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Preface

Quite unexpectedly and tragically, our coeditor, Robert Alford, died of pancreatic
cancer on February 14, 2003, at the age of 74. We would like to tell you a little
bit about him. Bob grew up near the Sierras in California where his parents had
a ranch in Avery near Angels Camp, of jumping-frog-contest fame. Bob was well
over six feet tall and he loved to walk in the forest, orchards, and mountains.
He graduated from Bret Harte High School in the gold country of Northern
California and attended the University of California at Berkeley in 1946. He was
president of Stiles’” Hall and active in the campus YMCA and the Labor Youth
League. He regularly played classical piano in the Berkeley Chamber Music Group
and loved folk music. Bob began work on an MA in sociology at California during
the days of the controversial Loyalty Oath and left the university in 1951 rather
than sign.

In 1952, Bob started working at the International Harvester truck plant in
Emeryville, California. Bob Blauner, who was a coworker, describes their first
meeting. “He was wearing goggles to protect his eyes and a gray apron or smock
over his work clothes to collect the metallic dust coming from the machine he
was operating” that made fenders for diesel trucks. Bob served as a shop stew-
ard and, with Blauner and others, pushed the UAW further to the left than it
might otherwise have gone. Roger Friedland and Bob Blauner report that after
Khrushchev’s “secret” speech that detailed Stalin’s crimes, including executions of
supposed enemies who were actually loyal communists, Bob refocused politically
and entered the sociology department at the University of California at Berkeley.
Friedland comments that, for Bob, the “state’s promulgation of information that
was, in fact, disinformation, or outright lies, would later become a theme in his
work.”

A graduate student of Seymour Martin Lipset, Blauner reports that Bob Alford
was Lipset’s research assistant for — and even did some of the writing on — the classic
Political Man. Alford finished his doctoral dissertation in 1961 on class voting in
Anglo-American democracies, and it was published as Party and Politics. He left
Berkeley to take his first academic job at the University of Wisconsin, where he
helped lead the Social Organization Program for just over ten years. Bob took his
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students through a critical engagement with the classic debates with Marxism. In
seminars, Bob demonstrated both personal care and political critique as he molded
a generation of sociologists. Freidland says that “Teaching for him was a kind of
wrestling, a loving combat.” And a lifetime of teaching accomplishments was
recognized in 1997 with the American Sociological Association’s Distinguished
Contribution to Teaching Award. Some of the knowledge built over the years
of teaching was laid out in his 1998 book, The Craft of Inquiry: Theories, Methods,
Evidence, and covers historical, quantitative, and interpretative methods and how
to develop sociological problems in proposals and prospectuses. In large part, the
book teaches the reader how to think about formulating sociological issues.

In 1974, Bob left Wisconsin for the University of California at Santa Cruz,
which was closer to his beloved Sierra Mountains. In 1975, he published Health
Care Politics: Ideological and Interest Group Barriers to Reform. This work showed
how rationality developed as a form of symbolic politics, shaping how interest
groups, organizations, and politicians could block reform in medical care. It won
the C. Wright Mills Award given by the Society for the Study of Social Problems.
In 1986 he and Roger Friedland published The Powers of Theory. This magisterial
study of political sociology is a classic in the field and, in many ways, is the starting
point for much of the work in this volume.

Bob never lost his love for music. A gifted pianist in his earlier life, he continued
to play the piano. Tragically, in his later years he progressively lost his hearing,
leaving him bereft of the joy of even listening to music. It was a supreme loss to
him as a musician, yet he, as the consummate sociologist he was, found a way to
live with that loss. He turned to writing about music with Andras Szanto in Theory
and Society in an article titled “Orpheus Wounded: The Experience of Pain in the
Professional Worlds of the Piano,” published in 1996.

In 1988, Bob took a position as Distinguished Professor of Sociology at the City
University of New York, Graduate Center. Friedland reports that “Bob had fallen
in love with New York City as a result of doing research there for his health care
politics book.” In 1999, we four editors began working together on The Handbook
of Political Sociology. Bob insisted on editing every chapter of the handbook, initially
planned to be thirty-five chapters. He would type out his comments and send them
by mail from New York, Avery, or wherever he might be. Bob pursued this work
with so much gusto up to the end that we had no inkling of our impending loss.
He was a man of tremendous principle, goodness, loyalty, and modesty as Friedland
and Blauner describe and as we ourselves know. Bob neither complained nor ever
said a word to us about being ill. He was to write the final chapter of this volume,
to summarize and comment on the preceding thirty-two contributions. We leave
this final and carefully probed and deliberated task undone, as a symbol of his
unfinished concerto.

The genesis of the handbook project began with a number of articles by Thomas
Janoski in the political sociology newsletter Political Sociology: States, Power, and
Society (see the 1997—1998 issues) and was followed by a session he organized
at the 1998 ASA Convention called “Visions of Political Sociology: Directions,
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Emphases and Roads Not Taken.” Anthony Orum of the University of Illinois —
Chicago, Richard Weil of Louisiana State University, Margaret Somers of the
University of Michigan, and Robert Alford of the City University of New York —
Graduate Center made presentations and answered questions on the “visions of
political sociology” in a lively and well-attended session. Afterward, R obert Alford,
Alexander Hicks, and Mildred Schwartz agreed to be coeditors along with Thomas
Janoski. The project began with the circulation of a position paper that was, in
many ways, a reaction to Baruch Kimmerling’s Political Sociology at the Crossroads.
That book assessed the state of political sociology in the United States, United
Kingdom, Scandinavia, Russia, India, Poland, Germany, and a number of other
countries. Anthony Orum’ article (1996) in Crossroads about political sociology
in the United States was also influential.

Funding was provided by the American Sociological Association and National
Science Foundation Fund for the Advancement of the Profession for a conference
on “Challenges to Theories of Political Sociology,” held on May 25th and 26th,
2001, in New York City. The departments of sociology at the Graduate Center
and New York University generously augmented those funds. Beginning versions
of most of the theory chapters in the handbook were presented at this conference.
The following presentations were made: Thomas Janoski and Axel van den Berg
on “Political Economy, Neo-Marxist, Power-Resources Theory,” Frances Fox
Piven discussant; Edwin Amenta on “State-Centric and Institutional Theories,”
Robert Alford discussant; James Jasper on “Cultural and Post-Modern Theories,”
Francesca Polletta discussant; Thomas Janoski on “Neo-Pluralist Theories and
Political Sociology,” Jeft Goodwin discussant; and Edgar Kiser on “Rational
Choice Theories,” Edward Lehman discussant.

Planning continued in meetings by the four coeditors in New York and Chicago.
After Bob’s death, the three of us met in New York in 2003 to reassign responsi-
bilities, select new authors, and iron out other details.

More than fifty authors and coauthors were recruited over a two-year period
for the various theoretical and substantive chapters. Each author was asked to
provide a review of the literature that had an angle or edge that might reflect his
or her new position on each topic. Given the highly charged nature of the field,
personal views and ideological orientations at times intruded on analysis in ways
that may add a controversial tenor to the result. But we did not ask authors to
avoid controversy, and many of them made their statements as strong as our field’s
standards of discourse might allow.

As each chapter went through a three-stage review process, some authors com-
plained of an American Sociological Review—like process. We lost a few who did not
want to change their focus but the vast majority revised their chapters, and some
even wrote totally new chapters. At a late date, we had to seek new authors for
tour chapters. They did truly outstanding work, and we thank them for writing
and editing with grace under short deadlines and imposing time pressures.

The handbook project took longer than expected, and we worked with a num-
ber of editors at Cambridge University Press. We especially thank Mary Child
for helping us to initially conceptualize the handbook, attending our meetings in
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New York, and allowing us the leeway to produce an exceptionally long work. And
we thank Ed Parsons and Cathy Felgar of Cambridge University Press, and espe-
cially Michie Shaw of TechBooks for shepherding the work through its production
and final stages.

We are also indebted to friends and colleagues in New York and Lexington.
At the City University of New York — Graduate Center, we thank the Depart-
ment of Sociology and Julia Wrigley for generous support. A number of Bob’s
graduate students helped during the conference and we particularly want to thank
Lorna Mason. We also thank Noll Anne Richardson for her hospitality during the
conference and keeping us informed on critical issues. At New York University
we are indebted to Edwin Amenta and Kathleen Gerson for support from the
sociology department and to Tom Lynch for arranging accommodations for the
conference. We also thank former chairs Jim Hougland and William Skinner at the
Sociology Department of the University of Kentucky for their support and Donna
‘Wheeler, Agnes Palmgreen, Brian Foudray, Leigh Ann Nally, and Fengjuan Wang
for production assistance. And last but not least we would like to thank Natatia
Ruiz Junco and Kathleen Powers for assisting Thomas Janoski in constructing the
index in the XML system.

Lexington, Atlanta, and New York, 2004
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INTRODUCTION

Political Sociology in the New Millennium

Alexander M. Hicks, Thomas Janoski, and Mildred A. Schwartz

Although modern political sociology has ex-
isted for more than a century, it came into
its own during the decades bridging the vic-
tory at the end of World War II and the anti-
Vietnam War movement. Especially important
in setting the direction for political research
with a distinctive focus on “the social bases
of politics” was Seymour Martin Lipset’s Po-
litical Man (1960), published in twenty coun-
tries and deemed a “citation classic” by the So-
cial Science Citation Index. The transformative
potentials of the social bases of politics were
redirected away from the pluralist theoretical
tradition by William G. Dombhoft’s Who Rules
America? (1967), which stimulated interest in
capitalist power; William Gamson’s The Strategy
of Social Protest (1975), which expanded atten-
tion to the popular bases of power beyond inter-
est groups to social movements; and James Petras
and Maurice Zeitlin’s Latin America: Reform or
Revolution (1967), which excited new interest
in the politics of labor movements. The 19805’
ascent of state-centric institutionalism regis-
tered a major impact on political sociology with
its Bringing the State Back In, edited by Peter
Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Theda
Skocpol (1985). The works of these times had
a common focus on the societal determination
of political processes and outcomes and on how
state structures cause varied outcomes in differ-
ent countries.

Since the early 1980s, political sociology has
moved to include the unique and powerful per-
spectives of Michel Foucault (1979, 1980, 1984,

1990, 1991), Pierre Bourdieu (1994, 1998a,
1998b), and other poststructuralist or culturally
oriented theorists; of feminism (Butler, 1990;
Hobson, 1990; Hobson and Lindholm, 1997;
Young, 1990); of racialization theory (Goldberg,
2002; Omi and Winant, 1994; Winant, 20071);
and of rational choice theories (Coleman, 1966;
Hechter, 1987; Lange and Garrett, 1985, 1987;
North, 1990; Tsebellis, 1990, 1999; Wallerstein,
1999). Along with other perspectives, these have
all shaken the theoretical dominance of pluralist,
political/economic, and state-centric theories.

Today, political sociology stands out as one of’
the major areas in sociology. Its share of articles
and books published is impressive. For exam-
ple, in 1999, 17 to 20 percent of the articles in
the American_Journal of Sociology and the American
Sociological Review and about 20 percent of the
books reviewed by Contemporary Sociology, the
major reviewing journal in American sociology,
dealt with political sociology. A number of po-
litical sociologists, including Seymour Martin
Lipset, William Gamson, and Jill Quadagno,
have served as president of the American So-
ciological Association (ASA). The political so-
ciology section of the ASA continues to attract
an above-average membership.' Yet, along with
all this vitality, the field remains fluid, stimu-
lated by the following processes and theoretical
transformations.

' In 2003, membership stood at §60 compared to the
average of 463 for all sections. Dobratz et al. (2002b) also
report that a high percentage of articles in the Annual
Review of Sociology are on the topic of political sociology.
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First, and later
policy-centered, theory associated with Theda
Skocpol and others (e.g., Evans, Rueschmeyer,
and Skocpol, 1985; Skocpol, 1979, 1992) has

garnered a great deal of attention in politi-

although state-centered,

cal sociology; new developments in pluralist,
political/economic, and elitist theoretical tra-
ditions have largely flown beneath the radar
these past two decades. With similar stealth, new
approaches to policy domains (Burstein, 19971;
Knoke etal., 1994) and civil society (Hall, 1995;
Jacobs, 2002; Janoski, 1998; Keane, 1988) have
emerged without widespread recognition from
political sociologists. These developments indi-
cate that the time is ripe to move from differ-
entiation of theoretical work to more synthetic
theory building by bringing civil society, policy
domains, voluntary associations, social move-
ments, interest groups, and the state into more
meaningful theoretical relations.

Second, although the print and electronic
media have been studied in detail, these institu-
tions have not been adequately integrated into
political sociology. Even though political sociol-
ogy may often refer to the media, within its own
theory it has failed to integrate the media as an
oblique force that has strong but not always clear
impacts on political candidates, elections, ide-
ologies, and legislation, and on the implemen-
tation and evaluation of policy. Except where
political parties or candidates control the me-
dia, such as in Italy with Prime Minister Silvio
Berlusconi, the impact of mass media is often in-
direct and not obviously, or at least continuously,
in favor of any party. But the media are political
actors, not just fuzzy filters of news and views.
The integration of the media into empirical re-
search, especially comparative work, is partic-
ularly important for the comprehension of the
role of mass media in the public sphere (Keane,
1991; Kellner, 1990; Schudson and Waisbord,
Chapter 17, this volume; Wheeler, 1997; Zaller,
forthcoming).

Third, some process-oriented subtheories in
political sociology have been underemphasized.
Public opinion needs to be pushed in the direc-
tion of social network and media contexts rather
than seen as something that is just out there
(Burstein, 2003; Gamson, 1992; Huckfeldt and

Sprague, 1995). Theories of political delibera-
tion certainly should play a stronger role, espe-
cially in considering the impact of small group
democracy, deliberative polling, and electronic
town meetings (Bohman, 1996; Fishkin, 19971;
Fishkin and Laslett, 2003; Habermas, 1984,
1987, 1996). Process theories of democracy are
important as well in regard to the transformation
of political parties and trade unions, multiple
and changing political identities, and participa-
tion in voluntary groups that cause cross-cutting
cleavages (Manza, Brooks, and Sauder, Chap-
ter 10, and Schwartz and Lawson, Chapter 13,
this volume). Structural and process explana-
tions involving political mechanisms need to be
brought more into play, and the growing area of’
cultural explanation needs to be integrated into
this mix (Diamond, 1999; Fung and Wright,
2003; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001; Mutz
and Martin, 20071; Tilly, 2003).

Fourth, the conceptual gulf between the two
vastly different locations in space — “all politics
are local” and “all politics are global” — needs to
be bridged, as is being done in the literature
on antiglobalization movements and perhaps
with the political slogan to “Think Globally,
Act Locally” (e.g., Khagram et al., 2002; see
the McMichael and Evans chapters [Chapters 30
and 32] in this volume). More attention needs
to be paid to the urban and local studies of the
political and neighborhood politics of William
Gamson in Talking Politics (1992) (see also Berry
et al., 1993). Means need to be found that in-
tegrate theories as diverse as the world systems
theory of Immanuel Wallerstein in The Mod-
ern World System (1989) and Michael Hardt and
Antonio Negri’s Empire (2000). Finally, efforts
that directly link the local and the global (e.g.,
Fourcade-Gourinchas and Babb, 2002; Hay,
2001; Ranney, 2003) need to be encouraged.

Fifth, although it is sometimes denied, the
study of politics is affected by cycles of politi-
cal power. On the one hand, politics and poli-
cies themselves change, depending on whether
the right or left is in power. On the other
hand, social and political hegemony can shift
from democratic processes in the community
and the welfare state to privatization and mar-
ket processes. This creates oscillations in political
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research, such as the leftward and rightward tilts,
respectively, in the political scholarship of the
1960s and then the 1980s and early 1990s (e.g.,
see Hunter, 1991, on “culture wars” and Linz
and Stepan, 1978a, 1978b, and Diamond et al.,
1088, on “cycles of democratization”). Yet the
eagerness to explain the expanding welfare state
is hardly matched by the comparative lack of
enthusiasm to theorize and explain its decline
(Korpi and Palme, 2003; Pierson, 2001). More-
over, social movement research seems much
more enthusiastic about the civil rights move-
ment than the New Right/fundamentalist and
neoliberalism movements. Still, the mobiliza-
tion of the religious right has attracted signifi-
cant attention from sociologists (e.g., Diamond,
1995; Liebman and Wuthnow, 1983; Luker,
1084; Marshall, 1994). Indeed, the sociolog-
ical study of the neoliberal movement looks
like a burgeoning academic cottage industry
(e.g., Campbell and Pederson, 2001; Fourcade-
Gourinchas and Babb, 2002; Simmons, Garrett,
and Dobbin, 2003; Swank, 2003).

Sixth, the influence of poststructuralist and
postmodern theories, and the feminist expan-
sion of the “political,” have broadened the con-
cept of power from formal political institutions
to the informal political processes often in-
volved with the market or private spheres
(Dyrberg, 1997; Foucault, 1979, 1980, 1984,
1991; Torfing, 1999). Poststructuralist and post-
modern authors have also questioned the ob-
jectivity and narrowed the empirical scope
of sociology (at least insofar as any theoret-
ical/empirical correspondence is concerned),
sometimes to the extent of denying the pos-
sibility of theoretical realism and trading away
the theoretical domain to be explained for the
specific case to be interpreted. These authors
have equated political sociology with nearly “all
of sociology,” revealing previously neglected as-
pects of politics. However, when everything is
political, political sociology itself becomes dif-
fuse and unfocused. Although researchers, es-
pecially those who look for the wide-ranging
“social bases of politics,” naturally abhor the
imposition of boundaries on the political, some
redelineation of what constitutes political so-
ciology is necessary. The denial of theoretical

realism conflates sociology and literary fiction,
whereas the diminution of theoretical domains
(at times to a vanishing point) blurs the distinc-
tiveness of sociology from biography, journal-
ism, and descriptive historiography.

Seventh, although institutions have always
been the mainstay of sociological explanations,
new challenges have emerged from alternative
perspectives. In recent years, economists and
political scientists have been applying ratio-
nal choice theory to the formation of institu-
tions and to action in an institutional context
(Booth, James, and Meadwell, 1993; Hardin,
1995; Kiser and Bauldry, Chapter 8, this vol-
ume; Knight and Sened, 1995; Lewin, 1988,
1991; North, 1990; and Tsebelis, 1990). The
Journal of Institutional and Theoretical Economics
has been at the forefront of these efforts, re-
inforced by the Nobel Prize awarded to its
preeminent spokesman, Douglas North (1990).
Political sociologists have been stimulated to
move beyond verifying and describing the exis-
tence of institutions to explaining their creation
and transformation (Brinton and Nee, 1998;
Steinmo, Thelen, and Longstreth, 1992), as well
as examining how emotions affect political out-
comes (Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta, 20071;
Hochschild, 1983). Yet we still see the need for
much more theoretical and cumulative work on
institutions (Boudon, 2003).

Amidst this swirl of change, there is a need
for intellectual tools that can survey and inte-
grate the family of disparate subfields called po-
litical sociology (Turner and Power, 1981). Such
a survey needs to do the following four things:
(1) bring the diverse contributions to the field
of political sociology together and place them
within a clear and encompassing conceptual
framework; (2) synthesize, or at least counter-
pose, new developments in theories of political
sociology in ways that still recognize some resid-
ual fragmentation; (3) consolidate sociological
explanations of politics through the “social bases
of politics” and state institutionalism while ad-
vancing the recognition of “civil society” as a
key aspect of the state’s social foundations and
achievements; and (4) incorporate the expand-
ing theories of globalization and empire. We
present the Handbook of Political Sociology, partly
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based on a “Visions of Political Sociology” ses-
sion at the 1998 American Sociological Asso-
clation convention and a 2001 conference on
“Theories of Political Sociology,” as a means to
reorient sociological explanation of politics. We
believe that it can advance political explanation
not only by providing new directions but also by
energizing students of politics with creative in-
sights from previously unassimilated literatures.

THE PLACE OF A HANDBOOK
IN POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY

The purpose of this handbook is to sharpen our
focus on what has been somewhat blurred by
the seven entropic developments just discussed.
Although political sociology has had consider-
able success with its focus on “the social bases
of politics” and its new institutional approaches,
it needs to be more inclusive of recent develop-
ments while retaining a critical sensibility. Rein-
tegration of the field and a possible synthesis of
new developments into existing theories, where
practicable, are important ways to extend and
refocus the goals of political sociology.

The second, most obvious, reason that a
Handbook of Political Sociology is needed to clar-
ify political sociology is that one has never been
assembled before. This handbook is the first
of its kind to bring together original articles
covering a coherent range of topics. The gap
it fills was dealt with in the past by a num-
ber of edited volumes that included both classi-
cal and current readings, including Lewis Coser
(1966), Frank Lindenfeld (1968), S. N. Eisen-
stadt (1971), and Kate Nash (2000a). One two-
volume collection by William Outhwaite and
Luke Martell (1998) contains classical statements
by Marx, Weber, and Gramsci along with a large
number of reprints of more current articles.
These compendia relied on previously published
sources to construct an overview of the field.
Instructive surveys of the field were also writ-
ten, such as those by Barrington Moore (1962),
Morris Janowitz (1970), Edward H. Lehman
(1977), Tom Bottomore (1979), Mildred A.
Schwartz (1990), Keith Faulks (2000), An-
thony Orum (1977), Philo C. Washburn (1982),

Robert Dowse and John Hughes (1972), Arnold
K. Sherman and Aliza Kolker (1987), George
Kourvetaris (1997), Kate Nash (2000b), and
Baruch Kimmerling’s edited volume (1996).”
One may also read Richard Braungart (1981),
Jonathan Turner and C. Power (1981), and An-
thony Orum (1988) for summary essays on the
field. Robert Alford and Roger Friedland did
an impressive review of pluralist, managerial,
and class theories of political sociology (1985),
which we examine in more detail shortly, and
Martin Marger followed with a somewhat sim-
ilar classification (1987).

More recently, edited volumes have empha-
sized particular theories or approaches. An em-
phasis on “state-centered” theories is presented
in the Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol
book (1985). George Steinmetz (1999) and
Julia Adams, Elisabeth Clemens, and Ann Shola
Orloff (2004) emphasize the fusing of the “cul-
tural turn” and rational choice in political soci-
ology. This handbook differs in not arguing for
asingle perspective. We shall err toward present-
ing as many points of view as possible, and we
indicate where theoretical explorations, synthe-
ses, or other responses are needed.

Other edited volumes address methodolog-
ical approaches. Theda Skocpol (1984) exam-
ines historical methodologies. Thomas Janoski
and Alexander Hicks (1994) cover a range
of quantitative methods and formal qualita-
tive approaches like those presented in Charles
Ragin (1987, 2002). In addition, a recent survey
of historical/comparative sociology by James
Mahoney and Dietrich Rueschemeyer (2003)
focuses largely on political sociology. As with
theory, we believe allowing a thousand flowers

> Two widely used textbooks using elite theory, one
in sociology and the other in political science, make little
attempt to cover a broad range of theories but, nonethe-
less, connect to parties, interest groups, legislatures, and
government: G. William Domhoff (1967, 1983, 1998,
2002) and Thomas Dye and Harmon Zeigler (2000).
Kate Nash (2000a, 2000b) captures the cultural turn in
political sociology but rarely mentions political parties,
interest groups, legislatures, or government. She focuses
on cultural theory with most of her attention on so-
cial movements, citizenship and rights, identity politics,
international organizations and movements, and the dis-
placement of the nation-state.
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to bloom is preferable to confining investigative
methods to a few strains.

Betty Dobratz, Lisa Waldner, and Timothy
Buzzell have recently edited three special issues
of Research in Political Sociology with the intent
of “assessing the state of the field of political
sociology at the start of the twenty-first cen-
tury” (2003:1). The first, more specialized, vol-
ume looks at social movements and the state
along with a symposium on the 2000 presi-
dential election in the United States (2002a).
The editors describe the second volume on the-
ory (2002b) as “not a comprehensive overview”
but a volume that gives “examples of several
new promising trends” and “a critique of cur-
rent approaches” in the areas of pluralist, class,
elite, world systems, and postmodern debates
(Waldner et al., 2002:xiii—xiv). The third vol-
ume (2003) is a more general survey of public
opinion, civil society, electoral politics, social
movements, and a historical/comparative anal-
ysis of the state. It also contains a few more
specialized chapters such as Paul Luebke’s re-
flections on being a progressive legislator in a
very conservative state and Eduardo Bonilla-
Silva et al. s article on the new racism in present-
day American society. The result is an important
contribution, but one, as the editors make clear,
without the intention of providing the kind of
comprehensive overview that is our objective.’

This handbook intends to provide readers
with an integrated overview of major theories
and findings, lead them conveniently to top-
ics of interest, and assist them in the common

3 There are also a number of handbooks in political
science, such as those by Fred Greenstein and Nelson
Polsby (1975), Robert Goodin and Hans-Dieter Klinge-
mann (1997), and, in its overall effect, Ira Katznelson and
Helen Milner (2002). However, political science does
not emphasize the “social bases of politics” to the extent
that sociology does, and much of its approach to politi-
cal behavior in international, comparative, and national
politics involves more psychological and rational choice
approaches. Although much closer to us in subject mat-
ter, a recent handbook in political psychology refracts the
political through the lens of psychology (Sears, Huddy,
and Jervis, 2003). The present handbook responds to our
perceptions of what is missing in sociology itself, where
we also learn from political science and allied fields and
borrow freely from their accomplishments.

challenge of synthesizing a disparate field. For
many researchers in specialized areas, this inte-
grative view should bring cutting edge research
in adjacent fields and also offer as definitive a
panorama of political sociology as space permits.
In addition to the intellectual need for integrat-
ing theory, delineating the scope of the field,
and developing multiple perspectives on society
and politics, a Handbook of Political Sociology of
this scope has never been done. We, and the au-
thors of subsequent chapters, ofter this work as
an attempt to provide what has until now been
missing.

TWO NEW CHALLENGES

In the mid-198o0s, the field of political sociolog-
ical theory was effectively summarized and par-
tially synthesized in Robert Alford and Roger
Friedland’s The Powers of Theory. In their mas-
terful book, action and structure are analyzed at
three levels (individual, organizational, and soci-
etal) each with its characteristic mode of power
(situational, bureaucratic, or systemic). Three
major theoretical perspectives, each closely tied
to a level and to a mode of power, anchor their
conceptions of theory. One is the pluralist per-
spective: individualistic, situational, and tied to
a characteristic problematic of governance, in
particular democratic governance. A second is
the managerial perspective: organizational, bu-
reaucratic, and focused on problems of state ca-
pacity that is comparative. A third is the class
perspective: societal, systemic, and focused on
the conundrums of resistance to economic in-
equality and societal “crisis.” To these theo-
retical perspectives and elements are added an
additional emphasis on either politics (politi-
cal structure and process) or function (the con-
sequences of politics). As with many holistic
articulations of social science phenomena, this
scheme evokes the metalanguage of systems the-
ory. Individual and group actions link the soci-
etal environment and the organization(s) of the
state. Insofar as modes of power are concerned,
situationally embedded actions have their im-
pact as inputs and throughputs on and through
the bureaucratic structure of the state, feeding
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Figure 1.1. The Directions and Redirections of Political Sociology.

back, in systemslike fashion, on actors and their
social situations (organization and society). In
short, although beginning from some distinc-
tive roots and moving toward a number of orig-
inal objectives, Alford and Friedland echo long-
held views in sociology and political science
about how to conceptualize the social and po-
litical world (e.g., Easton, 1965; Parsons, 1969;
Wallerstein, 1989).

But much has changed in the nearly twenty
years since they presented their work. From one
direction, the epistemology of science has been
challenged by more contextualized and cultural
conceptions of politics and by less positivist (e.g.,
more realist and interpretivist) views of causal
origins. Although frequently stopping short of
an antiscientific “postmodernity,” a postmodern
influence can be seen in the emphasis on sub-
jectivity and “capillarity” (a Foucaultian term
for diffused and extensively networked power),
a turn to structural and discursive conceptions of
objective culture, and a major rejection of mate-
rialist and other determinisms. From the direc-
tion of economics and political science, rational
choice and game theorists have influenced po-
litical sociologists with an innovative stress on
rational motivation that brackets most forms
of “subjectivity” — everything beyond prefer-
ences, information and rational calculation — and

increasingly assesses politics in complex, even
nested, situations.

To some degree, these postmodern and ra-
tional choice positions lead in orthogonal or
even opposite directions as follows: (1) with a
diffusion and deconstruction of power (and do-
mains for its explanation) associated with post-
modernism and the cultural turn and, at times,
emphasized in feminist orientations toward the
private sphere, and (2) with the integration of all
social science around modes of rational action
(that arguably are more psychological and eco-
nomic than sociological) associated with the ra-
tional choice approach. These diverse and con-
tradictory pressures are illustrated in Figure 1.1.

The cultural and feminist paths lie within so-
ciology but may lead to postmodern theory in
anthropology and the humanities, both of which
strongly emphasize culture. The rational choice
approach has seeds in much of power resources
and political economy theory but leads outward
toward political science and economics. In many
ways, both theories lay claim to institutional
theory. A coherent approach to political soci-
ology would strive toward the sort of rapproche-
ment between, or even integration of, two of the
theoretical orientations that Campbell and Ped-
ersen (2001) sketch out for conflicting schools
of institutional theory: “rational choice” and
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“discursive” institutionalism. These orienta-
tions differ greatly in their views of how univer-
sal or historically specific (or “local”) theories
should be, with rational choice theory at one,
universalistic, pole and historical and discursive
theories at the other, highly particular, pole.
These are at opposite ends as well in their
views of how positivistic or interpretivist the-
ories should be. Yet although new theories
from across the aisle from one’s own preferred
side of the universalistic/local and the posi-
tivist/interpretivist divides often are dreaded,
Campbell and Pedersen show how institution-
alists of every stripe are “finding ways to con-
nect their turf to others” (2001:273). We return
to these distinctions when we discuss the chal-
lenges presented to political sociology by the
“cultural turn” and the rise of rational choice
theory.

The First Challenge: Culture
(and Postmodernity)

From the perspective of the new cultural soci-
ology, the theory that had dominated sociology
following World War II was modern in epis-
temology (objectivist and scientific) and mod-
ern in politics (a creature of industrial society).*
Epistemologically, it was marked by an antitra-
ditionalist and antireductionist skepticism that
preceded the postmodern skepticism toward sci-
entific objectivity certainty yet remained ob-
jectivist (or “realist”) and scientific. Politically,

4 The “modernist political sociology” presented by
Alford and Friedland articulates not merely a scientifi-
cally ambitious concatenation of accounts of theories of
the state — that is, of state, state and society, state and
economy, state in capitalist society, and the like — it con-
veys an ontology appropriate to the scientific sociological
study of states. The Powers of Theory world is one of ac-
tion and structure, structure and function, and function
and process, where structures are presumed to be like
the social relational structure articulated by Peter Blau
(1964) or Erik Olin Wright (2002, 1997) but not like
the symbolic structures described by Mary Douglas and
Baron Isherwoood (1979) or William Sewell, Jr. (1980,
1985, 1992, 1994). And it is from this latter direction
that the first major challenge to political sociology has
come.

it was founded on the assumption that social
cleavages and interest groups shape the elec-
tion, legislation, and social and foreign pol-
icy outcomes of states. The theory’s concep-
tualizations, much like those stressed by Alford
and Friedland (1985), are tersely characterized
by Adams, Clemens, and Orloft (2004) as in-
volving a “double reduction” of phenomena to
social (and state) structure and to utilitarian
action (the last constrained, if not prefigured,
by structure). In case the quoted use of “reduc-
tion” appears pejorative, we note that “reduc-
tion” was a respectable theoretical goal for the
modernists in question and remains so to the
many modernists (or perhaps “neomodernists”)
who continue in political sociology today, two
decades after Alford and Friedland’s (to use a
literary trope) “high modernist” work.

Adams, Clemens, and Orloff’s critique is not
entirely new, having been anticipated by mi-
crointeractionist theories ranging from symbolic
interactionism and ethnomethodology in the
United States (e.g., Herbert Blumer, Howard
Garfinkel, Anselm Strauss, and Erving Goffman)
to hermeneutics, phenomenology, and histori-
cism in Europe (e.g., Edmund Husserl, Al-
fred Schutz, Paul Ricouer, and Hans-Georg
Gadamer). As described by Stephen Pepper
(1972), the epistemological basis for this new
contextualism lies in the meaning created in
small contexts, with its strands dissipating as
it moves beyond the originating context to
other situations. Such contextualism is com-
monplace within the more encompassing ori-
entation toward social reality sometimes termed
interpretivist (Steinmetz, 1999). By and large,
the postmodernists, feminists, and race/ethnic
social constructionists may be termed interpre-
tivists. However, as we shall see, we believe that
interpretivism leaves social scientists in need of
an epistemological midpoint between such an-
timonies as explanatory theory and orienting
framework; and between covering law explana-
tion and contextually specific interpretation.

The path to the assimilation of culture into
political sociology has been a lengthy one. In the
1950s and 1960s, political sociology focused on
power structure research and pluralism and on
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value consensus and functionalist equilibrium.
Political culture was often viewed in what has
come to be known as “essentialist” national-
ist terms, which left most cultural variability as
a distinction between nations. Gabriel Almond
and Sydney Verba set the tone of early cultural
studies with The Civic Culture (1963), in which
they examined the cultural constants affecting
political participation in five nations. Laboring
long in the gardens of political culture, Ronald
Inglehart presaged some aspects of postmoder-
nity through his studies of postmaterialist values
(1990, 1997). Murray J. Edelman (1964) took
an ecarly look at symbolic culture from an inter-
pretivist perspective unusual for American so-
cial scientists during the first post—World War II
decades.

Under the aegis of neo-Marxist concerns
with capitalism and the rise of the working class,
various scholars did cultural research in politi-
cal sociology. Edward P. Thompson probed the
meaning of religion and craft in The Making of
the English Working Class (1966) and helped cre-
ate a “‘social history” movement that explored
the meaning of everyday life under the shadow
of capitalism. Basil Bernstein (1975), Raymond
Williams (1973, 1977), and Garth Stedman-
Jones (1983) examined how language and sym-
bols in a social context affected socialization,
learning, and action. Later in the 1970s and
1980s, much of the upsurge in critical theory
was oriented toward advertising, gender, the
media, and culture in general.

An important precursor to all of this was
Weber’s (1922, 1930) cultural work on reli-
gion. Weber argued that capitalism was created
through the religious insecurities of a band of
religious heretics “irrationally” believing in pre-
destination.’ Weber, working largely within the
German tradition of the “cultural” or “human
sciences” (e.g., Dilthey, 1989) and influenced by
Friedrich Nietzche (Turner, 1992: chapter 10),
can be interpreted as equally as antipositivist as

> The Weberian framework of social action utilizes
four types of rationality — instrumental, practical, sub-
jective, and theoretical — but it also recognizes traditional
and emotional action as equal components (Janoski,
1998; Kalberg, 1980).

the previously mentioned neo-Marxist practi-
tioners of cultural political analysis.

Despite Weber’s dynamic account of capi-
talism and Thompson’s nuanced view of the
working class, prevailing approaches to polit-
ical culture were severely criticized for their
static nature and for their stereotyping of en-
tire peoples (e.g., Almond and Verba, 1963).
Culture itself became infused with a fixity that
clearly overgeneralized. Although Weber and
Thompson had shown one way out of this bind,
cultural studies did not really emerge as a force
until it embraced a vibrant intellectual commu-
nity relatively isolated from the kind of social
science practiced in the Anglo-American world,
namely the French poststructuralist community
of Michel Foucault, Frederik Barth, Roland
Barthes, and (in some ways) Raymond Boudon
and Pierre Bourdieu, plus such postmodernists
as Jean Baudrillard, Jacques Derrida, Jacques
Lacan, and Jean-Francois Lyotard.

Foucault removed the critical aspect of de-
terminism from his theories by talking about
“what was possible” in various social contexts
between groups and people with varying levels
of power/knowledge. This changed the analyst’s
viewpoint toward culture as something of an
epiphenomenon of industrialization to one that
perceived cultural processes to cause material
outcomes or even to supplant the “social as
material” with the “social as text.” This ap-
proach allowed the static theories of culture to
become dynamic and the secondary nature of
culture under capitalism to become primary.
It also declared as essentialist both the predic-
tions about revolution and the leadership role
of the working class in Marxist theory and the
social scientific laws and generalizations about
the inevitability of progress or economic devel-
opment.

For many advocates of the cultural turn,
claims for culture’s broad relevance to the con-
stitution and explanation of social reality come
laden with epistemological and methodolog-
ical implications. For them, social reality is
evanescent — frequently changing and subject
to unpredictable change — as well as geograph-
ically heterogeneous. If culture as a pervasive
source and constituent of social institutions
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is thus impermanent and heterogeneous, then
such cultural volatility undermines the degree
of social stability needed for the sort of sta-
ble and homogenous domains required for valid
“universal” theorizing (Adams, Clemens, and
Orloff, 2004; Steinmetz, 1998, 1999).

Culturally induced social-theoretical instabil-
ity raises some disturbing questions. What if
cogent causal regularities, and thus robust the-
oretical domains, are not only institutionally
conditioned, as is typically assumed for middle-
range theories? What if institutions themselves
have an irreducibly cultural aspect, as in William
Sewell’s (1992) Janus-faced view of institution
and social structure?’ Then class groupings and
actions would be contingent on workers” own
historically contingent conceptions of them-
selves and their labor.

What if the political movements of even class-
conscious workers are dependent on work-
ers’ conceptions of the movements in which
they participate? Here one outcome is de-
scribed by Nader Sohrabi (1995, 2002), for
whom revolutionaries in the early twentieth
century (e.g., the Russian of 1905, the Iranian
“Constitutionalist” insurrectionaries of 1906,
and the Young Turks of 1908) enacted a con-
stitutionalist/parliamentary paradigm of politi-
cal revolution while themselves members of the
paradigm’s ecumenical, and by no means sim-
ply class, variety of revolutionary coalition. If
workers did not enact socialist revolutions as
members of class, or even cross-class, projects,
then the universalizing aspirations of class theo-
ries to theorize politics for the entire industrial
age contracts into a relatively small, culturally

 Moreover, the resulting variance in social regular-
ities across time and place appears more perturbed by
cultural volatility if one is a realist who sees social phe-
nomena as “over determined” (e.g., Steinmetz, 1998).
The same hypervariability reigns for an interpretivist,
who will tend to see any given account of social (or
regularity) as an artifact of the interpretive scheme in
use and who will tend to see the scheme as bracketting
the favored foci of other schema (e.g., Steinmetz, 2003).
As advocates of the cultural turn have long been and
increasingly are realist, interpretivist, or both (Adams,
Orloft, and Clemens, 2004), skepticism toward theoret-
ical universalism in the sense of causal regularities invari-
ant across wide swaths of time and space is especially rife.

restricted space, confined mainly to the Soviet
era. Not only does much of the pre-Soviet era
lack “worker” as its revolutionary actor or “so-
cialist revolution” as its dominant revolutionary
project, the Soviet era of class revolutions ends
with the collapse of the Soviet bloc, which vi-
tiates the socialist revolutionary vision. In other
words, theoretical domains can be hemmed in
by history and its cultural infrastructure (Good-
win and Jasper, 1999), leaving them at risk of
sudden and unpredictable terminations beyond
which new theory is needed.”

If in natural science the history of concepts
and theories tends to play catch-up with real-
ity, in social science the histories of scientific
sign and social referent rush forward on separate
tracks running in rough tandem. In this latter
case they do so as new social phenomena enter
the world, requiring new concepts and opening
the door to new theoretical domains (Somers,
1995). True, the challenge of such volatility
may be manageable. Historical and institutional
specificity may, at times, only call for carefully
constructed middle-range theoretical domains
(Paige, 1999), a move anticipated by Merton
(1968:39—72). It may merely require the kind of
attention to statistical interactions that now per-
meates institutionally sensitive macro studies of
politics (e.g., Esping-Andersen, 1993; Garrett,
1998; Goodwin, 2001; Pampel and Williamson,
1989; Steinmetz, 1993; Swank, 2002). Yet, as
Janoski and Hicks (1994:10—12) indicate, there
are times when an explanatory domain may be
quite specific, even to a particular nation in a
particular era. The degree to which a theoreti-
cal domain is temporally and spatially localized
must be evaluated through the lens of history
(Goodwin, 2001:293—306).

The cultural turn and the uses of culture
in political sociology come in close associa-
tion with other new directions in sociology, for

7 This is not simply a state of affairs unique to a
few theoretical entities. For example, what appears to
be a quite general “interest group” in one theory may
turn out to be a local creation of Progressive Era poli-
tics (Clemens, 1997), and the truths about Finanzkapital
(Hilferding, 1981[1910]; Lenin, 1933[1916]) may turn
out to be local and transient German truths (Hicks, 1988;
Zysman, 1984).
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example the feminist one (e.g., Adams, 1999;
Orloff, 1993). Feminist thought may not only
add new variables, unsettling old theories and
investigations (e.g., Orloft, 1993), it may also in-
troduce new cultural dimensions to the analysis
of power with all their potential complications
(Adams, 2003; Misra, 2003).

In short, many participants in the cultural
turn — for example, postmodernists, feminists,
and race/ethic social constructionists — may be
regarded as interpretivists, who view theoretical
domains as local and evanescent because of the
operation of culture (Goodwin and Jasper, 1999).
This elaborates our earlier claim that participants
in the cultural turn need, if their advance is to
strike a healthy balance, to find an epistemo-
logical midpoint between positivist universal-
ism and interpretivist historical and institutional
specificity. The cultural turn directs political so-
ciologists down a slippery slope from positivis-
tic universalism, through increasing degrees of
institutional and historical specification of theo-
retical domains, into a realm where theory serves
not so much to capture social regularities as
to regulate the interpretation of unique events.
In our view, middle-range theory provides the
missing midpoint. Of course, the objects of
some quests for theoretical understanding may
prove elusive, receding from the general to
the particular. However, we think sociologists
should strive to resist the pull of cultural theo-
rizing into particularism. Our methodological
injunction should be, with due institutional and
historical alertness, to find the interaction that
clarifies the order that lies beneath what at first
appears to be confusingly heterogeneous pro-
cesses, never to lightly abdicate the search for
explanatory empirical patterns (Paige, 1999).

As one of three different approaches to the
new cultural sociology, Robert Wuthnow’s
Communities of Discourse (1989) provides an ex-
planation for major political changes. He ex-
amines environmental conditions, institutional
contexts, and action sequences to demonstrate
how ideologies of change are produced and how
subsets of these are then selected for institu-
tionalization into roles of world-historic im-
portance. The “performativity” of such cultural

articulations establish the mechanisms by which
entirely new cultural formations are created: the
selection of new ideas by actors (Protestant min-
isters, philosophes, or labor organizers) who use
specific behavioral scripts to create figural ac-
tors (i.e., narrative heroes or heroines of the pil-
grim, freethinker, or worker) of new ideolo-
gies and the different institutional carriers of
these ideas (1989:5—18). Wuthnow goes on to
explain these three ideologies appearing on the
Western stage: the Reformation (joining the
pious in church, as guided from the pulpit,
in direct communion with God), the Enlight-
enment (rational, secular intellectuals based in
royal courts and later in bourgeois salons), and
Socialism (as a party and labor union project
mobilizing employees for revolution and the fu-
ture leadership of society). Wuthnow’ focus is
on ideologies as ideas that promote momentous
change, much as we see in Weber’s (1930) con-
sideration of the Protestant ethic in promotion
of capitalism, Philip Gorski’s (1999, 2003) ex-
amination of religious pietism in the formation
of the bureaucratic disciplinary state in Prussia,
and Steinmetz’s (2003) account of “pre-colonial
ethnographic discourse” in the construction of
Wilhemine colonial governance.

For a second approach, fusing postmodern
and Marxist theory, Ernesto Laclau and Chan-
tal Mouffe (1985) present a skeptical two-stage
theory that avoids essentialism by proposing a
pluralist governing scenario and a leftist strat-
egy within it. Their politics embody a radical
plural democracy that accepts liberal democ-
racy to the extent that the left extends and
deepens the principles inherent in it (Moulffe,
1992). Liberal democracy is seen as a contradic-
tion between libertarian norms of unrestricted
rights and communitarian norms of cooperation
(Moufte, 1993; Torfing, 1999:249—52). From
this tension emerges an “agonistic democracy”
that gives political space for varied and even
contradictory political strategies that allow for
a wide diversity of viewpoints without striving
for an ultimate utopia (Mouffe, 1993:4, 1996;
Torfing, 1999:255).

A third approach is supplied by feminist ana-
lysts of politics who have challenged much that
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had been conventional wisdom in political so-
ciology. For example, feminist scholars of the
welfare state, like Orloff (1993) and O’Connor,
Orloff, and Shaver (1999), expose the distor-
tions in current views of social needs and care,
both public and private, that do not take account
of the care provided by unpaid female work-
ers. Joya Misra (2003) shows how women were
key actors in developing family allowances in
the welfare state. In areas other than the welfare
state, Adams (1994) reveals how Dutch, English,
and French representatives of family lineages
mobilized signifiers of paternal identity in con-
stituting patrimonial political structures; and, in
so doing, she uncovers the gendered contents
of long-standing sociological concepts and in-
stitutions. And Kathleen Blee shows how the
interaction of race and gender operated within
the culture of the Klu Klux Klan (1991).

For political sociologists interested in gener-
alizations about political phenomena — whether
historically, institutionally, or culturally nested,
whether culturally wide-ranging or contextu-
ally hemmed in, whether meant to capture the
one best map for a theoretically comprehensible
reality or to merely provide theoretical flash-
lights able to help orient us to a stubbornly ob-
scure reality — this cultural turn calls attention
to new investigative possibilities. The turn may
then direct political investigators to historically
specific and historically unfolding cultural as-
pects of social reality. This leads toward a greater
historicization of political sociological theory
and method. At the same time, such awareness
does not eclipse earlier concentrations on so-
cial structure and utilitarian action. Nor does it
eliminate the need for generalizing theory and
explanation.

The Second Challenge — Rational
Choice Theory

The commitment to rational choice theory, cur-
rently evident in as much as, say, 40 percent
of political science writing, presents a strong
challenge to political sociology. Rational choice
approaches politics in much more rationalistic,

theoretically mathematical, and individualistic
ways than have been the tendency in political so-
ciology. True, a number of political sociologists
have been influenced by the theory and practice
of rational choice (e.g., Adams, 1996; Brustein,
1996; Coleman, 1990; Ermakoff, 1997; Gould,
2004; Hardin, 1995; Hechter, 1987, 1990;
Hopcroft, 1999; Kiser, 1999; Kiser and Kane,
2001a, 2001b; Oberschall, 1993). It would re-
quire a longer story than we can accommo-
date here to indicate how neoclassical economic
thought came to play such a strong role in the
discipline of political science, but suffice it to say
that the prestige of Nobel prizes, the increas-
ing market orientation of society, and the rise
of neoconservative and antigovernment senti-
ments have helped advance this ascent. Even
sociologists have adopted economic terms such
as human, social, and cultural capital. The in-
fluence of human capital, associated with Gary
Becker, a Nobel prize-winning economist, was
given additional legitimacy in sociology with his
joint appointment to the department of sociol-
ogy at the University of Chicago. The rational
choice orientation, which is almost diametri-
cally opposed to the cultural turn, constitutes a
second challenge, this one from economics via
political science.

In parallel to rational choice theory in po-
litical science, sociology has its own micro-
based exchange theory. Its precursor, Georg
Simmel (1950, 1955), focused on the dyad and
triad, and in so doing laid the basis for so-
cial exchange theory. George Homans (19604)
and Peter Blau (1964) developed a theory of
exchange and power based on expected re-
wards from exchange (e.g., money, approval,
esteem, and compliance), norms of reciprocity
and fair exchange, and the belief that balanced
exchanges in one sphere tend to produce imbal-
anced exchanges in others. From this, Richard
Emerson (1972, 1976) and others developed
a microtheory of power based on how much
one actor depends on the other. Group ex-
change theorists, such as Samuel Bacharach and
Edward Lawler (1980, 1981), extend this power-
dependence analysis to unions/management,
political parties, and other groups. However,
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social exchange theory has not, by and large,
penetrated nearly as far into political sociology as
rational choice theory has into political science.
Paradoxically, it may be that rational choice
theory, though less ostensibly sociological than
exchange theory, might have better prospects
within political sociology than exchange the-
ory ever did. However, the reasons for rational
choice theory’s potential appeal to sociologists
are, as we shall see, closely tied to its arguable
limitations.

Rational choice theory is a generalization of
the basic theoretical method of economics de-
vised to move onto terrain beyond the mar-
ket (Becker, 1991, 1995; Suzumura, 1989).
First of these new substantive domains was the
polity, focus of the new economic subfield of
“public choice.” Public choice theory extends
economic models into such topics as optimal
location theory, rent-seeking theory, and po-
litical supply theory. Optimal location theory
addresses the question, “How does the institu-
tional structure of the state determine the num-
ber of political parties and party platforms?”
(Downs, 1957; Riker, 1962). Rent-seeking the-
ory addresses the question, “What are the con-
sequences of actors lobbying the state to inter-
vene in the market?” (Wicksell, 1954.) Principal
agentand policy supply theories are theories that
ask, “Are elected politicians and state officials
able to adequately control appointed bureau-
crats and the political economic consequences
of their actions?” (Niskanen, 1971). As these
theories developed outside the market arena and
the specific theoretical formulations that had
sought to capture market logic, a more gen-
eral theoretical logic was formalized (Becker,
19971, 1995). This logic clarifies, or rearticulates,
economic theory as rational choice theory: as
a theory of the optimizing decision-making
decisions (and behaviors) of rational egoists
(Suzumura, 1989).

Undiluted rational choice theory comes in-
extricably linked with a family of formal,
mathematical methods of theoretical articula-
tion, development, and analysis that conform
closely to the logicodeductive conception of
theory as a logical structure of statements de-
rived through formal logic or mathematics from

explicit premises. This conception of theory is,
in turn, linked to a “positive” method of em-
pirical investigation (Friedman, 1953; Keat and
Urry, 1983:chapter 2).

Major developments in rational choice
decision-making theory include articulating a
theory of constrained optimization and the in-
corporation of game theory. The first includes
social (and cognitive) structural contexts in the
elaboration of optimizing behaviors (Alt and
Crystal, 1983; Becker and Murphy, 2003; Tin-
bergen, 1952). The second makes an even more
direct appeal to the sociological imagination by
addressing the problem of strategic choice in
the context of interaction between two or more
actors, each of whom takes account of the an-
ticipated actions of the other (Schotter, 1981).
We almost hear the voice of Weber (1978:4) on
action as “social” insofar as it “takes account of
the behavior of others” as it is “oriented in its
course.”

An axiomatic theoretical structure that can
embolden its practitioners to theorize in diverse
domains not only encourages cumulative the-
ory building but also establishes an abstract do-
main hospitable to universal theoretical claims,
namely the logical structure of the theory it-
self, a kind of laboratory of the mind aloof
from the noisy empirical fray. Just as cases can
be made for the “realism of the abstract struc-
tures of logic and mathematics” (e.g., Putnam,
1083), ones can be made for the realism of the
abstract generalizations of economic theory as
the structure — or a modal structure — of ratio-
nal action (Riker and Ordeshook, 1973). More
substantively, rational choice theory’s treatment
of strategic rationality in the theory’s “game-
theoretic” mode also seems likely to appeal to
those focused on social exchange. Similarly, ra-
tional choice theory’s efforts to situate action in
social context can only improve the theory’ fa-
vor in the eyes of sociologists even though, as
we shall see, such favor comes sparingly.

In resonating with sociologists of exchange,
the work of Lief Lewin (199 1) shows how, in the
context of the welfare state, weaker groups gain
power to manipulate stronger groups or coali-
tions. Addressing eight crisis periods in Swedish
politics — the tarift, suffrage and mass franchise,
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parliamentarism, the Saltsjobaden agreement,
economic planning, supplementary pensions,
nuclear power, and the employee investment
funds crisis — Lewin shows how distinct barga-
ining strategies enacted in each policy arena ex-
plain resolutions of the crises (see other political
examples in Edling and Stern, 2003; Przeworski,
1985; and Wallerstein, 1999)."

Heckscher (1996) and Fischer and Ury
(1981), along similar lines, extend rational
choice analysis to a multilateral bargaining
model that includes multiple participants with
diverse social bases (i.e., class, race, ethnicity,
gender, region, religion, and so on). This model
avoids positional bargaining (i.e., stating con-
crete bargaining demands in two-party bargain-
ing) and embraces cooperative bargaining that
focuses on problem solving from many different
perspectives.” In a similar way, Bacharach and
Lawler (1980, 1981) build a sociological theory
of bargaining based on group power.

Rational choice theory has the ability to
offer new explanations for socially embedded

8 For example, in the suffrage crisis of the 1900s, the
Social Democrats wanted universal suffrage to be de-
clared the law of the land. They were growing in num-
bers through incremental changes in the franchise rule,
and they were bound to be the majority party when
an eventual franchise bill was passed. The conservatives,
seeing the writing on the wall and acting early, pur-
sued a strategy of making additions to the agenda. They
backed universal suffrage, despite internal conservative
protests, but attached the principle of proportional rule.
This meant that the conservative party would survive
the postuniversal suffrage change and not die with a
“winner-take-all” election. The Social Democrats were
divided partly because they were not prepared for the
agenda amendment. As a result, the weaker party had
the basis to survive into the future and, indeed, survives
to this day. In general, the weaker party (e.g., the conser-
vatives facing possible oblivion with the mass franchise)
often wins because it can more clearly pursue its goals
with specific strategies, whereas larger or more power-
ful groups have more difficulty maneuvering because of
internal factions.

9 In international relations, similar forms of multi-
lateral bargaining are starting to emerge, especially bar-
gaining in NAFTA, the European Union, and various
international gatherings (Cameron and Tomlin, 2000;
Keohane, 1989; Putnam, 1993). However, as its descrip-
tive scope is expanded, the predictive value of rational
choice theory in studying political conflict is reduced
because the constrained situation is lost.

behaviors that would once have been treated by
sociologists as based solely on emotional orien-
tation (e.g., attitude) or political tradition. So
Brustein (19971) finds the roots of Mussolini’s
support in his fascist appeals to the material in-
terests of various constituencies, in particular
agricultural small holders. He does much the
same in examining support for the Nazi move-
ment (Brustein, 1996). Finally, in Roofs of Hate
(2003), he extends the rational choice explana-
tion for the roots of anti-Semitic politics to all of
interwar Europe. Critical to much of his anal-
ysis is the Nazis’ ability to mobilize rural small
holders in reaction to left parties that opted for
agricultural collectivization policies.'”

One criticism of rational choice theory com-
monly made by sociologists is that it relies on an
implausibly rational, even hyperrational, theory
of human behavior. However, rational choice
theory has made advances that dull this criti-
cism — for example, by providing insights about
interests as they stray from strict individualis-
tic rationality (Gould, 2004). George Tsebellis
(1990, 1999) puts decisions and coalitions into a
more realistic societal situation based on games
nested within other games, which are them-
selves nested within institutions. This becomes
a basis for a new and more complex institu-
tional theory. Decisions are made in a rational
fashion but with considerable room for con-
text as nesting alters payofts and hence deci-
sions (see Cook, 2002, on alliances and nesting).

'% Social Democratic agricultural platforms offering
subsidies and supports for cooperative arrangements of-
ten appealed to agricultural small holders. Communist
platforms aimed at public agricultural collectivization
often made sense to agricultural laborers. However, in
countries where they were strong, Communist plans for
collectivization were so anathema to small holders that
they tended to drive small holders and, with them, much
of the rural population straight into the arms of Na-
tional Socialist and Fascist parties brandishing appeals to
the property rights and economic security of farm pro-
prietors. In short, communist agricultural planks were
so inconsistent with the cost-benefit ratios of agricul-
tural proprietors that they tipped the balance of farmer
preferences for a mixed economy, and, where Commu-
nist parties were electorally strong, they split the left
and tended to push the economically rational political
choices of economically insecure but ultimately propro-
prietorial farmers to the far Right (Brustein, 2003).
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Dennis Chong integrates sociological and eco-
nomic mechanisms into bargaining and aims to
account for the conflict between groups over
norms and values. He proposes a status politics
that 1s “based on subjective calculations of self-
interests” that are “motivated by both material
and social goals” (Chong, 2000:1, 220). Interests
are consequently based on “the history of one’s
choices, including the values, identifications,
and knowledge that one has acquired through
socialization” (Chong, 2000:6—7). Frank Knight
(1992) puts inequality directly into a bargaining
theory of institutions by incorporating distribu-
tional inequalities into a mixed game of choice.
This systemic inequality inevitably leads to dif-
ferential bargaining power, which, in the con-
struction of political institutions, provides for
unequal benefits. He couches this formulation
in an evolutionary framework (e.g., variation,
selection, and inheritance) whereby citizens will
make decisions depending on whether the costs
are sufficient to change or accept these insti-
tutions. Edgar Kiser and collaborators explore
many other aspects of state formation and devel-
opment employing the principal agent theory
(e.g., Kiser and Bauldry, Chapter 8, this volume;
Kiser and Kane, 2007; Kiser and Linton, 2002).

However, for all its appeals to, and inroads
into, sociology, rational choice has been greeted
with much more resistance by sociologists than
by political scientists. Its degree of logicodeduc-
tive theoretical method and universalism, its ra-
tional empiricism (or positivism), the stylized
character of its models of strategic action, and
its ad hoc (when not negligible) treatment of so-
cial context have all been copiously criticized
(Gould, 2004; Green and Shapiro, 1995). More-
over, the simplicity of its assumptions about hu-
man rationality and egoism and of its claims
for the “exogeneity” of preferences have been
viewed with widespread skepticism by social
scientists, especially sociologists (Elster, 19809;
Gould, 2004; Hastie, 2001; Rabin, 1998). Al-
though such criticisms have been extensive
among political scientists as well as sociologists,
sociology has clearly offered much resistance
to the spread of rational choice theory. Some
reasons for this differential will appear when

we examine the implications of rational choice,
along with cultural theory, for the future of po-
litical sociology.

The Challengers and the Challenged

One major advantage held by the challengers is
that they have momentum, support, and emo-
tion on their side. Their theories enthrall highly
motivated and malleable graduate students and
dismay aging faculty with sunk-costs in other
theories. Although one might be tempted to
describe every challenge in Kuhnian terms, as
revolutionary science overthrowing normal sci-
ence, we should remember that many challenges
to this or that theory or metatheoretical thrust
come and go. There have been many more fads
with little lasting impact on the field than there
have been tectonic shifts in political sociology’s
underlying conceptual strata.

Although theorists of the new approaches of-
ten show disdain for previous theories, espe-
cially when they demand mastery of new jar-
gons, challenges ebb. New directions sometimes
double back onto old terrain as when Fou-
caultian scholars rediscover the long sociological
tradition on social control and total institutions
(Goffman, 1961). Just how different is capillar-
ity (Foucault) from power in social exchange
networks, Korpian power resources from ear-
lier pluralist ones (Rogers, 1974), bricoulage from
pluralism? The key point is not that these con-
cepts are exactly the same but rather to ques-
tion whether there has been any attempt at
cumulation in sociological work (see Boudon,
2003). As stated, cultural and postmodern the-
ories needed the isolation of French intellec-
tual circles to escape the determinism of Anglo-
American, German, Marxist, and other more
neutral or scientistic theories. But in the end,
theorists must make sense of the cacophony of
terminology and ask, “What is really new here?”
Sociology, inherently a composite of structure
and culture, with individual and group social ac-
tion that is rational and emotional, will operate
to create, oppose, or ignore constraints from
challengers with varying degrees of success. We
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may ask what these challengers’ ideas might look
like if they are absorbed or ignored, perhaps to
live a life of their own in a parallel but separate
realm of ideas.

In answer to the cultural challenge, we find
the amount of determinism or essentialism at-
tributed to political sociological theory to be
overstated by practitioners of the turn. It would
be false to characterize those political socio-
logical theorists not committed to the cultural
turn as pursuing “covering law” explanations,
insensitive to cultural, historical, and institu-
tional specificity. For example, the once-strong
deterministic vein within Marxist political so-
ciology continues to recede as cultural critiques
of determinism by Thompson (1966) and Garth
Stedman-Jones (1983) are reinforced by a new
post-Soviet wave of cultural critiques (Gibson-
Graham, 2002; Harvey, 2000; and the journal
Rethinking Marxism).

Although a case for a deterministic Weber
was recently constructed in an attempt to lo-
cate the progressive triumph of rationalism as the
central theme in Weber’s ouevre (Hennis, 1987;
Schluchter, 1981), others have accentuated an
antideterministic Weber that appears truer to
his era and his main thrust. In particular, Bryan
Turner, using Stephen Kalberg (1985) to address
“religion and state-formation,” has described
Weber as follows:

Weber approached society as a diversified, fragmented
and competitive collection of semi-independent in-
stitutions, sectors and social groups which fought
with each other for the monopolization of social re-
sources. (Turner, 1992:111)

The nondeterministic Weber has long been re-
flected in the sensitive use of “themes” rather
than “theory” in the work of Reinhard Bendix
(1964, 1970, 1984), echoed in Skocpol and
Somers (1980) on Bendix. It recurs again in
the turn from covering laws to “social mech-
anisms” in the work of Charles Tilly (2003
and in this volume). Further, Richard Swedberg
(2003) points to a new interpretation of Weber
based on interests and emotions in institutions
that combines both rational choice and interests
embedded in culture. Still, although considera-

tion of Weber and Bendix undercuts claims for
the novelty of the new cultural turn, consid-
eration of Tilly (2003) and Swedberg (2003)
catches us up in the new turn and reveals the ten-
sion between much of culturally oriented polit-
ical sociology and the prevailing empiricist bent
of contemporary political sociology.

One challenge issuing from participants in the
cultural turn involves a generalization of the po-
litical. For example, Agger and Luke (2003:189)
in citing Baudrillard, claim that:

The political in this context is found not in parlia-
ments, but rather in professional-technical conflicts or
the competition of capital: the non-political becomes
political as power rushes into sub-political realms of
action. The allegedly political dimension, in turn, of
elections, parliaments or parties decays into a non-
politics of spectacle, quietism or plain ignorance . . . .

A new substructure has been found for the
overtly but derivatively political in cultural dis-
course over identity, family, professions, and
other aspects of the private and market spheres.
The state, as it was in early Marxism, is again
an epiphenomenon; and political science should
either demote itself as a discipline or plunge into
the all-consuming investigation of culture.

The claim that political sociology will or
should devolve into a power perspective on
“society in general” simply does not hold. The
politics of elections, legislation, and state policy
actions are not epiphenomena totally ruled by
cultural forces. This does not mean that there
are no new social forces in identity, the private
sphere, and so on. Few political sociologists,
however, are disposed to accept such a diffu-
sion of the political out into the whole meta-
theoretical domain of sociology. Indeed, by no
means can most political sociological partici-
pants in the cultural turn be said to take this ex-
treme postmodern position. What we can affirm
is that state- or polity-centered theory is not
ready for the dustbin of history.

Our preference for theories that claim to ar-
ticulate an “objective” reality over theories that
principally claim to orient interpretations of a
subjective (or explosively intersubjective) real-
ity goes along with our guarded respect for the
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many methodological and epistemological chal-
lenges posed by the cultural turn and its counsel
of alertness to the particularity of history, in-
stitutions, and culture (and an underlying cul-
tural volatility). We suggest that the tensions
generated by the encounter between heavily
cultural and social-relational (and psychologi-
cal) views of social phenomena may find sat-
isfactory resolution for many realists and posi-
tivists in the use of three regulative ideals: middle
range theory, statistical interactions (Paige, 1999;
Swank, 2002), and “multiple conjunctural cau-
sation” (Ragin, 1987). Furthermore, realists
who doubt the accessibility of open concrete
systems to robust regularities in phenomena
may still find assurance in experimental and
quasi-experimental modes of theory testing
(Cook and Campbell, 1979). Certainly, the rel-
evance of theory stressing “orienting” concepts
(cf. Skocpol and Somers, 1980) remains robust
far down such risky “slippery slopes” as we
have cautioned against here. Indeed space may
be found for quite universalistic theorizing in
that realm of rational choice theory that de-
votes itself to elaborating the rational calculi of
the stylized homo economicus, to whom we soon
turn.

The cultural turn may have emerged at a pro-
pitious moment, a time when ideological per-
formance moves from the authors and readers of
pamphlets and books to the creators and view-
ers of television, computer monitors, and the
Web. Increasing scrutiny of the media’s impact
on voter preferences and participation, candi-
date and official behavior, and political com-
petition in general are most welcomed at this
point and may be among the major strengths of
the cultural approach (Hayles, 1990; Johnston,
1998; Schudson, 2003). Still, many would argue
that a cultural emphasis needs to be counter-
balanced by a continued interest in the political
economy, lest the focus on ideas distract from the
importance of resources and interests. Attention
to both the culture and political economy need
not be strained. For example, in focusing on ide-
ology one might see the role of “public interest”
organizations as conduits running from politi-
cal interests to media representations of politics
by spokespersons and talking heads (Gamson,

1992). Indeed political economists have long
packed some culture into actors’ goals (Moore,
1967).

The second major challenge, rational choice
theory, presents a view of politics that is nearly
the opposite of the culturally centered one. De-
spite some allowance for culture in the articula-
tion of options and interest, which is a view
virtually dominated by the decision making
of instrumentally (and sometimes strategically)
oriented egoists. The more economic variety of
rational choice emphasizes preferences and, in
game-playing situations, strategies that mainly
concern material outcomes, whereas the polit-
ical science versions tend to direct more atten-
tion to institutions and consider more diverse
goals (such as status or secure incumbency in of-
fice). For political sociology, even more weight
needs to be given to acknowledging that a per-
son’s goals are diverse and complex if the rational
choice approach is to seem credible. Although
people may want to negotiate the best deal, it
may not be entirely clear what their best deal
is. Because, until recently, emotion (as well as
most subjectivity) has been left off the ratio-
nal choice table, a hole has marred the domain
of such analysis, which is a problem from the
cultural perspective (Adams, 1998; Hochschild,
1983; Somers, 1998). As troublesome Weberians
point out to rational choice theorists commit-
ted to a highly stylized version of instrumental
rationality, reason itself has more than a single
form (Janoski, 1998:85—7; Kalberg, 1980).

The logicodeductive theoretical apparatus of’
rational choice theorists is viewed skeptically,
if not with hostility, by sociologists who think
that it builds on a foundation of simplistic as-
sumptions about human actors (i.e., too self-
ish or hyperrational, too unemotional, too given
to fixed “exogenous” preferences) while ignor-
ing the windfalls of inductive discovery (Hirsch,
Michaels, and Friedman, 1987). Indeed, the im-
pression that rational choice theory builds on
an utterly unrealistic model of the person is
strongly held by many social scientists (Elster,
1989; Gould, 2004; Green and Shapiro, 1995;
Hastie, 2001; Rabin, 1998). Moreover, few soci-
ologists are comfortable with Milton Friedman’s
(1953) argument that rational choice theory is
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so predictively powerful that it has license to
proceed from its assumptions on an “as if ” basis
(Green and Shapiro, 1995).

Rational choice theory’s tendency toward
universalistic presumption for its propositions
antagonizes those who place high value on
the “realists” specification of causal mecha-
nisms grounded in a concrete knowledge of
the “thing” or “object of study” at issue (e.g.,
the unit of analysis in historical and institutional
context) (Quadagno and Knapp, 1992). Com-
plementarily, some sociologists view attempts
by rational choice authors to work within the
constraints of social contexts viewed under
considerable historical and institutional speci-
ficity (e.g., Kiser and Hechter, 19971) as insuf-
ficiently attentive to historical and institution
detail and inductive reasoning (Quadagno and
Knapp, 1992).

Rational choice theories may be at their best
in tightly constrained situations where the range
of outcomes are clear and manageable, when
social structural (and cognitive and cultural)
constraints are well-defined, and where there
are either (a) an indefinitely large set of ac-
tors, each of which must adjust behavior to all
the others as an aggregate, as price takers do in
competitive pricing situations, or (b) a limited
number of parties, as in such game-theoretic
situations as collective bargaining between one
representative of management and one of labor
(Bacharach and Lawler, 1980, 1981; DeMenil,
1971; Raiffa, 2003). In other words, the partici-
pants know whether strategic action is an option
and whether the option is manageable."’

We suspect that, overall, despite rational
choice theory’s deductivism and positivism, its
increased alertness to social interaction and con-
text, and its accommodations to sociological
insight (e.g., Tsebellis, 1992, on nesting and
Chong, 2002, on irrationality in action), there

"' Most rational choice theorists recognize this, but
other rational-action enthusiasts attempt to extend the
range to all behavior. Exchange theory in sociology does
this most clearly by arguing that, because power emerges
from dependency, wherever dependency exists, there are
power differences. Oddly enough, this view resembles
Foucault’s position, at least insofar as power is every-
where.

still will be effective brakes on the theory’s
progress within sociology. The long legacy of
sociological opposition to highly individual-
ist modes of theorizing, from Marx’s (1904,
1909) critiques of classical political economy
and Durkheim’s (1984) critique of Spencer, will
keep rational choice theory from ever exerting
the extent of influence already attained by the
cultural turn. Just as sociology has pitted the
social against the individual and the socialistic
against the rationally egotistical, it has favored
the cultural, from Durkheim (1915) and Weber
(1922, 1930) on religion, to Fine (1987, 1998)
on little leaguers and mushroom hunters, and
Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) on social orders
large and small.

The recent advance of cultural approaches to
political sociology also has its limits. Not only
does continued regard for political economic is-
sues caution against too strong a cultural stress,
the modernist strain of sociological objectivism
(realism and science) ascendant in U.S. polit-
ical sociology throughout most of the postwar
period seems likely to contain the culturalist ad-
vance. On the one hand, political economy had
best accommodate cultural analysis if it is to mas-
ter such matters as political economic reproduc-
tion and diffusion (e.g., Bourdieu and Passeron,
1990; Campbell and Pedersen, 2001). On the
other hand, cultural sociology will surely have
to accommodate the material and the social re-
lational as well.

We hazard a guess that perhaps one-fifth of
political sociologists are substantially within the
“culture” camp, whereas another s to 10 per-
cent practice a variant of rational choice theory.
Unless these guesstimates are short, or short-
sighted, a political sociology that is centered on
social structure and social action (albeit substan-
tially utilitarian action) can be expected to con-
tinue into the foreseeable future. At the same
time, we believe that advocates of both post-
modernity and rational choice will pull away
from their cognate disciplines in the human-
ities, literature, and neoclassical economics to
return and re-create political sociology in con-
junction with, rather than as a replacement for,
the neopluralist, conflict, and state-centric stan-
dard bearers. To refer back to Figure 1.1, these
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two movements, represented by outward flow-
ing arrows, will return or curve back to a focus
on institutions and other core areas of sociol-
ogy and enrich the latter with their insights as
they engage in a diversified and more complex
process of theory building.

