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1 [image: ] Institutional Perspectives on Politics


In most contemporary theories of politics, traditional political institutions, such as the legislature, the legal system, and the state, as well as traditional economic institutions, such as the firm, have receded in importance from the position they held in earlier theories of political scientists such as J. W. Burgess or W. W. Willoughby, economists such as Thorstein Veblen or John R. Commons, and sociologists such as Max Weber. From a behavioral point of view, formally organized political institutions have come to be portrayed simply as arenas within which political behavior, driven by more fundamental factors, occurs. From a normative point of view, ideas that embedded morality in institutions, such as law or bureaucracy, and that emphasized citizenship and community as foundations for political identity, have given way to ideas of moral individualism and an emphasis on bargaining among conflicting interests.

In recent years, however, institutional perspectives have reappeared in political science. They reflect an empirically based prejudice, an assertion that what we observe in the world is inconsistent with the ways in which contemporary theories ask us to think, that the organization of political life makes a difference. This resurgence of concern with institutions is a cumulative consequence of the modern transformation of social institutions and persistent commentary from their observers. Social, political, and economic institutions have become larger, considerably more complex and resourceful, and prima facie more important to collective life. Many of the major actors in modern economic and political systems are formal organizations, and the institutions of law and bureaucracy occupy a dominant role in contemporary life.

Attention to political institutions has increased in the literature on politics, in particular in studies of legislatures (Shepsle and Weingast, 1983; 1987a; 1987b), local government (Kjellberg, 1975), public law (Smith, 1988), political economy (Kiser and Ostrom, 1982), political culture (Wildavsky, 1987), budgets (Padgett, 1981), public policy making (Ashford, 1978; Scharpf, 1977b), rational choice (Ferejohn, 1987), and political elites (Robins, 1976). It is manifest in studies of the origin of the state (Wright, 1977), the development of national administrative capacity (Skowronek, 1982), the nation-state’s relation to a world polity (Thomas et al., 1987), and the development of the welfare state (Ashford, 1986), as well as in analyses of the breakdown of democratic regimes (Potter, 1979), and in discussions of corporatism (Schmitter and Lehmbruch, 1979; Berger, 1981; Olsen, 1981). It is reflected in the Marxist rediscovery of the state as a problem in political economy (Jessop, 1977) and of the importance of organizational factors for understanding that role (Therborn, 1980). It is present in studies of formal organizations (Scott, 1987a; Zucker, 1987), including those of the place of such organizations in the implementation of public policy (Hanf and Scharpf, 1978). It is visible in attempts to link the study of the state to natural science (Masters, 1983) and to the humanities (Geertz, 1980), as well as in historical-comparative studies of the state (Hayward and Berki, 1979; Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol, 1985; Krasner 1984; 1988).

Renewed interest in institutions is not peculiar to political science. It is characteristic of recent trends in public law (Smith, 1988) and in economics, which has discovered law, contracts, hierarchies, professional codes, and social norms (Williamson, 1975; 1985; Furubotn and Richter, 1984; Akerlof, 1980). It is also seen in sociology (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Scott, 1983; Thomas et al., 1987), although noninstitutionalist visions never succeeded in that field to the extent that they did in political science and economics. Cycles in ideas have brought us back to considerations that typified earlier forms of theory. The new and the old are not identical, however. It would probably be more accurate to describe recent thinking as blending elements of an old institutionalism into the noninstitutionalist styles of recent theories of politics.

STYLES OF CONTEMPORARY THEORIES OF POLITICS

Although the concept of institution never disappeared from theoretical political science, it has been largely supplanted in recent years by a conception of political life that is noninstitutional. The vision that has characterized theories of politics since about 1950 is (1) contextual, inclined to see politics as an integral part of society, less inclined to differentiate the polity from the rest of society; (2) reductionist, inclined to see political phenomena as the aggregate consequences of individual behavior, less inclined to ascribe the outcomes of politics to organizational structures and rules of appropriate behavior; (3) utilitarian, inclined to see action as stemming from calculated self-interest, less inclined to see action as a response to obligations and duties; (4) instrumentalist, inclined to define decision making and the allocation of resources as the central concerns of political life, less attentive to the ways in which political life is organized around the development of meaning through symbols, rituals, and ceremonies; and (5) functionalist, inclined to see history as an efficient mechanism for reaching uniquely appropriate equilibria, and less concerned with the possibilities for maladaptation and nonuniqueness in historical development.

Politics as Subordinate to Exogenous Forces: Contextualism

Historically, political scientists and political philosophers have tended to treat political institutions, particularly the state, as independent factors, important to the ordering and understanding of collective life (Heller, 1933). Modern political scientists, with few exceptions, do not. The state has lost its position of centrality in the discipline; interest in comprehensive forms of political organization has declined; political events are defined more as epiphenomena than as actions necessary to an understanding of society; politics mirrors its context (Easton, 1968).

The most conspicuously cited contextual factor cited is the social class structure (Dahrendorf, 1959). The social stratification of a modern society with its associated distribution of wealth and income has obvious major effects on political events. Class differences translate into political differences with great reliability across time and across cultures; differences in the organization and ideology of social class seem to lead to predictable differences in political organization and institutions (Tilly, 1978). Other analyses at the same level of aggregation make the structure and process of politics a function of physical environment, geography, and climate; of ethnicity, language, and culture; of economic conditions and development; or of demography, technology, ideology, or religion. Plausible arguments which make political life a derivative of one or more of these broad contextual forces have been developed, and it is not hard to find empirical data to support the arguments. Although there are a number of relatively precise contextual theories, the major theoretical significance of these ideas from the present point of view is less the specific forms of the theories than their general inclination to see the causal links between society and polity as running from the former to the latter, rather than the other way around. It is assumed that class, geography, climate, ethnicity, language, culture, economic conditions, demography, technology, ideology, and religion all affect politics but are not significantly affected by politics.

