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PREFACE

The Development of Political Institutions: Power, Legitimacy, Democracy sets
out to improve upon existing explanations of the development of political
institutions, taking a “historical institutionalist” approach to theorize dynamic
processes of institutional reproduction, institutional decay, and institutional
change. While the literature on “new institutionalism” has been most preoc-
cupied with explaining the stability of institutional arrangements within coun-
tries and the divergence of paths of institutional development between coun-
tries, this book aims to specify an equally well-developed explanation for the
temporal processes by which formal and informal rules and procedures, espe-
cially those constitutive of alternative political regimes, may, at different times,
(i) acquire a measure of staying power and resistance to change, through their
capacity effectively to structure the behavior of relevant actors (institutional
reproduction); (i) suffer major defections contributing to their destabilization
and their declining capacity to structure the interactions between the individ-
uals and organizations subject to their provisions (institutional decay); and
(iii) experience major transformations in their form and functions, especially
as a result of incremental processes (institutional change).

With regard to each of these outcomes, the book seeks to bridge the
gap between “power-based” explanations and “ideas-based, “legitimation
explanations” of political development. Major theoretical contributions to
the historical institutionalist literature have explored the manner in which
the “power-distributional” implications of political institutions—that is,
their capacity to make “winners” and “losers” of individual and collective
actors competing to secure “institutional equilibria” most favorable to their
interests—fuel the intergroup conflicts that drive processes of institutional
reproduction and institutional change. Meanwhile, though the tradition has
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long recognized the potential importance of ideas, the comparative branch
of historical institutionalism has largely neglected the development of ideas-
based, legitimation explanations, even as scholars in other disciplines have
placed growing emphasis on the extra-rational process by which human
beings form the preferences, beliefs, and identities that explain their behav-
ior. In practice, bridging the gap between explanations grounded in the logics
of “legitimation” and “power” involves the development of improved legit-
imation explanations as well as the formulation of an integrated explana-
tion focused on the interactions between the “dynamics of power” and the
“dynamics of legitimation”

Among its more significant contributions, the book theorizes the “micro-
foundations” of processes of institutional development, practicing a form of
“methodological individualism” that is not coterminous with the assump-
tions of the rational choice research program. Indeed, to the extent that the
social sciences are made more “scientific” by the development of explanations
that are consistent with, if not entirely reducible to, the body of knowledge
accumulated in disciplines operating at lower levels of aggregation and anal-
ysis, the book’s grounding of the theory’s microfoundations in the findings
of experimental psychology demonstrates that the effort benefits greatly
from the adoption of models of human motivation, cognition, and behav-
ior in which nonmaterialist considerations are front and center. The book’s
main substantive chapters also examine the conditions, “structural” as well
as contingent, accounting for whether, for how strongly, and for how rapidly
sequences of institutional reproduction, institutional decay, and institutional
change are set in motion, as well as some of the factors affecting the course
of such processes downstream. A final chapter draws out the theory’s impli-
cations for the viability of efforts to “engineer” desired real-world outcomes
through the purposeful design of political institutions.

Though I must take sole responsibility for the fact that this book has been
over five years in the making, as well as for any errors still left in its pages,
I welcome the opportunity to acknowledge the kindness and generosity of
several people who have been instrumental to its publication. At the Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, Dr. Elizabeth Demers believed in the project just
as I was beginning to second-guess the wisdom of writing an entire book’s
worth of theory, while the anonymous referees offered plenty of excellent
advice. I am also grateful for the trust placed in me by Professor Dan Slater,
to whom I owe the honor of having my work featured in the Weiser Center
for Emerging Democracies Series. Along the way, I was fortunate to work



Preface xi

under a boss, Professor Mark R. Thompson, who continued to advocate for
me when others may have begun to lose patience. Going further back in time,
I will never forget the mentorship provided to me as a student by Professors
Ronald A. Francisco, Erik S. Herron, and Peter A. Hall. I owe the biggest debt
of gratitude, however, to my wife, to whom this book is dedicated. The time it
took to write it was punctuated by some of the most trying experiences I have
ever lived through. It is thanks to her that, through it all, I never lost sight of
what I was working for.

Hong Kong S.A.R., 9 January 2021






CHAPTER ONE
Institutional Development

The Dynamics of Power and (De)legitimation

The origins of the modern debate over the legitimation of power and the
moral foundations of political order are conventionally traced back to the
writings of Niccoldo Machiavelli ([1517] 1971; [1532] 1971). These themes, to be
sure, have featured as a core concern of Western political thought since clas-
sical times. Machiavelli, however, is credited with formulating the first “full-
fledged,” explanatory theory in which a political order’s (il)legitimacy ranks as
a major cause of its (in)stability (Zelditch 2001: 42). Substantively, what most
differentiates Machiavelli’s treatment from the largely normative theories of
classical philosophers is that whereas Plato and Aristotle assumed that a ruler
acts in his own interests when he acts for the good of the ruled, with whom
he shares a basic set of norms and values, what mattered to Machiavelli about
the ideas through which a ruler secures his legitimacy is their capacity to con-
ceal the extent to which his interests are necessarily at variance with those of
his subjects. Indeed, having pioneered the notion that the stability of a system
of rule hinges on the “voluntary acceptance” of the governed (Zelditch 2001:
42), Machiavelli had little to say about the values, norms, and beliefs in which
aruler’s legitimacy may be grounded, save for highlighting the imperative that
one must never dispense with the appearance of “mercy, good faith, integrity,
humanity, and religious piety” (Machiavelli [1532] 1971: 284). Instead, Machia-
velli (265) drew attention to the ruinous fate said invariably to befall so-called
unarmed prophets—rulers who choose to rely on their capacity for persua-
sion alone in order to maintain their positions of power, in defiance of the fact
that “the nature of peoples is changeable; and it is easy to persuade them of
something, but it is difficult to fix them in that persuasion” Men in positions
of authority must rather see to it that the force of their persuasion is always
backed by the force of arms, so as to ensure that their subjects, “when they
believe no longer,” can be “made to believe by force” (265).
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Five hundred years on, the importance of physical coercion as the fun-
damental “determinant” of power (Anderson 1976: 44) is seldom called into
question. The role of ideas in the exercise of political power has proven
decidedly more controversial in the centuries since. Machiavelli’s “conflict
theory” of legitimacy (Zelditch 2001: 42) has exerted a great deal of influence
on Marxists and the proponents of other philosophies steeped in materialist
worldviews. Meanwhile, contemporary versions of the “consensus theory” of
legitimacy have been featured in the works of leading exponents of func-
tionalism (Parsons 1951), modernization theory (Lipset 1959), and economic
theories that “implicitly, if not explicitly, deny a role for power and conflict”
(Tang 2011: 12), assuming that the choice of policies and institutions is moti-
vated by concerns for efficiency or the general welfare. Thankfully, some of
the twentieth century’s most important writings on the subject have demon-
strated that the central importance of power and conflict can be acknowl-
edged without dismissing the ideas in which a political order’s legitimacy is
grounded as an instrument of mass deception or as a source of “false con-
sciousness,” in recognition of the influence such ideas can exert on the val-
ues, preferences, and beliefs of the powerful and the powerless alike. Antonio
Gramsci frequently returned to the subject in his prison notebooks, in which
he argued that “intellectual, moral, and political hegemony” is as crucial as
physical force to the efficaciousness with which a class or group can assert,
exert, and perpetuate its “domination” (dominio) (1977: 2010—11), the stability
of which is boosted by the group’s capacity to “make society truly advance”
(2012). Most foundationally, Max Weber’s ([1919] 1946: 78) definition of a
modern “state” requires the successful assertion of claims to a “monopoly of
the legitimate use of violence,” which involves the formation of beliefs among
all constituencies subject to its authority that its control of the means of coer-
cion is rightful and proper.

Power, Legitimacy, and the Study of Institutions

For all its importance to the history of political thought, the study of legiti-
macy has largely faded from the research agenda of present-day political sci-
ence, where its proponents still find it necessary to remind their audiences of
the basic notion that “political power, insofar as it is based on “social cohe-
sion,” needs legitimating (Fukuyama 2011: 42—43). Certainly, the explanatory
turn taken by the field of comparative politics in the last several decades (Hall



Institutional Development 3

2003) has yet to produce a consensus over the role that legitimacy plays in
the exercise and maintenance of political power, or for that matter the role
it ought to play in explanatory theories of political (in)stability. For differ-
ent reasons, two of the field’s three major research traditions—as defined in
Lichbach and Zuckerman (1997)—tend to dismiss its importance to whether
individuals obey or disobey authority. Scholars in the “structuralist” camp
tend to see obedience as a matter of the physical force and material resources
that the more powerful bring to bear on the less powerful (e.g., Skocpol 1979:
31—32; Stinchcombe 1968: 150—51; Tilly 1985: 171—72). With notable excep-
tions (e.g., Levi 1988, 1997; North 1990; Przeworski 1991: 54—55), moreover,
“rationalists” characteristically assume that compliance and noncompliance
are the product of an instrumental calculus (Levi 1997: 30).

Left to carry the banner of legitimacy are scholars who share at least
some of the assumptions of the “culturalist” tradition (Ross 1997, 2009),
above all, the notion that institutions exert “normative force” by providing
behavioral models or templates to which individuals often seek to conform,
in accordance with a “logic of [social] appropriateness” (March and Olsen
1989; Hall and Taylor 1996: 939—40). It is from this perspective that a clas-
sic work on the legitimation of power, while not discounting the importance
of either “prudence” or “advantage” as motivations for compliance and obe-
dience, contends that human beings are “moral agents, who recognize the
validity of rules, have some notion of the common interest, and acknowl-
edge the binding force of promises they have made—all elements involved in
legitimate power” (Beetham 1991: 27). Analogous considerations have more
recently prompted Fukuyama (2011: 442) to reiterate that theories of “polit-
ical development”—the study of which “necessarily centers around the pro-
cess by which institutions emerge, evolve, and eventually decay” (Fukuyama
2014: 7; for similar views, see Huntington 1965: 393; North 1990: vii)—must
treat “ideas” as “fundamental causes”

Notoriously “eclectic” and pluralistic in its approach to the workings of
institutions (Hall and Taylor 1996: 939—40), “historical institutionalism” has
from its inception been open to contributions focused on the role of ideas
and the legitimation of power (e.g., Bell 2011: 893—94; Fioretos, Falleti, and
Sheingate 2016: 8; Orren and Skowronek 2004: 79—83; Sanders 2006: 41—43;
Thelen and Steinmo 1992: 22—26). Indeed, though ideas have not always fea-
tured among the tradition’s “core analytical variables” over the past quarter
century (Blyth, Helgadottir, and Kring 2016: 142), historical institutionalists
have long contemplated explanations centered on the “dynamics of power”
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and the “dynamics of legitimation” as two alternatives for making sense of
how institutional arrangements reproduce themselves over time (Mahoney
2000: 521—25; see also Orren 1991). Explanations based on the logic of power
commonly take the following form:

The institution initially empowers a certain group at the expense of other
groups; the advantaged group uses its additional power to expand the insti-
tution further; the expansion of the institution increases the power of the
advantaged group; and the advantaged group encourages additional institu-
tional expansion. (Mahoney 2000: 521)

Explanations based on the logic of legitimation, instead, take the following
form:

The institution that is initially favored sets a standard for legitimacy; this
institution is reproduced because it is seen as legitimate; and the reproduc-
tion of the institution reinforces its legitimacy. (Mahoney 2000: 524)

In other words, the survival and the entrenchment of institutions may be
accounted for by positive feedback mechanisms driven by the logic of
“increasing returns to power” (Pierson 2004: 36—37) as well as by the logic of
what might be referred to as processes of “increasing legitimation” Processes
driven by each of these mechanisms should exhibit the “relatively determin-
istic properties” that Mahoney (2000: 511) ascribes to self-reinforcing, path-
dependent sequences of institutional reproduction—"“relative;” that is, to the
contingency thought to characterize moments of institutional choice. Both
mechanisms are also hypothesized to feature their own “dynamic of potential
change,” whose activation after a period of self-reinforcement threatens to
disrupt the reproduction of the institution concerned, if not to set in motion
processes of institutional change (523). More generally, Thelen (1999: 399)
points out that “an understanding of political change is inseparable from—
and indeed rests on—an analysis of the foundations of political stability”

In the time since Mahoney (2000) addressed the distinction between
“power explanations” and “legitimation explanations” of institutional devel-
opment, major theoretical contributions to the historical institutionalist liter-
ature have explored the manner in which the “power distributional” aspects
of political institutions—that is, their capacity to make “winners” or “losers”
out of individual or collective actors competing to secure “institutional equi-



Institutional Development 5

libria” favorable to their interests (Thelen 2004: 32)—drive processes of insti-
tutional reproduction and institutional change (Mahoney and Thelen 2010).
But while the literature on historical institutionalism did not participate in
political science’s ongoing “retreat from the study of power” (Pierson 2015:
124), the same cannot be said with reference to the discipline’s “neglect” of
the study of ideas (Berman 1998: chap. 2). Within historical institutionalism,
ideas have on occasion continued to feature prominently in accounts of the
development of institutions in a variety of settings (for a brief review, see
Fioretos, Falleti, and Sheingate 2016: 8). Nonetheless, the tradition’s growing
engagement with rational choice institutionalism (Thelen 1999: 380; see also
Katznelson and Weingast 2005) and its decisive shift toward a more materi-
alist ontology (Blyth, Helgadottir, and Kring 2016: 146—47; Fioretos, Falleti,
and Sheingate 2016: 8—9) are reflected in the fact that “ideas-based,” “legiti-
mation explanations”—as Mahoney (2000: 523) describes them, explanations
grounded in “actors’ subjective orientations and beliefs about what is appro-
priate or morally correct”—have not kept pace with the theory development
that has benefited “power-based accounts” (Blyth, Helgadottir, and Kring
2016), even as scholars in other disciplines have placed growing emphasis
on explaining behavior by concentrating on the extra-rational process by
which human beings form preferences, beliefs, and social identities (e.g., Ari-
ely 2008; Haidt 2012; Kahneman 2011; Sapolsky 2017; Tyler 2006). Especially
within the tradition’s comparative politics branch, it is only more recently
that historical institutionalists have “increasingly turned to ideas” (Blyth, Hel-
gadottir, and Kring 2016: 143) in their quest to improve upon explanatory
theories of institutional development (see also Blyth 2016).

Once again, it is worth reiterating that the adoption of legitimation expla-
nations requires no departure from historical institutionalism’s signature
emphasis on “big questions,” macro-historical processes, and the impor-
tance of time (Pierson and Skocpol 2002). As Bell (2011: 890) has noted, “The
notion of agency is actually well established within an important strand of
HI thinking” Nor do legitimation explanations violate the tradition’s foun-
dational principles: namely, the notion that political institutions “structure
power relations” between political actors, “privileging some and putting oth-
ers at a disadvantage” (Thelen and Steinmo 1992: 2), as well as the idea that
intergroup conflict drives processes of institutional development (Hall and
Taylor 1996: 937—38). As Schmidt (2011: 53) herself has pointed out, a sizable
portion of the scholarship on “constructivist” or (her word) “discursive” insti-
tutionalism has been the work of scholars “who might better be called dis-
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cursive institutionalists within a historical institutionalist tradition because
they see ideas as constitutive of institutions even if shaped by them” Hay
(2011: 67), moreover, ascribes to “ideational,” “discursive,” or “constructivist”
institutionalism a series of “analytical and ontological assumptions” that bear
a striking similarity to the “distinctive social ontology” that Hay and Wincott
(1998: 953) once attributed to historical institutionalism. Similar consider-
ations have prompted Bell (2011: 884) to argue that “a suitably tailored version
of historical institutionalism can accommodate a constructivist approach
to produce a sophisticated and more rounded account of how interpretive
agents interact dialectically with institutional and wider structural contexts
and produce change”

More broadly, to the extent that the realization of historical institu-
tionalism’s full potential rests on the formulation of an improved account
of “the relationship between structure and agency” (Hay and Wincott 1998:
951), especially as it pertains to the dynamics of intergroup conflict (Peters,
Pierre, and King 2005: 1277—78), acknowledging that institutions are con-
tested because of the distribution of resources they promote as well as the
“animating ideas” (Goodin 1996: 26—27; Offe 2006: 12) that political actors
want enshrined in a polity’s institutional architecture, or for that matter the
implications that alternative institutional equilibria have for the recognition
of the status and dignity of different social groups, can only render accounts
of intergroup competition more realistic. Indeed, it is not just the case that
human conflict can center on competing ideologies, value systems, or claims
for “inter-subjective recognition” (Fukuyama 1992) as much as it can be about
scarce material resources; also, research on human motivation tends to sup-
port Fukuyama’s (2011: 41) contention that material resources often feature
in intergroup conflict as “markers of dignity rather than ends in themselves”
(e.g., Kahneman 2011: 342; Baumeister 2005: 151-55).

This book, then, sets out to bridge the gap that currently separates legit-
imation explanations and power explanations of comparative institutional
development by way of assembling an explanatory theory that accounts for
the manner in which processes of legitimation and delegitimation—and their
interaction with processes governed by the logic of power—contribute to the
reproduction, the decay, and the gradual transformation of political insti-
tutions. In so doing, the book seeks to improve upon existing attempts by
historical institutionalists to explain the development of political institutions
over time—perhaps above all by addressing the issue of endogenous change,
for which the “new institutionalist” literature as a whole has long struggled to
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produce a general explanation (Schmidt 2010). What is more, the explanatory
theory assembled in these pages may inform efforts to “engineer” outcomes
in the real world through the purposeful design and redesign of political
institutions, the ineffectiveness of which has long been cited as an example of
political science’s own failure to live up to its promise (Sartori 1968).

Institutional Development: Reproduction, Decay, and Change

Before moving on to describe in greater detail the book’s contribution to
the field of comparative political development and the literature on histori-
cal institutionalism, a brief clarification of the study’s explananda is in order.
Consistent with much of the existing literature, this book defines “political
institutions” as “humanly devised rules and procedures—both formal and
informal” (Levitsky and Murillo 2009: 117), whose primary function is to
“structure [political] behavior” (Mahoney and Thelen 2010: 4)—that is, to
organize relations of power, govern intergroup competition, and regulate
political behavior by way of prescribing certain courses of action, permitting
or proscribing others, and imposing penalties on noncompliance (Ostrom
1986; North 1990: 3—6; Thelen and Steinmo 1992: 2—3; Hall and Taylor 1996:
938; Offe 2006). With regard to “institutional reproduction”—a concept
whose usage is seldom accompanied by a clear definition—this study eschews
conceptualizations overly preoccupied with an institutional arrangement’s
capacity formally to remain unchanged over a period of time. On the one
hand, mechanisms of institutional reproduction popular in works of histor-
ical institutionalism are typically designed to explain more than the survival
or persistence of institutions. The logic of “positive feedback” and “increasing
returns,” for instance, refers to temporal dynamics accounting for the grow-
ing entrenchment of institutions (Rixen and Viola 2014: 10). On the other
hand, the literature on historical institutionalism has stressed the possibility
that an institutional arrangement’s reproduction may not even require strict
continuity in its form and functions (Thelen 2004: 7-8). As Thelen (293)
pointed out, “Formal institutions do not survive long stretches of time by
standing still”"—their stability being predicated on “their ongoing active adap-
tation to changes in the political and economic environment in which they
are embedded” more than on “the faithful reproduction of those institutions
as originally constituted”

Among the viable alternatives to defining “institutional reproduction”
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as an institutional arrangement’s preservation in its exact original form, the
solution adopted in this study consists of borrowing, with some modifica-
tion, the definition Huntington (1965: 394) provided for “institutionaliza-
tion” as the process by which institutions “acquire value and stability” While
Huntington’s definition of institutions is broader than the one adopted in
this study, in that it encompasses organizations as well as procedures (on
the need to distinguish the “players” from the “rules of the game;” see North
1990: 5), there are at least two compelling reasons for conceptualizing insti-
tutional reproduction in this manner. First, it allows for a clearer concep-
tual distinction between processes of institutional reproduction and insti-
tutional decay—which Huntington (1965) himself described as the opposite
of institutionalization—by allowing for the possibility that an institutional
arrangement’s survival might not signify its reproduction, in the event that it
is accompanied by a decline in its value and stability. Second, equating insti-
tutional reproduction to the process by which institutions acquire value and
stability renders an institutional arrangement’s reproduction compatible with
modifications to its form and functions, insofar as the adjustments in ques-
tion render the institution less vulnerable to decay or displacement.

Indeed, just as Thelen (2004: 7—8) argued that an institution’s reproduc-
tion often requires its “active political renegotiation,” complete with “heavy
doses of institutional adaptation,” Huntington (1965: 394—401) believed the
stability of institutions to hinge on their “adaptability”—their capacity to
meet new challenges or to take on new functions in response to environ-
mental changes. Based on these considerations, the study of institutional
change featured in this book’s penultimate chapter focuses on more funda-
mental forms of change. In this context, “fundamental change” describes an
institution’s displacement and/or replacement or, rather, a significant shift
in its distributional and/or behavioral consequences, which can result from
significant modifications to the rules in question as much as from the failure
to modify the rules in response to significant changes in their interpretation
and/or enforcement (Mahoney and Thelen 2010: 4).

Defining “institutional reproduction” and “institutional decay” as the pro-
cesses by which institutions acquire or lose, respectively, value and stability
also presents potential challenges, not the least of which are those arising
from some of the possible meanings of the words “value” and “stability” Pro-
ceeding in reverse order, there has been a tendency in the literature from
Huntington (1965) onward to equate an institution’s stability with its resil-
ience in the face of the passage of time. Levitsky and Murillo (2009: 117) put
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it rather succinctly: “By stability, we mean durability” This definition is appro-
priate when measuring the variation in the relative stability exhibited, over
a period of time, by the sets of rules and procedures that have governed a
particular field or domain of activity in a given country, relative to the same
sets of institutions in other countries or to different sets of institutions in the
same country. A country described as suftering from “regime instability,” for
instance, is generally understood to be one whose governmental institutions
have frequently undergone cycles of breakdown and replacement, relative to
other countries. In a study that seeks to explain how and why a particular
institutional arrangement becomes more or less stable over time, however,
it makes sense to distinguish “stability” from “durability,” in the interest of
contemplating the possibility that an institution’s instability is neither an
inescapable permanence nor a guarantee of its ultimate displacement. More
suitable for a study of this kind, therefore, is to define an institution’s stability
and instability based on its vulnerability to potential threats to its survival at
a given point in time. Of course, power explanations and legitimation expla-
nations ascribe the instability of institutions to different causes: the former, to
reversals of power or the breakdown of coalitions supporting the status quo;
the latter, to the status quo’s delegitimation.

Challenges of a different nature are presented by the word “value” For
if, as Huntington (1965) implied (see also Fukuyama 2011: 452), an institu-
tion’s reproduction (in his words, its “institutionalization”) requires that the
institution in question becomes increasingly “valued,” subjectively, among the
actors subject to its provisions, one would be right to object that legitimacy,
instead of explaining or contributing causally to the processes of institutional
reproduction and institutional decay, is more properly described as an aspect
of this book’s explananda. In turn, given this study’s focus on improving legit-
imation explanations of institutional development, conceiving of institutional
reproduction and institutional decay as defined, in part, by the extent to which
an institution is subjectively “valued” violates a key requirement of social sci-
entific explanations: namely, the specification of causes that are temporally
antecedent to, and conceptually distinct from, their purported “effects” As
Gerring (2012: 212) points out, a causal argument in which the purported
cause is not “separable from the effect it purports to explain” is a tautolog-
ical argument. Fortunately, the word “value” is amenable to definitions that
enforce the requisite conceptual separation between this study’s explananda
and the dynamic processes hypothesized to explain their evolution over time.
A possibility is to define an institution’s value not on the basis of how posi-
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tively or negatively political actors feel about its existence or performance (a
component of legitimacy) but rather on the basis of whether an institution
structures behavior in a reliable, predictable manner (i.e., its importance or
value in shaping or guiding behavior). In other words, an institution’s value
is determined by the extent to which it elicits behavior in compliance with its
prescriptions and proscriptions. Once again, power explanations and legiti-
macy explanations ascribe compliance to different causes: the former, to the
presence of compelling enough incentives and disincentives; the latter, to the
“normative power” of institutions, which helps to shape the motives and the
beliefs accounting for the behavior of purposeful actors.

Putting it all together, the next three chapters theorize the development
of political institutions along different dimensions. The chapters on institu-
tional reproduction and institutional decay focus on what may be referred to
as the depth of institutions. Rixen and Viola (2016) conceive of the depth of
institutions as comprising two variables whose definition is rather consistent
with the concepts of “value” and “stability” described in this chapter. The first
component of an institution’s depth—namely, its strength or weakness—is
amenable to a similar conceptualization as the one provided above for an
institution’s value, which speaks to the extent to which the institution in
question effectively and predictably shapes the behavior to which it is meant
to apply. In this sense, “the degree to which an institution’s attributes in ¢,
have strengthened or weakened in £” (2016: 19) may be taken to mean the
degree to which an institution has become more or less effective in generat-
ing compliance with its provisions. The second component of an institution’s
depth—namely, its “resistance to change” and its “robustness in the face of
shocks” (19)—may likewise be said to match the definition offered above for
the “stability” of institutions. By contrast, the chapter dedicated to institu-
tional change deals with the scope or breadth of institutions. Variations in an
institution’s breadth, in particular, are understood to involve an increase or
a decrease in an institution’s attributes or features, as well as modifications
made either to the content of an institution’s provisions or to the range of
activities and situations to which such provisions are meant to apply.

Throughout the book, special emphasis is placed on the development of
political regimes, whether democratic or nondemocratic. Political regimes
are more properly described as configurations of the “formal and infor-
mal institutions that structure political interaction” in a given polity (Sny-
der and Mahoney 1999: 103). Together, the institutions constitutive of dif-
ferent regimes “determine who has the power in society and to what ends
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that power can be used” (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012: 68), as well as reg-
ulate access to positions of authority and govern the political processes by
which a society’s laws and policies are drafted, deliberated, and enacted. Of
course, the institutions making up a particular regime “often emerge at dif-
ferent times, often for different reasons,” as opposed to “single moments of
wholesale regime transition” (Capoccia and Ziblatt 2010: 240; see also Ziblatt
2006). Even so, it makes sense to address regimes as single institutions whose
development is marked by the addition and subtraction of a varied set of
attributes or features, as well as changes in their enforcement and stability, to
the extent that it is possible to specify a set of criteria for whether the addition
or subtraction of a given feature marks a change toward, or away from, a cer-
tain type of regime. Following Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, 2012), regimes
are described as moving toward greater democracy when changes in their
institutional features promote greater political equality and inclusion; like-
wise, regimes are described as moving toward greater nondemocracy when
changes in their institutional features promote greater political inequality
and exclusion.

A Synthesis of Power-Based and Ideas-Based Explanations

Practically speaking, bridging the gap between explanations grounded in the
logics of legitimacy and power involves (i) the improved specification of legit-
imation explanations, working toward lessening the distance that separates
them from power-based accounts in terms of their theoretical development;
and (ii) the assemblage of an integrated theory with “corroborated excess
empirical content” (Lakatos 1978: 32) relative to each of the explanations it
weaves together—one capable of explaining aspects of institutional develop-
ment for which explanations relying on the logics of “power” or “legitimacy”
alone cannot fully account. With regard to the first of these tasks, the anal-
ysis benefits from the engagement of literature on the legitimation of power
that has been largely overlooked by historical institutionalists. Each of the
ensuing three chapters also examines the conditions, “structural” as well as
“contingent,” affecting the likelihood that processes of institutional repro-
duction, institutional decay, and institutional change, respectively, will be set
in motion. What accounts for whether, for how strongly, or for how rapidly
mechanisms of institutional reproduction based on the “dynamics of legiti-
mation” are triggered? What circumstances are most commonly responsible
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for precipitating erosions of legitimacy leading to institutional decay? What
does it take for the delegitimation of institutions actually to usher in institu-
tional change? And what forms of institutional change will most likely follow,
given the opportunities and constraints presented by the workings of differ-
ent institutional arrangements in different contexts? More ambitiously, this
book concentrates on processes of legitimation and delegitimation not only
as the centerpiece of an alternative approach to making sense of the historical
development of political institutions but also as the components of an inte-
grated model centered on the interaction between the dynamics of “power”
and the dynamics of “(de)legitimation”

Among the book’s most significant contributions to the historical insti-
tutionalist literature is the effort made in the next three chapters to theorize
the microfoundations of processes of institutional development. Theories of
political development can be something of a black box, in the absence of
causal mechanisms grounded in clear and realistic assumptions about indi-
vidual motivation, cognition, and behavior. The fact that, “by reducing poli-
tics to the apparently fluid interactions of individuals” (Mahoney and Thelen
2015: 7), a great deal of work in political science “fundamentally misses the
impact of power;” among other macro-level variables or processes, in no way
justifies neglecting the manner in which macro-level variables affect the deci-
sions of individuals and vice versa (Levi 1988: 7; see also North 1990: 5). For if
“structural features” often “play a key causal role” (Mahoney and Thelen 2015:
6), the macro-level outcomes to which they give rise ultimately hinge on what
individuals actually do within the constraints set by the structural, institu-
tional, and cultural features of their environment—the choices before them
very likely including more than one “historically available” option (Capoccia
2015:159). Accordingly, this study’s basic premise is that the explanatory status
of social scientific theories, including those that treat “ideas” as “fundamen-
tal causes, still turns on whether their workings are accounted for by causal
mechanisms that refer to the actions of individuals, in keeping with the work
of scholars whose “methodological individualism” does not exhaust itself in
the assumptions of the rational choice research program (Elster 2007).

As noted, historical institutionalism differs from new institutionalisms
of both the “sociological” and “rational choice” varieties in that it lacks a set
of distinctive, “proprietary” assumptions about the precise manner in which
institutions shape human behavior, having long contemplated the possibility
that they might do so by influencing considerations of “appropriateness” as
well as of “prudence” and “advantage” (Hall and Taylor 1996: 939—40). Indeed,
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while some scholars have taken issue with the notion that historical insti-
tutionalism lacks a “distinctive social ontology” (Hay and Wincott 1998), its
“eclecticism” on this score potentially ranks among its most attractive fea-
tures. On the one hand, historical institutionalism’s social ontology stands
out precisely because it can accommodate theories that tackle the complexity
of phenomena such as the development of political institutions by studying
the interplay of macro-level structures and macro-historical processes; “ide-
ational factors” such as the identities, values, and beliefs shared by the mem-
bers of certain groups; and the “intentionality” of human beings—a term that
encompasses all behavior, whether or not it is attributable to “instrumen-
tal rationality,” that is accounted for by an agent’s desires and beliefs (Elster
2007). On the other hand, historical institutionalism’s unprejudiced approach
to human motivation, cognition, and behavior permits the development of
theories that prioritize the realism of assumptions and mechanisms over
their parsimony, predictive power, or doctrinal purity, thereby ensuring that
explanations of macro-level phenomena are consistent with the manner in
which human beings are known to think and act, as opposed to more or less
fanciful, normative assumptions about the way they ought to behave.

Having said that, Hay and Wincott (1998: 951) were correct to point out
that historical institutionalism’s potential will not be fully realized until the
tradition satisfactorily comes to terms with the relationship between struc-
ture and agency (see also Mahoney and Snyder 1999: 4; Peters, Pierre, and
King 2005: 1284—85). In a similar vein, Berman (1998: 28) proposed that eval-
uating the role of ideas also requires that we “examine the microfoundations
of politics and develop a theory of decision-making” capable of accounting
for what “different actors want, and why” as well as for what “environmental
factors influence the choices of political actors” Two decades later, the poten-
tial created by the eclecticism of historical institutionalism’s social ontology
may be said to have gone largely unfulfilled, as “the outline of a distinctive
view of the relationship between structure and agency” (Hay and Wincott
1998: 953—54) that had emerged at the time never ushered in the development
of a full-fledged explanation. Meanwhile, the attempts that have been made
to theorize the microfoundations of processes of institutional development
in accordance with the findings of cognitive psychology and behavioral eco-
nomics (e.g., Weyland 2008; Fioretos 2011; Lenz and Viola 2017) have yet
decisively to reorient the tradition. Indeed, a frequent criticism of historical
institutionalism is that the approach “is still missing the ‘micro-foundations’
of macro-historical change” (Bell 2011: 886).
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This book, then, contributes to a broader effort to reorient histori-
cal institutionalism and steer it toward the realization of its full potential,
through the specification of a theory of institutional development equipped
with microfoundations that operate in accordance with what is known about
the workings of human psychology. The resulting explanatory theory lever-
ages the eclecticism of historical institutionalism while staying true to what
makes its social ontology “distinctive;,” accomplishing a synthesis of ideas-
based, legitimation explanations and power-based or “power distributional”
explanations that improves upon the existing, “pure” versions of both. For
their part, legitimation explanations can better account for the development
of institutions when the dynamics of intergroup conflict are recognized as
crucial to the manner in which ideas spread, new standards of legitimacy are
established, and institutions come to exert their “normative force” (e.g., Lieb-
erman 2002). Conversely, power-based theories of intergroup conflict and
competition benefit from the support of an underlying psychology in which
the affirmation of a person’s dignity, morality, and convictions supplements
considerations of material self-interest.

In view of the fact that the perceived interests and identities of relevant
political actors do not perforce correspond to objective, structural condi-
tions, a convincing explanation of intergroup conflict is necessarily one that
acknowledges the significance of the ideas that bind mobilized social groups
together. More generally, the theory assembled in these pages turns the tables
on the common perception that nonmaterialist considerations are the stuff
of the “soft” social sciences—in other words, the province of postmodern
or interpretive approaches. Indeed, to the extent that the social sciences are
rendered more “scientific” by ensuring that established explanations are con-
sistent with, if not entirely reducible to, the body of knowledge accumulated
in scientific fields working at lower levels of aggregation and analysis (Tooby
and Cosmides 1992; Elster 2007; Hatemi and McDermott 2011), this book’s
grounding of the theory’s microfoundations in the findings of experimental
psychology demonstrates that the effort benefits greatly from the adoption of
models of human motivation, cognition, and behavior in which nonmateri-
alist considerations are front and center, notwithstanding the prejudice long
held by a great many students of politics against treating ideas as anything
other than a mask for “real” interests and motives.

Once again, the next three chapters theorize the manner in which the
logics of power and legitimation drive sequences of institutional reproduc-
tion (chap. 2), institutional decay (chap. 3), and institutional change (chap. 4).
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Aside from assessing the significance of the contributions made to the litera-
ture on comparative political development, chapter 5 draws out the applied,
normative implications of the theory assembled in this book, reflecting on
the manner in which some of its key insights might help inform attempts
to “engineer” desirable outcomes in the real world through the purposeful
design and redesign of political institutions.






