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PREFACE

hese two volumes of 2Ist Century Political

Science: A Reference Handbook were the product

of many discussions that we, the editors, have had
over the years concerning how to make fairly complex
approaches in political science accessible to advanced
undergraduate students and beginning graduate students.
There is very little in the way of reference works in political
science that are sufficiently accessible that undergraduate
students can profitably use them to assist the pursuit of their
research interests. In particular, we have sought to produce
a single work that would provide students with the essentials
of various approaches (both theoretical and methodological)
in political science. Needless to say, our focus on essentials
has meant covering fairly broad areas in the discipline,
rather than specific topics. In our view, this broad focus
would be most useful to undergraduate students.

In consultation with our editorial advisory board, made up
of a number of eminent scholars from a variety of different
subfields (who are also award-winning teachers), we selected
99 of the most important general topics in the discipline. Via
these 99 entries or chapters, the SAGE 21st Century
Reference Series volumes on political science highlight the
most important topics, issues, questions, and debates that any
student obtaining a degree in this field ought to have mas-
tered for effectiveness in the 21st century. The purpose is to
provide undergraduate majors in political science with an
authoritative reference source that will serve their research
needs with far more detailed information than short encyclo-
pedia entries but not so much jargon, detail, or density as a
journal article or a research handbook chapter.

To accomplish these goals, the two volumes are divided
into six major parts: (I) General Approaches in Political
Science, (II) Comparative Politics, (III) International Relations,
(IV) Political Science Methodology, (V) Political Thought,
and (VI) American Politics. In Part I, we cover the history
of the discipline (e.g., the behavioral revolution, the rise of
neoinstitutionalism, and the postbehavioral critique), as
well as several general approaches in political science (such
as rational choice, political psychology, and principal—
agent theory).

Part II, on comparative politics, focuses on topics related
to political development (such as modernization theory,
dependency and development, statism), political violence
(e.g., coups, civil wars, terrorism, ethnic conflict), political
institutions (the effects of electoral laws, presidentialism,
federalism, comparative judicial politics), political culture
and civil society (religion and comparative politics, ethnic
identity), and comparative methods (case studies, most-
similar and most-different systems approaches).

Part III deals with essential approaches in international
relations, including chapters on realism and neorealism, lib-
eralism, world-systems analysis, and foreign policy analysis.
There are also chapters on international conflict and war
(e.g., on the balance of power, rivalry and interstate war, and
the democratic peace), international political economy (e.g.,
complex interdependence, trade, and resource scarcity and
rentierism), and global governance (international organiza-
tions and regimes and international law).

Political science methodology is covered by Part IV. We
begin with chapters on the philosophy of science (including
empirical approaches, positivism and its critique, and construc-
tivism), followed by chapters that illustrate commonly used
quantitative and qualitative techniques (such as regression
analysis, survey research methods, experimentation, and con-
tent analysis) and then by chapters on game theory and formal
modeling approaches in political science. These chapters in
particular are meant to be easily understandable to students
who are just beginning to engage in political science research.

Part V includes chapters on political thought, not only
Western political thought but from elsewhere in the world
as well. We made a conscious effort to include chapters not
only on the Western classics (the “ancients,” enlighten-
ment thinkers, neoclassical liberalism, socialism, anar-
chism, etc.), but also on Asian political thought, Islamic
political thought, and Christian political thought. Thus stu-
dents will have exposure to points of view that are not
entirely rooted in the Western experience. The ability to
view fundamental political issues from different points of
view is, we believe, an essential skill students must have
for the 21st century.

X1
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Finally, in Part VI, we cover American politics. We
include chapters on the political structures and institutions
of the United States (including chapters that cover
research on Congress, the presidency, the bureaucracy,
federalism, state and local politics, and the media) and
political behavior (including public opinion and voting
behavior, as well as policy making and administration).
Furthermore, we have included a section on an increas-
ingly important area in the study of American politics
(which we believe will only grow in importance in the
21st century): identity politics. There are chapters that
cover topics such as race, ethnicity, and politics; gender
and politics; religion and politics; and LGBT issues and
queer theory.

We would like to thank our families, particularly our
daughters, Fasika and Bedelwa Ishiyama, and John’s son,
David Ishiyama, for their constant support and patience

with Mom and Dad as we finished this project (seemingly
permanently tethered to our computers). We would like to
thank our editorial advisory board, Larry Baum, Janet
Box-Steffensmeier, Michelle Deardorff, Kerstin Hamann,
and Pat James, for their wonderful suggestions regarding
the topics covered by these volumes and for their constant
support and encouragement as we undertook this massive
project. We would also like to thank Sanford Robinson,
Jim Brace-Thompson, Laura Notton, and Yvette Pollastrini
at SAGE for their professionalism, their invaluable assis-
tance, and their patience with us as we struggled through
the process. All were incredibly helpful, but we would
especially like to single out Sanford as he was an invalu-
able ally in helping to “bring the herd in.” We cannot thank
you all enough.

John T. Ishiyama and Marijke Breuning
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HiSTORY OF THE DISCIPLINE

ELLEN GRIGSBY
University of New Mexico

ithin the discipline of political science in the

United States, traditionalism, behavioralism,

and postbehavioralism are three distinct
political science research approaches. That is, each offers
a perspective on how best to carry out investigation, analy-
sis, and explanation relating to politics and political life
(Dryzek & Leonard, 1988). These three approaches repre-
sent different points of emphasis regarding the ways in
which research about politics should proceed. For exam-
ple, it will be seen that traditionalism—in comparison with
behavioralism—tends to emphasize the usefulness of ana-
lyzing governmental institutions when studying political
phenomena, whereas behavioralism tends to assert the
importance of research into the intricacies of the behavior
of individual political actors (e.g., citizens, lobbyists, can-
didates, elected officials). However, all three research per-
spectives share the belief that political science research
should produce explanations that improve and deepen our
understanding of complex political processes.

As one begins to analyze the meaning and complexity
of traditionalism, behavioralism, and postbehavioralism, it
is important to keep in mind three points. First, tradition-
alism, behavioralism, and postbehavioralism are broad cat-
egories, and within each category one finds a variety of
political scientists who are not necessarily in agreement on
all matters relating to the study of politics. For example,
during the years in which traditionalism was the prevailing
research approach within political science, Woodrow

Wilson (1911) delivered an address to the American
Political Science Association (APSA) that called into dis-
pute various claims made by previous APSA president
James Bryce. In 1908, Bryce had stated that political sci-
ence, that is, a scientific understanding of politics, was
possible insofar as human actions tended to be similar, or
repeatable, over time; thus, Bryce (1909) reasoned, one
could generalize about patterns of human activity and
draw conclusions about political life. Wilson (1911), how-
ever, while not altogether denying the existence of some
degree of patterned activity over time, stressed the unique-
ness characterizing human beings and human actions.
Despite these differences, both Bryce and Wilson were
representative of traditionalist political science.

Second, traditionalism, behavioralism, and postbehav-
ioralism are often linked with certain decades in the devel-
opment of political science in the United States.
Traditionalism is usually associated with the political sci-
ence practiced during the 19th and early 20th centuries.
Behavioralism is generally associated with the post—World
War II period, although its origins are sometimes traced
back to the 1920s. Postbehavioralism’s appearance in the
discipline had been noted and commented on by the end of
the 1960s (Dahl, 1992; Dryzek, 2006; Ricci, 1984).

It is important to realize, however, that these historical
markers are best used as general designations, because the
development of these three research approaches was too
multifaceted and complex to fit neatly into rigid time
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categories. The emergence of a new approach did not nec-
essarily completely or entirely displace an older one; for
example, while traditionalism was challenged by behav-
ioralism in the 1950s and 1960s, a number of political sci-
entists continued to hold to traditionalism. Indeed, many
contemporary introductory textbooks in U.S. politics con-
tinue to reflect the perspective of traditionalist political
science. Moreover, not all subfields of political science
were affected equally or simultaneously by the emergence
of a new approach. For instance, the subfield of U.S. poli-
tics incorporated the behavioralist approach earlier than
did the subfields of international relations and comparative
politics (Sigelman, 2006).

Third, two of the three research approaches have tended
to define themselves in opposition to their predecessors
and, in so doing, have helped shape the manner in which
those prior approaches have been remembered.
Specifically, behavioralism defined itself in opposition to
what it understood as constituting traditionalism, and post-
behavioralism carved out its own identity, in part, as a
critique of what it saw as the defining elements of behav-
ioralism. As a result, one sees that the emergence of the
newer approaches was coupled with a rejection of per-
ceived deficiencies in the earlier approaches. In identifying
what they saw as inadequacies in the older approaches, the
newer approaches tended to highlight differences between
the new and the old and, in some cases, tended to understate
any similarities. For example, behavioralism emphasized
its adherence to scientific method and, in so doing, some-
times gave the impression that that which it was attempting
to replace—traditionalism—had not regarded itself as sci-
entific. As becomes clear when one analyzes the actual
writings of traditionalists, however, traditionalists generally
saw themselves as political scientists and often made much
of the fact that, as political scientists, they were not to be
confused with historians (Farr, 1990; Gunnell, 2006). As
early as 1910, an APSA president was calling on the disci-
pline to employ statistical analyses to identify political pat-
terns and test conclusions relating thereto (Lowell, 1910).
Similarly, postbehavioralists, it will be seen in the discus-
sion below, emphasized the importance of producing
research that was relevant in addressing contemporary
questions, but, in stressing their own newness relative to
behavioralists, postbehavioralists often tended to understate
the extent to which early-20th-century political scientists
had also sought to use political science research to address
urgent, relevant problems in U.S. life (Gunnell, 2006).

Traditionalism

Definition and Overview

Traditionalism is an approach defined by its focus
on the study of political institutions, law, or a combination
of these. In addition, traditionalism locates its scientific
reliability in its grounding in careful historical or legal

investigations that are designed to produce thorough
descriptions of the subject in question (Easton, 1971;
Fried, 2006; Isaak, 1985; Macridis, 1992). That is, tradi-
tionalism is an approach in political science that seeks to
study political phenomena by investigating law, history,
and/or institutions such as the government as a whole or
narrower institutions such as legislative, executive, or judi-
cial bodies. A traditionalist seeking to understand how the
U.S. Congress works would, thus, investigate such ques-
tions as what the law (e.g., the U.S. Constitution) provides
for in terms of congressional powers and limits, how
Congress as an institution has evolved historically, and
how Congress as an institution fits into the larger institu-
tional network of the U.S. government in its entirety. A tra-
ditionalist seeking to understand courts could follow a
similar strategy of pursuing historical questions (e.g., how
courts have evolved), legal questions (e.g., what laws gov-
ern courts and how courts have participated historically in
shaping laws), or institutional questions (e.g., how courts
are organized and administered as institutions). A tradi-
tionalist in the field of international relations might study
international law or national laws and treaties relating to
interstate interactions (i.e., foreign policy).

Traditionalist political science has not been an approach
that has demanded narrow or exclusive disciplinary spe-
cialization. On the contrary, early traditionalist political sci-
entists needed to be comfortable with such fields as history
or law in order to pursue their work. Francis Lieber, who, in
1857, became the first person to hold an official political sci-
ence professorship in the United States, was, in actuality, a
professor of both history and political science at New York’s
Columbia College (Farr, 1990). Traditionalism’s breadth is
also revealed in APSA president Albert Shaw’s (1907)
comments that it was possible to find numerous political
scientists participating in the American Historical
Association as well as in “Economic and Sociological
groups” (p. 178).

Traditionalist political scientists tended to be explicit
in drawing connections between political science
research and service to the public interest, in whatever
manner the latter might be defined by the political scien-
tist in question. Shaw’s 1907 APSA presidential address
is an illustration of traditionalism’s linkage of empirical-
scientific and normative-ethical objectives. “I believe
that there will be a very general agreement,” Shaw
asserted, “that this Association can render an extremely
useful service to the country, without departing in the
smallest degree from its scientific methods” (p. 181).
Shaw went on to suggest that APSA might undertake
investigative projects on problems or concerns relative to
“the public benefit” (p. 181). In fact, a perusal of the early
records published in Proceedings of the American
Political Science Association and in the Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science
reveals traditionalists’ interests in addressing child labor,
political party reform, and other public welfare questions
(Addams, 1906; Richberg, 1913).



Case Studies of Traditionalism:
Frank Goodnow and Woodrow Wilson

For a fuller, more detailed understanding of traditional-
ism, one can look in greater depth at two examples of tra-
ditionalist political science. The first is Frank Goodnow’s
1904 address to the first meeting of APSA. Goodnow’s
address included (a) a definition of what he called political
science’s “scope” but not a technical definition of political
science itself, (b) an examination of what political science
was to have as its research focus, and (c) a closing state-
ment about political science’s relevance. An examination
of these three components of his address illustrates tradi-
tionalism’s salient elements of institutionalism (in the
emphasis on studying the institution of the state), legalism
(in the emphasis on studying law and jurisprudence), a his-
torical perspective, and attention to the public benefits of
scientific inquiry.

First, in his address, Goodnow (1904) announced that he
preferred to define political science’s scope (i.e., that which
political science was to study) rather than attempt a definition
of political science itself. Setting out to construct a technically
detailed definition of the discipline per se, Goodnow con-
tended, was not as productive an enterprise as determining
what the discipline should have as its focus of research. He
pointed to what he termed the “dangerous” possibility of
defining the discipline in too limited or too expansive a
manner (p. 35). He proceeded to characterize political sci-
ence’s scope as the investigation of states. Political scien-
tists were neither the first nor the exclusive researchers of
states, Goodnow explained, but were, rather, unique in tar-
geting the state as a primary subject for analysis. For exam-
ple, historians might study historical states and might
indirectly study contemporary states, Goodnow reasoned,
and economists might investigate monetary matters relating
to states. However, only political scientists would have as
their “main interests” the direct, detailed, “scientific”
analysis of states in all their complexity. Goodnow’s com-
ments suggest that the previously noted absence of disci-
plinary narrowness or specialization in traditionalist
political science did not have to translate into the absence
of disciplinary identity. Goodnow was, in this address,
identifying himself as a political scientist as opposed to a
historian, even while his approach to political science
would employ historical perspectives. Moreover, in identi-
fying the institution of the state (as opposed to the behavior
of individuals, for example) as the central and defining sub-
ject matter of political science, Goodnow was conveying
what is generally termed the traditionalist orientation
toward institutionalism.

Second, Goodnow (1904) framed the study of states—
and thus political science as a discipline—broadly. Political
science’s range of investigation was to include, he argued,
the study of how the “State’s will” was communicated,
what comprised the “State’s will,” and how the “State’s
will” was carried out. In explaining what he meant by
the communication of the “State’s will,” Goodnow made
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reference to such matters as the values conveyed through a
country’s political ideas or political theory, constitution, and
political party platforms. Political values influenced state
policies or will. The second element—the “content of the
State will>—Goodnow identified as law (p. 40). Law
revealed a state’s meaning. Indeed, one sees how closely
Goodnow’s traditionalist political science was attached to the
study of law when one encounters his remark that “it is very
doubtful” that anyone could become a political scientist—that
is, that anyone could understand states “as an object of scien-
tific study”—without a thorough understanding of law (pp.
42-43). To understand how states carried out their “wills,”
Goodnow continued, one needed to study administrative
law, a subject that, in the absence of political science, had
been frightfully neglected, he believed. He pointed to the
benefits of studying the history of English poor laws as a
guide for improving public administration generally.

Finally, Goodnow (1904) closed his address by express-
ing hope that political science could contribute to the pub-
lic good. He identified teachers and political practitioners
as two groups that could benefit directly from the knowl-
edge produced by the disciple. Moreover, in disseminating
a more descriptively accurate and comprehensive under-
standing of states, teachers and practitioners, in their
respective professional roles, could contribute to an
enhanced public well-being.

An examination of Woodrow Wilson’s (1911) address to
the seventh annual APSA meeting offers a second opportu-
nity for scrutinizing more carefully traditionalism’s
breadth, a breadth critiqued as “unscientific” by later advo-
cates of behavioralism. Although better known as the 28th
president of the United States, Wilson also served as presi-
dent of APSA and, in this latter capacity, argued against a
narrow, specialized conception of political science. In fact,
at one point in his address, he went so far as to assert that
he disliked the name political science, which, he claimed,
implied that human interactions should be studied objec-
tively and narrowly. He argued for the designation politics
rather than political science as a more suitable name for the
study of the state and “statesmanship” (pp. 10-11).
Although Wilson supported a scientific approach, if by sci-
ence one meant accuracy and thoroughness in one’s study
of political life, he argued that such study should include an
examination of literature, art, and poetry and should seek to
inspire “vision” and “sympathy” (pp. 2, 10, 11). His under-
standing of political science, one finds, could hardly be
broader, in that he concluded that “nothing” that has an
impact on “human life” should be termed “foreign” to the
discipline (p. 2). Wilson argued that the astute student of
politics should demonstrate “a Shakespearian range”
(p. 10). Although Wilson’s immediate influence on U.S.
political science was limited (Ubertaccio & Cook, 2006),
his explicit embrace of an expansive politics is illustrative
of traditionalism’s lack of disciplinary specialization. In
addition, a comparison of his approach with that of
Goodnow is helpful in reminding students of traditionalism
of the approach’s internal diversity.
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Behavioralism

Definition and Overview

Behavioralism emerged as a criticism of traditionalism’s
failure, in the view of behavioralists, to offer an approach
to the scientific investigation of political questions that was
sufficiently rigorous to produce predictive results based on
quantitatively tested data. Specifically, behavioralism’s
defining elements include a focus on political actors and
their behavior (or attitudes and opinions), value-free sci-
ence, and the study of operationalizable questions through
hypothesis formulation and empirical, quantitative research
(Ricci, 1984). The focus on studying political actors repre-
sented a shift away from traditionalism’s concentration on
the historical and legalistic study of institutions.

In turning attention to the study of political actors,
many behavioralists employed survey research to compare
the attitudes of voters versus nonvoters, elites versus non-
elites, partisan identifiers versus independents, or other
subunits of populations. Students of congressional politics
could enlist behavioral approaches to shift research away
from the analysis of the institutional history of legislatures
to an empirical investigation of the actual behaviors of
congressional officeholders, staff, or congressional com-
mittee members. Behavioralists were interested, for exam-
ple, in whether members of Congress spent greater time
and devoted greater resources to the actual drafting of
legislation or to responding to constituency demands, cam-
paigning for the next election, or interacting with lobby-
ists. Empirical observation of such behaviors devoid of
normative judgments (about how voters, nonvoters, elites,
masses, partisans, independents, or congressional mem-
bers “should” be behaving) would, in the words of David
Easton (1971), correct the traditionalist “neglect of the
most obvious element, the human being” (p. 203) in the
conduct of research. Moreover, not only would a “value-
free” science guard against the corruption of biases asso-
ciated with normative preferences, but strict adherence to
the study of questions translatable into operational vari-
ables and testable hypotheses would provide a more reli-
able knowledge than that producible by means of
traditionalism.

In a 1967 essay titled “The Current Meaning of
Behavioralism,” Easton (1992) summed up behavioralism
as having eight interrelated “intellectual foundation
stones” (p. 47):

e ‘“regularities”: A rigorous study of political behavior
would allow political scientists to make predictions, just
as natural scientists could make predictive statements.

e “verification”: Predictions were to be testable in order to
be falsified or verified.

e “techniques”: Political science should become
increasingly sophisticated in its use of scientific data
collection and testing methods.

e “quantification”: Political science should use precise,
quantifiable measurements; questions for research had to
be definable in testable, operationally narrow and precise
terms.

e “values”: Empirical, scientific study operates by a
process different from the pursuit of normative
objectives.

e “systematization”: Political science research should
produce a body of systematic information; theories and
generalizations could be based on sound inferences from
testable data.

e “pure science”: Political science research should operate
in a value free manner, that is, independently of any
possible subsequent use of scientific knowledge to
address perceived social problems.

Robert Dahl (1992) traced the origins of this approach
to the 1920s and to the work of Charles Merriman and the
so-called Chicago School of Harold Lasswell, Gabriel
Almond, V. O. Key, and David Truman. By the mid-1960s,
one member of this school—Almond (1966)—was pro-
claiming “a new paradigm” in political science (p. 875).
Almond described this paradigm as having three compo-
nents: (1) a “statistical approach” geared toward “test[ing]
hypotheses” that would generate (2) “probability” state-
ments and (3) a study of the interaction of actors and units
within larger political “systems” (p. 876). As is clear in
Almond’s language, this new behavioral approach was
using highly specialized tools and methods drawn from
such fields as math, statistics, economics, and psychology.
Indeed, Almond pointed out that graduate study in politi-
cal science was becoming increasingly focused on training
students in the tools of “the scientific revolution”—tools
that were turning political science in the direction of sur-
vey research, statistical sampling, and team-based and
grant-funded quantitative research. During the post—World
War II behavioralist period, publications in the American
Political Science Review (APSR) became increasingly ori-
ented toward statistical analyses of public opinion and
behavior, especially in the subfields of U.S. politics and
comparative politics (Sigelman, 2006). The new focus on
studying that which could be precisely and narrowly oper-
ationalized seemed worlds removed from the one in which
an APSA president could proclaim, as Woodrow Wilson
had, his distaste for the term political science and his hope
for a field of politics characterized by a “Shakespearean
range.”

A Case Study of Behavioralism:
Herbert McClosky’s “Consensus
and Ideology in American Politics”

Herbert McClosky’s “Consensus and Ideology in
American Politics,” published in the APSR in 1964, can
serve as a case study for examining more closely the
salient features of the behavioralist approach. As the title



of his article suggested, McClosky was interested in the
extent to which consensus, or broad agreement, on politi-
cal values existed in the United States. Although he opened
his article with a brief overview of Tocquevillean com-
ments on democratic culture and customs, McClosky
framed his analysis around the investigation of specific
hypotheses relating to the attitudes of political actors, in
this case, actors grouped into two subunits of the U.S. pop-
ulation. McClosky hypothesized that the U.S. public was
not uniform in its political views, that it was more sup-
portive of democracy in the abstract than in particular
cases, and that political elites (those whom he called influ
entials) were more supportive of democracy than non-
elites were.

McClosky (1964) divided the U.S. population into two
groups: the influentials and the general electorate. The
influentials were individuals who had been delegates or
alternates at the major party conventions in 1956, and the
general electorate was simply the population at large.
McClosky used survey research to measure the attitudes of
both groups. With respect to the influentials, a sample of
more than 3,000 members of the delegates and alternates
at the Democratic and Republican conventions was sur-
veyed. With respect to the general population, McClosky
used a national sample of 1,500 adults. Both groups were
surveyed on a variety of questions or items, and responses
to the items served as “indicators” of “opinions or atti-
tudes” about democratic values (p. 364). If a subunit man-
ifested 75% or higher levels of agreement on an item,
consensus was said to be demonstrated.

McClosky (1964) found greater degrees of consensus
for democratic procedures among influentials than among
the public at large. For example, his surveys contained 12
items to measure support for the “rules of the game” (pro-
cedural democracy). These items included statements that
respondents were asked to register agreement or disagree-
ment with and consisted of statements about whether a cit-
izen could be justified in acting outside the law, whether
majorities had an obligation to respect minorities, whether
the means were as important as the ends in the pursuit of
political outcomes, whether the use of force was ever jus-
tified as a political strategy, and whether voting rights
should be expansive or curtailed. Survey results demon-
strated, McClosky reported, that influentials expressed
consensus on most of the 12 items, whereas the general
electorate expressed consensus on none of the 12 items.

McClosky (1964) proceeded to report that, while both
influentials and the general population exhibited broader
support for freedom of speech when asked about this free-
dom in the abstract than when asked about freedom of
speech for specific unpopular groups, influentials were
more supportive than the general population of free speech
for unpopular groups. McClosky concluded that one might
be led to believe that citizens of the United States had
reached consensus on the importance of freedom of speech
until one looked at the noninfluentials’ responses to items
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involving the application of the principle to particular
cases, incidents, and people. For example, support for the
rights of Communists, of persons accused of treason, and
of convicted criminals was higher among the influentials
than among the general population.

Furthermore, McClosky (1964) reported greater con-
sensus among influentials on the importance of the demo-
cratic value of freedom than on the democratic value of
equality. In fact, McClosky reported the absence of con-
sensus among both influentials and the general electorate
on the matter of whether all people were equal, as well as
on questions relating to whether all people should be
accorded equality. McClosky’s surveys included indicators
to measure support for political, social, and economic
equality, and his results suggested an absence of consensus
among both influentials and the general electorate relating
to all three types of equality. In other words, on statements
relating to whether most people can make responsible
decisions in governing themselves (political equality),
whether different ethnic groups are equal (social equality),
or whether all people have an equal claim to have a good
job and a decent home (economic equality), consensus was
absent.

McClosky (1964) also sought to measure what he
understood as ideological clarity and the ability to identify
oneself accurately along ideological lines. In evaluating
survey participants in terms of their responses to particular
statements relating to liberal versus conservative issues
and their adoption of ideological markers (liberal vs. con-
servative), he found that influentials were more accurate
than the general population in naming themselves as liber-
als or conservatives and in identifying a position as liberal
or conservative.

McClosky (1964) closed his article with six summariz-
ing generalizations. First, elites (influentials) were different
from non-elites in terms of a greater elite support for demo-
cratic processes and a more complete understanding of
political ideology. Second, a comparison of the education
and economic circumstances of the two groups suggested
possible (and testable) reasons for the differences in atti-
tudes demarcating the two groups. Third, the level of sup-
port for democracy among U.S. elites was problematic on
some issues (e.g., equality). Fourth, in spite of problematic
levels of attitudinal support for democratic values, the U.S.
system of Republican—-Democratic politics appeared stable,
a result, in part, of the nonparticipation of non-democracy-
supporting non-elites. In short, democracy, McClosky
stated, is sometimes “saved” by the nonparticipation of unin-
formed segments of the demos (p. 376). Fifth, classic
accounts of democracy are inaccurate when claiming that
the acceptance of democratic ideas is essential for the sur-
vival of democracy. Sixth, although McClosky advised
political scientists against becoming sanguine about the lack
of support for democratic processes among the population
at large, he shared his hope for a wider disbursement of
democratic values among segments of the U.S. population
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as the country continued to promote educational and scien-
tific advancements.

Students of political science can observe key elements
of behavioralism in McClosky’s work. First, behavior was
understood by behavioralists like McClosky broadly
enough to encompass opinions and attitudes. Second, it is
evident that the turning of the discipline toward the study
of the behavior of actors is regarded by behavioralists to be
deeply revealing of that which was hidden as long as polit-
ical science held to traditionalism’s tenacious insistence on
studying institutions. Behavioralism in the hands of politi-
cal scientists such as McClosky had accomplished some-
thing no less remarkable than to reveal—and prove
empirically—the flaws in classic, long-standing accounts
of why and how democracies work. Third, behavioralists
such as McClosky believed that they had succeeded in
demonstrating that big questions such as the ones Wilson
wanted political science to address were most reliably
answered when turned into narrow, specialized, opera-
tionalizable questions and variables. After all, what could
be a bigger, more Shakespearean question than the one
McClosky had addressed? Yet, only by defining consensus
in a narrow, testable way, for example, could McClosky
study the question of democratic consensus in such a pre-
cise and careful manner. Fourth, behavioralists such as
McClosky were not opposed to theoretical generalizations,
but they believed that such generalizations were most
appropriately developed out of concrete, empirical results;
moreover, such generalizations could be used to generate
new empirically testable questions. In the process of
empirically measuring and testing, however, one was not
to allow biases or normative presumptions (e.g., about the
goodness of citizens of the United States or of U.S. democ-
racy) to distort one’s observations. Finally, the value-free
political science of behavioralists such as McClosky
tended to produce conclusions that left unchallenged the
fundamental structures of the U.S. status quo. As Ricci
(1984), Dryzek (2006), and Susser (1992) have noted,
behavioralists saw their science as value free but, perhaps
ironically, often tended to produce results that fit comfort-
ably with normative assumptions regarding the fundamen-
tal soundness of the U.S. political system’s ability to
address progressively any problems that political science
might bring into the open. Indeed, it might even turn out to
be the case that what looked like a defect (the apathy of the
uninformed) was discovered by means of behavioralism to
be an asset.

Postbehavioralism

Definition and Overview

Postbehavioralism is an approach that emphasizes
(a) that political science research should be meaningful, that
is, that it should address urgent political problems; (b) that

science and values are inextricably connected; and (c) that
political science should not seek to model itself on the strict
application of scientific methods used in the natural sci-
ences whereby research is driven exclusively by that which
can be reduced to narrowly defined questions testable by
the most rigorous, most specialized scientific procedures
presently available. Postbehavioralists reacted against what
they interpreted as behavioralism’s excessive reliance on
the purity of scientific precision at the expense of “rele-
vance.” While many postbehavioralists upheld the value of
empirical and statistically oriented research, they tended to
argue that behavioralism had overreached in emphasizing a
strict adherence to narrow scientific procedures and that
behavioralism’s proclaimed value-free approach in actual-
ity veiled a normative endorsement of the status quo and
was thus both normative and conservative.

A number of postbehavioralist critics of behavioralism,
including Peter Bacharach, Christian Bay, Hans
Morganthau, and Theodore Lowi, would join the Caucus
for a New Political Science, organized in 1967 (Dryzek,
2006). The caucus continues to conceptualize political sci-
ence as best carried out when political scientists integrate
their identities as community members with their identities
as scholars and thus craft research agendas in response to
political needs. Political science should be steeped in
everyday life and its concerns, not isolated from it as an
esoteric, specialized, value-free science, according to
Caucus statements (New Political Science: The Journal,
n.d.).

In 1969, David Easton stated that postbehavioralism
was proving to be a transformative force in the discipline.
Easton discerned postbehavioralism’s presence on two lev-
els: first, postbehavioralism was identifiable as a collection
of individual political scientists who shared a growing dis-
satisfaction with behavioralism’s implications, and, sec-
ond, postbehavioralism was manifested as a new
intellectual outlook or approach that could guide research.
In his presidential address to APSA, Easton delineated
what he called a “distillation” of postbehavioralism’s
defining elements (p. 1052). Easton described postbehav-
ioralism as a demand for relevance, as forward-looking, as
application oriented, and as premised on the belief that it
was nothing short of unethical for political scientists to
remove themselves from the arena of deliberation and
action when confronted with and surrounded by political
problems. Easton made multiple references to the Vietnam
War, to the threat of nuclear escalation, and to the struggles
of the civil rights movement, and he noted that postbehav-
ioralism was an indictment of behavioralism’s irrelevance
in finding solutions to such problems. Indeed, Easton
pointed out that, from a postbehavioralist perspective,
behavioralism could be charged with failing even to see
such problems, a charge that must have sounded particu-
larly strange to students of McClosky, schooled as they
were in regarding influentials or elites as more adept at
identifying and understanding political issues than were



members of the general electorate. Easton used the
metaphor of blinders to describe what had overtaken a dis-
cipline that could not see the obvious, pressing issues of
society even while it could describe in copious detail the
merits of operationalization, hypothesis formulation,
statistical analysis, verification, and falsification. Why,
Easton asked, in an era of behavioralism (i.e., 1958—-1968),
had the 4APSR had only four articles on racial disturbances,
only two articles on the practice of civil disobedience, only
one article on problems of poverty, and only three articles
on urban disorder?

Easton (1969) went on to explain that postbehavioral-
ism’s critique of behavioralism was deeply grounded in
an understanding of science at odds with that embraced
by behavioralism. For postbehavioralists, science was
unavoidably based on normative assumptions; thus,
according to postbehavioralists, a “value-free” political
science (the kind of political science advanced by behav-
ioralists) was not possible. Indeed, postbehavioralists
asserted that to proclaim value neutrality was itself a nor-
mative stance (i.e., an assertion that a so-called value-free
stance was better than its opposite). Postbehavioralism
faulted behavioralism for not having acknowledged—and
thus not having scrutinized—its own normative founda-
tions and the ways in which those foundations shaped the
direction of its research agenda. However, insofar as post-
behavioralism was not a rejection of an empirically based
science per se, Easton hoped that postbehavioralism could
elucidate behavioralism’s logic and correct its lack of self-
awareness regarding its own assumptions rather than
become a repudiation of the gains made in political sci-
ence’s shift away from the early and less scientifically ori-
ented methods of traditionalism. In later years, some
scholars would come to regard postbehavioralism’s legacy
as opening up possibilities of a more “eclectic” application
of research methods to the study of political phenomena
(Lane, 1990, p. 927).

A Case Study of Postbehavioralism:
The Perestroika Protest in Political Science

In December 2000, PS: Political Science and Politics
published “Voices: An Open Letter to the APSA Leadership
and Members.” The letter, signed by more than 200 politi-
cal scientists, had been circulated by someone referring to
himself or herself as “Mr. Perestroika.” Echoing postbe-
havioralist concerns from decades earlier, the Perestroika
protest letter charged APSA and APSR with having a disci-
plinary obsession with quantitative methodology at the
expense of meaningful subject matter. Its narrow method-
ological focus, the letter argued, had rendered APSA and its
premier journal remote from the actual world of scholarly
work undertaken by most political scientists. The letter
called for increased openness in APSA (e.g., in elections to
APSA governing bodies and to the APSA editorial board),
the inclusion of a broader range of articles in APSR, public
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disclosure of survey results that could demonstrate wide-
spread dissatisfaction with the discipline’s direction, and
greater openness to critical voices in the discipline. Noting
that they had not organized themselves into an actual
caucus or subunit within APSA, the Perestroika letter
signees, nonetheless, claimed to speak for a broad segment
of political scientists (“Voices,” 2000).

Perestroika supporter Gregory Kasza expanded on the
concerns expressed in the initial letter in “Perestroika: For an
Ecumenical Science of Politics” (2001). One can see in
Kasza’s elaboration of the Perestroika protest six major
points illustrative of postbehavioralism. First, it was claimed
that U.S. political science had been distorted by the domi-
nance within the discipline of highly specialized quantitative
research approaches; because of this dominance, Kasza
asserted, political scientists seeking to produce scholarly
works using qualitative approaches were being marginalized.
Second, Kasza argued that the marginalization of nonquanti-
tative approaches constituted a breach of academic freedom.
Political scientists, he contended, were being pressured to
mold their substantive interests to fit the contours of rigid
methodologies and frameworks; he mentioned an anony-
mous graduate student who had been warned that she would
fail as a political scientist if she did not make her dissertation
conform to rational choice strictures. Third, in allowing a
narrow understanding of science to become dominant within
the discipline, political science was undercutting its ability to
produce sound scholarship. Indeed, Kasza went so far as to
assert that a Perestroika movement could save the discipline
from producing subpar scholarship. Fourth, Kasza made the
quintessentially postbehavioral call for a political science
that was more “relevant” in addressing substantive political
concerns. Fifth, Kasza suggested that, in seeking to become
as sophisticated a science as possible, political science had
actually become something of an adventure in fiction. Kasza
charged that scientifically oriented political scientists were,
in all too many cases, operationalzing human motives,
desires, and choices in such narrow terms (in order to be rig-
orous) as to render their subjects caricatures.

Finally, Kasza (2001) offered an alternative, “ecumeni-
cal” approach. Ecumenism, he explained, would be defined
by three elements. First, an ecumenical political science
would select problems for analysis and then make decisions
about which research approaches would best address the
problem, rather than adopting a research approach and
defining problems to fit the requirements of the research
approach. Second, an ecumenical political science would
be explicit in its acceptance of a plurality of methods or
approaches. Specialized quantitative methodologies would
coexist with qualitative methodologies in an open and
expansive political science; for example, graduate pro-
grams would reintegrate political philosophy and policy
studies into their core areas in a Perestroika-driven disci-
pline. Third, an ecumenical political science would value
interdisciplinary study. Kasza urged political scientists
to rethink graduate training and, specifically, to institute
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dual-degree graduate programs. Political science graduate
students should be encouraged to earn master’s degrees in
alternative and diverse fields, fields encompassing the
humanities as well as hard sciences.

Conclusion

In calling for interdisciplinary collaboration, Kasza (2001)
was aware that he and other Perestroika supporters
were challenging political science to regain something
from its earlier orientation. Indeed, in the postbehavioral
Perestroika protest, one can recognize remnants of tradi-
tionalism. One is reminded of the cross-disciplinary
approach of Goodnow when reading recent demands for
interdisciplinary breadth in graduate training. At the same
time, one can observe in postbehavioralism a parallelism
linking the demand to study real people (rather than exces-
sively narrowly operationalized “actors” described by
behavioralists) with behavioralism’s impatience with tradi-
tionalism’s earlier preference for studying institutions
rather than people. Neither the Perestroika protesters nor
other advocates of postbehavioralism purged political sci-
ence of behavioralism. In fact, at present, one can find all
three approaches in political science. One might conclude
from a study of the history of traditionalism, behavioralism,
and postbehavioralism that political science, as a discipline,
has been characterized not as much by complete breaks
with preexisting research approaches as by periodic shifts
and rearrangements of research emphases (Dryzek, 2006).
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ostmodernism,” writes criminologist John
Crank (2003), “is a body of philosophy,
methodology, and critical review of con-
temporary society that encompasses a variety of stand-
points” (p. 153). Although we will revisit this simple
description of postmodernism in some detail below, it is
not uncommon that when first encountering this (or sim-
ilar) encapsulations of postmodernism, many students of
political theory are left scratching their heads. This is not
necessarily the fault of the student. In fact, scholars, too,
are left scratching their heads (sometimes angrily) over
the dilemma of postmodernism and its “questionable”
application to “real life.” Whether postmodernism and
postmodern theories are applicable to real life is a debate,
essentially, about the nature of reality and the value of
some types of knowledge over others. This chapter of
21st Century Political Science: A Reference Handbook
intends to plunge the student directly into this debate.
Drawing inspiration from famous postmodernist Jean-
Francois Lyotard, this chapter intends to expose readers
to knowledge that will both enhance their knowledge
base and change the way they acquire and process knowl-
edge in the future.

As a serious student of political science, the reader is
likely referencing this handbook in order to answer spe-
cific questions about postmodernism. The bad news is that
philosophical postmodernism rejects absolute answers to
almost any question. The good news, on the other hand, is

that exposure to postmodern thought (and its application to
empirical research) will broaden, and thus enhance, the
reader’s knowledge of the world. Simply, while postmod-
ernism may reject dominant narratives (i.e., “official”
answers), it offers a great deal of insight into many social
worlds that have gone largely unexamined. This handbook
then will increase the reader’s level of sophistication
regarding the “what is” and the “what ought to be” as con-
ceptualized by postmodernist scholars. These are not
unimportant questions in political science, and an
enhanced knowledge of how postmodernism has influ-
enced the way these realities are constructed will enhance
the reader’s ability to think critically about political and
other social phenomena.

This chapter summarizes the broad topic of postmod-
ernism and distills it into its essential elements. First, it
reviews the literature regarding what postmodernism is, in
both a temporal and a theoretical sense. This review
includes some of the common elements found in postmod-
ern thought and writing, as well as some of the key differ-
ences among postmodern thinkers. Next, the chapter
discusses the application of postmodern thought to empiri-
cal research. The large body of contemporary research
influenced by postmodernism cannot be reviewed here.
However, empirical work deriving from social construction
theory is an area in which postmodernism has been most
influential, and this chapter discusses public perceptions of
crime and politics and the application of social construction
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theory to our understanding of institutional life. Next, it dis-
cusses the policy implications offered by postmodern
thought and research and, in particular, policy implications
of the key postmodern assumptions that reality is entirely
subjective and that there is a dark side to our existence in
postmodern bureaucratic systems. Indeed, from a postmod-
ernist perspective, dominant narratives and discourse blot
out a myriad of politically and socially important experi-
ences, perspectives, and voices of both individuals (e.g.,
prison inmates, radical political actors, sex offenders) and
entire groups of people (e.g., undocumented immigrants,
women, and ethnic and racial minority groups). Simply,
postmodernists draw our attention to concerns that we
would otherwise not consider. The chapter also examines
future directions for postmodern theory in relation to the
mass media and ends with a summary and a conclusion
regarding the importance of understanding postmodernity
as both a temporal and a theoretical frame of reference.

Postmodern Theory

[The postmodern world] is less a world of
facts and figures and more a world of story
and performance.

William Bergquist (1993, p. 23)

Although there is little consensus on its origins, the con-
cept of postmodernism began to be used in the late 19th
century and has been embraced by a wide variety of fields,
including architecture, visual art, literature, philosophy,
political science, sociology, fashion, and many others. In
the postmodern era, two primary philosophical positions
compete for dominance: objectivism and constructivism.
Postmodernists attribute objectivism—the notion that we
can objectively determine reality, discover universal
truths, and make sound decisions based on our findings—
to modernity. For postmodernists, objectivism is an illu-
sion. Rather, constructivism—the notion that individuals
live in unique realities and construct these realities based
on the situation in which they find themselves (e.g., race,
class, gender, social context)}—provides a more compre-
hensive intellectual platform from which we can under-
stand the nature of reality. For postmodernists, there is no
universal truth but rather billions of individual truths.

From a philosophical perspective, and as it directly
applies to the social sciences, many scholars highlight
French philosopher Jean-Frangois Lyotard for his articula-
tion and popularization of postmodernism. Before his
expression of postmodernism is discussed, it is useful to
briefly discuss the general controversies surrounding the
postmodern movement and some of its essential intellec-
tual components and applications.

Many positivist scholars turn away from postmodernist
frameworks because of postmodernism’s rejection of

positivist assertions regarding scientific objectivity (and
positivism’s strivings toward that ideal), its lack of consis-
tency as a theoretical framework, its lack of linguistic and
empirical clarity, and the general disagreement in postmod-
ernist literature on what postmodernism actually is. Simply,
the concept of postmodernism is an often disputed and neb-
ulous concept incorporating a number of temporal, spatial,
and theoretical elements related to our understanding of
multiple (if not countless) subjective realities. In fact, the
concept is often debated, sometimes vigorously, within the
postmodern literature itself. Additionally, the term post
modernism is a broadly defined concept that incorporates a
number of “strains” and subdisciplines, most of which are
based on normative and subjective evaluations of past and
present “realities”—all of which are individually subjective
and subjectively interpreted. Simply, postmodern theories—
in all their many forms—generally suggest an unmanage-
able subjectivity that could be problematic for our
understanding of political phenomena and, indeed, for the
maintenance of a cohesive social system.

That being said, postmodernism is an intriguing and
potentially useful philosophical approach to understanding
current phenomena such as the impact of globalization on
social relationships, the behavior of political actors and
institutions, and the origins and behavior of criminal jus-
tice institutions and policies, to name only a few.

For the sake of clarity, it is useful to briefly unpack the
notion of postmodernism in its temporal, spatial, theoretical,
and conceptual senses, beginning with modernity.
“Modernity,” asserts new-modernist Anthony Giddens
(1990), “refers to modes of life and organisation which
emerged in Europe from about the seventeenth century
onwards and which subsequently became more or less
worldwide in their influence” (p. 1). However, the term
modernity, asserts Philip Selznick (1992), “is not a synonym
for the ‘contemporary’ or ‘present day’” (p. 4). If that were
the case, the term modernity would be meaningless in the
sense that people living in every historical epoch would con-
sider themselves to be living in a modern period. Modernity,
perhaps best marked by the Enlightenment and the advent of
rational, scientific thought, global exchange, mass media,
and mass production, served to break up previous forms of
traditional, precapitalist and premodern life (e.g., small, iso-
lated villages and communal living). Selznick cites four rea-
sons for the transformation from the premodern to the
modern society: (1) “structural differentiation” where there
was none before; (2) “secularization” and religion’s loss of
power over governance systems; (3) “atomization” and the
“weakening of social ties,” which facilitate the likelihood
that the number of shared experiences will diminish and,
when present, will be unlikely to continue to have a bonding
effect; and (4) increasingly coercive “rational coordination”
through “contract and bureaucracy” (pp. 4-5), which has
facilitated experiential fragmentation among individuals
working within increasingly large organizations, as well as
among those who must be served by them.



Like the terms modernity and modernism, the term post
modernism generally indicates both a historical period and
an intellectual position in any given field. Simply, the post-
modern historical period followed modernity and is closely
associated with rapid advancements in technology,
increased surveillance, rapidly accelerating globalization,
atomization, increasing social disconnection between peo-
ple and places, and the increasingly rationalized, bureau-
cratic state. In theory, the postmodern condition (as
opposed to temporal and spatial notions of postmodernity),
according to Giddens, is, in part, related to society’s gener-
alized angst and confusion about the world and individuals’
perception that they are unable to control, or even make
sense of, their own destinies. In short, argues Jean-Frangois
Lyotard, modernity’s “grand narrative”—the dominant, lin-
ear stories that we had constructed during the modern
period about our history and (predictable) prospects for the
future—have evaporated in the postmodern period. The
evaporation of the grand narrative—or “the murder of real-
ity,” as Jean Baudrillard (1996, p. xi) refers to it—has led
to a great deal of social angst and uncertainty.

Interpreting and applying postmodern thinking in the
social sciences is no easy chore. However, one way to
begin thinking about its application in the social sciences
is to think about the possibility that the dominant narra-
tives (e.g., “sex offenders cannot be cured” or “Iraq, Iran,
and North Korea are the axis of evil”’) may not be accurate,
and, it is important to note, are not the only important sto-
ries that need to be told in order to maintain social cohe-
sion. Jonathan Simon (1997), for example, simply argues
that postmodern thought revolves around concern over
“what one thinks has changed in the present that requires
breaking the useful interpretive frames that have been [tra-
ditionally] associated with modernity” (p. 171). One good
example of applied postmodernism can be found in critical
criminology. Critical criminologists, drawing from the
assumptions of postmodernism, assert that hegemonic nor-
mative values, inextricably and historically linked to capi-
talism, are doing a great deal of damage to marginalized
individuals, or rather, those individuals who do not con-
form to the grand narrative (e.g., racial and ethnic minori-
ties living in poverty). Postmodernism in criminology then
comprises theories that attempt to expand our conception
of what is or is not criminal and what is or is not just. Thus,
it should be no surprise that some criminologists are skep-
tical of penal strategies that attempt to predict or “solve”
crime based on rigid and narrowly defined categories of
crime and criminal—especially those that appear to sacri-
fice individualized justice or the greater collective good.

Postmodernism runs a similar course through the field
of political science. Postmodernism in political science, as
in the other social sciences, typically appears as forms of
thought or of empirical research that question dominant
narratives and seek out alternative voices and perspectives
in order to enrich our political discourse through the
inclusion of previously marginalized people. In addition to
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recognizing the importance of subjective, individual reali-
ties, postmodern theories highlight the role of conflict in
social life—an important underlying consideration for
many students and scholars who study complex societies
and their institutions. For example, John David Farmer and
others argue that in understanding modern organizational
forms and purposes, postmodernism can help us under-
stand how (and why) the instrumentalism of modern
bureaucratic structures limits the ability of human beings
to self-actualize. This postmodern focus is supported by a
number of scholars in multiple and varied fields who,
although not necessarily postmodernist, continue to
emphasize the negative effect that instrumentally oriented
organizations may have on society and on those who work
(or who are imprisoned) within them.

For example, in articulating a defense of postmod-
ernism in public administration, Farmer (1997) asserts that
postmodernism is a response to the dominant and oppres-
sive narratives that have defined the modern period.
Primarily, these narratives have had a negative impact on
women, ethnic and racial minorities, sexual minorities, and
the poor. In particular, Farmer is critical of the rigid, hier-
archical form that bureaucratic structures typically take
and the lack of focus on what he calls the bureaucratic “in-
between.” Farmer’s focus on the bureaucratic in-between
revolves around the idea that the study of bureaucracy
should begin to focus more on the individual experiences of
bureaucratic workers and less on bureaucratic technology
and efficiency. In this way, we can run less oppressive—
and thus more effective—bureaucratic institutions. This
concern is somewhat derivative from the Hegelian notion
that “man” will fight to the death in order to be recognized
as something other than a slave and recognizes that social
conflict results from the “enslavement” of marginalized
peoples. As Farmer, Max Weber, and others see it, bureau-
crats should be included in our understanding of oppressed
peoples, primarily because they are enslaved and margin-
alized in a postmodern society. In suggesting reforms,
then, postmodernists attempt to eliminate social conflict by
allowing individuals to be recognized, considered, and
treated as unique entities with unique perspectives and
needs rather than as efficient (or inefficient) organizational
instruments to be thought of only in aggregate, actuarial,
or economic terms.

However, Frank de Zwart (2002) writes, “Post-
modernists confuse wrongs of bureaucracy with argu-
ments against modern science and then propagate
relativism to clear up the muddle they created” (p. 482).
In many ways, de Zwart is correct. Because postmod-
ernism does not seek to obtain generalized knowledge,
many argue that an entirely postmodern focus in the social
sciences may leave us “empty-handed” in terms of usable
facts. Simply, how does a society create sound policy
based on anecdotal evidence? Obviously we cannot. But
gaining an understanding of marginalized individuals and
groups can help us expand the grand narrative to be more
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inclusive and, perhaps, less destructive to the social life of
those who are marginalized. This, some postmodernists
argue, will eventually benefit our entire society. For
example, some postmodern approaches can help us better
understand how and why prisons evolved, how the courts
have responded to a variety of individuals and social con-
ditions, and how and why the mass media generate dis-
torted, yet influential, images of some phenomena but
ignore others altogether.

To give students a working knowledge of a fairly vast
and complex body of work, the next section identifies and
delves into the work and intellectual assumptions of some
of postmodernism’s more widely recognized thinkers.
Further readings suggested at the end of this chapter pro-
vide more depth.

Postmodern Thinkers: Lyotard, Derrida,
Foucault, Baudrillard, and Giddens

Postmodernists (broadly speaking) are not interested in
building theory in a traditional sense. That is, they reject
positivism and are not interested in building theory
through what Thomas Kuhn (1962) has referred to as nor
mal science. Rather, postmodernists are interested in
studying the anecdotal (e.g., individual experiences and
perceptions, media portrayals of phenomena, and language
construction and usage) and the intellectual implications
that these phenomena have for social life—especially
among marginalized populations. It is important to note
that postmodernists are quite willing to change their
minds, about the conclusions they come to initially and
recognize that knowledge is socially constructed and, thus,
fallible. The following five thinkers are generally recog-
nized as some of social science’s most influential post-
modern thinkers. However, and as discussed previously,
postmodernism is a somewhat broad and nebulous con-
cept, and the term postmodernist is rarely attributed to any
of these philosophers (with the exception of Lyotard). That
being said, all the thinkers discussed below are postmod-
ern in the sense that they all reject positivist methodologies
as the only valid form of knowledge acquisition. Similarly,
they all reject modernity’s grand narrative and explicitly or
implicitly offer support to Lyotard’s contention that the
collapse of the grand narrative marks a new historical
epoch.

Jean-Francois Lyotard

Our working hypothesis is that the status of
knowledge is altered as societies enter what is
known as the postindustrial age and cultures
enter what is known as the postmodern age.

Jean Francois Lyotard (1979, p. 3)

French philosopher Jean-Frangois Lyotard was con-
cerned with articulating a coherent conceptualization of
postmodernism and is widely regarded as having been suc-
cessful in doing so. In The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard
discusses the changing nature and acquisition of knowl-
edge in the postmodern period, due, in large part, to
rapidly changing technology and the resulting social trans-
formation. Of interest in this work is Lyotard’s discussion
on the changing nature of knowledge. In a postmodern,
technological age requiring more and more technical
knowledge, knowledge for knowledge’s sake is becoming
less important to social survival and is being replaced by
knowledge that may be sold to purchasers who seek to put
it to work. In the social sciences, we see this transforma-
tion very clearly as knowledge becomes distinguished by
its applied or theoretical nature. In addition to our ranking
the natural or hard sciences over social sciences because of
utility concerns, what we see is a trend toward valuing
applied social science research far more than we value the-
oretical or philosophical social science research—a trend
that many scholars see as disastrous for the acquisition of
future knowledge. Implicit in Lyotard’s discussion in
The Postmodern Condition is the idea that those who pos-
sess the skills and knowledge needed to produce applied
research will garner most of the social, political, and eco-
nomic power, essentially leaving those who pursue knowl-
edge for knowledge’s sake outside the circle of power. In
an ironic twist, then—irony is also a key feature of post-
modern thinking—as we move away from the acquisition
of broad-based, theory-driven knowledge toward increas-
ingly specialized and applied descriptive and technical
knowledge, we also decrease our ability to create general-
izable knowledge in the future.

In other work, Lyotard has focused on the role of lan-
guage in our acquisition and understanding of the world
around us. In particular, Lyotard has focused on the col-
lapse of the grand narrative, or rather, the metanarrative,
due to social atomization (i.e., individual isolation) and the
resulting rise of micronarratives. Micronarratives, accord-
ing to Lyotard, represent the rejection of grand narratives
at the individual level and the acceptance and integration
of knowledge by an individual only as it relates to the indi-
vidual’s particular circumstance (i.e., ideology, race, class,
gender, experiential realities). As discussed below, under-
standing the micronarrative is a key focus in constructivist
research and is extraordinarily important to, for example,
our understanding of how the media influence public per-
ceptions of any given phenomenon.

Jacques Derrida

The history of writing should turn back toward
the origin of historicity. A science of the possi

bility of science? A science of science which
would no longer have the form of logic but that



of grammatics? A history of the possibility of
history which would no longer be an archae
ology, a philosophy of history or a history of
philosophy?

Jacques Derrida (1967/1997, pp. 27 28)

As is the case with all the postmodernists discussed
here, French philosopher Jacques Derrida questioned the
notion that there is an objective truth. Rather, social reality
is highly subjective and prone to abuses by powerful, self-
serving elites who use their power to help society construct
dominant narratives about reality. Unfortunately, these
grand narratives are used to oppress or enslave social
minorities, non-elite workers, women, and the poor,
among others. Throughout history we can see that some
“truths” were simply not that accurate at all. For example,
the medieval notion that animals were as culpable (and
thus, as punishable) as the humans who abused them in
medieval bestiality cases, or that “quirky” women were
witches, simply did not pan out over time. However, these
“truths” did serve to facilitate the power interests of elites
for a time. The same can be said of the United States’ early
and long-lasting use of prisons as places of “rehabilita-
tion,” or the perpetuation of Black slavery based on the
accepted “truth” that African American slaves were less
human than Whites. This latter, erroneous “truth,” perhaps
more than any other social construct associated with
American slavery, continues to haunt and create conflict
within our society to this day.

According to postmodernists, we continue to live in a
world rife with dominant and harmful mythologies
designed to serve powerful elites. To cite one example,
today, most citizens of the United States mistakenly
believe that sex offenders (broadly defined) are incurable.
Unfortunately, this “truth” is unsupported by empirical
research yet has led to a large number of lifelong penal
sanctions (including the possibility of the death penalty)
for a large number of people convicted of sex offenses
ranging from indecent exposure and simple kidnapping to
the most serious types of rape and child molestation. It is
interesting that the technologies of control and penal
leniency (Foucault, 1977/1995) designed to control sex
offenders have now begun to move to other offenders and,
ultimately, will likely be used to maintain control over
society more generally (see Diana Gordon, 1990). One
recent example is a proposal by South Dakota corrections
officials to make identities, addresses, and criminal histo-
ries available about all offenders, not just sex offenders,
via online websites.

Language—and the manner and means in which it is
delivered—is an important part of how society constructs
reality and an important part of understanding the essential
focus of postmodernism. Derrida, like Lyotard and
Baudrillard, was concerned with the role of language in
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our society and the way language is used to construct
reality. In particular, Derrida was concerned with
deconstruction—an examination of the underlying mean-
ing and foundations of language, text, symbols, and other
signs—in order to show that the dominant interpretation
and foundational logic were flawed. In other words, multi-
ple interpretations and meanings are possible and the foun-
dation on which dominant interpretations rest is not solid
ground but rather nothing more than subjective and biased
beliefs.

Derrida, essentially, was criticized by peers and
laypeople alike for his philosophical position—often
likened to nihilism—that we cannot really know anything.
In particular, academics attempting to generate useful, if
not generalizable, knowledge vigorously opposed
Derrida’s position and philosophy. Indeed, Derrida poses a
somewhat serious epistemological problem for social sci-
entists attempting to conduct, analyze, and interpret
research and its findings: They all rest on subjective and
biased foundations and so cannot really be true. Derrida’s
intellectual position on the acquisition of knowledge gen-
erated a great deal of controversy precisely because it
devalued all acquired knowledge.

Michel Foucault

In my view one shouldn t start with the court
as a particular form, and then go on to ask
how and on what conditions there could be a
people’s court; one should start with popular
Justice, with acts by the people, and go on to
ask what place a court could have within this.

Michel Foucault (1980, p. 1)

Foucault’s (1977) understanding of power, influenced
to a large degree by Friedrich Nietzsche and Max Weber,
is linked, somewhat ironically, to the rise of an enlightened
and egalitarian society in the 18th century. That is, argues
Foucault, the rise of the egalitarian state in the 18th cen-
tury also gave rise to distinctly less-than-egalitarian forms
of social control. In order to ensure that the rights of “all”
were respected, it was necessary to segment and discipline
society in order to control, correct, and monitor transgres-
sors. The disciplining and “correction” of transgressors set
an example for society and ensured a more disciplined
society. Therefore, in implementing egalitarianism, society
in fact became more repressive and repressed. However,
argues Foucault, these methods of control, correction, and
surveillance were not born out of thin air and in fact had
been present in very diffuse form for quite some time.
Thus, Foucault’s understanding of power is heavily reliant
on an understanding of preexisting forms of social control
and their systematic linkage and evolution through reform
(e.g., penal leniency) in the 18th century. In doing so,
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argues Foucault, the egalitarian project merely enabled a
more systematically intrusive governance system and
repressed society.

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1977) shows how
irregular forms of punishment were consolidated and
“reformed” in order to better regulate and economize the
state’s use of power in its attempt to transform and control
society. The reformation of technologies of power was not
so much about the elimination of certain behavior as
about modulating social behavior so that it could more
efficiently serve the needs of the state. In reforming pun-
ishment, then, the point was not so much to eliminate
crime or criminals as to ensure that the efficient and eco-
nomical regulation of crime and criminals served the
state’s and, ultimately, society’s needs. Simply, crime and
criminals serve the economic and political needs of the
state, as well as establish a model, or an example, for the
rest of society of how not to behave. This new “political
economy” was facilitated by the development of panopti
cism. Panopticism, in relation to 18th-century reform,
draws on, and integrates, notions of internment, hierarchi-
cal differentiations, and inescapable surveillance, much as
the “new penology” does today. Thus, Foucault’s post-
modern analysis regarding the rise of prisons not only
helps us understand the driving force behind mass incar-
ceration in our society but also gives us insights into the
driving force behind all our institutions.

Jean Baudrillard

Reality is a bitch. And that is hardly surprising
since it is the product of stupidity’s fornication
with the spirit of calculation—the dregs of the
sacred illusion offered up to the jackals of science.

Jean Baudrillard (1996, p. 3)

Like Derrida, French philosopher Jean Baudrillard
questioned the notion that there is an objective truth.
Rather, social reality is highly subjective and prone to
abuses by powerful, self-serving elites who use their
power to shape society’s construction of dominant narra-
tives about reality. In particular, Baudrillard was interested
in semiotics, the study and understanding of how words
(signs) interrelate. Specifically, semiotics is not necessar-
ily interested in what words themselves mean but rather
what they mean in relation to one another. For example, a
semiotic approach to understanding an individual’s reality
would assert that if an individual thinks about his or her
automobile, the individual is actually thinking about those
things that are not his or her automobile (e.g., home,
spouse, school). This is because in order to construct an
image of the automobile, an individual must locate it
within a previously constructed web of meaning. This
focus is evident in Baudrillard’s work, especially in his
analyses of mass media.

In The Perfect Crime, Baudrillard (1996) is concerned
that we have overburdened ourselves with meaningless,

confusing, referential imagery and positions the age-old
philosophical question, “Why is there something rather
than nothing?” (p. 2) as a straw-man argument. Baudrillard
rebuts his own question with another: “Why is there noth-
ing rather than something?” (p. 2). In answer, he argues
that the perfect crime has been committed. In fact, he
argues, we have murdered reality—false though it may
have been to begin with—by extinguishing the grand illu-
sion. The grand illusion, according to Baudrillard, is a per-
sonally coherent set of referential signs and meanings—to
include the cherished notion of an objective reality and the
formal illusion of truth, which we have traditionally used
to hide from grim social realities. This “murder,” he
argues, has been accomplished through the swamping of
society in a sea of virtual and meaningless imagery (e.g.,
fantasy video games, the trials and tribulations of Paris
Hilton, infomercials, Facebook). It is a perfect crime
because the sea of meaningless images masks the “mur-
der” of society’s mythical image of an objective reality. In
sum, society continues to believe, generally, in an objec-
tive reality but only on an individual level. Reality, then, is
very individualized, and perceptions of reality are unlikely
to be shared on a very large scale.

Included in the idea that we are left to our own devices
when constructing individual realities is the notion that we
construct our individual realities based on imagery (signs
and symbols) that were not real to begin with. In
Simulacra and Simulations (1981), Baudrillard suggests
that we are creating “bad” copies from false images—
images originally constructed to mask the fact that there
was nothing there to begin with. There are a number of
rather poignant examples we can use to illustrate this
point. The one that may resonate most with students is the
notion that men and women seek physical inspiration from
the sea of visual imagery depicting perfect bodies in per-
fect health. Unfortunately, very few of these images are
real and are most likely airbrushed or digitally enhanced in
some way. Thus, many of us attempt to personally re-cre-
ate a physical reality that never existed to begin with, and
inevitably we “produce” (e.g., through cosmetic surgery,
obsessive dieting and exercise, and the conspicuous con-
sumption of name-brand products) incomplete physical
“copies.” Needless to say, the results of this “copying”
process have led to a great deal of social and personal
angst (e.g., the inability to accurately simulate our favorite
supermodels, media stars, or sports heroes).

Anthony Giddens

The views I shall develop have their point of
origin in what I have elsewhere called a “dis
continuist” interpretation of modern social
development. By this I mean that modern
social institutions are in some respects
unique—distinct in form from all types of tra
ditional order.

Anthony Giddens (1990, p. 3)



British sociologist Anthony Giddens is a critic of
modernity in the temporal sense and of postmodernism in
its theoretical and philosophical sense. However, he is,
arguably, a postmodern thinker in the sense that he places
a great deal of importance on the study of power, knowl-
edge acquisition (and the influence of power on knowl-
edge acquisition), and the influence of knowledge on
people’s ability to alter their individual and collective
social and material reality. In particular, Giddens confronts
the question of how social reality is constructed. In his the-
ory of structuration, Giddens’s main area of concern is
whether social reality is primarily influenced by individu-
als or by broad social forces.

In The Consequences of Modernity, Giddens confronts
the issue of whether we are in a postmodern period, as
Lyotard and others argue, or whether we are experiencing
a type of radicalized modernity in which modernity has
simply accelerated its pace. This radicalized modernity is
primarily fueled by the disembedding processes of global-
ization, best characterized by global, cultural homogene-
ity; the disappearance of tradition; the erosion of
place-based community; and the erosion (and shifting
nature) of trust in persons, institutions, and abstract sys-
tems. In sum, radicalized modernity, although postmodern
in a temporal sense, is not postmodern in a theoretical
sense, because it is simply a continuation of modernity, not
a temporal epoch that will usher in a dramatically different
type of social order (such as the transition between pre-
modern and modern societies).

Unfortunately, argues Giddens, riding the “juggernaut
of modernity” has a dark side. Primarily because of the
increasing lack of trust in abstract systems, institutions,
and people, the accelerated pace of modernity is likely to
usher in one or more forms of totalitarianism. We can see
hints of this today from the expanded use of closed-
circuit television on street corners and other highly engi-
neered social environments, developed by governments
in response to perceived (or contrived) security con-
cerns. (Jonathon Simon, 1997, discusses this governance
style as being very similar to an airport model of gover-
nance.) What this means, simply, is that much like
Stalin’s Soviet Union, internal passports (i.e., one or
more forms of valid, government-issued identification)
must be carried by individuals so that authorities can
assess an individual’s identity and background on a
moment’s notice and prior to letting that individual pro-
ceed in peace.

Applications and Empirical Evidence: The
Construction of Social Power and Oppression

As Ray Surette (2007) has so eloquently put it, “Reality
is a collective hunch” (p. 34). Perhaps no other sentiment
exemplifies the empirical focus of scholars who view (and
research) social phenomena through a postmodern lens. In
other words, social and political reality is entirely subjec-
tive. In a democratic system subject to the constraints of
people’s beliefs about any given phenomenon, this may be
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a problem. In fact, many postmodern thinkers challenge
the idea that policies influenced by a majority of people
who believe the same thing are good policies. In fact, post-
modernists tend to think these policies are quite destruc-
tive both to marginalized individuals and to society as a
whole. Primarily, they argue, this is because people have
been subject to, and influenced by, powerful actors who
attempt to dominate mediated policy discussions for rea-
sons of power, economic profit, or both. Four areas of
research influenced by postmodern thought illustrate these
themes.

Socially Constructing Political Reality
Through the Nightly News

Scholars conducting news media research are con-
cerned with both Zow news media organizations represent
reality and sow the public makes sense of these depic-
tions, not to mention the influence that both of these phe-
nomena may have on policymakers and on public policy
generally. Media scholars have generated a great deal of
empirical data regarding the influence of the news on pub-
lic policy. Generally speaking, the consensus among
scholars is that the news, depending on the individual
attributes of the viewer, has a more or less significant
effect on people’s attitudes toward any given phenome-
non, which in turn may have an effect on the political
agenda and on policy and election outcomes. Drawing
from constructivist theory, many news media scholars
view the news media (printed, electronic, and “new”
media) as a sort of gladiatorial arena in which a variety of
competing viewpoints vie for time and space. As media
scholar Regina Lawrence (2000) puts it, “[ The news] is an
arena of problem construction in which struggles to des-
ignate and define public problems are waged” (p. 3). The
“winners” of these competitions tend to dominate the pol-
icy process and, if consistently dominant in the media,
win clear electoral, legislative, and policy victories on a
fairly regular basis. Unfortunately (from a normative,
postmodernist perspective), and with few exceptions,
those who tend to dominate media also tend to be social,
economic, and political elites.

The Social Construction of Crime Problems

Scholars who study the social construction of crime
problems are typically concerned with why the public mis-
perceives the actual incidence and seriousness of crime,
how the public has constructed this distorted image, how
these images influence crime control policy, and why, in
many cases, these distorted images are resistant to actual
data. In addition to focusing on news and other media por-
trayals of crime and criminality, scholars who study the
social construction of crime problems are interested in the
influence of individual attributes (e.g., age, race, gender,
social context) and personal experiences on perceptions of
crime as well as the way people think about crime and talk
about crime with one another.
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The New Penology: Rabble Management
and Actuarial Risk Assessments

Simply stated, the new penology is both a critical, post-
modern theoretical framework and, in a temporal sense, an
emerging set of penal policies related directly to the con-
ditions of postmodernity. As a theory, the new penology is
considered a critical or postmodern theory (depending on
the epistemological assumptions of any given approach—
e.g., critical theories are more tightly coupled to Marxist
assumptions). Postmodern theories are used to analyze and
critique postmodern penal strategies and asymmetrical
uses of power, as well as to suggest reforms. The new
penology, critical criminologists and penologists argue, is
a postmodern penal strategy worthy of critique.

According to Feeley and Simon (1992), the new penol-
ogy emphasizes penal language that moves away from the
traditional focus of criminal law—individualized justice
concerns such as due process, punishment, redemption,
and rehabilitation—and focuses more on the management
of risky aggregates (e.g., actuarial tables and risk assess-
ment instruments designed to detect actual and potential
criminal offenders by categorical grouping). Typically,
arguments critical of the new penology assert that individ-
ualized “justice” cannot be achieved through current polic-
ing, adjudication, and incarceration processes due to a
widespread institutional failure to recognize any moral
dimension (i.e., moral deficits) to criminal offending or an
individual’s unique characteristics and circumstances. The
recognition of a moral component to criminal offending
and the uniqueness of individual offenders have been the
traditional focus of British and American transformative
penal practices. These practices date back to (at least) U.S.
colonial reforms implemented by the Quakers in the 17th
and 18th centuries, which emphasized transformative pun-
ishment through solitary confinement, individual repen-
tance, and successful reentry. The focus on individual
offenders and their moral transformation continued
onward through 19th-century Jacksonian-era institutional
prison reforms and 20th-century Progressive-era indeter-
minate sentencing reforms—all of which continued to
emphasize both the moral components of offending and
the social requirement to transform each individual into a
productive, conforming member of society. The moral
dimensions of offending, as well as the individual charac-
teristics and circumstances of offenders, it is argued, are
now ignored by institutional actors, having been replaced
by profit- and budget-maximizing concerns, actuarially
based risk assessments, and other aggregate management
techniques that favor institutional management interests
over individual and community justice. For example, the
potential riskiness of convicted sex offenders is deter-
mined through the use of actuarial tables and statistically
advanced risk assessment instruments. Based on the statis-
tically determined risk level of an individual, traditional
justice concerns may be minimized or ignored. This is
especially evident in policies that do not factor “needs”
into a risk and needs assessment and policies that dictate

the indefinite (or lifelong) civil commitment (detention) of
sex offenders even after they have served their prison time.

The new penology, echoes Lisa Miller (2001), is uncon-
cerned with reducing crime through traditional rehabilita-
tion programming or more comprehensive social
programs. Rather, argues Miller, the new penology “is
aimed at simply managing the harm that crime inflicts”
(p. 170). Toward this end, the practices and policies of the
new penology emphasize the empowerment of the U.S.
culture of control (Garland, 2001; Gordon, 1990) through
increased surveillance and actuarially based risk
management that, it is hoped, can be used to prevent crime
altogether. As summarized by Miller (2001), the new
penology, in characterizing all aspects of criminal justice
policy, relies only on actuarial precision and efficiency in
order to manage and contain risky groups and individu-
als—what Lynch (1998) has also referred to as a “waste
management” model of criminal justice.

Robert Bohm (2006), in tapping into the very essence
of the new penology (without actually ever calling it so),
argues that a “McDonaldization” of criminal justice has
occurred. His thesis revolves around the idea that a hyper-
efficient criminal justice system—reminiscent of the
somewhat sinister, Weberian depictions of the technical-
rational bureaucracy—has evolved to more efficiently
handle increasing numbers of offenders and potential
offenders. This efficiency, primarily handled by nonhuman
technologies—technologies that are becoming increas-
ingly advanced—allows elites to more effectively control
society by creating a criminal justice system that is more
calculable and predictable, although less just. Bohm ulti-
mately argues that this new rationality has led to a great
deal of irrationality in the sense that McDonaldized crimi-
nal justice systems do more social harm than good.

Implementation of new penology policies and practices
can have unpleasant consequences for everyone but is
especially problematic for particular groups and classes of
people. For example, using racial criteria (e.g., racial pro-
filing) as a determinant or an indicator of bad character or
criminal intent, though legal (with some qualifications), is
widely condemned as unfairly stigmatizing an entire group
of people. Similarly, John Irwin (1985, p. 2) asserts that the
use of police and jails is a form of “rabble” (i.e., people of
lower socioeconomic status) management and that prisons
have become “warehouses” (Irwin, 2005, p. 2) and recep-
tacles for the “new dangerous classes” (p. 8). Finally, the
most vehement critiques—if usually only implicit—
surrounding new-penology crime control strategies
revolve around the notion that these strategies may desta-
bilize communities and actually create more, rather than
less, crime and violence (Clear, 2007), as well as resistance
to all formal authority (e.g., the No Snitch Movement in
some African American communities).

Understanding Institutional Realities

Research influenced by postmodern assumptions can be
both interesting and useful to the successful management of



our political and social institutions. For example, Earl Babbie
(2007) has commented that institutional ethnography—an
approach developed by Canadian sociologist Dorothy Smith
as an approach designed to study the everyday experiences
of women—was initially intended to better explain the insti-
tutional experiences of “oppressed subjects” (p. 300).
Institutional ethnography then incorporates a variety of
methodological approaches designed to capture the per-
sonal experiences of those who do not often (if ever) get to
speak about their experiences. Dorothy Smith (2006)
writes, “Institutional ethnography explores actual people’s
activities as they coordinate in those forms we call institu-
tions” (p. 14).

From the perspective of Smith and others, institutional
ethnography is a postmodern form of critical microsociol-
ogy that largely draws its inspiration from Marxism and
the assumptions of postmodernism. As a standpoint
approach to research and action (Harding, 2004)—theory
building and activism based on understanding the world
through the eyes of oppressed peoples—its effort to link
the microsocial experiences of marginalized subjects to
macrosocial structures and trends has generally been well
regarded.

Policy Implications

In our discussion of postmodernism thus far, many of the
policy implications may be self-evident to the reader. On
the other hand, conceptualizing theoretical, philosophical,
and applied postmodernism is a vast undertaking, and it is
useful to briefly summarize some of its key policy impli-
cations. However, because postmodernism discourages the
belief that we can objectively “know everything” (or any-
thing, in the case of Derrida), that is, knowledge is subjec-
tive and dynamic, the following list is not all-inclusive.
Rather, it is designed to inspire thinking about a few of the
possible policy implications suggested by postmodernism:

e Language: Postmodernism’s focus on linguistics
underscores the policy problems associated with
language and the role of language in the social
construction of reality at the micro- and macrolevels.
In particular, Baudrillard’s focus on the mass media
suggests that in a postmodern age, the mass media
may be a highly problematic source of information—
an assertion that has been supported by a number of
media scholars conducting theory-driven empirical
research.

® Radical modernization: Giddens’s idea that we live
in an age of radical modernization suggests that we
will become more and more disconnected from one
another on the individual level, while becoming more
and more homogenized and integrated on a global
level. In sum, radical modernization, driven by
radical globalization, will atomize individuals even
while allowing us to check the weather in Bangkok
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and to “facebook” with “friends” in Australia. The
downside to radical modernization is that doubt, as
Giddens argues, will become institutionalized on a
global scale, and trust in individuals, institutions, and
abstract systems will be eviscerated. What this may
mean in the future is that we will continue to have
more surveillance, less freedom, and an increasingly
diminished ability to collectively solve social
problems.

e Knowledge for knowledge’s sake: As Lyotard

suggests, the pursuit of knowledge for knowledge’s
sake may be a pursuit of the past. In the postmodern
age, knowledge must be practical, applicable, and if
at all possible, technically useful. Most important,
this type of knowledge has monetary value and is
generated in order to be sold. While all this may
sound fine, there is a dark side to abandoning the
pursuit of knowledge for knowledge’s sake. In
particular, we can see the impact of this trend on
university  campuses everywhere as  some
departments—such as English, sociology, and
history—continue to lose their places as important
components of a university education, even among
traditionally liberal arts schools.

o Bureaucratic efficiency versus individualized justice:

Related to many of the concepts previously
discussed, another dark side to postmodernity (and a
key focus of public administration scholars and
criminologists) is the focus on bureaucratic
efficiency over individualized justice. In other words,
the increasing focus on economic and technical
efficiency in all our social institutions may cause a great
deal of what Adams and Balfour (1998) have termed
“administrative evil.” Simply, administrative evil is
the disconnection of means from ends. From the
critical perspective of postmodernists, it means that
the ends, regardless of how these were conceived, are
more important than the means institutions use to
achieve their goals. Many political science, public
administration, and policing and prison scholars, not
to mention critical criminologists, have been
pursuing this line of research for quite some time.