THE PURPOSES AND APPROACH OF THE
HANDBOOK OF POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY

From the future of theory to the task at hand,
this handbook pursues an integrated survey of
the field of political sociology. We address four
sets of questions: How have major theoreti-
cal traditions in political sociological theories
adapted to changing times over the last several
decades? How are the social bases of politics
manifested in political sociology? What forms
have been taken by the state and why? How are
political outcomes reflected in policies, regimes,
and international systems? These questions form
the basis for dividing the handbook’s chapters
into five parts. The first, a section on “theo-
ries of political sociology,” focuses on plural-
ist, conflict, state-centric, institutional, rational
choice, cultural, and postmodern theories. The
second, a section on the social bases of politics,
focuses on political processes (social cleavages,
voting, campaign contributions, public opin-
ion, political attitudes, ideology, and political
deliberation) and political organizations (politi-
cal parties, interest groups, policy organizations,
corporations, social movements, and the media).
The third, a section on the state and its processes,
concentrates on the structural and cultural for-
mation of nation-states, civil and military bu-
reaucracies, and authoritarian political systems.
A fourth section focuses on the outcomes of pol-
itics in terms of social change, justice, redistribu-
tion, and repression. It does so by examining the
following two levels: (1) policy changes (wel-
fare state, policies toward minorities, interven-
tion in the economy) and (2) regime transfor-
mations (wars, revolutions, and transitions from
communism to market-based politics). In the
fifth and final section, we examine international
systems (imperialism, neocolonialism, trade,
transnational corporations, global capitalism,

migration/naturalization,genocide/asylum, and
national devolutions). In short, our model of
national politics stresses the more distal social
bases of political action as relatively exogenous
variables; the intervening, but also partially au-
tonomous, role of the institutions of the state
and its policies and the repercussions of regime
change; and the ultimate exogenous force of
transnational systems.

Theoretical Approaches
to Political Sociology

The core debates among theories of political
sociology appear in the first section, which
opens with Frances Fox Piven and the late
Richard Cloward’s argument that, if rule mak-
ing is a strategy of domination, rule break-
ing is the essence of opposing, disabling, and
even replacing such domination. The question
about power in political sociology then becomes
“How does the ‘human capacity for innova-
tion’ bring about these challenges to rule and
domination?” Power is based on dependence,
but the recognition of dependence requires in-
terpretation on both sides and is often clouded
by complexity and/or ideology. How do we and
others “see” rules? In other words, the power
of rule breakers depends on their recogniz-
ing power potential in votes, organization, and
mobilization. And much of this requires “stay-
ing power,” “controlling alternatives,” “limiting
constraints,” and “facing or deflecting crushing
force.” Thus rule making consists of strategies to
control people through the state, whereas chal-
lenges to these rules involve defying them and
working hard to change them.

The theory section then flows into three
chapters that update debates among the new
pluralist and neofunctionalist, conflict and po-
litical economy, and state-centered or polity-
centered perspectives. Alexander Hicks and
Frank Lechners chapter on neopluralism and
neofunctionalism in political sociology reviews
the rise of new forms of pluralist theories that
have penetrated political sociology, whether
with theoretical banners flying high or more
covertly. The authors show how neopluralism
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has extended the range of agency to class- and
state-based actors within structural contexts.
One wave of pluralism comes from recognizing
the impact of class, race, ethnicity, gender, and
other social forces; another comes from the in-
creasing variety and quantity of interest groups
in the policy process; and a third comes from
increasing levels of democratization, the me-
dia, and openness in the political process. Ne-
ofunctionalism’s impact has not been as great
as pluralism’s, but its influence is felt especially
through its cognate affinities to cultural sociol-
ogy and because of the broader theoretical foun-
dation that it provides to the pluralist point of
view. Pluralist ideas permeate political sociol-
ogy, emerging from different directions through
a loosely coupled group of scholars.

From an opposing direction, Axel van den
Berg and Thomas Janoski’s chapter on conflict
theories in political sociology argues that func-
tionalism has nearly vanished and that all current
theories — pluralism, state-centric, cultural, fem-
inist, and racialization — have adopted the dom-
inant, meta-perspective of conflict. They trace
two conflict traditions through Marxist and
Weberian lenses. Although traditional Marxist
theory has imploded with the pluralization of
conflict (e.g., from social bases in gender, race,
ethnicity, and religion) and new and more con-
tingent theories have developed with, for exam-
ple, the “power constellations” theory of Huber
and Stephens (2001) — and the “accommoda-
tionist” theory of Prechel (2000) — there is a
tendency to place too exclusive an emphasis on
corporate and elite power. Yet, some of the best
work today by Marxists and some others work-
ing in this area is less theoretical, more empiri-
cal, and indeed exactly in this area of corporate
power. For example, it describes exactly how
campaign finance and insider influence involv-
ing large corporations actually work (Clawson,
Neustadtl, and Weller, 1998; Prechel, 2000).
The authors side more with the Weberian ap-
proach that gives equal weight to class, status,
and power in both the political economy and
cultural explanations.

In discussing state-centered and political in-
stitutional theory, Edwin Amenta shows how
state-centered theory grew out of the work of

Max Weber and Otto Hintze against the 1950s
and 1960s backdrop of pluralist and conflict
theories. The struggles that the Marxists were
having with the autonomy of the state stimu-
lated Theda Skocpol and others to reexamine
Weberian theory and consider how the structure
and processes of the state were a causal factor,
with considerable force in and of themselves.
Processes involving state formation, state inter-
ests, state strength, and state autonomy could
influence, and even create, interest groups and
establish rules of the game favoring some of
them. Concern with these issues has led to a
political-institutional theory (in Skocpol’s lat-
est terms, a polity-centered argument). Amenta
shows how this new historical institutionalism
emphasizes political contexts rather than the
state alone. The key to more elaborate argu-
ments within this tradition is to rely on creative
or genealogical aspects of the state in forming
politics and shaping interest group desires.

The next five chapters present the main theo-
retical challenges introduced earlier in this chap-
ter. The cultural challenge comes mainly from
within sociology and is discussed in four chap-
ters. The rational choice challenge, although
coming partly from within sociology, is largely
a phenomenon arising from economics and
influencing the discipline of political science.
Although important to sociology as well, its
outlines are captured in a single chapter.

In James Jasper’s survey of the cultural ap-
proach, he proclaims that culture has become an
increasingly central analytical tool since the early
1970s. He asks why, if capillary power is every-
where in the Foucaultian universe, are political
sociologists not happier. Although he does not
answer this question, he gives a wide-ranging
survey of the cultural approach and extends even
wider permission for the cultural study of in-
trinsically political issues, ranging from those
associated with government to personal rela-
tions in the bedroom, on the playground, or on
the street corner. In his grand tour of the wide
world of culture, Jasper examines culture from
its presence as civic culture, crowd psychology,
structuralism, critical theory, hegemony, post-
modernity, and globalization to its forms as ide-
ology, collective identity, text, narrative, ritual,



20 Alexander M. Hicks, Thomas Janoski, and Mildred A. Schwartz

practice, discourse, and rhetoric. He considers
how citizens are mobilized outside and inside
the state and concludes with suggestions for at-
tending to many of these undeveloped themes.

Jacob Torfing views some of the same ma-
terial from the perspective of discourse analysis
in political sociology, moving beyond Michel
Foucault to the subjectivism of Jacques Derrida
and Slavjo Zizek. From the subjectivist angle
he derives a set of terms and concepts, radically
new for most social scientists, such as articu-
lation, constitutiveness, dislocation, sedimenta-
tion, sutures, and bricoulage. Torfing guides the
reader through them with sensitivity and a dis-
section of the differences in four different the-
ories (and methodologies) of discourse. This
is the cultural turn with the sharpest angles,
ending with LaClau and Moufte’s “agonistic
democracy” and Zizek’s contradiction that “we
can only save democracy only by taking into
account its own radical impossibility” (1989:6).

Barbara Hobson’s chapter on feminism takes
us away from “monolithic conceptions of state
as patriarchy” to a recognition of the complex
processes and structures of today’s multiple fem-
inisms. For example, she confronts the dilemmas
of citizenship posed by maternalist and humanist
feminism (i.e., the pull between difference and
equality, private and public, needs and rights,
and care and justice), and presents contextuality
as one way to solve them (i.e., when difference
makes a difference). Conceptions of rights in
neoliberal, civic republicanism, and Marshallian
thinking are all demonstrated to have implica-
tions for the different ethic of care that emerges
from different political regimes. Hobson shows
how the impact of postmodernity and multicul-
turalism can have surprising counterintuitive ef-
fects on universalism in the treatment of women
of different racial origins. She concludes by as-
sessing the primary dilemmas for feminist the-
orizing in political sociology.

David R. James and Kent Redding put race
theory in the forefront of an expanded concep-
tion of how political sociology needs to address
theories of the state. They do this by examin-
ing theories about how race and ethnicity are
politically constructed. Although there is broad
recognition about the ways in which states affect

racial policies, the authors direct us to examine
the processes by which states create and maintain
racial identities and conclude with an analyti-
cally sensitive definition of the racial state. Their
approach challenges prior theories of racializa-
tion in a number of effective ways.

In the final chapter of this section, Edgar Kiser
and Shawn Baudry present rational choice the-
ory as having considerable relevance to political
sociology. It applies broadly to the new institu-
tionalism, exemplified by studies of aristocrats,
tax farmers that control the state, and the pool-
ing of resources through institutions as a way
to resolve the tragedy of the commons. Ratio-
nal choice theory also has applications to cul-
ture, for example, as in “focal points,” where
rituals, holidays and statues that serve legitima-
tion functions can also serve as “focal points” to
coordinate collective protests. Yet in explaining
collective action, rational choice seems to be at
a disadvantage because people can be free rid-
ers. Kiser and Baudry respond by tying collec-
tive action to repeated games, especially involv-
ing “unconditional cooperators.” In seemingly
spontaneous situations, they use “preference fal-
sification” to explain sudden reversals in politi-
cal action. They argue as well for a relationship
between rational choice and history and make
a contribution to institutional theory with their
critique of path dependence.

Chapters ranging from conflict to culture to
rational choice suggest that the era of grand the-
orizing is over. As our theoretical scope narrows,
it focuses more on mechanisms, constraints, and
contexts. Although we began this chapter in an-
ticipation of a move to synthesis, it is apparent,
at the present time, that that possibility is still
limited. We experienced this personally as our
plans for the theory section expanded from four
to nine chapters. It appears that the answer is still
“yes” to the conflict chapter’s question: must
we have a separate theory for class, race, gen-
der, and the state? Adams, Clemens, and Orloff
(2004) also predict a tripartite dialectic of cul-
ture, rational choice, and structure in the next
few decades of the twenty-first century. If so,
this may lead to a more complex synthesis of
theory, but it is difficult at this time to predict
what it might be, if it indeed happens at all.
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Figure 1.2. The Structure of Civil Society and the State (Janoski, 1998).

The Social Bases or Roots of Politics
in Civil Society

The very nature of the field that makes political
sociology sociological comes from civil society
in the broadest sense — everything about soci-
ety that is either not the state or where the state
has overlapped into other arenas. In Figure 1.2,
this would be the three overlapping circles be-
low the circle representing the state, that is, the
public, market, and private spheres. The social
bases of politics are located not at “Number

10 Downing Street,” “the hallowed halls of
Congress,” “the White House,” or “the new
Bundestag building in Berlin.” Rather they re-
side with citizens situated in groups like labor
unions, women’s groups, corporations, volun-
tary associations, and churches or other religious
organizations. They are rudiments of sociology,
discussed in Chapters 2, 3, and 27 on theory (this
volume). Less directly, social bases are comprised
of every citizen and sometimes even noncitizen
residents. Collectively, we call all these nonstate
entities civil society. They constitute the diverse
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interests, rationalities, emotions, and traditions
that shape the state and its actions and are, in
turn, shaped by it.

The complexity of societal existence is re-
flected in deep-seated divisions, of which the
most notable are social class, race, ethnicity, gen-
der, and religion. Jeffrey Manza, Clem Brooks,
and Michael Sauder (Chapter 10) examine social
cleavages through a comprehensive survey that
focuses on elections and the electoral eftects of
inequalities in power. In particular, they con-
sider how cleavages have an impact on political
participation (a theme also addressed in Misra
and King’s chapter on gender [Chapter 26]),
voting behavior, and, in the United States, on
campaign finance. Unlike many authors within
the social cleavage tradition, they focus on the
flip side of class by showing how elites maintain
political advantage through campaign finance.
To those who say class is dead, studies of cam-
paign finance provide a resounding “no.” By
placing their topic in the context of how social
cleavages were treated by sociologists and po-
litical scientists in the past, the authors are able
to emphasize remaining controversies over the
political role of social cleavages and to suggest
avenues for future research.

In her chapter on nationalism, Liah Green-
feld and Jonathan Eastwood (Chapter 12) pick
up on a solidarity rooted in primordial attach-
ments to place and kin that is transformed in the
modern world into conceptions of the nation-
state with repercussions for both the function-
ing of the state and its relations with other
states. After examining various theories of na-
tionalism, from Hans Kohn’s to Roger Fried-
land’s, they outline the relation of national-
ism vis-a-vis other forms of consciousness and
the impacts of nationalisms on various types of
political action. Their own cultural approach
to nationalism, focused especially on ressenti-
ment (a la Max Scheler), shows how deprivation
and envy lead to particularly irrational forms
of political action, especially those involving
violence.

Still working with social cleavages as unorga-
nized divisions in society, David Weakliem, in
“Public Opinion, Political Attitudes, and Ideol-
ogy” (Chapter 11), moves to examine how they
are expressed in opinions and ideas. He looks

at both sides of the equation: what social forces
affect the formation of public opinion and what
impact public opinion has on political processes.
As Manza, Brooks, and Sauder do in Chapter 10,
treating the implications growing out of the way
cleavages have been studied, Weakliem begins
by noting the hiatus between mid-twentieth-
century studies of public opinion and the rel-
ative loss of interest in the topic until recently.
Although Weakliem is appreciative of the early
work, particularly in its emphasis on social cleav-
ages, he also sees its deficiencies. One was a lack
of attention to processes of thinking, as though
opinions were transmitted mainly through con-
tacts. Another was a conception of change that
had no place for sudden or discontinuous shifts
in opinions. Weakliem evaluates recent work
that looks precisely at these formerly neglected
areas and sees the potential enrichment of po-
litical sociology in renewed scrutinies of public
opinion, especially in relation to public policies.
In exemplifying this potential, James, Redding,
and Klugman’s chapter (Chapter 27) traces the
hidden ways in which public opinion about race
affects efforts to undo past policies that created
racial inequalities.

The remaining five chapters in this section go
beyond unorganized social cleavages to exam-
ine them in their various organized forms. The
first of these, by Mildred A. Schwartz and Kay
Lawson (Chapter 13) tackles the quintessential
form of political action in the social bases, orga-
nization, and environments of political parties.
Discussion of the social bases of parties neces-
sarily overlaps with previous chapters on social
cleavages but also takes into account the ties be-
tween parties and organized interests and the
links between government and citizens. The
extent to which cleavages are mobilized by
parties remains a troubling question in many
societies and touches on the difficulty of sepa-
rating normative concerns from empirical ones.
In considering the structure and culture of par-
ties, similar problems arise in evaluating predic-
tions of party decline. Because parties carry out
governing functions, there is controversy over
whether political parties should be treated as
inside or outside civil society, one of the issues
raised by considering the environmental context
of parties.
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Social cleavages can be most directly orga-
nized into interest groups — organizations with
the goal of influencing public policy — which
is the subject of Francisco Granados and David
Knoke’s chapter (Chapter 14). As political ac-
tors, interest groups overlap to some degree with
political parties but also with social movements.
Interest groups vary according to how they are
organized, the extent of resource mobilization,
their governance, and the range of interests they
represent. Their internal character then has a
bearing on how they influence policy. Granados
and Knoke capture the range of interests that can
be mobilized by examining the extent to which
they form policy networks. They also draw at-
tention to the significance of policy institutes
as sources of interest group influence (e.g., the
American Enterprise Institute and the Brook-
ings Institution). The authors conclude by em-
phasizing the complexity of issues involved in
understanding the role of interest groups and
the potential they have in settings outside North
America and Europe.

A key tenet of most conflict theories is that
some groups are more powerful than others. In
current societies, these sites of power are cor-
porations, which Mark Mizruchi and Deborah
Bey examine in their chapter (Chapter 15) on
corporate power and control, including inter-
firm relations and networks. Although acknowl-
edging the power of corporations in capitalist
societies, the authors also point to the uncer-
tainty in evaluating the role of business just as it
is becoming more global. They caution against
making too-easy generalizations about the past
while mapping a blueprint for future research.

Craig Jenkins and William Form (Chapter 16)
move away from those organized groups recog-
nized to have some power to the more infor-
mally organized category of social movements.
Because social movements are, by definition,
committed to bringing about change, the cen-
tral question for Jenkins and Form is when and
how such change takes place. In looking for the
causal connections that underlie the possibility
that movements will produce change, they draw
a portrait of movements embedded in their in-
stitutional milieus, dependent for results on their
interaction with the mass media, allies and op-
ponents, and political authorities.

In their chapter on the media, Michael
Schudson and Silvio Waisbord (Chapter 17)
point to the diverse ways that the mass media
relate to social cleavages. The roles played by
the media are often ambiguous if not contradic-
tory. In societies where they are separate from
organs of the state, they make up part of civil
society. Their interaction with the state involves
efforts at their regulation, on one side, and their
attempts to influence the state, on the other.
They represent part of the corporate power sys-
tem while publicizing its abuses. They present
themselves as purveyors of news to the gen-
eral public, regardless of divisions in that pub-
lic, and at the same time their drive for profit
makes for their emphasis on entertainment as
a factor in how news are disseminated. In the
United States, although close ties between ho-
mogeneous news media and a single political
party have waned, some highly salient connec-
tions obtain, and the media are often unpre-
dictable in the ways in which they treat parties
and candidates. At the same time, journalism is
an institution that can be examined as a politi-
cal system in itself, a theme that Schudson and
Waisbord find especially compelling.

The roots of politics in civil society are both
far-reaching and changing. There is potential for
any major social division in a society to become
mobilized into political salience. Societal divi-
sions can be expressed in a variety of organized
outlets while those organizations can represent
anything from portions of a single cleavage to
cross-cutting cleavages and interests. Structural
divisions coexist with cultural ones, sometimes
reinforcing each other, leading to disintegration,
or retreating from salience. What these chapters
all make clear is how the relation between the
social/cultural and the political varies over time
and from society to society. Their message is
that what we have learned in the past, although
remaining relevant, cannot replace a continuing
search for how the political is transformed.

Explaining the State and Its Policies
in Political Sociology

Influencing the state itself is the ultimate aim
of most social movements, interest groups, and
parties. This section is concerned with how the
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state is created, various forms of states, transi-
tions between states, and how the state creates,
implements, and evaluates its policies. In Chap-
ter 18, Thomas Ertman discusses the formation
and building of nation-states in Europe. He con-
trasts the founding work of Weber and Hintze
and the renaissance of state and war theory of
the 1960s to that of the 1980s by Anderson and
Tilly.

Currently, the strongest factors influencing
the formation of the state are warfare, rational
choice, and culture. For Ertman and Down-
ing’s (1992) bellicist (warfare) approach, com-
bined with the variable strength of medieval
constitutionalism (legislatures), provides a useful
cross-national explanation of state formation. In
single-country studies, the rational choice ap-
proach of North highlights how relative power
aftects the extent to which rulers may enter into
durable bargains with representative institutions
to constrain predatory behavior and create an
efficient property rights system. Using cultural
case studies, Adams (1994) develops patrimo-
nial theory of how families gain state power and
resist bureaucracy in the Dutch Republic, and
Gorski (2003) explains how the Calvinist rather
than Lutheran religion shaped the disciplinary
aspects of the Prussian state. Ertman finds the
key to these three (bellicist, rational choice and
cultural) approaches in a fundamental question:
how do participatory local governments gain
enough strength to avoid both the rent seek-
ing associated with patrimonial corruption and
the authoritarian solutions to state formation
processes?

In Chapter 19, John Markoft follows with a
survey of the transitions to democracy whose
variable beginnings have helped to mold their
diverse end points. Given such constraints,
“transitologists” have increasingly studied the
deals and strategies pursued, especially those
among radicals, moderates, and hardliners. This
necessarily includes elites but not to the exclu-
sion of social movements of workers, farmers,
and the like. Interim regimes and consolidation
are the next step in process theories of transi-
tion. Moving from case studies to macrotran-
sitions and waves of democratization in many
countries, he finds that challenges to scholarship

include the historically and culturally shifting
definitions or domains of democracy, the theo-
retical combining of levels of organization and
results, and the methodological issues involved
in the measurement of democratic rights.

In his chapter on revolutions and revolution-
ary movements (Chapter 20), Jeff Goodwin re-
views several general theoretical approaches to
these phenomena, including modernization and
Marxist theory. He suggests that state-centered
approaches may shed the brightest light on the
key questions of where and when revolutionary
movements become powerful forces and some-
times seize state power. (Not all revolutionary
movements, even powerful ones, actually seize
power.) Revolutionary movements are likely to
become especially strong where infrastructurally
weak authoritarian states radicalize their polit-
ical opponents by, among other things, politi-
cally excluding and indiscriminately repressing
them. Weak authoritarian states that are also
corrupt and clientelistic, thereby alienating or
dividing potentially counterrevolutionary elites
(economic, political, and military), are especially
prone to being overthrown by the revolution-
ary movements that they unintentionally help to
foster. Goodwin suggests that democratic polit-
ical regimes, by contrast, rarely radicalize social
movements because they generally provide the
“political space” in which movements may de-
mand reforms from the state, sometimes suc-
cessfully.

Denying that a general, lawlike theory of
regime change is possible, Charles Tilly (Chap-
ter 21) examines the increasing focus on robust
mechanisms for change rooted in contentious
politics. Tilly formulates a taxonomy of state
regimes based on five dimensions: state capac-
ity to shape resources and action within its so-
cial realm, the breadth of representation in the
polity, the equality of representation throughout
the polity, the strength of consultation among
polity members, and the protection of members
of the political system. He discusses the most
likely of the thirty-two combinations of bi-
nary categorizations of these five variables, and
within each one there are “contentious reper-
toires” that provide collective claim-making
routines that characterize the conflicting actors
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within each regime type. Tilly leaves us with
three important questions: How does the basic
character of a regime affect the form and dy-
namics of contentious politics? How do changes
in a regime’s character affect changes in the
forms and dynamics of contention? And how
do changes in repertoires of contention, paths
of claim making, and claim-making parties af-
fect the trajectories of regimes?

In their chapter on neocorporatism (Chap-
ter 22), Wolfgang Streeck and Lane Kenworthy
describe the evolution of corporatism’s concep-
tualization in political thought and of its role
as a key institution in the political economies
of affluent nations. They examine the dis-
tinctions between corporatism and pluralism
and among corporatist organizational structure,
concertation, and private-interest government.
They survey theory and research on the im-
pact of corporatism on economic performance.
And they consider the extent to which current
processes — such as heightened capital mobil-
ity, union fragmentation, labor market deregu-
lation, and European integration — threaten to
undermine democratic corporatism.

Despite waves of seemingly political free-
dom, all is not well with either democratic or
undemocratic states. Viviane Brachet-Marquez
(Chapter 23) focuses on the nature of undemo-
cratic states that employ repression and deal in
death. She develops a three-part typology of
regimes: totalitarianism with a strong guiding
ideology, authoritarianism without such an ide-
ology, and sultanistic states that have extreme
patrimonialism. Given that totalitarianism seems
to be a thing of the communist and fascist past,
she looks at leftist movements against authori-
tarian and sultanistic regimes in Latin America
that, ironically, become quite undemocratic and
violent themselves. Shifting focus, she examines
a broad range of right-wing parties and move-
ments in more democratic circumstances and
casts them into a typology of liberal or populist
versus ultraconservative or extreme Right. She
concludes that democratic and undemocratic
are linked together both within democracies and
outside them in the international arena. Thus,
undemocracy surfaces in nominally democratic
states where there is a lack of enforcement of

laws to protect the vulnerable and with vast in-
equalities of income. It exists at the international
level with arms deals, money laundering, aid
packages, and covert action to undermine so-
cial movements and to promote (often undemo-
cratic) regime stability. This spread of undemoc-
racy takes the political sociologist well beyond
the limits of the communist and fascist regimes
of the past.

State policies are most often implemented by
civil bureaucracies. Oskar Oszlak (Chapter 24)
examines these processes of public administra-
tion, many of which are often ignored by polit-
ical and even organizational sociologists. Oszlak
sees the formation of the state, nationhood, and
capitalism as simultaneously involved in the de-
velopment of bureaucracy, which then reacts to
political and policy developments as they occur
over time. These bureaucracies operate in di-
verse environments with varying degrees of pro-
ductivity, different behaviors and norms, many
structures, and, especially, miniscule to sufficient
resources in terms of budgets, employees, and
mandates. The policy realm is where each new
regime attempts to alter the power relationships
within civil society and between it and the bu-
reaucracy itself. Consequently, resources come
and go within the constraints of technology, cul-
ture, clientele, and, of course, the regime itself.
His chapter provides a justification for bureau-
cracy in public policy and a model of its internal
and external dynamics. He concludes that tech-
nology and culture may have strong impacts on
bureaucratic productivity and performance, but
the strongest factor is the state regime, which
must be adequately characterized to measure its
impact on the bureaucracy.

In their chapter on the comparative study of
welfare states (Chapter 25) Alexander M. Hicks
and Gosta Esping-Andersen review the litera-
ture on the origins of welfare policies in the
narrow sense of social insurance and other in-
come maintenance policies. In addition, true to
the spirit of current welfare state theories and
investigations, they examine a range of family
and labor market policies, examine the egali-
tarian/redistributive and, more generally, strat-
ification dimension of state policies as a fur-
ther aspect of welfare states, and stress gendered
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aspects of all of these policy outputs and out-
comes. They view the welfare state as a polit-
ical nexus between the causally powerful and
the politically dependent aspects of social strati-
fication. In reviewing explanations, class-linked
power resources (e.g., business and union orga-
nization and partisan politics) loom large, and
globalization emerges as a less compelling and
transformative force than domestic economic
and demographic trajectories from factors such
as increasingly high and long-term unemploy-
ment to societal aging. Although the stratifica-
tion/welfare nexus is used to highlight the study
of the welfare state as central to the contempo-
rary response to the old question “Who gets
what from government?,” attention to material
struggle and allocation is complemented by at-
tention to social rights and citizenship. Hicks
and Esping-Andersen open and conclude their
“introduction” with historical as well as theo-
retical background and analysis.

Joya Misra and Leslie King, in looking at state
policies toward women (Chapter 26), identify
gender as an inherently political concept be-
cause it is involved in the distribution of power,
generally resulting in a system of inequality. But
that does not make gender a passive component,
always at the mercy of unilateral state actions.
They emphasize that the relation between gen-
der and the state is bidirectional, dependent on
such factors as political resources and structures,
the strength of interest groups and social move-
ments, women’s inclusion in these, prevailing
ideologies, and the degree of state autonomy. In
selecting three policy areas of special relevance
to gender, those concerning the labor market,
social welfare, and population, Misra and King
point to the need for considering how state poli-
cies affect gender, even when they do so implic-
itly, as in employment-related pensions geared
only to full-time workers.

Kent Redding, David R. James, and Joshua
Klugman trace the interconnections between
race and state actions in their chapter on the
politics of racial policy (Chapter 27). They em-
phasize how existing racial identities and so-
cial inequalities affect how states construct racial
categories and race-based policies in a contin-
uing process. Although concentrating on the

experiences of the United States from the days of’
slavery to the present, their comparative sweep
allows them to point out when race produces
policy outcomes unique to national settings.
The strength of historical constraints, institu-
tionalized in a range of social patterns and unar-
ticulated public attitudes, leads them to caution
against the wholesale adoption of race-neutral
policies even after some of the worst race-based
abuses have disappeared.

In Chapter 28 Gregory Hooks and James
Rice examine the processes and eftects of con-
ducting, winning, and losing wars. Despite
Morris Janowitz’s early work, sociology largely
emphasizes the domestic or “homefront” to
the neglect of war. But more recently this has
changed with works by Skocpol, Moore, Tilly,
Giddens, Mann, and many others. War clearly
impacts demography, budgets and governmen-
tal planning, industrial production, citizenship
rights and the welfare state, contentious politics
and state breakdown, battles between military
and civilian power, and the state itself as it moves
toward empire or defeat. Disgust with war may
even produce major advances in human rights
and some global governance. Hooks and Rice
make a strong plea for taking the political soci-
ology of war off the sideline and putting it into
a more central place, which they say may come
about through the confluence of world systems
and neoinstitutionalist work on how war molds
society.

The Globalization of the World
and Politics

Although some may proclaim the end of poli-
tics, the nation-state or multinational state is a
strong entity. The loss of sovereignty often pro-
claimed is based on an exaggerated sovereignty
that may have existed for only the most pow-
erful state, and even then, all states encounter
resistance and constraint. This section looks at
the processes of globalization and how it is af-
fecting politics, mobilization, and the move-
ment of people and capital.

In Chapter 30, Philip McMichael casts a
critical eye on the process of globalization,
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suggesting that it takes different forms across
time and space. He specifies contemporary
globalization as a discursive project, geared
to institutionalizing corporate markets through
multilateral and regional economic agreements
driven by powerful states. From this perspec-
tive of depicting globalization as an exercise
in power, he examines political countermove-
ments to globalization. Global justice move-
ments, he argues, are globalization’s “historical
and relational barometer,” and they operate at
various, but often interrelated, scales. Work-
ing from Karl Polanyi’s “double movement” of
implementation of and resistance to economic
liberalism, McMichael questions the adequacy
of Polanyi’s formulation for the elaboration of’
market rule in the twenty-first century. This
question concerns the conventional interpre-
tation of “sovereignty” as the centerpiece of
nation-state formation, including the devel-
opment of citizenship. Here, globalization is
viewed through the lens of a sovereignty cri-
sis, where corporate market rule compromises
the social contract upon which the state/citizen
relation is founded. The crisis is expressed dif-
terently across the world, as the impact of market
rule generates alternative social movement con-
ceptions of sovereignty, especially in the global
south where corporate globalization is realized
through a drastic intensification of social exclu-
sion.

In Chapter 29, on the politics and economics
of global capitalism, Evelyn Huber and John
D. Stephens map current political sociological
and political economic views of the impact of
global capitalism on state policy in the more af-
fluent democracies of the Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
nations and Latin America. They find that the
results seem thin, equivocal, or highly condi-
tional upon institutional context in the afflu-
ent OECD democracies but indicative of real
global pressures for neoliberal policy reform in
Latin America. Indeed they see little evidence
of policy-relevant global pressures other than
those of liberalized capital flows upon the free-
dom to pursue traditional Golden Age fiscal and
monetary stabilization policies. In general, they
question the importance of global economic

pressures — in comparison with neoliberal ide-
ological pressures, societal aging, and increasing
long-term unemployment — for the actions of
state.

Thomas Janoski and Fengjuan Wang (Chap-
ter 31) examine the politics of both the most
often poor and nondemocratic “sending coun-
tries” and the predominately rich and demo-
cratic “receiving countries.” One focuses more
on “emigration” and what population move-
ments do to those left behind and what gov-
ernments do to control immigration; the other
looks at “immigration” and what the continu-
ous influx of new people do to society and then
how they may be integrated through natural-
ization and citizenship. Their first point is that
theories of immigration need to combine the
perspectives of sending and receiving countries
in their political sociological analyses. A sec-
ond point is that the increase in welfare and
other payments for refugees seeking and obtain-
ing asylum have politicized immigration debates
such that the Left and Right have become much
more polarized on this issue. At the same time,
transnational immigration processes aided by air
travel and the transmission of remittances to sup-
port whole towns make this global process much
more fluid, whereas the reacceptance of “dual
nationality”” and the view of immigration as an
investment process makes the issue more com-
plex than in the past. All of this will become
much more important as the retirement of the
baby boomers causes vastly increased immigra-
tion to most receiving countries.

Peter Evans, in his chapter on counterhege-
monic globalization (Chapter 32), brings the
emerging global drama of transnational social
movements of labor, gender, and the environ-
ment into a sharp, new, and wide-screen focus.
Evans argues that analysis of the dynamics of
transnational social movements should be cen-
tral to the core agenda of political sociology,
both because we cannot understand the politics
of global governance institutions without taking
into account the role of oppositional movements
and because the idea of a purely “domestic”
or “national” social movement is becoming an
anachronism. Evans makes a sharp distinction
between antiglobalization movements, which



28 Alexander M. Hicks, Thomas Janoski, and Mildred A. Schwartz

aspire to somehow retrieve a world in which
power and values might be defined primarily
on a local basis, and what he calls counterhege-
monic globalization. The transnational labor,
women'’s and environmental movements are not
trying to negate globalization so much as they
are trying to provide global support for the val-
ues and interests of their constituents. In going
about their global project these movements not
only build their own networks, organizations,
and “collective action frames” but also simulta-
neously leverage ideologies and organizational
structures that have been constructed by the ne-
oliberal globalization that they oppose. “Basic
human rights” and “democratic governance,”
for example, are central to the hegemonic ide-
ology of neoliberal globalization, but they are
also valuable ideological tools for counterhege-
monic globalization. Evans illustrates his per-
spective with a number of examples of success-
ful transnational campaigns but also admits that
his approach only demonstrates the possibility
of a counterhegemonic globalization.

CONCLUSION

Political sociology points in a number of theo-
retical directions for the new millennium. We
anticipate that the most influential theories will
prominently include those that most success-
fully allow researchers to answer the questions
posed earlier in this introduction. How do we
solve the apparent contradiction between con-
flict theory of elites and the new pluralism
within policy domains? In what ways do we
make the media a central part of theories of
political sociology and not just a theory of how
the media works? How do we optimally blend
culture into political sociology, previously dom-
inated by social-relational or structural concep-
tions of social action? How do we incorpo-
rate the analytical tools and substantive insights
of rational choice without underplaying cul-
tural and nonrational motivations and frames for
action? How do we develop middle-range theo-
ries and mechanisms for understanding political
processes, sensitive to historical and institutional

particularity? How do we blend the local and
the global in a meaningful way? How do we all
balance the fields focus despite the cycling of
political power among Left, Center, and Right?
How do we develop a view of power that is
useful in explaining urgent, concrete political
phenomena? How do we revise the study of the
politics of stratification, its parties and institu-
tions in the globalizing, aging, environmentally
constricting new world? How do we revise the
theory of institutions in civil society enlightened
by perspectives on rationality and emotion, ac-
tion and tradition, culture and social structure?

The political theories that are used to an-
swer these questions are likely to develop in
four ways: (1) by incorporating both rational
agency and culture into our conceptualizations
and analyses of institutions; (2) by not privileg-
ing any simple status or class category, which
creates exclusions, but focusing on many sta-
tus and class groups in creating a more com-
plex theory of the social bases of politics; (3) by
creating studies of political sociology focusing
on the development of agency and micro-
social mechanisms, process theories of democ-
racy, deliberation, and the media, and how pol-
itics filters through protopolitical groups into
more directly political actors; and (4) by ex-
panding conceptions of diftused and networked
power in societies and incorporating the cul-
tural, martial, economic, and political forces in
the globalized world beyond boundaries.

We began our work conscious of how press-
ing were the foregoing questions, along with
their related theoretical challenges but with no
illusions that we could, in the space of the hand-
book, provide definitive answers. We hope that
our four objectives — providing an encompassing
framework, surveying the possibility of synthe-
sis, consolidating the social bases, and incorpo-
rating the global — have been more modest and
realistic. We conclude by reviewing those objec-
tives and how we have fulfilled them, mindful
that, ultimately, it will be our readers who assess
the usefulness of our work.

Our first objective was to gather under the
roof of the handbook all the theories and
substantive areas that could legitimately be
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called political sociology. We began with well-
established and contending theories — neoplu-
ralism, neofunctionalism, conflict and political
economy, and institutionalist and state-centric
theories. We included as well new challenges
from culture, discourse, feminist, racialist, and
rational choice theories, which we anticipate to
become even more influential. Our substantive
reach led us to look at adjacent sociological sub-
fields of social movements, peace and conflict,
race and ethnic studies, and sex and gender. We
are also alert to developments in adjacent dis-
ciplines, particularly political science. As a re-
sult, we devote eight chapters to aspects of civil
society, ranging from social cleavages to pub-
lic opinion to organized efforts in mobilizing
the public and influencing the state. Another
eleven chapters are devoted to the state in all its
forms and variations and in policies as they affect
social welfare, gender, and military operations.
The briefest section, consisting of four chapters,
deals with globalization, an area where scholarly
attention can be expected to grow as relations
among states change and movements of people
and capital break out from the confines of state
boundaries. Although some topics may not have
been treated with as much thoroughness as pos-
sible, and some arguably notable topics may not
have been included, we think that the coverage
largely realizes our first objective.

Our second objective was to draw together
relevant theories with an eye to possible consol-
idation. It required recognizing that underlying
every theoretical venture in political sociology
there is some conception of power. Although
moving away from seeing political power only
in terms of actions of the state or its organs,
as Piven and Cloward do by directing us to a
range of institutions in which power is a primary
process — religion, family, work, the media, and
other cultural forces — we remain committed to
a focus on the state. One whole section of the
handbook is given over to the state in all its va-
rieties and activities. That is, although power is
diffused throughout society and emerges in net-
works of relations, we still believe it important
to keep a central focus on the state as an insti-
tution whose rationale is the consolidation and

exercise of power. States can be influenced by
all the social forces that make up civil society,
but also retain a level of autonomy that makes
them social actors in their own right.

Our third objective was to consolidate the
widening range of the “social bases of politics.”
This is because power is also located outside
the state, making it equally important to adopt
some of the prompts from cultural theory in
taking account of diffused power as well as the
interest-based organizational forces long studied
in political sociology. Just as social characteris-
tics change over time in their relevance to social
cleavages, so too do they alter in their ability to
become politicized. Here we have valuable con-
tributions from feminist and racialist perspec-
tives in showing how problems become political
issues in proto-political groups —families, neigh-
borhoods, corporations, and voluntary associa-
tions including churches and charitable groups —
which are then passed on and modified in more
directly political groups — social movements, in-
terest groups, corporate action committees, the
police and judicial system, political parties, and
the media.

Finally, our fourth objective was to incorpo-
rate globalization and empire within political
sociology. Clearly, power is also located outside
the state (and state system) in an increasingly
globalized economy and this necessitates a fo-
cus on political economy. Global power is en-
countered when states attempt to use economic
policy to deal with foreign competition or even
simply to regulate their domestic economies
and exchange rates. Global influences are com-
plicated by processes of international migra-
tion that since the early 19sos have allowed
migrants to travel with increasing speed. Cul-
tural factors also shape how these migrants are
treated and integrated with powerful influences
exerted both by domestic politics and inter-
national civil society, including the UN and
transnational movements. Meanwhile, counter-
measures against globalization and related in-
ternational forces are being mounted by social
movements and other forms of protests. Clearly,
the international arena forms an engrossing stage
for political economy and cultural explanation.
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We still see a divided theoretical arena. Long-
standing and established theories in the field co-
exist in uneasy tension while contentious new
theories have entered political sociology, some-
times with as little regard to competing ap-
proaches as they feel that they have received
from established ones. To us, the fields great
diversity of theoretical arguments is a sign of
its health, stimulating vigorous debate and self-
examination. Our own assessment is that ratio-
nal choice theory, on the one hand, and the
cultural turn, on the other, can together enrich

political sociological theory, indeed enrich the-
ories beyond themselves. Some authors have al-
ready pointed to areas where bridging may oc-
cur and where fruitful borrowing can develop.
For example, Kiser and Baudry discuss where
rational choice theory can benefit from culture
and Hobson notes how feminist theory draws
on structuralist approaches to the state. In some
fashion, all the handbook chapters, theoretical
and substantive, grapple with theoretical ten-
sions and suggest pathways for a vibrant political
sociology in the new millenium.
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THEORIES OF POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY






CHAPTER ONE

Rule Making, Rule Breaking, and Power'

Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward

Social life is inevitably organized by rules,
whether these rules are rooted in custom or in
the laws of an organized state. Rules are usually
treated as ubiquitous, the most elementary fea-
ture of society. But obedience to rules cannot
be taken for granted. People everywhere both
conform to the rules that organize social life
and violate them. In this chapter we explore the
question of why women and men break the rules
of their society and why they break particular
rules. And we focus on this question because we
think it illuminates the dialectic of power — of
domination and resistance — in human relations.

The crux of our argument is that just as rule
making is a strategy of domination, so is rule
breaking a strategy in challenges to domination.
We make our case in several steps. First, we dis-
cuss concepts of power and focus on the par-
ticular understanding of power as embedded in
interdependent social relations that undergirds
our argument. We contend that rule making and
rule breaking can be understood as strategies to
inhibit or activate the leverage inherent in con-
tributions to social interdependencies. And fi-

! We thank the editors of this volume for their edito-
rial suggestions. Our good friend the late Robert Alford
took special pains in offering his help. We also thank
other colleagues who gave us their careful reading and
criticisms, including Peter Bratsis, Jonathan Fox, Chad
Goldberg, Margaret Groarke, and Sid Tarrow. We are
particularly grateful to Lori Minnite, Leo Panitch, and
Susan Woodward, who not only read the manuscript but
also argued at length for the critical amendments they
suggested.
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nally, we briefly consider the bearing of theories
of'agency, of the human capacity for innovation,
on the emergence of challenges to the rules.

Our interest in the bearing of rules on power
arises from our career-long study of the dynam-
ics of social movements, and particularly the un-
ruly collective protests that periodically disrupt
the normal workings of the American political
system. We think these events play a key role in
the process of reform in American politics. But
the disorder associated with protest is neverthe-
less widely criticized; even those who sympa-
thize with the grievances of the protestors often
complain that they ought to have chosen more
conventional and rule-abiding ways of advanc-
ing their cause. Our historical studies of Amer-
ican protest movements lead us to the quite dif-
ferent conclusion that defiance of the rules of
normal politics is an essential aspect of the de-
velopment of such power as the protestors are
able to wield. Our earlier work traced the im-
pact of collective defiance on American political
institutions. Here we put institutional outcomes
aside to consider more specifically and theoret-
ically the bearing of rules and rule breaking on
power relations.

In contemporary social science, the study of
rule breaking has been dominated by the field of
“deviance” and then further divided into spe-
cialties according to forms of rule violation or
the demographic characteristics of the rule vi-
olators. The result is to tear the study of rule
breaking away from larger questions about the
nature of social order. In the past, however,
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thinkers who tried to understand why people
sometimes broke the rules of their society were
preoccupied with the connection between rule
breaking and threats to the established order or
to constituted authority. Aristotle’s (1962:193)
catalog of the “origins and causes of the disor-
ders” leading to the dissolution of governments
was an effort to identify the conditions that
would prevent internal strife. Thomas Hobbes
excoriated such iniquitous doctrines as that of
individual conscience, not to mention the no-
tion that the sovereign himself ought to be sub-
jectto civillaw as “Those things That Weaken or
Tend to the Dissolution of a Commonwealth.”
Modern sociological ideas have also been ex-
plained by Nisbet (1966:21) as “responses to the
problem of order created at the beginning of
the nineteenth century by the collapse of the
old regime under the blows of industrialism and
revolutionary democracy.”

Thinkers who turned these political assess-
ments on their head, who abjured constituted
authority as a source of oppression, also focused
on the corpus of law because it was the hand-
maiden of authority. “The universal spirit of
Laws, in all countries” pronounced Rousseau
(1962:200), “is to favor the strong in opposition
to the weak, and to assist those who have posses-
sions against those who have none.” This con-
clusion was shared by Adam Smith as follows:

Laws and governments may be considered in this and
indeed in every case as a combination of the rich
to oppress the poor, and preserve to themselves the
inequality of the goods which would otherwise be
soon destroyed by the attacks of the poor, who if
not hindered by the government would soon reduce
the others to an equality with themselves by open
violence. (cited in Monthly Review 32(5):13)

Aristotle wrote at a time when the Greek city-
states were seething with rebellion, Machiavelli
in the midst of the intrigue and turmoil of late
medieval Florence, Hobbes in the aftermath of
two civil wars in England, and Rousseau and
Smith on the eve of what was to be “the age
of revolution.” The grand theorists of sociol-
ogy wrote in the midst of the social and politi-
cal turmoil of the second half of the nineteenth
century. All of these thinkers, whatever their

political allegiance, saw in the rising disorder
that surrounded them a contest for or against
domination. They saw, in short, that rule break-
ing and rule making are at the core of the strug-
gle for power in human society.

DEFINITIONS OF POWER

We think that when people either make rules
or break rules they are expressing a fundamental
human propensity to try to exert power. To be
sure, talk about fundamental human propensities
is hazardous, but we believe our focus on rules
and power is undergirded by assumptions that
are straightforward and uncontroversial.

First, we take for granted the sociological
premise that people are inherently social and that
the experience of collective life profoundly in-
fluences the identities people develop, the pur-
poses to which they are oriented, and the inter-
pretations of their reality that informs the actions
they take to pursue those purposes.

Second, we assume a human capacity to re-
construct learned identities, discover different
and conflictual purposes from that imposed by
the group, and invent new interpretations of
social reality in the course of pursuing those
purposes. We thus take for granted that human
beings are to some extent purposeful and re-
flective agents.” For this reason, and despite the
force of group influence, every actor confronts
the social constructions imposed by other ac-
tors, including collective and institutionalized
constructions, as an exterior and constraining
force. Social relationships are both a means of
cooperation in the pursuit of shared goals and
also a means of conflict, of acting on disparate
individual and group goals.’

* We use the term “purposeful” with some hesitation.
We agree with Giddens (1984:6) that much day-to-day
action is routine and as such is subject only to “reflexive
monitoring and rationalization.” By contrast, “motives
tend to have a direct purchase on action only in relatively
unusual circumstances.”

3 The oft-cited argument about sociology’s “overso-
cialized conception of man” is by Dennis Wrong. Both
the original essay and Wrong’s contemporary comments
on the problem can be found in Wrong (1999).
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Third, we think the complex patterns of co-
operation that constitute group life shape and
constrain peoples’ capacities for agency. But
group life is also the context in which agency
is realized, in which people discover divergent
identities, invent new interpretations, and find
the power to act on their divergent purposes.*

These minimal assumptions allow us to claim
that action to make or break rules can be un-
derstood as an expression of the perennial ef-
forts of women and men to use their rela-
tions with others in the pursuit of outcomes
they desire, to exercise power. We recognize,
of course, that everything depends on the con-
crete character of ongoing social relations, on
the specific goals of different parties to those re-
lations, and on the vast accumulated repertoire
of institutionalized practices and beliefs within
which these concrete relations exist and goals are
pursued.

Having asserted that rule making and rule
breaking reflect efforts to exercise power, we
need to discuss that much belabored term.* Our
usage so far is familiar enough, similar to the un-
derstanding of power running through the ar-
guments of theorists from Thomas Hobbes to
Steven Lukes. The most widely cited formu-
lation is Max Weber’s (1968:926—40): power is
understood as “the chance of a man or a num-
ber of men to realize their own will in a social
action even against the resistance of others who
are participating in the action.” R. H. Tawney
(1931:229) proposes a similar though more ex-
plicitly reciprocal definition: “Power may be de-
fined as the capacity of an individual, or group
of individuals, to modify the conduct of other
individuals or groups in the manner which he

+ The dualism of social action and social structure is
an argument that runs through Giddens work, beginning
with Giddens (1976). See also Norbert Elias (1978:94—6)
for a parallel argument about “figuration” and the psy-
chological capabilities of actors, and see Zygmunt Bau-
man (1989) for a critical commentary.

3 In the discussion that follows we do not attempt to
consider the entire voluminous literature on power but
rather focus on the work that applies to our argument.
Recent publications not covered include Dowding
(1996), Haugaard (1997, 2002), Flyvbjerg (1998), Klein
(1998), Morriss (1987), Poggi (2001), Scott (1996),
Stewart, (2001), and Wartenberg (1992).

desires, and to prevent his own conduct being
modified in the manner in which he does not.”
This understanding of power as inherently
conflictual is sometimes referred to as the zero-
sum conception. What an actor on one side of a
power relationship achieves is at the expense of
another actor. It contrasts with an understand-
ing of power as simply the capacity to realize
ends, as when Bertrand Russell (1938:2) defined
power as “the production of intended effects.”
It also contrasts with the Parsonian (1967:297;
1069:352—429) view of power as the commu-
nal capacity to secure or enforce compliance for
collective purposes, or power conceived as a

generalized capacity to secure the performance of
binding obligations, when the obligations are legit-
imized with reference to their bearing on collective
goals and where, in the case of recalcitrance, there is
a presumption of enforcement by negative sanctions.
(1967:297)°

Anthony Giddens (1976:11—112) also notes the
difference between the use of power in the sense
of the capacity of an actor to alter the course of
events and what he calls the narrower, relational
sense, as a “‘property of interaction” which may
be defined as “the capability to secure outcomes
where the realization of these outcomes depends
on the agency of others... is power as domi-
nation” (emphasis in the original). To Giddens,
the relationship between power and conflict
is contingent, because power presupposes con-
flict only when resistance has to be overcome.
But resistance often does have to be overcome.
Hobbes (1958:160) was not the only one to note
the following:

And therefore if any two men desire the same thing,
which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they

S We note in passing that although there are differ-
ences between the Parsonian view of power and the con-
ception developed by Michel Foucault (2000), there are
also strong and striking similarities. For Parsons, power
is total, a generalized feature of a social system, rooted
in a normative consensus, which includes a consensus
on the use of sanctions against those who deviate. For
Foucault, power is embedded in a system of knowledge
and classification which penetrates institutional life and
embraces and controls everything and everyone. See also
Dyrberg (1997).
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become enemies; and in the way to their end, which
is principally their own conservation, and sometimes
their delectation only, endeavor to destroy or subdue
one another.

Power is thus inextricably linked with con-
flict in actual social life, simply because social
life implies zero-sum contests, whether, as in the
Hobbesian example, because men and women
compete over the same things or because they
contest the terms and ends of cooperative ef-
forts. Moreover, the fact of group life means
that people try to use each other to reach their
goals, a point that Parsons (1949:93) makes in
his discussion — but ultimate dismissal — of the
Hobbesian perspective. Thus pervasive conflict
is “inherent in the very existence of social re-
lations themselves. For it is inherent in the lat-
ter that the actions of men should be potential
means to each other’s ends.””

Although the disputes generated by these dif-
ferent conceptions have received enormous at-
tention,’ we do not need to do more than note
them here.” It is sufficient to say that we are
using the term power in the Weberian zero-sum
sense that postulates conflict as endemic to social
life.

Power Resources: The
Distributional Perspective

A zero-sum view of power leaves much un-
settled, including such perennial disputes as
whether power is a latent capacity or whether
it must be actualized to be called power. Also,
are the unintended consequences of action evi-
dence of power? These disputes have given rise

7 We should note here the work of Adam Przeworski
and Michael Wallerstein (1982, 1985), who develop the
argument that under specified conditions class conflict
in capitalist and democratic societies can produce a mu-
tually beneficial class compromise institutionalized and
coordinated by the state.

8 See, for example, Parsons’s (1960:220) well-known
attack on C. Wright Mills (1956). Alvin Gouldner (1970)
is virtually a book-length polemic against Parsons, but
see especially Chapter 8.

9 See also Dennis Wrong (1979:237—47), for a good
discussion of this dispute. And see Anthony Giddens
(1977).

to a good many refined redefinitions that are also
not important for our discussion. One familiar
and nagging issue does bear on our argument,
however, and it is perhaps the most impor-
tant dispute in the discussion of power. What
are to be regarded as power resources? Weber’s
(1968:53) definition may be widely accepted
precisely because of what it does not specify,
“the basis on which this probability [of exert-
ing power]| rests.” Weber himself thought the
bases for power could not be explicated: “The
concept of power is sociologically amorphous.
All conceivable qualities of a person and all con-
ceivable combinations of circumstances may put
him in a position to impose his will in a given
situation” (cited in Wrong, 1979:23). That po-
sition forecloses the possibility of analyzing the
patterned distribution of power in any society,
which a good many analysts have not been sat-
isfied to accept. Instead, there are major and
recurrent disputes about the bases (i.e. the re-
sources) for domination in social interaction.
Our own position on power resources is cen-
tral to our argument about the relations among
rule making, rule breaking, and power.

The usual understanding about resources for
power in social science is that power rests on at-
tributes or things, such as personal skills, tech-
nical expertise, money the control of oppor-
tunities to make money, prestige or access to
prestige, numbers of people, or the capacity to
mobilize numbers of people. Randall Collins
(1975:60—1) summarizes the prevailing wisdom
as follows:

Look for the material things that affect interaction:
the physical places, the modes of communication, the
supply of weapons, devices for staging one’s public
impression, tools, and goods. Assess the relative re-
sources available to each individual: their potential for
physical coercion, their access to other persons with
whom to negotiate, their sexual attractiveness, their
store of cultural devices for invoking emotional soli-
darity, as well as the physical arrangements just men-
tioned. ... The resources for conflict are complex.

Collins’s catalog is familiar and not notably dif-
ferent from Dahl’s (1961:226) “common sense”
list of “anything that can be used to sway the
specific choices or the strategies of another indi-
vidual” or Oberschall’s (1973:28) discussion of
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“anything from material resources — jobs, in-
come, savings, and the right to material goods
and services — to nonmaterial resources —
authority, moral commitment, trust, friendship,
skills, habits of industry, and so on.” Others have
tried to classify resources according to some
discriminating principle, as when Giddens
(1985:7) distinguishes between “allocative re-
sources,” meaning control over material goods
and the natural forces that can be harnessed in
their production, and “authoritative resources,”
meaning control over the activities of human
beings. Etzioni (1968:3 57—59) distinguishes be-
tween utilitarian resources or material induce-
ments, coercive resources that can be used to
do violence to bodies or psyches and normative
or symbolic rewards or threats.'” Tilly (1978:69)
takes a more strictly economistic tack, empha-
sizing “the economist’s factors of production:
land, labor, capital, perhaps technical expertise
as well.” Mills (1956:9,23) makes the impor-
tant additional point that the “truly powerful”
are those “who occupy the command posts” of
major institutions,” because such institutions are
the bases for great concentrations of resources. "'
And everyone appears to agree that one kind
of resource can be used to gain another, as re-
sources are “‘transferred, assembled, reallocated,
exchanged” and invested.”” In sum, from this
perspective, power resources are the attributes
or things that one actor can use to coerce or
induce another actor.”’

The sheer proliferation of lists of resources
that can result from this perspective, from money
to popularity to numbers to spare time, has
sometimes been the basis for arguing for a con-
siderable indeterminacy in the patterning of

19 William Gamson’s (1968:100—4) classification of re-
sources according to whether they are used for induce-
ment, constraint, or persuasion is similar to Etzioni’s.

"' This point about the organizational bases of power
was later developed by Robert Presthus (1964).

> The language here is taken from Oberschall (1973:
28); for the identical point in different language, see
Dahl (1961:227). The obvious point that wealth, sta-
tus, and power are each all potential means to the other
was originally made by Weber and is discussed in Wrong
(1979:229).

3 Other and more elaborate lists of resources can be
found in Lasswell and Kaplan (1950:83—92).

power.'* By extension, if all sorts of things
matter as resources, almost everyone has some-
thing that can be used to influence somebody,
a perspective embodied in pluralist studies of
community power structure.”” Even those who
would seem to have virtually nothing that any-
one might desire or fear have at least their num-
bers, an argument often regarded as self-evident.
‘We consider these claims to be both empirically
contestable and theoretically opaque.

Typically, however, the kinds of goods and
traits singled out by analysts as key resources are
not widely distributed but are concentrated at
the top of the social hierarchy. This is what
Giddens intends to convey by identifying “al-
locative” and “authoritative” resources as the
bases for power and what Etzioni implies with
his classification of resources as utilitarian, co-
ercive, and normative. It is also the implication
of schemes such as Tilly’s land, labor, capital,
and technical expertise and is the obvious mean-
ing of Mill’s definition. It follows that power is
also concentrated at the top. The reasoning is
straightforward. Some attributes and things mat-
ter more to people than others. Wealth, pres-
tige, and the instruments of physical coercion
are all reliable bases for dominating others. Be-
cause these traits and goods are, everyone agrees,
distributed by social rank, it appears to follow
as night after day that people with higher social
rank have more power and people with lower
social rank have less.

This distributional view of power is certainly
not altogether wrong. Indeed, it matches much
ordinary human experience. Most of the time,
those who have riches, or prestige, technical
skill, or guns do dominate those who have none
of these things. Moreover, riches and prestige
and skill tend to flow together, creating a class
hierarchy. But if this pattern of power were en-
tirely and inevitably so, all efforts by people at
lower positions in the social hierarchy to exert
power, including by actions that break the rules,

4 Dahl (1961:226), for example, begins his own list
with “control over an individual’s time.” By this sort of
reasoning, the unemployed should be expected to exert
substantial influence.

5 The classic study is Dahl (1961). See also Polsby
(1963).
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would be in vain. Perhaps such efforts could be
understood as an expression of an enduring hu-
man proclivity to try to influence others, but the
proclivity is inevitably without consequence if
resources for power are fixed in advance by pat-
terned inequalities in the distribution of things
and traits.

Thus, if the distribution of power simply re-
flected other structured inequalities, then po-
litical challenges from below would always be
without effect. The realm of power and pol-
itics would inevitably reiterate other inequali-
ties. And social thinkers observing very unequal
societies would not worry about defiance and
disorder as potential challenges to established
authority.

INTERDEPENDENT RELATIONS AND
RESOURCES FOR POWER

We believe that a different way of thinking about
resources for power is more useful in interpret-
ing rule breaking and rule making. Examples
that focus on specific institutional settings point
us in the right direction. The effective exer-
cise of power in electoral representative insti-
tutions, for example, or in industry or in mat-
ing relationships, does not result simply from
a general currency of things or traits and the
pattern of their distribution but rather depends
on the specific relationships that make particu-
lar things or traits useful and important. Thus,
political analyses that focus on formal electoral
arrangements identify votes as a key resource.
Although disembodied votes mean nothing, in
formal democratic theory votes matter greatly
because state leaders are dependent on voting
majorities to retain office. Analyses that assume
relations of production to be preeminent iden-
tify control of capital or labor as key resources
for the exercise of power by contending classes.
A focus on religious institutions might highlight
the priesthood’s control over religious revelation
and salvation, on the one side, and the laity’s
control of acknowledged faith, on the other.
These perspectives may not be right, but if they
are not right it is because they have misspeci-
fied the key relationships within which power
is to be exercised or assumed that power in

electoral relations, labor-capital relations, mar-
riages, or churches can be explained in isola-
tion from each other (which leads us to another
version of the pluralist concept of power). The
formally democratic state may be only formally
democratic and the key relations may not be be-
tween citizen-voters and state leaders but per-
haps between the owners of property and state
leaders. But even when they are wrong, such
perspectives have the virtue of a certain coher-
ence, in the sense that ideas about the power
resources that enable one group or individual
to dominate another are firmly rooted in ideas
about the patterned relationships that bind them
together. We know why a thing or trait can be
employed by one actor to sway another because
we know something about how they depend
on each other. This patterned interdependence
is what Michael Schwartz (1976:172—3) has in
mind when he writes about “structural power”
as follows:

Since a structure cannot function without the rou-
tinized exercise of structural power, any threat to
structural power becomes a threat to that system itself.
Thus if employees suddenly began refusing to obey
orders, the company in question could not function.
Or if tenants simply disobeyed the merchant’s order to
grow cotton, the tenancy system would collapse . . ..
Thus, we see a subtle, but very important, relationship
between structural power and those who are subject
to it. On the one hand, these power relations de-
fine the functioning of any ongoing system; on the
other hand, the ability to disrupt these relationships
is exactly the sort of leverage which can be used to
alter the functioning of the system. . ..
contains within itself the possibility of power strong
enough to alter it.

Any system

These observations suggest a general perspec-
tive on resources for power that is less static than
the distributional perspective and that is capa-
ble of explaining not only why those who have
riches or status usually prevail but also why those
without riches or status nevertheless try to pre-
vail and sometimes even succeed. It also helps
to explain, as a distributional perspective can-
not, why the making and breaking of rules is
central to the pervasive contests of social life.

Resources for power are not only or pri-
marily the disembodied attributes or things that
can be used to induce or coerce others but
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in addition are derived from the patterns of
interdependence that characterize all social
life.' Of course, systems of economic or po-
litical or religious or military or ideological or
kinship interdependence vary from one society
to another and from one location in a given so-
ciety to another. Such variations matter greatly
in deciphering the actual distribution of power
and the potential for the exercise of power. Our
point for now, however, is that whatever the spe-
cific pattern of social relations, the social fact
of relationship and interdependence generates
the resources, as well as the occasions, for the
exercise of power.

In other words, power resources are embed-
ded in the patterns of expectation and cooper-
ation that bind people together, even when all
that is expected or required of particular peo-
ple is their quiescence. Cooperation implies pat-
terns of mutual dependence, and mutual depen-
dence implies the possibility of using others for
desired ends — to exert power. People have po-
tential power, the ability to make others do what they
want, when those others depend on them for the contri-
butions they make to the interdependent relations that
are social life. Just as the effort to exert power is a
feature of all social interaction, so is the capacity
to exert power at least potentially inherent in all
social interaction. And because cooperative and
interdependent social relations are by definition
reciprocal, so is the potential for the exercise of
power."”

Moreover, many of the things and attributes
emphasized by other writers as resources for
power are effective inducements or sanctions

16 The foundational statement is Hegel’s discussion
of independence and dependence in the relationship of
master and servant. See Carl J. Friedrich (ed.) The Phi-
losophy of Hegel, Modern Library Edition, New York:
Random House, 1953:399—411. Michael Mann’s ar-
gument that we “conceive of societies as federated,
overlapping, intersecting networks rather than as sim-
ple totalities” complements this discussion of power. See
Michael Mann, The Sources of Social Power: A History of
Power from the Beginning to A.D. 1760, Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 1986:17.

'7" A quite different argument roots power relations in
social cooperation by arguing that cooperation toward
a common purpose makes necessary some hierarchy
of command in order to coordinate activities. See
Collingwood (1942:153—4).

only because of the social relations in which
the actors are enmeshed.” Control over capital
is an effective resource for exercising power
over others because those others are already
entangled in a system of economic relations that
makes them dependent on entrepreneurs for the
means of production and subsistence, or they are
enmeshed in a political system that makes gov-
ernment dependent on tax revenues generated
by private wealth. Numbers are considered a
political resource because the parties to a conflict
contend within a set of political relationships
that gives voting majorities, and hence num-
bers, significance in determining who will hold
constituted state authority. Or a thing called
money carries great weight because it is a script
that governs the distribution of material goods
in a specific system of economic relationships.
The large and important exception to this un-
derstanding of power resources as rooted in so-
cial interdependence are the things and traits that
allow one actor to dominate another by using or
threatening to use physical force. Force cannot
reasonably be said to depend on any social re-
lationship. Indeed, modern military technology
has made even the minimal relationship implied
by physical proximity unnecessary for the ex-
ercise of power through force. This is a large
exception, not only because force is employed
or threatened more widely than is usually ac-
knowledged but also because the threat of force
lurks in the background even in the manifold
interdependent relationships in which it plays
no direct role, as is obvious in the pervasive in-
fluence of state coercion in regulating social life.
Even putting aside this important exception,
we quickly admit that at first glance our perspec-
tive on power resources as embedded in social
interdependencies makes rather less sense of
our common experiences than does the distri-
butional perspective. The focus on interdepen-
dence suggests a strain toward equality, whereas
social life as we know it is everywhere unequal.
A great deal remains therefore to be explained.
Still, it is worth recalling that Thomas Hobbes,

8 Giddens (1984:33) says something like this when he
claims that what he calls “allocative resources” become
resources “only when incorporated within processes of
structuration.”
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an astute theorist of power, took the essential
equality among people as his starting point. The
Hobbesian understanding stressed endemic and
rapacious conflict precisely because all people
have the resources for conflict. It is not inequal-
ity of resources for power, and the resulting
entrenched patterns of domination, that are
natural as in the distributional perspective, but
a rough equality of resources, and the ensuing
endemic and pervasive conflict, that is natural.
At least some part of our experience confirms
this seemingly paradoxical view as well. To be
sure, rural overlords have wealth, social stand-
ing, and force of arms, and peasants have none
of these things. Most of the time, the overlords
are the powerful, the peasants are the powerless,
and the distributional conception of power
seems confirmed. But sometimes peasants rise
up against their overlords. They refuse to labor
in the lord’s fields or withhold their rents or
taxes or take to arms or to the hills. When they
do, the outcome often goes against them. But it
does not inevitably go against them. Sometimes,
in some places, peasants prevail. Or at least, they
win something, perhaps some moderation of
the terms of their subjugation. And sometimes,
whether in the end for better or worse, their
actions become part of the chain of events that
transforms their society. Workers may refuse to
labor or take to the streets or to the barricades.
When they do, the outcome is not necessarily
foretold. Insurgent workers sometimes win
something. Sometimes, they win shorter hours
or higher wages. More rarely still, they help set
in motion the forces that topple governments.
Even the marginal poor, those on the fringes
of social life, the people who seem to have no
role in ongoing patterns of economic, social, or
political activity, can become the urban mobs
of the American or French Revolutions or the
urban rioters of contemporary Latin America.
And even rioters sometimes win something. "’

' The literature on the reverberations of challenges
from below is, of course, enormous. “Social movements
based on power resources,” Janoski (1998) asserts boldly,
“provide the pressure for change in citizenship rights.” For
a series of studies on contemporary protest movements
and their outcomes in Latin America, see Eckstein and
Wickham-Crowley (2002).

If people without wealth or status or techni-
cal skill sometimes prevail, then they must have
some kind of power. Their power, the power
of people we ordinarily consider powerless, de-
rives from the patterns of interdependence that
constitute social life and from the leverage em-
bedded in interdependent relations. In a feudal
system of production, not only do peasants need
overlords, but overlords need peasants. There is
no production and no surplus for the overlord
without peasant labor. Similarly, not only does
labor need capital in an industrial system of
production. Just as land is not a means of pro-
duction without those who work it, so is capital
not capital without labor. And it is not only the
poor who need contributions from the rich; in
a society of densely interdependent relations,
the rich also need contributions from the poor.
If nothing else, they need them to be quiescent.

The systems of interdependence that con-
stitute societies determine the main lines of
strategic action available to contending actors
or, in another language, shape the repertoires
of political action.”® Thus contention in eco-
nomic relations takes broadly predictable forms
as different groups try to exert leverage by
withholding or threatening to withhold their
contributions to production: owners or man-
agers engage in lockouts or blacklists or capital
flight on the one side; workers engage in labor
strikes or slowdowns or sabotage on the other.
In religious institutions, the priesthood can
threaten to withhold the promise of salvation
whereas adherents and acolytes can threaten
a withdrawal of faith. In political institutions,
the complex interdependencies between state
actors and private property owners are activated
by curbs on property rights on the one side, by
capital flight or tax rebellions on the other.

These examples are certainly too broad; they
are virtual caricatures of the actually diverse and
specific interdependent relations that charac-
terize real societies, especially complex modern
societies. For one thing, few relationships are
simple dyadic relations as in our examples so far.

% The term repertoire is used by Charles Tilly (1982:
21-51, 1984:308, 1986:253—80) to describe the charac-
teristic forms of collective action employed by a group.
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A web of complex networks of political, eco-
nomic, and cultural interdependencies has to
be analyzed if the actual potential for power by
different participants in these networks is to be
deciphered. Moreover, the myriad relations of
everyday life in which people try to exert power
may not be the classical hierarchical relations
between overlords and peasants, or even capital
and labor. Contemporary power relations are
also between foremen and workers, guards and
prisoners, merchants and customers, landlords
and tenants, husbands and wives, bureaucrats
and clients, doctors and patients, teachers and
students. Lateral relations are also grids of inter-
dependency, as in the relations among workers
or prisoners or students. For some purposes
these multiple concrete relations may not be
very important. When doctors and patients,
or wives and husbands, try to use the leverage
inherent in these interdependent relationships
to exercise power, each on the other, the re-
verberations of their actions are usually limited.
They are not likely to transform institutions or
societies. Nevertheless, the concrete relations of
everyday life may loom very large in patterning
the real efforts of people to exercise power and
to exercise power by breaking rules. Most of the
time, people only try to make their everyday
lives. They do not try to make history.*’

Our perspective shares a premise with the
conception of power developed by “exchange
theorists” in sociology. The initiating insight of
exchange theory was contained in an article by
Richard M. Emerson (1962),”* who proposed
that power was an attribute not of social actors
but of relationships. Power resides in the depen-
dence that one actor has on another in social
relationships. In this and later work, Emerson
puzzled over the processes through which
power inequalities were reduced by what he
called “balancing operations” — intrapsychic or

2! A point forcefully made by Flacks (1988).

** Emerson’s perspective in turn had antecedents in
the work of Waller (1951) and (1949) who both ar-
gued that in sexual relations the partner who is less in-
volved and therefore less dependent on the other has
greater power. And see Bacharach and Lawler (1980) for
a discussion of mutual dependence in organizational and
labor-management bargaining situations.

intrapersonal strategies by which actors reduced
their power disadvantages by reducing their
own motivational investment in the power-
dependence relationship or by increasing the
investment of their antagonist. These ideas
were tested in a series of experiments in small
group settings. This narrow and ahistorical
tack, however, probably goes far to account for
the limited influence of Emerson’s perspective.

Peter Blau’s (1964) subsequent development
of Emerson’s work has received more attention,
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prompting Coser (1976:157) to call it “one
of the most significant advances” in the study
of power. But although Blau rightly faulted
Emerson for a focus on “balancing operations”
that diverted attention from the actuality of
power imbalances, Blau himself made changes
in Emerson’s initial premise that had the effect
of naturalizing — and legitimating — existing
power relations. Where Emerson (1962:32) had
begun from the premise that social relations
“commonly entail ties of mutual dependence
between the parties,” Blau (1964:118) empha-
sized a one-sided and unilateral dependence
and proposed that such dependence could be
explained by the unequal contributions that
different parties made to a relationship:

By supplying services in demand to others, a person
establishes power over them. If he regularly renders
needed services they cannot readily obtain elsewhere,
others become dependent on and obligated to him
for these services, ... unless they can furnish other
benefits to him that produce interdependence.. . ..

Blau thus treats power imbalances as a reflection
of imbalances in the contributions different
people make to collective life. Concentrations
of power merely register dependence on ser-
vices and benefits. The power that employers
have over their employees, or husbands over
wives, 1s the result of the benefits they provide
that employees and wives need and cannot get
elsewhere. By resting the case there, Blau in
effect eliminates the moral problematic and em-
pirical tension in power relations. Those who
are dominant are those who contribute more;
those who are subordinate contribute less.
Even casual attention to real historical patterns
of domination and subordination — of tenant
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farmers by plantation owners, for example, or
of wives by husbands, or servants by masters —
and the key assumption of the exchange theory
of power, that domination reflects greater
contributions to social relationships, collapses.
Landowners and railroad magnates did not, after
all, become dominant because their contribu-
tions in the form of what Blau (1964:118) calls
“needed services” were inherently greater than
the contributions of those who tilled the prairies
or laid the tracks or succored the children.
Although we share Emerson’s premise that
the sources of power are to be found in inter-
dependent social relations, we do not think that
power inequalities reflect unequal contributions
to these relations. On the contrary, notions
about unequal contributions to systems of
social cooperation are usually intensely ideo-
logical. The view that landlords or capitalists
or breadwinners make greater contributions to
interdependent relations than those who are
subordinate to them is just that sort of notion.
The belief that a landowner “owns” land, and
can therefore supply it to those who don’t, or
that investors “own’” capital, is itself variable and
contingent, a reflection of the system of rules
and interpretations within which social interde-
pendencies develop. Contributions to interde-
pendent relations can be real, in the sense that
they involve action on and in the material world.
And they are real in the sense that they generate
real responses from actual others. They are also,
however, socially and ideologically constructed,
and they are socially constructed differently
by different people.”> Moreover, socially con-
structed ideas about contributions can and do
change, a point we discuss in the next section.”*
Virtually by definition, reciprocal interde-
pendencies argue a rough equality of contri-
butions, in the sense that the contributions of
different parties are equally necessary to the

23 That this is so, and may nevertheless not be readily
observable, is perhaps James C. Scott’s (1985, 1990) main
point about peasant resistance.

