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 undez-
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
madequacies in Marxist, elitist, and pluzalist
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 sociclogy and the
dominant explanations for political sociological
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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 gquestions 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 different from those
of state-centered scholars and political institu-
tionakists.

What is more, few social scientists had placed
states and political insticutions 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
maoves toward statist and political nstitutional
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
ingtitutionalists 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 theorati-
cal allegiances are mainly elsewhere. If political
sociologists are not all proponents of political
institutional theories, we certainly pay far more
attention to the potentia} causal impact of po-
litical institutions than 25 years ago.

In what follows 1 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 T 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 exemplats 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. I conclude with
sorne 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, 2c03).

In the first 30 years after the end of the
Second World War, scholars sometimes placed
states nnear the center of their analyses. Pluralists
scholars were interested in legislative decisions
made by political actors, especially elected of
ficials, Usually they referzed to “governments,”
saw U.S. government processes as Jargely simi-
lar, and focused frequently on the political in-
fluence of groups other than political parties,
as mn the work of David Truman (1951) and
Robert Dahl (z961). By contrast, Marxist schol-
ars, wha 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 19605 and eatly 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
state,” 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
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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 soclety 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 (1068} addressed vari-
ations in forms of “political modernization” in
a rmanner 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 Jargely devoted to nation building, Tilly
asked why “national states” came to predomi-
nate in BEurope 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 Self-Conscious Conceptual Shift
to “States”

In American political sociology, however, self-
consciously statist and state-centered analyses
were developed mainly in the late 19705 and
19803, 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,”
especially the “capitalist state,” rather than to
“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 differ-
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.
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Conceptually speaking Skocpol’s call was
even for scholars of American politics, where
executive bureaucracies were trelatively weak
and lacking in political power, to embrace a
Weberian understanding of states — as sets of
political organizations that exerted contro} 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, responsibit-
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 reseatch. The organizational conceptual-
ization of states criticized the empirical focus
of plaralism, 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 Domhoff, 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 i similar ways and whose re-

search often sought merely to provide empirical

illustrations {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. Issies 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.
All in 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 (z985)
calls a “Tocquevillian” conception of states or
what Goodwin (2001) recently calls a “state-
constructionist” conception. State institntions
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 infiuence 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. B. Schattschneider (1960) and Theodore
Lowi (x972) 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 off 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-
jlar 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 linees,
in comparison with workers in other capitalist
democracies who were organized consistently
in one manner ot another.

Leaving aside the geopolitical level, many
macro-level political institutional conditions
might shape broad patterns of politics. Overall
anthority 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
Jevels 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 differences
in state autonomy and capaciry{ mainly under-
stood a5 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 outcornes 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 Manrn (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,
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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, 1085), 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 effectiveness 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 staffed 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-
Auenced 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
arnong 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 pelitically mo-
bilized groups and political outcomes. Because
macrostrizctural 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

Ina 1984 article, Ann Orloff 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 bé&en de-
maocratized 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, 1078). 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 2 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 dormestic buresucratic 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. Hluber 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-
stitutiona} 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 impozr-
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 2 similar mat-
ters of accumulation and legitimation. Their re-
search project moved the discussion away from
compazative spending on social policy to its
adoption, an issue overlooked given previous
conceptualizations of states and techmigques 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, scholazs 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 decistons” for
those studying power in communities (Polsby,
1980).

The theoreticai explanation combined as-
pects of macro-level structural and systemic ar-
gumentation with meso- or organizational-level
argumerntation 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 pazty 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 imnportant 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, tempiates,
and schemas, as “new institutional” organiza-
tional theorists would suggest (see review in
Clemens and Cook, 1999).

TOWARD POLITICAL-INSTITUTIONAL THEOQRY

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 gene:-
ally employed the Tocquevillian arpument sbout
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-
talty influence political life but focus theoret-
ical attention on the interaction of actors at a
medivm-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 attenpting to influence state policy.
Changes in state policies in turn set processes in
motion that influence the interests and strate~
gles 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
tramework 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, [ want to say a few words
distinguishing it from other uses of the term
institutionalism among sociologists and political

scientists. [t is now conventional to say that there
are three groups of institutionalists: “new in-
stitutionalists” in the sociology of organizations
(Powell and DiMaggio, 1901), “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, 1902; see
review in Hall and Taylor, 1996), The new in-
stititionalism is a species of organizational the-
ory, which sees organizations in 2 particular way
and treats states largely like other organizations.
For this group, political sociology involves or-
ganization\s";““ﬁnd thus new institutional theory
is expected to be relevant; mainly, however,
this theory provides a broad cultural perspec-
tive on politics (2.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 politicel institutional the-
orizing, Indeed, that so much of pelitical in-
stitutional theoretical argumentation has been
developed and appraised by comparative and

. historical research has strongly influenced the




104 Edwin Amenta

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 presurned 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-
terns, 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
outcomnes. The second is that political institu-
tions provide distinctive contexts that influence
causal relationships at 2 mesc 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
smalier scale processes.

Structural Political Institutionalism

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

Third World revolution posed by Jeff Goodwin
(zo01). He asked why revolutions were pecu-
liazsly 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 moverments: neopatri-
moniai dictatorships and colonial regimes based
on direct rule.