CHAPTER TWO
Institutional Reproduction

Path Dependence and the Dynamic Stability of Politics

Few research traditions in the social sciences are as closely identified with
the study of a single explanandum as historical institutionalism is with the
study of the stability of institutions. Over the past twenty-five years, however,
the literature on historical institutionalism has witnessed a significant shift
in the terms in which its leading lights describe processes of institutional
reproduction. For the most part, the discursive shift reflects the tradition’s
changing approach to the issue of “path dependence”—or, more precisely, an
increased reluctance to ascribe the stability of institutions to self-reinforcing
temporal processes driven by “positive feedback” mechanisms. Initial efforts
to “analyze the distinctive features” (Thelen and Steinmo 1992: 1) of what was
then an emerging tradition drew attention to the effectiveness with which
historical institutionalists had illuminated “the persistence of patterns or pol-
icies over time” through the deployment of causal mechanisms accounting
for “the ‘stickiness’ of historically evolved institutional arrangements” (14—15).
And though it was clear, even back then, that further progress would require
moving beyond a model of institutional development in which “long periods
of stability” are “periodically ‘punctuated’ by crises that bring about relatively
abrupt institutional change, after which institutional stasis again sets in” (15),
contemporaneous work seeking to differentiate historical institutionalism
from other varieties of “new institutionalism” could not but list reliance on
path dependence as one of its defining features (Hall and Taylor 1996: 938).
The rapidity with which path dependence went on to become one of the
most frequently invoked and most commonly misused concepts in the social
sciences (Beyer 2010: 1) attests to the transcendence of its appeal. A decade
or so removed from some of the earliest attempts to extend its application
beyond economics, Mahoney (2000: 512; see also Pierson 2000: 257) high-
lighted the growing popularity of the view that “increasing returns processes

17
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apply to the persistence of a broad range of social and political institutions”
Predictably, however, the concept’s usefulness suffered as its usage expanded
and its meaning was correspondingly “stretched” (Sartori 1970; see also Rixen
and Viola 2014). In response, Mahoney (2000: 508, 513—16) proposed that
path-dependent, “self-reinforcing sequences characterized by the formation
and long-term reproduction of a given institutional pattern” should be con-
ceived of as the combination of “selection processes during a critical junc-
ture,” said to be “marked by contingency,” and “relatively deterministic causal
patterns” subsequently responsible for the reproduction of institutions. As
mentioned in this book’s introductory chapter, Mahoney (2000: 511, 523)
qualified the emphasis placed on the “determinism” of the process with a dis-
cussion of the “specific sets of conditions . . . that cause the ‘reversal’ of path
dependence” as well as the “dynamics of change” associated with each of the
mechanisms potentially accounting for the self-reinforcement of institutions.

By then, Thelen (1999: 385) had already criticized conventional accounts
of path-dependent processes as “both too contingent and too determinis-
tic,” raising important questions about the usefulness of models that failed to
consider the likelihood that “stability—far from being automatic—may have
to be sustained politically” (396). Practically speaking, Thelen’s (2006: 154)
contention that “institutional reproduction is a much more problematic con-
cept than it is typically recognized” pointed the way toward further theoret-
ical progress in two new directions. On the one hand, Thelen’s (2004) own
research approached the stability of institutions as an outcome predicated on
the continuing capacity of the status quo’s defenders to confront new chal-
lenges through “active political renegotiation and heavy doses of institutional
adaptation” (7). On the other hand, in the face of the continuing popularity of
“punctuated equilibrium models,” Streeck and Thelen (2005) and Mahoney
and Thelen (2010) have sought to develop a theory of “gradual institutional
change” focused on the “change-permitting properties of institutions,” as well
as the myriad ways in which the status quo’s opponents can go about exploit-
ing an institutional arrangement’s ambiguities, contradictions, and enforce-
ment gaps in order to set in motion incremental processes capable of usher-
ing in major institutional change. Remarkably, Mahoney and Thelen (2010: 8)
came close to renouncing path dependence and increasing returns altogether,
going so far as to argue that “there is nothing automatic, self-perpetuating, or
self-reinforcing about institutional arrangements”

As significant and as constructive as the ongoing shift in emphasis from
“path dependence” and “discontinuous change” to “dynamic stability” and
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“gradual transformation” no doubt has been, a case can be made that the
sea change in the terms employed to characterize the stability of institutions
overplays the shift’s true substantive import. In Thelen’s (1999: 385) phrasing,
accounts of institutional reproduction relying on positive feedback mecha-
nisms are not always as “contingent” or as “deterministic” as they are made
out to be. As Pierson (2004: 51) originally pointed out, and as Capoccia (2015:
157) reiterated more recently, the emphasis placed on “contingency” was never
meant to suggest that “critical junctures” are periods in which “anything goes”
In fact, the recognition that there are moments in history when the temporary
relaxation of structural constraints renders agents relatively freer to choose,
or renders their decisions relatively more consequential, is not incompatible
with the notion that the continuing presence of some constraints may cause
the selection of institutions at critical junctures to yield outcomes marked by
a (sometimes surprisingly) high degree of continuity with the past—a scenario
addressed in North (1990: 89—91) and Thelen (2004: 34), among others. Most
recently, Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2012: 106—13) work, while still emphasiz-
ing the unpredictable, contingent nature of critical junctures, has shown that
the divergent paths of institutional development observed in different societ-
ies can often be traced back to the consequences of “small institutional differ-
ences” that survived major disruptions or shocks to the system.

As noted, moreover, the emphasis placed on the relatively deterministic
nature of the process of institutional reproduction did not prevent Mahoney
(2000), among others, from recognizing that positive feedback mechanisms
vary in both their intensity and their speed, nor did the formulation keep him
from specifying the dynamics of change frequently responsible for disrupting
or reversing such processes. More generally, the notion that institutions can
be subject to self-reinforcement does not exclude the possibility that their
persistence requires “the ongoing mobilization of resources” (Mahoney and
Thelen 2010: 9). The logic of “increasing returns to power; that is, assumes
that the actors advantaged by a particular institutional arrangement will find
it in their interest to do what is necessary to ensure its reproduction, but
the logic does not guarantee that they actually will do so, much less does
it preclude the possibility that changes in the context in which institutions
are embedded might complicate their efforts, weaken their capabilities, or
threaten their position of advantage. In this sense, the forceful language
recently employed by Mahoney and Thelen (2010: 8) on the subject of “self-
reinforcement” is itself easily overinterpreted, potentially at the cost of losing
sight of the reasons why institutions are frequently so resilient.
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The approach taken in this book is founded on the premise that self-
reinforcing sequences of institutional reproduction—temporal sequences
in which an institution becomes increasingly stable over time as a result of
endogenous, increasing returns processes (Rixen and Viola 2014: 8—9, 12)—
can be set into motion as a result of an institution’s establishment. This, how-
ever, is far from the inevitable consequence of a rule’s entry into force, nor
are self-reinforcing sequences of reproduction the only recognizable type of
causal pattern or process conceivably triggered during moments of institu-
tional choice. In addition, the activation of positive feedback mechanisms
does not preclude the activation of countervailing dynamics, rooted in an
institution’s own “contradictions and challenges,” that “complicate rather than
contribute” to its “reliable reproduction” (Thelen 2006: 155). In Elster’s (1998)
words, that is, moments of institutional choice are marked by a degree of
“indeterminacy” regarding both (i) which among multiple possible sequences
of institutional development will be set in motion and (ii) the outcome that
will eventually emerge when causal patterns pulling an institution’s develop-
ment in opposite directions are triggered more or less simultaneously. Aside
from investigating the circumstances that render self-reinforcing sequences
more or less likely to be triggered, therefore, this chapter reflects on the con-
ditions that affect the intensity and speed with which they are set in motion.
Crucially, such conditions also affect the likelihood that mechanisms of insti-
tutional reproduction will prevail over countervailing dynamics, as well as
the amount of effort an institution’s proponents will be forced to expend to
jump-start the process, or defeat challenges to the institution’s reproduction.
A discussion of the dynamics of change whose activation later in the sequence
threatens to compromise an institution’s continued reproduction (Mahoney
2000) is featured in the next chapter’s analysis of institutional decay.

With regard to the mechanisms that account for the potential self-
reinforcement of institutions, the specification of which is taken up in the
next section, this chapter’s approach to the “dynamics of legitimation” and
their interaction with the “dynamics of power” stands out for the departures
it marks from prominent analyses of the importance of legitimacy to polit-
ical stability, besides its aforementioned focus on the process’s psycholog-
ical microfoundations. Such departures primarily concern the issue of the
public’s compliance with formal rules and procedures, which often plays a
decisive role—in concert with the cohesiveness and preferences of a soci-
ety’s elites—in upholding the stability of political institutions. Compliance,
specifically, is treated as an “intentional” act explicable with reference to an
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actor’s desires, beliefs, and capacities—in Levi’s (1988: 52) words, compliance
is “quasi-voluntary” in the sense that the choice to engage in it is not deter-
mined by but is still sensitive to the actor’s knowledge of the penalties that
sanction noncompliance.

In contrast with major works of “sociological institutionalism,” the
approach taken in this book envisions the cognitive process behind the deci-
sion to comply as one in which considerations of appropriateness often come
up against other motivations (including material self-interest as well as mat-
ters of principle, dignity, and pride), as opposed to one marked by the auto-
matic application of habitual, routine behavioral patterns or by the selection
of the internalized “code of appropriateness” that best applies to the situation
at hand (March and Olsen 1996: 251—53). In contrast with works on legiti-
macy authored by scholars in the “historical” and “rational choice” variants
of new institutionalism, moreover, this book downplays the importance of
ideology as the source of motivations for (non)compliance. While experi-
mental psychology has in part rehabilitated the controversial “dominant ide-
ology thesis” (Abercrombie and Turner 1978; see also Beetham 1991: 62; Scott
1990: 70—76)—having shown that human beings often do internalize the
ideas that justify highly unequal social orders condemning them to a position
of enduring inferiority—researchers have attributed the phenomenon not
to “top-down” processes of indoctrination or brainwashing (but see Taylor
2006) but rather to the routine, “bottom-up” efforts made by average citi-
zens to satisfy psychological needs arising from the workings of hierarchical
societies (Thorisdottir, Jost, and Kay 2009). Accordingly, this chapter empha-
sizes the endogeneity of ideological preferences to the process of institutional
development, up to and including the notion that an actor’s perception of
an institution’s legitimacy can be a consequence as much as the cause of her
compliance.

A Legitimation Explanation of Institutional Reproduction

Mechanisms of institutional reproduction propelled by the dynamics of
power and legitimation account for an institution’s self-reinforcement—in
Rixen and Viola’s (2014) sense of the term—to the extent that the institution’s
deepening entrenchment results from an endogenous process characterized
by increasing returns. In this connection, Mahoney (2000: 523) explains
that institutional reproduction “in a legitimation framework” is “grounded
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in actors’ subjective orientations and beliefs about what is appropriate or
morally correct,” which determine whether the agents in question consider
the institution legitimate and “voluntarily opt for its reproduction” on the
grounds that it is “the right thing to do” With that in mind, Mahoney writes
that “increasing legitimation processes are marked by a positive feedback
cycle in which an initial precedent about what is appropriate forms a basis
for making future decisions about what is appropriate” (523). As mentioned
in this book’s introductory chapter, the upshot is that “a familiar cycle of self-
reinforcement occurs: the institution that is initially favored sets a standard
for legitimacy; this institution is reproduced because it is seen as legitimate;
and the reproduction of the institution reinforces its legitimacy” (523—24).

In this formulation, processes of “increasing legitimation” are endogenous
in the sense that an agent’s perception of what is “the right thing to do”—and,
therefore, his or her decision to comply—is itself affected by the workings of
the institutions subject to self-reinforcement. Exactly how or why this should
take place, however, is far from obvious. Why, in particular, would the “stan-
dard of legitimacy” set by a particular institution cause anyone—but espe-
cially those least advantaged by its distributive consequences—to perceive
it as legitimate and spontaneously act in ways that favor its reproduction?
While Mahoney’s (2000) brief treatment leaves the question unanswered, an
explanation consistent with his reasoning can be pieced together from the lit-
erature. The exercise serves above all to assess the strengths and weaknesses
of existing “legitimation explanations,” the improved specification of which
ranks among this chapter’s main objectives.

Institutions and Their Normative Force

The key point, as previewed in this book’s introductory chapter, is the notion
that institutions have “normative force” Individuals are often motivated by
the desire to “fit in”—possibly one grounded in emotional responses that are
“genetically based” (Fukuyama 2011: 39; alternative evolutionary explanations
for aspects of the phenomenon are found in Baumeister 2005: 135—59; Haidt
2012: 237—40; Sapolsky 2017: 456—62; Wright 1995: chap. 12)—in order to earn
the approval of others as well as to protect or boost their own self-esteem.
In this view, institutions shape behavior not primarily through the incentives
and disincentives that dominate an opportunistic, instrumental calculus but
through their provision of behavioral templates or models that suggest how
one might go about “fitting in”” Certainly, the fact that not all institutions have
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the same capacity to elicit quasi-voluntary compliance raises the question of
what accounts for variations in their normative force. Following Fukuyama
(2011: 440, 442—43), answering the question would seem to require that
we take into account the “innate propensity” of human beings for “creating
and following rules,” which often come to be endowed with “intrinsic value,
as well as the human tendency to form “mental models of reality” in order
to “make the world more legible, predictable, and easy to manipulate” On
that basis, institutions should most reliably encourage compliance when
they embody some “shared mental model of reality”—in Fukuyama’s words,
“mental models and rules are intimately intertwined, since the models sug-
gest clear rules” (443).

It almost goes without saying that these expectations are most straight-
forwardly associated with the “logic of appropriateness” proposed by scholars
belonging to the “sociological” branch of new institutionalism, for whom the
legitimacy of institutions is in part a function of the degree to which they
embody a society’s norms, values, and beliefs (among others, see Berger
and Luckmann 1966; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Zucker 1977; DiMaggio and
Powell 1983; Suchman 1995: 574). Prominent rational choice institutionalists,
however, have also deemed the congruence of institutions with the “subjec-
tive mental constructs” prevalent in society to be crucial to the effectiveness
with which formal rules and procedures can be expected to structure behav-
ior and, potentially, engineer desirable outcomes (North 1990). Reasonable
though it may be, it must be noted, an answer of this kind furnishes an argu-
ment against—not for—institutions having normative force. Why? Because
the “force” here is exerted not by the institutions but rather by the content
of preexisting ideas, which determine the success or failure of particular
institutions.

A possible fix is discussed in Beetham (1991: 17), for whom political
institutions (“rules of power”) are legitimate—and, therefore, are capable of
eliciting spontaneous cooperation/compliance—to the extent that they are
“justified in terms of beliefs shared by both the dominant and subordinate”
Such justifications generally consist of (i) an argument for the justice of the
inequalities produced by rules that regulate access to (and exclusion from)
power and (ii) an argument for why the existing arrangements serve the com-
mon good. Certainly, whether or not subordinates accept these arguments
can be a matter of how consistent they are with prior beliefs or a function of
the extent to which the authorities can actively shape their beliefs. Beetham
(1991: 60-63, 103—8), however, pointed out that an arrangement of power
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is reproduced most effectively not through persuasion or brainwashing but
through its capacity to generate, by its own workings, the evidence required
for its legitimation.

First, a relation of power whose attendant inequalities are justified by
differentials of “merit” (however defined) may well benefit from propaganda
that seeks to impress upon subordinates that those in power truly are more
“meritorious” More useful still, per Beetham (1991: 60-61), is the likelihood
that those excluded from power will find it hard to acquire or demonstrate
the qualities that make someone “meritorious” enough to wield power, espe-
cially to the extent that subordinates fail to recognize that this is a by-product
of rules that perpetuate existing inequalities. Second, the fact that, under the
existing arrangements, the general interest can only be furthered by measures
that also serve the interests of the powerful, whose superiority is sanctioned
by the institutional framework currently in place, can lead subordinates to
presume that the preservation of current differentials of power is the only
(practical) way to serve the general interest (61). Third, institutions induce
subordinates to take actions expressing consent for the underlying relation of
power. Regardless of whether such expressions of consent are motivated by
fear, interest, or genuine support, they boost the legitimacy of the arrange-
ment by binding the agents to some future action, as well as by influencing
others through their symbolic or declaratory force (18, 61—62).

Beetham’s (1991) reasoning is useful to the specification of an improved
legitimation explanation for the self-reinforcement of institutions because
each of the three mechanisms by which institutions are said to exert their
normative force—in other words, each of the ways in which an institution’s
legitimacy contributes to its reproduction—is endogenous in nature. While
an institution’s legitimacy does require that its workings are broadly justifi-
able in terms of prior or otherwise exogenously set beliefs, what drives the
institution’s reproduction is not the degree to which it matches the “subjec-
tive mental constructs” prevalent in society but rather the extent to which the
outcomes it produces shape what actors end up considering “the right thing
to do” What is more, the three mechanisms help to account for an institution’s
self-reinforcement by clarifying the recursive logic of increasing legitimation
processes. On the one hand, what drives an institution’s reproduction is its
capacity to generate, through its own workings, the evidence required for its
legitimation. On the other hand, an institution’s capacity to yield outcomes
consistent with its rationale for inequalities, to advance the common good,
and to generate behavioral expressions of consent for the status quo should
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conceivably increase as the institution becomes more deeply entrenched or
as it structures behavior with increasing regularity and effectiveness.

Alas, the descriptions provided for each of these mechanisms are not suf-
ficiently clear about their workings at the individual level—and, partly as a
result, not terribly helpful in setting out expectations about the circumstances
likely to set them in motion. With regard to the first, why would subordinates
fail to recognize that the “evidence” provided for the justice of the arrange-
ment is simply a reflection of differential access to power and resources? With
regard to the second, likewise, why would subordinates fail to recognize that,
under the existing arrangements, the general interest is less the beneficiary
of the underlying relation of power than it is a hostage to the interests of
the powerful? On both of these points, the plausibility of Beetham’s (1991)
account rests on the identification of a common psychological mechanism
that speaks to the tendency of individuals to interpret evidence in ways that
reaffirm the justice and benevolence of the status quo, as opposed to finding
fault with it. The same goes for actions expressing consent, with respect to
which Beetham (1991) lacks a psychological mechanism for the tendency of
the agents, as well as those who merely observed the behavior in question, to
feel obligated to take further actions expressing consent for the status quo.

Even if one stipulates that the desire to “fit in” promotes the adoption of
prescribed behavioral models, existing accounts of the normative force of
institutions have little to say about the psychology that subsequently makes
one convinced of the appropriateness or goodness of the prevailing rules. Of
course, whether or not “outwardly” conformist behavior undertaken to avoid
punishment or social sanction actually does “reach all the way down to the
soul” causing the internalization of the norms, values, and beliefs that make
it “the right thing to do,” has been the subject of considerable dispute (Elster
2007: 372—75). The fact remains, however, that an adequate understanding of
the normative force of institutions requires the specification of mechanisms
accounting for the endogeneity of individual preferences to the workings of
institutions and/or their development over time.

The Psychology of Increasing Legitimation Processes

The insights and findings produced in the fields of experimental psychology,
cognitive neuroscience, and behavioral economics have been the subject of
a multitude of popular books published over the last two decades. The title
of one such book (McRaney 2011) memorably encapsulates an overarching
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lesson to be drawn from this body of work: You Are Not So Smart. Human
beings are subject to a host of biases that distort the manner in which infor-
mation is processed and decisions are made (e.g., Kahneman 2011), often as
a result of the outsized influence that self-serving motivations exert on the
cognitive process, all the way down to the “pre-conscious processing of visual
stimuli” that “guides what the visual system presents to conscious awareness”
(Trivers 2011: 142).

For our purposes, a useful starting point for the specification of individual-
level mechanisms accounting for the normative force of institutions is the
idea that, as social psychologist Elliot Aronson proposed, “man is a ratio-
nalizing animal” (Aronson 1973). As the vast literature on cognitive disso-
nance, self-affirmation, and self-justification has shown (Cooper 2007), peo-
ple frequently rationalize their own behavior to satisfy their “obsession for
righteousness” (Haidt 2012: xix) and uphold a sense of their “beneffactance”
(Greenwald 1980)—that is, the notion that “I am nice and in control” (Pinker
1999: 423). As the almost equally large literature on self-categorization, social
identity, parochial altruism, and intergroup conflict has shown, people fre-
quently rationalize the ethnocentrism practiced by their own social groups
by embracing a common set of stereotypes (Tajfel and Turner 1986) that
justify in-group favoritism and out-group discrimination. And, as the more
recent literature on “system justification” has shown, people frequently ratio-
nalize the existence of “systems” over which they have little or no control by
embracing their legitimizing myths and ideologies, complete with “merito-
cratic explanations for economic inequality” (Tyler 2006: 284), as well as ste-
reotypes justifying their own inferiority (Jost and Banaji 1994; see also Trivers
2011: 53, 65). Rather more speculatively, they are presumed do so to avoid the
sense of “threat and anxiety” resulting from the acknowledgment that “one
is forced to conform to the rules, norms, and conventions of a system that
is illegitimate, unfair, and undesirable” (Kay et al. 2009: 422; see also Thoris-
dottir, Kay, and Jost 2009: 7—9; for a similar argument, see Moore 1978: 458).

Equally important, for our purposes, are findings pointing to just how
susceptible human beings are to the influence of others. Beyond the influence
exerted by authority figures (Milgram 1963) and fellow members of cohesive
or like-minded social groups (Bond 2015; Galanter 1999; Sunstein 2011), the
mere suggestion that “most other people” are doing something that benefits
society has proven effective in motivating subjects to buy products (Cialdini
2009), pay back taxes (Thaler and Sunstein 2008), or even turn out to vote
(Issenberg 2012). As a series of experiments conducted in the 1950s have
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demonstrated, moreover, subjects are often willing to “deny the evidence of
their senses” to conform to grossly erroneous judgments rendered by an oth-
erwise unanimous group, having generally taken their own departure from
the consensus view as “reflective of some personal deficiency” (Asch 2012:
20). In turn, the desire to fit in and the cognitive dissonance one experiences
upon engaging in counter-attitudinal speech or behavior have been shown
in experiments from Sherif (1937) on forward to cause the internalization of
judgments or ideas that subjects came to express as a result of peer pressure
or “induced” compliance (Cooper 2007).

Viewed through the prism of these findings, the normative force of insti-
tutions appears, if anything, psychologically overdetermined. The all too
human tendency to adjust one’s attitudes, preferences, and beliefs retro-
actively to match one’s behavior explains why people who act consistently
with the behavioral models provided by an institution—whatever their
motivation—subsequently rationalize their conduct by convincing them-
selves of the behavior’s desirability and the legitimacy of the institution that
elicited it. Of course, compliance does not necessarily imply or even signal
consent (Levi 1997: 17). In the absence of incentives or disincentives, like the
threat of physical coercion, that otherwise make it impossible to speak of
“(quasi-)voluntary” compliance, however, the actor is likely to feel some pres-
sure to rationalize his or her decision to comply as motivated by principled
consent, as opposed to reasons of minor convenience, petty cowardice, and
blind imitation. Ironically, the impulse might be strongest when the actor
has complied with a rule or procedure that he or she had previously deemed
unjust, the consciousness of which may threaten his or her self-image.

The process of self-justification also commits the individual in question
to future actions that are consistent with the original behavior and the suit-
ably adjusted underlying preferences, which are in turn gradually reinforced
as the actor engages in further compliant behavior, sliding down a “pyra-
mid of choice” through “a chain reaction of behavior and subsequent self-
justification” (Tavris and Aronson 2007: 37). To the extent that the institu-
tion proves capable of generating high levels of quasi-voluntary compliance,
moreover, actors who merely observed such behavior should also experience
greater pressure to comply. As more of their fellow citizens and, especially,
as more of their fellow group members join the ranks of the compliant, the
desire to “fit in"—whether it is motivated by the impulse/need to impress
others, reassure oneself of one’s own adequacy, or negotiate a social real-
ity where a certain institution has already established its collective “validity”
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(Zelditch 2001: 44)—should also motivate a growing number of holdouts to
follow the herd and revise their preferences accordingly. Even when com-
pliance is initially insincere, the fact that people generally feel uncomfort-
able when self-consciously lying to those around them can, in time, induce
them to adopt stances and beliefs antithetical to their original preferences
(for an illustration, see Greene 2013: 92). Neuroimaging studies suggest that
the desire for consensus is so strong and deeply ingrained that subjects tend
to exhibit greater activation of the brain regions crucial to the representation
of value when exposed to stimuli rated more positively by their peers than
when exposed to stimuli they had themselves rated more positively (Zaki,
Schirmer, and Mitchell 2011).

The notion that social conformism and dissonance reduction via self-
justification shape individual preferences more effectively than indoctri-
nation and propaganda helps provide psychological microfoundations—
grounded in decades of experimental research (Bowles 1998: 78—81; Elster
2007: 373—75)—for some of the expectations set out in Beetham (1991). Spe-
cifically, the logic articulated thus far supports Beetham’s (1991) emphasis
on “actions expressing consent” as crucial to the legitimacy of institutions,
supplementing his account with a more explicit and empirically grounded
argument that ascribes the normative force of institutions to their capacity
to elicit compliance, the rationalization of which subsequently boosts the
institution’s legitimacy and, in so doing, recasts the behavior promoting its
continued reproduction as “the right thing to do” Contributing further to
the institution’s self-reinforcement is the likelihood that, as the institution in
question is met with increasingly high levels of compliance, more and more
people subject to its provisions will be motivated to seek out evidence of its
usefulness and justice, in an attempt to justify their own behavior as well as
the features of a system they can do little to escape or change.

As noted, whether or not an institution can produce the evidence
required for its own legitimation depends, per Beetham (1991: 60—63), not
just on its capacity to engender behavioral expressions of consent but also on
its ability to produce outcomes that attest to its promotion of the common
good as well as to the justice of prevailing inequalities. Given the ambiguity
likely to characterize the available evidence of an institution’s performance,
as well as the counterfactual nature of plausible alternatives, individuals so
motivated will have little trouble procuring information confirming that the
institutional arrangement currently in place serves the common good. Much
the same goes for the justice of prevailing inequalities. On this count, sys-
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tem justification has been found to account for people’s tendency not only to
equate “the way things are” to the way they are supposed to be, thereby over-
looking evidence of the system’s injustice and discrimination (Kay et al. 2009;
see also Olson and Hafer 2001; Yzerbyt and Rogier 2001), but also actively
to “ascribe traits to themselves as well as other people in such a way that the
status or role they occupy is justified” (Jost and Banaji 1994: 13; see also Tyler
2006: 384—90).

Ironically, members of disadvantaged groups may turn out to be the sta-
tus quo’s staunchest supporters, insofar as they face the strongest need to
justify their own deprivation (Jost, Banaji, and Nosek 2004: 909). Indeed,
consistent with the expectations set out in Beetham (1991), Ross, Amabile,
and Steinmetz (1977: 494) found that “people are apt to underestimate the
extent to which seemingly positive attributes of the powerful simply reflect
the advantages of social control” A series of more recent studies suggests
that the belief that the “people who have more resources are ‘better,” which
is crucial to the legitimation of material inequalities, tends to form rather
quickly among the advantaged and the disadvantaged alike “when control
over resources in a social setting is correlated with a salient categorical differ-
ence” (Ridgeway 2014: 3). Members of disadvantaged groups will themselves
contribute evidence of the system’s legitimacy to the extent that “people who
are stereotyped tend to choose social roles for themselves that are consis-
tent with the stereotypic expectations others have of them” (Jost and Banaji
1994: 13). More generally, work on “status construction theory” has shown
just how easily consensual “status beliefs” consistent with structural inequal-
ities can spread among dominant and subordinate groups through a process
of interaction and observation, even in the absence of a centralized source
of ideological production and dissemination (Ridgeway 2001). As multiple
studies have shown, subjects “primed with social status information” tend
to “develop stereotypes that justify that social ordering” (Tyler 2006: 388).
Conversely, contemplating unstable societal hierarchies and other scenar-
ios indicative of “social uncertainty” tends to be deeply, viscerally unsettling,
resulting in the activation of brain regions responsible for alerting the organ-
ism of incoming threats (Sapolsky 2017: 430—42).

Institutional Reproduction and the Dynamics of Legitimation

Putting it all together, self-reinforcing sequences of institutional reproduc-
tion driven by the dynamics of legitimation may be rendered as follows.
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Political institutions set models for the proper behavior expected of various
actors. For reasons of material necessity, opportunism, or genuine support,
or based on a desire to “fit in,” a varying number of people comply with—and,
insofar as their compliance is perceived to have been freely chosen, implicitly
express consent for—the existing institutional arrangements. In their turn,
cooperators adopt preferences and beliefs that reaffirm the desirability of the
behavior and the legitimacy of the institution that elicited it, predisposing or
even binding themselves to continuing cooperation. In so doing, these actors
influence the behavior of others around them, who may also be expected to
exhibit the conformist behavior that causes them retroactively to adjust their
own preferences and beliefs accordingly and thereby to commit themselves
to taking similar actions in the future.

If the process continues undisturbed, cooperation grows wider and
deeper—reinforcing, in individual actors, the legitimacy of the status quo,
the tendency to look at its consequences for evidence of its justice, and the
commitment to further conformist behavior. Put differently, actions that con-
tribute to an institution’s deepening entrenchment endogenously give rise
to—and subsequently reinforce—preferences and beliefs that bolster the
institution’s legitimacy, thereby increasing the perception that actions con-
ducive to the institution’s continued reproduction really do represent “the
right thing to do” It is also worth pointing out that while this chapter has
theorized institutional reproduction as an endogenous process, the dynamics
of legitimation can also magnify the effect of exogenous contributions to the
“value and stability” of institutions, by rendering individuals who are already
motivated to rationalize their compliance, or the workings of “the system” as
a whole, more receptive to public relations efforts devised in support of the
status quo’s legitimation.

Taken to its logical conclusion, the self-reinforcing sequence responsible
for an institution’s deepening entrenchment and growing legitimation con-
ceivably produces something akin to a “spiral of silence” (Noelle-Neumann
1974; Pierson 2015: 137). As Kelman (2001: 58) pointed out, legitimation and
delegitimation processes “generally operate in tandem,” as an institution’s
increased legitimation is typically accompanied by the delegitimation of
alternatives. Especially to the extent that the marginalization of opposing
viewpoints is expected to continue in the future (Noelle-Neumann 1974: 45),
people motivated to “fit in” should grow increasingly reluctant to voice their
opposition publicly and will likely rationalize their silence by adopting the
prevailing view. Put differently, increasing legitimation processes are subject
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to the same “coordination effects” and “adaptive expectations” identified as
sources of increasing returns in “utilitarian” (Mahoney 2000: 517) accounts
of path dependence (Arthur 1994: 112; North 1990: 94; Pierson 2000: 254).
Ultimately, in the presence of a firmly entrenched status quo, a host of other
psychological mechanisms (Eidelman and Crandall 2009) make it increas-
ingly harder for people to even entertain alternative arrangements, while ren-
dering the individual behavior responsible for the status quo’s reproduction
increasingly automatic, unconscious, and cognitively effortless.

Setting in Motion Sequences of Increasing Legitimation

Having specified a self-reinforcing sequence of institutional reproduction
driven by the dynamics of legitimation down to its psychological microfoun-
dations, the question that must be addressed now is the following: What
accounts for whether and, in Mahoney’s (2000: 515) words, how “rapidly and
decisively” such sequences are triggered? The question is important because
not all institutions can be expected to benefit from self-reinforcement,
certainly not in equal measures. Indeed, the activation of self-reinforcing
sequences of institutional reproduction is not the only conceivable result of
an institution’s entry into force, which has been shown frequently to engen-
der psychological reactions of a completely different nature from those that
drive increasing legitimation processes. The theory of “reactance” (Brehm
and Brehm 1981), for instance, speaks to the possibility that human beings
might respond negatively to limitations placed on their freedom of choice—
their resolve to fight back hardened by the tendency to value newly restricted
freedoms or alternatives more than they had before. If an institution pro-
duces a reaction of this sort, it is quite possible that the propensity of individ-
uals to conform to the behavior of others, as well as to rationalize their own
behavior, will actually lead to growing levels of noncompliance, accompanied
by a growing perception of the institution’s illegitimacy. Complicating mat-
ters further, the same social groups might develop different responses to an
institution, if subsets of their membership alternatively exhibit greater com-
pliance or greater noncompliance.

Considerations of this kind speak to the importance of examining not
just the conditions affecting whether self-reinforcing sequences of institu-
tional reproduction will be triggered at all but also those factors affecting
the possibility that “mechanisms of reproduction are not activated quickly
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or powerfully enough” (Mahoney 2000: 515) to prevail over countervailing
forces working against an institution’s reproduction. It almost goes without
saying—given the rarity of established, lawlike explanations in the social sci-
ences (Elster 2007: 32—35), the complexity of the causal relations involved
(Fukuyama 2011: 23), and the possibility that the same combination of vari-
ables could lead to different outcomes in different sets of cases (Capoccia
and Ziblatt 2010: 935)—that it may not be possible fully to account for the
conditions responsible for setting off alternative developmental trajectories,
in a way that completely eliminates the indeterminacy surrounding the fate
of newly established institutions. It is nonetheless still worthwhile to examine
the manner in which certain commonly observed circumstances, be they of a
structural or a contingent nature, conceivably affect the outcomes of interest.

Maximizing Levels of Quasi-Voluntary Compliance

The analysis may begin by pondering what is perhaps the most obvious
implication of the reasoning articulated in the previous section: All else being
equal, the likelihood that self-reinforcing sequences of institutional reproduc-
tion governed by the dynamics of legitimation will be set in motion should vary
with the initial level of compliance an institution proves capable of generating
among the agents subject to its provisions. Before proceeding any further, it
is worth stipulating upfront that initial levels of compliance are not entirely
dispositive one way or the other. In principle, just as an entire crowd can be
swept up in a riot as a result of the actions of a single “instigator” (Granovet-
ter 1978: 1424), it is possible to envision a scenario in which it is enough for an
institution to elicit the compliance of a single person for it to trigger a band-
wagon effect that leads to the universalization of compliance and, according
to the expectations put forth in this study, the emergence of a unanimous
consensus regarding the institution’s legitimacy.

The outcome in question, however, can only be described as improba-
ble, based on at least two considerations. First, as Granovetter (1978: 1425)
explains, the emergence of a bandwagon of this kind constitutes a highly
unstable equilibrium, given its reliance on a particular distribution of indi-
vidual “thresholds” for engaging in a particular behavior. Second, insofar as
increasing legitimation processes are rooted in individual behavior moti-
vated by the desire to “fit in,” as well as in the tendency of human beings to
rationalize acts of compliance by revising their underlying assessments of an
institution’s legitimacy, it is reasonable to expect that when an institution is
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met with widespread noncompliance, conformism and self-justification will
combine to promote the opposite effect: namely, the diffusion of noncom-
pliant behavior, rationalized on the grounds of the institution’s illegitimacy.
At any rate, the fact that human beings are “conditional cooperators”—as
theorized by Levi (1988: 53), among others, and as shown in experimental
findings produced by the literature on “behavioral economics” (Thaler 2015:
145—46)—should render members of a society reluctant to comply when most
others are not. So while it is theoretically possible for the dynamics of legit-
imation to give rise to a self-reinforcing sequence of institutional reproduc-
tion in spite of initially low levels of compliance, the likelihood that increasing
legitimation processes will be set in motion—and usher in an institution’s
rapid entrenchment—should conceivably increase with the initial levels of
compliance generated by the institution.