>4 The shift in public opinion eftected by the cam-
paign in the United States to “reform” welfare is an
example. Where prior to the campaign, the mothering
activities of poor women had been accorded some le-
gitimacy, the campaign persuaded the public that only
wage work was a legitimate social contribution.

ongoing relationship. Why, then, is nothing else
equally distributed? Or more specifically, why
don’t people use the potential power embedded
in social interdependence to secure a more
equal distribution of the things that they value?

The Problem of Actionability

A large part of the answer is that some contribu-
tions to interdependencies can more readily be
used to exert leverage than others. The lines of
power, of domination and exploitation, tend to
reflect not the actual value of the contribution
of services or benefits to others, as Blau argues,
but rather differences in the “actionability” of
contributions. Interdependencies generate po-
tential resources for power. Whether they can
be acted on or not is, however, a highly contin-
gent matter.

The basic power tactic that arises out of inter-
dependency is to withhold or threaten to with-
hold what others need. But that is usually easier
for some participants than for others, and easier
under some conditions than under others, and
for several reasons.

First, contributions to interdependent rela-
tions must be recognized before they can be-
come actionable. Interdependencies are real in
the sense that they have real ramifications in the
material bases of social life. But they are also
cultural constructions. At first glance it might
seem that the very fact of participation in coop-
erative activities would lead people to recognize
their own contributions. Perhaps so, or at least
to some extent and under some conditions, as
explained in the next section. But this recog-
nition must overcome inherited interpretations
that privilege the contributions of dominant
groups, as well as the continuing ability of dom-
inant groups to project new and obscuring in-
terpretations. Simply put, people must recogn-
ize their potential power before they can act on it.

Second, to effectively threaten to disrupt on-
going interdependencies requires, where con-
tributions are collective, that the power seekers
themselves coordinate their actions, something
that is easier for an organized church, state, or
firm, for example, than for numerous dispersed
believers or citizens or workers. Note that our
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meaning here is not simply the usual organizing
idea that individuals and their resources must be
aggregated but rather that it is the contributions
necessary for the functioning of an ongoing so-
cial relationship that must be aggregated. We call
this the problem of coordination.

Third, power seekers must be able themselves
to tolerate the costs imposed by a halt in coop-
erative activities, which is usually (but not in-
evitably) easier for capitalists than for workers,
for example, or for landlords than tenants. This
is the problem of endurance or staying power.

The fourth condition for effective action on
contributions is that the power seekers be able to
prevent those with whom they are contending
from finding substitute contributions. For ex-
ample, striking workers try to prevent their em-
ployers from hiring other workers or wives try
to limit their husbands’ access to other women.
This is the problem of controlling the supply of
alternatives.

A fifth condition for the exercise of power
in interdependent relations is that contenders
do not respond to challenges by simply exiting
from the relationship, or threatening to exit, as
when peasants evade the exactions of an over-
bearing prince simply by moving elsewhere or
employers facing strike actions threaten to close
down. This is the well-known problem of exit.

Sixth, the effective use of the leverage inher-
ent in interdependencies requires that the power
seekers be free from constraints that might be
imposed by their interdependent relationships
with other parties, as when would-be peasant
insurgents are constrained by the threat of re-
ligious excommunication or when labor insur-
gents are constrained by the threat of interven-
tion by the courts. Indeed, it is widely agreed
that recurrent defeats of American labor strug-
gles were the result of just such “third party”
state interventions.”® This is the problem of mul-
tiple and constraining bonds.

Seventh and last, the realization of the power
potential inherent in interdependent social

*3 The role of government in crushing labor insur-
gency is one of our main points in Poor People’s Move-
ments (1977, Chapter 3), and it explains the continuing
emphasis of American unions on building its electoral
leverage. See for illustrations of these contemporary ef-
forts Lazarovici (2002:14—17).

relations depends on whether the challengers
confront the threat of physical coercion. Again,
the history of the use of force to crush American
labor insurgencies provides a vivid illustration.**
This is the problem of force.

Or, to put the problem of actionability an-
other way, some contributions to interdepen-
dent relations are more liquid, more readily
converted into power resources, than others.”’
Further, some contributors who try to activate
interdependencies risk more than others, which
matters greatly for the possiblity of transforming
interdependencies into power. Even so, how-
ever, this is not the whole of it. The action-
ability of difterent contributions is variable and
contingent: people who are dispersed and di-
vided do sometimes manage to forge unified
action; those who are hard-pressed sometimes
accomplish stunning feats of endurance; under
some conditions, contributions from below can-
not easily be replaced; exit may mean forfeit-
ing whatever was desirable in the relationship;
and the threat of force has both limits and costs.
Much of the social movement literature about
the conditions that give rise to new collec-
tive claims from below can be recast as being
about the conditions that make it possible for
lower status people to act on interdependent
power.

But there is another large part of the answer
to why reciprocity in contributions to social life
does not lead to greater equality in power rela-
tions, and this part of the answer is ordinarily
ignored. Social rules inhibit the activation of
interdependencies and hence restrict the wide
exercise of power.

RULES AS INSTRUMENTS OF POWER

Rules are often treated as simply the basic pos-
tulates of collective life, so elementary a fea-
ture that they do not themselves have to be

26 For a recent discussion, see Goldstein (2001).

27 William Gamson (1968:94—5), who relies on a dis-
tributional concept of power, uses the term liquidity to
differentiate between power resources and potential re-
sources that must be deployed or mobilized before they
can be used to influence others. Immediately available
power resources are more “liquid.”
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explained.*® But rules are also the achievement
of social life: created by people, enforced by
people, and violated by people. Rule making
is, whatever else it may be, a power strategy
with which some people try to make others do
what they want. Rules do this by specifying the
behaviors that are permissible by different par-
ties in interdependent relations. And because the
rules are fashioned to reflect prevailing patterns
of domination, they prohibit some people but
not other people from using the leverage yielded
by social interdependence.

Although the view that rules are an instru-
ment of power will surely not be unfamiliar,
and has in fact been advanced from time to time
and perhaps most boldly by sociologists in the
field of criminology,*” it nevertheless seems too
brash and too simple. And it surely is too simple,
which is part of the reason this argument has not
seemed credible when it has been advanced in
the past. It is too simple insofar that the quest
for power certainly does not exhaust the social
meaning of rules and rule making. Rules or-
der human activities in ways that have little di-
rect bearing on power. Thus the rules that guide
people in their everyday behavior, that tell them
how to till the fields or work their machines or
mate or die, do much more than establish and
maintain patterns of hierarchy. They make avail-
able to people the wisdom of accumulated ex-
perience, and they secure people against the to-
tally unexpected in social encounters. They also
make possible the tacit cooperation that under-
pins social life. In the classical line of sociolog-
ical thinking from Durkheim to Parsons, rules
originate and persist in the effort to solve these
problems of collective life.

8 “Humans are rule makers,” says Guillermina Jasso

(2001:48). “Every day, and in every area of life, they
make rules — rules for themselves, rules for other individ-
uals, and rules for groups and societies.” We should add
that recently rational choice analysts have in fact given a
good deal of attention to the effort to explain the evo-
lution of rules. See, for example, Jonathan Bendor and
Piotr Swistak (2001:1493—545). See also Hechter and
Opp (2001).

* See, for example, Vold (1958), Turk (1966),
Sutherland (1943:99—111), Quinney (1973), Chambliss
(1975:149—70).

Thus the age-old rules the peasant follows
when he tills the fields, even when these rules are
endowed with sacred meanings that reinforce
a pattern of worldly hierarchy, nevertheless do
not usually mainly reflect domination but rather
distill a centuries-old reservoir of communal
knowledge. James C. Scott (1976) describes the
rules to ensure against subsistence crises among
Southeast Asian peasants, including rules com-
manding redistribution when dearth is threat-
ened. Carol Stack’s (1974) account of rules gov-
erning the exchange of gifts and services in an
urban ghetto are similarly strategies honed by
experience to ensure community survival in the
face of'scarcity and uncertainty. The laws of con-
tract that made possible the growth of merchant
capitalism in Europe were not — although they
would later be put to that purpose in relations
with labor — primarily instruments of domina-
tion but rather facilitated exchange by making
the terms of contract more secure. Perhaps most
of the myriad rules that govern the daily actions
of people — driving to work, crossing the street,
responding to a fire alarm — are merely the regu-
lating framework that makes group life possible.

However, this functional perspective on rules
does not help to make sense of those impor-
tant rules that are the lynchpins of the patterns
of domination of a given society. Rules are ba-
sic to group life, but so is the play of power,
the effort to use others to achieve ends even
against opposition. Perhaps the most important
way that people try to use social relationships to
achieve their ends over time is by rule making.
The ability of social actors to use the leverage
generated by interdependent social relations is
contingent and subject to change, for all of the
reasons we have already given. But power can be
made more secure by fashioning rules that de-
fine or redefine the contributions made by dif-
ferent contenders in interdependent relations,
thus making the contributions of some recog-
nizable and obscuring the contributions of oth-
ers. In so doing, rules also legitimate the actions
available to some contenders while delegitimat-
ing the actions available to others.

The first aspect of these power rules might be
called the social construction of contributions.
Recall Blau’s mistake in assuming that power
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inequalities flowed from inequalities of contri-
butions. A vivid example is the legal construc-
tion of private property. Once a legal right is
established that confers total possession of land
or goods on certain actors, that possession in
turn is understood as their contribution to in-
terdependent relations. When commercializing
landowners across Europe and Asia apppropri-
ated common lands and wastelands, they turned
to the state to make and enforce laws that up-
held their right to do so in the face of local
resistance and to sanction those who resisted.
Once “ownership” of the disputed lands was
established, it became the basis for new rela-
tions between owners and the working peas-
antry. Similarly, the French colonial regime in
Algeria replaced a complex system of commu-
nal rights to use the land with a new law of
private property. At one stroke the law “threw
all land held by Muslims upon the open market,
and made it available for purchase or seizure by
French colonists” on whom the Algerian peas-
antry then depended for access to land (Wolf,
1969:213).

The property laws that now regulate social
and economic relations also construct contri-
butions in ways that legitimate power. As eco-
nomic activity in evolving capitalist societies
came to depend less on the control of land and
more on the control of capital and goods, so
were laws developed and elaborated that secured
the access of some groups to these new or newly
important forms of property and ensured their
exclusive rights to dispose of property, while
limiting the access and rights of other groups.

Ongoing patterns of interdependence thus
continually stimulate efforts by some parties
to make rules that simultaneously legitimate
their domination in interdependent relations
and limit what others can do in these relations.
In the course of these contests, what some con-
tenders expropriate comes to be defined as pri-
vate property, what others expropriate is defined
as stolen goods.*° In other words, rule making
curbs the use of power resources inherent in the

3° For historical illustrations, see the accounts in Hall
(1952:62—79), Douglas Hay (19752, 1975b), Thompson
(1975).

fact of social interdependency, and it curbs the
use of power by some people and not by others.
The play of power is never free play.

Rule making is thus the exercise of the power
of some to neutralize the power of others in in-
terdependent relations. This exercise of power
stabilizes power by institutionalizing it. The
force of tradition, the authority of the group and
the state, and the force of group and state sanc-
tions against the rule violator are added to the
exercise of power. Simmel (1950:263) grasped
some of this when he wrote the following:

As soon as the ruler gives the law as law, he docu-
ments himself, to this extent, as the organ of an ideal
necessity. He merely reveals a norm which is plainly
valid on the ground of its inner sense and that of the
situation, whether or not the ruler actually enunciates
1t.
Simmel made this comment in the context of
arguing that the ruler himself becomes subject
to the law he promulgates, a point of some im-
portance, especially in understanding why in-
surgents often invoke some aspect of the law
itself to justify their defiance. But he also said
that the law, as an “objective power,” enforces
subordination by objectifying it. Thus when the
worker is under contract, the character of his
subordination changes, for then “The worker is
no longer subject as a person but only as the
servant of an objective, economic procedure,” a
procedure dictated by “objective requirements”
(262—3). In a similar way, contracts imposed by
employers on workers, or by welfare staff on
recipients, seem to be neutral agreements be-
tween freely negotiating and equal parties.’’
We can now comment on a feature of rule
making in modern societies that has been the
source of some dispute. “Itis inherent in the spe-
cial character of the law, as a body of rules and
procedures,” says E. P. Thompson (1975:262—
3), “that it shall apply logical criteria with refer-
ence to standards of universality and equity . . . .
The essential precondition for the eftectiveness

3! Sanford Schram (2000:chapter 1) makes the argu-
ment that the use of “contracts” between welfare de-
partments and welfare recipients is deceptively neutral.
For a more general discussion of the criminal law and its
implementation as political domination, see Turk (1982).
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oflaw . .. is that it shall display an independence
from gross manipulation and shall seem to be
just.” Even when due account is taken for what
may be the distinctly Western and modern fo-
cus of Thompson’s generalization, we think the
universal character of law has to be seen in a dif-
ferent light. Rules cast in the language of univer-
sality nevertheless discriminate among difterent
kinds of contributions to interdependent rela-
tions and thus restrict the power strategies of
different actors differently.

‘We think this observation clarifies the some-
times belabored and confusing argument by
“critical” criminologists, who weave unsteadily
between the view that the substance of the
law is inherently biased against the lower orders
and the alternative argument that the enforce-
ment of the law is uneven, exempting dominant
groups.’” Gouldner (1950:296) contributed to
this confusion with his breezy charge that the
law is not an objective power at all. On the
contrary, “the possession of power itself enables
some to default on their moral obligations. ..
and. .. this default of morality is itself estab-
lished as customary.”*? That the powerful evade
moral sanctions is surely true, at least much of
the time.3*

However, we believe our point is more
telling. Rules shore up power not just because
they are biased or enforced unequally. Rather,
the rules are only superficially universal, as in
Anatole France’s jibe about the law that pro-
hibits the rich and the poor alike from sleeping
under bridges. Laws shore up power not mainly
by unequal enforcement but by singling out for

32 See, for example, the discussion of crime and law
enforcement in Nigeria in Chambliss (1975).

33 Gouldner goes on to say “The more powerful
are ... both ready and able to institutionalize compliance
with the moral code at levels congenial to themselves and
more costly to those with less power. ... The powerful
can thus conventionalize their moral defaults (emphasis
in the original, 1950:297). Relatedly, Hechter and Bor-
land (2001:186—233) argue that ambiguity in the norm
of national self-determination enables more powerful ac-
tors to employ the norm strategically.

34 E. P. Thompson (1975:262) rightly criticizes this
overgeneralized view of the law “as a pliant medium
to be twisted this way and that by whichever interests
already possess effective power.”

prohibition or restriction the strategies available
to some actors and not the strategies available
to others. That laws restricting strikes apply to
workers and employers alike is not significant.
What is significant is that laws governing labor
strikes have always been far harsher than laws
that restrain capital strikes by investors.

The rules themselves are therefore a major
focus of contention. People will do battle about
what actions are permissable by whom in inter-
dependent relations, about which parties to a re-
lationship have the legitimate right to withhold
or threaten to withhold their contributions or,
less directly, which parties have the right to un-
dertake the organizing activities that will make
their contributions actionable. The bitter labor
struggles in Europe and the United States pre-
cisely over the right to strike were struggles over
the right to use contributions to interdepen-
dent relations as a power resource. Other statutes
were devised that forbid the organization of
workers employed by the emerging manufactur-
ing class (Orren, 1991; Hattam, 1993; Forbath,
1989:1111—256). Nineteenth-century struggles
for freedom of speech, or worship, or assem-
bly were similarly struggles over the right to
organize contributions to interdependent rela-
tions (Pope 1997:941-1031).%5 The outcome of
these struggles may be to reaffirm existing power
rules, but it may also lead to their modification.
Popular struggles did win freedom of speech and
worship; workers did win the right to unionize
and the right to strike, albeit on closely defined
terms. Also, rules can be modified by the pow-
erful, as when long-standing rights to the use
of the commons or the forests are withdrawn,
the right to unionize is whittled back, or speech

35 See Pope (1997) for a discussion of labor’s effort to
use the 13th amendment to establish “Labor’s Constitu-
tion of Freedom.” Much of the literature treats New
Deal labor legislation as if it allowed labor to break
free of this tradition of legal constraint. More accu-
rately, whereas New Deal legislation, and the court de-
cisions which followed, created a new legal framework,
that framework also limited and channeled labor’s efforts
to use interdependent power. See Piven and Cloward
(1977:155—75). Nelson Lichtenstein (2002) also makes
the case that the sorry state of contemporary unions is
very much owed to the New Deal legal framework.
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rights are curtailed. Such changes in the struc-
ture of rules alter the legitimate repertoire of
political action by different participants in in-
terdependent relationships. And the inevitable
recurrence of such power conflicts means that
the structure of rules is never stable for long.

THE STATE AS PROMULGATOR AND
ENFORCER OF RULES

In modern societies, the rules that sustain im-
portant forms of domination are typically for-
mulated and imposed by the state. “The mod-
ern state,” Weber (1946:82) says bluntly, “is a
compulsory association which organizes domi-
nation.” The laws that prohibit certain behav-
iors in interdependent relations, and prescribe
the penalties to be imposed on violators, should
be understood as the use of power to stabilize
power, by means of the state’s bureaucratic ap-
paratus for promulgating and elaborating rules
and monitoring compliance, and by means of
its coercive resources for enforcing compliance.
Lawmaking and law enforcement in the modern
world is, whatever else it may also be, the use
of the formidable arsenal of the state to inhibit
challenges to ongoing patterns of domination
in interdependent relations. This argues that the
most telling kind of power, at least in modern
societies, is political power. Effective leverage
in political relations results in the promulgation
and enforcement of state laws that enhance or
constrain the exercise of power in any of the
myriad social networks of a society.

The system of law thus constitutes a new con-
straining social reality, a structure of power built
by the accumulation and objectification of the
outcome of past power struggles.’* Once suc-
cessfully institutionalized, the law shapes ongo-
ing conflicts by constraining or enhancing the
ability of contemporary actors to use whatever
leverage they have in interdependent social re-
lations.

3¢ Our definition of structure here is broadly similar
to Giddens’s (1984:xxxi) definition of structure as “rules
and resources recursively implicated in social reproduc-
tion.” Giddens goes on to offer an extremely abstract
elaboration of what he means by rules and resources.

Because the power relations underlying the
introduction of systems of rules tend to emerge
more vividly as the events recede in time and
space, we turn to some historical examples. The
feudal laws that governed the relations between
lord and vassal were cemented by an oath of
fealty at a time when the breaking of an oath
held the palpable terror of everlasting damna-
tion. The vassal was obliged by law to work
the lord’s domain, to serve in and supply the
lord’s armed retinue, and to submit to the lord’s
will in matters of marriage or trade (Tigar and
Levy, 1977; Markoft, 1996). Such laws were cer-
tainly functional for feudal communities, aside
from their role in maintaining a power struc-
ture. They made possible a system of armed
protectorates that provided a measure of security
for lords and vassals alike in an era of violence
and pillage. Feudal law, like any system of rules,
also established a framework to regulate mul-
tiple forms of cooperation and secure people
against the unexpected contingencies of social
life. Moreover, these rules obligated the lord to
provide for his vassals in bad years. Christopher
Hill (1952:36) argues that undergirding feudal
notions of the responsibility of lord to vassal
was the economic imperative of keeping the
people who worked the land alive during pe-
riods of dearth. This limited reciprocity may
have also indicated that the power of the dom-
inant class was not total. In any case, whatever
else it did, an important consequence of feu-
dal law was to stabilize the raw power of a rul-
ing class that had initially been based largely on
force.

The main recourse of subordinate groups was
evasion or flight.’” It was not easy to counter
these stratagems with armies. Then, as later,
surveillance was difficult, and the geographical
reach of military forces was limited. But the rit-
ual meanings and legitimate sanctions embodied
in the feudal code inhibited recourse to the vas-
sal’s stratagems of evasion and flight and thus also
reduced the leverage they might otherwise have

37 Michael Mann (1986:49 passim) argues flight was
historically the main recourse of subordinate groups con-
fronted by the exactions military rulers who, in turn,
strove to reinforce the “caging of social life.”
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exerted, albeit at the cost of fleeing the lord’s
protectorate.

In the midfourteenth century, the plague that
killed off an estimated half of Europe’s popula-
tion shifted the balance of interdependent power
in favor of workers. The poor took to the road
in vast numbers to better the terms of their em-
ployment, prompting a rush of lawmaking across
Europe to prohibit vagrancy and beggary and
to enforce work on the terms oftered by lo-
cal landlords. These laws were no doubt in part
an effort to secure a modicum of social order
in the face of the breakdown of medieval so-
cial arrangements. But they were also intended
to ensure the domination of landlords over la-
borers. The English Statute of Laborers of 1349
attempted to eliminate the leverage the poor
had gained from labor scarcity (enhanced by the
newly available option of service in the King’s
army), by requiring that all able-bodied men and
women under sixty and without income accept
employment at wage rates that prevailed before
the plague (Lis and Soly, 1979:48) and forbid-
ding those already employed to depart without
good cause (Chambliss, 1964:66—7; Piven and
Cloward, 1993, Chapter 1). The option of exit
was thereby prohibited. The new law limited
exit in other ways as well. Many of the poor
tried to survive by taking to the road and plead-
ing for alms. Not only did this make the supply
of workers and servants insecure, but the sheer
numbers of vagrants terrified the landed gentry.
They responded by securing laws that prohib-
ited the giving of alms on the one side, and
vagrancy and beggary on the other, and enforc-
ing the latter prohibitions by the brand and the
lash and, later, the workhouse.

The evolution in tandem of new laws creat-
ing and elaborating the terms of ownership of
private property, on the one hand, and of crim-
inal theft or property destruction, on the other,
also reveals the effort to shore up power. Con-
sider the struggle over access to English forest
lands that culminated in the Black Acts in the
eighteenth century. An aristocracy intent on the
exclusive use of the forests as pleasure parks, in
contravention of custom, turned to the state to
legalize their dispossession of commoners and
to enforce that dispossession in the face of resis-

tance. Draconian punishments were meted out
to those who tried to sabotage the new parks or
even those who simply took advantage of prox-
imity and uneven surveillance to persist in the
exercise of hunting and other customary ancient
use rights (Thompson, 1975; Hay, 1975a).

As commerce, manufacturing, and wealth ex-
panded in the eighteenth century, and the forms
of property became more complex, opportu-
nities for theft and fraud also expanded. Ac-
cordingly, the laws sanctioning theft were also
elaborated. The process was not indirect or
obscure; it was simple and bald, interest-group
politics. Three examples are illustrative. In 1753,
Parliament enacted a new statute prescribing
hanging as the penalty for stealing shipwrecked
goods. The “Merchants, Traders and Insur-
ers of the City of London” thought existing
laws insufficiently tough to discourage the scav-
engers who were reducing their profits. In 1764,
Parliament decreed the death penalty for those
who broke into buildings to steal or damage
linen or the tools to make it, as part of an act
incorporating the English Linen Company. In
1769, an act making the destruction of mills by
food rioters punishable by death had quickly
appended to it measures providing for the pun-
ishment by transportation of those who rioted
against enclosure and also those who meddled
with bridges and steam engines used in the
mines, as one group of gentlemen after another
named the economic interests they wished to
protect (Hay, 1975b:20-1).

Evolving English and American labor law also
reveals the uses of lawmaking to shore up power.
Ceilings on wages were established. Refusal of
work became a crime. Laws against unioniza-
tion were succeeded by contemporary laws that
closely prescribe the terms on which workers
can strike. All such rules limit the ability of
workers to use their contributions to economic
relationships to change the terms of those rela-
tionships. Lawmaking in other institutional ar-
eas, such as laws against heresy or laws establish-
ing patriarchal prerogatives in family relations,
also buttress power. The electoral-representative
system itself, precisely because it raises the threat
and possibility of equalizing power relations, is
shaped and twisted by laws and regulations that
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give the votes of some people more weight than
other people.?* Once we move beyond the view
that social norms mainly reflect a value consen-
sus or support key social functions, it is clear that
rule making in the modern world is, whatever
else it may also be, an effort by some people
to use the state to ensure their domination in
relations with other people.

RULE BREAKING

A focus on rules and rule making can be mis-
leading, for it fits too neatly with traditional
sociological perspectives that deny agency and
conceive of social life as systems of total dom-
ination. But domination is never total. People
obey rules, but they also defy rules. The clas-
sical sociological tradition explains rule break-
ing as a byproduct of a breakdown or rupture
in the larger society. There is surely something
to this. But although breakdown or disorganiza-
tion, conceived of as the weakening of socializa-
tion processes, may open the way for defiance,
we think rule breaking also has to be under-
stood as the effort of purposeful and reflexive
human agents to exercise power. This is virtu-
ally a corollary of our perspective on rule mak-
ing. If rules are strategies of domination evolved
by purposeful and reflexive human agents, chal-
lenges to these rules by other agents will take
the form of defying the rules, along with other
more and less legal attempts to change the rules.
At the very least, defiance will be a recurrent
element in such challenges when they occur.
Observers of such events may shudder at the
threat to social order inherent in defiance of the
rules and hurry to recommend alternative and
law-abiding remedies, whether through appeals
to God or appeals to the Congress. Such reme-
dies are not remedies. The crucial point is that
precisely the actions which the law forbids give

38 Most such electoral rules come over time to be
regarded as functionally necessary for the conduct of
elections. See Piven and Cloward (2000:1—36). For an
interesting examination of the power implications of the
customary rules requiring the secrecy of the ballot, see
Barbalet (2002:129—40).

paupers or workers or peasants some leverage in
interdependent relations.

People do challenge domination. Each in-
stance of lawmaking as an exercise of power is
paralleled by instances of efforts of women and
men to refuse, evade, or resist the constraints of
the law. The poor who were prohibited by law
from vagrancy and beggary took to the road
nevertheless. Starving rural people flocked to
the towns, where they laid siege to the rich
with their pleas for alms and theft and where
their very presence was perceived as threaten-
ing, as indeed it often was, and particularly so
because disease epidemics often followed in the
wake of hunger. “The permanent confronta-
tion with the migrating possessionless became
an obsession for the ‘right-minded’ European,”
say Lis and Soly (1979:115), and especially so in
the wake of bad harvests or the expropriation
of small holders.’* Moreover, the dispossessed
seemed to think they had some rights, a re-
flection perhaps of feudal ideas of reciprocity
(Markoft, 1996:40).*° Consequently, prohibi-
tions and punishments came to be comple-
mented by provisions for relief of the poor.

The artisans and tradesmen in the small towns
of medieval Europe also defied feudal law and
took up arms to secure their freedom from
feudal obligation. Villagers forbidden access to
the forests or the streams nevertheless poached
and sometimes pillaged. In the eighteenth cen-
tury, as enlarging urban markets and grow-
ing armies depleted rural grain supplies, out-
raged crowds simply commandeered the local
grain, often selling it at a “just” price (Rudé,
1964; Thompson, 1971; Tilly, 1969).*" Work-
ers who could not openly combine, did so se-
cretly, and when they could not strike legally

39 See also Jutte (1994) and Hill (1952).

4° On this point, see John Markoft (1996:40) and Jutte
(1994:27).

4 See George Rudé (1964), Thompson (1971), Tilly
(1969). The tendency in this material is to understate
the element of defiance in the food riot by emphasizing
that when the rioters commandeered grain and called for
a “just price” they were merely acting out the role that
the magistrates should have played according to medieval
custom and law. But, of course, nothing in medieval
tradition allowed the crowd to assume the authority of
magistrates.
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they sometimes struck illegally. And everywhere
atall times, heresy is not stamped out by the laws
against it, for the law intended to ensure ideo-
logical hegemony is matched by challenges to
hegemony.

These examples should not mislead by their
drama, for defiance does not have to be bold.
Sometimes people do riot and burn and pil-
lage. But the penalties for open defiance can be
terrible. More often subordinate and vulnerable
people turn to the age-old ruses and evasions of
the peasantry, the foot dragging and desertions
of the infantry, the soldiering and sabotage of
the factory worker, and the pilfering and deceits
of the servant. All such actions express the hu-
man inclination to use social relationships to re-
alize ends and thus to exercise power. For those
on the underside of relationships of domination,
that inclination takes the form of resisting, evad-
ing, and defying the rules that have secured their
domination.

RULE BREAKING AND AGENCY

‘With these comments on rule breaking, we have
taken one side in the debate over whether hu-
man agents matter, whether reflective and pur-
poseful people make a difference in the patterns
of collective life.**

The question of whether reflective human
agents play a role in social causation has only
recently come to the fore in social explanation.
True, some conception of agency was always
at least implicit in the various “interpretive”
sociologies descended from Husserl, as well
as in the American interactionist tradition.**
But for a long time, these approaches remained
marginal, and social science was dominated by
a social determinism inherited from Durkheim

4 Or, to use Gidden’s (1977:8) words, because this is
one of his preoccupations, it is the question of whether
social life is shaped in part by “rationalized conduct or-
dered reflexively by human agents.”

43 For discussion of this point, see Dawe (1978:362—
417) and Miller (1979).

# See, for example, Cooley (1902); Mead (1936),
Blumer (1978), Goffman (1959), Strauss (1958), Dunier
(1999), Anderson (1999).

(or at least a particular reading of Durkheim),
who had sought to overturn nineteenth-century
theories of the biological and environmental
determinism of human behavior by enjoining
his readers to believe in the facticity of soci-
ety, in the actuality of what he called “social
facts” as causal forces.*’ This brilliant stroke
became an intellectual rallying cry. He com-
manded us to shift our focus from the natural
to the social world to explain human behav-
ior. The simplicity and clarity that made the
injunction so compelling also helped to pro-
duce a sociology in which the ideas and ac-
tions of people were interpreted as solely or
primarily the products of social structure. The
main theoretical task of social science came to
be understood as the identification of structural
determinants of human action. The structural
determinants favored at different times ranged
from Parsonian structural-functionalism*’ to a
similarly deterministic Marxism and then to the
structural determinism of the purely ideal realm
of “knowledge” exemplified by Foucault. With
the decline of both the functionalist and Marx-
ist paradigms, the ascendance of postmodernist
interpretive schools, and the simultaneous rise
of rational choice perspectives with their em-
phasis on the rational egoist as the prime mover
in history, the issue of human agency has moved
to the fore.

The idea of human agency, with its connota-
tions of a retreat from scientific explanation of

45 The well-known Durkheimian imperative was to
“consider social phenomena in themselves as distinct
from the consciously formed representations of them in
the mind....” See Durkheim (1938:28).

46 A number of authors have made the point that Par-
sons in fact began his formidable theoretical journey
preoccupied with the voluntaristic element in human
conduct, a preoccupation that some writers say was later
submerged by the elaboration of a deterministic func-
tionalism. See, for example, Dawe (1978) and Therborn
(1976). Thus the ostensible goal of The Structure of So-
cial Action (1949) was to provide a theoretical basis for
the voluntaristic and creative element in human action,
although John Finley Scott (1963:716—35) argues that
as early as the writing of The Structure of Social Action,
Parson’s interest in the voluntaristic element in action
had receded and that the better expression of these ear-
lier ideas appeared only in an earlier article by Parsons
(1935:282—316).
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social phenomena into an unsatisfactory volun-
tarism, raises difficult and troubling issues. But
we need the concept of agency when we try
to understand not why people obey the rules,
not why they do what they know will be ap-
proved and rewarded, but why they break the
rules, defy the expectations of their community,
and risk sometimes terrible penalties.

Most discussions of agency rest their case
on a distinctive human capacity for reflection
on action (or “reflexivity”’) and for innovative
interpretation, despite the constraints of social
structure. This capacity is said to defeat efforts
at formulating deterministic laws about social
action in two different ways. One is simply that
reflection and interpretation complicate causal-
ity by intruding psychological and semantic pro-
cesses into models of explanation, thus creating
a fundamental divide between the natural sci-
ences and social explanation. “The human ca-
pacity for the construction of meaning,” says
Dawe (1978:373) “. ..
difference between the conceptualizing subject
matter of sociology and the nonconceptualizing

constitute[s] the crucial

subject matter of natural science.”*”

The other is that thinking human agents can
anticipate and upturn even complex causal gen-
eralizations. Giddens (1984:xxxii—xxxiii) calls
this the “double hermeneutic” through which
social actors anticipate and innovate in the face
of efforts by social scientists, or indeed any so-
cial observers, to predict behavior. “[R]eflection
on social processes (theories and observations
about them) continually enter into, become dis-
entangled with [sic] and re-enter the universe of
events that they describe.”

The possibility for human agency, however,
does not rest only on inherent capacities for re-
flection and innovation. Social structure itself
encourages or inhibits self-consciousness and in-
novation, with consequences that can in turn
lead to the power challenges that change struc-
ture, including both the rules governing social
relations and the body of inherited meanings we
call culture.

Most social science has focused on the way so-
cial structure constrains thought and behavior.

47 See Alan Dawe, 1978, op. cit., 373.

People internalize structural constraints through
socialization and then confront structural con-
straints again as externally imposed sanctions on
behavior. So long as structure is conceived of as
entirely constraining, the idea of human agency
rests on the premise of structural lacunae, on
the notion that socialization can somehow be
incomplete or that there are gaps or inconsis-
tencies in the structural constraints that confront
the actor.

On the contrary, structure can facilitate not
only by its gaps or incompleteness or weakness
but also by its sheer denseness and complex-
ity.*" Some features of social structure enable
people to be something more than manipula-
ble objects shaped by a social environment. The
key question is “How?” Structural constraints,
says Giddens (1984:174), “serve to open up cer-
tain possibilities of action at the same time as
they restrict or deny others” but his discussion
remains elusive and abstract. Lukes’ (1977:6—7)
assertion that “although agents operate within
structurally determined limits, they nonetheless
have a certain relative autonomy and could have
acted differently”(1977:6—7) is also unconvinc-
ing. Lukes never tells us what it is about the
changing and variable features of structure that
permits or nurtures “relative autonomy.”

Our argument about interdependent power
may provide a conceptual bridge between social
structure and the self-conscious and purposeful
actor. We think the ability of human agents to
invent new interpretations and action strategies
in the face of dominant interpretations, includ-
ing strategies that defy authoritative rules, may
be rooted in their experience of social life, and
specifically in the experience of their own con-
tributions to the web of interdependencies that
constitute social structure.

Peasants till the fields and provide the surplus
on which the overlords depend. Irish laborers

# Analysts point to a number of processes through
which structure may facilitate agency. See the argu-
ment that market economies tend to create autonomous
and complex personalities (see Lane, 1978:2—24); Sewell
(1992) sees institutionally complex societies as provid-
ing alternative rules and resources that can encourage
agency. Habermas (1984) sees the potential for critical
reason inherent in Western modernization.
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on the railroads laid the tracks that made the
railroad magnates rich; Blacks in the gold mines
of South Africa work the lodes on which the
mining companies depend; and so on. Human
agents necessarily reflect on these social rela-
tions, and on their own contributions to them.
Barrington Moore (1966:471) had something
like this in mind when he asserted that “Folk
conceptions of justice . . . . do have a rational and
realistic basis.” Moore was looking at the top
side of interdependent relations, and he pro-
posed that peasants evaluate the contributions
of overlords to the community in relation to
the surplus they extract in deciding whether an
injustice is being done. We are arguing more
generally that the actual experience of making
contributions to social relationships is the ob-
jective and material basis for the self-conscious
reevaluation of social relationships by human
agents.

Of course, social structure is constraining.
Human agents do not construct interpretations
out of whole cloth. Rather, they reevaluate their
circumstances within an ideological framework
that is largely inherited, to which they are largely
socialized. To assert a capacity for reflection and
innovation is not to deny this but rather to say
that people continue to probe and question the
dominant interpretations that they inherit and
to modify those interpretations in the light of
their experience. That experience includes the
reflexive observation of their contributions to
social life. The fact of interdependence may be
the foundation for alternative evaluations of ex-
isting social arrangements, and for alternative
visions of how social life could be organized,
including how socially valued goods and sym-
bols could be distributed.

In this way, social structure provides the ob-
jective grounding for agency, for the develop-
ment of alternative ideas of what is right and
what is possible. Of course, even real contribu-
tions are often not actionable, for all of the rea-
sons we have explored. But the complex contin-
gencies that determine whether contributions
are actionable change. As they do reflective and
innovative human agents, drawing on the reser-
voir of alternative interpretations created by hu-
man agents in the past, probe anew the shifting

possibilities for exercising power. Underlying
this testing of possibility are the realities of social
interdependence and the potential for realizing
disparate purposes it generates.

Rule making and rule breaking, conformity
and deviance, are an expression of the dialecti-
cal and conflict-ridden character of social re-
lations. The interdependent and cooperative
social relations in which people are lodged are
also relations of domination and potential con-
flict. People try to exercise power by making
and breaking the rules governing these relations.
Or, to shift to another idiom, people make rules
and break rules because because rules and rule
breaking are rational means to desired ends in
social life. Both those on top and those below
try to use the very links that bind them to others
to make or remake some aspect of their lives. As
Thompson (1978:240) put it,

... [T]he fact is that all histories hinge on power. The
power of some men [sic] has repressed the potential
nature of other men. These other men have discov-
ered their own nature only in resisting this power.
Not only their economic being, but their intellec-
tual being — their ideas, knowledge, values — have
been coloured by the possession of or the resistance
to power; at this point all “histories” have found a
common nexus.

But there is a good deal that remains to be
explained. For one thing, to understand the
quest for power from the underside of social
relations, we have to begin to examine the
power implications of systems of law and reg-
ulation. Only when the power implications of
the rules governing specific systems of social re-
lations are analyzed as structures of power, in all
their complexity, can we appreciate what it is
that rule makers and rule breakers as trying to
accomplish.

Moreover, the quest for power is hardly the
whole of an explanation. If it were, then the
answer to the question of why people break
the rules would be simple and clear-cut, and
we would have already answered it: they do so
to assert power, to bend the actions of others
in the pursuit of their own disparate interests
and aspirations. But in most places most of the
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time, people don’t challenge the rules that en-
force their domination.*” In everyday life, peo-
ple mainly endure and obey. If rule violation
is a politics embedded in the power dimension
of all social relations, then the question experi-
ence forces on us is not only why some people
sometimes break the rules that enforce domi-
nation, but why do most people most of time
obey those rules. Why, in other words, if hu-
man beings are political beings, if they try to act
on their divergent purposes in group life, don’t
they try to break the rules they must break to
exert power? A perspective on rule making and
rule breaking as the play of power requires us
to wonder not only why there is disobedience,
but why there is obedience. If there is disorder
some of the time, why is there social order most
of the time?

Further, Thompson’s paean to resistance not-
withstanding, actual patterns of rule breaking

49 The problem has not been entirely neglected. It is
in fact the distinctive Gramscian problem. See Gramsci
(1971), Burawoy (1979), and Scott (1990).

are often not easily seen as power strategies.
Sometimes people poach and burn and pillage
and riot. Sometimes, they pilfer and smuggle
and sabotage and evade. But women and men
break a good many rules that cannot reasonably
be regarded as instruments of domination.
They take their own lives and not the lives
of their rulers; they turn on their own bodies
in hysteria and hypochondria instead of the
bodies of their antagonists; they join together in
millenial movements of self-destruction instead
of joining in revolutionary movements of
self-assertion. Why? Why do women and men
defy, evade, and resist rules against narcotics or
homicide or child abuse which seem to have
no bearing on domination?

Why, in short, if all men and women are en-
dowed with a capacity for politics, do they obey
the rules of domination as much as they do? And
why do they defy rules that have little to do with
power? Why do they rebel so infrequently and
go mad so frequently? These are the difficult
questions in an inquiry into rule breaking and
power.



CHAPTER TWO

Neopluralism and Neofunctionalism in Political Sociology

Alexander Hicks and Frank J. Lechner

A broadly pluralist tradition of political sociol-
ogy flourishes today in its neopluralist recon-
structions in political science and, to a lesser
extent, sociology. Since the 1970s the pluralist
tradition of political analysis, which stressed the
causal primacy of a plurality of collective social
actors, has passed into a neopluralist phase. This
transition entailed an extension of the plural-
ist repertoire of actors into the once-forbidden
territory of Marxian class and antiestablishment
social movements, as well as an enhanced recog-
nition of the grounding and embeddedness of
politically influential actors in social structures
and systemic dynamics beyond those of cul-
ture. Neopluralism expands the pluralist stress
on multiple bases of social action to encompass
a yet fuller range of actors (class ones in partic-
ular), an increased sensitivity to structural and
systemic modes of power not reducible to so-
cial action, and a more complex articulation of
agency and structure. Insofar as frameworks and
theories of political analysis today reflect both
this ecumenical approach to the varieties of po-
tentially important actors (for example, union
movements as well as business lobbies and in-
terest associations) and the approach’s openness
to the causal powers of both agency and struc-
ture (for example, macroeconomic and political
institutional constraints upon as well as ground
for action) today we are all neo-pluralists.
Neofunctionalism is a notable complement
to neopluralism, much as functionalism was an
important complement to classical pluralism.
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Neofunctionalism is hardly the pervasive force
that functionalism was during the first two
decades following World War II. Nevertheless it
remains a significant presence in sociology, es-
pecially political sociology, neopluralist political
sociology most particularly.

We begin with neopluralism. First, we place
neopluralism within its pluralist legacy, espe-
cially that of the “classical” pluralism of post—
World War II political science. Second, we trace
the emergence and articulation of neoplural-
ism as a series of complicating revisions of the
pluralist orientation in response to the critics
of pluralism who took issue with the scope of
its repertoire of social agents and with its rela-
tive disembodiment of its key social actors from
structural context. We next examine neoplural-
ism in terms of a series of marriages with other
theoretical orientations as well as a number of
innovations not evidently made in response to
pluralism’s external critics. We finally turn to a
brief summary of what neopluralism is and is
not in relation to its pluralist heritage and its
many theoretical competitors.

These things done, we continue with neo-
functionalism, showing its historical aftinity
with pluralism, its independent development of
a more systemic conception of polities, and its
partial convergence with neopluralism in work
that links a plurality of actors and conflicts to
structural contexts. We end with a summary of
what we have written and an eye to the future
of neopluralism and neofunctionalism.
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NEOPLURALISM, ITS PLURALIST TRADITION,
AND ITS COMPETITORS

Who rules, asked Aristotle, “the one, the few or
the many?” Theoretical perspectives on politics
vary in their answer to his question. Though
no currently influential theory posits the the-
oretical generalization that individual positions
or single individuals rule entire polities, some
nevertheless may suggest that, in a sense, “the
one” does rule." For example, class theories have
sometimes tended to view each polity as dom-
inated by one “ruling class” (Dombhoff, 1967),
whereas elite theories have sometimes granted
rule to single, homogeneous elites (Hunter,
1953). Nevertheless, such class and elite the-
ories do typically propose, whether as work-
ing hypothesis or fine-grained conclusion, that
“the few” rule. Thus, the apparent “one” of a
“ruling class” or a single, homogeneous “ruling
elite” may in fact be internally differentiated like
Domboffs (2001) class analytical “power elite”
or Mills’ (1956) more classically elitist “power
elite.”

The classic pluralist answer to Aristotle’s ques-
tion was “the many” (Polsby, 1960). Pluralists
claimed that power is exercised by, or on be-
half of, either the whole of a population or
at least a wide range of the population’s sub-
groups. Yet pluralism has been transformed. In
response to criticism of its basic claim about
the nature of rule, pluralism has had to con-
cede that advantage might sometimes go to the
few, for example to the organized, plural elites
from atop the stratification system described by
Schattschneider (1960) and Bachrach and Baratz
(1962).> Moreover, pluralism had to respond to
the criticism that it ignored certain actors or that

' Some authors also apply their theories to the study
of powerful individuals. We do not claim that contem-
porary scholars never study monarchs (as Trevelyan stud-
ied George III) or powerful individuals (as Dahl studied
New Haven’s Mayor Lee) but they have not done so of-
ten. Nor have they prominently, except in some theories
of Sultanates, characterized rule as “monarchical” as op-
posed to more pluralistic elite (e.g., “league,” “clique,”
“coalitional”) metaphors.

> As Schattschneider (1960) famously wrote, “The
pluralist choirs sing with a decidedly upper class accent.”

it ignored the role of structural and systemic
contexts for — and explanatory complements
to — social action. The reconstructed pluralism
of the past quarter-century that has responded
to challenges of these sorts is our “neoplural-
ism.”

Again, to examine neopluralism, we review
the pluralist tradition in its classical incarnation,
consider neopluralist reincarnations in response
to charges that pluralists truncated the cast of
political actors or robbed it of set and stage,
describe pluralist elements present in the guise
of sundry ostensibly non-pluralist theoretical
orientations and attempt a final articulation of
what neopluralism is and is not, as well as of the
pluralist/neopluralist distinction. Neopluralism
considered, we turn to neofunctionalism. Con-
clusions follow.

Classical Pluralism

Central to pluralist theories of politics are con-
ceptions of a polity marked by Aristotle’s “unity
in diversity” and the early liberals’ competitive
and representative democracy. Not coinciden-
tally does De Tocqueville emerge as the first
renowned modern pluralist political analyst, for
in his Democracy in America he wrote in closely
observed empirical detail about the liberal
democracy of a socially diverse people at a time
when such political empiricism was rare. Works
that came to be called, or dubbed themselves,
pluralist were works about the political process
in such socially diverse liberal democracies: for
example, Arthur E Bentley’s The Process of Gov-
ernment (1908), David Truman’s The Governmen-
tal Process (1951), and Robert A. Dahls Who
Governs? (1961). In the terms of Dahl’s (1971)
Polyarchy, pluralist theory developed as a the-
ory of power in liberal democracies. This the-
ory is one of power in polyarchies, which are
defined by the conjuncture of (a) effective rule
by “representative” officials who are (b) cho-
sen by vaguely inclusive electorates and through
free and competitive election, who are (c) safe-
guarded by individual and associational civil lib-
erties and who also are (d) socially grounded in
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heterogeneous — pluralistic — social structures.’
Pluralism, in fact, is an explanatory theory of
state action, preponderantly in political demo-
cratic societies, that stresses the effective agency
(i.e., state power) of a plurality of types of ac-
tors.*

One core pluralist axiom goes back even be-
fore De Tocqueville: a plurality of interest groups
and interest group conflict are keys to understanding
power and governance (e.g., Hume, 1987[1739]).
This proposition is picked up by Bentley (1908)
during the Progressive-era transformation of

3 Here social is used in an encompassing societal sense
rather than in contrast with political or economic, and het-
erogeneity is used especially as concerns the economy,
particularly when this is not excessively centralized or
fused with or dominated by the state (Dahl and Lind-
blom, 1953; Friedman, 1962; Dahl, 1971, 1982; Lind-
blom, 1977).

4 One might unpack this “plurality of actors” into a
plurality of social-structural and cultural bases of actor
identification and a plurality of social resources for, as
well as bases of (and enactors of) power. In addition,
the pluralist focus on political democracies is so con-
venient as to suggest that pluralist seek a tautological
advantage for their theory. However, it should be noted
that pluralism’s, and neopluralism’s, theoretical competi-
tors commonly challenge, if not disdain, the “pluralist”
explanatory stress on a plurality of theoretically antic-
ipated possible sources of rule. For example, Domhoft
(2002), as opposed to Amenta (1998), sees economic
elites engineering the Social Security Act of 1935 with
few democratic (or related nonelite) complications.

One might also think that pluralism’s scope is too
limited. However, theoretical universalism of the sort
that does not specify clear, institutionally homogeneous,
theoretical domains, is not without its critics — from
the advocates of local knowledge such as Boas (1940)
and Geertz (1995) to proponents of historical realism
like Skocpol (1975) on revolution in agrarian empires
or Paige (1997, 2000) on revolution in coffee-growing
modes of production. Here we assume that a political
democratic domain is a valid domain for a political the-
ory insofar as the gain in realism and specificity that
the theory gets from focus on the democratic domain
is large relative to the lose in theoretical scope. Judg-
ments will differ on what constitutes “large” where a
particular theory is concerned. The viability of debate
over scope versus realism in chose of theoretical domain
noted, specific debates over such choice can hardly be
settled here. Suffice it to say that a theory of explanatory
powers that were comparable within the democratic do-
main and superior beyond it would have a serious case
to make against pluralism for its democratic focus.

interest groups from lobbies and partisan
tribes to professionalized voluntary associations
(Clemens, 1997), and it is revived again by
Key (1942) and Truman (1951), who extend
the pluralist axioms to include the proposition
that party and public opinion, along with interest
groups, are potential vehicles for power and are all
largely capacitated by the electoral and representa-
tive medium — or roadway — of political democracy.
(For a recent review of public opinion in the-
ory and research see Burstein, 1998.) This plu-
ralist premise states not that interest groups and
conflict among them must always prevail a priori or
have, in fact, dominated the empirical record,
but that they are key theoretical categories
that should be prominently considered when
one frames her exact investigation and speci-
fies her theory (e.g., details it propositions or
model).

Dahl (1961) and Polsby (1960) elaborate the
“pluralist” perspective in response to the per-
ceived intellectual closure of the “power struc-
ture” approaches of preceding decades, in par-
ticular in response to the work of Hunter (1953)
and his sociological disciples (see Aiken and
Mott, 1970).° In his exceptionally clear and
precise articulation of the pluralist stress on a
volatile plurality of potentially consequential re-
sources, Polsby (1960:13) offers a partial list of
the “many different kinds of resources” that may
ground power, “many more, in fact, than strat-
ification theorists” (Polsby’s elite theorists) “cus-
tomarily take into account,” and a flexible view
of “the conditions for their relevance.” The
list includes economic resources (e.g., “money
and credit,” “control over jobs,” and “con-
trol over the information of others”), status re-
sources (e.g., “social standing” and “popular-
ity, esteem, charisma”) and authority resources
(e.g., “legality, constitutionality, officiallity and
legitimacy”), along with some less cleanly clas-
sifiable resources (i.e., “knowledge and exper-

9 < 9 <

tise,” “ethnic solidarity,” “the right to vote,”

3 Theory should cast a large net designed to catch as
wide a variety (a plurality!) of fish as may characterize
the waters trawled, as well as one knit to search out the
real stuff of policy decisions as opposed to the fish stories
of political reputation.
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“time,” and “personal (human) energy”).’ The
“flexibility” involved concerns the skill and, in
turn, the aptness of “timing and targeting” with
which the resources are employed, for central
to the pluralist perspective is the view that the
range of potentially empowering resources and
of opportunities for their use is so broad that stu-
dents of politics must cast a wide net. Not only
must they be conceptually open to a wide range
of potentially powerful categories of actors; they
must be epistemologically open to the point of
supplementing theoretical logic with method-
ological induction: “pluralists want to find out”
(Polsby, 1960:12). Polsby also offsets the arguably
indeterminate breadth of the pluralist view of
who may be powerful with a precise concep-
tion of where and how power is to be found:
at the point of decision and in the identity of
whomever made or influenced the decision.
Each of Polsby’s stresses came under nearly
immediate criticism, criticism that initiated the
movement toward a revised (neo-)pluralism.
Schattschneider (1960) was among the first to
note how greatly the disparate resources de-
tailed by Polsby were associated with class ad-
vantage, whereas Bachrach and Baratz (1962)
were quick to note that agenda setting (however
“decisional” it might be) lay beyond Polsby’s fi-
nal policy decisions. Still, Schattschneider’ ar-
gument was less with pluralism as theory than
it was with the perhaps Pollyannaish views of
some pluralists concerning the extent to which
the democratic playing field is “level,” for exam-
ple, undistorted by “social standing” and marked
by “noncumulative” inequalities in “resources
of influence” (Dahl, 1961:7, 229—30). Plural-
ists stressed that political resources are, in fact,
diverse; and that they may substitute for one
another, thereby empowering actors whom a
more narrow conception of resources would bar
from political opportunity. Nevertheless, such

¢ These resources, although all are ones that might be
attributed to individuals and groups and capacitate their
action, also are ones that vary in level of analysis for
potential attribution (e.g., of “esteem”) from individual
(e.g., “charisma”) through group (“solidarity”) to the
macro institutional (“economic” and, most especially,
“authority” resources).

politically “leveling” considerations should not
obscure the pluralist’s awareness of typically large
skewing of the distribution of political resources
in favor of a relatively few. In addition, Bachrach
and Baratz’s argument was not with the breadth
of the pluralist inventory of the potentially pow-
erful so much as it was with the shallowness
of concentrating attention on a single, final
phase of decision making and on conflict over
outcomes at that one point. Pluralist (or neo-
pluralist) scholars today often take inquiries up
the river of the policy processes from final leg-
islation to bill drafting and from that all the way
to the headwaters of agenda setting (e.g., An-
derson, 1994; Stone, 1989).7

To increasing criticism during the politically
and ideologically tumultuous 1960s and 1970s —
the era of emergent liberation movements, an-
tiwar and anti-imperialism movements, and the
New Left — pluralism responded with self-
transformation. Indeed, in responding it meta-
morphosed into what we term neopluralism.
Much of the transformation involved arose
around criticisms of some limitations in the

7 Underlying the axiomatic premises that plurality in-
terest groups and interest group conflict are keys to understanding
power and governance and that party and public opinion are,
along with interest groups, potential vehicles for power and are
all largely capacitated by political democracy are two factors.
One is the core power resource view underlying a wide
range of theories of social action that conceptualizes ef-
fective action as centrally, if not exclusively, a function
of predispositions to action (whether centered in “prefer-
ences, values, interests, goals, or the like”) and of capac-
itating resources for action, including in some theories of
social action situational or contextual infra resources (see
Rogers, 1974). The second is the behavioral revolution
of the 1950s, which privileged the individual (but see
the prebehavioral Bentley, 1908, and the postbehavioral
Clemens, 1997). This individualism takes forms from the
virtual individualist reductionism of behavioral-era clas-
sicists like Dahl (1962) and Polsby (1960) and the individ-
ualist microfoundationalism of macrocomparativists like
Iversen (1999). However, pluralists and neopluralists, de-
fined in terms of the axioms of plural actors and democratic
conduits are not necessarily individualist (e.g., Hume,
1987[1739]; Bentley, 1908, Lijphart, 1984). Thus, we
regard methodological individualism, although promi-
nent for some pluralists, as inessential to pluralism and
neopluralism, as well as a source of issues related to
pluralism and neopluralism that we no longer address
here.
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pluralist emphasis on agency. This tended to
be exclusive, despite its stress on a plurality of
agents, and it tended to be volitional beyond
many views of social action and its structural
embeddedness. In turning to pluralism’s re-
sponse to critics, we turn ipso facto to the rise
of neopluralism, for pluralism’s response to its
critics was self-transforming. In articulating the
responses, many of which include concessions
and revisions of original pluralist positions, we
simultaneously delineate the new neopluralism.

Neopluralist Responses to Critics

(Neo-)pluralist Responses to Critics I: Extending
the Range of Agency. More theoretically pointed
criticism would come. Perhaps the most basic
criticism charged neglect of class- and state-
based actors, as in Domhoft (1978) on Dahl’s
(1961) underestimation of business in the lat-
ter’s New Haven study or Shefter (1978) and
Skowronek’s (1982) statist framings of bottom-
up pressure groups and parties in U.S. policy
formation. Responses to such criticism began a
transformation of pluralism into a neopluralism.
On the statist revisions of pluralism, attention
to state initiatives and state-framed mediations
of a world of pluralistic associational forces is
now commonplace both in the work of Amer-
icanist and comparativist investigators. For ex-
ample, the pluralism of agency is extended to
state-based “interest groups” agents by Garand
(1988). It is extended to associational state net-
works in Laumann and Knoke (1987), which is
reviewed in Chapter 14 of this volume. In par-
ticular, it has been extended, using graph the-
ory conceptualizations and techniques, to a new
interest in and affirmation of the importance
of lobbyists in Heinz, Laumann, Nelson, and
Salisbury (1993) and to a “new institutionalist”
framing of group and party action by Clemens
(1997). As shown, agency is also extended to
class actors; and the importance of class actors is
large relative to what it was in classical pluralism.

In their ambitious survey of lobbyist growth,
in The Hollow Core (1993) John Heinz, Edward
Laumann, Robert Nelson, and Robert Salis-
bury cite six important principles about the

exercise of influence.” One principle is that “In-
fluence is situation specific.” Another is that
“Low visibility may be more advantageous than
high visibility.” A third states that ““The merits
may count more than clout.” A fourth enjoins
that “Newcomers would do well to take the
advice of regulars.” A fifth states that “Inter-
est groups, even those who share common ob-
jectives, may be clumsy and get in each other’s
way.” The sixth counsels that “. . . it is dangerous
to assume that conventional notions of influ-
ence will accurately predict policy outcomes.”
A key general idea is that elites are not organized
into disciplined or predatory swarms of interests
that capture or otherwise control government
agencies and dictate policy (1993:377-8). In-
stead they are rather loosely coupled, despite a
great increase in numbers (numbers of lobbyists
in particular).

Elisabeth Clemens’s (1997) The People’s Lobby
focuses on interest-group politics in the United
States from 1890 to 1925. It shows that high lev-
els of political participation by interest groups —
at least groups with a degree of formal, politi-
cally oriented, organizational structure such as
the modern voluntary association — were not al-
ways the case. Rather, during the pivotal 1890—
1925 period group politics was vitally changed
in the five following ways: (1) state capacity was
increased and rationalized; (2) traditional elites
were alienated from party politics and attracted
to progressivism; (3) political parties became in-
creasingly regionalized and regulated; (4) new
forms of political participation — such as the ini-
tiative, the referendum, the recall, and the direct
election of senators — were invented; and () in-
terest groups were organized outside of polit-
ical parties to represent a large number of is-
sues (1997:27-8). Focusing on the creation of
labor, women, and farmers’s interest groups in
Washington, California, and Wisconsin, she is
able to show how these groups, by means of
novel repertoires of action and new organiza-
tional forms, could represent their interests in
the public sphere in ways that circumvented

% The survey questions members of groups that em-
ploy lobbyists, government officials who deal with lob-
byists, and the lobbyists themselves.
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the well-vested elites of business lobbyists and
party leaders. Clemens clearly delineates a
“new politics of pluralism,” albeit with a state-
centric twist and new institutionalist theoretical
tools.”

Where incorporation of class and other ac-
tors, often judged as reification of group forces,
has been concerned, Americanist pluralists have
been less inclined to widen their purview of rel-
evant actors than have comparativist pluralists.
However, a clear extension of the role of class
actors emerges among established U.S. plural-
ists around 1980 (e.g., Lindblom, 1977; Dahl,
1982), as also is documented by the chapter of
Granados and Knoke in this volume. Suddenly,
key pluralist figures were quite open to the rel-
evance of class and variously class-based actors
from unions and business associations to confed-
erations of these. Indeed, class-linked organiza-
tion of interests become prominent within the
broadly pluralist tradition. In particular, Dahl
(1982:53—4, 678, 79—80) identifies salient plu-
ralist emphases on highly fragmented systems
of interests and weak class profiles, with plu-
ralist readings of an extreme United States case.
More fundamentally, in his Dilemmas of Plural-
ist Democracy, Dahl (1982:chapter 4, especially
pp. 48—54, 68—80) elaborates the concept of
“organizational pluralism.” With this he maps
and, in turn, helps explain variation in the struc-
ture of interest organizations, the aggregate so-
cietal — level organization of interests. Elements
of this structure range from the relatively de-
centralized, exclusive, and fragmented forms of’
U.S. democracy to the relatively centralized, in-
clusive, and cohesive pluralism of Scandinavia.
At this latter pole of the continuum of interest

9 As Clemens (1997) is more directly focused on in-
stitution than actor, it might be regarded as more an new
institutionalist work than a neopluralist work. However,
it is easily read as a new institutionalist framing and re-
vision of interest group pluralism, whether as one of a
new institutional neopluralism or a neopluralist new in-
stitutionalism. Note that, moving from substantially so-
ciological projects like Clemens (1997) and Heinz et al.
(1993) onto unquestionably political scientist terrain, we
find further notable state-structural framings of plurali-
ties of associational and partisan actors (e.g., Boix, 2001b;
Brzinski, Lancaster, and Tuschhoft, 1999; Lijphart, 1984:
chapter 8).

organization, Dahl admits into the pluralist
universe precisely those types of “neocorpo-
ratist” political economic configurations that
have recently captured the imagination of so-
ciologists in recent decades (see Streeck and
Kenworthy [Chapter 22] in this volume). These
configurations are marked by high “inclusive-
ness and centralization” of “interest organiza-
tions” and of governmental participation in “ne-
gotiation” that culminates, to lift a term from
Rokkan (1970), in the Scandinavian system of
“corporate pluralism” (Dahl, 1982:67-8; Hicks,
1991).

With Dahl’s (1982) Dilemmas, pluralist theory
emerges, whether by transformation or revela-
tion, as more than a theory that is conceptually
alert to a fine-grained range of actors, interests,
resources, institutions, and other bases of power.
It emerges as one that conceptualizes variations
in the organization of interests from the frag-
mented, hyperpluralist United States of modal
Americanist “pluralists” to the “corporate plu-
ralism” of such European pluralists as Rokkan.
With the theory of organizational pluralism,
Dahl (1982) explicitly seeks to balance the plu-
ralist stress on a diversity of possible power bases
with an offsetting emphasis on a diversity of ac-
tual configurations of active power bases. He
also incorporates a highly inclusive, centralized,
and coordinated organization of interests into
the vocabulary of pluralism by treating such in-
terest organization as one molecular realization
of pluralism’s eclectic table of theoretical ele-
ments. Moreover, he breaks with the theoretical
presumption of a greater democratic represen-
tativeness in polities characterized by a more
“plural” organization of interests. The “dilem-
mas” of Dahl’s title involves polities across his
spectrum of degrees of interest organization. '’

Consistent with Dahl’s clarification of plu-
ralism as a variously realized range of possi-
bilities from the hyperpluralism of the United

' For example, Dahl contrasts corporate pluralism as an
admirably effective representation of a few fixed, salient,
and shared interests of a relative inclusive constituency
with the greater range and flexibility of interests being
voiced in more hyperpluralist systems. This is a restate-
ment of pluralism as a neopluralism in the sense of a
reconstituted pluralism.
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States to the more centralized interest organi-
zation of Scandinavia, comparativist students of
European politics have often worked in a virtu-
ally class-centered neopluralist mode. This liter-
ature, which might be called corporatist neoplu-
ralism, is consistent with the traditional pluralist
stress on industrialization, heterogeneous so-
cial cleavages, organized interests, and electoral
politics. However, it is articulated with novel
emphases on the European empirical terrain
with its unabashedly class-linked organizations
(Pierson, 2001). It identifies a continuum of stru-
ctures of “interest intermediation” (Schmitter,
1981), which vary, like Dahl’s (1982) “organiza-
tional pluralism,” from fragmented arrays of in-
terest groups to formally organized corporatists
meta-organizations of interest associations (e.g.,
confederations of business associations and la-
bor unions). This helps explain comparativists’
responsiveness to class-analytical, neocorporate
and other institutionalist critiques of an unre-
constituted pluralism. Central innovations here
are the combination of a pluralistic openness
to power sources with stresses on class- and
state-grounded actors (e.g., union confedera-
tions and class parties, politicians, and pub-
lic organization like central banks). Common
too is a balance between social actor and in-
stitutional constraint (agent and structure) in
policy determination and an eye for broadly po-
litical economic structures, outputs, and out-
comes as objects of analysis. Some key authors
have combined pluralist and class-analytical
elements. Moving from works with relatively
decided pluralist tilts to works with relatively de-
cided class emphases, we note David Cameron
(1978, 1984), John Ruggie (1982, 1996), Peter
Katzenstein (1984, 1985), Douglas Hibbs, Jr.
(19864, 1986b), Hicks and Misra (1993), Iversen
(1999, 2001), Lange and Garrett (1985, 1986),
Garrett (1998a, 1998b), Przeworski and Waller-
stein (1982, 1988), Przeworski (1985), Waller-
stein (1987, 2000), and Swank (1992)."

' All of these literatures are clearly nonelitist in their
consideration of varied bases of consequential popular or
“mass” power (class, religious, ethnic, peripheral as well
as core) that eftectively utilize electoral/representative
institutions. All are nonclass in their conceptualization of

Pluralists in sociology and political science
adapted to the criticism that they neglected class.
In doing so they contributed to the construction
of neopluralism.

Neopluralist Responses to Critics I1: Agency in Con-
text. Perhaps the most telling criticisms of plu-
ralism were those that came from Poulantzas

(1968, 1973, 1978), Lukes (1974), Block (1977,
19871), Alford (1975), and Alford and Fried-
land (1985), arguing that two or three addi-
tional structural or systemic levels of power
(with their own crucial explicantia) operated
from beyond immediate policy-making arenas
and their fields of political actors. As articu-
lated by Alford (1975) and Alford and Friedland
(1985), these involve structural and systemic
levels of power beyond the situational level in
which pluralist agents engage in relatively visible
conflicts over relatively final, policy-producing

virtually every societal structure and process but class —
economiic, political, or intermediating — in nonclass an-
alytical terms (indeed in their centering of class mobi-
lization in trade/union bourgeois democratic partisan
institutions). Still, Douglas Hibbs, Jr. (1986a, 1986b),
Lange and Garrett (1985, 1986), Garrett (1998a, 1998b),
Przeworski and Wallerstein (1982, 1988), Przeworski
(1985), and Wallerstein (1987, 2000) might all appear
to be too focused on opposing pairs of class-linked ac-
tors to qualify as neopluralist. However, these authors
treat classes as large interest groups, reconceptualize class
interests in group terms and class capacities in organi-
zational/associational (e.g., party and union) terms; ar-
ticulate economic issues in orthodox, if inventive and
leftist, economic terms; and embrace a view of inter-
est organization that overlaps with Rokkan (1970) or
Dahl’s (1982) “corporate pluralism.” They might be clas-
sified — or coclassified —as “conflict theorists” of political
democracies; however, self-conscious “conflict theory”
has been absent from the minds of political scientists since
the 1980s rejections of functionalism, except in some
theories of revolution (e.g., Gurr, 1971). They might
also be (co-)classified, Hibbs, Jr. (1986a, 1987) aside, as
rational choice theorists. However, they tend to embrace
certain practices proscribed by rational choice theorists:
that is, they pose questions and conduct research at a
macroinstitutional level, theorize about collective actors
without explicit individual-level micromechanisms, and
incorporate a large number of institutional factors that
have not been theoretically reconstituted as emergent
properties of “the time-tested verities” of optimizing
behavior.
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or -defeating decisions. It would seem that for
any outcome, as for the proximate battles and
decisions that bring it about, a structural level
(e.g., one of state structural organizational and
policy resources, rules and procedures, mis-
sions and legacies, options for action, and so
on) is present that at once constrains and em-
powers, modifies, and transcends agency. Si-
multaneously, an even more encompassing sys-
temic level exists at which political structures
are embedded in economic, cultural, and other
structures. Yet these contexts for the pluralist
arena had been marginalized, when not sup-
pressed.

In particular, this jointly structural/systemic
criticism targets pluralist tendencies to neglect
or marginalize both (1) social and cultural’® po-
litical structures directly impacting on state out-
comes (processes, decisions, actions, policies,
impacts, and so on) and (2) new, deeper levels of
state action and reaction situated beyond these
structures (as in the decisions behind forma-
tion of structures). Further, structural/systemic
critics and their neopluralist accommodators see
larger systemic forces of economy and culture —
plus interdependencies among these and state
structures and actors — exerting themselves. For
example, a chain of dependencies running from
investment to productivity, from productivity to
material and symbolic support for state actors,
and from support to actions itself is often in-
voked by the critic (Alford, 1975; Alford and

' Cultural structures are not prominent in Alford and
Friedland (1985). However, social structure may be said
to connote symbolic as well as social-relational structure
since at least Sewell, Jr. (1992) Indeed, looking back in
light of that landmark article, deep cultural constraint is
prominent in Lukes (1974; see also Gaventa, 1980), if not
in the other critics noted. Indeed, Friedland and Alford
(1991) indicates that Alford and Friedland (198 5) would
been more prominently cultural had it been compelted
a half-dozen years later. Almond and Verba’s (1963) The
Civic Culture is, of course, the classic pluralist work on
culture and politics, and Robert Putman’s (2000) Bowl-
ing Alone is perhaps its most innovative critical update.
Ronald Inglehart (1997) has prompted much work on
the “subjective” political culture of “values.” For a thor-
oughly cultural, hyperpluralist theory in a postmodernist
vein opposed to distinctions between agency and dis-
course, see Laclau and Mouffe (1992, 1996).

Friedland, 1986:chapter 18) and her respondent
(Hibbs, Jr., 1986a, 1986b; Lindblom, 1977).
On neglect of the structural level, (neo-)
pluralists have addressed the power implications
of social structures and social system dynam-
ics for particular agents (e.g., Hibbs, 1980a,
1986b; Lijphart, 1984); Lijphart (1984, 1998)
and Birchfield and Crepaz (1999) on the redis-
tributive implications of unitary state consensus
systems; Pampel and Williamson (1989) on the
relevance of democracy for the political voice
of the elderly; and Katzenstein (1984) and Boix
(1999) on the contested class functions of pro-
portional representation provide just a few ex-
amples of the sort of work in question. Indeed,
these authors all focus on political agency in the
contest of structural factors that condition its oc-
currence or shape its course or consequences.
On the implications of systemic forces for
agent power, we have two types of (neo-)plu-
ralist responses. On the one hand, we have
pluralist denials that policy maker accommo-
dation to intractable systemic forces counts as
evidence of the power of the force favored.
Here, for example, we have Rose’s (1967:3)
stress on “‘social forces” versus “powerful men”
and on “impersonal forces — such as geography
and economic — ” not as determinants of the
“predominance” of certain actors but as “semi-
independent forces of social change” that “set
marked limits to the power of any elite group
to control the actions of society” (p. 7). On the
other hand, we have neopluralist acknowledg-
ments of the consequences of systemic forces for
political action. These acknowledgments show
that openness to a truly encompassing plurality
of power bases that we earlier termed neoplu-
ralist. Here we have Lindblom on the procap-
italist power biases of capitalist systems, Swank
(1992) on the policy consequences of invest-
ment rates for a range of partisan forces and
political economic policy outcomes, Hicks and
Misra (1993) on the reshaping of groups power
by the new post-OPEC economic troubles, and
Pierson (2001) on the impacts of globalization —
by policy regime or political structure — for
welfare state “retrenchment.” Each shows the
neopluralist openness to structural and systemic
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explanation, in addition to class (and traditional
interest group).'3
For pluralists like Rose, the options for pop-

3

ular “voice” silenced by particular political in-
stitutions or rendered prohibitively costly by
particular political economic systems typically
were not regarded as evidence for the power
of any grouping that the institutions might ap-
pear to disproportionately advantage. Rather,
they tended to be regarded as those inevitably
recalcitrant aspects of social reality — the ne-
cessity of certain incentives for investment, of
adequate investment for prosperity, of prosper-
ity for revenue sufficiency, of revenue adequacy
for state efficacy and legitimacy, and state con-
siderations of efficacy and legitimacy for what
they do — that agents must, at least typically,
take as a given (Rose, 1976). For neoplural-
ists, structural and systemic forces came to be
regarded as grounds for, and even aspects of,
group (or class) power. Eleventh-hour pluralists,
as part of their reconstitution into neopluralists,
reached out to augment their explanatory pow-
ers by incorporating theoretical elements that
they had previously shunned. In part, such plu-
ralists” coming to terms with the limitations of
early agency theories of politics gave rise to neo-
pluralism.

