is continmous but
extremely gradual. Aspects of technological change provide good examples.
Daniel Bell's analysis of postindustrialism (Bell 1974) presents slow technologi-
cal shifts as key causes of important political changes, a theme recently incor-
porated into significant work in comparative political economy (Iversen and
Wren 1998; Iversen 2001). Similarly, a central causal argument in Robert Put-
nam’s recent argument about declining social capital in the United States con-
cerns the impact of television, which gradually became a more pervasive aspect
of American popular culture over the past half-century (Putnam 2000). This
change stems from two cumulative processes: the gradual spread of television,
and the gradual replacement of earlier generations with those raised in a context
where television was ubiquitous. Another important category of cumulative eco-
nomic processes concerns shifts in relative prices, which ofien aceur very gradually
and may have enormous political consequences (Rogowski 1989; North 1990a).

Most of the cumulative canses that [ have in mind, however, are “sociologi-
cal” ones—important social conditions that change dramatically over extended
periods of time but at a very slow pace. Demography is an excellent example,
Migration, suburbanization, literacy rates (Deutsch 1961; Rokkan 1974; Ert-
man 1996), language and associated conceptions of nationhood (Gellner 1983),
and basic cultural outlooks (Tarrow 1992) are all important social variables that
typically change very slowly.

For political scientists, cumulative sociological processes are often linked to
long-term shifts in electorates, including their partisan attachments, Key, for ex-
ample, introduced the concept of “secular realignment”—a movement “from
party to party that extends over several presidential elections and appears to be
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independent of the peculiar factors influencing the vote at individual elections”
(Key 1959, p. 199). As Edward Carmines and James Stimson argue, secular re-
alignments can be driven by “such essentially nonpolitical forces as differential
birthrates between the party coalitions, interregional migration patterns, or
economic-technological transformations” (Carmines and Stimson 1989, p-143).

It would be hard to deny that contemporary political scientists typically rele-
gate these types of processes to the background, essentially ignoring their poten-
tial impact on outcomes of interest, An analyst investigating a short time frame
is likely to treat these incremental or cumulative variables as essentially fixed, If
such incremental/cumulative factors are on an analyst’s radar screen, however,
it 1s possible to incorporate them in either quantitative or qualitative studies that
examine longer time horizons. Thus it is crucial that analysts consider theoreti-
cal frames that draw attention to the potential impact of cumulative causes.

Threshold Effects

Theory-generated alertness is even more important with a second, closely re-
lated type of slow-moving causal process, one that involves threshold effects. In
many cases, incremental or cumulative forces may not generate incremental
changes in outcomes of interest. Instead, these processes have a modest or neg-
ligible impact until they reach some critical level, which triggers major changes.
The carthquake example presented in the introduction is a clear instance of this
kind of pracess. Another popular example from the physical sciences is the
process leading up to an avalanche—a slow buildup of stress leading to a rapid
“state change” once some critical level has been reached.

This is precisely the kind of account that Goldstone (1991) offers in his com-
parative analysis of revolutions. A slow-moving factor (demographic change) is a
principal cause of a rapidly unfolding outcome (revolution). In presenting his
argument, Goldstone observes that social analysts often have a strong bias
against explanations with this kind of structure. “[Those tied to linear thinking
about historical causation may . . . dismiss the role of population increase. Such
increases, after all, were gradual and not enormously large, Events such as revo-
lutions and rebellions are both large and sudden; their very nature seems to call
for a different kind of explanation” (p. 32).!

'Goldstone notes another reason for thinking that the impact of slow-maoving processes like deme-
graphic change often can be very significant. He points out (1991, p- 33) that population increases ."bave
a particularly nonlinear effect on marginal groups—groups that face some sort of boundary conditions,
such as peasants whe are seeking to gain new lands, or younger sons of elite families who are sceking
new elite positions.” The social processes at work here are instances of what Fred Hirsch called “posi-
tional competition”—settings where the availability of some valued good is essentially fixed (Hirsch
1977). If the number of seals in 4 game of musical chaiss is fixed, adding a few more players may alter
the social dynamics dramatically. In Galdstone’s demographic account, “increases in total population
generally produce a much, much larger increase in marginal populations—that is, in these groups com-
peting for some relatively scarce resource—than in the population as a whole” (1991, p. 33).
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There is, however, no reason to exclude the possibility that such slow-moving
variables may be tremendously important, even if we are trying to explain out
comes that emerge rapidly. Theorists now suggest that threshold models often
make a good deal of sense. Such models have become prominent features in
theoretical work on collective action (Granovetter 1978; Marwell and Oliver
1993), including analyses focused on both interest groups {e.g., Baumgartner
and Jones 1993) and looser social movernents (McAdam 1982) or collectivities
such as language communities (Laitin 1998). More generally, threshold dy-
namics are likely to be prevalent in circumstances where actors face binary
choices and where the choices they favor depend in part on their perception of
what others are likely to do.

Granovetter’s classic article actually invokes a more restricted argument than
that suggested here. His focus is on the heterogeneity of individual preferences
and the resulting differences in their personal thresholds for particular actions
(e.g., “T will go to the demonstration if 1 expect ¢ others to be there with me”).
Granovetter’s main point is that given significant heterogeneity of individual
thresholds, it is possible to generate models in which very small shifts in the
thresholds of even a single actor can generate big changes in collective behay-
1o1. By contrast,  am interested in collective thresholds, where once a social vari-
able reaches a particular level, it triggers a big effect. The key point is that there
are cut points, or tipping points, in many social processes that lead to nonlinear-

ities (Schelling 1978). These processes could, but need not, involve the inter- -

play of heterogeneous preferences that Granovetter has in mind.

Doug McAdam’s Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency,
1930-1970 (1982) presents a powerful example of a threshold analysis of col-
lective action. Unlike many who present threshold or “critical mass” arguments,
however, McAdam is less interested in the striking dynamics that mark a tipping
point than in the less dramatic processes that precede it. McAdam places great
weight on the role of big, slow-moving processes in establishing the precondi-
tions for successful black mobilization:

The Montgomery bus boycott of 1955-56 . . [and] the 1954 Supreme
Court decision in the Brown case . . | were landmark events. Nonetheless,
to single them out serves . . . to obscure the less dramatic but ultimately
more significant historical trends that shaped the prospects for later insir-
gency. Especially critical . . . were several broad historical processes in the
period from 1933 to 1954 that rendered the political establishment more
vulnerable to black protest activity while also affording blacks the institu-
tional strength to launch such a challenge. Later events such as the 1954
decision and the Montgomery bus boycott merely served as dramatic
(though hardly insignificant} capstones to these processes. (p. 3)

At the heart of McAdain’s analysis is the decline of the cotton economy in the
quarter-century after 1925, This decline simultaneously diminished the strength
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of forces opposed to black insurgency and generated patterns of migration that
boosted the organizational capacities (e.g., massive expansion of black churches,
colleges, and southern chapters of the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People [NAACP]) of a long-oppressed minority. It was these
gradual interconnected social processes that created conditions ripe for a set of
triggering events.

Although threshold-style arguments have been patticularly prominent in the
study of collective action, there are good reasons to expect this type of dynamic
to be prevalent when social variables of the slow-moving sort operate in estab-
lished institutional or organizational settings. As I have argued in the preceding
chapters, many existing social arrangements are likely to exhibit strongly inertial
qualities. These tendencies toward persistence imply that pressures will often
build up for some time without generating immediate effects, When some crit-
ical level is reached, however, actors may reassess their options or expectations
about others’ likely actions, leading to relatively rapid change. Change in one
institution, furthermore, may quickly undermine others (Baumgartner and Jones
1993). The dynamic of rapid change at this point is similar to those that Gra-
novetter and Schelling outline. Such an analysis may, however, emphasize the
long, slow-moving buildup of pressure, rather than the trigger itself or the way in
which the ensuing tipping process plays out.

It is worth stressing that the path-dependent or selfreinforcing processes
discussed in preceding chapters are all based on threshold models-—relatively
small movements can push abave some critical level, triggering a process of pos-
itive feedback that leads to much more dramatic (nonlinear) change. It is im-
portant to keep the two arguments distinct, because path-dependent processes
need not involve the long, stow buildup of pressure suggested in a model like
McAdam’s. Invoking a path-dependent process implies nothing about the time
horizons of the causal factors that initiate positive feedback. I return to this issue
later in this chapter.

Claims about threshold effects play an important role, for example, in Huber
and Stephens’s analysis of the centrality of Jong-term control of government for
explaining welfare state outcomes in advanced indusirial societies (Huber and
Stephens 2001). In outlining the roots of Social Democratic hegemony in Scan-
dinavia, for instance, they stress that a single election result is unlikely to have a
big effect on previously well-institutionalized arrangements. On the other hand,
electoral success over an extended period of time leads to significant changes, in-
cluding shifts in the expectations of social actors. At some point, these actors
begin to recognize that there is a new status quo, and they adjust their policy pref.
etences to accommodate the new environment. By doing so, they help to propel
coordination around these new expectations, reinforcing the new regime.

Similar arguments about threshold effects are central to the critical realign-
ment theories that have played such a prominent role in the study of American
electoral politics (Burnham 1970, Brady 1988). David Mayhew has summarized
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this line of argument (the quotations in the following passage are from Burn-

ham 1970):

In brief, what happens in Burnham’s account is that political “stress” or
“tension” build up following the last electoral realignment until they “es-
calate to a flash point” or a “boiling point,” at which time a “triggering
event” brings on an electoral realignment. .. . To put it more elaborately,
there exists a “dynamic, even dialectic polarization between long-term in-
ertia and concentrated bursts of change. . . ” Ordinarily, American institu-
tions tend toward “underproduction of other than currently ‘normal’ policy
outputs. They may tend persistently to ignore, and hence not to aggregate,
emergent political demand of a mass character until a boiling point of

some kind is reached.” (Mayhew 2002, pp. 17-18)

Mayhew, I should emphasize, is quite critical of this account of American elec-
toral politics. Indeed, he maintains that short-run processes are often of greater
causal significance than realignment theory allows. According to Mayhew, the
“genre’s model of stress buildup . . . {has] a tendency to elongate political trou-
bles backwards in time without warrant” (Mayhew 2000, p. 24; cf. Bartels 1998).
He rightly highlights the need to provide evidence for such a gradual buildup of
stress, as well as the need to consider the possibility that short-term processes are
~ adequate to generate such flashpoints,

Another possible danger of such arguments is that they can present an overly
deterministic picture of social processes. References to a boiling point or thresh-
old can suggest, as McAdam notes, that “[m]ovement emergence is . . . analo-
gous to, and as inexorable as, the process by which water boils” (1982, p. 9). Yet
these models can also be substantially more subtle in the way they combine
long-term and shortterm processes. Consider figure 3.1, which looks at the
movement of a particular social variable (say, the organizational resources of a
disadvantaged group) as it approaches a threshold leve} that triggers a social
movement. During time periods T to T, there are fluctuations, but there is also
a gradual trend, resulting from various slow-moving processes, toward the
threshold level that triggers the outcome of interest. As that threshold level is ap-
proached in period T,, particular fluctuations above the trend line become in-
creasingly likely to act as triggers. An analyst could treat the sources of these
fluctuations as essentially random (Macy 1990). Alternatively, she could seek to
explain these fluctuations as well —which is what McAdam does in his study of
black insurgency. What distinguishes a threshold model of this kind, however, is
that it would not analyze the sources of fiuctuations within period T, except in
combination with an analysis of the preceding long-term processes that create a
context where these fluctuations can have a major impact.

Particular claims about the role of thresholds in specific contexts must be es-
tablished with care. Even a critical analyst like Mayhew, however, agrees thatsuch

A
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Fig. 3.1. A basic threshold model.

arguments sometimes present a plausible rodel of social reality that requires at-
tentiveness to significant stretches of time. In this respect, Mayhew’s views are in
line with considerable theoretical work, as well as substantial empirical research
on social movements, institutional change, and regime breakdowns,

Causal Chains

We often think of causal processes involving a straightforward connection where
x directly yields y. Yet in many cases, as I noted in the last chapter, the story runs
more like the following: “x initiates the sequence q, b, ¢, which yields y” (Ma-
honey 2000). If a, b, and ¢ take some time to work themselves out, there is likely
to be a substantial lag between x and y. Gollier and Collier’s influential work on
labor incorporation in Latin America presents arguments of this kind, in which
the ultimate outcomes of interest reflect a sequence of key developments over
extended periods of time {Collier and Collier 1991). As was discussed in the in-
troduction, Daniel Carpenter effectively develops a causal chain argument in
his exploration of the roots of bureaucratic autonomy in the United States (Car-
penter 2001). This type of claim about long-term, multistage causal processes is
often invoked in work on state building (Flora 1999a, 1999b) or democratization
(Luebbert 1991; Collier 1999).

Swank (2001) offers a particularly instructive example. In assessing the im-
pact of political institutions on welfare state retrenchment, he criticizes the con-
ventional view that fragmented institutions will be associated with Limited
cutbacks in social programs. This view holds that institutional fragmentation re-
stricts social policy change by increasing the number of veto points available to
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defenders of the status quo. Swank accepts that this is true as far as it goes. He
notes, however, that the causal chain of long-term indirect effects of institutional
fragmentation runs in the other direction. Not only does institutional fragmenta-
tion limit the initial expansion of the welfare state, but it also reinforces social
heterogeneity, inhibits the growth of encompassing interest groups, and weakens
cultural commitments to universalism. All of these long-term effects strengthen
the welfare state’s opponents and weaken its advocates. In short, Swank argues,
many of the most important effects of institutional fragmentation work them-
selves out only indirectly and over extended periods of time. Seeking to analyze
the effects of institutions while holding other variables constant, many analysts
failed to see that the values of these other variables were themselves in part the
long-term consequences of institutional structures. Quadrant [ investigations are
therefore likely to systematically misinterpret the impact of institutional struc-
tures on the contemporary politics of the welfare state.

In assessing the extent and sources of welfare state retrenchment I have ad-
vanced a similar causal chain argument (Pierson 1994). To gauge the impact of
conservative governments on the welfare state, simply examining their direct ef-
forts to cut social programs (“programmatic retrenchment”) is insufficient. In-
stead, one has to consider the possibility that reforms (e.g., efforts to curtail the
flow of tax revenues) will trigger particular causal chains that facilitate program
cutbacks later in a sequence (“systemic retrenchment”). In such a case, a con-
servalive government’s main impact on the welfare state might be felt a decade
or more after it had left office.

Causal chain arguments are typically utilized when key institutional, policy,
or organizational outcomes lie some distance in time from initial points of cru-
cial political choice. They are often especially promising in contexts where po-
litical actions have multiple consequences, and major long-term outcomes are
by-products rather than the principal focus of intended actions. Under such cir-
cumstances, analysts are easily misled by a focus on the most immediate, highly
visible, and clearly intended consequences (Jervis 1997). Yet, as my analysis of
conservative retrenchment initiatives shows, causal chain arguments may akso
focus on intentional, but indirect, strategies that play out only through a se-
quence of developments over time. '

Causal chain arguments raise some tricky issues. A key challenge is to show
that the links in such chains are strong ones (“tightly coupled,” as Mahoney
2000 puts it). The persuasiveness of a causal chain argument declines quickly if
there are many stages or if the probabilities associated with any particular stage
are not very high (Fearon 1996; Lieberson 1997). Even if a chain has only three
links, and the probability that each link will hold is 80 percent, there is less than
a ffty-fifty chance that the entire chain will operate. Thus these arguments are
likely to be persuasive only when the chains invoked have a very small number
of links and we have solid theoretical or empirical grounds for believing that the
links are quite strong.
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As suggested in my discussion of the meteorite example, arguments based on
causal chains also face an infinite regress problem —what Pascal famously dis-
cussed as the Cleopatra’s nose problem (Fearon 1996): there is always some ear-
lier link in the chain, so what is to keep one from endlessly seeking that earlier
stage? There are three reasonable ways to answer this question. First, analysts
may choose to break the chain at “critical junctures” that mark a point at which
their cases begin to diverge in significant ways (Mahoney 2001, pp. 7-8). This is
the strategy employed by the Colliers, for instance. Second, analysts may break the
chain at the point where causal connections become difficult to pin down. If the
persuasiveness of arguments about causal chains depends on the demonstration
of relatively tight coupling among the links, it makes sense to end the chains
where such linkages cannot be firmly established.

The third and perhaps most instructive response for current purposes is to de-
limit the ends of the causal chain on the basis of the theoretical interests of the
analyst. Thus, a sociologist interested in demography might deal with long-term
processes that overlap with those of interest to a political scientist. Yet each would
investigate a somewhat different causal chain. Consider the following example.
Iran has recently undergone significant social turmoil associated with a popula-
tion boom, triggering overcrowding in schools, the emergence of a large cohort
of underemployed young men, and a host of related problems (Hoodfar and As-
sadpour 2000). This demographic bulge stems partly from strong pro-natalist
policies adopted following the 1979 revolution. One result of the current strains
has been a striking policy reversal. Iran has now intreduced policies facilitating
family planning and birth control —the most extensive in the Muslim world
(Aghajanian and Merhyar 1999). This example thus involves a set of develop-
ments, involving a long-term causal chain, which is of considerable interest to
both political scientists and demographers. However, the demographer’s chain
would probably end with the demographic boom itself (or the more recent rapid
decline in fertility rates) and might begin with some other sociological variables
(e.g., social responses to the initial set of pro-natalist policies). A political scientist
would be most likely to begin and/or end with political phenomena: the revolution
or pro-natalist policies at the outset, and the social unrest or new family-planning
policies at the end of the chain. This example illustrates how the temporal struc-
ture of causal accounts depends to a considerable extent on the analyst’s intellec-
tual concerns as well as the basic theoretical framework employed. These shape
the fashioning of key outcomes to be considered, the time frame covered by the
analysis, and the hypotheses that are explored.

All three of these classes of argumentation about causal processes— claims
about cumulative processes, threshold effects, and causal chains—require the
analyst to gravitate away from Quadrant I. Each raises distinct methodological
challenges. Each line of argument is fikely to be visible only if an analyst’s re-
search design and methods are open to the possibility that such long-term
processes are causally significant. There are strong theoretical grounds for
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believing that each process characterizes a substantial range of social phenom-
ena. Yet this is only part of the story. When we turn to the consideration of oub
comes, we also confront considerable temporal diversity.

SLow-Moving QUTCOMES

Slow-moving outcomes are ones with long time horizons —that is, processes where
meaningful change in the dependentvariable occurs only over the long run. Many
outcomes of great interest to social scientists take a long time to unfold. The main
category of such processes in the social sciences miirrors that in the eaglier discus-
~sion of cumulative or incremental causes. Just as causes may have a slow, cunula-
tive quality, the same may be true of the outcomes of interest to social scientists. For
instance, if a sociologist were seeking to explain any of the slow-moving sociologi-
cal variables discussed in the first part, they would be exploring just such a cumu-
lative outcome. If some factors introduce a shift in, say, birthrates, the impact on
population will be realized only over a very extended period of time.

In similar fashion, political outcomes may have a slow-moving, cumulative
structure. This will often be the case, for example, if the principal causal mech-
anism involved is one of replacement. Because individual partisan attachments
reveal considerable inertia, for instance, when environmental change occurs it
usually has its most powerful effects on new voters, Partisan realignment there-
fore often works through the extremely gradual replacement of political genera-
tions, as old members die off and are replaced with new ones who lack the old
altachments. Arguments about generational turnover, for example, focus on the
exposure of particular age groups to stimuli that have enduring consequences
(Mannheim 1952; Putnam 2000). Slow-moving outcomes result from the
changing distribution of these generations in the general population over time.

This mechanism of replacement is applicable in a variety of contexts, sug-
gesting a central reason why many political outcomes have a very slow-moving
quality. Consider the case of political elites. If occupants of elite positions pos-
sess resources that allow them to defend their positions against challenges, major
changes in elite composition will often operate through slow-moving processes
of replacement. In the U.S. Congress, for mstance, incumbents possess tremen-
dous advantages. Incumbent members of Congress are rarely voted out of office.
‘The main mechanism of elite-level restructuring is instead replacement: when
particular politicians retire or die, they are succeeded by politicians who better
match the current social environment, Thus, even a major change in the for-
tunes of particular categories of politicians (e.g., declining prospects for moder-
ate Republicans in the Northeast and for Democrats of all stripes in the South
after 1960) may take decades to work itself out.

As this language suggests, such arguments may be grounded in theories of
evolutionaty processes, which posit a selection mechanism operating over ex-
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tended periods of time (Sprayt 1994; Nelson 1995; Kahler 1999). Firms, politi-
cians, and nation-states may pursue many goals and employ many strategies, but
social scientists often argue that over time those pursuing particular goals and
employing particular strategies are more likely to survive. Similar analyses are
ve'y common in sociology, where there is a robust research program in the field
of organizational ecology. Such analyses, with their focus on long-term patterns
of birth and death in fairly large populations, have led to the development of dis-

tinctive methodological and theoretical strategies {Hannan and Freeman 1989;
Carroll and Hannan 2000). ‘

Cumulative outcomes may also be evident in the development of public pol-
icy (Rose and Davies 1994). Public expenditure on income transfers, for instance,
is an incremental, slowly unfolding cutcome of earier policy choices (Steuerle
and Kawai 1996). This is highly relevant for many contemporary studies in po-
litical economy, because a great deal of the growth in public expenditure since
1975 reflects these lagged policy commitments rather than the introduction of
new, more generous policies. Consider the case of pensions policy.2 Public pen-
sions account for roughly 40 percent of expenditures on social protection and
thus are deeply implicated in the current budgetary stress affecting advanced
welfare states. In this policy area there are often very long time lags between the
enactinent of a policy and the realization of its major public expenditure impli-
cations. In the case of contributory pensions, it may be seventy years— the time
it takes for the bulk of the pensioner population to be composed of those who
had a full working career under new rules—before policy choices are fully re-
flected in ongoing expenditures.

Failure to recognize the extent to which public policy outcomes are cumula-
tive and slow moving can easily lead social scientists astray. Presuming that policy
changes are quickly translated into expenditure levels (that is, assuming rapidly
unfolding outcomes), analysts may mistakenly construct temporally constricted
causal accounts. Notably, they may attribute policy changes (inferred from ris-
ing spending levels) to social developments (e.g., globalization) that in fact oc-
curred affer those policy changes took place.

. Asin the earlier example of elite tunover, this public policy outcome is slow-
moving because it operates through a mechanism of replacement. Only cohorts
who enter the labor market after the policy change will work their whole lives
under the new rules. Thus, it is not until these new workers have completely re-
placed older workers within the population of pensioners that the new palicy’s
full expenditure implications will be realized. Unlike many arguments based on
replacement, this one is not evolutionary in the sense of employing a “selection
mechanism” that determines “fitness.” Rather, like the generational turnover
arguments discussed earlier, it emphasizes that different cohorts will be exposed
to different stimuli--which may produce major social effects as these cohorts

*I draw here on a longer discussion in Pierson 2000. See also Huber and Stephens (2001).
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move through the life-course. Slow-moving outcomes based on cohort replace-
ment are likely to call for quite different theoretical and methodological strategies
than those based on competitive selection - differences apparent, for instance, in
the distinct analyses of Pumarn’s study of social capital and generational turnover
and the work of Hannan and others on organizational ecology.

Figure 3.2 summarizes the argument presented so far by overlaying the analy-
sis on the framework presented in table 3.1. It suggests that, as is the case in the
physical sciences, not all processes of interest to social scientists are likely to fit
comiortably in Quadrant [. Many causes and outcomes have long time hori-
zons. Causal chain and threshold arguments invoke independent variables with
long time horizons. Arguments about cumulative effects, by definition, refer to
dependent variables with long time horizons. Arguments about cumulative causes,
unlike threshold arguments, involve linear transformations in which a little
more of (slow-moving) x produces a little more of (slow-moving) y. Thus, cumu-
lative cause arguments imply long time horizons for both causes and outcomes.

MOVING BEYOND THE Focus on Tive Horizons
30 far, T have stressed that social scientists may need to look at extended periods

of time because they wish to consider the role of factors that change only very
gradually. In essence, this argument suggests the need for social scientists to be
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attentive to the Braudelian focus on the longue durée. Yet there are additional as-
pects of social processes that may also be missed by a focus on the short term—
namely, those in which there is a considerable separation in time between the
onset of a cause and the emergence of the main effect. This temporal separation
is evident in two types of processes that figure prominently in comparative his-
torical analyses: structural explanations and path-dependent explanations.

Structural Determination

Structural accounts constitute a prominent class of arguments about long-term
outcomes. Key causal claims are based on the existence of certain broad struc-
tures or relationships among structures. Typically, these arguments ¢claim a
causal connection between structures and eventual outcomes but are agnostic
on issues of timing (Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992; Skocpol
1979). In these accounts, triggering events are seen as essentially random or in-
cidental to the core causal processes at work. In this respect, they resemble the
threshold arguments discussed previously. They differ in that structural argu-
ments need not rely on the gradual buildup of pressures over time. In other
words, neither causes nor outcomes need be slow moving. Outcomes, however,
may occur at a considerable temporal distance from the appearance of the cen-
tral cause.

The difference can be seen by contrasting figure 3.3 with figure 3.1's sum-
mary of threshold arguments. In figure 3.3, a structural cause (say, the creation
of 2 new institution or the formation of a new alliance) is introduced in Period
3. This moves the pressure on the status quo to a new, much higher level —very
close to the threshold level for major political change. From here it is only a
matter of time (in this case, until Period 4) before some triggering event precip-
itates the outcome of interest.

Barrington Moore’s account of the origins of dictatorship and democracy -
offers a classic example of a structural account (Moore 1966). He focuses on
macrosocial variables that predispose countries to different regime outcomes.
Given particular values of the structural variables, Moore expects certain out-
comes to be realized sooner or later. For Moore, triggering cvents are essentiatly
superficial and should not distract one’s attention from the basic causal processes
at work. _

Structural accounts of social processes can be formalized as instances of “ab-
sorbing Markov chains,” and a brief explication may clarify the logic of this kind
of argument. Over a given period, there is some probability that particular enti-
ties (Xs) will be transformed into different entities {Ys) (Stinchcombe 1974; Elster
1983). These processes differ from the causal chains discussed previously. In many
cases they involve a single transformation (x ~* y) rather than a series with sev-
eral links. In Markov chains, however, the transformations over any particular
time period are probabilistic. In fact, the probability of such a shift in any short
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period may be faitly low. As 2 result, it is hard to know where things will stand at
any particular point in time. There is, however, an attractor (in this case Y). Xs
turn into Ys, but ¥s don’t turn into X, Over the long term, the system in ques-
tion converges on a single outcome.

Cameron (2000) uses the metaphor of a frog hopping from kily pad to lily pad
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by those quirks. The core insight is that temporally constricted analyses may
lead to a preoccupation with surface phenomena, while deeper and more fun-
damental causes are missed.

Path-Dependent or Positive Feedback Processes

As discussed in the previous chapters, a frequent claim in social analysis is that
outcornes at a critical juncture induce path-dependent processes. Over time,
these processes lead to strikingly divergent outcomes, even from initially similar
conditions. In these cases, a fairly modest change induces a feedback loop,
which reinforces the initial direction of change. Collective action, for instance,
may lead to shifts in expectations and resources that facilitate more collective ac-
tion; sirnilarly, institutionalization may ease problems of coordination and there-
fore foster more institrtionalization,3 )

A path-dependent causal account employs a particular temporal structure, It
highlights the role of what Arthur Stinchcombe has termed “historical causa-
tion,” in which dynamics triggered by an event or process at one point in time
reproduce and reinforce themselves even in the absence of the recurrence of
the original event or process (Stinchcombe 1968). Thus, the full outcome of in-
terest may emerge at a considerable distance in time from the eritical juncture
or “historical canse” because these self-reinforcing processes require substantial
timne to play out. One could categorize this type of argument as involving a slow-
moving cause (with the selfreinforcing processes constituting part of the cause
of the eventual outcome to be considered). Treating this as a long-term process
involving temporal separation, however, emphasizes the key point of arguments
about historical causation. An event or a process may be crucially linked to later
outcomes, even if it occurs only once and has ceased to operate long before that
final outcome occurs (Lieberson 1985).