As pointed out above, among the obstacles that might prevent an insti-
tution from generating high levels of compliance, as well as from giving rise
to preferences that reinforce the institution’s legitimacy, is the possibility that
the institution in question features provisions that are met with “reactance”
Under what conditions should reactance be expected to be the dominant
psychological reaction to an institution’s entry into force? One plausible
answer zeroes in on the manner in which a new institutional arrangement
is introduced and enforced. Laurin, Kay, and Fitzsimons (2012), for instance,
presented experimental evidence in support of the proposition that, when
confronted with a new constraint on personal freedom, the “absoluteness” of
the restriction determines whether subjects respond by exhibiting reactance
or by rationalizing the new status quo. When the restriction is “absolute”—
that is, complete, certain, and permanent—subjects tend to respond by
recasting restrictions in a positive light and by minimizing the importance of
the freedoms being limited. Reactance, conversely, is more prevalent in cir-
cumstances of uncertainty or in the presence of a perceived chance that the
restrictions will not come into force. This finding is consistent with system
justification theory, which predicts that a future outcome will be valued more
positively as it becomes more likely (Jost, Banaji, and Nozek 2004: 889), as
well as with social identity theory, which predicts that challenges to the status
quo will increase with its perceived instability and the readiness with which
members of subordinate groups can imagine “cognitive alternatives” (Tajfel
and Turner 1986: 22). A similar reasoning also appears in Thaler’s (2015: 131—
36) discussion of measures that change a transaction’s established “terms
of trade” which are said to engender the perception of a loss by violating
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the standard of “fair treatment” that people feel entitled to receive based on
experience. As in the case of restrictions to personal freedom, Thaler (136)
pointed to the inescapability of the measures (i.e., their wide adoption by
the competition) as the key to whether consumers punish firms for practices
deemed “unfair”

The result in question, however, is somewhat more difficult to square
with the experimental findings cited by Scott (1990: 109) in support of the
idea that a subordinate’s original act of compliance produces attitudes sus-
taining further compliance “if, and only if, that compliance is perceived [by
the agent] as freely chosen—as voluntary” Consistent with the emphasis that
scholars of cognitive dissonance have placed on the element of choice that
must be present for hypocritical or counter-attitudinal behavior to impel the
adjustment of underlying attitudes (Cooper 2007: 34—35; see also Cialdini
2009: 80), Scott (1990: 110) argues that “the greater the force majeure com-
pelling the performance, the less the subordinate considers it representative
of his ‘true self” But while it is to be expected that an “absolute restriction”
would fail to engender rationalization if the penalties attached to noncompli-
ance (or the rewards attached to compliance) are heavy enough, experimental
studies of cognitive dissonance suggest that the illusion of choice is generally
preserved even when compliance is “induced” through a great deal of social
pressure (Harmon-Jones 2000: 191). In view of the fact that maintaining a
sense of control is such a basic human need (Baumeister 2005: 93—103), it
is not surprising that people—absent a compelling reason to deny responsi-
bility for their actions (Cooper 2007: 76—77)—would cling to the belief that
they are in control of their own behavior, at least to the extent that they are
able to concoct a reasonable justification for the motivated belief. Proponents
of the theory, moreover, expect the intensity of reactance to be lowest when
the restoration of a restricted freedom is perceived as next to impossible—
per Miron and Brehm (2006: 6), “just as a goal must lose the positive affect
attached to it when it becomes impossible to achieve, so the motivation to
recover freedom must disappear when the freedom is no longer viable”

Laurin, Kay, and Fitzsimons (2012: 209) also qualify their findings by cau-
tioning that “some restrictions, even when absolute, might be too sudden or
abhorrent to elicit rationalization” In practice, the tendency of institutions
to be, as “sociological institutionalist” scholars describe them, “isomorphic’
with (i.e., compatible with, resembling, and similar in logic to) existing ones”
(Thelen 1999: 386) should render the adoption of measures of this sort rela-
tively infrequent, if not altogether unimaginable, in periods of “normal” pol-
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itics (see also North 1990: 89). In these situations, the rationalization of par-
ticular outcomes or measures—including those with aversive consequences
for the persons in question—has been found to hinge in part on “legitimacy
appraisals” that are sensitive to “contextual cues that convey information
about distributive and procedural justice” (Major and Schmader 2001: 182;
see also Feygina and Tyler 2009; Levi 1997: 23—24; Tyler 2006), as well as cues
that give people “even a minor, or illusory, sense that they have some control
over, or voice in, their outcomes” (Major and Schmader 2001: 184).

Of course, such cues are unlikely to feature in the relations of power exam-
ined by Scott (1990), where subordinates are denied the most basic rights and
live in fear of the humiliation and violence routinely meted out by superiors.
In today’s world, however, it is rare for political leaders utterly to neglect fos-
tering the impression that their decision-making process is fair, inclusive, and
inspired by the desire to improve the lives of those subject to their authority,
however coercive or discriminatory the system of government over which
they preside. Nationalist ideologies—especially those resulting from “an
anticipatory strategy adopted by dominant groups which are threatened with
marginalization or exclusion from an emerging nationally-imagined com-
munity” (Anderson [1983] 1991: 101)—often serve to convey precisely that
impression, whether or not “the nation” is formally conceived as a “deep, hor-
izontal comradeship” of equal citizens (15). The widespread tendency of dic-
tators to adopt “nominally democratic institutions,” too, conceivably reflects
an attempt to bolster the perceived fairness of their decisions, in addition
to their need to establish “forums” in which meaningful compromises with
potential challengers are routinely hammered out (Gandhi 2008). Indeed, the
younger Anderson (1976: 27—29) suggests that democratic institutions serve
essentially the same purpose in the legitimation of the Western “bourgeois
State” as well.

On that basis, the likelihood that a citizen will comply with and accept the
legitimacy of an institution or set of institutions should conceivably increase
with (i) the citizen’s perception of the legitimacy of the process that ushered
in the institution’s adoption, influenced by considerations of procedural and
distributive justice, from which the actor may derive a moral obligation to
comply with the institution in question; and (ii) the citizen’s perception of
the legitimacy of the system as a whole, from which the actor may derive a
moral obligation more generally to heed the decisions made by an authority
deemed “entitled to determine appropriate behavior within a given situation
or situations” (Tyler 2010: 34; see also Tyler 1990: 24—25). Having said that,
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however, it is worth keeping in mind that, in practice, causation may often
flow in the opposite direction. For one thing, assessments of the legitimacy of
the process that led to an institution’s adoption, and perhaps to a lesser extent
of the system as a whole, can be a consequence, as opposed to the cause, of
one’s decision to comply. More specifically, just as the need to concoct a prin-
cipled justification for otherwise motivated acts of compliance often colors
an actor’s assessments of an institution’s legitimacy, it is quite possible that
self-justification will also drive his or her assessment of the legitimacy of the
system as well as the process in which the institution originates. Similarly, to
the extent that an actor is motivated by “system justification,” appraisals of
the legitimacy of the system—and the legitimacy of the process that ushered
in an institution’s adoption—are not so much “causes” contributing to his or
her subsequent assessment of the institution’s legitimacy as much as they are
by-products of the same motivational process that causes the actor to seek
out evidence of the institution’s legitimacy.

Identity, Social Structure, and the Dynamics of Legitimation

Once again, while an institution’s “isomorphism” with a society’s existing
assortment of formal rules and “informal constraints” (North 1990: chap. 5)
should reduce the likelihood that it will be perceived as too “abhorrent” to be
obeyed and rationalized, individual responses may be expected to vary with
the institution’s perceived significance to—and anticipated effect on—the
social groups with which the persons in question identify. This expectation
is at the core of what Simon and Oakes (2006: 112) have called an “identity
model of power;” which emphasizes “the relative salience of shared and dif-
ferentiating identities” as the key determinant of the balance observed in a
given power relation between elements of “consensus” (and influence) and
elements of “conflict” (and coercion).

Certainly, the fact that institutions generally represent “political legacies
of concrete historical struggles” (Mahoney and Thelen 2010: 7) or “contingent
outcomes of conflicts” (Przeworski 1988) introduces the possibility that sizable
constituencies, insofar as they were not comprehensively defeated or elimi-
nated, might “abhor” institutional arrangements imposed at the conclusion of
previous rounds of struggle, especially if the arrangements in question work
effectively to relegate “losers” to a position of enduring inferiority or systematic
disadvantage. As Thelen (2004: 32) pointed out, it is not always safe to assume
that “losers” will simply reconcile themselves to the institutions imposed by
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(and for) “winners” and adjust their behavior accordingly, so as themselves to
contribute to the institutions’ reproduction. On the contrary, as part of the
ongoing “struggle over the form that these institutions should take and the
functions they should perform” (32), “losers” can often be expected to respond
with more or less overt, sustained efforts to subvert the rules, interfere with
their enforcement, undermine the coalition supporting the status quo, and
engage in a host of other actions aiming to displace, modify, or otherwise pre-
vent the institutions they oppose from working as intended (Mahoney and
Thelen 2010). In turn, the determination to avert such a backlash is the rea-
son why, as Tang (2011: 36) has proposed, superordinate groups might seek
to “co-opt” or “bargain with” some or all of the mobilized groups on the “los-
ing side”—or at any rate boost their members’ perception of the procedural
and distributive justice of the proceedings—by involving their representatives
in the design of institutions or by ensuring that the new rules feature well-
advertised concessions to their interests or demands.

In any event, given the propensity of individuals to assess the “subjective
validity” of their attitudes and behavior by looking to other members of the
social groups with which they identify (Turner 1991)—as Tyler (1990: 24) has
put it, “Individuals look to their social groups for information about appro-
priate conduct”—whether or not one’s social group conforms, in the main,
to a behavioral model prescribed by a certain institutional arrangement can
have a powerful influence on those who are contemplating resistance or have
not committed themselves either way. When the group as a whole appears
willingly to comply, these individuals may be brought along to the extent
that they are motivated by the desire to fit in, according to the logic outlined
above. Conversely, those contemplating resistance may draw greater cour-
age to disobey upon observing significant noncompliance within their own
social groups, as did the subjects of Solomon Asch’s experiments who were
provided a “partner” who disagreed with the consensus judgment expressed
by the remainder of the study’s confederates. In this scenario, moreover, indi-
viduals inclined toward obedience may themselves be successfully pressured
to exhibit noncompliance, sometimes on pains of social ostracism and per-
haps even physical coercion (Scott 1990: 27, 129—31; see also Tyler 1990: 23—
24). The presence of significant opposition—an exaggerated perception of
which may be favored by the prevalence of noncompliance among a person’s
associates (Granovetter 1978: 1429)—can also undermine the apparent “abso-
luteness” of an institutional arrangement, thereby depriving it of the air of
inevitability that tends to favor its rationalization.
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This reasoning suggests that self-reinforcing, increasing legitimation
sequences of institutional reproduction are most likely to be set in motion
in situations where opposition to a certain institutional arrangement on the
grounds of “appropriateness” does not overlap with mobilized, politically
salient social identities shared by a sizable portion of the population. This
could happen as a result of either (i) an institution’s intergroup appeal, which
should increase with the extent to which meaningful concessions are made
to the interests, aspirations, and values of mobilized social groups; or (ii) the
absence of large, organized social groups whose members espouse beliefs
concerning appropriateness that are starkly at variance with those enshrined
in the institutional arrangement in question, given the intellectual “hege-
mony” of the dominant group, the purchase of shared “higher-level [e.g.,
national] identities” (Simon and Oakes 2006), or the multidimensionality of
most citizens’ politically salient lower-level identities, which has been found
to temper the extremism generally associated with the mobilization of sub-
national, ethnic allegiances (Chandra 2005). Chandra (2005) has shown that
even the most deeply divided societies can defuse the potential for ethnic
extremism if the rules of the game incentivize the politicization and mobi-
lization of multiple aspects of citizens’ lower-level identities, citing India as
the prime example.

In turn, the “rapidity and decisiveness” with which the dynamics of legit-
imation, once triggered, contribute to an institution’s reproduction should
be greatest in the presence of a social structure that combines a modicum
of cohesion at the societal level—based on an overarching set of ideas and/
or a national identity shared by the members of most mobilized social
constituencies—with low levels of social “fragmentation” As Granovetter
(1973) has shown, social structures characterized by the presence of multi-
ple, internally cohesive identity groups that are effectively walled off from
the influence of others limit the reach of the “diffusion processes” such as
those that drive the reproduction of institutions in a legitimation frame-
work. By requiring that increasing legitimation processes contributing to the
entrenchment of institutions be set in motion, separately, within each group,
high levels of fragmentation may be expected to slow down the process of
institutional reproduction, even when none of the groups involved holds
beliefs that are incompatible with the institutional arrangement in question.
Then again, more recent scholarship has shown that the diffusion of behav-
iors whose contagion is “complex” (i.e., “costly, risky, or involv[ing] some
degree of complementarity” [Centola 2018: 7]) cannot rely on what Gra-
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novetter (1973) referred to as “the strength of weak ties” When “innovative
behaviors” can only spread through repeated interactions and “contact with
multiple adopters,” their diffusion benefits from the presence of “closely knit,
densely overlapping networks” (Centola 2018: 2, 6—9)—hence the reference
made here to “a modicum of cohesion at the societal level”

Conversely, self-reinforcing sequences of institutional reproduction based
on the logic of legitimation should be least likely to be triggered in contexts
where beliefs in the inappropriateness of certain institutional arrangements
are somehow bound up with mobilized, politically salient lower-level social
identities, especially if (i) the groups in question are cohesive and the rela-
tive social identities occupy much of their members’ “cognitive landscapes”
(Taylor 2006: 40—41) and (ii) the beliefs in question are strongly held, in the
sense that they have been reinforced repeatedly and are central to the net-
work of ideas that defines a group’s worldview (127—29). Generally speaking,
the stronger the identification with a group—and, therefore, the greater the
significance of group membership to an individual’s sense of self—the greater
the propensity of its members to blur the distinction between self- and group
interest and therefore the greater their willingness to act in accordance with
group norms as well as to exhibit the behavioral tendencies associated with
“parochial altruism” (Choi and Bowles 2007: 636).

In these situations, insofar as the social groups opposing the new sta-
tus quo cannot muster the strength and resources to fight back openly, the
institution’s reproduction may nonetheless be undermined by scarce (or low-
quality) cooperation. As Scott (1985: xvii) pointed out, subordinates can make
“utter shambles” of an institution by resorting to “everyday forms of resis-
tance” masked by the public appearance of compliance, deference, and obe-
dience. Given the risks involved in enforcing compliance through coercion
alone, widespread noncompliance can also lead to nonenforcement (Levitsky
and Murillo 2009: 121—22), which consigns an institution to a position of
irrelevance or chronic instability. Insofar as the social groups opposing the
new status quo can muster the strength and resources to fight back openly,
however, the adoption of the institution could lead to organized reactions
against it. Such reactions may lead to the restoration of the status quo ante.
Or, if the groups supporting and opposing the institutional arrangement are
more or less evenly matched, the initial reaction may set in motion temporal
sequences other than those said to account for an institutional arrangement’s
reproduction. Whether such alternative developmental sequences take the
form of a “balancing process” (Page 2006: 99—100), a “cyclical process” (Ben-
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nett and Elman 2006: 258-59), or a “reactive sequence” (Mahoney 2000:
526—27) is largely a function of the interaction observed in a particular con-
text between the logics of legitimation and power, a synthesis of which is
pursued in the next section.

Synthesizing the Logics of Power and Legitimation

For all its emphasis on the importance of ideas as “fundamental causes,” this
chapter’s analysis of institutional reproduction in a “legitimation framework”
has already highlighted just how untenable it is to theorize the dynamics of
legitimation separately from the dynamics of power—that is, without mak-
ing reference to the modulating effect that the distribution and the exercise
of power have on the way the dynamics of legitimation affect outcomes of
interest. The strained, artificial character of the separation between the logic
of legitimation and the logic of power became all too apparent at the end of
the last section, where it proved impossible to develop the most basic expec-
tations about the competition between groups espousing different beliefs
regarding appropriateness without referencing the way in which such groups
are matched in terms of their “relations of power’”

So closely intertwined are the logics of legitimation and power that some
scholars do away with the distinction altogether. A case in point is the effort
recently made by Pierson (2015) to clarify the logic of increasing returns to
power by exploring the precise mechanisms by which “power begets power”
In that context, Pierson (2015: 127) treats legitimacy as one of the dimen-
sions of power. Accordingly, one of the key mechanisms accounting for the
self-reinforcing nature of asymmetries of power is rooted in the possibility
that the “winners” of previous rounds of struggle will seek to capitalize on
an initial advantage earned over their rivals by manipulating “cultural insti-
tutions” so as to “alter discourse” in their favor. Echoing Schattschneider’s
([1960] 1988: 66) contention that “the definition of alternatives is the supreme
instrument of power;,” Pierson (2015: 127, 137—38) explains that the attempt to
“alter discourse” entails the dissemination and inculcation of certain “views
regarding what is desirable or possible,” the suppression and marginalization
of opposing viewpoints, and the imposition of boundaries delimiting the
range of legally permissible or socially acceptable debate.

Pierson’s (2015) discussion of the mechanisms accounting for the self-
reinforcement of asymmetries of power provides an ideal basis upon which
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to assemble an integrated account of processes of institutional reproduc-
tion driven by the interaction between the dynamics of legitimation and the
dynamics of power. Having already examined the process’s reliance on the
tendency of “legitimation to beget legitimation,” while also stipulating its reli-
ance on the tendency of “power to beget power,” this section explores the
manner in which self-reinforcing sequences of institutional reproduction
also benefit from the tendency of “legitimation to beget power” as well as
the tendency of “power to beget legitimation” Equally important, this section
specifies alternative developmental sequences to which the logics of legitima-
tion and power may give rise when their interaction does not follow a pattern
of mutual reinforcement.

Power and Legitimation: The Logic of Mutual Reinforcement

The mutual reinforcement between the dynamics of power and legitimation
may be said to operate according to the following logic. Consistent with Pier-
son’s (2015) account, power typically involves the control of “resource stocks”
and “resource flows” that an advantaged group can parlay into even greater
power. One of the principal ways in which the group in question might go
about doing so is by investing resources in the legitimacy of its privileged
status as well as the legitimacy of the institutions responsible for regulat-
ing behavior in ways that perpetuate existing social hierarchies. On the one
hand, as Pierson pointed out, advantaged groups can direct their efforts
toward “foster[ing] beliefs in others (about what is desirable or possible)
that serve the interests of the powerful” (127). More generally, the ideologi-
cal work undertaken by superordinate groups may intervene on preferences
(e.g., making conformity into a value in and of itself), beliefs (convincing
subordinate groups of the justice or appropriateness of the status quo), or
identities (reconfiguring the identities of subordinate groups, binding them
more closely to the dominant ones). On the other hand, this chapter’s speci-
fication of the dynamics of legitimation suggests that advantaged groups can
most effectively boost the legitimacy of an institution or system of institu-
tions by investing available resources into securing the public’s compliance.
In so doing, aside from reaping what benefits may flow from an institution’s
“power-distributional” aspects, advantaged groups can solidify their position,
or entrench a cherished institution, by relying on the public’s tendency to
rationalize acts of compliance and to revise their underlying preferences and
beliefs, at least insofar as the measures taken to maximize compliance are not
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so conspicuous as to dispel the impression (or the illusion) that compliance
was meaningfully “chosen”

Based on the reasoning articulated in the previous section, the success of
efforts made to shape the public’s preferences and beliefs hinges on whether
the rejection of the existing arrangements of power, or the rejection of an
existing institution, is already central to the social identities of disadvantaged
or subordinate groups, rendering them more resistant to official attempts
to reshape their worldviews. Certainly, it is not entirely unprecedented for
groups brought in line through coercion or material inducements eventually
to support arrangements of power they previously deemed unacceptable. As
Max Weber pointed out, “It is very common for minorities, by force or by
use of more ruthless and far-sighted methods, to impose an order which in
the course of time comes to be regarded as legitimate by those who originally
resisted it” ([1922] 1978: 37). In turn, that may or may not have something
to do with Tocqueville’s proposition that “there is no more inveterate habit
of man than to recognize superior wisdom in his oppressor” (cited in Elster
2007: 373), which Scott (1990) vigorously disputes. Even so, the available evi-
dence lends credence to the idea that subordinate groups should most read-
ily embrace an institution’s legitimacy when (i) preexisting values, beliefs,
and identities present no particular obstacle and (ii) compliance is obtained
through means subtle enough not to disrupt the self-justification process that
tends to produce a favorable reappraisal of the institution’s appropriateness.

At any rate, when an advantaged group successfully manages, through
the application of power, to bolster the legitimacy of an institution or system
of institutions, it not only sets in motion the increasing legitimation pro-
cesses that drive self-reinforcing sequences of institutional reproduction but
also conceivably boosts its own power. If, as Pierson (2015) explains it, what
generates power for an advantaged group is the transfer of “resource stocks”
and the redirection of “resource flows” in its favor, increased legitimacy con-
tributes to both by freeing up the resources otherwise required to monitor
the public’s behavior, incentivize obedience, and punish noncompliance. As
a result, just as the application of power helps trigger increasing legitima-
tion processes, increased legitimacy might help set in motion mechanisms
of institutional reproduction driven by the dynamics of power, as the addi-
tional resources it makes available for advantaged groups can be invested in
the pursuit of policies that further expand existing asymmetries of power.
Far from being limited to the triggering phase, the mutual reinforcement
between the dynamics of power and legitimation may actually intensify fur-
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ther downstream, especially if the growing entrenchment of a superordinate
group and its institutions eventually activates the cognitive and behavioral
tendencies associated with “system justification,” which should in their turn
enhance the “decisiveness” with which sequences of institutional reproduc-
tion lead to the entrenchment of the institutional arrangement(s) in question.

On the whole, the triggering of sequences of institutional reproduction
driven by the mutual reinforcement between the dynamics of power and
legitimation is easily the best-case scenario for a newly minted institution or
system of institutions. Once again, however, in recognition of the fact that
this outcome is far from guaranteed, it becomes necessary to identify the
sorts of conditions in which mutual reinforcement is more or less likely to
be activated, as well as to specify alternative developmental sequences where
the interaction between the logics of power and legitimation takes a different
form. Perhaps the most obvious alternative is a scenario in which the two
logics work in a mutually exhausting, as opposed to a mutually reinforcing,
fashion. Based on the considerations made above, this dynamic could be set
in motion when an advantaged group’s attempts directly to shape the public’s
preferences and beliefs, or to enforce compliance, are resented by subordi-
nate groups as an undue imposition, damaging the legitimacy of an institu-
tion or set of institutions, thereby rendering the enforcement of compliance
ever more reliant on conspicuous, expensive measures that threaten further
to deplete an advantaged group’s legitimacy as well as its power.

Once again, the likelihood that the dynamics of power and legitimation
will work in a mutually exhausting fashion should be highest where the rejec-
tion of existing arrangements of power is already central to the social identi-
ties of subordinate groups. In these circumstances, political authorities may
consider applying levels of physical coercion extreme enough to beat sub-
ordinate groups into complete submission, in the hope that this will afford
them the time and space required to reshape their values, beliefs, and iden-
tities. Quite aside from the difficulty of doing so, which is all the greater in
circumstances where subordinate groups exhibit high levels of awareness and
involvement in politics, repression is only sustainable insofar as it is justifi-
able to the constituencies upon which the stability of the status quo is predi-
cated based on their beliefs regarding what constitutes an appropriate use of
power—or, failing that, based on their perception of a threat serious enough
to warrant something of a “state of exception” (Agamben 2005). Rather than
risk doing damage to the entire relation of power, advantaged groups may in
practice find it prudent either to scrap or to scale back their enforcement of
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institutions that are met with an effective resistance campaign supported by
groups that are too large or too powerful to be ignored.

Power, Legitimation, and the Road to Instability

Between the extremes represented by mutually reinforcing and mutually
exhausting interactions between the dynamics of power and legitimation, it
is possible to identify an array of intermediate developmental trajectories.
One internally varied set of alternatives falls under the heading of “dynamic
stability” In these situations, though the selection of an institution fails to
trigger mechanisms of reproduction “quickly” or “decisively” enough to pre-
empt an organized reaction, the arrangement’s proponents enjoy enough of
an advantage over their rivals to beat back successive challenges, through
measures that potentially include legal or physical repression, a public rela-
tions offensive, the expansion of support coalitions, and/or adjustments to
the institution that successfully neutralize the source of the arrangement’s
vulnerability. Depending on a variety of factors and contingencies related to
the effects of both choice and chance, such measures could succeed in plac-
ing an institution on a path toward greater stability or could simply inaugu-
rate a new round of conflict. It is also quite conceivable that an institution
might generate self-reinforcement, perhaps not quickly enough to discourage
all challenges from the start but still decisively enough to reduce gradually the
severity of challenges over time.

Another category of “intermediate” outcomes features situations charac-
terized by a varying degree of instability. Each of the three sequences identi-
fied in Bennett and Elman (2006) as alternatives to self-reinforcing sequences
marked by increasing returns is set in motion when the reaction to an initial
event—like the introduction of an institution—is vigorous enough to yield a
different outcome, but not decisive enough to prevent a successful counter-
reaction that leads to another iteration of the “reaction and counterreaction”
cycle. As suggested above, the situations that fit this general pattern require
a rough balance of forces between the opposing sides, whether the coalitions
supporting alternative arrangements are stable or whether they change with
every iteration of the process. In each case, continued instability is also con-
ceivably accounted for, in part, by the nature of the institutional arrangement
being fought over—specifically, the inability of an institution to alter the bal-
ance of forces by conferring upon one coalition or another a decisive enough
advantage to trigger increasing returns processes. Beyond these common
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characteristics, however, the three following sequences describe different
developmental trajectories, the triggering of which conceivably reflects the
influence of structural as well as contingent factors.

By far the simplest of such sequences is referred to in Bennett and Elman
(2006) as a “cyclical process” There, “successes by one constituency,” such
as the establishment of a favored institution, “result in the mustering of
greater political forces by the other” (Page 2006: 99), and vice versa, usher-
ing in the “cycling between two (or more) alternatives” (Bennett and Elman
2006: 258). Designating the alternatives favored by each constituency “A”
and “B,” therefore, cyclical processes are diagrammed as A—»B—A—B—A.
(Following this notation, self-reinforcing sequences would be diagrammed
as A>A—A—A—A.) Ferrara’s (2015: 34) work on Thailand’s political devel-
opment shows that the country’s history of regime instability instantiates a
sequence of this kind, as “each success scored by the forces of electoralism
and majoritarianism” in the past century “has prompted those opposed to
muster greater political strength, and vice versa, leading to the cycling of
alternative regime types’

Aside from reflecting a rough balance of forces, as well as social divisions
deep enough to prevent support for each institutional arrangement to spread
widely enough to prevail over its alternative(s), cyclical processes conceivably
require a degree of ideological polarization, wherein different groups have
roughly equally intense preferences for different sets of institutions. So, while
the committed following of their partisans accounts for the staying power
of both institutional arrangements over successive iterations of the process,
none of the alternatives in question successfully triggers mechanisms of
institutional reproduction rooted in the dynamics of power or the dynam-
ics of legitimation. On the one hand, neither set of rules, once established,
carries significant enough power-distributional benefits—following Pierson
(2015), neither causes significant enough transfers of “resource stocks” or
“resource flows”—to trigger increasing returns to power. On the other hand,
deep social divisions may prevent the establishment of one set of institutions
from triggering, outside the confines of the groups already supporting it, the
psychological reactions that drive increasing legitimation processes. On the
contrary, each alternative may be plagued by “negative feedback” Aside from
invigorating the opposition, the establishment of an institutional arrange-
ment may diminish the support it enjoys among more moderate nonparti-
sans as well, whose reluctance to defend each set of alternatives may be fueled
by fears of moving too far in one direction or another. Indeed, if they exist at
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all, moderate constituencies in these cases are likely not numerous, powerful,
unified, and/or committed enough to impose a stable middle-ground solu-
tion but are rather cross-pressured into periodically shifting sides.

A different, albeit related, type of sequence is what Page (2006) and
Bennett and Elman (2006) refer to as a “balancing process” In this case, the
reaction to an institution and the subsequent counterreaction do not set off
the cycling between the same two alternatives (say, “A” and “B”) but rather
trigger a process in which one institution (“A”) is a recurrent equilibrium,
whose restoration is met with a reaction that leads to the establishment of
a different alternative (“B,” “C;” and so on) each time. In a balancing process
(diagrammed as A — B — A — C — A), the initial success of the reaction
to the recurrent equilibrium is said to be accounted by a period of increasing
returns, after which negative feedback kicks in, ushering in the restoration of
the recurrent equilibrium. Once again, a sequence of this kind would seem to
require social divisions that limit the effect of social influence and conform-
ism, as well as the inability of any of the alternative institutional arrangements
to provide its supporters with a decisive enough advantage in terms of power.
As in a cyclical process, moreover, moderates lack the capacity to impose a
middle-ground solution.

Whereas balancing processes also require a rough overall balance of
forces between the groups siding with the reaction or the counterreaction,
however, what might explain the asymmetry in the staying power of the
recurrent equilibrium and its alternatives is an imbalance in the organiza-
tional capacity of the opposing sides or in the intensity of their preferences.
On the one hand, the fact that the reaction to the recurrent equilibrium ral-
lies around different alternatives each time suggests that the groups involved
are ideologically flexible enough to form different coalitions and/or strate-
gically to endorse different alternatives to mobilize support. Indeed, to the
extent that balancing processes may feature fluid as well as stable coalitional
alignments, the scenario in question would seem to require the presence of
groups available to join the reaction at one time and join the restoration of the
recurrent equilibrium at another time, depending on whether the alternative
that the reaction rallies around is judged better or worse given the groups’
interests or preferences. Even so, the initial period of increasing returns
accounting for the success of the reaction early on likely reflects the advan-
tage that challengers may temporarily enjoy thanks to their greater cohesion
and their more intense motivation to replace the recurrent equilibrium, rel-
ative to the opposing side. On the other hand, that the recurrent equilibrium
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is both chronically vulnerable and remarkably resilient to repeated iterations
of the process points to the fact that its proponents, though powerful enough
invariably to restore the recurrent equilibrium, are not sufficiently cohesive
and ideologically committed to take the measures required to forestall pre-
dictable future challenges. As a result, they only act upon being confronted
with the success of their opponents’ reaction.

In these cases, the difference in the two alignments’ cohesiveness may be
explained by the possibility that while the recurrent equilibrium advances
neither the interests nor the vision of its proponents in a particularly strong
way, its proponents fear the workings of the arrangements supported by the
opposition, the adverse consequences of which must nonetheless manifest
themselves before they can spawn a counterreaction. The fact that the coun-
terreaction always rallies around the restoration of the status quo ante, as
opposed to the pursuit of a new alternative, is likely less a reflection of the
ideological commitment to the recurrent equilibrium than it is a reflection of
the breadth of interests and visions exhibited by the groups available to sup-
port the counterreaction, whose superior combined strength has the down-
side of making it impossible for them to agree on much other than the idea
that they were doing better before. Bennett and Elman (2006: 258) cited “the
persistence of the anarchic Westphalian state system” as an example of a bal-
ancing process in which “the state system is sustained by reactions against it”

The last of the three sequences identified by Bennett and Elman (2006)
as alternatives to self-reinforcing processes is based on the concept of “reac-
tive sequences,” defined by Mahoney (2000: 526) as “chains of temporally
ordered and causally connected events,” where “each event in the sequence is
both a reaction to antecedent events and a cause of subsequent events” Reac-
tive sequences differ from any old “sequence of causally connected events”
because they possess “an inherent logic in which one event naturally leads
to another” (532). Unlike balancing or cyclical processes, moreover, reactive
sequences do not feature one or more recurrent equilibria; instead, the “chain
of tightly linked reactions and counter-reactions” (527) constantly moves the
system in new directions. Consequently, reactive sequences may be dia-
grammed as A — B — C — D — E. While there is no self-reinforcement,
early events are still crucial because “a small change in one of these events
can accumulate over time and make a great deal of difference by the end of
the sequence” (526).

That such “inherent logics” can vary a great deal complicates the iden-
tification of a precise set of conditions that cause an institution’s entry into
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force to set in motion a reactive sequence. Even so, it is worth addressing
two scenarios conducive to the triggering of reactive sequences character-
ized by different logics. The first is a situation in which the combination of
deep social divisions and a rough balance of forces between large, competing
groups prevents any of the institutional arrangements established along the
way from achieving a modicum of stability. As in the sequences described
above, the introduction of an institution favored by a group or coalition
causes the intensification of the opposition to it, which succeeds in toppling
and replacing the institution in question, only to cause a successful coun-
terreaction, thereby setting the stage for another iteration of the cycle. In
this case, moreover, both sides’ lack of ideological commitment to a specific
institution gives them the flexibility to experiment with different institutional
arrangements and coalitional alignments to edge out the competition. The
sequence, therefore, follows a logic of mutual adaptation, in which the adop-
tion of a set of institutions “naturally” leads to another because it prompts the
other side to intensify its mobilization and respond with institutional inno-
vations of its own.

Another scenario that might give rise to a reactive sequence is charac-
terized by high levels of social fragmentation, reflecting a society divided
into multiple, relatively small but highly cohesive social groups that are fairly
immune to the influence of others. In the absence of high levels of polariza-
tion, fragmentation leads to fluid coalitions that are constantly vulnerable to
the defection of groups the other side can “poach” simply by offering a better
deal. In this case, therefore, groups excluded from the initial winning coali-
tion approach one of the groups supporting the existing set of rules, offering
to replace the status quo with a new institutional arrangement that does more
to further the group’s interests or vision, only for their coalition and favored
institution subsequently to succumb to the other side’s counterreaction. The
cycle of defections causes the prevailing institutional arrangements to change
constantly, depending on the ever-shifting composition of minimum winning
coalitions and based primarily on the interests/preferences of the groups that
most recently switched sides.

While each of the three sequences discussed in Bennett and Elman
(2006) is characterized by the failure of successive institutional arrangements
to set in motion self-reinforcing mechanisms of reproduction, it should be
pointed out that instability can itself be self-reinforcing, giving rise to some-
thing akin to the “institutional instability trap” (Helmke 2010; Levitsky and
Murillo 2009: 123). The tendency of instability to beget instability has been
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highlighted in studies of regime instability in Latin America (Przeworski
2009) and elsewhere (Ferrara 2015), which have found that reversals from
democracy to dictatorship by way of military coup heighten the instability of
future democratic regimes, established upon the generals’ return to the bar-
racks. The phenomenon is rooted in the dynamics of power, as each reversal
weakens pro-democracy forces and discourages investments in organizations
and institutions that might otherwise increase the “quality” of democracy—
thereby keeping the costs of toppling democratically elected governments
low—as well as the logic of legitimation, as reversals to authoritarianism
devalue constitutional rules and procedures, create a habituation to solving
problems through extra-constitutional means, and compromise the support
for democracy by making successive democratic regimes weak, inefficient,
and constantly preoccupied with keeping existential threats at bay.

Similar dynamics can also conceivably provide cyclical processes, balanc-
ing processes, and reactive sequences with an element of self-reinforcement,
the main consequence of which should be that establishing stable institu-
tions becomes more difficult with each iteration of the cycle of reaction and
counterreaction. In all three cases, overcoming instability requires the estab-
lishment of institutional arrangements capable of triggering mechanisms of
reproduction that place the process on a different track. The deeper a set of
institutions has traveled along a path of instability, however, it is reasonable
to expect that changing course will require increasingly radical shifts in the
organizational capacity, the incentive structure, and/or the preferences of the
actors and groups involved, whether such changes are brought about by an
“exogenous shock” or by cumulative, endogenous processes whose effect is
negligible until a certain “threshold” or “tipping point” is reached (Pierson
2004: 82—86).

The Development of Institutions and the Issue of Enforcement

As a final note, it may be worth pointing out that the failure of an institu-
tion to trigger its own self-reinforcement may have as much to do with an
organized challenge—the manifestation of which inaugurated each of the
three sequences discussed above—as it does with the failure to enforce its
provisions. As Levitsky and Murillo (2009) have noted, accounts of insti-
tutional reproduction in a path-dependent framework typically assume that
institutions, once established, are actually enforced. Enforcement, in turn, is
crucial to the emergence of the set of shared behavioral expectations required
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for institutions to structure social interactions. In practice, the assumption
limits the applicability of theories of institutional development to a subset of
wealthy countries governed by the “rule of law;” where institutions more or
less work as intended. In the rest of the world, conversely, a variety of rea-
sons potentially account for the tendency of “parchment rules” (Carey 2000)
to exist solely on paper. Institutions may be intentionally designed as “win-
dow dressing” in an attempt to bolster the domestic and international image
of power holders who have no intention actually to submit to the rules in
question. Alternatively, the failure to enforce the rules may be unintentional,
reflecting either the lack of state capacity or, perhaps more commonly, the
inability of actors vested with the formal authority to make the rules actually
to enforce the compliance of privileged constituencies whose “real” (if extra-
constitutional, unaccountable) power is leveraged to “evade laws or policies
that allow disadvantaged groups to translate their political rights into claims
for greater substantive equality” (Levitsky and Murillo 2009: 122, 120—22).