That pluralist treatments of structural and
systemic power were thin on theoretical ac-
counts of systemic process a la Baran and Sweezy
(1966) and O’Connor (1973) seemed to count
against them. However, Block’s (1977, 19871)
especially influential accounts of systemic or
structural power shared the pluralist interest in
consequences of systemic and structural con-
text for the poltical actions of a range of actors.
In addition, they closely resembled Lindblom’s
(1977) treatment of “the privileged position of

3 To the images of the mediation of social action by
structures of social relations already presented previously,
we might add images from two works already discussed
in a little detail. One is Heinz et al.s (1993) network-
centered account of the mutual determination and co-
operation of actor agency and social structure qua net-
work. The other is Clemens’s (1997) new-institutionalist
relocation of social action in concatenating institutional
structures that so overdetermine agency that they virtu-
ally reduce agency to their own designs.

business.” Since the late 1970s some of the best
articulations of systemic dynamics are patently
pluralistic (e.g., Boix, 2001, and Katzenstein,
1984, on electoral agency in the context of de-
velopment and globalization). Furthermore, al-
though institutionalism within the pluralist tra-
dition of political science is hardly synonymous
with a clearly pluralistic view of prominent po-
litical actors, it certainly has contributed to the
neopluralist articulation of political institutions
and of agency in its (structural) context (Brzin-
ski et al., 1999; Iversen, 1998; Lijphart, 1998).
Indeed, neopluralists have been able to turn to
their tradition for many of their insights into
institutionally situated action. Neopluralists did
not tend to preclude structural and systemic fac-
tors as conditions for state policy so much as
they tended to downplay them as criteria for the
assessment of group power. Neopluralists have
been keenly alert to the power implications of
structures and systems.

If there is any neopluralist deemphasis of
structural and systemic factors as determinants,
it has been the result of a neopluralist ten-
dency to stress the degree of free play that ac-
tors retain in the face of such (merely par-
tial) structural determinants. Indeed, in line
with such sociologists as Berger and Luck-
man (1966), Giddens (1973), and Powell and
DiMaggio (1991), neopluralists place some stress
on the constitution and construction of social
structure and system by social actors (e.g., see
Boix, 1999, and Katzenstein, 1984, on the so-
cial construction of proportional representations
systems).

Structural/systemic constraints should be un-
derstood as variously dependent on agency: for
example, agency may operate as a source of
structural constraint as in Katzenstein (1984)
or Boix (1999) on the partisan political con-
struction of proportional representations. In ad-
dition, agency may also may operate as a mi-
crofoundation of structural constraints affecting
policy as in Iversen (1999) on corporatism and
macroeconomic policy. Neopluralists have ad-
vanced understanding of the sources of social
structure in political action as well as opened the
pluralist tradition to concern for the embedded-
ness of political action in social structure.
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Higher-Order Integrations and Distal Influences.
Imperialistic syntheses of elements of traditional
political/sociological approaches such as plu-
ralism, elitism, class analysis — often syntheses
centered on one of the initial perspectives —
marked the last decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. These provided us with neo-Marxist, statist
(neoelitist) and polity-centered (neostatist), re-
source mobilization, “new institutionalist” and
multicultural innovations like those of Wright
(1985), Skocpol (1985), Skocpol (1992), Hicks
and Misra (1993), Clemens (1997), and Moutfte
and LaClau (1993, 1996). Most of these works
place sufficient stress on a plurality of potentially
powertful social actors to qualify as neopluralism
(if not necessarily only neopluralism). For exam-
ple, Skocpol’s (1992) “polity-centered” frame-
work presents a polity in which the wide range
of actors — not merely state as well as societal but
gendered as well as classist and partisan as well
as interest group — is prominent enough to war-
rant a neopluralist reading, and Skocpol (19906)
provides an almost classically pluralist interest-
group account of the failure of Clinton’s na-
tional health care initiative. In revising “political
resource” theory, Hicks and Misra 1993:703) ar-
gue for “an authentically open political resource
theory that is as alert to ‘class’ and ‘state’ as it
is to ‘interest group’ and ‘electorate.”” Indeed,
they free the use of political resource from the
“class” usage assigned it by Korpi (1982) despite
such more catholic precedents as Rogers (1074).
Skocpol and Campbell’s (1994) delineation of an
“institutional” “theory of the state and politics”
is replete with references to generic “actors”
(as opposed to their pluralist “groups,” elite-
theory “elites” or class-analytical “classes”), and
this move from a traditional pluralist concentra-
tion on “groups” to the yet more open category
of actors (albeit actors in state-institutional con-
texts) qualifies as just such an opening up of the
range of potentially powerful political agents as
we see at the core of neopluralism. Moreover,
in a recent “institutional” work, Amenta (1998)
not only shows an openness to a plurality of con-
sequential actors (unions, populist movements,
parties and party factions, machine politicians
and Dixiecrat autocrats) but also indicates how
variation in the institutions in which actors are

embedded can ground the differentiation of ac-
tors. Further, Amenta (1998) shows how em-
bedding actors in institutions helps knit the va-
riety of relevant political agents into an overall
pattern.'

We have argued that although neopluralism
retains the traditional pluralist openness to a va-
riety of politically consequential actors, it is also
marked by a new openness to class structure and
agency and by a new attentiveness to the struc-
tural and systemic forces embedding agency.
Development of a wide range of works along
these lines constitutes a major trend. Still, par-
ticular political sociologists and political scien-
tists tend to address questions passed on to them
by their disciplinary communities. They tend
to most fully address those questions that fre-
quent their hallways, conferences, and publish-
ing venues. In doing this, practitioners with par-
ticular disciplinary affiliations tend to be most
vocal about issues long relatively salient within
their particular professional disciplines — say, is-
sues of group and party preference rather than
ones of class interests for the case of schol-
ars ensconced in political science. They like-
wise tend to articulate common issues with
distinct emphases — as when political scientist
Dabhl (1982:66—8) colors Scandinavian “neocor-
poratism” with an “inclusiveness and centraliza-
tion” of “interest organization” and sociologist
Hicks (1999:230—6) paints the same institutions
in terms of the institutionalized incorporation of
labor unions into the structures of political eco-
nomic policy making. So agency may operate
in guises of “employee association” or “political
incorporation” but are oftered similar pictures
in either case. Structural/systemic constraints
should be understood as variously dependent on
agency. For example, agency, asin Iversen (1999)
on corporatism and macroeconomic policy, may
operate as a microfoundation of structural con-
straints affecting policy. In addition, agency, as

' In its multidimensional conception of the expan-
sion of rights underlying democratic citizenship and of
the factors that have engendered these rights, theories of
citizenship and citizenship rights might, insofar as they
constitute explanatory as well as normative theory and
legal taxonomy, be regarded as substantially neopluralist
(Janoski, 1998).
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in Katzenstein (1984) or Boix (1999) on the par-
tisan political construction of proportional rep-
resentations, may operate as a source of struc-
tural constraint. In addition, agency also may
operate as a microfoundation of structural con-
straints affecting policy as in Iversen (1999) on
corporatism and macroeconomic policy.

Neopluralism in Brief

Pluralism is a theoretical orientation stressing the
causal potency of a plurality of interest groups
and interest-group conflict, as well as of party,
public opinion, and election, as determinants
of the institutions and actions of governance,
democratic governance in particular. Neoplu-
ralism is a reconstitution of pluralism extending
its conception of interest group to encompass
class groupings and social movement organiza-
tions and revising its conception of group po-
litical agency to an enhanced appreciation not
only of the structural foundations and arenas of
agency but also of the shaping and the comple-
mentation of social action (and political influ-
ence) by structural and systemic determinants.

Thus, in the wake of Hibbs (1976), Lindblom
(1977), and Cameron (1978), Lipset’s (1950,
1960) early focus on class ceases to appear an
eccentric digression from the pluralist tradi-
tion. In the wake of Lindblom (1977), Lijphart
(1984), and Swank (1992), discussion of struc-
tural power does not appear alien to that tradi-
tion. By the 1990s sociological works full of het-
erogeneous causal agents operating alongside (or
entwined with) institutional and other structural
explicantia, stand out only for their excellence
(e.g., Amenta, 1998; Clemens, 1997; Skocpol,
1992, 1996; Steinmetz, 1993).

As our language has repeatedly stressed, neo-
pluralism s, like pluralism, a theoretical ori-
entation, a loose family of more focused at-
tempts at tightly argued prepositional theory. As
our section on higher-order integrations indi-
cated, it may overlap with other theoretical ap-
proaches as well as encompass them. For exam-
ple, if it encompasses Lijphart (1984) and Swank
(1992), it overlaps with the substantially neo-
Marxist Przeworski and Wallerstein (1988) or

the substantially institutionalist Clemens (1997)
and Amenta (1998). Indeed, from the perspec-
tive of theoretical approaches other than neo-
pluralism itself, neopluralism appears to be the
orientation subsumed rather than that doing
the subsuming. The multitude of group actors
contained within the pages of Clemens (1997)
might appear less a neopluralist ensemble of
agents couched in a particularly institutional-
ist conception of social context than as a series
of political agents constructed and animated by
Clemens varied institutional structures. What
looks like a new institutional variant of neo-
pluralism to one person might appear more like
a neopluralism of the new institutionalism to
another (e.g., Clemens). Still so long as theo-
retical orientations need not fall into mutually
exclusive categories, some orientations that also
fit other categorizations might be regarded as
neopluralist. The opening assertion that “we are
all neopluralists today” may have been an over-
statement. However, today many political soci-
ologists sometimes wear neopluralist hats.

NEOFUNCTIONALISM AND ITS
FUNCTIONALIST ROOTS

As many of their counterparts in other traditions
within political sociology, neopluralists often in-
voke a general kind of functional analysis. Their
arguments are “functional” in a very basic, and
epistemologically disputed, sense insofar as they
posit certain “needs” on the part of groups, in-
stitutions, or even whole societies that are “satis-
fied” by means of a particular political process or
institutional adaptation. A case in point is Gid-
dens’s (1973:217—-19) “industrial society” variant
of structural/functionalist theory, which served
as the base of several influential early theories
of societal historical development, in particular
those pertaining to welfare state development.
In this theory, new needs generate new institu-
tions and common needs tend to generate com-
mon institutions (e.g., Kerr, Dunlop, Harbison,
and Meyers, 1004), a theme that persists today in
the literature on the welfare state (e.g., Wilensky,
2002). For example, new needs for security
emerge due to transitions from agriculture to
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industrialism, rural life to urban life, personal
relations to impersonal exchange. Thankfully,
they emerge complemented by imperatives and
capabilities for the operation and maintenance
of the new industrial system. Important among
the institutions generated to satisfy these imper-
atives is an expanded state nurtured by the in-
dustrial system’s plentiful resources (Kerr et al.,
1964). Part of the inexorable emergence of
this new state is the appearance of the welfare
state (Myles 1089:91—3). Explicitly functional-
ist are Wilensky and Lebeaux (1964), Wilen-
sky (1976), and Stinchcombe (1985), who stress
policy responses that are functional for the needs
of burgeoning elderly populations. Residues of
functionalist industrialism are evident in Pampel
and Williamson (1989), Williamson and Pampel
(1992), Collier and Messick (1975), and Usui
(1993), in which needs arguments sometimes
emerge in ways evocative not just of functional
inspiration for causal argumentation but also as
functional imperatives. Indeed, Hicks’s (1999)
finding that economic development is a nec-
essary condition for early consolidations of ba-
sic repertoires of welfare state programs circa
1920 does not fully break loose with functional-
ist thetoric, even though it stresses the causal pri-
macy of class social action within developed so-
cieties. Moreover, Wilensky’s (2002) treatment
of convergent tendencies (e.g., substantial so-
cial insurance systems) in modern welfare states
rooted in common developmental tendencies of
advanced welfare states updates the functional-
ist account of convergence-inducing functional
imperatives for the modern era. In the latter,
sophisticated versions, which do not attribute
“needs” to societies and do not assume that
“need satisfaction” counts as explanation, such
functional accounts partly follows the precedent
set by Robert K. Merton (1968).

Going beyond functional analysis, the specific
theoretical tradition associated above all with the
work of Talcott Parsons (1902—1979) shares an
affinity with neopluralism in some of its assump-
tions about the political process and in its im-
agery of politics in democratic polities. Broadly
speaking, this cognate tradition affirms the in-
trinsic pluralism of power sources in demo-
cratic societies. It moves away from a narrowly

voluntarist conception of rule by analyzing poli-
tics in systemic terms. It also strives for metathe-
oretical integration by taking into account the
multiple (i.e., plural) influences on the political
domain that stem from its complex structural
setting. Although this tradition provides a the-
oretical scaffolding that supports neopluralism,
it also diverges in some ways. It centrally and
uncompromisingly conceives of the polity as a
system within a larger social system and, in post-
Aristotelian fashion, it dispenses with the idea
of the polity as the center of a society striving
to realize the good life. With some exceptions,
then, neofunctionalism decenters politics con-
ceived in the prevalently state-centered terms of
our era: the specific concerns of neopluralism,
including its very focus on the political as such,
become secondary to a systemic analysis of soci-
ety, the political dimension of which is only one
subsystemic facet of its overall organization. We
illustrate this cognate tradition with a brief dis-
cussion of several relevant contributions, starting
with that of Parsons himself.

Long an influential figure in twentieth-
century sociology and a leading exponent of
functional analysis, Parsons held an essentially
pluralistic view of modern societies: not only
were they differentiated along functional lines,
they were also comprised of many collectivi-
ties. The polity of a society, effectively equiva-
lent to government as a specialized organ of a
nation-state, depended for support on a “soci-
etal community” consisting of “a complex net-
work of interpenetrating collectivities and col-
lective loyalties, a system of units characterized
by both functional differentiation and segmen-
tation” (Parsons, 1969:42—5). The “democratic
association,” Parsons argued, was grounded in
“the solidarities of various kinds and levels of
associational communities,” which function to
some extent independently of politics proper
(Parsons, 1969:3). Criticizing C. Wright Mills
for sketching a far too monolithic picture of the
American “power elite” in the 1950s, Parsons
presented his own work as defending the viabil-
ity of “pluralistic-democratic society” (Parsons,
1069:159). His antielitist, antinostalgic, and
antiutopian assessment of liberal/democratic
institutions (Holton and Turner, 1986:chapter
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5) fits the spirit of the (neo-)pluralism we have
described.

Parsons’s key step in analyzing the politi-
cal domain was to conceptualize it as a func-
tionally specialized subsystem of a larger social
system, namely as that institutional structure fo-
cused on attaining collective goals by mobiliz-
ing collective resources. Its key function was to
make binding decisions (Parsons, 1069:33, 45).
Along with this functional redescription of pol-
itics, Parsons also proposed to treat power not
as the ability to affect the behavior of others
but rather as the “generalized capacity to secure
the performance of binding obligations by units
in a system of collective organization” (Parsons,
1069:361). Instead of a zero-sum game, there-
fore, the pursuit of power concerned the non-
zero-sum process of mobilizing the means to
make decisions advancing a collective interest.
Parsons argued that, by analogy with money,
power could be treated as a medium of exchange
in interaction. Although this type of analysis
retained a voluntarist element, insofar as it as-
sumed that actors acted in pursuit of goals in-
scribed in systemic norms, it construed political
action as embedded within a particular systemic
context.

Applying functional analysis to the opera-
tion of the polity, Parsons focused on the con-
ditions for sustaining an eftective democratic
polity. These included not only support from
the societal community but also legitimation of
the powers of government and control of ba-
sic facilities. More generally, Parsons represented
these conditions as part of a set of exchanges be-
tween the polity or “goal-attainment” subsys-
tem and the integrative, pattern-maintenance,
and adaptive subsystems, respectively. By show-
ing how the operation of the polity, as one sub-
system among others, depended on these multi-
ple exchanges, Parsons also illustrated a broader
theoretical strategy, the purpose of which was
to devise a conceptual scheme that would inte-
grate different dimensions of action and thereby
avoid reductionist explanations of any single
domain.

Although in some respects Parsons displayed
a substantive and metatheoretical affinity for the
neopluralist vision we outlined previously, most

notably in his functionalist view of the plurality
of power bases and agents, his work diverged in
several ways. In keeping with his general view
of institutions, Parsons assumed that shared nor-
mative commitments under gird pluralist con-
tention (cf. Sciulli, 1990:369—75). Because he
focused more emphatically on the polity as a
system and treated political action within the
context of a larger theoretical agenda, his work
lacked a distinctly political agenda resembling
the exclusive focus on things political charac-
teristic of neopluralist work. Yet several of Par-
sons’s students systematically applied his theory
to political conflict and change.

In his book on Social Change in the Indus-
trial Revolution, Smelser (1959) applies Parsonian
functional analysis to the transformation of the
British cotton industry and working-class fam-
ily structure between 1770 and the 1840s. He
describes these changes as forms of structural
differentiation brought about by a specific se-
quence of dissatisfaction with older structures
leading to symptoms of disturbance, followed
by attempts at institutional control and the
specification and implementation of new ideas
(Smelser, 1959:15—16, 404). Functionalist the-
ory serves at least two purposes in this analysis:
it helps to identify components of the relevant
institutions that were undergoing change, and it
suggests the direction in which potential differ-
entiation might proceed. In applying the theory,
Smelser relies on an assumption familiar from
Parsons” work, namely that in episodes of dif-
ferentiation values are relative stable, providing
criteria by which both initial dissatisfaction and
newly defined roles might be legitimated. Most
relevant in this context is Smelser’s interpreta-
tion of new factory legislation from the 1820s
to the 1840s. He shows how this legislation
constituted a political response to disturbances
brought about by specific systemic problems,
how attempts at political control of working-
class agitation and “regressive” disturbances gave
way to “new ideas,” and how apparent working-
class victories, such as bills limiting working
hours, also contributed to the incipient dif-
ferentiation of working-class families (Smelser,
1959:chapter XI). In analyzing this contentious
period, Smelser thus pays close attention to
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political conflict and political change, but from
a distinctively functionalist standpoint, by treat-
ing conflict as reflecting underlying structural
strains and by treating change as part of a pro-
cess of reequilibrating a disturbed system.

In one of the most politically relevant and
theoretically sophisticated studies in the struc-
tural/functional vein, Gould builds on Smelser
as well as Parsons to argue that “[tJhe English
revolutions of the seventeenth century were an
outgrowth of internal, inherent movement of’
the manufacturing mode of production when
controlled, as it was in England, by a set of
rationalizing values, in contradiction to a po-
litical system legitimized within the context
of traditional values” (Gould, 1987:114). The
revolutions replaced a patrimonial polity with
a stronger rational/legal state legitimated by a
new egalitarian individualism, a political sys-
tem more capable of mobilizing people and re-
sources, projecting power, and supporting the
rise of machine capitalism (Gould, 1987:362—3).
To account for the coming of the Revolution,
Gould relies on a structural description of En-
glish social structure and on a functional anal-
ysis of the tensions generated within it. He
dissects the overall episode into revolutions at
the levels of facilities, goals, and norms/values,
and analyzes each as the outcome of a “value-
added” sequence in which functionally rele-
vant strain, combined with suitable opportunity
structures, precipitating factors and legitimating
beliefs, leads to an attempted political change.
Only the specifically political revolution at the
level of goals, he argues, represented the “cul-
mination of the tendential development of pre-
revolutionary English social structure”; neither
normative nor value revolution proved sustain-
able (1987:291). As this brief summary already
indicates, Gould’s functionalism has a Marxist
twist, because he describes relevant changes as
“bourgeois” revolutions that resolved a “contra-
diction” in the English social system in a man-
ner that advanced (a new stage in) the capi-
talist mode of production. In combining Par-
sonian and Marxist systems theory to account
for political change, Gould implicitly challenges
any clear pairing of (neo-)functionalist theo-
ries of society with more eclectic (neo-)pluralist

theories of society. By assigning factors and
actors in the English Revolution a definite
place in a general theoretical scheme, he argues
that systematic explanation of political change
must also be systemic (i.e., structural and func-
tional).

One strand of recent work in the Parsonian
vein, which Jeffrey Alexander has labeled neo-
functionalism (Alexander, 1985), has loosened
Gould’s theoretical strictures and moved closer
to the neopluralist mainstream by focusing on an
empirical agenda concerned with the impact of
group conflict and competition. Such politically
oriented neofunctionalist work is guided by two
criticisms of Parsons. As Alexander has argued
(1983), Parsons’ substantive work sufters from
idealist conflation, because he turned a presup-
positional commitment to the significance of
values in action into an overly integrated and
consensual view of actual societies. Skirting the
rough-and-tumble of actual conflict and com-
petition also hampers causal explanation of ac-
tual social processes. Inspired by the work of
S. N. Eisenstadt, several neofunctionalists have
turned their attention to particular political pro-
cesses (see Alexander and Colomy, 1990). For
example, Colomy (1990) shows how compe-
tition among strategic groups in early Amer-
ica produced uneven differentiation of political
institutions. Similarly trying to bring “agency”
back in, Rhoades (1990:188—9) argues that dif-
ferentiation in higher education “is largely the
product of political competition and state spon-
sorship.” Smelser’s later work on education
perhaps marks this direction most clearly. To
account for the distinct forms of differentiation
of primary education in Britain and America,
he refers more explicitly than in his earlier work
to the role of “political struggles among social
groups” with certain vested interests and to “the
political resolutions of those struggles” (Smelser,
1090:165). He adds that the condition of the
British working class hampered differentiation
in the nineteenth century (Smelser, 1990:166).
As these examples show, this neofunctional-
ist work particularly aims to explain how, and
to what extent, new, differentiated institutions
can emerge. Although such work addresses
political processes as independent rather than
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dependent variables, the imagery of multi-
faceted contention within a complex institu-
tional setting partly converges with that preva-
lent in neopluralism.

Alexander has contributed to this neofunc-
tionalist line of thought with his analysis of
Watergate (1988a, 1988b). The specific question
he addresses is why the initially muted public
response in the United States to the Watergate
break-in turned into a major societal crisis after
the elections of 1972. In a manner familiar to
neopluralists, Alexander first describes the po-
litical polarization that developed through the
1960s. Different factions in the American polity
legitimated their political behavior in very dif-
ferent terms, and these political subcultures had
become more polarized over time. When the
main Watergate events became known in 1972,
a substantial portion of the American public
was inclined to treat them as “normal” poli-
tics and to resist the more radical interpreta-
tion of the break-in as a profoundly deviant
act (1988a:167ff). Alexander then shows that
as new information suggested that basic po-
litical norms had been violated, and as insti-
tutional controls and elite cooperation broke
down, the definition of the problem became
generalized (1988b:1981f). In dealing with this
crisis, however, the relevant actors could draw
on a broadly shared consensus about the na-
ture of the polity and its purposes. As ritual
affirmations of a sacred common culture, the
Senate Watergate hearings and the subsequent
impeachment hearings in the House of Rep-
resentatives constituted key steps toward reinte-
gration (1988a:170, 1988b:203). Although this
conveys the capacity of the American politi-
cal system to overcome the divisive impact of
modernizing change and polarizing conflict in
a manner that fits the Parsonian view of Ameri-
can politics, Alexander argues that understand-
ing this regenerative pattern requires jettisoning
the Parsonian assumption that social systems
simply “specify” consistent cultural schemas and
attend instead to the contingent dynamics of
conflict within social systems (1988a).

Though not focused on political matters
narrowly conceived, Alexander’s related work
on civil society aims to rethink the nature of

democratic society along neofunctionalist lines.
He has argued for the relative autonomy of civil
society, described variations in patterns of inclu-
sion, and studied the problematic reintegration
of U.S. civil society after Watergate (Alexander,
1988a, 1988b, 1990, 1998a). He thus conveys
by example “the pluralism, complexity, and in-
evitably conflict-ridden nature of democratic
social life” (Alexander, 1998a:12). Alexander’s
work also illustrates how some neofunctional-
ists have modified the traditional Parsonian em-
phasis on the symbolic nature of all action. For
example, he argues that civil society is “not
merely an institutional realm” but also “a realm
of structured, socially established consciousness,
a network of understandings that operates be-
neath and above explicit institutions and the
self-conscious interests of elites” (Alexander,
1998b:97). This implies that every study of social
or subsystem conflict “must be complemented
by reference to this civil symbolic sphere”
(Alexander, 1998b:97). Rather than analyze this
sphere as the normative specification of consen-
sual values, Alexander shows how certain con-
flicts are discursively organized around polarized
(e.g., “democratic” vs. “counter-democratic”)
codes (Alexander, 1998b). He thus moves be-
yond the consensual strain in Parsons’ treatment
of symbolic action, suggesting that neofunction-
alism is able to account for political conflict in
substantially cultural terms.

The work of Alexander and like-minded col-
leagues has remained “Parsonian” in its aware-
ness of the cultural nature of political action,
its interest in grand themes like differentiation,
and its “multidimensional” form of theorizing.
Although creatively extending Parsonian func-
tionalism and linking up fruitfully with neoplu-
ralists in several respects, some neofunctional-
ist work risks retreating to a voluntarism more
characteristic of the older pluralism and over-
come in Parsons’ later work. By pursuing a
more empirical agenda, it also veers away from
the coherent systemic and theoretical thrust his-
torically associated with functionalism and il-
lustrated by Gould’s work discussed above. In
working through such trade-ofts, neofunction-
alism faces dilemmas similar to those confronted
by neopluralism.
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Whereas the concerns of Parsons’ American
successors partly converge with those of neo-
pluralism, Niklas Luhmann’s systems-theoretical
response to Parsons breaks decisively with neo-
pluralist assumptions and problems. Regarding
functional differentiation as the defining fea-
ture of modern society, Luhmann follows Par-
sons in treating politics as a differentiated subsys-
tem specialized in “issuing binding decisions and
creating social power” (Luhmann, 1982:139).
But Luhmann’s analysis differs from that of Par-
sons (Luhmann, 1982:chapter 3). For example,
he defines systems not as patterned relationships
but in terms of the difference they maintain in
relation to a complex environment (Luhmann,
1982:139), through the self-reproduction of
their operations (Luhmann, 1995). For social
systems, treated as forms of communication
rather than institutionalized normative patterns,
this means that self-referential communication
about communication is essential (Luhmann,
1995). Although Parsons focused on the way a
society could balance functional differentiation
with integration, and Alexander still maintains
that there is “a society that can be defined in
moral terms” (1998b:97; emphasis in original),
Luhmann argues that differentiation is suffi-
ciently pervasive to require a new way of think-
ing about society that does not view it as a com-
munity writ large. Applied to politics, this line
of thought has several consequences. First, poli-
tics becomes a form of communication set apart
from communication in other spheres; the key
question here is how, once the political system
is differentiated, it can be shielded against com-
plexity, entropy, and risk through self-reference
and further internal differentiation (Luhmann,
1082:139). Second, power is redefined as the
medium in this form of communication, specif-
ically “the possibility of having one’s own de-
cision select alternatives or reduce complex-

3

ity for others,” thus transmitting a “selection
based on selection” (Luhmann, 1982:150—T1).
Third, in Luhmann’s radically differentiated im-
age of modern society, the very place of politics
changes: it becomes simply one part of a so-
ciety “without a top or a center” (Luhmann,
1990:100). As a consequence of this recasting

of politics, finally, contention among groups

or parties loses its central place in the political
sphere. Contention matters insofar as it presents
options to the system, which can thus avoid par-
alyzing overcommitment to particular decisions
or structures and maintain an openness to “other
possibilities” that is especially important in a sys-
tem focused on reducing complexity by making
decisions (Luhmann, 1982:162, 164). Not sur-
prisingly, then, Luhmann notes that although
pluralism has touched on issues of systemic sig-
nificance, “its limitation to groups and interests
has not been transcended” (1982:383). From a
neopluralist standpoint, in turn, the Luhman-
nian agenda may seem overly systemic and ab-
stract. Thus, although contemporary American
(neo-)functionalism remains connected to neo-
pluralism in certain of its assumptions and in its
vision of democratic polities, the Luhmannian
approach to politics decisively parts company
with both kinds of scholarship.

CONCLUSION

The influence of sociological functionalism
has waned since the post—World War II, pre—
Vietnam War heyday of both functionalism
and pluralism. However, as we have shown,
some nesting of political analysis in functional-
ist social theories persists (e.g., Wilensky, 2002;
Williamson and Pampel, 1992) and neofunc-
tionalist political analyses, both pluralist and
nonpluralistically tilted (e.g., Alexander, 1988a,
1998a; Gould, 1987, 1999; Stinchcombe, 1985),
have not left the scene.

By creatively embedding actors and conflicts
in systemic accounts of political processes, some
varieties of neofunctionalism, as we have shown,
continue to be relevant to the evolution of neo-
pluralism. Though its role in political sociol-
ogy has diminished, neofunctionalism remains
a resource to neopluralists concerned about ex-
planatory entropy within a markedly ecumeni-
cal tradition.

The role of the pluralist tradition of politi-
cal analysis with its stress on attention to a plu-
rality of potentially powerful social forces, on
social action over structural determination, and
on political democracy as a principal theoretical
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domain is alive today. Within sociology, the
broadly pluralist tradition has rebounded, in
part because of neopluralists openness to class
forces often previously regarded as alternatives
to the pluralist repertoire of notable social ac-
tors, in part because of neopluralist assimilations
of structural arguments, and in part because of a
conscious neopluralist recognition of the insti-
tutional specificity of the social contexts (such
as polyarchy) in which political pluralism is a
plausible theoretical prior. Within political sci-
ence, the pluralist tradition not only has with-
stood the sociological critique of pluralism; it
also has contributed to the neopluralist revision
of the pluralist tradition. It has survived the rise
of rational choice theories of politics whose rad-
ical methodological individualism and formal-
ism place them at some distance from — or in
some arcane corner of — neopluralism (see Kiser
and Baldry, in this volume [Chapter 8]).

‘What we here call neopluralist work is a po-
litical analysis of state action and its determi-
nants that is centrally open to a variety of po-
litically consequential power bases and actors,
class structure and actors among them, as well
as racial, ethnic, sectoral, and disparately cultural
identifications and groupings, and that is system-
atically attentive to the structural and systemic
contexts embedding action.

Still, students of politics who are not, or
at least not foremostly, neopluralists do remain
prominent. For example, among sociologists,
those who would sharply focus their explana-
tory efforts with the selective tools of class
analysis or neoinstitutionalism remain very no-
table (e.g., Frank,2000; Wright, 1997). Among
political scientists, not only do some eschew
class actors or circumvent economic constraint
(e.g., Boix, 2001; Skowronek, 1999) yet remain
prominent; much is dominated by the concepts
and tools of rational/public choice theory. Still,
neopluralism as we have delineated it is now
commonplace within both sociology and polit-
ical science.

Like all wide-ranging and eclectically in-
clined theoretical orientations, neopluralism has
entropic tendencies that pressure for correc-
tive measures. As neopluralist work is some-
what eclectic by virtue of its very openness,

it may gain focus when combined with other
theoretical stains. Indeed, neopluralist and non-
neopluralist theoretical elements often appears
in combination. For example, we may speak
of Laumann and Knoke (1987) as organiza-
tional neopluralists — or as neopluralist theo-
rists of organizational fields. We may dub Hicks
and Misra (1993) class-centered neopluralists but
Hicks (1999) a neopluralist class analyst. We may
term Clemens (1997) and Amenta (1998) new
institutional neopluralists — or neopluralist new
institutionalists.

A theoretical orientation that can perhaps best
pride itself on its Catholicity invites fundamen-
talist reformation. To entertain a great range of
explanatory tools risks loss of explanatory, pre-
scriptive, and predictive specificity. Indeed, neo-
pluralist work tends toward such cognate forms
as those offered previously — organizational neo-
pluralism, neoinstitutional neopluralism, class-
centered neopluralism. This is so because neo-
pluralism often gains closure and elegance from
combination with particular other theoretical
orientations. For example, Clemens (1997) and
Amenta (1998) use the woof of neoinstitutional
analysis to weave together a wide range of po-
litical materials.”> At times, the explanatory ac-
curacy and realism will pressure us away from a
plurality of societal actors, as in class accounts of
the origins of neocorporatism (see Katzenstein,
1984; Western, 1991). At other times, they will
counsel a plurality of actors, as in delineation of
U.S policy domains (e.g., Heinz et al., 1993;
Laumann and Knoke, 1987). As neopluralists

'S If one were inclined to view individualism as a
primary characteristic of (neo-)pluralism and the (neo-)
pluralist stress on interests as highly similar to the rational
choice on preferences and goals, one might be inclined to
view the current U.S. ascendance of rational choice the-
ory as fundamentalist revision of (neo-)pluralism. We do
not regard individualism as essential to (neo-)pluralism;
and we think that the relation of interests to preferences
and goals is complicated. Thus, we do not see ratio-
nal choice as simple evolution out of (neo-)pluralism.
Nonetheless, we do think that the long highly individ-
ualistic thrust of much American political science that is
importantly manifested in neopluralism and the plural-
ist tradition does energize the large presence of rational
choice in contemporary U.S. political science, as well as
the smaller presence of rational choice in contemporary
sociology.
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pragmatically work through such options, in
continuing engagement with alternative theo-
retical approaches, they will bolster the vitality
of a central tradition in political sociology.

Just as neopluralism emerged from the cru-
cible of an earlier pluralism under critical attack,

so new modes of political analysis may arise from
critiques of neopluralism and neopluralist mu-
tations.'

' The authors of this chapter are indebted to Janoski
(20071) for inspiration.



CHAPTER THREE

Conflict Theories in Political Sociology'

Axel van den Berg and Thomas Janoski

Once upon a time, Parsons’s structural function-
alism, depicting society as a community founded
on a value consensus, was thought, at least in
the United States, to be the dominant theoreti-
cal paradigm in the discipline. To be sure, there
was always a fair amount of resistance to this
view (e.g., C. Wright Mills, Ralf Dahrendorf,
Dennis Wrong, and others). But it was not
until some time during the 1960s, in part no
doubt encouraged by the turmoil resulting from
the civil rights, antiwar, and gender protests of
the era, that a strong reaction set in against the
value consensus approach under the label of con-
flict theory. Although different approaches have
come under this label, they have one main fea-
ture in common: conflict theories emphasize
the importance of social cleavages generating
social conflict that in turn account for polit-
ical outcomes, including momentary political
events, more enduring policies, and long-lasting
political institutions.

It is useful to distinguish two major strands of
conflict theory according to the kinds of social
cleavages they emphasize as well as the histori-
cal role that conflict plays in them. First, there

' An earlier version of this article was presented at
the Theories of Political Sociology Conference at the
CUNY-Graduate Center and NYU on May 25—27,
2000. We thank Frances Fox Piven, Jeffrey Goodwin,
Mildred Schwartz, Alexander Hicks, and Robert Al-
ford for helpful comments and the ASA/NSF “Fund
for the Advancement of the Discipline” for financial
support.
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are the conflict theories more or less directly
hailing from the Marxist tradition. These theo-
ries focus on the fundamental material interests
of different groups as they become intertwined
with political forces. These conflicting interests
are ultimately based in the mode of production,
which creates two main classes, in the case of
capitalism, labor and capital. It is the conflict
or struggle between these two primary classes,
and the organizations representing their inter-
ests, that s thought to provide the fundamen-
tal key to explaining political outcomes. But
although the importance of fundamental eco-
nomic interests had been recognized by non-
Marxists from Adam Smith to Max Weber, an-
other feature is more exclusively Marxist: that
the working class is ultimately struggling to
overthrow the existing mode of production for
a more advanced one, culminating in the es-
tablishment of “socialism,” a mode of produc-
tion in which fundamental conflicts of mate-
rial interest will disappear. In this sense, the
struggle of the subordinate class is “progressive”
and aims at the ultimate elimination of class
conflict.

Arguably the most profound difference be-
tween Marxists and other conflict theories is that
the latter do not entertain a progressive view of
history in this sense.” Instead, they treat social

? Which does not mean that they do not recognize
any long-term trends, Weber’s secular process of ratio-
nalization being an obvious example.
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and political conflict as an inevitable and perma-
nent feature of social life. Nor do they recog-
nize the primacy of class conflict. Instead they
have either posited political power itself as the
fundamental source of social cleavage and con-
flict or insisted on the multiplicity of sources of
social conflict such as race, gender, ethnicity, re-
ligion, language, age, and so on, in addition to
economic interests, arguing that each of these
can produce groups that compete and pursue
different political ends, and in so doing, dom-
inate or subordinate their competitors. Some
cultural, feminist, and racial theories would fit
under this rubric as well but their practition-
ers often reject the label of conflict theory be-
cause of its materialist connotations (see Chap-
ters 4, 5, 6, and 9 of this handbook for these
theories).

Today, some three decades after it was first
introduced as such, there is no longer much
talk about conflict theory as a distinctive ap-
proach. This does not mean that it has disap-
peared. To the contrary, it may well be a sign
of its success. In fact, the relatively precipitous
decline of structural functionalism as a major
approach has rendered the label conflict theory
as a way to designate a new, alternative way
of looking at the social world largely redun-
dant. At the same time, the Marxist branch of
conflict theory does seem to have lost much of
its original appeal since its brief revival in the
1970s. In view of the apparent decline of much
of the traditional, class-based left/right politics
of the first half of the twentieth century, even
in the old European heartland, and the related
rise of various alternative forms of “identity”
politics involving race, gender, religion, and eth-
nicity, Marxists have been under much pres-
sure to rethink and reformulate their most basic
assumptions.

In this chapter we first review the theoret-
ical traditions based on class from Marx to the
present day and then examine more general con-
flict theories that include status and other factors
from Weber to Bourdieu. Finally, we attempt to
draw some conclusions from this survey about
the likely future trends and fate of conflict the-
ory in political sociology.

CLASS CONFLICT THEORIES: FROM MARX
TO HARDT AND NEGRI

Marxism, Leninism, and “Revisionism”

According to the Marxist canon, the state and
politics belong to the social “superstructure”
that “reflects” or is “determined by” the eco-
nomic base, in particular the relations of pro-
duction, that is, the class structure. Such a
“reflection” might imply that the degree to
which the working class and the bourgeoisie, as
well as the intermediate strata, are able to exert
effective influence on government varies, de-
pending on the class struggle. Marx does some-
times appear to suggest this in his more “con-
junctural” analyses (e.g. Marx, 1963, 1972) as
well as in his unfailing support for prolabor
legislation. On the whole, however, Marx and
Engels clearly took a more categorical view
as famously expressed in the The Communist
Manifesto: “Political power, properly so called,
is merely the organizing power of one class
for suppressing another” (Marx, 1954:56) and
“[tlhe executive of the modern State is but a
committee for managing the common affairs of
the whole bourgeoisie” (1954:18).

Until the rise of liberal democracy and uni-
versal suffrage, this general position would seem
to have been tenable enough. And in their com-
ments on some of the cases where the suftrage
was gradually extended during the second half
of the nineteenth century, Marx and Engels
made it clear that they did not think democ-
racy and capitalism could coexist for long (van
den Berg, 2003:77—95). But as working class
parties grew more influential without provoking
the expected cataclysm or swift transition to so-
cialism, Marxists were forced to make a difficult
choice: either accept that the reformist “parlia-
mentary road” to socialism was to be consider-
ably slower than anticipated or insist that parlia-
mentary democracy was really just a cover for
continued bourgeois rule.

The reformist position was first proposed by
German labor leader Eduard Bernstein (1909)
and only much later accepted by German Social
Democratic leader Karl Kautsky (19771) and the
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other social democratic parties of Europe. But
Lenin drew the opposite conclusion, namely
that the

democratic republic is the best possible political shell
for capitalism, and . .. once capital has gained control
... it establishes its power so securely, so firmly that no
change, either of persons, or institutions, or parties in
the bourgeois republic can shake it. (Lenin, 1932:14)°

In the end, Lenin’s position became the undis-
puted Marxist orthodoxy, energetically en-
forced by his Third International. Effectively
excommunicated from the community of “real”
Marxists, reformism came to be seen as a decid-
edly non-Marxist view of politics and the state
in modern capitalism.

The decisive factor in Lenin’s thinking, at
least since the 1903 split between the Men-
sheviks and Bolsheviks, was that “the work-
ing class, exclusively by its own effort” would
never attain a level of class consciousness be-
yond reformism (Lenin, 1968:40). A succes-
sion of Western Marxist theorists have tried
to account for this puzzling fact by reassess-
ing the role of the bourgeois cultural realm
as having a far more powerful effect in im-
posing “false consciousness” (Lukacs, Korsch),
“hegemony” (Gramsci, 1971) or “instrumental
rationality” (Horkheimer, Adorno, the Frank-
furt School) on the working class than the
original base-superstructure model would have
allowed (e.g., Anderson, 1976; Kolakowski,
1978). These more “culturalist” arguments
would become particularly influential among
neo-Marxist theorists from the 1960s and after,
whose work we discuss in the next sections.

Marxist and Marxisant Theories
of the State

With reformism discredited as un-Marxist, the
rise of the welfare state, especially under social
democratic auspices, posed a special problem
for orthodox Marxists: how could such appar-
ent concessions to the working class be made

3 For all quotations in this chapter, the emphasis is in
the original.

by a state exclusively serving the interests of
the capitalists (cf. Alford and Friedland, 1985)?
An immediate answer was simple: welfare state
reforms have not only done little to advance
the cause of socialism, they have actually been
“an essential prophylactic against it” (Miliband,
1977:155), the “relatively low ... price which
the dominant classes knew they would have to
pay . .. for the maintenance of the existing social
order” (Miliband, 1969:100). But this immedi-
ately raises a much thornier question: given the
apparently democratic institutions and the active
participation of the largest working-class parties
through which such reform has often been imple-
mented, what is it that keeps reform from cross-
ing the line between merely helping to maintain
the system and actually transforming it? That is,
how is reform kept within the limits of ulti-
mate capitalist class interests? Most of the de-
bate among Marxists about the true nature of
the “capitalist state,” which raged from the late
1960s to the early 1980s, revolved around alter-
native answers to this question.

One answer, most clearly formulated by
Ralph Miliband (1969), was that the capital-
ist class in effect controlled government pol-
icy. Citing a mass of British empirical data on
the social class origins and sociopolitical values
of the top officials in all branches of govern-
ment, the judiciary, as well as the educational
system and the mass media and even religion,
Miliband concludes that the British capitalist
class has a firm grip on all levels of public power,
as well as on the institutions of opinion for-
mation and legitimation. As a result, Miliband
argues, the capitalist class “exercises a decisive de-
gree of power” (1969:45), enabling it to block
any reform that seriously undermines its long-
term interests. The state, in other words, is an
instrument of capitalist power, whence the term
instrumentalism for this particular Marxist theory
of the state.

In a much subtler and detailed manner,
G. William Dombhoft has tried to demon-
strate something similar for the United States,
paying particularly close attention to some of
the landmark legislation of the New Deal.
Like Miliband, but in much more painstak-
ing detail, Domhoft shows how members or
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representatives of America’s corporate elite are
heavily overrepresented in all major political
institutions, lobbying organizations, boards of
major universities, mass media, and major foun-
dations. But in addition to this, Domhoff traces
in detail the process that led to New Deal legis-
lation, especially the 1933 Wagner Act, to show
that at every step of the way the formulation
of the problems as well as the solutions were de-
cisively influenced by a network of policy and
research organizations that was created and con-
trolled by the most far-sighted as well as the
most powerful among America’s businessmen.
Consequently, Domhoft claims, even the most
apparently prolabor legislation in the United
States was formulated and often advanced by
powerful elements of the corporate class, a class
that “is able to impose its policies and ide-
ologies in opposition to the leaders of vari-
ous strata of the non-propertied, wage-earning
class” (Dombhoff, 1979:16).

Dombhoft’s argument is often referred to as
the “corporate liberalism” thesis, because it
holds that the more moderate, far-sighted seg-
ment of the corporate business community usu-
ally prevails over its more conservative segments.
Dombhoft has continued to develop an impres-
sive oeuvre to support that basic argument and it
has generated an extensive secondary literature
criticizing various aspects of his account of the
genesis of New Deal policies.* Empirically,
these critics have generally argued that Domhoff
tended systematically to underestimate the role
of social forces other than the most advanced
wing of corporate business, in particular the in-
fluence of unions, politicians, and the state.

But whatever the merits of Domhoft’s and
his critics’ detailed arguments about the de-
terminants of the New Deal, he has helped
spawn several research traditions empirically ex-
amining the extensive interlocks between major
corporations and banks, the sources of effective

4 For Dombhoff’s own work see 1967, 1970, 1974,
1978, 1979, 1983, 1990, 1998, and 2001 for a summary.
His most important critics include Quadagno (1984,
1985, 1996), Skocpol (1980), Skocpol and Amenta
(1985), and Skocpol and Orloft (1986). For an extensive
critique of Domhoff on both empirical and theoretical
grounds, see van den Berg (2003:196—221).

political mobilization of American business in-
terests and corporate funding of political cam-
paigns, all with the more or less instrumentalist
intention of documenting the degree to which
well-organized business interests potentially ex-
ercise a disproportionate amount of influence
on public policy making in the United States.’
In a similar vein, the somewhat more complex
“accommodationist” theory of Glasberg and
Skidmore (1997:11-16) and Prechel’s “contin-
gency theory” (1990, 2003) examine class-based
political mobilization and organization in re-
sponse to perceived political threats and in in-
teraction with politicians and bureaucrats in a
dynamic process that modifies both.® Thus, in
many ways Domhoft’s approach, and several ap-
proaches like it, have remained a thriving re-
search enterprise. Yet in the eyes of the more
theoretically inclined Marxists of the 1970s
and early 1980s, the instrumentalism Dombhoft’s
theory shared with Miliband’s rendered both de-
cidedly beyond the Marxist pale.”

Using structuralist Marxism, Nicos Poul-
antzas (1967, 1972, 1973b, 1976) mounted a de-
vastating critique of Miliband’s (1972, 1973) in-
strumentalism. As a result of its “empirical and

> On corporate interlocks see Mintz and Schwartz
(1985), Mizruchi (1989), Mizruchi and Koenig (1986),
and Sklair (20071), on business mobilization Burris (1987,
1992, 2001). The campaign finance literature developed
somewhat later (Clawson, Neustadtl, and Bearden, 1986;
Clawson and Neustadtl, 1989; Clawson, Neustadtl, and
Scott, 1992; Neustadtl, 1990; Neustadtl and Clawson,
1988).

S For further work in the accomodatonist tradi-
tion, see Akard (1992), Allen (1991), Allen and Broyles
(1989), Brents (1992), Gilbert and Howe (1991), Glas-
berg (1989), Glasberg and Skidmore (1997), Hooks
(1993), Jenkins and Brents (1989), McCammon (1994),
Mizruchi (1989), and Prechel (1990, 1991, 2000, 2003).

7 Dombhoft does not consider himself to be a Marxist
and he has vehemently rejected the now derisory label
of instrumentalist (Domhoff, 1976). But for all practical
purposes his theory does have quite a lot in common with
mainstream Marxism and it does posit a (most powerful
segment of the) capitalist class capable of decisively in-
fluencing government policy and consciously and, even
more important, accurately doing so in the best long-term
interests of the class as a whole. This is the essence of
the instrumentalist position which subsequent, allegedly
more sophisticated Marxist theorists were to treat with
such contempt (see also Lo, 2002:200-2).
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neo-positivist approach,” involving a wholly
naive ‘“voluntarism” and “subjectivism,” Mili-
band’s argument was, according to Poulantzas,
“unconsciously and surreptitiously contami-
nated by the very epistemological princi-
ples of the adversary” (1972:241—2, 1976:67).
As a result, Miliband was unable to demonstrate
the structural necessity of the coincidence be-
tween capitalist state policy and the long-term
interests of the capitalist class, whoever happens
to favor or oppose that policy. Theoretically,
Miliband’s approach treats the state as a neu-
tral instrument that, hence, could in principle
be captured and wielded by real anticapitalist
forces to undermine capitalism, which comes
perilously close to the “revisionism” of Bern-
stein, Kautsky, and their social democratic heirs.
Empirically, he is unable to account for the
many kinds of social reform that, though of-
ten promoted as radical by labor governments
and sometimes vehemently opposed by all or
most major fractions of the bourgeoisie, invari-
ably end up strengthening the capitalist mode of’
production rather than undermining it, includ-
ing welfare state policies, social security, legal
protection for unions, and so on. In fact, his ap-
proach assumes a degree of omnipotence, om-
niscience, and unity of the capitalist class that is
far beyond its ability.

Basing himself on Althusser’s (1969) “struc-
turalism,” Poulantzas formulated a rigorously
“scientific” Marxist theory of the capitalist
state that conceptualizes it as a “relatively au-
tonomous instance” and in modern capitalism
as the “dominant” instance as well. According
to this

. scientific Marxist conception of the state super-
structure ... the state has the particular function of
constituting the factor of cohesion between the levels
of a social formation ... and ... the regulating fac-
tor of its global equilibrium as a system. (Poulantzas,
19732:44-5)

Although this function serves the long-term in-
terests of the capitalist class, the state can effec-
tively perform only it if it enjoys a considerable
degree of “relative autonomy” from that class
that 1s ordinarily far too divided and fragmented
to realize or agree on its own long-term interests

by itself (19732:284—5). Instead of treating the
state as the willing instrument of the capitalist
class, this means that:

the capitalist State best serves the interests of the cap-
italist class only when the members of this class do
not participate directly in the State apparatus, that is
to say when the ruling class is not the politically govern-
ing class . .. this State can only truly serve the ruling
class in so far as it is relatively autonomous from the
diverse fractions of this class, precisely in order to be
able to organize the hegemony of the whole of this
class. (1972:246-7)

Thus, the objective function of the state ap-
paratus to serve the interests of the dominant
classes has nothing to do with the class origins
of its personnel or external pressures from the
members of those classes. It is entirely deter-
mined by the state’s “relation to the structures”
(t973a:115). Paradoxically, the political actions
of the dominated classes actually help the state
in achieving its objective function, allowing it to
enforce decisions that are opposed by the domi-
nant classes, too short-sighted to recognize their
own long-term interests (1973a:28 5—9).

Claus Offe arrived at a very similar Marxist
theory of the state by way of a system theoretic
analysis of “late capitalism.” Treating capital-
ist society as a configuration of interconnected
subsystems with their own internal “organiza-
tional principles,” Offe argues that the state
is a necessary “flanking subsystem” (1976:33—
5) whose function consists of counteracting
the self-destructive tendencies of the dominant
economic subsystem, while violating as little as
possible the latter’s organizational principle of
commodity exchange. Thus, the long-term in-
crease in state interventionism in the economy
and the expansion of welfare state provisions and
programs are efforts by the state to avoid or re-
solve crises and conflicts provoked by the pro-
cess of private capitalist accumulation that might
otherwise have threatened the very foundations
of the capitalist system (Habermas, 1973:50—
60; Offe, 1972a:21—5, 1972b; Offe and Ronge,
1975:141—3; van den Berg, 2003:29—31). They
fulfill the legitimation function of retaining mass
acquiescence, allowing the state to perform its
functions favoring the long-term interests of
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the capitalist class (Offe, 1972b, 1972¢:81). Con-
sequently,

[t]here is no need to equate the capitalist state, either
empirically or theoretically with a political alliance
of the personnel of the state apparatus on the one
side and the class of owners of capital (or certain seg-
ments of this class) on the other side. For the abstract
principle of making a subject of permanent market
exchange relationships out of every citizen does more
to keep state policies in tune with the class interests of
the agents of accumulation than any supposed “con-
spiracy” between “overlapping directorates” of state
and industry could possibly achieve. (Offe, 1975:251)

Thus, like Poulantzas, Offe claims that the capi-
talist state has paradoxically been able to gain the
required autonomy from the bourgeoisie in the
latter’s own long-term interest only by utilizing
the “formal structures of bourgeois democracy”
(Ofte, 1974:54).

But somewhat unlike Poulantzas, Offe em-
phasizes how state interventionism and social
welfare policies can only displace the contra-
dictions of capitalism, not resolve them. Al-
though the working class may be pacified
indefinitely in this way, other sections of so-
ciety become increasingly “decommodified”
and hence unwilling to continue to endorse
the state’s continuing support of private accu-
mulation, eventually producing a new “legiti-
mation crisis”(1972¢:169—88; Habermas, 1973).
Efforts to cut back on “excessive” legitimacy
commitments (e.g., through social spending
cuts and more reliance on repression) will not
work because legitimation programs are not
readily reversible: they cannot easily be cut
back without the danger of “exploding conflict
and anarchy” (Offe, 1984a:153, 288, 1984b:240,
19722:96—102, 1974:4952, 1976:59).

James O’Connor (1973) proposed a very sim-
ilar argument with respect to the contradictory
accumulation and legitimation functions of the
U.S. state. As the state’s accumulation function
forces it to get ever more deeply involved in sup-
porting private monopoly capital, O’Connor
argues, it is increasingly forced to conceal its
complicity with capital by ever more gener-
ous “legitimation” programs. But ultimately this
will lead to a “fiscal crisis” eventually culminat-
ing in “economic, social, and political crises”

(1973:9), as the monopoly sector corporations
and labor unions become increasingly reluctant
to finance further increases in state expenditures
out of their “rightful” share of the economic
surplus (1973:7—10).

In any case, the “structuralist” and systems-
theoretic criticisms made by Poulantzas, Ofte,
and others (Therborn, 1977, 1978:120—671;
Laclau, 1975) swiftly relegated instrumentalism
to “the prehistory of theoretical formalisation”
(Laclau, 1975:96). After putting up minor re-
sistance, even Miliband himself seems to have
capitulated to the theoretical sophistication of
his critics, now arguing, in a much-quoted pas-
sage, that Marx and Engels’s formula about the
state being “but a committee for managing the
common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie” should
be interpreted to mean that “the state acts on be-
half of the dominant ‘ruling’ class” but not nec-
essarily “at the behest of that class” (Miliband,
1973:85 n.4).

Thus “relative autonomy”” was quickly estab-
lished as the “new orthodoxy” (Krieger and
Held, 1978:191) among right-thinking Marx-
ists. Yet its effective reign was to be remark-
ably short. Questions soon arose as to what
causal mechanisms, exactly, kept the capitalist
state’s autonomy relative, that is, in line with
the long-term interests of the capitalist class,
given that classs own inability to understand
its own interests and the state’s apparent de-
pendence on working class support. Neither
Ofte nor Poulantzas ever offered anything but
a few murky hints about “functional necessity”
as an answer to this question. More serious,
from a Marxist perspective, however, was the
“implacable determinism” (Anderson, 1976:65)
that characterized their functionalist approach,
leaving no room whatsoever for conscious hu-
man agency and hence no “motive force for
political action” at all (Appelbaum, 1979:26;
Bridges, 1974; Burris, 1979; Esping-Andersen
etal., 1976:188; Smith, 1984).

In his last major work, Poulantzas seems to
have taken some of these criticisms to heart,
now proclaiming, ad nauseam in fact, “the pri-
macy of the class struggle over the apparatuses”
(1978:38, 45, §3, 126, 149, 151) and conced-
ing that “popular struggles traverse the State”
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(1978:141) and even advocating a “democratic
road to socialism” that preserves the institutions
of “bourgeois” democracy, which were truly “a
conquest of the masses” (1978:256). Ofte, too,
seems to have shifted toward a less functionalist
position in his more recent work, now view-
ing “the state of democratic politics ... as both
determined by, and a potential determinant of
social power” (Ofte, 1984a:16T1).

These vague allusions sound somewhat like
the “class struggle” or “class dialectic” approach
that some Marxist writers have proposed in
an effort to rehabilitate “historically dynamic
class conflict as a motor of structural change”
(Block, 1977; Bridges, 1974:178—80; Esping-
Andersen et al., 1976:188; Whitt, 1979a). This
approach views state power and government
policy “as a complex, contradictory effect of
class (and popular-democratic) struggles, me-
diated through and conditioned by the insti-
tutional system of the state” (Gold, Lo, and
Wright, 1975a, 1975b; Jessop, 1977:370). That
is to say, depending on the effectiveness of those
“popular-democratic struggles,” state policies
may very well serve the interests of the work-
ing class rather than just those of the capitalist
class. A number of attempts to assess the em-
pirical validity of this “class struggle” approach
have generally tended to confirm it (Devine,
1985; Gough, 1975, 1979; Isaac and Kelly, 1981;
Quadagno, 1984; Skocpol, 1980; Whitt, 1979a,
1979b, 1982): the capitalist class is not always
united and even when it is, it does not always
get its way.

But this comes uncomfortably close to the
old “revisionist” and “reformist” heresies, of
course.” Although the proponents of the “class
struggle” approach have been loathe to draw
this conclusion, the fact remains that post—
War Marxist state theory seems to have come
around full circle, from instrumentalism to fierce
structuralist rejections of any reformism, back
to a version of the formerly excommunicated
revisionism. A second irony worth noting is

8 This has not been lost on the authors who seek some
support for a reformist position in the recent Marxist lit-
erature. Both Korpi (1983:19, 245 fn. 20) and Stephens
(1979:215, fn. 5) invoke Esping-Andersen et al. (1976)
as evidence for the Marxist pedigree of their own ap-
proaches.

that although instrumentalists like Domhoft and
Miliband may have ingloriously lost the battle of
“high theory,” in retrospect they appear to have
won the war. Although the arguments of their
structuralist critics are at most of antiquarian
interest by now, there is a rich and continu-
ing research tradition following Domhoft’s lead.
Moreover, whatever the specifics of his account
of the New Deal, his general point, that U.S.
business interests have far more clout at virtu-
ally all levels of policy making than any other
real or potential interests, and certainly a great
deal more than they were assumed to have in the
more complacent versions of 1950s neoplural-
ism, has become a commonplace in this much
more cynical age, among the wider public as
much as among the erstwhile advocates of neo-
pluralism themselves (e.g., Dahl, 1989, 1990).

Power Resources Theory

The return toward the once-taboo reformism is
quite explicit in so-called power resources the-
ory, a.k.a. social democratic or working class
strength theory (Korpi, 1983, 1989:312; Korpi
and Shalev, 1980; Shalev, 1983, 1992). Korpi
starts from the classical Marxist position that
capitalist markets create enormous inequalities
in access to resources and power, producing a
fundamental conflict of interest between the
most and the least favored, and capitalists and
workers (e.g. Korpi, 1983:227). But although
the members of the capitalist class enjoy a
great advantage in terms of economic resources,
workers have access to some resources of their
own, which can be employed in the demo-
cratic political arena. Although ... wage earn-
ers are generally at a disadvantage with respect
to power resources ... through their capacity
for collective action, the extent of their disad-
vantage can vary over time as well as between
countries” (Korpi, 1985a:41). The wage earn-
ers’ “capacity for collective action” depends on
a host of factors, including the degree of homo-
geneity of their working and living conditions,
the degree of mobilization and coordination of
labor unions and political parties, the lessons
learnt from previous conflicts, the institutional
setting, and so on. Such factors will determine
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the strength of working-class organizations rela-
tive to those representing the interests of capital,
which will, in turn, help determine government
policies, particularly those that aftect the distri-
bution of economic resources between the social
classes.

Thus, the basic power resources approach
starts from a classic two-class model to explain
political outcomes. The workers and the bour-
geoisie mobilize through trade unions and em-
ployer associations that may become the bases
for left, right, and even centrist political parties.
These parties then channel conflicting class in-
terests through the state, bureaucracy, and courts
as a result of elections, legislation, and execu-
tive decisions. Hence, patterns of change in so-
cial welfare legislation can be explained from
the relative strength of the two class groups. As
labor gains in class strength by the mobilization
of resources through trade unions and support-
ing social democratic parties, it wins greater say
in funding and managing the welfare state. In
this way the lower classes can use the welfare
state for redistributive purposes to compensate
to some extent for the unequal distribution by
markets.

With this general theory, Korpi, Esping-
Andersen, Shalev, and many others seek to ex-
plain how different “models of capitalism” —
arrangements for the distribution of economic
resources through the labor market and in-
dustrial relations (Coates, 2000; Crouch, 1997;
Crouch et al., 1999) — have produced differ-
ent political power alignments between labor
and capital, which, in turn, generate different
“welfare state regimes” that restructure income
distributions and incentives through pensions,
health care, education, and other state and
sometimes private services. This is how power
resource theorists explain the rise of the highly
developed and redistributive Scandinavian wel-
fare states and how Esping-Andersen explains
the emergence the three regimes of welfare cap-
italism — liberal, traditional, and social demo-
cratic regimes (1990; Esping-Andersen and
Korpi, 1987; Korpi, 1983; Stephens, 1979).

But the basic two-class model of power re-
sources theory has been criticized for being
too simplistic in several respects. Some critics
claim that it has a simplified view of the state as

nothing but a “transmission belt” for the class
interests of various interest groups (Weir and
Skocpol, 1985:117), others fault it for focusing
too narrowly on the primary social classes and
on material interests (Lister, 2002). Against such
criticisms, Korpi in particular has recognized the
importance of built-in arrangements in all so-
cietal institutions, including the state, that fa-
vor some interests at the expense of others and
that reflect not only past conflicts and the cur-
rent balance of societal power (Korpi, 1985a,
1985b) but also strategic interactions among
politicians, bureaucrats, and interest-group lead-
ers that make outcomes highly contingent. As
a result, state officials may have “considerable
freedom of choice” although their autonomy
remains “circumscribed” by the broad mandate
of their constituents (Korpi, 1989:314). Second,
Korpi claims to take norms and ideology quite
seriously. Ideology can be a method by which
power resources based on coercion or remuner-
ative power can be converted into normative
incentives, and it is an important normative re-
source in mobilizing groups and overcoming the
“free rider” problem (1985a:39). Nor does ide-
ology necessarily always serve the interests of
the most privileged. In the opposite direction,
“contagion from the left” may lead to working-
class demands being adopted by other political
parties (Korpi, 1989:313, 19852, 2003; Rogers,
1974). As for the narrow class focus, Korpi ar-
gues that “[t]he power resources approach does
not ... imply that social policy development is
based on the organizational and political power
of the working class and left parties alone,” be-
cause in the Swedish case as elsewhere it empha-
sizes the importance of coalitions with “farmers’
parties, conservative parties, and Catholic par-
ties,” among others (1989:313). In fact, Korpi
insists, it offers a “game theoretical perspec-
tive on the analysis of interdependent actors”
(1989:313). Similarly, Esping-Andersen empha-
sizes the importance of coalitions in Scandi-
navian social policy development (1985:36—7;
Baldwin, 1990; Hicks, 2000; Van Kersbergen,
1990).

In practice, however, even where they explic-
itly mention bureaucrats and politicians, power
resources theorists tend to subordinate their
interests to those of the primary social classes,
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either capital or labor (e.g., Esping-Andersen,
1985:30, 1990; Korpi, 19852:106; Stephens,
1979:65—8, 79, 131). But more recently, there
have been several serious attempts to incor-
porate many aspects of state-centric theory —
constitutional structures, state centralization,
corporatism, and bureaucratic paternalism —
into the power resources and related approaches
(Hicks and Misra, 1993; Huber, Ragin, and
Stephens, 1993). Most often they concentrate
on constitutions, welfare state structures, and
modes of deregulation (Korpi and Palme, 2003).

A number of scholars referring to themselves
as “analytical Marxists” have attempted quite
explicitly to provide Marxism with microfoun-
dations based on rational choice theory (Carver
and Thomas, 1995; Elster, 1982, 1985; Prze-
worski, 1985a; Roemer, 1986). Interestingly,
with respect to political sociology this brings
them very close to power resources theory
when explaining the rise of working-class re-
formism and the welfare state (Lo, 2002:207-8).
The starting point for analytical Marxism is the
assumption that individual workers as well as
their representatives in unions and labor parties
will act according to what they perceive to be
their best immediate interests, given the exist-
ing balance of power and the most likely ac-
tions and options of their political opponents.
From this they argue that, in the absence of
any clear revolutionary alternative, the labor
movement has rationally opted for a reformist
strategy that has subsequently produced welfare
states offering a range of social security benefits
and income redistributions, depending on the
power of their respective labor movements (e.g.,
Przeworski, 1985b, 1991; Przeworski and Spra-
gue, 1988; Wallerstein, 1999).

Beginning with Skocpol and Orloft (1986)
and followed by Janoski (1990:9-36; 1998:148—
65) and Hicks and Misra (1993), a basis was
laid for combining a multigroup approach
to power resources and state-centric theory.
Rueschemeyer et al. (1992) and Huber and
Stephens (2001) propose a power constellation
theory that also addresses more diverse groups.
This approach stays centered on the impor-
tance of class groupings in trade unions and
political parties, and even reinforces a sort of

mode of production argument with their recent
emphasis on production regimes. But they add
gender and racial groups combining them into
so-called constellations of power (Huber and
Stephens, 2001:17-20, 23). Huber and Stephens
agree with the state-centric critics in seeing state
structures as potential veto points defined by
constitutions, and in the importance of policy
legacies, which can easily be interpreted as the
results of previous battles over power resources.
But they remain “quite skeptical” (2001:21) of
state bureaucrats significantly affecting policy
because they appear to have no obvious inter-
ests of their own with respect to policy, and
more importantly, the power resources of parties
and interest groups “‘profoundly limit the range
of policies that bureaucrats are able to suggest”
(2001:21). Thus, in this broadened power re-
sources approach, the pressure for change may
still come from societal groups and particularly
labor and capital, but state structures in the leg-
islature via the constitution, and policy lega-
cies in the bureaucracy can channel that pres-
sure to varying degrees (Janoski, 1998:143—4).
Although this may not satisfy state-centric theo-
rists, it constitutes a significant extension of the
original power resources model.

Paul Pierson, in the “new politics” approach,
maintains that power resources theory is very
useful in explaining the rise of the welfare state
but not in accounting for the retrenchment
process (1994, 2001). However, Korpi points
out that groups other than labor and capital —
pensioners, health care consumers, and the dis-
abled — are the “new client groups of benefit
recipients generated by welfare states them-
selves” who play a more prominent role in re-
sisting government cutbacks (2003:591). This is,
of course, perfectly compatible with the wider
power resources theory just outlined. Korpi and
Palme use this to further demonstrate that class
factors, state structures, and citizenship vari-
ables explain retrenchment in eighteen coun-
tries (2003:426—42).

Thus, some power resources theorists have
begun at least to acknowledge the importance
of other causal factors such as the state, culture,
and nonclass group interests. There certainly is
nothing in principle to preclude a general power
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resources theory from being extended in these
directions.” At the same time, when this is se-
riously attempted, that is, when current state
structures are seen not only as the results of
struggles for power in the past but are also treated
as effective causal forces in the present, and when
status groups such as blacks, women, gays, and
ethnic minorities are treated as groups capable of
accumulating and wielding power resources on
a par with labor and capital, then the theory does
tend to take on an uncanny resemblance to the
neo-Weberian conflict theories discussed under
“Class, Status, and Symbolic Conflict: From
Weber to Bourdieu.”

Critical and Emancipatory Theory

In the 19205 and 1930s a group of neo-Hegelian
Marxists known as the “Frankfurt School” be-
gan to formulate a “Critical Theory” to analyze
how the working class’s “false consciousness”
was the result of the triumph of “instru-
mental reason” over “substantive reason.”
Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Herbert
Marcuse, and others loosely associated with
their original institute in Frankfurt saw as their
principal task the search for new social and
philosophical sources of true reason with which
to counter the manifest unreason of modern
capitalism (Jay, 1973).

Jiirgen Habermas is the leading exponent of
the second generation of critical theorists. Like
his erstwhile mentors Habermas has spent an
intellectual lifetime searching for an eftective
philosophical and social antidote to the relent-
less march of “instrumental rationality” char-
acterizing modern capitalism and its bureau-
cratized states. Most of Habermas’ work has
been concerned with establishing the philosoph-
ical grounds for a critical, emancipatory practice
resisting the spread of instrumental rationality.

° In some ways, the European ties of power resources
theorists in countries with strong labor movements
seemed to blind them to making these developments.
Just as new social movements seem new to countries
long dominated by class, other countries with a history
of ethnic and/or racial conflicts do not see them as all
that new.

These grounds ultimately rest on the “central
intuition” (Dews, 1986:99; Honneth et al.,
1981:9) that the “ideal speech situation,” a situa-
tion that “excludes all force. . . except the force
of the better argument” (Habermas, 1984:25)
is in some way ‘“‘the inherent felos of human
speech” (Habermas, 1984:287).

It is only in The Theory of Communicative Ac-
tion (1984, 1987) that Habermas finally clearly
attempts to identify the potential social carri-
ers of critical emancipatory, communicative rea-
son who will form the progressive forces in
the central social conflicts of the near future.
In it, Habermas proposes a “two-level” theory
of modern society pitting the Schutzean “life-
world” of culture, social norms, and personal
identities against the anonymous commercial
and bureaucratic “systems” of modern capital-
ist society. The principle of organization of the
lifeworld, Habermas maintains, is interpersonal
communication that ultimately rests on the ideal
of an “ideal speech situation” among free and
equal participants. Although this ideal speech
situation must always remain an unattained ideal,
Habermas claims, there is nevertheless a his-
torical tendency for the lifeworld in modern
societies to become more and more “‘rational-
ized,” that is, more closely approaching an
“ideal speech situation,” relying more and more
on “discursive will-formation” rather than the
automatisms of received tradition (Habermas,
1087:147).

At the same time, large domains of mod-
ern society, and in particular the economy and
the legal-political system, have become so com-
plex that they can only be effectively steered by
mechanisms that do not appeal directly to ac-
tors’ intentions and orientations. These systems
of purposive-rational action are instead increas-
ingly coordinated by the generalized “delin-
guistified steering media” of money and power
(Habermas, 1984:341—2). But although this
“uncoupling” of system from lifeworld is a nec-
essary part of the overall process of rational-
ization, according to Habermas, the process
is “contradictory from the start” (Habermas,
1984:342), with the two antithetical princi-
ples of coordination clashing as the subsystems
of purposive-rational action tend inexorably to



82 Axel van den Berg and Thomas Janoski

expand their reach beyond their original do-
mains. As a result, there is the growing danger
of a “colonization of the lifeworld” by the sub-
systems of purposive-rational action, as mani-
fested in persistent tendencies toward state reg-
ulation on the basis of administrative rationality
as well as the commercialization of the lifeworld
(Habermas, 1987:153—97, 301—31).

Clearly the working class and its organiza-
tions are in no position to resist this coloniza-
tion as they are themselves hopelessly implicated
in the ongoing processes of bureaucratization
and monetarization. But there are, according
to Habermas, a number of significant sociopo-
litical movements that have recently emerged,
including feminism, the Greens, peace move-
ments, human rights activists, ethnic and ge-
ographically based movements, and youth and
“alternative” movements, which are both prod-
ucts and proponents of the communicatively
rational discourse increasingly shaping the life-
world. These so-called new social movements,
Habermas expects, will take up the banner
of the embattled “lifeworld” and the struggle
against the encroachments of monetary and bu-
reaucratic principles of organization (Habermas,
1981, 1986, 1987:391—06).