The Macro Consequences of Micro Behavior: Reductionism

Historically, political theory has treated political institutions as determining, ordering, or modifying individual motives, and as acting autonomously in terms of institutional interests. In contrast, substantial elements of modern theoretical work in political science assume that political phenomena are best understood as the aggregate consequences of behavior comprehensible at the individual or group level.

Such theories depend on two presumptions. The first presumption is that a polity consists of a number (often a large number) of elementary actors or events. Human behavior at the level of these elementary actors or events may be seen as conscious, calculated, and flexible, or as unconscious, habitual, and rigid. In either case, the preferences and powers of the actors are exogenous to the polity, depending on their positions in the social and economic system. The timing of events is exogenous, depending on external flows of problems and solutions. The second presumption is that collective behavior is best understood as stemming from the (possibly intricate) interweaving of behavior understandable at a lower level of aggregation. Discovering, or deducing, the collective consequences may be difficult, even impossible; but the central faith is that outcomes at the collective level depend only on the intricacies of the interactions among the individual actors or events, that concepts suggesting autonomous behavior at the aggregate level are certainly superfluous and probably deleterious.

Within such a perspective, for example, the behavior of an organization is the consequence of the interlocking choices by individuals and subunits, each acting in terms of expectations and preferences manifested at those levels (Niskanen, 1971). The behavior of a market is the consequence of the interlocking choices by individuals and firms, each acting in terms of a set of expectations and preferences manifested at those levels (Stigler, 1952). It is not necessary that the micro processes involve choice, of course. Aggregate behavior in a group can be defined as the consequence of the interlocking of trial-and-error learning occurring at the individual level (Lave and March, 1975). Or the aggregate behavior of an industry can be defined as the consequence of the interlocking of standard operating procedures and accounting rules followed at the level of the individual firm, and of death and growth rates of those firms (Nelson and Winter, 1982). Or aggregate behavior in a decision process can be seen as the merging of independent flows of problems, solutions, decision makers, and choice opportunities (Cohen, March, and Olsen, 1972).

As is clear from the last example, there is nothing intrinsic to a perspective that emphasizes the macro consequences of micro actions which requires that the elementary units be individuals. All that is required is that the behavior of a more comprehensive system be decomposable to elementary behaviors explicable at a less comprehensive level. In practice, however, in most of the social sciences, the actions of individual human beings are considered to determine the flow of events in a larger social system. Outcomes at the system level are thought to be determined by the interactions of individuals acting consistently in terms of the axioms of individual behavior, whatever they may be. Thus, we make assumptions about individual consumers to understand markets, about voters to understand politics, and about bureaucrats to understand bureaucracies.

Action as the Making of Calculated Decisions: Utilitarianism

Historically, political science has emphasized the ways in which political behavior was embedded in an institutional structure of rules, norms, expectations, and traditions that severely limited the free play of individual will and calculation (Wolin, 1960). In contrast, modern political science has, for the most part, described political events as the consequence of calculated decisions. Not just in political science, but throughout modern theoretical work in the social sciences, the preeminent vision of human behavior is a vision of choice. Life is characterized as deliberate decision making.

The details of the choice metaphor vary from one treatment to another, but the characteristic form is one that assumes choices stem from two guesses about the future. The first is a guess about the uncertain future consequences of possible current action. Decision theorists recognize that human limitations may restrict the precision of the estimates, that the estimates may be biased, and that the information on which the estimates are based may be costly; but information about probable consequences is assumed to be important to a choice (Savage, 1954; Lindley, 1973). From this assumption comes an emphasis on the power of information and expertise (Crozier, 1964) and the importance of reliable and unbiased information sources (Nisbet and Ross, 1980). Although numerous psychological experiments have indicated that the guesses of human subjects are biased (Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky, 1982; Schoemaker, 1982), it has not been easy to formulate alternatives to the simple notion that the guesses of experienced humans are, on average, accurate. As a result, most theories of choice present decisions as being, on average, sensible. In their political versions, choice theories assume that, on average, voters vote intelligently with respect to their interests; legislators organize sensible coalitions, given their interests; and nation-states voluntarily enter alliances that, on average, improve their positions.

The second guess on which intentional, anticipatory choice is based is a guess about a decision maker’s uncertain future preferences for possible future outcomes. In any theory of deliberate choice, action depends on the decision maker’s values. Since the consequences of interest are to be realized in the future, it is necessary to anticipate not only what will happen but how the decision maker will feel about those outcomes when they are experienced (March, 1978). The complexities of the second guess are largely ignored by theories of choice. In their standard forms, the theories assume that preferences are stable, thus that current preferences are good predictors of future preferences; that preferences are unambiguous and consistent, thus that a choice will be clearly indicated, given the first guess; and that preferences are exogenous, thus that whatever process generates preferences it precedes choice and is independent of the choice process. In one of the best-developed forms of choice theories, these assumptions about preferences are taken as axioms, and preferences are discovered not by asking decision makers to report them but by defining a “revealed preference” function that satisfies the axioms and is consistent with choices made by a decision maker (Luce and Raiffa, 1957). Although the empirical existence of consistent revealed preferences has been the subject of considerable debate (Becker and Stigler, 1977; Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky, 1982), the theoretical idea forms the basis of extensive analytical development and empirical exploration.

The Primacy of Outcomes: Instrumentalism

Historically, theories of political institutions portrayed political decision making primarily as a process for developing a sense of purpose, direction, identity, and belonging. Politics was a vehicle for educating citizens and improving cultural values. Although there are exceptions, the modern perspective in political science has generally given primacy to outcomes and either ignored symbolic actions or seen symbols as part of manipulative efforts to control outcomes, rather than the other way around.