Structural and systemic, this line of argumen-
tation was rmore 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 2
patrimonial regime, involving personal contro}
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 malking it
difficult for them to resist armed revolutionar-
ies, if they were to appear. The argument is not
strictly determined, in that these were powsr-
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 rcom 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 systerns 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 yields 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
Tess 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 instita-
tions engendered 2 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
nvolved and in turn account for key taxation
outcomes. Comrmittee 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 2 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 2 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 differences
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 Orloff and Skocpol suggested as be-
ing crucial for social politics. Although both pay
causal attention to the role of political institu-
tions, Otloff 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 differing
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 differences in large outcomes to histor-
ical argumentation explaining processes. This
theoretical shift addresses the issue of explain-
ing political changes and tries to fili 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 2 “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
Utited States did not replace this system of ben-
efits in the early twentieth century with social
insurance for male wage-carners, when roany
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
£CONOMIC processes.

As before, too, Skocpols 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 TS, state
meant among other things that political parties
tended to pursue patronage policies and avoid
programmatic socizl policy (see also Mayhew,
1986:202—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 poiitical identi-
ties and group political orientations, along with
socioeconomic relations and cultural patterns,
In this vein she argues, for instance, that US.
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 US, polity in which efected mem-
bers to Congress and state legislatures are not
constrained by the party discipline imposed by
parliamentary political systems and are chogen
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 legisiative
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 effectiveness in policy. Although the argn-
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 Lowi {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 secial policy infla-
ences its future; the structure of social policy
has important impacts on the potitics of social
policy and thus the future of it and other poli-
cies. In this way the political institutional theory
is made “historical” (Abrams, 1684).

Other scholars have argued simdlarly 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 Hetle 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 middie classes, will have a bet~
ter chance to grow. Pierson (1094} argues fur-
ther that mature programs have “lock-in” effects
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 reinforcernent.

Others have exteaded the project is by sup-
plementing it with other perspectives (Amenta,
1998; Orloffand 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, 2c01) or class coalitions (Esping-
Andersen, 1000), 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. Bven 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 azgumentation 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-
azs in this camp have specified characteristics at
the potitical systemic level of argumentation and
given reasons for their lkely 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 nte-
grated. At the national level of government, the
United States has a presidential and nonparlia-
mentary system that allows intramural conflict.
Members of Congzess 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~
jcal 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
addzessed.

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 literatuze,
for instance, schaolars 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 oz-
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 a¢ 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 returr: 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 s
Medicaid nowadays (Amenta, 1998; Howard,
1699). 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 Haking 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
influenice 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 Jack of progress in some
areas has been due chiefly to how political in-
stitertionalists 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
serengths and weaknesses in the political insti-
tutional mode of theorizing. The style is bold
in some ways (in asking guestions) 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

Coraparative 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 beold 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
ot cireumnstances hindered a major development
in one place and either aided or allowed the de-
velopment inn 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 ali
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 movermnent 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 detatied at the
organizational level. In the bid to explain ali 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 2 few coun-
tries, and the studies are Hmited 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 outcornes 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 forims of organization that are
likely to work in a polity structured Lke 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 contexr and possibly that context in
the decades surrounding rgoo. 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 axguments.

Political instituticnal scholars do occasionally
theorize and examine the relevant cases in 2
population of interest. In Brtman'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 uniformmity and blurred important distine-
tions. From there he presents a theoretical model
that involves initial conditions and processes that
combine to order the cases into different pat-
terns. Territozrial-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 1440. His argu-
ment includes path-dependent claims that alter
the workings of leng-term processes, with states
becorng 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 lteratures 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, 1087, 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
tikely result of 2 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
stady.

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 highty 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 (19790). 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
systern might be argued to influence the rela-
tionship between an individual’s class position
and their political affiliation 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 sotne Jarger 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 inital 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 rathes
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 circurn-
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 different
continents as providing different sorts of contex-
tual conditions that can be employed in theoret-
jcal 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, 2001;
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)
sitaates 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 wway to go beyond theorizing about spe-
cific historical periods would be for political in-
stitutional theorists to make theoretical claims
sbout 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, 1981). 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 2
different impact across them. It has been argued
with regard to the Marxist- and class-based so-
cial democratic explanation of social policy that
aperiod of social democratic rule after the estab-
lishment of social policy may have less impact oz
a different sort of impact than when social poli-
cies were being adopted or changed in form (see,
e.g., Hicks, 1900). Similatly, 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 itis 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
{Griffin, 1992). Abbott (1992) notably suggests
that scholars making time-otder 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 institucional
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-
vidual’s class position will influence political
preferences. The task here would be to address
systernatically 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 ¢lements 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 bureaa-
cratized. From these one would make claims
sbout the relationship between different meso-
level actors and their forms of activity or lines
of action within different macrosocial contests
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 11 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,
1068).

In my own work on the development of so-
cial policy (Amenta, 1998), [ argue along these
lines. One claim is that the democratization of
the polity, a systemic condition, influences re-
Jationships at the meso level between political
actors and social policy. For instance, it is genes-
ally held among statist scholars that autonomous
and resourceful domestic bureaucracies will spur
social spending policy. I argue instead that this
relationship depends crucialiy 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. I 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
underdernocratized 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 2 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 powes 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 mainfy
structural and systemic but also address relation-
ships at lower levels of organization. Macro-level
structtres 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
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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 sowed 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 theoteti-
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 systemnatically 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.
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