Individual realities of marginalized peoples: A key
aspect of empirical postmodern research is its focus
on uncovering the stories of those who do not usually,
if ever, get to speak about their experiences. Through
this line of research, we have learned a great deal
about street gangs, homeless people, prison inmates,
ethnic and racial minorities, women, and the poor.
This line of research has helped expand the dominant
narrative to be more inclusive and more accurate. For
example, the dominant U.S. narrative that everyone
who works hard will live a comfortable life has now
been shown to be less than accurate, especially when
considering the plight of women, some ethnic and
minority groups, and others who do not conform to
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traditional and accepted images of the hardworking
American. Indeed, thanks to the application of
postmodernist ideas to empirical research, we can
now safely say that not everyone who works hard will
live a comfortable life.

o Misunderstanding crime: Many of the ideas and
methodologies derived from postmodernism have
uncovered not only that most people do not
understand the seriousness or prevalence of crime,
but that their attitudes toward crime, offenders, and
victims tend to be influenced primarily by their own
experiences, their discussions with others, and
distorted and inaccurate media portrayals of crime
and criminal justice. Unfortunately, it appears that
hard data rarely seem to influence people’s opinions
about crime. The policy implications of this
discovery are already being felt in this country as
more than 2 million people continue to be
incarcerated in our jails and prisons and more and
more of our tax dollars go to building prisons, hiring
additional police, and funding other types of criminal
justice activity.

o Atomization, social capital, and collective efficacy:
Finally, and perhaps most important, postmodernism
and the conditions of postmodernity (or radical
modernity, as Giddens argues) suggest that as trust
erodes, we will become focused inward, less
interested in collective goals, and less willing to work
with others to solve problems unless the problems are
directly related to our own needs. The implications of
this condition are clear for a democratic system of
governance: It will cease to function as it was
intended, and powerful interest groups (and other
elites) will dictate the terms of our democratic system.

Future Directions for Research

As should be clear to the reader by now, postmodernism
offers an unlimited number of possibilities for future
research. Some of the ideas and methodologies influenced
by postmodernism (constructivism in particular) are con-
tent analyses, ethnomethodologies (institutional ethnogra-
phy, ethnographic realism, confessional ethnography,
critical ethnography, dramatic ethnography), narrative
analyses, historical narratives, life histories, ethnographic
case studies, focus groups, and other forms of qualitative
research that seek out “thick descriptions” rather than gen-
eralizable, statistical knowledge. Future research based on
any one of these methodologies is entirely up to the indi-
vidual researcher. Whether it be philosophical, theoretical,
or applied research, the number of topics at the
researcher’s fingertips is limitless.

That being said, a great deal of research effort continues
to focus on the role of the mass media in our society. In

particular, researchers continue to pursue knowledge about
the influence of the mass media on policymakers and pub-
lic policy, their influence on people’s beliefs about any
given policy, their role in agenda setting, their influence on
the behavior of people (e.g., video games and juvenile
crime), and other areas in which the mass media are influen-
tial. Recently, attention has begun to focus on the new media,
or Internet sources of information such as blogs, social net-
work sites, advertising, Internet porn, and other Internet phe-
nomena. Much more needs to be done in this arena as the old
theories and understandings regarding the role of the media
in society may not hold up when one is attempting to
understand the influence of the Internet on society.

Conclusion

In this chapter, the broad topic of postmodernism was sum-
marized and distilled into its essential elements. In dis-
cussing the essential literature regarding the assumptions
of postmodernism, it is hoped that students will become
intrigued and inspired by the ideas put forward by the
founders of postmodern thought. The application of post-
modern thought to empirical research holds a number of
interesting possibilities—possibilities that do not necessar-
ily need to supplant quantitative approaches but rather may
supplement these approaches with a more complete
accounting of subjects that are difficult to measure (in a
quantitative sense) and are rarely the focus of positivist
research. Because postmodernism offers students of the
social sciences alternatives to positivism, it expands
opportunities for substantive, empirical research on a vari-
ety of intriguing topics. Conducting research from a post-
modern perspective is, in many ways (and as many
postmodernists would argue), the route to intellectual free-
dom. Simply, the only limits placed on the postmodernist
researcher are the limits of the researcher’s imagination.

The policy implications offered by postmodern thought
and research are significant. In particular, the notion that
reality is entirely subjective and that there is a dark side to
our existence in postmodern bureaucratic systems suggests
a number of interesting research topics that have signifi-
cant implications for public policy, organizational theory,
criminology, and other areas of social science research.
Important in any research agenda based on postmodernist
assumptions is the notion that dominant narratives and dis-
course blot out myriad politically and socially important
experiences, perspectives, and voices of both individuals
(e.g., prison inmates, radical political actors, sex offend-
ers) and entire groups of people (e.g., undocumented
immigrants, women, ethnic and racial minority groups).
Simply, postmodernists draw our attention to concerns that
researchers would not otherwise consider or have consid-
ered from dominant perspectives and methodologies that
intentionally (or unintentionally) obscure the day-to-day
reality of marginalized groups.



An engaging example of the application of postmodern
assumptions to empirical scholarship is the work of soci-
ologist Sudhir Venkatesh (2008). Venkatesh wrote Gang
Leader for a Day: A Rogue Sociologist Takes to the Streets
after nearly a decade observing gang behavior from inside
the gang. Although we cannot generalize from his
research, it substantively contributes to our knowledge of
urban poverty, the day-to-day activities occurring in a
Chicago housing project, and violent street gangs (i.e.,
marginalized groups and individuals). This is not work that
could have been accomplished (or accomplished as thor-
oughly) through positivist methods.

As is the case with much postmodern scholarship, Dr.
Venkatesh stumbled into his line of research. Indeed, much
postmodern research is a result of accident, chance, and
the ability of postmodern researchers to expand (and
implement) their sociological imagination (Mills, 1959).
The task of the postmodernist is to move beyond the obvi-
ous and measurable and look behind the scenes at those
phenomena that cannot be easily measured or quantified.
Postmodern thought, then, is an important epistemologi-
cal, ontological, and methodological step toward develop-
ing a more complete understanding of the confusing,
diverse, and busy world that we live in today.
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NEOINSTITUTIONALISM

Mark C. MILLER
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eoinstitutionalism, also known as the new insti

tutionalism, has been one of the primary method-

ological approaches in political science in the
United States since the late 1980s. This methodology is
especially popular among scholars of U.S. politics,
although it is growing in influence in the fields of compar-
ative politics and international relations. The new institu-
tionalism combines the interests of traditionalist scholars in
studying formal institutional rules and structures with the
focus of behavioralist scholars on examining the actions of
individual political actors. The new institutionalism thus
explores how institutional structures, rules, norms, and cul-
tures constrain the choices and actions of individuals when
they are part of a political institution. In other words, “The
neo-institutionalist perspective combines the microlevel
study of individual behavior with the macrolevel sensitivity
to the institutional factors that help shape that behavior”
(Miller, 1995, p. 6). The new institutionalism is a very
influential postbehavioralist methodology today among
political scientists in the United States and abroad.

The Historical Roots
of the New Institutionalism

The Traditionalists

From the 1930s through the 1950s, traditionalist scholars
dominated political science as a discipline, and especially
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political science as practiced in the United States. These
scholars were most interested in examining the formal
structures and rules that were the foundation of political
and governmental institutions such as the executive branch,
the legislative branch, and the judiciary. As Rhodes, Binder,
and Rockman (2006) explain, “When political science
emerged as a separate field, it emphasized the study of formal-
legal arrangements as its exclusive subject matter”
(p. xii). These studies were often descriptive in nature,
using mostly qualitative methods, and they usually did not
use broad theories in order to ground their observations in
a larger theoretical perspective. Often they were quite nor-
mative in their desire to describe how political institutions
ought to function, as opposed to the empirical study of how
things actually worked in practice. Rhodes et al. thus
describe the traditionalist approach in this way:

The older studies of institutions were rooted in law and legal
institutions, focusing not only on how “the rules” channeled
behavior, but also on how and why the rules came into being
in the first place, and, above all, whether or not the rules
worked on behalf of the common good. (p. xii)

The Behavioral Revolution

Beginning in the 1960s, political scientists began to
move away from focusing on political institutions and
instead almost exclusively studied the actions of individual



political actors. This so-called behavioral or behavioralist
revolution thus focused on making the study of politics
more scientific, and quantitative methods came to predom-
inate in political science. The behavioralist revolution was
especially critical for students of U.S. politics. Since good
quantitative studies demanded large sample sizes, the more
qualitative studies of single institutions and institutional
rules waned in part because of their small sample sizes.
For example, instead of studying the structures and rules of
the courts, behavioralist political scientists studied specific
decisions of individual judges. Or instead of studying the
role of Congress in the broader system of government,
behavioralists instead studied the choices made by indi-
vidual members of Congress or by the voters in congres-
sional elections. The hope was that political scientists
would develop broad theoretical approaches that would be
validated by quantitative empirical methods, thus moving
political science away from the disciplines of history, law,
and philosophy and instead bringing it closer to the scien-
tific approaches of economics, sociology, and psychology.
In some ways, the behavioralist revolution privileged those
who wanted political science to be more like a hard science
over those who favored so-called softer approaches to the
study of politics. Behavioralists stressed rigorous empiri-
cal analysis of the behavior of individual political actors.
By the mid-1980s, many political scientists began to
question whether the discipline should continue to ignore
the traditionalist interest in political institutions but with-
out abandoning what we had learned from the behavioral-
ist approach in examining the choices of individuals. There
was a worry that behavioralism could bring us only so far
and that perhaps we had learned all we could from that
approach. Therefore a so-called postbehavioralist move-
ment arose within political science, designed in part to
bring the study of institutions back into the discipline. It
seemed natural to many scholars that political scientists
would study political institutions again. As Rhodes et al.
(2006) argue, “The study of political institutions is central
to the identity of the discipline of political science” (p. xii).

The New Institutionalism Emerges

The new institutionalist approach has its roots in the early
to mid-1980s. Often considered two of the leading founders
of the new institutionalism, James G. March and Johan P.
Olsen published a very influential piece in the American
Political Science Review in 1984 titled “The New
Institutionalism: Organizational Factors in Political Life,”
followed by a book published in 1989 titled Rediscovering
Institutions. They continued to argue for further institu-
tional analysis in their 1995 book, Democratic
Governance. In all these now classic pieces, these scholars
argued the then radical position that political scientists
needed to rediscover institutional analysis in order to
understand better the behavior of individual political actors
within political institutions. In other words, according to
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these authors, studying individual political behavior with-
out examining institutional constraints on that behavior was
giving scholars a skewed understanding of political reality.
Thus, March and Olsen argued that studying institutions
again would allow political scientists to discover more of
the complexities of politics. As these authors have con-
cluded in a more recent work, “Institutions empower and
constrain actors differently and make them more or less
capable of acting according to prescriptive rules and appro-
priateness” (March & Olsen, 2006, p. 3).

By the mid- to late 1990s, the new institutionalism
came to be one of the dominant approaches in political sci-
ence, especially among those who studied U.S. politics.
Today it is also used by many scholars in comparative pol-
itics and in international relations as well. Referring to
what was happening among scholars in the late 1980s and
throughout the 1990s, Barry Weingast (2002) has stated,
“Political science witnessed a revolution in the study of
institutions” (p. 660). Institutional analysis was being used
to study everything from the legislative process to effects
of social movements and to the politics of the judiciary.
The new institutionalist approach has become so influen-
tial that Pierson and Skocpol (2002) could claim that “we
are all institutionalists now” (p. 706).

A Return to the Law and Legal Analysis

Since traditionalist political science had its roots in the
approaches of law and philosophy, perhaps it is not sur-
prising that many scholars in the field of judicial politics
have strongly embraced the new institutionalism. While
the behavioralists, using mostly quantitative methods,
often studied the decision-making processes of individual
judges, some political scientists continued to argue that
legal rules, structures, and doctrines still mattered. After a
long period in which the behavioralist approach domi-
nated the study of judicial politics, Rogers Smith (1988)
was one of the first to argue that public law scholars
should use a more institutional approach. As Smith (2008)
has argued in a more recent work, “It took no great insight
to realize that these emphases on the importance of rules
in bounding action and constituting actors, while simulta-
neously enabling rule-interpreters to make choices that
shaped outcomes, might aid scholars of law and courts”
(p- 48). In the late 1980s, many judicial politics scholars
had already started using new institutionalist methods. By
the late 1990s, the new institutionalism approach in judi-
cial politics had become so popular that Howard Gillman
and Cornell Clayton in 1999 edited two highly influential
volumes of essays on new institutionalist studies of deci-
sion making on the U.S. Supreme Court. About this same
time, new institutionalist approaches were also becoming
popular for scholars of U.S. legislatures (see, e.g., Miller,
1995), of the U.S. presidency (see, e.g., Skowronek,
1993), of various aspects of comparative politics (see,
e.g., Hall, 1986), and of international relations (see, e.g.,
Keck & Sikkink, 1998).
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The New Institutionalism in Comparative Politics

Just as the new institutionalism was becoming important
in the study of U.S. politics and law, it was also becoming a
feature of much of the work in the study of comparative
political institutions. In the late 1960s, Roy C. Macridis
(1968) called on comparative politics scholars to abandon
the traditionalist approach in that field, which he termed
“parochial, monographic, descriptive, bound to the West, . . .
excessively formalistic and legalistic, and insensitive to the-
ory-building and theory-testing” (p. 79). His solution was an
early call for postbehavioralist analysis of “governmental
institutions and political elites, their role, their levels
of performance and nonperformance” (p. 89). By this, he
meant comparative scholars should focus on parliaments,
the executive, the judiciary, the civil service, and other
aspects of governmental institutions. Macridis’s efforts were
in part a precursor of what happened in international rela-
tions in the early 1980s, when various scholars called for
“bringing the state back in” to international theory building
(see, e.g., Evans, Rueschemeyer, & Skocpol, 1985). Some
of the new institutionalist analysis in comparative politics
chose a “thin” approach, which looked at the role of institu-
tions in various public policy issues in various settings.
Others took a “thick” approach, which added governmental
institutions to the previous analysis of other social struc-
tures, such as social movements, political coalitions, and
ideological constraints within a society (see, e.g., Kohli
et al., 1995). In other words, should the study of govern-
mental institutions be separate from cultural studies or be
used in combination with cultural approaches (see, e.g.,
Lecours, 2000)?

Especially since the 1990s, new institutional analysis
has been used in a variety of comparative politics arenas.
One important work in this area was an edited volume
titled Do Institutions Matter? Government Capabilities in
the United States and Abroad (Weaver & Rockman, 1993).
This book covered a wide range of issues, from specific
public policies such as energy policy to foreign affairs and
to separation-of-powers issues. Other scholars used new
institutional approaches to study such public policies as
health, welfare, and industrial development (see, e.g.,
Steinmo, Thelen, & Longstreth, 1992). Some scholars
studied the role of governmental institutions in the econ-
omy more generally (see, e.g., Hall, 1986). Others studied
the role of international organizations such as the
European Union (see, e.g., Pierson, 1996). Other scholars
studied comparative legislative institutions; comparative
leadership, mostly in the executive branch of government;
comparative courts; or comparative electoral systems.
Other new institutionalist scholars studied topics that
many do not immediately associate with political institu-
tions, such as comparative revolutions or political conflict
in general (see, e.g., Peters, Pierre, & King, 2005). Another
set of scholars began to examine informal institutions,
such as political norms and rules that are “created, com-
municated, and enforced outside of officially sanctioned

channels” (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004, p. 725). These infor-
mal rules can have serious political ramifications in many
societies. Other scholars are using new institutionalist
analysis to examine concepts such as state formation.

Is There One Definition
of a Political Institution?

While many political scientists now use a new institution-
alist approach, there has been little agreement among these
scholars on a single precise definition of what constitutes
a political institution. As Rhodes et al. (2006) note,
“Despite the incredible growth in institutional studies in
recent decades, we lack a singular definition of an institu-
tion on which students of politics can find wide agree-
ment” (p. xiii). All seem to agree that a political institution
is an entity of its own and that an institution is more than
just the sum of the policy preferences of the individuals
who comprise it. For example, Carey (2000) argues that
political institutions “establish guidelines for deliberation,
the aggregation of preferences into collective decisions,
and the implementation of those decisions” (p. 735). And
all seem to agree that an institution is a concept more than
aplace or a thing. Thus Rawls (1971) conceptualized polit-
ical institutions as “an abstract object” realized in “thought
and conduct” (p. 11). March and Olsen (2006) have pro-
vided this rather complicated definition of what they
study:

An institution is a relatively enduring collection of rules and
organized practices, embedded in structures of meaning and
resources that are relatively invariant in the face of turnover
of individuals and relatively resilient to the idiosyncratic pref
erences and expectations of individuals and changing external
circumstances. (p. 3)

Thus, according to these scholars, “Institutions give order
to social relations, reduce flexibility and variability in
behavior, and restrict the possibilities of a one-sided pur-
suit of self-interest or drives” (March & Olsen, 2006, p. 7).

Although political scientists cannot seem to agree on a
definition of an institution, it has been easier for many
scholars to state what institutions are not. Thus Brigham
(1987) has noted that “institutions are not simply robes and
marble, nor are they contained in codes or documents”
(p. 21). And Howard Gillman (1999), in his institutional
approach to the study of decision making on the U.S.
Supreme Court, titles one of his chapters “The Court as an
Idea, not a Building (or a Game)” (p. 65).

Multiple Levels of Analysis

One of the advantages of new institutionalist approaches
is the fact that the new institutionalism allowed scholars
to use multiple levels of analysis simultaneously. The



traditionalists focused mainly on macrolevel analysis,
using institutions as the unit of analysis. Thus the tradi-
tionalists studied institutions qua institutions. The behav-
ioralists, on the other hand, focused almost exclusively on
microlevel analysis, because understanding the actions of
individual political actors was their primary concern. The
new institutionalists, however, said that scholars could
and should examine multiple levels of analysis, often
within the same research project. Thus, for example, for
congressional scholars, the unit of analysis could be the
individual member of Congress, or a congressional com-
mittee, or the party caucuses, or congressional leadership,
or a chamber of Congress, or the Congress as a whole
(see, e.g., Miller, 1995). This ability to examine multiple
levels of analysis simultaneously also enabled new insti-
tutionalist scholars to explore the interactions between
and among political institutions, giving rise to many stud-
ies concerning, for example, the relationship between
U.S. legislatures and the courts (see, e.g., Miller &
Barnes, 2004), between Congress and the presidency (see,
e.g., Fisher, 1981), between the bureaucracy and the
Congress (see, e.g., Ripley & Franklin, 1980), and so
forth. As Scheingold (2008) concludes, one of the essen-
tial messages of these studies is “the fluid and reciprocal
character of institutional interaction” (p. 742).

Three Streams of New Institutionalism

One of the reasons that there is no single agreed-on
definition of a political institution is that the new institu-
tionalist approach is really an umbrella term for a wide
variety of complementary but clearly different methodolo-
gies (see, e.g., Thelen, 1999). In their now classic discus-
sion of the various strains of new institutionalist analysis
within political science, Hall and Taylor (1996) argue that
there are at least three branches of new institutionalism:
rational choice institutionalism, sociological institutional
ism, and historical institutionalism. Rational choice institu-
tionalism has its roots in economics and formal modeling
analysis. Sociological institutionalism has its roots in soci-
ology, anthropology, and cultural studies. And historical
institutionalism has its roots in the disciplines of history
and law. Scholars such as Hay (2006) and Ansell (2006)
want to further subdivide these three branches by inventing
new labels such as constructionist institutionalism and net
work institutionalism. Schmidt (2008) uses the term discur
sive institutionalism. But most scholars focus more on the
three main streams of new institutionalist analysis.

Rational Choice Institutionalism

Rational choice institutionalism is one of the major
approaches within the new institutionalist umbrella, with
its roots in economic analysis and formal theory. A popu-
lar approach within this stream is the use of game theory
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to explain political decision making (see, e.g., Shepsle,
2006). Thus, according to Rhodes et al. (2006), “Rational-
choice institutionalists think of institutions as a system of
rules and incentives” (p. xiii). These rules are often con-
tested so that one set of political actors can gain an advan-
tage over a different group. Rhodes et al. continue:

Institutions in this sense provide arenas for conflict, and
efforts to alter them stimulate conflict inasmuch as they
change the rules of the game in such a way as to alter the allo
cation of advantages and disadvantages. From this vantage
point rules are never neutral, but are instead part of a struggle
between challengers and holders of power. (p. xiv)

Thus rational choice scholars often focus on a single insti-
tution in a specific time frame, although more and more
are looking at institutions across time.

This conceptualization of institutions as arenas for
game playing underlies much of the formal modeling done
by rational choice scholars. Thus the rational choice schol-
ars are simultaneously theoretical and empirical. The for-
mal models produced by rational choice scholars attempt
to simplify the political world in order to explain its essen-
tial features. According to Weingast (2002), these formal
models allow rational choice scholars to study “how insti-
tutions constrain the sequence of interaction among the
actors, the choices available to particular actors, the struc-
ture of information and hence beliefs of the actors, and the
payoffs to individuals and groups” (p. 661). These models
help answer questions such as why political institutions are
needed in the first place, why they take on particular
forms, and why they survive over time. This approach puts
a great deal of stress on concepts such as efficiency and
rationality of decision making. As Shepsle (2006) explains
this approach, “The research program of rational choice
institutionalism is founded on abstraction, simplification,
analytical rigor, and an insistence on clean lines of analy-
sis from basic axioms to analytical propositions to empiri-
cal implications” (p. 32).

A subset of rational choice institutionalism has come to
be known as the strategic approach. This approach is espe-
cially popular among judicial scholars. Accepting the new
institutionalist idea that institutions constrain the behavior
of individual political actors, these scholars argue that
individuals within political institutions often act strategi-
cally, thus anticipating the reactions of their colleagues to
their decisions, as well as anticipating the reactions of
other institutions to their decisions. Instead of pushing for
their ultimate policy preferences, these actors temper their
actions by anticipating the reactions of others. Thus their
votes and actions are constrained by their understanding of
institutional factors and by the anticipated reactions of
other actors and other institutions to their decisions. As
Hall and Taylor (1996) conclude, “One of the great contri-
butions of rational choice institutionalism has been to
emphasize the role of strategic interaction in the determi-
nation of political outcomes” (p. 945).
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Sociological Institutionalism

A second branch of new institutionalist analysis is the
sociological approach. It has its roots in organizational the-
ory, anthropology, and cultural studies. This stream
stresses the idea of institutional cultures. These scholars
see institutional rules, norms, and structures not as inher-
ently rational or dictated by efficiency concerns, but
instead as culturally constructed. As Hall and Taylor
(1996) explain, sociological institutionalists argue that
“even the most seemingly bureaucratic of practices have to
be explained in cultural terms” (p. 947). These scholars
tend to define institutions more broadly than do scholars in
the other two streams. These scholars tend to look at the
role of myth and ceremony in creating institutional cul-
tures, as well as the role of symbol systems, cognitive
scripts, and moral templates. At times these scholars take
on a normative approach to the study of political institu-
tions, and they tend to blur the line between institutions
and culture. Their work often focuses on questions of the
social and cultural legitimacy of the organization and its
participants. The pioneering work in this field was done by
sociologists at Stanford University (see, e.g., Powell &
DiMaggio, 1991). This branch of new institutionalist
analysis is probably the least influential among contempo-
rary political scientists, although many use the concepts of
institutional culture and institutional will in their research
projects.

Historical Institutionalism

The third branch of new institutionalist analysis, histor-
ical institutionalism, has received a great deal of attention
among political scientists, especially those who use more
qualitative methodologies in studying U.S. politics. But it
is also becoming more popular in comparative politics and
in studies of international relations. In some ways, histori-
cal institutionalism is the hardest of the three branches to
define because it includes so many different scholars and
so many different methodological approaches. This branch
includes an eclectic group of scholars with a wide variety
of research agendas (see, e.g., Lecours, 2000; Thelen,
1999). Despite their differences, there are some common
notions in this line of research. As Pierson and Skocpol
(2002) argue, within this group of scholars, “Everyone
seems to realize that theoretical eclecticism, multiple ana-
lytic techniques, and a broad comparative and historical
purview work best” (p. 698).

Generally, historical institutionalists define political
institutions broadly and are interested in changes in insti-
tutions over time. For example, Hall and Taylor (1996)
argue that historical institutionalists define institutions as
“the formal or informal procedures, routines, norms, and
conventions embedded in the organizational structure of
the polity or political economy” (p. 938). Rhodes et al.
(2006) note that historical institutionalists “see institutions
as continuities” (p. xv). Thus, according to these scholars,

political institutions may be constitutional in nature, pro-
cedural, or programmatic. In comparative politics, the new
institutionalist scholars compare policies not only across
time but also across countries (Peters et al., 2005).

Historical institutionalists think a lot about decision
trees and path dependence, terms of art meaning the
effects that one decision has to limit the available future
choices for any political actor or institution (see, e.g.,
Peters et al., 2005). While historical institutionalists
clearly focus on institutional analysis, these scholars
“rarely insist that institutions are the only causal force in
politics” (Hall & Taylor, 1996, p. 942). Thus, for example,
historical institutionalists acknowledge the importance of
ideas in creating political change, as well the role of eco-
nomic or cultural variables in political decision making.
They also attempt to identify critical junctures in the polit-
ical process, as well as the goals of political actors. Some
of these studies are inherently comparative, whereas oth-
ers focus on a single political institution. As Sanders
(2006) argues, for historical institutionalists, “What is
mainly of interest is the construction, maintenance, and
adaptation of institutions” (p. 42).

While it is difficult to pinpoint a precise definition of
the historical institutionalist approach, there are some
common traits in this line of scholarship. Pierson and
Skocpol (2002) have listed three important characteristics
of this approach. First, they note that historical institu-
tionalists “address big, substantive questions that are
inherently of interest to broad publics as well as to fellow
scholars” (p. 695). Thus the research puzzles of these
scholars are often rooted in real-world political problems.
Second, these historical institutionalists “take time seri-
ously” (p. 695), and thus they can trace changes in politics
and institutions over history. Extending the time frame
that political scientists consider gives them more empiri-
cal data to analyze and allows an examination of events
that occur rather rarely, such as democratization and rev-
olutions. It also allows scholars to explore lengthy, large-
scale, but slow-moving social processes in which change
often occurs only incrementally. Some of the focus of
these scholars is thus on institutional development issues
(see, e.g., Orren & Skowronek, 2002). Third, historical
institutional scholars pay clear attention to the contexts
and configurations that allow them to “hypothesize about
the combined effects of institutions and processes”
(Pierson & Skocpol, 2002, p. 696). In other words, histor-
ical institutionalists usually do not examine only one
institution or process at a set point in time, but rather
they tend to look at politics as a very complex set of
processes and institutions that vary over time and that
interact in interesting and unexpected ways. As Pierson
and Skocpol (2002) conclude, “The focus is on explaining
variations in important or surprising patterns, events, or
arrangements—rather than on accounting for human
behavior without regard to context or modeling very gen-
eral processes presumed to apply at all times and places”
(pp. 696—697).



Conclusion

The new institutionalist approach in political science
remains a very influential methodological tool. Many
scholars consider themselves to be new institutionalists,
and there is no one precise definition of what constitutes
the new institutionalism. There are at least three streams
within this broad approach, and some scholars borrow
ideas and concepts from multiple streams in order to
answer their research questions. The one thing that all
these scholars have in common is that they take institu-
tions seriously because they feel that political institutional
factors constrain the choices of individual political actors.
In other words, the new institutionalism in political science
is a postbehavioralist methodological approach that
stresses the importance of political institutions in further-
ing our understanding of politics and government.
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ystemism has emerged as an important worldview

and methodological approach in social science.

This approach is generally against reductionism,
and it sees everything either as a system or as part of a sys-
tem. This view is different from individualism or holism.
While individualism emphasizes individuals in society,
holism focuses on structure. Systemism can be seen as an
alternative way to make sense of a complex world.

This chapter explores the historical and theoretical
development of the systemism approach in social science
by addressing its applications and policy implications.
Systemism contributes to methodological issues such as
systems analysis, modeling, case study, and survey
research, and it may have significant policy implications in
the fields of environmental politics, administrative deci-
sion making, and urban politics and development.

The Evolution of Systemism Theory

In social science studies, there are generally three different
broad perspectives to understanding behavior: individual-
ism, holism, and systemism. Systemism can be seen as
being situated between individualism and holism.

Individualism

Individualism emphasizes the important role of an indi-
vidual in society. It claims that society exists for the benefit

of the individual, and the individual must not be constrained
by government interventions or made subordinate to collec-
tive interests. Ayn Rand, who was a philosopher of the early
20th century, wrote that humans are ultimate ends in
themselves, not means to the ends of others. The pursuit of
one’s own self-interest and happiness is the highest moral
purpose of life. Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Adam Smith,
and Max Weber used similar ideas to describe the world in
the philosophical tradition of individualism. Social systems
are collections of individuals.

In sum, individualism focuses on (a) protecting natural
freedoms and rights, (b) pursuing the development of soci-
ety for the benefit of the individual, and (c) supporting
capitalism with minimum government. However, it fails to
recognize the causes of social problems and the impor-
tance of government intervention.

Holism

While individualism is an important way of thinking
about individual choices and behaviors in everyday life,
holism emerged to address some of the limitations of indi-
vidualism. Individualism argues that individuals maintain
a primary influence over society. It may embody a degree
of validity in explaining society, but it fails to credit the
influence that the social environment maintains over our
thoughts, beliefs, and opinions. Thus, holism asserts that
society must be analyzed as a whole system rather than
simply in terms of its individual components.
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Holism emphasizes that the primary focus of society
should be on the collective unity or greater good of the
whole. It may support big government and government
intervention for the greatest common good. Thus, holism
focuses more on political institutions, and its applications
may tend toward totalitarianism. The works of Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, and
Emile Durkheim support holism with an emphasis on
social or class structure (Bunge, 2000).

Systemism

Systemism tries to synthesize individualism and
holism. It seeks a common ground to view the world from
a systems perspective, including micro- and macrolevels.
Both individualism and holism have some pitfalls. First,
individualists fail to realize the existence of systemic
social problems such as poverty, discrimination, and
underdevelopment. Second, holism may not see individual
actions as the source of social change. Systemism is a
moderate approach between these two extremes, and it
extracts elements from both approaches. The concept of
the system is a key aspect of this worldview. Systems are
everywhere, and they have diverse sizes and forms over
time and space. Political processes and administrative
units are systems, and society, community, and neighbor-
hood are also systems. Systemism is more realistic and
therefore more useful than individualism or holism.

According to systemism, everything is either a system
or a component of a system. Mario Bunge (2000)
described the following postulates of systemism:

1. Everything, whether concrete or abstract, is a system or
an actual or potential component of a system.

2. Systems have systemic (emergent) features.

3. All problems should be approached in a system rather
than in a sectoral fashion.

4. All ideas should be put together in systems (theories).

5. The testing of anything, whether idea or artifact, assumes
the validity of other items, which are taken as
benchmarks, at least for the time being.

These rules may imply that nothing should be evaluated as
an the end itself, but rather as a component of something
larger or more meaningful. Systemism analyzes individu-
als and structures in society dynamically, whereas
individualism and holism fail to recognize that there is a
middle ground between individual and collective agency
and to recognize the interrelatedness of both agency and
structure in studying micro-macro questions.

Applications

In the real world, system is everywhere. With the broad def-
inition of system, systemism offers practical applications
in diverse fields. Those applications can reduce tensions

between centralism and laissez-faire in politics and govern-
ment interventions.

Systemism in Social Science

We may think of systemism as a spider and a web.
When a spider weaves a web, the spider spins and main-
tains the web and so creates a structure to help itself sur-
vive and prosper. The web shows how agency and
structure are intertwined and interdependent. In this way,
the differences between systemism and individualism or
holism can be understood. Systemism blends two incom-
plete explanations of the relationships of humans with
each other and their environment (Denis, 2003). While
people interact with different entities, they deal with large
amounts of information in the context of every other inter-
action. Just like the example of spider and web, people are
having diverse interactions based on previous perceptions
and interactions. This is an illustration of the interdepen-
dent nature of structure and agency that is identified by and
explored through systemism.

Adam Smith’s invisible hand theory is another good
example of systemism. Smith’s thesis is dependent on an
individual’s interpretation of collective agency, and there-
fore the invisible hand is a feature of both human agency
and structure. The interrelationship of structure and agency
thus occurs within the context of a system. The invisible
hand theory aggregates individual agency into a
macrolevel benefit. Poverty, for instance, is not necessar-
ily solely the result of individual action or structural mal-
function. It may be a combination of different factors from
individual bad behavior, coupled with the features of a
social structure. While any one person may not experience
all poverty-related factors, including contributing factors
such as access to quality housing, education, or health
care; individual behaviors such as wasteful spending; or
unfortunate circumstances such as death, disability, sick-
ness, or chronic unemployment, all those issues occur
within the system and have unanticipated consequences.

Urban Politics

Urban politics is an interesting example of the sys-
temism approach. Many scholars have used the systems
approach as a framework for the analysis of city politics
and policy. David Easton (1965) was one of the first
researchers to develop an influential theoretical framework
that facilitated an understanding of politics, including
urban politics. He applied the open system models of nat-
ural science to political science. In this view, political sys-
tems are open to influences from their environments. The
environment of a political system has inputs and changes
that can shape the political process. Political and adminis-
trative decision makers need to respond to the environ-
ment, and the political system transforms inputs into
political and policy outputs.



The political process decides allocations of resources.
The result of the decision-makers’ processing of inputs
yields outputs. The impact of these concrete decision out-
puts of political actors produces a set of outcomes that
send information back into the environment. The process
is best viewed as a continuous stream of feedback to the
environment that may result in the alteration and creation
of inputs that keep cycling into the system (Pelissero,
2003). The systems approach has proved to be a useful
way of thinking about the interrelationships of actors,
institutions, and the environment of cities.

Case Studies

In studies of urban politics, researchers can focus on
one city and employ structured methods of data collection
and interpretation to develop and test theories of urban
politics. Intensive or ethnographic observations have been
used in some classic case studies of cities. For example,
the early studies of community power were case studies in
which researchers often lived in a community, interviewed
residents and experts, analyzed data on local government,
and observed the play of local politics. The first-generation
urban studies tend to focus on single cities.

The case study method has developed into a
comparative method, in which multiple cities are studied
or independent case studies are launched in several cities,
employing similar methods and research questions. One of
the early examples of comparative case studies is Williams
and Adrian’s (1963) classic study, Four Cities. Williams
and Adrian studied community power and political process
in four cities over time. Another example is the Bay Area
research projects that examined multiple cities in the
San Francisco area. This study reveals the importance of
institutions to the political process. The comparative case
study approach has been used to advance theories on city
politics, including citizen participation in policy making,
political parties, urban regimes, racial and ethnic politics,
schools, and moral controversies in cities.

Survey Research

Another approach in systemism is survey research for
comparative cross-sectional studies of cities. Researchers
began collecting data on a large number of cities and used
statistical techniques to assess the determinants of politics
or public policies in those cities. In more recent years, the
development of new statistical methods and the greater
availability of data sets on cities have led to more analysis
conducted over time. Computers, advanced statistical
software programs, and web-based data sets have
increased the opportunities for performing comparative
time-series analysis of urban political and policy changes.
An example is David R. Morgan and John P. Pelissero’s
(1980) study of the impact of municipal reform; research
on mayors; bureaucratic policy changes; and studies of
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city councils, including structural evolution and electoral
campaign changes.

Systems Analysis

Systems analysis is a mosaic methodology in decision
making. It integrates elements from a variety of disciplines—
engineering, sociology, biology, philosophy, psychology,
economics, and computer science. Broadly, system analy-
sis makes us look at problems as assemblies of interde-
pendent components. For example, in the context of
sewage treatment, if organic sewage is being dumped into
a river or lake, it generates an inordinate demand for oxy-
gen. However, oxygen is also needed for bacterial decay,
which uses the oxygen-converting organic matter to break
down inorganic products. Consequently, dumping tends to
deplete the oxygen supply of surface waters. By killing off
the bacteria of decay, dumping brings a halt to the aquatic
cycle of self-purification. Environmental or sanitation
engineers may simply try to domesticate the decay bacte-
ria in a treatment plant, artificially supplying them with
sufficient oxygen to accommodate the entering organic
materials. Inorganic residues are released, and because
they have no oxygen demands, the engineers think the
problem is solved.

However, this treatment does not consider the river or
lake as a system in nature. The treated sewage becomes
rich in inorganic residues of decay—carbon dioxide,
nitrates, and phosphates—that support the growth of algae.
This chain reaction brings more environmental problems
into the natural system. Thus, it is important to take a sys-
temism approach when dealing with these kinds of man-
agement and environment issues. There are four basic
steps in system analysis: problem formulation, modeling,
analysis and optimization, and implementation.

Problem Formulation

This first step may be the most difficult one in analyz-
ing a system where we live and work. This step includes a
detailed description of the task and identification of the
important variables and their relationships. For instance, in
the case of an urban transportation system, one using the
systemism approach begins by deciding whether the prime
objective is better service, lower cost, less pollution, or
something else. Then it is necessary to decide what data
are necessary: travel times with different transportation
modes; passenger miles by gender, age, race, and income;
passenger miles by time and place; and so forth. Last, one
must identify key decision makers in the urban area and
their motivations.

Modeling

A model is a simpler representation of the real-world
problem, designed to help researchers. Models can be
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physical reconstructions of the real thing, with constants
and variables. The modeler’s task is probably more artistic
than rigorous, more creative than systematic. Model devel-
opment needs to find a balance between including all rele-
vant aspects of reality and keeping the model simple
enough so that it is in line with current theoretical discus-
sions, computation time, and data availability. Ultimately,
the test of a model’s quality is how effective it is in help-
ing to solve the original problem. In a model, all compo-
nents are interconnected. Sometimes, it is necessary to
develop a quantified model—a set of mathematical rela-
tionships.

Analysis and Optimization

If a model finds the best strategy for resolving a given
problem, simulation and sensitivity analysis are important
tools for determining the best course of action. These tech-
niques are closely related to the development of computer
technology. Simulation allows replicating the actual oper-
ation and events of any program in an organization. For
example, when one studies patrol-deployment strategy in a
police department, police administrators can find simula-
tion models valuable for the following purposes: (a) They
facilitate detailed investigation of operations throughout
the city, (b) they provide a consistent framework for esti-
mating the value of new technologies, (c) they serve as
training tools to increase awareness of the system interac-
tion and consequences resulting from everyday policy
decisions, and (d) they suggest new criteria for monitoring
and evaluating actual operating systems. When one simu-
lates the dispatch and patrol operations of most urban
police departments, incidents are generated throughout the
city and distributed randomly in time and space according
to observed statistical patterns. Simulation provides a tool
to assist in answering a wide range of allocation questions.

Sensitivity analysis helps modelers find the best strategy
for solving the original problem. Sensitivity analysis con-
sists of making very small changes in a model to show the
extent to which results may be altered because of change in
one or a few factors. For example, in real practice, sensitiv-
ity analysis can use a small change, such as an 8% decrease
in judges or prosecutors or a 3% decrease in police.

Implementation

The last step refers to the procedure by which the
results from the model are translated into a set of actions
in the real world. However, these four steps seldom occur
in perfect sequence, and the systems approach is highly
interactive. For instance, the sequence might work out in
the following way: formulating the problem, selecting
objectives, designing alternatives, collecting data, build-
ing models, weighing cost against effectiveness, testing
for sensitivity, questioning assumptions, reexamining
objectives, looking at new alternatives, reformulating the

problem, selecting different or modified objectives, and
so forth.

Policy Implications and
Directions in the 21st Century

How do we define the appropriate role of government?
Systemism may have a new way of thinking of govern-
ment’s role in the 21st century. For centuries, people have
argued whether the proper focus of society should be on
the community or the individual. Individualism and holism
may be seen as the two extreme views in the real policy
world. In the United States, liberal and conservative views
have battled over the role of government. Generally, con-
servatives argue, based on the perspective of individual-
ism, that we must preserve morals and increase personal
responsibility instead of the social welfare system.
Liberals may argue that government needs to involve itself
more in social problems and regulate big business to
change government systems. Both views may have good
arguments for their points. However, these two views have
hardly any common ground. Systemism may offer an alter-
native way for politics and policy. It can offer a framework
to connect the concerns of individualism and holism in
order for us to reach our future goals.

What are the policy implications of this approach? One
interesting issue is environmental policy and climate
change. In national and international politics, climate
change is an inevitable issue for the 21st century. Already
in the United States, liberals and conservatives, Democrats
and Republicans, are battling over this global environmen-
tal issue. The result has been gridlock on the issue for more
than 10 years now. Can systemism offer some common
ground for understanding climate change?

In the climate change debate, some argue that human
action is the cause. Others postulate that while humans
may have some responsibility for climate change, this phe-
nomenon is based in a natural cycle of warming and cool-
ing that has occurred for thousands of years. The crux of
the climate change problem is that global warming has
both known and unknown ramifications that impact indi-
viduals, regions, governments, and continents differently.
The scale of the natural hazards that could be unleashed by
continuing global warming trends does not fit current cli-
mate models. In spite of all our greatest efforts, predicting
the intensity or location of the consequences of global
warming is nearly impossible at this point.

In the past, most research has ignored the complex interre-
lationships among individual human groups, their environ-
ment, their social constructions, and the myriad different
organisms and structures that interact with them each day.
Because of this oversight, much information about climate
changes and their impact has not been gathered. How does
society address a problem whose scope is unfathomable at our
current level of understanding? By addressing all known



aspects of the problem, implementing policy to mitigate all
known impacts, and preparing for all unknown impacts simul-
taneously. Systemism may provide an important framework to
address the climate change issue through its systematic and cli-
matological aspects for 21st-century global public policy.

Conclusion

This chapter distinguishes two main methodological
approaches, holism and individualism, and associates with
them policy prescriptions of centralism and laissez-faire.
Between these two perspectives, systemism offers a moderate
way and common ground for reduction of political and social
conflicts. Because of the nature of systems, the systemism
approach may be more a mosaic than a single approach. It
includes bits and pieces from a variety of disciplines. At the
same time, interdisciplinary efforts can increase systemism’s
applicability to diverse fields. Systemism has influenced our
current research methods in the areas of system analysis, case
study, survey research, simulation, and sensitivity analysis.
For political science in the 21st century, systemism will con-
tinue to contribute to our discussion of the political process,
policy making, and management issues.
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he rationality concept has figured prominently in

some of the most fascinating, heartfelt, and at

times acrimonious scholarly exchanges among
political scientists. This chapter focuses on five important
intellectual developments in the study of rationality from a
political science perspective: (1) the 1960s as an important
era in scholarly exploration of the relationship between
public policy making, decision making, and rationality;
(2) Herbert Simon’s seminal and hugely influential theo-
rizing on decision making and the limits of individual
rationality; (3) the legacy of bounded rationality, particu-
larly in Graham Allison’s models of decision making;
(4) the seminal work of a group of economists and politi-
cal scientists during the 1950s and 1960s who figured
prominently in the emergence of modern rational choice
theory; and (5) the modern scholarly debate over rational
choice. A central theme of this survey is the tension
between economic and political definitions of rationality
and how these conceptions of rationality have shaped con-
temporary political science theory and research.

Policy Making, Decision Making,
and Rationality

Charles Lindblom’s “The Science of ‘Muddling Through’”
(1959) was an important milestone for a whole generation
of theory and research on public policy making. Although
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an economist by training, Lindblom became a major figure
in political science, particularly among scholars of public
administration and public policy. While exploring the
intersection of public policy making and administrative deci-
sion making, Lindblom compares two “methods” of policy
analysis and choice, identified as “rational-comprehensive”
and “successive limited comparisons” (p. 81). The first
method is summarized as the “root” method and the latter,
the “branch” method. Lindblom presents the rational-
comprehensive method (or model) in a negative light, as
not only empirically flawed social science but as norma-
tively questionable as a guide for sound decision making
and public policy making in a democracy.

The rational-comprehensive model assumes that poli-
cies are crafted through a process that involves advance
specification of key values and goals, tightly configured
means—ends analysis, extensive analysis that is at once
comprehensive and characterized by high levels of infor-
mation, and a prominent role for theory-driven analysis.
Out of this analytically intensive and information-rich
process emerges a policy choice that is the “best” relative
to decisional elements such as values and goals, actual
analysis, and means evaluation. The successive limited
comparisons model, however, is the one embraced by
Lindblom. With this model, also known as incrementalism,
values and goals often are not distinct, analysis of relations
between ends and means is limited and perhaps even inap-
propriate, the options considered are few in number and



differ only marginally (or incrementally) from each other,
and policy choices emerge out of a “succession of com-
parisons” (p. 81) among a limited set of options. If theory
is important in the rational-comprehensive method, deci-
sion making in incrementalism is process oriented, with
goodness of a decision defined as achieving agreement
among analysts—that is, agreement rather than some
objective evidence that the information, data, and analysis
clearly point to the best option.

Lindblom’s framework represents a broadside against
application of the rational model to policy making and
administrative decision making. This comprehensively and
tightly specified version of rationality does not work as
either description or explanation of public policy making.
However, to Lindblom this does not mean that policy mak-
ing lacks rationality or is characterized by irrationality.
It comes down to how rationality is conceptualized.
Lindblom does not portray a chaotic or random universe
with irrationality run rampant; there is a science or logic to
“muddling through.” Decisions are made through a politi-
cized process rather than based on compelling, objective
logic of the facts, evidence, and information collected. In
fact, to Lindblom the rationality of incrementalist-style
policy making is preferable. Incrementalist-style rational-
ity is very compatible with a pluralistic political system,
particularly in producing options that rank high on politi-
cal relevance and are grounded firmly in existing knowl-
edge and information held by government officials.

Lindblom set the stage for further examination of ratio-
nality during the pivotal 1960s period of political science
scholarship. Paul Diesing (1962) argued that rationality
has multiple meanings and lamented the tendency to view
rationality primarily as either technical or economic ratio-
nality concerned with organizational productivity and eco-
nomic efficiency. Diesing develops a philosophy-oriented
framework that argues for the study of three other forms of
rationality—social, legal, and political. Aaron Wildavsky
(1966), one of the 20th century’s most influential political
scientists, takes the cue and warns strongly against fram-
ing rationality in terms of decision-making strategies or
techniques such as cost-benefit analysis, systems analysis,
and program budgeting. For political science, the latter
were flawed because they indicated an economics-oriented
view of rationality. To Wildavsky, political rationality is
important in its own right because government leaders
must calculate political costs such as the resources needed
to generate support for a policy, the implications of a pol-
icy decision for reelection, and the possibility of provok-
ing hostility for decisions not well received.

Simon, March, and the Limits of Rationality

Herbert Simon greatly influenced theory and research in
fields as disparate as organization theory, decision sci-
ences, and bureaucratic policy making. His ideas also

Rationality and Rational Choice o 35

played a role in the development of rational choice
theory—whether though his criticism or through efforts by
some rational choice practitioners to incorporate Simon’s
rationality assumptions into their research.

Simon provides a synthesizing approach to rationality
that incorporates both economic and psychological dimen-
sions while exploring the limits or boundaries of individ-
ual and organizational rationality. A starting point is
Simon’s (1957) distinction between “objective” and “sub-
jective” rationality. Objective rationality is evident if a
decision or choice is the “correct behavior for maximizing
given values in a given situation” (p. 76). With this version
of rationality, a clear test is available to ascertain the cor-
rectness of a decision or choice. Subjective rationality
incorporates psychological elements by considering the
decision maker’s actual knowledge—or knowledge limita-
tions. In short, based on the information possessed by the
decision maker, what might be concluded about the ratio-
nality of a decision? Simon’s concern is that standards for
achievement of objective rationality go well beyond the
actual decision-making abilities of individuals, specifi-
cally individuals in complex organizations. The realities of
psychology and human cognition mean that full knowl-
edge of decision-related information is not possessed, and
the full range of options also is not identified and evaluated
in a comprehensive way.

Simon (1955) criticizes the rationality of classic eco-
nomic theory and its model of “economic man” (p. 99), who
is assumed to have extensive and intensive knowledge rela-
tive to the decision-making environment while possessing a
well-organized and stable system of preferences, as well as
a skill in computation that enables him to calculate the best
alternative that reflects the highest point on his preference
scale. The economic model of rationality is problematic for
the development of a theory of the business firm or any type
of organization, and this is the case whether the goal is
empirically or normatively based theory. To Simon, real,
empirical human rationality does not achieve the demanding
standards of the classic economic model. Perhaps with a hint
of things yet to come in the social sciences (including polit-
ical science), Simon uses the term rational choice while
inventorying key limits or constraints in “rational adapta-
tion” behavior, particularly with respect to the range of alter-
natives considered, preferences, and decision maker
knowledge of potential decision “payoffs” (p. 100). Simon
also criticizes the “global rationality” assumptions that he
sees embedded in game theory and castigates the economic
rationality model as a “simplified model” that fails to cap-
ture the complex reality of a “choosing organization of lim-
ited knowledge and ability” (pp. 101, 114).

With this foundation, Simon fully develops his theory
of bounded rationality—with important contributions
from coauthor James March (March & Simon, 1958). The
rationality of “administrative man” (p. 137) is compared
and contrasted with the rationality requirements of classi-
cal economics—and statistical decision theory. In the
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latter versions of rationality, decision optimality is the stan-
dard in an environment with a full and clear specification of
alternatives, knowledge of consequences of the alterna-
tives, and a “utility ordering” (p. 138) in which key values
at stake guide fully conscious assessment of the alterna-
tives. March and Simon, however, argue that individuals in
organizational settings are not guided by the quest for opti-
mality (i.e., the best possible decision) but rather make deci-
sions at the point that an alternative is deemed satisfactory.
They assert that “most human decision-making, whether
individual or organizational, is concerned with the discov-
ery and selection of satisfactory alternatives; only in excep-
tional cases is it concerned with the discovery and selection
of optimal alternatives” (pp. 140—141). This point sets the
stage for the much-referenced satisficing concept, which
is a decision-making process in which the satisfactory
standard is reached and the option selected is deemed as
sufficient by the individual decision maker. In sum, the
option is satisfactory—and it suffices. Satisficing is a
major departure from the quest for the best possible
choice as determined by extensively analyzing a wide
range of alternatives and factoring in a full range of deci-
sion-related values or preferences. This model of decision
making also parts company with the classic economic
model in another way, through March and Simon’s asser-
tion that alternatives are evaluated sequentially rather than
simultaneously. At some point, an alternative is consid-
ered to be acceptable, given organizational goals, values,
and decision-maker knowledge; the decision process con-
cludes at that point.

Satisficing, however, does not take place in a vacuum,; it
is embedded in an organizational context in which rational-
ity is bounded by “repertoires of action programs” (March
& Simon, 1958, p. 169) that circumscribe and also channel
the decision-making process. March and Simon give par-
ticular emphasis to the role of organization structure as the
setting for individual decision making. Organization struc-
ture comes to play an important role in establishing the
“boundaries of rationality” (p. 171). In essence, when we
speak of the rationality of individual decision makers,
we also are considering the role that organizations play in
funneling or channeling decision making and even com-
pensating for the limits of human rationality.

Later, Simon (1985) shed additional light on this path-
breaking approach to rationality by noting that bounded
rationality really is interchangeable with the term proce
dural rationality. Rationality is rooted in an organizational
process of identifying alternatives, collecting information,
and considering important values. This is another way of
saying that there is no such thing as a substantively or
objectively optimal decision. Simon sees this distinction as
parallel to the concepts of procedural and substantive due
process, observing that “in the same way, we can judge a
person to be rational who uses a reasonable process for
choosing; or, alternatively, we can judge a person to be
rational who arrives at a reasonable choice” (1985, p. 294).

Bounded rationality is a way of focusing on the use of a
reasonable process that helps to compensate for the limits
of human rationality. And to avoid any misconceptions,
Simon also contends that bounded rationality is not equiv-
alent to irrationality. Objecting to the quality of choices or
even the information that informed a decision is not the
same as saying irrationality has prevailed. Individual deci-
sion makers do have goals and strive to make the best
choices possible under the circumstances, which is another
way of saying that they are “intendedly rational” (e.g.,
March & Simon, 1958, p. 170). Finally, Simon reminds us
that bounded rationality has intellectual roots in psycho-
logical theory, specifically cognitive psychology. To
Simon, cognitive psychology has a good appreciation of
how individual choice making is limited in its computa-
tional abilities and involves a realistic understanding of
individual problem-solving processes.

The Legacy of Bounded Rationality

The bounded rationality concept has figured prominently in
political science, including influencing Lindblom’s incre-
mentalist theory of rationality. Bounded rationality is a
robust concept that lends itself readily to multiple meanings
and applications, and it continues to play a role in how
political scientists frame rationality. To illustrate, Jones
(2003) evaluates the contributions of bounded rationality in
public administration and public policy scholarship and
argues that the bounded rationality approach has yielded an
enhanced understanding of how government organizations
may produce unexpected or even unpredicted policy or pro-
gram results. With public organizations not operating under
full rationality conditions, administrators aspiring toward
rationality may nonetheless find their goals undermined by
a variety of forces, such as informational uncertainties and
nonrational elements of organizational decision making.
Bounded rationality also plays an important role in
Allison’s (1971) three decision-making models for study-
ing the Cuban missile crisis: rational policy, organizational
process, and bureaucratic politics. The first and second
models are most relevant to this chapter. Model 1 (rational
policy) is Allison’s version of the economic rationality
model, with assumptions of advance specification of goals
and objectives; identification and evaluation of a range of
options; clear-headed knowledge of consequences of deci-
sion alternatives, particularly with respect to costs and
benefits; and finally selection of the best option from the
standpoint of value maximization. This model conceptual-
izes decision making by the U.S. government as a unified
national actor coolly mapping out a set of different alter-
natives for careful, deliberate evaluation—major options
such as doing nothing, diplomatic pressures, a surgical air
strike, or a blockade. Model 2 (organizational process)
focuses on organizational processes and outputs, seeing
U.S. decision making as the result of complex bureaucratic



properties. Simon’s satisficing concept is evident in
Allison’s argument that decision making in Model 2
involves “sequential attention to goals” (p. 82). Bounded
rationality also is evident in Allison’s emphasis on “stan-
dard operating procedures” and “programs and reper-
toires” (p. 83) that coordinate the activities of individuals
in government departments and agencies. These latter
principles serve as the basis for Allison’s much quoted
examples of how organizational procedures and con-
straints may come to shape decision making at the highest
levels of a presidential administration. Perhaps the most
widely cited rationality example from Allison is Secretary
of Defense Robert McNamara’s argument for a political
and internationally sensitive approach to blockade imple-
mentation, as opposed to admiral George Anderson’s
reluctance to deviate from the Navy’s standard operating
procedures for blockade placement.

Some scholars, however, have suggested that there may
be problems with Allison’s application of his decision-
making models. To illustrate, Bendor and Hammond
(1992) criticize Model 1 as unduly simplistic in its version
of rational choice, and they contend that Allison has mis-
interpreted and misapplied bounded rationality theory.
They argue that Allison’s version of bounded rationality
misinterprets Simon by viewing organizational structure,
processes, and routines as a hindrance to quality decision
making. Organizational properties such as standard operat-
ing procedures really are positive features in Simon’s
bounded rationality, by facilitating and assisting the decision-
making process: In essence, complex challenges and diffi-
cult choices require that rationality be boosted through
organizational processes, including processes as seemingly
mundane as standard operating procedures. Organizations
do not limit rationality; they facilitate rationality.

The Foundations of Rational Choice

The roots of modern rational choice theory generally are
traced to the seminal contributions of a group of economists—
primarily Arrow, Downs, Buchanan and Tullock, and
Olson—and one path-breaking political scientist—
Riker—through the 1950s to mid-1960s (e.g., see Almond,
1991; Ordeshook, 1990). Some scholars note the early for-
mative role of social or economic philosophers such as
Thomas Hobbes and Adam Smith (Monroe, 2001).
Kenneth Arrow’s (1963) social-choice approach to ratio-
nality is a good place to start. First developed in the early
1950s, it has contributed to decades of theory and research
on the question of whether individual and collective ratio-
nality are inherently in conflict in democratic society.
Individual rationality as indicated in expressed preferences
might generate problematic collective social choices that
lead to serious questioning of the possibility of coupling
rationality with democracy—that is, without dictator-
ship to force choices on people. This puzzle is covered in
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rational choice investigations of what generally is identi-
fied as the possibility theorem, or alternatively the impos
sibility theorem.

Anthony Downs’s (1957) Economic Theory of Democracy
is arguably the most important contribution from someone
who is not a political scientist to rational choice in politi-
cal science. While exploring the meanings of economic
and political rationality, Downs presents a theory of ratio-
nality in which individuals in political and governmental
arenas are guided by self-interest as they pursue choices
with the highest levels of utility. The concept of utility fig-
ures prominently in economics and is a general way of
summarizing the benefits choices bring to decision mak-
ers, and the utility concept makes regular appearances in
the rational choice literature of political science. To
Downs, benefits are not limited to a narrow monetary or
financial nature; utility also may be derived from govern-
ment services such as policing, water purification, and
road repairs.

Downs is particularly well-known for his propositions
on how self-interested voters assess the appeals of ratio-
nally oriented political parties in democratic political sys-
tems. These voters may also experience degrees of
uncertainty and even information gaps, somewhat similar
to what occurs in bounded rationality conditions. Kenneth
Shepsle and Mark Bonchek (1997), coauthors of the stan-
dard text on rational choice, note the importance of Downs
in spatial modeling to show how rational voters evaluate
the merits of politicians and electoral candidates in ideo-
logical space. Governments themselves figure in Downs’s
analysis because government officials and political parties
seek to maximize support from voters—for example,
through spending on government programs or offering
programs that appeal to voter self-interest. According to
Downs (1957), governments are run by self-interested
individuals whose primary concern is not an abstract ideal
of social welfare maximization or the public interest; they
are oriented toward developing government programs in
relation to strategies to please voters.

James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock’s (1962) Calculus
of Consent presents a rationality model in which individu-
als choose according to the “more rather than less” princi-
ple (p. 18). The average individual seeks to maximize
utility and secure more of what he or she values—rather
than less of it—in the political arena as well as elsewhere.
Buchanan and Tullock are particularly interested in the
relationship between individual and collective rationality.
Although they acknowledge that rationality in market-
based decision making does not hold up as well in the gov-
ernmental setting, they nonetheless argue for applying the
logic of economic-based decision making to democratic
political systems. Rational members of democratic society
will decide in favor of political organizations and institu-
tions that serve their respective individual interests, with
competition among individuals also evident in this
process. This competition becomes manifest as rational
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individuals in constitutional democracies pursue more
rather than less for themselves in the political arena.
Although there may be some slippage from the full ratio-
nality standard regarding information levels of individuals
and even the extent to which self-interest may dominate,
Buchanan and Tullock confidently assert that “each partic-
ipant in the political process tries, single-mindedly, to fur-
ther his own interest, at the expense of others if this is
necessary” (p. 305). Furthermore, individual choice plays
out in an existing constitutional system—for example, the
institutions, processes, and rules of representative democ-
racy. In this sense, Buchanan and Tullock embrace a
version of bounded rationality in that constitutional
democracy also sets the boundaries for political choice.

Mancur Olson’s (1965) Logic of Collective Action rep-
resents a major challenge to traditional thinking on individ-
ual participation in groups in democratic society. Rational
individuals may not have an incentive to join or participate
in large voluntary associations, particularly those charac-
terized as “latent” groups, if they can benefit from the col-
lective or public goods provided by these groups without
having to pay dues or incur other costs of membership
(pp. 58-59). A key element of Olson’s approach to ratio-
nality concerns the “objectives” pursued by individuals.
Olson pointedly makes the following observation:

The only requirement is that the behavior of individuals in
large groups or organizations of the kind considered should
generally be rational, in the sense that their objectives, whether
selfish or unselfish, should be pursued by means that are effi
cient and effective for achieving these objectives. (p. 65)

Rational Choice Arrives in Political Science

William Riker’s (1962) Theory of Political Coalitions is
probably the most important scholarly work in the emer-
gence of rational choice in political science. Riker takes
the theories of economics and mathematics-based game
theory and expressly applies them to political decision
making, presenting an alternative to political science’s
long-standing focus on concepts such as power and author-
ity. Riker sees rationality in terms of individuals who seek
to win, rather than lose, in the context of various types of
two-person games: ‘“Politically rational man is the man
who would rather win than lose, regardless of the particu-
lar stakes” (p. 22).

Whether considering topics such as voting choices or
federal system design, Riker (1990) conceives of political
rationality as involving actors who are “able to order their
alternative goals, values, tastes, and strategies” and who
“choose from available alternatives so as to maximize their
satisfaction” (p. 172). In Riker we see the fusion of the
rational actors of game theory and economics, transposed
to the world of politics and government. Riker, however,
sees his approach to rationality as transcending traditional
arguments over pure economic and bounded rationality.
The focus of rational choice theory should be on how

individuals decide with information available to them, from
knowledge of their own preferences or through the conse-
quences of alternatives themselves. His definition of rationality
“requires only that, within the limits of available informa-
tion about circumstances and consequences, actors choose
so as to maximize their satisfaction” (p. 173). Riker became
one of the most controversial figures in modern political
science, arguing for political science to openly embrace
rational choice as its future, particularly because “in con-
trast to economists, political scientists frequently have been
methodically unsophisticated” (p. 178).

Riker’s approach to studying politics illustrates promi-
nent features of modern rational choice. First, there is the
common use of what may be called the “as if” assumption
of rationality to guide empirical analysis and research
(e.g., Moe, 1979). Individuals are assumed to act “as if”
they decided according to principles such as utility maxi-
mization and the pursuit of self-interest (see Riker &
Ordeshook, 1968), and then researchers go about the
process of testing their propositions and hypotheses
against empirical reality. The “as if” approach in rational
choice theory has prompted great debate over rational
choice’s approach to knowledge in the social sciences,
with one writer exploring tensions between “instrumental-
ist empiricism” and “scientific realism” in rational choice
scholarship while asking whether the “as if” assumption
approach represents a “useful fiction” (MacDonald, 2003).

A second feature is the tendency of rational choice prac-
titioners to work out anomalies or counterevidence from
within the rational choice tradition itself—that is, to focus
on what some refer to as the maintenance of core elements
of the rational choice theory as a way of explaining politi-
cal reality—even in the face of potentially confounding
data or developments (e.g., Shapiro, 2005). To illustrate,
Riker and Ordeshook (1968) addressed the puzzle that vot-
ing itself might be an irrational act when considering indi-
vidual costs and benefits; they find that there really is an
underlying rational calculus to the decision to vote—or for
that matter not to vote.

A third feature of rational choice is its ongoing evolu-
tion, as we would expect of any healthy scholarly approach.
The rational choice of recent decades is not the same as that
of the 1960s and 1970s. In Riker, this is seen in his devo-
tion in the latter part of his career to a scholarly approach
labeled fheresthetics, which focuses on the strategic use of
communications, such as sentences and languages, by
political leaders and elites in important arenas such as
agenda control and coalition formation (Shepsle, 2003).

Understanding Contemporary
Rational Choice Theory

Rational choice theory draws from the general approach
called rational actor theory, which Monroe (1991) identi-
fies as emphasizing individuals who pursue goals and
decide among competing alternatives while possessing
extensive information, a coherent preference ordering, and
a commitment to the principles of self-interest and utility



maximization. Rational choice theorists, however, at times
differ on how they incorporate these properties into their
assumptions and empirical research. A major example is the
distinction between thin and thick rationality. The thin ver-
sion is the elemental approach to rationality that operates at
a fairly broad level, not going much beyond general-pur-
pose assumptions such as characterizing individuals as goal
oriented, self-interested, and seeking utility maximization.
A thickened version of rationality builds additional specifi-
cations into the rationality model—for example, actual
belief systems, psychological needs, aspiration levels, cul-
tural values, and even specific goals that may be important
in the sociopolitical arena (e.g., see Ferejohn, 1991;
Friedman, 1996). Rationality thus becomes richer or more
substantive as it is thickened. The importance of under-
standing this distinction is underlined by Ostrom (2006),
who criticizes the tendency in political science to “lump all
scholars together who use a thin model of rationality
together with those who are developing second- and third-
generation behavioral theories” (p. 8).

A few examples from within rational choice scholarship
illustrate efforts to broaden its framework and scholarly
focus, particularly through the study of institutions.
Shepsle and Barry Weingast (1994) assess the transition
from the first generation of rational choice congressional
research, which fused a behavioral orientation with a
strong focus on majority cycles coupled with a relatively
abstract notion of the legislature. The second and third
generations of rational choice research on Congress, how-
ever, shifted toward incorporating institutional structure
variables—such as committees, subcommittees, and their
rules—along with parties and leadership in the postreform
era. Terry Moe (2005) provides a critique from within
rational choice that although supportive of the promise of
rational choice for political science nonetheless calls for a
much more substantial role for political power in rational
choice and its study of institutions—in settings that range
from the U.S. bureaucracy on through nation-to-nation
interactions in international politics.

Richard Feiock (2007) develops a set of hypotheses on
regional governance institutions based on what he identi-
fies as a “second-generation model” that incorporates con-
textual factors that shape and underpin individuals as
rational actors. A thin version of rationality is set aside, and
contextual factors show how rationality may be
bounded—and thus provide an example of integrating
bounded rationality into modern rational choice. An excel-
lent example of this synthesis is found in George Tsebilis
(1990), who argues that rational choice has unique quali-
ties in its ability to explain behavior of rational actors in
the context of political and social institutions that establish
the rules of the game in which individuals assess their
options and seek utility maximization. Tsebilis’s embrace
of a rational choice that is bounded by institutional setting
is particularly interesting in view of his application of it to
comparative political analysis.

To this point, rational choice has been presented in a
summative way to introduce the reader to its roots and key
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influences while providing some sense of its present con-
cerns. It must be noted, however, that any survey of ratio-
nal choice runs the risk of oversimplification, and the
student may be wise to consider the statement by one well-
known rational choice practitioner:

I suspect the only thing all RC [rational choice] people would
agree upon is that their explanations presume that individuals
behave purposively. Beyond that, every manner of disagree
ment theoretical, substantive, methodological can be
found. RC is an approach, a general perspective, within which
many different models can be located. (Fiorina, 1996, p. 87)

In addition, the undergraduate student with an interest
in rationality will encounter multiple references to the pub-
lic choice, social choice, and rational choice schools, and
these terms often are used interchangeably—either accu-
rately or inaccurately (e.g., Friedman, 1996; Monroe,
1991). Within political science, the term public choice cer-
tainly has definite connotations, primarily due to its asso-
ciation with a well-known political science couple, Elinor
and Vincent Ostrom, whose unique and influential ver-
sions of rational choice theory and research have been
identified by some as the Bloomington school (Mitchell,
1988). Illustrative of the sometimes tricky terrain, the term
public choice may also represent a general ideological ori-
entation to some political scientists who view public
choice as having limited application to the discipline.
These political scientists contend that public choice is too
closely associated with a market-based model that ulti-
mately sees politics and government as hindrances to indi-
vidual and collective welfare. In sum, rational choice is a
multifaceted subject with different schools of thought and
even the potential for stirring some emotions.

Rational Choice Controversies

A full understanding of rational choice requires knowl-
edge of controversies associated with this approach in the
political science discipline. The decade of the 1990s repre-
sents a key turning point, with the emergence of open and
occasionally heated debate over the value of rational
choice to political science. This decade includes Donald
Green and Ian Shapiro’s Pathologies of Rational Choice
Theory (1994) and subsequent scholarly exchanges such as
those in The Rational Choice Controversy: Economic
Models of Politics Reconsidered (Friedman, 1996). A sur-
vey of some representative criticisms from this era cap-
tures the intensity of this debate:

e Gabriel Almond (1991) asserts that the economic
model of rational choice neglects scholarship in disciplines
such as sociology, psychology, and anthropology, and its
assumptions of human rationality, with their emphasis on
utility-maximizing behavior, produce a conception of
human rationality that has no “substantive content” and is
akin to the Scrabble blank tile that “can take on the value
of any letter” (p. 49).
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e Green and Shapiro (1994) skewer rational choice as
fundamentally flawed, both theoretically and methodo-
logically. Although noting that it has constructed
sophisticated formal mathematical models, they contend
that the value of rational choice to political science is
undermined by a set of deep-seated social scientific
pathologies—for example, its theory-driven research with
little interest in solving real political questions or problems
and its research results that “do little more than restate
existing knowledge in rational choice terminology” (p. 6).

e Stephen Walt (1999) criticizes rational choice’s
growing reliance on formal modeling, highly sophisticated
mathematical analysis, and game theory applications,
which he sees as not enhancing international security
studies—with “rigor mortis” the more likely scholarly
result than methodological “rigor.”

The rational choice debate carried over into the first
decade of the 21st century, though the intensity level of the
debate certainly has waned in recent years. The Perestroika
movement, which borrowed its name from the reform era
of the Soviet Union, probably was the most significant
development in the rational choice debate of the past
decade. The year 2001 witnessed a multipronged effort by
a coalition of disenchanted political scientists to reform the
American Political Science Association and redirect polit-
ical science scholarship in general.

The Perestroikan critics of the political science estab-
lishment grouped rational choice with formal modeling
and quantitatively oriented research as they made their
case against a style of political science perceived as actu-
ally diminishing genuine knowledge of government, poli-
tics, and policy. Perhaps the most colorful statement to
represent the emergent criticism of rational choice is the
following call to arms:

William Riker was fond of saying that political science was a
sinking ship, and rational choice theory was the only tugboat
that might bring it to port. It is truer to say that Riker’s disci
ples have acted as pirates out to hijack political science to a
rather barren island. Their piracy is doomed to fail. (Kasza,
2001, p. 599)

While the early fervor of the Perestroika heyday even-
tually dissipated, additional critiques of rational choice
later emerged in an edited volume with the colorful title of
Perestroika! The Raucous Rebellion in Political Science
(Monroe, 2005). While rational choice was not by any
means the sole object of attention of this volume, rational
choice took its lumps from some high-profile political sci-
entists such as Theodore Lowi and Samuel Beer.

Toward Reconciliation

It has not been all slings and arrows over the past
decade. A case in point is the assessment provided by a

scholar with a well-established record of questioning ratio-
nal choice and who also has argued for an alternative
framework rooted in political psychology—perspective
theory, which focuses on identity at the individual, group,
and societal levels. Kristen Monroe (2001) argues that the
discipline “has wasted too much time debating the merits of
rational choice theory” and that it is time to focus more
fully on asking “what we have learned that may be utilized
in the next stage of constructing more realistic theories of
political life” (pp. 165-166). Ostrom’s (2006) framing of
the issue as “Rational Choice—An Evil Approach or a
Theory Undergoing Change and Development?” (p. 8) also
merits consideration. While embracing the value of rational
choice as part of a diverse modern political science and cer-
tainly not seeing it as an evil approach, she nonetheless
acknowledges, as a rational choice practitioner herself, that
factionalism in today’s political science may have multiple
sources, including rigid adherence to a narrow definition of
rationality: “Some of the factionalism does stem from the
arrogance of those who consider the continued use of a nar-
row model of human rationality the essential qualification
for doing good social science” (p. 8).

Conclusion and Disciplinary Directions

The past 50-plus years have shown great interest by polit-
ical scientists in the meaning and applications of rational-
ity. Lindblom’s incrementalism ushered in an era of theory
and research on the limits of rationality in crafting and
choosing public policies, and Wildavsky expanded on
incrementalist theory as he made the case for political
rationality over economic rationality. Simon’s seminal the-
orizing contributed greatly to knowledge of the realities
and parameters of rationality by arguing that there are lim-
its on decision-makers’ abilities to acquire and process
information and assess options. Rationality is circum-
scribed or limited, with bounded rationality the condition
of individuals as they make important political, policy, and
administrative choices. Starting with Riker, rational choice
theory elevated the question of whether political actors—
from voters on through institutional actors such as political
parties, elected officials, government bureaucrats, or even
nation-states—are motivated primarily by an economic-
based sense of self-interest and utility maximization.
Rational choice political scientists answered in the affir-
mative to this question as they drew from scholars such as
Downs, Olson, and Buchanan and Tullock—all of whom
cut their academic teeth in the economics discipline. With
political scientists such as Riker and the Ostroms laying
the foundations, rational choice would become an impor-
tant force in the discipline.

Alternative conceptions of rationality have spurred
debate among political scientists, including expressions of
resistance to the notion that politics and government may
be understood through the prism of an economics-oriented
model of individual and organizational decision making



and behavior. Scholars such as Lindblom, Wildavsky, and
even Allison questioned the value of seeing policy making
and government decision making as tightly structured
processes of high-end rationality. Critics of rational choice
argued against a political science that reduced the political
arena to self-interested, utility maximizing political actors
who could be studied through heavily assumption-laden
theories and methodologies that make extensive use of for-
mal modeling. Rational choice practitioners, however,
have defended their scholarly approach while asserting
that rational choice is not a monolithic enterprise, with
scholars marching in lockstep. In response to criticisms of
early versions of a stripped-down rationality, known alter-
natively as thin rationality, second- and third-generation
versions of rational choice have emerged to incorporate
more nuanced and developed understandings of rationality
in politics and government—such as adopting bounded
rationality assumptions and paying attention to the impact
of institutional or cultural variables such as legislative
rules and traditions.

Although the dialogue over rational choice has been
animated and sometimes heated, it ultimately has been
beneficial to modern political science. From the multi-
pronged criticisms of rational choice theory, methodology
and research voiced by Green and Shapiro in the 1990s on
through the sometimes heated debates of the Perestroika
movement at the dawn of the new century, political sci-
ence certainly has indicated a willingness to address fun-
damental issues and questions. For example, what drives
or motivates individuals or government officials to
action? Are they fundamentally self-interested? Or are
they capable of placing the public interest over personal,
economic-oriented calculations of benefit or utility? What
of the impact of social-psychological factors such as emo-
tions, values, and identity? Is the political arena best
understood as a venue explained by the basic concepts
and tools of economics? Just how much information can
political actors handle when making a decision—such as
whether to vote for a candidate, align with a political party
or ideology, express support for a public policy, or evalu-
ate the performance of government officials? All these
intriguing questions figure in the study of rationality in
political science, and they no doubt will continue to shape
future generations of theory development and empirical
research.
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magine the worst happens, and you are falsely

accused of a crime in a city in which you are vaca-

tioning and in which you do not know anyone. You
are arrested and advised of your rights to an attorney and
one phone call. Which lawyer do you call? Which lawyer
has the best training in the type of issues for which you
were arrested? Which one has the best record on these
matters? Which one can you afford? Will the one you
pick work hard for you? Or will you choose one that will
do only a minimal job, which could land you in prison?
How can you make the best and most rational decision
with this lack of information?

Few people in this situation would have enough infor-
mation concerning which attorney has the appropriate
training or which is the most dedicated to clients.
However, any lawyer contacted would know these things
about themselves. This asymmetry of (or differences in
access to) information constitutes one of the key elements
of the principal-agent problem. It is also called the
adverse selection problem.! You have to hire someone with
only limited information concerning his or her qualifica-
tions, training, and achievements. Moreover, potential
agents have an incentive to overstate their abilities and
experiences in order to obtain the commission.

In addition, you and your lawyer have some interests
in this case that are different. You may want your
lawyer to dedicate the next several months of his or her
life to your case. Your lawyer, by contrast, may want to

spend the minimum amount of time possible on your
case, get paid, win if possible, and pursue other
interests. This highlights another aspect of the principal—
agent problem: moral hazard. Agents and principals
often have competing self-interests, despite the fact
that the agent is hired specifically to represent the
interests of the principal. The agent (the lawyer in this
case) could put his or her interests ahead of the princi-
pal’s (you in this case) by taking payment and not
putting forth a strong effort. However, to be fair, unless
the lawyer insists on payment up front, he or she runs
the risk of doing a great job and then not being paid
appropriately afterward.