Modern polities are as replete with symbols, ritual, ceremony, and myth as the societies more familiar to anthropological tradition. Politicians announce public support for positions they fail to defend in private (Edelman, 1964). Legislators vote for legislation while remaining indifferent to its implementation (Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973). Administrators solicit public participation in decision making in order to secure public support for policies to which they are already committed. Chief executives advocate reorganization of the public bureaucracy, announce plans for making reorganizations, and regularly abandon the plans (see Chapter 5). Information is gathered, policy alternatives are defined, and cost-benefit analyses are pursued, but they seem more intended to reassure observers of the appropriateness of actions being taken than to influence the actions (Feldman and March, 1981).

In modern discussions of politics, these symbolic actions are characteristically portrayed as strategic moves by self-conscious political actors. Rituals and ceremonies are defined as window dressing for the real political processes, or as instruments by which the clever and the powerful exploit the naive and the weak. The hiring of experts lends legitimacy to policies (Meyer and Rowan, 1977); associating unpopular moves with popular symbols is reassuring (Edelman, 1964). Control over symbols is a basis of power, like control over other resources (Pfeffer, 1981a); and the use of symbols is part of a struggle over political outcomes (Cohen, 1974).

The Efficiency of History: Functionalism

Historically, political theory has been ambivalent about the efficiency of history. Like other social scientists, students of political development have been inclined to accept an idea of progress, the more or less inexorable historical movement toward some more “advanced” level. At the same time, political histories have often emphasized the unique significance of a particular sequence of events or choices, the impact of a particular campaign strategy or speech, or the particular tactics of international negotiation. In modern usage, the terminology of progress has been largely replaced by a terminology of survival, but for the most part, in contemporary theoretical political science, institutions and behavior are thought to evolve through some form of efficient historical process.

An efficient historical process, in these terms, is one that moves rapidly to a unique solution, conditional on current environmental conditions, and is thus independent of the historical path. The equilibrium may involve a stochastically stable distribution or a fixed point, but we require a solution that is achieved relatively rapidly and is independent of the details of historical events leading to it. The assumption of historical efficiency is a standard, although usually not explicit, assumption of much of modern social science. Economic theories of markets and ecological theories of competition, for example, are concerned with the characteristics of an equilibrium, if one exists. They are used to predict differences (e.g., in markets, organizational structures, populations, technologies) that will be observed, at equilibrium, in different environments. It is no accident that the most common principle of theories in the social sciences is the optimization principle, and that one of the greatest concerns in such theories is showing that a process has a unique optimum that is guaranteed to be achieved.

Similarly, some postwar theories of political parties see party orientation and organization as equilibrium solutions to problems of survival in a competitive political environment (Downs, 1957; Ordeshook, 1986). The assumption of historical efficiency makes such theories largely indifferent to the behavioral reality of the micro processes that are assumed. For example, competition can be assumed to eliminate action that is inconsistent with the logic of survival. Examples include theories of market equilibria, such as those found in recent ideas of efficient capital markets (Sharpe, 1970); theories of organizational structure, such as those found in recent ideas of industrial organization (Williamson, 1975); and theories of political parties, such as those found in ideas of political economy (Olson, 1965).

DISCOVERING ORDER IN AN INSTITUTION-FREE WORLD

The remainder of this book considers how styles of theories of politics that focus on institutions differ from the styles described above. Before proceeding to that topic, however, we examine briefly two examples of theories that portray politics as contextual and reductionist: theories that focus on the competitive interaction of rational actors and theories that focus on the temporal sorting of problems, solutions, decision makers, and choices. Although the two examples differ in other respects, they are both initially reductionist and contextual in style. That is, they imagine that the key attributes of a macro system are understandable as the consequence of the confluence of a large number of simple micro events within an exogenously determined social context. These theories are powerful contributors to our understanding of politics and should be seen as necessary correlates of the perspective that is offered in this book.

Politics as Rational Competition

Classical theories of competitive conflict in economic affairs assume that markets (particularly labor, capital, and product markets) mediate among conflicting demands through prices. Within any particular economic institution, entrepreneurs are imagined to impose their goals on other participants in exchange for mutually satisfactory wages paid to workers, rent paid to capital, and product quality paid to consumers. The behavior of a market is assumed to be understandable as a consequence of these individual actors making choices that, in aggregate, fit together into market phenomena.

The process can be treated as yielding a series of contracts by which participants confirm and regulate exchange. Decision making occurs in two stages. At the first stage, each individual negotiates the best possible terms for agreeing to pursue another’s preferences, or for securing such an agreement from another. In the second stage, individuals execute the contracts. In more sophisticated versions, of course, the contracts are designed so that the terms negotiated at the first stage are self-enforcing at the second. The best developed version of contract theories of rational competitive conflict is found in n-person game theory (Ordeshook, 1986). These models assume that the outcomes depend on the rules of the game, including norms about trust, and those rules are sometimes portrayed as resulting from some kind of metagame; but interest in the constraints is typically subordinated to an interest in the equilibrium consequences of rational negotiation and action among the players, including the consequences of sequential games, and to the design of contracts to manage agreements (Shepsle and Weingast, 1987a; 1987b).

In political treatments of competitive conflict that are not heavily influenced by game theory and economics, the emphasis is less on designing a system of contracts between principals and agents, or partners, than it is on understanding a political process that allows decisions to be made without necessarily resolving conflict among the parties (Dahl, 1982). The core ideas are that individuals enter a political process with preferences and resources, and that each individual uses personal resources to pursue personal gain measured in terms of personal preferences. The metaphors are those common to the literature of politics. There is a metaphor of combat. Disputes are settled by “force,” that is, by reference to some measurable property by which individuals can be scaled. Collective decisions are weighted averages of individual desires, where the weights reflect the power distribution among individuals (Dahl, 1957; Nagel, 1975). There is a metaphor of exchange. Disputes are settled by offering or withholding resources and establishing a mutually acceptable structure of prices (Coleman, 1986). Markets facilitate cross-sector trading (e.g., bribery, blackmail) and encourage pursuit of resources with high exchange value (e.g., the taking of hostages). There is a metaphor of alliance. Disputes are settled by forming teams through exchange agreements and side payments and then engaging in combat regulated by rules (Harsanyi, 1977). Outcomes are (mostly) clear once the coalition structure is given, but this structure is problematic.