As with many of the long-term processes considered here, there are also
strong theoretical grounds for believing that path-dependent processes will be
prevalent in political life. [ have already explored why specific patterns of politi-
cal mobilization, the institutional “rules of the game,” and even citizens’ basic
ways of thinking about the political world will ofter, generate selfreinforcing dy-
namics. As noted in previous chapters, arguments with this sort of structure are
now widespread in comparative historical work, underpinning such analyses as
Shefter's argument about the impact of initial patterns of party mobilization
(Shefter 1977), North's analysis of the institutional foundations for economic

¥This suggests another reason why such processes cannot easily be reduced to the dimensions intro-
duced in table 3.1 and figure 3.2. As feedback loops become central to the process that follows a erit-
ical juncture, it becomes impossible to delineate clear causes and effects; instead, a set of factors
mutually reinforce one another.

*This explains the way in which [ categorize the time horizons of path-dependent processes in table 3.3.
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growth (North 1990a), and Wuthrow’s explanation of the rise of modern ide-
ologies (Wuthnow 1989).

Carmines and Stimson’s study of “issue evolution” in the U.S. polity investigates
a very different empirical setting, but the analytical structure of their argument is
similar (Carmines and Stimson 1989). Carmines and Stimson are seeking to ex-
plain a momentous change in postwar American politics—the shift in the “issue
environment” from one in which the two major parties (and their supporters)
were internally heterogeneous on racial matters to one in which internally ho-
mogeneous parties generated far greater partisan polarization around race. They
criticize realignment theory for suggesting a far too rapid “earthquake”-style
change in this outcome. Instead, their analysis stresses a critical juncture of elec-
tions (especially 1964 but also 1968) that creates initial partisan differences on
race, followed by a protracted period in which differences in recruitment at both
the mass and elite levels amplify that initial difference. The major political out-
come they are interested in develops over the long term: “The initial increase in
mass issue polarization does not complete the process but only begins it by setting
in motion a change that grows over time” (Carrnines and Stimson 1989, p-157).2

Thus, social processes may not only be slow moving; they may also take a long
time because of significant temporal separations between a key cause and the out-
come of inferest. In either case, the full process may not be visible unless the analy-
sis considers a very substantial stretch of time. My discussion of these different
long-term processes is sunmarized in table 3.2. Tt highlights a number of distinct
social processes that include at least ane of the following features: causal processes
with long time horizons, outcomes with long time horizons, or significant tem-
poral separation between key causes and the outcome of ultimate interest$ As
the scholarly literature reviewed in this chapter suggests, the different types of
processes distinguished in table 3.2 encompass a range of arguments that can be
and have been used to illuminate issues of lasting interest to social scientists.

PackiNg PoLITICS INTO QUADRANT |

How long a time frame should analysts employ in studying social phenomena?
There is no fixed answer to this question. Instead, it depends on the particular
problems that analysts hope to tackle, their assumptions about the nature of the

*Carmines and Stimson emphasize generational replacement as well as positive feedback in the
growth of partisan differences over time. Thus they combine arguments about cumulative outcomes
and path dependence in explaining their long-term outcome.

“Tt should be emphasized that table 3.2 highlights features of processes that logically require exami-
nation of extended stretches of time. Other features of these argumerts may or may not alse call for
attention to long-term processes. Path-dependent arguments, for example, need not rely on a stow-
moving cause to explain the initial event (critical juncture) that triggers a process of positive feed-
back. Tn actual applications, however, they often do so.
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TabLE 3.2

Categorizing Long-Term Processes
Category Time Horizons ~ Temporal Separation ~ Examples
Cumulative Long {causes) No Key; Putnam
causes Long (outcomes)
Causal Long (causes) No Collier and Collier;
chains Sheort {(outcomes) Swank
Threshold Long {causes) No Burnham; Goldstone;
effects Shart {outcomes) McAdam
Cumulative Short {causes) No Spruyt; Steurle and Kawai
outcomes Long (outcomes)
Structural Short (causes) Yes Moaore; Pfrzewo.rski
effects Short {outcomes) and Limongi
(Markov chains)
Path Short (for Yes (for Ertman; Shefter;
dependence “historical cause”)  “historical cause”) Cam?ines
(posttive Long (for self- and Stimson
feedback) reinforcing process)

Note: Italics indicate that a feature logically implies the need to analyze significant siretches of time.

most important processes that might be at work in the area they. are studying,
and judgments about the feasibility of particular ways of proceeding. As Daw'd
Lake and Robert Powell have argued, “Methodological approaches, by their
very nature, privilege some forms of explanation over others and are, in effect,
bets about what will prove to be fruitful ways to attack certain sets of problems”
(Lake and Powell 1999, p. 16).

Social scientists are currently placing their bets very heavily on Quadrant 17
Just how heavily is suggested by table 3.3, which situates political scignce re-
search published from 1996 to 2000 in four leading political scienjce journals
(American Political Science Review, American Journal of Political Science, (?om-
parative Politics, and World Politics) within the four quadranis.® Of the articles

"Although 1 have argued that the key temporal dimensions of social processes cannot be reduced to
the simple typology offered in table 3.1, ] use “QuadrantI” asa convenienf shorthand refcfence for
studies that are not designed to explore processes that unfold over substantial stretches of time. .

¥ust under one-quarter of the articles were nenclassifiable because they did n_ot.focus on a partic-
ular causal argument (e.g., political theory articles, replications, discussions of stahshcal. techplquejs, re-
view articles). An additional 5 percent were “mixed cases” that could not be categorized ina smg]e
quadrant—typically because the arguments involved multiple independent or dependent variables with
different time horizons. Because of the amount of interpretation required in making the assessments of
articles, these results should be seen as suggestive rather than definitive, Details are available from the
author upon request. | am grateful to Fiena Batker for her work in compiling and evaluating this data.
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TasLE 3.3
Time Horizons in Major Political Science Journals, 1996-2000
(% of articles)

Joumal 1 Il 1 IV Mixed Non-
Classifiable

American Polifical Science Review 518 4.1 4.1 8.1 20 300
(n=197}

American Joumnal of Political Science  56.6 3.1 0.0 105 27 271
(n=258}

Comparative Politics (n=98) 490 112 112 92 143 51
World Politics (n=78) 44 64 141 218 116 218

Total (n=631) 499 51 48 109 54 1234

making a clear empirical argument where it was possible to assess whether key
causes and effects were short or long-term, two-thirds could be categorized as be-
longing in Quadrant 1.

My argument is not that Quadrant I research is of little value. Rather, it is that
there is a strong case for diversifying our bets. Choices about the scope of time
covered in a particular analysis have profound effects. They lead to substantial
shifts in the kinds of theories we employ, the methods we use, the kinds of causal
forces we are likely to see at work, and even the very outcomes of interest that we
come to identify in the first place. For a social science community largely con-
fined to Quadrant I, a great deal of social life is simply off the radar screen.

Political scientists have not always shown such a decided preference for in-
. vestigations focused on Quadrant I. From the 1950s through the 1970s, the field
of comparative politics was strongly animated by issues of modernization and
state building that involved the investigation of precisely the kinds of big, long-term
processes discussed here (Deutsch 1961; Huntington 1968; Nordlinger 1968;
Flora 1999a). As is well known, much of the modernization literature —or at least
a caricature of it—came under attack for exhibiting a rather complacent func-
tionalist and teleological bent that suggested eventual convergence on the mode]
of Western- democracies. Yet the collapse of the modernization literature is a
clear case of throwing out the baby with the bathwater. The discipline jettisoned
an undesirable functionalism and teleology (which, ironically, has often reap-
peared in a new rationalistic form), Along with it went the discipline’s most sus-
tained efforts to think about long-term processes of social and political change.

As the examples considered in this chapter attest, attention to big, long-term
processes has remained alive in fields where comparative macrohistorical in-
quiry has gained a strong foothold, including work on democratization, revolu-
tions, and the development of the welfare state. Yet a number of trends,seem to
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have pushed comparative inquiry toward a focus on short-term processes. One
has been the increasing prevalence of statistical analyses using the techniques of
multiple regression. I hasten to emphasize that quantitative analyses are by no
means incompatible with attentiveness to long-term, slow-moving features of so-
cial life. Indeed, they can be well suited to identifying the role of such factors.
Some structural arguments, for instance, are easily incorporated in large-N
analyses, and well-designed quantitative studies can test for threshold effects as
well. Yet in practice, one often finds that the priority on generating high corre-
lations privileges “shallow” (temporally proximate but often near-tautological)
accounts over “deep” ones (Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992; Lieber-
son 1997; Kitschelt 2003).

A more fundamental problem is that many of the long-term processes out-
lined here, such as those invoking threshold arguments or multistage causal chains,
are unlikely to be incorporated in quantitative studies unless the theories that an-
alysts employ point them in this direction. The question, after all, is not just hypo-
thetical capabilities, but how techniques are actually used in practice (Jepperson
1996). Indeed, much in contemporary social science leads precisely in the op-
posite direction. Jon Elster, among others, has drawn on Hume’s insistence that
there can be “no action at a distance” to argue forcefully that causal analysis
should always strive to identify “local” causes—the more micro, the better (El-
ster 1983; Hedstrom and Swedberg 1998). For Elster, the drive to identify social
mechanisms is precisely a matter of bringing causes as close as possible in time to
the outcome to be explained: “The role of mechanisms is twofold. First, they
enable us to go from the larger to the smaller: from molecules to atoms, from so-
cieties to individuals. Second, and more fundamentally, they reduce the time lag
between explanans and explanandum. A mechanism provides a continuous and
contiguous chain of causal or intentional links” (Elster 1983, p. 24). It must be
stressed, however, that the reasonable desire to create a contiguous chain of causal
links up to the present is only one priority, that it runs the risk of pointing us toward
the banal or near-tautological, and that it should not come at the price of pushing
important dimensions of social processes out of the scope of causal argument.

Probably more important in generating a shift toward Quadrant I accounts, at
least among political scientists, has been the increasing prevalence of rational
choice analyses. As discussed in Chapter Two, starting from the choices of indi-
viduals (or social aggregates treated as sirategic actors) strongly encourages the
analyst to truncate the investigation in various respects, including the crucial
dimension of time. Game-theoretic approaches do not easily stretch over ex-
tended spaces (to broad social aggregates) or long time periods without render-
ing key assumptions of the models implausible. %

%See, for instance, Elster’s (2000) forceful critique of the stretching entailed in the recent Analytic
Narratives volume’s application of game theory to macrohistorical phenomena. Elster (1989),
Scharpf (1998), and Munck (2001) explore related issues.
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It is not that rational choice theory, or even game theory, is simply incompat-
ible with the examination of long-term processes (North 1990a; Axeliod 1997).
“Comparative statics,” for instance, offers one way to address some of these lia-
bilities. Here, a game-theoretic model is run with different parameters, allowing
the analyst to ask what happens if a structural variable (such as the age distribu-
tion of a population) undergoes a major shift (Weingast 1998). While helpful,
this seems at best to be a very partial solution. It appears capable of addressing at
most a few of the long-term processes discussed in this chapter, and even those
in a quite restricted manner. And of course, as suggested previously, analysts
would need to be thinking along these lines in the fist place. Rational chojce
tmagery, focused on the strategic behavior of actors, may not be the most prom-
ising way to generate this type of thinking.

Rational choice theory may contribute to the temporal constriction of analy-
ses in comparative politics in a less direct manner as well, Scholars employing
this approach typically tumn to economics for mnspiration. This orientation is
likely to make a big difference when it comes to carrying out research. In prac-
tice, there appear to be strong elective affinities between the basic theoretical
imageries analysts employ and the hypotheses they choose to evaluate. I have ar-
gued that many of the strongest candidates for big, slow-moving causal accounts
are likely to be sociological. Fven if in principle some of these processes could
be incorporated into rational choice explanations, they are not the kinds of hy-
potheses that these analysts typically go looking for.

The pull of Quadrant [ is evident not only in quantitative and rational choice
Investigations, Qualitative analysts are also likely to gravitate to Quadrant [
tnless they make a conscious effort to explore other possibilities. Writing in a
slightly different context, Rueschemeyer etal. (1992, pp. 32-33) summarize the
key problem:

Studying change within the same society implicitly holds constant those

structural features of the situation that do not actually change during
the period of observation. It is for this reason that process-oriented histori-
cal studies-—even if they transcend sheer narrative and are conducted
with theoretical, explanatory intent— often emphasize the role of volun-
tary decision and tend to play down— by taking them as givens—-structural
constraints that limit some options of historical actors and encourage
others.

By adding comparative cases, an analyst may be able to overcome some of the
blind spots associated with structural factors that concern Rueschemeyer et al.
Doing so is unlikely to address the problem of identifying the specific impact of
slow-moving causal processes, however, unless the investigation not only covers
additional cases but also takes in an extended period of time for each of those
cases. As noted previously, this problem appears to mar many recent investiga-
tions of transitions to demacracy. Even those not grounded in game theory have
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often advanced highly voluntaristic or nearly tautological explanations (Kitschelt
2003).

Comparative historical analyses will often do a good job of capturing fong-
term processes, as suggested by the numerous examples cited in this chapter.
These investigations typically examine considerable stretches ‘of time, Equally
important, they draw on theoretical traditions, stretching back to the great works
of Marx and Weber, which point to hypotheses with this sort of temporal struc-
ture. Yet like other methodologies, comparative historical analyses are likely to
miss causes and outcomes that are visible only over the long term unless the in-
vestigator is sensitive to the need to consider such possibilities in the first place.10
And, as studies such as Carpenter’s demonstrate, the potential for synergies
between small-N and quantitative methods for examining such slow-moving
processes are likely to be considerable.

Consider Carmines and Stimson’s reflections on their efforts to introduce 2
long-term perspective into the study of American public opinion and elections.
Their conclusion provides a telling summary of the core points of this chapter
and is worth quoting at length:

For an evolving process one expects gradual but cumulative changes, so
slight at any one time as to appear trivial but capable over the long haul of
producing profound transformations. That is what we saw, Consider
this evidence in another light, not asa pattern of systernatic movement over
almost fifty years but as one slice in time (or even hfty separate slices). If
this same evidence were decomposed in this fashion-—if the question, that
is, were subtly changed from how much change does this process produce?
to how much of the observed change in a particular variable in a given year
is atiributable to the process in question?— then inferences drawn by a rea-
sonable analyst would have a strikingly different character. In few cases
would the effects in any given year be notable. Only a few would be statis-
tically significant. .. . We would have concluded from such a perspective,
indeed the literature on American mass behavior has concluded, that
racial changes were crucially important for a few years in the mid-1960s,
not very much before or since, and that the issue mattered then, not before
and not after. That conclusion would be an appropriate reading of the
cross-sectional evidence and, we believe, a profoundly mistaken reading of
reality. (Carmines and Stimson 1989, p. 196)

The crowding of researchers into Quadrant I comes at a heavy price. In some
cases, the price is that important social outcomes fail to attract significant scholarly

"Thus, my argument here points to some difficulties for the recent suggestion that improved process
tracing represents an important element in more rigorous qualitative analysis (Bennett and George
2004; Hall 2003). This is an important suggestion, which I return to in the conclusion, but if process
tracing is taken to mean the exploration of more micro mechanisms within causal processes, it may
have the unintended effect of generating more temporally constricted accounts.
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attention. In others, it is that major social forces do not figure into our causal
accounts of political life simply because those forces exert their pressures over
extended periods of time. Instead, causality is attributed to those factors that op-
erate as triggers-—factors that are temporally proximate to outcomes of interest
but of relatively minor significance.

The connection between “triggers” and “deeper,” more long-term causes sug-
gests that seemingly rival explanations may often be complementary. There may
be considerable advantages to combining work in different quadrants. Quadrant
[ analyses may focus on entrepreneurs who act as catalysts, or strategic interac-
tions that influence the timing or specific outcomes that oceur, Long-tern in-
vestigations can reveal the circumstances that make particular opportunities
available, or shape the actors, their preferences, and the payoff structures they
confront. Research on transitions to democracy, for instance, may provide op-
portunities for fruitful combinations. Scholarship based on elite bargaining
models (O’ Donnell and Schmitter 1986; Przeworski 1991) has, as Charles Tilly
puts it, “accelerated the tempo so that at times the transition to democracy looks
almost instantaneous: put the pact in gear and go” (Tilly 1995, p. 365). Work
outside Quadrant I can give some needed depth to these transition arguments
by saying something about the origins of these elite actors and the constraints
that factors such as the degree of mobilization put on their negotiations (Collier
1999; Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992). A number of scholars
have begun to explore the prospects for combining the shorter time frames of
the “transitology” literature with more structural, long-tenm influences on pat-
ters of democratization {Huntington 1991, Haggard and Kaufman 1995; Ma-
honey 2003, pp. 159-63; Mahoney and Snyder 1999).

Yet the accounts generated from alternative temporal frameworks may be
competitive as well. In some settings, analysts can be misled about the very char
acter of the outcomes they investigate because they fail to recognize how slowly
those outcomes unfold. In others, a focus on correlations at a moment in thne
can lead to mistaken claims about causation. As Swank’s and Carpenter’s re-
search shows, it can even lead analysts to highlight claims about short-term
causal effects when the long-term causal processes run exactly counter to them.
Typically this is because they infer that the actors who appear to possess the
greatest political resources at that moment are responsible for outcomes ob-
served at that moment (Hacker and Pierson 200Z). The next chapter takes up
this particular problem more systematically, since functional arguments of this
kind have been especially prevalent in studies that atternpt to explain institu-
tional arrangements.

All of these possibilities suggest the crucial contribution of social research that
covers considerable stretches of time. “Macrosociology” as Stinchcombe has
said, “has to be a sociology of the long pull” (Stinchcombe 1997, p. 406). Both
in theory development and in empirical work, we need to stay attentive to the
significance of big, long-term processes.

Chapter Four

THE LIMITS OF INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN

Nations stumble upon establishments, which are indeed the
tesult of human action, but not the execution of any human
design. . . . If Cromwell said, that a man never mounts
higher, than when he knows not whither he is going;
it may with more reason be affirmed of communities,
that they admit of the greatest revolutions where
no change is intended.

—Adam Perguson, “An Essay on the History
of Civil Society,” p. 122

People actually construet democracy . . . [but) construct has
the misleading connotation of blueprints and carpenters,
when over the last few hundred years, the actual formation
and deformation of democratic regimes has more often
resembled the erratic evolution of a whole city than the
purposeful building of a single mansion.
—Charles Tilly (1995)

INSTITUTIONS NOW STAND AT THE HEART of much theorizing and explanation in
the social sciences. Analysts working from a variety of perspectives have pro-
duced compelling work, emphasizing and explicating the tremendous signifi-
cance of institutional arrangements for political and social outcomes (Hall and
Taylor 1996). By contrast, we have made far less progress in treating institutions
as themselves important objects of explanation. The origins of institutions, as
well as the sources of institutional change, remain opaque. As David Kreps has
observed, the sophisticated economic literature on the effects of institutions
“leaves open the question, where did the institutions come fom? . . . Having
a theory about how institutions arise and evolve could be more informative
than theories of equilibrium within the context of a given set of institutions”
{Kreps 1990, p. 530). Kreps’s observation is now repeated with regularity (Bates,
Figueiredo, and Weingast 1998, pp. 604-5; Carey 2000, p. 738; Weingast 2002,
p. 661). Analysts starting from the perspectives of rational choice, as well as the
sociological and historical variants of institutionalism, have begun to develop
relevant arguments about the sources of institutional origins and change. Yet
theoretical work on this crucial issue continues to be sketchy at best.
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This chapter and the following one take up this problem, exploring how a
focus on temporal processes of institutionalization can illuminate this key issue
in contemporary social theory and empirical social science. I limit myself to a
consideration of formal political institutions—what Carey (2000) has termed
“parchment institutions” —which can be defined as the codified rules of politi-
cal contestation.’ The central questions are (1) What determines the choice of
particular formal institutions? and (2) What determines how institutions, once
created, change over time?

it is highly revealing that these questions are usually treated as entirely sepa-
rable. Rationalist approaches to explaining institutional arrangements, which
are the subject of this chapter, concentrate almost exclusively on the first one,
They typically adopt a framework I will term actor-centered functionalism. Fo-
cusing on the choices of individual and collective actors who select political in-
stitutions, they fashion explanations through reference to the benefits these
actors expect to derive from particular institutional designs. In fact, in most cases
they work backwards from extant institutional arrangements to develop an ac-
count of how these institutions were (or might have been) rationally chosen.
These analyses, which focus on moments of institutional choice and link the ac.
tions of designers to the anticipated consequences of institutional arrangements,
provide key insights into our understanding of institutional origins. Taken alone,
however, these arguments are at best incomplete, at worst seriously misleading,
In reducing a moving picture to a snapshot, we run the risk of nussing crucial as-
pects of the processes through which formal institutions take shape, as well as
the ways in which they either endure or change in social environments that are
themselves constantly changing.

This chapter and the one that follows argue for a shift in focus from institu-
tional choice to institutional development. Even taken on their own terms, the-
ories of institutional choice are likely to be highly problematic unless broader
issues are addressed. Exploring institutional development brings to the forefront
a range of fundamental concerns that actor-centered functionalism typically ig-
nores: the implications of widespread unanticipated consequences in institu-
tional design; the consequences for institutions of ongoing, sometimes rapid and
often unpredictable change in surrounding social environments; the capacity of

"The discussion thus excludes both informal institutions, such 2s normus (Jepperson 1991), and in-
dividual rules that are nested within the general rules governing political contestation, sucls as pub-
lic policies (Pierson 1993). Unless otherwise specified, when I say “institutions” I mean to refer only
to formial political institutions. Much of the current discussion would be highly relevant for devel.
oping arguments applicable to other types of nstitutions. The core argument—that we need to
think about development as well as choice, and cast a skeptical eye on functionalist claims —would
have broad application. Yet analyses focusing on particutar types of institutions would require dis-
tinctive claims about the mechanisms through which institutional selection and change occur. Dis-
cussions that attempt to cover all types of “institutions” run a high risk of overgencralization and
necessarily obscure many features distinetive to the study of formal institutions.
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learning or competitive pressures to generate institutional change; and the pos-
sible bases of institutional resilience, including those sources of durability that
may accumnulate with the passage of time. An exploration of these and related
dimensions of institutional development over time suggests the necessarily par-
tial insights of any approach to “explaining institutions” concentrated exclu-
stvely on the rational design choices of political actors. Theories of institutional
origins, which have been the dorninant preoccupation of choice-theoretic ac-
counts, are only one important part of what we really want, which is theories of
institutional developinent.

The argument in this chapter proceeds in three stages. The first briefly out-
lines the rational design orientation prominent in much of the work social sci-
entists have done on formal institutions. The second and third explore at length
the reasons why one might expect analyses focused on the rational choices of po-
litical actors to provide a restricted vantage point for understanding why institu-
tions take the forms that they do. The second section focuses on the reasons why
we should expect that substantial gaps will often emerge between the functioning
of institutions and the preferences of powerful political actors. The third section
explores some of the limitations of two “mechanisms of enhancement” — learning
and competition —which rationalists often argue generate functional institu-
tional arrangements over time. This discussion sets the stage for Chapter Five,
where [ consider a range of factors relevant to the understanding of institutional
development.

THE RaTionaL DESIGN oF PoLITiCAL INSTITUTIONS

The most prominent mode of theorizing about the rational design of political
institutions can be termed actor-centered functionalism—that is, the claim thata
particular institution exists because it is expected to serve the interests of those
who created it. Before I diectly address this approach to explaining institutions,
two clarifications are necessary. First, T employ the term actor-centered to distin-
guish this line of argument from an alternative, societal functionalism, which
maintains that a particular institution X exists because it constitutes an effective
response to some kind of societal problem. These quite distinct variants need to
be clearly distinguished because of the ambiguities that surround the claim that
an explanation of a particular institutional arrangement is “functionalist.”
Societal functionalist argumnents are somewhat less common within the ra-
tionalist tradition, since 1ational choice models generally exhibit skepticism
about the extent to which actors concern themselves with the interests of others
(Calvert 1995; Knight 1992; Miller 2000).2 Indeed, rational choice theorists

*In some cases, however, the interests of powerful actors may be relatively compatible with those of
other social actors For example, developing a state powerful enough to deter potential invaders is
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sometimes emphasize the extent to which patticular institutions may be func-

tional for powerful actors but quite dysfunctional for society as a whole (Miller

2000; Bates 1990, North 1990a).

For current purposes, what is more important is that arguments about societal
functionalism will generally rest on quite different mechanisms of institutional
development than those suggested in actor-centered functionalism.? In particu-
lar, societal functionalism emphasizes environimental pressures that “select” for
institutional effectiveness over time, F urthermore, they focus on the aciual of.
fects of institutions rather than the intended ones. As discussed in this chapter,
such argiuments are sometimes presented in rational choice explanations of in-
stitutions (e.g., Weingast 2002, p- 33). These arguments imply both a different
kind of functionalism and different sources of insHtutional selection. Indeed,
they focus specifically on how institutions may change over time and thus con-
stitute quite distinctive theories of institutional development. Hence, I will defer
consideration of such arguments until later in this chapter.

A further ambiguity involves intentions versus results: are we saying that an in-
stitution exists because it does serve the interests of designers, or that it was chosen
because they thought that it would? These two alternatives are often conflated
{Wendt 2002). As I'will discuss later, this distinction becomes extremely impor-
tant if we have reason to expect that there will often be considerable divergence
between the anticipated and actual effects of institutions. Although the dis-
tinction is not always explicitly made, in actor-centered functionalism, which
focuses on the rational choices of designers, it is the anticipated effects of insti-
tutions rather than their actual effects that must be regarded as crucial. But such
models are typically silent on the issue of what is likely to happen if institutions,
once adopted, have effects other than anticipated ones.

Actor-centered functionalism is an obvious starting-point for rational chojce
theorists, and indeed, for any study of institutional choice. It makes good sense
to begin with the prospect that actors choose institutions because they believe
that doing so will benefit them, Of course, the manner in which many within
the social sciences came to appreciate the role of institutions makes the preva-
lence of this perspective on institutional origins and change even easier to un-
derstand. Having focused primarily on the effects of institutions—in particular,
the ways in which institutional arrangements might solve a variety of coordina-
tion and public-goods problems—analysts turnimg to the issue of institutional

*For a good discussion of the sloppy ways in which these two variants of functionalism are often con-
flated in explanations of institutions even though they in fact point to quite different kinds of social
processes, see Wendt 2001. He terms the two variants “intentional” and “invisible hand” functionalism.
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choice naturally asked if these benefits for institution builders could explain the
presence of particular nstitutions. tiona] b
Although most scholarly attention has been placed on the_se institutional ef-
fects, not the manner in which the institutions come to exist, Factgr-c_entered
functionalism appears to underpin most rational%st a_nalyses ?f mstitutions. In
Barry Weingast's recent survey of rational choice 1nst1h1lt10nal1s.m, Jf’or instance,
he reviews a “range of rational choice models that'explam why institutions exist
and why they take the specific form they do. In br1efT thf answer is parlies oftin
need institutions to help capture gains from cooperation (2'002, P- 670).'T0 t-a e
some prominent examples from different subfields f)f political science: m.tema%
tional regimes facilitate agreements through. issue l1nkagfe and the reduction o
monitoring costs (Keohane 1984); congressional committees help preyenft cy-
cling among competing legislative proposa]s_ (_Shepsl(-z 1986}, enable lga;i]ig?gm
“trade” among legislators with different priorities (Wen?gast and Marsha 7 )2
or rationalize the flow of scarce information (Krehbiel 1991); the European
Court of Justice offers a neutral monitoring and enforcement agency for the ]?Ll-
ropean Union's member states (Garrett 1995); z_md an expgnded role for parlia-
ment in budgetary matters establishes the credible commitment mechan.ism a
monarch needs to finance large-scale military conflicts (No_lth and We{llgast
1989). These works vary in the extent to which they;xphmﬂy consider how
these institutions originate. In each case, however, one is left with the) strong im-
pression that the institutional functions described in large part explain the pres-
ence of particular institutional arrangements. . R
Actor-centered functionalism often relies heavily on the new institutiona
economics, especially Williamson's work on transaction costs (Williamson
1975; Moe 1984), Williamson is quite explicit in arguing that the deve]opmen}
of a particular organizational form can be explained as the result of the efforts o
rational actors to reduce transaction costs. More generally, ac.tor-.cen.tered leF}c-
tionalist arguments take the following form: outcome X (_an institution, policy,
or organization, for instance) exists because those who design it expect it to serve
ion Y.
th%zil?;:)ls so. If actors are purposive, it will often be th.e case that the.eﬂ:ects _of
an institution have something— perhaps a lot—to do with an explapahon for. its
emergence, persistence, or change (Keohane 1?84). lnldeed, rational ch]cn.ce
work on institutional effects and institutional design }_135 Prowded powerful in-
sights into the functioning of institutions. Political}nshmtlons can serve t(c)) coog
dinate the expectations and behavior of decentrah‘zed‘actors' (Carey 203 ), ar;]
to facilitate bargaining by creating monitoring bodies, issue Imka_ges, anzoggecﬁ:
anisms for making credible commitments (Keohane 1984;. W_emga‘.‘st ! )_. :
clearer understanding of these important things that institutions do. sure 21/
helps us to grasp why actors invest considerable energy in the construction an
reconstruction of the rules of the game.
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The problem, however, is that actor-centered functionalism too often serves
as an end-point rather than a starting point for analysis. Rather than directly ex-

-Given a reasonable amount of intellectual creativity and a moderately flexi-
ble analytical tool kit, this task of unmasking functions often turns oyt to be a
fairly casy one. Rational choice analysts possess just such a tool kit, making it
possible to reconcile virtually any observed outcorne with a functionalist ac-
count (Green and Shapiro 1994). If such an account is not readily at hand, one
can constiuct it by incorporating side-payments {Lange 1993}, or “nesting” one
game inside another (Tsebeljs 1990). Yet it is one thing to demonstrate {or, more
often, speculate) that an institution is “doing” something for social actors. It i
quite another thing to jump to the conclusion that this accounts for the instity-
tion’s presence. Doing so evades most of the thorniest issues of institutional
emergence and change. The crucial question is what happens when we move
from an analysis of institutional effects to one of institutional causes, In explain-
ing the istitutional forms we observe iy the social world, how much weight can
we place on the desire of actors to obtain the main effects of those Institutions?
How satisfactory is actor-centered finctionalism?