Finally, your lawyer may recommend a course of action
(e.g., plead innocent, take a plea bargain) that you cannot
adequately analyze, given your inexperience with the law.
You do not know the judges, the law, or past outcomes in
similar cases. Lawyers should, and this is why they are
hired. However, an incompetent lawyer will recommend a
strategy with the same confidence as a well-qualified
lawyer. This is also an aspect of the adverse selection prob-
lem. You would have to hire an additional lawyer or law
firm to determine fully the quality of the strategy being
employed. This asymmetry in knowledge and expertise
between the people who could enter into a contract lies at
the heart of the principal-agent relationship. (Otherwise,
you could represent yourself in court and forgo hiring an
agent to handle your business.)

43
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Another common situation in which one can see this
paradigm at work arises in the personal housing market.
Imagine you want to buy a house in a new city and engage
a real estate broker. This person has knowledge that you
do not have (e.g., the quality of different neighborhoods,
the quality of schools, how quickly homes sell, the qual-
ity of the contractors, the process of buying a house in that
locality), and for this knowledge you hire the broker to
become your agent. Typically, agents get some set per-
centage of the price of the house once it is sold. So when
the agent discovers your top price, he or she may tend to
show you the houses that are at the top, or slightly over,
your price range. Why? The agent has a personal interest
in selling you the most expensive house you can afford
because he or she will make more money from that sale
than from a house that sells for less; 6% of a higher num-
ber is more than 6% of a lower number. Your self-interest
is in paying the least you possibly can for a house that
gives you the most value. The agent may be better off (in
a narrow sense) if you buy a house you cannot afford, as
long as the deal goes through. If you have to sell your
house because you cannot afford it, the agent loses noth-
ing, and he or she might even be able to resell the house
and earn money again. However, if the agent is concerned
about reputation, he or she may strive to get you into an
affordable house so that you pass on good reports to other
potential clients.

That Person A would hire Person B to do the bidding of
Person A and that their relationship is bound by a contract
are well established in history. So too is the idea that the
agent has some normative, legal, or moral obligations to
do what is in the best interests of the principal. In legal
terms, the agent has a fiduciary obligation to the principal.
In fact, the principal—agent relationship is a key concept of
British common law and in the field of law generally,
where it is called agency. This idea of agency is therefore
pervasive in society. According to Ross (1973), “All con-
tractual arrangements, as between employer and employee
or the state and the governed . . . contain elements of
agency” (p. 134).

To understand the contemporary use of this approach in
the social sciences, one must turn to political economy
(Ordeshook, 1990). The principal-agent relationship, or
agency, exists at the intersection of economics, political
science, business, law, finance, and sociology. It is used as
a heuristic tool to understand economic, social, business,
or political relationships using self-interest as a guiding
principal. This approach uses some, but not all, of the
assumptions of microeconomics: that human interactions
are best understood as a meeting of two self-interested and
rational actors with relatively fixed preferences trying to
maximize their own utility—but both of whom have less
than complete information.

In political science, the principal-agent relationship is
usually studied by rational choice scholars. The rational
choice paradigm uses economic assumptions of human

nature to study political outcomes. As such, rational
choice scholars begin with assumptions of rationality as
well as the maximization of (relatively) fixed goals. These
are the strong assumptions of rational choice. For exam-
ple, the assumption of wealth maximization often trans-
lates to power maximization or reelection for political
leaders (Levi, 1997). It also includes several weaker
assumptions, including no information costs; no transac-
tion costs; no collective or organizational costs; no trans-
portation costs; and no role for history, institutions, or
culture. There are simplifying assumptions that are not
true, per se, but they are held to be true for the parsimony
of the model. However, some authors do not include all of
the assumptions (or they lift or “assume away” one
assumption or another) and examine the likely outcomes
of no longer having all the simplifying assumptions in the
model. However, different scholars have examined politi-
cal interactions and have lifted one assumption or another.
Olson (1965), for example, lifted the assumption of col-
lective action costs to show how by reintroducing these
costs, one could predict more realistic political outcomes
than before.

Therefore, the principal-agent paradigm is used to
describe situations in which information costs, which are
normally lifted or assumed away in microeconomics, are
reintroduced, along with risk sharing or risk shifting. In the
same way that physicists assume away friction to describe
“ideal physics,” so do economists sometimes assume away
these other costs of exchange. However, the principal-agent
paradigm retains the strong rational choice assumptions of
self-interest on the parts of both the principal and the
agent, as well as their relatively fixed preferences. The
inclusion of transaction costs results in both adverse selec
tion and moral hazard (Moe, 1984).

Let us explore in more depth the key elements of
adverse selection and moral hazard in the principal-agent
paradigm. An illustration of adverse selection may be seen
when applicants for a position claim greater skills or work
habits than they actually have, believing that these per-
sonal attributes are difficult for potential employers to
know. Prospective employees (agents) have the incentive
to exaggerate their abilities (or pad their résumé) to get
their foot in the door, and then they quickly learn the skills
after being hired. The firm doing the hiring (the principal)
wants to hire someone already qualified and who brings
these skills along. However, the principal can determine
only imperfectly whether a prospective employee actually
has these attributes or is exaggerating.

The moral hazard aspect of the principal-agent rela-
tionship usually occurs after a person is hired and when the
amount or quality of work performed (or output) is diffi-
cult to measure or monitor. For example, if a contractor
(i.e., agent) is building a house for you in your town, you
can stop by the site and witness the various parts of the
house being constructed. If, however, you hire an agent to
manage a plant in a distant state, you would have to spend



more time and resources to visit that factory. Moreover, if
the agent knows when you are to arrive, he or she can look
busy during the visit and hide low productivity.

In addition, even with supervision, sometimes output is
inherently hard to measure. For example, if a teacher has
many students who do poorly on performance tests, who
should be held accountable? Should one blame the teacher
who was unable to motivate otherwise “good” students?
Or should one blame the “underachieving” students who
did not appreciate the high quality of the education they
were receiving? In addition, should pay be linked to stu-
dent outcomes? Similarly, should a car salesperson with a
slow month be blamed and seen as a slacker? Or could the
salesperson have been quite diligent, but the market turned
against him or her that month?

Classic Views of the
Principal-Agent Relationship

According to Miller (2005), the canonical or orthodox
principal-agent relationship is marked by several key
ideas. First, the actions of the agent affect the wealth or
well-being of the principal, so the principal is expecting
some payoff (reward or punishment) arising from actions
of the agent. Second, information asymmetries exist, and
the agent has special knowledge or abilities, the lack of
which keeps the principal from doing the job himself or
herself. In addition, the principal can learn of the efforts of
the agent only with difficulty or at a high cost. Third, the
principal and agent are assumed to have some preferences
that differ. As mentioned above, the agent usually wants
the most pay for the least amount of work, and the princi-
pal wants the biggest reward (or smallest penalty) with the
least payment to the agent. The employee—employer rela-
tionship provides a classic example. Another aspect of dif-
ferent preferences is that the agent is usually risk averse
whereas the principal is considered risk neutral. To under-
stand this, imagine someone offered two different jobs
selling cars, one that pays purely on commission and the
other that pays a base rate plus a much smaller commis-
sion. Even if the expected income were higher at the com-
mission-only job, the risk-averse agent would likely pick
the job with the base pay. Risk-neutral people would max-
imize their income by taking the commission job because
its potential for earning money is greater.

Fourth, the initiative for creating a contract lies with a
unified (single) principal. When the principal engages the
agent, the principal sets the terms of the contract, to which
the agent agrees or not. Fifth, both agent and principal
know the basics of the process in which the agent will be
engaged. Although a principal may not be able to monitor
directly how much work an agent does, the principal is
assumed to know the results of the agent’s work, which
can be used to infer the efforts of the agent. This is called
backwards induction—assuming high efforts on the basis
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of good outcomes and low efforts on the basis of poor out-
comes. Information about the shape of the game and the
outcomes of the work of the agent are inexpensive to
obtain. Last, the principal can set the specifics of the con-
tract, which include the incentive structure for the agent.
The principal, using logic, can determine the best contract
to obtain the most wealth from the agent, given the first
five elements of the relationship between principal and
agent.

Therefore, the principal-agent dilemma exists when a
principal wants to hire an agent, but given the self-interest
of the agent, as well as the agent’s unknown qualifications,
the principal’s choice could lead to poor performance on
the agent’s part, thereby harming the principal. The princi-
pal therefore tries to create a contract, or payment system,
such that the agent acts on the principal’s behalf. In other
words, their economic interests are aligned through a con-
tract that shapes incentives.

As a result of the above elements of the principal-agent
model, the rule of thumb for the relationship is that where
the costs of monitoring the agent are high (and the agent is
risk neutral), the principal creates a contract that links pay-
ment chiefly to outcomes rather than making trips to
monitor the agent or devising complex systems of account-
ability. For example, in the case of civil law, plaintiff
lawyers are often paid with contingency fees and only
when the outcome is a successful verdict. If the lawyer
(agent) does not win the case, then he or she is not paid.
For many in sales, some commission system is usually
found, often on top of a small salary, given the risk-averse
aspect of the agent. Finally, CEOs are often paid some mix
of salary and stock bonuses that align their interests with
the price of stock shares; in other words, the agent’s inter-
ests become aligned with the owners’ (stockholders) inter-
ests in higher stock prices.

Where it is relatively easy or low in cost to monitor the
actions of the agent (or where the agent is particularly risk
averse), then payment is tied to efforts and not outcomes.
In fact, many people are paid by the hour because their
employers share the view that time at work results in
desired outcomes. For example, a mechanic or carpenter
who hires an assistant can easily monitor the efforts and
quality of work put forth by the assistant. Therefore, the
mechanic or carpenter can pay the assistant by the hour
without significant adverse selection and moral hazard
effects.

Much of the literature on principal-agent theory exam-
ines the types of contracts that are optimal under different
levels of risk and transaction costs. The dependent variable
is the optimal or second-best contract designed by the prin-
cipal and imposed on the agent. Many authors explore how
transaction costs affect the type and nature of the contract
created. Much of this literature uses complex mathemati-
cal models and proofs to arrive at conclusions.

A leitmotif running though these ideas is that a contract
creates incentives that can align the interests of the agent
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with those of the principal. Within economics, the principal—
agent approach originated in the context of insurance and
credit markets and examinations of how principals can
extract rents from agents (Stiglitz, 1987). Since it is
assumed that the principal has control over the contract, a
rent-extracting agent is not usually modeled.

According to Jensen (1983), there are two basic strands
of principal-agent theory. The first is a more empirical, or
positive, approach, often called the positive theory of
agency. This approach attempts to arrive at testable
hypotheses derived from the particular assumptions of the
model (such as the six described above). This approach is
more often seen in political science. The positive theory of
agency can also be used as a case-illustrative approach to
explain phenomena unexplainable by other paradigms or
models. The second strand of this literature is economic in
orientation, with formal modeling and advanced mathe-
matics used to make predictions about which contracts
would be the most efficient under various conditions. It is
often called, fout court, principal-agent. It is highly for-
malistic and mathematical, and rarely empirical.

However, especially on the agency side of the
approach, one understands that contracts made between
agents and principals occur in a broader societal context
than a one-time negotiation resulting in a contract.
Government institutions, or regulations, create background
conditions in which negotiations or contracts are con-
structed, especially through the regulation of socially rec-
ognized agents. For example, each state in the United
States regulates lawyers and empowers the state bar to
ensure that each lawyer has met minimum qualifications.
If, indeed, determining the quality of any particular lawyer
involved no information costs, then making lawyers pass
the bar examination would be needless—one would know
ahead of time which lawyers were prepared and which
were not. But since information is costly, and the poten-
tially harmful societal effect of poorly trained lawyers
would be great, the government regulates this market.
With the requirement of passing the bar, the chances that a
lawyer will have little or no training are much lower. These
sorts of regulations establish a floor, rather than a ceiling,
for these interchanges. Similarly, medical doctors have to
pass exams to practice medicine. Finally, teachers are cer-
tified in nearly every state for employment in the public
schools: They must take a minimum number of hours in
education courses from a credentialed school of higher
learning. Each state’s requiring potential agents to have
met minimum qualifications reduces, but does not elimi-
nate, adverse selection problems facing potential princi-
pals. Government can also regulate food quality, water
quality, and more to ensure the smooth working of markets
under conditions of transaction and information costs.

Similarly, but expanding beyond the narrow principal—
agent problem, both government and private institutions
can be seen as forms of megacontracts, or the guidelines
under which other contracts are written. Some argue that

institutions arise precisely because of information and
transaction costs (which give rise to the principal—
agent dilemma). As discussed above, the solution to the
principal-agent problem is found in the contract itself.
Some suggest that most organizations “serve as a nexus for
a set of contracting relationships among individuals”
(Jensen & Meckling, 1976, p. 310).

One of the pioneers in transaction costs, Ronald Coase
(1937), held that the rise of the contemporary business
firm—which dominates the landscape of U.S. business—
makes sense only when one accounts for transaction and
information costs. The existence of these firms would be
illogical if these costs were truly zero. Why have an eco-
nomic institution dedicated to the production of various
elements for some product when one could costlessly con-
tract out all the subcomponents? Given the lack of com-
plete information on quality, performance, punctuality, and
price for each subcontractor, adverse selection and moral
hazard necessarily arise, and these problems have been
solved by the evolution of production within a firm where
relations were based on hierarchy and authority instead of
only price.

As such, formal hierarchical organizations can be used
to improve monitoring to reduce moral hazard and create
incentive structures, or contracts, such that agents perform
the duties expected of them by the principals. Where mon-
itoring is difficult, the contract can employ “proxy” mea-
sures of actual quality instead of quality itself (Moe,
1984). Some examples are hours worked, products pro-
duced, and sales completed. However, where these things
are difficult or costly to measure, others are hired to mon-
itor the work of employees. Therefore, supervisors in
stores who are not stocking shelves or sweeping floors are
there to make sure that those employed to do so, do so.
Lower-level management in firms is hired to monitor
employee performance. And, in turn, midlevel manage-
ment monitors lower-level managers.

Similarly, Williamson (1985) examined economic insti-
tutions to see how they form economic incentives that
shape human behavior. In fact, Williamson suggests that
the principal-agent relationship is a subcomponent—along
with property rights (e.g., North, 1981)—of the literature
on transaction costs, which looks at incentive structures to
explain outcomes. The other branch of the literature on
transaction costs examines institutions that rely on non-
market governance and measurement to have economic
outcomes. Williamson claims that traditional microeco-
nomic theory falsely views all deviations from “pure
market behavior” to be caused by monopoly. Ironically,
economic institutions reduce the very transaction costs
(prices and premiums for risk, uncertainty, bargaining, and
obtaining information) that are assumed away in tradi-
tional microeconomic theory. Jensen and Meckling (1976)
suggest that organizations themselves are actually multi-
lateral contracts between and among many principals and
agents—thus bridging the principal-agent literature with



neoinstitutional ideas. Therefore, the incentives found in
contracts are also found in institutions.

Although not all principal-agent relations examine
institutions and their roles, one can see how, empirically,
society has helped to overcome information costs and
make markets operate “as if”” information costs were low
or nonexistent. Institutions can also play a role in shaping
incentives between principals and agents, which act as a
form of contract. Therefore, contracts can be seen as more
concise versions of institutions, and institutions are longer
established rules and norms that create incentives—which
in turn shape the interchange between principal and agent.

In addition, private companies can help reduce uncer-
tainty and thereby lower information and transaction costs
for consumers if doing so helps private companies move
product. Imagine that a new car company with no record of
accomplishment wants to enter the market. In order to
reduce the risk to the customer, the car company can give a
warranty that the car will perform well for X number of
miles, or X number of years. So even if the car proves to
have many mechanical problems, the customer is some-
what protected from the lack of information before the pur-
chase of the car. This should lower customers’ risk of
purchasing a new product that does not yet have a record of
accomplishment (and thus less information about quality).

Firms also realize that potential customers incur infor-
mation costs in making decisions. For example, firms that
win awards for quality or safety will highlight this in their
advertisements as a form of external verification for other-
wise ubiquitous claims of quality and performance.
Knowledge of the awards reduces the risk, or uncertainty,
the client faces, because uncertainty results from gaps in
information. Some information, such as the life span of
any particular car, is unknown to both seller and buyer,
although the car salesperson has a better probabilistic
understanding of how well the different models of cars he
or she sells will perform.

Political Science

In early political science, Max Weber identified a construct
similar to the principal-agent perspective when he dis-
cussed the state and sources of authority. He argued that
there are three key constituencies in a state: (1) the power
holders, (2) their servants (the bureaucracy), and (3) the
population (Lane, 2008; Weber, 1978). One can apply
the principal-agent relationship to the state and think of the
population as the principal and the power holders as
the agents (Lane, 2008). Alternatively, one could think of
the power holders as the principals who have to monitor the
bureaucracy, who are the agents. An example would be
congressional oversight of bureaucracies (Weingast, 1984).

However, some might argue that thinking of the popu-
lation of a country as the principals and officeholders as
the agents could be problematic for several reasons. First,
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do all the principals have a unified interest that the agents
can understand? In fact, no matter what politicians do, one
could argue that they are responding to some societal
demands while ignoring others. Therefore, the lack of a
clear and unified principal could make the application of
this paradigm to politics more difficult. Moe (1984) dis-
cusses the difficulty of analysis with multiple principals.

One possible exception to this problem may be the case
of corruption. Several scholars have used the principal—
agent model to describe corruption (Alam, 1989;
Klitgaard, 1988; Quinn, 2008). Since corruption can be
difficult to define, Alam (1989) argued that corruption can
be best understood as a function of all principal-agent
relationships and as such may be defined as “(1) the sacri-
fice of the principal’s interest for the agent’s, or (2) the vio-
lation of norms defining the agent’s behavior” (p. 442).
Here, the principals are the people, and the government is
the agent. The normal assumptions are that the population
would have a united interest in the most public goods at the
lowest costs, and corruption would eat away at either the
quality or the quantity of the service rendered. Quinn
(2008) suggests that when the political elite becomes the
agent for the people (principals) through majority state
ownership of most capital-intensive industries or the
largest export sector, then the principal-agent problem pre-
dicts a rise in corruption. This would be especially true
within these economic sectors—to the point that the poten-
tially most productive sectors of the economy can become
a drain on wealth instead of an engine of growth. The
extreme form of betrayal of public interests by the ruling
class (agents) could be seen as predatory rule (Levi, 1988).

Some political scientists studying Africa have argued
that politicians could be acting “rationally” when they are
following “irrational” economic policies. To understand
this point of view, one must suspend the assumptions of
both no collective action costs and no transaction costs.
Since the agents (the politicians) are maximizing their
political power (i.e., incumbency and power) and respond-
ing to the part of the society that is best organized (e.g.,
other elites, urban dwellers, the military), they could estab-
lish economic policies that provide a return only or pri-
marily to powerful segments while claiming to pursue the
public interest. These powerful actors will be parts of soci-
ety that can overcome their collective action costs. Thus
economic policies that enrich a small segment of politi-
cally powerful people are enacted, even though they lead
to economic performance that undermines the interests of
most of the principals (the majority of citizens; see, e.g.,
Bates, 1981). (Although few such analyses are specifically
pitched in principal-agent terms, they can be understood
as such.) Again, some have argued that this betrayal of the
principals by the agents is greater with majority state own-
ership of most economic assets (Quinn, 2002, 2008)
because the normal economic interests that would lobby
government for better policy are no longer separated from
government itself.
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Weingast (1984) applied this theory to bureaucracies, in
which case the agents are the bureaucrats, and the principal
is Congress (acting on behalf of the ultimate principals, the
voters). Traditional analysis of how tightly Congress mon-
itored bureaucracies found that the monitoring was very
loose (Moe, 1984). However, consistent with the literature
on principal-agent relations, when costs for monitoring the
behavior of agents are high, then agents are held to account
through outcomes. Since what members of Congress care
about is reelection, if they are regularly reelected, then the
bureaucracies are monitored by the desired outcome. Since
members of Congress are reelected at very high levels, the
need for more monitoring is low—this conclusion is quite
consistent with the literature.? Therefore, if benefits from
these bureaucracies flow to constituents’ needs sufficiently
to allow reelection of the members of Congress, then the
bureaucracies are not as autonomous from Congress as the
loose monitoring implies.

Levi (1988) uses transaction costs, principal-agent rela-
tions, and discount rates to predict the types of tax systems
different countries will use. She uses the assumption of
revenue maximization on behalf of rulers who use agents
(which have different costs to monitor) and the citizenry to
show how each predicts different tax schemes. Different
systems adopt different revenue collection schemes, and
she illustrates how each was a response to different dis-
count rates, transactions costs, and the self-interest of both
principals and agents.

Lane (2008) argues that nearly all aspects of politics
(i.e., the rise of states, political parties, levels of develop-
ment) can be usefully seen through a principal-agent para-
digm. Lane holds that the only way to fully constrain agents
to do the bidding of principals is through the rule of law.

Critiques

Many critique this approach in a similar fashion as they
would rational choice. First, some argue that people do not
maximize their returns, per se; rather, the view of bounded
rationality suggests that people “satisfice” instead (March
& Simon, 1958; Simon, 1947). The expression “It‘s good
enough for government work” sums up this sentiment.
Therefore, instead of searching for the most efficient con-
tract between the principal and agent, this view holds that
the agent does the minimum to satisfy the principal, and
the principal does not work for the best contract but only
for an acceptable one. However, with the role of informa-
tion costs introduced into this paradigm, these two
approaches are not necessarily at odds empirically, though
they would be theoretically. According to the principal—
agent paradigm, should the principal learn that the agent is
satisficing instead of maximizing, then the principal would
likely cancel the contract or seek another agent. However,
with high monitoring costs, agents are held to outcomes,
and if the outcomes were acceptable, then the relationship
would have “worked.”

In addition, one could criticize this approach because it
assumes (a) that human behavior is primarily motivated by
economic gain or loss and (b) that each party is only pursuing
self-interest. Engaging family members as agents could
align goals of principal and agent more strongly than could
pure economic motivation. Many African dictators and early
European monarchs made sure to have family members in
charge of the military or other key parts of the bureaucracy.

However, even loyalty for family members could be
seen from a self-interested perspective. If a dictator is from
a minority ethnic (tribal) group, then he or she often gives
disproportionate access to top positions to members from
his or her ethnic group or family. This behavior is logical
because these agents have self-interest to be loyal to the
ruler: They understand that their control over these jobs
and resources would likely disappear should a new leader,
especially one from a different ethnic group, replace the
current one. This arrangement greatly reduces the agents’
returns under alternative arrangements, and their estimated
returns under alternative ruling institutions would likely be
quite low (see Quinn, 2002, Chapter 9).

Others may hold that the assumptions of principal and
agent are too simplistic and that a bureaucracy (especially
in the U.S. case) has several competing principals exercis-
ing authority over the agent. Those who adhere to the
principal-agent paradigm would say that this caveat would
not destroy the paradigm but would merely predict more
autonomy for agents within the paradigm because princi-
pals would be aware that the agents have other principals
to whom they are held accountable.

Finally, the formal modeling side of the principal-agent
paradigm has been criticized as being too formalistic, with
few real-life applications. Real salary schemes seldom match
the theoretical models developed. Some have also suggested
that the approach is tautological. However, if one uses a par-
adigm to explain behavior that was previously unexplain-
able, then the paradigm is useful. The same is true if testable
implications of the paradigm emerge. The paradigm is not
directly tested, but its ability to predict is (Jensen, 1983).

Possible Application to Recent Events

One can use a principal-agent approach to illustrate part of
the recent international financial problem with “toxic”
mortgage debts. At the heart of this issue is the fact that
many real estate agents and banks sold houses to clients
who ultimately could not afford them. Why? Several
important elements were in place to shift risk and infor-
mation. First, investors had limited information about the
risk involved in real estate. For quite a while, housing
prices seemed to be impervious to price declines. This
“limited” or false information shifted incentives in the
market as to how safe people felt real estate investments
were. Second, financial instruments (called derivatives or
credit default swaps) were created to reduce risk, but those



instruments containing housing mortgages were given
quite low risk ratings when they were, in fact, high-risk
instruments. Third, these investment tools were effectively
forms of insurance and were not regulated by government,
which made information costs about them higher. Since
these instruments were effectively insurance, but not regu-
lated as such, the banks lent more money against these
assets than would have been allowed in regular insurance
markets. This led to “overleveraging.” So instead of lend-
ing against assets at 3, 5, or even 10 times their value, the
loans were leveraged up to 30 times. Therefore, the effect
of each bad debt was multiplied 30 times in the system
instead of only 3 to 10 times.

Nevertheless, why did the real estate agents and bankers
sell houses to people who could not afford them or who
could barely afford them? These agents had no incentives
to be careful. The real estate agents, being on commission,
were paid only when houses were sold. Also, it is important
to note, they were not punished financially for putting peo-
ple into unaffordable houses as long as the sale went
through. They had personal incentives that were partially at
odds with the principals with whom they did business.

The risk-averse part of the “normal” process of selling
mortgages should have been at the level of mortgage
banks. In the past, if people bought homes that went into
default, the bank lost money. Therefore, it made financial
sense for mortgage banks to pay the information cost to
scrutinize borrowers’ abilities to repay these loans.
However, since bankers knew their mortgages were to be
repackaged and sold as mortgage derivatives and securi-
ties, the banks were able to move the risk on to others
while locking in their profits. Since there was a wide-
spread belief that real estate prices would not fall, others
bought these mortgage-backed securities as “safe” invest-
ments. Then very high side bets (derivatives) were made
on what should have been safe investments but which
turned out actually to be risky bets. (Here again, transac-
tion costs and information costs clearly impacted markets
in a negative way, although these costs are not considered
in microeconomics.) It is important that those engaged in
the selling of homes and primary mortgages shared none
of the risk and made lots of money shifting the risk down-
stream, so they sold as many homes as possible. This cir-
cumstance illustrates the moral hazard involved in the
issue because some profits were divorced from the risks
of their practices. Now the people who bought the risky
mortgage-backed debts faced adverse selection because
these loans were rated as nonrisky investments when they
were, in fact, quite risky. Although a full analysis of the
recent financial problems is beyond the scope of this
chapter, one can see in basic relief some of the key ele-
ments of the principal-agent problem. One also sees that
the microeconomic assumptions of complete information
predicted perfect market behavior (i.e., the market is
always right), which proved to be illusory and almost
brought down the financial system.

Principal Agent Theory o 49

The debate over merit pay for teachers is another cur-
rent issue that could benefit from a principal-agent expla-
nation. According to Holmstrom and Milgrom (1991), in
cases in which the agents perform multiple and complex
tasks that are not easily reducible to simple proxy mea-
sures, fixed-pay schemes align incentives better than out-
come-based pay can. Should outcome-based pay (or merit
pay) or promotions be adopted when agents have to
achieve several competing goals, and only a few of those
goals are directly measurable, then outcome-based
rewards would incentivize agents to shift from the hard-to-
measure aspects of their jobs to aspects that are easily mea-
sured. This is what many critics of “No Child Left Behind”
meant when they said teachers would “only teach to the
test.” That is to say that the other high-quality items nor-
mally taught or required in schools (e.g., discipline,
abstract thinking, homework, socialization, effective writ-
ing, creative writing, affective learning) were replaced
with materials that were to be on the test (e.g., reading
comprehension, vocabulary, basic math, geometry).
Supporters of teacher merit pay suggest that these incen-
tives would increase teacher effort, especially in poorly
performing schools. The idea of raising all salaries to
reduce average adverse selection may join these two argu-
ments, especially at the worst performing schools.

In sum, the principal-agent paradigm, which is often
used in economics, business, and political science, is a
powerful tool, especially when the assumption that peo-
ple act primarily out of self-interest is most appropriate.
Although many argue about whether people maximize
returns or look only for acceptable returns, this paradigm
can illustrate how by adding the variable of cost of infor-
mation to models, one can sometimes predict outcomes
more accurately. It can also explain how institutions aid
or hinder the process of holding agents to account or get-
ting them to do the principal’s bidding when agents’
behavior is otherwise costly to monitor. It is likely a ris-
ing paradigm in political science, especially where ratio-
nal choice (which emphasizes purposeful, self-interested
behavior) meets institutionalism (which acknowledges
that information asymmetries are real and costly; see,
e.g., Hall, 1997).

Notes

1. This review is not meant as a complete review of the all
studies on this issue. Rather, it intends to open the door of this
literature for undergraduates. Citations emphasize early works,
classics, illustrations of a few well known works, and recent
reviews, not necessarily a representative sample of the most recent
literature and its findings. Most readings that require calculus to
understand have been ignored, aside from some general findings.

2. Scandals often result in hearings that appear to be
monitoring the bureaucracy for high profile, symbolic issues.

3. In fact, reports of teachers cheating to help students pass
the exams are rising. For example, see Axtman (2005).
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PoLiTicaL PSycHOLOGY

Davip Patrick HougHTON
University of Central Florida

he term political psychology refers to the study of

the ways in which human psychology—our

thought processes, personalities, beliefs, and so
on—affects politics, and it can be thought of as the area
where the academic disciplines of political science and
psychology overlap or intersect. It can also be thought of
as a kind of “bridge” between the two fields. Just as polit-
ical economy studies the ways in which economic rela-
tionships affect political behavior (as well as the ways in
which politics affects economics), political psychology
looks at the ways in which our cognitions and emotions, as
well as the social pressures surrounding us, can shape our
behavior in the political realm. It would be odd indeed if
the ways in which the human mind works, for instance, did
not affect our voting choices in significant ways, the man-
ner in which we campaign, the tendency of some individ-
uals to engage in genocidal behavior, or the practice of
terrorism (to note but a few of the ways in which human
beings act politically). In fact, while many political scien-
tists attempt to explain our behavior in other ways—most
commonly, by modeling it according to the assumptions of
classical economics—there is at least a grudging accep-
tance within the discipline today that any full account of
the vast array of behaviors that human beings engage in
when they act politically simply requires an understanding
of political psychology.

The Central Assumptions of the Field

Perhaps rather surprisingly, a number of traditional
approaches within political science give psychology short
shrift. Many of the theories one encounters when one first
studies political science tend to emphasize the importance
of structures, context, or what might be called “the nature
of the times,” rather than analyzing the properties of actors
or individuals. Marxism, for instance, offers an especially
stark example of this tendency. It tends to discount the role
of individuals in history, ascribing to material factors a
powerful causal effect that overwhelms the significance of
particular individuals. History, according to this dialectical
view, follows a familiar and predictable drumbeat no mat-
ter who the actors involved happen to be at any given time.
Within international relations theory—to give another
example from a wholly different theoretical tradition—the
approach called neorealism argues that we can explain a
great deal about how and why a state behaves as it does by
looking at that nation’s position within the international
system. Superpowers, neorealists argue, tend to behave the
same way no matter who they are, as do all middle powers
and weak powers. If this is so, it follows that we need not
trouble ourselves with the analysis of who is leading a par-
ticular state or what the leader’s psychological characteristics

51



52 ¢« GENERAL APPROACHES IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

happen to be. Nevertheless, political psychology has
always had a special appeal for those who believe that
political actors—their beliefs, past life experiences, per-
sonalities, and so on—do make a difference. It attracts
those who believe that individual actors matter; that his-
tory is not just the story of how structures and contexts
shape behavior but of how individuals can themselves
shape history and politics. This is perhaps the key assump-
tion that underlies the whole field and brings its adherents
together, in spite of the great diversity of approaches
within it and the equally great range of topics that political
psychologists address.

A second uniting assumption is the devotion of political
psychologists to what has been termed Homo Psychologicus,
as opposed to Homo Economicus (Houghton, 2009;
Iyengar & McGuire, 1993). Once we decide that individ-
uals do make a difference—in other words, that their
decisions matter in the sense of having a meaningful
impact on historical outcomes—we need to adopt some
view of how they decide. Two rival models of decision
making have come to dominate thinking about political
behavior within modern political science, one derived
from economics, the other from psychology. These are
summarized below.

Homo Economicus

e Humans are comprehensively rational actors.

e Decision makers are assumed to possess perfect
information.

e The decision maker generates a list of all available
options.

e He or she weighs up the costs and benefits of various
options.

e He or she then selects the alternative that delivers the
greatest benefits relative to cost (maximizes subjective
utility).

e This model is derived from microeconomics or classical
economics.

Homo Psychologicus

e Humans are boundedly rational actors (defined below).

¢ Decision makers possess only imperfect information, and
there are limits to everyone’s cognitive processing
capabilities.

e The decision maker employs various cognitive shortcuts
when generating a list of available alternatives.

e Not all conceivable alternatives are fully considered.

e The decision maker selects that alternative that “will do”
(in other words, the actor satisfices instead of
maximizing utility).

e Group and broader social pressures may lead decision
makers to behave in nonrational ways, even contrary to
their beliefs and values.

e This model is derived from social and cognitive

psychology.

Although Homo Economicus offers a useful set of
assumptions for some political scientists—its great

strength is that it simplifies human behavior in a way that
makes it predictable, and thus it appeals to those who want
to model political behavior in a simplified, parsimonious
way—it is not properly considered an approach to political
psychology. As its name suggests, many economists and
devotees of the rational choice approach to political sci-
ence use it as a set of simplifying assumptions in the full
knowledge that these assumptions do not describe how
people behave in the real world; they are, however, pre-
pared to sacrifice a measure of accuracy in the expectation
that doing so will generate powerful models and predic-
tions. However, even some economists have begun to
question the utility of simplifying reality this way (a
school of thought often known as behavioral economics).
What unites devotees of a political psychological approach
is precisely this reaction against oversimplification.
Political psychology as a field is highly empirical: 1t is
concerned with describing and explaining how political
agents actually do behave, and not primarily with how they
ought to, or with making simplifying assumptions for the
sake of parsimony. Of course, taking this approach makes
things messy; as soon as the complexity and greater real-
ism of Homo Psychologicus are conceded, it becomes
clear that much of human behavior is idiosyncratic and
unpredictable. This is, however, a price most political psy-
chologists are prepared to pay.

The pioneer in developing the more realistic account
of human decision-making behavior called Homo
Psychologicus here was a brilliant and eclectic academic
figure known as Herbert Simon. Simon came up with at
least two highly significant concepts with which he will
always be associated: bounded rationality and satisficing
behavior (Simon, 1957). Human decision makers are ratio-
nal, he suggested, but only within the bounds of the infor-
mation available to them (which is often either limited or
too great to process). As a consequence, we often satisfice
instead of maximize utility. In other words, we frequently
just plump for the first acceptable option that will do out of
a potentially limitless set of choices. So, for example, when
you have not already decided where to eat one evening, you
usually do not walk up and down the entire length of the
street looking each place over and comparing prices and
quality in minute detail; instead, you generally pick the first
place that is satisfactory. And this, on a slightly different
scale, is what policymakers often do, according to the
bounded rationality perspective: faced with a potentially
limitless range of solutions to a problem, they choose the
first available option that is acceptable rather than trying to
consider everything. Cognitive psychology has built con-
siderably on Simon’s early insights, and we will return to
these issues when we consider the impact of that field on
political psychology and the study of decision making.

What Political Psychologists Study

There are many different subfields, specialisms, and
approaches within the general field of political psychol-
ogy. Moreover, there are various (rather different) ways in



which an undergraduate or graduate course in political
psychology may be taught. One important distinction is
that some political psychologists are primarily interested
in elite-level behavior. This camp focuses on examining
how the perceptions of leaders shape government policies,
for instance, or the impact of personality and beliefs on
leadership, or on how a particular government decision
came to be reached. Other political psychologists are more
interested in mass-level behavior, on the other hand, or—
put more simply—in how ordinary people behave. A mem-
ber of this second group might study why people vote the
way they do, for instance, or might be interested in the
impact of public opinion on government policies or the
existence of racism within a given population.

For some academics, the study of political psychology
is virtually synonymous with the analysis of U.S. voting
behavior, political tolerance, and the impact of the mass
media on behavior. Other students of the field look mostly
at foreign policy decision making and applications of psy-
chological approaches to international relations. In truth,
however, political psychology encompasses all these topics
and more. One drawback of this breadth—which essen-
tially derives from the fact that the subject matter of politi-
cal psychology covers all varieties of political behavior—is
that experts in one area of the field rarely consider them-
selves expert in more than one or two of the others.
Nevertheless, the field of political psychology today cov-
ers topics as diverse as political communication, terrorism,
genocide, the mass media, racism, emotion, cognition,
neuroscience, group processes, belief systems, personality
studies, and political leadership.

How the Field Is Studied

Just as political psychology encompasses an extraordinary
array of topics in its subject matter, the field is equally
diverse theoretically. Some of its members draw primarily
on social psychological theories, for example. This large
set of theoretical approaches tends to emphasize the
impact of social situations on behavior. Other political
psychologists are more influenced by cognitive psychol-
ogy and the older tradition of abnormal psychology, both
of which stress the importance of individual characteristics
in shaping the way that we behave. Also increasingly
prominent within this camp is the increasing number of
political psychologists who employ the theories and meth-
ods of cognitive and social neuroscience in their work (see
the section titled Where the Field Is Going).

In terms of the methodologies that political psycholo-
gists employ, the field has traditionally been characterized
by what social scientists call methodological pluralism; in
other words, political psychologists have used a variety of
methods, both qualitative in nature (including case studies
and literature reviews) and quantitative in character (most
notably, large-scale survey research combined with the use
of statistical procedures). Until recently, there was little
evidence that any one method was predominating in the
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literature, although this appears to be changing. An
increasing proportion of the work published in the field’s
flagship journal Political Psychology in recent years, for
instance, has been quantitative in nature, to some extent
crowding out the presence of historical case studies and
other qualitative work. It is unclear, however, whether this
is a real trend within political psychology as a whole or
whether it simply reflects an apparent preference, among
recent editorial staff on the journal, for quantitative work
(Monroe, Chiu, Martin, & Portman, 2009).

Origins and Historical
Development of the Field

Political psychology is comparatively new as a recognized
academic field. With only a few exceptions, courses in
political psychology were not offered at most U.S. and
European universities until the 1970s, and it was only at
about the same time that the term began to be used by
researchers. A Handbook of Political Psychology, the first
of a subsequent series, appeared in the early 1970s
(Knutson, 1973). A professional apparatus began to be cre-
ated around the subject in the late 1970s, when the
International Society for Political Psychology (ISPP) was
founded. The organization remains vibrant today, and the
ISPP holds its meetings as far afield as Portland, Oregon,
and Barcelona, Spain. A new journal—appropriately titled
Political Psychology—was also set up in 1979, and the
field is now recognized as an integral subdiscipline within
political science. While the term political psychology is
less used within the mother discipline of psychology—the
majority of adherents of political psychology continue to
be employed by departments of political science—the
ISPP now also includes within its ranks many profession-
ally trained psychologists, as well as policymakers and the
members of policy think tanks and nongovernmental insti-
tutions. Measured by the institutional affiliation of authors
contributing to the journal Political Psychology since
1979, approximately 45% of all political psychologists are
professional political scientists, and about 33% work in
departments of psychology (Monroe et al., 2009).

The roots of political psychology run much deeper than
its recent acceptance as an academic field would suggest,
however. In a sense, its subject matter is as old as the study
of politics itself, for as long as people have reflected on
political questions, they have asked themselves basic psy-
chological questions having to do with why human beings
think and act the way they do. One of the first things one
discovers in introductory political theory classes—where
conventionally we consider the history of political thought
as having begun with Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle—is
that every political worldview is ultimately based on a
view of human nature. In a general sense, every theory of
politics is predicated on some general psychological por-
trait of how human beings are. The 16th-century Italian
conservative theorist Niccolo Machiavelli, for instance,
developed a famously dark view of human psychology,
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which led him to propose in The Prince that the end justi-
fies the means and that leaders must be prepared to do any-
thing necessary—including committing acts of murder—
to stabilize the state. Classical liberalism, on the other
hand—often represented in introductory political theory
courses by John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau—
is rather optimistic about human nature, leading to a
far more benevolent idea of the role government ought to
play. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, these
general conceptions of political man and arguments about
human nature began to gradually coalesce into something
more sophisticated, especially as psychology developed
into a recognized academic discipline in its own right. In
France in the 1800s, for example, conservative thinkers
such as Hippolyte Taine and Gustave Le Bon began to
develop psychological explanations of human political
behavior.

The greatest contributions to the early growth of the
field would come from Vienna and Frankfurt, however.
Thinkers such as Sigmund Freud and Erich Fromm in par-
ticular would have a special impact on the development of
the field in the United States, and Freud may in some ways
be thought of as the founding father of the field because of
his early impact on psychology and the imprint of his ideas
on early work within political psychology. Freudianism—
or psychoanalytic theory, as it is sometimes called—
analyzes the drives or motivations that are assumed to lie
within all human beings. Freud argued that sex and aggres-
sion are the most significant drives within us, but he also
accorded a key role to what he called the unconscious—a
term he virtually invented but which is now widely used in
everyday speech—arguing that many of our true drives
and motives are hidden even from ourselves. Because the
public display of our basic drives is deemed unacceptable
in many societies, their existence is often repressed. They
reveal themselves only through slips of the tongue (the
now famous Freudian slips, another term that has entered
the English language) and the analysis of dreams, a
medium that Freud regarded as the playground of the
unconscious. He also saw the human mind as a continual
battleground between our selfish, childish impulses (what
he termed the id) and our higher, moral selves (the super
ego). We must listen to both impulses, Freud argued. When
we have a difficult time reconciling the impulses of both id
and superego, however, we often subconsciously employ
one or more defense mechanisms. They include displace
ment, denial, repression, and transference.

The field of political psychology has evolved through a
number of fairly distinctive although overlapping histori-
cal phases during the past 80 years or so (McGuire, 1993),
and we can identify three broad phases in its development:
(1) the era of personality studies in the 1940s and 1950s,
dominated by psychoanalysis; (2) the era of political atti
tudes and voting behavior studies in the 1960s and 1970s,
characterized by the popularity of behaviorism and cogni-
tive consistency theory; and (3) an era since the 1980s and

1990s, which has focused on political beliefs, information
processing, and decision making, has used schema theory
and attribution theory in particular, and has had a particu-
lar (although not exclusive) appeal for scholars of interna-
tional politics. These categories will be drawn on loosely
in the discussions that follow in order to show how politi-
cal psychology has changed and evolved over time.

Personality Studies and Psychoanalysis

Within the United States, what would become the modern
field of political psychology was pioneered during the
1920s by followers of Freud such as Charles Merriam and
his student Harold Lasswell at the University of Chicago.
The modern study of political psychology is generally
agreed to have begun with a focus on personality studies
and the appearance of several works of what is usually
termed psychobiography, an early and still vibrant
approach to studying leadership. Psychobiography focuses
on the personality characteristics of political leaders and
on how these characteristics affect their performance in
office. Freud himself authored one or two psychobio-
graphic works, but after his death in 1939, his primary
impact on the genre came via the influence of his general
theoretical approach.

Freud’s emphasis on the role of unconscious motives,
childhood development, and compensatory defense mecha-
nisms would have a particular effect on the early work of
Lasswell and his own student, Alexander George. It is prob-
ably fair to categorize Harold Lasswell as the first modern
U.S. political psychologist because it was he who—despite
initial indifference toward his ideas within the discipline—
did most to probe the relationship between politics and psy-
chology early on. Lasswell’s book Psychopathology and
Politics, published originally in 1930, now stands out as a
landmark publication within the field of political psychology,
as does Power and Personality, a now better-known work of
his that first appeared in 1948. Heavily influenced by
Freudian psychoanalysis, Lasswell came to argue that what
he called the political personality results from the displace-
ment of private problems onto public life. Simply put,
Lasswell was suggesting that individuals who went into
politics were often seeking political power as a compensa-
tion mechanism, seeking votes and the attention of an audi-
ence (for instance) as a replacement for love that had been
lacking at home during their earlier lives.

Alexander George and Juliette George’s (1964) Woodrow
Wilson and Colonel House was similarly influenced by this
kind of approach. Although not couching their analysis in
especially Freudian terminology, George and George trace
much of Woodrow Wilson’s adult political behavior to his
childhood experiences at the hands of his father, Dr. Joseph
Wilson, supposedly a stern Presbyterian minister who rarely
showed his son affection or congratulated him on his various
achievements in life. As an adult, Wilson was propelled into



a series of conflicts with father figures of various kinds,
George and George argue, and he sought the love of the peo-
ple of the United States as a kind of compensation. The fame
and controversy of Woodrow Wilson and Colonel House in
turn influenced a whole host of works, such as Doris Kearns
Goodwin’s (1976) Lyndon Johnson and the American
Dream, Betty Glad’s (1979) Jimmy Carter: In Search of the
Great White House, and James David Barber’s (1972/1992)
The Presidential Character, and the psychobiographic tradi-
tion remains a vibrant if (somewhat) diminished one within
political psychology today.

The early impact of psychoanalysis on political psy-
chology can also be seen in the popularity of authoritarian
personality theory during the immediate post—World War II
period. Theodor Adorno and his colleagues, who origi-
nally developed this theory, believed that right wing
authoritarianism—racism and fascism, in essence—were
essentially the result of rigid parental discipline within the
family (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford,
1950). Authoritarian persons direct their aggression
toward other groups, often racial minorities, in an attempt
to compensate for a feeling of personal weakness and inse-
curity. The compensation mechanisms include a search for
absolute answers, excessive conformity, submissiveness to
authority, intolerance toward others who are unlike them-
selves, superstition, stereotyped thought patterns, and an
oversimplistic view of reality in general (a tendency, in
other words, to see things in black-and-white terms, with
no shades of gray permitted). It is easy to see how the
authoritarian personality approach might be used to
explain the events that led up to the Holocaust, and the the-
ory enjoyed significant popularity until the work of social
psychologist Stanley Milgram suggested that we are all
capable of extreme and unethical behaviors (Milgram,
1974). Adorno and his associates argued that obedience to
authority (such as the government) will vary with one’s
upbringing and that rigid parental discipline had been
especially prevalent in countries such as Germany during
the 1920s and before.

The Rise of Voting Behavior
and Research on Political Attitudes

The influence of Freud on political psychology would wane
over time, however. Since it must be admitted that psy-
chology has mostly influenced political science rather than
the other way around, trends within political psychology
have in general tracked changing fashions within the
mother discipline of psychology. During the 1950s and
1960s—and following closely on the heels of similar trends
within psychology as a whole—the influence of two other
(distinctly non-Freudian) approaches would shape research
within the field of political psychology: behaviorism and
cognitive consistency theory. As survey techniques became
more sophisticated—making it possible to ascertain the

Political Psychology e 55

attitudes and opinions of large numbers of people—atten-
tion would also turn from analyzing only political elites to
the examination of mass political behavior.

During the postwar period, psychologists such as B. F.
Skinner—a devotee of the school of psychology known as
behaviorism—began to highlight what they regarded as
the fundamentally unscientific nature of Freud’s work.
Skinner criticized Freud for focusing on untestable propo-
sitions (Skinner, 1953). Proper science, Skinner believed,
ought to focus on what is testable and measurable, and
what is testable and measurable is behavior (in other
words, what we can see and quantify). We cannot see or
measure people’s thoughts, and any attempt to do so—par-
ticularly speculation of the sort Freud had engaged in—
was bound to lead to bogus science, Skinner argued. At the
same time, a behavioral movement within political science
began to challenge a reliance on qualitative or heavily
descriptive inquiry, arguing that a science of politics could
be built only via the patient accumulation of data and the
rigorous testing of theories against those data. Heinz
Eulau’s (1963) book The Behavioral Persuasion in
Politics was emblematic of this movement, a tradition
which remains strong today. Although it is hard to say in
retrospect which came first or what precise impact
Skinner’s ideas had on political psychology—and it must
be conceded that there is no “Skinnerian” movement
within political psychology comparable to the one ani-
mated by Freud—his ideas were at least strikingly similar
to those espoused by many students of mass behavior and
(more generally) to the behavioral movement within polit-
ical science. Large-scale survey research and a focus on
behavior and on what is quantifiable, rather than the qual-
itative analysis of particular individuals, became the pre-
ferred method of the day for many political psychologists
during the 1960s and 1970s, and this remains true today.

At the same time, the older psychoanalytic tradition was
challenged on another front, one which—while retaining
the Freudian notion of denial, or the rationalizing away of
the facts as a central cognitive mechanism humans engage
in—dispensed with the idea that Freud’s was somehow
associated with abnormal development during childhood.
According to the theory of cognitive consistency, inconsis-
tencies between our beliefs—or between our beliefs and
our behavior—cause us to experience an uncomfortable
state of tension, at least if we are made aware of our incon-
sistencies. Social psychologist Leon Festinger (1957)
famously referred to this condition as cognitive dissonance,
a term which has since entered the English language
(though it is not always used in precisely the way he
intended). Since we generally do not like to be inconsistent,
we become motivated to reduce dissonance in some way
and bring things back into balance or consonance.

For readers unfamiliar with this approach, the Marian
Keech story may prove illuminating and, it is hoped,
amusing as well (Festinger, Riecken, & Schachter, 1964).
During the 1950s, Festinger infiltrated a religious cult
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whose leader, “Marian Keech,” was predicting the end of
the world (her name was changed in Festinger’s book to
protect her identity). Keech specifically predicted that the
world would come to an end on December 21, 1954, but
she also prophesied that a flying saucer would pick up the
“true believers” on December 20, thus saving them from
all the death and devastation that would befall the rest of
the world. Many members of the group had invested a lot
in Keech’s prediction: They had given up their jobs, given
away their savings, and sold their houses in preparation
for the coming of the flying saucer. For Festinger, this rep-
resented a tantalizing scenario for the testing of his theo-
ries. He knew—or at least strongly suspected!—that the
flying saucer would never show up, and this in fact proved
to be the case.

But what fascinated Festinger was what the group mem-
bers would do when their theory proved false. What would
they do? When the saucer failed to show, Keech had a new
(and rather convenient) “vision from God” shortly before
5 a.m. on the 21st, saying that “everyone was saved.” The
group members then rationalized away the evidence that they
had been wrong all along, and for some, the saucer’s nonap-
pearance even strengthened their belief in the cult! While it
would be easy to dismiss the members of the group as sim-
ply crazy, Festinger thought that this incident actually illus-
trates a very common and very human psychological
tendency. While Homo Economicus suggests that we just
update our beliefs when new information becomes available—
correcting theories that have been shown to be incorrect—
Festinger argued that in reality we usually just ignore or try
to explain away dissonant information somehow. We bring
things back into balance, in other words, by coming up with
some sort of psychologically comforting excuse.

As political psychology turned from an exclusive focus on
elites and began to concentrate more on mass behavior, cog-
nitive consistency theory—an approach to psychology that, as
we have suggested already, is explicitly suited to the study of
attitudes and beliefs—played a central role in the most popu-
lar theory of voting behavior developed during the 1960s: the
party identification approach. This was originally proposed
by Angus Campbell and his colleagues (Campbell, Converse,
Miller, & Stokes, 1960) at the University of Michigan in their
book The American Voter. Some studies of voting in the
immediate postwar period had suggested that social and eco-
nomic factors directly determined our voting behavior, so that
we can expect a rich man to vote Republican, a poor one to
vote Democratic, and so on. But Campbell and his colleagues
argued that the picture is more complex than this: A psycho-
logical variable, which they called party identification, plays
an intervening role between “objective” social forces and the
way we vote. During our formative years, Campbell and his
associates proposed, we develop a long-lasting, stable attach-
ment to a particular political party. Once formed, this loyalty
becomes difficult to change and can take the form of an
almost religious devotion to “our” party.

How was this approach influenced by cognitive consis-
tency theory? Put simply, it suggested that strong partisans

simply screened out or rationalized away unfavorable
information about their own party. These strong identi
fiers were so attached to their party that in some cases
they would even end up voting for a party they did not
agree with in an ideological sense! During the mid-1960s,
for instance, the Democratic Party embraced the cause of
civil rights for African Americans, a measure many
Southern Democrats opposed at the time. However, sub-
stantial numbers of Southern Democrats continued to vote
for the Democratic Party for many years after this (and
there are probably even today some Southern Democrats
who identify with the party despite an opposition to racial
integration, although their numbers have certainly dwin-
dled). Equally, many conservative Democrats continued
to vote Democrat for many years after the 1930s, when
the party embraced what is essentially a liberal economic
agenda. Why did this occur? The work of Philip Converse
(1964) in particular argued that most voters lacked an
internally consistent system of attitudes and beliefs, rely-
ing instead on long-term party ties in deciding how to
vote. Strong partisans would explain away their party’s
poor economic performance, for instance, as the result of
something other than their president’s policy choices
(they might blame global economic trends, for instance).
And they would ignore information about their own
party’s standard bearer that did not fit the voting choice
they had made.

Decision Making and International Politics

The influence of cognitive consistency theory began to be
felt acutely within international relations theory as well dur-
ing the mid-1970s. Robert Jervis’s (1976) best-known work
in international relations, Perception and Misperception in
International Politics, led the way in this regard, explicitly
drawing on the theory of cognitive consistency to make a
variety of (then path-breaking) observations about the ways
in which the processing of information can fundamentally
impact foreign policy decision making and outcomes on the
world stage (see also Holsti, 1962). Similarly, approaches
drawn from social psychology, such as the groupthink per-
spective of Irving Janis (1982), also had a significant
impact during the same period. Janis showed how the dys-
functional processes he believed to be inherent within cer-
tain kinds of highly cohesive groups can lead to
decision-making fiascoes. Examining well-known episodes
from U.S. foreign policy, such as Pearl Harbor, the Bay of
Pigs, and the Vietnam War, Janis attributed the faulty deci-
sions in those cases to a phenomenon he called groupthink,
a tendency to come to a premature and ill-considered con-
sensus within a group before all options and alternatives
have been fully considered.

Indeed, during the 1970s and 1980s, cognitive approaches
in general—perspectives that emphasize the content of peo-
ple’s knowledge structures in shaping decision making
and behavior in general—began to dominate political



psychology. This trend built on earlier work by Alexander
George (1969) on the content of belief systems, a tradition
called operational code analysis, which remains vibrant
today. A whole bundle of cognitive perspectives, including
attribution theory and schema theory, began to influence
the field. One thing that all these perspectives share is the
assumption that human beings are inherently /imifed in
terms of their cognitive capabilities. Unlike, say, comput-
ers, human beings have only a limited capacity to process
incoming information. We have already seen that the
Homo Economicus model asks a great deal of human capa-
bilities; to make a fully and comprehensively rational deci-
sion, we require all the relevant information pertaining to
the issue we are facing. But in the real world, we know that
actual human beings possess neither perfect information
nor the inexhaustible energy needed to consider all alter-
natives. It may sound like a cliché, but the world is an
incredibly complex place, and the average individual is
constantly bombarded with information, not all of which
can be processed efficiently or effectively.

Imagine that you want to make a fully rational, fully
informed decision about where to eat tonight and that you
have decided to eat out rather than at home. To meet the
standard of pure rationality, you would in principle have to
read all the menus of all the cafes and restaurants in your
town or city. You would have to taste the various dishes in
each dining option that night, comparing taste and quality
and price and deciding which represented the optimal
choice given your preferences. In that way, you would—as
economists put it—maximize your utility, selecting the best
option relative to its cost. Of course, in the real world,
human beings very rarely behave this way. As the neuro-
scientist Antonio Damasio (1994) has suggested, practi-
cally the only individuals who actually make decisions in
this laborious, time-consuming way are people who have
experienced damage to the prefrontal cortex, an area of the
brain located at just about eye level that is closely associ-
ated with emotions and decision making. In his book
Descartes’ Error, Damasio relates the story of a brain-
damaged patient whom he calls Elliot. When asked to set
up a time for his next appointment, Elliot begins an all-
encompassing attempt lasting several hours to weigh up
the pros and cons of every conceivable date in his diary
until his exhausted doctors ask him to stop. As we have
seen already in describing the Homo Psychologicus
approach, what normal decision makers do instead of this
is to process information by means of what are generally
called cognitive shortcuts or heuristics. These are devices
for prematurely cutting short the search for information,
tactics that allow us to reach a reasonable decision more
quickly and expeditiously than we could if we were to
replicate Elliot’s approach. Both schema theory and attri-
bution theory focus on the use of such heuristics, and each
has had a notable impact on the study of foreign policy
decision making.

A couple of examples drawn from the literature will give
you a good idea of how such heuristics work in the real
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world and how they can affect both the foreign policy deci-
sions made at the highest levels and the decisions of ordi-
nary voters. Schema theory, for instance, argues that human
beings are basically categorizers: Rather than considering
every bit of information that comes to us afresh, we tend to
fit people, events, and things into established mental
“boxes” in our heads. It just so happened that when U.S.
president Harry Truman and Soviet leader Joseph Stalin first
met in 1946, Stalin put Truman in mind of his old boss and
mentor Thomas Pendergast, a party boss from Truman’s
early days in Missouri (Larson, 1985). Pendergast had
taught the future president the importance of keeping one’s
word in politics, something that had an important early
influence on Truman’s mind-set. Because Stalin just hap-
pened to look very much like Pendergast, Truman initially
reacted warmly toward the Soviet leader and assumed that
Stalin would keep his promises, just as Pendergast had. This
proved to be a great error, because the Soviet leader would
soon break many of the promises he had made in the after-
math of World War II. Historical analogies constitute
another type of cognitive schema, and these devices have
been especially well studied and analyzed within the field of
foreign policy analysis (Khong, 1992).

Something rather similar to what Truman did in the
Pendergast case seems to happen when voters make deci-
sions regarding candidates they know little or nothing
about. Consider what happens when we are voting for can-
didates in U.S. presidential primaries, for instance. We
often know very little about the candidates who run for our
party’s presidential nomination; some may be governors of
states we know little about, for instance, and even if they
are members of the Senate, we may know little about them.
When we are choosing between candidates of opposing
parties, we can just use our party identification as a short-
cut, but how do we make a decision when a// the candi-
dates come from our preferred party? From the perspective
of schema theory, we probably just assess candidates
according to how closely they fit our existing conception
of the “ideal candidate.” Under such conditions, we base
our voting decisions on only a few pieces of observable
“data,” and we use this incomplete information to fill in
what we do not know by matching a candidate to some
stereotype stored in our heads (Miller, Wattenberg, &
Malanchuk, 1986; Popkin, 1993). For instance, a candidate
who appears “Kennedyesque”—that is, who seems to
evoke the image of the late president John F. Kennedy—is
likely to do quite well, whereas a candidate who evokes an
image of a failed candidate is far less likely to do well at
the polls.

Where the Field Is Going: A Fourth Phase?

It may perhaps be too early to talk of a fourth phase in the
development of political psychology, but if recent trends
are anything to go by, the field may already have entered
one. This might loosely be termed the era of emotion and
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neuroscience. This most recent trend is in large part a reac-
tion against the computer analogy that implicitly underlies
much work on cognition and decision making. For the pur-
poses of analyzing behavior, it was often assumed, in the
work described in the previous section, that human beings
processed information much as a computer does, in a
“cold” or neutral way. The brain was treated as little more
than a storage system. This was somewhat ironic because
it placed supporters of Homo Psychologicus and Homo
Economicus in the same boat, in the sense that both essen-
tially ignored the role of emotion or what some have called
hot cognition. But human beings do not simply process
information; we feel things as well. Virtually everything in
politics—including political ideas, political issues, and
politicians themselves—is loaded with emotion, either
positive or negative. Very few people can look at a picture
of the World Trade Center falling on September 11, 2001,
for example, without feeling something, and this is a fac-
tor that obviously differentiates us from computers.
Politics often provokes strong emotions in us, feelings
such as happiness, sadness, anger, guilt, gratitude, disgust,
joy, insecurity, fear, and anxiety.

One interesting insight that has come out of this new
body of literature so far is the recognition that emotions are
not necessarily irrational. For a long time, emotions have
been thought of as something that comes from the heart or
the gut rather than the mind. This way of thinking about
our reasoning processes has been present in popular cul-
ture for hundreds if not thousands of years and probably
dates back to the ancient Greeks, and it is still very com-
mon in the Western tradition of political thought to con-
trast ordered reason with passion or emotion. Emotion
according to this view is something detrimental to
informed, factually based decision making. Yet although
we can all think of cases in which emotions have had a
damaging impact on decision making—the fears that
President Lyndon Johnson seems to have experienced dur-
ing the Vietnam decision making or the feelings of depres-
sion Richard Nixon appears to have suffered during the
Watergate scandal might be seen as good examples—there
is an increasing recognition within political psychology
that emotion is actually essential to good decision making.
We have already mentioned the work of Antonio Damasio,
for instance, who has shown that patients who lack the
ability to feel emotion make consistently bad and even
reckless life decisions. In order to reason successfully, we
first have to care about the outcomes that might potentially
result from our actions. The intense fear that we know
gripped U.S. decision makers during the Cuban missile
crisis, for instance, seems to have had a beneficial impact
on decision making, in the sense that President John F.
Kennedy eventually chose a set of options for resolving
the crisis that de-escalated the conflict rather than the other
way around. Within political psychology, the work of
George Marcus (2002; Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen,
2000) on political tolerance and voting behavior and the

research of Jonathan Mercer (2005) within international
relations make especially prominent use of this insight
about the role of emotion in decision making.

Another thing that has coincided with the recognition
that humans are not much like computers is a series of
technological advances in the field of neuroscience, the
study of the brain. Part of the reason emotion has tradi-
tionally been neglected as a factor within decision making
is that it is so hard to measure in a scientific way. Indeed,
we often cannot be 100% sure what even our closest fam-
ily members are thinking and feeling. Traditionally, politi-
cal psychologists have relied on questionnaires and
interviews to gauge what people are feeling, but these
techniques are unsatisfactory in many cases, not least
because people may not state honestly what they think or
feel (racially prejudiced individuals may not admit to
being racist in questionnaires, for instance). There has
been a tendency within political psychology—a hangover,
perhaps, from the behavioral era—to neglect what we can-
not see or measure. Increasingly, however, we now have
the capacity to “see” emotions working within the human
brain. Because in recent years neuroscientists have vastly
increased our knowledge of what individual parts of the
brain do—we know, for instance, that the part of our brains
called the insula is associated with disgust and the amyg
dala is activated by fear—and because brain imaging tech-
niques such as functional magnetic resonance imaging
have been developed, it is possible to directly or indirectly
measure the emotions that individuals are experiencing.
Political psychologists have begun to work with neurosci-
entists at an interdisciplinary level to use such techniques
in their work. This work is very new indeed, and the results
of the few studies done so far are extremely preliminary,
but interesting work is already being done in this area (see,
e.g., Westen, 2007). Increasing use of brain imaging tech-
niques and an enhanced focus on the role of emotion—as
well as the ways that hot processes interact with cold
ones—appear to be the future of political psychology,
especially in the study of mass behavior.
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STRAUSSIANS
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eo Strauss was one of the most prominent and

controversial political theorists of the 20th cen-

tury. He is perhaps most well-known for his view
that classical political science, exemplified by Plato and
Aristotle, is superior to modern political science in its var-
ious forms. Strauss cultivated in his students and admirers
a certain disdain for contemporary political science, which
he believed was largely irrelevant or even dangerous to
political life. He emphasized the need for political science
to be prescriptive with respect to the ends as well as the
means of political action.

Strauss’s followers are now commonly known as the
Straussians, although some of them resist the label. While
there are disagreements among them, they generally
adhere to his rejection of mainstream political science,
with its emphasis on method, math, and theory. They make
up a relatively small but important group within academic
political science, several holding posts in some of the most
prestigious universities in the United States. While most of
them hold formal positions in the field of political philos-
ophy, their work extends to all the substantive fields of
contemporary academic political science.

In what follows, the Straussian approach to political sci-
ence and the place of the Straussians within the discipline
are examined. First, the Straussian preference for classical
political science is explained. Second, the array of
Straussian scholarship is reviewed, particularly with a view
to its practical ends. Third, given the political emphasis of
the Straussians, the political reaction to their work is
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explored. Finally, the political and philosophic divisions
among the Straussians are examined.

Classical and Modern Political Science

The Straussian approach to political science may be under-
stood in light of what Strauss viewed as the crisis of liberal
democracy. The crisis consists in the loss of confidence in
the principles underlying liberal democracy (Strauss,
1964). This loss of confidence was largely caused, Strauss
argued, by tendencies manifested in the practical applica-
tion of those principles, including an excessive preference
for rights over duties, a naive and even dangerous belief in
progress, and an inclination to moral relativism. Stated dif-
ferently, liberal democracy had become too liberal and too
democratic. Contemporary academic political science,
Strauss argued, merely reflects this more general crisis.
Strauss and his students believe that classical political phi-
losophy and science may provide a needed corrective to
these problems.

The lengthiest Straussian critique of academic political
science is Essays on the Scientific Study of Politics
(Storing, 1962), a collection of articles written by Strauss
and several of his students. The essays are sharply critical
reviews of several major works in behavioral political sci
ence, which the authors term the new political science. The
book provoked a vigorous response within the discipline.
John Schaar and Sheldon Wolin (1963) wrote a lengthy,



well-known critique. They were taken aback by what they
took to be the “unrelievedly hostile and destructive” tem-
per of the book (p. 126). Even Strauss’s supporters have
noted the “bellicose” style of his memorable epilogue to
the volume (Behnegar, 2003, p. 143). The book as a whole,
and Strauss’s essay in particular, may be taken as the
quasi-official declaration of the distinctively Straussian
approach to political science.

The Critique of Science

In the epilogue to Essays, Strauss criticizes behavioral
political science from the classical point of view, which he
locates in the thought of Aristotle. First, the new political
science drops the Aristotelian distinction between theoret-
ical and practical sciences. The practical success of mod-
ern physics and mathematics, which in themselves are
theoretical, led to the adoption of those sciences as the
models for the practical sciences, including political sci-
ence. In this way, the sciences as such came to be thought
of as distinct from and superior to philosophy. Second, the
blurring of the practical and theoretical sciences leads to
the distortion of political things, which properly concern
matters of action rather than contemplation. The classical
view, moreover, held that political action contained princi-
ples of its own, irrespective of the claims of theory. The
political sphere may require a theoretical defense from the
intrusions of visionary or theoretical claims, but politics
properly understood is altogether practical in nature
(Strauss, 1962).

Third, since politics falls into the realm of practical sci-
ence, political scientists cannot be mere neutral observers
of political action. Political scientists, according to the clas-
sical view, must be directly engaged in political affairs. But
since political scientists are more learned in the nature of
political things, they become “umpires” of political dis-
putes; they are more than mere partisans in those disputes.
The new and more theoretical political science, on the other
hand, seeks to refrain from such activity as a matter of sci-
entific neutrality. Fourth, because of their political role,
classical political scientists necessarily evaluate political
phenomena. The new political science, in contrast, pre-
cisely insists on not making value judgments. Its scientific
neutrality assumes the separation of facts from values; only
the former are the proper objects of scientific analysis.

The source of the stridency of the Straussian critique
of the new political science may be found in Strauss’s
(1962) summary claim that “the political is sui generis and
cannot be understood as derivative from the sub-political”
(p- 311). The new political science deprives human beings
of their dignity, according to Strauss, because it does not
understand those beings on their own terms. It understands
political things as the consequence of subrational or sub-
political forces or causes. The political and subpolitical
realms are blurred. Classical political science, in contrast,
assumes that human beings occupy a distinct place, that
is, the political community, within a greater whole. As a
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discrete part within the greater whole that is the world, the
political community comes to sight as a whole on its own.
It is this wholeness of the political community, in turn, that
is the ground of the common good. Human beings as citi-
zens in the community share something in common with
one another that is different from what those same human
beings share with the larger animal and material world.
What is shared is their common ends or purposes as polit-
ical beings, beings concerned with the good, the just, the
advantageous, and so on.

The new political science, on the other hand, denies the
possibility of human dignity and the common good
because it understands the human in the same way that
modern science understands the nonhuman; it understands
human beings in terms of their origins or causes rather than
their ends. According to the new political science, Strauss
argues, there is only a difference in degree, and not in kind,
between man and beast. The new political science rejects
the commonsense or prescientific understanding of the
whole made up of political phenomena. This common-
sense view, Strauss insists, is the necessary basis of any
practical science.

The Problem of Common Sense

Strauss (1962) argues that the obscuring of common
sense renders the new political science incapable of either
adding anything important to ordinary political under-
standing or distinguishing the politically relevant from the
politically irrelevant. He argues for a genuinely empirical
political science against what he considers the spurious
empiricism of the new approach. But Schaar and Wolin
(1963) quite reasonably point out that, although political
science should be addressed to what is practically mean-
ingful rather than what is practically meaningless, it is not
always evident that common sense enables us to make that
distinction. Indeed, they insist that Strauss does not pro-
vide a clear account of common sense as such. Strauss
(1962) mentions, for example, the older commonsense
view that assumed that witches are real. He argues that the
“errors” regarding such things were eventually discovered
without the aid of empiricism (p. 317). This means that on
the basis of common sense, it came to be understood that
people should not be accused of being witches, even
though the belief in witches was originally a part of com-
mon sense. Schaar and Wolin (1963) suggest that Strauss
does not really explain how this was done or what kind of
knowledge common sense without belief in witches really
is. They question whether, on Straussian terms, one can
distinguish the truths from the errors of common sense.

The problem of common sense is central to understand-
ing the Straussian approach to political science. Strauss
(1964) remarks that his return to classical political science
is “tentative or experimental” (p. 11). This tentativeness is
necessary because the conditions of the ancient polity that
shaped classical political science are very different from
those of today. Strauss engaged in close studies of political
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philosophers from the tradition in order to gain some under-
standing of the movement from those origins to our con-
temporary circumstances. This return through the reading
of old books entails, among other things, awareness of the
original commonsense view of witches, ghosts, and the like
(Strauss, 1953). Strauss does not, of course, argue that
political scientists today actually should believe in witches.
However, he clearly suggests that common sense is not
always so common. Moreover, what is common in the
modern world is an ordinary life decisively shaped by sci-
ence; it is a world without witches. This naturally raises the
question whether Strauss’s return to classical political phi-
losophy should ever be more than tentative. Critics of the
Straussians suggest that such a return is misguided, given
the very different conditions of political science today.

These difficulties are compounded by the problematic
character of classical political philosophy even in the con-
ditions of the ancient world. Strauss (1964) notes that Plato
and Aristotle understood politics from a philosophic point
of view; they did not see the political community as it sees
itself. They understood the political world according to the
philosophic idea of natural justice rather than the com-
monsense view of religious authority. Strauss suggests that
the historian Thucydides did not make this mistake and so
was closer to the original commonsense view of politics
than were the philosophers. Strauss appeals to Aristotle’s
view of common sense, yet he criticizes that view. He
seems to admit that classical political philosophy appears
to obscure common sense in a manner similar to modern
political science.

Nevertheless, Strauss favors a return to classical politi-
cal science because he believes that the classical approach,
whatever its shortcomings, is superior to the modern alter-
natives. The classical approach is better, not because it is
perfect, but because it takes seriously the questions of jus-
tice and morality that are central to political life. Modern
political science, on the other hand, generally considers
moral claims to be relative or subjective value judgments.
This is not to say that Strauss thinks that modern political
scientists do not take their own political views seriously.
Indeed, Strauss contends that political beings properly so
called do not consider their political claims to be merely
relative or subjective; they consider their claims to be true,
or they consider it necessary to present them as true.
However, modern political scientists gua scientists exclude
these political considerations. While classical political sci-
ence may be unable to provide a complete or comprehen-
sive account of the commonsense meaning of political life,
Strauss suggests, modern political science ignores this
meaning altogether as a matter of methodological principle.

The Analysis of Regimes

According to the Straussians, value-free modern politi-
cal science generally fails to perform the central task of
genuine political science: the practical study of regimes

(Strauss, 1962). Regimes are the formalized claims to rule
based on different opinions regarding justice and morality.
These claims are traditionally embodied in the various
groups or parties (democrats, oligarchs, etc.) that arise in
political communities. But these claims are almost always
defective or incomplete in some way. In order to act as
umpire within the community, the political scientist must
articulate, at least in outline, what a complete regime with-
out defects would be. The philosophers call this the bes?
regime (Strauss, 1953). Political scientists presumably are
able to articulate the best regime because of their deeper
study of politics. Stated differently, Straussians aim to
politicize political science as a science. This means more
than using what is learned from political science for polit-
ical ends. It means that political science should aim to dis-
cover those ends. In this sense, political science is really
only an extension of politics.

However, political scientists do not necessarily attempt
to reform the political community in order to make it iden-
tical to the best regime. Political scientists are not to act as
partisans, convinced of the absolute superiority of their
view. The best regime normally provides only a general
measure of the health of actual political communities. It is
most often useful because it shows why perfection is not
possible in actual political life. For example, in Plato’s
Republic, Socrates suggests that the best regime includes a
significant communist element requiring the abolition of
families and private property. Moreover, this best regime
requires the rule of philosopher kings who are not bound
by the rule of law. Because of the extreme character of this
best regime, Straussians usually interpret it to be a practi-
cal impossibility (Strauss, 1953). The political scientist
learns from the articulation of the best regime what the
practical limits of political life are.

The best regime is the regime that is best everywhere
and always. It is not bound to or limited by any transitory
conditions. This means that the best regime is the regime
that accords with nature or is what is right by nature. The
attempt to recover the classical idea of natural right is one
of the most important features of Straussian political sci-
ence. However, because the best regime by nature is rarely
practical or possible, classical political science articulates
a prudent moderation of its aims. As a practical matter, the
rule of law and the tutelage of gentlemen is to be preferred
to communism and the rule of philosophers (Strauss,
1953). Stated differently, natural right is diluted by or for
the sake of political right. The political philosophers may
influence politics, but they are to do so in a circumspect
and practical manner.

Political philosophers nevertheless always stand in
some tension with their political communities because
they necessarily question the prevailing regime claims in
light of the best regime (Strauss, 1959). The most famous
example of this tension was the conflict between Socrates
and Athens. Socrates claimed to be helping the Athenians,
but they perceived his questioning of their beliefs to be a



threat to what they held most dear. They eventually put
him to death for what they perceived to be his crimes. One
goal of political scientists, according to the tradition that
followed Socrates, is to improve political life without suf-
fering his fate (Strauss, 1959). This requires that the polit-
ical scientist support the political community while
nevertheless criticizing it. For this reason, Straussians gen-
erally describe themselves as friendly critics of liberal
democracy. While they often use classical sources in order
to criticize modern politics, they defend this criticism as
helpful to modern politics.

The Straussian emphasis on the practical character of
political science resembles in certain respects two broad
movements in academic political science that gained
prominence in the discipline after Strauss’s death: postbe
havioralism and rational choice. Both of these approaches
stress the idea that political science should prescribe polit-
ical action, not merely describe and explain it. However,
James Ceaser (1992) has expressed most fully the
Straussian view that these approaches share behavioral-
ism’s main flaw, namely, indifference to the regime ques-
tion. While these approaches may provide interesting or
useful information about how to achieve the ends of polit-
ical life, they do not seek to identify those ends in light of
the best regime. Straussians believe political science pro-
ceeds directly from the commonsense arguments inherent
in political life regarding the right and just ordering of
society. The techniques of modern political science can be,
at best, only instrumental to the precisely political role of
political science.

Straussian Studies

Many of Strauss’s students and admirers have followed his
example of studying the great books of the philosophic tra-
dition. Such studies are often viewed as propaedeutic, a
necessary part of understanding the basic questions of
political life. Straussians are known in particular for their
very close readings of classic texts. This includes what
some critics consider the controversial attempt to under-
stand the great philosophers as they understood them-
selves, without modern presuppositions affecting the
interpretation of the classics. In keeping with this
approach, the Straussians have produced quite literal trans-
lations of many classic texts. Such translations are consid-
ered a part of both effective teaching and sound
scholarship. The need to return to the classic tradition has
even led some Straussians, most notably Seth Benardete
(1989, 2000), to concentrate their work almost entirely on
the study of ancient Greek philosophy and poetry.