In a competitive system, information is an instrument of strategic actors (Akerlof, 1970; Demski, 1980). Information may be true or false; it is always serving a purpose. Actors may provide accurate information about their preferences; normally they will not, except as a possible tactic. They may provide accurate information about the consequences of possible alternative decisions; normally they will not, except as a possible tactic. As a result, information is itself a game. Except insofar as the structure of the game dictates honesty as a necessary tactic, all information is self-serving. Meaning is imputed to messages on the basis of theories of intention that are themselves subject to strategic manipulation. The result is a complicated concatenation of maneuver involving anticipated, as well as actual, action (Friedrich, 1937; Dahl, 1957; Krehbiel, 1987; Shepsle and Weingast, 1987b).

Alliances are formed and broken. They represent the heart of many political visions of choice, yet the real world of alliances is unlikely to be as simple as the world of the metaphor. Political alliances involve trades across time in the form of promises and implicit promises. Rarely can the terms of trade be specified with precision. Future occasions requiring coordinated action are unknown, as are the future sentiments with which individuals will confront them. It is often not a world of precise contracts, but one of informal loose understandings and expectations (Friedrich, 1937; Schelling, 1960).

Both economic and political perspectives on competitive conflict emphasize the problems of using self-interested individuals as agents for other self-interested individuals. It is a set of problems familiar to studies of legislators, lawyers, and bureaucrats (Eisenstadt, 1958; Dahl and Lindblom, 1953; Jacobsen, 1964). If we assume that agents act in their own self-interest, then ensuring that the self-interest of agents coincides with the self-interest of principals becomes a central concern. This has led to extensive discussions of incentive and contractual schemes designed to assure such a coincidence, and to the development of theories of agency (Ross, 1973; Fama, 1980; Moe, 1984; Levinthal, 1988). It is clear, however, that principals are not always successful in assuring the reliability of agents. Agents can be bribed or co-opted. As a result, politics often emphasizes trust and loyalty, in parallel with a widespread belief that they are hard to find (Friedrich, 1940; Finer, 1941; Hirschman, 1970). The temptations to revise contracts unilaterally are frequently substantial, and promises of uncertain future support are easily made worthless in the absence of some network of reciprocal favors.

Such complications lead to problems in controlling the implementation of decisions (Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973; Bardach, 1977). Decisions unfold through a series of interrelated actions. If all conflicts of interest were settled by the employment contract, the unfolding would present only problems of information and coordination, but such problems are confounded by the complications of unresolved conflict (Baier, March, and Sætren, 1986). For example, one complication in control is that any system of controls involves a system of accounts, and any system of accounts is a roadmap to cheating on them. As a result, control systems can be seen as an infinite game between controllers and the controlled in which advantage lies with relatively full-time players having direct personal interest in the outcomes.

Politics as Temporal Sorting

Ideas of temporal sorting are attempts to comprehend the relatively confusing picture of collective decision making drawn from empirical observations. Many things seem to be happening at once; technologies are changing and poorly understood; alliances, preferences, and perceptions are changing; solutions, opportunities, ideas, people, and outcomes are mixed together in ways that make interpretation uncertain and leave connections unclear (Kingdon, 1984). It has been observed that individuals fight for the right to participate in decision making and then do not exercise that right with any vigor (Olsen, 1976a). Decision makers ignore information they have, ask for more information, and then ignore the new information when it is available (Feldman and March, 1981; March and Sevón, 1984). Organizations buffer processes of thought and decision from processes of action (March, 1980; Brunsson, 1982; 1989). Managers spend substantial amounts of time in activities that appear to have few consequences beyond acknowledging the importance of others, as well as themselves (Cohen and March, 1986). Minor issues create governmental crises and unexpected patterns of political activation, then fade away again (Olsen, 1983: Chapter 3). Participants contend acrimoniously over the adoption of a policy, but once that policy is adopted the same contenders appear to be largely indifferent to its implementation, or the lack of it (Christensen, 1976; Baier, March, and Sætren, 1982; Sætren, 1983).

The apparent disorderliness of many things in decision making has led some people to argue that there is very little order to collective choice and that it is best described as bedlam. Since the origin of the confusion may lie in the inadequacy of the theoretical ideas by which we try to order the observed events, rather than in the phenomena themselves (Glassman, 1973: 85; Weick, 1976: 9), a more conservative position is to assume that the ways in which order is imposed on disorder differ somewhat from those anticipated by conventional theories. In most theories of action, we assume things are ordered by their consequential connections. Deviations from consequential order are viewed as aberrations. They are disturbances of a system otherwise held together by the way wanting something leads to doing something connected to the want, and doing something leads to consequences related to the intention.

The central idea of temporal sorting models such as the garbage can is the substitution of a temporal order for a consequential order. In garbage can models (Cohen, March, and Olsen, 1972), for example, we find problems, solutions, decision makers, and choice opportunities coming together as a result of being simultaneously available. The linkages among them are assumed to be understandable as the consequence of the autonomous time-dependent flows of problem, solutions, and decision makers into choice arenas. In a culture with a strong sense of monthly or yearly cycles, or of birth cohorts, we should not be overly surprised by the idea of a decision process affected by timing. In many human situations the most easily identified property of objects or events is the time subscripts associated with them. Thus, students of time allocation in decision making have observed the ways in which attention to problems seems to be determined as much by the time of their arrival as by assessments of their importance (Cohen and March, 1986; Olsen, 1976c).