Thus, Habermas predicts the outbreak of a
new set of central social conflicts in the advanced
capitalist countries based on the fundamen-
tal tensions, the contradiction in fact, between
the expansion of ever more encompassing sys-
tems of impersonal organization in politics
and economy and the increasingly democra-
tized lifeworld of cultural identity and social
action. This accounts for the rise and recent
prominence of those much-discussed new so-
cial movements that seem to be based more
on matters of identity and principle than on
their members’ immediate interests. It may be
a far cry from the erstwhile certainties of classi-
cal mode-of-production Marxism, but it does,
quite unlike the neo-Weberian conflict theo-
ries, predict the predominance of one particular
kind of social conflict over others and provide
the not inconsiderable comfort of identifying
the progressive forces in the battles to come.

A third generation of critical theorists has
emerged but most of its work is in the philo-

sophical realm and its sociological implications
remain underdeveloped. John Keane has exten-
sively written about the potential for resistance
against the dominant ideology in civil society
(Keane, 1987a, 1988a, 1988b, 1991, 1998; Arato
and Cohen, 1984). Axel Honneth attempts a
pluralization of the left beyond economic dom-
ination and sees the civil sphere as a loca-
tion for “practical-critical activity” (Honneth,
1991:19—31) and the development of a “moral
logic of social conflicts” using Hegel and
Mead (Honneth, 1996:160—79). Seyla Benhabib
(2001, 2002) attempts to formulate a commu-
nicative ethics with much more of a gender and
racial emphasis. But very much in keeping with
the earlier Frankfurt School tradition, all of these
writers are much concerned with finding the
philosophical and moral principles on which to
build a critical stance, although some attempts
have been made, inspired by Habermas and his
followers, to promote deliberation in the public
sphere at a much more practical level (Fung,
2003; Fung and Wright, 2003; Sargeant and
Janoski, 2001).

In a somewhat similar vein, Ernesto Laclau
and Chantal Moufte (1985) have attempted
to combine Marxism and postmodernism into
something they call “postmarxism.” Taking
Gramsci’s emphasis on political activity as the
basis of hegemony to its logical extreme, they
categorically deny that any social agent takes
a privileged position within the emancipatory
struggle: “in certain instances it may very well
be that ecological, feminist or gay/lesbian lib-
eration movements constitute the most radical
forms of hegemonic struggle against an existing
set of power structures” (Daly, 1999:71). The
task of the political left, according to Laclau
and Moutfte, is to radicalize plural democracy
by exploiting the tensions created by the con-
tradiction, inherent in liberal democracy, be-
tween the individualist and libertarian aspects
of unrestricted rights and the cooperative and
norm-building nature of a democratic commu-
nity (Mouffe, 19922, 1993a; Rosenau, 1992:14—
17; Torfing, 1999:245, 249—52). Such “agonistic
pluralism” (Moutfte, 1999) will have a radical de-
mocratizing effect, transforming citizens from
passive bearers of rights into active constructors
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of associations creating and exercising further
rights. It will lead to entirely new relations be-
tween citizens and the state, between the private
and the public sphere, and so on. But because
no kind of struggle is a priori privileged over,
or more fundamental than any other, there also
cannot be any future socialism in which the
most fundamental conflicts are resolved once
and for all. Therefore, the struggle for liberty
and equality will continue forever, being taken
up by a succession of different social agents forg-
ing their hegemonic projects ad infinitum. In
short, Laclau and Moufte end up redefining the
socialist project as a never-ending “radicaliza-
tion of democracy; that is, as the articulation of
struggles against different forms of subordina-
tion — class, gender, race, as well as those others
opposed by ecological, anti-nuclear, and anti-
institutional movements” (Laclau and Mouffe,
1985:1x)."

World Systems and
Globalization Theories

The main point of world systems theory is to
shift our focus from social cleavages within to
those between states and nations. The major
cleavage is that between the core country or
countries dominating the capitalist world system
and the peripheral and semiperipheral coun-
tries dominated and exploited by them through
an international division of labor characterized
by “unequal exchange.” Immanuel Wallerstein’s
work (1974, 1980, 1989) has focused on distinct
periods in world history applying the up and

' Although recognizing that all programs are a par-
tial hegemony, Moufte specifies that the new leftist
project opposes complexity, bureaucracy, and massified
life and pursues a form of associational democracy (Hirst,
1988, 1994; Cohen, 1995). This associational socialism
would include (1) cooperatively owned and democrati-
cally managed economic units, (2) challenges to hierar-
chies and inequalities, and (3) decentralized, democratic
governance. The state would be transformed in a re-
flexive manner to ensure equity and balance between
associations and protect the rights of individuals and as-
sociations. Representative democracy would continue
but be transformed by deliberative democracy and the
socialism pursued by the left would be forever “becom-
ing” in a truly pluralist society (Hirst, 1994).

down trends of Kondratieff cycles to help ex-
plain changes in the world economic and po-
litical order. Many others, including Christo-
pher Chase-Dunn (1983) and Terry Boswell and
Albert Bergesen (1987), have contributed to this
literature. Daniel Chirot (1986) and others have
provided a non-Marxist alternative to world sys-
tems theory.

Many of the debates in and about world sys-
tems theory have focused on whether and to
what extent exploitation of the periphery is nec-
essary for core country prosperity and domi-
nance, and on the nature, length, and relations
between the various economic and political cy-
cles of the capitalist world system (Hall, 2002).
But political power, and its intimate connec-
tion with powerful economic interests, plays a
central role in the dynamics of world systems.
In turn, political outcomes within as well as
between countries are explained by world sys-
tem theorists as the outcome of the struggle for
domination and resistance within the world sys-
tem. Thus, the emergence of strong, formally
democratic, somewhat redistributive states de-
pending heavily on popular legitimacy in the
core countries, as well as the rise and persistence
of weak, corrupt, and often brutally coercive
comprador states in the periphery are explained
by, but also help explain, the respective coun-
tries” position within the overall world system.

As with other approaches with Marxist roots,
world systems theory has been criticized for
paying insufficient attention to nonclass groups
and issues such as gender, race, and ethnicity
(Dunaway, 2001; Misra, 2000; Ward, 1993).
But here as elsewhere proponents claim to have
made amends in this regard in recent years (e.g.,
Hall, 2003).""

" There are some interesting parallels between world
systems theory and some critical versions of globalization
theory that stress the combination of powerful multi-
national corporations, U.S. political and military might,
and Western or U.S. culture imposing a new world order
benefitting primarily the advanced West while domi-
nating and exploiting the rest of the world (Robertson,
1992, 1995; Roudometof, 1995; Sanderson, 1995). But
world systems theorists generally see globalization as
merely the latest wave of an age-old dynamic and tend
to dismiss overly excited globalization theories as lacking
historical perspective (Hall, 2002:103~7).
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Perhaps the most discussed attempt to refur-
bish Marxism by transferring the class struggle
to the international arena is Empire (2000) by
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri.'* They seck
to go beyond postmodern localism and post-
structuralist pessimism to recapture Marxism’s
original promise of the eventual overthrow of
capitalism. Their principal claim is that capi-
talism has, partly in response to the crises pro-
voked by the various oppositional movements
that emerged since the 1960s, transformed itself
from an imperialism based on sovereign nation-
states and Foucauldian disciplinary power to
what they call empire, an entirely new stage
characterized by deterritorialized global control
through the internationalization of the capital-
ist market, the “informatization” of labor and a
seamless web of interconnected economic, po-
litical, and cultural control mechanisms com-
pletely permeating the minds and bodies of the
multitudes it brings under its sway across the
globe, amounting to an entirely new form of
power: “biopower.”

This new system of control does not de-
pend on the old binary categories and exclu-
sions attacked by the postmodernists anymore,
nor does it have any trouble accommodating and
incorporating those local identities and difter-
ences that postmodernists and poststructuralists
hold so dear, rendering them entirely harm-
less and even celebrating them. In this sense,
Hardt and Negri argue, empire is actually a pro-
gressive force in that it effectively sweeps aside
or neutralizes those narrowly parochial nation-
alisms and localisms in which postmodernists
and postcolonialists see the sources of resistance
(2000:138). It globalizes capitalism in a way not
even imperialism could, creating a new, broader
basis for anticapitalist struggle in the multitude,
a much-expanded version of the former Marx-
ist proletariat defined as “a broad category that
includes all those whose labor is directly or in-
directly exploited by and subjected to capitalist
norms of production and reproduction” (Hardt
and Negri, 2000:52).

> The journal Rethinking Marxism recently devoted
an entire double issue, Fall/ Winter 2001, to discussions
of the book.

Hardt and Negri’s reasons, though not al-
ways clear, for expecting the multitude to turn
against capitalism are instructive, as they are a
throwback of sorts to classical Marxism. The
multitude, they argue, constitutes the “real pro-
ductive force” (Hardt and Negri, 2000:62) in
a labor process of unprecedented sociality. But
this unprecedented socialization of the now-
international labor process also gives the multi-
tude unprecedented powers of resistance against
the globalizing capital of empire. For however
local the struggles may appear, they are imme-
diately globalized in their effect and impact.
Examples include, according to Hardt and Ne-
gri, such seemingly local struggles as the Pales-
tinian Intifada, the rebellion in Chiapas, the
race riots in Watts, and the student protests in
Tiananmien Square. All these are united, they
insist, by the fact that they “directly attack the
global order of Empire and seek a real alterna-
tive” (Hardt and Negri, 2000:56—7). They rep-
resent the multitude’s struggle for freedom from
the control of Empire. Although this identifies
a new, albeit rather fragmented and disparate
worldwide social conflict with presumably far-
reaching consequences, Hardt and Negri do not
venture any clear predictions as to what the po-
litical outcomes are likely to be.

CLASS, STATUS, AND SYMBOLIC CONFLICT:
FROM WEBER TO BOURDIEU

Weber’s Multiple Conflict Theory

Of all the classical theorists, Weber was perhaps
the one who took politics in all its forms most
seriously. For Weber, politics was, first and fore-
most, an incessant struggle for power, the power
to control or influence the collective actions
of the community. In relatively organized com-
munities such action takes place through, or is
sanctioned by, a state, defined by Weber as “a
human community that (successfully) claims the
monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within
a given territory” (Weber, 1948:78, 1978:56).
Weber distinguished three pure types of legit-
imate rule or domination, each with its own
characteristic internal dynamic: rational-legal
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rule based on the belief in the legality of the
process by which policies are enacted and au-
thority is conferred; traditional rule resting on
the belief in the “sanctity of immemorial tra-
ditions and the legitimacy of those exercising
authority under them” (Weber, 1978:215); and
charismatic rule, resting on the belief in the
exceptional qualities of an individual political
leader. Although Weber’s emphasis on legiti-
macy points to the fact that political rule de-
pends for its stability to some extent on its cul-
tural justification, he was far from a consensus
theorist. To the contrary, his detailed discussions
of the various historical subtypes of legitimate
rule all revolve around the perpetual struggles
between rulers and ruled, and especially be-
tween rulers and their lieutentants and officials,
yielding never-ending cycles of concentration
and fragmentation, usurpation and legitimation
(1978:Part I, chapter III; Bendix, 1960:285—
468). In fact, Weber treated the underlying val-
ues, and the religious beliefs on which they were
based, themselves as outcomes of struggles be-
tween a variety of groups with clashing ideal
and material interests (1978:Part II, chapter VI;
Bendix, 1960:83—281).

That Weber was, first and foremost, a con-
flict theorist, even when considering culture
and politics, is quite clear from his well-
known passage on “Class, Status, Party” (Weber,
1978:926—40). This passage was intended as
a conceptual introductory statement on “The
Distribution of Power Within the Political
Community.” In other words, Weber was try-
ing to systematize the multiplicity of interests
around which citizens can get mobilized to
try and affect the distribution and use of po-
litical power in their own favor. Of course,
the passage was also quite deliberately meant
to counter the unidimensional Marxist idea
that all major struggles were at bottom class
struggles.

Weber certainly does not deny the impor-
tance of economic interest as a basis for mobi-
lization and conflict throughout history. But he
revises Marxist doctrine on two crucial points.
First, he defines class position as determined by
similarity of “market situation,” that is, simi-
larity in the extent to which one has access to

valuable goods and services as determined by
one’s ability to trade one’s assets on labor and
commodity markets. This is a broader defini-
tion of class than the Marxist definition of (lack
of’) control over the means of production, which
is only one kind of class in Weber’s scheme. As
Marxists have often pointed out, Weber’s defini-
tion of class focuses on inequality of consump-
tion opportunities, as opposed to the produc-
tion side and its relations of “exploitation” (e.g.,
Wright, 2002)."

The second, and more important way in
which Weber departs from Marx is that he ar-
gues that class, however defined, is neither the
only nor even the historically most important
basis for “communal action.” Classes are not,
according to Weber, natural communities. It
takes a great deal of effort and favorable con-
ditions for large numbers of people in compa-
rable class situations to actually get mobilized as
a class (Weber, 1978:928—32). Conversely, sta-
tus groups, that is, groups of individuals who
share positive or negative social estimation of
honor based on some shared characteristic, “are
normally groups” (1978:932). The character-
istic in question may be “any quality shared
by a plurality,” including race, ethnicity, gen-
der, religion, language, occupation, and so on
(1978:932). Any one of these may be a source
of status in a given community and, as such, a
source of conflict and struggle for power. Status
groups often involve a distinctive lifestyle as well
as restrictions on interactions with “outsiders.”
Given that they are, almost by definition, al-
ready self-conscious groups, status groups are
relatively easily mobilized and hence at least as
likely to play an important role in the peren-
nial struggle for power as classes are, according
to Weber (1978:932—8). Moreover, status dis-
tinctions can cut across and even run counter
to class distinctions in a variety of ways. At the

3 This does not mean, however, that class inequali-
ties are not a result of “domination” for Weber (Scott,
1996:188—92). But a critique of Weber for not having a
theory of exploitation (e.g., Wright, 2002) largely misses
the point. For Weber exploitation was a term of moral
disapproval, not a social-scientific concept adding to our
explanatory understanding of economic inequality and
its correlates.



86 Axel van den Berg and Thomas Janoski

same time, Weber insisted that class and status
(and, presumably, political power) do tend to re-
inforce one another in the long run. Although
“[p]roperty as such is not always recognized as a
status qualification . .. in the long run it is, and
with extraordinary regularity” (1978:932).

The section on party is rather short, but it is
clear that Weber had intended to treat it as a third
major source of political organization, struggle,
and domination. A party is any association aim-
ing to influence “social action no matter what its
content” (Weber, 1978:938). Thus, a party may
represent primarily economic class interests or
status groups or, more likely, a combination of
both. But it may also fight for the realization of
ideal interests or it may, for that matter, primar-
ily serve to provide political office and benefits
for its members (as in pure patronage parties)
although “[u]sually the party aims at all these
simultaneously” (1978:938).

Thus, Weber’s approach is, if anything, even
more unflinchingly a conflict theory than
Marx’s. For Weber, conflict is endemic in social
and especially political life, and it has as many
sources as there are types of life chances and so-
cial advantages that people can pursue. None
of these sources or types of conflict has pri-
macy over any of the other, either in the sense
of being causally more fundamental or in the
sense of having some special place in determin-
ing the grand sweep of history. Unlike either
Marx or the neo-Machiavellians, Weber takes
culture very seriously, both as a binding force
and as a source of division and conflict. Unlike
Marx, Weber takes politics very seriously as well
and sees it, too, as the source of an inevitable and
unending struggle for power in its own right as
well as a means to satisfy other ideal and material
interests.

Weber had a profound influence on a variety
of social thinkers from Talcott Parsons to the
Frankfurt School. Schumpeter’s argument for
democratic elitism and his dark predictions of
the impending rise of a bureaucratized social-
ism, in particular, owed much to Weber’s in-
sights (Schumpeter, 1950). After WWII, with
the rise of political sociology proper, much of
the mainstream more or less naturally adopted
a Weberian perspective, examining the diffi-

culties in maintaining organizational democ-
racy (Lipset, Trow, and Coleman, 1956), tracing
the interactions between class and status group
membership in determining political behavior
and outcomes (Lipset, 1981) or working out
the complex historical patterns of interaction
among class, status group, and forms of political
domination to account for the long-term rise of
democracy and dictatorship (Moore, 1966).

Political Power Elite Theory

Other early critics of Marxism sought to re-
place the class struggle with the struggle for
political power itself as the “motor force of
history.” These were the classical power elite
theorists, Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca, and
Robert Michels, sometimes referred to as the
neo-Machiavellians for their hard-nosed, even
cynical, view of the world. The primary conflict
in society was not one between classes struggling
for control of the means of production but be-
tween elites and would-be elites struggling for
control over the means of coercion. For every
social endeavor, according to Pareto, there are
those naturally endowed to excel and those who
will not, and the former are the elite. The most
important of these elites, the governing elite, is
the one that controls government and politics.
By virtue of its control of the means of coer-
cion, it eftectively dominates the rest of society
as well. So the main line of social cleavage in
all societies runs between the governing elite
trying to hold on to power and aspiring coun-
terelites trying to conquer it. To stay in power,
the governing elite must use a judicious mix of
physical force, religion, intelligence, and cun-
ning. But this requires the presence of sufficient
numbers of elite members with the appropriate
talents (lions as well as foxes). Yet elites have a
tendency to close themselves oft to the talented
offspring of nonelite members, which produces,
over time, an imbalance between an increasingly
decadent elite and a rising number of talented
but frustrated subjects. In the absence of a proper
circulation of elites ensuring the incorporation
of new talent, then, those ruthless and talented
enough will eventually stage a revolution to
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overthrow and replace the existing elite, starting
the eternal cycle all over again (Pareto, 1963).

Thus, Pareto proposed a theory of revolution
as well as a cyclical theory of political regimes
and an argument about the essentially illusory
character of all democracies, based on a simple
set of assumptions about the random (bio-
logically determined) distributions of various
talents within any human population. Mosca’s
argument (1939) is similar, albeit less directly
derived from biology. All societies are, accord-
ing to Mosca, divided between a minority class
that rules by virtue of its political power and a
majority that is ruled by it. A successful ruling
class will combine the use of force with a
“political formula,” that is, an ideology capable
of uniting society under its leadership. Thus,
parliamentary systems are merely a modern way
of ensuring the stable command of the current
ruling class.

Michels set out to examine the presumably
most democratic of modern institutions, po-
litical parties, and especially those representing
the working classes, to find the mechanisms by
which such organizations manage to overcome
this tendency toward the concentration of
power. What he discovered, instead, was his
“Iron Law of Oligarchy.” Large-scale organi-
zation, no matter how democratic its official
ideology, requires a division of labor between
expert officials and rank-and-file members.
This inexorably leads to oligarchic control by a
small insider elite. “Who says organization says
oligarchy” (Michels, 1962:365).

Thus, neo-Machiavellian theorists view the
conflict between the rulers and the ruled, be-
tween those in control of the political system
and those whom it controls, as the primary
conflict in all societies (see also Lukes, 2001;
McCormick, 20071). It tends to view the demo-
cratic pretensions of modern democracies with
suspicion and treats the cultural realm as an ap-
pendage (Pareto’s derivatives, Mosca’s political
formula) in the real struggle between rulers and
ruled. It also appears to have been of limited use
as an explanatory conflict approach in political
sociology because it fundamentally takes polit-
ical inequality for granted instead of seeking to
explain it.

Early Postwar Conflict
Theory — Dahrendorf

By combining elements from Marx and Weber,
Ralf Dahrendorf (1959, 1968) formulated a
conflict theory, explicitly in opposition to the
structural-functionalist consensus theory, based
on the inevitable inequality of authority. Com-
plex societies, according to Dahrendorf, are
populated by imperatively coordinated asso-
ciations centered around major societal tasks,
which can be political, economic, cultural, and
so on. By definition, these associations are char-
acterized by a division between those with
authority and those without. This creates an
inevitable conflict of interest within each such
association between the dominant class, which
has an interest in maintaining the status quo,
and the subordinate class challenging that sta-
tus quo. Thus, Dahrendorf claims to general-
ize Marx’s two-class model beyond the sphere
of production on the basis of the division of
power characteristic of all forms of complex
organization. But given the variety and multi-
plicity of imperatively coordinated associations
there will also be any number of two-class sys-
tems and most invidividuals will occupy differ-
ent class positions in different associations. The
result is a proliferation of classes and class po-
sitions, many of them cross-cutting, having the
effect of preventing any single, societywide class
conflict from dominating all others, except un-
der unusual conditions of coinciding multiple
cleavages.

Hence, although organizational power-based
conflict is ubiquitous and inevitable, according
to Dahrendorf, it predicts no single or sim-
ple political outcomes. The latter depend on
the distribution of resources between domi-
nant and subordinate classes at any one time,
which in turn depends on technology, the shape
of organizations and institutions, overlapping
class divisions, degree of mobilization and much
else. But although Dahrendorf accepted the in-
evitability of conflict over political power as the
neo-Machiavellians had done (see also Lenski,
1966), he did not share their jaundiced view of
modern democracy and spent much time and
energy arguing for various improvements and
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strengthening of the democratic process (1967,
1974, 1987, 1988, 1994).

General Neo-Weberian Conflict
Theories — Collins and Turner

From at least the early 1970s, a number of
‘left-Weberians” have attempted to resurrect a
Weberian approach centered on group conflict,
in explicit opposition to the Parsonian appropri-
ation of Weber as a theorist emphasizing culture
and consensus. They have argued that Marxian
classes are only one among several sources of
power and conflict and by no means necessar-
ily the most important or the determinant ones,
not even “in the last instance.” Social exclusion
and the monopolization of privilege occurs at
least as frequently and effectively on the basis of
status characteristics and political power.

Perhaps the most prominent, and certainly
the most explicit, attempt to advance the con-
flict tradition is Randall Collins’s Conflict Sociol-
ogy (1975). Collins sets out to formulate a gen-
eral neo-Weberian conflict theory that “may be
applied to any empirical areas,” based on the
simple assumptions that:

men [and women] live in self-constructed subjective
worlds; that others pull many of the strings that con-
trol one’s subjective experience; and that there are fre-
quent conflicts over control. Life is basically a struggle
for status in which no one can afford to be oblivious
to the power of others around him [or her| [and]
everyone uses what resources are available to have
others aid him [or her]| in putting on the best possible
face under the circumstances. (1975:60)

Armed with this fairly rudimentary set of as-
sumptions, Collins tackles a wide range of tra-
ditional sociological issues, from occupational,
sex, and gender stratification to complex orga-
nizations, the distribution of wealth and social
mobility, educational sociology, and even the
sociology of knowledge and philosophy (1971,
1975, 1979, 1998). In each case, Collins tries
to show how outcomes can be explained as
the result of ongoing struggles between groups
formed around shared experiences of privi-
lege and exclusion, order giving and order tak-
ing, and attempting to improve the relative

standing of their members. Such groups are
neither necessarily class-based in the Marxian
sense, nor exclusively based on organizational
power as assumed by the neo-Machiavellians
and their latter-day followers. In true neo-
Weberian, multidimensional fashion, Collins
seeks to explain the formation of specific con-
flicting groups as the result of shared experi-
ence, available resources and technology, net-
works of communication and cooperation, and
so on. The result is a plethora of sometimes
primarily culture-based, sometimes occupation
or wealth-based, and sometimes organizational
power-based groups jockeying for relative ad-
vantage.

Several things about Collinss general ap-
proach foreshadow more recent developments
in conflict theory. First, as the emphasis on sub-
jective experience already suggests, Collins is
keenly sensitive to two aspects of the social strat-
ification process that have generally escaped the
close attention of the more macro-oriented the-
orists of stratification. The first is the importance
of repeated face-to-face interaction as the ulti-
mate microsociological foundation of the social
stratification process (1975:chapter 3, 1988:188—
228). The other is the recognition of culture as
both the product of shared experiences of re-
peated unequal encounters and as a major source
on the mobilization and realization of group
interests (1990, 1998). Finally, Collins strongly
emphasizes the importance of the nature and
scope of communication and cooperation net-
works for social outcomes, ranging from the
distribution of wealth to that of ideas (1975:
chapter 8, 1998).

Although Collins himself has primarily ap-
plied his conflict approach to other matters, its
implications for political outcomes and struc-
tures are nonetheless clear. Much of his anal-
ysis of credentialism, for example, is devoted
to showing how public policy with respect to
school curricula is the outcome of sometimes-
fierce battles between groups representing dif-
ferent social strata trying to gain relative ad-
vantage for their members’ children within the
educational system (Collins, 1979). In keeping
with the Weberian tradition, Collins treats pol-
itics as a form of overt or covert violence and
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defines the state as “the way in which violence
is organized” (1975:351). Thus, the politics of
premodern societies are, in Collins’s view, pri-
marily determined by the technology of vio-
lence and administrative coercion, which in turn
depend in large part on economic resources.

Atthe same time, coercion alone always meets
resistance and requires a legitimating ideology,
usually in the form of a state religion, at least to
keep those doing the coercing solidary and those
being coerced passive. The larger the empire, the
more universalistic such religions have to be to
maintain a semblance of legitimacy and cohe-
sion over and among increasingly diverse popu-
lations and administrators. Collins treats the pol-
itics of modern bureaucratized states in entirely
Weberian terms as well, with an ever-changing
array of mobilized representatives of classes, sta-
tus groups, and parties seeking to enlist the state’s
coercive powers to serve their constituents’ in-
terests. Democracy is, according to Collins, not
the rule of the people resulting from inevitable
historical progress but a relatively more inclusive
form of coercive rule by mobilized interests ne-
cessitated by conditions of relatively even distri-
butions of coercive and administrative resources
among separate but interdependent mobilized
groups. Thus politics are and remain a mat-
ter of continuous conflict and struggle between
groups more or less mobilized around varied
material, coercive and cultural interests that are
neither reducible to any one “master cleav-
age” nor ultimately resolvable (Collins, 1975:
chapter 7)."#

By contrast, Bryan Turner’s analyses of the
politics of citizenship can be seen as an appli-
cation of this kind of neo-Weberian conflict
theory (1981, 19863, 1986b, 1990, 1992, 1993a,
1993b; also Janoski, 1990, 1998). Turner de-
scribes the battles among a variety of exclud-
ing groups pursuing “personhood” — the initial
right to be considered a citizen and thus be a

4 Collins’s approach has much in common with
Parkin’s (1980) theory of social closure, implying a per-
petual and many-sided group struggle for access to, and
exclusion from, any number of valued resources and op-
portunities. Raymond Murphy (1988) has attempted to
combine and refine Collins’s and Parkin’s arguments (see
also Janoski, 1998:235-6).

member of the society and nation in question.
These groups may get mobilized along class
lines, through trade unions and employers, left
and right parties, and other organizations repre-
senting workers and the intelligensia or as status
groups, such as ethnic/racial groups, women,
religious groups, and so on (Turner, 1988:42—
64). Interest groups and organizations represent-
ing these emerging citizens may be strengthened
or weakened by economic, demographic, ideo-
logical, or international developments. Gener-
ally, in the battles for citizenship, status groups
tend to cut across classes rather than coincide
with them (Parkin, 1982:98—9), rendering the
politics more fragmented than it would other-
wise be. As a result, the criss-crossing of difter-
ent types of groups and interest representation
produces many types of social policy outcomes.
This is then embedded within the larger conflict
of capitalism and its markets versus citizenship
and its rights (Janoski, 1998:147-64).

Mann’s Integration of Ideological,
Economic, Military, and Political Power

By far the most ambitious, as well as politically
sociological exponent of the neo-Weberian cur-
rent is Michael Mann’s attempt to recast the en-
tire “history of social power” (Mann, 1986, 1994)
in terms of a neo-Weberian conceptual scheme.
As his fellow neo-Weberians, Mann is con-
cerned to show that control over economic re-
sources is only one source of social power among
several, none of which are always or entirely re-
ducible to or based on the others. But Mann
introduces several major conceptual innovations
that make his approach distinctive. First, he re-
places the traditional Weberian triad of stratifi-
cation dimensions — class, status, and power —
with four mutually irreducible kinds of social
power: economic power based on control over
material resources, ideological power based on
the need for meaning, military power based on
physical coercion, and political power based on
more or less centralized territorial administra-
tion (1986:chapter 1). This yields the so-called
IEMP model of social power. In other words,
by splitting the traditional Weberian dimension
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of political power into two, one based on phys-
ical coercion and the other on administrative
control, Mann explicitly rejects the tight We-
berian connection between statechood and the
monopoly of the means of physical coercion.
To the contrary, Mann argues, administrative
and military control historically rarely overlap
completely and their conceptual separation al-
lows for the analysis and recognition of a much
greater variety of political forms beyond the Eu-
ropean state (1986:25-8).

Mann’s treatment of ideology as a source of
social power similarly elaborates and refines the
traditional Weberian approach. Although that
approach treats status as an important source of
stratification and conflict, and pays some atten-
tion to the importance of ideas, especially re-
ligion, as a basis for and resource in such con-
flicts, it does not explicitly conceptualize the
important difference between transcendent ide-
ologies that are able to appeal across, and some-
what independently of, other sources of power
and immanent ideologies that mainly serve to
sustain the morale of existing groups or or-
ganizations. For Mann, this distinction enables
us much better to understand why certain re-
ligious currents, in particular the great world
religions, were and are able to appeal widely
across class and political boundaries and thus
able to provide the basis for quite independent
and powerful networks of ideological power,
whereas others are primarily effective as sym-
bolic sources of narrower group cohesion and
mobilization.

Third, Mann conceives of social power, much
like Collins, as a matter of the active organiza-
tion of social networks of varying reach and so-
phistication that are built to acquire and harness,
to cultivate and monopolize, the various sources
of power to the benefit of their members. Such
networks can be extensive, that is, far-flung but
relatively superficial in their effects, or infensive,
capable of commanding high concentrations of
commitment and mobilization. Also, these net-
works are not neatly bounded entities but more
like disorderly bundles of interactions of vari-
ous reach and strength that are rather frayed at
the edges. As a result, Mann argues, it is mis-
leading to think of societies as neatly bounded

unitary entities (1986:9). Instead, they are bun-
dles of several intertwined, partially overlapping,
power networks that have highly variable con-
nections beyond the society’s supposed bound-
aries, which are themselves continuously shift-
ing and being contested.

With this expanded, but still rather spare, We-
berian toolkit, Mann recasts the history of social
power from the dawn of time to the present. In
this way, he eventually hopes to discover his-
torical patterns and regularities that may yield
some empirically grounded higher-level gener-
alizations. His account emphasizes how different
power networks are entangled in a continuous
and remarkably “promiscuous” process of inter-
action and intertwining, as they are constantly
being mixed and matched in various combina-
tions, never wholly independent of one another,
yet never entirely reducible to one another ei-
ther. Periodically, the process crystallizes into
recognizable, durable social structures in which
one of the distinct sources of power tends to
dominate. But Mann insists again and again that
such dominance is historically contingent and
that no source of power ever has ultimate deter-
mining primacy.

Mann’s massive reconsideration of the major
turning points in history has produced an array
of novel, and thus inevitably controversial, in-
terpretations and generalizations. He argues, for
instance, that sociogeographic “caging” of sub-
ject populations by a well-organized minority
is perhaps the most important factor account-
ing for the rise of early stratification systems
generating the first major civilizations. Simi-
larly, the caging of populations into increasingly
tightly administered nation-states in the early
modern era, ultimately produced demands for
democracy as they were the only option of im-
provement left open. Another intriguing no-
tion Mann has gleaned from his inductive study
of major historical turning points is the “in-
terstitial emergence” of new power networks
(1986:15—19, §37-8). Such networks tend to
arise in the interstices or pores — the empty
spaces left by the incomplete institutionaliza-
tion and disorderly interaction — of existing
power networks. This was the case with the
rise of Christianity, as it was, in a quite different
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setting, with the emergence of modern capital-
ism.

The second volume of Sources of Social Power
(1994) uses his framework to address the mod-
ern period from 1760 to 1914. Against much
conventional wisdom, Mann tends to down-
play the role of capitalism and industrialism and
to emphasize instead the early modern “revolu-
tion” in military organization and technology as
the key to the rise of the modern, strong admin-
istrative state. He then proceeds to depict both
class politics and nationalism as in large part the
product of the creation of a national political
arena by the revenue-extracting infrastructure-
building modern nation-state. The same his-
torical dynamic helps to explain the later mo-
bilization of a plethora of social movements,
representing gender, ethnic, sexual, environ-
mental, religious, and many other interests. In
a similar vein, Mann insists that the degree to
which globalization is a new phenomenon and
is likely to weaken the powers and sovereignty
of the modern state is much exaggerated (Mann,
1997, 2001).

Although these middle-level generalizations
are certainly fascinating, Mann has not, thus far,
arrived at the kind of cross-temporal and cross-
cultural generalizations that might constitute a
coherent, general theory of inequality or social
evolution. Instead, he has concentrated on is-
sues specific to the twentieth century that he
could not deal with in earlier volumes (Mann,
1999, 2000). This is, perhaps, not entirely sur-
prising. Much of Mann’s work is intended,
in true Weberian form, to show how much
more multicausal and complex the forces that
drive history really are than any a priori grand
theoretical synthesis, including Marxism (cf.
Anderson, 1974), could ever do justice to.
But this basic intent, which is virtually built
into Mann’s conceptual scheme, tends, for this
very reason, to militate against sweeping, cross-
epochal generalizations. It remains to be seen,
then, whether Mann’s approach is capable of
delivering the empirically grounded theoreti-
cal payoff he aspires to or whether it will re-
main a monumental and Weberian testimonial
to the sheer complexity of the social and polit-
ical world.

Bourdieu’s Field Theory

The late Pierre Bourdieu may well be the most
influential of the contemporary neo-Weberian
conflict theorists. Although often mistaken for
a neo-Marxist (e.g., Alexander, 1995; Jenkins,
1992), particularly for his liberal use of con-
cepts such as capital, class struggle, domination,
and so on, and his obvious delight in expos-
ing the meritocratic pretensions of elites, Bour-
dieu’s approach is clearly much closer to that
of Collins, Parkin, and Turner than it is to any
version of (neo-)Marxism. Bourdieu himself did
not accept either label, maintaining that his ap-
proach transcended all simple classifications and
dichotomies.

For Bourdieu, the social world can be viewed
as a series of partially overlapping but relatively
autonomous domains that are in effect battle-
fields in which individuals and groups compete
for social advantage. Each of these social fields
has its own type of reward or distinction, its
own rules of engagement, and its own dom-
inant class or elite. The nature of the reward
as well as the rules governing the process of its
acquisition are themselves subject to struggle as
well. The struggle is fought through the deploy-
ment and conversion of various forms of capi-
tal, a term Bourdieu uses in a peculiarly broad
sense: there is social capital, otherwise known as
reputation and social connections, cultural capital
or cultural/educational advantage, symbolic capi-
tal or legitimation, as well as economic and political
capital. In short, Bourdieu uses the term capital
to designate whatever advantage people struggle
for in any particular field to emphasize its uses as
both a resource in a struggle and the final prize of
the struggle. Much of Bourdieu’s work is a series
of applications of this field theory to a variety
of social fields, particularly cultural ones such as
the educational system (Bourdieu and Passeron,
1971), and the arts
1984, 1996), and academia and language
(Bourdieu, 1988, 1991) but also the upper strata
of the French civil service (Bourdieu, 1996).

aesthetics (Bourdieu,

At the center of Bourdieu’s empirical work is
the claim that elites are able to reproduce them-
selves, that s, pass on their privileges to their off-
spring, even in the apparently most meritocratic
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social fields, by converting one kind of capital
(e.g., social capital) into another (cultural capital,
credentials). They reproduce their own because
they can manipulate the very criteria for what
counts as worthy in a particular field, such as
education or high-brow art, in such a way as to
favor their own and their children’s tastes and
predispositions. Except for the terminology of
field and capital, this theory of seemingly mer-
itocratic class reproduction is virtually identical
to Collins’ theory of credentialism.

Given his preoccupation with social domina-
tion, it is perhaps surprising that Bourdeu paid
relatively little attention to the fields of politics
and to political power, as compared to his studies
of various cultural domains. But, very much like
his predecessors since at least Althusser (1971),
Bourdieu has a typically French preoccupation
with how power and domination are “repro-
duced” symbolically. Arguably most of Bour-
dieu’s work 1s devoted to showing how dom-
inant classes are able to manipulate symbols,
values, knowledge, and tastes so as to uphold
their own continued domination by making
them appear objectively valid, natural, univer-
salistic, and meritocratic. Thus, his major work
on France’s civil service elite deals primarily
with the way this elite reproduces itself through
highly selective elite schools and claims of supe-
riority of character and expertise that appear to
be entirely universalistic and meritocratic. Sim-
ilarly, in one of his rare forays into the field of
politics and the state, Bourdieu actually focuses
mostly on how the state successfully claims the
monopoly of “symbolic violence” by imposing
the distinctions, categories, and divisions that
come to be accepted as natural by the citizenry
and that thereby help produce the “doxic sub-
mission to the established order” (1994:15) that
legitimates and upholds the state.

The one essay in which Bourdieu proposes
some “elements for a theory of the political
field” (Bourdieu, 1991:chapter 8) deals primar-
ily with the professionalization of politics and
the resulting problems of accountable political
representation, particularly by politicians and
parties of the left claiming to represent those
most deprived of economic and cultural cap-
ital. The political disenfranchisement of the

underprivileged is also a major theme in Bour-
dieu’s analyses of political polling, which pro-
vides, according to his accusations, “scientific”
legitimation for political powerlessness (Bour-
dieu, 1984:Chapter 8, 1990b: chapter 12). As
elsewhere, Bourdieu seems primarily interested
in deflating the pretensions of the various ex-
perts, bureaucrats and professional politicians
who dominate the political field. He does at
one point describe “[t]he state [as] the culmina-
tion of a process of concentration of different species of
capital: capital of physical force or instruments of
coercion (army, police), economic capital, cul-
tural or (better) informational capital, and sym-
bolic capital,” all of which leads “to the emergence
of a specific, properly statist capital” (Bourdieu,
1004:4). But he never carries out the analysis
of the effects of the struggles over these various
other kinds of capital on “statist capital.” The
only clear instance where he examines the ef-
fect of the social and economic realms on the
political is where he briefly explains political
propensities by the cross-pressures of economic
capital (read: class) and cultural capital (read: sta-
tus/lifestyle), which is, of course, standard We-
berian fare (Bourdieu, 1998, 19084:451—3).
Conversely, as a major public figure in France,
Bourdieu did devote an increasing amount of his
energy in his later years to political interventions
on behalf of those he saw as most disadvantaged.
The Weight of the World (Bourdieu et al., 1999) is
primarily a lengthy documentation of the many
economic and social miseries suffered by the un-
derprivileged in French society that Bourdieu
partly attributes to the state’s abdication of its so-
cial responsibilities under the sway of neoliberal
ideology. Bourdieu’s later political tracts mostly
denounce neoliberalism and the free market
ideology, as well as commercialism and patri-
archy, as ideologies meant to further strengthen
the domination of the already privileged
and to exacerbate the repression and power-
lessness of the disadvantaged (Bourdieu, 1998a,
1998b, 2001). There is, it must be said, a bit of’
an unresolved tension between these idealistic
efforts and Bourdieu’s rather more cynical view
of the political field in his more academic work.
For many of his admirers, the appeal of
Bourdieu’s approach lies no doubt in its promise
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to unmask the self-serving pretentions of all
elites. Although Bourdieu himself did not ex-
tensively analyze politics from this vantage
point, a full-fledged Bourdieuian study of the
political field, thoroughly deflating the rhetor-
ical and ideological ploys used by the political
classes to maintain their dominance in this field,
is both plausible and likely to be undertaken
sooner or later by one of his disciples. Like all
the work inspired by Bourdieu, it will firmly put
culture and symbolic power at the center of the
analysis. But it is worth noting that this use of
culture does remain rather narrower than that
of Mann, in that it almost exclusively focuses
on culture as ideology, that is, as a set of symbols
and ideas that objectively serve to uphold the
domination of the privileged few. Conversely,
treating culture as a force potentially capable of
genuinely cutting across class lines, that is, as be-
ing something more than merely the mystifica-
tions serving the interest of the dominant class,
might deprive Bourdieu’s approach of much that
his followers find most attractive about it.

CONCLUSION

At first sight, conflict theory, and particularly
the neo-Weberian variants, would seem to have
conquered all. At the time the term conflict the-
ory was first used to describe this approach, it
was meant to set it off against the then suppos-
edly dominant consensualist structural function-
alism of Talcott Parsons and his followers. To-
day, that kind of structural functionalism simply
is not around anymore. Latter-day admirers of
Parsons have attempted to resurrect some of his
ideas, but their neofunctionalism explicitly rec-
ognizes social conflict as a primary determinant
of social outcomes of all kinds (e.g., Alexander,
1985, 1998; Colomy, 1990). In fact, whatever
the topic, the standard explanatory strategy in
political sociology today is to look for two
or more groups with clearly opposed inter-
ests, and the resources to make their influ-
ence felt, to explain the phenomenon in ques-
tion as the outcome of the conflict between
them. Whether we try to explain the occurrence
of revolutions, elections, policies, or political

institutions, this is now the standard explanatory
model.

So what is the current state of the two theo-
ries highlighted in this chapter? First, the long-
term trend toward fundamental revision of the
basic doctrines of Marxism, a trend that arguably
started a century ago with the split between
Leninism and revisionism, continues unabated.
The major reassessments appearing in today’s
marxisant journals, especially Rethinking Marx-
ism, invariably and most energetically question
precisely the most central assumptions of histor-
ical materialism: the base-superstructure model
of society, the primacy of class and production-
based interests and struggles, and the belief
in historical progress. Traditional mode-of-
production Marxism is castigated by its crit-
ics for ignoring nonclass and non-production-
based interests and conflicts of all kinds: gender,
nationality, the environment, culture, politics,
globalization, and so on (Gamble, Marsh, and
Tant, 1999; Gibson-Graham, 1996; Sherman,
1995). But whatever the merit of such criti-
cisms, there is no question that any attempts to
“reinvent” Marxism by abandoning its materi-
alist core and replacing it with social cleavages
of a more superstructural provenance are bound
to make it lose much of its distinctiveness as a
social theory (cf. Burawoy and Wright, 2002).

As we have seen in the first part of this chap-
ter, Marxist and marxisant approaches to politics
seem to have gone into two quite difterent di-
rections. On one side there are those who still
take class and class conflict to be a fundamen-
tal determinant of political outcomes. Among
them we may count Domhoff and those doing
research on business influence in politics gen-
erally, the self-styled “class struggle” theorists,
power resources theory and its oftshoots, and an-
alytical Marxism. After having been temporar-
ily eclipsed by their “structuralist” foes during
the 1970s and early 1980s, this collection of ap-
proaches continues to produce much research
documenting and explaining how class interests
have shaped political institutions and policies.
As they have been strongly criticized for their
relative neglect of determinants other than class,
many have felt compelled, however reluctantly,
to pay some attention to nonclass factors such as
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gender, the state, “new” social movements, and
so on. But in doing so their approaches do be-
come less and less distinct from Weberian con-
flict theory.

The second direction taken by Marxist the-
orists follows more in the tradition of Western
Marxism (Anderson, 1975). They have given up
on the working class as the agent of progressive
change but not on the possibility of identify-
ing new progressive forces that will challenge
the capitalist system in the near future. Among
these we can count the several generations
of critical theorists, neo-Gramscians such as
Laclau and Moufte and Hardt and Negri’s the-
ory of empire. World systems theory is a little
more difficult to classify because it remains in
some respects firmly materialist in its emphasis
on trade and the international division of labor,
but it does replace the Western working class
with a rather vaguely conceived periphery as
the source of future progressive conflict. What
is, in any case, most distinctive about this second
strand of Marxist theorizing is its strong drift
away from materialism and toward more philo-
sophical, normative, or even moral sources of
resistance to power. "’

The general trend in Marxist theorizing
about politics, then, and for that matter, Marx-
ism as a whole, is a drift away from the erstwhile
materialist assumptions and toward a progressive
acceptance of independent eftects of superstruc-
tural forces such as politics, the state, and culture.

What of the second major set of theo-
ries examined? Neo-Weberian conflict theorists
have always argued that their approach was su-
perior to the Marxist variety of conflict theory
in that it recognizes conflicts between groups
based on cultural and political interests as no
less important than class conflict in the Marxist

'S This is, as van den Berg (2003:420-3; also Ander-
son, 1975) argues, probably a direct result of the self-
imposed puzzle they have set out to solve: why do the
‘Western workers refuse to act in their own clear interest
when those interests are so obvious and there is no mas-
sive repressive state apparatus keeping them from acting
on them? There is an interesting parallel here with Par-
sons’ recourse to socialization, culture, and value con-
sensus to solve the “Hobbesian problem of order” he had
set for himself.

sense. But, as we have seen, there is today nary
a Marxist left who would openly proclaim the
primacy of class struggle over other kinds.

Perhaps, then, we are all (neo-)Weberian
conflict theorists now. But the victory of neo-
Weberianism does seem to be, if not exactly
Phyrric, then at least rather a prosaic one.
For it may well be true that essentially single-
cause theories such as Marxism and neo-
Machiavellian power elite theory cannot possi-
bly accommodate the full complexity of the real
social world out there, but what neo-Weberians
propose to put in their place, that is, the un-
flinching acceptance of this inescapable com-
plexity, is not exactly going to satisfy our deeper
theoretic yearnings either (cf. Rule, 1997). The
merit of Marxism and neo-Machiavellian the-
ory is that they offer a grand theoretical vision:
a more or less singular key that will unlock all
of history’s and society’s mysteries. As opposed
to such grand theoretic visions, Weber and the
neo-Weberians offer only a caution that no sin-
gle key is likely to do the job alone. Is that really
the best we can do?

Perhaps this is not entirely fair to the hard
explanatory work that has been done and is be-
ing done by the whole range of scholars we
have discussed. Having accepted the multiplic-
ity of group interests and resources, and hence
causal factors, that are likely to be involved in
any satisfactory explanation of whatever we are
trying to explain, the next step is surely to try
and uncover whatever regularities there may be
in the relationships between them. What re-
sources are likely to be decisive in what social
settings? Are there any historical trends in the
relative importance of various types of resources
and the groups who have the greatest access
to them? What exactly are the mechanisms by
which some groups manage to mobilize such
resources, whereas others do not? And so on
and so forth. And in their various ways these
are exactly the sorts of questions that those we
have labeled neo-Weberians, and many others
like them, have pursued with much energy, in-
telligence, and ingenuity. As we have mentioned
all along, these efforts certainly have borne fruit
in terms of producing a range of fascinating and
important middle-level generalizations that are



Conflict Theories 95

ready for further testing and modification. Per-
haps, as Charles Tilly argues (echoing Robert
Merton), the best we can do is search for “causal
mechanisms that link contingent sets of circum-
stances” rather than grand theories that predict
“recurrent trends on a large scale” (Hedstrom
and Swedberg, 1998; Tilly, 1993:18, 2003).

Furthermore, from the survey we have just
concluded one can draw at least some tentative
conclusions about promising paths for future
work. The ongoing research on the eftects of
money and well-organized business interests on
politics is important and fruitful both for prac-
tical reasons and in advancing our theoretical
understanding of modern democracies. And it
will undoubtedly have to pay more attention
to the role of the media in the future. Also, this
work would be usefully complemented by more
research on the influence of other organized and
not-so-organized interests and their underlying
causal mechanisms.

Then there is the role of culture. Conflict the-
orists still appear to be uncomfortable in their
attempts to incorporate the role of culture, as
can be seen from Bourdieu’s and others’ persis-
tence in treating it almost exclusively as ideol-
ogy, as mystification helping to justify and main-
tain the privileges of the dominant class. Collins
and Mann have begun to add more depth to this
picture by recognizing how culture can unite as
well as divide, and how it can be a weapon in
the hands of all kinds of conflict groups, includ-
ing the subordinate ones. This line of thinking
and inquiry looks exceedingly promising and is
worthy of further extension and elaboration.

Facing the seemingly unmanageable com-
plexity of the many kinds and sources of social
conflict, there is an understandable temptation
to take refuge either in specializing in one par-
ticular kind of conflict — ethnic conflict theories,

state-centric theories, economic conflict theo-
ries, cultural conflict theories, feminist theories
and so on — or else in a multidimensional con-
flict theory that can easily turn into little more
than an excuse for ad hoc eclecticism in explain-
ing whatever needs to be explained. But surely
conflict theory can be developed beyond these
rather unsatisfactory opposites. The way for-
ward, it seems to us, is to try and think about
the social and historical contexts in which one
rather than another of the many possible types
of'social conflicts tends to dominate the political
arena and what, if any, the most typical political
outcomes are. Thus, many potentially fruitful
questions present themselves. Are status groups
indeed generally more readily mobilized, as
Weber suggested, than economic classes? What
are the social conditions necessary for economic
inequality to become the primary focus of orga-
nized political conflict? Is it the case that social
conflicts based on economic inequality tend to
be more amenable to compromise and gradual
reform than conflicts based on ethnic identities
or nationalism? Is the success of such compro-
mise dependent on a growing economy ren-
dering the conflict a positive-sum game? Is the
rise of strong ethnic and religious movements
in part the result of political rather than social
exclusion?

These are just some of the many interesting
and important questions that the conflict the-
oretical approach to politics opens up. Answers
to such questions, and a better understanding of
the underlying mechanisms explaining them, as
well as the range of historical contexts and soci-
eties for which they hold, offer, it seems to us,
the greatest promise for conflict theory to pro-
duce well-founded generalizations about the so-
cial determinants of political outcomes, which
is, after all, what political sociology is all about.



CHAPTER FOUR

State-Centered and Political Institutional Theory:
Retrospect and Prospect’

Edwin Amenta

A generation ago few political sociologists
placed states and other large-scale political in-
stitutions at the center of politics and under-
stood states as sets of organizations. But now
we do, transforming the way that political so-
ciologists think about states and political pro-
cesses. This alternative conceptualization of the
field of study has opened up numerous ques-
tions and empirical terrains. If states and power
are the central subjects of political sociology
(Orum, 1988), in our understanding of these
key concepts we political sociologists are now
all “institutionalists.”

The rise of self-consciously state-centered
scholarship was motivated in part by perceived
inadequacies in Marxist, elitist, and pluralist
theories and behaviorist approaches to politics,
including their conceptions of states and their
research programs. State-centered and politi-
cal institutional scholars confronted these the-
oretical programs by contesting both what was
worth explaining in political sociology and the
dominant explanations for political sociological

' My thanks to the participants of the Theoretical
Challenges in Political Sociology Conference, CUNY
Graduate Center and NYU Departments of Sociol-
ogy, May 26—27, 2001, the NYU PPP Workshop,
the NYU 2003 Political Sociology class, as well as to
Vanessa Barker, Neal Caren, Brian Gifford, Thomas
Janoski, Edward W. Lehman, Miriam Ryvicker, Mil-
dred Schwartz, and anonymous readers, for their helpful
comments. The chapter is dedicated to Bob Alford, mas-
ter political sociologist.
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phenomena. Unlike the others, state-centered
analysts tended to view states, in the manner of
Weber, as a set of organizations, but with unique
functions and missions. Thinking about states in
this Weberian way shifted what was important
to explain in political life, and this approach to
politics opened up new research questions and
agendas. This has especially been the case for
analyses of revolutions and social movements,
welfare states and social policy, and the de-
velopment of states generally. Some of these
new questions and research agendas promoted
by state-centered scholars employing Weberian
understandings of states have been taken up by
proponents of varying theoretical persuasions,
including Marxists and pluralists, who have pro-
vided explanatory answers difterent from those
of state-centered scholars and political institu-
tionalists.

What is more, few social scientists had placed
states and political institutions explicitly on what
might be called the independent-variable side
of causal arguments until the 1980s. Since then
there has been much work that gives states and
political institutions the primacy of place in ex-
plaining political phenomena. These theoretical
moves toward statist and political institutional
explanations were in part due to pluralist and
Marxist explanations of politics. State-centered
scholars tended to see state structures and ac-
tors as having central influence over politics and
states. On the one hand, structural aspects of
states shaped the political identities, interests,
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and strategies of groups that other perspectives
took as given. On the other hand, state actors
were deemed important players in politics, who
depending on their autonomy and capacities
might matter more than class or interest group
actors in determining political outcomes. The
political institutionalists that followed tended to
focus more on the systemic and structural as-
pects of states and the manner of their organi-
zation in constructing causal arguments. These
institutionalists also sometimes expanded their
focus to political party systems in shaping the
political identities, interests, and strategies of
politically mobilized groups. Nowadays many
more political sociologists employ political insti-
tutional arguments, even those whose theoreti-
cal allegiances are mainly elsewhere. If political
sociologists are not all proponents of political
institutional theories, we certainly pay far more
attention to the potential causal impact of po-
litical institutions than 2§ years ago.

In what follows I discuss the rise and the dis-
tinctiveness of state-centered and political in-
stitutional theories, including early proponents
and what later scholars were reacting against.
From there I address the evolution from state-
centered theory to political institutional theory.
Along the way I discuss its promise and address
some of its achievements through exemplars of
this sort of analysis, for it has made profound
contributions to political sociology, as well as
some of its shortcomings. This critical appre-
ciation, however, is not intended to be com-
prehensive. In my illustrations I draw especially
on work in the area of social policy, which
mainly concerns interactions within states but
also the literatures on revolutions, social move-
ments, and state building. I argue that the the-
oretical project has advanced far, but not as
far as it might have, because scholars working
with these ideas have had countervailing an-
alytical and research aims, based in compar-
ative and historical analyses. 1 conclude with
some ideas about how to advance the theoreti-
cal project, within the framework of the com-
parative and historical analyses that scholars us-
ing political institutional ideas most frequently
employ.

THE RISK AND SIGNIFICANCE OF EXPLICITLY
STATE-CENTERED THEORY

There has always been political institutional and
statist-centered work in political science and so-
ciology. In European social science and history
at the turn of the century, the centrality of states
to politics and political life was posited especially
among German scholars, notably Max Weber
and Otto Hintze. In American social science,
many political scientists, working from the so-
called old institutionalist school, placed states
and political institutions at the center of their
analyses as a matter of course, though not always
referring explicitly to them (see Almond, 1990).
In the postwar period, however, this older insti-
tutional view was mainly abandoned for other
perspectives, with pluralists and elitists dominat-
ing in U.S. domestic political analysis and with
a political cultural approach that placed “polit-
ical development” and “modernization” at the
center of analyses in comparative politics (see
review in Hall, 2003).

In the first 30 years after the end of the
Second World War, scholars sometimes placed
states near the center of their analyses. Pluralists
scholars were interested in legislative decisions
made by political actors, especially elected of-
ficials. Usually they referred to “governments,”
saw U.S. government processes as largely simi-
lar, and focused frequently on the political in-
fluence of groups other than political parties,
as in the work of David Truman (1951) and
Robert Dahl (1961). By contrast, Marxist schol-
ars, who in the 1960s began to contest pluralist
images of political processes as inclusive, began
to refer explicitly to “the state.” But this was
typically done in an undifferentiated way and
with states remaining conceptually and espe-
cially theoretically peripheral to their analyses.
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Marxist schol-
ars in political science and sociology explicitly
discussed “the state,” though they usually un-
derstood it in a singular way, as “the capitalist
and tended to see states at best as “‘rel-
atively autonomous” and their actions mainly
influenced by class-based determinants, such as
economic elites and the needs of capitalism, as in

s

state,’
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the famous debate between Ralph Miliband and
Nicos Poulantzas. Among scholars of American
politics, some scholars in international relations
field of political science (e.g., Krasner, 1978) also
addressed states as such, but worked largely at the
geopolitical level and were not concerned with
state and society relationships.

Perhaps more important, other scholars more
centrally addressed state actors, structures, and
state building in a more macrosociological man-
ner. Comparative sociologists and political sci-
entists, notably Reinhard Bendix, Barrington
Moore, Samuel Huntington, Seymour Martin
Lipset, Stein Rokkan, Juan Linz, Shmuel Eisen-
stadt, and Charles Tilly, paid close attention to
state processes and provided analyses that might
be deemed nowadays as state-centered but often
viewed and referred to states through the con-
ceptual tools of dominant perspectives. Work-
ing from a highly abstract set of social systems
concepts pioneered by Talcott Parsons, Lipset,
and Rokkan (1968), for instance, argued that to
understand long-standing differences in politi-
cal party systems one had to focus on “nation
builders,” the situations and crises they faced,
and the choices they made (see also Lipset,
1963). The nation builders in their account
could also be viewed as “state builders,” because
their projects were perhaps more institutional
than cultural. Huntington (1968) addressed vari-
ations in forms of “political modernization” in
a manner that focused on characteristics and
development of state institutions. Tilly (1975)
made the greatest break with previous under-
standings, explicitly addressing state building
rather than political modernization or nation
building. In a volume that stood out from in
a series largely devoted to nation building, Tilly
asked why “national states” came to predomi-
nate in Europe rather than other statelike and
protostate political organizations. He also made
breakthroughs on the explanatory side, arguing
that state-led processes of war making in part led
to the expansion of states and victory the form.
Theda Skocpol (1979) found accounts relying
on societal causes of the major revolutions to be
unconvincing and argued that states, understood
in the Weberian way, were crucial in explaining
revolutions.

A Selt-Conscious Conceptual Shift
to “States”

In American political sociology, however, self-
consciously statist and state-centered analyses
were developed mainly in the late 1970s and
1980s, largely in reaction to other conceptual
constructions and theoretical arguments. A fo-
cal point of this shift in attention was the volume
by Peter Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and
Skocpol (1985), Bringing the State Back In, which
brought together a number of scholars working
in political sociology as well as related fields.
At around the same time many other schol-
ars gave serious theoretical attention to states
(see review in Orum, 1988). Skocpol (1985)
wrote an introduction that is worth discussing
because it was a kind of self-conscious statist
manifesto that drew a great deal of critical atten-
tion. Many of these ideas were already current,
but she harnessed them to a theoretical and re-
search program and call to academic action that
placed states at the center of political analysis.
To show the distinctiveness of this perspective,
Skocpol criticized pluralists and Marxists. Al-
though there were many scholars from each tra-
dition with relatively subtle understandings of
states, she argued that these perspectives treated
states chiefly as arenas in which political conflicts
took place. Pluralists tended to see this arena as
largely neutral, one in which all manner of in-
terest groups and citizens could participate and
contend but with some advantages being held by
elected officials. Marxists tended to see the arena
as one in which classes battled, with a tremen-
dous home-field advantage for capitalists, or, al-
ternatively, Marxists saw the state as serving the
function of reproducing and legitimating capi-
talism. Marxists tended to refer to “the state,”
rather than to

>

especially the “capitalist state,’
“states,” suggesting little variation among them
and little importance of states before extensive
capitalism. In short, neither set of scholars saw
states as complex organizations that were difter-
ent from other organizations in their political
centrality and missions, nor did these scholars
see that the way that states were structured or
state actors as highly consequential in political

life.



State-Centered and Political Institutional Theory 99

Conceptually speaking Skocpol’s call was
even for scholars of American politics, where
executive bureaucracies were relatively weak
and lacking in political power, to embrace a
Weberian understanding of states — as sets of
political organizations that exerted control over
territory and people and engaged in legisla-
tive, executive, military, and policing activities.
Within these territories states held a monopoly
on legitimate violence and sought to maintain
order, extracting resources from their popula-
tions and often seeking territorial expansion in
competition with other states. All states engaged
in lines of action that could be understood as
state policy. States were sets of organizations
in some ways like other organizations but with
unique political functions, missions, responsibil-
ities, and roles. In their bids to maintain order
and exert legitimate authority they structure re-
lationships between political authority and citi-
zens or subjects and social relations among dif-
ferent groups of citizens or subjects; they also
interact and compete with other states. Histor-
ically states have been structured in ways other
than the today’s prominent nation-state, have
operated in economic contexts other than in-
dustrial capitalist ones, and have been only vari-
ably subject to democratic forces.

This conceptual shift in thinking about states
highlighted aspects of politics ignored by much
of pluralist and Marxist scholarship and opened
up a series of research questions. Not surpris-
ingly given its Weberian origins, the statist
research program was often comparative and his-
torical but could also be employed in quanti-
tative research. The organizational conceptual-
ization of states criticized the empirical focus
of pluralism, which centered on who partici-
pated and prevailed in various episodes of deci-
sion making in American politics, as well as to
elite theorists, such as William Dombhoff, who
also studied these decisions but with a focus on
the influence of elite groups. The statist research
program also criticized the empirical approach
of Marxists with functionalist conceptualiza-
tions of the capitalist state; the latter suggested
somewhat ahistorically that all states in capitalist
societies acted in similar ways and whose re-
search often sought merely to provide empirical

llustrations (e.g., O’Connor, 1973) rather than
causal analyses. The organizational turn in con-
ceptualizing states implied wider examinations
to explore larger differences in patterns of pol-
itics and political outcomes across places and
times. Issues such as state building, democratiza-
tion, and revolutions became more central sub-
jects of political sociology. Issues such as social
policy that were already examined by political
sociologists could be reconceptualized beyond
examination of relative spending on programs.
Allin all, the change in outlook about what was
important to understand and worth explaining
suggested that political sociologists turn to their
attention to addressing major differences in pat-
terns of politics across places and times. Scholars
studying one country or even focusing on post-
war American politics were encouraged to sit-
uate the subject comparatively and historically.

State-centered scholars, however, went be-
yond the conceptual shift about the subject mat-
ter to political analysis to claim that states were
crucial causal forces in politics as well. The
widest break with other theoretical perspectives
concerned the causal influence of state institu-
tions on political life — what Skocpol (1985)
calls a “Tocquevillian” conception of states or
what Goodwin (2001) recently calls a “state-
constructionist” conception. State institutions
might be configured in different ways for any
number of reasons, including historical acci-
dents of geography, results of wars, constitu-
tional conventions, or uneven processes of polit-
ical, economic, bureaucratic, and intellectual
development. But whatever the reason for their
adoption or genesis, if these political arrange-
ments were for long stretches of time imper-
vious to change they would have fundamen-
tal influence on political patterns and processes
over new issues that might emerge, particularly
those concerning industrial capitalism. Invoking
the impact of political institutions had been ex-
plicitly addressed in a comparative fashion by
Huntington (1968) and in American politics
by E. E. Schattschneider (1960) and Theodore
Lowi (1972) among others, but the new dis-
cussions of causal role of state institutions on
politics gave the idea a boost among scholars
who were dissatisfied with previously dominant
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approaches. This line of argumentation was in
line with criticisms of standard views of power,
which concerned decision making or decisions
to keep issues off political agendas (Bacharach
and Baratz, 1970). Instead it suggested the pos-
sibility that political power was structurally de-
termined, in that the basic construction of states
would influence which political battles were
likely to take place as well as which groups might
win political battles.

Arguments about the causal role of state polit-
ical institutions also implied more fundamental
difference with other theories of politics, in that
state political institutions were posited to have
key impacts on the political identities, interests,
preferences, and strategies of groups. Political
identities, organization, and action were not
things that could be read oft market or other
relationships but were influenced by political sit-
uations. Even if political identities were largely
similar for a category of people across differ-
ent places, political institutional arrangements
might encourage some lines of political action
and organization by this group across polities
or time and discourage others and thus shape
political group formation. In short, the politi-
cal institutional theory rejected arguments that
landowners or workers or experts or ethnic mi-
norities would take similar forms and make sim-
ilar demands in all capitalist societies; instead
their political identities and organization would
depend on political institutional situations. A
signal contribution along these lines was Ira
Katznelson’s (1981) City Trenches, in which he
addressed why American workers were orga-
nized around their jobs economically, but po-
litically around their neighborhoods and in po-
litical parties along ethnic and religious lines,
in comparison with workers in other capitalist
democracies who were organized consistently
in one manner or another.

Leaving aside the geopolitical level, many
macro-level political institutional conditions
might shape broad patterns of politics. Overall
authority in state political institutions might be
centralized or decentralized. Political authority
might be centralized or spread among localized
political authorities in the manner of the United
States. The legislative, executive, judicial, polic-

ing, and other governmental functions within
given political authorities might be located
within set of organizations or spread among dif-
ferent ones, each with their own autonomy and
operating procedures. Polities might differ
greatly in type, depending on the degree to
which state rulers had “despotic power,” to use
Michael Mann’s (1986) distinction. State polit-
ical institutions were subject to different levels
and paces of democratization and political rights
among citizens. Once democratized they were
subject to all manner of electoral rules governing
the selection of political officials. States execu-
tive organizations were also subject to different
levels and paces of bureaucratization and pro-
fessionalization. Each of these processes might
fundamentally influence political life.

The other main line of argumentation, first
in the order treated but second in ultimate im-
portance, was that states mattered as actors, an
idea already current in the “bureaucratic poli-
tics” literature in political science (e.g., Allison,
1971). State actors were understood organiza-
tionally, largely in a resource-dependence way.
As organizations, different parts of states might
have greater or lesser degrees of autonomy and
capacity. The autonomy of states or parts thereof
was defined as their ability to define indepen-
dently lines of action. State capacities were de-
fined as the ability to carry out lines of action,
however they were devised. These difterences
in state autonomy and capacity, mainly under-
stood as those in executive bureaucracies, were
argued as being important in explaining in polit-
ical outcomes across times and places. The roles
of these actors were deemed both central and
variable — and thus likely important in politi-
cal outcomes and in need of greater investiga-
tion, theoretical and empirical, than provided
by other perspectives on politics. The idea of
states’ capacities was sometimes understood in
a wider way, with Mann (1986) referring to
states’ “infrastructural power.” The ideas of state
autonomy and capacity brought into the discus-
sion the “power to” do something, as in Par-
sons’s treatment of the subject, without neglect-
ing “power over,” on which political scientists
and sociologists previously had focused (Lukes,

1974).
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Sometimes claims by statist theorists about
state autonomy and capacity and the impor-
tance of state actors have been understood to
mean that state actors were more likely to prevail
in any particular political decision (Alford and
Friedland, 1985), a kind of specific elitist argu-
ment. Instead statist theorists posed state actors
as potentially key players in political outcomes,
given their functions and mandate to carry out
state policy. Their role and eftectiveness would
depend partly on characteristics that made other
political actors effective —strategies of action, re-
sources, knowledge, and so on. They might be
captured or stafted by politically organized or
social groups as well, but the groups might not
necessarily be representing capitalists or work-
ers. In addition, the ability of state actors to
devise autonomous lines of action might be in-
fluenced in turn by the structure of state insti-
tutions and other political institutional arrange-
ments.

The state-centered arguments proposed by
Skocpol at first were more theoretical frame-
work and conceptional development than the-
ory, however. They suggested that macrostruc-
tural aspects of states and large-scale processes
of state building influenced politics directly and
indirectly. In channeling political activities in
some ways rather than others, state structures
would influence the identities and actors at this
meso level of organized political actors. The way
states were structured would also influence who
among these organized actors might win politi-
cal battles and which ones they might win. Thus
state structures would also influence the rela-
tionships between the actions of politically mo-
bilized groups and political outcomes. Because
macrostructural aspects of states were likely to
vary substantially across polities and over time,
these conditions might be likely to explain long-
standing patterns of politics. A second line of
argumentation concerned the impact of state
actors on political outcomes. State actors were
deemed to be potentially autonomous and thus
potentially major players in influencing political
outcomes. Even if not autonomous, they might
be captured by different groups other than those
prominently figuring in Marxist theory, such
as political parties or non-class-related interest

groups. It would not constitute much of a the-
ory, though, until state-centered scholars speci-
fied causal claims employing this framework.

State-Centered Theory: An Example
and Model

In a 1984 article, Ann Orloft and Skocpol intro-
duced explicitly state-centered theory and ap-
plied it to a central problem in political sociology
and politics, the development of social policy.
The new approach was signaled by the sort of
question they asked. They wanted to know why
social insurance programs were adopted much
sooner in Britain than in the United States, de-
spite the many similarities between these coun-
tries. This comparative question also homed in
important historical episodes in policy mak-
ing for each country. The answers they pro-
posed were different, too. They asserted the two
means of state causation suggested by Skocpol
and used the framework to construct specific
causal claims. Most fundamentally they argued
that processes of state formation influence how
state and political organizations operate; these
organizations in turn would have an impact on
policy proposals directly and indirectly, by in-
fluencing what politically active groups would
propose. Behind the processes of state formation
were sequences of democratization and bureau-
cratization. Notably, if a polity had been de-
mocratized before it had been bureaucratized,
it would produce a state with low bureaucratic
capacities and orient political parties toward pa-
tronage rather than programs, as they used state
positions as sources of employment for their op-
eratives. Patronage-oriented parties would es-
chew social programs and the underdeveloped
states they led would have fewer capacities to run
them (see Shefter, 1978). The way that polities
were structured in turn had effects on politi-
cally organized groups. Despite similarities in
backgrounds and goals and contacts across bor-
ders, social reformers in different polities, for
instance, would have a different orientation to-
ward social politics. They also argued that state
bureaucracies and the officials in them might
also be sites of autonomous action, employing
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their capacities and location in struggles with
other groups. State domestic bureaucratic ca-
pacities were argued to influence political offi-
cials, whose proposals would be shaped by the
availability of specific capacities to engage in
policy (Finegold and Skocpol, 1995), an argu-
ment that was later dismissed by some schol-
ars synthesizing class-struggle arguments from
a neo-Marxist perspective and political institu-
tionalism (cf. Huber and Stephens, 2001). These
capacities, however, were also likely to be con-
strained at the political institutional level.

The article suggested both the promise of
the outlook provided by a wider understand-
ing of states and the potential for political in-
stitutional theorizing, as well as the issues raised
by them. They were asking questions that few
others were asking, given their limited concep-
tualization of states and their focus on behav-
ioral concepts, such as who made decisions, who
voted for which parties, or how much was being
spent for a state function. In addressing impor-
tant differences in these policies across coun-
tries, the question went beyond what would
have been addressed by functionalist Marxists,
who would have seen the issue as a similar mat-
ters of accumulation and legitimation. Their re-
search project moved the discussion away from
comparative spending on social policy to its
adoption, an issue overlooked given previous
conceptualizations of states and techniques of
analyzing data. The comparative approach also
helped to address the issue of why an issue did
not reach the political agenda, without anyone
needing to make a decision about keeping it off
(Lukes, 1974). At the same time, this issue was
going to prove useful to theorize about only
so long as other scholars felt it was important,
perhaps depending on the degree to which state
power was involved. In this case, scholars tended
to agree about the importance of the adop-
tion of social policy and attempted to explain
it (see review in Amenta, 2003). Also, it was
somewhat difficult to appraise the importance
of these particular episodes of policy making —
which is similar to the problem of address-
ing what constituted “important decisions” for
those studying power in communities (Polsby,
1980).

The theoretical explanation combined as-
pects of macro-level structural and systemic ar-
gumentation with meso- or organizational-level
argumentation in a novel way that fundamen-
tally contested both Marxist and pluralist claims
about the likely actors in the political process
and their importance. Orloffand Skocpol (1984)
argued that broad processes of social change,
democratization, and bureaucratization config-
ured the U.S. polity and party system against the
adoption of modern social spending policy and
Britain’s in favor of it. The macro-level con-
figuration of polities was deemed to influence
processes of politics, including how key political
actors identified themselves at lower levels and
what these actors wanted. Although worker and
capitalist political actors, predominant in Marx-
ist theory, would likely matter in all polities, they
might see their interests and identities diverge
according to the incentives provided for them by
political institutions, including the nature of the
political party system. Like the pluralists, they
argued that a wide group of actors might matter,
though the possibilities of organizing interests
would be influenced by the political structure
and the broad processes that lay behind it.