Most Straussians, however, do not limit their scholarly
work to the study of classical texts. They have produced
work in all the substantive fields within academic political
science. Despite the variety of their work, they may be said
to share Strauss’s view that political science should proceed
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from the ordinary questions of political life and have as
its aim the improvement of the political community. This
political disposition is evident in the variety of Straussian
studies. Thomas Pangle (2006) and John Murley (2005)
have provided extensive reviews of these works. It is help-
ful here to highlight briefly several characteristic examples
of Straussian scholarship.

Allan Bloom is perhaps the most well-known of
Strauss’s students. He earned popular acclaim with his
best-selling The Closing of the American Mind (1987). The
book is largely an indictment of higher education and pop-
ular culture in the United States from the Straussian point
of view, particularly the idea that the classical emphasis on
moral and intellectual virtue has been vitiated in the name
of the modern turn to egalitarian and democratic princi-
ples. The book was especially popular for its often amus-
ing take on the manner in which these modern tendencies
manifest themselves in the social lives of college students.
In this respect, the reaction to the book provides some
insight into the popularity of Straussian ideas among many
college students exposed to them. More broadly, the atten-
tion paid to Bloom’s book reflects the attractiveness of the
Straussian critique of modernity. There are a number of
postmodern criticisms of modern life, but with their appeal
to the philosophic tradition and common sense, Straussians
offer a distinct alternative, however controversial, within
the academy.

Consistent with Strauss’s emphasis on common sense
and traditional thought, Straussians place great importance
on the study of the origins of political communities. Given
that most Straussians live in the United States, this natu-
rally has resulted in an interest in the American regime.
Martin Diamond (1992) and Herbert Storing (1995), for
example, emphasized the role that political ideas and
statesmanship played in the founding of the United States.
This approach rejects theories that find in economic or
psychological forces the chief causes of the founders’
actions. Straussians examine the regime claims of the var-
ious partisans of the time, and the arguments made in sup-
port of those claims, with a view to an articulation of the
genuine meaning of the Constitution and other major doc-
uments of the founding.

The Constitution’s influence has been a particularly
important part of the Straussian study of the United States.
Harvey Mansfield (1991), for example, has suggested that
the forms of the Constitution serve as the principal brake on
the democratic tendencies of the regime. Those tendencies
are derived from the revolutionary and egalitarian origins
of the United States. The maintenance of constitutional
forms is, Mansfield argues, crucial to the success of the
regime. In this respect, like many Straussians, he follows
Alexis de Tocqueville in his study of the customs and
mores that sustain or harm regimes.

Indeed, according to many Straussians, Tocqueville’s
work is the model for classical political science in the
modern world (Ceaser, 1992). In keeping with the idea that
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one should be a friendly critic of liberal democracy,
Tocqueville criticized the United States and France with
the intention of improving liberal democracy as the best
practical form of government under modern conditions. In
similar fashion, while many Straussians are critical of the
underlying principles of the United States as unduly mod-
ern, they often stress what they take to be the more salu-
tary elements of the regime, such as the adherence to
constitutional forms.

Straussians generally emphasize the need for modera-
tion in liberal democracy, particularly in light of the rise of
progressive ideas in the past century. They look to the clas-
sical descriptions of the gentleman and the statesman as
models for politicians today. Strauss suggested that the
classical philosophic notion of aristocracy, however inap-
plicable to modern conditions, remained in principle the
generally superior regime type. In keeping with this idea,
Straussians generally argue that the aristocratic elements
of liberal democracies should be encouraged if those
democracies are not to suffer the traditional failings of
popular governments. Supporting the aristocratic elements
requires, in addition to the defense of constitutional forms,
support for the cultivation of principled statesmanship.
Respect for forms and the teaching of statesmanship are
related aspects of regime analysis, for the holders of duly
constituted public offices are the practical embodiment of
the regime.

Accordingly, with respect to the courts, Straussians
such as Walter Berns (1987) tend to share with other con-
servative scholars a respect for constitutional forms and, in
particular, a preference for judicial restraint. They gener-
ally oppose the idea that the meaning of the Constitution
evolves or changes over time. This opposition follows
from the Straussian concern to maintain the forms of the
Constitution as the moderating force in the democracy.
When deciding cases, judges should look more often than
they do to the wisdom of the framers of the Constitution
and the great jurists of the founding era.

Straussians have examined the American presidency in
a similar fashion. Jeffrey Tulis (1987), for example, has
criticized the rise of the modern progressive presidency,
with its emphasis on popular rhetoric and dependence on
democratic opinion. James Ceaser (1979) has examined
the extent to which changes in electoral arrangements have
contributed to this development. These studies argue that
under current circumstances, the presidency is much less
able to fulfill the moderating and quasi-aristocratic role in
the regime intended for it by the founders. Classical
regime analysis in this case reveals the particular problem
of democratic decay in the conditions of the modern state.

Other Straussians, especially Diamond and Storing, as
well as their students, have taken an alternate view, but
with the same intention, by locating potentially moderating
institutions and practices within contemporary U.S. gov-
ernment. In general, they are less critical of liberal democ-
racy in general than are most other Straussians. For

example, Joseph Bessette (1994) has argued that the
modern Congress, despite its shortcomings, in many ways
fulfills the founders’ original hope for a deliberative leg-
islative process. John Rohr (1986) has considered the pos-
sibility that the modern civil service, despite its significant
role in the modern state, might, with the proper guidance,
play a moderating or even statesmanlike role in the mature
American regime.

The most significant Straussian scholar of American
politics is Harry Jaffa. Among Straussian works, his writ-
ings on Abraham Lincoln, slavery, and the Civil War pro-
vide the most searching account of the relationship
between political philosophy and statesmanship. In his
early writings, Jaffa (1959) argued that Lincoln corrected
the regime of the founding fathers, which unduly relied on
the modern idea that the preservation of private rights is
more important than moral obligation. In his later writings,
Jaffa (2000) has presented a more subtle and complex
interpretation, arguing that Lincoln did not correct the
founders’ modern principles but actually recovered the
classical core of their thought. Jaffa insists on the need to
understand the thought of the founders and Lincoln on its
own terms and not simply as a by-product of the general
currents of modern thought.

Straussians highlight the degree to which the ideas and
principles of rulers, as opposed to economic or psycholog-
ical causes, shape the course of events. As exemplified in
Jaffa’s work, Straussians often focus their studies on the
writings and speeches, the reasoned arguments, of political
leaders. This follows from the idea that political things
must be taken on their own terms if we are to see them
fully for what they are. Straussians have taken this
approach to other areas as well, including political psy-
chology and political economy. These studies aim to show
that the phenomena in question are decisively political in
character and not reducible to other causes. This is espe-
cially evident in Straussian studies of the problem of
tyranny. Scholars such as Charles Fairbanks (1993) and
Myron Rush (1974), for example, have followed Strauss’s
(1991) example by showing that modern communist and
fascist tyrants are best understood in terms of their ideo-
logical self-understanding.

Also noteworthy are Straussian works in the area of
international relations. In keeping with the return to classi-
cal sources, Clifford Orwin (1994) and others have
engaged in close and detailed studies of Thucydides and
other great books in the tradition. They have followed
Strauss’s lead in reading Thucydides’ account of justice
between nations as a companion to the works of the great
philosophers. These new interpretations diverge from
more traditional “realist” accounts of the Greek historian.
Added to this work have been further Straussian studies of
Machiavelli, Kant, and other sources of modern realism,
neorealism, and idealism. These philosophical and histori-
cal readings have led Straussians to question a number of
the assumptions of these more contemporary theories.



Not surprisingly, Straussians emphasize the important
relationship between political regimes and the conduct of
international affairs. Classical political philosophers wrote
more extensively on domestic matters than on foreign
affairs. From the classical perspective, policy concerns
regarding war and diplomacy cannot be understood apart
from regime analysis. The most famous classical example
of this is Socrates’ depiction of the guardian class in
Plato’s Republic. In this light, Straussians have explored
the relationship between foreign affairs and the character
of modern liberal democracies. Jeremy Rabkin (2005), for
example, has argued that sovereignty is an essential ele-
ment of constitutional democracies. Only sovereign gov-
ernments can make and enforce laws needed for the
protection of individual rights and the maintenance of
democratic norms. Straussians generally are wary of the
contemporary trend toward multilateral agreements and
the like, which they believe can pose serious threats to sov-
ereignty and constitutional government.

Politics and Political Science

Any discussion of the Straussians must address the politi-
cal controversies surrounding their work. Straussians have
come under criticism, some of it quite severe, for appear-
ing to suggest that they have special knowledge of the best
regime. This criticism is intensified by the political con-
servatism of most Straussians. A number of Straussians are
or have been active in conservative media outlets and pub-
lic policy institutes, as well as in the Republican Party.
While not all Straussians are politically conservative, rela-
tively few of them are liberal.

The political criticism of the Straussians became most
acute during the administration of President George W.
Bush, which employed a number of foreign policy assis-
tants with varying connections to Strauss or the
Straussians. The Straussians were criticized, in particular,
for their association with neoconservatives, who generally
have favored an interventionist and unilateral foreign pol-
icy. The harshest critics accuse the Straussians of being a
cabal that deceives the public in order to justify war and
undermine democracy. This charge of deception was made
most often with respect to the Bush administration’s
claims regarding weapons of mass destruction in Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq.

While many of these critics may be dismissed as nar-
rowly partisan, the controversy did highlight an important
element of the Straussian approach to political science.
Several academic critics of Strauss, most notably Shadia
Drury (2005), have argued that Strauss believed philoso-
phers like himself were fundamentally superior to ordinary
human beings. Strauss’s best regime of natural right, Drury
suggests, really amounts to only a defense of the rule of the
strong over the weak. The Straussians, she claims, believe
they are a kind of philosophic aristocracy. They believe the
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ignorant many exist only to serve the philosophic few. In
this reading, Strauss follows Machiavelli and Nietzsche by
glorifying fraud and power.

The principal source for Drury’s charge is Strauss’s
well-known view that political philosophers often write in
a manner that both reveals and conceals what they really
think (Strauss, 1952). The philosophers do this as a matter
of prudence. On one hand, the philosopher may be perse-
cuted, as in the case of Socrates, because the people per-
ceive the philosopher’s questioning to be a threat to the
community. On the other hand, the philosopher’s question-
ing may very well undermine the necessary beliefs of the
community. In this sense, Athens may actually have been
justified in condemning Socrates. The solution to this
problem is represented most famously by Plato, who com-
municates poetically through the characters in his dia-
logues and not directly in his own name. Only the
philosophic few presumably can decipher the secret mean-
ing of Plato’s texts. In this way, the philosopher writes exo-
terically for the many and esoterically for the few.

Most Straussians defend the general notion of esoteric
speech and writing as a part of political life itself. It is
commonly understood that statesmen often refrain from
fully stating their opinions. For example, as Jaffa (1959)
has argued, Abraham Lincoln’s rhetorical efforts to navi-
gate between the competing forces of slavery and abolition
were akin to exoteric writing. Even though he favored abo-
lition, Lincoln could not state explicitly his real aim to end
slavery in the South. Similarly, given the racist opinions of
his time, he could not openly support social and political
equality for African Americans. Lincoln’s calculated
rhetoric, Jaffa argues, was intended to serve practically the
ends of equality and freedom rightly understood.
Straussians similarly defend their political science as a
form of prudence.

Political scientists of almost every stripe, including
Drury, admit that some degree of elitism, if only for the
sake of competence, is necessary and even desirable in lib-
eral democratic politics. The larger question concerns the
appropriate degree and form of elitism. At various places in
his writings, Strauss refers to a fundamental conflict
between philosophy and politics. Because of their greater
knowledge, philosophers tend to form a class separate from
the rest of the community. Because of this, politics and phi-
losophy cannot be completely reconciled. Moreover, the
separation of politics and philosophy in some sense is nec-
essary for the proper understanding of both.

The Straussian critique of modern political philosophy
centers on the modern attempt to overcome the separation
between politics and philosophy. Classical political philos-
ophy proceeded from the view that the many could never
become truly philosophic. Modern philosophy, on the
other hand, attempted to make the many philosophic, in a
sense. It did this by means of enlightenment. But in order
to enlighten, modern philosophers had to simplify political
life. Human things had to be portrayed in nonhuman terms.
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This is, as mentioned above, the root of the Straussian cri-
tique of contemporary political science. Strauss argued
that the simplification of human things brought about a
distortion of political philosophy. A characteristic trait of
genuine political philosophy is awareness of the immense
complexity of human things. Political philosophy lacks a
complete account of all things and so cannot rule political
life in a comprehensive way. Stated in Straussian terms,
natural right cannot completely replace political right.
Strauss argues that modern philosophy’s simplification of
human things through enlightenment is, in effect, an
attempt at such replacement. It is the real effort to subor-
dinate politics to philosophy.

A number of Straussians have defended Strauss from
the charges by Drury and others. Catherine and Michael
Zuckert (2006) have presented the lengthiest such defense.
The novelty of their argument is the claim that Strauss did
not, in fact, write esoterically. In particular, they claim that
Strauss did not have a secret teaching. Strauss is known for
often writing in a cryptic and enigmatic manner. This has
naturally led many observers to think, in light of his
explicit descriptions of esoteric methods, that Strauss also
wrote esoterically. The Zuckerts, however, argue that
Strauss’s writing style indicates his “pedagogical reserve,”
not his esotericism (p. 136). Modern liberal democracy,
with its relative degree of openness, has largely eliminated
the need for esoteric writing. But while esoteric writing is
no longer necessary, the need for restraint in philosophic
education of students remains. Complete openness at the
outset of such education might undermine students’ emerg-
ing appreciation of the peculiar pleasures of philosophy.
Strauss’s manner of writing, the Zuckerts suggest, does not
serve a political purpose.

Many observers, including many or most Straussians,
remain unconvinced by the Zuckerts. Given the fact that
any esoteric teaching would necessarily be difficult to dis-
cern, it is difficult to conclude that Strauss did not have one.
In any case, it is not clear that such a teaching, even if it
existed, must be hostile to liberal democracy. While it is fair
to say that much of their work is critical of democracy in its
contemporary form, it is also reasonable to conclude that
the Straussians do not intend to overthrow democracy.

Straussians, East and West

The Straussians at times appear to disagree among them-
selves as much as they do with the wider academic and
political communities. The differences among them illus-
trate several key aspects of the Straussian approach, partic-
ularly their understanding of the relationship between liberal
democracy and political science. The Zuckerts have noted at
least three distinct types of Straussians, typically identified
according to the geographical locations of their principal
representatives. The “East Coast” Straussians, who appear
to be the greatest in number, are the most critical of liberal

democracy, which they see as too modern in its origins and
principles. Prominent East Coast Straussians include
Bloom, Berns, and Pangle. Jaffa and his admirers are the
“West Coast” Straussians, who vigorously defend the
regime of the American Founding and deny that its princi-
ples are fundamentally modern. A third group, which the
Zuckerts call the “Midwest” Straussians, believes that the
American Founding is fully modern but that modern princi-
ples are not as bad as other Straussians tend to think.
Diamond and Storing are the most notable members of this
group. Insofar as they are the least critical of modern politi-
cal philosophy, the Zuckerts note, they are the least
Straussian of the three groups.

The sharpest exchanges between the Straussians have
been initiated by Jaffa (Zentner, 2003). He has criticized
Diamond, Berns, Pangle, and Bloom, as well as prominent
conservative admirers of Strauss such as Irving Kristol and
Wilmoore Kendall. He insists that both sound public policy
and genuine political philosophy require adherence to the
principles of the Declaration of Independence. Most
Straussians, he argues, wrongly apply to the American
Founders Strauss’s critique of early modern philosophers
such as John Locke. Strauss criticized Locke for favoring
rights over duties and self-preservation over virtue. Jaffa
suggests that while Strauss’s account of Locke is perhaps at
the deepest level true, it does not apply to the founders since
they did not read Locke in the manner that Strauss did. Their
thought, Jaffa insists, must be understood on its own terms.

Jaffa’s Straussian opponents argue that he wrongly
characterizes their critique of the American Founders as
more extreme than it really is. They follow, in their view,
Strauss’s example of the loyal critic of liberal democracy.
Moreover, they suggest that Jaffa’s approach lacks the
skepticism required of the political philosopher. Berns, for
example, suggests that Jaffa assumes political philosophy
should be edifying. According to Berns, Strauss specifi-
cally denied this role to philosophy. Pangle has similarly
characterized Jaffa as much too strident. The political role
of the philosopher, he argues, should be more circumspect.
Political philosophers necessarily follow Socrates’ exam-
ple and question the orthodox opinions of their fellow cit-
izens. Political philosophers in the U.S., then, must call
into question, however gently, the founders’ egalitarian
and democratic principles.

The quarrel among the Straussians derives, in part, from
their opposed interpretations of the core of Strauss’s
thought. Strauss (1997) considered the “theological-political
problem” the theme of his life’s work (p. 453). This prob-
lem, briefly stated, concerns the tension between partic-
ularistic identities, on one hand, and universalistic
commitments, on the other. Strauss observed that this was
a perennial human problem. Every human being, in both
ancient and modern times, is at once a natural being and a
citizen, a universal being and a political being. The tension
between these two aspects of life became acute with the
rise of biblical religion and its universal moral beliefs.



Before biblical religion, there rarely was an explicit divi-
sion between political and religious authority. All authori-
ties in the ancient city were political or particularistic. The
ancient city was what we today call a closed society. In
that world, the awareness of the human or the universal in
a meaningful sense became evident, if at all, only when
philosophers appeared and began to articulate the univer-
sal idea of nature. Biblical religion, especially Christianity,
was unlike the other ancient religions because it exhibited
a universalism similar to philosophy. In this way, the rela-
tionship between politics and religion became confused or
incoherent. Religion no longer provided the authority for
politics in an unproblematic way.

Indeed, the West became the arena for the working out
of the two universalistic claimants to temporal and politi-
cal authority: Greek philosophy and biblical religion.
Strauss (1997) suggested that this tension between reason
and revelation was the vitality of the Western world. The
tension largely emerged out of the philosophic attempt to
provide or restore theological-political coherence to
human life. Sometimes, as in the case of medieval natural
law doctrines, this philosophic attempt actually appeared
in the guise of religion. Strauss was somewhat more sym-
pathetic, however, with modern philosophers, such as
Spinoza, who attempted to provide through liberal democ-
racy something like a commonsense ground for political
life apart from religion.

Liberal democracy was intended to solve the theological-
political problem by separating the state from society and
the church from the state. Religious beliefs as well as
different forms of prejudice, racial and otherwise, would
be left to the private realm. The public realm would be
dedicated to the shared concern for the protection of indi-
vidual rights and a limited public good. But Strauss (1997)
emphasized two basic problems with this solution. First,
prejudice could fester and become more dangerous pre-
cisely because it was left alone in the private realm.
Second, the separation of church and state leaves the state
without the support of the highest and most binding
authorities: God and divine law. The result would likely be
an anemic state that could not hold sway over a society
moved by prejudices of one sort or another. Strauss inter-
preted the collapse of the Weimar Republic in Germany
and the rise of the Nazis in just this way. In related fash-
ion, he likened the predicament of African Americans in
the United States to that of the Jews in Germany.

The disagreements among the Straussians regarding lib-
eral democracy and the American Founding reflect
Strauss’s ambivalence about both. The East Coast
Straussians appear to have adopted the more sober aspect
of Strauss’s view. Although they support liberal democracy
in general, and the U.S. constitutional system in particular,
they tend to emphasize the need to correct what they take
to be their defects. This approach is in line with the more
general Straussian antipathy toward modernity. The
Midwest Straussians, it should be noted, do not differ
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substantially from the East Coast Straussians with respect to
their general interpretation of liberal democracy and the
American Founding. However, they evaluate both more
positively. The emphasis on private rights and self-preserva-
tion has, they suggest, resulted in a more or less decent sys-
tem of government broadly consistent with the human
good. Liberal democracy appears to be particularly favor-
able in comparison with other available forms of govern-
ment in the modern world.

The West Coast Straussian view represents the clearer
innovation on Strauss’s theme. Jaffa’s interpretation of the
American Founders and Lincoln seems tailored to address
the particular problem of liberal democracy that Strauss
describes. That problem rests on the hollowness of liberal
democracy itself, particularly the public indifference to pri-
vate opinion. Jaffa’s interpretation of Lincoln and slavery
suggests that liberal democracy need not be understood in
narrowly Lockean or self-interested terms. He defends
Lincoln’s argument that the Founders’ principles provide
clear moral guidance on the question of slavery. The pro-
tections for slavery in the South were compromises neces-
sary to secure the Union. But as compromises, they reflect
the underlying moral principle of natural human equality.
Jaffa suggests that the founders’ principles reflect in impor-
tant ways traditional elements of natural right that ulti-
mately find their roots in the thought of Plato and Aristotle.

Many East Coast and Midwest Straussians believe that
Jaffa has mixed classical and modern principles in unten-
able ways. For example, they often point out that classical
natural right, which emphasizes duties over rights, is essen-
tially inconsistent with modern natural right, which empha-
sizes rights over duties. Jaffa’s response is that the
emphasis on natural rights as an answer to the theological-
political problem, that is, the basis for the separation of
church and state, should be understood primarily in practi-
cal and not theoretical terms. In other words, he argues that
he returns to the commonsense understanding of political
life that Strauss urged on political scientists. The difficulty,
as Jaffa admits, is that the commonsense understanding of
practical life today is greatly influenced by theoretical con-
siderations. This is nowhere more evident than in the fact
that the idea of natural rights, on which the founders base
their politics, is a product of theory and philosophy. The
East Coast and Midwest Straussians emphasize this impor-
tant point.

Conclusion

The Straussians are likely to continue to quarrel among
themselves, not only about the principles and practices of
liberal democracy, but about the meaning of Strauss’s work
as well. They also likely will continue to provide provoca-
tive accounts of contemporary politics and public policy,
which will in turn draw further criticism. Their peculiar
form of traditional political science represents a distinct, if



68 ¢ GENERAL APPROACHES IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

at times controversial, voice in the world of academic
political science. However, in this the Straussians are not
unusual. Their contentious views may best be seen as
part of the ongoing discussions, well-known within
political science, about the very meaning and purpose of
the discipline.

Note: Research for this article was supported by the Social

Philosophy and Policy Center, Bowling Green State
University.
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Ithough structural functionalism finds its roots

much earlier than systems does theory, as

researchers use it today, it is based on systems
theory. Structural functionalism traces its beginnings
back to the ancient Greeks and the writings of Aristotle
(Susser, 1992). Systems theory emerged much later.
Although the discussion of systems began with biologists
in the 19th century, systems theory was not fully articu-
lated until the 1920s. Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1956,
1962), who developed general systems theory, was a
principal in establishing it as a field of study. Although
systems theory originated later than functionalism, when
researchers study functions within their structures, they
do it within the scope of systems. The study of political
systems came into its own with the adoption of a struc-
tural-functional approach.

The systems approach of David Easton (1965a,
1965b) and Karl W. Deutsch (1963) grew out of socio-
logical and communication theory and a “move toward
the theory and data of politics” (Almond & Powell,
1966, p. 12). Easton and Deutsch followed a commu-
nication, or cybernetic, model to study politics.
Gabriel A. Almond’s study of political systems grew
out of a tradition of political theory and draws from
sociological and communications theories. While
Easton and Deutsch adopted a purely systems
approach, Almond applied structural functionalism to

systems theory. Both have value in the study of politi-
cal systems.

Systems Theory

A system, according to Anatol Rapoport (1966, 1968), is a
set of interrelated entities connected by behavior and his-
tory. Specifically, he stated that a system must satisfy the
following criteria:

1. One can specify a set of identifiable elements.

2. Among at least some of the elements, one can specify

identifiable relations.

Certain relations imply others.

4. A certain complex of relations at a given time implies a
certain complex (or one of several possible complexes)
at a later time. (Rapoport, 1966, pp. 129 130)

w

This definition is broad enough to include systems as dif-
ferent as the solar system and language. Social systems,
including economics and politics, fit within the definition.
Social systems might be described as a class of entities
(individuals, families, institutions) with relations among
them (communication channels, influence, obligations).
Systems are classified by the “nature of their relation to
their environments” and the “search for laws governing the
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behavior of each class” (Rapoport, 1968, p. 453). Systems
appear to have “a will” of their own and a “purpose” to
maintain a steady state. Living systems do this through
homeostasis mechanisms that restore equilibrium. Social
systems have similar mechanisms (Rapoport, 1968).

While systems in the physical sciences (like the solar
system, chemical reactions, and ecological systems) are
extremely rigorous, social systems are less precise. In social
systems, the elements and relations are vague and hard to
define. As the basic unit of social systems, roles are com-
monly difficult to identify and classify. For the “hard” sci-
ences, this ambiguity would be regarded as problematic, but
with the social sciences, it would be commonplace
(Rapoport, 1966).

The Political System

A long-standing problem of political science has been
to describe and account for the internal structure of the
political system. According to William Mitchell (1968),
structure is generally applied to patterns of power and
authority that characterize the relationships between the
rulers and the ruled. These relationships are enduring and
thus predictable.

In systems theory, the unit of analysis for these power
relations is role, a concept developed in social psychology
and applied to sociology. Political roles deal with decision
making on behalf of society and with performing actions
that implement the decisions and allocate scarce resources.
In analyzing the political system, the researcher typically
describes these roles and the people performing them.
Traditionally, the main approach to classification has been
“the distribution of power” (Mitchell, 1968, p. 474) among
the members of the system. Because the one dimension of
roles has inadequately described political systems, systems
analysts have developed more inclusive variables that lend
themselves better to measurement (Mitchell, 1968).
Talcott Parsons (1951) put forth a set of variables that he
called pattern variables. Gabriel Almond (1956; Almond
& Coleman, 1960) suggested classifying structures based
on (a) the degree of differentiation between structures,
(b) the extent to which the system is “manifest” or “visi-
ble,”(c) the stability of the functions of the various roles,
and (d) the distribution of power. Mitchell (1968) added a
fifth dimension, concerning the “sustainability of roles.”

A system is generally thought of as being self-contained
and distinct from its environment, with observable bound-
aries. In the process of determining formal members (or cit-
izens) and their actions, boundaries are arbitrarily assigned
to the political system. However, most systems are subject to
external influences. Thus, analysis must also be concerned
with “detecting relationships across boundaries” as inputs
and outputs (Mitchell, 1968, p. 475). Yet no common lan-
guage exists to describe these boundary exchanges of inputs
and outputs. Easton (1957, 1965a) saw inputs as consisting
of demands and support while Almond and James Coleman
(1960) used the terms political socialization, recruitment,

interest articulation, interest aggregation, and political
communication. Easton called the outputs decisions, and
Almond and Coleman describe outputs as rule making, rule
application, and rule adjudication. Mitchell (1962) used the
terms expectations and demands, resources, and support for
inputs and social goals, values and costs, and controls to
express political outputs.

While boundary exchanges play an important part in the
analysis of political systems, the main concern is with the
internal processes of a system. An early area of inquiry
dealt with the question of how politics would allocate scarce
resources (Easton, 1953; Mitchell, 1968). Other areas of
process investigation concerned the stability of systems,
political socialization, and other support inputs. A third
area of examination surrounded the means of ensuring loy-
alty and stimulating public participation. A fourth area
looked at the means of achieving collective goals “from
diverse individual demands” (Mitchell, 1968, p. 475).
Finally, the process of dealing with problems within the
political system became a matter of inspection. Mitchell
(1962) viewed the internal processes of the polity as paral-
lel to those of the larger social system. He suggested focus-
ing on goal attainment, adaptation, system maintenance
and tension management, and integration.

Applying Systems Analysis

Easton (1966) proposed to define political systems
more broadly than did Rapoport. Easton defined a system
as “any set of variables regardless of the degree, of inter-
relationship among them” (p. 147). He preferred this defi-
nition because it freed the researcher from the need to prove
that a political system is really a system. The only question
of importance became whether the system was interesting
and thus worth studying. The analysis need only provide
understanding and an explanation of the human behavior
that was of concern to the researcher.

Easton (1953, 1966) suggested that a political system
was distinct from other systems because it concerned
itself with “the interactions through which values are
authoritatively allocated for a society” (1966, p. 147).
He divided the political environment into two parts: the
intrasocietal and the extrasocietal. The first comprises
those systems in the same society as the political system
that are not political systems because they do not have
political interactions. Intrasocietal systems form the seg-
ments of society of which the political system is a com-
ponent, including the economy, culture, social structure,
and personalities. These systems create and shape the
conditions in which the political system operates. A
changing economy, culture, or social structure all have
impact on political life.

The extrasocietal environment includes all the systems
that are outside the given society. They may form a
suprasystem of which the political system may be a part.
An example of an extrasocietal system is the international
cultural system.



From the intra- and extrasocietal systems come influ-
ences that may cause possible stress on the political sys-
tem. Internal or external disturbances to the intra- and
extrasocietal systems may cause stress on the political sys-
tem and thus change it. However, it is also possible that
some disturbances may aid in the persistence of the system
while others may be neutral with regard to stress. If polit-
ical systems are to continue, they must fulfill two func-
tions. They must be able to allocate values to society and
get most members of society to accept the values. The allo-
cation of values for a society and compliance with them
are essential variables of political life and distinguish
political systems from other systems. By identifying these
essential variables, researchers can determine when and
how disturbances can cause stress to the system.

Easton (1966) provides examples of defeat at the hands
of an enemy or of a severe economic crisis causing wide-
spread disorganization and disaffection. When authorities
are unable to make decisions or decisions are no longer
accepted by societal members, system allocations of val-
ues are no longer possible, and the society collapses. More
likely, the disruption of a political system is not that com-
plete, and the system continues in some form. As long as
the system can keep these essential variables operating, the
system will persist. The capacity to counter stress is crucial
to the survival of the system. The system’s history of
response to stress allows analysts to determine whether it
is able to survive disturbances. Easton (1966) claimed that
systems analysis is especially suited “for interpreting the
behavior of the members in a system in the light of the
consequences this behavior has for alleviating or aggravat-
ing stress upon the essential variables” (p. 149).

According to Easton (1966), systems analysis provides
a way of determining the impact of the many diverse envi-
ronmental influences on a system. In this way, it is possi-
ble to reduce the blow of stresses on the system and
recommend appropriate action. Through the use of the
concepts of inputs and outputs, the enormous variety of
influences can be reduced into a manageable number of
indicators. The distinction between a political system and
other systems allows for interpretation of behaviors in the
environment as exchanges or transactions that cross the
boundaries of the political system. Easton used the term
exchanges to refer to “the mutuality of the relationships
between the political system and the other systems in the
environment” (p. 150). The term transactions was used “to
emphasize the movement of an effect in one direction,
from an environmental system to the political system, or
the reverse, without being concerned at the time about the
reactive behavior of the other system” (p. 150).

Inputs and Outputs

Because systems are coupled together, all behavior in
society is interdependent. To trace the complex exchanges
and reduce them to manageable proportions, Easton con-
densed the main environmental influences into a few
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indicators. He designated the effects that are transmitted
across the boundary of a system toward some other system
as the outputs of the first system and the inputs of the sec-
ond system. A transaction or an exchange between systems
can be viewed as a linkage between them in the form of an
input—output relationship.

Inputs serve as a powerful analytic tool because they
summarize variables that “concentrate and mirror every-
thing in the environment that is relevant to political stress”
(Easton, 1966, p. 150). The extent to which inputs can be
used as summary variables depends on how they are defined.
In their broadest sense, they include “any event external to
the system that alters, modifies, or affects the system in
any way” (p. 150). However, by focusing on boundary-
crossing inputs dealing with the most important effects
contributing to stress, one can simplify the task of analyz-
ing the impact of the environment. Analysts no longer need
“to deal with and trace out separately the consequences of
each type of environmental event” (p. 150). For this pur-
pose, Easton (1966) recommends focusing on two major
inputs: demands and support. “Through them, a wide
range of activities in the environment can be channeled,
mirrored, summarized, and brought to bear upon political
life,” he wrote, and “Hence, they are key indicators of the
way in which environmental influences and conditions
modify and shape the operations of the political system”
(p. 151). As inputs to a system, demands and supports can
be of different types: material and political demands, as
well as material and political supports. Easton (1965b)
cites expressions of opinion and calls for a decision as
examples of demands. A flood may create grievances that
lead to demands for building a dam. The conventional way
of making demands is to make individual requests, write
letters, and carry out other forms of lobbying. More
unconventional approaches to making political demands
would be to demonstrate or picket. As citizens, through let-
ters, polls, or voting, voice agreement with a decision to
build the dam, they provide political support. The willing-
ness to pay taxes to build the dam is also a form of support.
Demands and supports are closely interrelated. Easton
states that “by the very act of voicing a demand or propos-
ing it for serious discussion, a member will imply that he
supports it in some measure” (p. 51). By examining the
changes in the inputs of demands and support, analysts can
determine the effects of the environmental systems trans-
mitted to the political system.

Similarly, outputs help interpret “the consequences
flowing from the behavior of the members of the system
rather than from actions in the environment” (Easton,
1966, p. 151). Since the activities of members of the sys-
tem have an impact on their own subsequent actions or
conditions, those actions that flow out of a system into its
environment cannot be ignored. Because a great amount of
activity takes place within a political system, it is useful to
isolate those elements that are important in understanding
the system. One way of doing this is to examine the impact
of inputs (reflected as demands and support) on political
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outputs. Easton defines political outputs as the decisions
and actions of the authorities. A government’s decision to
build a dam would be a political output; the actual build-
ing of the dam would be a material output.

This approach was a departure from previous research
that examined the complex political processes internal to a
system in terms of who controls whom in the various deci-
sion-making processes. While the pattern of power rela-
tionships helps to determine the nature of the outputs, the
outcomes of internal political processes are most useful in
tracing the consequences of behavior within a political
system for its environment.

Easton (1966) claimed that “outputs not only help to
influence events in the broader society of which the system
is a part, but also, in doing so, they help to determine each
succeeding round of inputs that finds its way into the polit-
ical system” (p. 152). By identifying this “feedback loop,”
analysts can explain the processes the system can use to
cope with stress and make recommendations that alter the
system’s future behavior. Easton describes the feedback
loop as consisting of “the production of outputs by the
authorities, a response by the members of the society to
these outputs, the communication of information about
this response to the authorities, and finally, possible suc-
ceeding actions by the authorities” (p. 152). For actions to
be taken to satisfy demands or create conditions that will
do so, information must be provided to authorities (those
people who speak on behalf of the system) about the
effects of each round of outputs. Since a drop in support is
an important source of stress, information feedback to
these authorities is crucial so that they can “bolster the
input of support for themselves or for the system as a
whole” (p. 152). Information about the consequences of
each round of outputs and about the changing conditions
that impact members is essential because it enables author-
ities to take action to keep support at a minimal level.
Appropriate response to the feedback process can have “a
profound influence on the capacity of a system to cope
with stress and persist” (p. 152).

Criticisms of Systems Analysis

Criticisms of systems analysis have focused mainly on
three areas: methodological weaknesses of the approach,
the lack of suitability for empirical research, and strong
political bias (Mitchell, 1968; Susser, 1992). Some critics
claim systems analysis is misleading because it assumes
that “reality ‘really’ consists of systems.” This view sug-
gests that “societies consist of far more individual and
isolated events than systems [analysis] is capable of han-
dling” (Mitchell, 1968, p. 477). Another aspect of the
criticism is that identifying boundaries and variables in
the system is difficult, thus making it hard to formulate
operational definitions and perform empirical research.
Furthermore, critics claim that the concept of equilibrium
cannot be operationally defined except perhaps in terms
of economic behavior. Finally, although the inputs and

outputs can be readily identified, they may not have been
adequately studied.

Bernard Susser (1992) indicated that Easton’s brand of
“input-output™ analysis is used very little in actual research,
and when it is used, “its contribution turns out to be more ter-
minological than real” (p. 185). The problem is that it is prac-
tically impossible to study a system without looking at the
past. Without understanding the system’s development and
its historical strengths and weaknesses, it would be difficult
to tell whether an event is a crisis or a normal situation.

While systems theory generally is regarded as being
supportive of the status quo and thus conservative in its
nature, it is interesting to note that at the time Easton pro-
posed systems analysis for politics, many people consid-
ered it as having a liberal bent. The 1960s was a time when
behavioralists made great contributions to research in
many fields. Conservatives looked at systems analysis as
value-laden based on strong conceptualizations as opposed
to neutral impassionate science. In addition, looking at
political systems as equilibrium seeking, self-balancing
entities also suggested clear ideological biases. However,
systems analysis had none of the “stress, contradiction,
conflict, and imbalance [that] characterize the ‘normal’
condition of the modern state” (Susser, 1992, p. 186) pro-
posed by Marxists. Easton’s system’s “normal” state was
one of “adaptive dynamic stability” (Susser, 1992, p. 186).

Structural Functionalism

The terms functional analysis and structural analysis have
been applied to a great variety of approaches (Cancian,
1968; Merton, 1968). With their broad use in the social sci-
ences has come discussion of the appropriateness of the
use of structure and function and the type of analysis asso-
ciated with the concepts (Levy, 1968). The functional
approach is used more often than any other method in the
study of Western political science (Susser, 1992). The pro-
fessional literature is full of references to the “functions”
of political systems and to the relation between structure
and function. Sometimes the terms are used without a clear
understanding of the meaning of the functionalist position,
more as linguistic fashion. This section deals with the the-
oretical implications of structural functionalism and its
relationship to political science.

Although structural functionalism predated systems
theory, it still presupposes a “systems” view of the politi-
cal world. Similarities link functionalism to systems analy-
sis. Susser (1992) writes that both focus on input—output
analysis, both see political systems as striving for homeosta-
sis or equilibrium, and both consider feedback in their
analysis. Yet functionalism is significantly different.

History of Structural Functionalism

Structural functionalism has a lengthy history in both
the social sciences (Merton, 1968) and the biological



sciences (Woodger, 1948). Functionalism’s history goes
back to Aristotle’s study of ultimate causes in nature or of
actions in relation to their ends, or utility. Developed in
17th-century France, Montesquieu’s doctrine of separation
of powers is based on the notion of functions that are best
undertaken separate from each other as a means of ensur-
ing stability and security.

Functionalism became important when Darwin’s evolu-
tionary theories began to influence thinking about human
behavior. Darwin conceived of the idea of survival in func-
tional terms. Each function was important to the survival of
the whole system. Systems that could not adapt their func-
tions ceased to exists. Other students of human behavior
borrowed these ideas, applying them to social affairs. Thus,
social Darwinism imported these same functionalist cate-
gories into social analysis. Social Darwinists claimed that
society benefited from unrestrained competition between
units, that functional adaptability was required for survival,
and that attempts to protect the weak hampered the func-
tioning of society as a whole. These ideas first influenced
anthropology and then sociology. Implicitly through the
works of Emile Durkheim and explicitly through Parsons
(1951) and Robert Merton (1968), these ideas became cen-
tral to the social sciences. Almond’s “Introduction” to The
Politics of Developing Areas (Almond & Coleman, 1960),
applied functionalist ideas to political life.

Susser (1992) indicates that the analogy of human social
life is organic, not mechanical. Mechanical analogies imply
a certain “looseness of association” (p. 203) between the
parts. While the parts of a motor function as a unit, parts
can be easily removed and replaced, making their union
less essential and the ability to exist autonomously less
likely. In the organic analogy, “Individual elements depend
on the whole for their maintenance” (p. 204). Functionalists
tend to view social and political units in more holistic,
organic terms. “Social practices are said to have a func-
tional role in sustaining the system as a whole” (p. 204).
Functionalists equate structure to anatomy and functions to
the physiology of organisms.

When only structural categories are used to make polit-
ical comparisons, “The comparative analysis of political
systems breaks down as the difference between compared
structures increases” (Susser, 1992, p. 205). For example,
the structures between a Western democracy and an
African tribe are so very different as to make comparison
difficult. However, functions are much more comparable.
Although a prime minister and tribal chief are difficult to
compare institutionally, they nevertheless serve many sim-
ilar functions. Although the structures of political rule may
be very dissimilar, the functions that political systems per-
form are universal. Although undeveloped political sys-
tems assign numerous functions to a single person or
institution, in more developed political systems, the same
functions may be performed by many individuals or insti-
tutions. One of the primary areas of study in functionalism
is the “interplay” between the dynamic functions of a sys-
tem and the more static structures it designs for itself.
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Varieties of Functional Analysis

Most functional approaches share one common element:
“an interest in relating one part of a society or social system
to another part or to some aspect of the whole” (Cancian,
1968, p. 29). Three types of functionalism exist within this
approach, and most functional analysis contains all three.
The first is based on the concepts and assumptions of soci-
ology; the second, on the supposition that social patterns
maintain the larger social system; and the third, on “a
model of self-regulating and equilibrating systems” (p. 29).

Francesca M. Cancian (1968) describes two distinctive
types of functional analysis: traditional and formal.
Traditional functional analysis is the most commonly
used. It is based on the premise that all social patterns
work to maintain the integration and adaptation of the
larger system. Two attributes further distinguish traditional
functional analysis from other forms of analysis. First, a
social pattern is explained by the effects or consequences
of that pattern, and, second, these results must be benefi-
cial and necessary to the proper functioning of society.
Researchers take one of two tacks when using traditional
functional analysis. They may examine only a few aspects
of society at a time and attempt to link one social pattern
with one need and thus explain the pattern. Alternatively,
they may deal with more complex systems, trying to show
how these elements are interrelated so as to form an adap-
tive and consistent system.

Formal functional analysis is called formal because it
does not include a theoretical orientation or a substantive
hypothesis about events. Rather it examines the relation-
ships between elements. It contrasts with the traditional
type of analysis in that its proponents reject the attributes
of “integration” and “adaptation” in favor of an examina-
tion of the equilibrating or feedback functions in systems.
The effects of a trait are used to explain the system rather
than the trait. No restrictions exist on the kinds of conse-
quences that are considered. Consequences may or may
not be beneficial or necessary for society.

Cancian (1968) provides an example to contrast the two
types of analysis with the nonfunctionalist approach. A
nonfunctionalist would explain adolescent rebellion by
examining the causes of the rebellion. A traditional func-
tionalist would explain the effects or functions of the
rebellion. A formal functionalist would focus on the
equilibrating or feedback systems and not on the relation-
ships of one-way effect or cause. In practice, Cancian
noted, these approaches are usually combined. Almond
and Coleman (1960) rejected traditional analysis, adopting
a more formal approach.

Applying Functional Analysis
to the Study of Politics

According to Michael G. Smith (1966), four approaches
are useful in the comparative study of political systems:
process, content, function, and form. Studies based on
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process and content face huge obstacles. In developed
countries, the processes of government are “elaborately dif-
ferentiated, discrete and easy to identify,” but in simpler
societies, the same processes are “rarely differentiated and
discrete” (p. 114). They occur within the context of institu-
tional activities that are difficult to analyze for political
processes. The more “differentiated and complex” the gov-
ernment processes, the “greater the range and complexity”
(p. 114) of content. Since content and process are “interde-
pendent and derivative,” they require independent criteria
for studying government (p. 114).

The functional approach does not have the same limi-
tations as process and content. It defines government as
all those activities that influence “the way in which
authoritative decisions are formulated and executed for a
society” (Easton, 1957, p. 384). From this definition, var-
ious schemata were developed to study the functions of
government. Easton listed five modes of action as ele-
ments of all political systems: legislation, administration,
adjudication, the development of demands, and the devel-
opment of support and solidarity. These were grouped as
input and output requirements of political systems.
According to Almond and Coleman (1960), the required
inputs are political socialization and recruitment, interest
articulation, interest aggregation, and political communi-
cation. As outputs, he identified rule making, rule appli-
cation, and rule adjudication.

In 1960, Almond and Coleman were the first to com-
pare the political systems of “developing” areas systemat-
ically according to a common set of categories. To do this,
they felt, they could no longer rely on the comparative
approaches used to study governments in Western Europe.
To find concepts and categories appropriate for use in
comparing developing countries, they turned to sociolog-
ical and anthropological theory (Almond & Coleman,
1960). Rather than adding new terms, they adopted and
adapted an old vocabulary to a new situation. Instead of
the concept of state, which would be limited by legal and
institutional meanings, they used political system; instead
of powers, with its legal connotations, they preferred
functions; instead of offices, they used roles; instead of
institutions, which directs thinking toward formal norms,
they used structures; and instead of public opinion and
citizenship training, they preferred political culture and
political socialization.

In order to develop a system of categorization for all
societies, regardless of size and culture, Almond and
Coleman (1960) had to modify their definitions of politics
and political systems. They felt the definitions of politics
that identified societal functions as integration and adap-
tation were inadequate in describing their concept of
political systems. Instead, they borrowed from Max
Weber’s concept of state and Easton’s view of power.
Easton (1953) offered a definition with three components:
“The political system allocates values by means of poli-
cies; the allocations are authoritative; and its authoritative

allocations are binding on society as a whole” (p. 130).
Almond and Coleman (1960) sharpened Easton’s defini-
tion of authority by building in Weber’s notion of legiti
mate physical compulsion. They viewed the political
system as “the legitimate, order-maintaining or transform-
ing system in society” (p. 7).

With the concepts of input and output, Almond and
Coleman (1960) moved from a definition of political to
that of system. They saw in the notion of system properties
that interpret interactions of society, whereas political sep-
arated out the interactions in order to relate them to other
concepts. Among the properties were comprehensiveness,
interdependence, and the existence of boundaries. Systems
analysis was comprehensive because it included all inter-
actions, both inputs and outputs. It was interdependent
because change in one subset of interactions would change
others. The political system has boundaries in that there
are points where it begins and points where it ends and
other systems take over.

Political systems have common properties, according to
Almond and Coleman (1960). First, all political systems,
even the simplest, have political structure. Second, the
same functions are performed in all political systems.
Third, all political structure is multifunctional, whether in
primitive or in modern societies. Finally, all political sys-
tems are “mixed” systems in the cultural sense. No society
is strictly modern or only primitive.

As stated previously, Almond and Coleman (1960)
listed seven functions of all political systems: political
socialization, interest articulation, interest aggregation,
political communication, rule making, rule application,
and rule adjudication. The first four belong to the input
side of a system’s functioning, and the last three to its pol-
icy outputs. Political communication links inputs to out-
puts in a way that provides the function of a feedback loop.
Whereas Easton’s systems analysis deals primarily with
“demands and supports,” Almond and Coleman’s catego-
rization of inputs and outputs in the political system is
much more extensive and in fact has led to a multifaceted
approach to the study of politics.

In their study of political systems, Almond and Powell
(1966) considered the activities or functions from three
points of view: the conversion functions of interest articu-
lation, interest aggregation, political communication, rule
making, rule application, and rule adjudication; the opera-
tion and capabilities of the political system in its environ-
ments; and the way in which political systems maintain or
adapt themselves to pressures for change over the long
term. These latter functions referred to the maintenance
and adaptation functions of political recruitment and polit-
ical socialization.

An Example of the Functional Approach

Many of Almond and Coleman’s (1960) categories
have become unique fields of study. For example, Fisher’s



research on mass media’s effect on political decision mak-
ing drew on Almond and Coleman’s categories and mass
media functions to develop a taxonomy of media functions
in policy making (Fisher, 1991; Fisher & Soemarsono,
2008). Whereas the systems view often refers to the “non-
descript conversion process” (Susser, 1992, p. 206), the
functionalist approach deals explicitly with the steps
involved from articulating requirements to fulfilling polit-
ical outputs.

To show how structural functionalism fits within sys-
tems theory, Fisher’s studies of mass media functions in
policy making are examined (Fisher, 1991; Fisher &
Soemarsono, 2008). Those studies found 14 media func-
tions within six policy stages (Almond & Powell, 1966;
Dunn, 1981; Jones, 1977; Wirt & Mitchell, 1982). To arrive
at the 14 media functions in the policy process, Fisher
adapted Lambeth’s (1978; see also Fico, 1984) 10 media
functions. Within Stage 1, problem identification and artic-
ulation, were found two media functions: (1) identification
of problems by media and (2) relaying of problems to the
public. Within Stage 2, policy recommendation and aggre-
gation, the media were found to function in three ways:
(3) identification of groups and proposals, (4) identifica-
tion of policymaker proposals, and (5) media suggestions
of content. In Stage 3, policy decision and adoption, the
media functioned by (6) setting the tempo of decision
making, (7) recommending how to vote, and (8) informing
the public of content. Within Stage 4, policy implementa-
tion, the media functioned by (9) describing administration
and (10) alerting the public to problems. Within Stage 5,
policy evaluation, were found the media functions of
(11) evaluating effectiveness and (12) reacting to policy.
Finally, within Stage 6, policy resolution or change, were
found the media functions of (13) stimulating review and
(14) proposing change or termination.

In his study of lawmakers’ use of reporters, Lambeth
found that reporters were more influential in the five func-
tions involving their potential impact in transmitting infor-
mation to the public than in the functions involving
personal or professional influence in the legislative setting.
Fisher (1991; Fisher & Soemarsono, 2008) used content
analysis in his study of mass media functions to determine
the role of the media in informing or persuading the pub-
lic and policymakers. Fisher confirmed Lambeth’s finding
that reporters are more influential in functions involving
transmittal of information to the public and less important
in functions involving personal and professional influence
in the legislative setting. In addition, the study seemed to
bear out Lambeth’s conclusions that the impact of the
press on elected officials is low to moderate.

Fisher (1991) provides an example of the relationship
among systems, structures, and functions. While the policy
stages are functions in the political system, they also pro-
vide structure for the media functions. The first two provide
input functions in the political system. The next is a process
function. The last three serve as output functions.
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Terminology Used in
Structural-Functional Analysis

Structural-functional analysis is made more difficult
because of the confusion of terms. The difficulty in speak-
ing about structural functionalism comes from five
sources, according to Levy (1968). First, the feeling exists
that structural-functional analysis is something new, when
in fact it is as old as the scientific method. Second, defin-
itions are messy because terms are unclear and refer to
more than one thing. Third, many researchers make the
mistake of believing that final causes can be found from
their work. They assume that it is possible to find the pur-
pose and design of the phenomena they study. This is a
fallacy called feleology. Fourth, researchers assume that
the methodology is tried and proven, when in fact models
of analysis are often misunderstood and misconstrued.
Finally, researchers have allowed bias to seep into their
work. Unintentionally they have written evaluative
approaches into their analysis, thus raising questions
about objectivity.

Structural functionalism is a synonym for scientific
analysis in general and as such has existed long before the
adoption of the name structural functionalism in the social
sciences. In the biological sciences, for example, the study
of structure and function has a long history. Structural
functionalism analysis consists of nothing more than stat-
ing empirical questions in one of the following forms or
some combination of them: (a) What observable unifor-
mities (or patterns) exist in the phenomenon under study?
(b) What conditions result because of the phenomenon?
(c) What processes occur as a result of the conditions? The
first question asks: What structures are involved? The sec-
ond: What functions have resulted because of the struc-
tures? Asked in the opposite direction, different results
could occur: What functions exist? What structures result
from the functions?

Function and Structure

Another problem, according to Levy (1968), is that the
general concept of structure has many different referents,
in both the biological and the social sciences. Joseph
Woodger (1948) in biology and Merton (1968) in the
social sciences have pointed to the abundance of referents
given to the term function. This has led to a lot of confu-
sion. Much of the literature is preoccupied with function,
whereas structure has been discussed less. Function may
be defined as any condition or state of affairs resulting
from an operation of a unit of the type under consideration
in terms of structure. In the biological sense, the unit is an
organism or subsystem of an organism. In the social sci-
ences, the unit is usually a set of one or more persons
(actors). Structure may be defined as pattern or observable
uniformity in terms of the action or operation taking place.
In the social sciences, the focus of analysis has been on the
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structure of societies and other social systems or the struc-
tures (patterns) of actions in general.

Classification of functions or structures depends partly
on point of view. What is function from one point of view
may be structure from another. Levy (1968) gave examples
of this confusion. The manufacture of automobiles is pro-
duction from the point of view of the automobile user but
consumption from the point of view of the steelmaker.
Functions in this sense are patterns or structures or have
important structured (patterned) aspects, and all structures
are the results of operations in terms of other structures, so
they are in fact functions. The politeness of children may
be considered a structure of their behavior or a function in
terms of the structures (patterns) of parenting.

Requisites and Prerequisites

Functional and structural requisites are useful in the
analysis of any unit. A functional requisite may be defined
as “a generalized condition necessary for the maintenance
of the type of unit under consideration” (Levy, 1968, p. 23).
Functional requisites respond to the question: What must
be done to maintain the system at the level under consid-
eration? A functional requisite exists if its removal (or
absence) results in the dissolution of the unit or the change
of one of its structural elements.

A structural requisite may be defined as a pattern of
action (or operation) necessary for the continued existence
of the unit (Levy, 1968). To discover structural requisites,
ask: What structures must be present so that operations will
result in the functional requisites for the unit? Functional
requisites answer the question: What must be done?
Structural requisites are answers to the question: How must
what must be done be done?

According to Levy (1968), structural functional requi
site analysis includes the following steps: (a) Define the
unit of phenomena to be studied, (b) discover the setting,
(c) discover the general conditions (or functional requi-
sites) that must be met if the unit is to persist in its setting
with change or alteration of structures, and (d) discover
what structures must be present to maintain the system.

Functional and structural prerequisites must preexist if
a unit is to come into existence. Sometimes the requisites
and prerequisites may be similar or identical. On the other
hand, the requisites and prerequisites may not coincide.
For example, the structures that must be maintained in
order for the United States to continue as a highly mod-
ernized society are not the same as those that have to pre-
exist for Nigeria to become highly modernized. However,
the structures may be similar if one looks at the United
States at the beginning of the 19th century (Levy, 1968).

Concrete and Analytic Structures

Failure to distinguish between concrete and analytic
structures may result in the fallacy of reification (or

misplaced concreteness). For example, the terms economy
and polity cannot occupy the same position in system
analysis as the term family. Family is an example of a con-
crete structure, as are business firms, governments, and
societies. In concrete structures, the units are capable of
physical separation from other units of the same sort, and
membership is easily defined. In analytic structures, no
concrete separation of units is possible. For example, no
social system is without economic and political structures
(Levy, 1968).

Institutions, Traditional Structures,
and Utopian Structures

Although these terms are sometimes used interchange-
ably, they refer to different types of structures. Institutions
are structures with normative patterns with which confor-
mity is expected, and failure to conform is sanctioned or
met with indignation. The structure becomes a requisite of
the system. The structure does not change without
destroying the structural requisite. For example, age and
role are tied together in all societies. If the requisite age
changes for certain roles or functions, the structure would
also change.

Traditions are institutionalized as the structure is per-
petuated to the extent that changes in functions do not have
an effect on the structure. Tradition is a double institution,
according to Levy (1968): “The structure concerned is an
institution and the perpetuation of the structure is also an
institution” (p. 27). Important traditions may vary in con-
formity and sanctions. The tradition of driving on the
right-hand side of the road would not have the same level
of sanctions as the tradition against incest.

Utopian structures, although they may not be institu-
tionalized, still require adherence as institutional ideals
(Levy, 1968). The principle “Love thy neighbor as thyself”
is an ideal that is institutionalized in some social contexts.
Its perpetuation is also institutionalized. Utopian structures
allow the teaching of societal norms and the perpetuation
of structures.

Ideal and Actual Structures

Members of a society establish ideal structures to deter-
mine how they should behave, whereas actual structures
are patterns of how they do behave. Although sometimes
the ideal and the actual coincide, more often they do not fit
perfectly. This difference in fit causes stress in the social
system. Only with perfect knowledge and perfect motiva-
tion would there be a perfect fit between the ideal and the
actual structures.

Criticisms of Structural Functionalism

Critics of structural functionalism view it as “a transla-
tion of Anglo-American political norms in methodological



terminology” (Susser, 1992, p. 207). Structural functional-
ism may be in decline as a methodological approach for
the study of politics; however, it leaves a set of terms that
are still used in political jargon. Some of those in the func-
tionalist camp (Merton among them) rejected the notion of
this decline. “Much of what was best in the political
research of an entire generation was couched in its terms”
(Susser, 1992, p. 207).

One of the main criticisms of structural functionalism is
that its categories were “too undifferentiated to be of real
help in actual research” (Susser, 1992, p. 206). Although
Almond’s functional taxonomy has greater specificity and
serviceability than the systems approach, it is seen as not
much more than a translation of familiar and known phe-
nomena into blandly broad categories. As such it promotes
“a terminological rather than an essential transformation in
the discipline” (Susser, 1992, p. 206).

Another criticism is related to the methodological
approach used in functionalism. A list of functions is cre-
ated deductively and then appropriate structures are iden-
tified. In some cases, this approach leads to “empirical
contortions” to satisfy the framework. This criticism
applies to much academic research, leaving the researcher,
rather than the approach, responsible for assuring research
validity.

A final criticism, according to Susser (1992), is that
functionalism “harbors an ideological slant” (p. 207) that
sustains existing structures. It describes what exists rather
than what ought to be, thus maintaining the status quo.

As if anticipating this criticism, Almond and Powell
(1966) responded to the criticism that functional-systems
theories imply “an equilibrium or harmony of parts” and
“that they have a static or conservative bias” (p. 12).
Political systems are not necessarily harmonious or stable,
they wrote, but interdependent. The task of political sci-
ence research is “to ascertain how change in any one of the
parts of a political system affects other parts and the
whole” (p. 13). They built political development into their
approach to the study of systems. They look at political
systems “as whole entities shaping and being shaped by
their environments” (p. 14). To understand the processes
of political development, they examine the interaction of
the political system with its domestic and international
environments.

Conclusion

The study of structural functionalism and systems theory had
its heyday with the works of Easton (who examined political
systems), Merton (noted for his study of social structure),
and Almond and Coleman (who developed a taxonomy of
political functions within political systems). A majority of
political studies from that period used systems theory and
structural functionalism as their framework (Susser, 1992).
While few researchers today claim a framework based on
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these theories, the approach is still alive and well
(Charnock, 2009; Fisher & Soemarsono, 2008; Fisk &
Malamud, 2009; Mohamed, 2007; Scheuerell, 2008).
Understanding politics requires political syntax, much of
which continues to be based on structural functionalism
and systems theory.
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To eat and to talk—to be free from hunger and repression:

for political democracy and economic rationality.

olitical science has long been concerned with how

to establish systems allowing us “to be free from

hunger and repression.” Political development
implies that some governments are better at accomplish-
ing these goals than others are. Although we should be
careful not to idealize democracy with all its imperfec-
tions—and indeed Samuel Huntington would remind us
that political order matters more—many agree that
democracy in some form is preferable to the wide array of
nondemocratic systems of government. Modernization
refers to economic development and the transformation
from agricultural to industrial societies, along with corre-
sponding social and cultural shifts (although the use of
terms such as modern and primitive has been criticized as
inappropriately stereotyping certain cultures from a
Western perspective).

The central question of how economic conditions are
linked with the emergence of democracy or dictatorship has
been a topic of interest from the time of ancient scholars
through contemporary political science. Aristotle noted that

These elementary values animate a worldwide quest

Adam Przeworski (1991)

democracy could not function well in a society in which a
large proportion of the population lived in poverty.! In a
study of early American democracy, Tocqueville (1835)
also noted that democratic systems would suffer in societies
with great economic inequality; where inequality and
democracy coexisted, class cleavages would define politics
and the poor would vote to redistribute wealth from the
rich.? Reacting to the spread of Communism around the
world beginning in the 1950s, scholars and politicians in
democratic countries concerned themselves with the neces-
sary prerequisites of a democratic society, including eco-
nomic factors, in order to predict which countries were
likely to become or stay democratic. On the collapse of
many communist regimes in the early 1990s, our attention
again turned to explaining the relationship between eco-
nomics and politics as countries struggled to transition to
democracy and to market-based economies simultaneously.
Questions about the prerequisites for successful democracy
have continued to be relevant more recently in countries
such as Iraq and Afghanistan.
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This chapter traces the study of political development
and modernization. First, it discusses the origins and
development of modernization theory, which encompasses
a set of explanations linking economic, social, and cultural
changes with shifts in political systems. Modernization
theory is a starting point for understanding how contem-
porary political scientists approach this topic. It puts forth
the notion that economic development leads to social and
cultural changes that alter the political behavior of citizens
and ultimately result in democratic governments. Second,
the chapter turns to the empirical evidence supporting
modernization theory and critiques of the theory’s larger
applicability around the world. Critics suggest that some
types of economic development might actually prove to
be destabilizing, rather than advancing the social and cul-
tural elements that provide the foundation for democratic
societies. Others have suggested that although wealth does
not explain the emergence of democracy, the odds of a
country’s remaining democratic are higher in richer coun-
tries. Third, this chapter reviews the policy implications
of what scholars have learned about the connection
between economic and political changes. Finally, it looks
to future directions in research on political development
and modernization.

Modernization Theory

Modernization theory refers to a group of explanations
linking economic development and accompanying social
transformations with the type of political system that
emerges. The basic story of modernization theory is
as follows: As countries modernize economically, they
transition from agricultural to industrial societies.
Industrialization results in urbanization, which means that
more of the population lives in cities in which they have
greater access to information, media, and education.
Increasing economic wealth, which accompanies industri-
alization, results in a growing middle class that begins to
participate more in politics and make demands on the
government. Ultimately, the resulting changes in mass
political behavior make the emergence and survival of
democratic governments more likely. The emphasis in this
branch of research is on the stages of development from
more traditional to more advanced societies. Countries are
all on a similar path, but some countries are further along
than others, and ultimately we should expect to see all
countries develop democratic systems, albeit at different
rates. For instance, in The System of Modern Societies,
Talcott Parsons (1971) examines the development of the
state in the context of Western Europe, detailing how soci-
eties evolve from traditional to modern ones.

Critically, these early sociological explanations of
modernization were based almost exclusively on the
Western European context. As economic development
progressed according to Western trends such as industrial-
ization, politics would change as well. Karl Deutsch

(1953, 1961) suggested that socioeconomic development
alters mass behavior in politics. In doing so, Deutsch
developed the concept of social mobilization, a critical
component of the modernization process. Social mobi-
lization denotes changes happening in a large portion of a
society as it transitions from being traditional to being
modern. For instance, as countries industrialize and rely
less on agricultural production, urbanization provides
individuals and groups with the exposure to information
and the resources with which to participate in politics.
Urbanization, education, and the development of new
social networks and roles in society are all part of social
mobilization, which, ultimately, leads individuals to make
new demands on their governments. Deutsch notes, how-
ever, that the democratic participation resulting from
social mobilization might manifest as communal riots and
civil wars, not the peaceful types of participation, such as
voting, that we typically associate with democracies
today. In whatever form it takes, mass political participa-
tion should threaten the continued existence of govern-
ments that do not respond to citizens, thereby paving the
way for more democratic societies.

In keeping with the important role of social mobiliza-
tion in development, the effects of modernization alter
how citizens view themselves in connection with the
state. In The Passing of the Traditional Society, Daniel
Lerner (1958/2000) uses a case study of a Turkish vil-
lage to examine the effects of the transition from a “tra-
ditional” to a “modern” society. Lerner concludes that
modernization—through exposure to mass communica-
tion, increasing literacy, and new transportation net-
works—profoundly alters the way that individuals see
themselves in the state. Individuals go from seeing them-
selves as subjects of the state to citizens who have the
leverage to make demands on their rulers.

Seymour Martin Lipset (1959, 1960) argues that mod-
ernization is likely to spur the establishment of democracy
as well as its survival. As countries develop economically,
they also become more complex, and in particular, the
development of a stronger middle class will allow for the
development of a more politically active civil society.
Lipset notes that education is likely to encourage the
development of citizens who are aware of their govern-
ment and are more likely to participate by making
demands. Even in developed countries, we know that more
educated citizens are more likely to participate (although
the effect of individual education and wealth on political
participation varies by country). Through this process,
governments will be forced to make concessions to the
empowered and increasingly politically aware middle
class, or the regimes will fall due to uprisings. These con-
cessions will eventually produce democracies.

The middle class was thought to be a critical component
of the modernization process such that, in explaining the
origins of democracy, Barrington Moore (1966) concludes,
“no bourgeois, no democracy” (p. 418). One example of
the critical role played by the middle class can be seen in



the English state-building process. The development of
wool manufacturing in England created an increasingly
wealthy middle class. Sheep were easier to hide from the
state than resources such as land, making the taxation of
the wool industry difficult. To successfully collect rev-
enue, the English state was forced to make concessions to
the middle class, which in turn spurred the development of
a different type of citizen—state relations. Thus, the devel-
opment of an empowered middle class was the beginning
of a more democratic basis of government in which citi-
zens had more influence.

Dietrich Rueschemeyer, Evelyne Stephens, and John
Stephens (1992) offer a twist on class-based explanations,
arguing that it is not an expansion of the middle class, but
rather a shift in the balance of power among the classes,
that explains democratization. When economic changes
weaken the powerful upper class in relation to subordinate
classes, democratization will occur. In a notable departure
from traditional modernization theory, they conclude that
the middle class often opposed further democratization
after having gained some initial concessions from the state.
Carles Boix (2003) also argues that it is not the growth of
the middle class alone, but the balance of power among
social classes, the nature of economic resources, and the
distribution of wealth that influence the formation of
democracy. Nonetheless, even by these different accounts,
class politics and the middle class play a central, if not
exclusive, role in changes in the political system.

Building on modernization theory, scholars have also
suggested that democracies emerged and succeeded when
certain norms and beliefs were present. The idea that cer-
tain norms are necessary for democracies to function well
suggests an important qualification to modernization the-
ory. If socioeconomic changes do not alter the beliefs and
norms of citizens, then we should not expect moderniza-
tion to increase the likelihood that a successful democracy
will be established.

In seeking to understand the cultural basis of democ-
racy, political scientists began to bring survey research
into the discipline. The Civic Culture, by Gabriel Almond
and Sidney Verba (1963), is a seminal study in compara-
tive political behavior and relies on survey research. They
argue that a certain set of beliefs makes it likely that a
country will be able to establish a well-functioning demo-
cratic system of government. According to Almond and
Verba, democracies flourish in pluralistic cultures based
on communication and persuasion, consensus building,
diversity, and representation in governing bodies. They
identify three types of citizens—parochials, subjects, and
participants. Parochials are those who are completely
politically unaware; subjects are politically aware and are
subservient to the state but do not participate; and partic
ipants are politically aware and actively engage in the
political system through activities such as voting.
Democracies have the largest number of participants. The
least developed systems have many parochials, as in a
feudal system or very poor, nondemocratic countries in
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which citizens have little awareness or knowledge of the
government. Other nondemocratic systems, such as com-
munist ones, may ensure that citizens are aware of the
state’s presence and power (thereby fostering subjects)
but do not allow for the meaningful participation that is
associated with participant citizens.

Almond and Verba support their claims using survey
evidence from the United States, the United Kingdom,
Germany, Italy, and Mexico (ranked from the most to the
least democratic country). For instance, they explain dif-
ferences in the histories of British and German democra-
cies by pointing to the presence of different types of
citizens. Both countries had histories of deference to polit-
ical leaders, but the United Kingdom became the epitome
of democracy, whereas Germany saw the rise of a fascist
political system with the Nazis. Almond and Verba’s argu-
ment was that the British state did not have a history of
maintaining the same exhaustive power over its people as
existed in Germany; as a result, British citizens were more
resistant to fascist measures than Germans were. Nearly
30 years after The Civic Culture, Ronald Ingelhart (1990)
again conducted surveys to establish the underlying cul-
tural aspects of democracy. Using survey evidence from 25
industrial nations in the 1980s, he found that certain social
characteristics, such as high levels of interpersonal trust
and support for gradual change in society, are correlated
with more stable democracies.

Survey research such as that done by Almond, Verba,
and Ingelhart provided the basis for broader studies of
political culture, including the World Values Survey at
the University of Michigan, which tracks opinions on
social and political questions in more than 80 countries
around the world. However, there is an important ques-
tion of causality in applying such studies to understand-
ing the origins of democratic societies. We do not know
whether these values produce democratic societies or
whether democratic societies foster citizens with these
values. Consider again the example of the United
Kingdom’s remaining a democratic country while
Hitler’s fascist regime was able to come to power in
Germany. Almond and Verba argue that the civic culture
was stronger in the United Kingdom, thereby precluding
fascist developments. However, we do not know what
determined the type of citizen in the first place. Political
institutions are as likely to shape citizens as citizens are
to shape their institutions. If the type of citizen deter-
mines the nature of the political system and the nature of
the political system shapes citizens, then this explanation
is circular and unhelpful.

Despite the difficulties of assessing causality from this
survey evidence, such research suggests an important qual-
ification to modernization theory by identifying the pres-
ence of different political beliefs in different systems. This
research suggests that if one wants to promote successful
democratic societies, one should pay attention not only to
economic growth but also to the promotion of certain
norms and beliefs.
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Applications, Empirical
Evidence, and Critiques

Modernization theory has faced several serious criticisms.
The terminology used in modernization theory has been
criticized in part because it assumed that /esser developed
countries were simply more primitive than countries such
as the United States and those in Western Europe, imply-
ing that lesser developed countries should end up looking
like Western governments. Substantive objections have
been raised as well, including dramatically different expla-
nations of the connection between economic and political
developments. The more enduring criticisms, such as the
destabilizing effects of modernization, emerged from a
consideration of a wider range of cases. Other counterex-
planations, such as dependency theory (discussed below),
have now been rejected because they were largely based
on the experiences of a few Latin American countries dur-
ing a specific era.

Political Order in Changing Societies

One of the major challenges to modernization theory
was posed by Huntington (1968) in Political Order in
Changing Societies. Huntington noted that economic mod-
ernization and political development are not synonymous
but rather are distinct processes. Furthermore, economic
development and the rapid social changes accompanying it
are as likely to result in the political decay of societies as
in their development. Instability is most likely to occur in
the early stages of modernization, or when there is growth
followed by sudden setbacks. If socioeconomic changes
lead to rapid social mobilization that outpaces the devel-
opment of political institutions, then decay will certainly
occur. Huntington went so far as to suggest that political
order trumped other concerns, producing the controversial
view that stable authoritarian systems would be preferable
to unstable democratic ones.

By some accounts, Huntington “killed off moderniza-
tion theory” by highlighting the destabilizing effects of rapid
development.* However, although Huntington’s work cre-
ated debate about the consequences of economic develop-
ment, his explanation rested on an understanding of the link
between social mobilization and economic development—
two factors central to modernization theory. Therefore,
although Huntington created a significant challenge to the
then existing understanding of modernization theory, some
scholars would nonetheless classify him as a moderniza
tionist, albeit one who emphasizes the importance of polit-
ical institutions.*

Dependency Theory

In economics and the social sciences, modernization
theory was originally developed through a comparison of
Western European development with the less economically
developed countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America.

Economists and economic historians such as W. W. Rostow
(1959) concluded that all countries would eventually reach
a more advanced stage of development similar to that of the
United States and countries in Western Europe. However,
out of the Latin American context came one of the greatest
challenges to modernization theory.

Dependency theory directly countered modernization
theory, arguing that economic development might hinder
social modernization and the emergence of democracy (but
for reasons very different from those raised by Huntington).
Dependency and modernization theory shared a similar
topic of interest—why some states were developed while
others lagged—but differed in their assumptions and
approaches. While modernization theory focused on indi-
vidual-level factors such as political behavior, dependency
theory maintained that development could be explained
only by considering a country’s historical role in the global
political and economic system. In this sense, dependency
theory represents a difference in approach (i.e., the factors
it considers most relevant) rather than a distinct theory of
global development.®

Support for dependency theory came from scholars
studying Latin American countries who noted a cycle of
weak countries being exploited by powerful countries in the
international economy. In the 1960s and 1970s, the experi-
ences of Latin American countries suggested that economic
modernization—through integration into the world econ-
omy—might not be enough to produce stable growth or
democratic systems. Scholars argued that, not only did
development not promote democratization, but globaliza-
tion put small states at an economic disadvantage in the
larger international economic systems. This meant that
developing countries would never experience stable eco-
nomic growth because they were trapped in an inescapable
dependence on wealthier nations.

In “The Development of Underdevelopment,” Andre
Gunder Frank (1970) cites Chile and Brazil as examples of
poor countries trapped in a cycle of economic growth that
benefits richer countries but not the satellite territories that
are the origins of production. This pattern of development
began in the 16th century with Spanish conquest of the
modern-day Chilean territory and Portuguese conquest of
Brazil. While both countries went through periods of what
appeared to be successful economic growth, their ultimate
success hinged on how they fit into the larger international
economy and whether there was foreign and domestic
interest in the production of local economies. When inter-
national interest and subsequent financial investment
waned, local economies foundered.

Today, dependency theory has been discredited because
of a lack of evidence supporting its central arguments in
other regions of the world or over long periods of time.
Evidence refuting dependency theory emerged in the late
1970s, when Latin American economies in countries such
as Argentina began to grow rapidly, breaking from the cycle
of poverty on which dependency theory focused. Because
dependency theory had predicted continued stagnation



where growth emerged, it was discounted as a credible
explanation of the connection between political and eco-
nomic development.®

Natural Resource Curse
and Modernization Theory

Another shortcoming of modernization theory was its
inability to explain the persistence of countries that were
wealthy but not democratic. For instance, scholars refer to
a natural resource curse in which countries with large
amounts of natural resources (and which rely on those
resources for a large proportion of state revenue) have dif-
ficulty in attaining stable economic growth or maintaining
democratic systems of government.

In the title of her book, Terry Lynn Karl (1997) refers to
the natural resource curse as “the paradox of plenty” faced
by oil-rich countries. She studies several oil-rich coun-
tries—Venezuela, Iran, Nigeria, Algeria, and Indonesia—
which are diverse on an array of political and social
characteristics but share striking similarities resulting from
their oil wealth. In these oil-rich states, politicians did not
have incentives to think about the long-term economic
efficiency of how they generated state revenue and distrib-
uted resources because there were strong incentives to give
undue favoritism to the oil industry. The presence of large
quantities of oil promoted political and economic systems
that gave undue advantages to the oil industry at the cost
of long-term economic efficiency (by investing more
broadly in the economy). This meant that oil wealth pro-
moted the development of centralized states, with the
result that democratic processes, including widespread
societal participation in politics, are unlikely to emerge.
Karl refers to this problem as a kind of modern-day Midas
touch, in reference to the mythical king who wished, at his
own peril, that everything he touched would turn to gold.

The central risk factor for countries with the natural
resource curse is that the economy relies primarily on a
single commodity (or good), and this applies not just to oil.
For example, Michael Shafer (1994) documents the prob-
lems posed by economies dominated by a single sector,
including copper in Zambia, tea in Sri Lanka, coffee in
Costa Rica, and light manufacturing in South Korea. Nor
is the problem posed by natural resource wealth limited to
a handful of countries. Some 75% of states in sub-Saharan
Africa and more than two thirds of the countries in Latin
America, the Caribbean, North Africa, and the Middle East
depend on primary commodities for a minimum of half of
their income from exports (Ross, 1999).

In relation to modernization theory, the existence of
wealthy countries with stable dictatorships (or weak
democracies) is very surprising. These oil-rich countries
have proved to be stable nondemocratic systems, challeng-
ing the notion that wealth breeds a demand for rights and
goods from the government that results in democracy. If
modernization theory is correct, we should expect eco-
nomic wealth to be associated with social and cultural

Political Development and Modernization o 85

shifts that promote democratic systems of government.
Thus, the existence of wealthy dictatorships—and the nat-
ural resource curse—is unexpected from the perspective of
classic modernization theory. In particular, in keeping with
modernization theory, we would expect the citizens of
wealthy countries to become more educated, participate
more in their own governance, and ultimately create the
pressure for a more democratic system of governance in
the world.