THE Score anp Lmits or ACTOR-CENTERED FUNCTIONALISM

in fact have a single, instrumental goal and be farsighted, but major institutional
eflects may be unintended. F inally, actors may make rational design choices, but
change in broader social environments andfor in the character of these actors
themselves may markedly worsen the fit between actors and institutional arrange-
ments after they are chosen.

Each of these dimensions €xposes a possible limitation on the effectiveness of
actors in designing institutions and therefore suggests an important topic for fur-
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ther theoretical and empirical investigation. Fach suggests a reason why we
might expect significant divergences, or gaps, to emerge over time between the
preferences of designers and the functioning of political institutions. To the ex
tent that these gaps are likely to be large, we have good reason to shift our focus
from institutional origins to institutional development. We need to give explicit
consideration to what happens over time when institutions operate in ways that
diverge from the preferences of the powerful social actors who created them.

Limitation 1: Institutions Have M ultiple Effects

Specific institutional arrangements invariably have multiple effects.? Expanded
judicial review in the European Union simultaneously has empowered judges,
shifted agenda-setting powers away from the member states toward the Furo.
pean Comimnission, altered the character of discourse over policy reforny, trans-
formed the kinds of policy instruments that decision makers prefer to use, and
dramatically changed the value of political resources traditionally employed by
mterest groups, to name just a few of the most obvious consequences. The cen-
tralization of authority structures in Congress may stmultaneously advantage
the majority party, empower members with more seniority over those with less,
and strengthen the hands of Congress as an institution in competition with the
Executive (Schickler 2001). For any significant institutional arrangement, polit
ical scientists would have little trouble generating a list, often lengthy, of notabie
consequences. Many of those consequences would be sufficiently visible and
important to have made them of real relevance to those who established the in-
stitution in the first place.

"This multiplicity of effects creates significant complications for the study of
institutional design and development, Multiple effects are often mirrored by a
multiplicity of motivations among those responsible for the selection of instity.
tions (Schickler 2001). In many cases, as Schickler has argued, institutions are
not produced because a single function motivates designers, Instead, institu-
tional innovations constitute “common carriers” for coalitions of reformers that
support a parlicular innovation for disparate reasons.$

This account of what Schickler terms “disjointed pluralism” has strong affini-
ties with actor-centered functionalism. Here mstitutional designers are indeed
interested in achieving particular goals, and Schickler draws heavily on actor-
centered functionalist theories of congtessional institutions in developing his ar-
guments about the motivations of reformers. In Schickler’s analysis, however,
the link between these motivations and mstitutional outcomes depends on

*The discussion in this section draws heavily on Eric Schicklers (2061) important shudy of institu-
tional development in the American Congress.

*In Schickler's careful examination of forty-two major institutional innovations in Congress between
1889 and 1980, lie was able to identify only six cases where a single institutional effect seemed to
provide the clearly dominant motivation for 2 coalition of reformers (Schickler 2001},
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whether diverse groups with distinct, even contradictory motivations can be
brought onboard a common carrier. Much thus depends on the strength of dis-
parate factions, and on the availability and skill of entrepreneurs who can craft
appropriate appeals to bring a potential coalition to fruition. At the same time,
insuch a process it is not credible to identify a single institutional effect and, ar-
guing backwards, claim that this effect “explains” the development of the insti-
tution in the first place.

Schickler’s analysis focuses on a relatively restricted problem in institutional
choice—the design of internal rules for a single institution, the American legis-
lature. The problem of multiple actors concerned with multiple effects is likely
to be even more intense in the construction of constitutions {Horowitz 2000
3002). Such basic institutional arrangements necessarily cover many, many func-’
bions, and typically involve negotiations among a wide range of actors. A consti-
tution, even more than Schickler's legislative rules, is likely to be a hybrid — a
common carrier for the distinctive, perhaps contlicting or even contradictory
concerns of many different groups.

Limitation 2: Institutional Designers May Not Act Instrumentally

Amore radical critique challenges the common assumption that exclusively in.
.strurr.len.tal goals guide the behavior of designers. In actor-centered functional-
sm, institutions are constructed along particular lines because actors expect that
particular features will produce specific consequences. Features of institutions
are believed to hold significance only to the extent that they help actors achieve
these goals.

There is, however, a strong tradlition in sociological theory, recently consoli-
dated in sociology’s version of “the new mstitutionalism,” which challenges this
plremise (Meyer and Rowan 1977; March and Olson 1989; Powell and DiMag-
gio 1991; Jepperson 2001). In structuring institutional arrangements, actors may
be motivated more by conceptions of what they believe to be appropriate than
by conceptions of what would be effective.® Hall and Taylor sunmarize this line
of argwnent as follows:

Many of the institutional forms and procedures used by modern organiza-
tions were not adopted simply because they were most efficient for the
tasks at hand, in line with some transcendent “rationality.” Instead, they. ..

“Itis important to be clear about what is meant by norinstrumental action in this context, In a com-
mentary on an earlier version of this chapter, Miller (2000, p. 537) noted that “the most'important
empirical observations [about political institutions] can be explained without resort to the psychotic
neu.rotic, or normal hormene-driven behavior that is not the result of caleulations of our own bes;
self-lpterest." This is a serious mischaracterization of an extensive and sophisticated literature em-
phasizing how social processes can give rise to dominant understandings of what it “makes sense” for

actors to doin particular settings. One can question the scope of purely instrumental reasoning with-
out reference to hormones or psychoses.
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should be seen as culturally-specific practices, akin to the myths and cere-
monies devised by many societies, and assimilated into organizations, not
necessarily to enhance their formal means-end efficiency, but as a result of
the kind of processes associated with the transmission of cultural practices
more generally. (1996, pp. 946-47)

Sociologists, for instance, have emphasized the pervasive diffusion of particular
institutional forms, even in widely divergent contexts. Rather than revealing the
focus of actors on efficiency, they suggest that this “institutional isomorphisin”
reflects the sensitivity of actors to the need to legitimate their activities.

This is not simply a hypothetical possibility. One significant strand of evi-
dence for the important role of these diffusion processes in institutional selec-
tion has been the recent discovery of substantial areas of cultural, spatial, and
temporal cross-national “clustering” in institutional outcomes, If powerful ac-
tors were simply adopting the optimal institutions for their own local setting,
there would be little reason to expect such clustering to oceur. The only clus-
tering we would see would be functional: countries possessing similar powerful
actors with similar needs would produce similar institutions. Yet Blais and Mas-
sicotte’s (1997) macroscopic review of legislative electoral formulas around the
world found that the two strongest correlates of electoral systems and rules are
whether or not a country was a British colony and on which continent the coun-
try exists. These patterns, they suggest, point to the role of diffusion as a source
of institutional outcomes. Former British colonies were more likely to install
electoral systems and train native elites in their electoral rules, thereby reinforc-
ing such choices within the colonial culture. Noting the preponderance of PR
systems in Latin America, Blais and Massicotte doubt the overriding importance
of strategic considerations, since it would be hard to argue that at the time of in-
stitutional creation no powerful actors anywhere in Latin America would have
benefited from a plurality system. Instead, Blais and Massicotte point to the fact
that South American constitutional lawyers were trained in continental Europe
and looked there for models when choosing electoral systems. Donald Horowitz’s
review of constitutional design in highly divided societies—arguably the context
where incentives to achieve “rational” design would be the strongest—reaches a
similar conelusion: “Rather than innovate with an explicit view to conciliation,
most states, most of the time, have adhered to institutions associated with their
former colonial power or to institutions that were otherwise familiar to them.
Very few states have learned from the actual experience with ethnic conflict of
any other state” (2000, p. 261).

Although data on the timing of institutional choices is scattered, there appears to
be some evidence of temporal clustering as well.” Particular ideas for institutional

*This point, as wel} as the overall argument of this chapter and the next, highlights the dire need for
a theoretically grounded institutional database that would allow social scientists to systematically
track cross-national patterns of institutional change over extended periods of time,
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design may gain appeal during specific periods, resulting in similar institutional
outcomes in widely diverse settings. Consider Germany's “mixed” electoral systen,
adopted in 1949, which combines single-member districts and PR list elections to
fill seats in the same chamber. Variants of this previously rare institutional
arrangement have recently been adopted in Japan, Italy, Russia, Bulgaria, Mex-
ico, Venezuela, Bolivia, the Philippines, and New Zealand (Carey 2000,
p. 741n}. As international advice plays more of a role (albeit still limited) in in-
stitutional design, constitutional experts operate as what Horowitz calls “provi-
sion merchants.” “Called in to help design systerns in lands far from home,” he
writes, they “simply bring along their usual tool kits, which were developed for
more or less homogeneous societies” (Horowitz 2000, p. 269).

In short, particular arrangements may well be adopted because they are per-
cetved to be appropriate, not because they serve a means-end instrumentality. If
50, such arrangements may not work all that well i a particular local context
from the perspective of the dominant actors who selected them —or, indeed, for
anyonc else. They may still be functional in the minimalist sense that they rep-
resent equilibria-—no actor has an incentive to unilaterally defect. But of course
in that sense all institutions, which are by many definitions equilibria, are func-
tionalist. What we cannot do, where the sociologists’ claims about cultural ef-
fects are correct, is argue that institutions were selected because rational actors
chose them to maximize particular institutional results.

The extent to which such “logic of appropriateness” behavior motivates insti-
tutional design remains controversial. At a minimum, however, those empha-
sizing such processes have presented a plausible, theoretically rich alternative
account of institutional selection. Furthermore, they have inarshaled consider-
able empirical material casting doubt on the validity of assuming that institu-
tional designers, as a rule, are motivated exclusively or even predominantly by
instrumental concemns {Jepperson 2001).

Limitation 3: Institutional Designers May Have Short Time Horizons

The question of actors time horizons constitutes a central issue for analysts of in-
stitutional design. If politicians often have short time-horizons, this has important
implications for theories of institutional origins and change. Where designers
have short time horizons and the short-term and long-term effects of institutional
choices are distinet, it becomes far less likely that institutions will be destgned to
achieve functional outcomes over the long term. Long-term institutional conse-
quences may be the by-products of actions taken for short-term political reasons
'I.he evolution of the congressional committee systern in the United States—.
arimportant institutional feature of contemporary American governance--is
good example. As Kenneth Shepsle notes, Henry Clay and his supporters intro-
S;ls:j S:lsyst.e(r(l% 1:0 further their immefiia_te goal's without regard to long-term
quences: “The lasting effects of this institutional innovation could hardly
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have been anticipated, much less desired, by Clay. They were by-products (and
proved to be the most enduring and important products) of selEinterested lead-
ership behavior” (Shepsle 1989, p. 141). In this case, the system’s long-term
functioning was not the goal of the actors who created it, By the sanie token, an
explanation for the institution’s creation cannot be derived from an analysis of
its long-term effects.

As was discussed in Chapter One, there are good reasons to believe that this
is not an isolated instance.® Many of the imiplications of major institutional re-
forms only play out in the long run. Yet many political actors, especially politi-
cians in competitive democracies, would often seem most interested in the
shortterm consequences of their actions; long-term effects may be heavily dis-
counted. They generally will pay attention to long-tenm consequences only if
these become politically salient, or when they have little reason to fear short-
term electoral retribution.

It would, however, be as unreasonable to assume that political actors always
have short time horizons as to assume that they never do. Considerable work of
late has focused on this issue of time horizons, in part because upon reflection
it is simply not credible to maintain that political actors always or even usually
exhibit short time horizons. A moment’s reflection suggests that organizations
and political actors often do attend o the long term. Indeed, modern societies
would be inconceivable if this were not the case. Governments, for instance, do
not generally seek to maximize short-term revenue extraction by engaging in sys-
tematic confiscation of privatc assets. Elected politicians normally do not vote
themselves spectacular pay increases. Interest groups generally act as if they care
about their reputations—a long-term asset (Hansen 1991), Usually they will not
squander their future credibility by lying to legislators they seek lo influence.

A number of lines of research have developed to explain why longer time
horizons are often evident in politics. If actors are “agents” for principals (such
as voters ot interest groups) who have long time horizons, then the agents as well
may have incentives to give the future its due. The adoption of mechanisms of
“credible commitment,” in which actors bind themselves within certain struc-

- tures to force themselves to refrain from exploitive behavior, may orjent actions

around long-run considerations (North and Weingast 1989; Shepsle 1991;
North 1993). Finally, while political actors may be “shortdived” the o1ga-
nizations within which they act persist over extended periods of time and are
thus made up of overlapping generations of shortlived actors (Soskice, Bates,
and Epstein 1992; Bates and Shepsle 1997). Often these actors are embedded in

#Here is another example, concerning the European Union's negatiations over the Maaslricht
Treaty. There is strong evidence that for immediate electoral reasons, John Major insisted on an opt-
out for Britain from the EU's social protocol, rather than an amendment that would have radically
watered down the protocol. It was clear at the time that the latter option would have provided a bel-
ter pratection for British sovereignty (Pierson 1996). Indeed, the opt-out did not survive the acces-
sion of a Labour government in 1997,
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career trajectories where advancement depends on adherence to organizational
expectations. In such settings, organizational designs may “transform the ambi-
tion for advancement within the institution into constraint, thereby generating
enduring regularities in the choices of individuals” (Soskice, Bates, and Epstein
1992, p. 548).

Efforts to lengthen time horizons in politics will, however, often prove inef-
fective. Especially problematic is the fact that each of the “time-lengthening”
devices discussed above relies heavily on the capacity of one set of actors to ade-
quately assess the behavior of others in order to detect opportunistic actions, and
then to bring the transgressors to heel. Yet such monitoring behavior is often ex-
ceptionally difficult in politics. As was discussed in Chapter One, it is often very
hard to establish accountability in political environments. Outcomes them-
selves are frequently difficult to measure. There are often long lags and complex
causal chains connecting political actions to political outcomes. The complex-
ity of the goals of politics, and the loose and diffuse links between actions and
outcomes, render politics inherently ambiguous. Even if failures in politics are
relatively apparent and the culpability of “agents” can be established, efforts of
principals to sanction those agents may be difficult. Many participants in politics
(voters, members of interest groups) engage in activities only sporadically. Their
tools of action are often crude, such as the blunt instrument of the vote, and
their actions may have consequences only when aggregated with those of other
actors in circumstances where coordination js difficult or impossible.

Thus, both monitoring and sanctioning difficulties place serious limitations
on techniques for lengthening actors’ time horizons, It is no accident, for in-
stance, that much of the generally optimistic rational choice discussion of “cred-
ible commitments” in politics has focused on relatively transparent financial
issues (e.g., budget deficits, monetary policy). In these settings, peiformance in-
dicators are clear and lines of accountability are unambiguous. Hence, behay-

ior is relatively easy to monitor. While these issues are obviously important, it
must be stressed that for reasons already noted they are fundamentally atypical
of the kinds of matters dealt with i politics.

An additional limitation of these techniques for lengthening time horizons is
particularly relevant for the specihc issue of institutional design. Even if some of
the mechanisms discussed by rational choice theorists are operative in everyday
politics, they will often be especially fragile or absent altogether precisely at mo.
ments of institutional formation (Horowitz 2000, p. 257). At founding moments,

ical decision makers (Elster, Offe, and Preuss 1998).

My point is not that actors always have short time horizons, but that they often
do. Where we would expect relatively short time horizons to be operative, func-
tional claims about institutional design become more suspect, and long-term
institutional effects may be better treated as by-products rather than goals of in-
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stitutional designers. Thus, short-term and long-term effects need to.be dist}iln
guished, and the issue of actor time horizons should be treated as a variable with
real implications for questions of institutional origins and change, and therefore

a subject deserving serious study.

Limitation 4: Institutional Effecis May Be Unanticipated

Even if institutional designers do have singular goals, do act ins.trumentally, fmd
do focus on the long-term, unanticipated consequences are hk.el_y to be wide-
spread. Of all the limitations of the rational design argument, this is Perhaps the
most significant. Anyone engaged in empirical research n the social sciences
knows that the most instrumental and canny of actors still cannot hope to ade-
quately anticipate all the consequences of their actions. Institutions may not be
functional because designers make mistakes. o . .

Unanticipated consequences are of tremendous significance in 1.nodem_ poli-
ties. Over time, industrial societies have become much more dlfferentlate.d,
involving increased interactions among increasing numbers qf people. The his-
torical process has been elegantly summarized by Norbert Elias (1956):

The network of human activities tends to become increasingly complex,
farflung, and closely knit. More and more groups, and with them more
and more individuals, tend to become dependent on each other for their
security and the satisfaction of their needs which, fqr the greater part, sur-
pass the comprehension of those involved. It is as if first thqusands, th.en
millions, then more and more millions walked through this wror]d with
their hands and feet chained together by invisible ties. No one is in charge.
No one stands outside. Some want to go this way, others ﬂ’lé-lt. They fall
upon each other and, vanquishing or defeated, still remain chained to each

other.

The profound implications of increasing social complexity need to b.e under-
lined. As the number of decisions made and the number of actors involved
proliferate, relations of interdependence —among actors, organizations, :and
'institutions—expand geometrically. This growing complexity has two distinct
consequences. First, it generates problems of overload. Mpre prevalent and
complex political activity places growing demands on decision makers. In this
context, tilne constraints, scarcities of information, and the need to delcga?e de-
cisions may promote unanticipated effects (MEII'CI-] and Olsen 19.89;-8111?01'1
1957). At the same time, increasing social complexity leads to growing interac-
tion effects. Initiatives often will have important consequences for realms out-
side those originally intended. As Garret Hardin puts it, “We can never do
merely one thing” (Hardin 1963, pp. 79-80). Ins.tead, we sh_oulfi e).cpect.that s0-
cial processes involving Yarge numbers of actors in densel}lr 111.st1tut10_nahzed_so-

cieties routinely generate elaborate feedback loops and significant interaction
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effects. In such settings, decision makers cannot hope to fuily anticipate all of
the major implications of their actions (Jervis 1997).

Nor ts it just that social contexts are extremely complex; the difficulties are ex-
acerbated by the fact that the abilities of individuals to draw inferences and judg-
ments from their experiences have systetnatic biases.” Levitt and March (1988,
p- 323) provide an excellent suinmary:

[Individual human heings are not perfect statisticians. . . . "They make sys-
tematic errors in recording the events of history and in making inferences
from them. They overestimate the probability of events that actually occur
and of events that are available to attention because of their YECency or
saliency. They are insensitive to sample size. They tend to overaitribute
events to the intentional actions of individuals. ‘They use simple linear and
functional rules, associate causality with spatial and temporal contiguity,
and assume that big effects must have big causes. These attributes of ind;-
viduals as historians all lead to systematic biases in interpretation. 1

For all these reasons, social activity —even when undertaken by highly knowl-
edgeable and instrumentally motivated actors—should typically give rise to sig-
nificant unintended effects (Hayek 1973; Hirsch 1977; Schelling 1978; Van
Farijs 1982; Perrow 1984; Jervis 1997). Nor is there any reason to exempt the task
of institutional design —given the manifold and complex consequences of insti-
tutions and the typically volatile circumstances under which niajor institutional
choices are made —from this general tendency. Instead, there are good reasons
to be skeptical of theories that place near-exclusive weight on the capacity of de-
cision makers to make extremely accurate assessments of the consequences of
mstitutional choices.

The changing institutional position of state governments in the United States
provides a good example (Riker 195 5). Because approval of the American con-
stitution required state ratification, the interests of states received considerable
attention in the process of institutional design. The framers intended the Senate
to serve as a sirong suppoit of state interests. State legislatures were to appoint
senatoss, who were expected to serve as delegates representling states in the for-
mation of policy. Over time, however, senators secking greater autonomy were
able to gradually free themselves from state oversight. By the early 1900s, the en-
actment of the Seventeenth Amendment requinng the popular election of sen-
ators only ratified the result of a lengthy erosion of state legislative control.

Examples could easily be multiplied. Many post-Conumunist systemns in Eu-
rope adopted independent executives in part to limit party systerm fragmenta-

u ] L . .
For an excellent discussion of how “the process of constitutional choice js fraught with the prospect
of bias and distortion,” see Horowitz 2000.

. . N e _—

7 Ttis f\‘orth noting that many of the vognitive biases highliglted in this passage —overemphasis on
Intentionality, assumpticn of linear relationships, emphasis on ternporal contiguily in causal ac.
counts—nurror crificisms that I make of major tendencies within contemporary social science.
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tion, but in practice this appears to have had the opposite effect (Carey 2000,
p- 748; Filippov, Ordeshook, and Shvetsova 1999}, The European Court of Jus-
tice, expected to play a relatively limited monitoring role over the interactions of
powerful member states, worked in collaboration with the national cousts of
European countries to dramatically expand its authority to exercise judicial re-
view (Burley and Mattli 1993). The simple rule in Section 5 of Article One of
the U.S. Constitution, indicating that “each house may determine the rules of
its proceedings,” gave rise unexpectedly to the Senate filibuster, which, as Gary
Miller points out, “has had enormous policy consequences over the twentieth
century” (Miller 2000, p. 539). Most students of politics would have no trouble
generating many, many additional instances. '

Indeed, unintended consequences may be particularly likely in the domain
of institutional design, precisely because it typically involves bargained out-
comes among competing interests in contexts where multiple issues are simul-
taneously at stake (see Limitation 1). Horowitz, again, ably summarizes the

problem (2000, p. 270):

Typically, although the setting varies widely, negotiation is the method by
which proposals are hammered out. Negotiation has its own exigencies; it
entails bargaining, trading and splitting differences. If obstacles arise be-
cause the participants have divergent preferences, they may exchange in-
commensurables to overcome the obstacles, thereby producing a mélange
of institutions or even enshrining inconsistent solutions to problems within
the same document. With negotiation, one may conmtrast planning, a
process intended to produce internally consistent solutions to problems,
Even from a process of planning, of course, perfectly coherent outcomes
are unlikely, but in any case, in democratic constitutional design, bargain-
ing and negotiation are the main modalities. Bargaining has much to com-
mend it, but coherence is not among its virtues.

The prevalence of unanticipated institutional effects raises a difficult challenge
for social scientists—after all, if savvy social actors cannot anticipate mistakes, why
should social scientists expect to do better? Identifying the circumstances that
increase the probability of unintended consequences is indeed a formidable task.!!
Fortunately, it is not the fundamental one for those interested in institutional de-
velopment. The key point is this: the significance of unintended consequences

""The above discussion, however, points to two productive lines of investigation —both prominent in
recent saciological research - that seek to pin down the conditions where unintended consequences
are likely to be most significant. The first focuses on problems of cognition—the ways in which we
ate systematically error prone in our judgments of the social world, in particular those related ta
questions of cause and effect. For instance, since individuals tend to overweight the significance of
recent, highly visible events in their understandings of the social world, we might hypothesize that
institutional designers will systematically err in focusing on dramatic “failures” in the immediate
past. A second line of analysis would focus on distinctive social contexts. Social settings vary in the
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needs to be incorporated into the ways we think about institutional origins and
change, even if we cannot develop theories that can identify the kinds of mistakes
that are likely to occur. Put simply, if designers are extremely proficient in their
assesstnents of institutional effects, then it may make sense to focus only on the
moment of institutional choice, without worrying about what happens later.12 If
they are more prone to mistakes, however, then the issue of what happens after
unanticipated consequences emerge becomes crucial. Under these conditions
we need to think about processes of institutional development as well as pro-
cesses of institutional choice.

In the social sciences, however, the dominant response to the issue of unantie-
ipated consequences has been avoidance. Better altogether if this problem could
be made to go away. In practice, analysts have employed three plausible strate-
gies of evasion, which I discuss in ascending order of helpfulness. The most
common gambit is to treat unanticipated consequences, perhaps only implic-
itly, as an “error term” or “noise.” In practice this means to ignore the matter.
Without at least some further discussion, however, theorists cannot know how
serious the issue is that they are skirting—and thus how adequate actor-based
functionalism might be for explaining institutional arrangements.

Treating unintended effects as “noise” assumes that such effects will be ran-
domly distributed and will therefore tend to wash out, leaving the systematic, in-
tended effects behind. For some problems and settings, this is a perfectly
reasonable way for social scientists to proceed. It may make sense, for instance,
in studying certain aggregative social processes involving very large and atom-
ized populations, such as the stock market or public opinion (Page and Shapiro
1992). However, it is a far less helpful approach for the investigation of institu-
tional design and reform. Here, single unintended effects may be quite large.
Fuithermore, as I will discuss in Chapter Five, if institutions are often very re-
silient, then we cannot expect accidents to cancel out; instead, early accidents
may be selfreinforcing (Arthur 1994),

Dismissing unintended consequences asan “error term” or “noise” provides the
Justification for an exclusive focus on moments of initia] institutional choice, Here,
however, we can see a definite limitation of the “cross-sectional” or snapshot view
of institutions typical in actor-centered finctionalism. Depending on the stait-
ing point, either the long-term consequences of mstitutional choices or the orig-
inal factors generating the institutional choice will be outside the scope of the
analysis. So, of course, will be any recognition of disjunctures between the two.
Focusing either on institutional origins or on institutional effects— that is, on a

extent to which they involve dense and intensive connections among multiple domains (Perrow
1984; Jervis 1997). Such connections generate complexity and multiply the number of conse.
quences flowing from any single intervention. The prevalence of unintended consequences in in-
stitutional design should stem in part from this aspect of social contexts,

POf course, one would still have to cansider all the other limitations discussed in this chapter.
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snapshot of an institution-—the issue of unintended consequences simply van-
ishes from view. ~

A more helpful, but still limited, response is to acknowledge the hlgh poten-
tial for unanticipated consequences and to argue that this fact con_sht“utes a cru-
cial organizing principle of instititional design. As.Goodm puts it, A.cc1dent3
happen: but the frequency and direction of accidents can be mgmﬁcanﬂy
shaped by intentional interventions of social planners. . . . Insofar as the‘ social
world is accident-prone, we might want to design around the risk of accidents,
seeking robust institutions that can withstand the various shocks that will in-
evitably befall them” (1996, p. 29). o )

This is not simply a normative argument about how mstftutlons should” be de-
signed; the claim is that an awareness of the potential for unintended consequences
itself shapes the activities of institutional designers. More broadly, the new institu-
tional economics (and some of its political offshoots) argue that uncertainty—
both about the behaviar of others and about unforeseen contingencies— Plays a
major role in shaping the optimal design of institutions {Koremenos, Lipson,
and Snidal 2001). An efficient institution should be able to absorb, or adapt to,
the predictable (if unspecifiable) bumps in the road. .

Yet while this line of argument helpfully incorporates L1an€nded conse-
quences into the discussion of institutional design, it does not directly a(_idress
the issue of how common such unintended outcomes will be. We are S.tlﬂ left
wanting to know the extent to which accidents are likely to lead institutions to
function in ways at odds with the expectations of designers. Nor does th.1s gen_eral
resort to “correction-prone” or adaptive design specify what such a c.:Ie.ﬁgn might
be, or, crucially, how corrections can be made in reactiqn_ o unantllmpa.ted.con-
sequences. For these problems, one needs to think explicitly about institutional
development as a process unfolding over time, .