Left undertheorized, though, were a number
of issues. Among them were the fundamental
relationships between the large-scale processes
and the structure of other polities subject to
these processes. Although state capacities were
claimed to be important in influencing political
officials and these capacities were argued to be
constrained by political institutional patterns, it
was not clear under what conditions state ca-
pacities might vary and matter. The interaction
of politically organized groups was largely left
undertheorized, with the presumption, though,
that those favored by the structure of a given
polity would prevail disproportionately in po-
litical decision making. Political actors at the
meso level were viewed as rational for the most
part, as rational choice theorists would expect,
shifting the best they could under the circum-
stances. But as organizations, these actors also
might be constrained by the conditions of their
founding, as some “old institutional” organi-
zational theorists would have it (see review in
Stinchcombe, 1997), or by understandings of’
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their missions that might result from bounded
rationality and constraining scripts, templates,
and schemas, as “new institutional” organiza-
tional theorists would suggest (see review in
Clemens and Cook, 1999).

TOWARD POLITICAL-INSTITUTIONAL THEORY

The initial state-centered theoretical program —
treating states as important causal forces in pol-
itics — has evolved into a political-institutional
one over the last decade or so, altering the pro-
gram in important ways. Scholars have gener-
ally employed the Tocquevillian argument about
states in an explanatory way and have added fur-
ther argumentation concerning the construc-
tion of other large-scale political institutions,
including political party systems. In the hands
of some theorists, the arguments became more
structural and systemic, with long-standing po-
litical institutions influencing all groups and
having major influence over outcomes of inter-
est. In the hands of others, political institution-
alism has become more historical and focused
on historical processes. Here scholars continue
to argue that political institutions fundamen-
tally influence political life but focus theoret-
ical attention on the interaction of actors at a
medium-systemic, interorganizational, or meso
level. These actors are seen as working within
institutional constraints, as well as with con-
straints on resources and other means of ac-
tion, and attempting to influence state policy.
Changes in state policies in turn set processes in
motion that influence the interests and strate-
gies of actors that will determine whether pro-
grams will feed back in a way that strengthens
the program or undermines it or leaves it open
to changes at a later time. The main theoretical
framework is that macro-level political institu-
tions shape politics and political actors, who act
under constraints that may influence their im-
pact on states and policies, refashioning political
institutions in the process, and so on.

Before I discuss this political institutionalist
theoretical project, I want to say a few words
distinguishing it from other uses of the term
institutionalism among sociologists and political

scientists. It is now conventional to say that there
are three groups of institutionalists: “new in-
stitutionalists” in the sociology of organizations
(Powell and DiMaggio, 1991), “institutionalists”
employing rational choice theory in political
science (Moe, 1987), and “historical institution-
alists,” political scientists who are distinctive for
their comparative and historical methodology
(Thelen, 1999; Thelen and Steinmo, 1992; see
review in Hall and Taylor, 1996). The new in-
stititionalism is a species of organizational the-
ory, which sees organizations in a particular way
and treats states largely like other organizations.
For this group, political sociology involves or-
ganizations, and thus new institutional theory
is expected to be relevant; mainly, however,
this theory provides a broad cultural perspec-
tive on politics (e.g., Meyer, 2001). By con-
trast, the rational choice institutionalists in po-
litical science employ a style of theorizing based
on micro-level foundations; they emphasize de-
ductive theorizing itself as being central to so-
cial scientific progress and are concerned less
with sustained empirical appraisals of theoreti-
cal arguments. They are roughly aligned with
economic institutionalists (e.g., North, 1990).
Finally, historical institutionalism is a way of’
engaging in the social scientific enterprise that
places less emphasis on general theorizing in
which scholars pose macropolitical or — soci-
ological empirical puzzles and employ compar-
ative and historical analytical research strategies
to address them (cf. Immergut, 1998). Institu-
tional structures of all sorts usually matter in
these explanations. There is an elective affinity
between the approach of the historical institu-
tionalists, who now form a self-conscious aca-
demic grouping, and political institutional the-
orizing, but the overlap is far from complete.
Historical institutionalists tend to see political
institutions as being distinctive and influential
and more than new institutionalists are con-
cerned with issues of power. Those who call
themselves historical institutionalists, including
Skocpol, often rely on political institutional the-
orizing. Indeed, that so much of political in-
stitutional theoretical argumentation has been
developed and appraised by comparative and
historical research has strongly influenced the
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evolution of the political institutional theoret-
ical project. But there is no necessary connec-
tion between the historical institutionalist ap-
proach, where causation is often presumed to
be multiple, conjunctural, and path-dependent,
and any given theory or even style of theorizing.
Historical institutionalists may not ascribe cen-
tral causal roles to political institutions in any
given analysis and could instead rely on eco-
nomic or social institutions in their theoreti-
cal argumentation. By contrast political institu-
tional argumentation relies on the structure of
state and other major political institutions, in-
cluding electoral systems and political party sys-
tems, and processes of state and party building,
in the construction of causal political arguments
and explanations for macropolitical pheno-
mena.

Developments in political institutional theo-
rizing since the early 1990s have continued to
focus more on the impact of political contexts
on politics more so than on the role of bureau-
cratic state actors. Scholars working in this mode
have often followed some of the same structural
guidelines of Orloff and Skocpol, but focusing
on other political institutions and hypothesiz-
ing different empirical implications. One line
of argument is that political institutions influ-
ence the types of actors in a polity, including
the form, identities, and interests of political ac-
tors, and from there to important processes and
outcomes. The second is that political institu-
tions provide distinctive contexts that influence
causal relationships at a meso level of political
organization and action. Third, there have been
attempts to theoretically model the process over
time, in which state institutions influence po-
litical actors, who maneuver within constraints
to influence states, which are altered in turn and
then influence real and potential political actors.
The theorizing here focuses not structural po-
litical institutions and large-scale processes, but
smaller scale processes.

Structural Political Institutionalism

An example of the highly structural political
institutionalism is the state-centered theory of

Third World revolution posed by Jeft Goodwin
(2001). He asked why revolutions were pecu-
liarly modern phenomena, why some Third
World countries rather than others were beset
by revolutionary mobilizations, and why some
regimes rather than others were vulnerable to
revolutionary overthrow. The answer was nei-
ther poverty nor mere authoritarianism, as there
were many examples of each throughout history
without significant revolutionary movements.
Instead there were no revolutions until there
were states. From there he found that closed
authoritarian regimes provided motivation and
a focus for revolutionary groups, whereas even
limited inclusionary regimes tended to siphon
off opposition. From there he asked which
regimes were vulnerable to overthrow by revo-
lutionary movements, that is, contexts in which
revolutionary action and actors were likely to
succeed. The answer was that there were two
different sorts of regimes that tended to be im-
pervious to reform and unable to respond ef-
fectively to revolutionary movements: neopatri-
monial dictatorships and colonial regimes based
on direct rule.

Structural and systemic, this line of argumen-
tation was more elegant and encompassing than
the previous state-centered arguments, which
involved a variety of processes and a profu-
sion of actors, and provides an example of a
strictly political institutionalist argument. The
type of regime influenced strongly the interests
and identities of potential political actors. In a
patrimonial regime, involving personal control
by dictators allowing no stable group prerog-
atives in the policy, businesspeople, landlords,
and professionals were likely to go into op-
position, reading their interests off political in-
stitutional situations, not economic class po-
sitions. The type of regime also shaped state
repressive capacities, promoting unprofessional
and incompetent military forces and making it
difficult for them to resist armed revolutionar-
ies, if they were to appear. The argument is not
strictly determined, in that these were power-
ful tendencies, not necessarily leading to armed
struggle by revolutionaries, and not ensuring its
success once they had formed. There was room
for maneuver by these regimes, and room for
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agency of revolutionaries as well, but the main
line of argument was political institutional and
helped to separate which states would be sub-
ject to revolutionary movements and likely to
succumb from those of poor countries suffering
under authoritarian regimes that did not. This
left somewhat undertheorized, at least by insti-
tutional argumentation, the activities of revolu-
tionary movements and other groups that might
tip these situations one way or another and re-
quired supplementation especially on the side of
the political actors.

Another example of structural political in-
stitutionalism at the macrosocial level, but ad-
dressing differences in policy in democratized
polities, is Sven Steinmo’s (1993) Taxation and
Democracy. Steinmo demonstrates that the tax-
ation systems of America, Britain, and Sweden
had varied over the past century greatly and of-
ten in unexpected ways. American and British
taxation has been more redistributive and pro-
gressive, imposing stiffer taxes on the rich than
Swedish taxation, which generates more rev-
enue. He also demonstrates that American tax-
ation for most of the postwar period was com-
paratively complex and inefficient, whereas the
Swedish taxation system was stable, efficient,
and vyields high revenues. The British tax sys-
tem stood out chiefly for its unstable and erratic
character. He asks why these comparative differ-
ences in taxation policy — given that they matter
for redistribution in themselves as well as for all
redistributive programs that might be funded by
states.

Steinmo’s explanation focuses on the struc-
ture of a polity’s decision-making institutions.
American political authority was born frag-
mented and was never unified. In Sweden, a
constitutional convention at the turn of the cen-
tury created a Lower Chamber elected by pro-
portional representation and an Upper Chamber
less responsive to the will of the people. Britain
had no constitutional convention and restrained
its upper chamber, the House of Lords. Accord-
ing to Steinmo, each set of democratic institu-
tions engendered a specific form of governing:
in America, by congressional committee; in
Sweden, corporatism; in Britain, strong party
government. These forms of government influ-

enced the views and activities of the main actors
involved and in turn account for key taxation
outcomes. Committee government in Amer-
ica, with its decentralization of power, brought
with it low revenues and high tax expenditures,
low efficiency, and high complexity. Providing
great power but only limited time to exercise
it, party government in Britain produced ex-
treme instability in taxation policy. Corporatism
in Sweden, based on the continuing power of
the Social Democratic party, created a deep and
abiding trust between that party and the per-
manent bureaucracy and produced a stable taxa-
tion system in which corporate actors traded off
higher taxes for other benefits. In this model the
broad patterns of taxation policy over a century
are explained by large political institutional dif~
ferences in electoral systems that translate into
differences in the processes by which politics
takes place. Corporatism as a mode of state-led
interest intermediation has its own influence on
social politics (see also Hicks, 1999) but is ex-
plained in turn by prior political institutional ar-
rangements. The argumentation is elegant, with
large patterns of politics and major difterences
in important political outcomes explained with
few moving structural and systemic political in-
stitutional parts.

As with Goodwin’s state-centered theory of
revolution, Steinmo’s institutional argument by
design leaves a fair amount unexplained. The
structural line of argumentation does not at-
tempt to explain political change or specific
outcomes within a given case, especially those
resulting from the mobilization and action of
groups at the organizational level. Perhaps more
important, though, the question is framed with
respect to the three countries and not more gen-
erally and the implications of the argumentation
are not drawn out for other polities. Also, the
broad institutional differences among the poli-
ties identified by Steinmo are different from the
ones that Orloft and Skocpol suggested as be-
ing crucial for social politics. Although both pay
causal attention to the role of political institu-
tions, Orloff and Skocpol focus on the long-
term processes of democratization and bureau-
cratization in state formation, whereas Steinmo
discusses the impact of electoral and political
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decision-making institutions based on diftering
constitutional arrangements. This difference in
outlook suggests that there are many possibilities
for structural political institutional arguments,
even in democratized polities and regarding sim-
ilar objects of explanation.

Toward More Elaborated Institutional
Argumentation

Within state-centered and political institutional
scholarship there has been something of a shift
from comparative theoretical argumentation to
explain difterences in large outcomes to histor-
ical argumentation explaining processes. This
theoretical shift addresses the issue of explain-
ing political changes and tries to fill in some
of the explanatory gaps in the initial theoreti-
cal program. These theoretical moves take the
from of claiming that changes in state policies
have the potential to reconfigure political con-
texts and with them political identities, interests,
and activity.

A key example of this movement, to stay
with the social policy example, was in Theda
Skocpol’s Protecting Soldiers and Mothers (1992).
In it she seeks to specify more fully the impact
of macro-level political institutions on political
actors and action, but she also allows increas-
ing autonomy among meso-level political ac-
tors in battling over issues and adds reciprocal
argumentation about the impact of state policies
on politics. Skocpol drops the state-centered la-
bel and instead employs what she calls a “struc-
tured polity model,” which she uses to explain
specific historically and comparatively situated
questions regarding U.S. social policy. These in-
clude why the United States created in the late
nineteenth century a system of veterans’ bene-
fits when other countries did not and why the
United States did not replace this system of ben-
efits in the early twentieth century with social
insurance for male wage-earners, when many
other countries did, and instead creating pro-
grams for women. As before, she seeks to ex-
plain why U.S. social policy diverged from that
of countries elsewhere subject to broadly similar
economic processes.

As before, too, Skocpol’s theoretical model
gives primacy of causal place to the struc-
ture and formation of political institutions. The
state-formation process leads to political or-
ganizations with given capacities and operat-
ing needs. Early democratization and late bu-
reaucratic development within the U.S. state
meant among other things that political parties
tended to pursue patronage policies and avoid
programmatic social policy (see also Mayhew,
1086:292—4; Amenta, 1998:chapter 1). Skocpol
also argues that political institutions strongly in-
fluence social identities in politics. State and
party structures and the scope of the electorate
contribute to the formation of political identi-
ties and group political orientations, along with
socioeconomic relations and cultural patterns.
In this vein she argues, for instance, that U.S.
workers did not have to mobilize along class
lines to gain the vote and thus did not act as
class-conscious actors. By contrast women in
the United States reacted as a group against their
exclusion from the polity — a process intensified
by the fact that elite women in America were
more highly educated than their counterparts in
other countries.

Yet the argumentation goes beyond these
structural and systemic claims to indicate other
institutional reasons behind the making of social
policy. For according to the logic of the struc-
tural, instititutional argumentation, there would
be no impulse toward modern social policy in
America. To address this, Skocpol makes link-
ages between the macrostructural level and the
organizational level in making claims about the
causes of change in social policy. She suggests
that to be effective in any polity political actors,
however organized and with whatever identi-
ties, have to construct a good “fit” between
their capabilities and the given political insti-
tutions. In a U.S. polity in which elected mem-
bers to Congress and state legislatures are not
constrained by the party discipline imposed by
parliamentary political systems and are chosen
by way of geographic representation, she argues
that the groups likely to gain the greatest lever-
age are “widespread federated interests.” From
here she claims that U.S. reformist professionals
were likely to succeed in political struggles only
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when they were allied with groups with popular
constituencies organized across many legislative
districts. She points to groups such as the Grand
Army of the Republic, the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union, and the Federal Order of
Eagles as being exemplars of such organization
and eftectiveness in policy. Although the argu-
mentation deals with general aspects of polities,
these combinations of characteristics is specific
to the U.S. polity, whose early policy develop-
ments and lack of development in modern social
insurance programs she is attempting to explain.

In her final theoretical claim, Skocpol opens
the way to see state building and policy mak-
ing as a reciprocal and path-dependent process.
Following Low1i (1972), she argues similarly that
once adopted new policies can transform state
capacities and produce changes in social groups
and their political goals and capabilities. The
new state actors can employ these capacities in
further political struggles. Political groups may
be strengthened by having states sanction them
and reward them through policies. New groups
may be encouraged by policies. Both of these in-
fluence policy at a later point in time. In short,
the initial configuration of social policy influ-
ences its future; the structure of social policy
has important impacts on the politics of social
policy and thus the future of it and other poli-
cies. In this way the political institutional theory
is made “historical” (Abrams, 1984).

Other scholars have argued similarly that
the process of social spending policy is path-
dependent in this matter. The main line of ar-
gumentation is that the form a program assumes
may influence its political future by determining
whether groups will mobilize around it in sup-
port. It has been argued notably that programs
whose recipients are confined to the poor tend
to gain little support (Weir et al., 1988), be-
cause the coalitions that can potentially form
behind them are likely to be small and polit-
ically weak; programs with larger beneficiary
groups, including middle classes, will have a bet-
ter chance to grow. Pierson (1994) argues fur-
ther that mature programs have “lock-in" eftects
that counter bids to cut them, because people
have organized their lives around these programs
and in many cases interest groups have already

formed explicitly around beneficiary categories
created by programs. In short, policy changes
can cause positive feedback loops that lead to
their reinforcement.

Others have extended the project is by sup-
plementing it with other perspectives (Amenta,
1998; Orloftand Skocpol, 1986; see also Janoski,
1998). Although the political institutional ar-
gument points to influence on the formation
of political interests and identities, it still leaves
a great deal of autonomy at this level. New
policies often are claimed inadvertently to cre-
ate new groups and identities, making the ar-
guments compatible with some pluralist and
Marxist arguments at the meso level of politics.
Many have combined institutional argumenta-
tion with Marxist arguments, especially those
regarding class struggle (Hicks, 1999; Huber
and Stephens, 2001) or class coalitions (Esping-
Andersen, 1990), which are more compatible
with political institutional theorizing than oth-
ers. However, these arguments largely see class
factors as the driving force behind state devel-
opment and political change and thus remain
located in that camp. Others have similar em-
ployed political institutional theorizing with dif-
ferent forms of cultural analysis (Clemens, 1998;
Hattam, 1993), including the new institutional-
ism in the sociology of organizations.

Some Issues in Political Institutional
Theoretical Projects

Despite advances and syntheses, many issues re-
main to be addressed at the each of the three
main levels of theorizing in political institutional
arguments. Political institutional argumentation
has been most coherent in its structural and sys-
temic form. Even here, though, the implications
that scholars have drawn for political processes
and outcomes are delimited, both in the de-
gree to which they explain outcomes or pro-
cesses under study and in terms of the situa-
tions to which they might apply. Also, there have
been divergent claims about the impact of polit-
ical institutions on politics and these differences
need to be addressed by theorists. The opening
of this program by scholars specifying linkages
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between the macro and meso levels of analy-
sis, indicating macrocontextual factors that in-
fluence relationships at the organizational level
has addressed some issues, but these theoretical
linkages need to be traced further. The theoret-
ical argumentation concerning state building as
a path-dependent process has opened the theo-
retical program further and facilitates theorizing
processes and change. Yet with the greater the
openness of the project, political institutional
theorizing runs the danger of returning to a
framework for analysis rather than a set of theo-
retical claims that can provide explicit empirical
expectations in different situations.

On the structural and systemic side, schol-
ars in this camp have specified characteristics at
the political systemic level of argumentation and
given reasons for their likely influences on po-
litical processes. Many scholars studying social
policy, for instance, now agree that the central-
ization of the polity promotes the development
of redistributive social policy and fragmenta-
tion hinders it, because fragmentation facilitates
the ability of opponents of social policy to de-
flect initiatives (Immergut, 1992; Maioni, 1998).
Skocpol (1992) argues similarly that the frag-
mented U.S. polity limits what is possible in
social policy. But the argument is multidimen-
sional. Political authority in the United States
has never been horizontally or vertically inte-
grated. At the national level of government, the
United States has a presidential and nonparlia-
mentary system that allows intramural conflict.
Members of Congress from the same party can
defect from the president’s legislative program
without risking loss of office and can initi-
ate competing programs. There are two legisla-
tive bodies, and legislators represent geograph-
ical districts, not parties. Any laws that make
it through this maze can be declared uncon-
stitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court. Schol-
ars have not, however, theoretically sorted out
which of these forms of fragmentation matter
most and how with regard to social policy mak-
ing (Amenta, Caren, and Bonastia, 2001). By
contrast, Steinmo makes claims about the role of
electoral institutions on political processes and
makes plausible claims for his three cases but
does not follow through with the implications of

general theorizing for other cases. Also, Steinmo
and Skocpol are making political institutional
arguments at the same level but are claiming
that different sorts of political institutions mat-
ter. These differences in systemic argumentation
need to be acknowledged and their implications
addressed.

As for the links between the macrostructural
level and the meso-organizational level, the po-
litical institutionalist line is that the former influ-
ences the latter and from there the fundamental
course of politics. In the social policy literature,
for instance, scholars have made arguments that
sequences of democratization and bureaucrati-
zation have influenced whether political parties
will appeal by way of patronage or programs.
Similarly, scholars have made arguments about
the impact of the pace and character of de-
mocratization on group formation (Amenta and
Young, 1999). But for scholars making institu-
tional arguments about social policy, it is im-
portant to make further theoretical connections
from macro-level conditions to the political or-
ganizational level. Skocpol (1992), for instance,
argues that the particular way that democratiza-
tion took place in the United States had an im-
pact on the political group formation and iden-
tities. The argument is set out in a general way
but is not conceptualized or extended beyond
the case at hand to see how applicable it might
be to others.

Policy feedback claims similarly have ad-
vanced, but need further specification to be
transformed into systematic theoretical argu-
ments. To return to the social policy case again,
despite the incentives to organize around new
categories and benefits created by state pro-
grams, groups sometimes form in support of
programs and identify themselves with them
and sometimes not. Those groups that sup-
ported the adoption of mothers’ pensions pro-
grams in 1910, for instance, had lost inter-
est in them by 1930. Although need-based
programs tend not be supported, they some-
times have been politically popular, as work
programs were during the Depression and is
Medicaid nowadays (Amenta, 1998; Howard,
1999). The nature of policy feedback argu-
ments been conceptualized in ways that would
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it possible to construct theoretically coherent
path-dependent arguments (see Abbott, 1992;
Griffin, 1992; Mahoney, 2000; Pierson, 2000a).
Scholars making these claims, however, need to
provide more specific expectations linking as-
pects of policy to the processes that influence
their fate. That is to say, they need to identify as-
pects of social policies that induce the formation
of groups around them or that are expected to
influence their politics and fates in other ways. It
would fit with the political institutional project
that the policies that would matter the most in
reconfiguring political life would be those that
influence systemic aspects of politics.

RESEARCH PRACTICE AND THE NEXT STEPS

Political institutional projects have gone great
distances since the early 1980s, but the type of
progress made and the lack of progress in some
areas has been due chiefly to how political in-
stitutionalists typically engage in social scientific
inquiry. Although not all historical institution-
alists are political institutionalists, most political
institutionalists mainly employ comparative and
historical methods, which in turn influence the
strengths and weaknesses in the political insti-
tutional mode of theorizing. The style is bold
in some ways (in asking questions) and reticent
in others (in extending theoretical claims be-
yond cases of interest). Together these charac-
teristics have led to many new and promising
political institutional hypotheses and theoretical
argumentation, buttressed by compelling histor-
ical and comparative research, but the theoreti-
cal claims have not been carried through as far
as they might be.

Boldness and Reticence in Comparative
and Historical Analyses

Comparative and historical scholars are not
afraid of big questions — empirically at least
(for discussions, see Amenta, 2003; Goldstone,
2003; Mahoney and Rueschemeyer, 2003).
These analysts often seek to explain differences
in major patterns of political development and

readily ask why some countries had revolu-
tions, democracies, and welfare states, whereas
others did not. These bold comparative ques-
tions and research projects have an affinity to
structural and systemic explanation. For polit-
ical institutionalists explaining the differences
in large patterns usually involves showing that
some structural and systemic political conditions
or circumstances hindered a major development
in one place and either aided or allowed the de-
velopment in another. In addition, these schol-
ars use comparisons or trace processes to cast
empirical doubt on other possible explanations
and to provide further support for their own.
This sort of questioning calls attention to large-
scale contexts and processes, which are some-
times not noticed in approaches to data anal-
ysis that focus on events surrounding specific
changes under study and do not look at the big
picture.

Usually the impulse is even bolder, however,
for comparative and historical scholars are not
often content to explain a large part of the vari-
ance in their cases, as quantitative investigators
are content to do, but often want to explain all
of it (see Ragin, 1987). And so after explain-
ing broad patterns, these scholars attempt to
trace the processes which helped cases to show
change, whether the adoption of a policy or its
retrenchment or the development of a revolu-
tionary movement or an issue of state build-
ing. This task usually involves some theorizing
at the meso level of political organization, of-
ten involving with the interaction of politically
active groups with state bureaucrats and other
actors, or some combination of theorizing at
the macro and meso levels. The causal argu-
mentation sometimes gets quite detailed at the
organizational level. In the bid to explain all the
variance sometimes elements from other the-
oretical perspectives are added, and sometimes
strictly contingent elements are brought into the
account.

Bold as they are in their questions and
explanatory goals, comparative and historical
scholars are often reticent theoretically. They
do not frequently bid to theorize beyond the
cases and time periods of interest. Often these
cases are states, subnational units, and policies or
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groups within a country or across a few coun-
tries, and the studies are limited to a specific
period, often lengthy, of time. It is only in rare
instances that comparative and historical schol-
ars address populations of theoretically relevant
cases in their research. Mainly this gap is due the
steep research requirements of doing compara-
tive and historical work, as one needs to gain
a deep understanding of the cases involved. Yet
there is no reason not to draw out the theoret-
ical implications for other cases that we know
less about.

As we have seen, Steinmo (1993) compares
across his three countries and is willing to ex-
plain major differences in policy-making pro-
cesses and taxation outcomes over long periods
of time but does not follow through with the
implications for other democratic states with
relatively advanced capitalist economies — the
population from which his three cases form a
subset. But because his theorizing involves spe-
cific countries and their electoral institutions,
he leaves it open as to how the process from
electoral rules to taxation policy patterns might
play out in countries with different electoral
laws. Without his specifying the argument fur-
ther, one might presume that there would be
as many different patterns in taxation policies as
there were electoral laws and countries to ex-
amine. It would also be possible and more theo-
retically valuable to construct a somewhat more
general argument to explain the policy-making
processes of other countries, but he stops short
of drawing out the implications.

Skocpol (1992) wants to explain develop-
ments over a somewhat shorter period than
Steinmo and provides more detailed theorizing,
as she is hopeful to answer numerous questions
about U.S. social policy and explain all the vari-
ance she addresses. She makes meso-level argu-
ments about the forms of organization that are
likely to work in a polity structured like that
of the American one and traces the activities of
these organizations over time. She goes on to
explain variation in broad patterns of policy —
such as why some maternalist programs passed
and why ones for male workers did not — as
well as the specifics of individual programs. Her
theorizing is explicitly situated in the American

political context and possibly that context in
the decades surrounding 1900. Yet it would be
consistent with her argumentation that to make
an impact organized groups have to fit politi-
cal contexts whatever they happen to be — and
to specify what that might mean across cases.
The form of the argument is that certain com-
binations of variables or conditions are deemed
to have specific effects within a given overarch-
ing context, and it seems worth attempting to
speculate theoretically about these relationships
beyond the her case and time period. This theo-
rizing would mean thinking through the impact
of the contexts and whether the combination of
variables or conditions would be likely to have
implications in many situations or few and what
they might be. It would also make it possible
for other scholars with deep understandings of
other cases to appraise the arguments.

Political institutional scholars do occasionally
theorize and examine the relevant cases in a
population of interest. In Ertman’s (1996) analy-
sis of state formation in early modern Europe, he
stands out in placing all cases into four groupings
of types of state formation. These are group-
ings are based on whether the character of the
state’s infrastructure was patrimonial or bureau-
cratic and whether the political regime was ab-
solutist or constitutional — more or less along
the lines of Mann’s (1986) ideas of infrastruc-
tural and despotic power. This rephrasing of
the question is a major contribution in itself, as
he reworks previous concepts of absolutism to
show variation in state types where others had
seen uniformity and blurred important distinc-
tions. From there he presents a theoretical model
that involves initial conditions and processes that
combine to order the cases into different pat-
terns. Territorial-based assemblies were more
likely than estates-based ones to hold out against
the blandishments of would-be absolutist rulers.
But early geopolitical conflict, rather than build-
ing the state infrastructurally, meant that states
could not take advantage of new techniques of’
administration and finance and the explosion
of administrative expertise after 1450. His argu-
ment includes path-dependent claims that alter
the workings of long-term processes, with states
becoming subject to military pressures altering
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the paths they were set down by initial condi-
tions. As a result he is able to explain all the
cases. This sort of theorizing is an exception,
however, and is not necessarily due to a dif-
ference in attitude about the proper role of the-
ory in comparative and historical research but to
one scholar’s ability to master many cases. This
seems less likely to be possible for most scholars,
especially those studying processes over the last
centuries, as secondary literatures on individual
countries and political issues have exploded, as
well as the availability of primary documents.

Findings of comparative and historical ana-
lysts are sometimes held suspect because they
possibly select on the dependent variable, lead-
ing to biased results (King, Keohane, and Verba,
1994; cf. Ragin, 1987, 2000). The theoreti-
cal problem resulting from small-N comparative
studies is, however, that scholars frequently do
not theorize beyond their cases. And so I am
calling for scholars to apply some of the same
boldness to take on the big questions and explain
all relevant variance in research projects to po-
litical institutional theorizing. Scholars need to
think further about the range of variation across
the likely population for which claims can be
made and need, too, to take into account the
likely result of a lack of diversity in the popu-
lation (Ragin, 2000). Theoretical programs can
advance through a scholarly process in which
one person studies three countries and another
studies two others and each makes theoretical
claims particular to those cases and time peri-
ods, but the progress would likely come faster
if the comparative and historical analysts would
think through the implications of their theo-
retical arguments and provide some empirical
expectations for some relevant cases they do not
study.

Extending the Political Institutional
Theoretical Project

To advance the theoretical project, the next steps
for political institutional scholars are to go be-
yond preliminary or highly bounded theoret-
ical statements and general orienting concepts
to make more extensive theoretical claims. I am

not calling for general laws designed to apply
everywhere, but middle-range theoretical argu-
mentation in the Mertonian tradition that has
implications beyond the cases or times at hand
with well-thought-out scope conditions. At the
most general level, the theoretical claims could
be of the sort that Lipset and Rokkan (1967) did
for political parties or Rueschemeyer, Stephens,
and Stephens (1996) have done for democratic
breakthroughs. Even if scholars develop their
theoretical argumentation by way of paired or
implicit comparisons as standard in comparative
and historical and historical institutional analy-
ses, it is always possible and worthwhile to think
through the similarities with other cases and
work through the theoretical implications for
those cases even if one cannot carry through
with the research needed to appraise these ar-
guments.

Let me suggest a few ways to propel this pro-
cess. One way to develop political institutional
theory further would be to modify some of the
largely methodological precepts of Przeworski
and Teune (1970). They implored comparative
scholars to replace proper names of countries as
far as possible with variables in their causal analy-
ses. Do not theorize about Sweden or America
and Britain or Latin American countries, was
their injunction, but instead capitalist democra-
cies, liberal welfare states, or Third World coun-
tries. Also, their view of comparative analysis
was multilevel, with an emphasis on macro and
contextual theoretical argumentation. A com-
parative argument was one in which differences
in theoretical variables at the political systemic
level resulted in differences in individual-level
causal relationships. Thus the nature of the party
system might be argued to influence the rela-
tionship between an individual’s class position
and their political atfiliation or voting behavior.
In short, they suggested that whenever possi-
ble analysts should think more generally and to
think about the impact of contexts at one level
to influence causal relationships at another.

It would be worth extending these insights,
but altering some of the precepts to fit the cir-
cumstances faced by political institutional the-
orists, who usually engage in comparative and
historical studies. My call is for them to provide
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theoretical argumentation with applicability to
all capitalist democracies or to all liberal wel-
fare states or to some larger population, perhaps
bounded by a time period or process, rather than
limiting theoretical discussion to the few cases
or time periods being closely studied. Other
scholars might try to extend the argumenta-
tion to these other cases to see whether they
are supported or, if not, whether the initial ar-
gumentation would needed to be modified and
how. This might help as well to separate what
is general from what is specific in the explana-
tion of any given phenomena. The injunction
to remove proper names when possible might
also be applied to historical contexts, as differ-
ent periods of time may in themselves stand in
for combinations of variables or particular pro-
cesses that could be conceptualized more gen-
erally. The goal would be to theorize about the
conditions behind the period in question rather
than the specific time itself.

This sort of theoretical development and ac-
cumulation can be seen in the literature on
revolutions and the retrenchment of the wel-
fare state. Wickham-Crowley (1992) provides a
theory of revolution in Latin America, a con-
junctural argument with five main conditions
that include both political institutional circum-
stances as well as issues applicable to Latin Amer-
ican countries only. Together the five conditions
explain each of the countries that had revolu-
tions in that region. He argues that his expla-
nation applies only to Latin America and does
not try to extend it outward. Going further,
Goodwin (2001) pitches his argumentation to
all Third World countries and sees the difterent
continents as providing different sorts of contex-
tual conditions that can be employed in theoret-
ical argumentation with implications for empir-
ical differences. In his examination of social
policy in the United States and Britain in
the 1980s Pierson (1994) argues that forces
for retrenchment were general across capitalist
democracies in the last quarter of the twentieth
century (see also Huber and Stephens, 20071;
Swank, 2001). By this time most systems of
social spending had been completed and ex-
panded — had become “institutionalized” — and
bids to cut them back were taken up in force by

many political regimes. Later Pierson (2000b)
situates some of his arguments in institutional
settings. He argues that retrenchment processes
are likely to be dependent on the nature of
the previous welfare state, whether it is liberal,
conservative corporatist, or social democratic,
according to Esping-Andersen’s (1990) institu-
tional models.

A way to go beyond theorizing about spe-
cific historical periods would be for political in-
stitutional theorists to make theoretical claims
about phases of processes. In the literature on
social policy, for instance, scholars have taken
seriously the possibility that different phases of
development of social policy had different de-
terminants (Flora and Alber, 19871). From this
point of view, because they differ as processes,
the adoption of social policy may be determined
by different causes than its expansion or its re-
trenchment (see review in Amenta, 2003). This
conceptualization can be employed to reflect
back on theory and improve it. By breaking so-
cial policy into different processes, scholars can
theorize that conditions and variables will have a
different impact across them. It has been argued
with regard to the Marxist- and class-based so-
cial democratic explanation of social policy that
a period of social democratic rule after the estab-
lishment of social policy may have less impact or
a different sort of impact than when social poli-
cies were being adopted or changed in form (see,
e.g., Hicks, 1999). Similarly, it may be useful to
consider retrenchment as a recurrent possibility
throughout the history of social policy with dif-
ferent determinants when once social policy has
been established as compared to when it is at an
early stage of institutionalization.

Spelling out as far as possible with concepts
the scope conditions of theoretical argumen-
tation in general terms would aid progress in
both theory and research. Even if one’s theoret-
ical argument provides implications that even-
tually are not borne out in research — perhaps
the largest drawback to theorizing beyond one’s
cases — the claims will give others something
with which to begin their own empirical work
and lead to the creation of better theories. This
would be true whether one employs the con-
junctural sort of theory in which combinations
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of conditions lead to outcomes (Katznelson,
1997; Ragin, 1987) or the time-order sequence
sort in which events or processes must hap-
pen in a certain order to produce outcomes
(Grifhin, 1992). Abbott (1992) notably suggests
that scholars making time-order or narrative ar-
guments need to address populations rather than
have these arguments always tied to case studies.
In short, one should think through that applica-
bility and implications of even path-dependent
claims for processes in other settings than the
ones at hand.

Another analogy from Przeworski and Te-
une’s methodological precepts would be to
extend contextual theorizing concerning the
macro level of political institutions on meso-
level relationships regarding interactions of po-
litical organizations and outcomes of interest.
A main line of argumentation of institutional
theory is that political institutions not only in-
fluence the identities and modes organization
of politically active groups; political institutions
also constitute contexts that alter relationships at
the political organizational level between politi-
cally mobilized groups and outcomes of interest.
These contexts may alter as well individual-
level relationships, such as whether an indi-
viduals class position will influence political
preferences. The task here would be to address
systematically how these contexts influence the
relationships at these lower levels between orga-
nizations and outcomes or processes.

One way to sort this out is for institution-
alists to theorize if they were going to em-
ploy Boolean qualitative comparative analysis
(Ragin, 1987; see also 2000) to appraise their
claims. In a Boolean analysis, an investigator
typically examines a set of five or fewer cate-
gorical — all or nothing — independent variables
and employs them to explain a categorical de-
pendent variable. A set of algorithms indicate
the combinations of conditions that are associ-
ated with the outcome in question. But the task
for institutional scholars would be to theorize in
this manner by a stepwise process that first ana-
lyzed the connections between macro-level and
meso-level developments and then combined
the macro- and meso-level elements in an anal-
ysis to explain outcomes, using the macro-level

elements as contextual factors for the meso-level
ones. One would start from theoretical argu-
ments made on a few cases in a specific time
period and extend the thinking outward as far
as one would think it plausible.

The theorizing process would thus begin by
addressing the impact of higher-level institu-
tional conditions or processes on meso-level or-
ganizational conditions or processes. In the first
step one would theorize about the interaction
of macroinstitutional conditions that would be
likely to lead to the prevalence of actors at a
meso level, including perhaps the existence of
certain state bureaus and agencies. The elements
of the argument at the either level might include
processes and issues of timing, such as whether
a polity was democratized before it was bureau-
cratized. From these one would make claims
about the relationship between different meso-
level actors and their forms of activity or lines
of action within different macrosocial contexts
and the outcomes or processes to be explained.
In thinking through the different combinations
expected to lead to the outcomes in question,
one could theorize that multiple combinations
might lead to the same outcome. In this way it
would be possible to make claims, for instance,
about the adoption of major social spending
programs across all interwar capitalist democ-
racies or a successful revolutions in post—World
‘War II Third World countries. One would be
able to think through which combinations of
explanatory circumstances and variables would
be impossible or unlikely to appear empirically
and tighten theoretical thinking (Stinchcombe,
1968).

In my own work on the development of so-
cial policy (Amenta, 1998), I argue along these
lines. One claim is that the democratization of
the polity, a systemic condition, influences re-
lationships at the meso level between political
actors and social policy. For instance, it is gener-
ally held among statist scholars that autonomous
and resourceful domestic bureaucracies will spur
social spending policy. I argue instead that this
relationship depends crucially on whether and
the degree to which the larger polity is democ-
ratized, with autonomous domestic bureaucra-
cies largely uninfluential in underdemocratized
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polities. T argue as well that the relationship
depends in part on the partisan nature of the
political regime in power. The larger argument
also extends to the influence of other polit-
ically mobilized groups on social policy. An
underdemocratized polity not only discourages
the mobilization of social movements but also
attenuates the relationship between their col-
lective action and advances in social policy. Al-
though the theoretical claims are appraised on
the development of U.S. social policy, in com-
parison with that of Britain, the claims are gen-
eral enough in nature that they could be applied
to other cases.

CONCLUSION

The turn toward political institutionalism in po-
litical sociology, thinking about states in a We-
berian and organizational manner, has opened
up a number of questions for research, breaking
through the barriers imposed by other perspec-
tives. These questions, such as the development
of states, the appearance of revolutions and other
social movements, and the development of so-
cial policies are of key interest to those who
study issues of political power and have helped
to transform the subject matter of political so-
ciology.

‘What is more, scholars have proposed polit-
ical institutional theories of politics and states
to explain these and other social processes and
outcomes. These arguments have been mainly
structural and systemic but also address relation-
ships at lower levels of organization. Macro-level
structures constitute political contexts that in-
fluence the politics at the organizational level
and the relationship between the forms and
lines of action of these organizations and po-
litical outcomes of interest. In addition, insti-
tutional theories have been opened up to be-
come historical in nature, with the political
process modeled as states influencing political

action, which influences states at a later point in
time.

These advances and evolutions in the theo-
retical project have also brought with them im-
portant theoretical challenges for its proponents.
Institutional theories do well in explaining the
broad lines on which political contention takes
place and the limits on political activity, but less
well in explaining changes. Also, the way that
political institutional thinking has progressed has
depended on groups of researchers mainly mak-
ing arguments about a few cases in historical
periods about which they have detailed knowl-
edge. They have not often extended their the-
oretical thinking to the relevant populations of
cases and processes. This has slowed the devel-
opment of political institutional theory and the
accumulation of research findings in particular
areas of study.

To make greater contributions theoretically
and to avoid degenerating into a framework
or an outlook, political institutionalism needs
to be able to make greater portable theoretical
claims about the likely consequences of different
configurations of political institutions and actors
on outcomes and processes of importance. The
task here is to develop configurational theoreti-
cal claims in which connect political institutions
at the systemic level to actors and relationships
between them at the meso level to processes and
outcomes, such as revolutions or social policy
and the like. This theorizing should be done in
ways that go beyond the specific cases at hand.
Institutional scholars also need to better theo-
rize path-dependent argumentation, in which
timing and sequence matter in the explanation
of outcomes. This important thing is for this
reciprocal process to be modeled and applied
more systematically to key comparative and his-
torical questions. These issues, which amount to
in essence a call for more middle-range theory
with greater historical sophistication built in, are
both challenges and opportunities for the next
generation of scholars.



CHAPTER FIVE

Culture, Knowledge, Politics

James M. Jasper

In the last thirty years, culture has been taken
more seriously as an analytic tool and used more
extensively than ever before in the social sci-
ences. A generation of scholars has now demon-
strated the cultural dimensions of all political
institutions and processes. At the same time,
they have shown the political side of all culture,
from childrearing to insane asylums, television
shows to presidential inaugurations, architecture
to the gardens of Versailles, fairy tales to high
fashion. Across many disciplines, the study of
culture today is about the power of gatekeepers,
the rhetorical legitimation of formal organiza-
tions, the social determinants of art and ideas,
the reproduction of hierarchies, the acquisition
of cultural capital, the normalization of the in-
dividual self. To show that an idea or institution
is socially constructed — one of today’s great in-
tellectual pastimes — is normally to reveal the
political purposes hidden behind it (Hacking,
1999).

Political sociology should be riding high
thanks to the “cultural revolution,” as culture
and politics have become central, intertwined
lenses for viewing all social life. But I suspect
the opposite has happened. Rather than defin-
ing its domain as the exercise of power, the
clash of wills, the construction of favorable ideas
and institutions, wherever it happens — in other
words, making politics, like culture, a way of
seeing the world — political sociology has de-
fined its terrain more narrowly as the institu-
tions of the nation-state: parties and elections,
citizenship and boundaries, state agencies and
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their constituencies. When power is discussed,
it is the ability to set urban growth agendas or
gain citizenship rights, not to make blockbuster
movies or suppress masturbation. What’s more,
there has been considerable reluctance to recog-
nize the cultural dynamics within the organiza-
tions of the state itself. By defining their domain
as certain institutions rather than certain pro-
cesses, most political sociologists — especially in
the United States — have chosen a narrow and
safe terrain over a broad but treacherous one.
Political sociology has yet to fully incorporate
meaning in its explanations, and it will be more
dynamic and creative when it does.’

BRIEF HISTORY

For two hundred years, political analysis has re-
flected a broader cultural conflict between En-
lightenment and Romantic impulses, between
“civilization” and “culture” (Elias, 1978/1939).
On the one hand is an optimistic, liberal faith

' Here is some evidence that cultural sociology has
embraced politics more than political sociology has cul-
ture. In Smelser’s 1988 Handbook of Sociology, Anthony
Orum’s article on political sociology paid virtually no
attention to cultural dimensions, despite his enthusiasm
for E. P. Thompson, important to Orum for his histor-
ical approach not his cultural. Several years later when
Diana Crane edited a volume called The Sociology of Cul-
ture (1994), almost all the chapters in fact concerned
power and politics, although the titles were about his-
torical sociology, formal organizations, the integration
of national societies, material culture, and art.
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in science and rationality, which views peo-
ple as essentially the same everywhere, differ-
ing primarily by how far they have traveled
along the same road of progress and develop-
ment. On the other hand we see a recognition,
and sometimes celebration, of abiding cultural
differences, thought to be the fount of spiri-
tual values more important than material ad-
vancement, a higher source of knowledge than
science. The utilitarian tradition that derives
from Enlightenment ideals has given us ratio-
nal choice models of humans as largely mate-
rial creatures, with mostly universal urges, and
a corresponding model of social science as the
search for constant laws like those of physics
or chemistry. Those suspicious of modernity
(whether on esthetic, ecological, or reactionary
grounds) have been more likely to analyze cul-
ture as a source of resistance and alternative
values. For every Bentham there has been a
Coleridge, for every Tom Schelling a Clifford
Geertz.

Romanticism began to stir at the very height
of the Enlightenment. As early as the 1760s,
the Sturm und Drang movement emphasized the
inner self and its emotions over the colder ratio-
nality of science. Rousseau published his Con-
fessions in 1783, claiming that the truth about
individuals lies in their inner workings and sen-
timents. In 1813, Madame de Staél returned
to France from a German sojourn with a new
term, “romanticism.” Burke (1973/1790) fa-
mously described the ancient origins and slow,
organic development of British liberties solidly
rooted in community — in contrast to the rad-
ical social engineering of the French Revolu-
tion. Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli trans-
formed many of Burke’s ideas into practice,
adding an overlay of medieval nostalgia, while
Matthew Arnold and others additionally in-
sisted on the benefits of high culture (also Eliot,
1949). The great turn-of-the-century theorist
of hermeneutics, Wilhelm Dilthey (1976), ex-
plicitly contrasted his holistic vision of cultural
meaning — and the human sciences — with the
Enlightenment reductionism and materialism of
natural science. Into the twentieth century, the-
orists like Michael Oakeshott continued Burke’s

image of government as a natural outgrowth
of society, easily disrupted by efforts at sudden
transformation. Culture and community were
central to this vision.

Political sociology (and perhaps sociology as a
whole: Nisbet, 1966; Seidman, 1983) was born
out of the tension between Enlightenment and
Romanticism. We see this in Marx’s search for
universal laws of history, placed precariously
alongside his faith in the revolutionary action
of the proletariat. It is even more striking in
Weber’s distinction between the value neutral-
ity of social science and the normative commit-
ments of researchers that influence their choice
of problems. From this contrast came another:
Weber’s analysis of the increasing rationalization
and rigidity of modern, bureaucratic societies
and his desperate hope for charismatic lead-
ers to bring innovation to these systems. Pes-
simism over Europe’s political arrangements in
the 1920s fostered a cult of actions and decisions
that could set things right.

This brand of Romantic political thought
came to a fiery and disreputable end with fas-
cism, its great triumph and debacle. Figures
like Carl Schmitt (1976/1932), arguing for a
strong state and community, savaged liberal-
ism for its optimism about human nature, in-
deed for its denial of the need for politics and
the state. Inspired by Weber, Schmitt developed
an existentialist reverence for powerful leaders
who could make decisions and create politics
by defining a society’s enemies (Wolin, 1992:
chapter 4). Mussolini articulated the Roman-
tic spirit of mythical community in proclaim-
ing, “We have created a myth, this myth is a
belief, a noble enthusiasm; it does not need
to be reality, it is a striving and a hope, be-
lief and courage. Our myth is the nation, the
great nation which we want to make into a con-
crete reality for ourselves” (quoted approvingly
in Schmitt, 1985/1923:75—6). In their dread
of communism, most conservatives abandoned
Burkean principles of organic community to
line up behind fascist parties of radical change,
thereby discrediting traditional tropes of cul-
ture, community, and nation. Romantic politi-
cal language was made unavailable to the initial
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postwar generation of political analysts (cf.
Alexander, 1995).”

Romantic tropes of culture and community
could thus be rediscovered in the 1960s, migrat-
ing from the Right end of the political spec-
trum to the Left. The traditional association
of the Left with universalist rationality and the
Right with cultural singularities was in large
part reversed (Gitlin, 1995). Increasingly, polit-
ical activists and scholars of the Left used cul-
tural analyses to build their followings and criti-
cize their societies, drawing on many antimarket
images first developed by conservatives. Collec-
tive identities, beginning with Black Power and
Third World revolutionaries, became a source of
resistance to political and economic structures;
community became a rallying cry of the Left
more than the Right. Ecology and feminism ar-
ticulated a critique of the “instrumental reason”
of Enlightenment science and self-confidence;
new criticism of professions and other experts
appeared. Small became beautiful. In a mo-
mentous shift, the professional middle classes,
once the great supporters of the rationalistic
tradition, grew more ambivalent if not critical
of the Enlightenment project (Espeland, 1998;
Moore, in press). (These concerns find echoes
in today’s antiglobalization protest.) At the same
time, much of the Right embraced promarket
utilitarianism with a revolutionary zeal, espe-
cially in Britain and the United States.

Political analysis changed as well. Under En-
lightenment ideals in the immediate postwar
generation, most students of politics believed
in two forms of knowledge, that which ac-
curately reflected reality and that which did
not. Those with accurate understandings were
thought to include scientific scholars, of course,
but also citizens who pursued their goals by vot-
ing and forming interest groups in good pluralist
fashion. Suffering from illusions, on the other
hand, were those with ideologies or those who
stepped outside normal institutional channels to

* After Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger was the greatest
anti-Enlightenment thinker, and it is no accident that
he was both a Nazi sympathizer and the trailblazer for
environmental ideas, the cultural turn, and the critique
of instrumentalism.

join social movements led by demagogues (Bell,
1960; Smelser, 1962).

Marxists challenged this vision, but simply re-
versed the attribution of truth and ideology. The
state, in thrall to capital, promulgated false ide-
ology through the schools, the media, and other
“apparatuses” (Althusser, 1971; cf. Thompson,
1978), whereas the social position of the work-
ing class (and intellectuals aligned with it)
allowed it to grasp the truth about capitalist
society. If the mainstream blamed fascism on
Romantic impulses, the Left frequently attri-
buted it to the Enlightenment (Horkheimer and
Adorno, 1979/1944). In postwar political anal-
ysis of all stripes, however, people were either
right or wrong in their thoughts and actions.

As many activists of the 1960s — such as Todd
Gitlin, Richard Flacks, and Stanley Aronowitz —
became academics in the 1970s, they frequently
turned to culture as a way of criticizing their so-
cieties and explaining what went wrong. Social
scientists rediscovered the local meanings and
practices of culture. They came to appreciate
that people do not see and encounter the world
around them directly, but through the many
lenses of cultural meanings, language, tradition,
memory devices, structures of feeling, and cog-
nitive schemas. “False consciousness” was a con-
venient first effort to explain the failure of revo-
lutions, but it was soon dropped for its arrogant
assumption that scholars had the truth while the
working class were dupes. Even scientific facts,
Thomas Kuhn and others showed, are not en-
tirely free from expectations, theories, and cul-
tural frameworks. All that we know and do as
humans occurs through thick webs of mean-
ing. The social sciences took a profound cul-
tural turn, complete with the celebration of di-
versity that traditionally accompanied a cultural
emphasis, but (mostly) without its reactionary
associations.

There were broader social sources for the
resurgent Romanticism of the 1960s. Most
strongly in the United States (where World
War II could be viewed as a victory rather than
a debacle for the Enlightenment), the 1950s had
been an apogee for Enlightenment values. Sci-
ence was glorified as never before. Modernism
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in architecture and urban design triumphed
through an alliance with developers and plan-
ners attracted by its no-frills economy. Archi-
tects and developers shared a disregard for local
contexts and communities, which stood in the
way of broad freeways and International Style
blocks (the modernist premise of this architec-
ture was that buildings had their own logics
independent of existing contexts). Nuclear re-
actors and skyscrapers were built regardless of
the qualms of local populations. Such hubris
was ripe for reaction. In the early 1960s, Jane
Jacobs’s defense of traditional city life (1961),
Rachel Carson’s warning of environmental dis-
asters (1962), and SDS’s 1963 critique of in-
strumentalism, the Port Huron Statement, were
parallel reactions to an Enlightenment appar-
ently running amok. The movements of the
1960s, populated by those who had not lived
under fascism or fought in the war against it,
surreptitiously carried Romantic baggage.

Since the 1970s the Left has been torn be-
tween Romanticism and Enlightenment, be-
tween deconstructing all claims to truth, thereby
undermining its own bases for political rhetoric
and action, and attacking especially or only the
truth claims of the powerful. (Even postmod-
ernists have an ironic, nihilist wing and a po-
litical, engaged wing: Rosenau [1992].) In fig-
ures like Foucault and Derrida, this tension
is never fully resolved; many combine thor-
oughgoing intellectual critique with political
action based on strongly held values — with no
necessary connection between the two. Col-
lective movements are similarly torn. Femi-
nists build social movements on the basis of
the idea of “woman,” for example, but also
criticize each other for reifying this concept.
Their critique of all metaphysics seems to un-
dermine their own programs. (Anyone who
thinks this “postmodern” plight is altogether
new should read not only Weber but also
Robert Musil’s unsurpassed portrait, The Man
Without Qualities, set in 1914 and written in
the 1920s.)

The collapse of the Left at the end of the
1960s also helps explain the shift in scholarly
perspectives. When history seems to be on your

side and your favored group is doing well, you
tend to see the world as rational. When your
group acts as you think they should but is
blocked anyway, you may tend to turn to struc-
tural explanations, as also happened after the
1960s. When your side does not even act as
you think they should, in the way the work-
ing class has regularly disappointed the intel-
lectuals sympathetic to them, cultural and psy-
chological explanations come naturally to the
fore. In the 1970s academic radicals turned to ei-
ther structure or culture to understand what had
gone wrong. Those who entered the humanities
could assure themselves they were still “doing
politics” while studying Courbet or Shakespeare
(e.g., Clark, 1973; Eagleton, 1976; Jameson,
1981).

This momentous flip-flop, in which Right
and Left traded tropes of culture and particu-
larism for those of science and universalism, is
only part of intellectual history. Alongside the
new free-market Right, there persisted a reli-
gious Right that continued to appeal to values of
community and family. Nor were all scholars of
culture and politics leftists inspired by images
of popular communities. But more than ever
before, progress and social justice came to be as-
sociated with criticism of large bureaucracies in
the name of the local and the particular. What-
ever the motivation, however, the proliferation
of cultural concepts since the 1970s has enor-
mously enriched the study of politics.

POSTWAR APPROACHES TO POLITICS
AND CULTURE

For twenty years after World War II, efforts to
understand politics and culture were dominated
by attempts to explain fascism and communism,
while at the same time reflecting national dif-
terences. Enlightenment approaches triumphed
most fully in the United States, perhaps because
Americans’ experience of World War II was less
psychologically devastating than Europeans’.
One research program examined the civic cul-
ture thought to be necessary for democracy.
Another addressed the occasional regression of
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politics into participation outside normal chan-
nels, viewing protestors and insurgents as irra-
tional or immature.

Civic Culture

The main American approach was to exam-
ine what was called “political culture,” how
people thought and behaved in the civic arena
(Almond and Verba, 1963). On Enlightenment
assumptions, researchers expected Western-
style democracy to spread gradually throughout
the world. They also sought to promote these
systems to counter communism. Civic culture
was linked to pluralist ideals of stable institu-
tions within which organized pressure groups
could maneuver freely, an amalgam of demo-
cratic spirit and deference toward “proper” au-
thorities. Pockets of resistance, such as fascist
Germany and many developing nations, could
be explained by their backward political cultures
(Banfield, 1958). Poor childrearing, as in au-
thoritarian families, was blamed for inadequate
veneration of representative elections and insti-
tutions (Adorno et al., 1950). The civic culture
approach combined a belief in unitary cultures,
usually associated with nation-states, faith in
attitudinal surveys as the means for getting at
cultural meanings, and a Burkean notion that
certain national cultures were conducive to
democratic institutions.

Research in this vein continues today. One
branch has claimed to find increased civic-
mindedness in Germany (Baker etal., 1981) and
Italy (Inglehart, 1989; Putnam, 1993) and a de-
cline in the United States (Lipset and Schneider,
1983; Putnam, 2000) and Britain (Kavanagh,
1980). Such research shows that civic virtue
varies over time, affected by factors like his-
torical events and demographic transformations,
rather than being a mysterious emanation from a
national population. Another branch has exam-
ined diversity within a nation as well as changes
over time. Ronald Inglehart (1977, 1989), most
prominently, has disclosed the rise of “postma-
terial” values among significant minorities in
the advanced industrial countries: issues such as

environmental protection, the quality of life, and
the avoidance of hierarchy, rather than material
concerns with a paycheck and what it can buy.
Such values are of interest especially for their ef-
fects on political trust and participation (Barnes
and Kaase, 1979).

Political culture research has come in for its
share of criticism (e.g., Elkins and Simeon, 1979;
Somers, 1995). It has been accused of inade-
quately distinguishing between individuals® at-
titudes and institutional opportunities open to
them. It does not fully address differences within
populations, especially those who do not fit the
“dominant” pattern of values and behaviors; co-
operation does not require consensus (Mann,
1970). It does not specify clearly the relation-
ship between political and other domains or the
ways in which cultures change over time. Many
of these inadequacies have been discussed by
Verba himself (1980). Another problem is the
conceptualization of culture as individual atti-
tudes measurable through surveys — a view that
distinguishes the political culture tradition from
the cultural revolution that has appeared along-
side it. Today’s practitioners, such as Robert
Putnam, are at least more sophisticated in the
kinds of evidence they deploy.

The Crowd Mentality

Protest movements and other extrainstitutional
forms of political action were seen as the op-
posite of sound civic participation (Almond
and Coleman, 1960:5—8). Most postwar aca-
demics dismissed them in pejorative fashion, as-
sociating them with the mass rallies of fascism
and communism. In one view, personality de-
ficiencies led people to join larger entities, to
lose themselves in some cause, no matter what
it was (Hoffer, 1951); deluded participants were
working out internal psychodynamics from
their childhoods, with little connection to the
world around them (Swanson, 1956, 1957).
In another, crowds led members to act irra-
tionally, to do things they would avoid as indi-
viduals. Hence social movements were studied
in the same “collective behavior” field as fads
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and panics (Smelser, 1962). More charitably,
protestors were immature young people, per-
haps working out unresolved Oedipal issues
or identity crises, but not hopelessly and per-
manently pathological (Smelser, 1968; Klapp,
1969). This was a popular academic response
to the youth-filled social movements that ap-
peared in the 1960s, and which would eventu-
ally evoke a more sympathetic and sophisticated
view of protest. Critics of American society at
least put the blame on institutional tendencies
toward mass society (Kornhauser, 1959), espe-
cially after Stanley Milgram (1974) discovered
that Americans, and not just Germans, could be
bullied into administering electric shocks to re-
search subjects. Psychologizing approaches like
these were often crude attempts to grapple with
cultural meanings (Jasper, 2004).

Like civic culture, the study of collective be-
havior continues. Relative deprivation theories
have been used as a way of thinking about
grievances and discontent in protest (Tyler and
Smith, 1998), the importance of which was de-
nied in structural models (e.g., McCarthy and
Zald, 1977; Jenkins and Perrow, 1977). David
Snow and coauthors (1998) found a breakdown
in the routines of daily life to lie behind much
collective action. To explain feelings of threat,
so important to political mobilization, requires
psychology and culture (Jasper, in press, a),
one reason that more structural approaches have
missed it entirely (cf. Goldstone and Tilly,
200T).

In true Enlightenment style, most American
research in the 1950s and early 1960s was deaf to
the particularities of culture and community. All
nations would follow the same path of progress
toward autonomous individuals freed from the
cognitive and emotional bonds of local commu-
nities. When they did not, psychoanalysis could
be used to explain deviations as pathologies. (As
always, there were exceptions, such as Lane’s
[1962] lengthy interviews probing the political
beliefs of fifteen men.) After the political con-
flicts of the 1960s destroyed this Enlightenment
complacency, community and cultural embed-
dedness resurfaced as central categories. Schol-
ars had several traditions, incubated in different
national settings, to which they could turn in

their efforts to understand the political effects
of culture.?

Structuralism

From France came a semiotic model (the best
history of which is Dosse, 1997). Drawing on
Saussure’s structural linguistics, anthropologist
Claude Lévi-Strauss (1969/1949; 1967/1958)
had shown that other cultural phenomena could
be treated as though they were tight systems
of signs, whose meanings derived from each
sign’s difference from other signs rather than
from the intentions of the user or correspon-
dence to objective reality. Thus we know what
“beige” means because we know how it dif-
fers from tan, brown, and other colors; it does
not reflect any inherent “beigeness.” As struc-
turalism’s influence grew in France in the 1950s
and 1960s, any number of human conventions
were analyzed as though they were a tightly or-
ganized language. Lacan (1977/1966) reinter-
preted Freud’s concept of the unconscious as a
language. Barthes applied the same ideas to me-
dia images (1972/1957), fashion (1983/1967),
and Japanese culture (1982/1970). Althusser
(1969/1965, 1971) recast Marxism in the same
light. A flood of English translations of semiotic
works like these appeared in the 1970s.

French structuralism gave central place to cul-
ture, but allowed little room for intention or
creativity, change in or resistance to the sys-
tem’s meanings. Language strongly constricts
its users, whose tiny innovations appear rarely
and spread slowly. Indeed, Saussure’s linguistics
largely dismissed people’s spoken speech in favor
of the underlying rules of language. Compared
to orthodox Marxism, Althusser’s concern with
ideological state apparatuses was an advance,

3 Anthropologists such as Victor Turner (1967, 1974),
Mary Douglas (1966, 1973), and especially Clifford
Geertz (1973, 1983) also provided insights into cul-
ture. But these scholars tended to see culture as a search
for existential meaning, in contrast to more politically
and strategically alert anthropologists like Fredrik Barth
(1959, 1969) and E G. Bailey (1991, 2001). As a result,
political sociologists were less influenced by anthropol-
ogy than other sociologists were.
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allowing a “relative autonomy” to noneco-
nomic factors in politics, but economic deter-
minism remained. And structuralists’ insistence
that they were doing rigorous science through
their analysis of signs (for example, Lévi-Strauss
hoped to locate binary sources of mythic struc-
tures in the human brain) was not the impulse
that would draw so many to culture in the 1970s.
The great cultural turn was deeply suspicious of
science, searching instead for the same “rich-
ness” of cultural meaning that had attracted ear-
lier Romantics. The semiotic model was al-
luring because it highlighted meanings, but it
conceptualized them as rigid and relatively un-
changing.

Critical Theory

The Frankfurt School provided a more polit-
ical version of culture, steeped in the horrors
of Nazi Germany. Led by philosopher Max
Horkheimer, this group began its social anal-
ysis in the 1920s, in the same atmosphere of
despair as Weber and Schmitt. Drawing on
Marxism, they grappled with several historical
observations: Modern society seemed increas-
ingly shackled by the iron cages of bureaucracy
and industrial production; the working class was
not a reliable force for progressive change, ac-
commodating easily to mainstream politics and
even to the nationalism of World War I; the
world’s only socialist nation seemed more and
more subject to Stalin’s cult of personality and
rigid domination by the state; and average citi-
zens were increasingly drawn to the peculiar fas-
cist amalgam of nationalism and populism, an-
ticommunism and communalism. The group’s
exile to New York in 1934, or more precisely
the conditions that forced it, only added to their
reasons for pessimism.

Mass culture became the primary culprit used
to explain the unfortunate direction the zeit-
geist took in the 1930s.* The Enlightenment

+ The members of the Frankfurt School who stud-
ied politics more directly, such as Franz Neumann, Otto
Kirchheimer, and Frederick Pollock, receded in promi-
nence over time and were barely read at all when the
perspective enjoyed a resurgence in the 1970s.

itself, according to Horkheimer and his collab-
orator Theodor Adorno (1979/1944:xi—xii), led
to fascist barbarism, the end result of a process
in which “thought inevitably becomes a com-
modity, and language the means of promoting
that commodity.” In psychological terms, cap-
italist crises undermined the power of the fa-
ther, in struggle against whom boys had tradi-
tionally developed their own autonomous egos
and superegos. Without these, they were sus-
ceptible to mass propaganda from the state. The
team — especially Adorno and Marcuse — in-
creasingly turned their attention to art, finding
in it a critique of the present and a longing for
some future society that would allow freedom
and creativity. Yet art was too often an instru-
ment for capitalist docility and alienation, when
it suggested that modern societies had already at-
tained social harmony. The culture industry lev-
eled its products to commodities, isolated from
any sense of society as a whole or of the possi-
bilities for historical change. Through numbing
familiarity, for instance, radio eroded our capac-
ities to listen to music in a sophisticated, critical
way (Adorno, 1978/1938).

For former activists hoping to draw lessons
from their political failures, critical theory was
almost as grim as French structuralism. The cul-
ture industry could turn everything, even radi-
cal critique, into another fetishized commodity.
Jiirgen Habermas, primary heir to this tradition,
has explicitly looked back to the Enlightenment
as a way to rescue the entire Frankfurt project
(1987a). Rather than an inherent tendency, bar-
barism is one possible path down which ratio-
nality can take us. Unlike the French, Habermas
turns to speech rather than language as the ba-
sis for his analysis, finding in it a foundation for
action and critique rather than a tight system
(1979, 1984, 1987b). Through communicative
interaction we can challenge those in power to
live up to rules and ideals we all share, asking
them to justify their actions. Through his ideal
of “undistorted communication,” Habermas
suggests both an analysis of current distortions
and a direction for progressive change. Pitched
at such a high level of universalist abstraction,
however, his work does not altogether sat-
isfy the curiosity about and fondness for the
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particularities of culture that motivated many
scholars of the 1970s and 1980s. Although he
puts meaning at the core of social life, Habermas
remains a social theorist, not a cultural analyst.

Hegemony

A third national tradition, hailing from Britain,
thoroughly attends to those details of culture
and community, the stuff of meaning. Old
leftists such as Raymond Williams and E. P.
Thompson, heavily involved in working class
movements, perceived considerable resistance to
the dominant culture. When Williams tried, in
Marxism and Literature, to give a general de-
scription of culture (liberally defined as mean-
ings, values, practices, and relationships), he
even smuggled in a model of class conflict. His
residual, dominant, and emergent elements of
culture all too obviously correspond to the aris-
tocracy, bourgeoisie, and proletariat. Williams
escaped Marxism’s economic determinism but
not its image of history as class struggle. (He
gives the game away [1977:123] by the — admit-
tedly “difficult — distinction between emergent
elements “which are really elements of some
new phase of the dominant culture . . . and those
which are substantially alternative or opposi-
tional to it” — a familiar metaphysical distinc-
tion between what remains capitalist and what
is instead socialist).

No other work on culture and politics
matches the influence of E. P. Thompson’s The
Making of the English Working Class, published
in 1963. The book’ title suggests the central
theme of agency, so entirely missing from the
semiotic and Frankfurt traditions: The working
class was present at and active in its own making.
Thompson especially describes the cultural and
religious traditions and ideas, with roots deep
in the eighteenth century, that were major in-
gredients. Like Williams, he takes the working
class and the class basis of historical change for
granted. He assumes it was the same collective
actor resisting industrialism on the basis of class
interests and consciousness in the 1790s and the
1830s. But much of that resistance, Calhoun
(1982) has shown, arose from preindustrial

traditions and community solidarities rather
than from economic class.

British traditions of seeing class conflict
in culture continued. At the University of
Birmingham, Stuart Hall, Paul Willis, Dick
Hebdige, and others looked to working class
subcultures for forms of resistance that fused
culture and politics (Hall and Jefferson, 1976).
Willis (1977) famously described how youth-
ful rebellion in the schools condemned working
class boys to a life of dead-end jobs. Hebdige
(1979) found resistance in the safety pins and
torn clothes of punk subculture. In a related
vein, Stanley Cohen (1972) saw “moral panics”
in mainstream institutions’ reactions to working
class youth, whom they cast as dangerous “folk
devils.”

The British and eventually others recovered
the concept of cultural hegemony from Antonio
Gramsci (2000), whose involvement in Italian
politics in the 1920s made him sensitive to the
real choices to be made in wars of position
and wars of maneuver. The term “hegemony”
attractively suggested that resistance was pos-
sible, even while most power lay with those
on top. But elites’ hegemony is not automatic;
they must constantly work to maintain their
position. According to Gramsci, much of that
work is cultural, promulgating ideas favorable
to their continued power. Like many cultural
concepts, hegemony could be read in ways that
stress structure and the stability of domination or
ways that emphasize struggle and the potential
for change.

These basic, if contrasting, models of culture
and politics were ecasily exported to new realms.
A good example is R. W. Connell’s research.
Having written about class relations in the 1970s
(Connell, 1977), he turned his attention to gen-
derin the 1980s (1987, 1995). He simply applied
his British model, describing hegemonic im-
ages of masculinity, subordinate, complicit, and
marginalized ones, as well as “protest masculin-
ities.” Connell runs into the difficulties charac-
teristic of this tradition, however: Knowing the
structure of class or gender in advance, as well as
in many cases the direction of historical change,
these scholars misrecognize other kinds of polit-
ical players (Laclau and Moulffe, 1985). They also
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have trouble linking ideas and concrete actors,
or rather they assume a link rather than demon-
strating it. Ideas and sensibilities can float more
freely than the metaphor of class structure and
conflict allows.

Synthesis

Agency, the ingredient missing from French and
German cultural studies, had to be imported
from Britain. Anthony Giddens (1973, 1979)
coined the now-famous term ‘“‘structuration”
to insist that structures must be reproduced by
agents even while constraining and channeling
their agency. Drawing on interpretive traditions
like those of Schutz and Winch, Giddens (19706)
insisted that mutual knowledge allows social in-
teraction to be meaningful to agents. In turn-
ing away (partially) from structuralism, Pierre
Bourdieu’s Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans-
lated into English in 1977, also viewed culture as
strategic, seeing it not just in oppressed groups
but throughout social life, in marriage cere-
monies as well as motorbikes. Whereas Giddens
remained at the abstract level of theory, carving
out a logical place for meaning in social explana-
tion, Bourdieu reveled in the details of cultural
capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1979), artis-
tic tastes (1984), academic competition (1988),
and artistic production (1996). For both, in-
voking agency was a way of throwing up their
hands at the limits of structural explanations, a
kind of residual. (On the incomplete ways in
which Giddens and Bourdieu inserted agency
into their work, see King [1998, 2000], and for
a more cultural approach to structures, Sewell
[1992].) By the end of the 1980s, cultural re-
search had transcended the national models that
had constrained it in the 1970s.

Postmodernism and Globalization

The influence of the cultural turn was obvi-
ous in discussions of postmodernism and glob-
alization in the 1980s and 1990s. Although it
has been given many nuances, postmodernism
is closely related to the “postindustrial” con-
cept that modern societies are dominated less

and less by the extraction of raw materials or
their processing into industrial products, and
more and more by the production and distri-
bution of symbols, knowledge, and informa-
tion (Touraine, 1971; Bell, 1973). At the same
time, postmodernism in those arts affected by
it has resulted from a thoroughgoing cultural
constructionism in which the play of human
creativity is emphasized over the search for sup-
posedly “deeper” ontological realities (Huyssen,
1986). The increasing efficiency and penetra-
tion of communication technologies are said
to have created a world of simultaneous, su-
perficial images without any extension in time
or space (Meyrowitz, 1985). The result is an
increasing “incredulity toward metanarratives,”
the metaphysical groundings by which we situ-
ate ourselves, including both the Science of the
Enlightenment and the Soul of the Romantics
(Lyotard, 1984). To trace power today one must
“read” the polity and economy: The world is a
text to be interpreted (Shapiro, 1992). (For more
on this tradition, see chapter 6 of this volume.