In pure form, garbage can models assume that problems, solutions, decision makers, and choice opportunities are independent, exogenous streams flowing through a system (Cohen, March, and Olsen, 1972; March and Olsen, 1976; 1986a). A problem is the concern of people inside and outside the system. It might arise over issues of lifestyle; family; frustrations of work; careers; internal group relations; distribution of status, jobs, and money; ideology; or current crises of mankind as interpreted by the mass media or the next-door neighbor. All of these require attention. A solution is somebody’s product or idea. A computer is not just a solution to a problem in payroll management, discovered when needed. It is an answer actively looking for a question. Despite the dictum that you cannot find the answer until you have formulated the question well, you often do not know what the public policy question is until you know the answer.

Participants come and go. Since every entrance is an exit somewhere else, the distribution of “entrances” depends on the attributes of the choice being left as much as it does on the attributes of the new choice. Substantial variation in participation stems from other demands on the participants’ time (rather than from features of the decision under study). Choice opportunities are occasions when an institution is expected to produce behavior that can be called a decision. Opportunities arise regularly and occasions for choice are declared routinely. Contracts must be signed; people hired, promoted, or fired; money spent; and responsibilities allocated.

Although not completely independent of each other, each of the streams can be viewed as independent and exogenous to the system. Problems, solutions, decision makers, and choice opportunities are linked in a manner determined by their arrival and departure times and any structural constraints on the access of problems, solutions, and decision makers to choice opportunities. In the absence of structural constraints within a garbage can process, solutions are linked to problems, and decision makers to choices, primarily by their simultaneity. As a result, decision making becomes an occasion for exercising problems and solutions more than connecting them, for displaying decision making more than profiting from it, and for exhibiting virtue more than using it.

Most of the attention in the literature has been concentrated on examining the consequences of different rates and patterns of flows in each of the streams and different procedures for relating them (March and Olsen, 1986a). Two varieties of segmentation are reflected in the model. The first is the mapping of choices onto decision makers, the decision structure. The second is the mapping of problems onto choices, the access structure. In the purest garbage can situation we assume that any problem and any decision maker can be attached to any choice. An analysis of garbage can models reveals four major properties of the processes. First, resolution of problems is not the most common style of making decisions. Choices are normally made only when there are no problems attached to them. Second, the process is sensitive to variations in load. When load increases, problems are less likely to be solved, decision makers are likely to shift from one problem to another more frequently, choices are likely to take longer to make and are less likely to resolve problems. Third, there is a tendency for decision makers and problems to track each other through choices. Fourth, the process is frequently sharply interactive. Although some phenomena associated with the garbage can are regular and flow through nearly all of the cases, for example, the effect of overall load, other phenomena are much more dependent on the particular combination of structures involved.

Events within a garbage can decision process are understandable and, in some ways, predictable or even subject to manipulation, but neither the processes nor the outcomes appear to be closely related to the explicit intentions of actors. In situations in which load is heavy and the structure is relatively unsegmented, intention is lost in context-dependent flows of problems, solutions, people, and choice opportunities. Indeed, outcomes are frequently sufficiently dependent on elements of exogenously determined timing as to make the differences between what happens and what does not happen deceptively significant.

Finding Contextual Order in Reductionist Theories

Rational competition models and temporal sorting models are simultaneously models of decision makers and the environments in which they act. The two types of models are built on quite different views of the nature of decision making; but they both see the process in terms of a complex set of interactions among elementary events or actors. In rational competition models, for example, there is a large number of actors, each anticipating, over an indefinitely long future, the actions and reactions of the others. In temporal sorting models the process depends on a complicated mosaic of attention that makes the particular pattern of linkages among problems, solutions, and choice seem quite chaotic from a means-end point of view.

Similarly, empirical observations of polities often stress the complexity of modern polities (Ashford, 1986; Scharpf, 1977a; Offe, 1984; Suleiman, 1987; Held 1987). They identify politics as a rather complicated intertwining of institutions, individuals, and events. There are many institutions, some nested within others, with multiple, overlapping connections (Long, 1958). National political systems fit into international political systems and are composed of numerous subsystems, some of which extend beyond national boundaries (Thomas et al., 1987). The allocation of attention, as found in mobilization and agenda effects, for example, is critical to the flow of events (Kingdon, 1984).

Studies of decision processes in formal organizations reveal comparable complexity (Allison, 1971; March, 1988a). Alternatives are not automatically provided to a decision maker; they have to be found. Search for alternatives occurs in a context in which problems are not only looking for solutions, but solutions are looking for problems. Information about the consequences of alternatives is generated and communicated through institutional networks, so expectations depend on the structure or linkages within the system, as well as the ways in which biases and counterbiases cumulate (Simon, 1957a; 1957b). Guesses about future preferences are developed within institutions dedicated to defining and modifying values and the meanings of actions (Cyert and March, 1963; March and Olsen, 1976). The responsiveness of the system to environmental pressure may, at least in the short run, depend on the amount of slack in the system, and on the ways in which accounting numbers are produced and manipulated strategically. The system may not come close to trying to resolve conflict but simply attend sequentially to the demands placed on it (Cyert and March, 1963). Learning may be superstitious, and fallacious rules of inference may persist for long periods (Nisbet and Ross, 1980).

Theories of collective behavior most commonly simplify the potential morass of collective complexity by one of two classic routes. The first is statistical aggregation. In its usual guise, aggregation assumes that the factors affecting outcomes can be divided into two groups, one systematic and the other random. Thus, for example, we might assume that errors in expectations have a normal distribution with mean zero. Or we might assume that in a population of voters there are many factors affecting electoral choice. Some of those factors (e.g., income) have impacts on the vote that are strong and consistent across individuals. Other factors (e.g., specific policy issues) have impacts that are weaker or less consistent or less well understood. If we assume the latter factors can be treated as noise, that is, that they are independent, randomly distributed variables, the systematic factors will be clear in the aggregate results. In this way, conventional assumptions of aggregation impose a statistical order on the results.