"These concerns are addressed in a final response to the problem of unintended
consequences, which pushes the analysis away from a chus on .the capacities of
nstitutional framers. This line of argument, not inconsistent with those alrezfd.y
discussed, suggests various selection mechanisms thgt will squeeze unantici-
pated consequences out of institutional settings over time. .C]zums gbout mech-
anisms of institutional enhancement are sufficiently i.nterestmg and important to
warrant separate and extended discussion later in this chapter.

Limitation 5: Institutional Continuity and Environmental Change

The world does not stand still once new institutional arrangements are se]e(.:i"ed.
“Gaps” between the preferences of powerful actors and the ﬁu-lctfonmg of political
institutions may also develop over time because of changes within the broader 50-
cial environment. As was discussed in Chapter Three, frameworks focused on in-
dividual or collective choice typically diminish attention to long-term, slow-moving
social processes that may be of great significance. In general, such accounts
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discourage the analyst from concenirating on the broader environments within
which choice processes take place (Kahler 1999). Yet major change in these en-
vironments inevitably characterizes the long run. These changes may alter the
functioning of political institutions, the dominant concems of powerful social
actors, or both.

Consider the development of Canadian institutions {(Watts 1987). The de-
signers of the Canadian federation sought a highly centralized form of federal-
s —in part as a reaction to the ways in which decentralization contributed to
the horrors of the American Civil War. Yet the Canadian federation eventually
became far less centralized than the American one. Among the reasons: the
Canadian federation left the provinces with sole responsibility for many social
policy activities that were then considered trivial. Over time, however, eco-
uomic development fostered growing interdependence, fueling the rise of what
camie to be known as the welfare state. With the growing role of government in
social policy and economic management, responsibilities previously ceded to
the provinces tumed out to be of tremendous importance. Quite unexpectedly,
Canadian federalism developed on a new and far less centralized path,

Political elites facing new concerns as a result of changing circumstances may
find that previously desirable institutional effects are now problematic, In Eu-
rope m the early twentieth century, elites faced a major political crisis, as ma-
Joritarian institutions that had served them well threatened to fall into the hands
of increasingly powerful warking-class parties (Boix 1999). Under such circum.
stances, the functioning of political institutions is likely to appear deeply unsat-
istactory to powerful political interests.

Limitation 6: The Problem of Actor Discontinuity

- Even absent major environmental change, “gaps” may emerge because the ac-
tors who inherit institutional arrangenients are not the same as those who de-
signed them. Indeed, a major ambiguity in theories of rational institutional design
concerns institutional inheritors. What does actor-centered functionalism imply
about the benefits of institutions to those who inherit them? Political institutions
are typically long lived. Given that institutions will usually outlive the people
who create them, we wish to know whether these originally “functional” aspecis
should be expected to remain in the interests of following generations (e.g., be-
cause those followers are much the same sort of actors as the creators).
Typically, actor-centered functionalism seems to rest (although usually only
implicitly) on strong assumptions about actor continuity. In the study of inter-
national relations, for mstance, where there has been a great deal of actor-

PSome rational choice analyses have addressed aspects of this issue. I have already discussed over-
lapping generations medels, which deal with problems of actor turnover. Some models distinguish
the coalitions that enact an institution from the ones inheriting the institution (Moe 1990; Horn
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centered functionalist work, this assumption of actor continuity is commeon. In-
deed, it may not be unreasonable since “states” are taken to be the main de-
signers of international institutions —and many international relations scholars
argue that the interests of states are quite sharply defined by the structure of t.he
mternational system. Keohane, for example, writes as follows: "Rational-chm.ce
theory . . . assumes that institutions can be accounted for by examining the in-
centives facing the actors who created and maintain them. Institations exist b(?-
cause they could have reasonably been expected to increase the welfare of their
creators” (Keohane 1984, p. 80, emphasis added).

What, however, if there are reasons to question this premise of actor continuity —
that is, to consider the possibilities that actors making initial institutional choicc?s
may well have quite distinctive preferences from those of their inheritors? r1_“]115
problem is only unimportant if we think that designers’ cheices will be inhe'nted
by actors much like themselves. With the passage of time, however, thls‘ as-
sumption becomes more problematic. This will be so especially in settings
where the assumption of some stable overarching context that generates a stab]e
patiern of preferences seems implausible. In the context of long-term institu-
tional development the language of “actors” elides a huge amount—who the actors
are is often ambiguous. Who, we might ask, are the “inheritors” of the American
constitution’s framers? Are they “the same” in some clear analytical sense? It is
not clear to me that these are answerable questions.

These six limitations provide strong grounds for challenging any presumption
that institutional effects will reflect the expectations and desires of institational
designers. As Horowitz (2002, p. 16) concludes, “Constitutions that have b_een
designed, as opposed to merely constructed, are difficult to find.” The “design-
ers” may be a diverse set of negotiators with multiple goals, making institutional
choice a complex and pluralistic outcome; designers may not be thinking
primarily in instrumental terms; they may be thinking instrumentlally, but be
preoccupied by short-term considerations; they may simply make mistakes; they
may find that institutions work less well as the surrounding environment
changes; and they may be succeeded by actors with distinct preferences. In all

- these cases, we are likely to see an uneasy tension between institutional arrange-

ments and the preferences of powerful actors. Convincing treatments of institu-
tional development must take all these possibilities into account.

Analyses that seek to explain the presence of formal institutions through ref-
crence to institutional effects have made important contributions to soeial theory.
Yet work along these lines also possesses serious limitations. As a result of these
ambiguities, problems, and omissions, functionalist explanations of institutigns
may be partial, focusing only on a few of the relevant mechanisms generating

1995). These accounts, however, have focused on the iplications of this distinction for initial in-
stitutional design, not for downstream processes of institutional development.
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stability or change in institutions. They may be nested, in the sense that their
claims are likely to operate only under circurnstances that must be established
through reference to arguments outside the scope of the theory. In many in.
stances they may simply be wrong. Too often, the argument boils down to some-
thing like this: “We know that institutions constitute equilibria. We have
propositions that show how such equilibria might be generated. Therefore these
propositions explain the equilibria that in fact emerge.”

The multiple problems with such a framework for explaining institutional
outcornes are nicely illustrated in Allison Stanger’s recent work (Stanger 2003).
As she argues in her detailed comparison of constitutional reforms in eastern
Europe, there are important limitations to functional explanations of these out-
comes. Political reform movements in easter Europe carried powerful precon-
ceptions about the character of political life and political activism. These
preconceptions, she demonstrates, had profound effects on their approaches to
questions of institutional design. Although strategic, goal-oriented behavior is
evident, none of the cases she studies exemplify a logic of institutional design in
which powerful actors simply incorporate those constitutional features that con-
solidate their political advantages. Initial resulls combine rattonalist, instrumen-
tal elements, with those reflecting the significance of political symbolism,
Unintended consequedices are manifest — most profoundly in the unraveling of
Czechostovakia, which the constitutional design process greatly accelerated,
Ongoing political and social events shaped the reform process in idiosyneratic
ways. “Designers” often exhibited short-term orientations rather than long-terim
visions for mastering these constitutional moments. For all these reasons, as
Stanger demonstrates, the downstream process of institutional development be-
comes just as important a focus of social science inquiry as the initial momen
of institutional “selection.”

Rescuing F UNCTIONALISM? EVALUATING MEecHANISMS OF
INSTITUTIONAL ENHANCEMENT

If the arguments just presented have merit, then institutional effects cannot be
assumed to derive in a staaightforward way from the intentions of farsighted,

rational inst_itutional designers, while nonetheless asserting that functional insti-
tutional designs will result over time, Indeed, this line of analysis has been at the
center of the {fairly limtted) efforts of rational choice theorists to think about in-
stitutional change.
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That economists have rarely worried about the possibilities of inefficient in-
shitutional outcomes stems not only from their faith in the capacities of human
designers, but also from a confidence in the potential for institutional enhance-
ment. Winter (1986, p. 244) terms this the “as if” principle: given the presence
of certain adaptive mechanisis, one can proceed as if individuals were rational,
highly knowledgeable and instrumental actors, because the results over time
will be the same. Markets, economists argue, provide two powerful mechanistns
for generating efficiency: learning and competition. Learning processes within
firms can lead to the gradual enhancement of organizational performance. Ac-
cording to Williamson (1593), one can rely on “the ‘far-sighted propensity’ or
‘rational spinit’ that economics ascribes to economic actors. . ., Once the unan-
ticipated consequences are understood, these effects will thereafter be antici-
pated and the ramiftcations can be folded back into the organizational design.
Unwanted costs will then be mitigated and unanticipated benefits will be en-
hanced. Better economic performance will ordinarily result” (pp. 116-17). Sir-
ilarly, competitive pressures in a market society mean that new organizations
with more efficient structures will develop, eventually replacing suboptimal or-
ganizations (Alchian 1950). 1 will leave aside the question of whether econo-
mists are justified in these confident assertions about economic organizations.
The issue is the relevance of these mechanisms to political settings. Potentially,
they offer an approach to institutional change that could salvage much of the
rationalist approach to explaining institutions. Competition and learning con-
stitute two alternative mechanisms that might account for the elegance of
institutional arrangements even in contexts marked by short time horizons, un-
intended consequences, and so on.

It is crucial to recognize that these arguments about mechanisms of en-
hancement contain an implicit view of institutions as highly plastic. As Paul
DiMaggio and Walter Powell (1991, p- 10) observe, “mnost public-choice theo-
rists and econormnists who study institutions view them as provisional, temporary
resting places on the way to an efficient equilibrium solution.” Although insti-
tutions are seen as providing some stability to an otherwise chaotic world, the

~ implicit or explicit claim is generally that major shifis in preferences, power dis-

tributions, or information concerning institutional shortcomings should give
rise to institutional revision.

This emphasis on the plasticity of institutions was signaled clearly in Riker's
classic treatment of institutional effects (Riker 1980). As noted in Chapter Two,
Riker was among the first to argue that institutions provided stability by solving
the “cycling” problems that are otherwise endernic to collective choioe processes.
Indeed, this became a key component of rationalist arguments about institu-
tional effects (Shepsle 1989). Riker, however, did not stop there. He noted that
institutional arrangements themselves would inherit this same cycling problem.
The result, he argued, was that we should expect the rules of the game to be
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quite fluid over the medium-to-long run: “The only difference between values
and institutions is that the revelation of institutional disequilibria i probably a
longer process than the revelation of disequilibria of taste. . . jf institutions are
congealed tastes and if tastes fack equilibria, then also do istitutions, except for
short-run events” (Riker 1980, p. 445) 14

In my view, this assumption of institutional plasticity represents a crucial flaw
in standard arguments about institutional enhancement—g claim that [ will de-
velop in detail in Chapter Five. At present, however, I wish to explore each of
these mechanisms of enhancement on its own ferms. To what extent should we
expect leaming and competition to create substantial pressures for institutional
adaptation? In fact, there are good reasons to believe that each of these mecha-
nisms of enhancement, while clearly important, js likely to be less effective
when one shifts from Williamson's world of firms in Private markets to the world
of political institutions (Moe 1984, 1990). At a minirnum, clear arguments need
to be made conceming the circumstances under which each mechanism i
likely to operate.

Enhancement through Leaming

Pwill discuss mechanisms of learning first, since these arguments are more eas-
ily linked to an actor-centered functionaljst account. Here the central claim
would be that powerful actogs are able to identify any gaps that might develop
between the functioning of institutions and their own preferences. They will
then take the necessary corrective steps to redesign institutions so that they op-
crate more effectively. Like many components of actor-centered functionalism,
itis hard to deny that this claim is sometimes true. The emergence of the kinds
of gaps discussed in the first part of this chapter could pe expected to nduce
powerful actors to search intensively for an Improved understanding and plausi-
ble responses to institutiona] shortcomings,

Boix’s study of institutional reform in early twentieth-century Europe can il-
lustrate, since it represents perhaps the most persuasive empirical study of insti-
tutional enhancement grounded in theories of rational mstitutional choice
{Boix 1999). Boiy’s empirical puzzle is the following. The electoral systemns of
fluropean countries were initially organized along majoritarian lines, which
sulled the interests of powerful political elites. In the Jate nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, however, these Systems came into crisis. A major change in
the social environment— namely, the gradual rise of working-class consciousness
and organization —led to pressures to expand the suffrage, and to the develop-

MIndeed, Rikers analysis is 50 pessimistic about the capacity of politics to generate any enduring
structures that he ultimately questions the ability of political scientists to make any general state.
ments about the political world at all —“politics is the dismal science because we have learned from
it that there are ng fandamental equiltbria to predict” (1980, p. 443),
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ment of strong socialist parties. In this new context, majoritarian institutio:lls
came to pose a considerable threat to ruling elites. How did they responcli? Boix
argues that these elites were able to take this information about new circum-
stances and use it to refashion institutions along the lines that an actor-based
functionalism would expect. Institutional reforms varied depending upon thle
optimal choices for powerful actors. Where the socialist threat was strong an.c! it
was difficult for conservative forces to coordinate around a single party, ruling
elites adopled systems of proportional representation.”® Where the so§ialist
threat was weaker, or coordination around asingle conservative party was viable,
majoritarian institutions were maintained. Boix’s statistical analysis suggests that
the historical record provides strong support for his hypothesis.

This account fits well with the Williamson perspective on institutional re-
design. Designers (or in this case, their inheritors) rationally assess chang_ed §ir-
cumstances. Based on their updated understandings of institutional functioning
they respond by introducing appropriate modifications to politicq] _instimt.iong
The central question is how reliable we should expect this mechanism of insti-
tutional enhancement to be. Here [ discuss reasons why we might doubt that
tearning dynamics will generally be very strong, In Chapter Five I w?]l consider
reasons why even if there are strong learning processes at work, we might not ex-
pect these to be effectively translated into institutional reforms. y

The main reason to question the strength of learning processes in political
contexts has already been discussed: the great complexity and ambiguity of the
political world. As was discussed in Chapter One, the contrast with ﬂ]@ market
settings analyzed by Williamson is stark. Markets can obviously be highly com-
plex and often confusing, Yet the central clarifying role of prices, the prevalence
of repeated interactions, the absence of 4 need to coordinate many of one’s eco-
nomic decisions with those of large numbers of other actors, and the presence of
relatively short causal chains between choices and results make it relatively easy
for economic actors to correct mistakes over time. In other words, these features
improve the prospects for learning. .

Notwithstanding reductionist efforts to make the search for votes the equiva-
lent of the search for dollars, politics lacks anything like the measuring rod of
price. Political actors frequently pursue a range of goals. While politicians ofte_n
will be focused on reelection, others ( e.g., bureaucrats, interest groups) have dif-
ferent ambitions. Thus, it is difficult to say what an “cffective” political system
would look like—what it would opttmize—even in theory. Political activity is
often intermittent rather than regularly repeated. Causal chains between actions
and outcomes are often vety long. Politics is simply a far, far murkier environ-
tent (North 1990b). This murkiness exacerbates the limitations of human cog-

nition discussed eailier in this chapter.

“Here Boix relies on Cox’s important work on electoral institutions and coordination problems

(Cox 1997).
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In part because of this opacily, even mistaken understandings of the political
world are often self-reinforcing rather than corrective. To return fo the concept
introduced in Chapter One, our basic conceptions of the political world, of what
works and what does not, tend to be “path dependent.” Established outlooks on
politics, ranging from ideologies to understandings of particular aspects of gov-
ermments or orientations toward political groups or parties, will often be Very re-
silient. As North has argued, actors operating in contexts of high complexity and
opacily are heavily biased in the way they filter information into existing “men-
tal maps” (North 1990a, b: Denzau and North 1994). Confirming information
tends to be incorporated, while disconfirming information is filtered out. North's
work confirms long-standing views of those studying political culture as wel] as
the recent contributions of cognitive science and orgamization theory.

Complexity of context and limits of human cognition mean that mistaken un-
derstandings in politics often do not get corrected. An additional problem is that
nstitutional revision generally requires “collective leaming” —large numbers of
people within and across organizations must come to see things in a sitmilar way.
As Hannan and Freeman point about, the metaphor of “learning” often applies
only awkwardly to collective action processes central to the pursuit of nstitu-
tional revisions: “When members of an organization have diverse interests, or-
ganizational outcomes depend heavily on internal politics, on the balance of
power among the constituencies, When such an organization faces an external
problem, which action will be taken, if any, depends as much on the coalition
structure of the organization as on the contiibution of alternative actions fo organi-
zational survival or growth. In such situations outcomes cannot easily be matched
rationally to changing environments” (Hannan and Freeman 1989, p. 23).

It may be appropriate in some circumstances to argue that politics involves
learning processes, in which responses to public problems proceed in a trial-
and-error fashion (Lindblom 1959; Heclo 1974; Hall 1993). Indeed, an Hnpor-
tant subject for further investigation would be to establish the types of political
circumnstances under which such learning processes seem likely to be effective,
as, for examnple, they appear to have been in the settings explored by Boix. There
is little reason, however, to think that learning will constitute a reliable tool of in-
stitutional enhancement in politics. Because political reality is so complex and
the tasks of evaluating public performance and determining which options
would be superior are so formidable, such self-correction is often partial at best.

Enhancement through Competition

The limitations of Williamson’s “rational spirit” in politics are even clearer for
the second mechanism of institutional enhancement, competition. This mech-
anism constitutes a form of evolutionary argument for the gradual refinement of
institutional design. As Axelrod {1984, p- 169) has noted, “The evolutionary ap-
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proach is based on a simple principle: whatever is successful is likely to appear
more often in the future.”

In economics, for instance, Alchian has made the classic argument for orga-
nizational refinement through competitive pressure. Alchian accepted that in-
dividuals and firms could not be expected to meet the cognitive demands
assumed by many microeconomic models. Instead, he employed the “as if”
principle: because economic competition effectively selected for superior orga-
nizational performance, markets would gradually be made up of firms with ra-
tional structures. This would be the case even if such structures were discovered
largely by accident. Firms with less efficient structures would either adapt or die;
in the long run, it did not really matter much which process was more prevalent.
Such arguments are functionalist in the sense that they explain the presence of
institutional features through reference to the desirable consequences of those
features. Institutional arrangements that serve key social functions are likely to
become more widespread over time as a result of selection pressures.

It is important to stress that at this point we leave the realin of “actor-centered
functionalism” and tumn to a form of what [ have termed societal functionalism.
Arguments based on mechanisms of competition focus less on the intentions of
actors than on the ways in which broader environments select for particular
kinds of outcomes. It is appropriate to consider these arguments within this dis-
cussion of rationalist explanations of institutions, because rational choice schol-
ars have sometimes sought to explain institutional arrangements through resort
to mechanisms of this kind. Weingast (2002, pp. 680-81), for example, suggests
that democratic institutions designed to secure property rights lead to high eco-
nomic growth, which enhances political stability—that is, it leads to enhanced
regime survival over the long-run.' Indeed, given a penchant for working back-
wards from observed functions of institutions, it is not surprising that a mecha-
nism of this kind would be invoked in many rationalist accounts.

Typically, however, this invocation is not matched by serious investigation of
the claim that mechanisms of competitive selection do in fact account for the
observed institutional outcome. The plausibility of this view depends on whether
or not formal political institutions, like firms, generally confront a dense envi-
ronment of competing institutions. Will competitors be able to capitalize on in-
efficient performance, swooping in to carry off an institution’s “customers” and
drive it into bankruptey? The answer is sometimes, but usually not. Competitive
processes are not irrelevant to the development of political institutions, but there
seems little case for giving them the kind of central role that Alchian does in his
discussion of the development of firms.

Models of political competition among institutional forms have been most ef-
fectively applied in understanding international relations. Tilly, for example,

16See also Przeworski et al. 2000.
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followed Otto Hintze in advancing the classic formulation that “states make war,
and war makes states” (Tilly 1975). He argued persuasively that the period of
early modern state formation could be understood in Darwintan terms. Hun-
dreds of initial sites of autonomous political authority were winnowed down to
roughly two dozen, mostly through ruthless military competition in an environ-
ment that “selected” for those state forms most capable of mobilizing for war.

Yet even in the realm of international relations the applicability of functional
arguments grounded in competition has evident limits. The extent to which states
Rave needed to “rationalize or dic” has varied considerably over time (Kahler
1999). Indeed, even in the harsh environment of early modern European state
formation, competition was not the only mechanism at work in selecting sur-
vivors {Spruyt 1994). Moreover, the contemporary mternational environment
offers far more extensive niches for weak and/or refrograde state structures to
survive (Jepperson 2001). Jackson and Rosberg (1982), for instance, argue that
weak states m Africa have remained largely insulated from competition of this
kind—protected by an international communily that for a variety of reasons
seeks to place limits on military contestation between nation-states, Tellingly,
the limits of this mechanism of enhancement in the international sphere are
clearly acknowledged in Keohane's actor-centered functionalism — the most ex-
tended and prominent rationalist analysis of institutional arrangements in the
international systen. Although he explicitly recognizes that functional out-
comes could be generated through this kind of environmental selection, he ar-
gues that such mechanisms are too weak in the international system to provide
astrong basis for generating functional outcomes, “In world politics,” he writes,
“states rarely disappear. Thus the functional argument as applied to our subject-
matter must rest on the prermise of rational anticipation” {Kechane 1984, p-82).

Once one tures from the nternational sphere to the domestic one, and
specifically to the study of formal political institutions, the case for expecting
functional outcomes as a result of corupetition becomes weaker still. There are
some realms of domestic politics where competitive arguments clearly apply.
Party systems in democratic polities, for instance, contain an obvious competi-
tive dynamic. One could argue with some justification that parties must adapt
their organizational practices and platforms in the face of such competition or
confront the prospect of decline. There can be little doubt, however, that dommes-
tic political enviromments are typically more “permissive” than economic ones
{Krasner 1989; Powell and DiMaggio 1991).

In most cases, in fact, political institutions are not really subject to direct com-
petition at all.'"? Instead, single institutional arrangements, or sets of rules, typi-
cally have a monopoly over a particular part of the political terrain. Consider the
two examples of political competition introduced above. Military competition

"Thanks to Alan Jacobs for suggesting this line of argumentation.

o :u n“ i
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occurs ameng nation-states, which are territorial units, each of which contains
a wide array of political institutions. Electoral competition occurs among pat-
ties, all of which operate under a particular set of electoral rules, While political
parties and nation-states may face intense competition, it is not clear that the no-
tion of competition between, say, electoral institutions is a meaningful one.
Thus, where competition operates in politics, it often operates “above” {inter-
state conflict) or “below” (among contending organizations) the level of donies-
tic political institutions. At a minimum, analysts would need to carefully specify
the conditions for competitive pressures to generate improvements in institu-
tional design. In practice, such conditions are generally going to be absent or
weak in nonmarket settings.

My overall point in this section is not that competition and learning are im-
plausible mechanisms of institutional enhancement. On the contrary, it would
be hard to deny that political institutions may be modified and enhanced
through each of these processes. Rather, the point is that in the political world
cach of these mechanisms exhibits considerable limitations. Thus, any ten-
dency toward “evolved functionalism,” either actor-centered or societal, should
be treated as highly variable. Instead of assuming the efficacy of such mecha-
nisms, political scientists should engage in sustained investigation of the cir-
cumstances under which they can be expected to operate reasonably well.

Formidable as these limitations of enhancement mechanisms may be, the
problems for functionalist accounts do not stop there. A final problem applica-
ble to both learning and competition needs to be mentioned, and it sets the
stage for the next chapter. Even if these mechanisms do operate in a particular
setting, we need to know how quickly they operate, As Hannan and Freeman
argue, leaming enhances “the chance of survival only if the speed of the re-
sponse is cominensurate with the temporal pattemns of relevant environments”
(Hannan and Freeman 1989, p. 70). If the tempo of such enhancements is
slower than the rate of environmental change, these mechanisms will generally
be ineffective in restoring some kind of functional equilibrium (Elster 1983,
p. 44 March and Olsen 1989, p. 55).

In fact, there are substantial factors that may slow, if nat stop, the operation of
any mechanisnis of enhancement, rendering them relatively imeffective in envi-
ronments that are also shifting over time. I have just outlined an “internal” cri-
tique of arguments about institutional enhancement, emphasizing whx t‘hese
pressures will often be weak. But one also needs to consider an external critique.
Assume for a moment that competitive pressures are significant, or leaming is
considerable. Does it follow that institutional refinement must result? The an-
swer Is no. Even where these mechanisins are clearly operative, they face addi-
tional hurdles: in Williamson’s words, learning or competitive pressures must
still be “folded back into the ... design.” For reasons discussed in Chapter Five,

this will often be very hard to do.
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This initial discussion of rationatist explanations of institutional arrangements
suggests that two corrections are called for: (1) functionalist premises about in-
stitutional origing and change should be replaced by carefully specified func-
tionalist fiypotheses; and (2) functionalist hypotheses should be supplemented
and contrasted with hypotheses stressing the possible nonfunctionalist roots of
Institutions. We should expect the prevalence of functional outcomes in the
construction and reconstruction of political institutions to be highly variable.
More subtle theories of institutional origins and change must be built around
careful argument about the preconditions for functional outcomes to occur.
This requires the specification of where such claims might break down and the
cireumstances that make the presence of such unfavorable conditions more of
fess likely.

Rather than assuming that institutions originate and change to meet functional
requirenents, we need to make this a target for investigation. This is wide-open
terraint for systematic research. It may be true, as Nixon said of Keynesianism,
that we are all institutionalists now. Yet social scientists have produced relatively
litde sustained empirical work, organized around clear competing hypotheses,
comparing instilutional origins and change across different settings. Without
this research, we are in no position to cvaluate the impact of particular contex-
tual features on institutional outcomes, or even to establish how prevalent such
features are in the political world.

The issues discussed in this chapter underscore the importance of examining
the intertemporal aspects of politics, rather than taking a “snapshot” view of po-
litical processes and outcomes. F° unctionalist accounts typically are based on the
analysis of particular moments—cither the moment of institutional origin, or
the contemporary functioning of an established mstitution {deducing origins
from current functioning). To see where these accounts might come up short,
one must consider dynanic processes that can highlight the implications of
short time horizons, the scope of unintended consequences, the efficacy or lim-
itations of learning and competitive mechanisims that play out over time, or the
possibly self-reinforcing effects of institutions over extended periods. This re-
quires genuinely historical research. By genuinely historical research | mear
work that carefully lavestigates processes unfolding over time, rather than siun.
Ply mining history for illustrations of essentially static deductive arguments.

Highlighting the benefits of more genuinely historical work implies that the
new mnstitutional economics is unlikely to provide a sufficient basis for theories
of institutional origins and change in politics. Indeed, T have stressed through-
out that efforts to translate theoretica] arguments from the economic realm to
the political one are more perilous than is often recognized. Such translations
need to be done with care, and with an appreciation for the limits of the anal.
ogy. This is not to dismiss the “new institutional economics” and its rational

-
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choice offshoots in political science. These lines of inquiry have generated fun-
damental msights. Indeed, inuch of the current analysis is built Ell’(.)kll‘ld a range
of contributions grounded in theories of rationat choice. There s little question
that insights about institutional functioning must be an imporrant'compom.ent
of our understanding of institutional development. Furthermore, rahonfﬂ choice
scholars have made an effort to show how various obstacles to functional dy-
namics might be overcome. L

To emphasize both insights and limitations is not to advocate that we s.pht
the difference” among alternative approaches. It is to recognize that distinct
bodies of theory may provide greater leverage for analyzing parti.cu.lat; contexts
and dynamics. As Jepperson {1996) has put it, seemingly antagonistic “theoreti-
cal imageries” may sometimes (but only sometimes) be more complementary
and less competitive than we realize. They may cover different aspects of pro-
cesses, with different theories contributing “modules” that can potentially l?e
linked to produce more complete accounts (Scharpf 1997).- They may be dis-
cussing discrete phenomena. They may possess pootly articulated boundary
conditions (x will hold under conditions a, b, and ¢, but y will hold under con-
ditions d, e, and f).