Culture has also left its mark on debates over
globalization (Featherstone, 1990; King, 1997;
Tomlinson, 1999). Much of the research con-
ducted under this banner reflects a fusion of the
interpretive concern of postmodernism with an
older world systems interest in international re-
lationships. The Marxist world systems tradition
was resolutely structuralist and antiinterpretive
(Wallerstein, 1997), so a generation of scholars
interested in the cultural aspects of global trends
had to march under a different banner, redis-
covering many of the older generation’s insights
in the process. The speed with which the con-
cept of globalization replaced the more struc-
tural idea of the political economy of world sys-
tems reflects, I think, the cultural turn. Debates
over globalization frequently center around the
relative homogenization and resistance of cul-
ture — even when disguised as debates over the
future of the nation-state.

FORMS OF CULTURE

In this proliferation of work, several trends stand
out. Foremost, culture is seen to permeate all
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knowledge, choices, practices, and institutions,
rather than being a restricted part of social life. In
this “constructionist” view, all that humans can
know and perceive, even the most objective sci-
entific knowledge, is shaped by our frameworks.
As aresult, there is skepticism about truth claims
and efforts to establish foundations in social sci-
ence, which found its strongest expression in
postmodernism. We simply cannot get outside
our language and our theories to test the latter
with total assurance. The crisp Enlightenment
distinction between true and false claims 1s hard
to maintain, as all ideas reflect their social con-
text.

At an implicit level, culture helps constitute
our reality; at a more explicit level it is deployed
strategically to shape that reality (Laitin, 1988).
Culture is therefore viewed as an element of
strategy and power, a potential site of contesta-
tion rather than automatically a source of social
unity (if it does encourage unity, this is because
elites have used cultural tools for that purpose).
Ann Swidler (1986, 2001) has suggested that
we view culture as an open-ended “toolkit” of
strategies from which individuals select in pur-
suing their goals and living their lives, a form of
problem solving. Charles Tilly’s repertories of
action (1978) is a more structural version of the
same idea. As a result, the tendency has been to
abandon talk of “a culture” (as a coherent en-
tity shared by members of a “society”) in favor
of discussions of cultural tools, meanings, and
rituals. Culture comes in discrete pieces, not as
a whole. It is everywhere, but it is not every-
thing.

At the same time, culture has not been col-
lapsed into the subjective beliefs of individuals,
which would be a kind of anything-goes rela-
tivism. The “social context” of knowledge in-
cludes institutional and rhetorical mechanisms —
always imperfect — by which we continue to
sort better and worse claims. There has been a
strong insistence that culture is an objective real-
ity of symbols and rituals that can be interpreted
without having to delve inside the minds of in-
dividuals (e.g., Wuthnow, 1987:32). Perhaps too
strong. Meaning, like language, seems both sub-
jective and objective: We can get at it from the

structured, public meanings available to us, but
also from interviews with individuals and even
introspection (a lost art in sociology). Culture
arises from a constant interaction between in-
dividual intentions and others’ responses. You
can use language and culture in new ways, but
you will then struggle to be understood. Like
the old question of coherence, that of subjec-
tivity turns out to be something of a red her-
ring.

To avoid seeing culture as either a unitary
whole or subjective beliefs, we need to recog-
nize that each individual has a unique set of
meanings, generated through a lifetime’s inter-
action with the natural and social worlds. The
idea that individuals “share” a culture, which
they “internalize” so that it means exactly the
same to each of them, seems misguided. Turner
(2002) grounds this differentiation in the learn-
ing structures of the brain, Chodorow (1999) in
lifelong psychodynamic interaction.

If culture is everywhere, then we need to dis-
tinguish the forms it takes if we are to avoid
tautology. Various metaphors and concepts have
been used to understand it, which also roughly
correspond to different embodiments and uses
of culture. Unfortunately, partisans of one or
the other of these concepts have regularly in-
flated them into general theories of culture to
the exclusion of other forms and formulations —
a strategy good for academic careers but not in-
tellectual progress. Here are some of the most
prominent.

Ideology. A relatively coherent and explicit
system of ideas, this was the most common
way to study culture in politics when observers
had more confidence in their ability to dis-
tinguish true and false beliefs (the latter be-
ing ideology). It lost favor in the cultural turn,
but there are signs that the term may be re-
vived to mean simply “a system of meaning that
couples assertions and theories about the na-
ture of social life with values and norms rel-
evant to promoting or resisting social change”
(Oliver and Johnston, 2000:43). In other words,
a rationalized set of images, claims, and val-
ues that are a useful tool in political mo-
bilization and argumentation. One limitation
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is that few parties, movements, or individuals
attain such a high degree of coherence in their
beliefs.

Frames are cognitive schemas or root meta-
phors that highlight or encourage certain mean-
ings and feelings rather than others. Even
though Snow et al. (1986; also Carruthers and
Babb, 19906) insisted on the processes by which
leaders and followers came to agree on frames
to analyze a problem, in most research frames
are analyzed, one at a time, through the static
lens of traditional content analysis. Rhetors try
on one frame after another until they find one
that works with their audiences, but little at-
tention is paid to the development of each
frame.

Collective identity is the drawing of group
boundaries, us versus them. It is the solidar-
ity often needed for mobilization and is proba-
bly more an emotional than a cognitive process
(Jasper, 1998). Drawn from the world of struc-
tural binary oppositions, collective identity has
rarely been seen as an interactive process un-
folding over time — although this may be the
future direction of research (Polletta and Jasper,
2001). Although analysts emphasize the “social
construction” of identities, they are only now
turning to the actual work that goes into that
construction rather than the structural circum-
stances that allow it.

Text is the favorite postmodernist metaphor
(Shapiro, 1992). Sometimes literal texts are im-
portant, as postmodernists, indebted to literary
criticism, prefer to read novels, constitutions,
and other documents. But they also read every-
thing else as though it were a text: cities, wars,
geography, political cartoons, the evening news,
even fondness for animals. The text metaphor
reminds us that our object of study is a human
creation, often carefully and consciously fabri-
cated, not a fact of nature, but it can also be used
to shift attention from the intentions of the cre-
ator to the thing created (Foucault, 1977/1960).
Texts lend themselves especially to semiotic and
structuralist analysis.

Narrative. Many cultural meanings come
packaged in stories with beginnings and ends,
told in a variety of social contexts (Hall, 1995;

Somers, 1995; Polletta, 1998). Although often
treated in static fashion as structural, predictable
combinations of characters and events, narra-
tives can be used in a more dynamic fashion —
“storytelling” — to get at the interaction between
“speakers” (figurative as well as literal) and their
audiences (Ricoeur, 1984; Davis, 2002).

Ritual. When meanings are expressed in ac-
tion, they can get a grip on people without their
being aware of it. The most obvious case is rit-
ual, a symbolic expression of shared beliefs at a
time and place intended to increase their emo-
tional resonance (Kertzer, 1988). People enjoy
rituals for their embodiment of group solidarity,
the collective effervescence Durkheim pointed
out (Berezin, 1997). Rituals can have exter-
nal audiences as well as internal, telling out-
siders what is important to a group or organiza-
tion, what kind of entity it is, who its enemies
are.

Practice. Bourdieu and Giddens both argued
that much of our cultural knowledge is tacit,
embodied in practices rather than consciously
and explicitly held in the form of something
like propositions. The emphasis is on the work
that goes into making meanings and knowledge
rather than the ideas produced, even though in-
tention is often overlooked. Turner (1994) has
raised questions about what exactly is shared in
practices — a difficulty avoided by newer for-
mulations which view practices as an engage-
ment with the physical world (Archer, 2000),
as in science (Knorr Cetina, 1999). We can
learn to accomplish expected tasks without nec-
essarily sharing the same underlying knowl-
edge. This is a radical rethinking of what cul-
ture is.

Discourse. Dialogical approaches, inspired by
early Soviet scholars such as Bakhtin and Vygot-
sky, are highly social in their models of the ori-
gins of meaning, highlight the open-ended free-
dom of social life, and include attention to the
emotional dimensions of meaning and action
(Steinberg, 1999; Barker, 2001). Like texts,
however, discourse can be viewed as having
a life of its own, independent of the institu-
tional contexts in which it unfolds. (See Chap-
ter 6.)
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Rhetoric. Many of these cultural concepts can
be rethought as a form of strategic and symbolic
interaction by placing them in the context of
rhetoric: of speakers and audiences, of emo-
tional and cognitive responses, of the open-
ended development of cultural meanings (Billig,
1987). Emotional responses become prominent,
and there is room for creativity and innovation
as cultural meanings are fabricated in a complex
interactive process that can never be predicted
in advance. Rhetoric (about which the ancient
Greeks and Romans knew so much: Quintilian,
2001) seems a useful way to understand culture
in politics, for it focuses on the appeals made —
in both words and actions — to a variety of audi-
ences, often simultaneously. And at 2,500 years,
it is our oldest tradition of explicit social con-
structionism.

The first five of these cultural concepts em-
phasize structured meanings. Ritual and prac-
tice put meanings in action, although they usu-
ally leave little room for intentionality. The last
two focus on social action and interaction as
the source of meaning, and they can also be
used to show strategic intentions behind cultural
work. Each gets at a different form that culture
takes.

MOBILIZING CITIZENS

Cultural tools and historical research have en-
riched each other, especially concerning the rise
of the modern state and related practices. The
nation-state is notorious in its need to mobilize
and discipline large numbers of people, most
obviously to fight in and support wars but also
to reproduce the population, train it, keep it
healthy and productive, acting normally or pre-
dictably. The disciplinary techniques of recent
centuries are cultural efforts to shape the minds,
hearts, and habits of citizens and their fami-
lies. States are not the only perpetrators: Some-
times rising economic classes craft themselves
(and especially the next generation), and eco-
nomic leaders need to train people for specific
kinds of workplaces (as in the abstract notion of

time necessary for the coordination of modern
factories [Thompson, 1993] or the ability to dis-
play certain emotions on demand [Hochschild,
1983]).

As the great student of techniques used to
keep people in line, Michel Foucault did
more than anyone else to make the cultural
turn glamorous. Through the 1960s, Foucault
(1965/1961, 1973/1963, 1973/1966) was a fel-
low traveler of structuralism, showing the extent
to which humans are trapped within their lan-
guages and languagelike conceptual systems —
in what amounted to an assault on the human
sciences. In the 1970s, he turned his atten-
tion to more institutional settings (1978/1975,
1978/1976), especially the “disciplinary” prac-
tices and knowledges that controlled minds and
bodies: surveillance in prisons and schools, mil-
itary drills, psychological tests for “normalcy,”
statistics on fertility and other demographics that
could be helpful to the state. He criticized exist-
ing theories of power for focusing so heavily on
the state: Power was treated as though it were a
thing rather than a relationship, it was seen as too
centralized, and it was viewed as primarily neg-
ative and constraining. In Foucault’s “capillary”
model, power also produced actions and knowl-
edge, created new kinds of people and new prac-
tices. In the final years of his life, Foucault (1982,
1991) was groping toward a more strategic view
of power, based on metaphors of war and con-
flict rather than the structuralist metaphor of
language or economic metaphors of money and
exchange.

For politics in a narrower sense than
Foucault’s, the French Revolution was a great
leap forward in techniques of mass mobiliza-
tion — and its historiography has been a proving
ground for new theories. The history of its his-
tories shows the increased appreciation for cul-
ture in the 1970s, as studies of the class basis of
the revolution (Lefebvre, 1947; Soboul, 1974)
were displaced by discussions of the revolu-
tion’s symbolism, rituals, and language. Francois
Furet (1981/1978) took the lead in attacking
traditional accounts that saw the revolution as
the triumph of the bourgeoisie, preferring in-
stead to emphasize the struggle over symbols and
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language (and the right to speak for the nation).
Mona Ozouf (1988/1976) analyzed revolution-
ary festivals as special events in which mean-
ings were constructed, even new images of time
and place worked out. Although recognizing
that rival festivals were used as part of a con-
flict between the emerging political parties, she
nonetheless found in them a Durkheimian effort
to forge a national collective identity. Extend-
ing their work, Lynn Hunt (1984:54) showed
that politics itself is a cultural creation, an im-
provisation based on existing values and beliefs
but also a crucible for creating new ones: “Po-
litical symbols and rituals were not metaphors
of power, they were the means and the ends of
power itself.” This cultural and linguistic rein-
terpretation of the revolution stressed its cre-
ativity and particularity as an “event” (Sewell,
1096) — in contrast to earlier Marxist images of
it as an important step forward for universal his-
torical progress. Studying cultural creativity was
also a way to break with Lévi-Strauss’s semiotic
model.’

Nationalism was one of the most power-
ful mobilizing rhetorics used after, and in re-
sponse to, the universalistic pretensions and im-
perialist policy of the French Revolution and
Napoleonic consolidation. Nationalism consists
of the meanings necessary for rousing peo-
ple to support modern states, usually appeal-
ing to some sense of a shared history, even
if it had to be fabricated, as well as a com-
mon language — itself thought by Romantics
to define the essence of a “people.” At its
heyday from the French Revolution to World
War II, nationalism was deployed most often
by aristocratic elites who wanted to mobilize
the lower orders for war and work but not to
help govern. The intellectual history of nation-
alism is closely tied to that of Romantic po-
litical thought (e.g., Fichte, 1968/1807-8), and

3 For Kevin Michael Baker (1990), the revolution re-
sulted from conceptual shifts in the field of discourse
that included the word “revolution.” Rosenfeld (2001)
extended this symbolic approach to other, nonverbal
arts in the making of the revolution. Also see Chartier
(1991).

both of them flourished and then collapsed with
fascism. The power of nationalism, long ig-
nored by materialist and universalist interpre-
tations of European history, which expected
it (like religion) to whither, began to receive
considerable attention in the 1980s (Gellner,
1983; Smith, 1983, 1991; Hobsbawm, 1990) —
especially as a form of discourse (Calhoun,
1997).

Benedict Anderson’s (1983) suggestion that
nations are “imagined communities” opened
the way to understanding the elaborate work
that goes into constructing national identities,
through literature, folk traditions, monuments,
buildings, ritual commemorations, museums,
and other carriers of collective memory. Almost
all commentators have debunked nationalists’
own claims to deep-rooted “natural” or essen-
tial identities — although Anthony Smith (1986)
sees most nationalism as grounded in premod-
ern ethnic identities. Fascist regimes were espe-
cially adept at manipulating symbols of national
identity. Mabel Berezin (1997) and Simonetta
Falasca-Zamponi (1997) have amply shown the
aesthetic dimensions of politics, especially the
careful staging of rituals designed to bolster
Mussolini’s regime. (Fascism’s foes had to arouse
equally strong emotions to defeat it: Dower,
1986.)

Collective identity has been recognized as a
crucial building block of political action, even
in relatively simple tasks like voting. Most re-
search has focused on legally defined identi-
ties involved in citizenship and discrimination,
even though all identities (including citizenship:
Brubaker, 1992) are a cultural accomplishment
that reflect considerable conflict over interpreta-
tions and boundaries. Some are more obviously
cultural, such as religious or regional identities,
which often arise in response to state efforts
to suppress them in favor of national identities.
In the Islamic world, religious identities today
sometimes serve the role that nationalist ones
did in Europe a hundred years ago (Jasper, in
press, a). We can no longer assume that class
will be a primary identity, especially as the most
active theorizing over identity in recent years
has focused on gender (Scott, 1988; Young,
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1990; Nicholson, 1990) and sexual preference
(Gamson, 1995; Bernstein, 1997; Stein, 1997;
Lichterman, 1999).

An untheorized tendency persists, in which
identities are assumed to form as a kind of
cultural icing over a structural cake. For in-
stance, class may be thought the important fac-
tor, subject to different ways of living and feel-
ing one’s class position. Or sexual preference
may be the bedrock, so that theorists can then
describe the cultural work it takes to make peo-
ple aware of the identity that it supports (Taylor
and Whittier, 1995). If there are structural posi-
tions that are more likely to encourage collective
identity, almost no one has successtully theo-
rized about why (cf. Tilly, 1998). And each time
a framework privileges one position, another
comes along that seems equally important: Gen-
der challenged class in the 1970s, but crashed
on the shoals of racial differences, then sexual
preferences came along to cut across the oth-
ers. What is more, we recognize the structural
basis only after we encounter the culturally elab-
orated identity, never before. Some identities
form with no conceivable structural supports
except what the collectivity creates for itself.
We must no longer assume that collective iden-
tities exist prior to mobilization efforts — many
people identify with a movement, an organiza-
tion, or in some cases even a political tactic such
as nonviolence (Melucci, 1996; Jasper, 1997:
8sff).

It took powerful ideas and feelings — and a
lot of blood — to enlist normal people in the
projects of state builders and rulers. Rulers reg-
ularly maintain their positions by manipulating
symbols and rituals. They build edifices that awe
their subjects, control flows of information in
the media, determine school curricula, and even
build gardens to demonstrate the scope of their
power (Mukerji, 1997). Words are crucial, but
they are not the only carrier of meaning. The
power of meanings is every bit as great as that
of force, and history has been a fruitful source
of evidence in rediscovering the former. The
cultural creation of “nations” and “peoples”
was necessary for the institutional invention of
modern states, the primary focus of political
sociology.

OUTSIDE THE STATE

The raw materials of politics — motivations, fan-
tasies, fears, and sensibilities — arise in any sort
of practice or institution, but they are especially
thought to be formed in the private sphere,
whence they shape what happens in the pub-
lic. The private sphere has proven remarkably
amenable to cultural analysis. Studies of national
character, for example, stretch back at least to
Montesquieu and Tocqueville, if not Herodotus
and Thucydides. More recently, to take one
example, Lamont (1992) showed how French
professionals use intelligence as a central crite-
rion in judging people, whereas Americans rely
more on moral probity and material success.
Other works are only implicitly comparative.
Weiner (1981) found widespread English resis-
tance to industrialism even at its apparent peak in
the late nineteenth century, while Perkin (1969)
demonstrated the reach of the emerging middle
class in the same period, including its increasing
dominance of state offices. A number of schol-
ars have addressed the roots of American indi-
vidualism (Bellah et al., 1984; Merelman, 1984;
Gans, 1988), and Macfarlane (1978) traced En-
glish individualism deep into medieval history.
Such studies (and these are only a tiny sample)
trace the social roots of political preferences.
Inspired in part by Habermas’s (1989) dis-
cussion of the public sphere as the incubator
of political goals, understanding, and participa-
tion, considerable research has investigated the
resources normal citizens use to approach poli-
tics. Bellah and his collaborators (1984) found
Americans extremely individualistic in their
talk, making it hard to see how collective poli-
tics could emerge. Gamson (1992), on the other
hand, used focus groups to uncover critical ideas
and feelings out of which protest might arise.
Eliasoph (1998) showed how a pejorative cul-
tural definition of “politics” prevents Americans
from taking their “private” opinions into public
arenas — in other words, how they work hard
to create the apathy so often observed. Citizens’
moods, such as cynicism, resignation, or opti-
mism, shape their political participation. Others
(Reinarman, 1987; Hochschild, 1995; Block,
1096; Jasper, 2000) have explained Americans’
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embrace of markets and suspicion of govern-
ment.

Following the assumptions of the hege-
mony model, many scholars look to marginal-
ized and oppressed groups for resistance to
mainstream institutions, values, and sensibili-
ties. They are seen, for instance, as sources of
new tastes and means of expression, as with
graffiti and rap (Rose, 1994). Poor African
Americans (Duneier, 1999) and working class
youth (Charlesworth, 2000) fascinate sociolo-
gists not only because of political sympathies but
also, one suspects, as Romantic symbols of the
“other” (on the blurred line between sociology
and moral cheerleading, see Wacquant, 2002).
Multiculturalism seems to encompass both sides:
a universalist embrace of equal opportunities for
cultural expression and a Romantic celebration
of particularities. So-called communitarianism
insists on membership in a cultural community
as a defining property of human beings, even
though many of its standard-bearers are rootless
academics who move from university to uni-
versity — and whose “communities” are rather
fanciful, nostalgic constructs.

Moral panics are one form of political mo-
bilization that sociologists have investigated, but
under the rubric of deviance more often than
political sociology. The concept (which as I
noted developed in loose connection to the
Birmingham School but also echoes crowd the-
ories of the 1950s) describes sudden concern
over a group or activity, accompanied by calls
for control and suppression. Out of an infinite
range of potential perceived threats, one —which
may be neither new nor on the rise — suddenly
receives considerable attention. The news me-
dia, public officials, religious leaders, and pri-
vate “moral entrepreneurs” focus public atten-
tion on the issue, typically by identifying some
recognizable group as “folk devils” — usually
young people, racial and ethnic minorities, or
other relatively powerless groups — responsible
for the menace (Cohen, 1972; Rieder, 1985;
Beisel, 1997; Springhall, 1998; Glassner, 1999 —
not all of whom explicitly use the concept of
moral panic). New political or legal policies are
sometimes the result, and new symbols and sen-
sibilities (available as the raw materials for future

panics) almost always are (Jenkins, 1992, 1998).
“Panic” is a pejorative word, but it attracts cul-
tural constructionists by viewing public reac-
tions and rhetoric as a part of cultural struggle
rather than linked to any objective measure of
threat. Many observers have found the concept
useful because it opens a window onto a society’s
disagreements over basic values, often intuitively
felt ones, as well as onto fears and anxieties that
are normally submerged.

Social movements and other nongovernmen-
tal organizations are today’s preferred vehicles
for articulating new sentiments and interests. In
turn, recent theories of movements have de-
scribed them as sources of moral, emotional,
and cognitive creativity, satisfying to participants
less because they pursue group and individual
self-interest than because they express emerging
knowledge and moral intuitions (Luker, 1984;
Melucci, 1989; Eyerman and Jamison, 19971;
Jasper, 1997), including new collective identi-
ties (Melucci, 1996). Whereas an earlier gen-
eration of scholars (summed up in McAdam
et al., 1996) concentrated on explicitly politi-
cal and economic movements, such as labor and
civil rights, younger scholars turned their atten-
tion to more cultural movements in the 1980s
and 1990s (Rose, 1994; Stuempfle, 1995) —
sometimes using the misleading label “new so-
cial movements” (Calhoun, 1993). A number of
cultural dimensions of social movements have
been described, including the need to frame ar-
guments in ways that resonate with potential au-
diences (Snow et al., 1986; Gamson, 1992); the
use of discourse (Steinberg, 1999) and narrative
(Polletta, 1998; Davis, 2002); the emotions of
social movements (Jasper, 1998; Goodwin etal.,
20071); and, finally, the use of collective identi-
ties for mobilization (Gamson, 1995), strategic
outreach (Bernstein, 1997), and the clarification
of goals (Polletta and Jasper, 20071).

Revolutions are the most political form that
social movements can take, aiming at transfor-
mation of the state. Their obvious structural in-
tent (to change state structures themselves, and
sometimes economic structures too) seems to
have discouraged more cultural views, perhaps
combined with the long shadow of Skocpol’s
(1979) structural reorientation of the field.
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Nonetheless, Goldstone (1991) has inserted
some role for ideology into his structural model;
Foran (1993) and Goodwin (2001) integrated
cultural factors more fully with structural ones.
(See the chapter in this volume by Goodwin.)
Even structural conflicts and transformations are
imbued with meaning for participants on both
sides.

If cultural meanings channel political aspira-
tions and action, they are also the stuft of pol-
itics as a spectator sport. Given the complex-
ity of modern societies, most of us participate
in politics indirectly through the media. Dra-
maturgical metaphors of politics become quite
literal. One implication is that we need to dis-
tinguish the many audiences for any politi-
cal choice or action, bringing rhetoric to the
fore (Nimmo and Combs, 1980; Jamison, 1988;
Popkin, 1991). Politicians carefully “manage
their visibility” to achieve the desired impacts on
audiences (Thompson, 1995). Robin Wagner-
Pacifici (1986), for instance, successfully ana-
lyzed the Red Brigades’ 1978 kidnaping of Aldo
Moro (Italy’s prime minister) as a social drama.

For several decades Murray Edelman has
shown how politics and policies are aimed at
more than one audience at the same time. Ap-
parently drawing on “mass society” models, he
distinguished material and symbolic eftects of
policies, with “organized” interests having suf-
ficient power to grab the “real,” namely, ma-
terial, effects. Although Edelman insisted that
elites do not simply use symbols instrumentally
as a smokescreen — the opiate of the masses —
he did describe symbolic processes pejoratively
(1964:40) as “the only means by which groups
not in a position to analyze a complex system
rationally may adjust themselves to it, through
stereotypization, oversimplification, and reas-
surance.” He later expanded the residual con-
trast between rationality and symbolism into a
tougher critique (drawing on French postmod-
ernism) of political language (1977) and images
(1988) for the ways in which they hide power in
modern societies. When attention is thus refo-
cused on elites rather than on “masses,” the crit-
ical kernel of the earlier theories — formulated
as a critique of complacent pluralism — becomes
clear.

The media, as the lens through which most
citizens view politics, were important to the
emerging cultural perspective in the 1970s and
1980s. A number of scholars examined the char-
acteristic biases of print and television news
(Schudson, 1978; Gans, 1979; Bagdikian, 1983;
Kellner, 1990). Todd Gitlin (1980) showed not
only how media coverage of the New Left dis-
torted its means and ends in the eyes of outsiders,
but also how it transformed the movement’s
sense of its own identity. Fictional programming
could also be deconstructed for its political (or
apolitical) thrust (e.g., Gitlin, 1983; Jhally and
Lewis, 1992). Edward Said (1978) made a large
impact by decoding the cultural biases of the
West in dealing with the East, showing how the
former made the latter appear mysterious, un-
changing, and inferior. Critics decried cultural
imperialism, implying that the flow of mean-
ing was unidirectional from the center to the
periphery (Hamelink, 1983; Schiller, 1992).

This hegemonic view of the media began
to give way to a more complex picture in the
late 1980s. Under the influence of reader re-
sponse research in literature, sociologists began
to discover the varied interpretations viewers
made of the programs they watched (Ang, 1985;
Liebes and Katz, 1990) and citizens’ ability to
mix their own common-sense understandings
with media information (Gamson, 1992). By
the 1990s, viewers were no longer the pas-
sive recipients portrayed by critical theory, but
agents actively interpreting the world, using me-
dia such as television for a variety of purposes
(Tomlinson, 1991; Lembo, 2000). No one can
be left in the status of pure victim: not even
Islamic women (Saliba et al., 2002; Beaulieu
and Roberts, 2002). A vast literature on the
political meanings and impacts of other media
and arts has followed a similar trajectory toward
the recognition of audience agency. (On simi-
lar trends in anthropology, see Miller [199 5] and
Baumann [1996]; in history, Geyer and Bright
[1995].) Postcolonial discourse gives a voice to
those once framed as others and then as victims
(Bhabha, 1994).

Political sociology, alas, has had too little con-
nection to these closely related fields, in which
culture and power have been central.
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INSIDE THE STATE

The state remains the central focus of politi-
cal sociology, and here cultural approaches have
made the least progress. The biased vision of
the 1950s, in which extrainstitutional action was
based on ideology and emotion while bureau-
crats were driven by interest and instrumental-
ism, seems to persist. Whether tinged with ad-
miration or indignation, analyses of state actors
tend to examine their practical, strategic choices
and policies as though they were transparently
rational. Admitting that they too operate within
culture and emotion, however, would hardly
render them irrational — just human.

Scholars have found it easier to examine the
cultural dimensions of past states than contem-
porary ones, and especially practices of state for-
mation. Thus Philip Gorski (1993, 2003) ana-
lyzed the “disciplinary revolution,” propelled by
ascetic Protestantism, which helped create mod-
ern state bureaucracies. Eiko Ikegami (1995) de-
scribed a parallel process in Japan, the “taming
of the samurai” as part of modern state build-
ing. The works on nationalism and disciplinary
power cited above also address state formation
in the early modern period (and Steinmetz’s
State/Culture, a central collection addressing the
cultural dimensions of the state, has as its content
and subtitle, “State-Formation after the Cultural
Turn,” as though there were no culture in nor-
mally functioning states).

State culture has also been probed from the
perspective of those oppressed by it. Thus James
Scott, with a career devoted primarily to peas-
ant resistance (1985, 1990), could write about
what it is like to “see like a state” (1998). Like
large-scale capitalism, the modern state controls
territory and people by reducing them to sim-
ple, homogenized categories and numbers capa-
ble of counting and manipulation. Scott decodes
the faith in progress and technology that peaked
in the twentieth century within subcultures of
the state and the experts closely aligned with
them.

The “new institutionalism” in sociology em-
phasizes culture in explanations of organizations
and their decisions, including components of
the state (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991). But its

impact on political sociology has been limited
by the backward way the state has been used,
primarily to criticize images of firms as au-
tonomous rational actors. The thorough and
defining intervention of states in markets has
been one of the approach’s core ideas (Dobbin,
1994; Fligstein, 2001), but the emphasis has
been on the state’s effect on corporate policies
rather than on state policies themselves. A small
current, however, emphasizes normative models
of how states should be organized (e.g., demo-
cratically, with certain kinds of departments and
agencies), and the worldwide spread of a sin-
gle model of the national state (McNeely, 1995;
Meyer et al., 1997; Meyer, 1999).

As part of their broader program to show that
organizational development and change are not
driven by efficiency, Meyer and Rowan (1977)
argued that organizations devote considerable
resources to following prevailing conceptions
about how organizations should function, in
other words increasing their legitimacy more
than their efficiency. Strategic efficacy is not
the same as technical efficiency. In some ways,
the new institutionalists have substituted cog-
nitive components for the norms of structural
functionalism as the glue that binds organiza-
tions and systems of organizations. At any rate,
there is a large opening for cultural analysis of
organizations, including state agencies. Fligstein
and Mara-Drita (1996), for example, showed
how political elites strategically frame arguments
to legitimate their policies to one another.

Other scholars have looked inside the state
from cultural perspectives. Most common have
been accounts of local organizational cultures.
For instance, a fatalistic attitude toward accidents
and pollution may arise among those who pro-
cess nuclear materials and wastes daily (Loeb,
1086; Zonabend, 1993). In many cases, orga-
nizational cultures reflect the professional train-
ing of those who dominate the organizations
(Jasper, 1990) — even when these conflict with
legal mandates (Bell, 1985). Yet the same pro-
fession may contain factions with contrasting as-
sumptions about the world, reflecting in some
cases generational differences (Espeland, 1998).
Unfortunately, many of these works present the
cultural aspects of decision making as though
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they interfered with rationality, accepting an un-
realistic notion of pristine rationality.

Culture becomes a clear explanatory variable
when different sets of meanings are compared
or traced across different institutional levels. For
example, I was able to trace different “policy
styles” —based largely but not entirely on profes-
sional training — across different organizations
involved in nuclear policy making (Jasper,
1990). Disagreements were especially strong
between engineers, who relied on develop-
ing technologies and transforming the physi-
cal world as the solution, and economists, who
preferred to let prices reconcile supply and de-
mand, aided by careful cost-benefit analyses.
Then, by comparing the organizational distri-
butions of these styles across countries, I could
explain policy outcomes. The same policy styles
were found inside and outside the state, help-
ing to explain why some preferences affected
policies more easily than others. What Haas
(1992) calls “epistemic communities” of simi-
larly trained professionals transcend the bound-
aries of the state and of the nation. The borders
of the state are porous, and cultural meanings
are one of the things that flow across them.

Finally, a growing body of research has exam-
ined the role of'ideas in politics and policy mak-
ing (reviewed in Campbell, 2002). All too much
of this literature compares the impacts of ideas
and interests, as though the two were compet-
ing and mutually exclusive — a starting point en-
couraged by the boldest rational choice formu-
lations (Jacobsen, 1995; McDonough, 1997).
Some research on ideas often pushes into more
implicit forms of meaning (such as worldviews:
Dobbin, 1994); looks at experts and others who
attempt to “own” social problems and poli-
cies (Gusfield, 1981); and examines the social
networks through which the ideas flow (Keck
and Sikkink, 1997). Discussion of ideas rather
than less explicit meanings still tends to con-
cede considerable rationality to state officials,
however.

Despite this start, the emotions, cognitions,
and moral principles and intuitions of elected
officials and bureaucrats cry out for closer in-
vestigation.

UNDEVELOPED THEMES

Now that they have established that culture mat-
ters, researchers seem likely to continue cur-
rent trends toward distinguishing and refining
its many eftects. Identities, frames, narratives,
and so on operate differently. Once they are
distinguished, we can begin to study the rela-
tionships among them. In what rhetorical sit-
uations are narratives most effective? When do
narratives help to construct identities? Do dif-
ferent schemata give rise to different frames or
identities? We still need to describe the iden-
tities, rhetorics, and so on at work in differ-
ent countries and groups, now that so much
work has been done defining these concepts
at an abstract level. We need to know more
about the concrete meanings in use; we cur-
rently lack even basic typologies for many of
them.

Other aspects of culture and politics have
been ignored almost entirely.

Emotions, for example, permeate all social
life. Long-standing aftects such as love and hate
(but also trust and respect) are both crucial
means and fundamental ends of political life.
Other emotions, such as compassion or indigna-
tion, are complex cultural constructs that guide
much political action. Moods such as depres-
sion, hope, or cynicism affect people’s ability and
willingness to participate in politics. Although
some emotions seem hardwired into us, espe-
cially reflex emotions like anger and surprise
(Griftiths, 1997), most are eminently cultural
creations. Political psychologists have examined
the effects of emotions on political perceptions
and voting (Ottati and Wyer, 1993), and students
of social movements have rediscovered the emo-
tional dimensions of protest (Goodwin et al.,
200T1; Aminzade and McAdam, 2001). Other-
wise, even the most culturally oriented analysts
of politics have ignored emotions — even though
in many cases it may be the associated emotions
that give recognized causal mechanisms their
real explanatory thrust (Jasper, 1998). It is obvi-
ous that emotional workmanship goes into the
construction of someone as a victim, for ex-
ample, but less so how much emotional work
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must go into constructing someone as rational
(Whittier, 20071).

Character. ~ Victims are one example of the
character types we commonly construct in po-
litical life; the other main ones are heroes and
villains. Heroes and villains are both powerful,
victims weak. Heroes and victims share moral
righteousness, something villains notably lack.
Through cartoons, jokes, and direct description,
political parties, nations, and other players try
to portray themselves as heroes or victims, their
opponents as villains. The subject of the epide-
ictic tradition in rhetoric, this kind of praise and
blame is a core political activity rarely studied by
political sociologists. It is cognitive, moral, and
emotional at the same time.

Biography.  The self and individuals are an-
other topic inadequately studied — even by post-
modernists who dismiss the idea as an illusion.
There is little borrowing from the vibrant field
of political psychology or mainstream research
on personality. We need to understand selves if’
we are to incorporate individuals into our ex-
planations. Ironically, the more “macro” one’s
research, the more difference an idiosyncratic
individual can make — as historians and read-
ers of biographies understand. Political sociolo-
gists are less likely today to try to explain “the
state” than they are to explain specific outcomes
such as Swedish trade policies in the 1960s,
and as soon as we are on concrete historical
terrain, key figures loom large in any expla-
nation. A dictator’s decision to fight or flee a
mob, a prime minister’s passion for nuclear en-
ergy or ecology, a protest leader’s commitment
to nonviolence: All these have significant ef-
fects, reduced to noise in more structural models
(for critique: Jasper, 1990, 1997). Individuals are
also widespread symbols (Fine, 2001). Through
the intersection of culture and psychology, we
should be able to deal with them more eftec-
tively. Many of these issues have been covered
under the rubric of leadership, a matter central
to Weber but so contrary to current trends that
it lacks a chapter in this handbook.

Leadership. The subject of leadership has in-
creasingly been left to students of strategy (e.g.,
Allison and Zelikow, 1999), while political so-

ciologists have looked for “structures.” Leaders
were a staple of research in the 1950s, aimed
at explaining demagogues’ ability to manipulate
mass followers — a topic that at least focused on
rhetorical dynamics (Burke, 1941). The func-
tions of coordinating a team or agency are to-
day collapsed into organizational research. Yet
the emotional identifications, rhetorical fram-
ings, and other persuasive powers of leaders re-
main a rich and understudied topic. Cognitive
and emotional issues of leader succession, for
instance, are crucial for formal organizations,
regimes, parties, revolutions, and protest groups
(Gouldner, 1954:70—10T).

Cognition. The cognitive revolution in psy-
chology has paralleled the cultural one in soci-
ology, but there has been little cross-fertilization.
One has universalist pretensions whereas the
other does not, but they cover similar topics like
memory, basic assumptions, decision making,
and so on (Cerulo, 2002). A variety of psycholo-
gies may have something to contribute to politi-
cal sociology. Even psychoanalysis, once popular
but now in disfavor, can still tell us something
about unconscious motivations, hidden mean-
ings, and personality types (Jasper, 2004). If in-
dividual leaders occasionally play pivotal roles in
politics, then psychobiographies should have a
larger part in our explanations.

Zeitgeist. Analyzed by Mannheim (1952/
1928) but forgotten in recent years, every mi-
crogeneration comes of age in a slightly different
cultural mood, retains different memories. The
“structures of feeling” in a society (Williams,
1977) shift rapidly, reframing conflicts and how
they are experienced, even shifting the identities
of the players involved. Senses of momentum,
for instance, shift quickly but influence goals
and strategies. Each year’s recruits to parties and
movements differ somewhat from other years’
(Whittier, 1995).

Strategy. Strategic action is a topic that has
received both too much and too little attention.
Just as rational choice theorists have managed
to define rationality in their own narrow way,
so the subset of them called game theorists
have staked a claim to strategic thinking that
has scared away other social scientists. Diverse
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institutional and cultural contexts disappear in
the sparse elegance of game theory. Strategic
choice depends heavily on personality traits,
know-how, routines, emotions — and a whole
range of cultural meanings of every sort. Again,
the structural bias of the 1980s has prevented
political sociologists from recognizing strategy
when they encounter it. They are likely to
overestimate the constraints and underestimate
the choice involved in any given outcome. A
strategic approach might be the key to inte-
grating culture and structure, order and agency
(McAdam et al., 2001; Fligstein, 20071; Jasper,
in press, b).

Agency. Agency is a concept whose popular-
ity has risen in recent decades alongside that of
culture, and the two ideas are often linked. Be-
ginning with Giddens (1979), however, agency
is a term most often used by structurally oriented
researchers when they reach the limits of their
models: a residual category for what is left over,
dismissed as unexplainable. Attention to strat-
egy and culture would, I think, help us give a
fuller account of agency. People make choices,
face dilemmas with no right answers, interact
with each other in open-ended ways. In the
political realm, this is the source of most free-
dom, creativity, and contingency (Jasper, 1997;
Emirbayer and Mische, 1998).

In addition to these underdeveloped areas, at-
tention to culture could enrich other approaches
and dimensions of political life. In recent years
scholars have come to appreciate the role of
social networks in mobilizing people and in-
fluencing policy. Although there remains a fre-
quent tendency to reify the network metaphor
in structuralist fashion, the impact of networks
is mainly that they allow information to flow,
affective loyalties to evolve, and common un-
derstandings to grow (Gould, 1995; Emirbayer
and Goodwin, 1994) .

Structural approaches more generally might
benefit from attention to culture. In their con-
cern to demonstrate the autonomy of state bu-
reaucrats (in a polemic against earlier marxist
simplifications), structuralists overlooked one of
the main ways that state and nonstate institutions

are connected, namely culture (Skocpol, 1979;
Block, 1977; Evans et al., 1985). Political soci-
ology has still not entirely recovered from this
one-sided paradigm. But as we have seen, the
most “structural” institutional settings are per-
meated by cultural meanings, which account for
much of their causal impact.

In addition, many of the criticisms and gaps
in rational choice theory can be addressed by
supplementing it with culture (Ferejohn, 19971;
cf. Adams, 1999). These include the origins of’
preferences, still often treated as exogenous to
rational choice models. Culture may also help
us grapple with noncomparable preferences, es-
pecially what Taylor (1989) calls moral “hyper-
goods” that people are reluctant to give up at
any cost. A number of the decision-making bi-
ases described by cognitive psychologists and
behavioral economists are the result of local cul-
tures as well as limitations of the human brain
(Kahneman et al., 1982; Thaler, 1992; Camerer,
2003). More broadly still, when actors satisfice
rather than maximize, they must follow cultural
traditions to tell them what satisfactory levels
are, and often bring in culturally determined
reference groups in doing so. Culture is the
main context within which strategic decisions
are made (Jasper, in press, b).

A number of these paths would lead cultural
approaches out of their recurrent Romantic cel-
ebration of particularism, especially by link-
ing them to abiding strategic concerns. Some
scholars have already criticized the emphasis on
community and culture for undermining uni-
versal standards of justice and equality (Gitlin,
1995; Barry, 20071), others — more dubiously —
for abandoning materialism (Palmer, 1990).
Habermas views humans as cultural creations
yet still seeks universalist agreement through di-
alogue. In the study of politics it is hard to avoid
moral polemics, but cultural approaches have
given us a number of taut analytic tools for un-
derstanding the politics of social life regardless
of our own value judgments. Political sociology
will be a more interesting field as it continues
to open up dialogues between culturalists and
others.



CHAPTER SIX

Feminist Theorizing and Feminisms in Political Sociology

Barbara Hobson

Feminist theorizing in the social sciences covers
a vast territory. It emerged from feminist move-
ments and feminisms in politics, and though still
in dialogue with them, feminist theory now has
its own track in the academy, in academic jour-
nals, graduate programs, and has its canon of
core feminist texts. Feminist theory has been
engaged in debates with mainstream theory, in-
cluding critiques of theories, concepts, and epis-
temologies as well as offered alternative explana-
tory theories of gender differences in power
resulting from economic, political, and social
structures and processes (Chaftez, 1997). It has
a normative side developing models and for-
mulating strategies to achieve gender equality
and equity. However, as a result of postmod-
ernism, in feminist theorizing there has been a
strong critique of approaches that assume gen-
dered coherent identities and interests. What has
remained constant in feminist theorizing is its
interdisciplinarity. In the course of this chapter,
we will be traveling across disciplinary borders,
featuring feminists speaking from traditions of
sociology, political science and political philos-
ophy, history and law. My presentation of this
kaleidoscopic and fractured theoretical terrain is
admittedly selective, based on my own render-
ing of the core research areas, the key actors, and
their exchanges.

The chapter focuses on gender, state, and
citizenship using two lenses. The first concen-
trates on debates among feminist theorists and
citizenship around public and private spheres,
difference, and universalism; the second turns

to feminist theorists in dialogue with main-
stream theorizing on citizenship. In gendering
the theoretical terrain of citizenship, feminists
have challenged the lack of gender perspectives
in mainstream approaches as well as introduced
new dimensions that have deepened and ex-
panded existing theories, models, and typolo-
gies.

In calling this chapter feminist theorizing and
feminisms in political sociology, I underscore
the plurality in theories and approaches. The
plural form, feminisms, mirrors an important
shift in the theoretical terrain, from monolithic
conceptions of the state and patriarchy toward
more complex frameworks that consider pro-
cesses and social structures of states and state
institutions, and embedded notions of citizen-
ship and exclusion within specific histories and
political contexts. Finally, feminisms signify the
multidimensionality in the category of gender
and how this insight informs the framing of
gender across class, race/ethnicity, sexual pref-
erence, and disability in different political arenas
(the local, national, and supranational).

The chapter is divided into four sections.
Part one considers the first phase of feminist
theorizing of the state, which can be orga-
nized into three categories: liberal, socialist, and
radical feminisms. The next section addresses
mechanisms of exclusion, including the femi-
nist critique of classical theories of citizenship
that bifurcated public and private spheres. Part
three considers the postmodern turn and its im-
pact on theorizing inclusion and exclusion. This
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includes both the postmodernist and poststruc-
turalist critique and the challenges made by black
feminism, Third World feminism, and feminist
scholars from former Soviet regime countries. I
also concentrate on the feminist dialogue with
two citizenship theoretical traditions, social cit-
izenship and civic republicanism. Here I seek to
highlight the ways in which gendering of citi-
zenship reaches the heart of debates on inclusion
and exclusion around rights and needs, individ-
ual and group rights, and multiculturalism. The
concluding section considers current challenges
for feminist theorizing and political sociology.

THE STATE, POWER, AND AGENCY

Until the early 1980s, feminist theoretical posi-
tions on the state fell into three broad categories:
socialist/Marxist, liberal, and radical. Each of-
fered a difterent account of the state reproducing
and perpetuating gender inequalities.

Neo-Marxist and Feminist Dialogues

The state entered feminist theory through so-
cialist feminism and neo-Marxist debates on
production and reproduction (Haney, 19906).
Within Marxian theory, the state is an agent
of elite capitalist power; gender exploitation is
viewed as a subset of class exploitation reproduc-
ing class relations. Feminist theories sought to
modify and extend Marxist theories of produc-
tion and reproduction (Eisenstein, 1979; Sacks,
1974) to go beyond the analysis of women’s un-
waged labor in the household as reproducing
and maintaining an exploited labor force (Sec-
combe, 1974; Zaretsky, 1976). Socialist femi-
nists argued in what has been referred to as the
domestic labor debate that one had to focus
on the underlying social conditions that shaped
women’s unpaid labor, that gender inequalities
in the family were ideologically and practically
linked to their responsibility for unwaged work
in the family (Barrett, 1980; Hartsock, 1985;
Molyneaux, 1979; Vogel, 1983). The state be-
came a focal point in these feminist dialogues
through its support of the male breadwinner

wage. Mary Mclntosh (1978), in “The State
and the Oppression of Women,” linked the la-
bor process to the institution of the family. The
state’s support for the male breadwinner repro-
duced the division of labor in the household and
women’s dependency, which also made them
a source of cheap labor or a latent army of
reserve labor (Mclntosh, 1978:264). McIntosh
emphasized the contradictions in these state in-
terventions in sustaining these relationships. By
making women dependent on men’s wages, they
kept women in a semiproletarianized state — eas-
ily exploited.

Another response to the domestic labor de-
bate was the assertion that there was a paral-
lel system of exploitation, patriarchy (gender
could not be fit into a Marxist frame), because
women’s unpaid domestic work not only served
the interests of the capitalist economy but also
the interests of individual men, as expressed in
Heidi Hartmann’s classic article, ““The Unhappy
Marriage of Capitalism and Patriarchy” (Hart-
mann, 1986). Joan Acker (1988) has provided
the most theoretically promising reconciliation
of this unhappy marriage of class and gender
through her introduction of the concept of dis-
tribution, which addresses the role of the state
in mediating these relationships. Not two sys-
tems but one structure operates, according to
Acker. Gender is implicated in the organization
of the labor process (deskilling and technology,
and the wage structure relation) as well as present
in the evolution of the family wage constructed
around gender difference. State policies bolster
the family wage and women’s economic depen-
dency as well as seek to ameliorate the condi-
tions it helped to create (Acker, 1988; Walby,
1990).

Liberal feminist theory views the state as a
potentially neutral arbiter lacking any ideology
of its own. Recognizing that men dominate
the state, liberal feminism maintains that the
state and its institutions exist apart from men’s
domination. Men, like women, are an interest
or pressure group. The state is a site in which
groups contest and compete with one another,
hence a neutral arbiter between them. State pro-
cesses are legitimate, but men have captured
them (Connell, 1987). Given this perspective,
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liberal feminist approaches embrace strategies
for more access and influence (Gelb, 1989;
Klein, 1987; Sawer, 1993). Women’s agency is
a crucial dimension in liberal feminist theoriz-
ing on the state and is an explanatory variable
for variations across states in terms of women’s
voice/representation and their influence over
gender inequalities.

The Patriarchal State

Radical feminist theory takes as its starting point
that the state is a system of structures and insti-
tutions created by men in order to sustain and
recreate male power and female subordination.
Departing from economic analysis of women'’s
exploitation, radical feminist theorist Cather-
ine MacKinnon (1983), in her agenda-setting
article, “Feminism, Marxism Method and the
State,” sought to carve a feminist theory of the
state in opposition to Marxist theory. She ex-
pressed this in her now classic analogy: Sexual-
ity is to feminism what work is to Marxism.
Although both Marxism and feminism were
concerned with analyzing power, MacKinnon
asserted that they were incompatible. Her the-
orizing on the state revolves around the sex-
ual subordination of women and how this sub-
ordination is embedded in the state apparatus,
procedures, and structures (MacKinnon, 1989).
Radical feminist theorizing has rejected the es-
sentialism implicit in MacKinnon’s stance in
which men and women appear as fixed cate-
gories of dominant and subordinate. However,
her emphasis on sexuality as the core of state
patriarchy continues to influence radical femi-
nists” analyses of the state and the governance
of gender (Brush, 2003; Elman, 1996). Gov-
ernance, a central concept in radical feminist
framework, derives its inspiration from Foucault
and the regulatory function of the state. What
they take from Foucault is his formulation of the
diftusion of power, that power is fluid, relational,
existing in institutions that reflect the gendered
power structure. As Lisa Brush (2003) argues
in her study of Gender and Governance, how-
ever, both Foucault’s and Weber’s definitions of
power are gender-blind. Weberian notions of

“power over” ignore the sites of resistance and
strategies to overcome domination (empower-
ment) (Brush, 2003; Heckman, 1996). Foucault
does not address the gendered dimensions of
power as knowledge — that the power to know is
gendered. Moreover, in Foucault’s analysis, the
regulation of sexuality is gender-neutral, ignor-
ing the much greater control of women’s bodies
(Hartsock, 1985). Still, Foucault reverberates in
much of radical feminists’ theorizing both be-
cause of his emphasis on bodies as sites of power
and because of his view of power as permeat-
ing everyday life relationships of people, both
individually and in institutions.

Radical feminist theorizing assumes the state
is a purposive actor reproducing patriarchy, that
states are masculinist, designed by men to serve
their interest. Although the framework of gov-
ernance seeks to broaden the analysis to include
structures of power, a suspicion and pessimism
remain about the potential of state institutions
to address feminist politics. There is also skep-
ticism about the usefulness of institutional state
theories to accommodate issues of sexual sub-
ordination and violence.

In his examination of feminist research on the
patriarchal state, Robert Connell (1990), the au-
thor of Gender and Power, highlighted two 1m-
portant theoretical weaknesses. The state is not
monolithic but consists of complex structures
and actors, with sites for resistance. In short,
the state is not a thing but a process. Connell
in his appraisal of feminist theorizing on the
patriarchal state argues for more complexity as
well as a process-oriented view of the state. The
state is constituted within gender relations as the
central institutionalization of gendered power.
Conversely, gender dynamics are a major force
constructing the state, both in the historical cre-
ation of state structures and in contemporary
politics” (1990:519).

Anna Yeatman (1997) begins from this posi-
tion — that feminism has been a force in the de-
velopment of more democratic social relations
in public and private domains. She distinguishes
state-centric “power over women,” or domina-
tion — which often includes state interventions
to protect women from abusive men, a form of
liberal paternalism — from power as capacity. The
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latter assumes “democratic deployment of legit-
imate state domination,” obtained through fem-
inist demands for a politics of women as rights-
bearing subjects and agents (Yeatman, 1997).

Over the past decade, a rich literature on
gender and welfare state formation has devel-
oped, underscoring the importance of women’s
agency that implicitly challenges the monolithic
view of the patriarchal state (Koven and Michel,
1993; Misra and Atkins, 1998). Skocpol’s (1992)
distinction between paternalist and maternal-
ist welfare states highlights the importance of
women’s agency in the development of Ameri-
can welfare states compared to European pater-
nalist ones. Hobson and Lindholm (1997) an-
alyze the power resources of feminist actors in
the first years of Swedish social democracy, sug-
gesting a need to pay attention to variations in
European welfare state formation.

Feminist actors have been important agents
in the making of welfare states and in shap-
ing the different gender logics around paid and
unpaid work (Skocpol, 1992; Lewis, 1992b,
1994; Hobson and Lindholm, 1997; O’Connor
et al., 1999). Making the argument that po-
litical institutions and politics make a difter-
ence, feminist research on the Nordic countries
has underscored the importance of the govern-
ment as an actor promoting women’s interests
(Selle and Karovonen, 1995). In her overview of
feminist debates, Bryson (1992) made a similar
point about the “women friendly” Scandinavian
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states: “‘the vicious circle’ of women’s political
economic and social disadvantage is being re-
placed by a ‘virtuous circle’ through which gains
in one area interact with gains in another, to pro-
duce a general picture of cumulative progress”
(Bryson, 1992:110). Women have been key ac-
tors in promoting women’s greater participation
in political and economic spheres. Although one
may disagree with the optimistic prognosis of
this assessment, one cannot ignore the variation
in women'’s economic, political, and social posi-
tion that has been revealed in empirical research
on gender and the welfare state.’

! The ambitious RINGS project on state feminism
and movements has sought to demonstrate this: see
Mazur (20071); Stetson (2001); and Outsthorn, (2004).

Mechanisms of Exclusion:
Public/Private Divide

The initial dialogues in feminist theorizing and
the state debated whether the state was positive
or negative for women. They asked whether
private patriarchy was being replaced by pub-
lic patriarchy, whether women’s dependency
on husbands was being shifted to dependency
on welfare state bureaucracies (Pascall, 19806;
Hernes, 1987). But another strand of feminist
theorizing emerged in the late 1980s, which
turned the focus toward analyzing the mech-
anisms of exclusion, particularly the gendered
construction of public and private spheres oflife.

Rather than presenting a feminist theory of
the state, Carole Pateman analyzed the exclu-
sionary mechanism in citizenship theory: the
relegation of women’s activity to the private
sphere. In what has become a classic feminist
text, The Sexual Contract (1988), she revisited the
triad of classical social theorists on citizenship,
the state, and the social contract: Rousseau,
Hobbes, and Locke. Pateman referred to the so-
cial contract as a fiction, a narrative that has pro-
vided the theoretical underpinnings for the ex-
clusion of women from an active participation in
the polity. Underlying the social contract were
constructions of sexual difference. For exam-
ple, Rousseau conceptualized civic republican-
ism and political life as male domain; the public
sphere of rights of protections did not apply to
women, whom he believed lacked the faculties
of reason and were unable control their passions,
two prerequisites for civic republicanism (Pate-
man, 1988; Phillips, 1991). The relegation of
women to the family, a sphere lacking in rights,
meant that women were civilly dead. In the pri-
vate sphere there was an implicit sexual contract,
one in which men had access to women’s bodies
in marriage through law and women’ economic
dependency. Hence women were more a kin to
slaves than to exploited workers.

Wollestenscraft’s Dilemma

In her analysis of “The Patriarchal Wel-
fare State,” Pateman (1989) reformulated the
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classical dilemma in citizenship theory and
practice for women, which she called Wolles-
tencraft’s dilemma. Referring back to that
eighteenth-century feminist philosopher who
first recognized the dilemma of difference, Pate-
man applied it as a theory of modern citizenship:
In a patriarchal understanding of citizenship, in
which the ideal of citizenship is based on a uni-
versalistic gender-neutral social world — in our
century connected to paid work — women are
lesser men, as norms are built on a male model.
In a framework in which women’s special tal-
ents, needs, and capacities are acknowledged as
different from men, whose citizenship is based
on rights and duties attached to paid work, then
women are lesser citizens as there is an inherent
lack of respect for their contribution as moth-
ers and caregivers. These two routes to citizen-
ship lead to a dead-end for women (Pateman,
1989:196). What is obvious in this analysis is
that the public/private split has played a dual
role, both as an explanation of women’s subor-
dinate position and as an ideology constructing
that position (Davidoft, 1998). This dichotomy
has had the eftect of solidifying women’s difter-
ence and subordination.

Wollenstencraft’s dilemma placed the equal-
ity and difference debate at the center of the
sphere of citizenship. One can trace this theo-
retical divide back to cleavages in the first wave
of feminist politics, both the pre- and post-
suffrage movements. Various feminist actors
promoted competing agendas: whether strate-
gies for women’s emancipation should embrace
laws and policies to put women on the same
footing as men or whether they should struggle
for special protections that recognized women’s
maternal responsibilities (Koven and Michel,
1993; Harrison, 1988). The debates resurfaced
in the second-wave feminism of the 1970s, but
the real playing field of the equality/difterence
divide has been in academia. It covers many
different theoretical fields including epistemol-
ogy, psychology, moral philosophy, and, most
relevant to this discussion, citizenship (Bock
and James, 1992; Lister, 1998; Phillips, 1992).
Within the domain of citizenship and political
theory, the equality/difference debate is a ful-
crum on which other feminist theoretical issues

are hinged — debates around the private/public
divide, needs and rights, and an ethic of care
versus an ethic of justice.

At the extreme end of the equality/difterence
debates are theories rooted in essentialist iden-
tities that assume an epistemological position
that women speak in a different voice (Gilligan,
1982; Offen, 1988). Taking a perspective of dif-
ferentiated citizenship, maternalist feminists cel-
ebrate the private sphere as the realm of women’s
influence. Rather than seeing women’s encap-
sulation in the private sphere as the means by
which they were excluded from the polity and
from participatory citizenship (Pateman, 1989;
Vogel, 1994; Philips, 1992), maternalist femi-
nists (or social feminists as they are sometimes
called) view the private sphere as the uncor-
rupted domain of women’s power and influence
(Elshstain, 1992). For Jean Bethke Elshtain, its
most uncompromising proponent, mothering
and the sphere of the family are the high moral
ground where human ties are the most impor-
tant for articulating values, in contrast to the
corrupt world of politics and self-interest. The
logic in maternalist thinking is that women’s ex-
periences of care and motherhood will create
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a “politics of compassion,” “an ethical policy,”
that will result in a more just and peaceful world
(Elshtain, 1981: Ruddick, 1984).

In proposing an ethic of care, Joan Tronto
(1993) has sought to distinguish her position
from essentialist/maternalist theories of female
identity as well as avoid deepening the rift be-
tween public and private. She maintains that her
conceptual ground in the ethic of care is gender-
neutral. Her purpose is to incorporate gender-
sensitive dimensions that stand in opposition to
the ethic of justice rooted in Kantian universal-
istic formulas. Arguing that hers is a “contex-
tual moral position,” she is asking us to view
care as public concern and consider what so-
cial and political institutions should support an
ethic of care. Along the same lines as Tronto,
Diemut Bubeck (1995) makes the case for care
as a resource for political citizenship. She main-
tains that “private” concerns, values, skills, and
understandings can enhance the public practices
of citizenship. Nevertheless, although it seeks
to go beyond maternalist feminism, the ethic
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of care tends to fall into similar rhetoric, of
“essentialized carers,” if not mothers (Leira and
Saraceno, 2002). Though rejecting the idea of
biologism in maternalist thinking and essential-
ized identities, many feminist scholars never-
theless are arguing for an alternative vision of
collective, interdependent citizens, in opposi-
tion to liberal democratic theory rooted in a
tradition of the independent rational individ-
ual (Hochschild, 199 5; Knijn and Kermer, 1997;
Sevenhuisjen, 1998).

Feminist scholars have oftered different strate-
gies to resolve Wollstencraft’s dilemma. One re-
sponse that seeks to go beyond equality and dif-
ference is contextuality: when does difference
make a difference. Carole Bacchi has elaborated
this position most fully in her book on Same
Difference (1990). In that study, she locates ex-
amples of how feminists have employed differ-
ent strategies, emphasizing gender distinctive-
ness and gender neutrality at different moments
in time and across societies. The context thesis is
also supported by a great deal of historical soci-
ological work, which reveals the importance of
institutional variations in shaping the universe of
political discourse and political choices (Hobson
and Lindholm, 1997; Jenson, 1990; Koven and
Michel, 1993).

Legal theorist Martha Minow (1990) has of-
fered the most theoretically powerful analysis of
the contextual argument. She claims that by em-
phasizing difference, we highlight deviance or
stigma, but by ignoring it we leave in place all
the problems that arise from a false neutrality.
Instead of viewing the equality/difference di-
vide as opposites, she suggests that we regard
them as practices and sets of relations between
people and institutions (Minow, 1990:90).

THE POSTMODERN TURN: GENDERED
IDENTITIES AND FEMINISMS

The contests over women’s inclusion as full cit-
izens based on their difference or equality have
been battles over the category of gender, sur-
rounding collective identities and shared inter-
ests. These struggles have intensified as a result
of the interventions of postmodernism and post-

structuralism and the recognition of differences
among women and the diversities in feminisms.
Pateman’s two-horned dilemma has become
many-sided when confronted with postmod-
ernist/poststructuralist theories. The postmod-
ern turn has imploded the equality and difter-
ence debate by destabilizing the very category of’
woman and the political underpinnings of fem-
inism, which assumed gendered identities and
interests based on shared experiences of sub-
ordination and exclusion. Postmodernists reject
not only the binary oppositions of man/woman,
but also those of unity/diversity and univer-
sality/distinctiveness. The very idea of making
claims based on gendered identities (even those
that emerge from political struggles) is viewed
as reifying individuals into abstract categories,
ignoring their diversity and experience. The
idea of gendered collective struggles for justice
is rejected on two fronts: the first as a denial
of unified experience upon which women can
frame claims for rights, and the second as a rejec-
tion of universalism as a legitimate base for such
claims. The former has been most problematic
for feminist critics, who claim that it under-
mines the potentialities for collective feminist
action. There is diversity in postmodernist and
poststructuralist theorizing. Indeed, some argue
that rather than a theory or theories, postmod-
ernism is more a body of thought bound by
conceptual ground in which concepts of lan-
guage, power, identity, and resistance are central
(Bryson, 1992:36). One can find many exam-
ples of poststructuralist analyses of discourses of
power that view social practices as important in
constructing gender identity. From this stand-
point, they propose transformative politics (But-
ler, 1990; Fraser, 1997; Weedon, 1987, 1998).
To the extent that most feminist theory is cau-
tious about generalizing about all women on
the basis of what middle class Western women
experience — that the experience of gender
is context-bound: culturally, structurally, and
individually — one can say that a postmod-
ernist/poststructuralist critique has transformed
theorizing gender. Moreover, the postmodern
emphasis on the importance of discourse and
the importance of language as a signifier of
power has been integrated into much of feminist
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theory: in terms of how political subjects are
constituted and more generally of how discourse
operates in different institutional fields in the
construction of social meanings. The inclusion
of discourse as a dimension of power is visible
in analyses of political opportunity and of the
discursive resources of feminist actors (Adams
and Padamasee, 2001; Hobson and Lindholm,
1997; Hobson, 2003; Jenson, 1990). It has also
been incorporated in social movement theory
and recognition politics, of which gender is one
key dimension (Gal, 2003; Gamson and Ferree,
2003; Gamson, 1995; Hobson, 2003).

Whereas the critique of gender as an analyti-
cal category in postmodernism for the most part
has been a deconstructivist enterprise, critical
race and gender theory has been a reconstruc-
tivist endeavor from which to develop analytical
frameworks that take into account the multi-
dimensionality of gender and feminisms. Black
feminist scholarship has had a profound impact
on feminist theorizing (Crenshaw, 1995). This
scholarship has challenged empirically and the-
oretically feminist analyses of the sources of op-
pression, the notion of a gendered collectivity
formed around common identities and interests.
Speaking from different experiences, histories,
and political and economic positions, black fem-
inist scholars not only highlighted the exploita-
tion of black and Third World women by white
middle class women, but also challenged the ba-
sic frameworks of feminist theorizing (Collins,
1991; hooks, 1995).

How gender was incorporated into welfare
state formation and citizenship, in addition, has
been bound up with constructions of race and
ethnicity in different societal contexts. In their
genealogy of dependency, Fraser and Gordon
(1994) have traced different registers (gender,
class, and race) in U.S. history. They reveal the
ways in which the construction of welfare be-
came associated with the black single mother,
dependent on the state, lacking a male bread-
winner, and whose mothering was deemed less
worthy than white motherhood.

Moreover, for black feminists, the family,
rather than a site of oppression — a central ar-
gument in feminist theories of women’s sub-
ordination — is viewed as a site of resistance

against the intrusion of the state and the policing
of unmarried mothers (Mink, 1994). Women
scholars from the postsocialist transition coun-
tries have raised many of the same points in their
challenges to Western feminist scholarship. This
critique has been captured in a series of dia-
logues on gender and citizenship (Gal and Klig-
man, 2000; Special Forum, “East meets West
and West meets East,” 1995). In the same vein as
black feminists, scholars from the former Soviet
Regime countries argue that for women under
socialism, the private sphere was not viewed as a
location of oppression (Szalai, 1991; Havelklova,
2000; Maleck-Lewy, 1995). Rather, it embod-
ied a sphere of protection and refuge against the
control of totalitarian regimes — a place to re-
treat from the surveillance of the state where one
could count on the loyalty of family members.
It was a place for bartering goods and services, a
place to strike out on one’s own in the unofficial
economy (Gal and Kligman, 20071; Szalai, 19971).

The clash between feminisms is highlighted
in Myra Marx Ferree’s (2000) analysis of two
distinct feminisms in East and West Germany.
She has used the terms “private patriarchy”
and “public patriarchy” to represent difterent
discourses, identities, and structures of experi-
ences of the East and West German women’s
movements. Analyzing the sources of oppres-
sion from different lenses, East German fem-
inists addressed the structural features of state
power (public patriarchy); while Western fem-
inists viewed women’s exploitation in terms
of the power of individual men over women
in families and their acts of violence toward
women (private patriarchy). West German fem-
inists characterized their Eastern counterparts as
naive and backward because of their failure to
address private patriarchy — women’s exploita-
tion in the family. East German feminists in
turn charged their West German counterparts
with arrogance (Ferree, 2000:165). Paralleling
the East—West critique, Third World feminist
scholars have also questioned the wvalidity of
middle class American and European feminists
who have constructed them as powerless victims
of patriarchy (Mohanty, 1991) —a South—North
critique. Nor do Third World women iden-
tify with the public/private dichotomy, claiming
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that Western feminists’ emphasis on the gender
division of labor does not resonate in their per-
ception of a struggle for economic survival — a
struggle that does not pit men against women
(Gordon, 1996).

Critical race and gender theories seek syn-
thetic analyses across race, class, and gender.
Evolving from the wellspring of research on
gender and the welfare states, Fiona Williams
(1995) posits a model of welfare states that
views structured social relations across race, class,
and gender, all of which are mutually consti-
tutive and shape women’s claims for inclusion.
Elaborating on Castell and Miller’s concept of
migration regimes, she extends the theoretical
boundaries of citizenship to embrace the inter-
sectionality of race and gender in the processes
of nation building, the legacies of racism, and
the construction of family and motherhood in
welfare states (Williams, 1995:149). Eileen Boris
(1994) has coined the terms ‘“racialized gen-
der” and “gendered race” to capture the ways
in which gender and race/ethnicity have been
interconnected in the constructions of citizen-
ship, policy-making structures, and economic
structures. These relationships are also expressed
in movements and countermovements around
gender and race. She applies these insights to the
U.S. case, the paradigm of the gender/racialized
state. In Unequal Freedom, Evelyn Nakano Glenn
(2002) confronts race and gender theory with
three case studies: blacks and whites in the
Southern United States; Mexicans and Anglos
in the Southwest, and Japanese and Haoles in
Hawaii. Race and gender are fluid categories in
Unequal Freedom shaped by one another in lo-
cales, constructed by dominant “whites” (which
includes whites in the South and Haoles in
Hawaii), and contested by subordinate groups.
For Glenn, employing Dorothy Smith’s notion
of the everyday as problematic to the compara-
tive analysis of citizenship, race and gender hi-
erarchies are experienced in the micropolitics
of everyday life. Her analysis reflects the focus
of feminist theorizing on citizenship as practice
rather than status.

There is also a flowering of research seek-
ing to theorize citizenship across gender, race,
and class divisions within the context of nation
building and colonialism, shifting the focus away

from advanced capitalist societies. Postcolonial
feminist analyses have succeeded in revealing
the ways in which feminists have been complict
in colonialist and racist policies (Lake, 2000;
Mohanty, 1991, 2003). Research on gender and
global restructuring has underscored the ex-
ploitation between women, making visible the
class/gender positionings across regions (Marc-
hand and Runyan, 2000). Referring to the
global care chain, feminist research (Hochschild,
2000; Anderson, 2000; Gavanas and Williams,
in 2004) traces the migration of women from
the South who travel across continents to do
the “dirty work,” of middle class white women
in the North, leaving behind their own chil-
dren to be cared for by others. Nevertheless,
global restructuring has created a theoretical
bridge across North and South, revealing sim-
ilar processes in the feminization of casualized
and irregular labor, that women are employed in
temporary irregular employment. The effects of
global restructuring are mirrored in the retreat
of the state and the effects on the care deficit
and the loss of social infrastructure in societies
in the North and South (Pearson, 2000; Marc-
hand and Runyan, 2000; Moghadam, 2003).
The North—South dialogue in feminist theo-
rizing can be seen in the diverse literature on
women and development enriched by transna-
tional networks such as DAWN (Development
Alternatives of Women for a New Era) and UN
forums in Nairobi, Copenhagen, and Beijing
(Stienstra, 1994).

Destabilizing gender as a category of anal-
ysis has led to a multidimensional awareness
of gender. But it has also produced theoret-
ical dissonance in the response to the chal-
lenge of how to develop theories that recog-
nize that people are more than just the sum of
their race, class, and gender, but that neverthe-
less do not surrender to relativism or disregard
the patterns of power and inequality. For many
feminist scholars, the frame of citizenship has
opened up conceptual space for developing the-
ories of women'’s agency, a theoretical perspec-
tive that has been confounded by the postmod-
ernist challenge to the existence of women as
collective. The framework of citizenship also has
enabled feminist scholars to confront histories of
discrimination and exclusion through the lens of
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social citizenship, which has enhanced the anal-
ysis of the role of institutions and welfare state
structures in reproducing gender inequalities.

FEMINIST DIALOGUE ACROSS
CITIZENSHIP THEORIES

Citizenship became a keyword in feminist the-
orizing on the state and social politics, part of
a much broader development in late-twentieth-
century citizenship scholarship, though much of
that scholarship continues to be gender-blind. In
trying to develop a full vision for gendered cit-
izenship, feminist theorizing has drawn on two
traditions: (1) civic republicanism and participa-
tory citizenship, reflected in a range of theories,
most recently communitarianism; and (2) citi-
zenship, inclusion, and membership embodied
in Marshall’s theories of social citizenship.

Civic Republicanism: Participation,
Rights, and Obligations

Civic republicanism dates back to ancient
Greece and the ideal of civic duty and the po-
litical obligations in the polity. As discussed pre-
viously, the Enlightenment republican writers
such as Rousseau bestowed both the virtues
and duties of participatory citizenship to male
citizens. However, eighteenth-century feminists
used the discourse of civic republicanism to ar-
gue for women’s inclusion into the ranks of citi-
zens (Bussemaker and Voet, 1998), and the ideals
of liberalism to press for equal citizenship with
men (Olympe De Gouges Declaration for the
Rights of Women, Déclaration des Droits de
la Femme et de la Citoyenne, 1791, 1986, is a
classic example).

One reason for the renewed interest in civic
republicanism in our own day can be traced
to the structural reorganizations of global capi-
tal, the retrenchment of welfare societies, and
what Turner calls the breakup of a reformist
consensus (Turner, 1993:33). Hence we have a
need for a more active mobilized citizenry. Civic
republicanism also offered a theoretical frame-
work for building women’s agency into theo-
ries of citizenship. It has appealed to feminist

theories of agency because it valorizes citizen-
ship from below, that is, politics with a small “p.”
Because there are no women'’s political parties
and women lack a critical mass of representatives
in governments in most countries, citizenship
as practice opens up a theoretical framework for
the incorporation of women’s politics.