The second classical simplification is the assumption of historical efficiency. Although the argument is usually associated with theories of natural selection and best specified in modern theories of population biology, the basic idea of historical efficiency is implicit in many modern theories. Regardless of the complexity or apparent anomalies of human behavior, historical processes are assumed to eliminate behaviors that are not solutions to an appropriate joint optimization problem. Thus, a prediction based on solving the optimization problem will correctly predict behavior, regardless of whether the actors involved formulate or solve that problem explicitly (Friedman, 1953). In many cases, of course, solving the optimization problem is itself highly problematic.

In these ways, much of contemporary theory emphasizes the way order is imposed on political institutions by an external environment. In the case of rational actor models, order is produced through the invisible hand of competition. In the case of garbage can models, order is produced through temporal simultaneity. In both cases, the processes realize environmentally determined outcomes. From this perspective, for example, power within a political system is determined by possession of resources in the environment, interests are determined by position in the external world, and coherence within an institution is assured by the exigencies of existence. Order is effectively exogenous to the institution and does not depend on properties of the institution or processes within it.

THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONS IN POLITICS

For most observers, including most people working within the two traditions identified above, politics does not seem to be either a pure case of environmentally constrained rational competition or a pure case of environmentally constrained temporal sorting. What happens is influenced by both, but it is also conspicuously influenced by the institutional structure within which politics occurs. This consciousness of the importance of institutions is manifest in concern with “nondecisions” (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962) and agenda effects (Kingdon, 1984), and some recent work in both the rational actor (Ferejohn, 1987) and the garbage can (March and Olsen, 1986a) traditions has emphasized the need to introduce institutions explicitly into such theories.

In the remainder of the present book we wish to explore some ways in which the institutions of politics, particularly administrative institutions, provide order and influence change in politics. This institutional perspective can be seen as an adjunct to theories such as those of rational competition or temporal sorting, and we are happy to endorse such a view. But our efforts proceed also from a more general concern with interpreting political institutions as fundamental features of politics and with understanding the ways in which they contribute to stability and change in political life.

Students of institutions emphasize the part played by political structures in creating and sustaining islands of imperfect and temporary organization in potentially inchoate political worlds. The premise of organization is that not everything can be attended to at once, though, in principle, such attention is required for a comprehensive solution. Thus, a central anomaly of institutions is that they increase capability by reducing comprehensiveness. Some potential participants, issues, viewpoints, or values are ignored or suppressed (Schattschneider, 1960). Politics is uncoupled from administration, and various parts of administration are uncoupled from each other. Coordination among several components of a problem is uncoupled from the solving of the several parts. Some things are taken as given in deciding other things. Paradigms and ideologies focus attention on some things, distract attention from others. Institutions define individual, group, and societal identities, what it means to belong to a specific collective. Such identities represent barriers to trade—they signify something nonexchangeable and thus simplify the problems of trade.

As a result of these various forms of simplifications, political institutions are simultaneously an affront to our sense of comprehensive rationality and a primary instrument for approximating it. The uncouplings are justified not by a judgment that the aspects are independent but by the assumption that the errors introduced by treating them independently are less than the errors introduced by trying (and failing) to treat them as interdependent. The simplifications have political consequences. Internal institutional processes affect things like the distribution of power. As a result, they invite theoretical development of models of the ways in which interests and preferences develop within the context of institutional action, the ways reputations and expectations develop as a result of the outcomes of politics, and the ways in which the process of controlling purposive organizations produces unanticipated consequences and is tied to a symbolic system that evolves within an institution.

Without denying the importance of both the social context of politics and the motives of individual actors, therefore, institutional analysis posits a more independent role for political institutions. The state is not only affected by society but also affects it (Katzenstein, 1978; 1985; Krasner, 1978; 1988; Nordlinger, 1981; Skocpol, 1979; Stephan, 1978; Ashford, 1986; Thomas et al., 1987). Political democracy depends not only on economic and social conditions but also on the design of political institutions. Bureaucratic agencies, legislative committees, and appellate courts are arenas for contending social forces, but they are also collections of standard operating procedures and structures that define and defend values, norms, interests, identities, and beliefs.

The argument that institutions can be treated as political actors is a claim of institutional coherence and autonomy. A claim of coherence is necessary if we wish to treat institutions as decision makers. From such a point of view, the issue is whether we choose to picture the state (or some other political institution) as making choices on the basis of some collective interest or intention (e.g., preferences, goals, purposes), alternatives, and expectations (Levi, 1981). There is no necessary answer to the question unless we impose one. Whether it makes pragmatic theoretical sense to impute interests, expectations, and the other paraphernalia of coherent intelligence to an institution is neither more nor less problematic, a priori, than whether it makes sense to impute them to an individual (Kahneman, 1982; March and Shapira, 1982). The pragmatic answer appears to be that the coherence of institutions varies but is sometimes substantial enough to justify viewing a collectivity as acting coherently. Traditional political theory involved considerable attention to ways coherence might be induced through constitutions, laws, and other stable rules, or by a community of moral obligation, often inspired and buttressed by religious dogma (Berki, 1979; Waterstone, 1966).

The claim of institutional autonomy is necessary to establish that political institutions are more than simple mirrors of social forces. Empirical observations seem to indicate that processes internal to political institutions, although possibly triggered by external events, affect the flow of history. Programs adopted as a simple political compromise by a legislature become endowed with separate meaning and force by having an agency established to deal with them (Skocpol and Finegold, 1982). The establishment of public policies, or competition among bureaucrats or legislators, activates and organizes otherwise quiescent identities and social cleavages (Olsen and Sætren, 1980; Tilly, 1978). Policy experts within the political system develop and shape the understanding of policy issues and alternatives (Heclo, 1974).