To explain this seemingly strange outcome, we must
consider the consequences of economic growth from nat-
ural resources, in which Karl’s explanation of the paradox
of plenty offers some insight. If Karl is correct that oil
shapes the centralization of the state and creates incentives
for the state to offer undue influence and privileges to the
oil industry, this suggests that oil wealth does not promote
the type of overall, long-term economic development that
promotes democratization. Even though education may
become more widespread and citizens may become
increasingly exposed to the outside world, the state will
maintain highly centralized power and will be dominated
by one powerful interest group—the oil industry—such
that democratic participation will be limited.

Consider the example of Iran. Iranian citizens have
increasingly significant exposure to the outside world, par-
ticularly through the availability of satellite television
offering antiregime perspectives and foreign news sources
such as the Cable News Network (CNN) and the British
Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). Dissent can also be seen
in the emergence of independent newspapers and increas-
ing Internet access in Iran. While the growth of these
media outlets has prompted the state to react by expanding
its own presence in satellite television, significant compet-
ing sources of information still exist.” As such, moderniza-
tion theory would predict that Iranian citizens should
become increasingly interested in being politically active.
Nonetheless, an Iranian democracy is not likely to emerge
in the near future.

According to Karl’s argument, an important part of the
reason Iran has not, and likely will not, become more
democratic is that its reliance on oil for wealth has encour-
aged the development and persistence of state structures
that are highly centralized and favor a small group of eco-
nomic elites. There are, of course, other reasons that Iran
is not democratic (including possible cultural reasons), but
Karl offers one important reason that we would not expect
political change there anytime soon. In this way, research
on the natural resource curse makes a compelling case that
even if education and media become more prevalent, states
relying primarily on a single natural resource are unlikely
to become democratic.

In reviewing existing approaches, Michael Ross (1999)
points out several distinct theories for why oil-rich states
have difficulty establishing democratic systems of govern-
ment and notes that previous research on the natural
resource curse does not offer insight into which theory is
correct (factors that some theories, such as Karl’s, do not
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acknowledge). One explanation is called the rentier effect,
which proposes that governments give special privileges to
the oil industry to avoid being accountable to the general
population in order to stay in power. Another explanation is
the repression effect, in which governments use oil revenue
to develop their internal security, thereby repressing politi-
cal participation and popular demands for public goods.
Finally, there is a modernization effect, which harkens back
to traditional modernization theory, arguing that oil wealth
does not encourage the social and cultural shifts thought to
underpin successful democracies (Ross, 2001).

Relying on statistical analysis of 113 countries from
1971 to 1997, Ross finds evidence for all three of these
theories of why oil-rich states might not promote democ-
racy. Notably, he emphasizes that the effects of the natural
resources curse are not limited to the Middle East or oil-
based economies. He finds not only that oil is bad for
democracy but that the presence of large amounts of any
mineral resource impedes democratic societies, as can be
seen in countries as diverse as Angola, Chile, Cambodia,
Congo, and Peru.

Research on the natural resource curse suggests that we
must consider the type of economic development occur-
ring and its specific consequences in order to understand
the effect on democracy. Another explanation for the exis-
tence of wealthy dictatorships—which is consistent with
Ross’s argument—is that wealth makes any political sys-
tem less likely to change, whether that system is demo-
cratic or not. This means that wealthy dictatorships are
likely to remain dictatorships and wealthy democracies
are likely to stay democratic. This is the basic argument of
survival theory.

Survival Theory

Modernization theory, having faced some significant
objections, was brought back to life, at least partially, by
proponents of survival theory. According to Przeworski and
Limongi (1997), the problem with traditional moderniza-
tion theory is that it observes that democracies tend to be
wealthier than nondemocracies but cannot account for two
conflicting explanations of this observation. On one hand,
as countries become wealthier, they may become more
likely to establish democratic governments. On the other
hand, democracies may emerge regardless of the level of
wealth but are more likely to last when they are wealthier.
We would observe the same outcome—that democracies
tend to be wealthier—in either case. Based on this outcome,
we cannot simply assume, however, that wealth is the cause
of democracy, because wealth may merely be the cause of
democratic survival, not its emergence.

Przeworski and Limongi (1997) argue that rather than
economic development’s being responsible for the emer-
gence of democracy, wealth makes all political systems,
including democracies and dictatorships, more likely to
endure. If this is true, then we should expect democracies
to arise irrespective of their level of wealth but to be less

likely to last when they are poor. Likewise, poor dictator-
ships are likely to face instability although not necessarily
a transition to democracy. By this account, democracy
“survives if a country is ‘modern,’ but it is not a product of
‘modernization’” (p. 159). Przeworski and Limongi con-
ducted statistical analysis on an impressive data set of 135
countries from approximately 1950 to 1990, tracking when
a country became a democracy or dictatorship, how long it
lasted, and the levels of development and growth rates.
Their findings reveal that as dictatorships become wealth-
ier, a transition to democracy is more likely, but only up to
a point. Once dictatorships reach very high levels of eco-
nomic development, they are remarkably stable, and
democracy is unlikely to emerge. Furthermore, Przeworski
and Limongi found—contrary to what Lipset and
Huntington would have predicted—that rapid growth is
not destabilizing for democracies. Relatively poor coun-
tries with some economic growth are more stable than rich
democracies that experience decline.

In summary, survival theory does not take a strong
stance on the reasons countries become democratic in the
first place, but rather it emphasizes that democracies arise
regardless of the level of development (for whatever rea-
son) but are more likely to be sustained when the level of
wealth is high.

Summary of Lessons
From Modernization Theory

Despite extensive study on the connection between pol-
itics and economics, scholars are still divided about the
relationship between political development and modern-
ization. One major reason for this uncertainty is that
researchers often struggle with a dearth of data that is com-
parable across countries. Some measures of economic and
political characteristics are available only for particular
regions or periods, thereby limiting the scope of a project,
or researchers may be interested only in specific regions.
Przeworski and Limongi (1993) list some of the major
studies, conducted from the early 1960s through the 1990s,
that tried to determine the connection between democracy
and economic development. These studies include as few
as 10 underdeveloped countries or as many as 100 coun-
tries. Some studies are limited to a single region, such as
Latin America, while others are more cross-national,
including several regions. The time over which these coun-
tries were studied varies as well. The inevitable result of
drawing conclusions based on different countries during
varying time periods is a myriad of results, some of which
are contradictory.

There are, however, a couple of lessons that we can
draw from the wide array of research examining political
development and modernization. First, economic growth is
probably not necessary for the emergence of democracy.
There is compelling evidence that democracy emerges at
all levels of development. At a minimum, we can safely
say that the economy alone does not predict democratization.



Second, economic growth may aid in the survival of demo-
cratic governments, but it is likely not sufficient. Other
factors matter too, as evidenced by the so-called natural
resource curse. For instance, excessive inequality may
hamper citizens’ ability to participate and may encourage
the development of institutions dominated by a few pow-
erful elite rather than an active civil society. Furthermore,
Moore’s (1966) central thesis is that only certain paths of
modernization result in democratic systems. Robert Bates
(1991) similarly lays outs different paths of economic
modernization, some of which explain the developments
of historical Europe and others, the experiences of for-
merly socialist countries.

These lessons are hedged in probabilistic terms because
much research remains to be done to definitively establish
the political consequences of economic changes. One of
the most important lessons that we can take from this
research is that when explaining the connection between
politics and the economy, we must fully consider the
nature and pace of economic development and its specific
consequences. Specifically, we must consider which
groups are empowered or hurt by growth or decline, the
incentives of the state and politicians under such circum-
stances, and the behavior of citizens. Only by addressing
these intermediary links can we fully understand the con-
nection between modernization and political development.

Policy Implications for
Promoting Democratization

Research on political development and modernization has
often been explicitly motivated by a desire to shape foreign
policy, revealing a clear connection between academic the-
ories and the policy realm. When writing The Civic Culture
in the early 1960s, Almond and Verba were responding to
the spread of Communism around the world and attempting
to identify the necessary prerequisites for democratic sys-
tems. They even expressed concern that some Western
European nations would fail to find a stable form of democ-
racy. Likewise, Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth
was a guide for the U.S. Agency for International
Development, which sought to formulate a policy to pre-
vent the spread of Communism to South Vietnam and
Indonesia. More recently, Huntingon’s The Third Wave:
Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (1991)
includes sections devoted to advice for politicians seeking
to establish democracies in their own countries.
Depending on which theories we accept, prescriptions
for foreign policy and democracy promotion around the
world change drastically. Modernization theory in its orig-
inal formulation suggests that those interested in promot-
ing democratization around the world should encourage
countries to pursue policies of economic development as a
minimum prerequisite for a democratic society. However,
research suggests that the ways in which governments
promote economic development will influence whether the
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net effect actually promotes democratization. As suggested
by survey research, economic growth alone may not be
sufficient to produce democratic systems of government.

In The Logic of Political Survival, Bruce Bueno de
Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph Siverson, and James
Morrow (2003) offer a different way of conceptualizing
types of political regimes, and their approach has impor-
tant implications for foreign policy. According to tradi-
tional definitions of democracy, countries are democratic if
they hold free and fair elections and meet other important
procedural requirements, including a free press and civil
liberties. However, Bueno de Mesquita et al. put forth the
selectorate theory and argue that the crucial characteristic
for understanding how a government will behave lies in
knowing to whom leaders are accountable. The selectorate
are all those who have a say in the selection of the leaders
(and that selection may or may not be through voting in
democratic elections). The winning coalition is the group
of individuals whose support is necessary for a leader to
stay in power. For instance, in a democracy, the selectorate
is very large, encompassing all possible voters, and the
winning coalition consists of the majority necessary to win
an election. In contrast, in a military dictatorship, the
selectorate is likely to be a small group of officers, and the
winning coalition is the minimum number of those officers
necessary for the dictator to maintain power.

Distinctions between the size of the selectorate and the
winning coalition are significant because they have impor-
tant implications for the types of goods leaders will pro-
vide to their citizens. When there is a large winning
coalition and a large selectorate, as in democracies, leaders
have an incentive to provide public goods in order to main-
tain the support of the large proportion of the population
needed to win elections. Conversely, when there is a small
selectorate and a small winning coalition, it is more effi-
cient for leaders to provide private goods to the small
group on whom they rely for power.

This logic of political survival suggests that foreign
aid—even if it is designed to promote economic growth—
may have the reverse effect by providing dictators with
resources that can be diverted to a small winning coalition
rather than used to promote development. Foreign aid,
therefore, may not be favorable to the type of economic
development that promotes the establishment of democ-
racy if it goes to a dictator who can pay off supporters.
This is why it would not have been advisable to give for-
eign aid directly to Saddam Hussein, the former dictator of
Iraq, who could have used it to his own ends and specifi-
cally to prop up support for his regime among his small
winning coalition. Doing so would have made him and his
few supporters more powerful without encouraging the
growth of a middle class or the broader education of the
population, which we hope provides the basis for a demo-
cratic society. Rather than giving aid directly to Hussein,
the United Nations attempted to set up an “oil for food”
program by which oil revenues were traded for food pro-
vided directly to the Iragi people.?
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Existing research suggests that although modernization
may lead to democratization, it is likely a condition that is
neither necessary nor sufficient. Selectorate theory sug-
gests that we should seriously consider the incentives of
political leaders to provide public goods and create free
democratic systems. Other prominent works, such as that
of Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson (2006),
Economic Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, sug-
gest that the success of democracy depends on elites’ not
having incentives to oppose it. This research indicates that
in developing foreign policies intended to promote democ-
ratization, we should not limit ourselves to promoting eco-
nomic development and broader education among the
population but should explicitly consider the motivations
driving political leaders.

Future Directions

There are many remaining questions about the connection
between political development and modernization. There
are three areas at the forefront of research about the link
between politics and economics—understanding the
shared foundations of development and freedom, expand-
ing our knowledge about the wide variety of nondemo-
cratic systems, and better understanding the preferences of
groups in reaction to socioeconomic changes.

First, scholars have recently suggested that there are
shared foundations for both economic growth and
democracy. For instance, James Robinson (2006) sug-
gests that there are underlying causes—such as secure
property rights and the rule of law—that explain why
countries are economically successful and more demo-
cratic. The result is that we observe that democracies are
typically wealthy, not because wealth causes democrati-
zation, but because the same factors make both more
likely. In a similar vein, Amartya Sen (1999) advances
the idea of shared underlying causes of democracy and
economic growth by making the case that development
should be conceptualized as removing “unfreedoms”
from society. In writing that “development is indeed a
momentous engagement with freedom’s possibilities,”
he expresses the idea that individual freedom is both the
end and the means of development (p. 298). Only by
ensuring a social commitment to the protection of indi-
vidual freedom can societies progress. This is a radically
different and integrated conception of political and eco-
nomic development, one that is largely responsible for
Sen’s Nobel Prize in economics.

A second area of future research examines the tremen-
dous variation among nondemocratic systems. This chap-
ter has focused on the determinants of democracy without
considering the many different types of nondemocracies.
However, research has suggested that nondemocracies
vary in politically significant ways. For instance, Juan
Linz and Alfred Stepan (1996) trace differences in the

democratic transitions of nondemocratic governments,
which they classify as authoritarian, totalitarian, postto
talitarian, and sultanistic. However, many questions
remain, including why military dictatorships arise in some
countries but rigged-election systems emerge in others.

Selectorate theory offers a starting point for under-
standing the differences among nondemocratic systems.
Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003) note that some non-
democracies are more successful than others at achieving
economic development and providing citizens with public
goods such as roads and schools. The reason is that the loy-
alty of a leader’s winning coalition—the people on whom
the leader relies for power—varies markedly in different
nondemocratic systems. For instance, in dictatorships with
rigged elections, it would be difficult for the small group
of supporters (who help the leader cheat in the election) to
defect and bring another ruler to power because there are
many people available who can help rig an election. The
result is that the leader does not need to spend a lot to buy
the support of the winning coalition because it provides a
very loyal base. Because the leader does not need to spend
a lot to maintain support, he does not need to be overly
concerned with producing national wealth through eco-
nomic development. In contrast, in a military dictatorship
in which the winning coalition (a handful of military offi-
cials) can successfully and relatively easily transfer their
support to another dictator, the leader needs a lot of
resources to continue to buy support. As a result, the leader
in a military dictatorship has more incentive to promote
economic development in order to obtain the wealth nec-
essary to pay off a more fickle group of supporters. This
research provides a starting point for understanding varia-
tion among nondemocratic systems, but much work
remains to be done on the origins of the many different
types of nondemocratic systems and other ways in which
their political systems vary.

A final area of future research is inquiry into how
groups such as private businesses and citizens react to
socioeconomic changes. Groups should not simply be
lumped together as a whole in studying the connection
between politics and economics. A notable reason is evi-
dent in research on the welfare state. Businesses are often
thought to oppose national welfare programs, whereas cit-
izens are assumed to support them. However, Isabela
Mares (2003) notes that businesses have not always
opposed the introduction of welfare state programs, as is
often assumed, but that their preferences depend on the
kind of business. Business support for national welfare
programs hinged on whether businesses would have con-
trol over the national system and whether they perceived
benefits in the reduction of risk (due to illness and old age
in the workforce) that could be beneficially distributed
across all businesses.

Likewise, there is evidence that citizens are not always
opposed to retrenchments in the welfare state. In
Democracy and the Market, Przeworski (1991) frames the



dilemma of market-oriented reforms in Latin American
and post-Communist countries of Eastern Europe as being
one of forward-looking politicians attempting to over-
come the opposition of citizens hesitant to accept the
uncertain costs of transitions. However, evidence suggests
that there are instances in which citizens can be convinced
of the benefits of market-oriented reforms.’ Such research
suggests an interesting direction for a better understand-
ing of the ways economic actors play a role in political
developments.

Advancing our understanding of the connection
between political development and modernization requires
us to be more nuanced in our understanding of what con-
stitutes development, the different types of nondemocratic
systems, and the diversity of group responses to economic
changes.

Conclusion

This chapter has reviewed the major developments in
research on political development and modernization.
Global problems persist in highlighting the importance of
studying why and how economic and political systems
should be designed. According to Freedom House, as of
2008, a little more than half of all people in the world
(about 3.6 billion) lived in political systems that are not
free. Although the World Bank notes some progress on
poverty alleviation—from 1981 to 2005, rates of extreme
poverty have declined from more than half to about a quar-
ter of the global population—this means that about 1.7 bil-
lion people continue to live without their basic material
needs being met.'® Addressing why these problems arise
and persist is of paramount concern in achieving freedom
from hunger and repression—two basic, yet still elusive
goals, for most of the world’s population.

Notes

1. Artistotle. Politics. Book VI, Chapters 2 3. In R. McKeon
(Ed.), The Basic Works of Aristotle (pp. 1265 1268). New York:
Random House.

2. Alexis de Tocqueville. (1835 1840). Democracy in
America (H. Reeve, Trans.). London: Saunders & Otley.

3. Francis Fukuyama. (2006). Foreword. In S. Huntington,
Political Order in Changing Societies (p. xiii). New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press.

4. Jorge I. Dominguez (2001) explains the different inter
pretations of Huntington’s work, including the ways in which
he challenged modernization theory while simultaneously
using an approach relying on factors highlighted by modern
ization theory. See Dominguez, J. I. (2001). Samuel Huntington
and the Latin American state. In M. A. Centeno & F. Lopez Alvez
(Eds.), The Other Mirror: Grand Theory Through the Lens of
Latin America (pp. 219 239). Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.
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5. Valenzuela and Valenzuela (1978) compare the assump
tions, methods, and conclusions reached by modernization and
dependency theory in the context of Latin America. Writing in
1978, they concluded that modernization theory is more parsi
monious but makes arbitrary distinctions about which phenom
ena are traditional, thereby explaining a lack of development. In
their view, dependency theory drew on a broader set of evidence
but needed to be more precise in laying out its concepts and
causal explanations.

6. In explaining proper research design, Barbara Geddes
offers a very useful summary of the rise and fall of dependency
theory and an explanation of why the theory lasted for so long
despite compelling cross national evidence. See pp. 6 17 in
Geddes, B. (2003). Paradigms and Sand Castles: Theory
Building and Research Design in Comparative Politics. Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

7. See “Iran Expands Role in Media, via Satellite and in
English.” The New York Times, July 3, 2007. Available at http://
www.nytimes.com/2007/07/03/world/middleeast/03iran.html?
scp 3&sq Iran%20media&st cse

8. The former Secretary General of the United Nations,
Kofi Annan, defended the program as one of the most successful
and unusual development programs in that it relied on the
resources of the country itself to provide aid. His full remarks,
given in 2003 when the program was ended, are available at
http://www.un.org/Depts/oip/background/latest/sgstatement0311
19.html

9. One concrete example can be seen in pension reform
measures in Poland. Pension privatization measures radically
shifted the burden of providing for old age retirement from the
state to citizens. Nonetheless, survey research shows that Polish
citizens were at least partially supportive of implementing the
new system, which had been justified in terms of being fairer by
creating a link between contributions and benefit. See Chton, A.
(2000). Pension Reform and Public Information. Social
Protection Discussion Paper No. 0019. Washington, DC: World
Bank.

10. Freedom House provides data and analysis tracking free
dom around the world, available at www.freedomhouse.org. The
World Bank and United Nations provide comprehensive data on
the many facets of poverty. See the United Nations’ Human
Development Reports at http://hdr.undp.org/en/. The World
Bank’s World Development Indicators are available through
http://www.worldbank.org.
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STATISM

ANNA BATTA
University of North Texas

rior to World War II, scholarship in comparative

politics focused mainly on the study of institutions

in western European countries, and formal theories
examined the workings of the state in detail. At that time,
the state was viewed as an autonomous entity with a large
degree of power on its own. Society and its impact on the
state seemed somewhat unimportant. The behavioral revo-
lution of the 1960s and 1970s, on the other hand, altered
the focus of political inquiry completely. With the rise of
the society centeredness approach, individual and group
behavior assumed primacy of analysis, and political scien-
tists retreated to a large extent from the study of the state.
Indeed, scholarship of this time portrayed the state as a
black box without having its own interests and being
merely an arena where behavioral games of various groups
and individuals were acted out. Possibly the biggest con-
tribution of recent statist theories is the idea of “bringing
the state back in” (as Skocpol, 1985, expressed it) to the
attention of scientific inquiry. Theda Skocpol’s works
(1979, 1985) began this movement, which was later
extended by emphasizing the state’s security function
(Ayoob, 1992; Tilly, 1985) and diversity of structure in the
various forms of autocracies, such as corporatist (Malloy,
1977), bureaucratic (O’Donnell, 1978), neopatrimonial
(Bratton & van de Walle, 1994), and totalitarian regimes
(Bova, 1991; Bunce, 1999). A focus on weak states
(Migdal, 1988) and the politician’s dilemma in developing
countries (Geddes, 1994) completed the general scholarship

on providing a balanced view between individual and
group behavior, as well as the workings of the state.

In general, statist theories define what is understood by
the institution of the state and analyze the relationship
between state and society. In addition, authors within this
subset of literature provide explanation about the forma-
tion and development of states. Despite its frequent usage,
the concept of the state has been ambiguous in the social
sciences and has been defined arbitrarily in the past
(Sabine, 1934, cited in Almond, 1988). Perhaps because of
its strong-fisted or authoritarian connotation, as in “/’état
¢’est moi” by Louis XIV, and the emergence of the norm
of state sovereignty after the Treaty of Westphalia, politi-
cal scientists have preferred to call the state anything but
that (Watkins, 1968). As a result of far-reaching political
mobilization in the West during the 19th and 20th cen-
turies, the term state was replaced by government and later
on by political system (Almond, 1988). State sovereignty
and the emergence of new political institutions, such as
political parties, pressure groups, and the mass media,
facilitated a change that called for a broader term for refer-
ring to the general entity of the state.

The notion of the state, however, remained important in
the Marxist and neo-Marxist interpretation of politics.
Scholars working within this paradigm view the state as
the “coercive instrument of the ruling class,” defined in
terms of the ownership and control of the means of pro-
duction (Miliband, 1969, p. 5). Essentially, under the
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capitalist system, the members of the ruling class control
the political system and determine the state’s policies and
actions (Miliband, 1969). Because of the above dynamics,
political equality, save in formal terms, is impossible in the
conditions of advanced capitalism, Marxists argue.
Therefore, the state as a powerful entity plays an important
role in supporting the capitalist class and in perpetuating
the status quo.

Eric Nordlinger (1981) aims at avoiding anthropomor-
phizing the state and settles for a definition that stresses the
policy-making function of individuals rather than institu-
tional arrangements. Based on his understanding, the defi-
nition of the state must focus on individuals because it is
only individuals who are able to create public policy.

State Organization and Domination

One of the earliest contributors of statist theories, Max
Weber, in a speech given at Munich University in 1918,
lays out what became known as the definition of the mod-
ern state. According to Weber, the state “cannot be defined
in terms of its ends;. .. ultimately, one can define the
modern state sociologically only in terms of the specific
means peculiar to it, as to every political association,
namely, the use of physical force” (Gerth & Mills, 1946,
p. 77). Prior to the establishment of the modern state, the
use of physical violence by actors other than the state was
considered normal because territories in Europe changed
hands frequently. However, with the rise of the modern
state, the use of physical force was gradually restricted to
the state. In other words, the state assumed “the monopoly
of the legitimate use of physical force within [its] terri-
tory” (Gerth & Mills, 1946, p. 78).

State domination, however, rests on additional factors,
such as traditional, charismatic, and legal aspects of legiti-
mation, Weber argues. Rules and historically recognized
habits that became part of national consciousness are
believed to have special power that can in itself bring about
compliance by the populace. This argument is not unlike
Montesquieu’s (1989) in The Spirit of the Laws, in which he
states that obedience to a power is sustained not necessarily
because of a rule’s existence but because of a long-standing
history and adherence to that particular rule. Further, citi-
zens of a country may also follow the leader’s decision if he
or she is gifted with extraordinary charisma or prophetic
ability. Finally, popular domination may also take place via
the legal system and rationally established rules.
Perpetuating either form of this domination is a function of
controlling the material goods the state is equipped with and
acquiring additional material from tax revenues collected by
the state. Organized domination requires administrative
staff, which is bound to the power holder by either material
reward or social honor or both (Gerth & Mills, 1946).

In agreement with Weber, subsequent scholars of statist
theory argue that the most important function for which the

state organizes is its security function (Ayoob, 1992; Tilly,
1985). With the famous phrase “War makes the state,”
Charles Tilly (1990) argues that states come about for the
main reason of defending themselves from other states.
Based on this understanding, the government’s main func-
tion is to monopolize violence, which inherently functions
on economies of scale. In other words, within a particular
country, the state is the sole possessor of violence for the
primary reason of coercion, and since this function encom-
passes the entire territory, monopolized violence is carried
out on a large scale. According to statist theories, the state
is engaged in legitimate organized crime for the protection
of individual citizens, who have no choice but to accept
this public good (Tilly, 1985).

According to Tilly (1985), agents of states have four
types of activities in terms of organized violence, which
are war making, state making, protection, and extraction.
This assessment is an extension of Lane’s (1958) analysis
of protection. The purpose of war making is to eliminate or
to neutralize the state’s “own rivals outside the territories
in which they [i.e., the state] have clear and continuous pri-
ority as wielders of force” (Tilly, 1985, p. 181), whereas
state making is aimed at “eliminating or neutralizing their
rivals inside those territories” (p. 181). The protection
activity intends to eliminate or neutralize the enemies
of the state’s clients; and finally, extraction capability
refers to “acquiring the means of carrying out the first
three activities—war making, state making, and protec-
tion” (p. 181).

Bringing the State Back In

During much of the behavioral revolution in the social sci-
ences, analysis mainly focused on individual and group
behavior, and the society-centeredness approach dominated
major discourses. This approach denied the autonomy of
the state and viewed the state as a place in which various
actors seek to dominate politics. Beginning with Skocpol,
however, the perception of the state began to change.
According to Skocpol, the state is very much an
autonomous unit, and it has interests of its own as an
organic entity (Skocpol, 1979, 1985). Specifically, the state
has the ability to generate situations in which revolutions
can occur, and rebels are able to exploit such situations.
Skocpol questions the core idea of the society-centeredness
approach, as well as the Marxist view that the state’s func-
tion is nothing else but serving the interest of the dominant
economic class. According to Skocpol, the state is
autonomous from the dominant economic class, with inter-
ests of its own that are different from the dominant class
(Mason, 2004). Essentially, the state’s function is not
merely serving the interests of the ruling capitalist class.
Authors besides Skocpol moved away from the society-
centered viewpoint (Eckstein, 1960; Evans, Rueschemeyer,
& Skocpol, 1985; Krasner, 1984; Truman, 1951).



Stephen Krasner (1984) argues that if the state and public
institutions are merely seen as referees of politics, this
would negate the idea that the state is able to manipulate
and change its own society. The major function of public
officials is perhaps more than only making sure that the
game is played fairly; the state is therefore an autonomous
actor in the political system. Further, given that executives,
congresspeople, and judges each have authority and dis-
cretion in their decision making, governmental institutions
do have autonomous decision-making capacity (Truman,
cited in Almond, 1988).

Yet other scholars suggest that the state has even more
autonomy than previously stated. In addition, they argue
that the pluralist paradigm is not one-sided; a two-way
relationship exists between the state and society (Almond,
1988; Eckstein, 1960). According to Gabriel Almond, both
the society-centeredness viewpoint and the bringing-the-
state-back-in group are missing the point. Within a plural-
ist system and widespread representation, society has the
ability to exert a large degree of influence on the state, but
the state also has the ability to influence society. Austin
Ranney (1966), for example, gives the example of the
president who is the chief legislator and implies that this
function is rarely a passive one. Further, the political exec-
utive must deal with a variety of interest groups and has to
be able to resist the pressures stemming from them (Carter
& Hertz, 1972). Finally, bureaucrats are responsible for the
majority of policy initiatives and take part in the design of
policies, as well as influencing the agenda of decisions
(Putnam, 1973).

Nordlinger (1981; Nordlinger, Lowi, & Fabbrini, 1988)
seems to provide somewhat of a moderate middle ground
between the two views, although his stance is not entirely
clear. He states that the ability of public officials to trans-
late their own preferences into public policy is fairly lim-
ited if those preferences deviate largely from the
preferences of society. Almond perhaps has gone too far by
attributing too much autonomy to state officials, he argues.
Officials’ ability to turn nominal power into decisional
power is severely restricted. Nordlinger dismisses the idea
that the state is an all too powerful, autonomous entity able
to assert its own policy preferences. Instead, he argues that
the state is a malleable unit that is indeed “in the hand of the
most powerful individuals” (Nordlinger, 1981, p. 21). Only
when preferences of state and society converge will the
state follow the preferences asserted by society. However,
there is a two-way relationship between these two actors,
and in agreement with Almond, Nordlinger states that the
society-centered models ignore this two-way relationship.

David Easton (1981) states that the return to the state
movement arises out of a contemporary revival of
Marxism. Yet those working within this movement differ-
entiate themselves from Marxists because they clearly
articulate that the state is more than merely subservient to
the ruling capitalist class (Skocpol, 1979, 1985). Based on
the Marxist conception of the state, owners and controllers
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determine policies, and the state is never an autonomous
entity and does not have the ability to act against the inter-
est of the dominant capitalist class. Neo-Marxists, on the
other hand, argue that the state is relatively autonomous
and temporarily acts against the interests of the dominant
class to maintain capitalism, which is the long-term interest
of the dominant class. In essence, the state may act against
the short-term interests of the ruling class in order to save
capitalism.

State Building and Structure

In addition to defining what is included in the idea of the
state and clarifying the relationship between state and soci-
ety, statist theories assess the difficulties state formation
entails in both industrialized countries and developing
nations. The formation of the state in the West was charac-
terized by a long, gradual, but also violent process during
which the frequent exchange of territories eventually came
to a halt and borders solidified. With the signature of the
Treaty of Westphalia, the international system accepted an
entirely new arrangement, based on which the building
blocks of the system were nation-states equipped with full
sovereignty and the promise of noninterference by other
equally sovereign states. What exactly is meant by nation

state, however, has not been clear since. On one hand,
statehood refers to the political side of a country, including
especially the institutional aspect of governance, whereas
a nation is defined as encompassing a relatively uniform
culture and ethnicity, as well as identity within a country,
in addition to the political aspect. Furthermore, based on
Article 3 of the Montevideo Convention, which restated
already existing international law, a country is considered
a nation-state if it has (a) a permanent population, (b) a
defined territory, (c) a functioning government that has
control within the borders of the country, and (d) a capac-
ity to enter into relations with other states. Even though
many countries, such as many weak states in Africa, for a
certain period in their histories clearly do not meet some of
these criteria, these standards have been typically the base-
line of evaluation for nation-state status.

In an increasingly interconnected world in which global
trade and economic activity are widespread and in which
increased transgovernmental organizational activity pre-
vails, it is important to evaluate how recognition of indi-
vidual states by the international community factors into
the definition and assessment of nation-state status. At
present, an internationally accepted treaty that would
achieve this aim does not exist. The above-mentioned
Montevideo Convention does not incorporate this element
and resorts instead to the “declarative theory of statehood,”
omitting the recognition specification (Hillier, 1998). Some
nations subscribe to the “constitutive theory of statechood”
(Lauterpacht, 1958), which does intend to add international
recognition; however, this theory has been criticized on the
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grounds that it is incomplete and does not deal with
instances in which states are not recognized by others.

Despite the above difficulties with respect to clarifying
the state as the unit of the international system, developing
countries were required to build nation-states based on
preexisting conditions that barely resembled those of the
Western state-building process. Mohammed Ayoob points
out important differences between third world countries
and established Western democracies in terms of state
structure and organization during state formation. Third
world countries not only are weak states, which means that
they have a much more difficult time penetrating society,
but they also face civil wars within their borders with a
much higher frequency than industrialized nations had to
during the time of their state formation (Ayoob, 1992;
Migdal, 1988). Resource extraction is also problematic for
newly emerging states because of widespread poverty, and
institution building is often stalled by high levels of cor-
ruption and strong ethnic differences.

State building is shaped and determined in the context
of the international environment. Statist theories point
out that third world countries are faced with the task of
establishing a nation-state because it is the only accept-
able unit of political interaction on the broader world
stage. The international system is set up with the state as
a building block, and whether some countries’ communal
identities or organizational structures match the system
or not, they have to follow the prescribed scheme never-
theless. It is argued that nationalist identity in countries
following colonization was frequently forged, and the
sense of community did not follow already existing eth-
nic lines (Ayoob, 1992).

Again, the development of the nation-state in Europe
differed drastically from the formation of the state in
other areas of the world, especially the third world. State
development in Europe took centuries and was accom-
panied by bloody civil wars and ethnic as well as reli-
gious disagreements. Perhaps it is too much to expect
third world countries on the path of nationhood not only
provide security during the transition period but also
offer adequate welfare and enable participation at all
levels of government, each of these elements being a dif-
ficult task on its own. European countries at the time of
their state formation faced merely the provision of secu-
rity. Developing countries, on the other hand, are
expected to achieve a much higher level of development
at a considerably faster pace and at the same time fulfill
the many demands that a globalized, modern, and com-
plex world places on them.

Types of Authoritarian States

Another contribution of statist theories is that, in addi-
tion to the standard dichotomy of democratic versus
authoritarian regimes, they differentiate among various
subtypes of authoritarian states and assess the problems

associated with such arrangements, as well as recommend-
ing policy for dealing with those problems. Five major
types of authoritarian state systems can be distinguished:
corporatist, bureaucratic-authoritarian, neopatrimonial or
sultanistic, totalitarian, and posttotalitarian (Linz, 2000).
The prospects of democracy differ according to which
state system operates in any given country.

The corporatist state is typically a one-party-dominant
system in which only a limited number of component units
or sectors exist, such as labor unions, peasants, merchants,
and industry, and no competition takes place among spe-
cific units (Malloy, 1977). Essentially, the state ultimately
decides which units will be allowed to participate in the
system, and the state strictly controls leadership selection
of the individual units. Membership in a corporatist setting
is compulsory, and if a person, by occupation, is a member
of a certain category, he or she is automatically a member
of the organized corporate group. Organization outside of
the boundaries of corporate groups is not possible. In addi-
tion, the structure of individual compartment units, such as
labor, industry, peasants, merchants, and so forth, is hier-
archical, and only the leadership has direct interaction with
the agents of the state.

Furthermore, the corporatist system is characterized by
a strong element of bureaucratic planning, and although
elections do take place, it is clear which party will be the
winner of those elections. Examples of corporatist author-
itarian states include Mexico under the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (PRI) and the South Asian Tigers,
such as Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.
Corporatism in these states functions as a way of accom-
modating and accepting the process of modernization and
development. Stresses that naturally come from modern-
ization are believed to be relieved if the state manages
society adequately. Conflict is not inevitable; however, if
the state is able to possess the authority and the skills to
manage the process of modernization, conflict can be min-
imized. Democracy has the highest probability of spring-
ing up in the corporatist system, given that individual
compartment units are already organized and can serve as
the basis of civil society and democracy if they are able to
cast off their ties to the dominant party (Malloy, 1977).

Within corporatist settings, the state typically provides
benefits, such as steady jobs, to those who are part of the
various sectors. In case the state fails to sustain the provision
of such benefits, the system evolves into a bureaucratic
authoritarian system, in which elections are suspended
entirely (O’Donnell, 1978). Bureaucratic-authoritarian
regimes evolve when groups that had been previously
actively involved in policy making are deactivated,
which is often achieved via military coup. Transition to
democracy from a highly technocratic state, such as the
bureaucratic system, can take place after the old corpo-
ratist order is restored.

In a neopatrimonial state, the right to rule is prescribed
to a person and not to an office, and benefits are given in



exchange for political loyalty (Bratton & van de Walle,
1994). Political office in such a system is determined by
loyalty and is not based on merit. In addition, bureaucratic
power is either weak or nonexistent. Neopatrimonial states
typically do not display the formal governing coalitions
between state and social interests or the collective bargain-
ing over core policy issues that are found in corporatist
states. In neopatrimonial states, the chief executive main-
tains authority through personal patronage rather than ide-
ology or law.

Observable differences exist between the corporatist
and the neopatrimonial system. Under neopatrimonialism,
for instance, the state has undermined capitalist forms of
accumulation, whereas in a corporatist state, capitalism is
allowed to function. In other words, under corporatism, the
state respects individual property rights and observes the
rules of the capitalist economy, but in the neopatrimonial
state, private ownership of assets is not the norm, and state
ownership of such assets prevails.

Both corporatist and neopatrimonial regimes are built
on personalistic ties and typically experience high levels of
corruption. The patron—client relationship is pointed out
by John Duncan Powell (1970), who argues that environ-
mental scarcity and the constant threat of drought or other
natural disasters make peasants vulnerable economically,
and therefore, to secure protection, peasants turn to the
patron on a regular basis. There is a degree of power asym-
metry between the superior (patron) and the subordinate
(client). The relationship between these two actors
depends on reciprocity in the exchange of goods and ser-
vices. On one hand, the patron provides security for those
engaged in subsistence farming, and the client reciprocates
with political support for the patron. Patron—client rela-
tions are strong and typically enduring in traditional vil-
lages, where face-to-face contacts prevail. In a more
integrated village, the relationship is characterized by dif-
ferentiation and specialization. This type of contact is
highly personalistic, largely with informal agreements.
Essentially, a public entity that would function as an
enforcement authority does not exist. There are no sanc-
tions of compliance, and transactions take place within the
realm of private accountability. This form of association
differs largely from the relationship between citizen and
representative, in which public accountability and the rule
of law prevail. Peasant unions under the patron—client sys-
tem either do not form or are organized from above, such
as in the corporatist state (Scott, 1972).

The final two subsets of authoritarian systems are
totalitarian and posttotalitarian regimes. Totalitarian
systems are characterized by state ownership and control
of all production assets and the complete absence of mar-
ket forces (Bova, 1991; Bunce, 1999). These types of
systems employ centralized planning, and one party dom-
inates the political agenda. The regime has eliminated all
preexisting political, social, and economic pluralism and
has a unified, articulated, and guiding utopian ideology.
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Leadership in a totalitarian setting functions with a high
degree of uncertainty.

Posttotalitarian regimes are similar to totalitarian sys-
tems, with the major difference that the central ideology
fades over time. Under posttotalitarianism, the state still
has one party and one party only; however, some con-
straints on the leader are established gradually, and there is
a more noticeable degree of social pluralism. Leaders of
such regimes rule less by charisma and more on the basis
of technical competence. Bureaucratic and technocratic
leadership is more the norm than highly ideological and
charismatic control. In some cases, elements of democratic
opposition can be present in civil society and could lead to
democracy. These elements, however, are not allowed in a
totalitarian state. Furthermore, the black-market economy
is tolerated as an alternative to the inefficiencies of a state-
managed economy. It is possible for a partial market econ-
omy and a planned state economy to coexist within a
posttotalitarian state (Linz & Stepan, 1996).

Transition from a totalitarian regime to a posttotalitar-
ian state is visible once the overarching ideology declines
and state legitimacy wanes as a result. Increasingly a
growing disjunction is present between the official ideol-
ogy and reality (Linz & Stepan, 1996). Citizens and elites
are less committed to state ideology, and growing criti-
cism of the regime comes from society. Although there is
a clear decline in ideology, the leadership still observes a
coherent set of ideas, unlike in other authoritarian
regimes. Transition to democracy from posttotalitarianism
is complicated by the lack of a preexisting civil society
and the absence of political parties and democratic lead-
ership. Obtaining a democratic political culture in this
case is a difficult task.

The Politicians’ Dilemma
and Weak States Syndrome

Early statist theories focused on the institutions of the state
whereas works written during the behavioral revolution pur-
posely played up the role of the grassroots level. Very often
the literature leaves out a balanced description of the relation-
ship between state and society. This balance, however, is bet-
ter accomplished in scholarship dealing with the third world,
such as scholarship exploring the dilemma politicians face
when trying to deal with the limitations of a patron who
stands as a filter between state and society (Geddes, 1994)
and the weak states syndrome (Migdal, 1988).

As mentioned above with respect to neopatrimonial
regimes, patron—client relations, which are often the basis
of politics in the third world, benefit both sides, the patron
who receives the vote of the client and the client who takes
advantage of the benefits provided by the patron.
Furthermore, the benefits the client receives from the
patron are known, certain, and immediate. Moreover, the
patron, or political entrepreneur, as Barbara Geddes
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(1994) terms it, has similar certainty that this form of
exchange will enable the patron to stay in office. However,
the dilemma politicians face concerns long-term reform of
the economy, politics, or the broader society. As long as
the reforms proposed coincide with the activities that need
to be done for the politician to remain in office, reform will
be delivered and will take place. But if the immediate
effect of maintaining office collides with long-term reform
prospects, reform will remain unrealized for years to
come. Most of the time, the politician’s dilemma inhibits
the growth of state capacity and reform because politicians
choose the immediate effects over long-term reform even
if reform would improve their long-term credentials.

Previous scholarship treated the state as a unitary actor,
behaving almost as an individual (Skocpol, 1979, 1985).
Geddes (1994), however, shows that the state is composed
of many different segments, such as parties, legislature, or
the parliament, in each of which officials are seeking to
fulfill their own rational self-interests. This self-interest
includes reelection for the next term, or “maximizing their
career success” (Geddes, 1994, p. 7). This dynamic heav-
ily influences the ways in which the overall political sys-
tem works. Further, administrative reform is a collective
good from which everyone is likely to benefit, but orga-
nizing the reform would be irrational for individuals, and
therefore the collective action problem arises as a result.
The collective action problem occurs when individuals
have little incentive to participate in the production of pub-
lic goods; however, once the public good is provided, they
will enjoy the benefit of it.

According to Robert Axelrod (1984), cooperation is
possible to achieve if groups are small enough to detect
free riders, individuals who prefer to enjoy the benefits
of public goods but do not participate in the production
of them. From small-scale cooperation, large-scale
cooperation evolves over time because cooperation
spreads to other groups as well. Geddes (1994) disagrees
with this claim and states that smaller groups actually
hinder the emergence of wider cooperation because of
the patron—client relationship inherent in some societies.
In other words, solving the collective action problem in
small groups will not lead to the spread of cooperation to
the larger society. In patron—client arrangements, coop-
eration is irrational because clients receive goods for
their votes and noncooperation benefits them personally
and directly.

Geddes (1994) proposes ways to deal with the politi-
cian’s dilemma and potentially increase state capacity.
First, civil servants should be insulated from political
influence and need to be cut off from direct political
involvement. Second, positions for administrative person-
nel have to be built on a heavily merit-based system that
asks for the specialized skills the job requires. Finally,
Geddes states that new agencies have to be created that are
autonomous from the government, such as the Federal
Reserve Bank or the Federal Aviation Administration.

The origins of weak states can be traced back to the
global economy, as well as the colonial heritage many of
these states experienced. The industrial revolution in
Europe led to the development of entire regions’ producing
raw materials for the insatiable European market.
Furthermore, the commercialization of agriculture affected
more than 90% of the overall world population. Previous
communal holdings were abolished, and land tenure laws
were altered substantially. As a result, many people lost
their land, and the old social control declined markedly.
Another factor that is believed to have led to developing
countries’ becoming weak states is those countries’ history
of colonialism (Clapman, 1985; Young, 1995). Colonies
were economically and culturally peripheral to the mother
country. Previous local political systems were displaced by
colonial administrative systems, which still form the basis
of nation building today.

Despite established political institutions, former
colonies remain weak states after decolonization (Migdal,
1988). Although constitutions have been developed in most
of these states, those documents mostly remain papers with
little enforcement power. Overall, the state remains weak
and is unable to penetrate society, regulate social relations,
or extract resources that would enable the state to function
properly. One of the main reasons for the staying power of
weak states is the persistence of patron—client relations
(Powell, 1970; Scott, 1972). Peasants for the most part
remain under this relationship because the patron provides
insurance in case of natural disasters and poverty. The
bond that ties the peasant to the patron is perhaps too
strong to be destroyed.

Weak states are unable to dominate over rules of other
social institutions, such as families, clans, tribes,
patron—client dyads, and even multinational corpora-
tions (Migdal, 1988). Multiple sets of rules exist within
society and often form gridlock with one another. Part of
the reason the patron—client scenario persists is that peo-
ple feel the state would be unable to provide security in
case of economic hardship. People feel that this is a task
a patron is better equipped and willing to deal with. On
the other hand, there is also widespread resistance com-
ing from the side of the strongmen, such as chiefs, land-
lords, and bosses.

Joel Migdal (1988) describes a few strategies that weak
states employ for political survival, given the nature of
present relations, in which the state has difficulty pene-
trating society. In a phenomenon termed the big shuffle,
state leaders periodically appoint, remove, and shuftle
heads of agencies and institutions that have the potential
to accumulate political power, or in other words, that
would have the ability to threaten the current regime.
Also, in order to secure and to keep the position of the
present leadership, people are appointed to key positions
who have deep personal loyalties to the leader in forms of
kinship, clan or tribe ties, and so forth. Further, leaders of
weak states frequently resort to the imprisonment and



torture of the opposition. Each of these strategies hinders
weak states from developing more complex institutions
that could help them democratize. Increasing the com-
plexity of state structure is believed to be one way to
counter fast-paced development and modernization
(Huntington, 1965). By artificially preventing the devel-
opment of institutions, weak states close themselves off
from future development.

Conclusion

Statist theories define what is understood by the state.
However, this definition has been fairly ambiguous and
has expanded to include political parties, pressure
groups, the mass media, and so forth. As a result, fre-
quently the term state has been replaced by other
phrases, such as government or political system.
Scholarship of statism also looks at state formation
within the Western context, as well as that of developing
countries. Further, statist theories also describe various
functions for which the state organizes. These functions
include the monopoly of warfare within set state bound-
aries (Tilly, 1985; Weber, cited in Gerth & Mills, 1946),
taxation, the provision of social services, and so forth.
Views of the state and its role in society have changed
over time. Initial Western formal theories have looked at
the state from the institutional standpoint. Subsequently,
the society-centeredness approach, which viewed the
behavior of society and interest groups as more crucial
than the workings of the state, dominated. With
Skocpol’s works, however, the state was brought back to
the fore of social inquiry. Finally, statist theories also
recognize the nuances among authoritarian states and
reach deeper into understanding this subset of systems.
Works on the politician’s dilemma (Geddes, 1994) and
weak states (Migdal, 1988) have begun to provide a
more balanced view of the interaction or the two-way
relationship between state and society.
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DEPENDENCY AND DEVELOPMENT
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hat explains the divergent development tra-

jectories of different countries and societies?

Why has the developing world failed to
close the gap with the industrialized countries? This chap-
ter reviews the literature by scholars in the Marxist tradi-
tion that addresses these and other questions of
development, beginning with the writings of Karl Marx,
continuing through the work of Vladimir Lenin, and end-
ing with the more recent work of the dependency theorists.
This literature is vast. And like the writings of Marx him-
self, there are often competing or even opposing theoreti-
cal arguments from scholars considered part of this
tradition. Taken together, this literature forms an enduring
theoretical counterpoint to the liberal economic theory that
has informed generations of policymakers from both
developed and developing countries.

Marxist, neo-Marxist, and dependency explanations of
development differ from traditional liberal economics in
the importance of noneconomic factors for explaining
development. Liberal economists emphasize that countries
can best promote development by limiting social and polit-
ical concerns from policy making and by integrating their
national economies into the global market. In response, the
literature featured in this chapter suggests that develop-
ment can be explained only through an understanding of
the social and political underpinnings of policy making
and that self-interested countries should view economic
interdependence as inherently asymmetrical. Neo-Marxist

and dependency theorists argue that capitalism distributes
the benefits or profits from economic production in an
uneven fashion, so specific groups or classes of individu-
als benefit more than others in a domestic economy. This
logic is extended to the international system, where the
structure of global markets ensures that wealth becomes
concentrated in a small group of countries at the expense
of a larger group of developing countries.

This chapter now turns to Marx and the theoretical
beginnings of this approach, followed by a brief overview
of Lenin’s theoretical revision and extension that served as
a benchmark for the neo-Marxists of the early 20th cen-
tury. The last half of the chapter attempts to impose some
order on the sprawling literature referred to as dependency
theory. These scholars borrowed, often selectively, from
orthodox Marxism to explain the development fortunes of
the developing world and the relationship of these coun-
tries to their industrialized counterparts in the North.

Marx and Lenin

Karl Marx (1977) and the scholars who followed him char-
acterize capitalist economies as inherently conflictual and
exploitative. In his critique, Marx described how the dynam-
ics of capitalism provide a powerful force for producing and
accumulating wealth. Adam Smith (1776/1994), David
Ricardo (1817), and the liberal economists that followed
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them explained that capitalist markets are self-regulating.
But over the long term, Marxists argue, capitalist markets do
not have a natural, self-regulating equilibrium. Instead, cap-
italist systems are subject to cycles that will impose great
costs on societies and will increase in severity as capitalism
matures. Workers, rather than producers, will bear the eco-
nomic and social costs of these market fluctuations. Marx
argued that workers ultimately would reject capitalism in
favor of socialism by way of a popular revolution. Of
course, a worldwide socialist revolution has not material-
ized, but scholars working in the Marxist tradition have pre-
served the central assumptions of Marx to explain political
and economic development in the least developed countries
(LDCs), and some continue to call for a Marxist revolution.

Marx’s writing was wide-ranging, and his scholarship
has spurred significant, and often divergent, scholarship.
His explanation of capitalist development focused on the
productive process in which economic activity produced
surplus value, or profits, that accrued to the bourgeoisie, or
owners of capital, instead of to workers. Marx explained
that the creation of surplus value is necessary for capital
accumulation, which is an important determinant of mid-
to long-term economic development. Because workers, by
definition, are excluded from ownership, they also are
excluded from reaping the true benefits of their labor.

Marx employed a specific analytical approach, which
he described as a materialist conception of history, or Ais
torical materialism. From this perspective, societies
progress over time through different modes of production
determined by the tools, natural resources, technology, and
other productive resources available to them. Marxist
scholars disagree on the number of specific modes, but the
modes begin with tribal societies, continue through feudal-
ism, and end at the highest level of development, the cap-
italist mode of production. At each mode, or stage,
societies organize themselves differently and develop spe-
cific and economically contingent ways of dividing the
surplus of their productive activity. This process yields a
specific social and political superstructure that rests on the
mode of production and is specific to a society’s stage of
economic development. Feudal societies, for instance, had
social and political institutions dramatically different from
those of the societies in the newly industrializing countries
of western Europe in the late 19th century. Marx’s analy-
sis of early industrial Europe focused on the transition
from a feudal political economy to a capitalist system. The
most important implication of Marx’s insight is that polit-
ical relations are contingent on and will respond to
changes in productive activity. It is on this nexus—the
recursive relationship between economic and political
development—that neo-Marxist and dependency theorists
focus their scholarship.

Robert Gilpin (1987) notes that Marx’s critique also
identified three internal contradictions of capitalist eco-
nomic systems that would cause tensions between the eco-
nomic and political development trajectories of countries.

The first is the law of disproportionality. Liberal econom-
ics assumes that markets tend naturally toward equilib-
rium, with the supply of goods produced either rising or
falling to meet demand. The prices of goods will also fluc-
tuate in response to market signals, ensuring that capitalist
economic systems will rarely suffer from severe disequi-
librium. Instead of equilibrium, Marx proposed the law of
disproportionality, which stated that the productive effi-
ciency of capitalism will instead trigger increasingly
severe economic fluctuations, leaving markets with an
oversupply of goods or workers (consumers) who lack the
resources to buy them. When the social and political fall-
out from disproportionality combines with the other nega-
tive consequences of capitalism, social upheaval and
political revolution will result.

The second law emphasized by Marx is the law of cap
ital accumulation. Capitalist markets provide opportuni-
ties for producers to efficiently reap profits and to
accumulate the surplus value, or wealth, of economic
activity. Over time, the internal dynamics of capitalism
tend to concentrate wealth in the hands of a few, which in
turn can affect the productive and consumptive capacity
of domestic economic systems. This concentration of
wealth becomes problematic if the capital is not invested
in ways that generate additional economic activity. For
example, producers may choose not to invest their capi-
tal but to transfer the profits overseas or use their capital
for consumption. Thus, capitalist systems can be denied
investment that is required for continued economic
growth. Marx argued that the concentration of capital
would ultimately breed social and political unrest among
workers that could destabilize countries or even trigger a
popular revolution.

The third and final law of capitalism emphasized by
Marx is the long term decrease in profits realized by pro-
ducers. The discipline of competitive markets encourages
producers to protect their profit margins by increasing the
efficiency of their operations, by reducing labor costs, by
incorporating technology, or by other means of depressing
wages. Workers, faced with higher rates of unemployment
or reduced purchasing power, drive down the price of
goods and further depress the profits of producers. Again,
Marx predicts that political and social costs of this
dynamic unrest will eventually trigger popular protest to
confront the costs of capitalism.

Marx’s early work provided a sophisticated critique of
capitalism, but he found that his theoretical framework did
not fit very well when he turned his attention to the coun-
tries of Asia, where the feudal and precapitalist character-
istics that he observed in Europe did not exist. Moreover,
what is called the Asiatic mode of production did not have
the class conflicts that Marx observed in western Europe,
which left Asian countries without the dialectical class
conflict that can propel a country’s development trajectory.

Nearly 40 years passed between Marx’s work and the
first publishing of Lenin’s (1939) major work, Imperialism,



which undertook the task of refining Marxism to explain
the rapid diffusion, expansion, and persistence of capital-
ism. There was much to explain. Capitalism had expanded
and flourished between 1870 and 1917 and had suffered
none of the systemic problems proposed by Marx.
Imperialism provided a description of how capitalist coun-
tries avoided the political upheaval predicted by Marx
through imperial expansion of their economic and political
power. In short, Lenin extended Marx’s critique of capital-
ism from domestic political economy to the global sphere.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the European
economic powers acquired vast colonial holdings in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America. These colonies helped extend
the reach of capitalism by providing sources of raw materi-
als, markets to absorb the overproduction of manufactured
goods, and capital investment opportunities for European
firms. The financial capital that was made available by
industrialization allowed the European powers to exploit
the workers and extract the natural resources of their far-
flung colonies. In a theme that would be the focus of the
dependency theorists some years later, Lenin explained that
the imperial powers used their economic might to co-opt
the political and economic elites native to the colonies.

Moreover, the development of an imperial system
allowed industrialized countries to secure new markets for
their manufactured goods. As firms became more efficient,
the supply of goods soon exceeded the domestic demand
for their goods. Lenin explained how imperialist expansion
allowed the industrialized countries to export their manu-
factured goods to the captive markets of their colonies,
thereby muting some of the negative aspects of capitalism
that had been emphasized by Marx.

For Lenin, the imperialism that he observed in the early
20th century represented a more advanced form of capital-
ism but was nevertheless a system that in the long term
would suffer from systemic instability. Imperial capitalism
generated rapid but uneven development, a theme cited by
Marx in his domestic analysis of capitalism. Once the
imperial powers had expanded capitalism to include the
entire developing world, Lenin predicted that the negative
consequences of capitalism would trigger conflict among
the imperial powers. Moreover, the economies of the
developing world—propelled by the forces of capital-
ism—would eventually expand to compete with the impe-
rial powers. These economic conflicts among and between
capitalist countries would eventually result in political
competition, armed conflict, and the eventual demise of
the capitalist system.

Dependency Theory

Dependency theorists returned to the themes of Marx in
the mid- to late 20th century, and they presented a col-
lection of approaches to the political economy of devel-
oping countries. Mainstream economic thought of the
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time clustered around modernization theory, whose foremost
proponent, W. W. Rostow (1960), suggested an explanation
of economic development that borrowed the Marxian notion
of stages of growth. These scholars saw the development of
all countries proceeding along a similar trajectory and
believed that differing levels of development simply
reflected the position of countries along this set develop-
mental path. This perspective argued that the economic
and political factors that had been important for explaining
the rapid development of the countries in the North—
resource endowments, labor inputs, technology, and
investment capital-—could similarly drive the development
of LDCs. In fact, the most rapid path to economic devel-
opment was rapid integration into the global political
economy.

But dependency theorists argued that the characteris-
tics of LDCs and their position in the global political
economy strongly conditioned their prospects for growth.
In fact, the relative poverty of the developing world could
not be explained as a function of their relative isolation
from the global political economy, but instead could be
explained by the manner in which they were integrated
into the global capitalist system. To explain the shortcom-
ings of Rostow’s approach, dependency theorists drew on
the whole panoply of Marxist and neo-Marxist thought,
while adding some theoretical refinements that better
explained the pattern of development they observed in the
1960s and 1970s. For instance, early Marxists concen-
trated primarily on the relations of production, whereas
the dependency theorists placed more emphasis on the
structure of unequal exchange.

The dependency literature can be divided into two essen-
tial approaches. The first group posits the “development of
underdevelopment” and was advanced by Paul Baran in the
1950s and Andre Gunder Frank in the mid-1960s. These
early dependency scholars focused principally on the inter-
national dimension of dependent development. Baran,
Frank, and others certainly incorporated domestic political,
social, and economic factors into their analysis, but they
devoted little analytical space to explaining domestic actors
and institutions. This group of scholars also agrees on the
need for a worldwide Marxist revolution to overthrow the
capitalist system.

A second theoretical cluster eschews the revolutionary
political dimension of the early dependency theorists and
Immanuel Wallerstein. The scholars of this group reject the
necessity of a socialist revolution and instead suggest that
LDCs can harness the economic power of capitalism to
promote development in the periphery (defined below).
This literature also devotes analytical space to domestic
politics and elaborates a finely grained explanation of the
relationship between domestic political factors and the
international political economy. Overall, these scholars
attribute more agency to domestic political actors on the
periphery and argue that in some cases, the processes of
dependency and development can coexist in LDCs.
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The “Development of Underdevelopment”

Scholars often cite Baran (1967) as the first of the neo-
Marxist scholars of the dependency school. Baran’s work
incorporated many of Marx’s basic assumptions about polit-
ical economy and refined them to better explain the devel-
opment of LDCs in the mid-20th century. He began with the
basic observation that the capitalist system rests on an
exploitative relationship between the industrialized coun-
tries of the “center” and the developing countries of the
“periphery.” For Baran, the functioning of a capitalist econ-
omy requires exchange relations that produce more rapid
economic growth in one group of countries at the expense of
development in the second group of countries. Thus, the
functional relationship between development and underde-
velopment is a requisite characteristic of capitalism, and the
prospect of rapid economic growth in the LDCs actually
threatens the profitable functioning of capitalism and the
economic fortunes of industrialized countries.

This center—periphery structure of the international
political economy takes Marx’s class-based theory of
development and extends it to the international system.
An international division of labor segregates the coun-
tries of the periphery into a functional role in which they
produce primary commodities to be used in the manufac-
turing industries of the center. In the early 20th century,
Lenin emphasized the imperialistic exploitation of
colonies by the colonial powers. Baran’s (1967) work
sharpened this theoretical insight and observed that the
political economy of LDCs had changed very little since
Lenin’s time, with agriculture and mining remaining the
dominant economic activity.

Baran’s (1967) most significant theoretical contribu-
tion is a revision of Marx’s theory of surplus value. Baran
suggests that the problems of underdevelopment can all
be traced to the underutilization of economic surplus.
Baran proposed a three-part typology of surplus: actual
surplus, potential surplus, and planned surplus. Actual
surplus refers to the difference between production and
consumption; potential surplus indicates what societies
could produce and what they need to consume; planned
surplus indicates a society’s planned production and opti-
mal consumption. Baran conceded that measuring both
potential and planned surplus would be difficult in prac-
tice, especially given the difficulty in establishing an indi-
cator of a country’s actual surplus. Still, these theoretical
concepts emphasized the structural position of LDCs in
the world political economy and how the dominance of
monopoly firms in developing countries weakened the
bargaining positions of LDC governments. Taken
together, these structures make it difficult, if not impossi-
ble, for LDCs to accumulate the capital that is necessary
for long-term development.

If the profits that are earned in LDCs are not rein-
vested there, where do they go? Rather than investing
their profits in higher-value-added manufacturing, Baran

explains, the elites in LDCs tend to replicate the con-
sumption patterns of their counterparts in the industrial-
ized center. The purchase of imported luxury goods and
consumer durables contributes little, if anything, to LDC
economies. In addition, these same elites often take sur-
plus capital and deposit it in overseas banks for protec-
tion against market fluctuations or political unrest in their
home country. Hence, developing countries are never
able to provide the capital accumulation that is necessary
for economic development.

Frank (1967) extended many of Baran’s observations
about the underdevelopment of LDCs, beginning with the
assertion that the industrialized center realizes more rela-
tive gains in its economic relationships with the develop-
ing countries of the periphery. Instead, in Frank’s view,
development and underdevelopment are two interrelated
parts of the international capitalist system, which is divided
into the metropole of developed countries in the center and
the LDCs of the periphery. The capitalist system binds
together the economic and political fortunes of the core
and periphery in an exploitative system of exchange. The
very design of the capitalist system produces economic
surplus that is drawn out of the periphery to enrich the
metropole countries. To describe this dynamic, Frank
coined the pithy phrase “the development of underdevel-
opment.” He even argued that this exploitative system
replicated itself within developing countries, where indus-
trialization can be found in the urban centers at the expense
of the rural poor, who remain subjugated to the political
and economic dominance of the urban elite.

Frank’s (1967) work differs from classical and neo-
Marxists in one significant respect: He rejected Marx’s
historical modes of production. Instead, Frank contends
that the economic systems of LDCs have long been capi-
talist in structure and that countries do not pass through a
sequence of production modes that ultimately ends in cap-
italism. Empirically his analysis concentrates on Latin
America, whose countries have been integrated into the
global capitalist system since their political independence
in the early to mid-19th century. Frank observes that there
exist few observable differences in the economic struc-
tures of Latin American countries between the time of
Hernando Cortés and the present. Frank argues that these
countries did not struggle to leave behind a feudal econ-
omy, polity, and society but instead were inserted into the
capitalist economy. From this perspective, countries are
not underdeveloped because they have yet to pass through
the successive stages of economic development to reach
capitalism; rather their underdevelopment is a necessary
by-product of the development of the center.

Modern World-Systems Theory

A final theoretical refinement and extension of Baran’s and
Frank’s work can be found in modern world-systems (MWS)



theory, of which Wallerstein (1974) is the foremost propo-
nent. MWS scholars built on the work of early dependen

tistas (dependency theorists), and they also rejected some
of the core assumptions of Marx. For instance, where
Baran, Frank, and other early dependency theorists paid
scant attention to the domestic political economy, the MWS
theorists formally asserted that the analytical focus should
be on the international system, whereas Marxism concen-
trates on the domestic class struggles over production and
the surplus value that comes from it, and Wallerstein posits
an international system of states divided into center, semi-
periphery, and periphery.

This class-based system places an economically domi-
nant group of countries at the core and a much larger group
of underdeveloped countries on the periphery, all of which
together constitute a functional whole. Of course, Marxist
scholars since Lenin have posited a center—periphery capi-
talist structure, but Wallerstein added a third category of
states, the semi periphery, to the traditional dualism of
Marxist and neo-Marxist theorists. The political systems
of the semi-periphery allowed them to marginally resist the
political power of the core and to capture some of the eco-
nomic surplus that would otherwise be transferred out of
their country. The addition of the semi-periphery also made
Wallerstein’s world capitalist system more closely reflect
the economic and political development of countries in the
mid-20th century, when a number of countries, such as
Brazil, Korea, and Taiwan, had significant manufacturing
sectors that competed with industries in the center.

MWS theorists argue that the same dynamic capitalist
forces that drive economic development in the core coun-
tries also produce underdevelopment in the countries of
the periphery. In an extension of Frank’s “development of
underdevelopment,” this argument holds that capitalism
will not produce development in the countries of the
periphery over the long term. Instead, economic develop-
ment of the core necessitates a concomitant underdevelop-
ment at the periphery. Rather than being loosely joined, the
countries of the core and the periphery are mechanistically
linked so that the economic surplus of the dependent
periphery is transferred to the core. Wallerstein makes this
argument in its most pure form by stating that a country
can have no national development that is independent of
the larger system within which it resides. Wallerstein and
Frank diverge from classical Marxist thought by refuting
Marx’s historical modes of production. They counter with
the claim that the countries of the periphery will never
experience the capitalist development of the center but are
fixed in a permanent state of underdevelopment.

Dependency Theory
Without Revolutionary Marxism

The origins of structuralism actually predate the early
dependency theorists, whose roots are in the 1950s, but
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structuralism came to the fore in 1964 with the publication
of the report titled Towards a New Trade Policy for
Development. This report and the work of the U.N.
Economic Commission for Latin America became identi-
fied with structuralism and the work of Raul Prebisch
(1950). Structuralists differ from the early dependency the-
orists in their rejection of the Marxist and neo-Marxist call
for a revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. In fact, struc-
turalism has little of the Marxist ideological approach
found in much of the other dependency literature.

Nevertheless, structuralism shares many theoretical
assumptions with the other dependency theorists, begin-
ning with an understanding that global capitalism estab-
lishes unequal terms of trade between the center and
periphery. Many of the same factors that expanded inter-
national trade in the 19th century allowed late developers
such as Germany and Japan to combine to perpetuate or
even widen the developmental gap between industrialized
and developing countries. For example, capitalism
requires ongoing technological innovation to reach higher
levels of productivity and to generate ever increasing prof-
its. Structuralists join other dependency theorists in argu-
ing that technological innovation does not always spur
economic growth and development, especially for the
commodity-producing countries of the periphery.

Because they are “late, late developers,” LDCs remain
the principal producers of primary commodities, whereas
high-value-added industrial production is found in the
center.

In industrialized countries, the competitive forces of
capitalism compel producers to introduce technological
innovations to increase the value of manufactured goods
by lowering production costs and increasing their effi-
ciency. Workers become displaced in this process, and in
industrialized countries, investment flows are sufficient to
provide other employment opportunities for these workers.
Thus, the competitive destruction of capitalism provides
for higher levels of efficiency while still providing higher-
wage employment for workers.

The structural characteristics of LDCs, however, mean
that the benefits of technological investment are less appar-
ent and potentially costly for several reasons. First, tech-
nological innovation is almost always imported from the
core and directed at agricultural production or very light,
low-value-added manufacturing. Second, most depen-
dency theorists explain that the amount of capital invest-
ment available for developing countries is much lower
than in the industrialized core. This stems, in part, from the
generally low savings rates in poorer countries. As Baran
argued, the profits that might be used for domestic invest-
ment are either repatriated to the core or consumed by the
local elites, whose consumption patterns more closely mir-
ror those of the industrialized core than those of their fel-
low citizens in the periphery. To be sure, technological
innovation and capital investment in agriculture can
increase efficiency, but there is a limit to the innovation
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possible in the production of primary commodities. Even
if they still have jobs, workers are left with depressed
wages, and displaced workers face a labor market with few
alternative employment opportunities.

Beyond the considerable overlap with other depen-
dency theorists, structuralists offer an important theoreti-
cal contribution regarding the declining terms of trade
faced by countries on the periphery. Structuralists argue
that there is a long-term decline in the terms of trade for
developing countries, which depend on primary exports,
in relation to the industrialized core, whose manufactur-
ing sector generates products with ever increasing value.
Over time, the profits for primary commodities do not
increase at the same rate as do the profits for higher-value-
added goods. This inequity between export revenue and
the price of exports creates imbalances in a country’s bal-
ance of payments.

The evidence for a long-term decline in the terms of
trade is mixed, with many developing countries reporting
periods of decline in their terms of trade, interspersed with
periods of rapid improvement. This pattern points to
another important contention of structuralists regarding the
fluctuations of commodity markets. The instability of
commodity markets makes for much sharper and unpre-
dictable business cycles in developing countries. This is
especially true for countries that depend on a small basket
of primary exports, because a sharp drop in the profits for
one commodity can have very serious economic implica-
tions. Moreover, the demand for primary exports is exter-
nally determined and contingent on the appetite for those
commodities in the industrialized North. Because they are
unable to predict or anticipate these market fluctuations,
countries are unable to craft long-term planning for devel-
opment. Again, the structure of the international market
has a differential impact on the core and the periphery.

Of all the scholarly work reviewed in this chapter,
structuralism has had the most direct impact on policy
making in LDCs. In response to plummeting commodity
prices and unavailability of manufactured goods, a number
of LDCs have attempted import substitution industrializa
tion. Countries on the periphery erected tariff and nontar-
iff barriers to protect infant industries that focused on
producing goods for domestic consumption. In the short
term, some countries rapidly developed manufacturing
sectors, but many of these sectors collapsed in the longer
term. The domestic markets of LDCs, even in larger coun-
tries such as Brazil, proved to be too small to support a
profitable manufacturing sector. Also, the same protection
that kept multinational corporations out of the markets of
larger LDCs also removed any incentives for domestic
firms to improve quality or efficiency of production. For
this reason, Brazil, Argentina, and Mexico eventually sup-
ported bloated, inefficient industries that faced no signifi-
cant competition from international firms. Few countries
pursued import-substitution industrialization as a develop-
ment strategy after the 1980s.

Dependent Development

Fernando Cardoso and Enzo Faletto first published their
work, Dependency and Development in Latin America, in
1967, but an English translation did not appear until 1979.
Although they are grouped with the dependency theorists,
many of their theoretical assumptions are at odds with the
other scholars in the school. Cardoso and Faletto (1979)
observed that the predictions that flowed from Baran,
Frank, and other early dependency theorists did not corre-
spond with the development experiences of many devel-
oping countries. A number of countries on the periphery
had large and growing industrial sectors. By the late 1960s,
the countries of the Southern Cone in Latin America had
burgeoning industrial sectors, and several countries of
East and Southeast Asia boasted an expanded manufac-
turing sector.

The economic growth and development in these coun-
tries—then referred to as the newly industrializing coun
tries—called into question the determinism of the early
dependency theorists. Why, they asked, did industrializa-
tion proceed in some developing countries and not in
others? Cardoso and Faletto place great emphasis on the
domestic political dimension of dependency. Specifically,
they argue that LDCs can effectively intervene on behalf
of national capital and that international capital can be
encouraged to invest in domestic economies for manu-
facturing and for nonexport production. Nevertheless,
Cardoso and Faletto note that the bargains struck by
elites in developing countries often do not result in a
broad distribution of wealth among the broader popula-
tion of developing countries. The maldistribution of
wealth creates both economic and political challenges for
LDC governments and also creates a tendency to adopt
nondemocratic or even what Guillermo O’Donnell
(O’Donnell, Schmitter, & Whitehead, 1986) calls soft
authoritarian forms of governance.

Peter Evans (1979) followed Cardoso and Faletto in
defining a more autonomous role for the state in develop-
ing countries, and in explaining in more detail the domestic
political dimension of development. According to the early
dependency theorists, the actors and institutions of
peripheral states had very little agency in determining the
prospects for economic development and simply responded
to the structural characteristics of global capitalism. The
early dependency theorists either ignored or reified the
preferences of these different actors, and they did little to
explain how or why bargains emerged among them. Evans
argued instead that states in some instances play a central
role in organizing the alliances between domestic political
and economic actors and the international capitalists who
would invest in their countries. Evans also provided much
more insight into the relationship between the state, inter-
national capital, and the local elite and explained how this
“triple alliance” could promote economic development and
capital accumulation in developing countries.



Evans’s empirical analysis centered on the develop-
ment experiences of Brazil, where the industrial sector
grew considerably during the first half of the 20th cen-
tury, but only with the consistent pressure of the local
elite and the state. His study explains that the state played
a key role in securing an agreement between local and
international capital but also found it very difficult to
strike a bargain that would provide for a broader distri-
bution of the profits. Evans also explains that the experi-
ence of Brazil could very well be extended to the other
countries of Wallerstein’s semi-periphery.

Conclusion

The critique of capitalism set forth by Marx explains
how the powerful forces unleashed by global capitalism
would transform societies from feudalism to capitalism.
He observed how the forces of capitalism spread from
Great Britain to Europe and believed that ultimately cap-
italism would revolutionize the productive modes of the
entire world. The internal contradictions of capitalism,
however, would create a conflict between workers and
the owners of the means of production. The conflict
between these two classes, which Marx described as a
dialectical struggle, would eventually yield to socialism.
Most important, however, is the claim that capitalism
would eventually diffuse to every country in the global
economic system.

Lenin built on the theoretical insights of Marx, viewing
the expansion of capitalist markets and production as
essential for moving countries from their historic modes
of production, such as feudalism, for instance, to world-
wide socialism and ultimately Communism. In many
ways, Lenin’s argument stood opposite many dependency
theorists. Lenin believed that capitalism would promote
the development of the periphery rather than retard its
chances for long-term economic growth. Conflict would
arise when the imperial countries were challenged by their
newly developed colonies. Thus, Marx and Lenin theo-
rized that global capitalism promoted the development of
LDCs, although that development might proceed in an
uneven fashion.

Dependency theorists, although departing from
Marxist orthodoxy in some respects, draw on the
Marxist tradition to explain economic and political
development. Nearly every summary of dependency the-
ory emphasizes the heterogeneity of this work, which
makes the grouping of its literature somewhat difficult.
This chapter posits two groups. The first group, referred
to as the early dependency theorists, emphasizes the
need for or inevitability of a socialist revolution, and the
second group concentrates on the possibility of depen-
dent development.

Even though the dependency literature covers signifi-
cant and at times contradictory theoretical space, nearly
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all dependency theorists share a few common assumptions:
The prospects for development in LDCs are externally
determined or strongly conditioned by factors external to
the developing countries; the countries of the center ben-
efit from unequal exchange with the periphery; and even
in the absence of national development of LDCs, the
local elite often benefits from the investments from
industrialized countries. Baran suggests that the capital-
ist development of countries in the industrialized center
formed a functional economic link with the LDCs of the
periphery. Frank extends this argument by arguing that
global capitalism fueled the development of underdevel-
opment of the periphery. This concept, it is worth noting,
contradicts the predictions of Marx and especially
Lenin. Wallerstein provides an extreme example of how
these early dependency theorists paid scant attention to
the domestic political economy of development in
LDCs.

As noted earlier in this chapter, the later dependency
theorists perceive a less deterministic relationship
between developed and less developed countries. Cardoso
and Faletto also see the development prospects of LDCs
as strongly conditioned by global capitalism, and they
attempt to explain the uneven pattern of development
among developing countries. Evans extends this perspec-
tive in his explanation of Brazil’s industrialization by sug-
gesting a triple alliance of multinational corporations, the
state, and local capital (or bourgeoisie). Rather than pre-
senting a deterministic model, Evans suggests that devel-
opment policies emerge from bargaining, and in the case
of Brazil, a path of dependent development emerged. In
contrast to the earlier literature, these scholars devote
more space to analyzing the structure and function of
domestic actors in LDCs.

There remains a significant gap between the level and
trajectory of development among LDCs and that of the
industrialized center. But the notion of the developing
world as a single, relatively homogeneous group of coun-
tries is no longer accurate or analytically useful. As a
result, scholars in the 21st century are less likely to employ
the analytical approach set forth by the dependency theo-
rists. It is interesting that scholars and especially journal-
ists are more likely to invoke some of Marx’s perspectives
to explain the increased frequency of global financial
crises. To be sure, the conditioning effects of global capi-
talist markets will continue to be of interest to scholars
interested in explaining the variations in development
among groups or classes of countries.
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CiviL WARS
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ince the end of World War II, there have been

5 times as many civil wars as interstate wars and at

least 5 times as many deaths due to civil wars as
due to interstate wars (Singer & Small, 1994). For various
reasons, the relative peace among the members of the state
system did not seem to elicit a similar effect within the
members of the state system during the six decades after
World War II. It is perhaps not surprising then that schol-
arly literature on civil wars has grown substantially—and
substantively—in the 21st century. Scholars ostensibly
accept that civil wars are social phenomena distinct from
interstate wars, which implies that civil wars likely have
causes, correlates, and outcomes that are substantively dif-
ferent from the causes, correlates, and outcomes of inter-
state wars.