All these relationships among theoretical imageries would seem to be rele-
vant here. The most straightforward one concerns boundary conditions. The
analysis in this chapter suggests that particular contexis are more favorable to
functionalist accounts—rnamely, those where conditions are such that we can
expect initial designers to behave instrumentally, focus on ]ong—tlerm institu-
tional effects, and be relatively accurate in their projections concerning t1105§ ef-
fects. 1 would not suggest that political circumstances where these various
combinations of favorable conditions hold will be unheard of: indeed, they are
probably fairly common. On the other hand, it seems highly ufllikel.y that they
will be so common that theorists can safely operate from functionalist assump-
tions. Functional explanations of institutional origins and change are not wrong
headed, but they are radically incomplete. As a consequence, they suggest a
world of political institutions that is far more prone to efficiency and continuous
refinement, far less encumbered by the preoccupations and mistakes of the past,
than the world we actually inhabit.

Social scientists have built their limited mquiries about the origins of mstitu-
tional arrangements around the study of institutional effects. Rational choice
scholars have highlighted some main effects {or “functions”) and‘have based
their explanations for institutions around the idea that 'these .fugc.:tlons can be
the goals of institutional designers. Without denying this poss_lblhty, I will sug-
gest in the next chapter that institutional effects need to be mterPreted more
broadly. Once in place, institutions have many consequences, part;cularlylover
the long run, which reshape political environments. Inshtutlo.ns takelon alife of
their own and become genuinely independent causal forces in shapmg further
institutional development. We need to adapt the rich rational choice Literatue
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on mstitutional effects, with its characteristic concentration on immediate polit
ical and pghcy outcomes, to the distinctive problem of how established institu-
fions modify the prospects for further tnstitutional change, Doing so will help us

move beyond a focus on moments of mstitutional choice to the sustained study
of institutional development.

Chapter Five

INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

We, tao, are interested in equilibrium, but we insist that
equilibrium can be understood only within a dynamic
framework that explains how it comes about (if in fact
itdoes). Neoclassical economics describes the way the
wortld looks onice the dust has settled; we are interested
i how it goes about settling. This is not an idle issue,
since the business of settling may have considerable
bearing on how things look afterwards. More important,
we need to recognize that the dust never really does settle —
it keeps moving about, buffeted by random currents of air.
This persistent buffeting by random forces turns out to
be an essential ingredient in describing how things
look on average over long periods of time.
—H. Peyton Young (1998)

Formal political institutions have great capacities
for eliminating alternatives.
— Elisabeth Clemens and James Cook (1 999}

THE ARGUMENTS PRESENTED iN CHAPTER FOUR suggested the need to shift our
focus from explaining moments of institutional choice to understanding
processes of institutional development. Indeed, the need to do so is increasingly
recognized in the social sciences, although efforts in that direction remain halt.
ing. In the first two sections of this chapter I review the efforts of historical and
sociological institutionalists to explain institutional change. I then draw on the
preceding chapiers to outline a distinct approach to the subject of institutional
development.

Much of the literature I review has focused on why and how particular sets of
actors can be catalysts for institutional change. My argument, by contrast, is
about how lengthy processes of institutionalization condition the circumstances
confronting these reformers. In short, I prefer to talk about institutional devel-
opment rather than institutional change because the former term encourages us
to remain attentive to the ways in which previous institutional outcomes can
channel and constrain later efforts at institutional innovatior. By now the cen-
tral themes will be familiar: early steps in a process may fundamentally restrict
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the range of options available at later ones; identifying the mechanisms that gen-
erate such constraints can be a source of powerful insights into the determinants
of institutional change; important influences on courses of development may
operate only over extended periods of time and are unlikely to be captured by
snapshot accounts focused on the choices of particular actors. In combination,
these themes suggest some important propositions ahout processes of mstitu-
tional development and point to a distinct agenda for future research. In doing
so, they demonstrate the substantial advantages that come from addressing these
crucial issues of contemporary social theory from a vantage point emphasizing
how processes unfold over time.

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO InsTrTUTIONAL CHANGE

Choice-theoretic analyses have typically broached the issue of institutional
change only implicitly or at the margins. By contrast, other social scientists have
addressed the question directly. In this section, I draw on recent work ir political
science and sociology on institutional change to outline some of the major themes
developed in this literature.! A number of important claims emerge from these
analyses. Yet they, like the choice-theoretic arguments about institutional en-
hancement reviewed in Chapter Four, can be greatly strengthened by more 5Ys-
tematic aitention to the ways in which institutional arrangements that are in
place for an extended period can struchire the conditions for their own revision.

Historical and sociological institutionalists take many of the limits to actor-
based functionalism explored in the last chapter as points of departure. Political
institutions are depicted as the results of multiple processes, including, but not
easily reduced to, the strategic choices of goal-oriented actors, Change in envi-
ronmental conditions, balances of social pawer, ar unanticipated institutional
effects all can facilitate major efforts to generate institutional change. For rea-
sons that I will discuss at the end of this section, it is difficult to discern clear
propositions in this literature about the circumstances that are conducive to par-
ticular patterns of change in formal institutions. Nonetheless, a number of dis.
tinct and interesting lines of argument are discernible,

The Significance of “Critical Junctures”

As Thelen (1999, 2003} has emphasized, historical mstitutionalists have fre-
quently argued that institationg] change typically involves a dynamic of “punc-
tuated equilibrium” (Krasner 1989; Collier and Coliier 1991). There are brief

. o .
For extensive Teviews, see Clemens and Cogk 1999, and Thelen 1999, 2003. For a very useful con-
trast of “rational choice, "sociulogica]," and “historical” variants of the “new institutionalism," see

Hall and Taylor 1996,
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moments in which opportunities for major institutional reforms appear, fol-
lowed by long stretches of institutional stability. Junctures are “critical” because
they place institutional armangements on paths or tiajectories, which are then
very difficult to alter.

Arguments about critical junctures were discussed in Chapters One and Two.
"The branching model employed, with an emphasis on how institutional out-
comes at one point in time push social developinent on distinet tracks, is broadly
consistent with the argument | wish to develop in this chapter. As critics have
pointed out, however, these analyses often have had a difficult time accounting
for institutional change (Thelen 1999, 2003). Critical junctures are often at
tributed to big, exogenous shocks. In this literature, 1najor events such as war or
econoimic crisis constitute a catalyst for enduring institutional changes. The ex-
planation of change in these moments is thus typically idiosyncratic and post
hoc. Furthermore, while the investigation of critical junctures has led to signif-
icant insights into the sources of institational reproduction following the critical
runcture (Krasner 1989), these studies have had little to say about downstream
processes of further institutional change. Institutions are often seen as stable
until the next critical juncture arrives—as Thelen (2003, p. 19) argues, these
models “tend to distinguish sharply between periods of institutional creation
and periods of ‘stasis.””

The Role of Marginal Groups in Generating Institutional Change

A second major theme in this literature is that previous “losers” are often a cata-
lyst for institutional change (Clemens 1997; Clemens and Cook 1999; Thelen
2003}. As Clemens and Cook (1999, p. 452) argue, “Groups marginal to the po-
litical system are more likely to tinker with institutions. . . . Denied the social
benefits of current institutional configurations, miarginal groups have fewer
costs associated with deviating from those configurations.” In a sense, these au-
thors have followed up on Riker’s broad suggestion about institutional mal-
leability.2 Under the logic suggested by Arrow’s impossibility theorem, those on

the losing end in the initial round should be able to cobble together an alterna-

tive coalition in favor of revision. Yet underlying this focus on the political pe-
riphery are a number of critiques of actor-based functionalism: the emphasis
on the collective benefits of institutional arrangements rather than their distri-
butional consequences (Knight 1992); the lack of attention to the continuing
(often partly submerged) realities of political conflict (Moe 2003); and the

*Consider Riker (1980, pp- H4-45): “In the end, therefore, institutions are no more than rules and
rules are themselves the product of social decisions. Consequently, the rules are also not i equilib-
rium. One can expect that losers on a series of decisions under a particular set of rales will aﬂemp:t
(often successfully) to change institutions and hence the kind of decisions preduced under them.”
See Shepsle 2003 for a recent discussion of Riker's ideas.
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snapshc.)t’f 9rientation toward the moment of institutional choice, which obscures
the pgssrblhty that changes in cireumstances may lead previously weak actors o
effectively challenge institutional arrangements (Thelen 2004).

The Significance of Overlapping Processes

As I no.ted in Chapter Two, while rationalist accounts generally focus on 2 sin-
gle nstifutional arrangement, others have argued that it is important to examine
Interaction effects among muitiple institutional realms. In Karen Orren and
Stephen Skowronek’s formulation ( 1993, p. 321), “The Instituttons that consti-
tute the polity . . . will abrade against each other and, in the process, drive fur-
ther change.” By pointing to the interplay of multiple institutions as ;; source of
b.oth tensions and opportunities, this discussion of institutional change high-
lights a possible source of dynamism which studies focused exclusively on a s%n—
gle institution are untikely to capture. ’
Melpickl’s (1994) analysis of the “rights revolution” that has fueled regulato

cxpansion in the United States provides 2 good example. Tracing this revo]utio?]]
ﬂ‘ll’Oleg]] multiple venues and over an extended stretch of time, he demonstrates
that it must be understood as the result of an interaction betwe,en the courts and
angress. Newly emergent citizens’ organizations played a crucial role in, cou-
pling these distinct institutional sites. Advocates of policy activism in the federal
courts and congressional committees have, through interplay between the two

plo(;;iPiiities within each institutional setting. Siinilarly, Baumgartner and Jones
f( ; 3) ]str]ess hO\E th]e opening of new political venues can result i rapid insti-
tuonat change by disrupting or cireumventing arenas controll i

dominant actors. i eled by previoudy

The Role of Institutional E ntrepreneurs

Accqunts ol institutional change often highlight the role of “entreprencurs”
gSch:ckler %QOI)_ or “sk'i]]ecll sgcia] actors” (Sweet, Fligstein, and Sandholtz
..00.1). Mgbl]matjon for institutional reform typically creates very difficult col.
Jechve actton problems. Well-situated and creative actors may play a crucial role
in framing reform proposals so as to motivate participants and fashion coalitions
If, as Schlic]der argues, institutional reforms are often “common carriers” fm;
mu]t:ple u;ttelrests (Schickler 2001), then entrepreneurial action may be neces-
fsr; uc;gs;zloftt;]e;;solutmns and persuade the disparate parties to work together

e -2
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Although stressing the role of human agency in generating institutional
change, this literature also highlights certain structural features that facilitate
entrepreneurial efforts (Clemens and Cook 1999). Most mnportant is the posi-
tion of particular actors with respect to multiple social networks (Padgett and
Ansell 1993). Because entrepreneurial action requires the construction of coali-
tions and innovative framing of issues, actors who straddle significant social net-
works are especially well situated to engage in “skilled social action.”

Identifying Typical Processes of Institutional Change

In keeping with themes explored throughout this volume, these analyses have
stressed the importance of identifying typical processes of institutional change
(Thelen 2003). Recognizing such patterns is viewed as a crucial component in
the larger project of developing a persuasive body of theory about the conditions
influencing paths of institutional change. Three types of change have received
particular attention: layering, functional conversion, and diffusio.

Like the arguments about institutional enhancement discussed in Chapter
Four, mechanisms of layering and functional conversion build from the idea
that institutions face pressures to adapt to changes in social context. At the same
time, they incorporate a recognition that formal political institutions may be dif-
hcult to replace wholesale—a theme that I will explore in detail below. As dis-
cussed by Thelen (2003, p. 225), layering “involves the partial renegotiation of
some elements of a given set of institutions while leaving others in place” In
some cases, existing institutional arrangements may remain intact, but other in-
stitutions are added on— perhaps modifying the functioning of preexisting ones.
Schickler (2001, p. 15} suggests that “new coalitions may design novel instite-
tional arrangements but lack the support, or perhaps the inclination, to replace
preexisting institutions established to pursue other ends.” He points to the evo-
lution of congressional rules for budgeting as an example (p. 16). Reforms in the
1970s, designed to create a more centralized budgeting procedure, were layered
on top of existing budgetary arrangements. New budget committees were “su-
perimposed . . . on a decades-old structure of authorization, appropriations, and
revenue commiitees. . . . Too many members had a stake in their existing power
bases to allow the dismantling of the old budgetary system.”

“Layering” may also involve the creation of “parallel” or potentially “subversive”
institutional tracks. Reformers lacking the capacities to overturn existing instihi-
tional arrangements may try to nurture new ones, in the hope that over time they will
be able to assume more and more prominence. Steven Teles {1998) has pointed to
this kind of process in the case of pension reform. Unable to directly challenge
existing, well-entrenched systems of public provision, conservative reformers in
the United States focused on the establishment of a parallel path—private,
funded arrangements backed by public subsidies. In the long run, such layered
arrangerments can present a successful challenge to the institutional status quo.



138 CHAPTER FIVE

What Thelen (2003, p- 226) calls institutional conversion refers to sitations
where “existing institutions are redirected to new purposes, driving changes in
the role they perform and/or the functions they serve.” Specific institutions po-
tentially may serve many purposes. As a result, what may look like institutional
continuity in a formal sense may disguise very considerable changes in institu-
tional fimctioning. F urthermore, because the meaning of formal rules must be
interpreted, and multiple interpretations are offen plausible, the substantive role
of a set of rules may change even in the absence of formal revision.

As with institutional layering, Thelen argues that conversion may be carried out
either by the same sorts of actors who originally created the institution, or by new
actors, as a “consequence of the incorporation of groups previously on the margins
who turm institutions to new ends.” ‘The mechanism of functional conversion
thus builds in part on a key claim about the character of mistitutional environ-
ments. As already noted, these environments are often populated with groups who
are less than satisfied with existing arrangements and thus eager to exploit opportu-
nities to turn institutions to new purposes. Institutions, Schneiberg and Clemens
(forthcoming) argue, “generate grievance {through political exclusion). . . . Ac.
tors who are aggrieved but not co-opted are an important source of pressure for
institutional change.”

A final mechanism of institutional change emphasized in this literature is dif-
fusion. Unlike the arguments about layering and conversion, claims about dif
fusion often suggest the wholesale replacement of institutions. Sociologists in
particular have argued that fields of organizational activity often develop a
strong consensus on the appropriate nstitutional technology to be employed for
a specific purpose {Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1991; Jep-
person 2001). A number of distinet processes can give rise to this type of con-
sensus, such as the dependence of peripheral actors on more central ones for

- resources. Farticular weight, however, has been placed on the development of
clear norms of legitimate behavior in social contexts that are highly rationalized.
"These “organizational fields” are populated by groups of professionals who are
densely networked and have considerable resources and incentives to dissemni-
nate models of appropriate action, Where the conditions for such a consensus
are present, particular arrangements that are outside the consensus are likely to
suffer a decline of legitimacy and face strong pressures to adapt over time. Socj-
ologists emphasize the prevalence of “institutional isomorphism,” in which
practices within an organizational field exhibit far greater convergence than one
would expect based on putely endogenous processes.

Although presented as arguments about institutional change, these claims

ciological literature focuses on standardized practices, such as nonms, rather
than on formal institutions, In recent years, however, there was been growing at-
tention to isomorphic processes that would affect the formal ingtitutional prop-

i
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erties of nation-states (Meyer et al. 1997). Some s.ocic,),logists argue that dthe CL;]
tural development of something like a “world society,” has ?cgelerated 'ramc? Olr
cally in recent history—especially after World VIV'far ]I.‘Thls is seen EllS a ms]t "
source of both institutional convergence, as pohhes. Wli.IhOL.lt particular mstif
tional features adopt them, and similar patterns‘of institutional chan(?e across
nation-states, as increasingly legitimized norms induce all states to adopt ne(\;v
procedures. The result is “a world in which national states, subject to O,I'ﬂy I{m
est coercion or corntrol, adopt standard identittes and .stmclmral f(?rms. (dl\« e).rzl
etal. 1997, p. 174). These accounts emphasize fhat funchonal.lty h.as.htﬂe to] 0 w1b1_
these patierns of institutional development_— }ndeed, \fvhat is striking to t 1etsedot
servers is the limited impact of local conditions, which would be expec; 0
produce a far greater diversity of institutional forms. As I noted in Chap;[er tour,
Blais and Massicotte have identified spatial and tempora! clu§[ers in the struc-
ture of formal institutions that are highly suggestive of a diffusion dynamic.

Some Problems

Later in this chapter I will draw in part on the.insights in this emerginglh‘tera;mre
to fashion some propositions about institutional .deyelc.)pmc;nt. At {E]ls s a%e,
however, I wish to emphasize three il‘ﬂpOl‘ta]Tlt l{n11tlat1011s. The fst is tl(if
paucity of claims about when we should expect {nstl_tut{onal change to t([)ccutf, or
when we should expect to see some patterns of institutional cl?ange ra 1e-r han
others. Thelen {2003, p. 37), for instance, conclud‘es b){ stressing that ]{1:6.1 essay
has focused on conceptual innovation—the ifien‘ttlﬁcahon of modes of 11]3?}:1_1;
tional change. She acknowledges that identifying I‘E‘he faptors or condltt}:)nsf at
facilitate different modes of change” constitutes a “crucial [n'asearcjl% ontier.
In this respect it is perhaps telling that I haye' resorted a list of ftllemes 111
summarizing this literature. Without minim@ng the significance O“.t 1ese con-
tributions, they often leave us in a position Sll]ll]fl[’ to some of the ]ulst—sl? l_eizc-
planations discussed in Chapter Two: sometimes mstltuhon:ﬂ cl.mng.e 0o sb1 i
this, sometimes like that. From this literature one gets only limited ideas abou
when, for example, “losers” from previous rounds will be able to p]ress‘succ;?ls(sé
tully for institutional change, or when we ‘t;voulld ﬁxpect to see mechanisms li
ional conversion or layering come into play. .
f”f‘;ﬁ‘:r‘; a;; important exgeptiogns. Schickler (2001), for 111§tance, devela:qt)}.i;l i
number of clear and innovative propositions about the cu‘cumstances] a
should be conducive to particular kinds of insti‘tutlonr?il change. These are, 10v:—
ever, restricted to the specific terrain he examines— institutional arrangements

*Only the last of these, [ hasten to note, applies to arguments about iSO]]]OIPlllS]ll. —
*Clemens and Caok (1999, p. 451), for example, note that dense networ}c ties may “facil ate 311.1 '
contaitment or diffusion” —that is, either institutional stability or institutional change. Again, this is

identified as an important issue for further research.
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within the American Congress.® Schickler is cautious about drawing broader
implications, and rightly so, given the extent to which his imaginative argu-
ments turn on some of the peculiar features of Congress. Indeed, I will suggest
later that many of his propositions are unlikely to prove portable beyond the par-
ticular setting he explores. This does not diminish his achievement, since clear
and persuasive claims about factors influencing institutional development in a
single important context are substantial contributions. Yet it remains some dis-
tance from a set of plausible claims about the factors influencing diverse paths
of institutional development,

This paucity of propositions stems in part from the second problem in these
studies, which is the selection biases that emerge from the typical method of in-
quiry employed in these studies. Essentially, this literature has progressed by
building claims from case studies of nstitutional change. In many respects, this
focus has been salutary. As T have emphasized, social scientists miss a great deal
if they do not trace institutional arrangements over time. Snapshots hive off ini-
portant aspecis of the problem of institutional development, yielding misleading
conclusions. Unintended consequences, for instance, are unlikely to be ob-
served, much less analyzed. Tt is probably only through the careful tracing of par-
ticular historical processes that many of the key theoretical questions about
institutional change could even be formulated. And these studies, by identifying
and highlighting particular pathways of institutional change, have made a cru-
cial contribution to conceptual development.

By their very nature, however, these studies cannot tell ug much about how
common particular kinds of Institutional change might be. It is hard not to take
from them the implicit suggestion that the changes described are fairly fre-
quent—since case studies are often concluded with a set of broad implications
to be drawn from them. But in fact, of course, these studies may focus on
processes that are quite unusual, And single studies of institutional change, even
while usefully pointing to important political phenomena, have distinct liabili-
ties when used as a source of sharp hypotheses about variation in institutional
outcomes. Because these are all studies of substantial institutional change, it is
difficult to be sure which factors are important in generating the observed out-
comes. Factors emphasized—such as the efforts of skilled social actors—may
also have been present in other cases where change is not observed.

*A few examples: entrepreneurs are more important when some specifiable types of interests are
central {e.g,, broad congressional interests); dismantling rather than layering of institutions is more
likely when a new majority appears after a long periad in the minority; efforts to intreduce broad
Congress-strengthening reforms are more likely during or after wars, and have become increasingly
common over the course of the iwentieth century; majority party interests are far more likely to mo-
tivate institutional reforms in the House than in the Senate; and certain kinds of institutional reform
coalitions are more common than others—e.g, those combining majority party interests with broad
institutional interests, or minerity party interests with the interests of junior members.
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A third problem, also related to the reliance on case studies of change, is the
tendency to focus on the immediate sources of inst%futio.na.l change —the cata-
lysts. Single case studies will often have a hard time identifying theT tole of struc-
tural factors. These, by their very nature, will typically show lite variation
within a single case (Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1993, pp. 32-34).
As was discussed in Chapter Three, single case studies, unless very carefully de-
signed, are unlikely to highlight structural factors that influence outcomes _on]y
with substantial lags, or by restricting the range of pos'sible outcomes. This is es-
pecially problematic given the significant role of positive feedback in processes
of institutionalization—a topic discussed in detail below. If actors make adapta-
tions and commitments to institutions, institutional equilibria will often deepen
over time. Where this happens, a long, slow erosion of the prec.ondi'tiogs fgr in-
stitutional reproduction may be a crucial factor in generating institutional
change. What may seem like a relatively rapid process of reform is in fact 01.11y the
final stage of a process that has in fact been underway for an extended period.

Instead, case studies of institutional change will often be drawn to the study of
“triggers.” Broad, structural features, as well as long, slow-moving processes,
which may be crucial preconditions for institutional change, reced(? ﬁqm view.
In part because such studies make it possible to examin_el moments of mshtutlonzlll
change in ine detail, the role of particular actors in imtlatl.ng such movements is
likely to be highlighted. Yet these studies have greater dlfﬁcg]ty n 1@enhfymg
those features that facilitate, impede, or channel entrepreneurial activity.

In short, it is probably not accidental that this literature has ‘Plzfced hea'vy
weight on the role of particular kinds of actors—entreprencurs, “skilled social
actors,” and “losers” —in generating change. By contrast, there hgs been much
less emphasis on the types of circumstances that make H.IOSQ kinds of efforts
more or less likely to succeed, or that constrain the direction of SL}CC(?SSfL.lI re-
form efforts. The characteristic blind spots of single studies of 1115htut10m1
change, it must be emphasized, become especially problematic when these in-
quiries are being used to foster conceptual development and generate hypqthe—
ses, as has been the case in the study of institutional change. The biases contained
in ?these accounts will be transferred to the developmeni of concepls and hy-
potheses employed in broader studies of institutional change.

The final problem is a preoccupation with the sources of pressure for change.
This literature is not only overly preoccupied with studying the contributions of
institutional reformers; it is more generally focused on the factors that lead to
demands for change. This is true even for more st.ructural'accounts,. such as the
sociologists” arguments about institutional diffu51‘{‘3n.a_r1d {somorphism and t]h.e

emphasis historical institutionalists have placed on critical junctures. Why is this
a problem? Because understanding the preconditions for particular types of m]sh-
tutional change requires attentiveness not only to the pressures for reform but also
to the character and extent of resistance to such pressures. Change and stability are
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fwo sides of the same coin. The successfiu] generation of grievances against par-
ticular institutional arrangements must be understood as partly a breakdown in
the factors reinforcing the status quo, An adequate theory of institutional devel-
opment must pay sustained attention to the jssue of institutional resilience 6

INSTITUTIONAL RESITIENCE AND INSTITUTiONAL DEVELOPMENT

Absent a consideration of the sources of institutional resilience, we cannot assess
the effectiveness of the mechanisms of mstitutional enhancement emphasized
int ationalist accounts, or the mechanisms of institutional change identified by
historical and sociological institutionalists. As institutional resilience increases,
the effectiveness of these mechanisims declines. Equally important, where we
can establish the features of a particular setting that increase resilience, we gain
insights into the factors that facilitate particular kinds of institutional change.
Because resilience is a variable, and becayse its effects may be to channel rather
than simply prevent institutional reform, a careful exploration of its roots can
help us to think more clearly about the prospects for “bounded” mstitutional in-
novation (Thelen 1999, 2003, 2004),

Fwill argue below that many of the key concepts for an understanding of in-
stitutional resilience can be found in work of rational choice scholars. Yet for the
most part rationalist theories of institutional choice have not regarded this di-
mension of institutiona) development as particularly important. The reasons for
this oversight are clear. Rationalist accounts are generally optimistic about the
capacities of designers, At the same time, they have typically emphasized insti-
tutional plasticity and the capactty of reformers or selection processes to en-
hance institutional performance over time.

The argument I develop in the remainder of this section, however, is that
there are strong theoretical grounds for holding that institutional resilience in
many settings is likely to be considerable — far more pervasive than Riker’s analy-
sis of institutional cycling suggested. Four major obstacles to revision need to be
distinguished: coordination problems, veto points, asset specificity, and positive
fecdback. Together, these factors often make revision quite difficult. Equally im-
portant, they influence the conditions under which revisions will be possible
and favor certain kinds of revisions over others. They therefore constitute fin-
damental building blocks for an understanding of institutional change.

“Tshould emphasize that these arguments about institutional resilience represent potential comple-
ments, rather than competitors, to arguments about institutional development that facus on catalysts
for change. Each approach is likely to capture important aspects of the issue, Later jn the chapter |
peint to instances where there are particularly direct synergies between these lines of argument.
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Coordination Problems

Much in recent rationalist theorizing has emphasized how inshtuho.ns]s*c)lvfl co-
ordination problems for actors. In these models, actors are better off if they have
reliable expectations about the behavior of others. Ins‘tltuhonal chmttlze is seen ;s
primarily a matter of actors converging on a focal point that so]\'fesl 91;(1}1 c&qlrl 1;
nation problems (Cox 1997; Carey 2000; Cja]ve:t 1995; Hardmti  Mi ¢

2000). These actors may disagree about the b_est. outcome, but they _alz eggeé
to reach a shared understanding. Even coordination around some less- esire

outcome is better than no coordination at all. In these models, expectations

about what others will choose to do are crucial in driving behavior toward a co-

ordinated outcome.”

Institutions constitute equilibria; once actors have coordinated on one,lthey
have no incentive to unilaterally alter their behavior. Furtherm\ore, an emp ms&s
on coordination and adaptive expectations suggests, as John Carey h-as argue .
“that institutional equilibria are sticky, even in the face of chan%esbrln 31% sml—
rounding political environment” (Carey 2000, p. 754). The foulm able lt_ CUE
ties involved in coordinating multiple actors around some possible institutiona
alternative hamper the prospects for revision (Hardin 19‘89).. . t

In this sense, actor-centered functionalism does i].l.ghl-lg}-]t an importan
source of institutional resilience. Yet here again the ethbr.la in quesh@:l _se'e]rln
very fragile—if actors can coordinate around some a!ternatl_ve, evert a 1aC '1ca y
different one, the institution in question should quickly give way. In- arey’s
lucid account, for instance, the only thing giving greater sfablhty to f():n.ml po-
litical institutions is the fact that they are written down (“parchment 1nslt.ié1u-
tions). This makes them stronger focal points. To date, tlu_:_‘re has l/);l:en 1d e
analysis of just how much stability COOl’dl.l"latIOﬂ prqblems u]dljl]fe‘f Cisxan er
(2001} has suggested an important limitahon—gcho'mg the work o eme];s,
Schickler, and Thelen on “losers” or actors marginalized by the stfat.u‘slquutv c-
cause groups that alveady exist, such as social movenents or pf)l.itlcf? par tel:,
will often champion revision efforts, the most formidable coordination prob-

* lems may already have been solved.

Furthermore, coordination models often say little about what is likely to hap-
pen if a particular institutional equilibrium does give way. In many cases, these

“In its emphasis on solving coordination problems, this instjtutions—as—equihlbrm. aiplt)‘mac;h ;]s];:zrc:—
ant of actorcentered functionalism, but 2 weaker one. Actors b.CI.]Eﬁt from t 1e]:10 1 110'11]l c:he o
ordination problem, but a particular institution can be an ethbnflm-eve‘n thL;gl. .|e U Comh.-
involved might have preferred seme other outcome. In other wor‘ds, mst!tutloln‘a .-Ctl_m-gt-cs b const
tute a prisoner’s dilenuna. Coordination models have some f)ther mtereslmg;: harac C.ﬂ le];;ﬂonshi ;
these models emphasize the presence ofl 1111]11ﬁple'l'elc).]t.1:llbrfa, thei(l s:;g(%;i]t gtl :tzltl gg;clzr; ationsh ]P)

i ant in determining which equilibrium is reache ML . )
g;ag’aﬁfe\,:z;:];oﬂr]t generally prefer sfi)me institution to no instihltionj the .typlc;é Sg;lgglc is over
which ingtitution to settle on, and here political resources become cructal (Carey .