The prevalence of widely shared expectations that formal institutions will
not be enforced, or may not remain in force for long, should undermine the
capacity of newly established institutions to harness the dynamics of power
and the dynamics of legitimation in their reproduction. Institutions that go
unenforced are of no use in triggering increasing returns to power, for they
confer no advantage that can be converted into greater power. Nor are they
of any use in triggering increasing legitimation processes, as their likely fail-
ure to be met with high enough levels of compliance—or, at any rate, their
perceived “non-absoluteness”—should prevent them from giving rise to pref-
erences that reinforce the perceived appropriateness of the arrangement.
Indeed, the mere expectation that an institution will not be enforced may be
self-fulfilling, as the widespread noncompliance likely to result from it could
render the enforcement of an institution too costly to be attempted in the
first place.

For these reasons, societies where certain kinds of institutions have his-
torically not been enforced should be expected to make it all the more difficult
for newly adopted institutional arrangements ever to set in motion sequences
of institutional reproduction. When the main obstacle is represented by the
existence of groups whose “real,” extra-constitutional authority or power
exempts them from having to play by the rules, the stability of a country’s
basic institutional architecture is predicated on weakening the hold exercised
by such groups. Incidentally, this consideration is at the heart of Tilly’s (2007)
argument that democracy can only take hold once “autonomous centers of
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power” are disbanded and government policies are effectively decoupled, in
theory as well as in practice, from a society’s prevailing “categorical inequal-
ities” Even when no such groups are present, however, the expectation that
institutions will not be enforced significantly complicates matters, for it ren-
ders the measures required to generate high levels of compliance necessarily
more conspicuous and, therefore, more likely to invite a backlash. As Levitsky
and Murillo (2009: 119) have argued, institutions that are not enforced may
very well endure—indeed, they may endure precisely because they are not
enforced. Even so, such institutions cannot be deemed to be meaningfully
“stable,” for the demise of something that exists only on paper is likely to
necessitate nothing more than the stroke of a pen.

Institutional Reproduction: The Theory and Its Implications

Historical institutionalism first arrived on the scene of the study of political
institutions in order to answer the “two fundamental questions” that North
(1990: 92) asked with primary reference to economic institutions: “What
determines the divergent patterns of evolution of societies, polities, or econ-
omies over time? And how do we account for the survival of economies”—as
well as sociopolitical orders and regimes—“with persistently poor perfor-
mance over long periods of time?” The mere fact that it raised such questions
spoke to the distinctiveness of the approach, whose interest in divergence
and persistence (the latter made problematic by patent inefficiency) marked
a departure from traditions of inquiry that, for one reason or another, had
predicted the convergence of social, political, and economic arrangements,
as well as their tendency to exhibit growing efficiency over time, generally as
a result of competition and learning.

The nature of the explanations that historical institutionalists provided
for divergence and persistence further differentiated the approach from the
existing alternatives. The parsimony of the explanation, as well as its capac-
ity to make sense of the most disparate outcomes and phenomena, not only
earned historical institutionalism a relatively large following but also assisted
in the projection of the approach’s influence beyond its adherents, as schol-
ars in other camps were compelled to account for path dependence in their
traditions’ own terms, retrofitting their research programs so as to turn what
they had not anticipated into something to be expected as a matter of course.
Characteristically, leading historical institutionalists were eager to move on
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from the issues of divergence and persistence long before their audience
was, perhaps in the knowledge that the approach’s continued viability was
predicated upon its capacity to explain more than just one aspect, however
important, of the development of institutions. As noted, what followed was
a marked shift in emphasis from stability to change and, with regard to the
study of stability itself, a sustained effort to “put path dependence in its place”
(Rixen and Viola 2014) by blaming on the concept’s “stretching” and over-
use the tendency of scholars to overlook the strategic adaptations and active
maintenance often required to secure an institution’s reproduction over time.

Partially because of the importance of stability in its own right and par-
tially based on the widely accepted notion that explanations of institutional
change must be built on a proper understanding of institutional reproduc-
tion, this chapter revisited historical institutionalism’s foundational concern
in the hope of assembling an improved explanation accounting for the role
played by the dynamics of legitimation as well as the dynamics of power.
While foregrounding the mechanisms that govern the self-reinforcement of
institutions, so as not to lose sight of the fact that their resilience is often the
most striking aspect of a country’s political development, the analysis carried
out in this chapter placed a great deal of emphasis on what can go wrong,
complete with an attempt to specify some of the alternative developmental
sequences an institution’s “failure to launch” might conceivably set in motion,
most of which originate in a moderately successful, organized reaction to the
institution’s entry into force. The contribution made by the theory developed
in these pages is arguably best assessed by means of a comparison with its
principal rivals in the literature. Aside from verifying the extent to which this
chapter’s explanation of institutional reproduction does have, in Lakatos’s
(1978: 33—36) words, “some excess empirical content over its predecessor(s],
the goal is to establish whether “some of this excess empirical content is also
corroborated”

One prominent alternative was articulated in Francis Fukuyama’s bril-
liant books The Origins of Political Order (2011) and Political Order and
Political Decay (2014). In both volumes, Fukuyama (2011: 22—23, 446—48;
2014: 524—40) describes a “general mechanism of political development”
whose workings resemble Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, equating
moments of institutional choice with genetic “variations” that may or may
not spread throughout a given population. Borrowing the logic that governs
Darwin’s mechanism of natural selection, Fukuyama (2011: 446) argues that
the institutions best suited for the environments in which they operate—
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“meaning those that could generate greater military and economic power”—
have historically “survived and proliferated,” displacing those that could not
produce enough wealth and military might. What differentiates processes of
political development from biological evolution is their openness and sen-
sitivity to the effects of choice and purposive design, as well as the greater
resilience generally exhibited by manmade institutions relative to “genetic
traits” Fukuyama (447) attributes said resilience to the tendency of institu-
tions, once established, to acquire “intrinsic value” in the minds of actors
innately predisposed to follow rules, to reconcile themselves to social hier-
archies, and constantly to seek out reassurances that they are doing “the
right” (or, better yet, “the natural”) thing. Elster (2007: 293—95) describes this
type of evolutionary argument in the social sciences as combining “inten-
tional variation” with “nonintentional selection” Indeed, it is worth point-
ing out that choice figures in Fukuyama’s model during moments of institu-
tional design/choice exclusively, as the adoption of a selection mechanism
akin to natural selection requires us to assume that human agency plays
no role in determining whether or not institutions will go on to “survive
and proliferate” (Elster 2007: 274—78, 287-98). Beyond their promulgation,
the fate of institutions is entirely a matter of how “suited” they are for the
environment—and it is the environment itself, as opposed to the intentional
agents who inhabit it, that selects for successful institutions or, rather, selects
against the unsuccessful ones.

The theory of institutional reproduction assembled in this chapter repeat-
edly referenced Fukuyama’s work, with which it shares, among other things,
an emphasis on ideas as “fundamental causes,” as well as a model of human
motivation in which the desire for “recognition” often trumps considerations
of material self-interest. Less compatible with the account presented in these
pages is Fukuyama’s “general mechanism of political development.” It might
be noted up front that Fukuyama’s model suffers from the same issues high-
lighted in Elster’s (2007: 295—98) general critique of evolutionary arguments
purporting to explain the development of institutions and organizations. Just
as in the competition between firms in market economies, choice is likely not
as irrelevant to the development of institutions, beyond the design phase, as
Fukuyama’s evolutionary model requires us to assume. If, as Fukuyama (2014:
537—40) has argued, military competition did indeed serve as the engine of
institutional development throughout most of human history, it seems rea-
sonable to believe that human agency played a significant role in determin-
ing which institutions survived and which were eliminated. That is, while
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institutions may have needed to be minimally suited for their environment
to survive, the ones that did survive may not always have been those that gen-
erated “greater military and economic power, especially if we consider that
the fulfillment of an institution’s potential on this count hinges on whether
the relevant actors actually take advantage of the opportunities it provides.
Similar considerations have led North (1990: 96) to observe that “throughout
most of history the experience of the agents and the ideologies of the actors
do not combine to lead to efficient outcomes”” At any rate, whether or not the
competition between societies actually did play out as Fukuyama has hypoth-
esized at some point in the past, it is probably safe to say that an evolutionary
argument of this kind has long since ceased to explain the development of
political institutions. In a post-Westphalian and postcolonial world, econom-
ically backward and militarily weak nations are no longer in danger of being
swallowed up by global or regional powers. Consequently, most no longer
face the kind of evolutionary pressures Fukuyama has described.

Indeed, despite the unprecedented degree of “convergence of politi-
cal forms” and the “higher rates of political change” made possible by the
combination of economic development and modernization (Fukuyama
2014: 477), Fukuyama (2011: 454—57; 2014: 463—66) also highlights the per-
sistence of “dysfunctional” institutions in contexts where actors or groups
advantaged by the institution’s distributive consequences remain steadfast
in their defense of the status quo, when society as a whole would benefit
from change. Another reason cited in Fukuyama (2011: 452; 2014: 463) for
the persistence of “dysfunctional” institutions is the fact that formal rules and
procedures tend to “reflect the cultural values of the societies in which they
are established” (Fukuyama 2011: 14). Aside from the possibility that not all
cultures hold values equally conducive to the accumulation of economic or
military power, the conservativeness of most societies often stands in the way
of efforts to retool institutions in the face of environmental changes respon-
sible for a decline in their performance. Fukuyama (2014: 463) explains that
“cognitive rigidity” often prevents relevant political actors from recognizing,
or acknowledging, evidence pointing to the harmful consequences of insti-
tutions they treasure “for reasons that are not entirely rational,” such as their
perceived embodiment of values and beliefs deemed central to their coun-
tries’ cultural distinctiveness and national pride.

In each of these respects, Fukuyama’s account echoes North (1990),
whose path-dependent explanation for “the divergent patterns of evolution
of societies, polities, or economies over time,” as well as the survival of insti-
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tutions “with persistently poor performance over long periods of time” (92),
emphasizes both (i) the fact that those with the power to design or reform
institutions will often do so in an effort to promote their “own interest at the
expense of the rest of society” (North 1990: 59; see also 99—100) and (ii) the
crucial role played by the relevant actors’ “historically derived perceptions”
and “available mental constructs,” which shape the choices they make by
intervening on their desires—elevating the pursuit of certain priorities above
others—as well as on the manner in which they “decipher a complex environ-
ment” to form their beliefs (95—96). “If the markets are incomplete, the infor-
mation feedback is fragmentary at best, and transaction costs are significant,’
North (1990: 95) concludes, “then the subjective models of actors modified
both by very imperfect feedback and by ideology will shape the path”

The theory of institutional reproduction assembled in this chapter
improves on Fukuyama’s (2011, 2014) as well as North’s (1990) explanation
for the persistence of institutions. In a world in which most countries’ ter-
ritorial integrity is guaranteed to the point of permitting some to dispense
altogether with an armed external defense force—Costa Rica, which does
not inhabit the friendliest of neighborhoods, abolished its military back in
1948—the domestic institutions most likely to endure are conceivably those
that most “rapidly and decisively” set in motion self-reinforcing sequences of
reproduction driven by the dynamics of power, the dynamics of legitimation,
or, better yet, both dynamics working in a mutually reinforcing manner. For
each of these dynamics, there is no reason to assume that the institutions
best equipped to generate self-reinforcement are those that yield the best
economic performance, the greatest military capabilities, or, for that matter,
any outcome in which the interests of “society” as a whole trump powerful
sectional interests. On the contrary, the explanation developed in these pages
suggests that inefficiency and dysfunction are something more akin to the
rule than the exception.

With regard to the dynamics of power, the contribution made in this
chapter is limited to reaffirming the link that historical institutionalism
has long drawn between path dependence and “potential path inefficiency”
(Pierson 2000: 253). In particular, if the institutions most likely to endure
are those that confer upon a certain social group or coalition a large enough
advantage to provide them a motive to ensure the institution’s reproduction,
as well as an opportunity to institutionalize their position of advantage by
leveraging increasing returns to power, the resulting perpetuation and expan-
sion of asymmetries of power should conceivably produce greater levels of
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intergroup inequalities, as measured in wealth, status, and/or influence on
the making of policy. In turn, the policies devised in that context and under
such rules of the game are likely to promote the translation of “everyday cat-
egorical inequalities” (Tilly 2007: 111) into inequalities in the de facto enjoy-
ment of variously significant rights of citizenship. And though inequality
does have its principled apologists, the state’s active promotion of existing
inequalities cannot but engender dysfunction and inefficiency, to say noth-
ing of “de-democratization.” If properly enforced, more pluralistic, egalitarian
institutions have themselves been found to benefit from endogenous self-
enforcement or self-reinforcement (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012: 8283,
302—34; North, Wallis, and Weingast 2009: 125—36; Przeworski 2006). Alas,
institutions designed to promote greater equality in the access to power—or
in the “rights and obligations” conferred upon the members of different social
groups—often find it impossible to overcome the fierce resistance of privi-
leged groups with the means to forestall the institutions’ proper enforcement
and gradual entrenchment (Levitsky and Murillo 2009: 122).

In this regard, then, while Tang (2011: 7) argues quite forcefully that a
good theory of institutional development must account for the great progress
achieved by human societies, the explanation assembled in this book—the
point will be articulated more fully in the next two chapters—questions the
existence of an evolutionary tendency toward greater progress. To be sure,
the continuing exclusion of subordinate groups from their societies’ arrange-
ments of power may be expected more or less to guarantee that nondemo-
cratic regimes will experience a degree of pressure for the development of
more democratic, egalitarian, “inclusive” institutions, in measures that vary
with the size of the discrepancy between the group’s situation and its mem-
bers’ aspirations, as well as the resources the group has at its disposal to press
demands of this kind. Moreover, the relative prosperity and freedom found
in advanced liberal democracies remains something to which a great many
people in the rest of the world still aspire. On balance, therefore, the diffusion
effects regularly found in comparative studies (Brinks and Coppedge 2006;
Gleditsch and Ward 2006; Weyland 2008) should continue to promote the
adoption of democratic institutions in an increasing number of countries.

However, because the survival of these regimes and their capacity to
promote greater equality rests on the defeat of elites opposed to majority
rule, or the presence of elites who find it in their interest to grant, or recon-
cile themselves to the introduction of, such institutions, there are reasons
to expect that their success will remain episodic. To the extent that “the arc
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of the moral universe,” to use a celebrated formulation, does “bend towards
justice,” it is because the history of any given country is likely sooner or later
to produce the economic conditions that help subordinates to displace old
elites or to produce the political conditions where the adoption of demo-
cratic, “inclusive” institutions constitutes a workable settlement to the kind of
conflict so prevalent in underdeveloped, unequal societies ruled by exclusive,
“extractive” regimes. Then again, so long as the adoption of institutions that
promote human progress rests, in essence, on having exhausted all of the
alternatives, the diffusion of such institutions throughout the world is likely
to remain as slow and as halting as it has been in recent decades. As Olson
(1993: 573) memorably put it, “autocracy is prevented and democracy permit-
ted by the accidents of history that leave a balance of power or stalemate—a
dispersion of force and resources that makes it impossible for any one leader
or group to overpower all of the others”

A more original contribution to the study of institutional reproduction
was made in this chapter with regard to the dynamics of legitimation and
their interaction with the dynamics of power. Broadly speaking, one of the
main overarching lessons to be drawn from this chapter’s analysis of the
dynamics of legitimation is that institutions do not merely “reflect” shared
cultural or ideological values and beliefs. Aside from their continuing capac-
ity to produce, as Beetham (1991: 60—63) has proposed, the evidence required
for their legitimation, the institutions most likely to benefit from processes of
“Increasing legitimation” are those that generate, by their own workings, the
values and beliefs conducive to their reproduction, by structuring interac-
tions in such a way as to yield high levels of compliance, encourage the diffu-
sion of compliance by leveraging the conformist tendencies of those subject
to its provisions, and activate “motivated” (Kunda 1990) cognitive processes
of self-, group, and system justification.

The mechanism provided for the endogenous formation of preferences,
values, and beliefs further differentiates the explanation assembled in this
chapter from the theories of institutional development featured in Fukuyama
(2011, 2014) and North (1990). Fukuyama (2011, 2014), for his part, does not
consider this aspect of the normative force of institutions at all. And while
North repeatedly cites the possibility that the “subjective mental constructs”
informing individual decisions might be endogenous to the historical devel-
opment of institutions (e.g., North 1990: 99), his account lacks a mechanism
elucidating the recursive nature of the relationship between ideas and insti-
tutions, beyond passing references to “rationalization” This chapter’s specifi-
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cation of the normative force of institutions down to its psychological micro-
foundations, therefore, improves upon existing attempts to account for the
causal force of ideas by demonstrating how the dynamic, recursive relation-
ship between institutions and the relevant underlying preferences, values,
and beliefs contributes to the institution’s endogenous reinforcement or “self-
reinforcement” Meanwhile, its exploration of the conditions in which the
dynamics of legitimation are most likely triggered, as well as the conditions
affecting the character of the interaction between the dynamics of power and
the dynamics of legitimation, improves upon existing understandings of the
manner in which frequently observed combinations of structure and contin-
gency promote or hinder the reproduction of different kinds of institutions.

Once again, a key implication of the inquiry conducted into the dynam-
ics of legitimation and their interaction with the dynamics of power is that
the institutions most likely to generate self-reinforcement are not necessarily,
nor perhaps even characteristically, those that produce the best outcomes for
society as a whole. Insofar as institutional innovations result from a major
shift in the main social groups’ relative bargaining strength, as opposed to
widespread changes in preferences, values, and beliefs (these are the two
“sources of change” described in North 1990: 83), the values that such inno-
vations are likely designed to promote are those that serve the interests of the
group in question—that is, those designed either to increase support for the
group’s vision or to justify newly modified hierarchies of wealth, status, and
power. As in the case of the dynamics of power, insofar as the institution does
contribute to the diffusion of such ideas, the result is likely to be increased
support for, or acceptance of, inequality, as well as for the translation of “cat-
egorical inequalities” into inequalities in the enjoyment of variously signifi-
cant rights. Conversely, in places where elite, superordinate groups still com-
mand enough power and deference to mount effective reactions against the
workings of institutions threatening their interests, institutions designed to
actualize ideals of individual equality will find it especially hard to generate
self-reinforcement or promote the diffusion of egalitarian ideas.

In this sense, the reason why ordinary people in developing nations often
fail to defend democratic institutions, and in some cases participate in their
demise, is not that such institutions reflect alien ideas incompatible with local
values. It is rather that such institutions come into force in the presence of
privileged constituencies that command a large enough reservoir of mate-
rial resources and moral authority to prevent the diffusion of democratic
values or the development of strong emotional attachments to democratic
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institutions. Popular support for democratic institutions can be undermined
indirectly, by preventing democracy from working as advertised, or through
direct appeals to local populations. But while the defense of “culture” often
features prominently in public relations efforts designed to turn local popula-
tions against democracy, it is important to recognize that such efforts gener-
ally seek to emphasize not so much the contents of cultural values and beliefs,
which are generally too ambiguous and contested to be dispositive one way
or the other, but rather the sense of pride that local populations take in the
presumed distinctiveness of their culture, said to face an existential threat
in the diffusion of foreign ideas like those that democratic institutions are
alleged to embody. More generally, to the extent that the institutions most
likely to benefit from the workings of the dynamics of legitimation are those
backed by the greatest amount of power—or, conversely, institutions that do
not engender a reaction on the part of privileged constituencies determined
to preserve existing inequalities—the logic of legitimation will in practice
often benefit institutions that promote the interests and the values of a pow-
erful minority, at the predictable expense of everyone else.






CHAPTER THREE
Institutional Decay

The Logic of Self-Undermining Processes

The development of an improved explanation of institutional decay—one
governed by the dynamics of “power” and “delegitimation”—presents chal-
lenges of a different nature from those encountered in the analysis of institu-
tional reproduction. Most obviously, while the literature seeking to account
for the entrenchment and stability of institutions is so voluminous as to ren-
der the task of contributing original insights appear rather daunting, histori-
cal institutionalism has neglected the study of institutional decay to the point
of requiring anyone interested in theorizing the phenomenon to formulate an
explanation almost from scratch. Put differently, while the previous chapter
sought to specify the microfoundations and triggering conditions for mech-
anisms of institutional reproduction driven by the familiar logic of “path
dependence” and “self-reinforcement,” no functional equivalent to these
mechanisms exists in the literature on institutional decay. The reasons for
the neglect extend beyond the long-standing tendency of historical institu-
tionalists to overemphasize—and at times overstate—the stability of institu-
tions. Indeed, the literature has largely continued to overlook the process of
institutional decay in spite of its ongoing shift from the study of stability to
the study of change. Certainly, the scholars involved deserve credit for redi-
recting the field’s attention from “punctuated equilibrium” models to incre-
mental, endogenous forms of institutional change. Even so, it is hard to justify
the literature’s continuing neglect of the process by which institutions come
unstuck, whether or not their decay actually ushers in their replacement. For
while institutional change does not require, or inevitably follow from, insti-
tutional decay, the incremental, endogenous process that potentially leads to
an institution’s breakdown is sufficiently important in its own right to merit
an explanation, as scholars in different traditions of inquiry have long recog-
nized (e.g., Acemoglu and Robinson 2012; Diamond 2005; Fukuyama 2014).

61
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In that endeavor, there is every reason to expect that the analytical tools for
which historical institutionalism is so well known will prove just as valuable
as they have been in the study of institutional reproduction.

What might a “historical institutionalist” explanation of institutional
decay look like? As a preliminary step, recall that this study has defined “insti-
tutional decay” as the opposite of “institutional reproduction”—that is, as the
process by which institutions lose, as opposed to acquire, “value and stability,
as reflected in their capacity to generate high levels of compliance as well as
their vulnerability to threats to their continued existence. It follows from this
consideration that institutional decay could be driven by temporal dynamics
that reverse the logic said to govern mechanisms of institutional reproduc-
tion. As reiterated in the previous chapter, while the literature on historical
institutionalism has recently highlighted the need to look beyond path depen-
dence to explain stability, the fact remains that the extraordinary resilience
frequently exhibited by institutions cannot be properly understood without
reference to their capacity to generate self-reinforcement. In turn, having
already adopted Rixen and Viola’s (2014) definition of “self-reinforcement”
as an endogenous, “increasing returns” process by which a certain outcome
becomes increasingly entrenched over time, this study also derives a “general
mechanism” of institutional decay from Rixen and Viola’s (2014) treatment of
“self-undermining” processes.

For the purposes of this book, a self-undermining process of institutional
decay is an endogenous, “decreasing returns” process by which a particu-
lar institution becomes increasingly unstable or irrelevant to the behavior of
actors subject to its provisions. More precisely, a self-undermining process
of institutional decay is one in which an erosion in an institution’s value and/
or stability increases the probability of further deteriorations in the institu-
tion’s value and/or stability, by endogenously modifying the behavior of rele-
vant actors so as to reduce their compliance with the institution’s behavioral
prescriptions/proscriptions. This study’s identification of institutional decay
with the logic of self-undermining processes—in much the same way that
self-reinforcing processes are conceived as the main engine of institutional
reproduction—resonates with major works on the subject. Greif and Laitin
(2004: 639), for instance, characterize self-reinforcing and self-undermining
processes as temporal sequences where the range of situations in which the
behavior associated with an institution is “self-enforcing” (i.e., it constitutes
an optimal behavioral response from which none of the individuals involved
has an incentive to deviate) expands or contracts, respectively. Fukuyama’s
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(2014: 469—71) description of the process by which institutions decay is also
consistent with the logic of self-undermining processes described above.

The main contention articulated in this chapter is that, just as self-
reinforcing sequences of institutional reproduction can be driven by tempo-
ral dynamics governed by the logics of power and legitimation, so can self-
undermining sequences of institutional decay be driven by temporal dynamics
that reverse the logics of power and legitimation. The full specification of a
“delegitimation explanation” of institutional decay, as well as an integrated
theory accounting for the interaction of the logics of power and delegitima-
tion, will be taken on in the next sections. What is worth stating up front is
that this chapter identifies the engine of a self-undermining process of insti-
tutional decay in the recursive nature of the relationship between growing
levels of noncompliance with an institution’s provisions and the institution’s
decreased capacity to produce the results (or “returns”) necessary to sustain
it, whether the returns in question are measured in terms of material benefits
or the fulfillment of normatively (i.e., morally, ideologically, etc.) desirable
objectives. Growing noncompliance causes an institution to produce fewer
returns, thereby causing even greater levels of noncompliance.

When the self-undermining sequence is driven by the “dynamics of
power; then, it is likely to take the following form:

(i) Reversals or shifts in the distribution of power and/or material
resources cause levels of noncompliance with an institution’s behav-
ioral expectations to increase, perhaps especially among constit-
uencies disadvantaged by the institution’s “power-distributional”
consequences.

(ii) The resulting deterioration in the institution’s capacity reliably to
structure behavior undermines its capacity to deliver the returns
required to reproduce prevailing asymmetries of power, preserve the
cohesion of ruling coalitions, and administer the rewards/penalties
that incentivize compliance.

(iii) As noncompliance becomes more generalized, it further harms the
institution’s performance and its capacity to contribute to the repro-
duction of existing relations of power, encouraging even greater non-
compliance, and so on.

Conversely, when the self-undermining sequence is driven by the “dynamics
of delegitimation,” it is likely to take the following form:
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(i) Changes in preferences regarding an institution’s appropriateness,
and/or changes in the prevailing subjective assessments of the insti-
tution’s performance, cause levels of noncompliance with an institu-
tion’s behavioral expectations to increase among newly disillusioned
constituencies.

(ii) The resulting deterioration in the institution’s capacity reliably to
structure behavior undermines its capacity to produce outcomes
consistent with the needs and normative preferences of relevant con-
stituencies, thereby eroding its legitimacy.

(iii) The institution’s delegitimation leads to even greater noncompli-
ance; increased noncompliance further undermines the institution’s
capacity to produce outcomes consistent with the needs and norma-
tive preferences of relevant constituencies, which erodes the institu-
tion’s legitimacy and encourages even greater noncompliance, and so
on.

It goes without saying that, in practice, a self-undermining process of institu-
tional decay is likely to involve both dynamics working in conjunction with
one another. For while an erosion in an institution’s legitimacy undermines
its capacity to generate the returns required to reproduce asymmetries of
power, the disruption wrought on the institution’s capacity to reproduce
existing relations of power conceivably damages its legitimacy.

Having identified institutional decay with a self-undermining, decreasing
returns process, the specification of a general explanation for the phenom-
enon can also be said to present challenges quite similar to those tackled in
the analysis of institutional reproduction. On the one hand, with respect to
the process of institutional decay as much as to the process of institutional
reproduction, it is best to avoid the determinism for which explanations rely-
ing on path dependence and other temporal dynamics characterized by non-
constant returns to scale are frequently criticized. In the specific instance,
while institutions may well carry “the seeds of their own demise;” the success-
ful activation of “contradictions and challenges” with the potential to disrupt
their “reliable reproduction” (Thelen 2006: 155) is far from inevitable. Nor
are self-undermining sequences of institutional decay—once triggered—
irreversible. On the contrary, the (in)capacity of institutions to avoid, with-
stand, or reverse self-undermining processes has a lot to do with the outcome
of strategic interactions between the supporters and opponents of the status
quo. Following the example set in recent historical institutionalist accounts
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of institutional change, this chapter emphasizes the actions of individuals
and groups—whether they are motivated by power-distributional concerns
or by considerations of ideology and/or social identity—actively engaged in
attempts to destabilize undesired institutions and undermine their capacity
to structure behavior, as well as the actions of individuals and groups engaged
in efforts to shore up institutions whose “value and stability” is threatened.
On the other hand, the considerations made in the previous chapter with
regard to the existing literature’s failure fully to account for the manner in
which the “dynamics of legitimation” contribute to the process of institu-
tional reproduction also apply to the manner in which the dynamics of dele-
gitimation drive processes of institutional decay. As Mahoney (2000: 525) has
explained, “institutional transformation” in a legitimation framework “results
from changes in actors’ subjective beliefs and preferences, not from changes
in the power distribution of actors,” as “inconsistencies in the multiplicity
of cognitive frameworks that are predominant in society” provide “a basis
for actors to adopt new subjective evaluations and moral codes concerning
appropriateness,” potentially leading to a “breakdown in consensual beliefs
regarding the reproduction of an institution” Once again, however, a more
satisfactory explanation for the phenomenon requires a finer-grained under-
standing of the mechanisms that drive it, as well as a sense of the circum-
stances most likely to set the process of delegitimation in motion, beyond
Mahoney’s observation that “the events that trigger such changes in subjec-
tive perceptions and thus declines in legitimacy may be linked to structural
isomorphism with rationalized myths, declines in institutional efficacy or sta-
bility, or the introduction of new ideas by political leaders” (525). The remain-
der of this chapter addresses these issues in turn, before turning to the inter-
action between the dynamics of power and the dynamics of delegitimation.

A Delegitimation Explanation of Institutional Decay

In their landmark contribution to the literature on incremental, endogenous
forms of institutional change, Mahoney and Thelen (2010: 5) singled out
approaches that rely on the “logic of appropriateness” for having an espe-
cially difficult time accounting for disruptions to the process of institutional
reproduction not attributable to “an exogenous entity or force,” having largely
failed to produce “a set of general propositions about what properties of insti-
tutional scripts make some of them, at some times, more vulnerable than oth-
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ers” Other approaches can hardly be said to fare any better on this count—by
Greif and Laitin’s (2004: 633) own admission, the assumptions upon which
rationalist accounts are typically grounded also point to the “inescapable con-
clusion” that any disruption to a self-enforcing institutional equilibrium must
have “an exogenous origin” Still, accounts that rely on behavioral models
influenced by “culturalist” or “sociological institutionalist” assumptions are
themselves bound to treat the notion of endogenous change as a “contradic-
tion in terms,” pending the formulation of a convincing explanation of how
the values, norms, and beliefs responsible for informing considerations of
appropriateness develop, over time, in the absence of exogenous pressures
or shocks to the system. Fortunately, a number of propositions that iden-
tify potential vulnerabilities in the “properties of institutional scripts” can be
derived from the existing literature. This section builds upon such insights in
an effort to specify sequences of institutional decay governed by the logic of
delegitimation.

How Institutions Come Unstuck: Erosions of Legitimacy

A useful starting point for the development of a delegitimation explanation
of institutional decay is provided by the considerations featured in Beetham’s
(1991) analysis. Beetham (109) specifies two possibilities for how a relation
of power—and the rules that govern said relation of power—might experi-
ence an “erosion of legitimacy” that threatens to usher in a crisis of authority.
Both scenarios, each of which also features, in one form or another, in other
well-known accounts of the issue, identify in the rationale for the existence
of institutions their principal vulnerability. First, an institution or a system of
institutions, such as those constitutive of a “political regime” (Skanning 2006:
13) or a “socio-political order” (North, Wallis, and Weingast 2009: 1), might
become “chronically unable” to meet the interests of subordinates (similar
arguments appear in Easton 1965: 230; Lenski 1966: 180—81; Levi 1988: 52—53;
Tainter 1988: 27—28, 36—37). Second, an institution or a system of institutions
might cease to produce outcomes reconcilable with official or otherwise pre-
vailing justifications for existing inequalities or might begin routinely to vio-
late its own principles regarding the ultimate source of authority, the manner
in which authority is exercised, or the purposes for which authority is wielded
(see also Lenz and Viola 2017).

While this chapter has identified processes of institutional decay with
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the logic of endogenous, self-undermining sequences, the “erosions of legiti-
macy” responsible for setting the process in motion do not necessarily origi-
nate in developments that are endogenous to the workings of the institutions
involved. For one thing, institutions might become “chronically unable” to
meet the interests of subordinates as a result of exogenous, environmental
transformations that disrupt their workings or as a result of an exogenously
driven shift in the manner in which subordinates define their interests, which
might in turn lead to a proliferation of demands that the system was not
originally designed or expected to meet. On this point, Huntington (1965; see
also Fukuyama 2011: 450—53) famously emphasized the danger presented by
the rigidity of institutions during periods of rapid social change, especially in
circumstances where the institutions themselves are not flexible or adaptable
enough to deal with a surge in the demands of subordinates. As Fukuyama
(2011: 458) has put it, this was what Huntington believed “was causing insta-
bility among the newly independent countries of the developing world during
the 1950s and '60s, with their incessant coups, revolutions, and civil wars”
Likewise, the legitimacy of institutions responsible for the reproduction of
systemic inequalities in power, status, and/or wealth might suffer as a result
of exogenous, environmental shifts that disrupt the institution’s capacity to
structure behavior as intended or as a result of exogenously driven shifts in
the beliefs in terms of which the institution had previously been justified,
which might raise questions about the justice of existing inequalities and,
therefore, the desirability of outcomes that the institution continues to pro-
duce. As Beetham (1991: 109) puts it, “The latter will happen when social
changes taking place within the society, or the evidence available from other
societies, reveals that what had previously been assumed to be a ‘natural
form of social organization, or one based upon ‘natural’ differences, is in fact
socially constructed”

Even so, “erosions of legitimacy” of the kind described in Beetham (1991)
certainly can have endogenous causes. On the one hand, as Scott (1990: 105)
pointed out, “the very operation of a rationale for inequality creates a poten-
tial zone of dirty linen that, if exposed, would contradict the pretensions
of legitimate domination” Saul Alinsky recognized in what Scott (105-6)
referred to as “critiques within the hegemony” a crucial vulnerability for any
relation of power, urging those who challenge the status quo on behalf of the
“Have Nots” to take actions designed repeatedly to bait “the Haves” into vio-
lating—or, better yet, into actually following—their own rules (Alinsky 1972:
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128). On the other hand, an institution might lose the capacity to meet the
interests of subordinates or to produce outcomes consistent with its founding
principles, in part or in whole, as a result of its own latent “contradictions and
challenges” (Thelen 2006: 155). Consider, for instance, a scenario in which
an institution becomes “chronically unable” to meet the interests of subor-
dinates as a result of a loss in a superordinate group’s ability or will to serve
the broader good—Gramsci (1977: 2012) appears to have had in mind a situ-
ation of this kind when he referenced the possibility that a dominant group
might lose its “progressive” role in “mak[ing] an entire society truly advance,’
thereby precipitating a breakdown in its own ideological hold. While a host
of exogenous factors can intervene to reduce a dominant group’s capacity to
deliver on the promises made to subordinates, the will to do so may decline
simply as a by-product of the group’s own success, which typically owes a
great deal to the workings of the existing “rules of power”

More generally, Scott (1985: 338) has argued that “the most common form
of class struggle arises from the failure of a dominant ideology to live up to
the implicit promises it necessarily makes.” For if these “implicit promises” are
crucial to the legitimation of inequalities of power, reassuring subordinates
that their interests will not be neglected, the normative order stipulated in a
dominant or official ideology also provides subordinates “with the means, the
symbolic tools, the very ideas for a critique that operates entirely within the
hegemony” When such promises are broken, the status quo is left vulnera-
ble to the charge that its failure to live up to its own “promissory note”—as
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr’s historic “I Have a Dream” speech characterized
the vision of universal equality enshrined in the founding documents of the
United States of America—constitutes a breach of the social contract seri-
ous enough to release subordinates from the obligation to provide continued
consent and cooperation. While a more comprehensive analysis of the cir-
cumstances that might trigger erosions of legitimacy will be undertaken in
the next section, it might be ventured up front—following Moore (1978: 35,
470; see also Scott 1976: 176—79; 1985: 236—40)—that the broken promises
most likely to produce a backlash of this sort include those that had pre-
viously assured subordinates of a modicum of personal security and social
order, as well as those that had previously guaranteed subordinates that they
would have the means to provide for their families and “play a respectable
role” in their communities, leading to the “collapse or partial breakdown of
daily routines”
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The Microfoundations of Increasing Delegitimation Processes

At first blush, the foregoing account of the manner in which “erosions of
legitimacy” take place might appear somewhat difficult to reconcile with the
psychology in which the theoretical framework elaborated in these pages
is grounded. Specifically, if delegitimation is a process of “recategorization,
whereby what was previously legitimate now becomes illegitimate” (Kelman
2001: 57-58), and if the legitimation of institutions really does rely, as sug-
gested in the previous chapter, on the tendency of individuals to rationalize
features of the system by overlooking evidence of its injustice, what does it
take for the same individuals to start doing the opposite? After all, while the
status quo’s capacity to serve the interests of society and produce outcomes
consistent with its own rationale for inequalities may occasionally become
so obvious as to make it impossible for subjects to convince themselves oth-
erwise, under normal circumstances the evidence of its failures should be a
great deal more ambiguous and, therefore, susceptible to further rationaliza-
tion. Indeed, Pierson (2000: 260—61) identified in the “complexity and opac-
ity of politics”—which, among other things, makes assigning responsibility
for a society’s successes and failures prohibitively difficult for even the most
informed citizens—one of the main reasons why path dependence is as prev-
alent in the realm of politics as it is in the economy. Similarly, Fukuyama
(2014: 463) identifies in cognitive rigidity one of the reasons why human
beings often fail to consider reforms in the presence of clear signs of an insti-
tution’s growing dysfunction. As Lenz and Viola (2017: 951) have pointed out,
“legitimacy judgments” tend to be “robust, up to a threshold,” because the
heuristics employed to navigate ambiguities and minimize cognitive strain
make people quite conservative when it comes to processing new informa-
tion, which tends to be “rationalized by existing schemata” (952).