Thus, political institutions define the framework within which politics takes place (March and Olsen, 1984; Olsen, 1985). In the rest of this book we ask how those institutions function, how they affect political life, how they change, and how they might be improved. The book is too short and our competences too limited for the agenda. Our treatment is limited. It emphasizes ways in which contemporary thinking about political institutions may lead us astray. It is organized by a concern for understanding the place of political institutions in political stability and change. It draws particularly from research on formal organizations, thus is most directly concerned with institutions such as parliaments, ministries, courts, and administrative agencies. And it focuses primarily on political institutions within a context of democratic ideology.

In Chapter 2 we explore the way in which political action is governed by rules, rather than by utilitarian calculation. In Chapter 3 we describe how the noninstrumental construction of meaning can be seen as central to politics. In Chapter 4 we examine a nonfunctionalist picture of institutional history. In the subsequent chapters we draw on such considerations to study institutional change in Western democracies, first (in chapters 5 and 6) by describing the process and then (in chapters 7 and 8) by suggesting some considerations in the design of democratic political institutions.
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In the classic open structures of free political competition and temporal sorting, action is potentially chaotic. It is not clear what will happen, or who will do what to whom when. The principles of rational consequential calculation or strict temporality are precise, but their interactive implications are obscure enough in complicated ecologies to make outcomes uncertain. In this chapter we examine the ways in which the institutionalization of action through rules reduces that ambiguity and affects politics.

THE UBIQUITY OF ROUTINES

The proposition that organizations follow rules, that much of the behavior in an organization is specified by standard operating procedures, is a common one in the bureaucratic and organizational literature (March and Simon, 1958; Weber, 1978). It can be extended to the institutions of politics. Much of the behavior we observe in political institutions reflects the routine way in which people do what they are supposed to do. Simple stimuli trigger complex, standardized patterns of action without extensive analysis, problem solving, or use of discretionary power. Institutions have a repertoire of procedures, and they use rules to select among them. The rules may be imposed and enforced by direct coercion and political or organizational authority, or they may be part of a code of appropriate behavior that is learned and internalized through socialization or education.

To say that behavior is governed by rules is not to say that it is either trivial or unreasoned. Rule-bound behavior is, or can be, carefully considered. Rules can reflect subtle lessons of cumulative experience, and the process by which appropriate rules are determined and applied is a process involving high levels of human intelligence, discourse, and deliberation. Intelligent, thoughtful political behavior, like other behavior, can be described in terms of duties, obligations, roles, and rules.

By “rules” we mean the routines, procedures, conventions, roles, strategies, organizational forms, and technologies around which political activity is constructed. We also mean the beliefs, paradigms, codes, cultures, and knowledge that surround, support, elaborate, and contradict those roles and routines. It is a commonplace observation in empirical social science that behavior is constrained or dictated by such cultural dicta and social norms. Action is often based more on identifying the normatively appropriate behavior than on calculating the return expected from alternative choices. Routines are independent of the individual actors who execute them and are capable of surviving considerable turnover in individuals.

These routines may be procedural rules specifying a process that is to be followed under certain circumstances. They may be decision rules specifying how inputs are to be converted into outputs. They may be evaluation rules specifying criteria for assessing results. Rules may regulate the allocation of authority and responsibility, record keeping, and information gathering and handling. They may specify who has access to what institutions or arenas under which conditions, including the rights of political oppositions. They may regulate the appropriate times for saying or doing things by providing deadlines or by imposing time periods when certain things cannot be said or done. They may regulate the changing of rules. Rules are codified to some extent, but the codification is often incomplete. Inconsistencies are common. As a result, compliance with any specific rule is not automatic.

Institutional routines are followed even when it is not obviously in the narrow self-interest of the person responsible to do so. Even in extreme situations like war, or in concentration camps, individuals seem to act on the basis of rules of appropriateness rather than rational consequential calculation (Geertz, 1980; Lundquist, 1988). The conformity to rules can be viewed as contractual, an implicit agreement to act appropriately in return for being treated appropriately, and to some extent there certainly is such a “contract.” But socialization into a set of rules and acceptance of their appropriateness is ordinarily not a case of willfully entering into an explicit contract. Rules, including those of various professions, are learned as catechisms of expectations. They are constructed and elaborated through an exploration of the nature of things, of self-conceptions, and of institutional and personal images.

Some efforts have been made to rationalize normative rules, such as altruism (Kurz, 1978) and reciprocity (Axelrod, 1980), or to specify the conditions for their evolution (Axelrod and Hamilton, 1981; Trivers, 1971). Although such efforts have yielded important insights, they tend to limit attention to the comparative statics of individual norms. A broader theoretical examination of normative order would consider the relations among norms, the significance of their ambiguity and inconsistency, and the transformation of normative structures. A theoretical understanding of such conventional norms as those surrounding trust and legitimacy seems likely to be particularly germane to political analysis.

To describe behavior as driven by rules is to see action as a matching of a situation to the demands of a position. Rules define relationships among roles in terms of what an incumbent of one role owes to incumbents of other roles (Burns and Flam, 1987). The terminology is one of duties and obligations rather than anticipatory, consequential decision making. Political actors associate specific actions with specific situations by rules of appropriateness. What is appropriate for a particular person in a particular situation is defined by political and social institutions and transmitted through socialization. Search involves an inquiry into the characteristics of a particular situation, and choice involves matching a situation with behavior that fits it.

The contrast between the logic of appropriateness associated with obligatory action and the logic of consequentiality associated with anticipatory choice has been described as a basic distinction in the history of theories of justice and rationality (MacIntyre, 1988). It can be characterized by comparing the conventional litanies for action:

    Anticipatory action:

    
        	What are my alternatives?