This chapter discusses the major theoretical contribu-
tions and controversies related to the civil war research
program. First, civil wars are defined conceptually, then
operationally. Second, major theories focusing on the
causes of civil wars are discussed, along with future direc-
tions and policy implications. The chapter ends with a
summary and a brief note on the current state of civil war
research. While the discussions herein are by no means
exhaustive, they tend to focus on the most notable civil
war theories at this time.

What Is Civil War?

Civil war is defined in two ways: conceptually and opera-
tionally. The latter definition is subordinate to the former
in that the latter attempts to make the former definition
empirically useful. As will become clear, the disagree-
ments among scholars about operational definitions can be
traced to divergent opinions about what civil wars are con-
ceptually. It is thus necessary to commence with the con-
ceptualization of civil war prior to discussing alternative
operational definitions.

Civil Wars Versus Interstate Wars

The first step is to elucidate what makes a war a civil
war. Simply, civil wars are those fought between or among
disputants within a single country, in contrast to wars
fought between or among disputants of different countries.
But to characterize civil wars as different from interstate
wars in this manner is to miss the truly consequential dif-
ferences between the two types of wars. A twofold trend of
civil wars not found in interstate wars makes civil war a
conceptually different type of war.

First, civil wars are fought between disputants of rela-
tively unequal political stature. States ostensibly have the
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sole legitimate authority to use coercive power within the
country. All other subgroups are therefore politically infe-
rior to the state, which renders the state inimical to sub-
groups’ autonomy and the subgroups’ autonomy inimical
to the primacy of the state. That is, when subgroups desire
more autonomy—such as when the Kurds attempt to dis-
sociate themselves from the Turkish state—the subgroups
begin to pose an existential threat to the state’s primacy in
that territory. Likewise, increased state vigilance mani-
festly threatens the ability of subgroups to govern them-
selves. For instance, China’s actions in Tibet in 2008
transferred much of Tibet’s local authority to the state
apparatus in Beijing. In both cases, the state is politically
superior to the outgroup. This contrasts with interstate
wars, which involve disputants who are—theoretically—
political equals. That is, no one state is legally subordinate
to another. Canada has no legal right to make Lesotho’s
laws, nor does Lesotho have any right to impose laws on
China. Were these states ever to war with each other, there
would be no rebel group.

This distinction in the relative political (in)equality of
the disputants in civil and interstate wars arises because of
the structural contexts within which the two types of wars
occur. As mentioned, an established civil hierarchy exists
whereby states can force compliance legitimately. It is this
hierarchy that rebels seek to deconstruct or reconstruct and
which the states wish to preserve or augment. Conversely,
the international system is void of a formal, constitutional
order (Waltz, 1959). It is therefore argued that interstate
wars likely occur as a result of disagreements or ambigui-
ties about what states’ obligations are to one another, given
that they are political equals and are not inherently subor-
dinated to one another (Waltz, 1959).! The second critical
distinction between civil and interstate wars, then, is that
civil wars occur in a context of order whereas interstate
wars occur in a context of anarchy.

Although counterintuitive, that civil wars occur where
there is order does not correlate with less chaos. Indeed,
some posit that civil wars tend toward more chaos than do
interstate wars precisely because order preexisted (e.g.,
Vazquez, 1993). In this view, chaos erupts because disrup-
tion of the extant order leads to a disruption of the sociopo-
litical paradigm by which all citizens and groups of
citizens interact. On the other hand, there is no sociopolit-
ical paradigm to be corrupted on the international stage;
the only type of war affecting the macro sociopolitical par-
adigm of the international system would be world wars
(Vazquez, 1993).

Empirical data tend to validate the idea that civil wars
have a relatively more violent disposition. Mason (2004)
estimates that civil wars produced 170,000 battle deaths
per year in the first five decades after World War II. These
deaths, according to Singer and Small’s (1994) Correlates
of War Project, accounted for 64 out of every 100 battle
deaths suffered (Mason, 2004). The 1997 update of
Correlates of War shows the same trend, with more battle
deaths attributed to civil wars than to interstate wars

(Sarkees, 2000). Even these data obscure the differences in
brutality. For example, scholars observe that civil war
casualties tend to include a relatively high percentage of
noncombatants (Holsti, 1996) as states and rebels target
civilians for a variety of reasons (Kalyvas, 2006; Mason,
2004; Mason & Krane, 1989). Moreover, if it is true that
civilians become targeted only after they are convincingly
labeled “barbarians” (Salter, 2002), then wars in which
political unequals engage in combat ostensibly would be
the wars most likely to produce civilian casualties. That is,
the task of labeling the enemy a barbarian within the civil
war context appears much simpler than the task a state
would have in labeling another state barbarous. And if
such labeling is a virtually necessary condition of civilian
casualties, then it follows that civilian casualties are more
likely to occur in civil wars than in interstate wars. The
point is this: Not only do civil wars substantively differ
from interstate wars, but logic and evidence suggest that
these differences explain why civil wars tend to take on a
decidedly more violent disposition, including the tendency
to produce substantial civilian casualties.

Civil Wars Versus Other
Types of Internal Political Violence

On distinguishing civil wars from interstate wars, the
task remains to discriminate civil wars from other forms of
domestic mass behavior and political violence. One charac-
teristic is that civil wars involve collective action (Lichbach,
1998; Mason, 2004). For collective action to occur, individ-
uals face a paradox they must resolve in order to commit to
group goals (Lichbach, 1998; Olson, 1971), in this case
rebellion. Briefly, the benefits of a successful rebellion are
public goods. When a good is categorized as a public good,
it means (a) that the good is not able to be excluded from
public consumption—that is, the good cannot be privately
held—and (b) that the enjoyment of the good by one con-
sumer does not diminish the quality or quantity of the good
for another individual. The implication is that an individual
who had not aided in the rebellion would still be able to par-
take of the benefits of a successful rebellion. And given that
the costs of a failed rebellion likely would be heavy for par-
ticipants, both possible outcomes incentivize choosing to
stay home instead of joining the group. The emergent para-
dox is that if everyone were to join, success would be virtu-
ally guaranteed, but since the potential costs of joining are
so high, few do so at first (Lichbach, 1998). Civil wars occur
only when a critical mass of individuals overcomes the
incentives to stay home.

To be certain, similar paradoxes arise for other types of
collective action, including protesting and rioting. What
separates the collective action in civil wars from these
other types is that civil wars simultaneously involve col-
lective action (rebellion), political motivations (deposition
or preservation of sociopolitical order), and reciprocation
(fighting between the rebels and the state). That is, in civil
wars, political motivations undergird collective action,



which manifests in violent rebellion to which states vio-
lently respond. Civil wars combine collective action with
violence that is both political and reciprocal. Each concept
is discussed in turn below.

Violence in civil wars is inherently political, which is
to say, for instance, that rebels’ objectives are based on
subverting and changing societies’ legal structures.
Criminals, by contrast, tend to be less ambitious. Criminal
behavior can be described as circumvention of society’s
legal structures.

The dichotomy between the political and the criminal is
critical to defining civil wars conceptually because it per-
mits researchers to scientifically distinguish between the
behaviors of the Tamil Tigers and Al Capone’s Chicagoland
gangsters, for example. The former wanted to live by a
sociopolitical order wholly autonomous and distinct from
the sociopolitical order imposed by the Sri Lankan central
government. Conversely, Al Capone and his ilk sought only
to live outside the sociopolitical order and had little desire,
if any, to displace or significantly alter the prevailing
sociopolitical order? In a sense, then, antistate behavior
wrought by political motivation—as in the Tamils’ case—
is intentional and systematic. Antistate behavior wrought
by criminal motivation is coincidental—a strategy used to
navigate around state strictures that occasionally pose
inconveniences.

To classify civil wars as inherently political is hardly to
isolate them from other phenomena. Indeed, politicide and
coups d’état are but a couple of examples of alternative
types of political violence. In neither of these types,
though, is the violence mutual. In the case of politicide, the
state targets civilians who do not and—perhaps—cannot
fight back. The converse case applies to coups d’état;
essentially, the state is powerless to fight back and subse-
quently cedes its authority to the usurpers. For the political
violence to be associated with civil war, however, there
must be dueling (explained below) and organized violence
between the disputants (Fearon & Laitin, 2003; Sambanis,
2004). For this reason, routs, massacres, or any other type
of one-sided violence conceptually differs from civil wars;
each can, however, be a precursor to civil war (Kalyvas,
2006; Mason, 2004).

While it is generally accepted that mutual violence
between disputants is a necessary condition for a civil war
to exist, there is debate about whether the state must be a
disputant. The phenomenon of failed states in particular
has brought this issue to the fore. The modern sociopoliti-
cal arrangement requires a state to impose social contracts
and to provide its citizens with basic protections from
internal and external threats (Migdal, 1988). Weak states
have limited capacities to do so and often co-opt existing
social networks in order to accomplish the most basic
operations (Migdal, 1988). In failed states, not only are the
most basic state operations neglected, but no coherent
apparatus exists from which the state can operate, nor is
there a general consensus among the populace of what or,
more important, of who the state is (Buzan, 1983). Classic
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examples include, among others, Democratic Republic of
the Congo, Afghanistan, and Somalia (“The Failed States
Index,” 2005; Patrick, 2007). The problem for civil war
studies is whether the type of fighting typically observed
within the territories associated with failed states consti-
tutes civil war, a subtype of civil war, or a separate type of
conflict altogether. At issue is the absence of the state as a
disputant in the fighting taking place in these countries.

In one of the most important and influential books on
conflict, Small and Singer (1982) include among their civil
war criteria the requirement that the state must be a dis-
putant in the internal fighting. Yet Sambanis (2004)
observes that this principle is not uniformly applied. In
Somalia, for instance, a state does not exist in any institu-
tional coherence. There is, consequently, no state involve-
ment in the brutal fighting ongoing within the territory.
Still, scholars tend to classify the conflict as a civil war
(Sambanis, 2004; see, e.g., Fearon & Laitin, 2003; Sarkees,
2000). To reconcile this incongruence, some degree of
nuance has been added.

Foremost, the idea of the state as a disputant has been
reinterpreted to include claimants to the state (see Fearon
& Laitin, 2003; Sambanis, 2004). A claimant is any sub-
state group that asserts its right to fill the void left by, or
never occupied by, the state. The fighting in territories of
failed states often occurs among multiple, competing
claimants (Holsti, 1995). Under this context, such conflicts
ostensibly pit disputants against one another for the right
to impose their preferred sociopolitical order. As noted
above, violent conflict over sociopolitical order within a
territory is what makes wars civil wars. For this reason,
conflicts in Sierra Leone, Afghanistan, and Somalia, for
example, tend to be classified as civil wars.’ The state as a
disputant is therefore not a necessary requirement for civil
war; rather, the disputants must simply be competing over
the right to act as the state.

This makes sense considering that this is essentially
what states are doing when they instigate or reciprocate
violence against coherent substate groups. States fight for
the right to impose their sociopolitical order in the given
territory, which is exactly what substate groups do in the
absence of a coherent state. Consider a few examples.

Secessionist conflicts occur when ethnic enclaves
attempt to dissolve their political ties to an existing nation-
state in favor of forming their own. Competing claims
about who ought to impose whose sociopolitical order
therefore evolve from the ethnic enclave and from the
extant state. The Chechens’ fight to separate Chechnya
politically from Russia is an illustrative example of this
type of conflict. The Chechens believe they ought to be
able to impose their preferred sociopolitical order within
Chechnya, but Russia claims the right to project its pre-
ferred sociopolitical order from Moscow.

Some intrastate conflicts are believed to emerge
because one socioeconomic group perceives itself to be
disadvantaged or exploited by another socioeconomic
group, which usually controls the state. The fighting that
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emerges is a result of the outgroup’s desire to depose the
existing sociopolitical order, for which the ingroup stands,
in favor of a new or significantly altered sociopolitical
order. The social revolution in China that took place
throughout the 1930s and 1940s represents this type of
conflict, as do other rebellions, especially other social rev-
olutions. In that conflict, the Communist Party of China
won support from peasants, arguing that the system as run
by the Kuomintang exploited the peasants and left them
altogether politically powerless. The only way to garner
power was to depose the Kuomintang’s sociopolitical
order and replace it with the Communist Party of China’s
preferred sociopolitical order. The Kuomintang fought to
preserve its right to occupy the state apparatus from which
it could impose its preferred sociopolitical order.

Finally, conflicts in territories of failed states, as men-
tioned above, often involve competing claimants to the
state. That is, the substate groups battle for the right to
impose their preferred sociopolitical order throughout the
territory. Mobutu Sese Seko’s departure in 1997 sent Zaire
into conflict illustrative of that often found in failed states.
Mobutu’s departure left a void in central authority. Within a
year, violent conflict emerged as Laurent Kabila’s Alliance
of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo-Zaire,
commonly known by the initials AFDL, which changed the
name of the country to Democratic Republic of the Congo,
and Jean-Pierre Bemba’s Movement for the Liberation of
Congo issued competing claims to the state. Each, in the
absence of a coherent state, sought the right to impose his
preferred sociopolitical order throughout the Congo.

Although these three examples are by no means exhaus-
tive of the types of intrastate conflict observed, the exam-
ples do cover many of the contexts from which intrastate
conflict emerges. And despite the differences in the makeup
of the disputants in each case, one fundamental aspect of
each conflict is striking in its recurrence: The genesis of
conflict arises from competing claims to the right to impose
the territory’s sociopolitical order. The implication is that
conceptually, civil wars can be defined without setting firm
criteria about the makeup of the disputants. What is more
important is the goal of the disputants.

Based on the analysis above, civil wars have been iso-
lated conceptually from other social phenomena. First,
civil wars take place within an internationally sovereign
territory. Second, civil wars involve collective violence
that is reciprocated; one-sided waves of terror do not qual-
ify. Third, the ultimate goal of the disputants is to win or
maintain the right to impose their preferred sociopolitical
order on the populace residing within a given territory. A
working conceptual definition of civil war is warranted:

Civil wars are mutually violent conflicts between or among
organized disputants who live within the borders of a sover
eign member of the international system and who have issued
simultaneous, competing claims to the right to impose the
sociopolitical order over all, or a segment of, the territory
within the system member.

To define civil wars this way jibes with most of the con-
temporary conceptualizations of civil war by emphasizing
the origin and intent of the disputants. Separatist conflicts,
social revolutions, rebellions, and conflicts between sub-
state groups trying to fill the void left by the state all fit
within this definition. Unfortunately, this definition has
flaws, too, which will become evident in the next section.

Measuring Civil Wars

In order to use civil wars as an empirical concept, not only
must researchers isolate civil wars conceptually; scholars
also must find ways to populate cases from which data can
be collected. And for all the progress the literature has
made in isolating civil wars conceptually, problems still
persist in the operationalization of civil war. For example,
the conflict between the Colombian government and the
Marxist Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC) fits most of the elements of the civil war defini-
tion given in the previous section. Recent developments,
though, have led FARC rebels to begin to base their oper-
ations out of neighboring Ecuador. The retreat of rebels to
neighboring states (Sahleyan, 2007) is but one part of a
trend in which civil wars have begun to take on interna-
tional dimensions (Gleditsch, 2007). Indeed, some fight-
ing between the Colombian government and FARC rebels
has taken place in Ecuador. The problem this poses for the
present conceptualization is that the FARC rebels no
longer live within the recognized borders of the state they
seek to depose, nor is all the fighting contained within
Colombia, yet the conflict is a widely cited case of domes-
tic insurgency, which suggests the above definition ought
to be altered some. But to relax the definition would be to
begin to blur the conceptual lines between civil and inter-
state wars again. This case thus illustrates that endemic
problems persist, which makes producing a standard set of
civil wars difficult and explains why myriad sets exist. It
is therefore perhaps unsurprising that each set tends to
favor the idiosyncrasies of its author’s research goals
(Sambanis, 2004).

Death Totals as Metrics for Civil Wars

Recognizing that problems exist, however, does not
imply that the literature is void of any standard approaches
to operationalizing civil wars. First, a typical practice is to
employ death totals to identify important civil war proper-
ties. Total aggregate deaths tend to indicate whether vio-
lence up to the level of a war has taken place, and relative
death totals among the disputants have been used to indicate
whether the violence was one-sided or mutual enough to be
considered dueling violence (e.g., Fearon & Laitin, 2003;
Gleditsch, Strand, Eriksson, Sollenberg, & Wallensteen,
2002; Sambanis, 2004; Sarkees, 2000; Singer & Small,
1994). The proximity of deaths in time also is used to deter-
mine the beginning of and, in some cases, the end of civil



wars (see Sambanis, 2004). The differences among the stud-
ies include the threshold of deaths necessary and the time
over which the deaths must take place. For instance,
Gleditsch et al. (2002) use a lower per annum restriction
than do Fearon and Laitin (2003) or Sambanis (2004).

The crux of the debate over the utility of deaths as a met-
ric for civil war properties is whether limited skirmishes and
overall low levels of violence are sufficiently high to clas-
sify as civil wars. If the death threshold is too low, then
researchers might include cases in which no real threat to
the state or extant sociopolitical order exists. Conversely,
setting the threshold too high would bias studies toward
bloodier conflicts, which may or may not be more divisive
than the excluded, less bloody conflicts. The high death total
might have something to do with advanced technology, pop-
ulation density, or some other exogenous factor not inherent
to the conflict itself. Indeed, Sambanis (2004) discusses the
attributes of employing relative measures in order to ensure
that the death total substantially affects the nation-state
under consideration. For instance, 1,000 deaths in China
represent 0.001% of the population, whereas 1,000 deaths
would account for about 0.03% of the Uruguayan popula-
tion and 0.2% of the Montenegro populace. Put another
way, deaths in China are worth about 5% of each death in
Uruguay and worth about 0.33% of each death in
Montenegro. There are also cultural, philosophical, and
ideological differences across time and space that place dif-
ferent values on life in general (Finnemore, 2003). For
instance, it was just over 200 years ago when the United
States constitutionally agreed that people of a certain sup-
pressed and enslaved minority were equivalent to only three
fifths of a person from the majority ethnic group. In essence,
a literal application of this provision would require nearly
1,700 deaths from the suppressed minority to equate to
1,000 deaths of the majority. For these reasons, deaths are
not as straightforward a measure as scholars would like.

The arbitrariness of death thresholds is also an issue.
Take Fearon and Laitin’s (2003) 1,000-death threshold, for
example. Seemingly, there is little substantively different
in a civil war from the time of the first death until the time
of the 1,000th death. Yet the first death does not become a
civil war death until the 1,000th death is reached. Despite
these frailties, it is difficult to discern what might be a bet-
ter, more consistent indicator of political violence than
deaths, hence the widespread use of deaths as a metric.

Levels of Analysis

In addition to the issues associated with measuring key
properties of civil wars, there is also a debate about what
the appropriate level of analysis is for civil war research.
The debate prompts researchers to consider whether their
measures authentically operationalize their conceptualiza-
tion of civil wars. Failure to do so could result in an eco-
logical fallacy whereby researchers use one level of
analysis to operationalize theories about civil war concep-
tualized on another level of analysis.
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Currently, there are two major camps. One branch of
the literature is devoted to resolving macrolevel puzzles
about the causes and effects of civil wars (e.g., Collier &
Hoeffler, 2004; Fearon & Laitin, 2003; Horowitz, 1985).
In effect, the primary question these studies ask is, why do
some states experience civil war while others, similarly sit-
uated, do not? A second branch of the literature focuses on
microlevel puzzles, questioning why some individuals join
rebellions when others do not, and what prompts individu-
als to engage in violence (e.g., Gurr, 1968; Kalyvas, 2003).
Some works do a good job of synthesizing the two
approaches, showing how macrolevel conditions can affect
individuals’ choices and, ultimately, their behaviors at the
microlevel (e.g., Kalyvas, 2006; Mason, 2004; Mason &
Krane, 1989).

The key is that studies must not blur the levels of analy-
sis. Theories about the root causes of civil conflict are no
more capable of explaining why individuals commit to
mass violence than theories about the desire to punish for
past injustices can explain why some states are more prone
to civil wars than others. The following examples should
make this point clearer. In the former case, consider
Horowitz’s (1985) seminal work on ethnic conflict. A root
cause of civil wars, Horowitz argues, is the need ethnic
groups have to compare favorably with each other. When
one group compares unfavorably with another, the situa-
tion fosters enmity and, eventually, conflict between the
groups (Horowitz, 1985). And while this certainly seems
to be the case, the theory does not explain the motivation
an individual has to commit to violence. That is, not all
marginalized individuals join their coethnics to fight, and,
moreover, many who do fight do so for reasons that differ
from the stated political reasons (Kalyvas, 2003).

Of course, in the latter case, whether individuals are
motivated to violence by a sense of justice and retribution
or by cold calculation and personal ambition does not
explain why some states tend to be more prone to politi-
cal turmoil than others are. Consider Gurr’s (1968) endur-
ing work on relative depravity. Essentially, Gurr (1968)
argues that a necessary condition for mass political vio-
lence is anger in individuals. The anger evolves from sit-
uations when what one thinks one can achieve falls short
of what one believes one rightfully should have the oppor-
tunity to achieve (Gurr, 1968). That this article is cited
frequently four decades after it was written is testimony to
its explanatory power. It does, however, fall short of
explaining why some states seem more prone to mass
political violence than others do, despite the presence of
“angry” individuals in each, or why some states produce
more relatively deprived individuals than others do. As a
microlevel analysis of civil wars, the study cannot explain
macrolevel factors.

The point should be made that these are not criticisms of
the works inasmuch as they are illustrations of the gap that
exists when authors employ different levels of analysis. A
few studies do attempt to bridge this gap, however. For
one, Mason (2004) discusses the motivations individual
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peasants have to join revolts but also demonstrates how cer-
tain state properties, such as land-tenure patterns, change
peasants’ calculi and makes some states more prone to
peasant revolt than others are. Mason explains why some
peasants choose violence and some do not, as well as why
some states seem more prone to peasants who choose vio-
lence than other states do. And it is likely that this approach
represents the immediate future of the field. That is, inte-
gration of the various levels of analysis appears to be on the
uptick, although scholars must beware that in integrating,
they do not conflate the levels.

Theories About Civil War

Having introduced the most prevalent conceptualizations
of civil war, as well as some of the different issues that go
along with empirically investigating the concept, this
chapter now turns to highlighting some of the most preva-
lent theories on civil war. This section focuses on theories
about the causes of civil war.

To know the root causes of civil wars has been the quest
of most civil war researchers. In order to explain the inci-
dence of civil wars, scholars typically take one of two
approaches. One approach is rebel based; the other is state
based. Theories belonging to the rebel-based approach
seek to explain what motivates or encourages substate
groups to issue a competing claim to the right to impose a
sociopolitical order and, ultimately, to engage in political
violence in an effort to substantiate their claim. Two gen-
eral categories typify the explanations for rebel behavior:
greed and grievance (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004).

Greed

Proponents of the greed explanation argue that rebels
fight only when there is something to be gained by win-
ning and when the probability of winning is sufficiently
high (Collier & Hoeftler, 2004). In other words, civil wars
are thought to occur because rebel groups have something
economically tangible to gain by winning and have rea-
sonable expectations of winning. The theories within this
category therefore tend to focus on variables related to
rebels’ opportunities.

Two articles demonstrate the key dimensions of the greed,
or opportunity, theory. Collier and Hoeffler (2004) demon-
strate that rebellions occur when they can be financed.
Factors that affect the financing capacity of rebel organiza-
tions therefore are critical variables to civil war discussion.
One variable is the cost associated with paying recruits.
Collier and Hoeffler explain that recruits forgo income to
join themselves to a revolution. The benefits they get from
joining and fighting must exceed this forgone income.
Therefore factors that depress the income recruits could earn
outside the rebellion shrink the cost per recruit for rebel orga-
nizations, which ostensibly means more recruits and a
greater opportunity to succeed (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004).

Fearon and Laitin (2003) show that civil wars are more
likely to occur in nation-states where rebels can employ
insurgency: “Insurgency is a technology of military conflict
characterized by small, lightly armed bands practicing guer-
rilla warfare from rural base areas” (p. 75). Consequently, in
employing insurgency, rebel groups reduce their need for
more recruits, which drives down the cost of financing the
rebellion. The practice of limited engagements also reduces
costs by lessening the need for stockpiles of ammunition. In
a sense, when factors enable insurgency to be used, the like-
lihood of conflict increases because the costs of financing
the rebellion are reduced. So wherever insurgency is a
viable technology, rebels have a greater opportunity to
finance a rebellion, all else being equal.

The bottom line of each of these two articles is that
rebellion is more likely to occur wherever it is more likely
to be financed. Sources of financing, therefore, are critical
(Collier & Hoeftler, 2004), as are factors that affect the
amount of financing required—that is, whether potential
recruits must forgo relatively high incomes (Collier &
Hoeffler, 2004) or whether rebels can employ a cost-reduc-
ing technology such as insurgency (Fearon & Laitin,
2003). To be sure, many more articles touch on other fac-
tors related to the greed theory, but these two articles high-
light the major facets that link rebels’ opportunities to the
incidence of civil war.

Grievance

The alternative rebel-based theory of civil war incidence
is based on grievances. It argues that what drives rebellion
is the desire to reform or remake the extant sociopolitical
order because of its apparent lack of fairness. According to
this theory, rebels fight to rectify social injustices they face.
The causes of rebellion, then, are the factors that contribute
to perceived social injustices. For this reason, inequality—
in a variety of forms—and relative deprivation are the two
main foci of the grievances explanation.

Inequality, especially income inequality, aggrieves peo-
ple (Muller & Seligson, 1987). Inequality by itself, though,
does not convert grief to anger and anger to action. Anger
is fomented when the inequality is seen as unjust or ille-
gitimate. Such situations occur when the prospects of
achieving what one believes one has the right to achieve
are low (Gurr, 1968), and such situations are furthermore
exacerbated when the relative deprivation is thought to
have been foisted on the downtrodden—either formally or
informally—by a rival ethnic group (Horowitz, 1985).
Under this theory, civil wars represent violent attempts to
correct years of perceived mistreatment, not opportunities
exploited by rebel entrepreneurs.

Of course, some question whether greed and grievance
theories are mutually exclusive. Greed and grievance can
interact (Kalyvas, 2003), which would explain why some
cases of severe relative deprivation persist and why not all
ethnically heterogeneous societies conflict. In the former,
despite a reason for rebellion, the opportunity to rebel may



not materialize. In the latter, while resources may be plen-
tiful such that rebellion is financially feasible, there may
be no relative deprivation worth rectifying; outcomes
might be in line with expectations. In either case, employ-
ing one theory seems insufficient to explain the observed
behavior. Rebels’ motivations in civil wars may at once be
born of greed and of grievance.

State-Based Explanations

Much of the literature on why or how rebels fight takes
for granted the state’s role in civil wars. States tend to be
treated as a constant in the civil war calculus. Yet states
have many components, and it is not unreasonable to build
theories of civil war based on differences in these compo-
nents. For instance, it could be that certain types of states
tend to produce relatively high degrees of inequality or
that certain state characteristics tend to yield more and
greater opportunities for rebels to finance their operations.
Whatever the case may be, there is little doubt that differ-
ences in state characteristics exert some effect on the inci-
dence of civil wars. Consider the following examples of
state strength and democratization.

Weak states tend to be more prone to civil wars than do
strong states (Fearon & Laitin, 2003). The reason civil wars
occur in weaker states more readily than in strong states is
twofold. First, weaker states tend to be incapable of impos-
ing sociopolitical order throughout their entire territory,
which includes providing equal protection and services to
all citizens (Migdal, 1988). Weak states tend to be more
prone to state-sponsored inequality (Migdal, 1988). This
opens space—both figuratively and literally—within which
rebels can emerge. Second, weak states are more likely to
resort to indiscriminate violence against civilians in order
to flush out rebels because the state’s intelligence-gathering
mechanisms tend be as poorly developed as other aspects of
the state (Mason & Krane, 1989). The cumulative effect of
state weakness, then, is to give rebels more cause to fight
and to make insurgency a more viable option, which in turn
makes financing the rebellion more feasible (Fearon &
Laitin, 2003). Other theories about state capacity and civil
war exist, but most of these are either elaborations or qual-
ifications of the theory as presented here.

The level of democratization also appears to have impor-
tant implications for states’ vulnerabilities to civil war.
Democracy preempts rebellion because it decreases the inci-
dence of grievances by giving individuals a voice in the
government and permits individuals to coordinate together
politically in an effort to work to peacefully remedy per-
ceived inequities (Hegre, Ellingsen, Gates, & Gleditsch,
2001). Coherent autocracies, on the other hand, preempt
rebellion by prohibiting the political coordination needed to
generate mass violence (Hegre et al., 2001). Where civil war
is most likely to occur, then, is among states that suffer from
institutional incoherence that fosters grievances, on one
hand, and still has elements of openness, on the other hand,
which permit individuals to come together and coordinate
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their efforts to effect political change (Hegre et al., 2001).
Therefore, states characterized by some democratization
and some autocratic tendencies tend to be those most prone
to conflict. Again, state characteristics are shown to influ-
ence the incidence of civil war.

Policy Implications

Understanding the nature of, and causes of, civil wars
has profound implications for policy. Presumably, the bet-
ter scholars understand what factors most likely contribute
to civil war, the more likely it is that policies aimed at
addressing those factors can be authored and implemented.
For instance, consider Horowitz’s (1985) discussions about
how to resolve ethnic conflict. The resolution directly
addresses what Horowitz found to be an important cause of
ethnic division, namely, that political fates are often tied to
ethnicity. Even democracies can be rife with ethnic conflict
if parties form along ethnic lines because again political
fate will be directly tied to ethnicity. To resolve this dimen-
sion, Horowitz proposes that certain institutions be in place
that bring about political parties that cut across rather than
reinforce existing ethnic cleavages. That is, parties should
be introduced that reflect sociopolitical interests that put
coethnics at political odds with each other.

As another example, the fact that institutional inco-
herence produces vulnerabilities to civil war suggests
that researchers should find more effective ways of pro-
moting the transition from autocracy to democracy
(Hegre et al., 2001). That is, states appear most suscepti-
ble to civil war in the stages of polity transition. The
implication is that if democratization is to continue, then
ways to minimize the institutional incoherence during
transition, as well as to reduce the amount of time spent
in transition, are needed.

Finally, understanding the dynamics of the conflicts
might also foster policies that can effectively end civil wars
that do break out. The statement assumes a link between
conflict causes and conflict termination. The veracity of the
assumption holds implications for policymakers. In either
event, knowing would enable more effective policies to be
implemented to end civil wars that do commence.

Conclusion

The scholarly understanding of civil wars is undoubtedly
growing. Researchers are now able to wed rebels’ motiva-
tions and opportunities with theories about state character-
istics and civil war onset. For the advancements to
continue, however, there needs to be more focus on a stan-
dard conceptualization and subsequent operationalization
of civil wars. The problem is that researchers will continue
to arrive at conclusions based on different cases, which
erodes the ability to broadly apply the lessons learned from
these studies. Of course, much progress has been made,
and civil war research is not the only field that faces
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questions about the concept under investigation:
Astronomers argue about what makes a planet a planet;
physicists still cannot agree on the correct specification of
the atom; and literary scholars still debate the identity of
Shakespeare. So to say that the concept of civil war needs
refinement, then, is not a harsh criticism at all. Rather, it is
recognition that better conceptualization and operational-
ization could lead to discoveries that become significant
contributions to the human pursuit of progress and peace.

Notes

1. Moreover, it would seem that the interstate wars in which
the systemic order is of issue would be the large, infrequent
hegemonic wars where one or more states attempt to establish a
hierarchy (Organski & Kugler, 1981).

2. It is perhaps arguable that they even had an incentive to
see that the sociopolitical order persisted.

3. It might be reasonable, too, to split civil wars into subtypes
because the idiosyncrasies of civil wars in which states are
disputants and of civil wars in which claimants are disputants might
differ (see Stephens & Liebel, 2008, for example). For the purposes
of this chapter, though, it suffices to show that conflicts occurring in
territories of failed states can be classified as civil wars.
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TERRORISM
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ince September 11, 2001, considerable attention

has been devoted to the study of terrorism, yet

scholarly analysis of the subject has actually been
active for several decades. With this increased focus, con-
fusion has arisen as to the very meaning of terrorism. In
addition, there are competing theories in regard to the
causes and effects of terrorism, with contributions coming
from economists, sociologists, psychologists, and political
scientists. The study of terrorism is truly a multidiscipli-
nary endeavor. This chapter provides a review of the
debate regarding the definition of terrorism, presents his-
torical examples of terrorism to provide context, and intro-
duces the primary theoretical and empirical contributions
of major scholars in the field.

Defining Terrorism: A Distinct
Form of Political Violence?

The term terrorism, like globalism, is difficult to define
and has a diversity of meanings among different groups
and individuals. As a common cliché says, “One man’s
terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.” The shifting
contexts in which the term is used make it difficult, but
not impossible, to study the phenomenon as a distinct
form of political violence. For the purposes of empirical
analysis, terrorism must be defined explicitly. This chap-
ter offers such a definition, while acknowledging that it

may differ from that of other scholars, cultures, govern-
ments, media outlets, and perhaps the reader. It is useful
to examine first the evolution of the usage of the term
throughout history. Although examples of terrorism
stretch back several millennia, the word terrorism is rela-
tively new to the world stage.

A Historical Review of the Terminology

The first usage of “terrorism” was in reference to the
actions of a nation, not a subnational group. After the
French Revolution in the late 18th century, the victors con-
ducted a brutal campaign against nobles perceived to be
enemies of the newly formed state. The series of mass exe-
cutions by the postrevolutionary government was referred
to as the terror. This early conceptualization differs from
the more modern use of terrorism, in which the perpetra-
tors are not usually governments and are instead nonstate
actors (Laqueur, 2001). The usage of terrorism to refer to
the violent actions of nonstate actors arose in response to
the bombings and assassinations conducted by radical
members of political movements such as anarchism and
revolutionary socialism in the late 1800s and early 1900s.
During the 20th century, the use of the term expanded
immensely, often to include any type of political violence
that the observer found to be disagreeable. This is where
the murkiness of ferrorism’s meaning arises. Politicians
and the media are quick to label any enemy violence as
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terrorism. When any act of violence one disagrees with
constitutes terrorism, the concept loses its meaning as it
has become highly contextual and subjective. This is why
we see certain acts of violence covered as terrorism by cer-
tain media outlets and as legitimate resistance by others.
The atmosphere of confusion is not helped by the fact that,
between governments and researchers, there are more than
100 different working definitions of terrorism. In addition
to these observations, Jenkins (1974) pointed out the rela-
tivistic nature of the term when he wrote that terrorism
seems to mean simply whatever the “bad” guys are doing.
Merari (1993) echoed this when he noted that the term had
become more of a derogatory epithet than an adjective
describing a unique phenomenon.

Developing an Explicit Definition

If terrorism is simply a subjective catchall term for
many types of political violence, why then is it given its own
chapter in this handbook? The answer is that, although the
expression can be carelessly or intentionally misused by
political figures and media outlets, there is a general con-
sensus among scholarly researchers that terrorism is a dis-
tinct form of violence, different from riots, coups, inter-
and intrastate warfare, and so forth. Tilly (2004) contended
that the definition should be based on characteristics of
perpetrators and victims. That is certainly a good starting
point.

First, an examination of the nature of the victims is in
order. By far, this is the most controversial definitional aspect
of terrorism. Take, for example, the 1983 suicide bombing
of a United States marine barracks in Lebanon by the mil-
itant group Hezbollah. The strike occurred after U.S.
troops were sent in to mediate an increasingly violent civil
war, and well over 200 soldiers were killed. The attack is
almost universally referred to as terrorism, but this is prob-
lematic. The victims in this case were armed security per-
sonnel stationed in a war zone. If every surprise attack on
active armed forces is considered terrorism, there is little
to distinguish terrorism from unexpected attacks that occur
in conventional warfare. Hence, many scholars believe
that terrorism involves violence directed at civilians. That
is to say, the victims of terrorism are not actively or offi-
cially involved in a violent conflict.

Second, it is important to distinguish the characteristics
of the perpetrators of terrorism. History is replete with
examples of nation-states targeting civilians, whether their
own citizens or individuals in other countries. Traditionally,
though, such actions are referred to as state terror or war
crimes. More often, those designated as terrorists are
members of subnational groups, meaning they do not have
the characteristics of a modern state, such as holding a
monopoly on the legitimate use if violence in keeping with
the classic Weberian definition in an internationally rec-
ognized, geographically defined territory or fielding a
conventionally equipped army and navy. Examples of
such nonstate actors include transnational groups such as

al Qaeda or regionally based rebel groups such as the
Basque separatists Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) in Spain.
It follows, then, that another criterion for a violent act to be
considered terrorism is that it be committed by nonstate
actors. Note that excluding state terror or war crimes from
falling under the rubric of terrorism does not pass a moral
judgment regarding the reprehensibility of such acts. In
fact, the goal of this section of the chapter is to arrive at a
definition that is as free from subjective moral, or “norma-
tive,” conditionality as possible. Discarding some of the
emotional and moral baggage that accompanies the loaded
term will allow us to arrive at a more analytically useful
conceptualization.

Beyond the nature of the attacker and the victims, it is
important to analyze motivations behind terrorist acts. If
we were to stop with the definition we have now, any vio-
lent crime committed by one civilian against another
would be considered terrorism. However, there appears to
be something qualitatively different that distinguishes the
violent crimes committed by individuals and groups moti-
vated by the desire for economic gain from the violent
crimes committed by terrorist organizations. For example,
there appears to be a fundamental difference between vio-
lent groups such as Hamas in the Palestinian territories and
violent groups such as the Sicilian Mafia in southern Italy.
Both are nonstate actors that use violence against members
of a civilian population, but the distinction lies in the goals
of the organizations. Hamas desires to destroy the Israeli
state and claims to fight for a Palestinian homeland—a
political goal. Organized crime outfits such as the Mafia
have no such political intentions. They may have political
connections in the form of corruption and bribery, but their
aspirations essentially revolve around making money.
Groups that use terrorism have political goals that extend
beyond the immediate consequences of an attack. In other
words, they seek to effect political change by committing
violent acts against civilians. Political change can take a
variety of forms. For example, terrorism can be used with
the aim of changing or gaining policy concessions from a
particular government or of destabilizing that government
altogether. It can also be used to gain domestic support
from an aggrieved group by demonstrating a willingness to
fight for a cause. Thus, a final condition for a violent act
to qualify as terrorism is that it be motivated by a desire to
influence a political outcome. This is not to say that those
who use terrorism cannot also engage in organized crime
(the Taliban in Afghanistan and the Fuerzas armadas rev-
olucionarias de Colombia, [Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia; FARC] turn huge profits by trafficking in
narcotics), but their goals are primarily political in nature.
This last condition excludes several other types of vio-
lence. For example, hate crimes without any known moti-
vation beyond the immediate act would not be considered
terrorism. Violent crimes committed by the mentally dis-
abled, such as the attempted assassination of President
Ronald Reagan by John Hinckley, also do not have an ulti-
mate political motive and would not fall under terrorism.



Therefore, the working definition of terrorism developed
in this chapter is as follows:

Terrorism is the use of violence against civilians and is per
petrated by nonstate actors with the intent of achieving some
political outcome.

This definition is by no means the authoritative final
word, and there remain several gray areas. Some terrorist
groups have skillfully stretched the meaning of combat
ants to apply to virtually every citizen of the state that they
oppose. Below are some alternate definitions illustrating
the fact that, even within the U.S. government, competing
definitions exist:

Terrorism is the use of force or violence against persons or
property in violation of the criminal laws of the United States
for purposes of intimidation, coercion, or ransom. (U.S.
Federal Emergency Management Agency, 2009, para.l)

[Terrorism is] premeditated, politically motivated violence per

petrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or
clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience.
(U.S. State Department, 2001, “Definitions,” para.1l)

Terrorism can be practiced alongside other modes of
violence. For example, a rebel group can choose to use
hit-and-run attacks against military targets while also con-
ducting strikes against a civilian population. In such a case,
terrorism is one component of the group’s overall strategy
of warfare. It can be expanded, put on hold, or altered
according to the decisions of the group’s leader or leaders.
This occurred in the case of the African National Congress
(ANC), which used terrorism in its fight against the South
African apartheid-era government. When the apartheid
government finally collapsed and the ANC took over the
reins of power, it no longer conducted terrorist attacks. As
a result of such examples, terrorism is treated in this chap-
ter as a tactic that can be used strategically. Repugnant
though it may be, terrorism is a method for achieving an
objective, and terrorist groups may more accurately be
considered to be groups that use the tactic of terrorism.

Historical Examples of Terrorism

The works of Enders and Sandler (2006), Laqueur (2001),
Hoffman (1998), and White (1998) together provide a fas-
cinating account of the history of terrorism. Although the
term is relatively new, there are many historical examples
of nonstate actors using violence against civilians with the
broader goal of influencing a political outcome. One of the
famous early examples was that of the Sicarii. The group’s
name derives from its preference for using sica, or long
knives, when attacking its targets. During the middle of the
1st century, Palestine was occupied by the Roman Empire.
A rebellious Jewish group known as Zealots chafed under
Roman rule and actively agitated for the removal of the
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Roman regime. Within the Zealots, a more radical sect
existed, the Sicarii, who felt that violent overthrow was
the most appropriate course of action. The strategy of the
Sicarii was what would become a classic element of ter-
rorist violence: to provoke a government (in this case, that
of Rome) into an overreaction that would, in turn, drive
more supporters (in this case, fellow Jews in Palestine)
toward the terrorists’ cause. The Sicarii embarked on a
campaign of assassinations directed against Roman offi-
cials and fellow Jews deemed to be collaborators.
Historical reports indicate that the Sicarii assassinated their
victims in broad daylight and among crowds of people to
maximize the dramatic effect. The group also attacked
infrastructure, damaging the water supply and destroying
agricultural and financial targets.

Operating from the 11th to the 13th centuries in Persia
and Syria, a group known as the Assassins was a violent
splinter group from the Ismaili religious sect. The
Assassins were a small group motivated by a desire to pro-
tect their religious practices from repression by rival fac-
tions, and they held sacred the act of eliminating their
victims with daggers. Because of the limited manpower of
the Assassins, their leader realized they could not confront
the government head-on and instead opted for a sustained
campaign of assassinations. Among their most prominent
victims were high officials of government, including the
king of Jerusalem. The premium that the Assassins placed
on dying for their cause, which they believed to be an act
of martyrdom, would be echoed by religious extremists in
far more recent times.

Religious fanaticism and radical separatism are not the
only motivating ideology among groups that used terror-
ism in history. In the mid-19th and early-20th centuries, a
political movement known as anarchism became popular
in Europe and North America. The ideology advocated the
dissolution of all forms of government, deeming them
inherently exploitative and unjust. Some anarchists
rejected the more traditional means of political expres-
sion, such as protests and the dissemination of propaganda
through pamphlets. Rather, they advocated what has been
called “propaganda by deed.” Using violent action to
demonstrate by example is a thematic element found
among practitioners of terrorism. Violent anarchists in
France, Italy, Britain, and the United States were not
coherently organized groups, and their targets and meth-
ods differed. In Italy and France, there were several high-
profile assassinations of government officials and
merchants deemed to be part of the corrupt state appara-
tus. The technological advances that have occurred since
the Assassins now allow for a new type of terrorism that
has become emblematic of the modern era: the use of
bombs. Dynamite was a weapon of choice among violent
French and American anarchists, and the use of explosives
in terror attacks has been adopted by an ever-widening
array of groups in the last two centuries.

The systematic campaign of violence and intimidation
directed toward Blacks and moderate Whites in the United
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States by the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) is an infamous exam-
ple of domestic, “homegrown” terrorism. The KKK was
devoted to preserving the traditional dominance of Whites
in the U.S. South, and this vision entailed violent actions
designed to forcibly dissuade Blacks from participating in
the political process. A ritualistic right-wing organization,
the KKK was indelibly known for its practice of wearing
white hoods and its pseudoreligious practice of burning
crosses. KKK activities included a series of extrajudicial
(outside the law) executions known as Ilynchings. The
KKK used lynchings and other forms of violence to mur-
der numerous individuals throughout the 19th and 20th
centuries. In the 1960s, the KKK caused an international
uproar when it planted a bomb in the basement of the 16th
Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama. The resul-
tant explosion killed four young girls and served to galva-
nize the civil rights movement that was emerging in the
United States (National Public Radio, 2003).

Terrorism was a central strategy for gaining power
within several political movements during the 20th cen-
tury. Communist revolutionaries were among several
groups using terrorism to agitate against czarist rule in
Russia in the 1900s. By the time they achieved power in a
1917 coup, they had conducted three major campaigns of
assassination against political enemies. The fascist Nazi
party also used terrorism in its ultimately successful
attempt to gain control over the German government prior
to World War II. Thus, two of the most historically signif-
icant political movements of the 20th century, fascism and
communism, made use of terrorism to successfully transi-
tion from being challengers of governments to becoming
the governments themselves.

The post-World War II era heralded several new
developments that came to characterize modern terror-
ism. First, the growing popularity and availability of
commercial air flight presented new opportunities for
groups aiming to conduct terrorist attacks. During the
1960s and 1970s, skyjacking was used effectively and
often. In these hostage-taking situations, aircrafts were
forcibly commandeered in flight or on the ground, and
political demands were made by the hijackers. Defensive
countermeasures taken, such as the installation of metal
detectors at airports, helped to greatly reduce the number
of terrorist hijackings in the 1980s and 1990s. Second,
the 1980s saw the advent of suicide bombing, first used
by the Lebanese group Hezbollah and refined by the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE) separatists in
their fight for an autonomous homeland separate from the
Sri Lankan government.

Al Qaeda and the September 11 Attacks

Following the September 11, 2001, attacks, the U.S.
government tasked the National Commission on Terrorist
Attacks Upon the United States to create a comprehensive
account. The Commission produced the Complete 9/11
Commission Report (2004), which is a massive and freely

available online resource that is easy to read and highly rec-
ommended for students interested in a more thorough
accounting of the attacks. The following account is primar-
ily derived from the Complete 9/11 Commission Report.

In 1978, the Soviet Union invaded the Central Asian
nation of Afghanistan. A rugged geographic region charac-
terized by a tribal society, Afghanistan was home to several
million Muslims of differing ethnic backgrounds. The pos-
sibility of an atheistic Communist regime occupying a
Muslim nation proved to be an incendiary prospect for
many Muslims across the world. It also presented an oppor-
tunity for governments in the Middle East, such as Saudi
Arabia and Pakistan, to export young radicals to fight the
Soviet occupation. In doing so, these governments gained
stature as defenders of the Muslim faith while also reliev-
ing themselves of the internal security threat these radicals
represented. The United States, Soviet Russia’s primary
cold war enemy, also provided funding for some of the
groups battling the Soviets. These groups were by no
means uniform in their methods and motivations, and after
their victory over the Soviets in 1989, they proceeded to
battle among themselves, plunging Afghanistan into
another decade of statelessness and civil war. One of the
many foreigners who traveled to Afghanistan to fight
against the Soviets was Osama bin Laden, the son of an
immensely wealthy Saudi Arabian construction magnate.
After the Soviets left Afghanistan, bin Laden was instru-
mental in maintaining a cadre of followers that eventually
became known as al Qaeda.

Bin Laden was largely the financier of al Qaeda, and his
deputy, Egyptian physician Ayman al-Zawabhiri, headed up
operational control of the organization. Espousing a radical
version of Sunni Islam and inspired by the Muslim
Brotherhood, the al Qaeda leadership was determined to
battle any party it perceived to be hostile toward its austere
version of Islam. Bin Laden blamed the suffering of fellow
Muslims on corrupt Middle Eastern regimes, whom he per-
ceived to have betrayed the faith, and the actions of
Western governments, particularly the United States. When
Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1991, the neighboring Saudi regime
became concerned that it was Saddam Hussein’s next tar-
get. Bin Laden offered the protective services of his fight-
ers, but the Saudis, wary of importing the same figures that
helped topple the Soviets, instead opted for protection from
the United States, allowing U.S. military forces to use
Saudi territory as a launching pad for the first Gulf War.
The prospect of foreign troops on Saudi soil (home to the
two most holy sites in Islam: Mecca and Medina) proved to
be intolerable to al Qaeda. The organization also held griev-
ances against the United States for the country’s support of
Israel and other Middle Eastern governments that al Qaeda
held a deep enmity toward. Thus, the United States became
a primary target of the organization.

In 1998, bin Laden and al-Zawahiri held a news con-
ference to announce the issuance of a religious edict. In it,
they claimed it was the duty of every observant Muslim to
attack Americans whenever and wherever possible. Soon



afterward, bin Laden clarified that the group made no dis-
tinction between American troops and civilians, reasoning
that civilians in a democratic society were directly respon-
sible for the policies of a government they voted for.
Several terrorist attacks attributable to al Qaeda had
already occurred by the time the 1998 edict was issued, but
none at that point had been as large as the two simultane-
ous vehicular bombings of U.S. embassies in Sudan and
Kenya that followed that summer. The bombings killed
hundreds of civilians, mostly Muslim East Africans. This
irony did not go unnoticed by al Qaeda, which, hoping to
be the vanguard for disaffected Muslims throughout the
world, had already embarked on more ambitious plans to
attack Americans directly.

Some time that same year, bin Laden purportedly gave
approval for the September 11, 2001, attacks. The opera-
tional planning for this task was largely delegated to a man
known as Khalid Sheikh Mohammed. Born in Kuwait and
college educated in the United States, Khalid Sheikh
Mohammed reportedly claimed to have gotten the idea for
a plane attack on the World Trade Center (WTC) after his
nephew’s 1993 attempt to destroy the towers with a vehi-
cle bomb failed. Throughout 1999, the plan progressed as
candidates for the operation were recruited, trained in
Afghanistan, and secured visas for entry into the United
States. While in the United States in 2000 and 2001, the
hijackers attempted to blend in as visiting students, and
select members attended flight training school.

By 2001, the U.S. government had indications that al
Qaeda was planning a massive attack on the homeland, but
the government was unable to connect the bits and pieces
of intelligence, spread across several governmental agen-
cies, into a coherent enough picture to stop the plot before
its execution. The nature of the attack was also unexpected
because there had never been one like it before. There had
been suicide bombings in other countries, but no one had
ever combined suicide attacks with airline hijacking. The
conventional model of hijacking and hostage negotiation
was not part of the plan, and few, if any, predicted that
entire commercial airliners could be taken over and com-
mandeered with items as seemingly innocuous as box cut-
ters. Thus, most of the world was shocked when 19 men
hijacked four planes on September 11, crashing three of
the planes into their intended targets—the WTC towers
and the Pentagon—while the fourth was brought down in
a Pennsylvania field when the passengers fought to retake
control of the aircraft. The attacks resulted in the destruc-
tion of the WTC towers and part of the Pentagon, with
more than 3,000 civilians murdered. The size and scope of
the operation are without parallel.

Historical Patterns

A few patterns emerge in this brief, and by no means
exhaustive, historical review of the occurrence of terror-
ism. These patterns have guided much of the research in
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academia. First, groups that employ terrorism come from a
variety of ideological backgrounds. Some, like the
Assassins, were religiously motivated. Others were
devoted to a left or right wing political cause, such as the
anarchists or the KKK. Groups such as the LTTE aimed to
carve out a piece of territory for their ethnic kin. These
motivations are not mutually exclusive. For example, the
Sicarii were a religiously motivated group that also sought
an element of territorial control. The primary lesson to
draw is that no one extreme political or religious ideology
dominates the use of terrorism. The backgrounds and moti-
vations of these organizations are highly diverse, and
attempting to uncover a single, overarching ideology
among them all is a fruitless endeavor. Second, a similar
amount of diversity is found across time and geographic
region. Although the methods of implementation have
shifted with technology, terrorism is not a new phenome-
non, and it is not restricted to one region of the world.
Third, all the previously mentioned groups, at least ini-
tially, lacked the size and ability to field regular armies that
could mount a direct challenge to governmental authori-
ties. This makes sense because, by definition, groups that
use the tactic of terrorism are nonstate actors. However,
some movements have grown large enough to challenge
authorities by more conventional military means, being
able to simultaneously pursue guerrilla campaigns or fight
traditional battles while also conducting terrorist strikes.
Last, the attacks conducted by various terrorists were
intended to provoke a response, whether from the element
of society they were challenging, the societal groups they
claimed to be fighting for, or both.

Theoretical and Empirical
Contributions to the Study of Terrorism

Terrorism studies, as a subfield of political science, are a
relatively new endeavor. They do not have the level of
development we find in other arenas of political science,
such as the study of interstate war or internal revolutions.
Despite that, there have been some major developments in
the field during the past three decades. This portion of the
chapter analyzes some of the seminal works on terrorism
and reports some of the critical empirical conclusions from
this area of study.

The Causes of Terrorism
Individual and Group Motivations

As is often the case with the study of some unique
social phenomenon, the first efforts were primarily aimed
at explaining its causes. There is also much to be learned
from the effects of terrorism, but understanding the origins
of terror is of primary importance. Jenkins (1974) pro-
duced an analysis for the U.S. Congress that contained
considerable insight into the nature of terrorism. Jenkins
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forcefully argued against the perception that terrorism was
the work of senseless, mindless, and irrational actors.
Attacks on civilian targets shock the conscience, and the
seemingly random, chaotic carnage that is produced by ter-
rorism understandably gives the impression to many that it
is the work of insane individuals. This impression may
even be intentionally cultivated by terrorist practitioners
themselves, and the media also play a role in casting ter-
rorists as lunatics, but the evidence belies this assumption.
Jenkins’s work noted that practitioners of terrorism had
concrete political goals and did not simply engage in vio-
lence for the sake of violence in the way that sociopathic
criminals might. Rather, because terrorist groups often
lack the resources to mount a direct challenge to govern-
ment security forces, they shift their focus to “softer,” less
fortified targets, such as civilians. The often indiscriminant
nature of attacks on civilians garners the most attention, so
while the purpose of a more conventional military opera-
tion may be to take and hold a piece of territory, the ter-
rorist attack is designed to influence an audience beyond
that of the immediate victims. Often the goal is to create a
climate of panic and to expose a government’s inability to
prevent such indiscriminate violence. Because of these
unconventional goals, Jenkins cast terrorism as a form of
political “theater” in which the harm suffered by the imme-
diate victims of terrorism is of secondary importance to the
group conducting the attack. Take, for example, the
September 11, 2001, attacks. The perpetrators chose tar-
gets that were steeped in symbolism. The Pentagon and the
WTC were prominent symbols of American financial and
military might, readily recognizable as such by both
American citizens and the worldwide audience that wit-
nessed the attacks. The attacks sent a message that the cit-
izens and institutions within the United States mainland
were not safe, and the atmosphere of fear following the
attacks was palpable. The name Osama bin Laden gained
universal recognition, while al Qaeda became the object of
unceasing media attention. Yet despite the disastrously
large death toll, the average American citizen’s chance of
being harmed in such an attack remained infinitesimally
small. For the average person, the chance of being felled
by a heart attack or car accident was far greater than that
of being struck down by al Qaeda, yet terrorism became
the central issue for several election cycles following the
attack. These facts give credence to Jenkins’s argument
that terrorism is theater: a spectacle designed to attract
maximum attention and create massive emotional impact.
It became clear that one of the reasons terrorism occurs is
the massive amount of attention it can attract without
being cost prohibitive for small organizations.

Crenshaw (1981) was one of the earliest political scien-
tists to conduct research on terrorism. She concluded that
terrorism was not necessarily the result of broad public
dissatisfaction with the political order or evidence of a
fractious society. Rather, Crenshaw contended, terrorism
was often the result of the grievances of a disaffected
group that had originated in the elite and claimed to fight

for a larger group. This conclusion was reasonable given
the makeup of left-wing terrorist groups that had domi-
nated the news in the previous two decades. While claim-
ing to fight for the downtrodden worker, groups such as the
Red Army Faction in Germany were largely composed of
students from upper- or middle-class origins. Their parents
were academics, clergy, writers, and other professionals,
yet the students became disaffected and alienated from the
societies that spawned them. Crenshaw believed that psy-
chological factors such as guilt, desire for vengeance, and
a thirst for excitement were the primary motivations of
individuals who participated in terrorism.

The idea of a rational terrorist has very real policy
implications for counterterrorism officials. If an enemy is
mentally deranged, irrationally lashing out at random tar-
gets, there is little use in trying to predict when, where,
and how that enemy will strike. However, if an enemy is
calculating, weighing the costs and benefits of conducting
an attack, policymakers and analysts are more likely to be
able to get an idea of what targets the enemy will select
and how it will attack them. It is no surprise, then, that
many researchers take the rational choice approach when
modeling terrorism. In this research strategy, the choice of
whether to participate in terrorism is contingent on the
cost—benefit ratio for the principal actor, the terrorist.
Scenarios are often presented as a game wherein an actor
takes a turn, choosing whether to use terrorism, and
another actor, usually representing a government or coun-
terterrorist agency, must choose a response while consid-
ering that the terrorist opponent will be trying to predict
the agency’s strategy (Lake, 2002). The key, then, is deter-
mining what particular conditions create a payoff struc-
ture for potential terrorists sufficient to entice them to
commit the violence despite knowing what the counterre-
sponse will be. More simply put: What conditions cause
terrorism to be worthwhile to certain groups and individ-
uals despite the risk? The following section describes var-
ious theories regarding those conditions. Attributing
thought and rationality to terrorism is controversial as
many are reluctant to admit any quality but insanity to
such a reprehensible form of violence, but the idea of the
strategic terrorist is one of the dominant themes in aca-
demic research on the matter.

However, the rational choice approach has been criti-
cized as unrealistic. Individual interviews of terrorists have
often revealed no such cost-benefit analysis among the
terrorists that were studied. Sometimes the choice to par-
ticipate is based on a desire for revenge rather than a sober
calculation of the possible costs and payoffs. One failed
suicide bomber noted his spiritual motivations for engag-
ing in terrorism, an inspiration that is not easily modeled
by rational choice (Hassan, 2001). Perhaps the only blan-
ket statement that can be made about the “average terror-
ist” is that he or she is willing to undertake extreme risk.
That said, different motivating factors may drive the foot
soldiers of terrorist groups and their leaders. It seems more
reasonable to expect that the leaders of groups that utilize



terrorism do look at the “big picture” and consider the
benefits and risks of various oppositional strategies.

Structural Causes of Terrorism

Rather than focus on the individual psychological cal-
culations of the individual terrorist, some researchers have
put forth causal arguments based on the institutional and
structural features of a society. One such argument
revolves around the supposed connection between poverty
and terrorism.

In both the literature and the culture at large, there is an
expectation of a causal relationship between poverty and
terrorism. Following September 11, 2001, politicians such
as former Vice President Al Gore and President George W.
Bush argued that combating terrorism should involve
efforts to eradicate poverty and increase education in the
world’s troubled hot spots. Academics too have prescribed
the lifting of living standards in various regions in the hope
of creating a disincentive for participation in terrorist
activities. There is good reason to think that certain socio-
economic factors are determinants of terrorism. The lack
of economic and educational opportunities has already
been empirically linked to a variety of other problems,
such as property crime, the occurrence of civil war, and
instability within new democracies. The general theory is
that poverty and a lack of opportunity increase the level of
grievances among economically marginalized members of
society and that a subset of an aggrieved population may
choose to express its discontent violently by way of terror-
ism. However, the actual evidence of a connection between
poverty and terrorism is mixed at best. Counterfactual
examples include of the finding that many of the perpetra-
tors of the September 11, 2001, suicide attacks came from
educated, middle-class backgrounds. A profile of failed
Palestinian suicide bombers in The New Yorker returned
the same results (Hassan, 2001). Most of the young
men interviewed had held jobs, were educated, and did
not come from extreme poverty. On the other side of the
Israeli—Palestinian conflict, an analysis of the Israeli Jewish
Underground, an organization that attacked Palestinian
civilians during the 1970s and 1980s, also found that a
strong majority of members were highly educated and held
prominent occupational positions. There is the possibility
that although poverty or lack of educational opportunities
is not prevalent among the practitioners of terrorism, it
may be that poor socioeconomic conditions experienced
by their ethnic or religious kin inspire a so-called Robin
Hood model of terrorist activity. If this were the case, it
would be more appropriate to analyze aggregated societal
or country-level indicators of economic and educational
conditions than the individual socioeconomic origins of
the terrorists themselves. The empirical evidence does not
conform to the conventional wisdom on that level of
analysis, either. For example, a survey in the Palestinian
territories found that unemployment actually reduced sup-
port for terrorism against the Israelis. Another study found
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that, after controlling for civil liberties (on account of the
fact that poorer countries are more likely to have fewer
political freedoms), there is no statistically significant dif-
ference between poor and rich countries in terms of the
number of terrorists that they spawn (Krueger &
Maleckova, 2003).

The Effects of Terrorism

The rational choice approach is particularly helpful in
examining the strategic expectations that terrorist practi-
tioners have for the consequences of their acts.
Specifically, there is evidence that terrorism is used to
goad an overreaction from the target government or soci-
etal group (Bueno de Mesquita & Dickson, 2007; Lake,
2002). This strategy appeared to be in play among jihadist
elements of the Sunni insurgency in Iraq.

Following the 2003 invasion by the United States, Iraq
experienced an influx of religiously motivated fighters
from neighboring Muslim countries (quite similar to the
influx of fighters into Afghanistan in response to the Soviet
invasion), who claimed to battle on behalf of the minority
Sunni population. The Sunnis had held a position of privi-
lege over their Shi‘a counterparts during the rule of Saddam
Hussein and were now facing the possibility of losing that
status. These fighters, along with indigenous radical Iraqi
Sunnis, formed the backbone of what would be known as al
Qaeda of Mesopotamia. This regional al Qaeda franchise
embarked on a series of gruesome executions and suicide
bombings directed at the majority Shi‘a population, killing
scores of civilians. While some Shi‘a leaders counseled
restraint in the face of such attacks, the Shi’a population
evinced a growing inclination toward self-protection and
revenge. By the time al Qaeda of Mesopotamia blew up the
Golden Mosque, one of Shi‘a Islam’s holiest shrines, reprisal
killings directed at Sunni civilians were well under way
by Shi‘a militants. In the following months, the country
of Iraq descended into a vicious period of civil conflict,
with spasms of indiscriminant killing on both sides
(Frontline, 2007).

There is a coherent logic in attempting to spark a wider
conflict through the use of terrorism. In provoking a dis-
proportionate response by using terrorism, radical groups
are able to pressure or shame moderate members of their
community into supporting a violent approach. An extrem-
ist group without a large base of support can use as a
recruitment tool the overreaction that they have intention-
ally caused. The Iraqi example was largely one of a dis-
proportionate response from nonstate actors from one
element of society directed at nonstate actors from another,
but there are also examples of groups using terrorism to
cause a government to overreact. The end result is the
same: A disproportionate government response can radi-
calize previously fence-sitting moderates and drive them
to support the extremists in their midst. Several rational
choice studies have explicitly identified the causal link
between overreaction and its effect of provoking further
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violence (Bueno de Mesquita & Dickson, 2007; Mason &
Krane, 1989). Specifically, governments and subnational
groups seeking to respond to a terrorist attack often suffer
from an information problem. Because of the secretive
nature of terrorist organizations, it is exceedingly difficult
to identify the specific perpetrators and punish only them.
Often, the counterattack response to terrorism is indiscrim-
inate, harming people who had no connection with the orig-
inal terrorist activity. This was certainly the case in Iraq,
where simply having a Sunni-sounding last name was often
enough to warrant execution by Shi‘a militia members.
Imagine, then, how the calculated expectation of the risk of
participating in violence changes for an individual in the
face of indiscriminant violence. Beforehand, the level of
risk derived from joining a violent organization exceeded
the potential payoff gained by simply sitting on the side-
lines and waiting the conflict out. In the face of indiscrimi-
nant violence, where one is equally likely to be harmed
regardless of whether he or she had previously participated
in violent activity, it becomes less risky to join a violent
organization. In fact, it may appear to be in an individual’s
best interest to join such a group because at least the indi-
vidual is offered an element of protection by doing so. It is
no surprise, then, that from the Sicarii to al Qaeda in
Mesopotamia, terrorism has been strategically employed to
foment higher levels of violence and gain supporters.

The Economic Effects of Terrorism

Assessing the economic impact of terrorism has proven
to be one of the most quantitatively rigorous areas in the
field of terrorism studies. Economic damage has been an
implicit or explicit motive behind several terrorist move-
ments. Osama bin Laden drew lessons from the economic
toll inflicted on the Soviet Union during its invasion and
occupation of Afghanistan and advised his followers to
conduct strikes on Middle Eastern oil facilities in hopes of
causing similar economic pain on the energy-reliant
Western nations (Associated Press, 2004). Based on the
logic that violence will reduce an important source of rev-
enue for the target government, many high-profile attacks
are conducted at popular tourist destinations. Indeed, an
economic analysis by Enders and Sandler (1991) of terror-
ist attacks in Spain found that the average attack caused the
number of tourists visiting the nation to decrease by
approximately 140,000 people in a year. A similar investi-
gation of terror attacks in Italy determined that a typical
strike resulted in a shock to the level of tourism that took a
full year to dissipate (Enders, Sandler, & Parise, 1992).
Beyond affecting specific industries, terrorism appears to
have macroeconomic consequences as well. It is interesting
that, although terrorist attacks appear to have only a tem-
porary, and small, negative impact on the gross domestic
product of nations, a more significant and positive relation-
ship exists between terrorism and government spending
(Blomberg, Hess, & Orphanides, 2004). While the goal of

an attack may be to cause economic harm by bleeding a
government, an ironic consequence is that governments
respond to an attack by investing in counterterrorist mea-
sures that require matériel and personnel, thus mitigating
some of the economic damage caused by the strike.

The Consequences of Suicide Attacks

Scholarly analysis has demonstrated that suicide bomb-
ing, although horrific and repugnant, can produce tangible
benefits for groups seeking political change through vio-
lence. Sprinzak (2000) noted that suicide bombing is one
of the most psychologically effective methods because it
communicates the message that there is no deterrent that
can dissuade the attacker. Before the popularization of sui-
cide bombing by groups such as Hezbollah in Lebanon and
the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka during the 1980s, it was
largely, and erroneously, assumed that, although willing to
engage in extreme risk-taking behavior, even terrorist
practitioners put a certain premium on their own lives.
However, as studies by Sprinzak and a highly influential
piece by Pape (2003) observed, what may seem irrational
on an individual level may be quite logical at the group
level. That is, terrorist groups may benefit from the use of
individual members to conduct suicide attacks, whereas
the individual conducting the attack may not.

In addition to the psychological impact suicide terrorism
causes, the tactic offers several advantages for groups will-
ing to engage in extreme violence. First, in terms of mate-
rial cost, suicide terrorism is cheap. The amount of
explosive needed to rig a human bomb is small, and the
monetary costs for acquiring the components are minimal
to the group. Second, the operational complexity of plan-
ning a suicide attack is greatly reduced when there is no
need for an exit strategy for the attacker. Third, the suicide
attack is, on average, more deadly than any other form of
terrorism. Pape’s most controversial argument concerned
the effect of suicide attacks. He argued that the reason sui-
cide attacks increased in popularity is that terrorist groups
observed that they were successful in gaining territorial
concessions from democratic states. For example,
Hezbollah successfully drove the U.S. Marines and French
paratroopers out of Lebanon following two massive suicide
bombings. The use of suicide terrorism by the LTTE
coerced the Sri Lankan government into establishing an
autonomous region for the ethnic Tamils in the early 1990s.
Israel abandoned the Gaza Strip and West Bank in the mid-
1990s as a consequence of being targeted by suicide
bombers. Pape believed that democracies are susceptible to
the effects of suicide bombing because, unlike autocracies,
they are accountable to a public that recoils at such attacks.
The free and open media that are characteristic of a democ-
racy are also better able to publicize attacks than are their
state-controlled counterparts in autocracies.

There are some shortcomings with Pape’s work. Some
of the targeted nations characterized as democracies in his



analysis did not possess convincing democratic creden-
tials. There are also cases of suicide attacks directed at
decidedly authoritarian regimes, such as the Saudi monar-
chy. Furthermore, because of the closed nature of the
media in authoritarian states, many examples of suicide
bombings may have gone unreported. Ultimately, though,
Pape’s argument can be extended to terrorism in general: It
is popular because it sometimes works in achieving the
goals of the groups that use it.

Conclusion

This chapter has illuminated several aspects of the form of
political violence known as terrorism. The phenomenon
differs from other forms of political violence. It has
occurred within many different periods, regions, and cul-
tures and has been executed under a variety of ideological
auspices. The theoretical and empirical contributions of
various social scientists have advanced the study of terror-
ism into an academic subfield with significant explanatory
power.
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PoLiTicaL AND MILITARY CouPSs

CHRISTOPHER D. MOORE
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n the study of comparative politics and interna-

tional relations, few phenomena are quite as myste-

rious as the coup d’état. In many countries, coups
are a regular and even frequent source of regime change.
Coups can be observed nearly every year all around the
world, and there is a large and diverse body of coups,
successful and unsuccessful, for scholars to study. Yet
fundamental questions about coups persist. In a revolu-
tion, we can observe mass social movements of people
seeking change. In legal regime changes, whether hered-
itary or democratic, we can observe a process that is fre-
quently clear and usually public that guides the
transition of power from one government to the next.
This clarity is absent in most coups d’état. This is prob-
lematic for both scholars and political leaders. Scholars
want to understand coups in order to grasp the overall
picture of regime change in international politics.
Political leaders need to understand coups as they are
likely to encounter this sudden and unpredictable change
in government, possibly even their own.

In an effort to explore this puzzling phenomenon,
numerous scholars have attempted to explain the nature,
causes, and consequences of coups. This chapter first
defines and characterizes coups d’état. Next, it discusses
the main factors thought to cause coups to emerge. Third, it
examines the consequences of coups, both within the state
and for other interested countries. A necessary component
of this examination is a discussion of how states seek to
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prevent coups from occurring. Last, this chapter suggests
some directions for future research on coups d’état.

The Nature and Causes of Coups d’Etat

What is a coup? Like many terms in the study of interna-
tional politics, the term coup has entered our popular lexi-
con. Coups have come to refer to any action that is
characterized as sudden, decisive, dramatic, and usually
highly successful. As we shall see, some of these charac-
teristics, though certainly not all, typify coups d’état. The
word coup is of French origin and means stroke or blow.
Therefore, a coup d’état is literally a “blow of state” or,
more idiomatically, a blow aimed at or against a state.
However, this tells us little about the nature of coups and
what distinguishes coups d’état from other forms of
regime change, especially their close cousin, the revolu-
tion. The first task of this section, therefore, is to provide a
definition of coups d’état.

Definition of Coups d’Etat

Broadly, a coup d’état is a form of regime change.
When coups are successful, a new or at least partially new
government supplants the prior power structure. Coups are
similar in this way to all other forms of regime change,
from democratic elections to mass revolutions. There are,



however, key differences that distinguish coups from other
types of regime change. These key differences are dis-
cussed below.

Extralegal or Illegal Transfer of Power

Perhaps most obviously, a coup d’état is not a legal
transfer of power. If a transfer of power occurs according
to some legislative action or constitutional directive, a
coup has not taken place. It is tempting to say that coups
are irregular or abnormal transfers of power. However,
coups happen so regularly and repeatedly in some coun-
tries that this is not a useful way of understanding coups
d’état. Furthermore, notions of irregularity or abnormal-
ity create a status quo bias in our understanding of coups
d’état. Coups may or may not lead to better governance for
their people, but by treating them as irregular or abnormal
transitions of power, we give undue benefit to the leader-
ship previously in power. Therefore, it is useful to think of
coups as regime changes occurring outside of any stated or
previously agreed-on transfer of power.

The Noncritical Role of Violence

In comparison with other forms of regime change,
coups d’état do not necessarily rely on violence or the
threat of violence to affect the transition of power to a new
government. This notion may initially seem counterintu-
itive, but once understood, it helps to clearly differentiate
coups d’état from other forms of regime change. In a rev-
olution, the government is expelled from power by direct
violence or threat of violence. In a coup d’état, the gov-
ernment loses power because an elite faction is able to use
its resources to acquire a preponderance of power in gov-
ernment without significant violence or coercion.

In casual discussions of the topic, the term bloodless
coup has become popular. This term is illustrative of the
general nature of coups, even if the literal application of
the term is misleading. Coups are most successful when
the least amount of physical violence or threat of violence
must be marshaled. This is because coups leverage the
already existing power of the cooperating elites to wrest
control of the full political apparatus for themselves.
Consider the prototypical example of a military coup. A
group of generals grows dissatisfied with the way the civil-
ian government is prosecuting a war. Rather than develop
a revolutionary force to fight the government, the generals
use their governmentally vested power to command their
soldiers to surround the capital for the purposes of protect-
ing it. Now, with their power well displayed, the generals
can assert authority over the civilian leadership in the cap-
ital. If the coup is optimally successful, the civilian leader-
ship will turn its power over to the generals. If the generals
encounter resistance, publicly arresting or executing a few
resisters demonstrates both power and restraint. Resistance
can be crushed with a minimum number of casualties. This
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is clearly a different political process from mass revolu-
tion, which often leads to substantial casualties (Leiden &
Schmitt, 1968). Therefore, it is clear that coups d’état
reflect a type of regime change in which the importance of
violence is tangential at most.

The Inconsequential Nature of Popular Will

In the modern world, most regime change occurs as the
result of some form of popular will. In the case of demo-
cratic elections, an electorate of citizens or subjects selects
its new leadership. Popular will also matters in revolutions
and civil wars. In civil wars, the people will tend to back a
new government when it meets their ideological interests
(because it is fighting for causes they support) or because
they believe it is in their material interest to do so. That is,
they believe that the new government is better able to pro-
vide for their security or that their support will mitigate
punitive action from the new government. Either way,
public support helps secure the transition of governing
power after a civil war has concluded.

In the case of revolutions, popular will is even more
directly involved. Popular will is a basic requirement for a
popular uprising, and whether the uprising gains sufficient
strength to depose the current government depends largely
on the extent of the popular will supporting it. Social
movements seek policy change, and when the favored pol-
icy change can best be accomplished through regime
change, that social movement becomes revolutionary in
character. Therefore, the popular will of the movement
empowers the revolution. Without popular support, the
revolution will fail.

This requirement is not at all necessary for coups
d’état. Coups d’état regularly seem to occur without any
consideration of popular will. One important scholar of
coups, Edward Luttwak (1979), affirms this characteristic
of coups in his seminal work, Coup d’Etat, a Practical
Handbook. For a coup to be successful, Luttwak believes,
the smallest number of functionaries needed to seize the
reins of power is the preferred coalition. In fact, the coup
is frequently a tool of those looking to contradict the pop-
ular will in the case of a democratic election. Whether
Luttwak’s notion is correct or not, it is clear that the coup
d’état is fundamentally an elite phenomenon rather than a
product of popular will. The elites who most often seem to
be involved in coups are governmental actors, military
actors, and economic leaders (Jackman, 1976). As dis-
cussed below, the coup’s elite character serves as a key in
both predicting the occurrence of coups d’état and design-
ing state policies to prevent them.