14 CHAPTER FIVE,

models suggest that any new equilibrium may be as likely as any other, regard-
less of how different it is from the old status quo. In other words, these models
are not very helpful for thinking about the paths of likely reform over time for
any particular institutional arrangement.®
Coordination difficulties do indeed constitute a potential barrier to institu-
tional revision, but they represent a very partial treatment of the sources of insti-
tutional resilience. If we are interested in institutional development rather than
simply initial institutional choices, we wish to know how fragile particular insti-
tuttonal equilibria might be, what kinds of challenges they may be most vulnera-
ble to, and what kinds of revisions are most likely if challenges do in fact emerge.?
In addition to coordination problems, three additional sources of institutional
resilience need to be considered: veto points, asset specificity, and positive feed-
back. These factors are likely to Operate even in contexts where learning effects,
competitive pressures, challenges from below, or isomorphic processes may be
significant. They confer substantial resilience to formal political institutions, ex-
tending well beyond the stickiness stemming from coordination problems. This
resilience may be sufficient to block institiutional change entirely. It may also
play a crucial role in channeling efforts at revision along particular paths, mak-
ing reform in highly institutionalized setlings an overwhelmingly incremental
process.

Veto Points

Institutional arrangements in politics are typically hard to change. As Goodin
(1996, p. 23) puts it, stability and predictability are achieved through “a system
of ‘nested rules,” with rules at each suceessive level in the hierarchy being increas-
ingly costly to change.” Thus, in many national settings “nested rules” created by
ordinary legislation must pass through multiple veto points, often requiring broad
supernajorities. In other political settings, such as the European Union, hurdles
to change are even greater. And in most polities, efforts to change rules higher
in the hierarchy (e.g., constitutions) require even greater levels of consensus. In-
deed, many constitutions effectively prohibit—short of 2 revolutionary rejection
of the existing regime — certain types of revision altogether.

As I noted in Chapter One, there are two broad reasons why political institu-
tions tend to be designed to be change resistant, First, in many cases, designers
seek to constrain themselves. The key insight of the “credible commitments” lit-
erature is that actors can solve the “lime inconsistency” problem that otherwise
bedevils collective agreements if they remove certain alternatives from their
future menu of options. Like Ulysses preparing for the Sirens, political actors

*Carey (2000} argues to the contrary, but it is not clear on what grounds,

"The importance of examining the fragility of institutional equilibria is a central theme in Young
1993
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often bind themseives, restricting their own freedom in order to achieve some

ter goal. . .
gm;leioid, those who design institutions and policies may wish to bind their
successors, Moe terms this the problem of “political uncertainty” (Moe 1990).
Unlike economic actors, political actors lack property rights. D351gner§ know
that continuous control over institations is unlikely. This lgck of contirmous
control has implications both for how institutions are de31gn.ed and for gle
prospect of changing institutions once they'ar_e_ created. Iq parh‘c'ular, ﬂl()lse ?i
signing institutions must consider the possibility that icu' Pohhca] rivals Wil
one day be in power, and will be eager to overturn their designs, or to turn hfa
institutions they create to other purposes. To protect themselves, these actors
will often introduce rules that make preexisting arrangements hard to reverse. As
Moe (1990, p. 125) puts it, designers “do not want ‘their’ agencies to fall under
the control of opponents. And given the way public auth.onty is allocated and ex-
ercised in a democracy, they often can only shut out their opponents by shutting
themselves out too. In many cases, then, they purposely create structures that
even they cannot control.” This is perfectly sensible. Conﬂonhng the twin prob-
lems of time inconsistency and political uncertainty, designers may rf.:asonably
decide to make political institutions change resistant. Nonetheless, _thls c':har.ac-
teristic of political institutions has clear implications for tllle a‘nal.yms of institu-
tional change. When actors at a later time attempt to make institutional reforms,
they will often face considerable obstacles. ‘ .

Of course, there is now an extensive political science literature on veto points—
a literature to which rational choice scholarship has made extensiye f:ontrzbu-
tions (Scharpf 1988; Immergut 1992; Tsebelis 1995, 2000). Th:'s ll?era-ture,
however, focuses overwhelmingly on policy change rather than mshtutnpnal
change—largely, perhaps, because the issue of institu.tim?al change has until re-
cently been such a peripheral concern for political scientists. Yet i'he' presence of
veto points clearly has major implications for both the likelthood of mstltghon.al
reform and for the kinds of institutional reform that will be most plausible in
particular settings. o . _

For the study of institutional development, a crucial issuie is ot just the num-
ber of veto points but their structure. Specifically, some institutional veto points
are what Gary Miller has called “self-referencing”—the actors protected by
them control the process of institutional revision (Miller 2000, p. 539): Not all
veto points are self-referencing, and those that are wiH.be ‘self-referencmg only
with respect to certain kinds of reforms. Sometimes instltgtmnal l'gf(?rllls may be
introduced by referenda, which can weaken the capacity of pohtl(?a]. elites to
block changes damaging to their interests.1 In some cases {e.g., Russia in 1993),
a president has the legal authority to implement institutional reforms by decrees

“For example, Haly's major reallocation of political authority Lo the regions, which passed in a pap-
ular vote in October 2001.



0 CHAPTER FIVE

that alter electoral laws or diminish the power of the legislature (Cox 1997,
p- 18n).

Oun the other hand, many institutional arrangements are self-referencing be-
cause key actors are often vety concerned to build such protections into institu-
tional designs. Where the same set of actors who would lose influence as the
result of an institutional reform must agree to any revision one would naturally
expect a higher level of institutional resilience. In the United States, for exam-
ple, the 2000 election, in which the person who received the most votes for pres-
ident was not elected, might have been expected to give rise to strenuous
demands for reform or abolition of the Electoral College. Yet no such movement
developed. Part of the explanation must be that this feature of the American Con-
stitation is self-referencing: any of the established routes for institutional revision
would require the agreement of small states, which would stand to lose influ-
cnee as the result of a switch to a straightforward popular vote. The same point
applies to the United States Senate, which also vastly overrepresents small states,
Thus attention o the structure as well as scope of institutional veio points can
generate important insights into both the degree of resilience of existing institu-
tions and the most probable pathways of institutional reform.

Alexander’s (200]) recent comparative analysis of institutional reforms in Bu-
fope suggests the significance of both the scope and structure of veto points. He
does not highlight this point—indeed, he wishes to argue that veto points are not
particularly important and that mstitutional revision i generally easy.!! Yet hig
empirical discussion (pp. 2603-64} of attempts at institutional revision in estals-
lished Etropean democracies supports the argument presented here. Attempts
at major insitutional reform appear to have been much more common, al-
though still relatively rare, in contexts where velo points were minimal (e.g., the
French Fourth Republic) or not se]f—referencing (e.g., the repeated use of refer-
enda in Ireland and Ttaly).

HAlthough I strongly disagree with Alexander’s conclusion, which largely disconnts the sources of
Ingtitutional resilience explored here, his article is an important contribution to the emerging dis-
cussion of institutional development. He raises » number of important paints about the circum-
stances when institutional revision js likely to be more common —and thus supports the core claim
presented here, which is that resilience should be treated as a variable. His sweeping conclusion

about the ahsence of resilience stems, 1 think, from two sources: his focus on initjal periods of demn-
ocratic consolidation, and his depiction of serious efforis to pursue even incremental institutional re-
forms as evidence that instihitions are not resilient. Yet the approach advanced here also implies that
formal institutions are Tikely to be most prone to major revision during the initial consolidation phase,

and it would anticipate that bounded innovation (as well as occasional more radical disjunctures)

would continue. What it tries to do is establish some of the key factors that make different patterns of
Tevision more prevalent. As I note at several points in this chapter, Alexander's evidence actuglly

SeCms to support iy core claims about the factors that inhihit and channel institutional reform,
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Asset Specificity and Positive Feedback

Resilience stemns not only from the fact that coordinatic_n? prob_lems and the pres-
ence of veto points may make particular institutiona.l rev1510ns-d1.ﬁ€cult._Even moxtc
important, individual and organizational .adaptatlons to existing alnangemelll 5
may also make reversal unattractive. Over time, actors may adapt to t e n]ev: trlu es
of the game by making extensive commitments based on the expectation tha 11656-
rules will continue. Where such adaptations occur, t]jlesta_ aclions slllft,l per 1apts
radically, the costs and benefits of alternative courses o_f m#@ttongl deve Olin.nen :
Rather than reflecting the (functional) benefits of mshtutlpnahzed exchange,
institutional continuity (or strong tendencies towz‘n'd only mcrcmental ad)Llst-
ment) may reflect the rising costs of adopting prevpusly avalnlable a]temaﬁw;s.
These commitments, I wish to argue, are extensive anf:'l diverse. Equ.a yl -
portant, they are likely to accumulate with the passage of titne. Thus an 1311113 ica-
tion of a more developmental perspective on ins't1tu‘t10ns_wou1d be the’ fo mefg[
proposition: all other things being equal, an institution w:l.l be. more r?he;t, an
ary revisions more incremental in nature, the lo.nger the'mstltutzon las leen;i
place.'* This may seem a less than striking assertion, but it contrasts sharply with
most coordination models, which would seem to imply that revision of an insti-
tution would be little different after it had been in place for twenty years than it
would be after twenty minutes. Any difference would }Je a matter only of c[;andg?
in the strength of actors’ expectations, not a change in their preferencgs or dif-
ferent institutional arrangements. In fact, largely because gf devel.op:pg f:omi
mitments, we should expect the preferences of actors foT different mstitutiona
arrangements to be dynamic rather than stable.!3 As [ will dffmonstrate later in
this chapter, this has major implications for how we should think about processes
institutional revision.
o ;i]itslhljf)ls(;?ble, and indeed analytically crucial (Thelen 1.999),' to say imuch
more about the circumstances that can produce such selfreinforcimg processes.

"“In essence, this is an institutional variant of Stinchconibe’s famous “liability of newness” argument
i izations {Stinchcombe 1965}, . ‘
?:Ijﬂfv:t;ogii?fjfl[z)?lt\:?d]l_iiﬁn (2002) have usefully summrfnrizecl this ]ix.?e of argun}cn't' as mvol:‘mg
an emphasis on what they call “quasi-parameters” and a S}}l'ﬂ from tl}w ‘self-cnforcmg CU“_CCF ID]E
of institutions common in coordination models to a recognition that 1.11st.|h_.1tzuns can be not-]usr_sc
enforcing but reinforcing. “If an institution reinforces it.self, more zr?dmduals in more lsl-tua ions
would find it best to adhere te the behavior associated WlthA it. .]n Parhcu]ar, exogenoluds;:.]langrs |'n
the underlying situation that otherwise would have led.an ngtitution to chang-e”wou.‘ ail to have
this effect. An institution would be self-enforcing in a wider range of parameters.” This pal)er(jrel)re-
sents an interesting effort to work from a game-thearetic foundahog Foward a more susta;nésdr CEH;
sideration of historical dynamics. Tellingly, however, Creif an'd Laltu? .COTIC]_Ude (pp. 33— _ 2 tfa
“the standard repeated stage game asscciated with self—enforcmgequ:hbna is n.(ilt z}l)ppr’ofﬁnfa e for
modelling quasi-parameters . .. furthering the analysis of self-reinforcement will beneht from a

. . o
more explicitly dynamic analytical framework.
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The following discussion is intended to highlight the nature of the diverse corn-
mitments that can result from particular institutiona) arrangements and the
kinds of processes that are likely to generate them. The issue has received sur-
prisingly little attention in political science. This is ironic, since the problem es.
sentially requires the analyst to focus on institutiona) effects—precisely the area
that has been at the heart of institutionalist theory. Yet theorists have focused on
the effects of institutions on political processes and policy outcomes; rarely have
they examined the closely linked question of how an mstitution’s effects on the
social and political environment alter i turn the prospects for further institu-
tional revision. One can, however, adapt several insights from institutional the-
ories to address this issue.

What are the important implications that flow from the adoption of a partic-
ular institution? The key claim of institutional analyses of various stripes is that

costs and benefits of alternative institutional armangements? A useful place to
begin is with the concept of asset specificity.* An extensive body of work in po-
litical economy emphasizes variation in the extent to which the value of assets
are specific to a particular setting or use, rather than being casily reallocated to
some other activity (Alt et al, 1996; Lake 1999). To the extent that their assets are
specific, actors are likely to beconie more committed to the continuation of the
activily where those assets are applied. Joskow (1988), drawing on Williamson,
distinguishes site specificity (where value is based on location), physical speci-
ficity (where value depends on the type of transaction), human specificity (where
value depends on specialized knowledge and special relationships or developed
Erust), and dedicated assets (where the value of the assels in question derives
rom continuing specific exchange).

As Peter Gourevitch has suggested, this argument has tremendous relevance
for the study of institutional development:

c'hange that endangers these assets to be quite high; indeed, actors iy this
situation may be reluctant to rup tisks of any change atall, . Investment
of speciﬁc assets helps o explain institutiona) persistence. As actors in each
Sociely invest in a particular institutiong] ditangement, they have incen-
tives to protect their investment by opposing change. (Gourevitch 2000
pp. L44-45) ’

- S . .
4'] he foliowing diseugsion draws heavily on ideas suggested by Shannon (V'Neil Trowbridge, and to
Jont work in progress, *
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There are in fact strong political analoguies to all the types of asset specificily
listed above, which stem from the consequences that flow from particular kinds
of institutional arrangements. Individual politicians, political organizations such
as parties, interest groups, and even ordinary citizens will, over time, develop as-
sels that may be specific to a political institution (or set of institutions). In a fed-
eral system such as that of the United States, for example, where “all politics is
local,” politicians and political orgamizations will develop site-specific assets—
campaign headquarters, investments of time in traveling through specified areas
and talking with geographically concentrated voters, and the development of
expertise and reputations associated with particular issues that are important
largely within a specific geographic area. Institutional arrangements may en-
courage investment in specific physical assets, such as particular kinds of party
organizations or mobilizing strategies, that would be of far fess value under al-
ternative institutional arrangements {Strom and Muller 1999). This is undoubt-
edly one of the reasons why the organization of political interests often looks
remarkably different in different institutional settings (Schmitter and Lehm-
brach 1979). Full-time political participants such as politicians and lobbyists
also develop extensive specific human assets—namely, thetr skills in operating
effectively within a particular institutional envivonment and their relationships
with actors empowered by those arrangements. Finally, political actors will de-
velop dedicated assets, engaging in implicit or explicit long-term contracts with
other actors (e.g., those with more seniority within thejr organization) where the
payoffs to those with less seniority depend on the continuation of institutional
arrangements (Bates and Shepsle 1997).

Political scientists have noted in broad terms that political institutions can en-
courage specific types of investments (Lake 1999: Alt et al. 1996). Yet that ob-
servation is usually only used to account for the distinct policy preferences and
mobilizational strategies employed in different institutional contexts. What has
been missed is the crucial implication that these investments will alter actors’ as-
sessinents of the benefits of institutional change. Although this important research
agenda has been left largely unexplored, the large literature on institutional ef.
fects and the relatively well-developed theoretical work og asset specificity could
facilitate rapid progress.

Careful readers of Chapter One will note that the discussion of institutional
resilience so far stresses some of the key features described there as sources of
positive feedback—which in turn generates path-dependent development. In
such a process, moves in a particular direction can be self-reinforcing, making it
increasingly difficult over time to reverse course. Adaptive expectations, partic-
ularly in settings where actors have strong incentives to coordinate, generate pos-
itive feedback. So does the accumulation of individual and organizational
commitments, as emphasized in work on asset specificity. Yet these factors fail to
capture the full range of positive feedback cffects that accompany processes of
institutionalization, and it is important to consider these other effects as well.
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Perhaps most important is the development of strong interlinkages among
institutional arrangements over time. Once established, formal political insti-
tutions become an essential part of the infrastructure on which other, less
toundational institutional arrangements are constructed. By “less foundational
mstitutional anangements” | particularly have in mind public policies. Major
public policies represent very substantial extensions of political authority that
further alter the incentives and resources of political actors—often dramatically
(Weir and Skocpol 1985; Pierson 1993; Hacker 2002; Pierson and Skocpol 2002).
Much recent research in comparative political economy (Hall and Soskice 2001a;
Kitschelt et al. 1999} and comparative public policy (Esping-Andersen 1990,
Huber and Stephens 2001; Pierson 2001) emphasizes the extent to which policy
packages in particular countries can be characterized as “regimes” —interlock-
ing pieces that are, in broad terms, complementary. Where complementaritics
exist, the value of each component is enhanced by the presence of the others.
By implication, the removal of one component may dimnish the benefits of
others. This potential damage to complementary institutions may constitute a
major cost of institutional revision.

The role of particular political institutions in underpinning these policy
regimes awaits systematic exploration. There is, however, a widespread consen-
sus that the design of institutions has large effeets on patterns of interest mobi-
lization, the structure of political cleavages, the distribution of political authority
and the capacity of actors to commit to particular kinds of bargains. Thus, we
should expect political institutions to be key components in the development of
complementary policy arrangements, Indeed, recent research strongly suggests
that institutional arrangements are likely to play an important role in generating
and sustaining particular policy regimes (Wood 1997; Gourevitch 2000; Swank
2001). To the extent that these regimes are valued, so will be the institutions that
- support them.

Established institutions thus may create powerful inducements that reinforce
their own stability. The costs of particular kinds of institutional revision are likely
to increase matkedly over time. Arguments about asset specificity can be modi-
fied to capture part of this process. Yet in their focus on the individual and orga-
nizational level they miss the ways in which formal political institutions and sets
of public policies will tend to become nterwoven over time. “Political insti-
tutions,” as March and Olsen stressed, “form 2 complicated ecology of inter-
connected rules” (1989, p. 170). Douglas North similarly emphasizes this
developing interrelatedness: “In short.” he concludes, “the interdependent web
of an institutional matrix produces massive increasing returns,” making path de-
pendence a common feature of institutional evolution (1990a, p- 95). Once in-
stitutions are in place, they facilitate the adoption of other, complementary
institutions. All these arrangements place pressure on actors to adjust, often in
fundamental ways, to a new context.
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Fig. 5.1. Sources of resilience over time.

Figure 5.1 illustrates some of the implications of this line of argument for the
examination of institutional resilience. Curve A indicates the costs of revising in-
stitutions when only the structure of veto points is taken into account. These
costs are generated as soon as the institution is adopted, and thereafter remain
constant over time. Curve B tracks the costs associated with coordination diffi-
culties. The bulk of these costs also appear quite rapidly, although perhaps they
will increase moderately as actors’ expectations of institutional continuity in-
crease. Curve C displays the costs that we would expect to develop over time as
actors and organizations invest in the status quo and develop complementary
institutions and policies. In shoit, while arguments about vetoes and {to a lesser
extent) coordination imply stable costs of institutional revision over time, argu-
ments about investments and positive feedback see these costs as dynainic: in-
stitutions are typically not only self-enforcing but selfreenforcing.

Theories of institutional development need to pay caretul attention to the
sources of institutional resilience, both to check any tendency to see institu-
tional revision as a straightforward process and to give us a stronger sense of what
kinds of conditions make what kinds of revisions possible. Williamson's confi-
dent assertion that learning or competition allow firms to adjust to unanticipated
consequences applies far less well to an analysis of politics, and especially to the
study of formal political institutions. Learning from past events may lead actors
to act differently in launching new initiatives. Recapturing ground in previously
institutionalized fields of activity, however, will often be quite difficult. Actors do
not inherit a blank slate that they can remake at will when their preferences shift
or unintended consequences become visible.
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Instead, actors find that the dead weight of previous institutional choices
often seriously limits their room to maneuver. Coordination around aliernatives
may be difficult, and veto points may present formidable obstacles. More fun-
damentally, the depth and interrelatedness of accumulated investments may
make the adoption of previously plausible alternatives prohibitively costly—es-
pecially if the institution in question has been in place for some time. Thus,
even if the leaming and competitive mechanisms emphasized by rationalists are
present, it is far from self-evident that these pressures will translate mto institu-
tional enhancement. The same applies to arguments of histerical and sociolog-
ical institutionalists about exogenous shocks, diffusion processes, and other
potential catalysts of institutional change. Any revisions that do occur will often
be powerfully constrained and channeled by previous institutional choices and
the processes those choices unleash.

We do not have, and sorely need, systematic data about institutional develop-
ment that weuld allow vs to subject these broad claims to careful scrutiny. Yet
there is at least sketchy evidence to suggest a high level of long-term institutional
stability in many settings. Lijphart, a leading expert on comparative political in-
stitutions, concludes that “drastic changes in electoral systems and shifts from
presidentiatism to parliamentarism . . . are extremely rare in established democra-
cies” {Lijphart 1992, p. 208). Colomer (2001, p. 242) divided democratic regimes
into three categories: parliamentary/majoritarian, parliamentary/proportional
representation, and presidential and semipresidential. In all, he finds only five
changes in regime type in the absence of democratic breakdown — three parlia-
mentary regime shifts from majoritarian to proportional representation or mixed
formulas (Switzerland in 1918, New Zealand in 1993, and Japan in 1994} and
two shifts from parliamentary regimes to presidentialist formulas (France in
1958 and Isracl in 1996). This suggests a level of institutional stability that pro-
vides a strong answer to Riker’s pessimism and underscores the broad and deep
underpinnings of established institutions. Institutions themselves shape the pa-
rameters of future institutional development.

The emphasis placed here on the downstream social and political conse-
quences of formal institutions thus contains a double irony for functionalist ac-
counts. First, it suggests that the idea that social environments “select” for
certain outcomes rather than others may often be plausible, but that societal
functionalism has the causal arrow backwards. Rather than competitive envi-
ronments selecting institutions that fit the needs of social actors, institutions,
once in place, may “select” actors. This would occur through two processes, fa-
miliar to those interested in evolutionary arguments. First, actors adapt to insti-
tutional environments by adopting new agendas, strategies, and mobilizing
techniques. In the long run, actors’ very identitics may be powerfully shaped by
institutional arrangements. Second, individual and collective actors who do not
adapt will often be less likely to survive. Through processes of adaptation and se-
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lection, actors whose strategies do not “fit” well in a particular institutional con-
text may become less common over the long haul.

The second and broader irony is that a snapshot view of such a process will
mistakenly be viewed as a confirmation of actor-based functionalism. When an
analyst cuts into a process of institutional development at any moment in time
she may indecd see a relatively nice “fit” between the preferences of powerful
actors and the functioning of institutions. This might seem to suggest that we are
in the realm of rational institutional design, but in fact such an assertion would
get the causality exactly backwards. Rather than these powerful actors generat-
ing the institution, the institutional arrangements may have played a powerful
role in generating the properties of the actors.

UNDERSTANDING INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

All of this could be read to suggest that once institutions are adopted they be-
come “frozen” or “locked in” —in short, as a denial of the possibility of institu-
tional change. Because this is a common assertion of those who see this line of
argument as excessively static, it is essential to be clear. The arguments ad-
vanced here about resilience do not suggest that formal political institutions,
once established, will never change, or that institutional reform will always be
incremental, or that only the factors that contribute to resilience are relevant in
assessing the prospects for institutional revision. Large-scale social transtorma-
tions may in fact generate intense pressure for more fundamental reform. In
some cases they may overwhelm the factors discussed here (Alexander 2001;
Thelen 2003). Riker’s discussion of the unexpected development of direct elec-
tions for senators in the United States, described in Chapter Four, offers a good
example. Over time, the growing social pressures for a more democratic selec-
tion process, combined with a changing balance of political power, led to fun-
damental institutional change. The broad eultural, economic, and social trends
fueling processes of democratization have often overwhelmed sources of stability
in institutional arrangements (Alexander 2001; Colomer 2001; Rueschemeyer,
Stephens, and Stephens 1992).

What the current analysis suggests is that institutions will generally be far
from plastic, and that when institutions have been in place for a long time most
changes will be incremental. Colomer’s (2001) study cited above, for example,
notes that while the broad contours of democratic regimes have been quite
stable over time, more incremental adjustments are fairly commeon. While in-
stitutional stability is often a striking feature of political life, the arguments de-
veloped above suggest that we can say quite a bit about what circumstances
affect the prospects for making institutional revisions, and about the specific
kinds of revisions that will be more or less likely in particular settings.
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Consider soine of the themes explored by historical and saciclogical instity-
tionalists. A number of recent analyses have emphasized that a key factor in
institutional change is the role of “losers” from previous rounds of institutional
selection (Alexander 2001; Clemens and Cook 1999; Schickler 2001; Thelen
2003). Losers may lie low, waiting for an opportunity to pursue their own insti-
tutional agenda. Schickler’s study of Congress provides substantial empirical
support for this possibility in one institutional setting. As discussed above, The-
len has explored some general processes, “functional conversion” and “layer-
ing,” through which these institutional revisions might occur.

The key issue is whether we can say something systematic about the condi-
tions that facilitate or impede these kinds of revisions, I, as Schneiberg and
Clemens suggest, “actors who are aggrieved but not co-opted are important
sources of pressures for institutional change,” we want to know the circumstances
that allow groups to retain organizational strength without being co-opted. In
fact, there is reason to think that this is a theoretically tractable question. All the
dimensions of resilience discussed above would be relevant to an evaluation of
the prospect that losers will be able to stick around and engineer favorable revi-
sionis at a later date. How difficult are the coordination problems they face?
What is the scope and structure of institutional veto points? Probably most im-
portant, how much pressure do they (or their potential supporters) face to adjust
to the new institutional status quo?

The answers to these questions are tikely to vary, depending on circumstances
that we can reasonably aspire to specify. Exploration of the sources of this varia-
tion should be a core component of a research agenda on institutional develop-
ment. Schickler'’s study of congressional institutions can be used to illustrate the
broader point. The answer to the question of how much pressure losers face to
adapt in this particular setting is “not all that much.” In the terms introduced in

-Chapter Four, this is a context where one can anticipate a fair amount of actor

continuity over time. Members of Congress who lost in one round of institu-
tional formation were nonetheless assured of a seat at the table for future revi-
sions. In most cases these changes in the internal rules of Congress had only
marginal effects on their prospects for political survival. As a result, this political
setting is one where “cycling” dynamics among institutional arrangements are
likely to be prevalent, and strong path-dependent effects will be modest —which
is exactly what Schickler demonstrates.

As Schickler acknowledges, however, the assurances of actor continuity insti-
tutionalized in Congress are hardly typical. In suggesting that his argument is
relevant wheie “members have diverse goals and can each influence [an orga-
nization’s] structure and processes,” Schickler proposes extensions to such set-
fings as “universities, professional associations, national parties made up of
semiautonomous state or local units, and governmental agencies charged with
multiple and technically complex missions” (2001, p. 268). But he does not con-
sider whether the kind of actor continuity over time built in to core features of
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Congress applies in these other settings, and there are grounds for skepticism on
this key point,

By contrast, institutional arrangements governing, say, electoral rules, legislative/
executive relations, and the role of the judiciary may put considerable pressure
on actors to adapt. In these institutional settings, “losers” may in fact not be
around to seek revisions. Even if they are, they may find that the dynamic effects
of institutions foster such extensive adaptations among potential supporters that
they have little choice but to adapt themselves and limit their ambitions fo in-
cremental reform,

Arguments about the sowces of institutional resilience also have significant
implications for recent claims about the role of political entrepreneurs as drivers
of institutional change. Understanding what makes institutional change costly
may provide greater clarity about the kinds of circumstances under which such
entrepreneurial efforts have a chance of success—something that | have stressed
is very difficult to discern when one only examines instances of institational re-
form. By making it possible for analysts to specily which aspects of existing
armangements powerful actors are deeply invested in, arguments about re-
silience may also highlight the kinds of moves that might be available to entre-
preneurs. In similar fashion, an examination of these commitments can make it
easier to identify which participants a “skilled social actor” could potentially re-
cruit for a reform alliance.