        	What are my values?


        	What are the consequences of my alternatives for my values?


        	Choose the alternative that has the best consequences.


    

    Obligatory action:

    
        	What kind of a situation is this?


        	Who am I?


        	How appropriate are different actions for me in this situation?


        	Do what is most appropriate.


    

Despite the modern emphasis on the first litany as a justification for action, the second seems more often to describe action. The accountant asks: What does an accountant do in a situation such as this? The bureau chief asks: What does a bureau chief do in a situation such as this? Institutions are constructed around clusters of appropriate activities, around procedures for assuring their maintenance in the face of threats from turnover and from self-interest, and around procedures for modifying them.

The ubiquity of routines often makes political institutions appear to be bureaucratic, rigid, insensitive, or stupid. The simplification provided by rules is clearly imperfect, and the imperfection is often manifest, especially after the fact. But some of the major capabilities of modern institutions come from their effectiveness in substituting rule-bound behavior for individually autonomous behavior. Routines make it possible to coordinate many simultaneous activities in a way that makes them mutually consistent. Routines help avoid conflicts; they provide codes of meaning that facilitate interpretation of ambiguous worlds; they constrain bargaining within comprehensible terms and enforce agreements; they help mitigate the unpredictability created by open structures and garbage can processes by regulating the access of participants, problems, and solutions to choice opportunities. Routines embody collective and individual identities, interests, values, and worldviews, thus constraining the allocation of attention, standards of evaluation, priorities, perceptions, and resources (Hall, 1968; Van Maanen, 1973).

At the same time, the fact that most behavior is driven by routines does not, by itself, make most behavior routine. The number and variety of alternative rules assure that one of the primary factors affecting behavior is the process by which some of those rules, rather than others, are evoked in a particular situation. Institutions, traditions, and norms are not monolithic (Eisenstadt, 1964; Burns and Flam, 1987). The history that generates and changes rules is not a single cohesive history but consists in a variety of experiences in a variety of places under a variety of situations (Dahrendorf, 1968). Moreover, rules and their applicability to particular situations are often ambiguous. Individuals have multiple identities. Divisions of labor sometimes break down. Situations can be defined in different ways that call forth different rules. Rules are constructed by a process that sometimes encourages ambiguity.

Consequently, describing behavior as rule following is only the first step in understanding how rules affect behavior. The process includes the whole panoply of actions and constructions by which a logic of appropriateness is implemented in the face of conflict and ambiguity. The criterion is appropriateness, but determining what is appropriate in a specific situation is a nontrivial exercise. One possibility is that rules are followed but choice among rules and among alternative interpretations of rules is determined by a consequential logic. That is, we could imagine political actors treating alternative rules and interpretations as alternatives in a rational choice problem. Some elements of such a calculus certainly occur, but it is not the dominant procedure. For example, potential conflict among rules is resolved partly by incomplete attention. Only a fraction of the relevant routines are evoked in a particular place at a particular time. Rules that are more familiar are more likely to be evoked, and so recently used or recently revised rules come to attention.

Where more than one potentially relevant rule is evoked, the problem is to apply criteria of similarity in order to use the most appropriate rule. In some cases, higher-order rules may be used to make the choice. The process seems quaint to a realpolitik tradition accustomed to cynicism with respect to judgments about “appropriateness.” It is not a process that is well understood in the political context, but it is important to even the most political of situations. For example, during the Cuban missile crisis, when much of the language was a language of calculation and consequence, reports of decision making emphasize considerations of appropriateness and the matching of proper behavior to a particular situation (Allison, 1971).

Fitting a rule to a situation is an exercise more analogous to legal reasoning than to economic reasoning—even conceding modern obfuscations of the distinction (Posner, 1973; 1981). Levi (1949: 8–9) describes the process of legal reasoning:


The first stage is the creation of the legal concept which is built up as cases are compared. The period is one in which the court fumbles for a phrase. Several phrases may be tried out; the misuse or misunderstanding of words itself may have an effect. The concept sounds like another, and the jump to the second is made. The second stage is the period when the concept is more or less fixed, although reasoning by example continues to classify items inside and out of the concept. The third stage is the breakdown of the concept, as reasoning by example has moved so far ahead as to make it clear that the suggestive influence of the word is no longer desired.



In establishing appropriateness, rules and situations are related by criteria of similarity or difference and through reasoning by analogy and metaphor. The process is mediated heavily by language, by the ways in which participants come to be able to talk about one situation as similar to or different from another; and the assignment of situations to rules is made at the same time as the rules change. Although the process is certainly affected by considerations of the consequences of action, it is organized by different principles of action, a logic of appropriateness and a comparison of cases in terms of similarities and differences. The process maintains consistency in action primarily through the creation of typologies of similarity, rather than through a derivation of action from stable interests or wants.

ACCESS, EXPERTISE, LEADERSHIP, AND TRUST

The Division of Labor

Since everything is, in principle, connected to everything else in politics, any action taken anywhere is of some interest to everyone. This suggests a political system, possibly imaginable, in which the effects of everything on everyone are simultaneously considered, and all conflicts resolved. Political institutions are not organized that way, at least not in the first instance. Many of the rules within political institutions are essentially devices for partitioning politics into relatively independent domains. The classical partitioning device is citizenship based on geography, a way of dividing a large world into a large number of small states.

Internal divisions of labor normally result in polities built around the principles of division of labor and specialization, and so a partitioning of citizens and officials into relatively self-contained collections of roles and rules. By suppressing links across partitions, the division of labor creates significant barriers between domains of legitimate action—areas of local rationality (Cyert and March, 1963) and responsibility. Coordination across boundaries is more difficult than within them. Different sets of rules tend to evolve independently in different domains. The division of labor identifies specialists not only with special access to a set of problems and solutions but also with responsibility for developing relatively stable rules for operating within that domain.
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