Of course, the issue is relatively unproblematic in situations where sig-
nificant transformations in the values and the beliefs in terms of which an
institution is justified precede changes in the prevailing assessments of its
legitimacy—perhaps as a result of social change and/or the rise of new lead-
ers and movements—as the “motivated” (Kunda 1990) switch from positive
to negative evaluations is likely to follow regardless. In cases where underly-
ing values and beliefs have not undergone significant change, however, the
switch from a positive to a negative evaluation of the status quo’s perfor-
mance—or its record of upholding prevailing standards of legitimacy—based



70 THE DEVELOPMENT OF POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

on a dispassionate analysis of the evidence is likely to be complicated further
by fears of social sanction or disapproval, especially in situations conducive
to “pluralistic ignorance” (Elster 2007: 375—-80). Worse yet, the switch may
threaten the self-image of those with a history of cooperation and compli-
ance, who are likely determined not to appear (in the eyes of others as well as
their own) as turncoats or carpetbaggers.

As Trivers (2011: 141) has put it, the “psychology of self-deception” works
“in service of maintaining and projecting a positive self-view” If an institu-
tion’s delegitimation requires that those who deem it legitimate overcome the
motivation to rationalize its existence, therefore, the switch should happen
most readily when the social and psychological pressures to rationalize the
status quo are somehow reversed, to the point that continued cooperation
and compliance—and the maintenance of attitudes that define such behav-
ior as appropriate—come to threaten one’s social standing and self-image
more than the adoption of positions and behaviors that are clearly at odds
with one’s previous stances and actions. Conceivably, the reversal in ques-
tion might be expected to take place as a result of perceived changes in the
attitudes and/or the behavior of peers, close associates, and authority figures.
As Haidt (2012: 56) pointed out, people tend to change their beliefs less as
a result of evidence-based arguments than as a consequence of the social
influence exerted by recognized authorities and the social pressure applied by
those whose approval they seek. Similarly, Kelman (2001: 58) attributes a cru-
cial role to “the actions or pronouncements of authorities of one or another
kind”—whose powers of persuasion, per Cialdini (2016: 165), are likely to stem
from presumed trustworthiness and expertise—in triggering, or accelerating,
the process. Within the “new institutionalist” literature, Garud, Hardy, and
McGuire (2007) as well as Béland (2005, 2009) have focused on the way insti-
tutional/political “entrepreneurs” go about disrupting their audience’s per-
ception of existing institutions, often as a prelude to “the social construction
of the need to reform” (Béland 2005: 11).

In turn, the “actions or pronouncements” devised in an attempt to dele-
gitimize existing institutions are most likely to prove effective when they
“draw on dispositions that are structurally or historically available within the
society” (Kelman 2001: 59)—or, in Mahoney’s (2000: 525) words, when they
draw on “inconsistencies in the multiplicity of cognitive frameworks that
are predominant in society” Aside from the fact that people are generally
biased against messages that are completely at odds with preexisting values
and beliefs (Petty and Brifiol 2010: 228), the reason why appeals of this kind
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can effectively provide “a basis for actors to adopt new subjective evaluations
and moral codes concerning appropriateness” (Mahoney 2000: 525) is that
their familiarity offers the best hope that “the associations they trigger are
favorable to change,” as required for the success of all “influence attempts”
(Cialdini 2016: 7). Better yet, to the extent that the target audience is in any
way committed to the values and beliefs that make up the “dispositions” and
“cognitive frameworks” referenced in the appeals, their recall and “ampli-
fication” (Béland 2009: 706) should predispose its members to embrace a
message that helps them restore a sense of consistency between current
attitudes and preexisting commitments (Cialdini 2016: 169). On a related
note, to the extent that agents of change seek to discredit an existing insti-
tution by exploiting their target audience’s susceptibility to a comparison
with different societies, the effectiveness of the comparison has been found
to be greatest when it involves very similar societies, as well as the selection
of “target standards” that facilitate the recall of accessible knowledge most
likely to bias a recipient’s evaluation in favor of the messenger’s preferred
conclusion (Mussweiler 2003).

Once “predisposed” or made “open” to change, actors are most effec-
tively motivated to shift their subjective evaluations of existing institutions,
revise their appraisals of the appropriateness of existing institutions, or
even adopt new standards of appropriateness as a consequence of appeals
they find personally relevant (Petty and Brifol 2010: 228; Cialdini 2016: 110;
Izuma 2013: 4). If, as previewed above, the main challenge before anyone
wishing to delegitimize an institution or a set of institution is to reverse
the social and psychological pressure to rationalize the status quo, success
is likely predicated upon their ability to impress upon their audience the
dangers that continued cooperation/compliance presents to their self-image
and social standing, as well as the boost both are poised to receive as a result
of changing course. Accomplishing the former conceivably entails height-
ening the recipients’ fear of the social sanction and personal regret they are
likely to experience if they remain steadfast in their support of the status
quo; accomplishing the latter, instead, conceivably entails drawing the recip-
ients’ attention not only to the rewards that jumping ship will bring in terms
of social approval and self-esteem but also to the inherent scarcity of such
rewards—in other words, their tendency to diminish with every person that
jumps on the bandwagon. In both cases, of course, the appeal can only be
successful to the extent that a plausible case can be made that the status
quo’s demise is only a matter of time.
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At any rate, once individuals are properly motivated to make the switch—
and, if possible, publicly committed to doing so—they will have no trouble
turning up evidence of the status quo’s illegitimacy, given the tendency of
motivation to bias our cognitive process in favor of information confirming
whatever judgment we have already reached. Our “totalitarian ego” (Green-
wald 1980) can generally be counted on to restore a sense of consistency after
the fact, in a process likely to feature the revision, the suppression, or even the
fabrication of memories (Trivers 2011: 143—45), possibly to the point that one
might convince oneself never to have supported—at least not genuinely—the
status quo. In this and other settings, the reason why victory has a thousand
fathers and defeat is an orphan is likely not—or not exclusively—because
people consciously misrepresent their past opinions or conduct in the pursuit
of some social or material benefit. It is rather because human beings have an
innate propensity to fool themselves “the better to fool others” (Trivers 2011;
but, see also Elster 2007: 289). Studies of “recall error” (Joslyn 2003: 441; see
also Smith 1984: 645) have also shown that a person’s awareness of the pop-
ularity of certain policy positions tends to bias the recall of his or her prior
attitudes—insofar as “people rely on heuristics to reconstruct their cognitive
autobiographies,” “the vision of popular preferences presented by the media
can become a surrogate for one’s prior preferences.

As it turns out, the process by which individuals may be expected to over-
come the tendency to rationalize the workings of existing institutions bears
out the emphasis that Beetham (1991), Scott (1990), Levi (1988), and others
have placed on erosions of legitimacy as caused by an institution’s failure var-
iously to live up to its stated rationale. That is, if individuals are most suscep-
tible to appeals that seek to leverage preexisting commitments, dispositions,
and mental associations, one can hardly do better than craft a message that
zeros in on the failure of institutions to deliver on clear promises, to work as
advertised, or to uphold widely shared conceptions of procedural and dis-
tributive justice. Of course, at this point one might object that messages of
this kind can be persuasive regardless of an institution’s actual performance.
But while it is quite right to expect that perception—and the motivations that
drive it—matters more than the underlying reality, there is also good reason
not to lose sight of the contributions that reality itself makes to the effective-
ness of influence attempts.

Indeed, a battery of fairly recent experiments has confirmed that, to the
extent that the introduction of new information can prompt an individual to
change his or her judgment of a particular position, policy, or institution, its
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impact is strongest and most durable when the individual in question com-
pares the newly available, discrediting information with the information that
had previously justified his or her support (Albarracin et al. 2012). Crucially,
however, the comparison only produces this effect when the new information
is “difficult to argue against”—failing that, it can actually help reinforce the
initial judgment (46). Lenz and Viola (2017: 952—53) also point to evidence
that individuals are most likely to reexamine an institution’s legitimacy when
the information challenging existing judgments is sufficiently “new, strong,
salient, and rapidly arriving” to trigger “negative emotions and cognitive
conflict,” as a result of which the individuals in question tend to be more
“reflective” and “analytical” The increasingly “post-factual” nature of politics
notwithstanding, appeals designed to delegitimize an existing institution by
drawing the audience’s attention to the discrepancy between its workings and
its original rationale should, all else being equal, prove most compelling to the
greatest number of people when supported by incontrovertible evidence of
the institution’s actual failings.

Whatever the reason behind the shift in values, preferences, and/or sub-
jective appraisals, the actors in question may be expected to reconsider their
compliance with the behavioral requirements of institutions they have come
to regard as illegitimate—and all the more so “as dissatisfaction increases”
(Levi 1988: 53—54). Whether or not this translates into actual noncompliance
conceivably turns on a variety of factors. As Greif and Laitin (2004: 637) have
noted, “There are good reasons that individuals would continue to follow past
patterns of behavior” The tendency to let past behavior guide current behav-
ior, the expectation that others around them will not change their behavior,
and/or the difficulties involved in coordinating a behavioral change with like-
minded people might cause actors to continue to act in compliance with an
institution they no longer deem legitimate. Considerations of a similar nature
led Beetham (1991: 109) to caution that “the possibility of communication
with others and an autonomous space relatively protected from the influence
of the powerful” is crucial to both the diffusion of attitudes and the coordi-
nation of behavior in opposition to the status quo. Likewise, Scott’s (1990:
118—19) analysis underscored the opportunities for effective communication
and coordination provided by the existence of a “space insulated from control
and surveillance”—where, among other things, subordinates may develop a
common meaning for shared experiences.

Assuming that such opportunities exist, continued compliance rests on
the capacity of superordinate groups to compel it or otherwise incentivize
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it. The fact that an institution or a system of institutions can no longer count
on the “quasi-voluntary” compliance of a sizable portion of the population,
however, is likely to have far-reaching consequences regardless. Coercing
the disaffected into complying with the requirements of an institution they
had once willingly abided by requires the redirection of substantial resources
away from other priorities. In turn, as the amount of resources required to
ensure widespread, high-quality cooperation and compliance increases, so
do the risks of further delegitimizing a society’s institutions. Subordinates, in
fact, are likely to resent the increasingly stringent measures enacted to moni-
tor and sanction their behavior. At the same time, cracks might appear inside
the ruling coalitions as portions of it object to the sacrifices they are asked to
make to enforce the status quo, while the growing inefficiency with which the
state’s resources are allocated threatens the legitimacy the existing political
order enjoys on the basis of its performance.

Institutional Decay and the Dynamics of Delegitimation

Given the contentiousness likely to characterize the selection of counter-
measures, as well as the risks presented by the most effective among them,
an institution’s delegitimation will in practice often result in growing non-
compliance or at any rate in the declining quality of cooperation. Regardless
of whether the root causes of the institution’s delegitimation are exogenous,
endogenous, or a combination of the two, growing noncompliance can set
in motion an endogenous, self-undermining process marked by “increasing
delegitimation” As previewed in this chapter’s introduction, higher levels of
noncompliance cause the institution concerned to lose the capacity to struc-
ture behavior in the manner required for it to continue to work as intended.
In turn, as institutions lose the capacity to satisfy the needs or the norma-
tive preferences of various constituencies, their legitimacy should deterio-
rate even further, damaging the institution’s capacity to elicit compliance and
deliver valued outcomes. If left undisturbed, the process ushers in the insti-
tution’s thorough delegitimation, stripping away what “value” and “stability”
it may once have enjoyed.

Aside from accelerating the process, the factors theorized in the last
chapter to account for the “normative force” of institutions—namely, the ten-
dency of individuals to conform to the behavior of those around them and
to rationalize their behavior by retroactively adjusting their preferences and
beliefs—may actually cause delegitimation to spill over to other institutional
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domains. Insofar as subordinates are not policed so aggressively—by the state
or by their own social groups—as to effectively prevent them from expressing
their views and from communicating with others, the social pressure to com-
ply should conceivably attenuate as more people around them reject an insti-
tution’s legitimacy. Indeed, as dissatisfaction grows more widespread, and as
more and more people take actions that express or imply the withdrawal
of consent, noncompliance should spread even to people whose underly-
ing preferences and subjective evaluations have not changed. Among other
things, “more people are likely to begin to break the law” as an increasing
number of people “break the law and get away with it” (Levi 1988: 54) simply
as a function of the fact that human beings generally dislike being “played for
suckers” As noncompliance spreads, the same dynamics said to account for
“spirals of silence” within fairly cohesive social groups might actually end up
conspiring, in time, to make various constituencies appear more unified than
they actually are in their dissatisfaction with the status quo.

What is more, to the extent that those who engage in acts of noncompli-
ance feel the need to adjust their underlying preferences and beliefs accord-
ingly, the process of self-justification can be expected to harden their percep-
tion of an institution’s illegitimacy as well as the illegitimacy of institutions
that are “isomorphic” with the one in question (Lenz and Viola 2017: 957).
In this way, the process of delegitimation threatens to spill over to other
institutions—its potential to snowball into the delegitimation of an entire
political system conceivably determined by the degree to which the institu-
tions concerned are central to the political system’s institutional architecture.
Certainly, the chain of events that leads from the delegitimation of a single
institution to a full-blown crisis of authority that ends up threatening an entire
sociopolitical order is neither inevitable nor irreversible. A full accounting of
the available countermeasures, however, requires a better understanding of
the circumstances in which delegitimation processes of institutional decay
are set in motion, as well as a better appreciation of the workings of the inter-
action between the dynamics of delegitimation and the dynamics of power.
The remainder of this chapter takes on these issues in turn.

Setting in Motion Sequences of Increasing Delegitimation

The specification of a self-undermining sequence of institutional decay
driven by the dynamics of delegitimation also raises questions analogous to
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those answered with regard to processes of institutional reproduction. First,
is it possible to identify a set of circumstances that reliably affect the like-
lihood that the dynamics of delegitimation will be set in motion? Second,
is it possible to identify circumstances that reliably affect the “rapidity and
decisiveness” with which said dynamics, once triggered, will bring about a
decline in an institution’s value and stability and possibly come to threaten
the reproduction of “isomorphic” or closely related institutions, if not the
entirety of a society’s “rules of power”?

The previous section featured several references to the circumstances in
question, reflecting the difficulty of examining causal mechanisms in isola-
tion from the context in which they operate, but left it for this section to
attempt a more systematic and more comprehensive treatment. At the cost
of some redundancy, the same caveats made in the last chapter with regard
to the indeterminacy surrounding the circumstances affecting whether, how
rapidly, and how decisively the dynamics of legitimation are set in motion, as
well as the effect that certain sets of circumstances have on the legitimacy of
political institutions, also apply to this discussion. An additional caveat is that,
as the discussion above has acknowledged, the process by which individuals
turn their backs on institutions previously supported as legitimate requires
that they be properly motivated to do so, which is only in part a function
of “objective,” evidence-based considerations about the manner in which the
institutions in question operate and the results they produce. While some
consideration will be reserved for the circumstances that affect the motiva-
tion to entertain arguments aiming to discredit existing institutions, the ways
in which such motivations are formed are so varied and idiosyncratic as to
foreclose the possibility of a full accounting.

From Legitimation to Delegitimation: General Considerations

The multiple references made in the previous section to circumstances con-
ducive to the delegitimation of institutions point to the three major ways
in which an institution’s performance can set in motion endogenous, self-
undermining processes of institutional decay driven by the dynamics of dele-
gitimation. Each may be said to constitute a violation of the terms in which
the existence of particular “rules of power” is justified and made acceptable
to those least advantaged by their distributive consequences, in keeping with
the expectation that widespread “moral anger” is most frequently observed as
a consequence of “violations of the social contract” (Moore 1978: 493).
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First, as noted above, processes of increasing delegitimation can often be
traced back to an institution’s or a set of institutions’ failure to live up to their
“implicit promises” (Scott 1985: 338)—that is, their failure to meet the needs
of subordinates or their failure to limit the extent to which the outcomes they
produce favor sectional interests at the expense of the interests of society as
a whole. As others have recognized, the legitimation of the most exploitative
and unequal of power relations typically requires that meaningful conces-
sions be made to the general interest, as well as to the interests of subordi-
nates, whose continued fulfillment requires that superordinate groups make
genuine sacrifices and exercise of a measure of self-restraint, as opposed to
simply “blow smoke” in the faces of subordinates (335; see also Scott 1990: 77,
103). Meeting such “output expectations,” which can be of a material as well
as a nonmaterial nature, imposes on a society’s leadership “a never-ending
need to mobilize resources” in order to maintain a level of support in excess
of what the simple “manipulation of ideological symbols” can guarantee
(Tainter 1988: 28). The chief sources of this sort of “output failure” (Easton
1965: 230) may be characterized, in Beetham’s (1991: 135) words, as “manifest
failure of performance” and “manifest particularity”

A second, alternative way in which an institution or a set of institutions
may be expected to set in motion processes of increasing delegitimation is
by violating existing norms regarding distributive or procedural justice. On
the distributive side, Beetham (1991: 77-82) focused on the damage that the
“rightfulness” of institutions sustain as a result of their failure to produce
outcomes reconcilable with prevailing ideals regarding the sources of social
inequalities—which he referred to as “principles of differentiation”—whether
by empowering the presumed “undeserving” or by disempowering the pre-
sumed “deserving” On the procedural side, though different societies and
different systems of government may be founded on different sets of prin-
ciples regarding what constitutes equitable participation in the making of
policies and rules, or their equitable enforcement, the violation of such prin-
ciples should nonetheless contribute to discrediting an institution or system
of institutions in similar ways. As Levi (1988: 52) has found, “The failure of
rulers to live up to the prevailing norms of fairness undermines compliance’

Possibly deserving of being in a category of their own are those situations
in which institutions violate prevailing ideas regarding what constitutes the
proper “authoritative source of power” Once again, societies vary—and have
varied historically—with regard to what is considered the ultimate source
of (sovereign) power, as well as the rules and procedures that constitute
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the proper expression of particular sources of sovereign power. Famously,
changes in beliefs concerning “the source of political authority”—above all,
its location “in the people rather than in the historical pedigree of the ruling
dynasty”—have had, as Beetham (1991: 134) puts it, “profound consequences
for the territorial organization of states and for the spatial distribution of
power within them, as well as for the rules governing access to political office
itself” Messages alleging that the existing rules no longer work in accordance
with a widely recognized source of authority, moreover, are a mainstay of the
efforts often made by dissidents to assemble a critique of the status quo whose
“within the hegemony” (Scott 1990: 105—6) nature can appeal to subordinates
and members of the ruling coalition alike, while complicating efforts by the
powerful to discredit or suppress the messenger.

The previous section made reference to a host of reasons why we should
expect that increasing delegitimation processes will most frequently be set in
motion in contexts characterized by the failure of an institution or a system
of institutions to deliver the results promised to important constituencies,
to live up to shared standards of distributive and procedural justice, or to
operate in accordance with prevailing ideas regarding the ultimate source
of authority. Of course, such “failures” on the part of institutions to work as
required by the terms of something akin to a “social contract” only matter to
the extent that there are leaders and organizations with the resources, capa-
bilities, and communication channels required to make subordinates aware
of the situation, develop an effective narrative against the status quo, and
motivate target constituencies to engage in acts of noncompliance. Having
said that, however, it is still worth asking what sorts of “events” and “facts”
(or “states of affairs”; Elster 2007: 9) are most commonly responsible for each
of the three forms of institutional failure listed above, at least insofar as the
resulting search for less “proximate,” more “distal” causes does not lead down
the rabbit hole of “infinite regress”

If, consistent with the reasoning presented in this chapter, an institution’s
delegitimation is most commonly the result of its perceived failure to meet
the needs of subordinates, to work in accordance with widely shared stan-
dards of fairness and justice, or properly to embody prevailing conceptions
of the ultimate source of political authority, each of the perceived failures
may conceivably stem from two types of developments. The first is a major
disruption in an institution’s actual workings, which prevents it from struc-
turing behavior in the manner required and to the extent required, to satisfy
the public’s expectations on each of the counts listed above. In turn, based on
findings produced in the field of behavioral economics (Thaler 2015: 131—36),
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the threat that the disruption in question presents to the legitimacy of an
institution conceivably varies with (i) the extent to which the results it yields
mark a departure from prior experience, which determines the magnitude of
the sense of loss experienced by relevant actors; and (ii) the extent to which
the discrepancy is judged to have been avoidable and/or to be rectifiable,
which affects the propensity of loss-averse actors to respond to the “new nor-
mal” through reactance or rationalization.

The second is a major transformation in the manner in which important
constituencies define their role in society (and hence their interests/needs),
their notions of distributive and procedural justice, and/or their beliefs with
regard to either the ultimate source of political authority or the proper way
to ensure its expression in the workings of an institution or set of institu-
tions. In the absence of a corresponding change in the workings of relevant
institutions, major shifts in the identities, preferences, values, and beliefs of
important constituencies will cause the institutions in question to fail to sat-
isfy what the actors concerned expect of legitimate rules and procedures,
thereby leaving “a society’s established power rules intellectually unsup-
ported, like a bridge whose foundations have been weakened by the slow pro-
cesses of erosion” (Beetham 1991: 75). On this count, it may be ventured that
the dissatisfaction caused by the widening gap between the performance of
existing institutions and the expectations of particular constituencies varies
with the discrepancy’s perceived self-relevance—as Frangois de La Rochefou-
cauld (cited in Alinsky 1972: 26) wrote centuries ago, “We all have strength
enough to endure the misfortunes of others”—or, at any rate, with the degree
to which the preferences, values, and beliefs in which the revised expecta-
tions originate have come to occupy a central role in an actor’s sense of self
and attendant “cognitive landscape”

Of course, as previewed in the course of specifying self-undermining
sequences of institutional decay driven by the dynamics of delegitimation,
major disruptions to the workings of political institutions and major trans-
formations in the preferences, values, and beliefs of important constituen-
cies can originate in developments that are (mostly) exogenous or (mostly)
endogenous to the institutions concerned.

Changes in Social Structure and Economic Conditions
Among the varied set of (mostly) exogenous factors that may be expected

to threaten the continued reproduction of institutions by undermining their
legitimacy, the most important and far-reaching is arguably an assortment
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of developments generally labeled as “social change” Beetham (1991) char-
acterizes “social change” as a potential catalyst for both (i) disruptions in the
capacity of institutions to function in a manner consistent with the expecta-
tions of subordinates, prevailing standards of fairness and justice, and their
own justificatory principles with regard to “differentiation” and the “author-
itative source of rules”; and (ii) transformations in the preferences, values,
and beliefs relevant to the assessment of an institution’s appropriateness and
performance. A form of “social change” that has long been hypothesized to
produce effects of this kind is a phenomenon generally referred to as “mod-
ernization” Modernization, however, “is only one form of change in the con-
ditions surrounding the institution that may lead to dysfunction” (Fukuyama
2014: 463). Indeed, Goldstone’s (1991: 37) analysis of the “waves” of rebellions
and revolutions that broke out throughout Europe, Asia, and the Middle East
in the “early modern world” shows that “a social explanation of state break-
down need not attach primary importance to the growth of capitalism or
class conflict,” given the decisive role often played by ecological and demo-
graphic shifts.

Certainly, insofar as political institutions are a crucial determinant of eco-
nomic development and other social transformations, social change is always
at least partially endogenous to the workings of a society’s existing political
system. More generally, the effects of exogenous shocks or transformations
are always mediated by endogenous factors, as the characteristics of institu-
tions determine “the magnitude and nature” of the exogenous factors that
can meaningfully affect an institution’s development (Greif and Laitin 2004:
639). Even so, it makes sense to describe social change as (mostly) exogenous
on account of the fact that the phenomenon is, indeed, exogenous to most of
the institutions whose legitimacy it conceivably affects—or, at a minimum,
that the challenge it presents to the workings of particular institutions, and/
or for the maintenance of the preferences, values, and beliefs upon which
the institutions’ legitimacy rests, stems from developments not caused by
the institutions in question. Modernization and other forms of social change
conceivably affect the legitimacy of a society’s political institutions—when
not the legitimacy of entire political orders—in each of the ways listed above:
namely, by interfering with their workings as well as by affecting the prefer-
ences, values, and beliefs based on which actors assess their appropriateness
and evaluate their performance.

With regard to the actual functioning of institutions, Fukuyama (2014: 27)
listed the “failure to adapt to new circumstances”—that is, the failure to adapt



Institutional Decay 81

to a change in structural conditions that include but are not limited to socio-
economic conditions—as one of the two main sources of “political decay”
In developing his case, Fukuyama (47—51) also revisited the claim Hunting-
ton (1968) famously made about the threats that modernization presents
to fragile governing institutions in much of the developing world, where a
breakdown in political order was hypothesized to result commonly from the
intensified mobilization of newly ascendant constituencies. Echoes of Hun-
tington’s hypothesis also resound in theories of ethnic conflict that focus on
the competition for scarce “goods of modernity” as the catalyst for an escala-
tion in the hostilities often blamed for the collapse of weak states (Bates 1983;
see also Chandra 2004: 8). At any rate, while acknowledging that, “in light of
recent work, Huntington’s theory would have to be revisited in many ways”—
not the least of which is the fact that political orders most frequently break
down as a result of poverty as opposed to its alleviation—Fukuyama (2014:
48) also argues that “Huntington’s basic insight” regarding the destabilizing
potential of modernization “was nonetheless correct”

Political decay, however, is not the inevitable result of modernization and
the attendant spike in social mobilization. Societies that benefited from fairly
robust preexisting institutions, and/or the presence of a political class with
the foresight and skills required to make the necessary adjustments, man-
aged the transition without major incident. Fukuyama (2014: 49) also points
out that “the huge transformation in global politics” that took place between
1970 and 2008—during which both global economic output roughly qua-
drupled and the number of electoral democracies tripled—“occurred on the
whole remarkably peacefully” Even so, the reason why “social change” is so
frequently the cause of institutional decay is that societies often fail to make
adjustments they are otherwise quite capable of making (463—66; see also
Diamond 2005: 419—40). Complacency and confirmation bias on the part of
elites and others can prevent the timely acknowledgment of looming threats
and challenges. Extrarational, emotional attachments to existing institutions
can preclude the consideration of viable alternatives. And, finally, powerful
constituencies whose interests are threatened by the prospects of reform can
successfully obstruct attempts to retool a society’s institutions or withhold
from the state the resources required to stave off a crisis (Goldstone 1991: 10,
461-62). As Tuchman (1984: 381) concluded in her classic book The March of
Folly, “Chief among the forces affecting political folly is lust for power, named
by Tacitus as ‘the most flagrant of all passions” (see also Diamond 2005: 431).

Even when a society’s institutions can weather its effects, constituencies
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that find themselves on the losing end of “social change” might seek to disrupt
their operation. Modernization, globalization, and other “macro-processes”
responsible for major changes in a society’s socioeconomic structure produce
“losers” as well as “winners” And, in some instances, such macro-processes
can make losers out of otherwise quite powerful, resourceful constituencies.
As Acemoglu and Robinson (2012: 83—87, 213—44) have shown, the ruling
classes of premodern societies have often feared the “creative destruction”
associated with the workings of capitalist, (post)industrial economies to the
point of opposing developments that promised to increase their nations’
overall prosperity. More recently, disillusionment with democratic institu-
tions has grown as a consequence of increased automation and globalization,
which caused global inequality to worsen even as middle-class and working-
class incomes have stagnated or declined throughout the Western world
(Lakner and Milanovic 2013).

As a result of these underlying changes, existing institutions might cease
to produce outcomes that “losers” recognize as being in their interest. In turn,
the delegitimation of existing institutions might cause such constituencies no
longer to feel bound to play by the rules. Elites in fear of “creative destruc-
tion” have at times proven quite capable, at least for a time, of defending
their interests and status through efforts designed to discredit and destabi-
lize existing institutions (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012: 213—44). Less pow-
erful constituencies such as the losers of globalization in the West may not
be quite as effective in defending their interests or status in the face of social
change, but their dissatisfaction nonetheless presents a grave danger to insti-
tutions no longer deemed capable of meeting their needs. Western democra-
cies themselves face an existential threat in the perception shared by sizable
chunks of their electorates that democracy has let them down, coupled with
the apparent willingness of some to experiment with the alternatives offered
by right-wing populists and demagogues.

Similar threats to the legitimacy of political regimes and their institu-
tions have been hypothesized to stem from poor economic conditions, at
least insofar as such conditions are unfamiliar, unexpected, and/or generally
perceived to have been avoidable. As Beetham (1991: 146) points out, poor
economic performance translates into the delegitimation of institutions—as
opposed to dissatisfaction with the government in office at the time—to the
extent that the political system, aside from failing to deliver on its promises
of material prosperity, offers no way to replace the current government or, if
it does, no hope of producing a government capable of taking the measures
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required to improve the situation. Similarly, Goldstone (1991: 8) has argued
that a “state crisis”—defined as “a situation in which politically significant
numbers of elites, or popular groups, or both, consider the central state to be
operating in a manner that is ineffective, unjust, or obsolete”—severe enough
to threaten “state breakdown” can stem from “actual failures of governmental
performance” or “changing economic conditions or reckless governmental
actions that cause elites or popular groups to lose confidence in, or withdraw
their allegiance from, the state”

The threat that poor economic performance presents to the legitimacy
of existing institutions may be hypothesized to vary with a society’s overall
wealth as well as the nature of the regime itself. With regard to the former, the
empirical evidence showing that political regimes are especially vulnerable
to economic crises in the presence of low levels of income (Przeworski et al.
2000) appears to be consistent with some of the basic tenets of behavioral
economics. For if, as Kahneman (2011: 283) has observed, the rate at which
individuals value losses over equivalent gains is highest in circumstances
where losses are potentially most ruinous, it stands to reason that the same
decrease in income would be most aversive—leading to the most intense dis-
approval of the status quo—among those whose livelihoods are most pre-
carious. Moore (1978: 468—70) qualifies this expectation by noting that an
increase in “the suffering of the lower strata” is most consequential in the
following circumstances: (i) when it follows “a rapid improvement in a soci-
ety’s capacity to produce goods and services,” which causes it to be perceived
as problematic and avoidable; (ii) when it reaches levels “new and unfamiliar”
and does so “rapidly enough so that people don't have time to become accus-
tomed”; and (iii) when it is attributable to easily identifiable persons.

Among the reasons why conditions of low income render democracy
most likely to collapse in times of economic crisis, moreover, is the possi-
bility that the crisis might further inflame the social divisions often present
in underdeveloped societies, whose characteristic vulnerability to “oligar-
chic domination” and “populist revolution” alike (Fukuyama 2014: 439) often
stems from the difficulties involved in expanding local economies at a rate
sufficient to prevent mobilized groups from starting to engage in centrifugal,
zero-sum competition (Beetham 1991: 171—73). Notoriously, moreover, elites
have the most to gain from replacing democracy with dictatorship in rela-
tively impoverished societies (Przeworski 2009). So, too, are the usual inse-
curities of middle-class citizens over redistribution and loss of status likely
to become all the more acute in bad economic times (Fukuyama 2014: 441—
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42). The history of the last century, particularly as it relates to the genesis of
fascism and other right-wing populist movements, provides ample evidence
for just what anxious, flighty, impressionable creatures members of the mid-
dle class can be, whenever their heightened susceptibility to “fear of falling”
(Ehrenreich 1990; see also Gidron and Hall 2020: 1034) is successfully acti-
vated or when they are effectively made to feel “squeezed” (e.g., Antonucci et
al. 2017) from above and from below.

A change in socioeconomic conditions, however, threatens the perceived
appropriateness of institutions, as well as the public’s satisfaction with their
outcomes and confidence in the fairness of their workings, even when it does
not cause any disruption or change in the results they produce or the way
they function. For one thing, social change can lead to the rise of new classes
and social groupings whose increased capacities, wealth, and/or skills render
their exclusion from power no longer justifiable based on existing rationales
or whose growing demands cannot be met by the existing arrangements. The
phenomenon sometimes referred to as the “revolution of rising expectations”
is consistent with what has been described as a “general rule” of “motiva-
tion theory,” according to which “getting begets wanting” (Baumeister 2005:
161). On that basis, Tajfel and Turner (1986: 12) have argued that the mem-
bers of subordinate groups often find the motivation to challenge status
hierarchies in circumstances where their “objective deprivation” is actually
decreasing, while Levi (1988: 54) observes that “resistance” to perceived injus-
tice and exploitation “is as likely—indeed, more likely—to come from those
with resources as from those without” In practice, continued exclusion from
power threatens to delegitimize existing institutions among the members
of otherwise ascendant constituencies, now rather more inclined to believe
that the rules and procedures currently in force—especially those responsi-
ble for perpetuating inequalities of power and status—no longer operate in
accordance with acceptable standards of procedural and distributive justice
or at any rate that their interests are not being served by the existing rules of
power. In turn, just as a citizen may derive a sense of moral obligation to com-
ply with a variety of institutions from his or her perception of the entire sys-
tem’s legitimacy, the system’s delegitimation should erode the actor’s moral
obligation to comply, whether or not the institutions in question are in any
way responsible for his or her dissatisfaction.