Jacob Hacker {forthcoming) has recently offered a nice formulation of how
we might connect the themes highlighted in this literature with an appreciation
for the ways in which arrangements may become institutionalized over time.
His focus is on policy change rather than institutional change, but the structure
of the argument would be identical if one substituted “institution” where he says
“policy™:

A set of actors is opposed to the ends of an existing policy. In the starkest
caleulation, they must decide whether to “work within” this extant policy
framework to achieve their ends or “work outside” it by eliminating or re-
placing it. Seen this way, it becomes clear that two questions loom large.
First, how easily can these actors achieve their aims through the existing
policy framework? And, second, how costly would it be to replace it with a
policy more closely tailored to the ends they desire? If the answer to the first
question is “very easily,” then the actors may pass up challenging even a
policy that would be relatively costless to change. If the answer to the sec-
ond question is “very costly,” then they may try to work within even a pol-
icy framework that is heavily biased against the ends they seek (Hacker,
forthcoming, p. 9).

The implications are summarized in Figure 5.2, which is modified from

Hacker’s presentation. In determining their best stiategy, reformers must think
about the costs and benefits of pursuing “replacement” or “conversion.” Depending
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on these parameters, actors tnay be encouraged to seek reform from within, re-
placement of the existing institution, the layering of a new arrangement on top
of the old one, or acquiesce to the institational status quo. Much of the analysis
of the costs and benefits of alternative courses of action could be derived from
the discussion presented so far in this chapier.

These suggestions for linkages to the research agendas of historical and socio-
logical institutionalists underscore my central point—that to understand instify-
tional development we need to think sertously about institutional resilience.
Hannan and Freeman made this key observation in their path-breaking work on
organizational ecology, although their focus was on organizations rather than in-
stitutions: “Structures that adapt swiftly and effortlessly are unlikely to shape
processes of historical change. Another way of putting this is that if organizations
are the building blocks of modern societies . | inertia is what gives them this
quality. If organizations are plastic, then only the intentions of organizational
elites matter” (Hannan and Freeman 1989, p. 33). Institutions, I have argued
are typically not plastic. They do not adapt swiftly and effortlessly. They are sub-
ject to change, but the multiple sources of resilience suggest that in many cir-
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cumstances they will exhibit very substantial inertia. It is this inertial quality that
makes them important contributors to an understanding of long-term processes
of institutional development.

AN AGENDA FOR THE STUDY OF INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The central theme of the discussion so far has been that a focus on institutional
effects can give us substantial leverage for thinking about institutional develop-
ment through time, It provides crucial insights, for example, into the Important
question of whether, and if so, how, “losers” from previous rounds of institutional
selection can push for substantial institutional revisions. Yet the line of argu-
ment developed so far in this chapter does not stnply contribute to themes de-
veloped in previous theoretical work on institutional change. In addition, there
are important research frontiers concerning institutional developinent that can
be derived specifically from a focus on the downstream effects of institutions and
are unlikely to be recognized otherwise. In the remainder of this section [ would
like to sketch out five lines of inquiry— potential research agendas—that follow
from a focus on institutional development rather than institutional choice: deep
equilibria, menus of institutional change, institutional coupling, slow-moving
processes of institutional change, and policy development.

Deep Equilibria

in Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia, the precocious young Thomasina asks her tutor
“why you can stir jam into pudding, but you cannot stir it out” The first exten-
sion I would propose concerns the effort to identify what can be termed deep
equilibria in paths of institutional development. 1 have emphasized that a cen-
tral issue in thinking about institutional arangements is not simply whether
they constitute equilibria, but how stable those equilibria are likely to be in light
of changing conditions (Young 1998). A deep equilibrium occurs when the var-
ious factors contributing to the resilience of a particular institution or set of in-
stitutions are so considerable that once arrangements settle on that point they
are highly likely to endure for an extended period of time. The line of argument
here is thus a version of the absorbing Markov chain dynamic, which [ intro-
duced in Chapter Three with the example of a frog hopping across lily pads.
Let me offer three brief but widely disparate examples: PR electoral systemns,
separatism, and judicialization.!” My comments are only meant to be sugges-

PColomer (2001, p. 242) suggests that direct presidential election constitutes another deep equilib-
rium: “Empirical obscrvation in a broad long-term perspective suggests that onee installed, direct
presidential elections are not easily abandoned. There have been a few instances of reverse moves,
such as Germany after Nazism. But in almost all cases, further redemocratization afier an authori-
tarian period has been followed by a reinstatement of direct presidential elections”
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tive, but they indicate the range of potential applications of this line of inquiry.
Proportional representation is perhaps the most obvious example —indeed, be-
cause it is so straightforward it usefully highlights the phenomenon of a deep
equilibrium and makes it relatively easy to specify the mechanisms mvolved in
producing it. Political scientisis have long observed that PR systerns are rarely
overturned short of a change in the entire political regime. Although the mech-
anisms involved were not clearly specified, !¢ the adoption of PR played a crucial
role in Lipset and Rokkan’s famous argument about “frozen” party systems in
twentieth-century European political development. The deep equilibrium of
PR systems would appear to have several sources. Most important, small parties
that are allowed to emerge or survive because of such rules have an intense jn-
terest in institutional continuity. Since the support of these parties will almost al-
ways be required to form a governing majority, they can effectively block change.
At the same lime, such political arrangements can contribute to the develop-
ment of interest organizations, and, in many cases, patterns of political cleavage
that reinforce demands for the continuation of PR.

Atleast within the context of democratic polities, separatisim constitutes a sec-
ond potential candidate for a “deep” equilibrium. If a distinet region is able to
vote for separatisim, this vote is unlikely to be reversed, even giver a preity wide
range of changes in future conditions. Consider the case of Canada, where
Quebec has held several recent referenda on sovereignly. The federalists have
won each of these votes, but some of them have been very close. This suggests
an important counterfactual: what would happen if separatisls were to win one
of these votes? Two important effects seem highly probable: first, ascendant sep-
aratists would move quickly to adopt institutional arrangements that made it ex-
tremely difficult to reverse the decision; and second, there would be massive exit
of Anglophones to the rest of Canada. Fach of these two effects would reinforce
the other, creating a deep equilibrium. There is, in short, a fundamental asym-
melry to the ongoing saga of Canadian federalism. Outcomes of the referenda
have favored federalists by small but consistent margins. Yet federalists must win
every round to sustain the status quo, while their opponents need win only once.
Here there are two equilibria, but one appears to be much deeper than the other.”7

Judicialization offers a third possibility of a deep institutional equilibrium.
Polities vary dramatically in the extent to which they are subject to dispute reso-
lution by a relatively independent judiciary. In some countries, courts represent
a very weak site of political power within the broader constellation of institu-
tional arrangements, while in other countries the judiciary is exiremely power-
ful. There is also considerable variation in the degree of judicialization across

“*Bartolini and Mair (1990, p. 57) observe that “the reasons for such persistence or ‘freezing’ are
complex and neither the Lipset-Rokkan essay nor Rokkan's subsequent work found the necessary
scope to explore this aspect more fully.”

"To be clear, I am not arguing that Quebec separatisnu is the more likely outcome. T am discussing
the likely implications of a separatist victory in a referendum if one were to occur,

e e e -
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different sectors of a particular polity. What is notable, however, is the extent to
which judicialization seens to be virtually a one-way shreet, The direction of
change over time is overwhelmingly toward expansion. Lijphart (1999, p, 726),
for instance, developed a four-point scale measuring the strength of judicial re-
view in thirty-six democracies over the period 1945-1996. Countries are spread
out across his scale, and the majority actually have either no judicial review or
only weak judicial review. He codes five countries (Belgium, Canada, Colom-
bia, France, and Italy) as having shifted from one category to another, however,
and all five moved in the direction of stronger judicial review. You can stir the
courts into democratic politics but you cannot stir them out.

There are a number of mechanisms that appear to make expansions of court
power virtually irreversible.!® The emergence of courts as the site of political
and legal dispute resolution generates a rapid expansion of law-centered actors
who have a considerable stake in preserving and expanding the use of these pro-
cedures, as well as substantial resources (the authority to make binding deci-
sions) that greatly facilitate their pursuit of these goals (Epps 1998). Once
particular social environments have been judicialized, other actors involved in
those domains face powerful incentives to adapt. Judicial procedures become a
key part of the rules of the game. Actors thus need to develop the organizational
structures and strategic repertoires that make it possible to operate effectively in
this context. As different groups make such adaptations, perhaps grudgingly,
their investments will increase their support for judicial procedures and rein-
force the pressures on other groups to do the same.

The example of judicialization also highlights the significance of long-term
processes emphasized by sociologists in explaining the production and reproduc-
tion of institutional arrangements. Repeated employment of judicial procedures
over an extended period of time is likely to generate profound changes in norms.
These methods of dispute resolution obtain a “taken-for-granted” quality (March
and Olsen 1989). Everyday practices “chronically reproduce” these institutional
arrangements without any conscious effort on the part of the actors involved (}.ep-
person 1991). Thus, multiple mechanisms operating in a mutually reinfc;.rmng
fashion make judicialized politics, like PR and separatism, a deep equilibrium.

All else being equal, we would expect arrangements that constitute deep equi-
libria to become more prevalent over the long run. We would also anticipate
that the politics of institutional change would be different in such contexls—
namely, overwhelmingly incremental in character. Finally, it seems plausxble. to
suggest that the presence of deep equilibria, if understood by the actors in-
volved, will have consequences for political struggles over institutional reform.
Knowing that separatists need to win only one referendum, for instance, could

"®Many of the path-dependent mechanisms outlined briefly here are explored in depth in Stone
Sweet 2000, 2002, Hathaway 2001. In the international arena, where “legalization” is less far reach-
ing but still notable, see Goldstein et al. 2001.
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have significant effects on the tactics and long-term strategies of both sides in the
conflict. In short, it seems extremely fruitful for social scientists interested in in.
stitutional development to identify potentially deep equilibria. And the discus-
sion here suggests many of the factors that should in fact be expected to generate
such outcomes.

Menus of Institutional Change

For many of the key institutional components of modern polities, there are
likely to be a limited number of plausible broad arrangements (although infinite
variety in the details). The existence of relatively clear typologies of electoral 5ys-
tems, varieties of legislative-executive relations, central-local relations, and other
institutional feafures of developed democracies suggests that there are often
fairly restricted repertoires of institutional moves. Yet those considering institu-
tional reforms are not all selecting from the same menu, Given particular start-
ing points, particular “moves” or paths of development may be much more
probable than others. Thus, if the point about deep equilibria is that sometimes
A = B moves are much more likely than B — A moves, the point here is that
from institutional arrangement C the likeliest moves are to E or F, while from
D the likeliest moves may be to H or L. In other words, we might think of paths
of institutional development as being analogous to careers. In professional ca-
TECIS, some sequences appear repeatedly while others are extremely uncom-
mon. It can be highly instructive to try to identify these patterns and specify the
structural features that encourage the appearances of sormne sequences and seem
to virtually rule out others (Abbott 1990).

The arguments developed earlier in this chapter offer considerable theoreti-
cal resources for thinking about institutional change in this fashion. In pointing
fo the nimerous sources of institutional resilience, 1 have repeatedly empha-
sized that this does not imply the absence of institutional change. Understand-
ing the factors that provide the “glue” for a particular institutional arrangement
can be extremely helpful for identifying likely paths of institutional reform, If we
know, for example, which elements of institutional arrangements constitute nm-
portant investrents for which sets of actors, we are more likely to be able to
wdentify which kinds of revisions they would consider more acceptable and
which would be considered more problematic. Similarly, if we know which in.
stititional arrangemnents are se]f-referencing, we will have a better idea which
paths of potential institutional development are likely to be unreachable froma
particular starting point.

A policy example can illustrate this kind of argument: the reform of deeply in-
stitutionalized public pension systems tn mature welfare states (Myles and Pier-
son 2001). Most of these pension systems became very well institutionalized by
1980. Yet a series of profound soctal, econormic, and political changes has gen-
erated a climate of austerity in which virtually all national pension systemns are

e
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undergoing substantial revisions. Because different na.tion_al systems are s_tart‘i ng
from very different points of departure, with greatly differing dfegrees of mstitu-
tionalization, the menu of options available to reformers varies dramatlca]].y.
Where generous, earnings-related pay-as-you-go pension systems have been n
place for a substantial stretch of time, established precommitments make a 'Shlft
to a funded, individualized system of retirement accounts virtually mlpossﬂ?le.
Instead, policymakers have pursued reforms designed to control costs and tink
contributions more closely to benefits, In systems without mature pay-as-you-go
plans, more radical reform options remain on the table, and have in fact been
implemented in some cases (e.g., the United Kingc.lom.)‘ In short, a clear un-
derstanding of where countries are in a course of institutional de?velopment pive
us a much sharper sense of what kinds of reform are most plaus.lble.

Colomer (2001) has advanced an ambitious argument of this sort.fpr fprmal
political institutions. As noted before, he observes h'emendo.us‘sta_blhty in the
broad regime characteristics of established democracies—majoritarian, PR, and
presidentialist systems are rarely replaced by one _of the oth_e.r models. In all
these settings, however, he argues that there are mgmﬁcanlt poh.hc_al pressures fc'u'
ncreasing inclusiveness and pluralism over time. In premde.nttahst_ systems, this
means shifting to majority runoff or qualified plurality rul§s in presidential elec-
tions, as well as efforts to heighten presidential accountability and create a more
balanced division of powers. In parliamentary systems, there”have been clear
trends toward greater proportionality in electoral systems (Ll]phart 1999): In
short, countries with different broad institutional regimes are unlikely to su'ntch
paths. Thus, in contemplating reform they are effectively ChOOSill]g from dlffe_p
ent menus. Within each regime type, however, the list of plausible reforms is
likely to be limited.

Inquiries focused on menus of reform options may not produce clear-cut ex-
pectations of positive outcomes (i.e., “given institutional artangement x, we
should expect to witness institutional development y”). Rathe:‘r, the claims will
be more along the lines of “you can’t get there from here” or y and zare ’[:)]au-
sible developments from the starting point x, but ¢ is extremely unlikely.” Be-
cause social scientists are routinely taught to strive for “if x then y” statements
this may seem like a modest achievement. However, if it is reasonable to argue
that there is often a limited repertoire of plausible institutional arrangements to
begin with, then being able to assign very low probabilities to one or two of those
possibilities constitutes a significant contribution to ]§11owledge. As] suggeited
in Chapter Four, it is arguably much more informah\{e than our efforts to ex-
plain” a single instance of institutional change by working ba(?kwards from a sin-
gle observed outcome. Andrew Abbott has put the central point forcefully:

Imagine if we could tell a policy maker not just, “Well, if you putx amount
of money on that problem the problem will grow .15 less thanl it otherwise
would have next year” But suppose we could say, “Well, if you put x
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amount of money on the problem, then ¢ and b might happen, and if ¢
happens then perhaps ¢, but if both « and b, then ¢ is quite unlikely, and,
since ¢ is necessaty to d where you want to go, then you can’t solve your
problem by this approach, unless you can avoid b,” Imagine if that were not
justa thought experiment that we all can do in mterpreting regression results,
but were a direct result of standard methods applied to data on policy expe-
riences. That would be policy science indeed. {Abbott 1997, pp. 1168-69)

Institutional Coupling

A third promising line of argument for exploring institutional development
would examine interaction effects among multiple institutions. In many cases,
we can expect paths of institutional development to be shaped by key relationships
among institutions—the focus of inquity should be on this meso-institutional
level, rather than on dynamics purely internal to a single institution taken in iso-
lation {Pierson and Skoepol 2002). This, one may recall, is a central claim in
Orren and Skowronek’s work on historical processes of development involving
multiple, overlapping institutions. Because the current discussion has been
more focused on identifying the circumstances producing particular kinds of in-
stitutional eftects, however, it leads to specific suggestions about likely instity-
tional interactions and their implications for paths of institutional development.

At least two broad possible types of interactions seem particularly relevani{—
although this fist could no doubt be expanded. The first, already discussed in
this chapter, is the possibility that there may be quite substantial complemen-
tarities amaong distinct mstitutions —that is, two or more institutional arrange-
ments are mutually reinforcing. The existence of complementarities among
institutions would carry a number of significant implications for patterns of in-
stitutional development. Where such complementarities are substantial, we
should expect to observe distinct clusterings of institutional arrangements, If in-
stitution X is present, we will be moye likely to sce the development of instity-
tion Y, all other things being equal. Indeed, there is cvidence of such clustering
(Gourevitch 2002).1% Where complementarities are present, we would also ex-
pect the presence of each institution to have a positive effect on the durability of
the other institution —again, all else being equal. Finally, substantial reform of
one institution would be expected to jncrease the probability of change in com-
plementary institutions.

""Clnstcring. of course, could have other seurces than mutual reinforcement resulting from com-
plementarities. Most obviously, the same factors {e.g, a particular set of powerful actors) that gave
fise to one institution conld give rise to the other. Enpirical research exploring institutional devel-
opmentover time can establish the role of mutyal reinforcement i generating observed patterns of
nstitutional clustering (Thelen 2004).
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It institutional development may be influenced by tight coupling or comple-
mentarities, there are likely to be significant consequences of specific forms of
“loose coupling” as well. The form of loose coupling among institutions that [
refer to is one where there are substantial ambiguities about the allocation of au-
thority ameng them. The notion of ambiguity is suggested in Richard Neustadt's
famous description of the United States as not a separation-of-powers system but
one of “separate institutions sharing power” (Neustadt 1990). These ambiguities
create opportunities, especially for those unhappy with the status quo.

The core suggestion here builds on the insight of K. E. Schattschneider that
different mstitutional settings constitute distinct “vermes” in which political or-
gamizations can seek to pursue their goals (Schattschneider 1960}. Since each
venue is structured differently, each presents different constraints, risks, and op-
portunities for political actors, and requires distinctive strategies. 'Thus, actors
who are disadvantaged in one institutional venue often have strong incentives to
pursue a shift in political activity to alternative venues, if the relationships
among institutions make this possible. Institutional interaction may involve
arrangements that are potential alternatives rather than camplentents.

Arguments about the role of multiple institutional venues have become a sta-
ple in treatments of policy development, at least in the United States (Baum-
gartner and Jones 1993; Melnick 1994). Litde attention, however, has been
given to the implications of loose institutional coupling for patterns of institu-
tional development. There are good reasons to suspect that such loose coupling
will present opportunities for venue-shopping among institutional reformers as
well, Here again, there are potentially strong synergies with some of the signifi-
cant themes sociological and historical institutionalists have developed about
catalysts for institutional change. Both the role of entrepreneurs and previously
marginal actors are likely to be quite distinctive in settings involving loosely cou-
pled institutions, where they may have access to a number of relatively well un-
derstood political strategies. The availability of such venue-shopping strategies
also suggests that there is a plausible link between the presence of loosely cou-
pled institutions and the prevalence of unintended consequences in institu-
tional development. Where demarcations of authority are ambiguous, original
designers may be less capable of sustaining control over long-term paths of in-
stitutional development.

Two types of institutional configurations offer clear instances of loose institu-
tional coupling: federalism and executive-judicial relations. There is significant
variation, both cross-nationally and over time, in the extent to which institu-
tional roles and responsibilities are ambiguous in these settings. Yet in practice,
wide stretches of ambiguity are typically prevalent in each. Although we lack the
systematic data that would allow a serious assessment of this 1ssue, a casual re-
view of qualitative work on institutional development suggests that further work
on the implications of such loosely coupled institutional arrangements would
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be fraitful. The literatures on both court development (Ackerman 1999; Burley
and Mattli 1993; Epps 1998; Melnick 1994; Lijphart 1999, pp. 223-30) and fed-
eralism (Watts 1987; Gibson and Faletti 2000; Riker 1955) are replete with cases
of dramatic and unexpected changes in institutional relationships over time.
There is also a striking difference between the two settings, however, which
suggests important linkages among the research agendas I have just outlined. As
already discussed, in the case of judicial-executive relations, unanticipated con-
sequences seem to run almost entirely in one direction: an expanded role for
courts. 2 In the case of federalism, there is no such unidirectionality, Sometimes
federal systemns become more decentralized over ttme (e.g., Canada) and some-
times they become mare centralized {e.g., the United States). In Gibson and
Faletti’s account, Argentine federalism shifts unexpectedly from an instrument
through which the state of Buenos Aires was able to dominate weaker states to
one which served as “their deliverer from that domination” {Gibson and Faleti

2000, p. 19).

Long-Term Processes of Institutional Change

I'have emphasized how the downstream effects of institutional choices may sub-
stantially increase the costs of pursuing various institutional reforms, As actors
adapt to institutional arrangements, the status quo gains additional support,
making it stable under a broader range of circumstances than was initially the
case. An tmportant implication of this claim is that effective challenges to the
nstitutional status quo will often require substantial time to emerge (Hacker
2002; Thelen 2004). Developments unfavorable to institutional reproduction
must reach a critical threshold level that makes reform possible. The moment of
mstitutional innovation will often follow a long buildup of pressure. Agents of

- change may play the starring role in the dramatic conclusion, but their appear-
ance in the final chapter is often heavily dependent on preceding developments
occurring over an extended period.

In short, because sources of resilience will often accumulate over time, the
topic of institutional change is an excellent candidate for the range of themes ex-
plored in Chapter Three. Long-term processes, which are typically invisible in
“snapshot” studies of political phenomena, will often be crucial in creating the
preconditions for institutional reform. These processes might operate mainly to
gradually diminish the benefits associated with a particular institutional arrange-

“Lijphart’s (1999, p. 228) comparative analysis of judicial review arrangements is telling: “countries
with centralized judicial review tend to have stronget judicial review than countries with decentral-
ized systems: six of the seven centralized systems are in the top two categories. This is a rather sur-
prising conclusion because centralized review was originally developed as a compromise between
not having judicial review at all and the decentralized type of it. The explanation must be that, if a
special body is created for the express and exclusive purpose of reviewing the constitutionality of leg-
istation, it is very likely to carry out this task with some vigor.”
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ment, or they might have the effect of reducing the costs of mobilizing for insti-
tutional change. While I have emphasized the difficulty of evaluating institu-
tional performance, it remains plausible that extended periods of disappointing
results attributed to a particular institutional arrangement may lead actors to re-
assess the benefits derived from the status quo (Thelen 2004). Some institutions
are, in fact, sufficiently dysfunctional in an evolving social context that one
might anticipate a gradual decline in perceptions of the status quo’s benefits
over time.

Equally valuable would be efforts to examine long-term processes that dimin-
ish the costs of carrying out institutional reforms. McAdam’s (1982) analysis of
the rise of the civil rights movement and the collapse of Jim Crow, discussed in
Chapter Three, illustrates this possibility. He identifies profound long-term
changes in the southern political economy and in the social resources available
to civil rights activists, which made a challenge to the institutional status quo
possible. When it came, institutional reform appeared to take place telatively
quickly—but only if one focused on the catalysts rather than the deeper changes
in opportunity structures that made these challenges to the institutional status

quo viable.

From Institutional Development to Policy Development

A final significant research frontier would be to extend the line of argument de-
veloped in this chapter from explanations of formal political institutions to the
study of public policy. Following North’s definition of institutions as “the rules
of the game in a society or, more generally . . . the humanly devised constraints
that shape human interaction” (1990a, p. 3), it makes good sense to think of
major public policies as important institutions (Pierson 1993; Pierson, forth-
coming). For the individuals and social organizations that make up civil society,
public policies are cleaily very central rules governing their interactions. These
rules specify rewards and punishments associated with particular behaviors,
ranging from eligibility for specific forms of government largesse on the one
‘hand to large fines, incarceration, or even death on the other. Leaving aside the
formal institutions typically explored by sociologists, the institutions that im-
pinge on the modern citizen most directly and intensively as she goes about her
daily life are in fact public policies, not the formal political institutions that have
preoccupied political scientists.

I have argued that there are advantages to thinking about institutional devel-
opment as well as institutional choice. Similarly, and for many of the same rea-
sons, there are strong arguments for thinking about policy development as
something distinet from the ways in which powerful political actors select poli-
cies at a moment in time to serve their needs. Indeed, some of the most inter-
esting recent discussions of institutional change have in fact focused on policy
development over extended periods of time (Hacker, forthcomning; Patashnik
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2003; Thelen 2004). The preoccupation with moments of policy choice can
often direct our attention towards the dramatic and away from the important.
Policies that start small may, if conditions are right for selfreinforcement or if
unintended consequences are large, end up being extremely significant (Howard
1997; Hacker 2002). Policies that make a grand entrance may erode over time,
unless they possess characteristics that generate not just initial success but sub-
stantial resilience (Patashnik 2003). “Fit” between powerful actors and policy
arangements may reflect the former’s adaptation to the latter rather than the
success of those actors in enacting these policies in the first place (Hacker and
Pierson 2002). As the frequent references to policy development in this chapter
attest, a great deal of the critique in the past two chapters concerning the study
of formal political institutions, as well as the agendas I have suggested, would
apply equally well to the study of public policy.

In sum, examining processes of institutionalization and the downstream con-
sequences of institutional choices opens up a number of promusing lines of in-
quiry for enhancing our understanding of institutional stability and institutional
change. The perspective advanced here highlights the importance of consider-
ing not only whether an institutional arrangement constitutes an equilibrium,
but exploring the depth and character of that equilibrium as well. It points to the
need to determine plausible sequences or paths of institutional revision. It
stresses the need to consider big, slow-moving social processes as potentially cru-
cial elements in understanding when and how reforms might occur. All of these
dimensions provide important complerents, as well as partial correctives, to the
emerging literature on institutional change, which has focused on the actors or
catalysts that may trigger institutional reform. If institutional development is un-
derstood as an unfolding historical process, it is simply a mistake to juxtapose
theories of institutional stability and theories of institutional change. One can-
not have one without the other.

More broadly, the last two chapters have offered an extended application of
this book’s main argument to some core issues in contemporary theory. Institu-
tional development is a process unfolding over extended periods of time. Snap-
shots focused on moments of institutional choice or institutional reform can
capture patts of such processes, but they can also be highly misleading. Atten-
tion to the dynamic quality of institutional development can expose some of
these blind spots, identifying both places where these argumerts go astray and a
wide range of important issues that are simply ignored. It can also generate ex-
citing new ways of understanding why societies come to have the institutional
arrangements they do, and for discovering the particular range of possibilities
that they confront in the present.

Conclusion

TEMPORAL CONTEXT IN SOCIAL SCIENCE INQUIRY

[R]esearch is a game against nature in which nature coun-
ters with a strategy of concealment. . .. Obviously, the effec-
tiveness of a given strategy of discovery will depend on
nature’s strategy of concealment, and conversely, the effec-
tiveness of the laws of nature as a strategy of concealment
will depend on the strategy chosen by research workess. . . .
[A] rather simple strategy of concealment may be quite
effective given a certain strategy of discovery. As a fust step
we may ask, what is the favorite strategy of sociologists? It is
a marked characteristic of sociological research that it is
precccupied with crosssectional study of small
units, often individuals.

—Gasta Carlsson (1972)

MY GOALS IN THIS BOOK HAVE BEEN TO IDENTIFY and explore a range of fre-
quently occurring causal processes that exhibit strong tem.porz-ll dil])_ension§.
Sensitivity to these temporal dimensions can help social scientists brmg their
practices more in line with the way the social world actually vgor_ks. As in the pas-
sage from Gosta Carlsson, I have suggested that much that is important about
the social world is likely to remain concealed if our inquiries are groun.ded,.as
they too often are, in efforts to examine only a moment in time. If we think, in-
stead, of how social processes unfold over time we will ask questions that we
might niot otherwise ask, identify flaws in possible explanations that we would
otherwise not see, and find answers that we otherwise would not find.

This claim has considerable implications for both the theories and methods
employed in contemporary social science. Taking a step back _from. thf.: argu-
ments presented here, [ wish to briefly highlight some of those un'plllca.hong. A
useful place to start is with the idea of context. Placing SOC.lEl] analysis in time im-
plies recognizing that any particular moment is situated in some sort of tempo-
ral context—itis part of an unfolding social process. Now “context has be.co'me,
for many in the social sciences, a bad word—a synonym for thick description,
and an obstacle to social-scientific analysis. Indeed, over the past few decades,
much of the social sciences has undergone what could rightly be called a de-

contextual revolution.
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This decontextual revolution has been apparent in major developments in
both methods and theory. Many social scientists have gravitated toward method-
ologies such as regression analysis that are typically radically decontextualizing
{Abbott 1988, 1997; Ragin 1987). This is not a necessary feature of such tech-
niques. On the contrary, statisticians often possess formidable tools for consider-
ing interaction effects {Franzese 2003) and for examining complex temporal
relationships in their data sets (Beck, Katz, and Tucker 1998; Jackson 1996). But
these potential capacities frequently go unexploited. There are often consider-
able costs of employing such techniques (loss of “degrees of freedom,” the sacrifice
of otherwise-appealing data sets that cannot provide the necessary information,
and the need to undertake time-consuming efforts to assemble more appropri-

ate data and/or learn more appropriate techniques). Typically, these costs are.

not paid in contemporary social science because quantitative researchers gener-
ally hear reassuring messages that they do not need to be.