It should be noted that just because coups originate from
small groups of elite individuals, popular support is not per-
petually irrelevant. A coup can seize power, but once it
begins to govern, its continued success depends on popular
support. Coups that fail to capture popular support typically
fail (Luttwak, 1979). This may also help to explain why the
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presence of a coup is one of the most powerful predictors
of subsequent coups, a factor also discussed below (Bueno
de Mesquita, Siverson, & Woller, 1992).

Affirmation of Social and Institutional Structures

Some authors have argued that coups d’état fall within
a category of political phenomena known as elite political
instability (Fosu, 2002). This term seems to suggest that
coups are destabilizing to a social system. In effect, this is
true. Coups, and especially repeated coups, do seem to
negatively affect economic growth. However, it is more
important to note that the intended effect of a coup is not
to destabilize the social or political institutional structures
of a society. This sets the coup d’état apart from other
forms of social movements or revolutions (Gurr, 1970;
Kousis & Tilly, 2005; Tilly, 1978; Tilly & Tarrow, 2007).

Consider the brief example above of the military coup
deposing a civilian government. The generals have no
interest of invalidating their own authorization to command
their troops. Doing so would undermine their own power.
The last thing the instigators of a coup d’état would like to
do is fundamentally upset the current social order, because
they are elites in it. Rather, their interest is in emphasizing
social and political institutions that allow them to claim
power. In this way, coups are by nature more conservative
than other forms of regime change. This helps us under-
stand why some coups come to power promising policy
change whereas others come to power promising to prevent
policy change. The coup is not necessarily progressive or
reactionary but rather a lateral transfer of power within the
existing power structure of a society.

Types of Coups d’Etat

The four criteria discussed above form the groundwork
for a definition of the coup d’état:

A coup d’état is an extralegal transfer of power that affirms
traditional social and political power structures and occurs
without major contributions from violence or popular will.

However, within this definition, there is still a great deal of
room for different types of coups. The differences tend to
revolve around the nature of the participants in the coup
and their proximate objectives. For example, many schol-
ars distinguish coups that originate through civilian forces
from those that originate within a state’s military. The mil-
itary’s role in the coup d’état is studied more frequently
than any other portion of the state apparatus (First, 1970;
Jackman, 1976; Jackman, O’Kane, Johnson, McGowan, &
Slater, 1986).

This distinction is further subdivided by Samuel
Huntington, who describes three types of military coups
(Huntington, 1968). Huntington (1968) describes a
guardian coup, which seeks to replace ineffective gover-
nance with effective governance. This coup fits the military

generals’ actions described above. In contrast, a break
through coup is attempted by junior officers and seeks to
undermine the military hierarchy, using civilian power to
validate the transition of power. Finally, a veto coup is used
by the military to prevent action taken by the civilian gov-
ernment against the interests of the civilian military. Other
authors add additional types of coups, including the self
coup, in which a government attempts to seize additional
powers for itself. This conception of coup is problematic
because if the legality of the power seizure is contested,
the coup can merely be considered part of politics as usual.

The Causes of Coups d’Etat

Now that a definition of coups d’état has been estab-
lished, we can turn to the pressing issue of causality. Like
many political phenomena, the incidence of coups d’état
appears to be multicausal. This section will briefly describe
some of the causes of coups and conclude by evaluating
their relative importance in the general phenomenon of coup
origins. For conceptual clarity, the proposed causes of coups
are subdivided into acute and chronic conditions. These cat-
egories are not unproblematic, but they reflect the notion
that some proposed causes are proximate to the origin of the
coups, while others are societal conditions that set the stage
for a coup to emerge. These terms are used instead of direct
and indirect causes of coups in an attempt to demonstrate
that all the proposed variables are seen as probabilistic,
rather than deterministic, causes of coups.

Acute Causes of Coups d Etat

Many proposed causes of coups are acute, in that they
occur proximate to the origins of the coup itself and might
be seen as part of the process that directly leads to the coup
itself. A number of these causes stem from factors within
the military. Eric Nordlinger (1977) discusses the role of
grievances within the military as a source of willingness to
challenge the civilian government. These grievances may
be particularly strong if they combine structural grievances
with heightened personal grievances on the part of specific
military leaders. Others consider the role of military popu-
larity in the eyes of the public. Higher popularity may
tempt elements within the military to seize power.

In addition to military causes, other domestic causes yield
logical links to the emergence of coups. Luttwak (1979)
points to domestic political crises as a window of opportunity
for the emergence of a coup. These political crises could be
constitutional, economic, or even electoral in nature.

Other acute causes of coups are generated from external
sources. Michael Desch (1999) argues that military threats
from abroad can create opportunities for coup instigators
to obtain power, promising to ward off external threats.
Bruce Bueno de Mesquita et al. (1992) find that military
defeat and participation in war raise the likelihood of a
coup. Finally, direct foreign intervention may increase the
likelihood of a coup d’état. According to one study,



approximately 10% of all coups d’état involve the partici-
pation of a foreign power (David, 1987). There is no sim-
ple relationship to this involvement. In some cases, it
appears that foreign involvement is the original cause of the
coup attempt. This is typified in Operation Ajax, a U.S.
effort that led to the deposition of Mohammed Mosaddeq in
Iran in 1953. In other cases, coup instigators reach out to
foreign powers in an attempt to gain additional power and
leverage to apply domestically. The 1965 military coup that
seized power in Algeria appears to have done this by reach-
ing out to other regional powers in Africa (Quandt, 1969).

Chronic Causes of Coups d Etat

There are numerous structural and institutional factors
associated with the emergence of coups d’état. Aaron Belkin
and Evan Schofer (2003) have developed a structural model
of coup risk, which serves as a very useful overview. The
first set of factors revolves around the material or structural
factors of the state in question. First, what is the character of
the economy of the state? If a state’s export economy is par-
ticularly monolithic, this factor will hypothetically raise the
likelihood of a coup. If a single industry or export is partic-
ularly powerful or influential, then controlling the manage-
ment of that industry would be critical to capturing the
power of the state. Certain types of exports lend themselves
to this type of consolidation at the export level. Oil, valuable
minerals, timber, and other materials that are of high value
and require capital-intensive extraction are particularly vul-
nerable to this type of coup propensity.

A second structural condition is centralization of wealth
(Jackman et al., 1986). This factor is correlated with the
notion of a monolithic export economy described above. If
wealth is highly centralized, coup risk is hypothetically
elevated because the coalition of wealthy elites necessary
to cause a coup is considerably smaller. An egalitarian dis-
tribution of wealth should have the effect of decreasing the
likelihood of a coup d’état.

In addition to economic variables, scholars have consid-
ered historical factors that may influence coup propensity.
Key among these are the lingering effects of colonialism.
Many former colonies have well-developed and well-
trained military forces. Often, the level of institutionaliza-
tion and cohesion in considerably higher in the military
than in the civilian government. This was the case in
Pakistan when Pervez Musharraf was able to seize power in
1999. Musharraf was able to gain power not only because
the military held violent coercive power but because the
military was understood to be as legitimate a basis of power
as the civilian government of Nawaz Sharif. Colonial pow-
ers such as France and Great Britain often emphasized the
training of military forces over the establishment of indige-
nous civilian institutions. This choice may serve to make
former colonies more prone to coups. In addition, colonial
legacies may affect the full enfranchisement of the citi-
zenry. Huntington (1968) points to this idea in proposing
that coups are more likely in societies that limit political
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engagement to a subset of their citizenry. Citizens outside
the political process may seek a coup as a means of politi-
cal participation. Note, however, this hypothesis somewhat
contradicts the idea that coups are primarily elite driven.

Other historical factors affecting the likelihood of coups
d’état are the legitimacy of the regime in power and the
strength of civil society. Even if the military or other organs
of the state are highly cohesive and institutionalized, if
there is a correspondingly strong civil society, coups are
much less likely to occur (Jackman, 1978). A strong civil
society raises the minimum number of participants neces-
sary to carry out a coup, and if the society is strong
enough, the number of necessary coup participants will
rise beyond the point of feasibility. Additionally, if the
regime in power is seen as legitimate, Nordlinger (1977)
argues, a coup will be less likely. Some have argued that
this variable is close to tautological as those deposing a
regime of course will consider it illegitimate.

A final historical factor that influences the likelihood of
a coup is a previous coup. Numerous authors point out that
coups often beget additional coups (Bueno de Mesquita
et al., 1992). There are several logical ways to explain this
empirical finding. First, the presence of a coup may be an
indicator of societal conditions that promote the emer-
gence of a coup. Since a coup by nature does not seek to
alter societal or institutional power structures, the factors
that led to the first coup persist and may allow for addi-
tional coups. A second explanation can be called the polit
ical instability pathway. Because coups by nature are
extralegal transfers of power, a coup weakens the legiti-
macy of social and political institutions. In the same way,
then, that a heart attack weakens the muscles of the heart,
a coup weakens the institutions of power. This creates win-
dows of opportunity for additional coups. Finally, some
authors point out that new regimes are generally less sta-
ble than established, institutionalized regimes. Therefore,
any time a regime changes, by coup or otherwise, it is
more likely to be susceptible to instability, including addi-
tional coups (Sanderson, 2005).

What can we learn from these diverse hypothetical
causes? Clearly, a portrait of a state ripe for coup d’état is
beginning to emerge. Such a state is perhaps a former
colony; has a monolithic export economy; exhibits weak
governmental legitimacy; and has a weak civil society, a
clear economic elite, and a powerful, institutionalized, and
cohesive military. When these factors are coupled with
military grievances, external threats, or domestic political
crises, a coup is likely.

Internal and External
Policy Implications of Coups

While political scientists have expended a great deal of effort
to define and consider the causes of political and military
coups, a growing area of study has been the consequences
of coups d’état and the policies that states implement to deal
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with the potential for coups both at home and abroad. This
section thus deals with three questions. First, what are the
consequences of coups d’état? Second, how do states attempt
to protect themselves against the onset of a coup, and how
successful are these efforts? Third, how do states react to
coups in other countries, and what role does this reaction
play in their foreign policy?

Consequences of Coups d’Etat

After a political or military coup d’état has taken place,
several effects can be regularly observed. Before we can
consider any others, we must turn to the success of the coup.
Coups d’état regularly fail. In a study of 16 West African
countries from 1955 to 2004, Patrick McGowan (2006)
found that the military plotted a coup 169 times. Out of
these plots, 87 led to actual coup attempts. Of these
attempts, 43 failed and 44 succeeded. So the success rate of
a coup depends on when measurement begins. Looking only
at coup attempts, we would find that coups succeed about
half the time. However, given our theoretical understanding
of coups, we would expect the success rate to be quite high
because coup instigators would initiate coups only when
their chances of success were very high. According to this
logic, a 50% success rate is low, assuming that the costs for
the instigators are quite high. Alternatively, we could mea-
sure coups from the origins of a serious plot. By this mea-
sure, coups succeed only a quarter of the time. This seems
more appropriate as many coup plotters will be dissuaded by
the difficulty of successful execution. This observation
raises an important question in the study of coups d’état:
Why are coups initiated in the face of such high costs when
they fail so frequently? A relevant direction for future
research is discussed in the final section of this chapter.

When coups do succeed, we first can observe the steps
that the coup instigators undertake to consolidate their
power. These steps generally fall into two categories: insti
tutionalization and integration. The institutionalization
step reflects the attempts of the coup instigators to legit-
imize and normalize their new position as the leadership of
the state. The integration step reflects their attempts to but-
tress their position in leadership by making additional bar-
gains with power centers inside and outside the state in
order to prevent their removal. Whereas revolutions and
democratically elected governments enter with a mandate
of popular will, coup instigators do not enjoy this benefit.
As a result, the days immediately following a coup are the
most critical for the new leadership. It is in this time that
the new leaders are most susceptible to a countercoup or
other action that will remove them from power.

Coup instigators begin to institutionalize their leadership
through interaction with elites and the general populace. The
new leadership often makes use of its current sources of
power and attempts to spread that legitimacy throughout the
society (Leiden & Schmitt, 1968). For example, when
Musharraf seized power in Pakistan, his chief source of
power was the Pakistani military he controlled. Because the

military of Pakistan is highly institutionalized, deeply
professionalized, and politically active, Musharraf was able
to use this position to convey a sense of legitimacy to
both the Pakistani populace and other Pakistani elites. Often
accompanying this portrayal of legitimacy is a set of promises
or other forms of political framing to communicate a justify-
ing narrative for the seizure of power. For example, the new
leaders may claim that they seized power to end the corrup-
tion of the prior regime. They may also seize power to
restore the state to greatness, to prevent calamity, to end
oppression, or for other noble causes. Several prominent
scholars refer to these promises as the coup’s pronounce
ments (Luttwak, 1979; Nordlinger, 1977). Whether anyone
deeply believes these tales may not be important. So long as
the new leadership is able to prevent a countercoup, its pro-
nouncements become part of the political narrative.

Coup instigators also work to integrate their power
throughout the state they have seized. While the institution-
alization step might be dismissed by some as mere political
theater, the integration step is clearly crucial to the short-term
success of any coup. When a coup succeeds, by definition a
small number of individuals place themselves at the top of
the governance structure. For their effort to be successful,
they must link themselves fully to the traditional reins of
power in the government and society. A helpful analogy is to
think of a heart transplant. In the days and months following
a heart transplant, recipients must typically take medication
designed to prevent the body from rejecting the new organ.
The new leadership must initiate a similar process after a
coup. The leadership must reach out to other leaders, social
institutions, industries, and other sources of power and con-
vince them that they can trust the new government and may
even find it advantageous. This behavior takes the form of
reassurance, deal making, and incorporation. The ideal, for
the coup instigators, would be to reassure these power
sources in society that the new government would not dra-
matically alter the status quo. Often, this coincides with the
coup’s political rhetoric: The coup itself may be promising to
return the society to a previously understood status quo.
However, when powerful players in a country’s domestic
politics cannot be reassured, the new leaders may offer deals.
Deals can take the form of increased political power or
autonomy for cooperation with the new regime. This form of
deal making can lead to the final option of the new leader-
ship, inclusion. In order to bolster its own power after a coup,
the new leadership may be forced to invite other power bro-
kers from the society into the new government. Obviously,
this is not advantageous for the coup instigators, and it may
ultimately lead them to be more susceptible to a secondary
coup by the very powers they are forced to include by neces-
sity in their new government.

“Coup-Proofing” and
Other Internal State Policies

When we consider the causes of coups d’état, we are
immediately presented with a list of hypotheses for the



prevention of coups. However, most literature on the pre-
vention of coups has focused on two topics: the limited num-
ber of structural conditions that generally protect states from
coup-type instability and the broader set of conscious poli-
cies some states undertake to reduce or eliminate the likeli-
hood of future coups in their country.

First, a substantial number of studies have emerged out
of political economy to test what structural factors ward off
the emergence of a coup. In seeking to understand coup
risk, many of these studies grapple with Huntington’s
(1957, 1962) contention that modernity is the best defense
against a coup, but that modernization is a great risk for
political instability. If this is true, is it also true that less
developed states, those likely to be susceptible to a coup,
are unable to move into a low-risk environment without
jeopardizing their own political stability? According to
John Londregan and Keith Poole (1990), not exactly.
Testing a large set of countries’ economic and political
behavior from 1950 to 1982, Londregan and Poole find
several results that confirm the causes of coups mentioned
above. Particularly potent among these causes are the exis-
tence of a prior coup and poverty within a country.
However, Londregan and Poole also find that not only is a
higher rate of societal wealth a powerful inhibitor of future
coups, but economic growth is also a surprisingly effective
coup preventative. In this respect, studies of development
tend to disagree with Huntington; economic modernization
does not necessarily lead to a coup as long as societal
income is increasing (Jackman et al., 1986). This suggests
that all types of governments, including authoritarian gov-
ernments or those seizing power via a coup d’état, should
have an interest in promoting economic development as a
means of insulating themselves against a future coup.

In fact, states will go to great lengths to prevent coups.
Not surprisingly, states that have suffered coups or whose
governments came to power as the result of a coup d’état
often exhibit the most conscious policies that attempt to
shield the state against future coups. When the government
of a state cannot count on economic development as a
means to protect itself against a future coup, it may adopt
several types of policies, which can be organized into cat-
egories of redundancy, surveillance, loyalty, and proper
funding. These concepts are well summarized and illus-
trated in several recent works, notably that of James
Quinlivan (1999).

Redundancy

One of the chief weapons of all states against a coup is
redundancy. Because coups come to power by seizing con-
trol of a critical aspect of the state apparatus, one means of
guarding against this is to create multiple versions of state
institutions. Most often, this behavior is seen in the military
of a state and the state’s intelligence services. First, many
states, and particularly states with reason to fear future
coups, will create multiple militaries with parallel hierar-
chies. This is particularly true in authoritarian governments.

Political and Military Coups o 129

In Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, the Revolutionary Guard served
as a separate, parallel military hierarchy to the normal Iraqi
army. The creation of the Revolutionary Guard helped to
insulate Saddam’s Baathist regime against potential coups
from the regular military apparatus. At the same time, the
regular military served as a check against coups emanating
from the Revolutionary Guard.

States often also employ redundancy in their intelligence
services. Because intelligence services by nature work with
restricted information and clandestine policies, they are
often breeding grounds for coups d’état as a form of regime
change. A prime means of preventing this is the creation of
multiple intelligence agencies, whose mission in part
includes spying on each other. By positioning itself as the
sole arbiter between warring intelligence services, the lead-
ership of the state assures itself that it holds the most com-
plete intelligence picture and that its intelligence services
are too busy with turf battles to challenge its leadership.

Surveillance

A second powerful policy of coup-proofing is surveil-
lance. While intelligence services regularly gather infor-
mation on subversive groups within a state, surveillance
speaks to a broader sense of scrutiny that inhibits the emer-
gence of coups. Here, the analogy of Jeremy Bentham’s
panopticon is useful. According to Bentham, the panopti-
con was a prison with a sphere of cells surrounding a sin-
gle watchtower, whose guard the prisoners could not see.
Because prisoners could always potentially be observed,
and because they could never know whether they were
actually being observed, Bentham believed that their
behavior would be scrupulous. If the powerful members of
a society function in an environment where trust is low and
there is an ongoing belief in their continued surveillance of
each other, the opportunities for forming a successful coup
coalition are very few. Some leaders, through public trials
of corruption or treason, will demonstrate that the society
or at least the government is vigilant against threats. As
long as the perception within society is one of general vig-
ilance and relatively low trust, many potential coup con-
spiracies can be dissuaded, even if they were unlikely to be
detected in the first place.

Loyalty

A third and very powerful tool of coup-proofing is to
rely on previously existing forms of loyalty. In many soci-
eties fearful of political instability, there are often deep ethnic
or religious cleavages. Governmental leaders will capitalize
on these social cleavages as a means of insulating them-
selves from threats of a coup d’état. By promoting mem-
bers of their own religious sect or ethnic group into
positions of power throughout the society, the governmen-
tal leaders are assured that challenges to their authority are
reduced. A coup that displaces them would also displace the
leadership of other power centers in the society. This means
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that a coup has fewer places to generate from in the first
place. Quinlivan (1999) points to this type of ethnic and
religious networking in such supposedly coup-proof states
as Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.

Funding and Appeasement

As was stated above, economic development and
income growth are powerful inhibitors of coups d’état.
However, not every state continuously experiences such
prosperity. When income is not growing in a society or eco-
nomic development is not occurring, the leadership of the
state may worry that the risk of a coup is increased. When
this is the case, one of the most direct responses that a state
can take is to ensure that those it supports financially do not
challenge its authority. This means that the state must make
certain that elements within the state apparatus are eco-
nomically satisfied. If the state fears that a coup might orig-
inate from the military, the risk of such as coup is reduced
if the military is well paid and well compensated (Byman,
2006). When the vast majority of individuals within an
organization are individually satisfied, the pool of potential
coup conspirators is very shallow. This observation also
serves as a corollary to the idea described above that disas-
trous foreign conflicts could be a source of potential coups.
When the military is insufficiently compensated or is losing
a war, its dissatisfaction may raise the risk of a coup.
Therefore, keeping critical organs of the state satisfied will
help ward off the onset of a coup.

Foreign Policy Responses to External Coups

There are two general approaches to considering the
foreign policy implications of coups. The first approach is
to suggest that because coups are deeply idiosyncratic, for-
eign reactions to coups will be highly varied, with very lit-
tle predictability from coup to coup. While it is certainly
true that each coup is unique in its full range of partici-
pants, execution, and consequences, arguing that there are
no systematic reactions to coups d’état is also misleading.
Therefore, this section presents the broad but observable
foreign policy reactions that coups d’état elicit from other
states. These responses can generally be further subdivided
into foreign policy responses toward the coup state and
foreign policy responses because of the coup itself.

Responses Directed Toward the Coup State

When states react to a coup d’état within another state,
two factors seems to predominantly affect the response.
The first factor is domestic politics within the state.
Democratic states usually respond negatively to coups that
subvert the democratic will of another people. This has
been aptly illustrated in the U.S. reaction to the recent mil-
itary coup in Honduras. Much of the intransigence of the
U.S. reaction can be explained by noting that it is not clear
who is defending the democracy of Honduras. Is it Manuel

Zelaya, the democratically elected leader who was deposed
by military forces? On the other hand, were the military
forces seeking to preserve democracy from Zelaya, who
appeared to be looking to extend his rule through constitu-
tional manipulation? It seems that should the United States
have been able to arrive at a decisive answer to this ques-
tion, it might have adopted a position in favor of one side
or the other. However, as of this writing, the United States
continues to push for compromise between Zelaya and the
military, suggesting that it sees democratic intentions on
both sides of the contest.

Ideology also played a major role in external coup sup-
port or opposition during the cold war. Numerous exam-
ples of coups engendered by the United States and the
Soviet Union in third-party countries suggest that the
superpowers were not only willing to support military and
civilian coups d’état to obtain more favorable state lead-
ership but also to help create these coups. Particularly
instructive on the U.S. side are the cases of Guatemala
and Chile (Cullather, 2006; Linz & Stepan, 1978; Westad,
2007). In these cases, the United States went against
democratic inclinations to support coups d’état that
replaced governments that looked as if they might favor
the Soviet Union.

Ethnic motivations may also play a role in responses to
coups d’état. When the coup is executed by forces char-
acterized by shared ethnicity, Donald Horowitz (1985,
2001) finds, we can expect that the coup’s leaders will
receive support not only from domestic ethnic compatri-
ots but also from international kinsmen. Horowitz also
describes a seesaw coup, whereby different ethnic groups
struggle for control of a country through coups and coun-
tercoups, with each side receiving external as well as
internal ethnic support.

Generally, when a state opposes a coup in another coun-
try, whether for ethnic or for ideological reasons, the typi-
cal response is to sever diplomatic ties with the new
government and to refuse to recognize its legitimacy. If the
new government can survive, its survival raises problems
for the opposed state. At what point will the opposed state
reengage with the government? Often, democratic coun-
tries tie their reengagement to some form of democratic
activity. For example, if the new government promises or
delivers democratic elections, this strategy serves as an
avenue toward rapprochement. On the other hand, when a
foreign government favors a coup d’état, it is often com-
plicit in the institutionalization and integration project of
the new government. It is in the foreign government’s
interest to legitimize the new, coup-installed government
as quickly as possible.

Responses Stemming From the Coup Itself

Although most of the observable foreign policy of
states in reaction to a coup d’état are directed toward the
coup itself, one particular form of reaction is directed
internally. This chapter has already discussed the extent to



which a previous coup raises the likelihood of a future
coup. Richard Li and William Thompson (1975) find that
states also react in ways that suggest that they worry that a
coup in a proximate country might raise the risk of a coup
in their own country. Li and Thompson find that in fact the
presence of a coup in a nearby country does elevate the
risk of coup in one’s own country. They conclude that this
process is a result of reinforcement, whereby coup instiga-
tors are emboldened by coups occurring in other, nearby
countries. As a consequence, many states that witness
nearby coups often are more likely to adopt coup-proofing
behaviors of the types described above. It is also possible,
although presently untested, that coup contagion is actu-
ally a product of self-fulfilling prophecy. When a state
reacts to a nearby coup with coup-proofing policies, the
inception of these policies themselves may actually
increase the likelihood of a coup d’état.

Future Directions for ]
the Study of Coups d’Etat

The systematic study of coups d’état has, unfortunately,
given way in recent years to investigations of other types
of regime change. Part of the space often given to the study
of military and political coups has been overtaken by a
renewed interest in terrorism and complex insurgencies.
This change in scholarly pursuits may reflect generational
preferences, or it may reflect the changing nature of inter-
national politics. The dust of the third great wave of
democratization has settled, and there is no longer a cold
war to impel some coups forward. However, even a casual
accounting of recent coups suggests that coups d’état
remain an important and relevant phenomenon of interna-
tional politics. It is important that recent authors have also
demonstrated that the risk of a coup can dramatically influ-
ence multinational foreign policy. Daniel Byman (2006)
has argued that a coup in a country such as Saudi Arabia,
Pakistan, or Egypt could dramatically inhibit U.S. efforts
to fight al Qaeda in the Middle East. The study of coups
remains important, and the importance will grow as schol-
ars turn to answer the following questions.

First, is there a simple definition of coup success? There
remains substantial disagreement within scholarship on
coups d’état on the critical factors determining coup suc-
cess. Some argue that the critical factor is the execution of
the coup. If a coup succeeds in supplanting the previous
government, then the coup is considered successful
(Luttwak, 1979; Nordlinger, 1977). In contrast, coups are
politically successful only if the coup instigators remain in
power long enough to develop rudimentary institutionaliza-
tion and integration and subsequently exercise power. This
cannot really happen in the early days of a coup, but how
long must a coup endure before it is considered successful?

Second, are coups discrete phenomena or contextual
events? Many large quantitative studies of coups d’état
treat them as discrete phenomena. In some ways, there is

Political and Military Coups e 131

much to recommend this choice. It suits the data require-
ments of statistical studies. Coups are clandestine and
focused on a small group of instigators, so they appear to
emerge from nowhere. However, this chapter has detailed a
number of ways that coups affect and are affected by struc-
tural and historical conditions. The context of the coup mat-
ters, and this context is well treated by the idiographic
historical studies of coups. Unfortunately, too many histo-
ries of coups treat them as idiosyncratic, with no knowl-
edge to be gained by a comparative study of coups d’état.
It seems that future studies of coups must learn from both
these perspectives. Future studies need to take great
account of the social and historical factors influencing
coups while at the same time seeking a nomothetic, com-
parative understanding of coups as a social phenomenon.

Third, what is the normative place of coups? The schol-
arship on military and political coups d’état has rarely
stopped to consider the ethical questions associated with a
nondemocratic regime change. Future research should
examine the normative implications of coups. While coups
are attempted with a variety of intentions, do these inten-
tions matter? If a military coup seeks to save the country
or prevent broader pain to its people, do these motives
make a coup acceptable? A second line of normative ques-
tioning relates to violence. No coup is truly bloodless, in
the sense that someone must be coerced out of power.
However, some modern coups seem to be nearly bloodless.
Does this matter normatively? Should it change how for-
eign states ought to respond to the coup? A final consider-
ation is the role of popular will. What if, as may have been
the case in Honduras, a coup is reflective of popular pub-
lic opinion? Does that factor justify the use of extralegal,
nondemocratic means to seize power? Future research
should consider these questions and integrate them into a
comparative analysis of coups d’état.

A fourth and final set of questions is methodological.
What theoretical approaches and methodological tools wait
to be applied to the study of coups? One theoretical
approach that has not yet been applied to the study of coups
d’état is political psychology. Political psychology can add
to our understanding of coups d’état by helping future
scholars theorize when coups d’état are accepted, the role
of perception and framing for the legitimacy of the coup
instigators, and the role of risk propensity in initiating a
coup. For example, could the extensive work on decision
making under conditions of risk help future scholars under-
stand why some coups are initiated and others are not
(Farnham, 1994; McDermott, 1998)? A second theoretical
approach is the voluminous and continually growing social
movement literature. Although many classic studies of
coups d’état make use of social movement literature,
important advancements, both theoretical and methodolog-
ical, can be applied to the study of coups (Davis, 2005;
Tilly & Tarrow, 2007). In addition to new theoretical direc-
tions, there are opportunities for new methodological direc-
tions in the study of coups. Rather than relying on large
sample, quantitative studies or historical case studies, the
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phenomenon of coups could be studied through the use of
process tracing. As opposed to correlation, which is the
main finding of statistical studies, process tracing seeks to
use nuanced historical data to test hypotheses within a sin-
gle case. Combining this method with a quantitative study
could yield more insightful results. A second fruitful
methodological path is to employ computer simulations of
regime change. Recent advances in computer simulation
software allow for increasingly complex forms of behavior
to be modeled and iterated in a game-theoretic context. This
methodology would be a useful way to further test hypothe-
ses in areas such as coup-proofing and coup contagion.

Conclusion

This chapter has sought to explain the state of scholarship
on political and military coups d’état. Coups are an
extralegal transfer of power that affirms traditional social
and political power structures and occurs without major
contributions from violence or popular will. Among acute
causes of coups, foreign intervention and military defeat
help explain the emergence of coups. Among chronic
causes, the most powerful predictor is the presence of a
prior coup, although economic and political factors change
coup risk propensity. Certain policies tend to follow coups
as the new regime seeks to consolidate its power. Other
policies seek to prevent future coups through a process
known as coup-proofing. There are unanswered questions,
untapped theoretical traditions, and underused method-
ological traditions that will keep the study of coups rich
and productive for years to come.
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“Destroy the thrones of the wicked. . . .""

he popular press is rife with economists, ecolo-

gists, and religious doomsayers seeking to explain,

predict, and profit from the problem of resource
scarcity and its twin, resource allocation. Closely following
are an increasing number of scholarly forays in economics,
anthropology, geography, and political science.

The modern scholarship’s groundwork may be said to
properly begin with Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of
Population (1798). Therein, he in part argues that given
finite resources, and an infinitely expanding population,
political, social, and spiritual turmoil is inevitable. The
flurry of activity the publication of that essay created has
been ever present, so that subsequent generations of popu-
lar writers (e.g., Charles Dickens and others) were able to
tap into the broader theme. Thus by the late 1800s, social-
ist theorists were able to exploit Malthusian ideas as a
means of broadcasting the desirability (or, following Marx,
the inevitability) of democratic equality.

Neo-Malthusian conservationists such as Harry
Overstreet (1915), Thomas Carver (1915), and Richard
Ely (1916) reexamined the previous centuries’ analyses
and added their own Edwardian twist—the need to con-
serve resources for “civilized” peoples. Yet for all their

scholarly attempts, the conclusions were proscriptive
rather than prescriptive and more than a bit race based.

It was not until the 1920s that deeper analyses were
conducted and prescriptions for policymakers proffered.
These Wilsonian internationalists stressed the need for
necessary resources such as food, water, and fuel to be
distributed or redistributed according to need rather than
according to profits. More vocal academics, such as
Powers in his 1928 International Institutions: Formal
Mechanisms for Dealing With Resource Conflicts, was
but one among many who saw the necessity of suprana-
tional actors as arbiters of dispute.

The economic crisis of the 1930s saw more and more
attempts to move policy actors to embrace anticonflict mea-
sures of resource problems (Barnes & Field, 1933; Burns,
1934). Many saw within Hitler’s demand for lebensraum
one country’s rather nakedly pragmatic attempt at a chau-
vinistic redress of conflict scarcity and were appalled by
the possibility of such a tactic being embraced by similar
actors elsewhere (Speier, 1939; Spengler, 1937). World
War II was to make those fears realized.

During the cold war era, academic attempts to be pre-
scriptive about solving political conflicts over resource
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scarcity either veered into ideological territory by asserting
the necessity of the “free world” to triumph over the forces
of communism? or were besmirched with the label of com-
munism,’ as Galtung’s (1965) work was so tagged. This
retarded the progress made earlier, and it was not until the
later 1960s and 1970s, as researchers became more inter-
disciplinary and reached out to the physical and life sci-
ences, that scholarship began to move forward again.
Richard Cooper’s (1973) foray still stands as a paragon of
this type of research.

Cooper’s now classic work on the economic anthro-
pology and settlement patterns of the Hmong in northern
Thailand was a breakthrough. By establishing how the
production of opium in highland family units and the
fights over such production affected them, Cooper
melded anthropology, environmental science, and sociol-
ogy in a much admired and much copied recipe for the
study of resource allocation and policy reactions to
potential conflicts. The weakness, of course, is in infer-
ring generalizations from the individual level to larger
actors. But nonetheless, it was a grand experiment in its
observation of actualities, rather than an ivory tower
research exercise. With Cooper’s research, resource allo-
cations become more personal and more pointed, and hit
closer to home.

Once research put a human face on the various aspects
of resource scarcity and conflict, attempts to generalize
became more possible because numerous field studies
became less anecdotal as they were gathered together and
compiled and became more empirical as they became data.
Not all data are created equal, and many of the individual
biases of the researchers remain in some of that gathered
materiel. But data-gathering techniques have improved
and become more uniform, and coding has proceeded
apace. Thus anthropology, sociology, physical science, life
science, geography, economics, and statistics come
together in modern political science analyses.

The current state of scholarship can be best understood
as a multidisciplinary effort, with political science having
wrested much control of the discourse from other disci-
plines, due in no small part to the ability to meld, merge,
and synthesize, as well as create, novel empirical explo-
rations. The following discussion attempts to thematically
display the current state of scholarship.

The Current State of Research

Much of the literature rests on pure physical resource
scarcity and allocation. This body of work assumes, pred-
icated on historical events, that resources are finite or near
finite and that one entity’s possessing an amount of a
resource necessarily denies access, production, or use of
that resource to another entity.*

Ross’s (2004) review of cross-national econometric and
qualitative studies of scarcity and conflict concludes that

collectively, most prior work can be grouped according to
its conclusory assumptions:

1. Oil increases the likelihood of conflict, particularly
separatist conflict.

2. “Lootable” commodities such as gemstones and drugs do
not make conflict more likely to begin but do prolong
existing conflicts.

3. There is no apparent link between agricultural
commodities and civil war.

4. The association between primary commodities, which
include both oil and agricultural goods, and the onset of
conflict is not robust.

Ross suggests that the inconsistencies among studies
may be caused by differences in the ways researchers
code civil wars and cope with missing data. His conclu-
sion is all the more interesting given the problems inher-
ent in qualitative studies that have been well documented
along these lines. His conclusion thus seemingly implies
the need for more rigor in empirical work and better
cross-study coder reliability and pasigraphization of def-
initions and terms.

Finding little support for almost all empirical assess-
ments, however, is the work of Urdal (2005). Noting that
neo-Malthusians’ assertion that population pressure on
natural renewable resources makes societies more prone to
low-intensity civil war enjoys little support, he goes on to
demonstrate that “resource-optimists’” assumption that
agricultural land scarcity caused by increasing population
density drives economic development, in turn driving
peace, is unfounded as well. He tests both in a time-series
cross section from 1950 to 2000, with results for either
being tepid, at best, or counterfactual.

Countries experiencing high rates of population growth,
high rates of urbanization, or large refugee populations do
not face greater risks of internal armed conflict than other
countries do. There is some indication that scarcity of
potential cropland may have a pacifying effect.

However, where land scarcity combines with high rates of
population growth, the risk of armed conflict increases some
what. . . . Overall, the robustness of the empirical support for
both paradigms is low. A4 strong emphasis on security as a
macro rationale for reducing global population growth thus
seems unwarranted. (Urdal, 2005, p. 417, italics added)

Becsi and Lahiri (2007) examine scarcity and conflict
via a simple trade theoretic model (two regions in
conflict, war equilibrium determined endogenously).
Their finding is that an abundance of uncontested natural
resources discourages conflict (a more even ratio) and
an abundance of contested natural resources encourages
conflict. They also note that when entities (regions)
possess power to affect the terms of trade, and use that
power, the effect of ownership on conflict “may be
strengthened or weakened depending on factor intensities



of production and the relative strength of income and sub-
stitution effects” (p. 17).

Le Billon analyzes the vulnerability of resource-
dependent countries, concludes that long-term stability in
resource-exporting regions is dependent on their levels of
development, and calls for a broad reform agenda priori-
tizing the basic needs and security of local populations.
Similarly, Bannon and Collier (2003) find that the enti-
ties (in this case, nations) most likely to be affected by
conflict are those whose economies depend mostly on
natural resources, a phenomenon they term resource
dependence conflict.

Bogalea, Taebb, and Endoc (2006) use multinomial dis-
crete choice models to identify determinants of household
choice among alternative land property right regimes and
whether those rights help mitigate negative consequences
of scarcity-induced land-related conflicts. They assert that
two factors, dependency ratio (i.e., that proportion of a
population composed of dependents, or people who are too
young or too old to work. The dependency ratio is equal to
the number of individuals younger than 15 or older than
64, divided by the number of individuals aged 15 to 64,
expressed as a percentage) and level of education, produce
the most predictive power, whether or not the household
prefers a common property resource regime. Conversely,
the variables number of household members, livestock
holding of the household, and area of cultivated land lost
due to enclosure were found to be more relevant in deter-
mining a preference for resettlement. Such a study assists
the researcher in determining model framework and
methodological choice, especially given the personal
nature such discrete choices entail.

Lujala, Gleditsch, and Gilmore (2005), in examining
“lootable resources” (here, diamonds), offer a competing
model along similarly strong methodological lines. While
territory, oil, and water are most often mentioned as the
type of contestable resources likely to lead to conflict,
diamonds have emerged in recent literature as a prominent
factor. The authors find a strong bivariate relationship
between diamonds (particularly secondary diamonds) and
the onset of conflict, but adding diamond dummies to
standard models produces less robust conclusions. The
secondary—primary distinction is important because pro-
duction of secondary diamonds increases the risk of eth-
nic conflict, but not other types, whereas primary
diamonds make ethnic conflict less likely. Most intrigu-
ing is that the impact of diamonds has been substantially
stronger in the post—cold war era, suggesting a tantalizing
ideology—resource link.

Klare (2002) broadens the single-item resource para-
digm to a more widely encompassing one. As the com-
plexities of rapidly increasing demand of globalizing
industrialization continue, the concentration of resources
in unstable states and the competing claims to ownership
of resources by neighboring states predict a greater likeli-
hood of conflict. Examples include the potential for conflict
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over oil in the Persian Gulf and in the Caspian and South
China Seas; over water in the Nile Basin and other multi-
national river systems; and over timber, gems, and miner-
als from Borneo to Sierra Leone. Klare’s analyses of likely
conflicts are informed by detailed research into projected
usage rates, population growth, and other relevant trends
that show such to affect the likelihood of conflict: a pattern
repeated throughout the world.

The discourse on diamonds points up not only the
break from primary resources to produced or manufac-
tured resources but the ecological effect such production
has as well. Joseph Stiglitz’s works (e.g., his 2002
Globalization and Its Discontents) have been a lodestone
for those examining production and manufacture as a
source of conflict. In contrast with earlier studies focusing
on fuel, mineral, and agricultural resources and the effi-
ciency by which they are allocated, the concern Stiglitz
examines is similar to that of the climate-change scholars,
in that he also includes the environmental consequences
of resource extraction and use.

A New Variable: Climate Change

This new debate, that of human activity—particularly
industrialization and its attendant problems—causing
global climate change, is notable because an increasing
number of players in this discursus have argued that cli-
mate change will lead to resource competition, mass
migration, and, ultimately, an increase in armed conflict
around the world. Salehyan (2008) takes issue with such
“determinism.” He posits instead that the effect of cli-
mate change on armed conflict interacts with a number
of political and social variables. Ignoring interaction
effects results in spurious correlations and problematic
predictions about when and where conflict is likely. He
offers the assiduous scholar a research program predi-
cated on more rigorous and sophisticated methodologies
than the comparative case study.’ Biocapacity (a mea-
sure of how biologically productive land is) and ecolog
ical reserve (a measure of the amount of land available
for production) are also predictive of peace, but the com-
munity of scholars engaged in this research arena cau-
tions such results are less robust. Given the extractive
elements necessary for possessing such an ecological
Jfootprint—which, for all intents and purposes, com-
prises the old idea of the first world—their critics assert
that there exist conflating, interactive, and indirect
effects not fully explained.

These interaction effects, which Homer-Dixon (2009)
has noted since 1991,° are ameliorated, he says, by the
ability of the extractors, producers, and consumers to use
“human ingenuity” positively. That said, this enfant ter-
rible of this arena as well is willing to lay fault at the feet
of crass corporate and elitist carpetbagging and the
social structures of repression, as well as comment on
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the role urbanization plays in exacerbating scarcity, as
he has done since 1999. He does not, in the end, insist
that ingenuity can or will more than partially offset
scarcity-related problems, which only reductions in
scarcity can do fully.

This finding is similar in vein to what Gausset, Whyte,
and Birch-Thomsen (2005) attempt. They deliver an alter-
native perspective to conflict analysis by building on the-
ories of political ecology that have developed from
Marxist geography and cultural anthropology. Such an
approach sets aside the neo-Malthusian accounts
anchored in population determinism and linear causality.
They instead ask for a neo-dialectical approach by focus-
ing on the processes by which natural resources are
manipulated by vested interests for assuming power, some
arguments of which have been explored previously by
Peluso and Watts (2001).

A weakness of the dialectical approach is in not
acknowledging that “one of the important contributions
of Malthusian and neo-Malthusian models is that they
make individual agency central” (Peluso & Watts, 2001,
p. 17). Glossing over this aspect of natural resource con-
sumption and carrying capacity are problematic. A more
appropriate model, Peluso and Watts (2001) argue,
bridges the dialectic with historicity of study. To that
end, they develop the concept of political scarcity, but
this itself tends to neglect the physical constraints of
resource availability.

The importance of political models as part of the study
of scarcity is one that Nobel laureates such as Amartya Sen
and Wangaari Maathai have commented on. But the dan-
ger of a political scarcity model is potentially absolving
individual consumption patterns and ecological behavior
of human societies. Moreover, although the political model
approach is commendable, failing to account for material
aspects suggests an incomplete model. Bailis (2006) notes
the incompleteness of contemporary models, and Reuveny
(2008) asserts that if explanation is part of empirical social
science, so then is prediction. That is, the effects of climate
change on migration can be forecast by exploring the
effects of earlier environmental conditions on migration in
recent decades. He argues that adaptation, mitigation, and
emigration are the three possible human responses, the
choice dependent on the extent of problems and mitigation
capabilities. People living in lesser developed countries
may be more likely to leave affected areas, which may
cause conflict in receiving areas.

Stringer et al. (2009) agree but, as with most work in
this area, use a regional study to support that theory. While
not fully generalizable, their postdictive examination of
climate-sensitive development strategies serves to make
their foray an observational natural experiment of sorts—
itself very useful. Hendrix and Glaser (2007), examining a
wider area (sub-Saharan Africa), contribute further by
examining multiple time dimensions, both long-term
trends in climate and short-term climatic triggers on civil

conflict onset. They find, similar to the first world oper-
ationalization noted earlier, that climate suitable for
Eurasian agriculture is associated with a decreased likeli-
hood of conflict, which is concomitant with distribution
ratios of freshwater resources per capita being positively
associated with the likelihood of conflict. Using simu-
lated data up to 2099, they also predict climate conflict,
finding, surprisingly, that there are few statistically sig-
nificant, positive trends, suggesting the lesser probability
of climate change dramatically affecting conflict. That in
turn infers a Bayesian, or instantaneous learning and
updating process, is at work intraculturally, or even
cross-culturally.

Such is contra Martin, Blowers, and Boersema (2006).
They begin by noting that conflict is often intratribal,
-ethnic, or -religious. But large data sets disconfirm asso-
ciation between a country’s social diversity and the likeli-
hood of warfare; rather the converse relationship is more
often found: ethnic and religious diversity tends to foster
peace, not war. This departs from Crawford and
Lipschutz’s (1998) Myth of “Ethnic Conflict.” Martin
et al. assume two largely independent dimensions to the
study of environmental conflict. The first investigates what
has been dubbed the resource curse. Resource abundance
(especially oil) is viewed as a factor in motivating seces-
sionist movements, whereas a wider range of high-value
resources (oil, gold, drugs, coltan, tin, diamonds, timbers)
provides a means of financing rebel armies and thus sus-
taining and escalating already existing violence (Bannon
& Collier, 2003). In contrast to concerns about abundance,
resource scarcity may be viewed as a possible cause of vio-
lence. Scarcity in this context refers mainly to renewable
resources such as water, fuelwood, and soil and arises from
reduced supply (depletion or degradation), increased
demand, increasing inequality of distribution, or a combi-
nation of these.

Brown, Hammill, and McLeman (2007) review the
linkages between climate change and security in Africa
and analyze the role of climate change adaptation policies
in future conflict prevention. Ameliorating or adapting to
such projections necessitates an accounting of the other
variables interacting: existing social, political, and eco-
nomic tensions.

In terms of indirect effects, Obioha (2008) asks what
happens when climate change (herein, depressed rainfall)
—  scarcity (herein, crop shortages) — conflict?
Focusing, as much of the literature does, on sub-Saharan
Africa—Nigeria in particular—Obioha investigates the
chain of interactions between climate change, population
drift and pressure, and conflict over land resources. Thus
he is able to use not only the indirect effects model but an
admixture of indirect and interaction effects—not only a
more sophisticated method but a more nuanced and inclu-
sive one.

This is what Reuveny (2008) does as well, and across
time and space. His foray into post-Katrina Louisiana



and Mississippi, 1950s Bangladesh, and the dust bowl
of the United States during the 1930s offers a model that
demonstrates pre- and postpolicy changes due to cli-
mate disasters and demonstrates that environmental
change can trigger large outmigration, leading to violent
conflict in areas receiving migrants. He asserts that
policies seeking to minimize migration induced by cli-
mate change and violent conflict in receiving areas
require an engineered economic slowdown in the devel-
oped countries and population stabilization and eco-
nomic growth in the developing countries, financed by
the developed countries. Either is a prescription for
uneasy politics.

Within the realm of climate-change and political inter-
action models lie the works of those focusing on renew-
able, yet restricted, resources. Examples abound in
examinations of water scarcity and conflict. The water
conflict in northern Thailand was precipitated by a water
shortage that ruined an orchard, causing the lowlanders
to become angry toward the highlanders, as El Nifio less-
ened precipitation during the rainy season of 1997.
Ekkawatpanit, Kazama, Sawamoto, and Ranjan (2009)
show that the conflict itself was less about a widespread
water shortage (affecting most parties equally) than about
the ability of wealthy farmers to purchase water while
poorer ones became insolvent, which demonstrates that
water scarcity on a discursive level does not reflect the
real scarcity.

This is different from Pearce (2007), who makes a com-
pelling case that a worldwide fresh and potable water
shortage is the most fearful looming environmental crisis.
His expository delivery of statistical evidence is indeed
doomlike. What this work supplies the researcher is data,
accompanied by a grim narrative. Unfortunately, the
empirical connections are lost, and the effort comes across
as less than rigorous.

Water, argues Shiva (2008), is intrinsically different
from other resources and products and cannot be treated
simply as a commodity: Without water, people and the
environment cannot survive. To subject water to com-
mercial restrictions and to control its availability to peo-
ple and communities are normatively unacceptable.
Contrary to others who claim that water scarcity will lead
to conflicts in the future, Shiva provides evidence that
water wars are already with us and are happening all over
the world. She is convinced that conflicts will become
increasingly violent as freshwater resources dwindle.
Unfortunately for many readers, there is a tendency to
dwell on the ethics and morals, and not fully develop the
empirical arguments.

Humphreys, Sachs, and Stiglitz (2007) lead a post-
modern indagation focusing on a particular extracted
and processed resource, petroleum. They not only make
a careful assessment of the effect extraction and pro-
cessing have on climate but also discuss economic hin-
drances and helps deriving from oil funds. Their work is
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the best representative of a host of efforts examining

how the fight over petrodollars has exacerbated scarcity
and conflict.

Where Next?

The reassessments of this line of inquiry—specifically,
methodological and empirical reassessments—have
thus added new vigor to the discourse and sharpened the
debate outside academe. An excellent take on how mea-
surement matters comes recently from O’Lear and
Diehl (2007):

In armed conflicts, particularly those involving natural
resources and other environmental factors, the issue of scale
remains overlooked and underanalysed. Although previous
work has considered conflict at different analytical resolu
tions, scale itself is rarely addressed directly or as an impor
tant characteristic of a conflict. ... Literature on natural
resource related conflict has tended to overlook issues of
scale and create a self imposed constraint on our understand
ing of conflict by determining a priori, and often indirectly,
the scope or frame of a conflict. (p. 179)

In addition, authors are beginning to reevaluate
Western notions of scarcity and its effects—for instance,
Ember, Ember, Korotayev, and de Munck’s (2007) per-
lustrative examination of fat and thin, noting that
resource scarcity and valuing fatness in women are nega-
tively associated when there is little or no food storage
and unrelated when there is moderate or high storage.
Such work helps to shape the field by reevaluating the
marks and measures, assumptions and paradigms of the
effect scarcity may have.

What Resource Problem?

Not all work in the field accepts that scarcity necessarily
leads to conflict. Such an assumption has come under
increasing scrutiny, leading to more, and frankly better,
empirical assessments. Not all are supportive of the earlier
findings—note Theisen (2008): “The theory relating civil
violence to the degradation of natural resources receives
only limited support” (p. 802). Theisen’s most recent work
finds little support linking resource scarcity and civil con-
flict, but it replicates earlier findings on the importance of
poverty, instability, and dependence of fuel exports, seem-
ingly vindicating the free-market critics. Of note as well is
Urdal’s (2005) assumption:

In the environmental security literature, great rural
resource scarcity, causing rural to urban migration, is seen
as an important source of violent conflict. . . . Urban disor
der is primarily associated with a lack of consistent politi
cal institutions, economic shocks, and ongoing civil
conflict. (p. 418)
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Within the world of scholarship and popular political
punditry, the counterarguments tend to follow eight lines,
with some overlap:

1. There is no such thing as resource scarcity (Wright &
Czelusta, 2004).

2. Resource scarcity may exist, but property rights
ameliorate it (Mehta, 2007).

3. Resource scarcity may exist, but it is not the source of
violent conflict (Dwyer & Oh, 1987).

4. Resource scarcity exists only in nondemocratic and/or
corrupt states (Kalyuzhnova & Nygaard, 2008).

5. Resource scarcity may exist, but conflict management
mitigates it (Himes, 2008).

6. Resource scarcity cannot exist where sufficient
technological advances exist (Gowdy & Julia, 2007).

7. Resource scarcity may exist, but free markets prevent it
(Horwitz, 2008).

8. Resource scarcity exists, but the data support no causality
(Salehyan, 2008).

Outside academe, the counterarguments tend to be more
strident:

1. There is no such thing as resource scarcity, and the theory
that there is, is Marxist propaganda (Mills, 2008).

2. Resource scarcity doesn’t exist, and the sources of violent
conflict are Marxist redistributive policies (Lott, 2007).

3. Resource scarcity exists only in nondemocratic states
because free markets prevent it from appearing in
democratic ones (Corsi & Smith, 2005).

4. Resource scarcity may exist, but climate change and
environmental degradation aren’t the causes; corruption
at the local level is (Singer & Avery, 2008).

The non-resource-scarcity literature is thin in most
parts, but some of the academic critiques are worthy of fur-
ther examination. But most of the non-resource-scarcity
literature finds itself running headlong into the same wall
repeatedly—the data and evidence in support of the vari-
ous resource scarcity theories far outweigh those that do
not. In the words of Krautkraemer (2005), “The general
conclusion . . . is that technological progress has amelio-
rated the scarcity of natural resource commodities; but
resource amenities have become more scarce, and it is
unlikely that technology alone can remedy that” (p. 2).

Conclusion

Richard Matthew’s summary (2008) of the state of the dis-
cipline is a clear, concise assessment of much of the schol-
arship, and the essays by Dobkowski and Wallimann
(2002) can certainly serve as an ideal introduction to the
subject. A number of works cited in this all-too-brief
examination of the literature would serve as well as sub-
ject-specific overviews. But a unified treatment of the
problems of resource scarcity and political conflict issuing
from it is yet to be seen.

Part of this absence is due to the problems of definition
and delineation, part to measurement, and part to empiri-
cal analyses. Le Billon (2007) makes a strong case, fol-
lowing the comparativists’ admonishment, that scale
matters—not only area, but amounts and impacts.
Otherwise, we are comparing apples not to apples, or
oranges, but to bricks. It thus stands that much, then,
needs to be done in unifying the disparate treatments, uni-
versalizing the language, and standardizing the definitions
and measures. Perhaps then can scholarship proceed and
policy prescriptions begin.

Notes

1. Luke 1:52ff: deposuit potentes de sede et exaltavit
humiles, that is, “[god] demolishes the thrones of the unjust and
exalts the lowly.”

2. See Craig Duncan (1962), Economic Geography, 38(2),
113 121, or Lynn White (1962), Medieval technology and social
change, Oxford University Press; also Tibor Scitovsky (1954),
Two concepts of external economies, Journal of Political
Economy, 17(1), 143 151.

3. See especially Raymond Mack and Richard Snyder
(1957), The analysis of social conflict: Toward an overview and
synthesis, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 1, 212 248, for a para
digmatic example.

4. A way to consider this approach, and the subapproaches
over particular physical resources, is thus

‘erltl : letl’ (1)
where X and Y are entities (individuals, groups, nations), 7/ is a
resource, and ¢ is time. Since the resource »/ is finite or near
finite, it is necessarily contestable. As the ratio of possession, use,
or production of 7/ becomes more uneven or disparate, conflict is

possible (P). Thus,

Xarr,, —Yap,, — Plconflict],, . )

Amelioration of conflict is, crudely, possible when r/ is more
evenly allocated, or when other resources (#2, 73, . . . rk ) become
available that act as substitute or trade items for r/.

XAI”[I —>YAIr2t+1 — —P[COI’ZﬂiCt]Hrn (3)

Much of the work on scarcity and conflict thereby proceeds from
these assumptions.

5. Compare this to the slightly earlier work by Binningsbe, de
Soysa, and Gleditsch (2007). They test a general argument about
the effects of resource scarcity by examining the most widely used
measure of environmental sustainability: the ecological footprint.
Contrary to the neo Malthusian argument, they find that entities
with a heavier footprint possess greater propensities for peace.

6. Thomas Homer Dixon’s (2009) prolific output on this sub
ject is itself worthy of exploration.

7. See, to list a very few, Matthias Basedau and Jann Lay
(2009), Resource curse or rentier peace? The ambiguous effects



of oil wealth and oil dependence on violent conflict, Journal of
Peace Research, 46(3), 757 776; Hanne Fjelde (2009), Buying
peace? oil, corruption and civil war, 1984 99, Journal of Peace
Research, 47(2), 199 218; or Syed Murshed and Mohammed
Tadjoeddin (2009), Revisiting the greed and grievance explana
tions for violent Internal conflict, Journal of International
Development, 21(1), 87 111.
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Etanic CoNFLICT
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Christopher Newport University

thnic conflict is one of the major threats to

international peace and security. The conflicts

in the Balkans, Rwanda, Chechnya, Iraq,
Israel/Palestine, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, and Darfur
are only among the best-known and deadliest examples.
The destabilization of provinces, states, and in some cases
even whole regions are common consequences of ethnic
violence. Ethnic conflicts are often accompanied by gross
human rights violations such as genocide and crimes
against humanity, economic decline, state failure, environ-
mental problems, and refugee flows. Violent ethnic con-
flict leads to tremendous human suffering.

Despite the fact that the number of conflicts has
declined over the past decades, ethnic turmoil remains one
of the main sources of warfare and instability in major
regions of the world. Between 1945 and 1990, nearly 100
ethnic groups were involved in violent conflicts. During
the 1990s, about three quarters of conflicts were disputes
between politically organized ethnic groups and govern-
ments. More than one third of the world’s states were
directly affected by serious internal warfare at some time
during the 1990s, and of these states, nearly two thirds
experienced armed conflicts for 7 years or longer during
the decade. In 2006, all 32 ongoing conflicts were internal,
5 of which were internationalized; most of them were
caused by ethnic issues (Harbom & Wallensteen, 2007).

Ethnic Identity, Ethnicity,
and Ethnic Groups

The terms ethnic and ethnicity have their roots in the Greek
word ethnos, which describes a community of common
descent. In ethnic conflict research, the terms ethnic group,
communal group, ethnic community, peoples, and minority
are mostly used interchangeably. Two elements provide
the basis to identify ethnic groups: first, the accentuation
of cultural traits, and second, the sense that these traits dis-
tinguish the group from the members of the society who do
not share the differentiating characteristic. These ethnic
criteria, which provide the origins of communal identity,
may include shared historical experiences and memories,
myths of common descent, a common culture and ethnic-
ity (including race), and a link with a historic territory or a
homeland (which the group may or may not currently
inhabit). Elements of common culture include language,
religion, laws, customs, institutions, dress, music, crafts,
architecture, and even food. Ethnic communities show
signs of solidarity and self-awareness, which are often
expressed by the name the group gives itself (Smith,
1986). The definitions of the terms ethnic and ethnicity in
ethnic conflict research thus go beyond the general usage
in North America, where ethnicity commonly refers to race
(skin color and other physical markers) only.
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Ethnic identity is formed by both tangible and intangi-
ble characteristics. Tangible characteristics such as shared
culture or race are important because they contribute to the
group’s feeling of identity, solidarity, and uniqueness. As a
result, the group considers perceived and real threats to its
tangible characteristics as risks to its identity. If the group
takes steps to confront the threat, ethnicity becomes politi-
cized, and the group becomes a political actor by virtue of
its shared identity. On the other side, ethnicity is just as
much based on intangible factors, namely, on what people
believe, or are made to believe, to create a sense of soli-
darity among members of a particular ethnic group and to
exclude those who are not (Smith, 1991) members.

Although communal identity provides the foundation
for the definition of ethnic groups, disagreement exists
over how ethnic identity forms and how it changes over
time. A first school of thought, known as the primordial
ist approach, explains ethnicity as a fixed characteristic of
individuals and communities (Geertz, 1973; Isaacs, 1975;
Smith, 1986). According to primordialists, ethnicity is
rooted in inherited biological traits and/or a long history
of practicing cultural differences. Ethnic identity is seen
as unique in intensity and durability and as an existential
factor defining individual self-identification and commu-
nal distinctiveness. Mobilization of ethnic identity and
ethnic nationalism is a powerful tool to engage the group
in a political struggle. Ethnic divisions and ethnic conflict
are considered inherent to multiethnic societies and a
common phenomenon.

The primordialist focus on fixed identities, however,
fails to recognize variation in ethnic group formation,
ranging from relatively short-term associations to long-
standing, strong, and cohesive groups with biological and
historical roots. To account for these differences, a sec-
ond, so-called instrumentalist, approach developed,
which understands ethnicity as a tool used by individuals
and groups to unify, organize, and mobilize populations to
achieve larger goals (Brass, 1985; Glazer & Moynihan,
1975; Noel, 1968). These goals are mostly of a political
nature and include, among others, demands for self-gov-
ernance, autonomy, access to resources and power,
respect for the group’s identity and culture, and minority
rights. In this view, ethnicity has little or no independent
standing outside the political process and is in its charac-
ter comparable to other political affiliations such as ideo-
logical beliefs or party membership. According to
instrumentalists, ethnicity is a result of personal choice
and mostly independent from the situational context or the
presence of cultural and biological traits. Ethnic conflict
arises if ethnic groups compete for the same goal, notably
power, access to resources, or territory. Elite interest plays
an important role in mobilizing ethnic groups to engage in
ethnic conflicts. Ethnic conflict is thus similar to other
political interest conflicts.

Critics of instrumentalism argue that ethnicity, in con-
trast to political affiliations, cannot be decided on by indi-
viduals at will but is embedded within and controlled by the

society as a whole. Advocates of social constructivism
point to the social nature of ethnic identity and argue that
ethnicity can only be understood in a relational framework
(Anderson, 1991; Brubaker, 1995; Dominguez, 1989;
Laitin, 1986). In their view, ethnicity is neither fixed nor
completely open. Ethnic identity is created by social inter-
actions between individuals and groups and remains there-
fore beyond a person’s choice, but it is subject to change if
the social conditions change. Individuals and groups cannot
escape the fact that ethnic differences exist, but they deter-
mine themselves what they make of these differences
(Wolff, 2006). Ethnic conflict depends thus to a great extent
on the opportunities provided for the group to reach their
goals. Violent conflict is caused mainly by social and polit-
ical systems that lead to inequality and grievances and do
not offer options for the peaceful expression of differences
(e.g., discriminatory regimes). Changes in social interac-
tions, such as increased tensions or violent conflict, influ-
ence the socially constructed nature of ethnicity. Social
constructivists explain the tremendous atrocities committed
during ethnic conflicts, such as genocide, mass rape, ethnic
cleansing, and so forth, by the fact that by virtue of their
ethnicity, everyone is part of the struggle (Chipman, 1993).

A fourth view ascribes to ethnicity deep cultural and
psychological roots, which make ethnic identity extremely
persistent (Ross, 2001; Volkan, 1997). Psychocultural
interpretations stress the importance of shared, deeply
rooted worldviews that shape group members’ relation-
ships with others, their actions and motives. These world-
views influence members’ perception of origin, the
intensity of their identity, and the significance of political
action. Ethnic identity cannot be changed, only made more
tolerant and open-minded. Ethnic conflict engages central
elements of each group’s identity and invokes fears and
suspicion about real and potential opponents. Ethnic con-
flict is thus not simply a political event but a drama that
challenges the very existence of the group by contesting its
identity. This explains why ethnic conflicts are very diffi-
cult to resolve.

In reality, some ethnic groups have identities with deep
historical roots whereas others do not, and some groups
have static identities, whereas others have dynamic identi-
ties. The concrete expression of ethnicity and its propensity
to lead to violence and warfare depend on the context.
Ethnic identities are adaptable to and activated by unex-
pected threats and new opportunities. Ethnicity cannot be
politicized unless an underlying core of memories, experi-
ence, or meaning moves people to collective action. As a
result, ethnic identity usually “can be located on a spectrum
between primordial historical continuities and (instrumen-
tal) opportunistic adaptations” (Esman, 1994, p. 14).

Several factors contribute to the salience and intensity
of ethnic identities. Indisputably, the strongest factor is
war and violence. First, the history of common efforts, sto-
ries of sacrifices for a common goal, and memories of
human suffering create strong connections among the
members of affected ethnic groups. Similarly, if a group



experiences economic, political, and cultural discrimina-
tion, group cohesion tends to increase. Second, a group’s
ethnic identity is stronger if mass literacy is achieved.
Literacy allows elements of identity to be stored in writing,
which means that historical and cultural narratives can
reach a mass audience and stay the same over time. Even
if an ethnic identity lies dormant for some time, it can be
revived. Finally, the identities of nonimmigrant groups
tend to be more pronounced than the identities of immi-
grant ethnic groups. While immigrants often assimilate,
nonimmigrant minorities generally adhere to their tradi-
tions, especially if they are easily distinguished from the
rest of the society by tangible traits such as physical mark-
ers (Gurr, 1993).

Not all ethnic groups are politically active or engage in
ethnic conflict. According to the Minorities at Risk Project
(www.cidem.umd.edu/mar/), which tracks 283 mobilized
ethnic groups, at least 17.4% of the world’s population
identifies with politically active ethnic groups. Depending
on the political structure of the state (democracy vs. author-
itarian regimes) and the size and situation of the ethnic
minority (large vs. small portion of the society, regionally
concentrated vs. dispersed), ethnic groups will have differ-
ent claims and will use different means to voice their
demands. The Minorities at Risk Project distinguishes six
different group types: ethnonationalists, indigenous peo-
ples, ethnoclasses, communal contenders, religious sects,
and national minorities. Ethnonationalists are large, region-
ally concentrated ethnic groups with a history of autonomy
or separatist struggles. Examples include the Quebecois in
Canada, the Kurds in Iraq, and the Tibetans in China.

Indigenous peoples are original inhabitants of a colo-
nized territory. These groups typically have traditional
social, economic, and cultural customs that set them apart
from the rest of the society (e.g., Native Americans, the
Maasai in Africa, and the Aboriginals in Australia). Even
though indigenous peoples are often sharply distinct from
the dominant group (they usually are set apart, not only by
physical markers, but also by language, religion, tradi-
tions, etc.), they tend to be badly organized, have weak
connections among group members, and, consequently, are
usually unable to voice their claims (mostly to land and
access to resources) in a successful manner. As a result,
indigenous peoples are among the most marginalized eth-
nic groups in the world.

Ethnoclasses are racially or culturally distinct groups
of people who are usually descendants from slaves or
immigrants. African Americans in the United States or
Muslim minorities in France are good examples of ethno-
classes. In many cases, these groups perform distinctive
economic activities, mostly at the bottom of the economic
hierarchy. Ethnoclasses generally strive for equal treat-
ment, economic opportunities, and political participation.
Mobilization of these groups varies widely. Ethnoclasses
have successfully pursued their interests in many Western
democracies whereas they remain relatively unorganized
in most other places.
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Communal contenders are culturally distinct groups that
hold or seek a share in state power. Some of them can also
be classified as ethnonationalists opting for separatism and
seeking independence (e.g., the people of southern Sudan).
The Minorities at Risk Project distinguishes between dom
inant, advantaged, and disadvantaged communal con-
tenders. Dominant groups hold both political and economic
power over other groups in their societies (e.g., the Sunni in
Iraq under Saddam Hussein, Whites in South Africa during
the apartheid regime, and the Tutsi in Burundi).
Advantaged groups enjoy political benefits but are not in
control of governing power (e.g., the Punjabis in Pakistan).
Disadvantaged communal contenders are the most com-
mon; they often face political or economic discrimination
or both (e.g., the Chinese in Malaysia and the Tajiks in
Afghanistan). Changes to group relations involving com-
munal contenders are particularly likely if power structures
change. Intergroup shifts of relative political influence and
economic prosperity can provoke violent actions, which
tend to be particularly long lasting and disastrous, as illus-
trated by the conflicts between north and south Sudan
(1956-2005) or different groups in Lebanon (1975-1990).
Power-sharing models that take differences and external
changes into account are the only way to deal with these
issues. However, as history shows, these power-sharing
arrangements are often very difficult to achieve.

Religious sects are ethnic groups that differ from the rest
of the society, mostly by their religious beliefs and related
cultural practices. Religious minorities tend to have high
group cohesion because religion is a highly salient trait. In
addition, religious groups usually already possess an orga-
nizational structure, which makes mobilization of the
groups particularly easy and likely. Most groups in this cat-
egory are Muslims and include both Islamic people in non-
Muslim societies (e.g., Algerians in France, Arab citizens of
Israel, or Turks in Germany) and different sects within a
Muslim society (e.g., Sunni and Shi‘a in Iraq). Non-Islamic
groups include, among others, the Catholics in Northern
Ireland, Jews in Argentina, the Copts in Egypt, and the
Baha’i in Iran. For these politicized religious minorities,
their faith is what sets them apart, but their goals are polit-
ical in nature (e.g., participation in the government, nondis-
crimination, or the recognition of the minority).

Finally, national minorities are groups with kinfolk in a
neighboring state but who are a minority in the state in
which they reside. Most of these groups have a history of
political autonomy, which they strive to reinstate. Examples
include Greeks in Albania, Russians in the Baltic,
Hungarians in parts of Serbia, and Arabs in Iran.

The Origin and Nature of Ethnic Conflict

Conflict describes a situation in which two or more actors
pursue incompatible goals. It is not necessarily violent, but
the use of tension, dispute, or unease is more common in a
nonviolent context. A violent internal conflict is generally
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called a civil war or armed conflict if casualties and destruc-
tion are substantial, the conflict had a certain duration, the
protagonists are organized, and military operations are
used to achieve political goals (Brown, 2001b).

Ethnic conflict is a form of conflict in which the goals
of at least one party are defined in ethnic terms, and the
conflict, its causes, and potential remedies are perceived
along ethnic lines (Horowitz, 1985). The conflict is usu-
ally not about ethnic differences themselves but over
political, economic, social, cultural, or territorial matters.
The conflicts in Northern Ireland or Israecl/Palestine, for
example, are not religious conflicts, but political con-
flicts, because the goals at stake are political, not reli-
gious in nature.

If the political goal of ethnic mobilization is self-
determination, the movement is called nationalism. A
nation in this context is a politicized ethnic group with the
desire for self-government, ranging from participation in
public affairs to local segmental autonomy to territorial
claims, including independence (Van Evera, 1994). The
use of the word nation is problematic. On the one side,
nation can mean the state as a whole (the way the term is
used in international or United Nations). If nation refers to
people in this context, it can be understood as the aggre-
gate, permanent population of the state, based on citizen-
ship. On the other side, nation is also widely used to refer
to a politicized ethnic group, in which case the link among
people is based on ethnicity rather than citizenship.

Ethnic disputes are common in every multicultural
society. Intergroup problems arise in periods of substantial
political, economic, and social change and lead to uncer-
tainty, emerging opportunities for action, and particularis-
tic interests. Grievances and polarizing leadership lead to
mobilization, ranging from political action (conventional
politics, strikes, demonstrations, and other nonviolent
means) to violent acts such as terrorism, armed uprisings,
and guerrilla and civil wars (Horowitz, 2001).

Causes of Ethnic Conflict

Michael Brown (2001a, 2001b) distinguishes between
underlying and proximate causes for ethnic conflict.
Underlying causes include structural factors, political fac-
tors, economic and social factors, and cultural and per-
ceptual factors. Proximate causes embrace four levels of
conflict triggers: internal, mass-level factors (bad domes-
tic problems); external, mass-level factors (bad neighbor-
hoods); external, elite-level factors (bad neighbors); and
internal, elite-level factors (bad leaders). Both underlying
and proximate causes have to be present for ethnic con-
flict to evolve.

Underlying Causes

Structural Factors. Weak states or failed states are often
a starting point for ethnic conflict. Most of these states
are artificial products (e.g., former colonies) and lack

political legitimacy, ethnically sensible borders, and
effective political and legal institutions. Violent conflicts
are likely if changes in the economic situation of a state
(e.g., cuts in foreign aid, corruption, administrative
incompetence, and the inability to promote economic sta-
bility) are associated with the deterioration of the politi-
cal situation in the country and the mobilization of ethnic
groups. Group rivalry can lead to military mobilization,
which leads to general armament of all ethnic groups
within the state. This causes a security dilemma; by tak-
ing steps to defend themselves, ethnic groups often
threaten the security of others (Posen, 1993). The ethnic
security dilemma involves aspects of physical security
(threats to the existence of the group), political security
(oppressive regimes, exclusion from political participa-
tion), economic and social security (no equal opportuni-
ties for economic and social advancement of the group),
cultural security (forced assimilation), and environmental
security (destruction of a minority’s land and resources;
Wolff, 2006). Violent conflicts and internal security
dilemmas lead to massive human rights violations,
refugee flows, and spillover effects with the potential to
destabilize whole regions.

Ethnic geography, namely, the geographic distribution
and territorial concentration of ethnic groups in pluralistic
states, is a second factor that contributes to the likelihood
of violent ethnic conflict. Ethnic conflict is particularly
common in states with territorially concentrated ethnic
groups located near a border or with ethnic kin in an adja-
cent state (Fearon & Laitin, 2003). These groups show
high levels of organization and increased group cohesion
and are able to use shared homelands as a territorial base
for their political struggle.

Political Factors. Ethnic conflict is particularly likely in
states in which ethnic groups are inadequately repre-
sented in the government, the courts, the police, the mil-
itary, political parties, and other public and political
institutions. Authoritarian one-party regimes with dis-
criminatory legislation and lack of opportunities for eth-
nic groups to participate in state decision-making
processes are particularly prone to ethnic conflict.
Liberal democracies that focus on the ideals of inclusion,
political debate, and the attempt to reach consensus
among all participants in the political process facilitate
nonviolent ethnopolitical action and are thus less likely to
experience rebellion or uprisings (Gurr & Harff, 2003). A
second cause of conflict is exclusionary national ideolo-
gies. Nationalism and, in an increased form, citizenship
based on ethnic distinctions are especially dangerous
because such ideologies tend to flourish in situations of
political uncertainty and economic collapse. Other forms
of exclusionary national ideologies include religious fun-
damentalism and supremacist, fascist expressions. Third,
the occurrence of violent ethnic conflict depends on sta-
ble domestic intergroup relations. Violent conflict is
especially likely if the claims are incompatible, groups



are strong and organized, action is possible, success is
achievable, and the fear of suppression and discrimina-
tion is tangible (Brown, 2001b). Tactics employed by
leaders and elites during political turmoil are crucial:
Scapegoating, hate speech, and instrumentalization of
the mass media are means that have the potential to
aggravate ethnic tensions.

Economic and Social Factors. Economic slowdowns, stag-
nation, deterioration, and collapse are sources of destabi-
lization of the state and can lead to increased tensions and
competition among ethnic groups. Competition for limited
natural resources is one of the major factors leading to eth-
nic conflict. In addition, discriminatory economic systems
with unequal economic opportunities, access to land and
resources, and vast differences in standards of living gen-
erate resentment and contribute to tensions and destabi-
lization. Fast economic transitions (e.g., from centrally
planned to market economies) and development can aggra-
vate instability by creating favorable conditions for
domestic migration, urbanization, and other societal
changes. These changes also raise hopes for economic and
political gains that can provoke frustration if these expec-
tations are not met.

Cultural or Perceptual Factors. Cultural factors such as
problematic group histories, stereotypical perceptions, and
grievances over cultural discrimination, including restricted
educational opportunities, legal and political limitations on
the use of the minority language, and constraints on reli-
gious and cultural practices, are common causes of ethnic
conflict. In addition, a weakening of traditional forms of
dispute settlement (such as a council of elders) changes the
environment for conflict resolution of ethnic disputes
(Brown, 2001a).

Proximate Causes

Proximate causes can be categorized according to
(a) whether they are triggered by elite-level or mass-level
factors and (b) whether they are triggered by internal or
external developments. Brown (2001a, 2001b) identifies
four main types of proximate causes of internal conflict:

Bad domestic problems (internal, mass level factor)
Bad neighborhoods (external, mass level factor)
Bad leaders (internal, elite level factor)

Bad neighbors (external, elite level factor)

Bl ol e

First, internal mass-level factors create bad domestic
problems such as rapid economic development, modern-
ization, patterns of political or economic discrimination,
and internal migration (urbanization). Refugees or fighters
from neighboring countries who cross the border often
bring violence and turmoil with them.

Second, radicalized politics can lead to contagion, dif-
fusion, and spillover effects and create “bad neighborhoods”
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(external mass-level causes). For instance, the Hutu
refugee camps in Zaire became prime recruitment zones
for rebel forces.

Third, internal elite-level aspects include power strug-
gles by leaders of different groups, ideological contests
over the way a country should be organized, and criminal
assaults. Leaders have the ability to “play the ethnic
card,” which can lead to increased tensions between eth-
nic groups. Milosevic’s policies in the former Yugoslavia
are a good example. By using the national media,
Milosevic fueled nationalist movements and hate toward
non-Serbian groups, which led to ethnic cleansing and
gross human rights violations committed during the wars
in the 1990s.

And finally, external, elite-level factors are the results
of decisions by governments to trigger conflicts in weak
neighboring states for political, economic, security, or
ideological reasons; an example is Russian involvement
in Georgia (Abkhazia and South Ossetia). In addition,
ethnic minorities in some cases decide to wage a violent
struggle in the hope of political gains and international
support. Ethnic groups assume the willingness of the
international community to react and to provide a politi-
cal forum to support negotiation, arbitration, and the set-
tlement of disputes. The assumption of intervention by
the international community can, in the worst case, cause
the very tragedies international engagement in ethnic
conflict tries to prevent. This happened, for example, in
Kosovo in the late 1990s. The Kosovar Albanian rebel
forces were convinced that if they could provoke the
Serbs to attack ethnic Albanians, the international com-
munity would intervene on their behalf and thus facilitate
their goal of independence. The plan seemed to work out:
The rebels began shooting large numbers of Serbian
police and civilians in 1997, the Serbs responded by
bloody counterinsurgency in 1998, and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization bombed the Serbs in 1999, occupy-
ing the province and thereby establishing Kosovo’s de
facto independence. However, both the Serb counterin-
surgency and the Albanian attacks on Serbs after Serbia’s
defeat caused the death and displacement of thousands of
people on both sides, thereby leading to a tragedy that
could have been prevented. These deaths were a direct
consequence of the promise of humanitarian intervention
(Kuperman, 2004).