More recent work on modernization also shows that postindustrial eco-
nomic development in general does render subordinate groups desirous of
greater equality, self-expression, and emancipation from authority (Ingle-
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hart and Welzel 2005). The acquisition of these motivations should also
increase the receptiveness of subordinates to “the introduction of new ideas
by political leaders” (Mahoney 2000: 525) seeking to erode the belief systems
upon which certain relations of power rely for their legitimacy, as well as
evidence attesting to the fact that “what had previously been assumed to be a
‘natural’ form of social organization, or one based upon ‘natural’ differences,
is in fact socially constructed” (Beetham 1991: 109). As Fukuyama (2014: 40)
has observed, the “social mobilization” that generally results from modern-
ization “entails different parts of society becoming conscious of themselves
as people with shared interests or identities, and their organization for col-
lective action”

The reason why such transformations are likely to have far-reaching
implications for the legitimacy and the survival of traditional, nondemo-
cratic political orders is that few political issues have greater personal rel-
evance than upholding one’s aspirations of equality and desire for recogni-
tion. Fukuyama (1992: 144—45) himself famously characterized the struggle
for “recognition”—for “an intersubjective state of mind by which one human
being acknowledges the worth or status of another human being, or of that
human being’s gods, customs, and beliefs"—as the centerpiece of a “non-
materialist historical dialectic” capable of accounting for “the prideful and
assertive side of human nature that is responsible for driving most wars and
political conflicts” Accordingly, Trivers (2011: 65) proposes that “revolution-
ary moments often seem to occur in history when large numbers of individ-
uals have a change in consciousness regarding themselves and their status”
For an illustration, one need not look any further than the momentous impli-
cations that the rise of (authentic) nationalism—the origins of which have
famously been located in the spread of capitalism (Anderson [1983] 1991)—
has had for the external boundaries and the internal organization of countries
the world over, as a host of subject constituencies found expression for their
desire for “recognition” in the vision of a “nation” defined by principles of
equal citizenship and popular sovereignty.

In each of these instances, socioeconomic change threatens to harm an
institution’s legitimacy to the point of setting in motion processes of increas-
ing delegitimation—whether by undermining the capacity of existing institu-
tions to meet the interests of variously powerful and sizable constituencies,
by empowering constituencies pressing a variety of demands that existing
institutions were not designed to meet, or by transforming the way in which
subordinate groups define their rightful place in society; the proper distri-
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bution of wealth, power, and status; or the ultimate source of authority in
ways not consistent with the stated rationale for existing institutions. And
while the reasons why different forms of social change threaten the legit-
imacy of existing institutions are varied, the processes they set in motion
may be expected to follow a similar logic: in brief, the disaffection caused by
the perceived dysfunction of institutions motivates behavior that reinforces
the institutions’ dysfunction, leading in turn to even greater disaffection.
This basic logic characterizes the events described in Goldstone’s (1991: 94—
102) analysis of the government’s failure to resolve the fiscal crisis that led
to revolution and state breakdown in seventeenth-century England, in Ferr-
ara’s (2015: 292) treatment of the ongoing decline of Thailand’s royalist order,
and in Fukuyama’s (2014: 503—4) discussion of the “political decay” currently
plaguing the democratic institutions of the United States. The process can be
described as self-undermining to the extent that the institutions concerned
become increasingly unstable and increasingly incapable of eliciting quasi-
voluntary compliance over time.

The Crisis Tendencies of Inclusive and Extractive Institutions

While endogenous, self-undermining sequences of institutional decay driven
by the dynamics of delegitimation can be set in motion by exogenous or
mostly exogenous transformations to aspects of the environment in which
the institutions concerned operate, such sequences may also be set in motion
by developments that are themselves endogenous to the institutions” work-
ings. To be more precise, an institution’s delegitimation is characterized in
these pages as “endogenous” if it stems from the effects the institution exerts
on the behavior of individuals or the relations/interactions between social
groups. In turn, insofar as institutions vary with respect to their legitimizing
ideas, which are reflected in their treatment of particular situations, actors,
and behaviors (Beetham 1991: 126—27), the endogenous developments most
likely to result in an institution’s delegitimation should also vary depending
on the principles that govern the institution’s functioning.

For the purposes of this discussion, it is useful to adopt the basic distinc-
tion that Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) have drawn between “extractive” and
“inclusive” institutions—in other words, between institutions that promote
the concentration of unchecked, unaccountable power in the hands of the
few, while restricting participation of “the many” in political and economic
activities, and institutions devised to distribute power more broadly, to foster
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the open, equal participation of all citizens in the political and economic are-
nas, and to compel even the most powerful groups and individuals to adhere
to the rule of law. Inclusive institutions are typical of liberal-democratic
regimes founded on principles of popular sovereignty and equal citizenship;
conversely, extractive institutions are found in nondemocratic regimes where
sovereignty cannot be said to rest meaningfully with “the people,” while full
citizenship is often reserved for the members of groups situated at the top of
“natural” or otherwise “desirable” social hierarchies.

Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2012) treatment of extractive and inclusive
institutions also features a discussion of the crisis tendencies of each, upon
which it is possible to develop expectations about the sort of endogenous
factors most likely to set in motion an increasing delegitimation process. For
their part, Acemoglu and Robinson (343—44) make the most of the tendency
of extractive institutions to break down as a result of the infighting typical
of political systems where the rewards attendant to the control of the levers
of power are too high. The exceedingly high stakes involved—to say noth-
ing of the absence of lawful, peaceful mechanisms of alternation—have often
caused the competition for narrowly concentrated, unconstrained power to
degenerate into violent, armed conflict. As Beetham (1991: 129) pointed out,
political systems need not be “democratic” to qualify as “legitimate” or, for
that matter, to command widespread support in society. Indeed, the previous
chapter has shown that institutions responsible for instantiating and perpet-
uating highly unequal arrangements of power are in some ways more likely to
benefit from mechanisms of institutional reproduction driven by the dynam-
ics of legitimation, thereby bearing out the notion that the presence of a
“consensually accepted status system” can make groups excluded from power
rather tolerant of their own inferiority (Tajfel and Turner 1986: 12). Besides, as
Acemoglu and Robinson (2012: 86—87) have themselves suggested, the devel-
opment of a centralized state and a stable regime under extractive political
institutions may be expected to follow one group’s defeat of major rivals from
power, while the exercise of unlimited, unchecked power can subsequently
prevent potential rivals from developing the strength to challenge superor-
dinate groups.

Even so, the fact that extractive institutions place few limits on the exer-
cise of power can be a double-edged sword, for it makes the system’s legiti-
macy contingent on the willingness of superordinate groups to practice the
degree of self-restraint required to appear mindful of the common good, the
needs of subordinates, or prevailing conceptions of fairness and justice. Con-
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versely, the failure to exercise the requisite level of self-restraint, which is
not altogether uncommon for those invested with absolute or near-absolute
power, can render otherwise passive subordinates receptive to the argu-
ment that the system’s “manifest particularity” (Beetham 1991: 136), having
exceeded acceptable proportions, releases them from the moral obligation to
comply with the institutions that sanction existing arrangements of power.
To the extent that such recognition translates into the withdrawal of volun-
tary compliance, the enforcement of compliance through other means can
be expected not only to antagonize the groups targeted but also to require
the redirection of substantial resources away from more popular initiatives.
What is worse, the resulting deterioration in the system’s performance may
further damage its legitimacy, which in turn requires that even more of the
state’s resources be repurposed toward the enforcement of obedience, and so
on, until, potentially, the exhaustion of the system’s legitimacy.

The stability and continued viability of inclusive institutions also face chal-
lenges arising from the manner in which such rules and procedures structure
individual behavior and intergroup conflict. By their very nature, genuinely
inclusive institutions threaten the interests of elites, whose power, status, and
wealth stand to suffer from open participation and competition on a level
playing field. When they are established in the presence of low levels of devel-
opment (Przeworski 2009) and/or high levels of economic inequality (Ace-
moglu and Robinson 2006), elites frequently make use of the resources at
their disposal to delegitimize inclusive institutions, undermine their perfor-
mance, depress the willingness of subordinates to fight in their defense, and
gradually set the stage for getting rid of them entirely. In this endeavor, elites
have often enlisted the support of relatively privileged middle-class constit-
uencies, who may prove susceptible to efforts to discredit and delegitimize
the institutions typical of liberal-democratic regimes in circumstances where
they do not constitute the majority of the population (Fukuyama 2014: 441—
43). On the one hand, elites can heighten the messy, chaotic nature of demo-
cratic competition by refusing to accept its results and to play by the rules or
can even exploit the limitations the system places on lawful, elected govern-
ments in order to create the conditions of lawlessness and disorder that have
often caused middle-class groups to withdraw their support for democracy.
On the other hand, elites can seek to exaggerate the threat that inclusive insti-
tutions present for the middle class’s own wealth and status, while leveraging
their tendency to deem “corrupt” any policy that benefits others (Beetham
1991: 144), in order to create a sense of moral outrage among middle-class
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citizens against elected politicians and their more numerous (but less aftlu-
ent) supporters. As Kurer (2020: 1978) has shown most recently, it is “a per-
ception of relative economic decline among politically powerful groups—not
their impoverishment—[that] drives support for conservative and, especially,
right-wing populist parties”

A contemporary case in point is the recent dismantlement of demo-
cratic institutions in Thailand, where royalist elites have gotten much of the
urban middle class to reject the workings of the electoral process, largely on
account of the fact that democracy—for which urban middle-class citizens
fought and died in 1973 and 1992—now invariably rewards politicians capable
of appealing to a provincial electorate whose aspirations and self-images have
been thoroughly transformed by decades of economic development (Ferrara
2015). As Montesano (2010: 280) has written, “insecurities” over status have
“haunted the rank and file of the yellow [royalist] camp” to a far greater extent
than their counterparts in the “red” camp, which includes the supporters of
deposed prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra and others who have remained
in favor of electoral democracy throughout the country’s protracted polit-
ical crisis. Indeed, there is both anecdotal and statistical evidence suggest-
ing that while “Yellow Shirt” sympathizers generally enjoy somewhat higher
levels of income and job/life security—largely because, compared with the
lower-middle-class and working-class citizens who make up the bulk of the
“Red Shirt” movement, a greater proportion are employed in the formal sec-
tor of the economy—they are more likely to fee/ economically deprived and
insecure (Aphichat 2010). Given the emphasis that the economic policies
pursued by Thaksin and his democratically elected successors placed on the
informal sector, these citizens are said to have feared being forced to bear
the cost of the advancement of others, even as their own economic situation
stagnates or deteriorates (Nidhi 2010: 132—37).

Certainly, inclusive institutions may be designed with a view toward reas-
suring elites that their interests will not be unduly threatened by open par-
ticipation and competition. As Ziblatt (2006: 313) pointed out, some of the
world’s oldest democracies were established only thanks to accommodations
and compromises that were decidedly undemocratic but that made it safe for
elites to let the process unfold. Indeed, North, Wallis, and Weingast (2009:
27) concur with Ziblatt (2017) that the protection of elite interests is crucial
to the success of a society’s transition from a “limited access order” to an
“open access order”” Alas, the fact that “the heavenly chorus” of the “pluralist
heaven”—to borrow E. E. Schattschneider’s ([1960] 1988: 34—35) aphorism—
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typically “sings with a strong upper-class accent” is not without cost. For while
it might give elites little reason to overthrow the system, it also makes it too
easy for the rich and powerful to “capture” or, in Fukuyama’s (2014) words,
“repatrimonialize” its institutions, causing them increasingly to neglect the
general interest and the needs of subordinates, to violate prevailing notions
of distributive and procedural justice, and eventually to make a mockery out
of the system’s commitment to popular sovereignty and individual equality.
As democratic institutions are gradually hollowed out, the public’s growing
disaffection may induce more and more people to withdraw from its par-
ticipatory institutions, providing elites with a chance to assert further their
dominance of a political system whose workings are increasingly at odds with
its lofty founding principles. Eventually, those alienated and excluded from
the political process may become receptive to the argument that the problem
is rooted in the very nature of inclusive, democratic institutions, as opposed
to their dilution and subsequent hijacking, or may become susceptible to the
appeal of “populist” demagogues whose promises to clean up (or blow up)
the system most often boil down to measures designed to erode further the
system’s openness and inclusiveness.

Delegitimation as a By-Product of an Institution’s Destabilization

The final, major category of developments that may be expected to set in
motion processes of increasing delegitimation is composed of situations in
which an institution or a system of institutions begins to appear, in the eyes of
politically relevant constituencies, increasingly weak, unstable, and/or inca-
pable of securing broad-based compliance, whether as a consequence of a
perceived decline in a superordinate group’s capacity (or determination) to
impose its will on the rest of society or as a result of the growing currency
enjoyed by plausible alternatives to the existing arrangements, whose ulti-
mate replacement may come to seem inevitable.

The idea that the deterioration in an institution’s capacity effectively to
structure behavior might set in motion a self-undermining process—one in
which the institution’s perceived weakness or instability damages its legit-
imacy, leading relevant actors to engage in behavior that further weakens,
destabilizes, and delegitimizes the arrangement—is consistent with a key
tenet of “social identity theory,” which predicts that members of subordinate
groups are most likely to question the status quo, develop a “positive ethno-
centric identity;” and choose strategies of “social competition” in pursuit of
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equal or dominant status when the situation becomes unstable and cognitive
alternatives become more readily imaginable (Tajfel and Turner 1986). Like-
wise, prominent accounts of revolution have long ascribed to rifts between
the state and wealthy elites (Skocpol 1979), or to intra-elite divisions (Gold-
stone 1991), a key role in the emergence of organized, revolutionary chal-
lenges to regimes in which the vast majority of the population is excluded
from power. Though skeptical of the notion that members of subordinate
groups ever truly believe their domination to be natural and immutable,
moreover, Scott (1990: 220) reservedly shares Moore’s (1978: 458) emphasis
on “the conquest of inevitability” as “essential to the development of politi-
cally effective moral outrage”

Once again, the fact that the delegitimation of existing institutions often
stems from perceived reversals in established relations of power speaks to the
tendency of the dynamics of power and legitimation to work in conjunction
with one another in the decay as well as the reproduction of institutions,
albeit this time in a mutually exhausting or mutually undermining fashion.
While a more comprehensive treatment of the interaction will be taken up
in the next section, it may be worth pointing out here that exogenous as well
as endogenous factors can account for the (real or perceived) weakness of an
institution. Exogenous factors conceivably include the “shocks” to the system
inflicted by episodic, external events such as natural disasters, global eco-
nomic downturns, pandemics of infectious diseases, and outbreaks of inter-
state war, as well as disruptions to the workings of institutions caused by
the forms of social change discussed above. Also, insofar as social change
causes subordinates to acquire greater confidence in their own efficacy, the
latter may come to regard relations of power and institutions once presumed
to be immovable as the proverbial paper tiger. As for endogenous develop-
ments, Mahoney’s (2000: 523) discussion of the “dynamics of change” associ-
ated with “power-based explanations” of institutional reproduction lists two
scenarios that recur in the literature: (i) one in which “the reproduction of
elite-supported institutions may eventually disadvantage subordinate groups
to the point that these groups successfully challenge the prevailing arrange-
ments”; and (ii) one in which “the very process through which an institution
empowers an elite group may eventually become a source of divisions for this
elite group”

Presumably, one of the ways in which the challenges presented to the
status quo by “united subordinate groups” and “divided elites” (Mahoney
and Thelen 2010: 9—10) might “facilitate a transformation of the existing
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arrangements” (Mahoney 2000: 523), aside from inducing the groups con-
cerned to withdraw their support, is by increasing the existing arrangements’
perceived weakness as well as the plausibility of alternatives spearheaded by
those challenging the system. A third scenario that might produce similar
results is one where a subordinate group or its leaders manage to exploit
the opportunities provided by the system’s institutions and their unintended
consequences to accumulate power at the expense of the dominant group. In
these situations, the countermeasures that superordinate groups often take in
response to the empowerment of previously marginal constituencies, or the
rise of new political leaders, may themselves undermine the legitimacy of the
existing arrangements, sometimes to the point of providing the sort of “focal”
event that sparks off uprisings and revolutions (Karklins and Petersen 1993).
A violent crackdown on the opposition not only threatens to strip away the
pretense of benevolence that dominant groups are often so keen to maintain
in their dealings with subordinates; under certain conditions, it can also be
interpreted as a further sign of weakness, prompting more people to join
opposition activities. Rigged or otherwise “stolen elections” are also known
to carry a high risk of backlash, for they often not only violate expectations of
fairness, expose the system’s commitment to popular sovereignty as a fraud,
project an image of desperation, or threaten to divide the regime’s own sup-
porters (Kuntz and Thompson 2009) but also effectively relegate a plurality
of the electorate to the rank of second-class citizens, in what is likely to be
perceived as an outrage against their status and dignity.

Either way, while a loss of power can motivate behavior that further
weakens or destabilizes existing institutions, and thereby erode their legit-
imacy, the institutions’ declining legitimacy can further undermine existing
arrangements of power by inducing more and more people to withdraw their
support and voluntary compliance, the loss of which also threatens to aggra-
vate elite divisions and prompt the defection of influential constituencies in
favor of previously disadvantaged groups. In turn, if perceived reversals of
power can help set in motion an institution’s increasing delegitimation, the
fact that delegitimation can usher in a further loss of power suggests that the
workings of the interaction between the two logics are of great importance
to the other question raised at the beginning of this section, which spoke
to the “rapidity and decisiveness” with which a self-undermining, increasing
delegitimation process of institutional decay, once triggered, may deplete an
institution’s stock of legitimacy.
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The Rapidity and Decisiveness of Delegitimation Processes

As previewed above, a more systematic analysis of the interaction and its
consequences will be taken up in the next section. What is worth addressing
here is the role that some of the factors previously hypothesized to affect the
rapidity and decisiveness of increasing legitimation sequences of institutional
reproduction may be expected to play in processes of institutional decay
driven by the dynamics of delegitimation. Above all, one might hypothe-
size that processes of institutional reproduction and institutional decay are
affected in similar ways by the structure of the societies in which they oper-
ate. The rapidity and decisiveness with which self-undermining, increasing
delegitimation processes of institutional decay unfold, in particular, should
also be greatest in the presence of social structures that combine a modicum
of cohesion at the social or national level—based, once again, on an overar-
ching set of ideas and/or a widely shared national identity—with low levels of
social “fragmentation” (Granovetter 1973).

Conversely, the presence of multiple, internally cohesive social groups
with a strong sense of their lower-level group identities is an obstacle to the
diffusion of attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors responsible for driving increasing
delegitimation processes. In the presence of fragmentation, moreover, some
of the groups concerned might share strongly held beliefs about an institu-
tion’s appropriateness, from which they might derive greater motivation to
serve as a bulwark against the institution’s growing delegitimation and its
corresponding destabilization. Aside from their numbers, their cohesiveness,
their status, and their available resources, the effectiveness with which such
groups defend existing institutions should also turn on whether or not their
members’ commitment to the institution’s continued existence translates into
efforts to adjust their structure and workings so as to remedy the root causes
of their delegitimation. Conversely, their opposition to any and all proposals
for reform may well increase the probability of a crisis. For while the success
of their obstruction ensures that nothing is done to address the sources of the
public’s growing dissatisfaction with specific institutions, such efforts also
contribute to the diffusion of a more generalized disapproval for the nonre-
sponsiveness exhibited by the existing arrangements, which heightens in its
turn the propensity of other groups to withdraw their support for, and their
(quasi-)voluntary compliance with, the rules and procedures that govern an
entire relation of power.
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Synthesizing the Logics of Power and (De)legitimation

Once again, the discussion above highlights the difficulties involved in the-
orizing the “dynamics of (de)legitimation” in isolation from considerations
of power, as well as the crucial role that the exercise of power in response
to erosions of legitimacy plays in determining the fate of the institutions
concerned. This chapter’s introduction features a brief statement specifying
self-undermining sequences of institutional decay driven by the dynamics
of power. Such sequences are set in motion when reversals in a society’s dis-
tribution of power and/or material resources erode the capacity of super-
ordinate groups to enforce the compliance of those disadvantaged by the
distributional consequences of particular institutions. Increased noncompli-
ance, in turn, undermines an institution’s capacity to structure behavior and
produce its intended outcomes, causing it increasingly to fail to generate the
“returns” necessary to reproduce asymmetries of power, serve the interests it
was meant to serve, and incentivize/enforce compliance. In cases where the
institution’s defenders lack the will, the capacity, or the opportunity to reform
the institution, growing levels of noncompliance require them to choose
between stepping up its enforcement—at the cost of redirecting scarce
resources away from the pursuit of other priorities, which necessarily dimin-
ishes the effectiveness with which power is wielded in other domains—or let-
ting the process of decay take its devaluing, destabilizing toll. An institution
that is increasingly incapable of producing the outcomes it was designed to
produce is not only an increasingly less relevant or “valued” (that is, obeyed
and enforced) institution but also an increasingly disposable, replaceable one.

Reversals in the distribution of power and material resources of the kind
responsible for setting in motion processes of institutional decay might result
from the strengthening of groups previously excluded from power or dis-
advantaged by the workings of the institution concerned. Or, such reversals
might result from the weakening of the coalition that supports the institu-
tion’s continued existence, the cohesion of which may be undermined by
shifts in its internal balance of power. In each case, just as considerations of
power were said to be crucial to the effects exerted by the dynamics of legiti-
mation, so should considerations of legitimacy affect the extent to which, and
the rapidity and decisiveness with which, the dynamics of power will result
in an institution’s declining value and stability. For instance, the degree to
which reversals of power cause levels of noncompliance to increase conceiv-
ably hinges, at least in part, on the extent to which compliance has hereto-
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fore been voluntary—or, conversely, the extent to which compliance has been
dependent upon material inducements and coercion, both physical and legal.
With that in mind, the remainder of this section theorizes the interactions
between the dynamics of power and the dynamics of delegitimation to pro-
vide a more complete picture of the self-undermining sequences responsible
for the loss in an institution’s value and stability, as well as to shed light on
the process by which an institution’s decay might spill over into other insti-
tutional domains, potentially to the point of ushering in a more generalized
crisis of authority.

Power and Legitimation: The Decay of Inclusive Regimes

Just as processes of increasing delegitimation were hypothesized to originate
in different aspects of the workings of inclusive and extractive institutions,
so should the genesis of sequences of institutional decay driven by processes
of “decreasing returns to power”—as well as by the interaction between the
dynamics of power and the dynamics of delegitimation—vary with the inter-
nal logic of institutions and their attendant vulnerabilities. As noted, inclusive
institutions are most frequently threatened by the intensification of social
divisions, as well as by the refusal of elites permanently to trade a position
of systematic advantage for “open” competition on a level playing field. As
Beetham (1991: 212) has argued with reference to democratic regimes, whose
authority is grounded in the principle of popular sovereignty, “Here it is not
so much the exclusion of society from the political process, as the conse-
quences of its inclusion, that is the problem” To the extent that the inclusion
of subordinate populations in the economic and political arenas threatens to
undermine “traditional” hierarchies of wealth, status, and power, elites may
seek to undermine the authority of elected governments—perhaps with the
goal of inviting the armed forces’ intervention—by exploiting “the system’s
freedoms of speech and association,” to be “pushed to the limit” in disruptive
actions designed to expose the government’s “inability to secure the general
interest” under inclusive arrangements (212).

The attempt to create conditions of disorder severe enough to threaten
the continued existence of inclusive institutions might benefit from the inter-
action between the dynamics of power and delegitimation. As governments
are forced to dedicate more and more resources to the defense of the politi-
cal system, that is, the corresponding decline in the effectiveness with which
power is wielded diminishes their capacity to meet the needs and expec-
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tations of crucial constituencies, while the resulting decline in the system’s
legitimacy further compromises the enforcement of social order by causing
more and more people to withdraw their consent or give up on defending the
system. Conceivably, elite-driven attempts to disrupt the workings of inclu-
sive institutions—sometimes to the point of engineering their collapse—are
most likely to prove successful when the non-elite groups otherwise inclined
to resist such efforts are internally divided, especially if a sizable portion
identifies more strongly with the country’s elites than with other non-elite
constituencies.

North, Wallis, and Weingast (2009: 116—17) have pointed out that “cre-
ative destruction” more generally represents a potential source of instability
for inclusive institutions, insofar as the economy produces new “patterns
of interest” that translate into changing political alignments. In some cases,
moreover, the beneficiaries of “creative destruction” might themselves seek
to exploit their temporary advantage in order to freeze the situation in place
or otherwise make it impossible to dislodge them from their perch. Even in
societies where there exists a fundamental, broad-based agreement about
the desirability or appropriateness of inclusive political institutions, eco-
nomic elites often favor the introduction of rules—sometimes under the
guise of promoting “liberty”—that in practice restrict the system’s inclusive-
ness or facilitate efforts to “capture” existing institutions to be repurposed in
accordance with their private interest. For instance, the series of decisions
by which the U.S. Supreme Court has dismantled most limitations on the
influence of moneyed interests on the country’s political system in the last
two decades were ostensibly grounded in the First Amendment of the U.S.
Constitution, which protects freedom of speech. Actions of this kind may
effectively reverse the “virtuous circle” to which Acemoglu and Robinson
(2012) ascribe the reproduction of inclusive political systems, based on the
mutually reinforcing relationship between the workings of institutions that
regulate power and the distribution of resources in society. More specifi-
cally, the “virtuous circle” describes a situation in which inclusive political
institutions promote the equitable distribution of material resources, which
empowers a varied set of constituencies effectively to pursue their interests
through their participation in the political process, thereby further strength-
ening inclusive institutions.

Provided that the power grab is gradual or subtle enough to avoid trigger-
ing mass opposition, or that it occurs at a point in a society’s political develop-
ment when non-elites are either too complacent or not sophisticated enough
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to care or too divided or disorganized to do anything about it, the “capture”
of existing institutions may itself set in motion a self-undermining sequence
of institutional decay driven by the interaction of the dynamics of power and
delegitimation. In brief, the de facto narrowing in the distribution of power
weakens increasingly excluded or marginalized constituencies, diminishes
the returns that non-elites may expect to receive from participation in the
political process, and delegitimizes political institutions hollowed out of their
inclusive content, while the resulting decline in levels of participation—and
the increased irrelevance of competitive, participatory processes—facilitates
efforts to narrow further the distribution of power and dismantle the limits
formally placed on the exercise of power.

As the least powerful become increasingly disaffected—and gradually
withdraw from the political process—access to power grows ever more lim-
ited, and its exercise ever more unrestricted, thereby emptying out the exist-
ing institutions of their inclusive substance. Once again, the sequence may
devalue and destabilize inclusive institutions to the point of setting the stage
for their replacement with institutions that are extractive in their form as well
as their substance. Or, elites may prefer to avert the replacement or outright
collapse of inclusive institutions, judging it in their interest to ensure that
opportunities for political participation remain meaningful enough to pre-
vent widespread disaffection, if not enough to threaten their wealth, status,
and power. Indeed, one might venture that this is more or less the situation
toward which some Western “democracies” are headed—the United States
perhaps above all—as the result of the ongoing “re-patrimonialization” of
democratic institutions (Fukuyama 2014). Whether or not the arrangement
in question proves stable is another matter entirely, given its reliance on the
willingness of elites to exercise enough self-restraint to avoid exposing it as
an utter fraud.

In this and other situations, conflicts between the groups advantaged and
disadvantaged by socioeconomic change may themselves become so polariz-
ing as to threaten the survival of inclusive institutions, as attested by the rise
of “populist,” ethno-nationalist movements in parts of the Western world, as
well as the relative ease with which such forces have gotten important con-
stituencies to rethink their commitment to democratic politics (e.g., Hether-
ington and Weiler 2009; Armingeon and Guthmann 2014). In and of itself,
excessive polarization can harm the legitimacy of inclusive institutions by
causing those disgusted by the acrimony of the process to grow increasingly
disaffected, as well as by decreasing the efficiency with which decisions are
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made and resources are mobilized in the service of national priorities. Eco-
nomic change by way of “creative destruction” is conceivably one of the main
reasons why societies with seemingly consolidated inclusive institutions
might become so polarized as to threaten the underlying consensus over
their appropriateness. If, in particular, the groups advantaged by socioeco-
nomic change exploit their newfound strength in order to capture existing
institutions or stand in the way of reforms designed to renew their capacity to
promote an equitable distribution of resources and opportunities in the face
of shifting economic conditions, subordinates may at some point withdraw
their support for the institutions they deem responsible for consigning them
to a position of permanent disadvantage.

In turn, these situations may trigger something of a vicious cycle. On the
one hand, the increased willingness of subordinates to support extremists
and demagogues produces greater polarization, worsening the performance
of the existing arrangements. On the other hand, the rise of “anti-system”
forces conceivably intensifies the mistrust between “elites” and “the people”—
the latter increasingly disinclined to play by the rules of a system that the for-
mer are accused of having rigged in their favor. What is worse, if the declining
legitimacy of existing institutions forces governments to dedicate more of
their resources to policing discontent, maintaining public order, protecting
scapegoated minorities, and arresting the rise of extremist movements, the
likely unpopularity of these measures—and their pursuit at the expense of
other priorities—pushes the system closer to the precipice of a full-blown
crisis of authority.

Generally speaking, the threat presented by economic change to the value
and stability of inclusive institutions—that is, its potential to set in motion
self-undermining sequences of institutional decay driven by the interaction
between the dynamics of power and delegitimation—should vary depending
on the identity of “winners” and “losers” More precisely, it should hinge on
(i) whether the distinction between winners and losers overlaps with existing
social divisions—in other words, whether winners and losers share identities
based on something other than their experience of economic change, which
should both facilitate the mobilization of losers and heighten their sense
of victimization and grievance; (ii) whether those who have suffered from
economic change belong to relatively high-status constituencies historically
unaccustomed to the status of losers; and (iii) whether those who have bene-
fited from economic change are low-status constituencies, whose ascendance
aggravates the status anxieties of relatively privileged groups.
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Once again, the importance of these factors—that is, their potential to set
in motion the decay of inclusive institutions—should be greatest in societies
characterized by low levels of development and/or high levels of inequality,
the combination of which is known to render relatively privileged constituen-
cies nervous about the redistribution enabled by majority rule. When both of
the conditions above are met, losers are not only likely to derive greater moti-
vation to fight back from the experience of “resentment”—an emotion Elster
(2007: 149) describes as “caused by the reversal of a prestige hierarchy, when
a formerly inferior group or individual emerges as dominant”—caused by the
ongoing transformation of “deviants into dominants” (Bowles 1998: 82); in
these situations, moreover, losers are often better equipped to act on their
discontent and seek redress for their grievances. The relatively privileged sta-
tus (previously) enjoyed by these constituencies, in fact, not only gives them
access to the skills and organizational resources required to make their voices
heard but also makes it more likely that politicians, the media, and the pub-
lic at large are willing to listen. On that basis, while it is to be expected that
economic change will most likely lead to a backlash when it damages elites, it
is also little wonder that the experience of the so-called white working class
in the United States is politically far more significant than the plight of racial
and ethnic minorities. As Beetham (1991: 231) has argued, “Seeking to rectify
injustices is always more politically divisive than perpetuating them”

Power, Legitimation, and the Decay of Extractive Regimes

While the collapse of inclusive institutions generally results in their replace-
ment with extractive institutions, extractive institutions are themselves most
vulnerable to the infighting that typically takes place between groups vying for
the control of a state vested with unchecked, unaccountable power, typically
concentrated in the hands of an all-powerful executive. Aside from threat-
ening the regime’s legitimacy, authoritarian coalitions whose membership
and internal organization are plagued by instability also carry the potential
to set in motion processes of institutional decay characterized by the logic of
“decreasing returns to power”” As North, Wallis, and Weingast (2009: 39) have
shown, the logic of “natural states”—that is, states based on nondemocratic,
extractive institutions—requires the “dominant coalition” to be “constantly
aware of the danger that a subset of the existing coalition will attempt to dis-
place the rest and take control of the state” Indeed, conflict often stems from
changes in the “relative bargaining position” of the coalition’s own members,
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some of whom may seek “adjustments in the distribution of privileges and
rents” in accordance with “the new balance of power; only to be met with the
opposition of those determined to prevent the erosion of privileges that are
“often inherent in the social identity of powerful elites” (40).

Even when the ascendant constituencies do not have the strength to
seize power for themselves, the refusal on the part of their coalition part-
ners to reform the existing arrangements in accordance with their demands
threatens to set in motion a self-undermining sequence of institutional decay
driven by interaction between the dynamics of power and the dynamics of
delegitimation. As disgruntled elites withdraw their cooperation and sup-
port, causing existing institutions increasingly to fail to perform as intended,
their defection could give rise to another vicious cycle, in which the loss in
the ruling coalition’s integrity—and, therefore, its power—makes it increas-
ingly difficult for the institutions concerned to generate the returns required
to reproduce prevailing asymmetries of power, keep authoritarian coalitions
together, and provide elites with the means to enforce compliance among
subordinates. In turn, the combination of growing elite divisions and wors-
ening regime performance should further depress levels of “quasi-voluntary”
compliance, whose enforcement requires that more and more resources be
taken away from the “privileges and rents” promised to coalition members,
to say nothing of the policies designed to meet the needs of subordinates or
the pursuit of normatively desirable priorities upon which the system bases
its claims to appropriateness and justice.

As quasi-voluntary compliance decreases, therefore, it forces the regime
to take actions that threaten to aggravate elite divisions further and deepen
the dissatisfaction of subordinates, potentially emboldening the status quo’s
original challengers. Once again, the sequence may be characterized as “self-
undermining” because the decline in the value and stability of existing insti-
tutions is driven by an endogenous process in which the original reversal
of power leads to greater noncompliance, which causes the institution to
provide fewer returns for the actors involved, thereby reinforcing the initial
decline in the dominant coalition’s power. The process of decay is also likely
to be compounded by the interaction between the dynamics of power and
the dynamics of delegitimation. For while the destabilization in the ruling
coalition—and its resulting failure to deliver on its promises—delegitimizes
existing institutions in such a way as to decrease quasi-voluntary compliance,
elite divisions may also embolden subordinates to intensify their fight in pur-
suit of alternative, more favorable arrangements of power. In other words,
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while the gradual loss in the dominant coalition’s cohesion and power may be
expected to set in motion the increasing delegitimation of existing arrange-
ments of power, the delegitimation of existing institutions can itself help fuel
processes of “decreasing returns to power” by requiring that more and more
resources be expended on the measures required to enforce compliance.

Indeed, it is for good reason that some of the most prominent theories
of revolution point to intra-elite division or intra-elite conflict as one of the
major proximate causes of mass uprisings (Skocpol 1979; Goldstone 1991).
Aside from the opportunities that intra-elite conflict presents for the mobi-
lization of subordinate constituencies, it is also quite possible that the elite
factions fighting for control of the state, or for a larger share of the “privi-
leges and rents” disbursed by the state, will seek to “socialize” the conflict by
involving segments of the subordinate, non-elite population (Schattschneider
[1960] 1988). In the general public, to be sure, each elite faction is likely to find
plenty of individuals eager to serve as hired hands or ready to be manipulated
into sacrificing for a fight that is not their own. Even so, it is rarely appropriate
to chalk up to bribery or brainwashing the involvement of ordinary people in
struggles that originate in conflicts at the elite level. It is rather more often the
case that the elites vying to mobilize various social constituencies must find a
way to make the conflict “about something” beyond elite interest (4)—that is,
to appeal to the aspirations and fears of ordinary people, perhaps especially
those related to considerations of status and demands for “inter-subjective
recognition.