Citizenship as practice has engaged feminist
scholars (Jones, 1990; Lister, 1997), particularly
those who have broken with liberal conceptu-
alizations of citizenship that revolve around the
individual’s civil and political rights. This ap-
proach promotes a more civic-minded service
to a community (Jones, 1994:267). Jones de-
fines this dimension of citizenship “as an ac-
tion practiced by a people of certain identity
in a specifiable locale” (1994:261). Citizenship
as practice draws on Brian Turner’s theory of
active citizenship.” Concentrating on the moral
active subject, Turner (1993) uses the French
case as an example of active citizenship, and the
challenges from below to the spheres of family,
and religion. Although he seeks to overcome the
public/private split, Turner does not address at
all the gender implications of his analysis (Lister,
1997:125).

Civic republicanism and the notion of citi-
zenship from below has led feminist theorists
to revisit Hanna Arendt’s theory of participa-
tory democracy. For many second-wave femi-
nists, Arendt appeared as masculinist and at odds
with basic principles of feminism, captured in
the idiom of the personal is the political. Not
only Arendt’s strict demarcation of public space
as the world of politics, but also her hostility to
feminism and unwillingness to recognize par-
ticularized identities, such as gender, as a base
for politicization, make her an unlikely bedfel-
low for feminist theorists (Honig, 1995). But
feminist theorizing in the 1990s has prompted
a reconsideration of her work (Honig, 19957;
Landes, 1998a) through the lens of participatory
citizenship and civic republicanism. Her work
speaks to feminist theorists who are embracing

? Turner (1990) viewed his concept of active citizen-
ship in relation to Marshall’s evolutionary theory of cit-
izenship (see discussion below).

3 See the collection of essays published by Bonnie
Honig (1995), which seeks to politicize and historicize
Arendt’s work.
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active democratic citizenship that acknowledges
pluralism (Moutfte, 1992a).

In contrast to Arendt’s strict demarcation of
public space as the world of politics, Habermas
in his generalized notion of the public sphere
(1990) constructs a framework for participatory
democracy, which is an intermediary space be-
tween the political system and private sectors
of lifeworld. According to Nancy Fraser (1989),
what is missing in Habermas’s analysis is a gen-
dered subtext on the public and private — that
there is no meaningful way to reveal the insti-
tutional links between the spheres of paid and
unpaid work and family and official economy
in his distinction of system and lifeworld. But
others view his later works (1990, 1998) on the
public sphere and his theory of discourse ethics
as a corrective to his earlier gender blindness.
They note that his theory has much to offer fem-
inist analysis of feminist politics (Cohen, 1995;
Benhabib, 1998). Still, feminist theorists query
whether his concept of deliberative democracy
can truly feminize and democratize the public
sphere (Landes, 1998b), in light of his rigid dis-
tinctions between needs and interests, and val-
ues and norms. To do so would entail a radical
restructuring of discursively organized public
space to include all social norms, including fam-
ily norms and the gendered division of labor
(Benhabib, 1992).

From another perspective, feminists have
challenged Habermas’s notion of deliberative
democracy in the context of social and eco-
nomic inequalities in societies. More privileged
groups dominate this sphere, men more of-
ten than women. Iris Young claims that sub-
ordinated groups, minorities, poor people, and
women, historically created “subaltern counter
publics,” often lack the associational life that
provides forums for its members to raise issues
among themselves (Young, 2000:171—2).

This critique of participatory democracy has
been leveled at civic republicanism more gen-
erally as it is understood in conventional terms,
which assumes that individuals come together
and create the common good without par-
tiality or insensitivity to the rights and needs
of weaker members of societies. This critique
is implicit in the feminist challenge to com-

munitarianism (Phillips, 1991; Bussemaker and
Voet, 1998), which shares with civic republi-
canism a belief that individual needs should be
balanced against the common good. A paral-
lel critique can be made against Arendt’s con-
cept of public space and Habermas’s framework
of deliberative democracy in which members
of civil society act collectively to democrati-
cally resolve the issues that concern them as
a political community. Once again, the dom-
inant voices and politically advantaged groups
will be the fittest in this competitive set-
ting.

Finally, feminist scholars also have been wary
of civic republicanism and communitarian-
ism because of its emphasis on obligations over
rights (Sevenhuijsen, 1998). Communitarianism,
which has been championed by left and right
political spokespersons, has laid the basis for
a reestablishment of responsibilities of citizens
(Etzioni, 1993). This has opened the gates for
attacks on welfare mothers as passive dependent
citizens, which reflects a failure to understand
their caring work is work (Levitas, 1998; Mink,
1999). Within the broader contexts of participa-
tory citizenship, the duty to participate embod-
ied in civicness should be understood in terms
of women’s lack of resources, including time,
money, and social networks (Lister, 1997; Stolle
and Lewis, 2002).

The dialogue between feminists and partic-
ipatory democratic theory has been essentially
a feminist interpolation, as much of the theo-
rizing remains gender-blind. Feminist theoret-
ical challenges, feminist movements, and fem-
inist activism in civil society have led to some
rethinking of the discursively organized public
space and civil society (Cohen, 1995). But the
feminist challenge to participatory democratic
theory to develop a truly integrative framework
for the public and private still remains on the
table.

T. H. Marshall: Social Citizenship
and Membership

For many feminist theorists, T. H. Marshall pro-
vided a framework for confronting histories of
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exclusion, though class inequality, not gender,
underlay Marshall’s framework of social citizen-
ship. Marshall defined social citizenship “as a
status bestowed on those who are full members
of a community. All who possess the status are
equal with respect to the rights and duties with
which the status is endowed” (1950:28—9). This
gender-neutral formula did not explicitly ex-
clude women, but in an era when full member-
ship in community assumed a male breadwinner
wage to support a wife and children, social cit-
izenship rights were applied to male citizens.*
In addition to the critique of the implicit gen-
der blindness in Marshall’s concept of citizen-
ship, feminist scholars also made the point that
his sequencing of rights, his historical analysis
of the evolution of rights — from civil, polit-
ical, and social — was an androcentric model.
Women in many Western societies had access
to social rights before they had the right to vote
(Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Walby, 1994). Finally,
Marshall analysis of the emergence of social cit-
izenship assumed a male subject as it was his-
torically linked to class inequalities and work-
ing class mobilization. The working class man
armed with the right to vote and mobilized in a
trade union emerged as a new category of citi-
zen who required new types of rights (Marshall,
1950:106). This account of the worker-citizen
did not embrace the rise of a new woman citi-
zen and the gendered social rights being claimed
around widows’ pensions, maternal health, and
aid to dependent children, as well as protections
against dismissal from employment upon mar-
riage and pregnancy (Skocpol, 1992: Hobson
and Lindholm, 1997).

There are many reasons why Marshall became
a focal point in feminist research. Recognizing
that Marshall did not integrate gender in his
account of the evolution of citizenship rights,
some feminist scholars nevertheless have wel-
comed Marshall’s view of the active state, seeing

+ Empirical research on gender and the origins of
the welfare state has shown the extent to which the
Marshallian model, when applied to the Beveridge wel-
fare state, had negative consequences for dependent
wives, excluded from full participation in the commu-
nity of paid work and the social rights attached to work
(see Lewis, 1992; Pedersen, 1993).

itas an antidote to the negative state and negative
rights in classical liberal theory and neoliberal-
ism. His notion of community flowed from a
tradition of social liberalism (Faulks, 1998) and
was premised on a vision of the state that would
provide a modicum of security for its citizens.
When gender was incorporated into this frame-
work, feminist research introduced dimensions
of social citizenship that Marshall never could
have imagined.

For example, Sheila Shaver (1994) argues that
social rights are a precondition for the civil right
to abortion; without social rights to abortion,
access becomes stratified. Taking this perspec-
tive further, one can argue that to deny women
the right to choose pregnancy or not is to un-
dermine their right to participate in civil society
and the polity (Bryson, 1999; Held, 1989).

Marshall’s formulation of inclusion as mem-
bership in a community rather than in a nation-
state has also provided the basis for a more holis-
tic definition of citizenship that goes beyond
formal rights such as voting or the right to carry
a passport. The notion of community rather
than state leaves room for theorizing around
divided communities and differences (Yuval-
Davis, 1997) and claims that are linked to EU
citizenship (Hobson, 2000). Finally, Marshall’s
construction of citizenship as full membership
has resonated among feminist scholars who ad-
vocate it as blueprint, an ideal, or gold standard
of citizenship (Lister, 1997; Vogel, 1994), an ar-
gument for retaining the universalistic dimen-
sion in citizenship rights.

The main thrust of feminist research and so-
cial citizenship emerged in a dialogue with wel-
fare state theorists who took Marshall’s mantle,
particularly the power resource school. Paral-
leling Marshall analysis of the conflict between
class and citizenship, the power resource model
in welfare state theorizing recast the conflict
in terms of politics and markets, labor parties
and employers (Korpi, 1989; Esping-Andersen,
1985). In Gosta Esping-Anderson’s well-known
book, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism
(1990), variations in social citizenship across
welfare states revolve around two dimensions:
stratification and decommodification. The lat-
ter, like Marshall’s own construction of social
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citizenship, assumed a male worker model. De-
commodification embodies those rights that
weakened a worker’s dependence on the mar-
ket. However, this measure of social rights as-
sumed that individuals were already commod-
ified (Hobson, 1994; Knijn and Ostner, 2002;
Orloff, 1993). Even in 1990, when Three Worlds
of Welfare Capitalism was published, the ma-
jority of women in the Western welfare states
analyzed were not in the labor force or had
intermittent employment. More to the point,
feminists argued that for many women, com-
modification could have a beneficial liberating
effect by weakening women’s dependence on
a male breadwinner wage, enhancing women’s
civil rights by enabling them to exit untenable
marriages (Hobson, 1990). Feminist theorizing
introduced a gender-sensitive dimension of so-
cial citizenship) — the right to form indepen-
dent households without the risk of poverty
(Hobson, 1994; Orloft, 1993). This dimension
of gendered social rights challenged mainstream
theories that focused on the state/market nexus
on two levels. First, feminist challenges affirmed
that states not only play a role in the stratification
within societies by regulating markets and redis-
tributing resources across families, but also that
states stratify and redistribute resources within
families. Second, they argued that decommod-
ifying policies are gendered, often those aimed
at women workers such as maternity leave and
the parent’s right to work part-time, and often
had the perverse effect of intensifying gender-
segregated labor markets, leading to greater gen-
der stratification in the labor market (O’Connor
et al., 1999; Mandel and Shalev, 2003).

The paradigm shift in welfare state theo-
rizing toward typologies or clusters of policy
regimes also opened up theoretical space for
feminists to engage with mainstream theorizing.
The mainstream policy regime typology is
structured around an institutional triangle of
states, markets, and families. This analytical de-
vice reflects the ways in which states gov-
ern markets (the state/market axis), but also
how states redistribute resources and support
family forms (Esping-Anderson, 1990; Korpi
and Palme, 1998: Korpi, 2000). Feminist re-
search proposed alternative regime typologies

that consider women’s unpaid work in the fam-
ily and the social rights for carework. The en-
terprise of gendering welfare regime typologies
implies gendering the gender-neutral subject in
welfare state models, who is the average in-
dustrial worker. Further, it involves introduc-
ing carework as work, incorporating types of
services as well as types of benefits in the con-
struction of models of welfare state regimes. Us-
ing this framework, feminist typologies of wel-
fare states analyze variations according to the
strength or weakness of the male breadwinner
logics (Lewis, 1992a). Drawing on theories of
welfare regimes, feminist researchers on gender
and welfare states have incorporated the con-
cept of social care into the definition of citi-
zenship, which assumes that citizens are both
wage workers and unpaid carers and that pol-
icy regimes can be clustered along the public
and private mix of care, and the role of the
state structuring gender choices around paid and
unpaid work (Knijn and Kremer, 1997; Daly
and Lewis, 2000). Care regimes cluster differ-
ently than the policy regime models in Esping-
Anderson (1990), and this has become more
pronounced as welfare states seek solutions to
the care deficit that has resulted from the in-
creasing numbers of women in employment
and welfare state retrenchment. Another lens
from which to view gendering of welfare state
regimes revolves around the degree of individ-
ualization in social citizenship rights (Sainsbury,
1096), a perspective that undermines the notion
of the family as a unit of shared interests.

In many respects, the feminist dialogues with
welfare policy regime theorizing have been a
two-way street. Feminists have employed the
regime model as a springboard and taken up
the challenge of gendering it (Sainsbury, 1994;
O’Connor et al., 1999). From the other side,
power resource theorists, for example, Gosta
Esping-Anderson (1999, 2002) and Walter
Korpi (2000), have acknowledged their debt
to feminist theorizing. Korpi draws on fem-
inist theorizing most directly in his institu-
tional models of gender inequalities. Andersen,
in his subsequent studies and most recently his
book on Why We Need a Welfare State, con-
fronts the gendered postwar settlement rooted
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in Marshall’s social contract that sought to en-
sure and uphold the male breadwinner. Esping-
Andersen (2002) argues for a changed gender
contract that does not assume a male life cycle.
However, as feminist research on welfare states
has underscored, women’s agency is crucial for
altering the institutional agenda to allow for a
reconciliation of family responsibilities and em-
ployment, and for including men as fathers and
caretakers in the feminist project (Hobson and
Morgan, 2002).

Embedded in the term “women-friendly
state,” a phrase coined by Scandinavian political
scientist Helga Hernes (1987), embraces Mar-
shall’s notion of an active state that provides
universalistic benefits and services but also en-
ables women to be participants in economic
and political spheres. Following a Marshallian
framework that links civil, political, and social
rights, Hernes and other Scandinavian scholars
(Sitm, 2000; Dahlerup, 2003) have understood
that being a full member of the community is
dependent on the possibilities of women’s mo-
bilization and representation in discursive arenas
and politics. Along similar lines, Walter Korpi
(2000), applying Marshall’s frame of social citi-
zenship alongside Amartya Sen’s concept of ca-
pacities, employs the concept of gender agency
inequality to reflect women’s economic depen-
dency in the family. An active state, with ben-
efits and services, according to Korpi (2000),
enhances women’s capacities to become inde-
pendent and active citizens by allowing them
to combine employment and family responsi-
bilities. More explicit in her analysis of feminist
agency and participatory citizenship, Birte Siim
(2000) couples social rights to political rights
and vice versa, maintaining that without so-
cial rights, women are not in a position to be
politically active and engaged in participatory
citizenship. According to Siim, it is feminist pol-
itics from above and below that leads to exten-
sions in social citizenship.

Thomas Janoski’s (1998) concept of partic-
ipation rights is also relevant to this discus-
sion. Extending Marshall’s model of citizenship,
he introduces participation rights that embrace
workers’ councils and organizations that set
the course for policy. Gendering this concept

of participation rights involves incorporating
dimensions of women’s inclusion into policy-
making bodies. In this context, there is a sig-
nificant body of research on women’s partici-
pation in non-governmental agencies as experts
influencing policy decision making. The role of
femocrats in government can also be analyzed
through the lens of participation rights. Though
first used in the Australian context (Eisenstein,
1996), the term “femocrats” refers to women
with feminist orientations who become part
of the welfare state bureaucracy, boring from
within and being pushed from without, from
feminist movements and non-governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs). The concept has been sys-
temically applied to studies of women’s policy-
making influence across Western industrialized
countries (Hernes, 1987; Stetson and Mazur,
2001).

The positioning of women as collec-
tive agents cannot ignore the importance of
women’s social movements in shaping gendered
dimensions of citizenship. Even in the wel-
fare state typologies that seek to address gender
directly, this dimension is not integrated into
welfare state models.” Women’s agency is op-
erationalized in terms of numbers of women
in parliament or ministries, or the strength of
confessional parties versus working class parties.
To develop a theory of agency that addresses
social movements in welfare state development
and retrenchment would involve a merging of
the two traditions of citizenship. Ruth Lister
(1997:36) argues for a dynamic approach that
would encompass social citizenship rights and
inclusion, embracing women'’s social, economic
and reproductive rights, alongside political
participatory rights that recognize collective ac-
tors and in which the content of rights is the
product of political struggles.

Gendering Citizenship Conflicts

Citizenship defined as membership and inclu-
sion involves struggles over the content of rights

> See Huber et al. (1993) and Korpi (2000). For a
comment on these analyses of gendered agency: Hobson
(2000); Shaver (2002).
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(Janoski, 1998; Turner, 1993). Janoski (1998)
suggests that conflict enters into citizenship the-
ory on three levels: (1) conflicts between capi-
talism and citizenship that can be traced back
to Marshall’s analysis of the inherent tension
between class and citizenship; (2) contests be-
tween different claim structures, for example,
affirmative action can violate equal treatment
law; and (3) conflicts entail struggles over the
extensions of citizenship of which he includes
class and status groups. However, as feminist re-
search reveals, gendered struggles around citi-
zenship concern not only the content of rights,
but also the framing of citizenship: as individual
and collective rights and needs.

The Discourse on Rights

Throughout the history of feminism, the citi-
zenship discourse on rights has been central to
women claims, including such basic rights as ed-
ucation, owning property, custody of children,
and suffrage. In current-day feminism, liberal-
ism and its associated rights discourse have been
the subject of intense debate and feminist theo-
retical challenges. One could divide the feminist
debate on rights into two strands: those engaged
with classical liberal or neoliberal constructions
of negative and abstract rights (which are a re-
statement of classical liberalism); and those in
dialogue with the social liberal tradition inter-
preted by Marshall. The latter has synthesized a
collective notion of rights with liberal ideas of
individual freedom (often referred to as social
liberalism).°

Some of the strongest critiques of the demo-
cratic liberal tradition of rights have come
from American feminist political theorists. Mary
Glendon (1991) offers a stern critique of “rights
talk” in the United States where the vocabulary
of rights is translated into negative rights and the
passive state. According to Glendon, this is built
on a Lockean fable, which takes as its premise
that men possess property in their own person

¢ This strand of liberalism has been referred to as new
liberalism, or social democratic liberalism (O’Connor
et al., 1999).

in a state of nature and only give up those parts
of this “natural liberty,” freedom, that are abso-
lutely necessary. What follows from this narra-
tive of the origins of rights is a highly individ-
ualistic view of citizenship rights that assumes
rational man should be able to pursue his own
interests without undue interference. This fram-
ing of negative rights tends to set up a series of
dichotomies between public and private, active
and passive citizenship, and individual and col-
lective agency (Turner, 1993; Glendon, 19971;
Dietz, 1992). Another American political the-
orist, Mary Dietz, acknowledges these liberal
tenets of equal treatment in law have overturned
many of the restrictions on women as individ-
uals, but maintains that they do not provide the
language or concepts to articulate a feminist vi-
sion of citizenship (1992:7). She underscores
the limitations in an individualistic notion of
rights that override the welfare of society as a
whole. Reacting to the lack of collective social
responsibility in liberal rights talk, some feminist
theorists have found other idioms in needs talk
(Kittay, 1999).

Will Kymlicka (1989) maintains that feminist
critiques (as well as socialist and communitarian
critiques) of liberalism as promoting excessive
individualism and atomism do not consider the
varied theoretical terrain in liberalism (2—12).
Referring to theories of justice, such as Rawls
and Dworkin, among others, he claims that in-
terests are socially embedded and emerge from
social interactions that are always under revi-
sion. Feminist theorists, who have embraced a
rights-based framework, have understood that
they need to revise theories of justice that have
focused on class rather than gender inequali-
ties and ignored rights embedded in the private
sphere.

Susan Moller Okin (1989) takes the Rawlsian
formula for social justice and applies it to the
family. Here she constructs a system of rights
employing Rawls’s concept of the veil of ig-
norance or original position, that is, individ-
uals would not have knowledge of their sex.
In effect, she asks us to perform a thought
experiment: to suppose we did not know our
social position before birth, and hence be-
ing rational actors we would create more just
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institutions. In her analysis, she provides us with
a visual demonstration of her theory in a series
of cartoons in which judges are asked to rule
on rights for pregnancy leave. In the middle of
their deliberations, they grow enormous preg-
nant bellies.

Others, such as Nancy Fraser (1997), argue
for a synthesis of needs and rights, which allows
us to “translate justified needs claims into social
rights.” This approach encourages us to con-
textualize our discursive strategies, to recognize
that the question of whose needs should be met
exists in a highly contested arena, continually
shifting from the domestic or personal to the
political. Thus “needs talk” can act to politicize
needs and bring them into the sphere of the
public, or needs talk can result in reprivatizing
them, defining needs as private concerns.

Struggles around citizenship rights are most
visible in the contests around individual ver-
sus group rights. These hinge on many other
fractures in feminist theorizing around gender
identities, agency, and power. How to develop
theories that allow for the multidimensionality
of gender but avoid the reification of identities?
How to address multiple identities and loyalties
in citizenship claims while retaining the theo-
retical framework of women’s collective agency?
In some respects these questions are simply vari-
ations on earlier dilemmas in feminist theorizing
surrounding gender as an analytical category, but
they have matured in their complexities within
the contested theoretical space of multicultural-
ism and citizenship (Phillips, 1995).

CHALLENGES TO FEMINIST THEORIZING
AND CITIZENSHIP

Multiculturalism and Group Difference

In the 1990s, social movements constructed
around distinctive identities challenged the uni-
versalist framing of rights in theories of cit-
izenship that ignored or denigrated gender,
race/ethnicity, sexual preference, disability, or
age. An academic discourse on cultural citi-
zenship and cultural claims (Benhabib, 2002;
Fraser, 1997, 2003; Hobson, 2003; Kymlicka,

1995; Taylor, 1994) emerged. Purposefully dis-
tancing themselves from identity politics, critical
political theorists have employed the concept of
recognition (Fraser, 1997; Honneth, 1995; Tay-
lor, 1994). Setting the agenda, Charles Taylor
(1994) affirmed that to misrecognize someone
is more than an individual harm, but a form of
oppression; to ignore or make invisible histories
of devaluation and exclusionary processes or to
denigrate them as persons based on their group
difference. Gender disadvantage in this concep-
tual domain appears as but one of many types
of misrecognition; however, it has been salient
in both the theoretical and empirical analyses.
One reason is that several of the main pro-
tagonists in setting the agenda have been en-
gaged with feminist theorizing on citizenship
and justice. But perhaps more importantly, fem-
inist challenges to univeralism and theorizing
on gender-differentiated citizenship dovetailed
with multiculturalist debates. Taylor, for exam-
ple, acknowledges that struggle for recognition
is a “struggle for a changed image,” which has
been crucial for strands of feminism (Taylor,
1994:65).

Recognition politics brings to the fore the
issue of individual rights versus group rights.
Individuals can be oppressed by the very same
groups that claim to represent them based
on their group disadvantage (Kymlicka, 1995;
Yuval-Davis, 1997), a concern that has been
raised by feminist scholars. In a provocative and
controversial article, Susan Moeller Okin (Okin
and Cohen, 1999) asks, “Is multiculturalism bad
for women?” Her answer is affirmative, argu-
ing that cultural differences and group rights in
societies can deny women freedom and basic
human rights. Her main examples are genital
mutilation, polygamy, and child marriage. Will
Kymlicka (1995) incorporates liberal tenets into
multiculturalism by asserting that one can make
the distinction between group rights that in-
volve the claim of a group against its members
and the group’s claims against the larger society.
He affirms that a liberal theory of multicultural
rights does not accept rights that result in gen-
der inequalities (Kymlicka, 1999). Nevertheless,
his distinction does not address the power posi-
tionings in the group, and empirical studies of
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group claims suggest women’s voices are often
silenced or disregarded (Williams, 2003; Yuval-
Davis, 1997).

Nira Yuval-Davis (1997; and Yuval-Davis
and Werbner, 1999) views multiculturalism less
critically than Okin, but also points to its inher-
ent dangers for women. For her, multicultural-
ism 1is an “interruptive rhetoric” and antidote
against false notions of national homogene-
ity and unity (1997); however, she nevertheless
claims that multiculturalism can reify groups as
internally homogenous. In her analysis in Gender
and Nation, Yuval-Davis argued that fundamen-
talist religious constructions of family and gen-
der have been overall detrimental to women, an
example of how individuals and groups can re-
strict the autonomy of individuals in the group.
They can be oppressed by the very same col-
lectivities that are claiming citizenship rights
based on their group’s disadvantage. Moreover,
she maintains that fundamentalist politics have
essentialized identities of ethnic communities.
Here she addresses the basic dilemma in the
recognition paradigm, that it tends to tends to
reify social groups. Feminist theorizing has con-
fronted the issue from different perspectives: in
the critique of essentialism or fixed identities
and in the formulation of feminisms versus fem-
inism.

Yuval-Davis argues for a multilayering in cit-
izenship that reflects a growing acceptance that
citizens are political subjects often involved in
more than one political community — the local,
ethnic, national, and transnational — often with
multidimensional loyalties and interests: gender,
nationality, religion and ethnicity, disability, and
sexual preference (Yuval-Davis and Werbner,
1999). Her concept of transversal politics seeks
to go beyond multiculturalism through coali-
tion building across communities. One such
example (Yuval-Davis, 1997) that illustrates a
successful transversal politics is Women Against
Fundamentalism, comprised of women who have
crossed borders as migrants, refugees, and dis-
sidents. Because transversal politics understand
that individuals are members of various collec-
tivities, they also respond to the dilemma, al-
luded to above, of multiple loyalties and multiple
identities.

Overcoming Reification
of Collective Identities

Iris Marion Young’s original schema of group-
differentiated citizenship began with the as-
sumption that groups “cannot be socially equal
unless their specific experience, culture and so-
cial contributions are publicly aftirmed and rec-
ognized” (Young, 1990:174). This is to be done
through institutional mechanisms that give op-
pressed groups a voice in the political arena. A
key criticism aimed at Young’s position is that
it freezes group identities and suppresses differ-
ences within groups.

Addressing the dilemma of reification of
identities, in her recent study of Democracy and
Inclusion, Young (2000) suggests one can under-
stand group membership as seriality. This is a
concept that she derives from Jean Paul Sartre,
who used it to describe unorganized class ex-
istence (Young, 1995). Not based on identity
or shared attributes, serial collectivities result
from “people’s historically congealed institu-
tionalized actions and experiences that position
and limit individuals in determinate ways that
they must deal with” (Young, 2000:119). Ap-
plying seriality to gender, Young sidesteps the
problem of women as a social unity by claiming
that individuals can choose to ignore their serial
memberships or join with others and develop
group solidarity.

Nancy Fraser (2003) in her recent published
work has chosen another route to avoid reifi-
cation of groups by reconceptualizing recogni-
tion in Weberian terms as status inequality. She
defines misrecognition as social subordination
in the sense of being prevented from participat-
ing as a peer in social life, which is grounded in
institutionalized patterns of disrespect and de-
valuation. However, to abandon the conceptual
terrain of collective identities is to give up a crit-
ical dimension in theorizing women’s agency in
states and civil society.

For some feminist scholars, process theories
of social movements have offered insights and
analytical strategies that avoid the reification
of women’s identities while still embracing the
concept of women’s collectivities and collec-
tive action. This theoretical lens has focused
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on collective identity formation and the sys-
tems of meaning that produce collective action.
It provides a way of building-in contingen-
cies, multiple identities, and loyalties into anal-
ysis of collectivities in specific locales (Gamson,
1995; Melucci, 1996; Meuller, 1994; Della Porta
and Diani, 1999). Frame analysis, representing
a cultural turn in social movement theorizing
(Snow and Benford, 1992; Hunt et al., 1994),
highlighted the importance of cognitive pro-
cesses that shape collective identity formation.
This dynamic model of identity formation al-
lows for analyses of the making of feminist
collectivities: How actors (movement activists
or feminist spokespersons) construct meanings
and frame claims also enables us to understand
the boundary-making mechanisms in feminist
movements. To reveal these processes is to con-
front the power dimensions in the making of
collectivities and the privileging of certain ac-
tors and their claims over others — that is, who
and what gets recognized in the public sphere
and political arenas (Hobson, 2003).

CONCLUSION

With the recognition of the multitiered layer-
ing of citizenship and identities, it is increasingly
difficult to fit feminist theorizing into neat cate-
gories of socialist, liberal, and radical. From the
vantage point of feminist theorizing on citizen-
ship, Wollestencraft’s dilemma has grown at least
three horns that can be expressed in the gender-
differentiated citizen, the gender-neutral citizen, and
the gender-pluralist citizen (Hobson and Lister,
2002). However, none of these stances brings
us closer to articulating a feminist theory of cit-
izenship that does not either jettison the uni-
versalist frame of citizenship as a gold standard
of rights or alternatively shade out the particu-
larized experiences of groups with histories of
disadvantage and social exclusion. The gender-
differentiated citizen falls into the trap of cre-
ating sexually segregated norms (Jones, 1990)
and freezing identities. The gender-neutral cit-
izen places women in the unequal world of
male norms (Phillips, 1991:7), into what Ur-
sala Vogel refers to as illusory, ready-made spaces

of traditional conceptions of citizenship. The
gender-pluralist citizen, a poststructuralist solu-
tion to the classic dilemma, is organized around
ademocratic conception of citizenship in which
the subject is constructed through different dis-
courses and subject positions as opposed to an
identity — be it race, class, or gender (Moutfte,
1992b:377). However, this theoretical casing
of citizenship tends to undermine collective
agency and lead toward a fragmented politics.

The dilemma of universalistic and differenti-
ated citizenship may be unresolvable. Benhabib
(1992) in her concept of feminist universalism
suggests that we combine universalistic princi-
ples with particularistic perspectives, in which
we assume a context-specific ambiguity. Also
taking a context-bound position, Lister (1998)
concludes that universalistic and particularistic
rights are always in creative tension, a dilemma
reflected in the theory and practice of citizen-
ship.

How to translate the practice of citizenship
into theories of agency that are context-specific
has been on the agenda of gender research for
over a decade. However, the challenge in our
century is how to develop theory that addresses
the multidimensionality in gender in an era of
global actors and supranational institutions and
arenas. Citizenship rights and protections are
still lodged in national law, but supranational
institutions have more and more impact on re-
defining nationality and membership through
laws and their interpretation of international hu-
man rights codes (Sassen, 1998). Individuals and
groups can leapfrog their own legal systems and
seek justice in international and supranational
courts. The European Union is a unique ex-
ample, as EU law supersedes the national law
of member states. Though European citizen-
ship has had a limited meaning confined within
the framework of the free flow of labor across
borders, the Social Charter of Rights, the new
directives on parental leave, and informal rec-
ommendations on domestic violence and sex-
ual trafficking all suggest the expanding loci of
the EU framework of rights (McGlynn, 2001;
Carson, 2004).

The idea of the global citizen is metaphor that
suggests new legal and political opportunities,
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which may have significance for marginalized
groups. For women’s collective agency, the
“transnational” has generated new forms of col-
lective action and made available alternative
gender frames and discursive resources. Re-
cent feminist research has begun exploring some
of the implications of transnational feminism
and supranational feminist networks on feminist
theorizing (Basu, 2000; Bulbeck, 1998; Alvarez
2000; Tickner, 2001). However, little attention
has yet been paid to how global activism and
actors reshape institutions and alter the con-
structions of citizenship. Karen Booth (1998)
has made the argument that global actors re-
ject the sovereignty and even the relevance of
the nation and the significance of citizen iden-
tity (119). Yet this is too simple a formulation,

because transnational actors even when they are
mobilizing in global forums — the centralizing
role played by the UN conferences comes to
mind — the transnational networks that they
spawned seek to influence and recast rights and
claims for full citizenship in respective national
settings (Keck and Sikkonk, 1998). In her study
of how EU policies are translated into national
discourses and legal frameworks, Ulrike Liebert
(2003) underscores this point.

The challenge for feminist theorizing is to
imagine the practice of citizenship in a multi-
dimensional and dynamic context of gendered
actors across local, national, and supranational
arenas. This is to take into account how global
restructuring and new supranational institutions
contour the field of claimants and claims.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Poststructuralist Discourse Theory: Foucault,
Laclau, Mouffe, and Zizek

Jacob Torfing

Poststructuralist discourse theory is a tool for
analyzing the more or less sedimented rules and
meanings that condition the political construc-
tion of social, political, and cultural identity.'
It begins with the assertion that what exists
only becomes intelligible when it is joined with
a specific form which constitutes its identity.
The formation of identity is not grounded in
some metaphysical instance like God, Nature,
Man, Reason, or the Iron Laws of Capital-
ism. Instead, discourse theory subscribes to an
antiessentialist ontology, which is opposed to the
idea of a self-determining center that structures
society and defines identity while itself escap-
ing the process of structuration. Hence it as-
serts that identity is constructed in and through
a multiplicity of overlapping language games.

' In the present context “identity” refers not only to
peoples’ conception of who they are or want to be, but
also to the meaning, sense or signification they attach
to different objects, experiences, and events. Generally,
poststructuralist discourse theory aims to say new things
with new words that for outsiders might appear as in-
comprehensible jargon. The appropriation of the post-
structuralist vocabulary is complicated by the fact that
many terms are developed and used in particular textual
contexts, rather than defined as a part of a systematic
conceptual apparatus. Another difficulty lies in the fact
that many of the concepts aim to capture the experi-
ence of the limits of the modernist quest for a metalan-
guage that provides a transparent representation of the
objectively given social reality. However, as a possible
inroad to the conceptual wonderland of poststructuralist
discourse theory, I have elsewhere produced a glossary
covering most of the key concepts that are found in this
chapter (see Torfing, 1999:298—307).
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Following Ludwig Wittgenstein (1959), lan-
guage is conceived neither as a medium for the
representation of an extralinguistic reality nor
as a medium for the expression of our inner
thoughts and emotions. Rather, it constitutes a
rulebound system of meaning and action that
conditions the ultimately political construction
of identity.

The emphasis on the constitutive role of lan-
guage clearly indicates that discourse theory is a
part of the linguistic turn in the social sciences.
However, the point of discourse theory is nei-
ther to study how we actually speak and write
nor to investigate the rules that we draw upon
when speaking or writing. Discourse theory
aims at a much broader analysis of the construc-
tion of discursive forms. The theoretical devel-
opment from Ferdinand de Saussure’s structural
linguistics and Louis Hjelmslev’s glossematics to
Roland Barthes’s semiology has purged linguis-
tics of all reference to phonic and semantic sub-
stance, thereby transforming it into an analysis of
pure forms. Military parades, popular cul-
ture, public administration, political demonstra-
tions — everything can be analyzed in terms
of the construction of discursive forms. Thus,
when Jacques Derrida (1988:148) claims that
“there is nothing outside the text,” he is not
arguing that the state and economy only exist
as words or meanings contained in spoken or
written messages, but rather that these institu-
tional orders should be analyzed as complex sign
systems, which can be analyzed by applying the
principles of linguistic form analysis.
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Discourse theory aims to analyze the con-
struction of identity within linguistic systems
and it holds a relationalist and contextualist view
of identity formation. Identity is thus shaped
by its relation to other identities within a par-
ticular historical context. This means that we
can only understand “mother” through the con-
textualized relationship to “father,” “son,” and
“daughter,” we can only see something as “na-
ture” in its historically conditioned opposition
to “culture,” and we can only account for the
historical form of “the state” in relation to his-
torical forms of “economy’” and “civil society.”
These historically specific, relational ensembles
of mutually constitutive identities are called dis-
courses.

Identity is always constructed within a par-
ticular discourse. However, the formative or-
der of discourse is not a stable self-reproducing
structure, but a precarious system that is con-
stantly subjected to political attempts to under-
mine and restructure the discursive order. There
is no deep essence that can guarantee the for-
mation or reproduction of a particular discourse.
Rather, the discursive order and the mechanisms
ensuring its contingent reproduction are shaped
and reshaped through a series of political deci-
sions that are taken in an ultimately undecidable
terrain of unresolvable dilemmas and nontotal-
izable openness. Even though the constitutive
decisions might be supported by good reasons
and noble motives, the key point is that in an
undecidable terrain we never arrive at a situation
in which the decision is taken by the structure
and then subsequently presented to us as a fait
accompli. We are always left with a nonalgorith-
mic political choice between a series of actual
options, which in different ways satisfy the rules
prescribed by the discursive context of the de-
cision. This means that the constitutive choice
of A necessarily involves the repression of the
alternative options B, C, and D. Consequently,
the political should be seen as both a constitutive
and subversive dimension of the social order. It
can neither be reduced to state institutions nor
to party politics. Rather, it refers to constitutive
and subversive practices that, at least potentially,
are found everywhere in society and ultimately

prevent it from constituting a closed and unified
totality.

Discourse is coexistent with the social, and
the discursive order is politically constructed
through acts of inclusion and exclusion, or, in
other words, by the exercise of power. These
stipulations permit us to reject both the liberal
and Marxist view of the political as something
that is ultimately determined by the social (the
pregiven preferences of individuals or the laws of’
the capitalist economy). Instead discourse the-
ory asserts the primacy of the political over the
social. Certainly, this assertion does not imply
that everything is political, because politically
constructed identities and relations over time
become sedimented into a recursively validated
social realm that is oblivious to its political ori-
gin. The political origin of sedimented social
identities is not eliminated, but only repressed.
Therefore, the possibility of reactivating the po-
litical origin of the social through a deconstruc-
tion of the discursive hierarchies distinguishing
the normal from the deviant, order from dis-
order, and the sensible from the nonsensical is
always present (see Laclau, 1990).

‘When analyzing the political construction of
relational identities within particular discourses,
we should, of course, bear in mind the post-
positivist insight that no empirical observation
can possibly verify the truth of our proposi-
tional statements (Popper, 1959). It should also
be recognized that even falsification fails to rebut
knowledge claims because these are underde-
termined by empirical evidence (Quine, 1971)
and protected by the armor of the predom-
inant scientific paradigm (Kuhn, 1970). This
means that science can no longer be identi-
fied with truth as opposed to nontruth. How-
ever, it is still possible to insist on the possibility
of scientific knowledge by relying on princi-
ples of an undogmatic willingness to give up a
scientific paradigm or research program when
it is confronted with others carrying a larger
heuristic value (Lakatos and Musgrave, 1974).
The problem with this attempt to rescue sci-
ence is that it presupposes the existence of a
metalanguage which can be applied in evaluat-
ing the heuristic value of competing paradigms
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(Feyerabend, 1975). The antifoundationalist stance
of poststructuralist discourse theory renounces
this presupposition by asserting that there is no
extradiscursive instance in terms of empirical
facts, methodological rules, or privileged cri-
teria for scientificity that can safeguard either
Truth or Science. Truth is always local and mo-
bile as it is conditioned by a discursive “truth
regime” that specifies the criteria for judging an
analytical narrative to be convincing (Foucault,
1986a). Science may constitute a particular
truth regime that is built around conventional
norms about cumulative and intersubjective
knowledge, replicability, intellectual honesty,
and so forth. However, these criteria are subject
to constant renegotiation and there is no way of
protecting them from the influence of compet-
ing truth regimes. The boundary between sci-
ence and nonscience is thus blurred and subject
to politico-discursive interventions.

The antiessentialist ontology, the linguistic
form analysis, the relationalist and contextu-
alist view of identity formation, the assertion
of the primacy of politics, and the antifoun-
dationalist epistemology constitute the back-
bone of the poststructuralist discourse theory
advanced by prominent thinkers such as Michel
Foucault, Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe, and
Slavoj Zizek. The works of these distinguished
theorists have significantly contributed to the
development and renewal of political sociology.
Their persistent focus on political issues such
as power, social movements, populism, democ-
racy, and emancipation, as well as their dedi-
cated attempt to advance new ways of thinking
and analyzing these issues, warrant a close study
of their thoughts and ideas.

Poststructuralism has had a huge impact on
cultural studies, where it has become almost
hegemonic. However, in the past decades post-
structuralist discourse theory has gained increas-
ing prominence among political theorists and
critical political sociologists, attracting special
attention from post-Marxists of various kinds.
In the mid-1980s discourse theorists were still
few and far between, but today there are many
places and fields of study where poststructuralist
discourse theory constitutes a real challenge to

mainstream theory. In others, it has almost be-
come the new mainstream. However, the post-
structuralist wave seems to have taken slightly
different forms in Europe and the United States.
Many European academics were immediately
captured by French poststructuralism and devel-
oped a strong interest in ontological questions.
This was also the case with North American aca-
demics like Judith Butler (1990), Craig Calhoun
(1994), and Mark Poster (1990). However, in the
United States a large group of political sociolo-
gists fashioned a discourse theoretical approach
that combines new ideas from poststructuralism
with basic (methodological) insights from the
highly influential currents of symbolic interac-
tionism and ethnomethodology (see Eliasoph,
1998; Gubrium and Holstein, 1997; Reiner-
man, 1987).

The growing interest in poststructuralist dis-
course theory stands in sharp contrast to its
incomplete character. As yet, there does not
exist a coherent theoretical paradigm, only a
heterogeneous set of theoretical and analytical
contributions that in different ways combine ge-
nealogical hermeneutics, deconstructivism, and
psychoanalysis with post-Marxism, postanalyti-
cal philosophy, and American pragmatism. The
number of empirical studies is growing rapidly,
but there is a general lack of methodological self-
reflection and few discussions about research
strategy. On the other hand, the open and tenta-
tive character of poststructuralist discourse the-
ory is also its strength, as it makes it possible
for people to contribute actively to the elabora-
tion of a strong theoretical and methodological
alternative to the dominant approaches of ra-
tional choice theory, historical institutionalism,
systems theory, and political economy.

A number of historical events have nurtured
the emergence and development of poststruc-
turalist discourse theory. The events of May
1968 generated a need for a renewal of social and
political theory. The struggle against the domi-
nant forms and contents of higher education and
the efforts on the part of progressive intellectuals
to ally with oppressed groups of prisoners, im-
migrants, and so forth prompted a closer study
of the relation between power and knowledge.
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The transformation of the student revolt into a
broad struggle against multiple forms of ideo-
logical repression and the proliferation of new
social movements fostered a growing interest in
the question of how identity was constructed
and changed. Finally, the politicization of cul-
tural expressions and private lifestyles generated
aneed for a broadening of the understanding of
politics.

The theoretical crisis and political impotence
of Marxism has also played a key role in the de-
velopment of discourse theory. Many Marxists
have lost their faith in economic determinism,
the primacy of class struggle vis-a-vis other so-
cial and political struggles, and the blessings of
centralized state regulation of society. They find
in discourse theory a critical theory that ex-
plicitly claims to be both post-Marxist and post-
Marxist (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985:4).

The postmodern recognition of the limits
of modernity has also exerted a huge influ-
ence. The modern conception of a rational,
unencumbered individual who liberates him-
self through the uncovering of an undistorted
knowledge is problematized by the postmodern
insistence on viewing rationality, identity, and
knowledge as contingent products of discur-
sive power strategies. This has stimulated inter-
est in analyzing the historical processes of inclu-
sion and exclusion, which have established and
formed the rationalist, individualist, and eman-
cipatory discourse of modernity.

Finally, the emergence of a “new reflexivity,”
which is characterized by the gradual loss of
authoritatively given rules, norms, and values,
forces us to engage in the active construction
of a provisional foundation for the validation of
our actions as reasonable and appropriate. This
engagement drives us into a self-reflexive nego-
tiation of rules, norms, and values at the level of
discourse. Hence, the death of the grand nar-
ratives seems to stimulate our interest in the
contingent construction of the many small nar-
ratives that can help to structure our identity,
actions, and views of the world.

Initially, the growing interest in discourse the-
ory was met with a great deal of skepticism.
Very often it was written off as “postmod-
ern nihilism,” “antiscientific nonsense,” and

“anything-goes theory,” and students of dis-
course theory had a tough time trying to justify
their position. Many were rescued by the repres-
sive tolerance on the part of mainstream theory,
according to which it was acceptable to use dis-
course theories to analyze “soft” issues such as
gender, sexuality, and ethnicity. In this way, the
core areas of research were monopolized by the
more traditional theories. However, in recent
years the hostility toward discourse theory has
largely disappeared. Mainstream theorists have
gradually become used to the new vocabulary,
and poststructuralist discourse theorists have be-
come more open-minded, engaging in a fruitful
dialogue with other researchers about the value
added from taking a discourse theoretical ap-
proach to the study of central problems within
political sociology.

In countries like Britain, Denmark, Ger-
many, and Holland and in research areas such
as gender and ethnicity studies, Third World
studies, and policy analysis, poststructuralist dis-
course theory has become a highly influential
approach. The sudden rise to fame does, how-
ever, carry the dangers of trivialization and reab-
sorption into mainstream theory. It has become
increasingly fashionable to talk about discourse,
but without buying into the theoretical pack-
age of poststructuralist discourse theory. Often
people use the term “discourse” merely in or-
der to emphasize the role of ideology, common
perceptions, and shared values, and they tend to
see discourse as something that is manipulated
by rational and willful actors who aim to bend
discourse to their own ends. In order to coun-
teract these dangers, we have to insist on the
need for a more profound understanding of the
key concepts and arguments of poststructuralist
discourse theory. The main part of this chapter
will be devoted to an exploration of the concep-
tual and argumentative framework of poststruc-
turalist discourse analysis. This will be followed
by a response to some of the standard criticisms
of discourse theory. I will then elaborate the
consequences of discourse theory for under-
standing the social basis of politics and conclude
with a brief assessment of its future tasks. How-
ever, before dealing with the intricacies of dis-
course theory, I shall provide a brief overview
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of different kinds of discourse theory in order to
show the distinctiveness of the poststructuralist
version.

DISCOURSE THEORY AS A STUDY
OF MEANING AND POLITICS
Discourse theory developed as a cross-
disciplinary attempt to integrate central insights
from linguistics and hermeneutics with cen-
tral insights from social and political science.
Such integration is prompted by the widespread
recognition of the fact that political and so-
cial change is accompanied by linguistic change.
However, the latter is not merely a reflection
of the former. Linguistic forms and rhetorical
operations are constitutive of the social world.
Hence, when “workfare” is linked to “oppor-
tunity” and “duty” rather than “welfare” and
“right,” and opposed to “welfare,” “greed” and
“patronage,” the consequence is that social ben-
efits are cut, repressive quid-pro-quo schemes
are introduced, and the incentives to take inse-
cure low paid jobs are augmented. This shows
that rhetoric cannot be reduced to a quasi-
logical art of persuasion that helps politicians
to sell their policy by means of providing an
eloquent linguistic wrapping. Rhetoric plays a
central role in the shaping of our world, and this
is exactly what discourse theory explores.
There are many kinds of discourse theory. In
linguistics “discourse” refers to a textual unit
that is larger than a sentence. A sentence con-
sists of a number of signs, each of which articu-
lates a signifier (an expression or sound—image)
and a signified (a content or concept). Sociolin-
guistics (see Downes, 1984) and content analysis
(see Holsti, 1969) are examples of a linguistic
discourse analysis. At the operational level, dis-
course is defined as spoken language and the aim
is to identify patterns in our use of language.
Sociolinguistics analyzes the relation between
our socioeconomic status and our vocabulary
and linguistic code, whereas content analysis
analyzes our usage of particular words, word
classes, and word combinations. This type of
analysis 1s sometimes extended to include writ-
ten language. However, there is no attempt to

address the crucial issue about the relation be-
tween power and the use of language.

Dialogue and conversation analysis (see Sinclair
and Coulthard, 1975; Atkinson and Heritage,
1984) also defines discourse as spoken lan-
guage either in terms of an institutionalized and
hierarchical dialogue (e.g., between doctor and
patient) or in a more informal dialogue be-
tween equals (e.g., a telephone conversation).
The focus is not so much on the use of language
as on the organization of linguistic interaction.
How are conversations initiated and concluded?
How are topics chosen and changed during
the conversation? What determines turn-taking,
and how does one sentence affect the next?
However, the ethnomethodological point of
departure of this type of analysis precludes a
theoretical interest in questions about the ex-
ercise of power that, eventually, would lead to
more heterogeneous forms of interaction than
the ones analyzed by dialogue and conversation
analysis.

Discourse psychology (see Labov and Fanshel,
1977; Potter and Wetherell, 1987) is a con-
structivist branch of social psychology that is
also interested in what people actually say to
each other. However, the focus has shifted from
the organization of linguistic interaction to the
strategies of speakers. The speakers want to
achieve something in and through the conversa-
tion, and they consciously try to produce a shift
in the framing of the conversation and in the
style in which it is deployed. The social environ-
ment of the speakers provides models for what
can be said and done in the conversation, but
the identity of the speakers is partly determined
through their heterogeneous interaction during
the conversation. Discourse psychology clearly
moves in the direction of a constructivist analy-
sis of discourse, but it fails to relate this analysis
to questions of politics, ideology, and power.

The group of so-called critical linguists at the
University of East Anglia (see Fowler et al.,
1979) broadens the notion of discourse to
include both spoken and written language.
Most importantly, it departs from linguistic dis-
course analysis by claiming that language can-
not be analyzed independent of its social and
political function. The critical linguists share
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with Michel Pécheux (1982) the interest in how
discourse, through its choice and combination
of different linguistic expressions, produces a
particular representation of reality, and it aims to
show that processes of representation often result
in an ideological misrepresentation. The interest
in the ideological eftects of language clearly links
the linguistic analysis of discourse to an analysis
of power. Hence, it is asserted that ideological
discourses contribute to the reproduction of the
existing power relations. However, this type of
discourse theory is still biased toward linguistic
analysis and the notions of ideology and power
are undertheorized.

Critical discourse analysis (CDA), as developed
most consistently by Norman Fairclough (1992,
1995), aims to balance linguistic analysis with
the analysis of power and politics. CDA fur-
ther expands the notion of discourse to in-
clude all linguistically mediated practices. Social
practices are discursive practices insofar as they
contribute to a semiotic production and inter-
pretation of text in the broad sense of speech,
writing, images, and gestures. Discursive prac-
tice is ideological insofar as it contains natural-
ized semiotic elements (i.e., linguistic expres-
sions that are taken for granted). Social classes
and ethnic groups use ideological discourse to
maintain their hegemonic power or to estab-
lish a counterhegemony. Hence, ideological dis-
course not only contributes to the reproduc-
tion of the predominant discursive order, but
also to its transformation. CDA clearly demon-
strates the power eftects of discourse. However,
CDA remains unclear about how exactly to un-
derstand the relation between discourse and its
nondiscursive context, and its explicit reliance
on critical realism (see Bhaskar, 1975; Sayer,
1984) tends to reduce discourse to a linguistic
mediation of causal mechanisms embedded in
the multilayered socioeconomic structure. This
significantly reduces the explanatory power of
discourse analysis.

Although CDA conceives discourse as some-
thing that actors draw upon in their produc-
tion and interpretation of meaning, there is a
tendency to view discourse as an empirical ref-
erent, that is, a collection of practices with a
semiotic content. As Fairclough (1992:38—09)
himself notes, this marks a sharp difference

from the French philosopher Michel Foucault’s
quasi-transcendental conception of discourse. Fou-
cault (1985) does not focus on the particular
form and contents of linguistic statements and
semiotic practices, but on the rules of forma-
tion governing the production of such state-
ments and practices. He is concerned neither
with the truth nor the meaning of actual state-
ments, but with their conditions of possibility in
terms of the discursive rules that regulate what
can be said, how it can be said, who can say
and from which position, and which discur-
sive strategies can be advanced. Influenced by
Marxist theory, which was very strong at the
time, Foucault’s archaeological approach to dis-
course analysis insists that the discursive rules of’
formation are conditioned by nondiscursive re-
lations. However, the criteria for distinguishing
the discursive realm from the nondiscursive and
the nature of the “conditioning relation” remain
unclear.

In his later works, Foucault (1986b, 1986¢)
seems to be less concerned with the distinction
between the discursive and the nondiscursive,
and with the development of his genealogi-
cal approach he shifts the analytical focus from
the rules governing the production of state-
ments to the complex web of power strate-
gies that establish hierarchical relations between
global/totalitarian forms of knowledge and lo-
cal/subjugated forms of knowledge. Foucault’s
power analytics replaces the classical notion of’
sovereign power, which basically views power as
dominance and repression, with a new notion
of discursive power that emphasizes the produc-
tive aspects of power (Foucault, 1990). Power is
neither a relation of dominance nor a capacity
to act, but the way actions affect other actions
by means of shaping the identity, capacities, and
horizon of meaning of the acting subjectivities
(1986d). Hence, power and discourse are mutu-
ally constitutive and we cannot have one with-
out the other. This makes Foucault the antidote
of the German philosopher Jirgen Habermas
(1987, 1990, 1992), who also tends to label his
work discourse theory. Whereas Habermas tries
to rescue the project of modernity by seeking to
eliminate power in order to realize the ideal of
a communicative rationality based on free, sin-
cere and truth-seeking dialogue, Foucault tends
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to view modernity as constituting a particu-
lar truth regime that is shaped in and through
power struggles. The British-based political
theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Moutffe
(1985) agree with Foucault’s insistence on the
internal relation between power and discourse,
and they also define discourse in transcenden-
tal terms as the historically variable conditions
of possibility of what we say, think, imagine,
and do. However, they take issue with, and
ultimately abandon, the unsustainable distinc-
tion between the discursive and the nondiscur-
sive. Hence, they claim that discourse is coex-
tensive with the entire social fabric. Although
they still want to pay attention to the discursive
rules governing the use of language, they are
more concerned with elaborating a set of theo-
retical concepts and arguments that can help us
to account for the construction of such rules in
and through power struggles. In this sense, their
work can be seen as a continuation of Foucault’s
later studies, although their theoretical sources
of inspiration are different.

POSTSTRUCTURALIST DISCOURSE THEORY
IN A NUTSHELL

Whereas Foucault draws on French epistemo-
logical studies of the history of ideas, Laclau
and Moutfte develop their concept of discourse
through a deconstructive reading of struc-
tural linguistics. After the publication of their
now classic book Hegemony and Socialist Strat-
egy (1985), Laclau and Moufte became heavily
influenced by the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj
Zizek’s poststructuralist psychoanalytic theory.
This is particularly evident in Laclau’s New Re-
Alections on the Revolution of Our Time (1990),
which aims to develop a theory of the sub-
ject before its subjectivation. Recent debates
between Laclau and Zizek published in Con-
tingency, Hegemony, Universality (Butler, Laclau,
and Zizek, 2000) show that despite the theo-
retical points of convergence, there is serious
disagreement about the political implications of
the theoretical arguments (see below).

As noted above, Laclau and Moulffe (1985:4)
insist that their discourse theory is both post-
Marxist and post-Marxist. That is to say, whereas

they clearly recognize the many pathbreaking
insights of Marxism, they insist on the need
to transgress the Marxist tradition in order to
solve some of the inherent theoretical problems.
Both Laclau and Moufte were part of the Al-
thusserian revolution, which sought to reinter-
pret Marxism as a structuralist science about the
underlying matrix of society in terms of modes
of production, social formations, and so forth.
They both experienced the shortcomings of the
structural Marxism of Louis Althusser, Etienne
Balibar, and Nicos Poulantzas in the face of Latin
American politics. And although the notions
of “hegemony” and “overdetermination” were
helpful in understanding populist movements,
the class reductionism and economic determin-
ism inherent to structural Marxism constituted
a deadweight loss that had to be removed.

Interestingly, Laclau and Mouffe found in
the open and undogmatic Marxism of Anto-
nio Gramsci (1971) the theoretical inspiration to
deconstruct the Marxist legacy and counteract
the paradoxical tendency toward the disappear-
ance of politics within Marxist political theory.
In Marxist theory the form and functions of the
state, and political class struggles that are fought
out at the superstructural level, are seen as de-
termined by the inner movements of the eco-
nomic infrastructure. When, finally, the produc-
tive forces are fully developed, the proletarian
revolution will render the Marxist doubling of
the political into state and class struggles obso-
lete. Gramsci attacks the Marxist conception of
society and claims that state, economy, and civil
society, rather than forming a structured hier-
archy of determination, are articulated within
a historical bloc, which is shaped and reshaped
through political struggles that cannot be re-
duced to their class content. It was Gramsci’s
critique of essentialist thinking within Marx-
ism and the radicalization of his key concept of
hegemony which inspired Laclau and Moufte’s
elaboration of a poststructuralist discourse the-
ory that has recently developed into a new type
of postmodern political sociology (see Torfing,
1999).

As such, the intellectual development of
Laclau and Moufte can be divided into three
phases. These can be described in terms of
the historical situation, the main target of their
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Table 7.1. The Three Phases of Laclau and Mouffe’s Intellectual Development
A Gramscian Critique The Elaboration of a Toward a New Type of
of Structural Marxism Poststructuralist Discourse Postmodern Theorizing
(the 1970s) Theory (the 1980s) (the 1990s)
Historical Post-1968 era and The rise of the New Right  The surge of
situation emerging crisis of the and the recognition of postcommunist identity

“social democratic”
welfare state

Criticize structural
Marxism for its class

Main target of
critique and

sources of reductionism and its
inspiration economic determinism
and use Gramsci to insist
on the independent role
of hegemonic politics
Theoretical Notion of popular
contribution antagonism (nonclass

interpellation) that is still
seen as overdetermined
by class antagonism

A democratic socialism
that can articulate the
demands of the new

Political project
advanced

the political impotency
of the Left

Criticize the last remnant of
essentialism in Gramsci
and use poststructuralist
theory to make further
theoretical advance

The development of a
consistent theory about
discourse, hegemony,
and criss-crossing social
antagonisms that
emphasizes the primacy
of politics

A radical plural democracy
that displaces the struggle
for liberty and equality to

politics and particular
multiculturalist
interpretations

Criticize the structuralist
account of subjectivity
and use Lacanian
psychoanalysis to
advance new theory of
the subject and the
political construction of
subjectivity

Distinction between social
antagonisms and the
dislocations that reveals
the undecidability of the
social and opens the
space for its rearticulation
around empty signifiers

An agonistic democracy
that reconciles
democracy and

social movements

all spheres of society

antagonism

critique, and its sources of inspiration; the most
significant theoretical contribution; and the po-
litical project advocated. An overview of the
three phases of development is provided in
Table 7.1.

As already noted, the events of May 1968
stimulated the interest in the struggle against the
dominant ideology. In addition, the emerging
crisis of the welfare state shattered the belief in
crisis-free, rational state planning and intensified
popular struggles against the bureaucratization,
commodification, and homogenization of social
relations. This led to a strengthening of the Left,
which in turn stimulated the interest in Marxist
theory. Structural Marxism was extremely fash-
ionable among left-wing intellectuals. However,
Laclau and Moulfte criticized its essentialist as-
sertions of the necessary class belonging of all
ideological elements and the economic deter-
mination in the last instance, and sought to de-
velop a theory about ideological interpellations

that did not follow the economic and political
dividing lines between the social classes (Laclau,
1977; Moutfte, 1979, 1981). The implicit asser-
tion was that such a theory would help to make
the struggle for democratic socialism more sen-
sitive to the demands of popular movements.
In the second phase — the 1980s — the rise of
the New Right clearly demonstrated the fail-
ure of the Left to win the battle of the hearts
and minds of the general population. The dev-
astating result was that a large fraction of the
British working class voted for the Conservative
Thatcher government. Laclau and Moufte saw
the dogmatic assertion of the primacy of class
and economy as a major obstacle to the rein-
vigoration of the Left, and they criticized the
last remnant of essentialism in Gramsci, who
still asserted that only the fundamental classes
were capable of exercising hegemony (Laclau
and Moufte, 1985). The social classes owed their
privileged role in the struggle for hegemony to
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their structural position in the sphere of pro-
duction, which provided a nonpolitical anchor-
age point for the political struggles. However,
by questioning the idea of a determining cen-
ter of society and by insisting on the political
structuration of the economic field, Laclau and
Moutfte not only effectively eliminated the last
element of essentialism, but also paved the way
for the development of a poststructuralist the-
ory of discourse, hegemony, and social antag-
onism that asserts the primacy of the political
over the social. In addition, the resultant post-
Marxist and poststructuralist theory of discourse
opposed the privileging of the socialist strug-
gle for the common ownership of the means
of production. Indeed, socialism is now seen
as but one element in a broader struggle for a
radical and plural democracy. Throughout the
history of modern society, the egalitarian logic
of democracy has proven its ability to mobi-
lize popular antagonistic fronts directed against
different kinds of oppression. However, it is im-
portant to combine the struggle for democratic
equality with the struggle for pluralism in order
to avoid totalitarian assertions of the democratic
identity between the ruler and the ruled. Hence,
democracy should be plural, and the inherent
conflict between equality and liberty is exactly
what prevents the elimination of the political.
Finally, it is argued that a further radicalization of
political, rather than economic, liberalism must
extend the demand for equality and liberty to
all spheres of society and aim to unify the strug-
gles of the new social movements in a progres-
sive hegemonic project (Mouffe, 1988, 1989,
1992).

The 1990s, the third phase of the develop-
ment of their writings, is marked by the end
of the Cold War and the subsequent surge of’
a multiplicity of nationalist, ethnical, religious,
cultural, sexual, and postmaterialist struggles for
the construction and assertion of a new set of
identities. Some multiculturalist interpretations
of the new identity politics abandoned the idea
of universal values and celebrated the radical
particularism of authentic identities. The new
identity politics made it pretty obvious that the
structuralist account of subjectivity in terms of
its structural locations within a discursive for-
mation was unable to account for the dynamics

of identity formation. Inspired by Zizek’s in-
terpretation of Lacanian psychoanalysis (Zizek,
1989, 1990), Laclau and Moufte aimed to de-
velop a theory of the political construction of
identity through processes of identification that
are prompted by the dislocation of the sub-
ject prior to its subjectivation (Laclau, 1990).
The articulation of different points of identi-
fication is conditioned by the construction of
an antagonistic frontier, which in the language
of Carl Schmitt divides friends from enemies
(Moufte, 1992). The problem now becomes
how to reconcile the ineradicable presence of
social antagonism with a plural democracy. This
can be achieved through the development of
an agonistic democracy, which aims to turn
“enemies” into “adversaries” who agree on
the basic rules of plural democracy, while dis-
agreeing on their interpretation and their im-
plications for now to organize society (Moutfte,
1993).

The cumulative effect of the continuities and
discontinuities in Laclau and Moulfte’s intel-
lectual development is the advancement of an
increasingly refined theory that is organized
around the key concepts of discourse, hege-
mony, social antagonism, dislocation, and the
split subject. Before proceeding to clarify the
precise meaning of these concepts, it should be
noted that the kind of theory which they put
forward is neither a substantive theory covering
a particular field or subfield nor an elaborate sys-
tem of analytical categories and typologies that
aims to map the world in an isomorphic way.
Instead, it provides a consistent set of concepts
and arguments that enables us to answer old and
new research questions in a way that takes se-
riously the assertion of the contingency of all
social identities.

Discourse

Discourse is defined as a relational ensemble of
signifying sequences that provides the condi-
tions of emergence of any meaningful object.
This does not deny the existence of real ob-
jects outside discourse, but simply asserts that
the construction of such objects as meaningful
always take place within discourse.
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The notion of discourse has its distant roots
in classical transcendentalism (Laclau, 1993).
Like Kantian transcendentalism, it focuses on
the conditions of possibility for our percep-
tions, utterances, and actions rather than on the
factual immediacy or hidden meaning of the
world. However, there are two important dif-
ferences between classical transcendentalism and
poststructuralist discourse theory. First, whereas
classical transcendentalism conceives the condi-
tions of possibility as ahistorical and invariable,
discourse theory insists on their historical vari-
ability. That is to say, the transcendental condi-
tions are not purely transcendental, but a provi-
sional horizon of meaning that is continuously
changed by empirical events (Laclau, 2000:76).
Second, although classical transcendentalism is
still in some sense anchored in an idealist con-
ception of the subject as the willful creator of
the world, discourse theory conceives the quasi-
transcendental conditions as a structural feature of
discourse. The subjectitselfis conceived as a part
of discourse and analyzed in terms of its different
positions within the discursive structure.

The deconstruction of totalizing and deter-
ministic structures leads directly to the notion
of discourse. The classical notion of structure
is another name for the totalizing closure of a
topography, construction, or architecture whose
internal order is determined by a privileged cen-
ter. However, according to Derrida (1978:279),
the idea of an ultimate center is contradictorily
coherent as it assumes that the center structures
the entire structure while itself escaping the very
process of structuration. Discourse theory takes
the consequence of this and abandons the idea
of an ultimate center, which is given in its full
presence beyond the reach of the play of mean-
ing. By giving up the idea of a determining
center, the process of signification extends al-
most infinitely. In this situation, everything be-
comes discourse in the sense of being consti-
tuted within relational ensembles of signifying
sequences that in the absence of an ultimate cen-
ter are organized around a multiplicity of mu-
tually substituting centers that fail to invoke a
totalizing closure.

A common misunderstanding is that dis-
course merely designates a linguistic region

within a wider social realm. Whereas this might
provide an accurate description of the concept
of discourse found in the early works of Fou-
cault, it certainly misses the nature of the con-
cept in the works of Laclau and Moutfte (1985).
As already mentioned, Laclau and Moulffe re-
ject the distinction between the discursive and
the nondiscursive and insist on the interweav-
ing of the semantic aspects of language and the
pragmatic aspects of action. Hence, discourse is
coextensive with the social and takes the form
of a series of overlapping language games.

In the concrete analysis of discourse, we
must pay attention to the way that identity is
constructed through relations of difference and/or
relations of equivalence. Sometimes it is the differ-
ential aspect of the social identities that is em-
phasized (this is the case in the modern welfare
state, which expands a differential logic by con-
structing everybody as legitimate differences).
At other times, it is the equivalential “same-
ness” of the different identities that is empha-
sized (this is the case in a revolutionary situation
where everyone is constructed either as a part of
the people or as a part of the repressive regime).
The balance between the differential and equiv-
alential character of social identity is a result of
political struggles.

The construction of relations of equivalence
is a result of what Sigmund Freud in his Inferpre-
tation of Dreams (Freud, 1986) called overdetermi-
nation. Overdetermination occurs at the sym-
bolic level and may take the form of either
condensation or displacement. Condensation
involves the fusion of a variety of significa-
tions and meanings into a single unity. Dis-
placement involves the transferral of the signi-
fication or meaning of one particular identity
to another identity. In Lacanian psychoanalytic
theory, condensation becomes equivalent to
metaphor, whereas displacement becomes equiv-
alent to metonymy. An example here would be
the metonymical relation of contiguity between
different ethnic groups working together to sup-
port each other’s social and political demands,
but without thereby developing a common
cause or identity. The bonds between the differ-
ent groups might be strengthened in the wake
of a right-wing populist attack on refugees and
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immigrants, which could lead to a metaphorical
unification of these groups around a common
perception of who they are and for what they
are fighting.

A discursive field might be unified by par-
ticular nodal points, such as “communism,”
globalization,” and so forth. These
are signifiers without any precise content that
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function to construct a knot of meaning which
fixes the differential identity of a variety of social
identities. For example, “globalization” confers
a certain meaning to terms like “regulation,”
“competitiveness,” “the state,” and so forth.
Hence, we see how in neoliberal discourse the
reference to “globalization” tends to redefine
“regulation” in terms of “the need for deregula-
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tion,” “competitiveness’ in terms of “structural
competitiveness,” and “state” in terms of “the
enabling state.”

It should be noted that the fixation of identity
within discourse only results in a partial fixation
of meaning. There will always be something that
escapes the seemingly infinite process of signi-
fication within discourse. The partial fixation
of identity produces an irreducible surplus of
meaning that is not captured by the logic of dis-
course. The field of irreducible surplus meaning
is termed the discursive, or the field of discursiv-
ity, in order to indicate that what is not fixed
within discourse is not extra- or non-discursive,
but is discursively constructed within a terrain
of unfixity. The field of discursivity provides, at
the same time, the condition of possibility and
impossibility of discourse. On the one hand, it
provides the differential trace structure that ev-
ery fixation of meaning must necessarily pre-
suppose. On the other hand, it provides an am-
biguous realm that overflows and subverts the
attempt to fix identity within a stable discourse
(Laclau and Moulffe, 1985:111).

Hegemony

Discourse is a result of articulation, which is
defined as a practice that establishes a rela-
tion among elements such that their identities
are mutually modified as a result of that prac-
tice (Laclau and Moulffe, 1985:105). When, for

example, an ethnic identity is articulated with
a class identity, both identities are transformed.
The class identity can no longer be expressed in
purely economic terms, and the ethnic identity
has to show its relevance for economic struggles.

Articulations that involve the production of
political frontiers are defined as hegemonic ar-
ticulations. Hegemony is an articulatory practice
aiming to establish a political as well as moral—
intellectual leadership. According to Gramsci
(1971), a political force becomes hegemonic
insofar as it succeeds to transgress its own in-
terests and present itself as the expression of a
collective will with a national and popular char-
acter. Lenin saw hegemony merely as the work-
ing class’s political leadership of a broad class al-
liance that was made possible by the exceptional
situation in Russia, where the bourgeoisie was
to weak to carry out its own revolution and
capitalism was too scarcely developed to foster
a large working class. Trotsky insisted that the
“uneven and combined development” in Russia
was a general condition in the Western coun-
tries and thereby expanded the scope of valid-
ity of the contingent logic of hegemony. But it
was Gramsci who changed the content of the
notion of hegemony by showing that the forg-
ing of a political and moral-intellectual lead-
ership involved the articulation of a variety of
ideological elements into a common political
project that modifies the identity of the politi-
cal forces behind it. Laclau and Moutfte further
radicalized Gramsci’s concept of hegemony by
removing the ontological assumptions behind
the assertion that only the proletariat and the
bourgeoisie are capable of exercising hegemony
(Gramsci, 1971:161, 182).

Conceiving hegemony as an articulatory
practice that unifies a discursive field around
a nodal point always involves an element of
ideological totalization (Laclau, 19962). How-
ever, ideology can no longer be seen as a
distorted representation of social reality, as
the latter is always-already constructed in and
through discourse. Ideology still involves dis-
tortion, not of how things really are, but of
the undecidability of all social identity. As
such, ideology constructs social identity as a
part of a totalizing horizon that denies the
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contingency and precariousness of the con-
structed identities. Ideology may take the form
of a myth or a social imaginary (Laclau, 1990).
A myth provides a reading principle that per-
mits the political actors to interpret the cause of
societal crisis in a certain way by emphasizing
particular empirical events and by suggesting a
particular solution to the crisis. Hence, a myth
constructs a surface for the inscription of partic-
ular social demands. A myth is transformed into
a social imaginary when the symbolic and imagi-
nary content of its story line begins to dominate
the empirical events that it inscribes. Hence, in
a social imaginary the mythical construction of
a crisis-ridden situation is transformed into an
unlimited horizon for the inscription of any so-
cial demand.

Social Antagonism

The limits and unity of a hegemonic discourse
cannot be constituted by reference to an inner
essence. Neither can it be constituted in relation
to an external element that is different from the
moments within the discourse, because in that
case the outside is reduced to simply one more
difference within the discursive system. Hence,
the construction of the limits and unity of a
hegemonic discourse involves the positing of a
constitutive outside that has no common mea-
sure with the discourse in question. Instead, it
constitutes a threat to the difterential order of the
discourse (Laclau, 1996b). The construction of
a radical and threatening otherness is a result of
the exclusion of a series of discursive elements
that are articulated in a chain of equivalence
which collapses the differential character of the
excluded elements. The chain of equivalence
expresses a certain sameness of the excluded el-
ements, but as the number of elements increases,
it becomes clear that the only thing they have
in common is that they pose a threat to the dis-
course in question (Laclau and Moufte, 1985).
This clearly shows why social antagonism has
nothing in common with either a “real opposi-
tion” in which A clashes with B or with a “log-
ical contradiction” in which A is contradicted
by non-A. In both cases A remains a fully con-

stituted identity, whereas in social antagonism
the identity of A is problematized by an antag-