Conflict Dynamics

Once ethnic conflict breaks out, it is difficult to stop.
Massive human rights violations and physical attacks on
civilians such as rape, torture, mass killings, ethnic cleans-
ing, and genocide lead to tremendous human suffering.
Systematic discrimination and exclusion from national and
local political decision making, the appropriation of ethnic
minorities’ traditional homelands, and policies that mar-
ginalize ethnic minorities are common practices accompa-
nying ethnic conflict.
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Even if fought at a low level of intensity, protracted
ethnic conflicts have a great impact on the affected soci-
ety. The lack of functioning or legitimate political insti-
tutions, weak economic performance, nonexistent or
polarized structure of civil society, and antagonized
elites lead to polarization and separation, eroding cross-
cutting cleavages and leaving societies deeply divided
and prone to further ethnic strife. In addition, ethnic con-
flicts have very direct effects far beyond their epicenters.
These involve refugee flows, internal displacement,
regional instability, economic failures, environmental
disasters, diffusion and spillover effects, and conditions
for organized crime and terrorism. Ethnic conflicts
spread in two ways. Diffusion occurs when an ethnic
conflict in one state stimulates conflict in another state
with similar conditions. Successful movements provide
images and moral incentives resulting in the motivation
and mobilization of other ethnic movements in similar
economic and political conditions. Escalation or conta
gion effects occur when a conflict in one country spreads
across borders into neighboring countries in which an
ethnic minority has its kinfolk. This usually involves the
engagement of new foreign fighters who are employed
by local elites. Ethnic conflicts may start out as intrastate
disputes, but become regional or international crises
when foreign powers get involved.

Neighboring states, regional powers, and international
powers are often overwhelmed and unable to deal with
international consequences of ethnic conflicts. However,
in many cases, these external actors are not passive victims
of ethnic crises but actively pursue their own agendas and
interests. Foreign sympathizers and diasporas can con-
tribute substantially to a group’s cohesion and mobiliza-
tion by providing financial, military, political, and moral
support. External actors in some cases play important roles
in inflaming conflicts or prolonging violent struggles.
Opportunistic interventions to gain military, economic, or
political benefits take advantage of conflict-affected states
and contribute to the conflict. At the same time, interna-
tional involvement can be crucial in preventing and set-
tling ethnic conflict. The international community plays a
role in negotiating, organizing, and supervising ceasefires
and peace agreements; investigating past human rights
violations; implementing the provisions of peace settle-
ments; conducting peace operations including humanitar-
ian, military, and economic assistance; imposing arms
embargos and economic sanctions; and providing mecha-
nisms of confidence and capacity building and of solving
future disputes with peaceful means. Neighboring states
and the international community can thus be victims of
the troubles in the region or active contributors—some-
times deliberately, in other cases unintentionally—by pro-
viding military, economic, or political support of ethnic
groups or engaging in negotiation and peace implementa-
tion. Regional instability is as much a source of ethnic con-
flict as it is a consequence.

Ethnic Groups and
Ethnic Conflict Worldwide

Ethnic Groups

Given the aforementioned vague definition of ethnic
groups, no one really knows how many ethnic groups exist
in the world. Estimations range from a few hundred to a
few thousand. The reasons for these discrepancies are
manifold. Each state has different methods of determining
group affiliation. While one state labels a group White,
another distinguishes among different heritages. In addi-
tion, the fact that self-identification with an ethnic minor-
ity often comes with disadvantages leads to unreliable
censuses. In other cases, ethnic minorities tend to
overestimate their numbers to get benefits from the govern-
ment or to put themselves in a stronger position (see, e.g., the
entry for Albania in the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency’s
World Factbook (U.S. CIA, n.d.), which notes that as of
1989, estimates of the Greek population ranged from 1%
in official Albanian statistics to 12% in statistics from a
Greek organization). A further complication is that one
ethnic group can have many different names. The group
might have a name for itself, the state might have second
one, ethnic kinfolk in a neighboring state might label
themselves in a third way, and scholars might use a fourth
name to refer to parts or the entire group. Finally, numbers
fluctuate due to migration and other factors, such as fertil-
ity and mortality rates. According to the U.S. Census
Bureau, for example, the growth of the U.S. Hispanic pop-
ulation from 9.6 million in 1970 to 102.6 million (pro-
jected) in 2050 will lead to major changes in the
composition of the U.S. population, with the current
majority (White) losing its majority status.

Around 80% of states are multiethnic societies, meaning
that no ethnic group dominates the society. The remaining
20% are either states that are truly ethnically homogeneous
(e.g., Japan and Korea) or states with overwhelming
majorities (such as China, France, and Germany, which are
home to many different ethnic groups). China, for example,
has 57 official ethnic groups, but 91.5% of the people are
Han (U.S. CIA, n.d.). In contrast, ethnically heterogeneous
states comprise two or more ethnic groups, none of which
is completely dominant. These groups can be regionally
concentrated, as for example in Canada, Switzerland, or
Belgium, or dispersed, as in the United States.

Ethnic Conflict

Ethnic conflict has been the world’s most common
source of warfare, insecurity, and loss of life. According
to the Minorities at Risk database, 121 ethnic conflicts
occurred between 1945 and 2003. Some 60% of conflicts
started before 1990, and the other 40% started after 1990,
thereby making the last decade of the 20th century the
decade with the most ethnic conflicts. Since 1955, nearly



50 ethnic groups have been targeted in campaigns of geno-
cides and ethnic cleansings that killed between 13 million
and 20 million civilians (Marshall & Gurr, 2005). These
civil wars, mass murders, and violent campaigns led to
more than 14 million internationally recognized refugees
and about 17 million internally displaced people (U.S.
Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, 2008). Today,
most ethnic conflicts occur in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia.

Many of these conflicts are protracted conflicts, mean-
ing that they have lasted 10 years or more. The Sudanese
civil war between the Arab-Muslim north and the
Christian-Animist-African south, for example, is the
longest and deadliest civil war in the second half of the 20th
century. Most ethnic conflicts do not meet the threshold of
wars (1,000 or more battle-related deaths in a year). Low-
level rebellions, minor armed conflicts (at least 25 battle-
related deaths per year), terror campaigns, and large-scale
protest movements with occasional violence are more com-
mon. Patterns of escalation and de-escalation are typical
scenarios. The Sri Lankan civil war, for instance, started in
the early 1980s between the Sinhalese government and
Tamil rebel groups and ended in 2009 with the defeat of the
Tamils. During the conflict, high and low levels of intensity
alternated; the conflicting parties negotiated various cease-
fires and peace agreements, followed by insurgencies and
high levels of violence and death.

The Clash of Civilizations

The idea that cultural differences lead to violent behavior
of political actors is also the foundation of Samuel
Huntington’s famous Foreign Affairs article “The Clash of
Civilizations?” (1993) and his subsequent book The Clash
of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (1996).
From the premise that sameness leads to peaceful relations
whereas difference produces disorder and conflict,
Huntington argues that cultural and ethnic differences
between “civilizations,” namely, states or groups of states
that distinguish themselves by cultural traits, will lead to
conflict. These cultural differences are first and foremost
religious in nature, although linguistic and geographic
proximity also play a role. He identifies the following as
major civilizations:

e Western civilization (western and central Europe, North
America, and Australia)

e Latin American civilization (Central and South America)

e Slavic Orthodox civilization (former Soviet Union states
[excluding Central Asia], former Yugoslavia [excluding
Slovenia and Croatia], and eastern Europe)

e Buddhist civilization (Asian states, including Thailand, Sri
Lanka, Laos, Cambodia, Mongolia, and Myanmar/Burma)

e Confucian civilization (China and the Chinese diaspora,
North and South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Vietnam)

e Hindu civilization (India and the Indian diaspora, Nepal)
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e Japanese civilization

e I[slamic civilization (Middle East, North Africa, Central
Asia, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei)

e (Sub Saharan) African civilization (southern, central, and
eastern Africa)

Some civilizations overlap or are categorized into sub-
civilizations (e.g., Western civilization is divided into the
European and North American categories; Islamic civiliza-
tion into Arab, Persian, Turkish, and Indonesian subdivi-
sions). Turkey, Ethiopia, Haiti, and Israel are excluded
from this classification of civilizations and designated as
so-called lone countries.

The idea of classifying the world into civilizations is
not entirely new. The British historian Arnold J. Toynbee
(1960) concluded, in his book 4 Study of History, that the
world consists of 21 civilizations. The German historian
and philosopher Oswald Spengler (1918/1991) divides the
world into eight cultures in his book The Decline of the
West and follows a pattern very similar to Huntington’s
divisions (excluding most of Africa). The term clash of
civilizations was crafted by British scholar Bernard Lewis
(1990) in his article titled “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” in
which he describes the rivalry between Islam and the
Judeo-Christian heritage. Huntington’s work endorses
Lewis’s hypothesis of the clash of civilizations and
expands the theory to the global scale.

According to Huntington (1996), future conflicts or
“clashes” will happen between these civilizations, either
on the local and regional level (what he calls “fault line
conflicts”) or on the global level between major states of
different civilizations (“core state conflicts”). He points
out that these conflicts will be mostly between the Western
civilization, which currently enjoys hegemonic status, and
major challengers, namely the Confucian and Islamic civ-
ilizations. East Asia, and above all China, threatens the
West mostly because of rapid economic growth, and the
rise of fundamentalism in the Islamic world challenges
Western values such as liberal democracy and human
rights. Huntington sees a potential alignment of these two
“challenger civilizations” as both have a history of conflict
with the West. In addition, so-called swing civilizations,
namely Russia, India, and Japan, who might favor either
the West or the challengers, further destabilize the world
because their affiliations are unclear, but their power is
extensive enough to bring about major changes.

Huntington’s (1993, 1996) main prediction is that
future conflicts will be fought between Muslims and non-
Muslims. Conflicts along boundaries between Muslims
and non-Muslims, as in the Philippines, Kashmir,
Chechnya, Kosovo, Bosnia, Sudan, Nigeria, and Palestine,
are seen as proof that “Islam has bloody borders”
(Huntington, 1993, p. 35). Historical clashes of Christians
and Muslims dating back to the Middle Ages and the fact
that both Islam and Christianity are absolute, universalist
religions with a mission to spread their faith are portrayed
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as the reasons for current and future problems between the
Christian (Western) and Islamic civilizations. The attacks
of September 11, 2001, and the subsequent events in
Afghanistan and Iraq have been interpreted as proof of
Huntington’s predictions.

Critics, however, point out that empirical evidence does
not support Huntington’s thesis. Empirical studies find no
increase in the frequency of intercivilizational conflicts
and show that state interactions across civilizational divides
are not more prone to conflict. Similarly, Huntington’s
(1996) “kin-country syndrome” (p. 272), namely, the idea
that in case of a war, people from the same civilization will
support others with the same cultural identity, cannot be
empirically established. Scholars have thus disproved
major aspects of the theory of the clash of civilizations
(Chiozza, 2002; Fox, 2002; Tusicisny, 2004).

Others point to the fact that clear cultural boundaries do
not exist in reality. Why separate Japan from China? Why
not separate Vietnam from China? Why not distinguish
between Catholic and Protestant states in the West?
Ideological and philosophical differences, paired with
political and economic discrepancies, are the most impor-
tant factors influencing the likelihood of conflict (Berman,
2003). In turn, ideological and political values such as
democratic governance and the rule of law are more easily
transmitted than Huntington suggests (Ajami, 1993).
Many non-Western states have become democratic over
the past decades, and the European Union has expanded
beyond western Europe. Cultural perceptions play a sec-
ondary role. In addition, many argue that nation-states will
remain the major players in international politics. Most
conflicts will be fought between states of the same civi-
lization or, more likely, within states (Gray, 1998; Hunter,
1998; Walt, 1997).

Although Huntington’s thesis has its merits and has led
to considerable scholarly debate, it cannot be empirically
proven and has major flaws. Huntington’s classification of
civilizations is difficult to apply to reality. For example,
although all states or groups in the Islamic civilization are
mainly Muslim, they express very different worldviews
(e.g., Bosnians, Indonesians, and Arabs face completely
different economic, social, and political circumstances). In
addition, most conflicts today are not conflicts between
civilizations but rather conflicts within civilizations and
within states. The major causes for conflict today are not
cultural differences but economic and political problems,
ideological disagreements, and discrimination. It is safe to
say that most political scientists today have serious doubts
about major elements of Huntington’s thesis.

Conclusion

Cultural differences and ethnic conflicts are important
issues shaping international politics. Because cultural
affiliations and ethnic identity are particularly strong factors

shaping group relations, these conflicts have led to
tremendous human suffering and are a significant threat
to international security. Instability, refugee flows,
spillover effects, and other international consequences
guarantee that ethnic conflict remains an issue on the
international political agenda. However, it is not the cul-
tural differences per se that lead to conflict but political,
ideological, and economic goals of international actors,
regardless of whether these actors are states, ethnic
groups, or “civilizations.” Given the complexity of ethnic
and cultural conflicts, there is no “silver bullet solution”
to solving related issues.
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olitical parties and party systems are of interest to

the scholar of comparative politics because they

are constantly in flux. A common understanding
of the political party, according to Leon D. Epstein
(1967), is of a group that “seeks to elect governmental
officeholders under a given label” (p. 9). Party systems
are described by the number of parties within a given
country during a given time, along with their “internal
structures, their ideologies, their respective sizes,
alliances, and types of opposition” (Duverger, 1972, p.
18). Party systems can have as few as one major political
party, or may have many political parties. Elections are
the venue in which competition for government office
takes place. Elections bring changes in the policies advo-
cated by parties, the seats held by political parties, and of
course the composition of government. It is important to
note that political parties do not make changes in a vac-
uum; change often comes in anticipation of, or in reaction
to, changes that other political parties in the system make.
This makes the party system a system of interaction
between political parties (Sartori, 1976).

This chapter will examine political party systems in a
comparative context. We will begin with a broad discus-
sion of political parties. The difference in number, type,
and ideology of political parties across different party
systems has much to do with the political development
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of a polity. Though there may be similarities in the ide-
ologies of political parties in different systems, the
parties may behave differently because of the dynam-
ics within their own systems. Political parties that
would never work together in one system because of
ideological differences may be coalition partners in
another system. This may have to do with the electoral
rules of a system and the prospects for formation of a
coalition government, or it may have to do with atti-
tudes toward the political system in general. We will
see that ideological considerations often have less to
do in explaining the behavior of a political party com-
pared with the potential for policy outputs. We end the
chapter with a discussion of whether political parties
are in decline, and the potential effects of such a
decline.

The Formation of Political Parties

We understand political parties as organizations that reg-
ularly compete for public office in that they put forth can-
didates for election (Sartori, 1976). The formation of
political parties is generally associated with the extension
of suffrage and the development of representative gov-
ernment (Duverger, 1972). Joseph LaPalombara and



Myron Weiner (1966) suggest that political parties are
endemic to “modern and modernizing political systems™:
A political party will emerge once a “political system
reaches a certain degree of complexity, or whenever the
notion of political power comes to include the idea that
the mass public must participate” (p. 3). These definitions
seem to place political parties as 20th-century phenom-
ena, although Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan
(1967) theorized that many of the political parties that
existed at the end of the 20th century were based in part
on earlier political conflicts dating back to at least the
19th century if not earlier. Specifically, these conflicts
ranged from national revolutions to the political aftermath
of the Industrial Revolution. From these events arose
cleavages, or divisions, within societies that gave rise to
political groupings. Lipset and Rokkan suggest that there
are hierarchies in cleavages within systems and over time,
which helps to explain the differences in political group-
ings across countries. It is important to note that the cleav-
ages themselves may also change, or even lose relevance.

The most common cleavages can be classified as ter-
ritorial and functional. Territorial cleavages arise when
there is conflict between the central nation building cul-
ture and that of the periphery. Peripheral cultures are
those differing in ethnicity, language, or religion from the
center of the nation (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), which
often places the peripheral culture in the position of sub-
ject culture. Functional cleavages can be interest specific
or ideological. Interest-specific cleavages are those that
reflect conflict over resources (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967),
whereas ideological cleavages often reflect differing
worldviews. For example, in national revolutions the
conflict between the nation-building center and periphery
represents a territorial cleavage, whereas the often
accompanying conflict between church and state results
in a functional cleavage of religious versus secular
worldviews. Industrial revolutions, which can pit the
interests of industrialists against those of landed interests,
can be territorial, whereas the conflict between owners
and workers is functional in nature. Together, these con-
stitute the four critical lines of cleavage that Lipset and
Rokkan (1967) suggest explain the variance in many
modern competitive party systems.

The transformation of a conflict into a cleavage and
then a political grouping, or party, takes place only after
particular thresholds are crossed in the development of a
nation-state. These thresholds are (a) legitimation: Is there
recognition of the right of protest? (b) incorporation: Are
supporters of a movement given political citizenship
rights? (c) representation: Can the new movement exist
on its own, or must it join with older movements? and
(d) majority power: Are there checks and balances against
numerical majority rule? (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967). The
first two thresholds specifically influence the development
of a political party, whereas the latter two are related to the
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growth and development of the party system. As the first
two thresholds occur roughly at the same time as the exten-
sion of mass suffrage, the contours of the party system are
set relatively early in the life of the nation-state; thus the
observation from Lipset and Rokkan (1967) that the “cru-
cial differences among the party systems emerged in the
early phases of competitive politics before the final phase
of mass mobilization” (p. 114).

Lipset and Rokkan suggest that much of the develop-
ment of party systems in Western Europe followed this
model. Although political parties may differ, overall one
may speak of party families, in which ideological tenden-
cies are reflected by parties across different states. Beyme
(1985) suggests that parties based on ideological principles
have had more success in establishing themselves in west-
ern Europe than have parties based on specific conflicts.
The earliest modern political parties, liberal parties, estab-
lished themselves as supporters of representative democ-
racy and constitutionalism. This involved the recognition
of individual rights and the preservation of individual
property. Within liberalism was a secondary, more radical
branch that supported direct rule by the people, meaning
the extension of suffrage to the masses. Liberal parties first
emerged in England in the 1700s and in France after 1830.
In many cases, they were the first parties to form in repre-
sentative democracies. Over time, they have become
smaller parties in many political systems. Though smaller,
liberal parties such as the Free Democratic Party of
Germany often govern as part of a ruling coalition.

Conservative parties developed alongside liberal parties,
often as a response to liberal parties. The conservative ideal
is the preservation of historical continuity, with a belief in
the divine, valuation of traditional forms of life, and recog-
nition of private property and freedom (Beyme, 1985).
Conservative parties serve as a buffer to liberal parties
because conservative parties oppose rapid change, which is
presumed to threaten the social order. Conservative parties
tend to be in more secularized political systems. England’s
Conservative Party is one of the most well-known conser-
vative parties.

Both liberal and conservative parties established them-
selves while representative governments formed, primarily
reacting to the conflicts within a particular political system.
The constituencies for liberal and conservative parties were
necessarily small; not all the inhabitants of a democratizing
polity had the franchise, and liberal and conservative parties
tended to represent the upper classes. In contrast, socialist
parties were the first parties to form outside representative
bodies of government, often at the same time in which the
franchise was extended to all. According to Beyme (1985),
socialists were aiming for revolutionary reversal rather than
maintenance of the “principles of 1789”: liberty, equality,
and fraternity. Socialist parties tended to mobilize the newly
enfranchised working classes. Mostly worker based and
highly unionized, socialist parties sought better conditions
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for workers and demanded more state intervention in the
economy. The constituency for socialist parties has largely
stayed the same, as can be seen in cases such as the French
Socialist Party. After World War II, socialist parties largely
abandoned calls for full state intervention in the economy,
instead focusing on implementation of stronger control
mechanisms in the economy.

Communist parties are often linked to socialist parties in
terms of their advocacy for workers’ rights and state-con-
trolled economies. However, their historical difference
with socialists dates to World War I, when some believed
socialist parties were not strong enough in their opposition
to the war (Beyme, 1985). The antiwar attitude unified
many communist parties across European nations and led
to the formation of a communist movement. This commu-
nist movement was much more ideological than other par-
ties were, resulting in an outlook that was more
international than national. Within older democratic sys-
tems, such as in France and Italy, communist parties have
retained some influence, although their significance has
waned in many other countries. In post-Communist states,
the personnel of former Communist parties has remained
in politics, although the parties themselves have undergone
some changes, especially name changes. The former East
German Communist Party became the Party of Democratic
Socialism after unification and more recently transformed
itself into the Left Party.

Christian democratic parties also originated before
World War 1. As some nations democratized, in some of
the more religious nations, the established church found
itself at odds with the secularizing tendencies of liberal
reformers. Christian political parties were “generally
formed as a defense counter reaction to liberal or secular
legislations by which ardent believers felt threatened”
(Beyme, 1985, p. 81). Only after the excesses of the
national socialist era did established churches begin to
realize the importance of democratic forms of govern-
ment (Beyme, 1985). Accordingly, Christian democratic
parties became popular in the post-World War era
because their ideological orientation tended toward the
center, especially economically, with a religious focus on
moral issues.

Smaller parties such as agrarian or regional or ethnic
parties are not as widespread as the previous party families
are, owing to the particular historical circumstances of
their formation. According to Beyme (1985), “Agrarian
parties only emerged in countries where the towns were
still relatively small during the period of the extension of
the franchise and the rural population was strong enough
to stand up to the major landowners” (pp. 112—-113). The
most successful agrarian parties have been in some of
the Scandinavian countries. Agrarian parties tend to be to
the right on political and social issues and were at their
peak during the interwar period. Most have been subsumed
by other parties.

Regional or ethnic parties also reflect a carryover from
the nation-building process, and representation issues to

this day still divide the regional or ethnic minorities from
the larger society. Most advocate for self-determination or
autonomy in their own affairs. The most famous of these
are the Basque Nationalist Party, in Spain, and the Scottish
Nationalist Party, in Scotland. These parties advocate for
the independence of the Basque and Scottish peoples from
Spain and the United Kingdom, respectively.

The second half of the 20th century witnessed the emer-
gence of political parties not traceable to the cleavages of
national or industrial revolutions. The cleavages that
would be politically relevant would be based less on redis-
tributive issues and more on what Ronald Inglehart (1977)
refers to as postmaterialist, or quality-of-life, issues. The
emergence of ecological parties such as green parties
marked the transformation of this cleavage into a political
grouping. As opposed to other political groupings, green
parties seemed to lack a particular social base of support
and represented issues such as the environment, nuclear
power, human rights, and democratic representation.
These issues could not easily be placed within a traditional
left-right understanding of politics and soon came to be
known as issues of the New Left. Not surprisingly, the
social and political developments that led to a New Left
cleavage would also lead to a New Right, in which law and
order, patriotism, and personal morality issues were simi-
larly difficult to place within a traditional left-right under-
standing of political parties. Parties of the New Right are
also referred to as right wing extremist parties or parties of
the far right, but they share an emphasis on the above
issues. The most famous of these has been the Front
National of France.

Party Organizations

Political parties tend to differ in their organization on the
basis of three factors: competition, institutionalization,
and resource factors (Ware, 1996). Competition refers to
ideological differences, as well as the way in which the
party was formed. Institutionalization refers to the power
relations both between parties and within parties.
Resources refers to how the party perpetuates itself. Each
of these factors is affected by the specific time in which a
party emerges. Different organizational structures are thus
related to specific social and political developments in the
modern democratic state. Organizational differences
become apparent when one observes what Richard Katz
and Peter Mair (1993) term the different faces or respon-
sibilities of political parties. The three faces are the party
on the ground, the party in central office, and the party in
public office. The party on the ground refers to the polit-
ical party as represented by the electorate, or the voters a
party can reasonably rely on to vote for it. The party in
central office refers to the membership aspect of a politi-
cal party, or those who actively participate within the
party with respect to policy formation, recruitment of
members, and campaign planning. The party in public



office refers to the members of a political party who serve
as elected representatives.

The earliest political parties, known as cadre, or elite,
parties, predated mass suffrage. Elite parties were small
parties that largely reflected the interests of the elite
classes. Because suffrage was limited, political representa-
tion of those who could vote was also limited—essentially
narrow constituency groups, often locally based. The party
in the electorate was indistinguishable from the party in
public office because those elected to office came from
local constituencies and directly represented voters.
Organizationally, elite parties were not complex. A clear
correspondence between voters and representatives
existed, and local interests were well represented by the
local representatives elected to national legislative bodies.
Katz and Mair (2002) summarize the elite party as follows:

a small party on the ground in each constituency able to pro

vide its own resources, close and locally based ties between
the individual members of the party in public office and the
individual parties on the ground, weak or entirely absent party
in central office. (p. 116)

The extension of mass suffrage, well under way by the
middle of the 19th century, not only coincided with
emerging political ideologies representative of the inter-
ests of the working classes, but also led to the formation
of mass parties. As Peter Mair (1990) writes, “The exten-
sion of [suffrage] incorporated the mass of the citizenry
into the political system; mass parties mobilize and inte-
grate these citizens and inculcate a set of enduring politi-
cal identities” (p. 4). Mass parties are parties with a focus
on national issues and thus on winning national represen-
tation. Unlike elite parties, mass parties depend on the
maintenance of high levels of party membership. This is
partly because of the need to attract votes and gain politi-
cal representation but also because of the need to attract
resources, most obviously financial ones. Elite parties,
because of their small size, can rely on the support of
wealthy backers, whereas mass parties need to appeal to
large numbers of newly enfranchised working-class vot-
ers because mass parties need the dues of their members
to remain financially solvent. As a consequence, the orga-
nization of mass parties is much more complex than that
of elite parties. Katz and Mair (2002) describe the case of
the mass party as follows:

The party in central office provides support for the expansion
of the party on the ground and central coordination for its
activities, while the party on the ground provides the
resources that are necessary for the existence and success of
the party in central office. (p. 117)

The necessity of coordinating activities between the
party on the ground and the party in central office led to an
increase in the importance of professional staff members.
Adding to the necessity of strong organization is the
importance of coordination with the mass party’s elected
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representatives, or the party in public office. Not only are
elected officials answerable to the constituencies that vote
them into office, but they also must answer to the party in
central office, responsible for the electoral activities of the
party. With mass parties, the importance of party organiza-
tion is evident in the need to coordinate between the three
faces of the party, on the ground, in public office, and in
central office.

Understandably, elite parties, which represented a nar-
row constituency, would lose relevance in democratic soci-
eties when the franchise was extended. According to Otto
Kirchheimer (1966), mass parties themselves would also
begin to fade after World War 1II as the societal cleavages
that Lipset and Rokkan (1967) described lost some of their
relevance. The political and economic development of the
modern state made distinctions based solely on class or
denomination less divisive. Along with social and political
changes within the electorate, political parties themselves
changed, now with an increase in emphasis on winning elec-
tions and gaining seats in national legislatures. To win
elections and gain seats, political parties needed to broaden
their appeal past the narrow clienteles of the elite parties,
or even the specific class-based focus of the mass parties.
Some political parties developed a catchall approach, in
which the aim was to catch all categories of voters, not just
traditional constituencies based on societal cleavages.
Ideological considerations were less important than not
alienating a particular constituency group. Catchall parties
would appeal to the median voter in society as opposed to
a specific section of the electorate.

Organizationally, the catchall party differed from the
mass party model on many fronts. New forms of media,
such as television, made the activism associated with mass
parties less of a crucial element for catchall parties. Rather
than extend the effort involved in appealing to voters
through personal contact and activist organization, politi-
cal parties found that they could appeal to more voters
through the media. It is important to note that the reach of
the media also meant that catchall parties would empha-
size the recruitment of party leaders who could appeal to
the widest swath of voters. For the first time, the party in
public office and the party in central office would be the
most important faces of the party, as opposed to the party
in the electorate and party in public office faces of elite
parties and the party in the electorate and party in central
office faces of mass parties. Catchall parties were formed
specifically to win elections, and the way to do so was
under the direction of a central office charged with the
responsibility of running election campaigns and choosing
the best representatives, from the point of view of the
party, to stand for them.

Changes in political party organization echo changes in
society and in politics. Modern political parties have
placed more importance on winning elections, even though
the importance of party membership has decreased.
Catchall parties found they could win elections by appeal-
ing to the widest possible bloc of voters. At the same time,
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voters have become less likely to identify with a specific
political party and more likely to shift their allegiances
from election to election. With shifting voters comprising
an ever larger proportion of the electorate, political parties
are less likely to rely on voters for resources. Katz and
Mair (1995) suggest a new type of party has emerged that
has adapted to these realities: the cartel party. Cartel par-
ties are characterized as comprising professional politi-
cians whose main source of support is actually the state
and public sources of financing for political parties.
Although political parties may compete against each other
for votes and seats, all implicitly understand that their sur-
vival depends on maintenance of office rather than ideo-
logical battles. Katz and Mair write that “as politicians
pursue long term careers, they come to regard their politi-
cal opponents as fellow professionals” (p. 23). The party in
public office is the most important facet because elected
officials both attract votes and make sure that sources of
public funding remain in place for themselves.

Party Systems

Both the competition and the prospects for cooperation
between political parties in an electoral system constitute a
party system. Party systems may differ on the basis of the
types of parties within a system (both ideological and orga-
nizational) and the number of parties within a system.
Which parties are included as part of a party system is
decided on the basis of what Giovanni Sartori (1976) terms
coalition potential and blackmail potential. Coalition
potential refers to whether a party can be considered an
acceptable coalition partner in order to control govern-
ment. This definition does not imply that a party has to be
in government to be considered a party of the party system,
but rather that it has the potential to be part of a governing
coalition. Blackmail potential refers to whether a party can
affect the tactics of party competition of the parties that
have coalition potential. This definition does not imply
that a party must be part of a coalition, or have any chance
of being part of a coalition, but that it can influence the
political parties that do have coalition potential.

Early observers of political party systems such as
Maurice Duverger (1951/1954) held that the number of par-
ties within a system should be the main criterion for defin-
ing a party system. The number of political parties within a
party system is largely dependent on the specific election
rules of that political system. By election rules, Duverger
meant the barriers to representation, or what percentage of
the vote a party must secure in order to be represented in the
national legislative body. The main difference is between
systems following majoritarian representation rules and
those following a proportional representation rule. A majori
tarian system is one in which a party (or its candidate) must
secure more than 50% of the popular vote. This type of sys-
tem is also commonly referred to as a first past the post sys-
tem, with the post referring to 50% of the vote: The party

that first gets 50% of the vote gets representation.
Majoritarian systems tend to limit the number of parties that
compete in these systems because the parties must neces-
sarily appeal to the widest range of voters. Were a party to
appeal only to one or the other side of the political spectrum,
it would only have the votes of a minority of voters. Thus,
Durverger held that majoritarian systems tended to be two-
party systems, with the parties themselves more moderate in
their political ideologies because of the necessity of having
to appeal to a wider group of voters. Two-party systems tend
not to have cooperation between the major parties, given
that one party necessarily has a majority of the seats in the
legislative branch and thus does not need the opposing party
to form policies. The United States is one of the most
notable two-party systems.

Political systems that follow proportional representation
tend to have a greater number of political parties because
parties will win seats in the national legislature based on
their percentage of the popular vote. Some systems, such as
Germany, have instituted minimum-vote percentages,
which lower the probability of extremist parties’ gaining
representation because parties must win at least a specific
percentage of the vote to gain seats. In political systems in
which there is a minimum-vote threshold, the mean number
of political parties tends to be lower than in systems in
which there is no minimum-vote threshold. Even so, there
is no standard number of parties within a multiparty sys-
tem. Two and a half party systems are systems that have
three parties, with the third party much smaller than the
other two. Australia and Canada are notable two-and-a-
half-party systems. The third party tends to alternate as a
coalition partner between the larger parties, although a grand
coalition between the larger parties is not unheard of. In a
system with one large party and several smaller parties,
the larger party tends to be in power for long periods, with
a coalition of the remaining parties necessary to unseat the
larger party. The party systems of Norway and Sweden
exemplify this type of system. Systems with two larger par
ties and several smaller parties necessitate the formation of
coalitions between the larger parties and some, or several,
of the smaller parties. In this case, a grand coalition
between the larger parties is unlikely because of ideologi-
cal distance. Israel can be said to illustrate this type of sys-
tem. Finally, even multiparty systems consist of a broad
category of multiparty systems that can range from systems
in which there is complete cooperation between the parties
to polarized and volatile party systems (Ware, 1996). Italy
in the postwar era was long the main example of this type
of system. The number of parties in a system is not suffi-
cient in itself to describe the nature of the party system; the
nature of party competition is an important component in
the classification of party systems.

Following Duverger, Sartori (1976) suggested that ideo-
logical distance, as well as party fragmentation, determine
the nature of party competition within party systems.
Ideological distance is defined as the “overall spread of the
ideological spectrum of any given polity” (p. 126). At the



time of Sartori’s work, this primarily referred to parties
aligned along a traditional left-right continuum. Ideological
distance also refers to the attitudes of political parties toward
the state, as well as toward other parties within the system.
Thus, political parties may be close ideologically but differ
in how they perceive themselves in relation to the state and
to each other. Extremist parties, although having similar
ideological tendencies as parties of the left or the right, may
nevertheless be considered ideologically distant if their
ideology incorporates antisystem tendencies.

Party fragmentation incorporates the number of parties
within the system and whether any of the parties
“approaches the absolute majority point” (Sartori, 1976,
p- 124). The more parties within a party system, the more
likely it is that a party system will be fragmented, espe-
cially if there is a large ideological distance between the
parties. A large number of parties plus a large ideological
distance between the parties can result in what Sartori
refers to as a centrifugal system. A centrifugal system of
party competition is one in which most parties exist at the
extremes of the system, with a vacuum in the political cen-
ter of the system. Conversely, a centripetal system of party
competition displays a pull to the center for the political
parties and is much more likely in systems with smaller
numbers of political parties.

When party fragmentation is taken into account, the
classification of party systems becomes more complex.
Two-party systems tend to have lower levels of party frag-
mentation in general, although Sartori (1976) warns not to
assume that they “always work.” Rather, Sartori suggests
that the “centripetal mechanics of twopartism creates con-
sensus” (p. 191). In a predominant party system, in which
one party has the majority of votes although other parties
are represented in the system, as long as the predominant
party retains the majority of seats, party fragmentation is
also low. Japan in the postwar era is an example of this.
However, should the predominant party lose an outright
majority, the system may change into one in which party
fragmentation is higher.

Moderate multipartism describes party systems of
about three to five parties, with moderate levels of party
fragmentation and centripetal tendencies within the sys-
tem. That is to say, the parties are pulled toward the center.
In contrast, polarized multipartism describes party systems
with about three to five parties and centrifugal tendencies.
The center is weak in such systems, which are more likely
to suffer instability. Societies that have deep cleavages
within them, and many parties to represent these cleav-
ages, tend to display segmented multipartism. Although
the political tendencies are centrifugal, or a lack of center
exists, such systems can endure through institutional
design. The best examples of segmented multipartism
through institutional design are the consociational democ-
racies such as the Netherlands, described by Arend
Lijphart (1969).

Party systems are defined through the prospects for
party competition and party cooperation in a political system.
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Party competition is a straightforward concept; parties
compete with each other for votes and seats in a legisla-
ture. Party cooperation, however, has a slightly different
focus in that it describes how parties interact with each
other after receiving votes and seats in a national legisla-
ture. Levels of party cooperation are determined by the
willingness with which parties will go into coalitions in the
formation of a government. In a predominant party system,
or a two-party system, party cooperation is not a necessity
as one party has a majority of the votes and seats.
However, in party systems with more than two parties,
coalitions are a necessity in order to form a government
because there is no clear majority party. The extent to
which political parties can cooperate in the formation of a
ruling coalition is dependent on various factors and is the
subject of the following section.

Formation of Government

One of the functions separating political parties from other
interest groups in society is the translation of issue prefer-
ences into policy. lan Budge and Hans Keman (1990) sug-
gest that contrary to some conceptions of political parties,
winning elections is not the most important goal for polit-
ical parties; formulating policy is. Per Budge and Keman,
“explaining the behavior of parties in government is a nat-
ural corollary to explaining how they gain the popular sup-
port necessary to sustain a governmental role” (p. 2).
Without the ability to translate preferences into policy,
political parties would not have support from the elec-
torate. Thus the extent to which parties can make or influ-
ence policy is a key determinant of their longevity within
a political system.

Within majoritarian political systems, the party that
receives the most votes forms the government because it
controls the most seats in the legislative branch. In multi-
party systems, the formation of a government is much
more complicated. Budge and Keman (1990) offer a gen-
eral theory of party government to explain the factors
influencing the party coalitions that may form when no
one party controls a majority of votes. According to Budge
and Keman, this general theory has four assumptions:

1. The party or combination of parties that can win a
legislative vote of confidence forms the government.

2. Parties seek to form a government that can survive
legislative votes of confidence and most effectively carry
through policy.

3. The chief preferences of all democratic parties is to
counter threats to the democratic system; where no such
threats exist, the chief preference is to carry through
differences related to issues along the socialist bourgeois'
dimension of issue competition; where these two threats
do not hold, the preference is to pursue group related
preferences.

4. Within parties, factions seek to transform their issue
preferences into policies.
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The implications of this general theory of party govern-
ment affect explanations of party behavior, how governing
coalitions form and how they change, what governments
do in terms of their policy outputs, and how governments
come to an end. The formation of governments refers not
only to which parties are part of the ruling coalition but
also to how government ministries are distributed among
the coalition partners. In fact, Budge and Keman (1990)
suggest that parties may influence government more
through their tenure of specific ministries than through the
negotiations that lead political parties into coalition.

The coalition process begins when it becomes apparent
that no one party has enough legislative seats to control the
government. William H. Riker (1962) suggested that the
most obvious coalition to form would be a minimal win
ning coalition, in which there are enough members within
the coalition to assure control of government, but no sur-
plus members. This approach explains the behavior of
political parties if their main goal is the maintenance of
office but does little, according to Budge and Keman
(1990), to explain the formation of policy. A policy-based
approach to explaining coalition formation may be better
at “explaining why governments adopt the kind of policy
they do” (p. 19) and ultimately how responsive elected
governments are to voters.

In forming coalitions, then, parties take into account the
seats held by other parties within the system, as well as the
policy positions of all parties within the system. Coalitions
tend to form on the initiative of the largest parties within the
system (Budge & Keman, 1990). Parties are more likely to
enter into coalition with other parties that share the same
policy preferences as they do and that have enough legisla-
tive seats to form a coalition of at least 50% plus one of all
legislative seats. Policy positions are not static; they can
change, given historical situations, which implies that par-
ticular coalitions are not necessarily a given. Nevertheless,
parties will enter into the coalition that they figure will pro-
vide the best possibility of implementing their policy pref-
erences, and they do so based on a calculation of policy
preference overlap between the parties within a system.
The more overlap in terms of policy preference, the more
stable over time the coalition will be. Coalitions can form
in the absence of policy overlap; in more fragmented sys-
tems, prosystem attitudes may be enough to enter into
coalition, although these coalitions tend to be the least sta-
ble over time. Generally speaking, the smaller the coalition,
the more stable the coalition tends to be.

Coalition agreements specify not only which parties
will control the government but also which ministries are
held by the specific coalition members. Generally, the
largest coalition member holds the prime ministry, with
other ministries allocated on the basis of the policy inter-
ests of the specific coalition members. The most likely sce-
nario is one in which the number of ministries held by a
coalition partner reflects the proportion of seats it holds
within the coalition (Budge & Keman, 1990). In a broad
sense, the policy priorities of political parties will differ by

political families, so the distribution of particular min-
istries is somewhat predictable from the party family of a
coalition partner. For example, an agricultural party would
reasonably be expected to retain the ministry of agriculture
within a coalition. If there are potential conflicts between
coalition members over ministries, the parties will bargain
over ministries until the ministries have been allocated to
reflect the proportional distribution of seats held by the
coalition members.

In their examination of coalition formation and govern-
ment functioning in 20 states over time, Budge and Keman
(1990) noted a correspondence between parties and the
policies that governments made, with parties clearly mov-
ing “policies in the direction of their own preferences and
values” (p. 158). The importance of policy also plays a role
in the termination of governing coalitions; when there are
policy differences between coalition partners, the termina-
tion of a governing coalition is more likely to take place. A
single-party government tends to last longer than govern-
ing coalitions because of the absence of policy difference.
However, the single most important cause of the termina-
tion of government is in fact an election. Voters ultimately
decide on the longevity of a government. If they do not
like the policies of a government, they are more likely than
ever before to vote against the parties of a governing coali-
tion. An overall trend of less stable voting patterns among
voters is a major factor in this development.

Decline of Parties

Party identification is defined as a long-term psychologi-
cal identification with a particular political party
(Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960) and has
long been one of the most reliable indicators of the indi-
vidual vote. If a voter identifies strongly with a political
party, the voter is likely to vote for that party in an election.
Political partisanship is primarily transmitted during child-
hood; children will imitate their parents in terms of the
political parties they identify with, and this identification
lasts well into adulthood. Family is not the only agent of
socialization; education, occupation, and social networks
serve as alternative venues in the transmission of political
partisanship. Although party identification can be influ-
enced by social demographic factors, ideological and issue
orientations play a role in the identification of a voter with
a specific political party. Party identification has a central
role in the study of democracies because political parties
provide a linkage for the voters with their government.
Political parties can serve as an information cue for voters
in elections by educating voters on political issues and
candidates, and political parties can mobilize voters to vote
in elections.

The discovery of a decline in the percentage of citizens
identifying with a specific political party at the end of the
20th century has led to some concern. Initially, partisan
realignment was thought to be taking place because of



fluctuations in elections in the 1970s and 1980s (Dalton,
2008). Voters were not voting consistently for the same
parties over election cycles, as they once had. Partisan
realignment 1is the conversion, or realignment, of large
numbers of voters from one political party to another polit-
ical party. Public opinion research supported a different
argument: Voters were not realigning themselves, but
instead were displaying dealignment, or an erosion in party
loyalties. The evidence for dealignment included a decrease
in party loyalty, lower levels of confidence in parties as
political institutions, and an increase in the percentage of
voters who not only shifted their votes from election to
election but also waited longer to make their choices
(Dalton, 2008).

The sources of voter dealignment are said to range from
a decrease in the importance of sociopolitical cleavages to
changes in the mass media and to changes in political par-
ties themselves (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2000b). The mod
ernization hypothesis put forth by Ronald Inglehart (1997)
suggests that socioeconomic changes after World War II
have led to higher levels of education and standards of liv-
ing, which have led to an erosion of group-based politics
based on class. If the cleavages in society that led to the
formation of political parties no longer apply, then the rel-
evance of these parties would also seem less applicable.
Higher levels of education, coupled with changes in the
mass media, also play a role in partisan dealignment. If the
mass media have assumed many of the information func-
tions that political parties once performed (Dalton &
Wattenberg, 2000b), then it stands to reason that parties
would lose some of their relevance. Finally, changes in
political parties themselves, such as an increased emphasis
on candidates over party ideology, have led more people to
vote on the basis of specific issues and candidates, which
further decreases the relevance of political parties.

Kay Lawson and Peter Merkl (1988) suggest that major
“parties fail when they do not perform the functions they
are expected to perform in their own society” (p. 5). The
emergence of interest groups, single-issue movements, and
different forms of political organization as motors of inter-
est aggregation—one of the primary functions of political
parties—serves as further evidence of party decline. In
some systems, parties may fade away, while in other sys-
tems, new parties based on political movements may
emerge. Party decline is not a uniform phenomenon but is
influenced by the type of political system in which the
party is located. Even so, Lawson and Merkl note that
although there is evidence of party decline, the persistence
of political parties in general suggests the continued rele-
vance of political parties, although in different ways.

Implications for the Future
of Parties and Party Systems

Dalton and Wattenberg (2000a) indicate that political par-
ties have made adaptations in the face of evidence of their
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decline. The emergence of cartel parties is one example of
party adaptation. Dalton and Wattenberg further suggest
that “parties are benefiting themselves (financially and
electorally) at the expense of some of the functions that
have made them so essential to the democratic process,
such as socialization, mobilization and representation”
(p- 269). Given that voters have a declining propensity to
identify with the same party over time, and an increased
propensity to change their identification from election to
election, this loosening of the linkage between parties and
voters leads to higher volatility within the electorate. More
distressing to Dalton and Wattenberg is the possibility that
parties may become less responsive to voters because of
the decrease in ties to voters: “If organizational mainte-
nance becomes a party’s primary goal, democracy will
inevitably suffer” (p. 270).

Even so, the emergence of cartel parties, which may
block the emergence of new parties as challengers within
the political system, may not stem all democratic opposi-
tion or democratic representation. That is, cartel parties
may limit competition among themselves but are unable
to limit political opposition and challenges from outside
the cartel (Katz & Mair, 1995). Referring again to Lawson
and Merkl (1988), the emergence of social movements
and single-issue groups suggests that interest articulation
is alive and well in democratic societies. Although it is the
case that there are lower levels of partisan identification in
the electorate and lower levels of trust in political parties,
some suggest that these developments reflect another
stage in democracy itself (Dalton, 2008). Higher levels of
education and cognitive mobilization have led to more
politically sophisticated citizens who are even more likely
to participate politically, although not through political
party mechanisms.

Throughout much of the literature on political parties
and political party systems, a common theme has been
that of change. Over the stages of democratic develop-
ment, we see that there have not been single types of
parties in specific periods but rather many different
types of political parties over extended periods. The
organizational forms of parties tend to reflect changes
within the broader system, be they ideological shifts,
organizational shifts, or even shifts in the competitive
framework. An example of this was seen in the transi-
tion from mass parties to catchall parties based on tech-
nological and social changes. Ideological shifts also
take place over time; a party such as the Austrian
Freedom Party was considered an example of a liberal
party in the 1960s and 1970s but by the end of the 1980s
was considered to be more an example of the New Right
(Cole, 2005). As political parties remain part of the
democratic framework, they must necessarily adapt to
account for a greater proportion of the electorate with
lower levels of partisanship but higher levels of politi-
cal sophistication. This need may imply further changes
in party organizations, or it may reflect different ideo-
logical orientations. It may also mean the fading of
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parties from party systems or the inclusion of new par-
ties in party systems. Much as the formation of political
parties and party systems reflected political conditions
at their founding, transformations of parties and party
systems reflect political conditions. This is perhaps the
only constant in an area of study that is based on con-
stant change.

Note

1. “Socialist bourgeois dimension” refers to politics along a
left right continuum, with the continuum reflecting socioeco
nomic policy preferences. Socialist policies exist on the left side
of the continuum whereas bourgeois, or capitalist, policies exist
on the right side of the continuum. Budge and Keman (1990)
suggest that the “clash between traditional and innovative soci
etal values” can also be placed on this continuum (p. 20).
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ELECTORAL SYSTEMS IN

COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

WILLIAM M. Downs

Georgia State University

lections are central to the functioning of democ-

ratic systems, and as such they have been the

focus of extensive political science research for
centuries. Scholars and practitioners seek to understand
the variation in choices of different electoral systems
cross-nationally. They also try to isolate the impact of
those choices on a range of individual-, institutional-, and
system-level outcomes. Those outcomes include the qual-
ity and breadth of representation; size and polarization of
political party systems; citizen participation and voting
behavior; and government, as well as system, stability.
Much of the research conducted on electoral systems and
elections has evolved from theoretical and empirical work
on the United States and other established Western
democracies (especially those in Europe), but consider-
able effort in recent decades has been devoted to under-
standing elections in transitioning and new democracies
globally. Although elections do take place in nondemoc-
ratic polities, they usually fail to be free, fair, or competi-
tive and therefore typically fall outside the domain of
comparative research. What is clear is that the increasing
sophistication of theoretical and statistical tools available
to political scientists (along with an expanding universe of
cases against which to test expectations) has resulted in
important advances in our understanding electoral sys-
tems and elections. Because electoral processes and out-
comes exert such profound effects on the real world of

politics, such understanding is an example of the crucial
connection between theory and practice in political science.

A first level of comparison identifies the different
types of elections designed to determine national execu-
tive power. Presidents and other chief political execu-
tives may be elected through direct or indirect means. In
direct elections of presidents and presidential-type exec-
utives, voters cast ballots for one of the eligible candi-
dates. A candidate can win outright in a single round of
voting by garnering an absolute majority of the ballots
cast; however, when no one candidate captures 50%
plus one of the eligible votes, a runoff round is held at a
subsequent date, with the top two finishers from the first
round squaring off. This model of direct executive elec-
tion (exemplified by countries such as France, Russia,
Poland, and Argentina) has the putative advantage of
providing a wide range of candidates from which voters
may choose in the first round. If a second round proves
necessary, the system then yields a winner supported by
an absolute majority of those turning out for the runoff.
Indirect election of a country’s president or other execu-
tive leader, alternatively, entails voters’ selecting other
persons (electors), who will then determine the winner.
The United States, for example, uses an indirect mecha-
nism whereby voters choose presidential electors, who
then comprise the Electoral College, which then votes
on who will become the next president. That process
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leaves open the possibility that the person chosen to be
president by the Electoral College is not the same person
who secured the greatest number of votes among the
general population. Elsewhere, directly elected parlia-
ments (either an upper house or both houses in joint ses-
sion) constitute the arena in which presidents are
indirectly selected; this occurs in Germany and Italy, for
example. When Westminster style parliamentary systems
(i.e., those modeled after the British House of
Commons) use votes by legislators in plenary sessions to
approve (or remove) prime ministers as heads of gov-
ernment, they are engaging in indirect elections of polit-
ical executives. Taking the selection of national leaders
out of the direct control of voters represents the skepti-
cism that constitutional architects have for the general
population, and it can provide an apparent elite-level
check on the sentiments of mass electorates.

The second major dimension along which political sci-
entists compare elections is the method of voting for
legislative assemblies. Indeed, examining legislative elec-
tions across countries reveals considerable variation in
such key dimensions as district magnitude, electoral for-
mulae, ballot structure, and the use of electoral thresholds.
District magnitude refers to the number of candidates who
will be elected to a legislature from any given con-
stituency, and the basic distinction here is between sys-
tems that rely on single-member districts and those that
employ multimember districts. District magnitude is usu-
ally studied in tandem with the system’s chosen electoral
formula, which represents the particular mechanism for
translating votes into legislative seats. Such mechanisms
are most frequently of the plurality, majoritarian, and pro-
portional varieties. In the single-member district system, a
country is divided into discrete electoral districts from
which one individual will emerge as the elected represen-
tative. This system normally relies on a plurality rule,
meaning that the candidate with the most votes wins
(regardless of whether that candidate has captured an
absolute majority). As such, single-member district sys-
tems are often deemed first past the post systems and
also constitute a winner-take-all approach that provides
no electoral prize for coming in second. The United States
and the United Kingdom are among the countries where
the single-member plurality system has a long-standing
history; however, a range of countries elsewhere—includ-
ing Canada, Ghana, and India—have adopted the same
method. Others, most notably France, employ a single-
member district system with two rounds of voting. In such
cases, individual candidates can win outright in the first
round with an absolute majority of votes cast, or they can
secure the plurality of votes cast among eligible candi-
dates in the second-round runoff. Single-member district
systems are defended by their advocates as those that can
enhance clarity of responsibility and democratic account-
ability by giving citizens in each district one individual to
whom credit or blame can be assigned. The clarity and
accountability that are supposed to accompany majoritar-

ian governance should, according to this logic, produce
more stable and effective polities. Detractors, however,
find that aggregating district-level winner-take-all elec-
tions into a national whole can produce skewed represen-
tation in the legislature. For example, a party that runs a
consistent and respectable second place throughout the
country but that fails to win any single district would be
excluded from taking seats in the legislature. Such a sys-
tem, then, has the potential to underrepresent small parties
in a democracy.

The alternative to single-member, winner-take-all sys-
tems of electing representative assemblies is one based on
proportional representation (PR) in multimember districts.
In PR systems, the goal is to have the percentage of a
party’s seats in the legislature reflect the percentage vote
share captured by that party in the general election. The
party securing 25% of the vote would, accordingly, be
rewarded with 25% (either exactly or approximately)
of the legislative seats. Here ballot structure, which shapes
how voters cast their votes, becomes critically important.
Ballots can be categorical or ordinal. The categorical bal-
lot structure allows a single either—or choice of one candi-
date. By contrast, the ordinal ballot structure gives voters
the opportunity to vote for more than one candidate. In
some ordinal ballots, political parties devise rank ordered
lists of candidates to determine which persons ultimately
claim those seats. In this closed party list system, citizens
vote only for a party in a multimember constituency (often
the whole country), whereas in an open party list system,
voters can choose from a published list or select an indi-
vidual candidate. The closed party list mechanism clearly
vests considerable power in the hands of party leadership.
Often, PR systems will set a minimum threshold (5% in
Germany, for example) that parties must clear in order to
win seats. Electoral thresholds are an increasingly com-
mon way for PR systems to limit the entry of minor (and
sometimes extremist) parties into legislatures. Thresholds
normally require a minimum percentage of votes or a min-
imum number of seats in order for a party to gain seats in
a legislature. Thresholds vary, with some countries opting
to set the bar low (Israel, for example, at 2%) and others
raising it to high levels (e.g., Turkey, at 10%). Numerous
varieties of proportional representation exist, each with
different counting and procedural mechanisms. One such
variety is the single transferable vote method. By this
method, voters rank candidates preferentially, and if a
voter’s first-choice candidate has already cleared a set
threshold and does not need additional support to win, then
that vote is transferred to a second choice. This process,
exemplified most clearly by Ireland, is designed to avoid
“wasting” votes.

Although there is a tendency among political scientists
to classify electoral systems in democratic countries into
either the majoritarian or proportional camp, the reality is
that many hybrid or mixed systems exist in between those
two types. The additional member system, for example,
combines elements of conventional first-past-the-post



systems with some characteristics of party-list propor-
tional systems. In this combination, voters get two votes:
The first helps allocate seats to single-member con-
stituencies, and the second goes to a party list. The per-
centage of second or party-list votes won by a party
determines the party’s overall number of representatives,
and the number of seats won in single-member districts
is “topped off” to match that overall percentage. This
method finds use in elections to Germany’s Bundestag,
New Zealand’s House of Representatives, and the
Scottish and Welsh Assemblies in the United Kingdom.
The presumed advantage of this mixed member system
approach is that proportionality is ensured, and at the
same time, a directly accountable representative for each
constituency is also identified. It is also said to allow
strategic voters to express support for an individual
politician while not necessarily endorsing that candi-
date’s political party. Disadvantages are said to include
the creation of two (potentially unequal) classes of
politicians, with those elected under the second-ballot
topping off beholden not to the voters but to party lead-
ers instead.

While elections in democratic settings constitute the
overwhelming preponderance of all voting processes
studied by political scientists, it is important to note that
nondemocratic systems (e.g., authoritarian and semiau-
thoritarian systems) can also employ electoral mecha-
nisms. Such regimes may organize controlled and
uncontested elections as a means of mobilizing mass
endorsement of a national leader or a single-party legisla-
ture. Doing so can provide symbolic legitimacy for the
ruling elite, and it may neutralize popular discontent by
creating the false appearance of citizens having a say in
the affairs of their country. For example, while the
Communist Party monopolizes power and controls politi-
cal processes in China, direct elections of village-level
offices do take place, as do indirect elections for people’s
congresses above the local level. The one-party Soviet
Union held its own brand of uncontested elections, as did
Iraq under Saddam Hussein. Brazil under military rule
orchestrated compulsory voting in tightly controlled elec-
tions, even though the frequency of blank and spoiled bal-
lots often suggested popular rejection of the process.
Semicompetitive, hegemonic party systems such as
Egypt’s hold elections in which there is little a priori
uncertainty of the outcomes; there is, in such cases,
some element of choice and voter expression. Although
nondemocratic variants of the electoral process illustrate
more about a regime’s methods of system control than
they do about representation, responsiveness, and
accountability, they clearly merit attention.

Theory

Some democratic theorists view elections as a central—
if not the central—component of liberal democracy.
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Indeed, in this view, elections constitute the minimum
necessary requirement for democracy. For Schumpeter
(1942), democracy is “that institutional arrangement for
arriving at political decisions in which individuals acquire
the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle
for the people’s vote” (p. 269). Likewise for Huntington
(1993), democracy is defined most essentially by the fair
and periodic voting procedures that select a country’s
leaders. Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub, and Limongi
(2000) also view contested elections—that is, those in
which there is ex ante uncertainty and ex post irreversibil-
ity—as the litmus test for democracy. Others, such as
Dahl (1971), counter that such a thin, minimalist, or pro-
cedural definition of democracy-as-elections fails to
account for other necessary conditions, such as the pro-
tection of civil liberties and the actual responsiveness of
government policies to voter preferences. Whether suffi-
cient or not, elections typically figure as necessary condi-
tions for the existence of democracy.

Theoretical work on elections and comparative elec-
toral systems has largely focused on (a) the relationship
between electoral rules and the size and polarization of
political party systems, (b) the tendency of certain elec-
toral systems to impact voter turnout and citizen participa-
tion, (c) the congruence between electoral verdicts and
government policy, and (d) the potential for electoral sys-
tems to predispose new or transitioning systems to success
or failure. Political scientists developing theory in each of
these areas represent some of the main ontological camps
in the discipline, such as structuralists, rationalists, and
culturalists. As such, attention has been devoted to formal
rules, voter preferences and behavior, and the contextual
influence on system choice and outcomes.

The causal relationship between electoral rules and the
nature of a country’s political party system has animated
scholarly interest for decades. Perhaps the most famous
proposition, tested repeatedly since its early assertion by
Duverger in 1954, is that plurality elections using one-
ballot single-member districts will favor the creation of
two-party systems whereas proportional representation
rules with multimember districts will lead to multiparty
systems. Duverger went further to posit that a majority
vote on two ballots increases the likelihood of a multi-
party system as well as the necessity of postelection
coalition formation. It is rare indeed that causal relation-
ships in political science theory elevate to lawlike status,
but in this case, “Duverger’s Law” has achieved consid-
erable staying power. The logic guiding Duverger’s
assertions depends on what are conventionally deemed
mechanical effects and psychological effects. The
mechanical effects highlight the underrepresentation of
third (and fourth, and fifth, etc.) parties, which is likely
to occur over time in a single-seat legislative district
requiring an outright plurality or majority vote. Given the
mechanical impediments to minor party success, voters
who support minor parties then have psychological
incentives not to “waste” their votes and may often cast
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ballots against their preferred candidate in a strategic
effort to exercise some influence over the most likely
winner in the two-party competition. Such claims have
spawned much subsequent work, and not a little dissent.
Sartori (1968) extended Duverger’s assertion of a link
between proportionality and party system size, specify-
ing that district magnitude (i.e., the number of seats in a
district) is the single best predictor of the effective num-
ber of political parties in a district. Riker (1982) chal-
lenged Duverger’s hypothesis about PR and multipartism
by contending that, if true, we should see a recurring
increase in the number of parties over time rather than
party system stability or modest decreases in the effective
number of parties (as most frequently occurs in practice).
Debate over the relationship between choice of electoral
system and party system size is important, given the
propensity to view two-party majoritarian countries as
more stable than those with polarized multipartism.

If electoral rules biased in favor of two-party systems
are theorized to bring gains in terms of system stability,
then those rules favoring proportionality figure promi-
nently in political science theories that attempt to explain
citizen engagement, voter turnout, and representativeness
of legislatures. According to Lijphart (1994, 1999), majori-
tarian and plurality electoral systems dilute citizen enthu-
siasm and voter turnout because so many supporters of
minor parties conclude that casting their ballots will have
little to no impact on electoral outcomes, government for-
mation, or policy choices. Conversely, proportional sys-
tems with low thresholds for representation and large
district magnitudes should increase the chances that
smaller parties from across the ideological spectrum will
be able to secure voice and seats in the legislature. With
that greater likelihood of electoral success for minor and
even fringe parties, voter efficacy and incentives to cast
ballots should be increased. Voter turnout is “an excellent
indicator of democratic quality” (Lijphart, 1999, p. 284),
and PR systems are theorized to be superior to their
majoritarian counterparts in generating democratic gains
in this area. As part of an overall inclusive and consensual
approach to democratic governance, proportional electoral
systems should also improve citizen satisfaction with the
political system, ceteris paribus.

A third major area of theoretical work on comparative
electoral systems has evolved around the presumed cor-
respondence between voting outcomes and public policy.
If democracies are to be responsive to the preferences of
the public, then periodic voting should work to translate
the “will of the electorate” into identifiable policy choices.
Scholarship in this area builds on the majoritarian—
proportional dichotomy to examine citizen control over—
and influence on—government policy making. Powell
(2000) explores elections as “instruments of democracy”
and distinguishes a proportional vision of “citizen influ-
ence” from a majoritarian vision of “control.” He contends
that “proportional influence designs enjoy a surprising

advantage” (p. 18) over the majoritarian alternative because
they encourage broad cross-party bargaining to form a gov-
ernment and to pass legislation. Such bargaining should
produce governments that include the median legislator,
who is, in turn, close to the median voter. The median voter
is located at the middle of a political system along most
issue dimensions, such that one half of the electorate is
positioned to the political left and the other half is posi-
tioned to the political right. The median legislator is like-
wise the elected representative located such that half of the
other legislators are to the left and the other half are to the
right, politically. Electoral systems that produce govern-
ments proximate to the median voter should, therefore, be
more responsive to policy preferences. Proportional elec-
toral systems should also give greater policy influence to
opposition parties, making for a more inclusive process
of policy making.

Theories underpinning our understanding of electoral
rules and their consequences can have extremely impor-
tant practical applications. While much effort is devoted
to understanding how and why established democracies
tinker with their electoral systems to enact reforms or
alter a range of political outcomes, even greater attention
has been directed in recent decades to the role of elec-
tions in facilitating regime change. Indeed, one of the
growth areas in political science literature addresses the
prospects for successful electoral engineering. Given
that the last decades of the 20th century witnessed transi-
tions from communism, apartheid, and other forms of
autocratic rule, alternative theories about the prospects
for implanting democracy through institutional engineer-
ing have become increasingly salient. Likewise, nascent
postauthoritarian systems in early 21st-century hot spots
such as Iraq and Afghanistan have emerged as testing
grounds for the discipline’s theoretical assertions. Norris
(2004) identifies two theoretical traditions—rational
choice institutionalism and cultural modernization—that
purport to explain the possibilities for electoral engineer-
ing on human behavior. In the rational choice institution-
alism approach, political parties adopt discernibly
different strategies based on the nature of electoral
thresholds and ballot structures. Preference-maximizing
citizens likewise should be expected to respond differ-
ently to alternative electoral rules. If correct, this logic
would predict that rule-based incentives will shape con-
sistent patterns of behavior; therefore, changing those
incentives through electoral engineering “should have the
capacity to generate important consequences for political
representation and for voting behavior” (Norris, 2004,
p. 15). By contrast, the cultural modernization approach
suggests that deep-rooted cultural habits arising from
processes of social modernization place real limits on the
potential of formal rules to alter behavior in systemati-
cally meaningful ways. This culturalist argument is often
employed to explain why wholesale introduction of elec-
toral rules into culturally divided, postconflict settings so



frequently fails to produce short-term transformations of
individual behavior.

Applications and Empirical Evidence

Political scientists have endeavored to assemble an abun-
dance of empirical evidence in support of their theoretical
claims. Perhaps nowhere has greater effort been extended
than in tests of propositions about the linkages among
electoral laws, party systems, and coalitional incentives.
Countering an alternative hypothesis that underlying soci-
etal cleavages are the primary agents determining size and
polarization of party systems, a literature has evolved (cf.
Cox, 1997; Lijphart, 1994; Rae, 1967; Riker, 1982;
Sartori, 1968; Taagepera & Shugart, 1989) to contend that
electoral laws have their own independent effects.
Duverger’s notions about first-past-the-post, single-ballot
elections tending to produce two-party majoritarian sys-
tems find extensive application in the United States, as
well as the United Kingdom. In elections for the U.K.
House of Commons and the U.S. Congress, the evidence
seems to suggest a compelling link between electoral rules
and strong, stable, two-party government. Electoral struc-
tures in the United States, for example, help explain the
consistent failure of third parties to mount successful cam-
paigns. This winner-take-all system has, though, placed
such significant importance on the drawing of district
boundaries that the pernicious practice of gerrymander
ing—consciously redrawing the lines to ensure a majority
for one party—emerged as part of American politics.
Although smaller parties have been able to win parliamen-
tary seats in the United Kingdom, their ultimate represen-
tation in the House of Commons is highly disproportionate
to their overall support in the electorate, and they have lit-
tle chance at becoming the party of government or forcing
a coalition. To illustrate, the perennial third-party Liberal
Democrats won 22.1% of the vote in Britain’s 2005 gen-
eral election but secured only 9.6% of the 646 seats in the
House of Commons. Tony Blair’s Labour Party, having
won only 35.3% of the votes nationwide, nevertheless cap-
tured 55.2% of the seats in parliament and 100% of the
cabinet positions in government.

Single-member-district plurality systems normally
provide rapid certainty after an election about who will
govern and who will constitute the opposition. However,
systems that introduce even a modicum of proportionality
likewise introduce an element of uncertainty into the gov-
ernment formation process. Proportionality (especially
when combined with low thresholds in multimember dis-
tricts) does increase the number of effective parties in the
political system. When no single political party secures an
outright legislative majority, the postelection period
becomes one marked by formal negotiations as well as
backroom deals between parties jockeying to join a gov-
erning coalition. The case of Belgium is illustrative. There
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a proportional representation system with compulsory
voting and a 5% threshold for representation in the federal
Chamber of Representatives produced enough support to
grant parliamentary seats to 11 parties in the June 10,
2007, general election. The largest among those, the
Christian Democratic and Flemish Party, claimed only
18% of the 150 seats in parliament and could therefore not
form a government by itself. Protracted negotiations com-
menced after the election, and 196 days later, the best the
Belgian parties could do was constitute an interim care-
taker government. That interim government lurched
along, with further negotiations taking another 79 days
before the parties could agree on a full-fledged new gov-
ernment. That government, in turn, failed to finish out the
year. Although electoral rules biased in favor of majori-
tarianism typically yield governments that combine cer-
tainty with disproportional representation, those rules
favoring multiparty outcomes tend to better reflect the
dispersion of political preferences throughout the country
but may also add considerable uncertainty to the govern-
ment formation process.

Evidence also exists on the relationship between elec-
toral systems and the production of such democratic
goods as high voter turnout and citizen satisfaction.
Where the electoral rules reduce the costs (e.g., time and
effort) to citizens of registering and voting, we should find
greater turnout. Similarly, where party choices available
to voters are more extensive we should expect to see ele-
vated turnout. Finally, voter efficacy—the belief that cast-
ing a ballot can actually impact the government formed
and the ultimate policy direction taken—should be
directly related to turnout at elections. According to
Norris (2004), “Institutional rules do indeed matter: vot-
ing participation is maximized in elections using PR, with
small electoral districts, regular but relatively infrequent
national contests, and competitive party systems, and in
presidential contests” (pp. 257-258). There is also evi-
dence to support theoretical contentions that the type of
electoral system can impact the opportunities for women
and minorities seeking to earn a legislative seat or execu-
tive office. Among established democracies, the countries
that consistently sit atop comparative rankings of the pro-
portion of women winning seats in national parliaments
are Sweden, Iceland, Finland, and the Netherlands. Each
country employs some form of proportional electoral
rules with low thresholds, and in each it is routine for
women to constitute more than 40% of national parlia-
mentary representation. Findings such as this, it should be
noted, must also take regional political culture and other
potentially intervening factors into consideration.

In his study of democratic performance in 36 countries
from 1945 to 1996, Lijphart establishes empirically that
electoral systems favoring consensus-oriented governance
yield gains in citizen satisfaction. When the rules of the
electoral process encourage multipartism and coalition
building, the policy preferences of the median voter have a
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greater chance to be represented in the government of the
day. Lijphart’s data show that the distance between gov-
ernments and median voters is highest in majoritarian sys-
tems (with the United Kingdom representing the high end
of the scale) and lowest in more proportional systems
(with Ireland and its single transferable vote system pro-
ducing the narrowest gap). Because in PR systems elec-
toral “losers” often have a chance to join postelection
coalitions—and due to the frequent proportional represen-
tation of opposition parties on legislative committees—
Lijphart is able to find a statistically significant difference
between citizen satisfaction in countries with alternative
electoral systems. Lijphart’s study corroborates earlier
work by Klingemann (1999), who found that Danes and
Norwegians—each with highly proportional systems—
scored the highest levels of democratic satisfaction.
Given the volume of empirical applications of existing
political science theoretical work on elections, it is not sur-
prising that there is a foundation of cases demonstrating
how changes in electoral rules actually impact voter
behavior and system characteristics. Indeed, the lessons of
major 20th-century electoral reforms in three countries—
France, Japan, and New Zealand—are instructive. The
French case illustrates how constitutional architects can try
to contain what are perceived to be the excesses of pro-
portional representation. Those designing the 1958 Fifth
Republic sought to use electoral rules to avoid reproducing
the fleeting and weak multiparty coalition governments
that had plagued the Fourth Republic from 1946 to 1958
and brought the system to the brink of collapse. The new
two-round, single-member district system established in
1958 encouraged broad political party competition in a
first round and awarded National Assembly seats to all
candidates winning an outright majority. Absent a major-
ity, all candidates receiving at least 12.5% of first-round
votes could then contest in the runoff election, in which a
plurality would suffice for victory. In practice, this runoff
mechanism encourages the weakest candidates to volun-
tarily stand down in favor of a better positioned candidate
closest to them on the left-right ideological spectrum and
to have their supporters cast their second-round ballots for
that person. This system has effectively preserved France’s
multiparty system while simultaneously creating a stable
two-bloc system of parties on the moderate left and right.
The runoff system often means that parties with meaning-
ful support nationwide may still fail to secure national leg-
islative seats, as has been the case with the far-right
National Front party. Indeed, when the French tinkered
with their electoral laws in the 1980s, it became apparent
how decisive the rules can be for representation. In 1986,
the Socialist government of President Frangois Mitterrand
opted to change from the two-round system to a single-
round proportional one in hopes of dividing the right wing
opposition parties. As a result, the National Front’s 9.6%
of the vote earned it 35 of the 577 national legislative
seats. When party strategy changed and France reverted to

the two-round system for the 1988 parliamentary election,
the National Front’s 9.7% of the first-round vote translated
into only one seat!

In Japan, major reforms occurred in 1994, when the old
system of single nontransferable votes (allowing one
choice per voter in elections for three to five district rep-
resentatives) was scrapped and replaced by a mixed-mem-
ber system. The new Japanese system for electing the
House of Representatives combines first-past-the-post
single-member districts (for 300 seats) with PR party-list
seats (200) in an “attempt to craft a competitive two-party,
issue-oriented politics and a cleaner, more efficient gov-
ernment” (Norris, 2004, p. 5). Whereas Japanese politics
prior to the reform consisted mainly of one dominant
party (Liberal Democrats) regularly overwhelming a
handful of opposition, the new hybrid of majoritarian and
proportional approaches (most analogous to the system in
Russia) aims to create a polity with alternating parties in
power. In New Zealand, at roughly the same time, reforms
to replace the long-standing first-past-the-post system
came to fruition. There, a mixed-member proportional
system now allows 70 of the 120 national parliamentary
seats to be elected directly in single-member districts,
with the remainder coming from party lists in a style sim-
ilar to Germany’s. The addition of proportionality to New
Zealand’s electoral system—endorsed by a majority of
citizens in a binding 1993 referendum—has had a quick
and dramatic impact. Whereas the average number of
political parties gaining seats in New Zealand’s national
parliament was just two during the 1946-to-1993 period,
in the five elections since introducing the mixed-member
system, an average of seven parties has secured represen-
tation. Electoral engineering, at least in this case, seems to
have achieved the end envisioned for it.

Perhaps nowhere is political science research into com-
parative electoral systems more salient than in countries
attempting to transition away from authoritarianism. The
cross-national lessons available to architects of new sys-
tems are always imperfect, as transporting a model from
one country to another without sensitivity to local condi-
tions and histories is a formula for failure. However, such
comparative learning does take place, and most new
electoral systems today are adaptations and amalgams of
those found elsewhere. When elections were held in
December 2005 to constitute a post-Saddam Iraqi Council
of Representatives, a proportional party-list system deter-
mined 230 of the total 275 seats in 18 multimember dis-
tricts (governorates). An additional 45 compensatory seats
were then allocated to political entities that did not win any
seats outright in the governorates but that did clear a mini-
mum national threshold. Also worthy of note is that Iraq’s
electoral law requires at least 25% of the members of the
parliament to be women. In Afghanistan, post-Taliban elec-
tions have struggled to secure domestic and international
legitimacy. The 2005 elections for Afghanistan’s lower
house of parliament employed the single nontransferable



vote method in 34 multimember constituencies. Candidates,
however, ran independently because parties and lists were
not recognized by the governing law. As in Iraq, the Afghan
system reserved a number of seats (at least 68 of the total
249) for women. At the executive level, the Afghan presi-
dent is elected by absolute majority in a two-round system
similar to that employed in France.

Policy Implications

The choice of election system can potentially impact the
quality and kind of policy pursued by an incumbent gov-
ernment. If elections are the essential ingredient in repre-
sentative democracy, then presumably there should be
some apparent connection between the will of the people
as expressed through elections and the policies they
receive from the subsequently invested government. If
citizens are engaging in issue voting, as some research has
consistently found, then it is important to gauge whether
the governments they get are actually responsive to those
issues. If our fundamental expectations about democracy
require a close connection between elections and policy
outcomes, then the reality may sometimes disappoint
(Ginsberg & Stone, 1996). As Downs (1957) contended,
political parties adopt policies in order to win elections
rather than win elections in order to adopt policies. The
achievement of public policy goals may actually be
instrumental to the more power-seeking ambitions of par-
ties and politicians.

Political scientists therefore examine the ways in
which different electoral systems hold officials account-
able for their fidelity to campaign promises once in
office. Indeed, elections provide a kind of ex post
accountability for policy pledges. The more a particular
model of election creates the perception among elected
officials that those they claim to represent will oust them
for poor past performance, the stronger the democratic
accountability linkage is said to be. Although several
scholars (e.g., Lijphart, 1999; Powell, 2000) demonstrate
that citizen satisfaction and the correspondence between
median voters and the policy positions represented in a
legislature are enhanced by consensual, proportional rep-
resentation, there is also reason to find that majoritarian
systems provide the kind of clarity that voters need to
hold leaders accountable for policy choices. In a majori-
tarian, winner-take-all system, if a party campaigns on
the basis of very clear policy pledges, wins the election,
and then proceeds to depart dramatically from its public
promises (what political scientists call engaging in moral
hazard), the voters should be able to easily identify this
lack of fidelity and then “throw the rascals out” at the
next electoral opportunity. By contrast, in electoral sys-
tems characterized by proportional representation, the
likelihood of multiparty coalition governments forming
after protracted negotiations is great. In such cases, the
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translation of electoral verdicts into governmental policy
becomes significantly more indirect. Moreover, the dis-
tribution of policy portfolios across multiple parties blurs
the lines of accountability and increases the difficulties
for voters who wish to reward or punish the incumbents.
For example, the citizen asked to evaluate with one vote
the performance of a three-party coalition government
may find it h