Broadly speaking, the involvement of more and more groups in a conflict
responsible for driving the decay of existing institutions should hasten the
process that leads to a crisis of authority. For their part, the elite factions seek-
ing change are likely to base their attempt to win over portions of the non-
elite population on promises of a better future centered on the establishment
of a political system that advances their interests and fulfills their desire for
recognition. The articulation of a compelling vision for an alternative future,
in turn, may motivate subordinates to engage in acts of noncompliance that
contribute to the delegitimation of existing institutions and complicate their
enforcement. Meanwhile, though the elite factions dedicated to the status
quo’s defense may occasionally succeed in mobilizing non-elite constituen-
cies to their side by leveraging their fears of social and political change, prom-
ising to keep things as they are is generally unlikely to motivate individuals
and groups largely excluded from current arrangements of power to fight in
their defense. Instead, conservative elite factions may themselves contribute
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to the decay of existing institutions in the likely event that the mobilization
of non-elites requires them not only to promise better terms and conditions
but also to scale back the enforcement of rules and procedures that sanction
the inferiority and exclusion of the groups targeted for mobilization. In other
words, the involvement of non-elites on the conservative side of the struggle
may also require measures that end up delegitimizing existing institutions
and strip them of the capacity to generate the returns—or achieve the goals—
for which they were designed.

As for the conditions that render extractive institutions vulnerable to
sequences of institutional decay characterized by the interaction between
the dynamics of power and the dynamics of delegitimation, whatever makes
the dominant coalition more cohesive should also attenuate the destabiliz-
ing potential of infighting, as should the presence of “higher-level” national
identities shared by elites and non-elites alike. Conversely, the potential for
infighting should be most severe when the dominant coalition is made up
of groups with distinctive social identities and, therefore, little allegiance to
one another beyond considerations of immediate convenience. It is in these
circumstances that intra-coalitional shifts or reversals of power are most
likely to prompt the advantaged groups to reorganize the ruling coalition,
likely engendering a reaction of former allies facing increased marginaliza-
tion and exclusion.

Another variable that conceivably affects the stability of dominant coa-
litions, albeit in potentially contradictory ways, is the relative strength and
unity of the groups excluded from power. The indeterminacy stems from
the fact that while the weakening of groups excluded from power removes a
potential threat to the status quo, ruling coalitions can become more cohe-
sive when presented with a realistic threat from below, which could motivate
them to close ranks in order to establish institutions and organizations capa-
ble of withstanding revolutionary challenges (Slater 2010). Perhaps it may be
hypothesized that the effects vary with the dominant coalition’s own makeup.
When the dominant coalition is rather cohesive, the system’s stability is likely
to benefit from the weakness and fragmentation of the subordinate popula-
tion. It is when the dominant coalition is itself heterogeneous and internally
divided that the stability of the system might actually increase with the unity
of the subordinate opposition—or even the radical nature of its demands
for redistribution or recognition—in the absence of which relatively privi-
leged groups may lack the motivation and unity of purpose required to build
strong, durable institutions. The presence of “divided elites” and “divided
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subordinates” may also serve to heighten the system’s vulnerability to intra-
coalitional reversals of power, as a result of which elites may be tempted to
“socialize” disputes at the risk of destabilizing existing arrangements of power.

Institutional Decay and the Collapse of Political Order

Historical institutionalism’s foundational concerns with the stability of insti-
tutions and the divergence of paths of institutional development have been
pursued at the expense of the study of institutional decay as well as the study
of institutional change. Alas, whereas the tradition has recently rediscovered
the importance of long-neglected forms of institutional change, its move
away from “breakdown and replacement” models (Thelen 2004: 29—30) has
come at the cost of further neglecting the study of processes by which insti-
tutions gradually lose what value and stability they once enjoyed, which has
largely remained the preserve of scholars working in other traditions. This
chapter’s basic premise is that the neglect, however regrettable, also pres-
ents the opportunity to theorize an important phenomenon anew—not from
scratch, exactly, but with a set of analytical tools rarely deployed for this pur-
pose—in the hope that the concepts and mechanisms that have proven so
valuable in the study of stability might prove, with some fine-tuning, just as
useful to the study of instability.

The effort began with the provision of a general mechanism of institu-
tional decay, identified with an endogenous, self-undermining process whose
workings invert the logic often said to account for the process of institutional
reproduction, and continued with the specification of the temporal dynamics
that might drive it. As in the previous chapter, the effort proceeded by eval-
uating claims made by scholars in other traditions for their consistency with
established findings about individual-level motivation, cognition, and behav-
ior. The insights developed as a result were subsequently integrated into an
account of the increasing delegitimation processes responsible for the decay
of institutions. The analysis of the dynamics of delegitimation was followed
by a wide-ranging attempt to identify the conditions in which such dynam-
ics are typically set in motion, as well as to understand how the interaction
between the logics of power and delegitimation drives the process further
downstream. Given the paucity of alternatives, the contribution made in
this chapter is rather easily stated: compared to Huntington (1965, 1968) and
Fukuyama (2011, 2014), the explanation developed in this chapter features a
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more formalized concept of institutional decay, a more fully specified theory
of the temporal dynamics that drive it, and a more systematic, comprehensive
analysis of the conditions that set the process in motion.

Perhaps, then, it makes more sense to dedicate this chapter’s concluding
section to pondering the analysis’s implications and extensions, as opposed
to revisiting its contributions. Above all, some considerations are in order
regarding what happens when self-undermining sequences of institutional
decay, having gone unaddressed for some time, spread from one institutional
domain to another, potentially to the point of destabilizing an entire political
order. The issue is especially significant in regimes built on extractive institu-
tions, for while the breakdown of inclusive regimes most often leads to their
replacement with an extractive one, the collapse of extractive regimes might
conceivably give rise to a broader range of outcomes.

Once again, Goldstone (1991: 8) defines a “state crisis” as the product of
“a shift in elite or popular attitudes toward the state,” in which “politically
significant numbers of elites, or popular groups, or both, consider the cen-
tral state to be operating in a manner that is ineffective, unjust, or obsolete,
whether as a result of “actual failures of governmental performance” or
“changing economic conditions or reckless governmental actions that cause
elites or popular groups to lose confidence in, or withdraw their allegiance
from, the state” In turn, “state breakdown” occurs “when a state crisis leads
to widespread overt conflict, ushering in “a collapse of state authority” as
well as “elite revolts, popular uprisings, and widespread violence or civil war”
(10—12). In Goldstone’s (1991) account as well as other prominent accounts of
similar situations, the mass mobilization of subordinate groups in opposition
to the state is necessary before a political order enters a crisis of this kind. For
that to happen, however, as Beetham (1991: 109—10) reminds us, “something
else is needed” beyond the delegitimation of the state’s institutions, namely,

the possibility of communication with others and an autonomous space rel-
atively protected from the influence of the powerful within which to do so;
and the imagination to conceive of a different set of rules and relations for
the fulfillment of basic social needs from the existing ones. In other words,
the subordinate have to acquire an institutional facility (formal or informal
means of communication, movement, organization) that is independent
of, and a level of consciousness or conceptual position that transcends, the
established power relations, if they are to develop the impetus to transform
them. ... And when such a transformatory consciousness impels the subor-
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dinate to action, to the active withdrawal of consent, to the delegitimation of
power . . ., then the authority system enters a period of crisis, which may be
resolved by reform, repression or revolution according to the circumstances
and the relative balance of forces.

Other writers disagree with the need, perhaps most famously asserted
by Gramsci (1977: 41, 311—12), for anything like a “transformatory conscious-
ness.” For Moore (1978: 476), subordinate classes are generally “backward-
looking,” their actions inspired by the desire “to revive a social contract that
has been violated” Similarly, Scott (1985: 345—49) explains that the typical
revolutionary crisis is not brought about by a new revolutionary conscious-
ness but rather by “thwarted demands” that “appear to lie within the norma-
tive framework of the existing order” Even so, actions inspired by specific
grievances, specific violations of the social contract, or the desire to restore
a previous moral order, as opposed to the fulfillment of a radical vision of
an alternative future, can still lead to episodes of rebellion, insofar as sub-
ordinates can develop a “politically effective identity” (Moore 1978: 87) by
exploiting the opportunities for communication and coordination provided
by the existence of some “space insulated from control and surveillance,” in
which a common meaning is given to shared experiences (Scott 1990: 18—
19). The first public declaration of the “hidden transcript” of resistance, often
in the form of symbolic acts testing “whether or not the whole system of
mutual fear will hold up” (227), can set in motion “a crystallization of public
action that is astonishingly rapid,” for it might only be then that subordinates
“recognize the full extent to which their claims, their dreams, their anger is
shared” (223). Even when such opportunities are restricted by the workings of
extractive authoritarian regimes, the process of institutional decay may erode
the state’s capacity for surveillance and repression to the point of making it
possible for subordinates to mount an organized challenge.

As Beetham (1991: 110) suggests, the appearance of mass resistance
plunges the system into a state of crisis that “may be resolved by reform,
repression or revolution according to the circumstances and the relative bal-
ance of forces.” Among the key factors that define “the circumstances and the
relative balance of forces” is the extent to which subordinates can rely on pre-
existing organizations as well as social identities that are sufficiently strong
to preserve the movement’s cohesion—and motivate its members to sacrifice
on its behalf—but not so incompatible with higher-level, national identities
as to make their defeat a matter of life and death for superordinate groups or
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as to make it impossible for the movement to win over elements of the domi-
nant coalition that might otherwise be available to enter into an alliance with
subordinates (Moore 1978: 471). What can also affect “the circumstances and
the relative balance of forces” is the degree to which the crisis triggers a more
generalized change in individual preferences and attitudes relative to the sta-
tus quo: for different reasons, theories of institutional change based on the
logic of social appropriateness as well as the logic of instrumentality predict
that the uncertainty that accompanies the breakdown of existing institutions
also makes individuals more willing to rethink “how power should be distrib-
uted” (March and Olsen 2009: 16) or “experiment and risk deviating from
past behavior” (Greif and Laitin 2004: 639) in search of alternatives to the
existing arrangements of power.

Certainly, the sequence of events that leads to a full-blown “state crisis”
is not irreversible, especially when one considers the resources and oppor-
tunities superordinate groups might deploy in their response to processes
of institutional decay. In some cases, elites may also have the good sense to
cut their losses and agree to a package of meaningful reforms, however pain-
ful, before it is too late (Fukuyama 2014: 423—25). Unfortunately, there are
also factors that militate against the timely resolution of conflicts driving the
decay of extractive institutions. Even if those in power understand the risks
involved, leaders forced to choose from an array of bad options are known fre-
quently to exhibit risk-seeking behavior. Indeed, as Kahneman (2011: 319) has
observed, the tendency to accept the risk of a large loss in exchange for some
hope of avoiding a smaller one is what often turns “manageable failures into
disasters” and motivates “the losing side in wars” to fight “long past the point
at which the victory of the other side is certain” It may also be noted, based
on “social identity theory,” that the groups whose superiority is challenged, at
least to the extent that they still perceive it as legitimate, will often “react in an
intensely discriminatory fashion” (Tajfel and Turner 1986: 22) and redouble
their efforts to defend the status quo. At any rate, given that the ideological
work required to restore previously held beliefs and the adjustments required
to improve the performance of the existing institutional arrangements are
likely to take time to yield the intended effects—and, in any event, are likely to
be viewed with suspicion by those who increasingly disbelieve—the options
available to the status quo’s defenders may in practice be limited to making
concessions and stepping up their repression.

In a context of decay, both options can be double-edged swords.
Concessions—which perforce involve a change in the rules that govern power,
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even if only informally—can help defuse more radical challenges, but conces-
sions can also signal weakness and embolden oppositions to press forward. In
turn, the legitimacy of a relation of power might suffer further, for if actions
expressing consent increase the likelihood that the individuals involved will
justify their behavior by adopting beliefs supportive of prevailing arrange-
ments of power, actions expressing dissent increase the likelihood that the
agents will convince themselves of the injustice of prevailing arrangements
of power. Similarly, applying repression in a context of declining legitimacy
can lead to a vicious cycle—a “death spiral”—in which the loss of legitimacy
resulting from the unpopularity of repression only increases the need for
repression, which further harms the legitimacy of the existing arrangements
of power, the cohesion of dominant coalitions, and, potentially, the unity of
the security forces (Beetham 1991: 217). The effectiveness of repression would
seem to hinge on two factors: (i) whether or not it takes place early in the
sequence, before noncooperation and beliefs about the inappropriateness of
the status quo become widespread; and (ii) where the dissatisfaction origi-
nates from and which groups it has already reached: marginal groups can be
demonized and repressed most easily, while repressing the former partisans
of a relation of power, or the constituencies on which the status quo bases
its support, generally requires a violation of existing rules of power, which
further undermines the legitimacy of the arrangement and the cohesiveness
of ruling coalitions.

Ultimately, whether a “state crisis” causes elites to succumb to revolu-
tionary change, accede to reforms, or opt for more repressive, reactionary
arrangements depends on a variety of factors—in Goldstone’s (1991: 10)
words, it “depends on the flexibility of state authorities, on the unity and
organization of elites, on the mobilization potential of popular groups, and
on the precise relationships among these actors, including their financial,
organizational, military, and ideological resources” Whatever the exact cir-
cumstances, Gramsci (1977: 311) portentously warned that the “most varied
morbid phenomena” generally characterize “the interregnum” in which “the
old dies and the new cannot be born”






CHAPTER FOUR
Institutional Change

The Incremental Logic of Political Development

The idea that “the study of institutional change does not come easy to insti-
tutionalists” (Conran and Thelen 2016: 51) is by now widely acknowledged
by scholars in each of the traditions of inquiry that form the theoretical and
methodological mainstream of “new institutionalism.” For different reasons,
each of these approaches has identified in their “resistance to change” a defin-
ing attribute of institutions. Indeed, though it is no doubt the case that institu-
tions, if they survive long enough, commonly undergo changes both large and
small, reforming rules and procedures that have become “entrenched” after
a sustained period of reproduction can be a prohibitive task. In most places,
most of the time, rules and procedures that may be described as “institution-
alized”—in Huntington’s (1965, 1968) sense of the word—do exhibit a pro-
nounced resistance to change, as the persistence of a firmly established status
quo is overdetermined by reasons of structure, culture, economic interest,
and psychology. Among other things, the emphasis that all major approaches
to the study of institutions have placed on the resilience of established rules
and procedures is reflected in the enduring popularity of “punctuated equi-
librium” models, on the basis of which the development of institutions is pre-
sumed to feature long periods of stability interspersed with occasional crises
most commonly expected to result from exogenous “shocks” (Krasner 1988).
Though it has long since become apparent that major varieties of institu-
tional change do not comport with the expectations of punctuated equilib-
rium models (Thelen and Steinmo 1992: 15-18), alternatives remain decidedly
undertheorized. After decades of research, “new” institutionalism has yet to
produce an explanatory theory capable of accounting for change in as com-
prehensive or as granular a fashion as the stability of institutions.

Having said that, the literature does feature theoretical insights and
empirical findings that may assist in the development of an improved theory
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of institutional change. Indeed, the starting point for the inquiry conducted
in these pages is North’s (1990) identification of the two main “sources” of
institutional change, which echoes the distinction made throughout this book
between explanations rooted in the logics of “power” and “legitimation” By
ascribing institutional change to (i) “fundamental changes in relative prices”
or (ii) “a change in tastes,” that is, North (1990: 84) identified its most imme-
diate causes in events or processes responsible for shaking up a society’s dis-
tribution of power and material resources to the point of placing a new set of
actors in a position to reform a society’s institutions, as well as shifts in the
values, preferences, and beliefs held by actors with the power to change exist-
ing institutions. Put differently, while the previous chapter showed that insti-
tutional decay commonly results from the actions of individuals or groups
who are resourceful and powerful enough to prevent existing institutions
from functioning as intended but who lack the strength or the will formally
to replace them, institutional change requires the presence of actors with the
power as well as the motivation to modify the existing rules of the game. It
follows from this consideration that an explanation of institutional change
must account for the processes by which (i) actors committed to reform-
ing existing institutions acquire enough power to enact their designs and (ii)
actors who occupy positions of power acquire the motivation to reform exist-
ing institutions. Crucially, the implication is that processes of institutional
change call for an explanation rooted in what this book has described as the
logics of power and the logics of legitimation, respectively—once again, the
difference being that “legitimation explanations” trace institutional change
back to “changes in actors’ subjective beliefs and preferences, not changes in
the power distribution of actors or changes in the utility functions of actors
who are assumed to have constant preferences” (Mahoney 2000: 525).

Whatever its source, institutional change may conceivably take place
quickly, all at once, or more gradually, in a series of incremental reforms
enacted over an extended period of time. In each case, the underlying shifts
in the distribution of power or preferences may themselves occur rapidly
or as a result of a “slow-moving” process. Following Pierson (2004: 79—82),
therefore, sequences of institutional change may be expected to take on one
of the following temporal structures:

(i) Quick cause, quick effect: A sudden shift in the distribution of power
and material resources, or in the values, preferences, and beliefs of
relevant actors, rapidly leads to change.
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(i) Quick cause, slow effect: A sudden shift in the distribution of power
and material resources, or in the values, preferences, and beliefs of
relevant actors, sets in motion a process of gradual, incremental
change.

(iii) Slow cause, quick effect: A gradual, incremental shift in the distribu-
tion of power and material resources, or in the values, preferences,
and beliefs of relevant actors, only leads to (rapid) change once a
certain threshold is met.

(iv) Slow cause, slow effect: A gradual, incremental shift in the distribu-
tion of power and material resources, or in the values, preferences,
and beliefs of relevant actors, sets in motion a process of gradual,
incremental institutional change.

The punctuated equilibrium model so prevalent in the literature refers to
situations where institutional change occurs rapidly, in bursts interspersed
between lengthy periods of stability. While the periodic disruption and rapid
replacement of stable institutional equilibria are most commonly explained
with reference to equally abrupt “exogenous shocks”—as in scenario (i)
above—instances of rapid change can also result from slow-moving causal
processes, as in scenario (iii) above. In these cases, incremental, cumulative
shifts in the underlying distributions of power or preferences only perturb
the status quo’s stability upon reaching a threshold or tipping point, causing
the release of pent-up pressures explosive enough to precipitate the rapid
transformation of existing institutions. In this regard, Weyland (2008: 313)
has argued that “bursts of profound change” typically follow long periods of
“relative stasis” (emphasis added) because incumbents have a tendency to
allow problems to accumulate until they reach “crisis level,” at which point
the prospect of an irreparable, catastrophic loss prompts them to enact bold,
drastic reforms. Similarly, Lenz and Viola (2017: 13—16) contend that the
“legitimacy judgments” often responsible for bolstering the stability of insti-
tutions are “robust, up to a threshold”—the “negative emotions and cognitive
conflict” triggered by the accumulation of “disruptive information” in mea-
sures exceeding what a particular actor can rationalize or ignore can prompt
said actor to engage in a process of “active reflection” that leads to the revision
of legitimacy judgments affecting the stability of a whole range of institutions.
In other instances, radical institutional change may be caused by “a decisive
change of political power, usually (though not always) after a violent struggle”
(Tang 2011: 43) that took time to reach its denouement or, as described in
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the last chapter, as a result of a protracted, “self-undermining” process that
ushers in the collapse of political order.

This chapter’s main focus is on processes of “gradual” institutional change,
as outlined in scenarios (ii) and (iv) above. Notoriously, the institutionalist lit-
erature writ large has had the most trouble accounting for incremental, grad-
ual forms of institutional change. What progress has recently been made on
this front has taken place thanks to attempts to theorize the phenomenon in a
“power-distributional” framework (Mahoney and Thelen 2010). Meanwhile,
even as some of the leading historical institutionalists have rediscovered the
significance of ideas to the development of institutions (Lewis and Steinmo
2012; Blyth, Helgadottir, and Kring 2016; Hall 2016), to date no real effort has
been made to formulate a general theory of institutional change centered on
the values, preferences, and beliefs of relevant actors. Once again, this chap-
ter takes on the challenge of specifying a legitimation explanation of gradual
institutional change—one that seeks to close the gap that separates “ideas-
based,” legitimation explanations from “power-based” explanations, as well as
to ensure that the latter themselves rest on more robust foundations (Blyth,
Helgadottir, and Kring 2016: 158).

In this connection, however, it must be noted that while this book’s
treatment of institutional reproduction and institutional decay derives
power-distributional theories of both phenomena from the existing litera-
ture—in the analysis of institutional decay, the logic of “increasing returns
to power” was reversed—in this case the literature has also yet to produce a
fully-fledged, power-based explanation of gradual institutional change. Even
Mahoney and Thelen’s (2010) “theory of gradual institutional change” is less
of an effort to develop a causal explanation of the phenomenon than it is
an attempt to distinguish between the types or “modes of change” (see also
Rixen and Viola 2014: 20, fn. 11) most likely to be observed in different con-
texts, depending on the degree of discretion involved in the enforcement of
existing institutions as well as the extent to which the status quo’s defenders
remain powerful enough to veto institutional reforms. What is missing from
Mahoney and Thelens (2010) treatment—and, more broadly, from the lit-
erature on historical institutionalism, whose theoretical models have been
criticized for the tendency to “walk a blurry line between description and
explanation” (Rixen and Viola 2016: 17)—is an attempt properly to account
for the way in which agents of change develop the strength to challenge exist-
ing arrangements of power, as well as an effort to identify the combination
of structural variables and individual choices that conceivably explain the
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nature and magnitude of the resulting transformations. It is for this reason
that this chapter seeks to develop an improved power-distributional explana-
tion of institutional change—one that emphasizes how previously excluded
or marginalized actors acquire the power to enact change—before turning
to the development of a legitimation explanation. As in previous chapters,
an effort is also made to theorize how the interaction between the logics of
power and legitimation affects the direction, the rate, and the transformative
potential of institutional change.

By way of preview, the main contribution made in this chapter is the speci-
fication of mechanisms of gradual institutional change that combine the logics
of the ‘self-reinforcing” and ‘self-undermining” sequences previously hypothe-
sized to drive processes of institutional reproduction and institutional decay.
Whether it is made possible by shifts in the distribution of power and mate-
rial resources or by reversals in the values, preferences, and beliefs of relevant
actors, the main claim developed in this chapter is that a major transforma-
tion in a society’s institutional architecture can occur, gradually, when agents
of change parlay an increase in the material resources available to them, or
in the popularity of their ideas, into institutional reforms, however seemingly
minor, that both (i) expand their power and/or influence, thereby affording
them the opportunity to enact institutional reforms that make even greater
contributions to the growth of their power and/or influence; and (ii) inter-
fere with the workings of preexisting institutions in such a way as to prevent
them from producing the “returns” crucial to their stability. By disrupting the
reproduction of preexisting institutions—and, if possible, by helping to set in
motion processes that cause them to decay and unravel—agents of change
not only undermine the capacity of the status quo’s defenders to veto or
reverse increasingly transformative reforms but also weaken their commit-
ment to institutions that no longer guarantee the reproduction of differen-
tials of power and legitimacy. The magnitude of change conceivably reflects
the degree to which the self-reinforcing and the self-undermining processes
set in motion by incremental reforms catalyze the diffusion of “isomorphic”
rules and procedures, both within and across institutional domains.

A Power-Based Explanation of Institutional Change

Ideally, a power-based explanation of institutional change is one that accounts
for (i) the process by which actors who are motivated to reform or replace
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existing institutions—whether as a matter of principle or in the expectation
that different institutional arrangements will have distributive consequences
more congruent with their interests—acquire enough bargaining power to
enact at least some of the desired changes; (ii) the process by which actors
make use of their improved bargaining position in order more or less gradu-
ally to change the existing rules of the game in accordance with their prefer-
ences; and (iii) the circumstances or contexts that affect just how much, and
how rapidly, political institutions are likely to change as a result of shifts in a
society’s distribution of power and material resources. In this section as well
as the next, where similar questions are addressed in an effort to assemble
an ideas-based, legitimation explanation of institutional change, the goal is
to develop, as Mahoney and Thelen (2010: 7) have put it, “a general model of
change . . . that can comprehend both exogenous and endogenous sources of
change”—in other words, to specify sequences of institutional change acti-
vated by events or processes of an exogenous as well as an endogenous nature.

At the heart of “a general model of change” governed by the logic of power
must be the proposition that institutional change happens when the transfor-
mations set in motion, exogenously, by structural/environmental shifts or,
endogenously, by the workings of a society’s own institutions—perhaps most
commonly, by the interaction of the two—disproportionately benefit the
material well-being of one or more groups, having engineered conditions that
render the groups’ distinguishing traits, often the very traits that had previ-
ously caused their members to be branded as outcasts or “deviants” (Fromm
and Maccoby 1970: 232; see also Bowles 1998: 82), uniquely conducive to the
accumulation of wealth and power.

In some cases, the reversal of fortunes may be profound enough sud-
denly to afford its beneficiaries the power to change existing institutions
at will. More plausibly, instead of waiting for social change to confer upon
them the power to overthrow and replace the old order at once, ascendant
groups may find it necessary or expedient to proceed incrementally. In these
instances, that is, the best available option may be for such actors to parlay
their improved bargaining position into reforms that modify the workings of
existing institutions in a way that helps them accumulate even more wealth
and power, thereby facilitating efforts to press for gradually more expansive
reforms designed further to improve the material well-being of the status
quo’s challengers, while interfering with the workings of existing institu-
tions so as to damage the material interests of the status quo’s defenders. The
extent of the resulting change conceivably hinges on the capacity of ascen-
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dant groups, as determined by contingent as well as structural/environmen-
tal factors, to translate their improved bargaining position into the enact-
ment of reforms capable of setting in motion the kinds of self-reinforcing
and self-undermining processes that generate increasing returns to power
for themselves and decreasing returns to power for the opposition—or, in
other words, their capacity to harness mechanisms of institutional reproduc-
tion and institutional decay in order to promote the diffusion of the desired
institutions.

The Power to Change: Sources of Power-Based Change

Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2012) concept of “institutional drift,” not to be
confused with the “mode of change” to which Mahoney and Thelen (2010)
assign the same label, provides a good example of an endogenous process of
gradual institutional change set in motion by exogenous forces. While Ace-
moglu and Robinson (2012) make extensive use of the concept of “drift” in
their attempt to explain “between country” institutional differences—more
precisely, the concept serves to explain why the same exogenous events or
processes, largely as a result of their interaction with local conditions, can
place different societies onto diverging paths of institutional development,
causing them to “drift apart” institutionally—their analysis can also inform
the specification of a “within country” explanation.

Acemoglu and Robinson (2012: 106—7) define the “critical junctures” that
may be spawned by exogenous “shocks” to the system rather consistently
with standard historical institutionalist accounts (Capoccia and Kelemen
2007; see also Capoccia 2015)—that is, as periods in which “a major event or
confluence of events disrupts the existing balance of political or economic
power in a nation,” removing at least some of the “formidable barriers” nor-
mally responsible for thwarting or discouraging attempts to change politi-
cal institutions. However, in recognition of the fact that the disruptions in
question are rarely so thoroughgoing as to produce a tabula rasa, Acemoglu
and Robinson (2012: 107) emphasize the role played by “initial conditions”—
most commonly identified with the surviving institutions still affecting the
behavior of relevant actors—in determining a society’s response to an exog-
enous shock, as a result of which “relatively small institutional differences”
may set in motion “fundamentally different development paths” Certainly, it
remains true in Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) that the outcomes produced
by critical junctures are “related stochastically to initial conditions” (Gold-
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stone 1998: 834,), for while such conditions affect the likelihood that a society
will undertake alternative developmental paths, what ultimately determines
the outcome are the choices that the actors involved make within the con-
straints set by the structural and institutional context in which they operate.
In their words, “the exact path of institutional development” that takes shape
during critical junctures is not “historically predetermined”; on the contrary,
“it depends on which of the opposing forces will succeed, which groups will
be able to form effective coalitions, and which leaders will be able to structure
events to their advantage” (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012: 110).

It is worth noting up front, in the interest of developing “a general model
of change . . . that can comprehend both exogenous and endogenous sources
of change” (Mahoney and Thelen 2010: 7), that while Acemoglu and Robin-
son (2012: 106) focus on disruptions to “the existing balance of political or
economic power in a nation” that originate in exogenous events or processes,
equally momentous ruptures can result from endogenous processes. Indeed,
“critical junctures” with the potential of setting in motion alternative paths
of institutional development can also originate in “the internal inconsisten-
cies and contradictions of an institutional arrangement” (Campbell 2010: 92).
Broadly speaking, major reversals in a society’s distribution of wealth and
power may be expected to take place, endogenously, when the actors respon-
sible for designing or spearheading the establishment of a given set of institu-
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or “steady-state” consequences could end up serving a set of interests quite
unlike those favored by the same institutions’ “partial,” “short-term,” or “tran-
sitional” effects (Elster 1988), potentially to the point of allowing an entirely
different set of actors to accumulate wealth and power in sufficient measures
to challenge the status quo. Pierson (2004: 108—9) lists a series of reasons
why, in practice, “we might expect significant divergences, or gaps, to emerge

tions fail to anticipate the possibility that such institutions long-term,’
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over time between the preferences of designers and the functioning of polit-
ical institutions” as a matter of course.

Having said that, is it possible to formulate more precise expectations
about the sorts of variables or processes—whether exogenous or endogenous
in origin—typically responsible for setting in motion sequences of institu-
tional change? While stopping short of attempting a general explanation, Ace-
moglu and Robinson (2012) have cited a number of factors said to account for
why otherwise similar societies at some point embarked upon developmental
courses that led them to drift apart institutionally. Perhaps most prominently,
they credit the fourteenth-century Black Death for steering different societies
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onto developmental trajectories that explain the advent of more “inclusive”
institutions in parts of Western Europe and more “extractive” institutions in
parts of Eastern Europe. Similarly, Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) ascribe
to the massive expansion in world trade made possible by the “discovery” of
the Americas the emergence of an inclusive economic and political order in
England and a decidedly more extractive regime in Spain. The different roles
played by these events in the political development of European nations are
explained by their varying impact on the demographic and socioeconomic
structures of the societies they affected, depending on their interactions with
the structural/institutional conditions that survived the disruption of pre-
vious arrangements of power. Such events contributed to the emergence of
more inclusive regimes when their effect was to render the skills or traits of
subordinate groups more scarce, more valuable, or otherwise more condu-
cive to economic success. The same events promoted the development of
more extractive regimes when their effect was either to deepen differentials
of power and wealth between a society’s ruling class and its subordinate pop-
ulation or to confer upon a subset of a country’s ruling class an advantage
significant enough to build an even narrower coalition, through the exclusion
of constituencies with which they had previously been forced to share power.

More generally, the exogenous events or processes commonly responsi-
ble for major disruptions in a society’s balance of power may be hypothesized
to include those that either (i) reconfigure a society’s demographic structure,
whether as a result of catastrophic, mass casualty events—examples include
an armed conflict, the genocide or “cleansing” of a subnational group, an epi-
demic of infectious disease, a natural disaster, and a famine brought about by
an environmental calamity or an economic collapse—or as a result of waves
of mass immigration/emigration or as a result of major changes in the rates
of fertility/mortality of various groups, as caused by shifts in their economic
and/or cultural practices; or (ii) reconfigure a society’s socioeconomic struc-
ture through the diffusion of industries or technologies (broadly defined as
any new application of knowledge, in any field of human activity) that pro-
duce a dramatic improvement (absolute and relative) in the material condi-
tion of particular groups.

Once again, it is worth pointing out that demographic and socioeco-
nomic transformations of these kinds can be driven by endogenous as well as
exogenous forces. For one thing, though fluctuations in rates of mortality and
population growth have been characterized as “a major independent force
in history” (Goldstone 1991: 30), many of the developments responsible for
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producing large demographic shifts not only commonly feature endogenous
causes as contributing factors but can at times be attributed to endogenous
forces entirely. In other words, the workings of a society’s political and eco-
nomic institutions—and the policies to which they give rise—may on their
own be responsible for rendering a society more aggressive on the interna-
tional stage, for increasing domestic ethnic/ideological tensions, for incen-
tivizing violence as a means of resolving internal or international disputes,
for destroying the environment, for causing economic collapses leading to
famines, for creating the conditions that induce large numbers of people
to migrate in and out of different countries, and for altering the economic
incentives or the cultural practices of particular groups in such a way as to
cause a gradual divergence in their fertility rates. Similarly, a country’s institu-
tions may themselves engineer the conditions that facilitate change by incen-
tivizing innovations, or generating opportunities, that disproportionately
redound to the advantage of one group or another.

The impact of demographic and technological change on a society’s bal-
ance of power may be expected to vary with key features of the political and
socioeconomic context in which the shifts take place. During mass casualty
events, to be sure, the underprivileged are almost guaranteed to do most of
the actual dying. As evidenced in Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2012) discussion
of the Black Death, however, though a spike in its rates of mortality may very
well harm a group’s capacity to organize in defense of its interests, the group’s
bargaining power may improve with the growing scarcity of its skillset or
manpower. Similarly, while the privileged are often in a better position to
exploit the diffusion of new industries and technologies, history is replete
with episodes in which a society’s elites, having grown too conservative, com-
placent, or risk averse to do so, allowed other groups to derive from these
innovations the material benefits that fueled their economic as well as their
political ascendancy. Arguably the best example is provided by the Industrial
Revolution and the emergence of market capitalism, whose main beneficia-
ries were almost invariably the members of groups several rungs down the
socioeconomic ladder from the European landed aristocracy.

On this count, it may be hypothesized that a major demographic shift
can be conducive to the development of more extractive or more inclusive
institutions depending on the shift’s nature/magnitude (i.e., which groups
it causes to increase/decrease in size and by how much) and its economic
import (i.e., its effect on the supply of labor and valuable skills), as well as
on the capacity of various groups to exploit the resulting opportunities to
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their benefit or to defend their interests and status from the attendant threats.
As Capoccia and Ziblatt (2010: 937) have pointed out, the development of
political institutions is driven by “strategic interactions” between the leaders
of organizations, such as political parties, who often exercise “a significant
degree of independence from underlying socioeconomic conditions or class
alignments.” In practice, therefore, the capacity of subordinate groups to press
for more inclusive institutions, or resist attempts to establish more extractive
institutions following a major shift in the distribution of power and material
resources, should hinge on the effectiveness of the preexisting organizations
operating in their defense or the rapidity with which such organizations can
be assembled in a critical juncture, depending on the material resources at
the groups’ disposal as well as the degree of inclusiveness or autonomy guar-
anteed by the workings of surviving institutions.

Similar factors should conceivably affect the capacity of superordinate
groups to impose more extractive institutions, or resist intensifying demands
for more inclusive institutions, in times of demographic and socioeconomic
change. As the examples above suggest, superordinate groups are better
equipped to take advantage of the opportunities created by demographic
shifts, or neutralize the threats arising therefrom, when levels of development
are low, economic inequality is pronounced, and the surviving institutions
are already highly extractive in nature. The same should go for the diffusion
of new industries and technologies. For while low levels of development, high
levels of inequality, and highly extractive institutions make it all the more
likely that superordinate groups will translate the resulting opportunities into
an additional source of wealth and power, each of these factors also mitigates
the consequences of their potential failure to do so, limiting the capacity of
subordinates to seize the opportunities for themselves. Of course, the record
also abounds in episodes in which elites adopted particular innovations—
whether political/administrative or economic—to increase their wealth and
power, only to unleash processes that accomplished precisely the opposite,
empowering groups that would later bring about their downfall. Indeed, mis-
calculations of this kind arguably rank among history’s principal catalysts for
the development of inclusive institutions.