For on the theoretical plane, as well, the trend has been toward decontextu-
alization. This is the orientation of most rationa} choice analysis, which is by far
the dominant form of theorizing in econonics and widely utilized in contern-
porary political science as well. Most rational choice analysts place priority on
combining the greatest degree of parsimony and the greatest capacity for gener-
alization. This leads to a presumption that compeiling hypotheses involve little
in the way of “local” information. In political science, rational choice analyses
typically focus on variable-entities such as “voters,” “interest groups,” and a whole
range of institutions (cenhal banks, legislatures, federalism, courts) that are taken
to be simifar wunits, with similar effects, in widely divergent settings. The build-
ing blocks for theory are maximizi ng individuals, typically treated in a highly at-
omized way and portrayed as possessing core traits that are largely separable
from any particular context. Theorizing grounded in rational choice analysis typ-
ically has an ambitious agenda of establishing claims that should apply, at least
on average, across a wide range of settings whenever a few crucial conditions hold.

In the midst of these strong decontextualizing trends, historically oriented
analysis in the social sciences has often been criticized as a particularly egre-
gious instance of backward thinking (Bates 1997; Geddes 1990). Preoccupied
with contexts that are taken to be unique, historical analyses are seen as anti-
thetical to the identification of patterns and the development of generalizations.
These approaches to nquiry are dismissed as “traditional” and contrasted, unfa-
vorably, with the “modern.”

Yet there is, as Andrew Abbott (1997, p. 1171) has argued eloquently, another
way to think about it: ““Context’ has two senses. . . The strict sense . . . denotes
those things that environ and thereby define a thing of interest. The loose sense
simply denotes detail. The acute reader will note that these correspond nicely
to the two judgments of the scientific worth of contextual information. If de-
contextualization is merely the removal of excess detail, then it’s a fine thing,
scientifically. On the other hand, if it is the removal of defining locational in-
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formation, it is a scientific disaster.” It is Abbott’s strict sense of context _ti'mt’am-
mates this volume. Particular social contexts constrain anc_l enable political ac-
tors, and indeed nay shape those actors’ very understandings of who they are
and what they want to do. . ‘

The standard objection to this line of argurnent is that an emphjsm on con-
text means falling back to thick descriptions of singl(.e cases—to “justs0” ac-
counts, or Goldstone’s “Seussian” explanations where “it just happened that thli
happened first, then this, then that, and is' not likely to happen that fway tﬁgc;(m
(Goldstone 1998, p. 833). Alternatively, it is argped that tl.le call or thicker,
more contextualized explanations can lead to reliance on simple pa1reFi con-
parisons of complex cases that raise potentially insuperable methodological dif-
ficulties (Geddes 1990; Lieberson 1997; King, Keohane, and Verba 1994).

I do not believe the trade-offs that social scientists face are so stark. In ad-
vancing that view, this analysis constitutes part of a wave of' recent .u./o.rkﬁ
methodological, theoretical, and empirical —that su.eek.s to combine sens.ltwlt.y to
causal complexity and contextual effects with aspirations to f:]rav]v out 1mp]1c?-
tions about social processes that transcend a single socu_ll setting.’ It is an excit-
ing and challenging agenda— raising the prospect of 30(_:lal analj_/ses that capture
more of the richness of actually lived histories while still speaking to the social
scientific goal of generating usable knowledge. .

To be clear, the peint is not that we need to know everyfhmg about tbe con-
text of a particular phenomenon--which is not just a.prachcal ]?th a.]og.ical im-
possibility (Gaddis 2002). The point is that what is too BaSllly dismissed ‘ai
“context” may in fact be absolutely crucial to understandmg important socia
processes. Too often, contemporary social science simply drops out a hu'ge rairge
of crucial factors and processes, either because our methods and theories make
it difficult to incorporate them, or because they simply lead us not to see them
in the first place. And, as I have emphasized throughout, the profoundly impor-
tant temporal dimensions of social interactions are often the first to go.

Making Temporal Context Explicit

Two distinct but compatible analytical moves exemplify tbe core orientations of
this more contextualized approach to social science inquiry. The furst and most
straightforward move is the introduction of explicit te.mporal {and/or Sp:—llt'laD
boundary conditions on the hypotheses that an analyst wishes to gdvance. T s is
not a move that I have discussed in any detail in this book, but it is one for which

IThis literature is vast, but a good point of entry is the coliection of essays in Mahoncly and
Rueschemeyer 2003. On the methodelogical issues involved, see Brady and Comer 2003; Mahoney
2001; Bennett and George 2004; Ragin 2000; and Hall 2003. On recent theoretical delvelopn;:)r(l)ﬁ,
especially focused on the temporal dimensions of social processes, see Abboit 2001, Ma 1;111(:}' oy
and Thelen 1999. For excellent empirical analyses, see Carpenter 2001, Huber and Stephens ,
Mahoney 2001, Schickler 2001, Thelen 2004, and Waldner 1999,
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the book’s core arguments are relevant. The posture of adopting strict boundary
conditions represents a strategic retreat from the universalist aspirations of large
segiments of the social sciences. To establish such boundary conditions forgoes,
or at least postpones, the search for relationships among variables that one
would expect to hold across a wide range of settings. Instead, the expectation is
that strong contextual effects {if you will, background variables that strongly in-
Huence the effects of other factors) will play a major role in determining how par-
ticular features are related to one another in a particular setting. Ceteris paribus
clauses are considered plausible only across a restricted 1ange of time or space.

One can see the character of this more cautious position by contrasting it with
a methodological technique that has become mcreasingly popular in variable-
oriented comparative research: regression analysis based on pooled time-series
(Shalev 1999). Pooling has gained prominence because it hurdles the biggest
obstacle to statistical analysis in many areas of social-scientific inquiry: the lim-
ited number of available observations (Abbott 2001). If each “country-year” can
be treated as a separate observation, time series data can be used to vastly expand
the relatively small number of “country-cases.” The “n” for statistical analysis
can be increased twenty or thirtyfold, allowing the investigator to consider more
complex hypotheses and generate more reliable results.

For those who question the decontextual revolution, however, the assump-
tions underpinning the move to pooled time series elicit tremendous skepticism,
Can we really assume that the causal relationship between two variables—say,
economic openness and labor-union density— was the same in 1965 that it was
m 19957 Pooling represents an attempt to deal with one kind of causal com-
plexity by wishing away another-—namely, the fact that relationships among
variables of interest are likely to change as broader background conditions
change over time or acrose space (Shalev 1999, F,1] 2003). As ] suggested in the
introduction, this same objection would apply equally well to a common strat-
egy in qualitatively oriented historical research that focuses on a single case in
the past, or a small number of cases drawn from different time periods, where
the (usually implicit) assumption is that the broad shifis in background condi-
tions over time pose no major problems for causal inference (Bartolini 1993;
Lieberman 2001).

The opposite presumption —that the effects of such background conditions
are likely to be strong—leads to the organization of research around more
bounded social entities. Typically, the boundaries are temporal, spatial, or
both.” For example, the powerful comparative historical analyses of state build-
ing by Anderson, Tilly, Ertman, Mann, Bowning, and others did not seek to
present general propositions about state building. They focused on developing

“Atleast initially. As Thelen has argued, one can and arguably should strive to replace boundary con-

ditions defined in temporal or spatial terens with ones that aye defined analytically (Thelen 2000)
Meore on this belaw.
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explanations applicable to European experiences during afplartz:ulair (?ﬂ)eeli:
lengthy) historical period. Greg Luebbert’s mpressive study of the develop et
of liberal, fascist, and social-democratic regimes fashlonfad explanations al?fp i
ble to interwar Europe (Luebbert 1991). He did not .c]a:m that the same factors
could account, without serious modification, for regime outcomes in, say, con-
h America.? o .
telzflz;;tri{:flozltld methodological choices in the sogia} sciences lnewtﬂbl):r]l-lll—
volve trade-offs, and it is important to make these exphmt WhCﬂCVC‘}f we can. et
setting of temporal and spatial scope conditions, like (_Jther cho;cles,. comesaz;
a price. The fust cost, as critics have forcefully‘argued, is that reStl’lCtll]'.]g{O%lf
guments to a small number of cases raises major Prqb]ems of causd mtl elf(:;ce
(Geddes 1990; King, Keohane, and Verba 1994). Limited sgmples raise }]le an-
gers of selection bias and increase the likelihood _t}_lat we will eIlld up with more
variables under consideration than we have emlljtrlc'al observations to usc; in as-
sessing causal claims. The second is that the application of' such_ scope con mo;as
seems to surrender one of the chief aspirations of most social scientists—namely,
to identify causal factors that can “travel” across a range of settings. ound e
It is precisely these weaknesses that.sqggest vghy the dec13101?ﬂto oun e
pirical inquiries and theoretical claims is increasingly coupled with sf secm} (‘ﬂ
alytical strategy: the development of theory and ‘methods .that are gxp icitly
tailored to address key aspects of context. If the option of setting boun z;:ry coni
ditions seems a cautious one, embracing a sﬁateglc retrelat m 'the face of causa
complexity, it becomes much less so when combined w1fh this secznd sf’ratfgy-.
Analysts seek to explore which aspects of context, or the em_bedde nessl’od 50
cial interactions, can be specified in terms that can pcftenhally.be]ap? Jem in
multiple settings. To employ Abbott’s language, the goallls to s]?ecrfy h”e Aia}l rﬁ?
of a particular setting that “environ and thuis deﬁnelz a .thmg of 1nteiest. w;l
explore shortly, the beauty of this strategy is that it :s:multaneous y COP}?S with
many of the weaknesses of the decontextuall lrevoluhon'and ad(?fesses t{elcon{
¢ern of many social scientists that the imposition qf re]a.hvely narrow leja tal and
temporal boundary conditions make powgfu] social science 111?possI1 de. 4
Thinking about context means thinking about relationshtp'?*. ndeed, the
focus of recent theoretical work has been on the chargcte_r of_spatlal anld tenépp-
ral relationships. Particular actors, organizations, or institutions are; 1;})61 11;
part by their spatial relationships to other aspects of a social setting. Iéml z;r )./,
particular moment in time is part of broader te.mpora] processes. Even sl. are
parts of various sequences of events. Their place in those sequences may p ?y a
critical role in determining their meaning. Thus, these theoretical works explore

"It should be noted that comparative histerical work typically employs scope Cf)lldltlﬂl?; for a]n\jds:.i
tional reason. The motivation for these analyses has typically b(?en a concein ‘wnh Epecu ;: real- I1(1 “
outcames. Luebbert, for instance, was particularly interested in understandmég It e rcpbzic?: {ii\,@n
democracy with fascism in some, but not al],lEuropean cases. On the role of this probles

focus in compatative historical analysis, see Pierson and Skocpol 2002.
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the spatial and temporal settings that provide crucial elements of context for any
object of social inquiry.

One could easily mmagine —and some have pursued —an agenda focused on
spatial contexts {Abbott 1997; Herbst 2000, Kopstein and Reilly 2000). Here, in-
stead, I have explored some of the theoretically important dimensions of t:am-
poral context. A viable effort to explain key features of the remarkable and highly
varied soctal world we inhabit, [ have argued, will often require an appreciation
of how social activities are embedded m time. Arguments about path depen-
dence focus on chains of events or processes stemming from some initial “criti-
cal juncture,” emphasizing, for instance, the potentially selfreinforcing effects
of early outcomes. Discussions of sequencing reveal the consequences of differ-
ences in the temporal ordering of both macroprocesses and microimteractions,
Aﬂention to long-term processes highlights the markedly different rates at which
distinct causal processes and outcomes in the social world may unfold. Finally
I ha_ve stressed the importance of looking beyond moments of institutional se.
lection to examine processes of institutional development—to explore how and
why institutional arrangements adapt, or fail to adapt, to 4 vaniety of pressures for
amendment or replacement occurring over an extended period of time.

As.I have emphasized throughout, the formulations offered iy this book draw
heavily on a growing body of work engaged with issues of temporal context. The
goal of this research, as Kathleen Thelen has nicely put it, is to “capture the im-
pact of time in as timeless a way as possible” (Thelen 2000, p. 101n). That is, it
seeks to specify common characteristics of temporal relationships that WOL;]d
al.]c.)w one to use more general analytical tools to make sense of particular em-
prrical settings. In this emerging literature “context” takes on 4 particular mean-
ing. It becomes a point of entry for thinking about how events and processes are
r.e]ated to each other in social dynamics that unfold over extended periods of
time. It is decidedly not a matter of treating each social setting as unique and in-
fitely (;0mplex. Instead, these Inquiries urge us to recognize that any event or

mgtions, these re]ationships constitute a central subject of socialscientific n-
quiry. We need to know not just “what” (i.e., the value on some variable), but
when.” This, [ would suggest, has significant implications for the social scienc,es—
both for the ways in which we design research and for the theories we employ t
make sense of the social world, e

Methods and Research Design

Emphasizing thcl: ternporal dimensions of socia] processes in no way involves a
wholesale refection of the typical methods of variable-centered analysis. Hy-
potheses about temporal relations, if clearly specified, may be translated into the
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language of variables. If appropriate data are available, they may be subjected to
statistical test. For example, claims about path dependence are often grounded
in the scale of commitments resulting from previous institutional, organiza-
tional, or policy outcomes. In principle, these commitments can and should be
specified and measured. As noted above, modern statistics involves 4 range of
tools for investigating temporal relationships within large data sets. Techniques
like event history analysis (Box-Steffensineier and Jones 1997), for instance, can
be extremely useful for investigating many of the long-term processes discussed
in this book.

In many cases, however, we currently lack the data that would facilitate the
use of such tools. If the core themes of this book have merit, then they are highly
suggestive about distinct kinds of data that we will need to generate to explore
some Lmportant issues in the social sciences. For instance, quantitative investi-
gations of many of the arguments about institutional development explored in
Chapters Four and Five would require richer longitudinal data sets than we cur-
rently possess. Similar efforts are urgently needed in a range of areas, such as the
development of important public policies and political organizations,

Moreover, the appropriate data for statistical testing will not always be avail-
able, even in principle. For many issues of interest to social scientists, the num-
ber of observed instances may be quite small, In the real world, large stretches
of the hypothetically available data space are simply empty (Abbott 2001). As
suggested above, even where the number of instances may seem larger, scholars
pursuing contextualized analysis are generally suspicious of the often heroic as-
sumptions about the nature of causal relationships and the homogeneity of units
like “democracies” or “interest groups” that are required to generate “large Ns”
(Ragin 2000; Hall 2003%; Kechane 2003).

In the presence of these difficulties, the richer theories of causal process con-
nected to recent work on temporal effects provide a substantial advantage for the
rigorous investigation of hypotheses. This is by no means obvious. The “many
variables, few cases” problem that has recently received renewed attention in po-
litical science is in some respect worsened by the arguments about temporal
context explored here. Path-dependent arguments, for example, can require that
one examine not just correlations among variables but evaluate sequences of
vartables over time. This might not pose particularly acute problems for study-
ing outcomes where it is possible to generate many cases (e.g., the formation of
interest groups). Thus, studies of collective action and the development of ac-
tors’ mental maps of politics would seem to be promising areas of study. The
“few cases, many variables” problem would, however, appear to pose serious dif-

ficulties for positive feedback arguments that operate at a more aggregated level
(Geddes 1997).

Again, the conclusion that this is an intractable problem is mistaken. It stenis
from the view that a study of, say, two or three revolutions means than an analyst
can gain leverage from only two or three observations. This might well be true
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for the typically “thin” theories prevalent in decontextualized research. Drawing
heavily on statistical associations, these theories are often silent, or nearly so,
about the processes or mechanisms that connect their variables to outcomes, By
contrast, emerging arguments about temporal relationships are much more at-
tentive to mechanisms. They therefore provide a basis for thicker theories that
can generate many more observable implications within each broad “case” sub-
jected to empirical scrutiny.

Much of the recent work on process tracing (Bennett and George 2004; Hall
2003; King, Keohane, and Verba 1994; Rueschemeyer and Stephens 1997)
stresses that a clearly developed theory is likely to have numerous additional im-
plications beyond the suggested correlation between dependent and indepen-
dent variable. If, for instance, our theory suggests that a policy adopted at time T
induces specific kinds of positive feedback (e.z., changes in patterns of political
organization, or the distribution of actors, or the policy preferences of voters),
then we should expect to see not only reinforcement of the policy at time T + |
but also the expected changes in patterns of political organization and other in-

termediate outcomes. Furthermore, we should expect these intermediate out-

comes to come about in specifiable and often observable ways. Analysts can
utilize our increasing theoretical understanding of path-dependent processes to
generate many observable implications in what at first glance appears to be a
study of only a few cases (Hacker 2002; Hacker and Pierson 2002; Thelen 2003).
Ifin fact we do observe these other implications, our confidence in the theory is
likely to be greater than if we observe only the single correlation suggested by a
less fully articulated theory. Recent advances in theorizing thus provide one im-
portant answer to the methodological concerns that have been raised about in-
quiries sensitive to context yet commilted to the generation of usable knowledge.
Richer theories increase the prospects for surmounting, or at least diminishing,
the “many variables, few cases” problem.

As James Mahoney and Dietrich Rueschemeyer have recently emphasized,
additional leverage can be gained through collaborative research, or by a more
decentralized research program involving the overlapping efforts of numerous
scholars {(Mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003), Multiple research efforts, if prop-
erly coordinated (through communication rather than centralized control), can
explore many, many observations, significantly enhancing the prospects for sub-
stantial accumulation of findings (Mahoney 2003). This highlights the impor-
tance of developing coherent, clearly specified research programs involving a
substantial community of scholars. Here again, the current inquiry has consid-
erable relevance for the conduct of research. Recent explorations on a host of
issues related to the temporal dimensions of social processes, including path de-
pendence {Hacker 2002; Mahoney 2001; Myles and Pierson 2001) and insti-
tutional development (Hacker, forthcoming; Schickler 2001; Thelen 2004,
Patashnik 2003), have drawn on common conceptual and theoretical frame-
works. This makes it far easier for analysts working on distinctive empirical terrain
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to recognize their shared theoretical interests, and to formulate th-eir inquiries n
ways that facilitate cross-fertilization and an accumulation of ﬁndmgs:

The arguments about temporal relationships explored here also point to other
interesting methodological possibilities. One 15 the need to reassess existing sta-
tistical techniques that have fallen into disuse as multiple regression has ]Jecom&
almost hegemonic, but may be well suited for exploring temporal relationships
(Shalev 1999; Braumoeller 2000). There are new methods as welll. Agent—based
modeling, which allows analysts to create virtual worlds where histories can be
run thousands of times, offers exciting new opportunities to explore temporal re-
lationships (Cederman 1997; Axelrod 1997). Andrew Abbott (1990, 2001) has
written extensively about a range of techniques for exploring narrative sequences
and temporal patterns. And there is growing interest in cornbining multiple tech-
niques, quantitative and qualitative, that exploit con‘lpiementaly .sh'_engths.
“Bridging” or “nesting” designs can compensate for blind spots or hm:taho.ns
associated with a particular methodological tool (Brady and Collier 2003; Lie-
berman 2003). Some of the best recent empirical work emphasizing tempo-
ral dynamics has incorporated precisely this kind of effort to employ multiple
methods that have complementary strengths (Carpenter 2001; Huber and
Stephens 2001; Schickler 2001). .

In short, the techniques exist for wide-ranging and diverse explanatlon_s ?E the
issues explored in this volume. L have stressed throughout, however, tl.nat itis one
thing to say that analysts can, in principle, do something. It is quite another
thing for them to make it a regular practice. Above all, this depends on the the-
ories we develop and our underlying asswinptions about the way the_somal world
works {Hall 2003). These orientations lead to the posing of certain kinds of ques-
tions rather than others, as well as to a concentration on particular promising an-
swers that warrant intensive investigation. Methodological possibilities are likely
to remain untapped unless the theories we employ encourage us to think seri-
ously about the ternporal dimensions of social processes.

Theory

The arguments about temporal processes explored in this book have not ad-
vanced any particular theory of any specific political or social pheno.mena: In-
stead, I have drawn on many claims by social scientists working in various
theoretical traditions to lustrate promising approaches to a wide range of polit-
ical and social outcomes that utilize, or could utilize, the arguments presented
here. These illustrations were intended to demonstrate how the theoretical
claims we make about a host of important issues can be improved by a better ap-
preciation of temporal processes. _ _
“The considerable progress we have made in understanding tffmpo_ra] 1'e]at10.n-
ships has involved a shift from a focus on “causal laws” —implying lnghly Cconsis-
tent relationships among particular variables across a wide range of settings—to
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the explication of particular social mechanisms —or “frequently observed ways
in which things happen,” as Jon Elster has put it (Elster 1989, p. viii). Analysts
working on many of the theoretical issues outlined above have sought to explore
how distinet mechanisms operate, when they are most likely to occur, and with
what implications. Even if the specific claims we wish to make about the social
world will often be temporally or spatially bounded, these msights about mech-
anisms are likely to be portable across a range of settings. For instance, recent ap-
plications of arguments about positive feedback to social processes involve
empirical settings as diverse as the development of American social welfare poli-
ctes (Hacker 2002), emerging patterns of Latin American federalism {Faletti, in
process), and the formation of distinctive national profiles of sports culture
(Markovits and Hellerman 2001). A social science sensitive to temporal context
can thus strike a fruitful balance between the parttcular and the general. To a
greater degree than traditional studies of a single case, it can both draw on and con-
tribute to the broader social-scientific enterprise of generating usable, portable
knowledge. Yet it can do so precisely by embracing and exploring the specific
spatial and temporal relationships that environ and thus .defime. particular
processes that are of interest.

"The pluralistic implications of my arguinent deserve emphasts. Identifying and
exploring distinct mechanisnis that generale striking temporal relationships —
whether these involve positive feedback, sequencing, or slow-moving causes and
outcomes— can make important contributions to wide range of theoretical tra-
ditions. There are considerable insights to be derived from a focus on the tein-
poral dimensions of social processes, irrespective of the specific claims an
analyst may want to advance about the major “drivers” of social outcomes. Com-
mitted “rationalists” or “constructivists” may benefit from thinking clearly about
when, why, and how much the temporal sequence of events or processes might
effect the likely impact of variables they consider to be of greatest theoretical sig-
nificance, as well as the ultimate outcomes that interest therm, Analysts with radi-
cally divergent theoretical orientations can profit from considering what potential
questions and answers they miss when they focus only on particular moments
stripped of temporal context.

This agnostic stance on grand theoretical divides may elicit more frustration
than it should. The frustration is encouraged by the aggressive posturing and
jousting that often occurs in the social sciences with respect o distinet theoreti-
cal traditions, demanding of each of us that we pick sides. This combative
stance, while comunon, is simplistic. As [ observed in Chapter Four, it greatly ex-
aggerates the extent to which what Jepperson has called “theoretical imageries”
(Jepperson 1996; see also Jepperson, Wendt, and Katzenstein 1996, pp. 78-82)
are internally coherent, al] encompassing, and mutually exclusive. As Jepperson
demonstrates, there are many plausible relationships among theoretical im-
ageries. They may possess poorly articulated boundary conditions (x will hold
under conditions q, b,and ¢, but y will hold under conditions d, ¢, and {). They
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may be saying the same thing in different ways. They may ‘address different fphe:
nomena, or ask different questions. They may focus on dlfferei?t a?pectsi of im
portant phenomena. In such cases, as Scharpf has _argued, F:hfe;ent hegrllcees
might contribute distinct “modules” thatﬂcan potentially be lin }? to pro 110
more complete accounts (Scharpf 1997). ffor ex.ampl.e, to employ t e tTr.mmo r'ge);
I used in Chapter Three, one can easily imagine different. theorettllca 1r;llaget ;I”
being used in combination to link a “Quadrant I” explanation to a “Quadran
accl%l;?tg.nct bodies of theory may provide greater ]everage_for analyzing PEIHECU-
lar aspects of social reality. To briefly considef one prominent cixamp]e,l a:;:
argued throughout that rational choice anaIyS}s has F:haracterls_tlc strengths aB
weaknesses for the exploration of temporal dlmenmom of social procgssriz.s]; y
now, an appreciation of the strengths shoul_d be ewden.t. An'OW_ an . i C; s
analyses of collective choice and cycling Rrov:de p(?we:fg] insights 11]1t_01 ;& l:o E;
sequences of temporal ordering. The “rational design” literature, w. iich [ hav
termed “actor-based functionalism,” has developed many f)f our most 111.tr1gL11111g
hypotheses about the determinants of institutionlal selection. ECOI.]OIDIS.{S sulc \
as Arthur, David, and North have produced crucial breakthroughs in our explo-
i L dependence. .
rat'?:tl t(l)feﬁzﬂare bPiind spots as well, characteristic of an imagery that rests, at 1tsf.
core, on the investigation of sirategic interaction among 111d1v1duals. Mz_my ?
these blind spots emerge clearly once one turns one’s systematic ;}a.tti;]tlon 0
temporal processes. Sequencing arguments ha\{e been narrowly app 11(]2 Etgenc—nﬁ-
ating important findings but with much of their enormous potential le une:]:
ploited. Despite the huge contributions of economists to the ]lterafure (.)zlpa 1
dependence, its implications are largely ignoied in ::ont‘empmary‘f 1a 101113
choice scholarship. Focusing on the “moves” of “actors,” rational choice Tm f/-
ses have been far less attentive to slow-moving, lf)ng-term processes th]?it ; ezar y
must play an important role in our understanding of the 50(:131. world. And
focus on moments of institutional choice has been matched by inattentiveness
to problems of institutional development— problems tl)gt'genel'atf: ftfrfcjlamen—
tal challenges to conceptions of the sociallworld that Prmlege rattona o tl;mgn.
The current argument suggests that practitioners of ratiopal choice tzlou | en]eci
fit from greater awareness of, and attentiveness to, thes.e blmd_spots. T 1‘ey i 10];1;t
also consider drawing on potentially complementary imageries that may be bet-
ipped to address them. o
terTe}C]lz lggfelopment of theoretical discussions of path ‘dependence within e.cctp
nomics and sociology makes an inferesting and r‘.eveahng contrast. Et;O}]Olnls] fs
did an excellent job of exploring the core properties of dynamics involving sle -
reinforcement. They identified some {but only some, as James Maf!;ogey \as
forcefully argued) of the key mechanisn.ns at work, apd (.leduced_son]le n .:a]mejl;t
tal implications. From the vantage point of organization theory the SO}(]:]O ogb
Arthur Stinchcombe identified the same central issues in the 1960s (Stinchcombe



178 CONCLUSION

1965, 1968). He and later sociologists came at the problem with a focus on or-
ganizations rather than individual actors, and with a core interest in how a
“field” consisting of many organizations interacted with its environment over
time. These sociologists, working both within the sociological variant of “new
institutionalism” (Powell and DiMaggio 1991) and through the developing im-
agery of “organizational ecology” (Hannan and Freeman 1989), persuasively
identified additional mechanisms (related to both cultural practices and the dis.
tribution of power) that can generate self-reinforcement. Moreover, they have
produced a rich literature on organizational development that explored the im-
plications of organizational inertia in a context marked by muitiple, interacting
(not just competitive) organizations, operating in environments that were chang-
ing over time. Taking the same basic insights about self reinforcing dynamics,
these theoretical imageries have produced rich contributions to our under.
standing of the social world, but those insights have been strikingly different.
To emphasize that different unageries entail different strengths and weak-
nesses, that they can generate distinctive insights as well as possess distinctive
limitations, is not a plea that we “split the difference” among alternative ap-
proaches. Itis, however, a plea for pluralism, for an acknowledgment that all an-
gles of vision create distortions. In studying the social world, we need to adopt
multiple angles, or be willing to rely on the help of others, to see more clearly.
We are beginning to recapture one angle of vision that was deeply threatened
by the decontextual revolition —a threat that raised the prospect of seriously dis-
torting our understandings of social life, We are beginning, again, to place poli-
tics i time. Doing so will not be 2 panacea. Inquiries that adopt a more
explicitly temporal focus will inevitably have blind spots, and introduce distor-
tions, of their own. Yet this shift in focus offers exciting opportunities for cor.
recting comumon mistakes and silences in contemporary social science. [t will
enable us to siike a more effective and satisfying balance between explaining
the general and comprchending the specific. It offers new possibilities for un-
derstanding our extraordinarily complex and ever-changing social world.
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