The Logic of Power-Based Sequences of Institutional Change

Depending on the circumstances, sequences of institutional change set in
motion by the disruption of a previously stable balance of power may con-
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ceivably resemble each of the “modes of change” described in Mahoney and
Thelen (2010). Arguably most common are sequences of gradual institutional
change whose workings approximate the logic Mahoney and Thelen (2010)
have ascribed to processes of (gradual) “displacement” and “layering” The
strategies associated with each of these “modes” of change are typically cho-
sen in contexts where the actors seeking change do not yet have the power
to enact wholesale reforms to the existing rules of the game—hence, the
necessity to proceed incrementally, through the introduction of new rules
and procedures that work alongside preexisting institutions or are layered on
top of the institutions already in place in the form of “amendments, revisions,
or additions” (16—17). The choice of one strategy or the other is said to hinge
on the strength of the status quo’s defenders—specifically, their capacity to
veto the introduction of new rules and procedures standing in direct com-
petition with the existing rules of the game. As Mahoney and Thelen (20,
16—17) have explained, there are instances in which “powerful veto players
can protect the old institutions” but “cannot necessarily prevent the addition
of new elements” that might end up tilting the balance in favor of the rules
layered on top of the old institutions or fail to stop modifications that change
“the ways in which the original rules structure behavior” or “compromise the
stable reproduction of the [institution’s] original ‘core”

Either way, the significance of these incremental, seemingly minor
reforms stems from their potential to set in motion a “self-sustaining” process
that might eventually usher in major forms of institutional change. As Ver-
meule (2007: 3) has shown, “small institutional changes” can produce “large
effects” in situations “where discontinuities in important variables occur” as
a result. Aside from their capacity to generate “increasing returns” for ascen-
dant actors and groups—empowering them to secure further reforms—the
success of newly established rules and procedures conceivably increases with
their capacity to interfere with the workings of preexisting institutions, so as
to compromise their “stable reproduction” (Mahoney and Thelen 2010: 17)
and possibly cause them to unravel by way of a self-undermining process.
In this scenario, the deterioration in the capacity of existing institutions reli-
ably to structure behavior translates into greater noncompliance; increased
levels of noncompliance, in turn, further undermine the capacity of preex-
isting institutions to produce the returns required to reproduce prevailing
asymmetries of power, to preserve the cohesion of ruling coalitions, and to
administer the rewards and penalties that incentivize compliance.

As this reasoning suggests, self-sustaining processes of institutional
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change may be expected to combine the logics that this book has ascribed
to processes of institutional reproduction and institutional decay. The differ-
ence, as noted, is that the processes of institutional reproduction and institu-
tional decay specified in this book refer to the depth of institutions, or their
value and stability, which may be said to increase (or decrease) when the
features that an institution possesses at time £ —such as the support it enjoys
among a particular constituency or the effectiveness with which it structures
behavior in a given institutional domain—become “more (or less) robust to
change” at £, (Rixen and Viola 2016: 19). Conversely, processes of institutional
change refer to the scope or breadth of an institution, achieved through the
addition, subtraction, or modification of an institution’s features. Processes
of change, therefore, may be characterized as self-sustaining to the extent
that the modifications made to an institution’s features between times ¢, and
t, increase the likelihood that the institution will undergo further modifi-
cations of a similar, “isomorphic” nature between ¢ and ¢, In other words,
a self-sustaining sequence of institutional change governed by the logic of
power is one where successive rounds of reforms, enacted at the behest of
the actors and organizations representing constituencies that have benefited
from increased access to material resources, produce outcomes that further
empower the same actors to shape the rules of the game in ways that reinforce
the original shift in the underlying distribution of power. More precisely, the
reforms’ contribution to the ultimate displacement and/or replacement of
preexisting institutions should vary with their capacity to generate “increas-
ing returns” for the groups spearheading change and “decreasing returns” for
the groups supporting current arrangements of power.

Whether the reforms in question give rise to rules and procedures that
work separately from, or “are attached to” (Mahoney and Thelen 2010: 16),
the preexisting institutions they are intended to supplant, the effectiveness
and the rapidity with which incremental reforms promote major institutional
change should hinge on the degree to which their entry into force modifies
the outcomes produced by the institutions that govern a given field of human
activity, whether by serving as the source of new incentives affecting the
decisions of relevant actors or “by changing the ways in which the old rules”
themselves “structure behavior” The potential for incremental reforms to
usher in major institutional change, that is, hinges on the returns—measured
in terms of access to material resources—the reformed institutions deliver to
ascendant groups, as well as on the extent to which the reforms disrupt the
preexisting institutions’ capacity to produce the returns required for conser-
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vatives to preserve established relations and asymmetries of power. Consis-
tent with the logic of self-undermining processes, the more effectively the
incremental reforms undermine the reproduction of existing institutions, the
more difficult it is for conservatives to prevent the emergence of institutions
serving an entirely different set of interests.

Over successive iterations, ascendant groups may parlay the power
afforded to them by the appropriation of “resource stocks” and the redirec-
tion of “resource flows” (Pierson 2015) once controlled by the status quo’s
defenders into reforms conducive to the accumulation of even greater wealth
and power. Within particular domains, each step taken toward the replace-
ment of one set of institutions with another makes further steps in the same
direction more likely insofar as it successfully expands the range of situa-
tions or behaviors affected by the new institutions at the expense of the old’s.
Ascendant groups, however, also have the option of redirecting the wealth
and power accruing from the displacement and replacement of the institu-
tions governing a particular domain into the diffusion of rules of the game
whose workings are conducive to their empowerment across institutional
domains. Consistent with the reasoning articulated in this book’s analyses
of institutional reproduction and decay, the rapidity and smoothness of the
process hinge on the ease with which the newly established rules and proce-
dures can generate high levels of compliance, undermine compliance with
the institutions they are designed to displace, and whenever possible induce
large numbers of people to “defect” (Mahoney and Thelen 2010: 16) from one
to the other. All of that should be more likely to take place when relatively low
levels of social fragmentation remove potential obstacles to the diffusion of
new behaviors and practices.

Power-Based Processes of (De-)democratization

Depending on the character of the preexisting institutions as well as the nature
of the constituencies whose empowerment drives the process, sequences of
institutional change governed by the logic of power can contribute to the
emergence of increasingly extractive as well as increasingly inclusive regimes.
Certainly, the empowerment of subordinate groups features in the literature
as one of the principal catalysts for democratization, especially in the devel-
oping world. Consistent with the reasoning articulated in this section, Ace-
moglu and Robinson (2012: 308—10) have ascribed the emergence of inclusive
institutions to a self-sustaining, “virtuous circle” in which the empowerment
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of a segment of the subordinate population leads to increased pluralism and
more stringent limitations on government power, thereby allowing an even
broader array of non-elite constituencies to participate more effectively in
the political process, press for the establishment of institutions yielding more
equitable distributions of incomes and opportunities, and support indepen-
dent media organizations whose reporting keeps the public abreast of gath-
ering threats to their interests and freedoms, all of which helps nudge the
system in a more inclusive direction.

Under what circumstances are sequences of gradual institutional change
most likely to contribute to the development of inclusive institutions? The
question is worth asking because the road to the development of stable, fully
inclusive regimes is strewn with obstacles that render the system vulnerable
to sliding back into more extractive arrangements. Above all, the tendency of
inclusive institutions to threaten the interests of elites has been recognized
as their chief vulnerability, especially in societies that combine low levels of
development with high levels of inequality. Indeed, while the role of elites
has often been overlooked in works where democratization is credited to the
mobilization of workers and middle-class citizens, a good case can be made,
based on the findings generated as a result of the “historical turn” recently
observed in democratization literature (Ziblatt 2006; Capoccia and Ziblatt
2010; Ziblatt 2017), that the development of inclusive institutions is typically
predicated on the willingness of a society’s elites to allow it or their failure to
deploy the means at their disposal to stop the process in its tracks.

Perhaps most importantly, the likelihood that a viable democratic regime
will result from the mobilization of non-elite constituencies may be expected
to vary with the institutional and socioeconomic context in which their
empowerment takes place. With regard to institutional context, it seems rea-
sonable to hypothesize, in keeping with Linz and Stepan (1996: chap. 4), that
processes of democratization are least likely to bear fruit where each of the
institutions necessary to a functioning democratic regime must be built from
scratch, for the multiplicity of the tasks involved heightens the potential of
something derailing the process. Once again, matters are complicated fur-
ther by conditions of underdevelopment and inequality. Aside from motivat-
ing elites to act in order to avert the establishment of inclusive institutions,
whose redistributive tendencies are conceivably most threatening to elites
where the gap separating them from the rest of society is wide and the size of
the overall “pie” available for (re)distribution is small, societies characterized
by endemic poverty and massive wealth disparities are most likely to feature
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elites with the means to scuttle, hijack, or reverse the process before it does
substantial damage to their interests.

The emphasis placed throughout this account on the difficulties involved
in consolidating inclusive institutions in contexts of underdevelopment and
inequality squares with a rather large body of evidence accumulated over
the past two centuries about transitions to minimally “democratic” regimes.
Przeworski’s (2009: 21) review of the evidence in question highlights two
“general facts” that help make sense of why countries whose first experi-
ence with inclusive, democratic political institutions came “early;” relative to
levels of development, may end up enjoying a semblance of pluralism and
democracy “less frequently”—indeed, why they may have trouble building a
stable regime of any kind. First, “the probability that, once in place, a democ-
racy survives increases steeply in per capita income, converging to certainty
when income is sufficiently high” (21; see also Przeworski and Limongi 1997).
Second, both democracy and non-democracy tend to be more unstable in
countries that previously experienced at least one episode of failed democ-
ratization. Putting the two together, a democratic regime established in con-
ditions of underdevelopment may be expected to face a high probability of
failure. In the probable event that such a regime does founder, all else being
equal, future regimes, whether democracies or non-democracies, will also be
less likely to endure. In contexts where income levels remain flat, therefore,
the country in question may experience multiple democratic transitions and
authoritarian reversals, each of them rendering future regimes more unsta-
ble. As incomes rise, however, spells of democracy should become longer
in duration, until income crosses a threshold whereupon democracy, once
established, is effectively “impregnable” (Przeworski 2009: 23).

What accounts for these empirical regularities? As is typical of rational
choice approaches (Thelen 1999: 381—82), Przeworski takes the stability of
democracy to hinge not on the elimination of alternatives, accomplished
through a historical process that renders their adoption effectively unimag-
inable, but on the capacity of democratic institutions to coordinate and struc-
ture behavior in equilibrium. When democratic institutions are established
in the presence of low levels of development, their subsequent evolution can
unfold along a broad range of alternative developmental courses. Przeworski
(1988) himself argued that democracy, which emerges as “the contingent out-
come of conflicts,” can succeed at any income level; while its chances of suc-
cess rise in income, low income is never dispositive of its failure. Even so, the
varying capacity exhibited by democratic institutions to establish themselves
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as “self-enforcing” is rooted in the incentives that guide elite behavior at dif-
ferent income levels. In Przeworski’s (2009: 27—29) view, that is, democracy
is more stable at higher levels of development because, as a society grows
wealthier, democracy’s redistributive tendencies become less threatening
to elites, while dictatorship simultaneously becomes less appealing to those
with the means to overthrow the regime.

Two additional factors may be said to contribute to making democracy
more stable at higher levels of development. The first is that relatively wealthy
societies generally feature non-elite populations that are more committed, if
not to the abstract principles of democracy, at least to their own liberty and
inclusion, as well as better equipped to organize in their own defense, the
combination of which renders unlawful usurpations of power more likely to
engender a coordinated response. The second has to do with the role of the
middle class and its trademark ambivalence toward inclusive political insti-
tutions. In brief, the fact that affluent societies are generally “middle-class
societies”—that is, societies where the middle class represents the majority of
the population—reduces the effectiveness of appeals emphasizing the threat
that the subordinate population’s inclusion presents to the interests and sta-
tus of middle-class citizens (Fukuyama 2014: 442—43).

What happens when democratic, inclusive institutions succumb to
authoritarian reversals? Przeworski (2009: 27; see also Cheibub 2007) jus-
tifies the expectation that a democratic regime’s failure makes future dem-
ocratic regimes more unstable with reference to a “military legacy” that
could be said to reproduce itself through the tendency of asymmetries of
power to become larger over time (see also Pierson 2004: 36—37). Up to
the last few decades, during which democratic institutions have increas-
ingly proven vulnerable to the dictatorial ambitions of duly elected leaders
(Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018: 3), authoritarian reversals most frequently took
place as a result of military intervention. Though military regimes tend to
be more short-lived than other forms of dictatorial rule, each military inter-
vention strengthens the armed forces and weakens the oppositions targeted
for repression, thereby increasing the likelihood of future military interven-
tions. No less important, the dysfunction likely to plague democracies with
a history of coups often works to justify the military’s ongoing tutelage, up to
and including the removal of elected governments that fail to guarantee the
requisite degree of “order” As Huntington (1991: 116) puts it, “One successful
military coup . . . makes it impossible for political and military leaders to
overlook the possibility of a second”
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The result is that the failure of each democratic regime makes future
democratic regimes, reestablished periodically each time the generals return
to the barracks, more likely themselves to prove unstable. In Przeworski’s
(2009) account, the tendency of regime instability to become more and
more intractable is neutralized by rising incomes. Indeed, the argument that
democracy becomes “impregnable” beyond some level of income suggests
that, ultimately, economic development allows countries to shake off the
influence of their past. Once certain (high) levels of income are achieved,
democracy is self-enforcing because all major actors find it in their material
interest to comply with the rules—losers are better off heeding the results of
competitive elections, while the winners have, on balance, less of an incentive
to dismantle the system in order to make themselves into dictators.

Just how rapidly should we expect inclusive institutions to stabilize in
response to rising incomes? Conceivably, several factors help determine the
relationship’s elasticity and the likelihood that inclusive institutions will assert
themselves as “the only game in town.” All else being equal, relatively low lev-
els of economic inequality and the presence of “higher-level” identities shared
by every major social constituency may attenuate popular demands for more
inclusive political institutions (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006) but could also
render a country’s elites less motivated to resist the system’s growing inclu-
siveness—in practice, this combination of factors may be said to reduce the
threats to the stability of the regime that happens to be in place at the time,
whatever its exact nature. Conversely, high levels of economic inequality and
stark differences between the social identities of superordinate and subordi-
nate groups should render extractive as well as inclusive political orders more
unstable, for while such factors conceivably make subordinates more deter-
mined to fight for the system’s inclusiveness, they also increase the motiva-
tion and, possibly, the capacity of a country’s elites to defend extractive insti-
tutions. The subordinate population’s fragmentation into a varying number
of relatively cohesive groups with distinctive social identities could also delay
the stabilization of inclusive regimes in response to rising income levels, as
elites may find it easier to drive a wedge between groups that otherwise share
similar interests and/or to exaggerate the potential for these differences to
lead to violence under more permissive rules of the game, so as to discourage
subordinates from seeking their own inclusion. It should also be noted that
elites are unlikely ever to accede to the establishment of an inclusive political
order if they are not in a position to compete or otherwise protect their inter-
ests once they are out of power. Such is the case of personalized dictatorships
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(Huntington 1991: 120) and “ethnocracies” or “racial oligarchies” where ruling
classes represent a permanent minority of the population (111).

Alas, it is becoming increasingly clear that wealthy democratic societies
are themselves in danger of backsliding into less democratic arrangements,
especially to the extent that growing levels of economic inequality afford elites
the opportunity to “repatrimonialize” the system (Fukuyama 2014) and set in
motion a “vicious circle” by which a society’s institutions gradually become
more extractive, whether in form or in substance (Acemoglu and Robin-
son 2012: 343—44). Indeed, recent developments throughout the Western
world—above all, a generalized increase in levels of economic inequality, the
decline of moderate center-left parties, and the rise of right-wing “populist”
leaders with clear authoritarian proclivities—raise unsettling questions about
whether democracy truly is “impregnable” beyond certain levels of income.

In fairness, it must be noted that Przeworski’s (2009: 19—20) expectations
refer to a limited, “electoral” form of democracy. At any rate, insofar as the
inclusive regimes of Europe and North America are threatened most severely
by the dissatisfaction of their own electorates (Foa and Mounk 2016), or by
the erosion of norms of “mutual toleration” and “forbearance” (the practice
of restraint in the exercise of one’s institutional prerogatives) (Levitsky and
Ziblatt 2018), their destabilization calls for an explanation that is at least
partly ideas based. For now, it will suffice to say that the data attesting to the
stability of democratic regimes at high levels of income do not in any way
inoculate the West’s inclusive political orders against the danger of degener-
ating into more “exclusive,” extractive arrangements: the fact that no wealthy
democratic regime has collapsed to date is no guarantee that every last one of
them will live on forever, especially in view of the epochal nature of the social
transformations in which the threats to the stability of affluent democratic
polities appear to originate. At the very least, the uncertainty surrounding
the viability of democracy in an increasingly unequal, automated, globalized
world suggests that it is prudent to adopt Tilly’s (2007: xi) view of “democra-
tization” as a process that “always remains incomplete and perpetually runs
the risk of reversal—of de-democratization”

A Legitimation Explanation of Institutional Change

As previewed in this chapter’s introduction, an ideas-based, legitimation
explanation of institutional change is one that traces the “fundamental
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causes” of change back to reversals in the distribution of values, preferences,
and beliefs held by the actors and social constituencies vested with the power
to change the existing rules of the game, whether directly or through repre-
sentatives. The first step in developing an explanation of this sort, therefore, is
the specification of the causal processes by which powerful actors/constitu-
encies acquire the motivation to enact major reforms or to support the efforts
made by others to achieve change. Consistent with the discussion featured
earlier in this book about the reasons why ordinary people conform, “quasi-
voluntarily,” with the behavioral prescriptions of institutions, the process that
brings powerful actors to endorse institutional change may be expected to be
driven by considerations of perceived interest as well as by moral judgments
regarding an institution’s legitimacy or by subjective assessments of its capac-
ity to uphold prevailing standards of procedural and distributive justice—in
other words, by the logic of instrumentality and the logic of appropriateness.

The Motivation to Change: Sources of Ideas-Based Change

In the former case, decision makers are motivated by the expectation that
there is something to be gained in reforming the rules of the game—or, per-
haps more commonly, given the way human beings are known to respond
to perceived threats and opportunities (Kahneman and Tversky 1979), by
the determination to avoid the costs feared to attach to the failure to reform
existing institutions. Aside from the relatively straightforward situations
in which officeholders are essentially bribed, more or less (il)legally, with
campaign contributions, emoluments, and perquisites of various sorts, in
most circumstances it is safe to assume that a society’s “lawgivers,” however
(s)elected, are most concerned with threats and opportunities bearing on
the amount of power they wield and the security with which they hold the
positions in which said power is rooted. In relatively inclusive, representa-
tive democracies, rules are often tinkered with to maximize incumbents’
chances of retaining powerful offices or to make it harder for the competi-
tion to access power. Under more extractive, authoritarian rules of the game,
where competition is restricted and lawmaking powers are concentrated in
the hands of a narrower set of actors, incumbents regularly craft institutional
responses to the threats and opportunities stemming from each of the prob-
lems that Svolik (2012: 2—13) has credited for defining “the politics of authori-
tarian rule” With regard to the problem of “authoritarian power-sharing;” the
fact that no ruler, however “absolute,” governs alone periodically calls upon
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incumbents to modify the rules, or the way the rules are enforced, in order to
protect the integrity of ruling coalitions or to neutralize challenges presented
by factions therein. With regard to the problem of “authoritarian control,
a regime’s determination to govern legitimately, with minimal recourse to
physical coercion, periodically requires a willingness to adjust the rules that
govern a relation of power, sometimes in recognition of changes in the capa-
bilities, aspirations, or worldviews of subordinate constituencies.

More problematic—and, for the purposes of assembling a legitimation
explanation of institutional change, a great deal more interesting—are situa-
tions where the actors vested with the power to change the existing rules of
the game come to the conclusion that doing so is “the right” or “the appropri-
ate” thing to do, in the absence of compelling instrumental reasons. Snyder
and Mahoney (1999: 104) have cited the issue of “incumbent failure” as “a core
problem of regime change,” enumerating the difficulties the existing litera-
ture has faced in explaining why “incumbents who have a vested interest in
the regime’s survival fail to protect it” For our purposes, the question is why
would incumbents—and the members of the constituencies to which they
owe their positions of power—ever choose to enact institutional reforms, in
the knowledge that the proposed adjustments will adversely affect their inter-
ests and very possibly embolden their rivals to seek even more transforma-
tive, more damaging reforms?

The theory developed in this study points to two possibilities. First, the
values, preferences, and beliefs of powerful actors are also susceptible to
revision through “self-justification,” which may cause them retroactively to
adjust their attitudes toward institutions in order to rationalize their public
behavior. The tendency to engage in self-justification conceivably extends to
situations where actors in positions of power pursue institutional reforms
for reasons of necessity or advantage, in the course of which they should
also experience a degree of psychological pressure to bring their under-
lying values, preferences, and beliefs in line with their public acts or pro-
nouncements, so as to reassure themselves (and others, if possible) of their
principled, upstanding nature. Presumably, powerful actors also share with
the rest of the species the all too human tendency more or less readily to
accept that which they cannot change, including reforms they have come to
regard as inevitable. Second, incumbents may become convinced, without
apparent regard for self-interest, that changing the rules is “the right thing
to do” as a result of changes in processes of “cultural transmission” (Bowles
1998) that are driven by—and that, in turn, help drive—the “increasing
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delegitimation” of status quo institutions and the “increasing legitimation”
of potential alternatives.

As in the previous section, a “general model of change” governed by the
logic of legitimation may be said to revolve around the proposition that insti-
tutional change happens when the developments set in motion, exogenously,
by structural or environmental shifts or, endogenously, by the workings of a
society’s own institutions not only disrupt the consensus regarding the legiti-
macy or appropriateness of the existing rules of the game but also dispropor-
tionately promote the diffusion of values, preferences, and beliefs consistent
with particular kinds of reforms, especially within a society’s most powerful
and culturally influential constituencies.

Once again, though the previous chapter’s discussion of the process by
which individual preferences and subjective evaluations change focused for
the most part on the groups least advantaged by the distributive consequences
of existing arrangements of power, much of it also applies to more privileged
actors and groups. For the privileged and the underprivileged alike, the reas-
sessment of an institution’s legitimacy is likely to be driven by “negative emo-
tions and cognitive conflict” (Lenz and Viola 2017: 953). Accordingly, the mem-
bers of superordinate groups may also be expected to change their assessments
of an institution’s appropriateness or performance when confronted with
information that cannot be “rationalized by existing schemata” (952). So, too,
should these individuals revisit values, preferences, and beliefs bearing on the
legitimacy of existing institutions when changing conditions cause a reversal
in the social and psychological pressures to rationalize the status quo, to the
point where continued cooperation and compliance—and the maintenance of
attitudes that define such behavior as appropriate—become a greater threat
to their social standing and self-image than the adoption of positions that are
clearly at odds with their previous stances and actions. It also seems reasonable
to expect that the switch will often take place as a result of perceived changes
in the attitudes or behavior of associates and authority figures.

Indeed, while the benefits they derive from existing institutions should
generally render incumbents—and the constituencies that support them—
more resistant to changing preferences with clear implications for the status
quo’s legitimacy, most of the exogenous and endogenous sources of prefer-
ence change singled out in the previous chapter should remain operative in
this analysis. With regard to (mostly) exogenous factors, relatively privileged
actors are also subject to the influence that social change has on the way
individuals more generally define their place and role in society. In other



Institutional Change 131

words, their values, preferences, and beliefs are also likely to be affected by
the increased availability of information rendered possible by technologi-
cal innovations, just as their subjective assessments of the performance of
institutions are likely to be impacted by the disruption that exogenous forces
might cause to the workings of existing institutions. With regard to (mostly)
endogenous processes, the values, preferences, and beliefs held by members
of superordinate groups are also subject to revision as a result of perceived
violations of the terms in which certain “rules of power” are justified, of the
failure of existing institutions to live up to their own “implicit promises,” or
of the systematic infringement of norms of procedural/distributive justice.
Insofar as the relatively privileged support or oppose prevailing institu-
tional arrangements for reasons that transcend self-interest, moreover, their
attitudes and behavior may also be affected by the “manifest particularity”
(Beetham 1991: 135) that often characterizes the workings of extractive insti-
tutions, as well as by the hijacking or “re-patrimonialization” of formally
inclusive political orders.

The Logic of Ideas-Based Sequences of Institutional Change

Gradual institutional change in a “legitimation framework” may be expected
to mirror the logic hypothesized to govern power-based processes of change.
In this case, however, the sequence is driven by the diffusion of values, pref-
erences, and/or beliefs that are clearly at variance with the ideas serving as
the intellectual and moral foundations of existing institutions. As previewed
above, in most circumstances the main obstacle to institutional change is
represented by the tendency likely exhibited by the actors who benefit from
the status quo to hold—and hold on to—preferences that are consistent with
their past statements and public behavior, to say nothing of their material self-
interest. Even in a democracy, the fact that an institutional reform proposal
enjoys the support of a majority of the electorate is no guarantee that it will
even come up for a legislative vote—in the United States, for instance, pow-
erful sectional interests and organizations such as the National Rifle Associ-
ation routinely prevent Congress from considering legislation supported by
large majorities of the American people—as the intensity with which reform-
ist preferences are held is often insufficient to overcome the resistance of a
committed minority intent on defending the status quo or to override the
veto of a society’s political and economic elites.

Consequently, aside from blocking any attempt that conservatives might
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make to arrest the diffusion of ideas that threaten the status quo and/or to
restore the capacity of existing institutions to deliver on the goals they were
intended to serve, the best option available to agents of change is often to par-
lay the increased resonance of their ideas into organized efforts to extract rel-
atively minor, incremental reforms to existing institutions. In this endeavor,
challengers may benefit from the willingness of incumbents to countenance
minor reforms as a way of remedying an institution’s declining capacity to
generate “quasi-voluntary compliance” As pointed out above, a set of insti-
tutions’ continued reproduction may periodically require that their workings
be adjusted in response to changing conditions. Incremental reforms under-
taken for that purpose, however, can have the opposite effect—increasing the
likelihood that even more transformative reforms will be enacted—if they
cause an intensification in the diffusion of values, preferences, and beliefs
undergirding demands for change, if they compromise the capacity of exist-
ing institutions to elicit the general public’s compliance, or if they undermine
the cohesion of ruling coalitions.

Much like the power-based sequences of institutional change specified
in the previous section, self-sustaining processes of institutional change in a
legitimation framework extend the logic said to account for self-reinforcing
and self-undermining sequences of institutional reproduction and institu-
tional decay, respectively, to the “scope” or “breadth” of institutions. In both
instances, institutional change takes place when the institutional innovations
resulting from successive rounds of reforms reproduce themselves at a faster
rate than the original “core” of preexisting institutions—and, potentially, inter-
fere with the workings of preexisting institutions so as to disrupt their “stable
reproduction” or cause them to unravel (see also Mahoney and Thelen 2010:
17). Once again, the mechanisms by which institutions “reproduce them-
selves” or “unravel” in a legitimation framework are driven not by the transfer
of “resource stocks” or the redirection of “resource flows” from the “winners”
to the “losers” of previous fights over institutions (Pierson 2015) but rather
by the diftusion of values, preferences, and beliefs that are inconsistent with
the ideas forming the intellectual and moral foundations of existing institu-
tions. Crucial to the magnitude of the transformations that will ultimately be
wrought upon a society’s political order is the capacity exhibited by agents of
change to secure incremental reforms that fuel the diffusion of values, pref-
erences, and beliefs consistent with their preferred alternatives, while aggra-
vating the status quo’s delegitimation and attendant instability, all of which
facilitates subsequent efforts to obtain further, more expansive reforms.
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Consistent with the reasoning featured in previous chapters, where an
institution’s legitimation was shown to hinge on its capacity to generate
high levels of compliance, the gradual replacement of one set of institutions
with another may conceivably be caused by, and may in its turn help cause,
the diffusion of values, preferences, and beliefs supportive of institutional
change. In other words, each step taken in the direction of replacing one
set of institutions with another increases the likelihood of further steps in
the same direction—in accordance with the “dynamics of (de)legitimation”
previously hypothesized to drive sequences of institutional reproduction and
decay—insofar as the reforms in question change the behavior of relevant
actors and increase among them the perceived likelihood of even more thor-
oughgoing change, prompting those involved to adopt values, preferences,
and beliefs that strengthen their support for further reforms as a means by
which to justify their public behavior, the actions of those around them, and
their revised expectations. Correspondingly, as each round of reforms makes
existing institutions less effective in serving the purposes for which they were
designed, the public may grow more supportive of reformist initiatives, while
incumbents may prove less and less willing to oppose institutional change,
having come to the conclusion that further resistance is futile—when not
downright harmful to a political order’s legitimacy—and/or that the contin-
ued enforcement of increasingly unpopular rules could alienate important
constituencies. As intimated above, the status quo’s defenders may them-
selves adopt the sorts of values, preferences, and beliefs that justify going
along with reforms increasingly perceived as inescapable, especially when the
institutions in question are not central to the workings—and the survival—of
the entire political order.

Ideas-Based Processes of (De-)democratization

Like their power-based counterparts, processes of institutional change gov-
erned by the logic of legitimation can proceed in multiple directions. Put
differently, such processes may take the form of temporal sequences that
Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) refer to as “virtuous” and “vicious” circles,
depending on whether the values, preferences, and beliefs driving the process
are consistent with greater or lesser inclusion, freedom, and/or equality of
rights and opportunities. On this point, while it is rather typical of individuals
socialized in postindustrial, democratic societies to presume that the devel-
opment of increasingly inclusive political orders, though subject to growing
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pains and temporary setbacks, has the force of “history” behind it, a degree of
skepticism is warranted, given the ease with which one can imagine the idea
lending itself to wishful thinking. Indeed, while the logic of power has been
shown reliably to pull human societies in the direction of greater inequality
during “normal” times—as Scheidel (2017: 6) has shown most recently, “nar-
rowing the gap between rich and poor” typically requires a “violent shock”
to disrupt the political and economic inequality that almost invariably devel-
ops in periods of stability—the tendency of human beings to become more
tolerant and inclusive minded as they become more “modern” may not be
strong enough reliably to function as an adequate counterweight. Modern-
ization may well increase the propensity of human beings to demand their
own emancipation (Inglehart and Welzel 2005), without rendering them any
more interested in securing the emancipation of others. And while the tre-
mendous improvements that modern societies have registered in terms of
“human welfare” are often downplayed in theories of political development—
whose emphasis on the conflictual aspects of the process can come at the
cost of overlooking the ways in which “welfare-improving institutions” have
prevailed over alternative arrangements (Tang 2011: 9, 44—45)—the labori-
ous, uneven nature of progress underscores the severity of the obstacles in
the way of making lasting improvements to the human condition.

As implied in the last section’s concluding passages, much of the literature
on the subject points to the redistributive tendencies ascribed to alternative
regimes as the main reason why subordinate groups frequently support inclu-
sive, democratic institutions, as well as the main reason why elites often seek
to preempt, block, or reverse their societies’ democratization. As Fukuyama
(2014: 423) has observed, “classical Marxists” and “contemporary economists”
alike tend to look “at the struggle for democracy as a fight between rich and
poor” One version of this narrative proposes that elites are only willing to
accede to their societies’ democratization in the presence of a serious revolu-
tionary threat from below: it is the prospect of being overthrown that makes it
in their interest to make the system more inclusive (Acemoglu and Robinson
2006). Another version hypothesizes that elites will oppose democratization
unless the political forces representing subordinate constituencies are weak
enough to remove the threat of radical redistribution; the presence of a serious
revolutionary threat from below, conversely, is expected to induce elites to
strengthen authoritarian coalitions (Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens
1992; see also Slater 2010). As noted, some of this literature suggests that dem-
ocratic regimes are self-enforcing at high levels of income because prosperous
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societies drastically reduce the benefits that elites can reasonably expect to
derive from the replacement of inclusive with extractive institutions (Prze-
worski 2006), while making democracy’s redistributive tendencies less threat-
ening to the wealthy. Higher levels of development are also conducive to stable
democracy insofar as they are associated with lower levels of inequality, which
are expected to reduce the threat of redistribution (Boix 2003).

Missing from this literature (for a review, see Ziblatt 2006) is any indi-
cation that those with the power to change existing institutions spend much
time or energy at all contemplating what course of action constitutes the
“right” or the “moral” thing to do. But though it seems reasonable to expect
that considerations of material self-interest are foremost on the minds of
powerful actors in high-stakes situations, the historical record raises ques-
tions about the notion that conservative elites will only support the replace-
ment of extractive with inclusive institutions when it is in their material,
pecuniary self-interest to do so—in other words, when the weakness of their
positions leaves them with no choice but to accede to democracy or be over-
thrown or when democratization poses no threat to their interests. It almost
goes without saying that, for democracy to be viable, elites must be given a
chance to protect their interests. As Ziblatt (2017) has shown most recently,
the acquiescence of the old regime’s elites—made possible, above all, by a
country’s “long tradition of robust, organized, and pragmatic conservative
parties” (2017: xii)—played a crucial role in determining whether European
nations followed a “settled” or “unsettled” path to democratization. Beyond
that, however, Fukuyama (2014: 423—26) points out that “conservative social
groups can interpret their self-interest in a variety of different ways,” often
rooted in deeply held values and beliefs, “some of which are more conducive
than others to nonviolent transitions to democracy”

Put differently, ideas can orient the behavior of conservative elites in
ways that hinder as well as promote the development of inclusive sociopo-
litical orders. In some instances, to be sure, superordinate groups may have
developed values or identities that caused them to give up on the defense of
extractive institutions when it was still in their material self-interest to keep
such institutions in place. In other cases, however, the enduring purchase
of reactionary worldviews has motivated conservative elites to fight for the
continued acknowledgment of their superior status well past the point where
it made good “material” sense to do so. In this connection, proponents of
social identity theory have long highlighted the tendency of dominant groups
to react to perceived threats to their sense of superiority “in an intensely
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discriminatory fashion” (Tajfel and Turner 1986: 22). Similarly, Baumeister’s
(1996) study of “evil” concluded that the most gruesome episodes of violence
are frequently perpetrated as a reaction to threats perceived to have been
leveled against the self-image or public reputation of people with a high (as
opposed to a low) opinion of themselves.

What is worse, if the key to the success of the efforts made by agents
of change to convince various constituencies of the appropriateness of the
desired institutional reforms is their capacity to craft appeals that draw on
“inconsistencies in the multiplicity of cognitive frameworks that are predom-
inant in society,” which provide “a basis for actors to adopt new subjective
evaluations and moral codes concerning appropriateness” (Mahoney 2000:
525), those seeking to build support for institutional arrangements founded
on the rejection of values of inclusion, liberty, and equality often enjoy a cul-
tural as well as a psychological advantage. Struggles over a political system’s
inclusiveness typically feature the juxtaposition of narratives centered on
what the cognitive linguist George Lakoft refers to as the “Moral Order” and
“Reverse Moral Order” metaphors (2009: 98—99). The Moral Order meta-
phor is, in essence, the idea that the spontaneous, organic emergence of hier-
archies of status and power over the course of history makes such hierarchies
“natural” and therefore “moral” and legitimate. In the Western as well as the
Eastern variants of this worldview—typically based on selective interpreta-
tions of religious texts that have long assisted in the legitimation of hierar-
chies of wealth, power, and status in Judeo-Christian (Walzer 1982: 15354,
171—75) as well as Islamic, Confucian, Hindu, and Buddhist societies—the
morality of an individual’s conduct is judged on the basis of whether he or she
performs the “duties” that come with his or her position in society, respects
authority and obeys “natural” superiors, sacrifices freedom for the sake of
“unity,” and venerates “traditional” symbols, norms, deities, and institutions
as sacred and hence beyond questioning. Conversely, the Reverse Moral
Order metaphor is a mainstay of narratives crafted by groups that challenge
existing status hierarchies, whose purpose is generally to equate “superiors”
with “oppressors,” whom “the oppressed” have a duty to challenge to rid the
system of exploitation and injustice.

While most of the world’s “cultures” feature ideas that are consistent with
each of these “moral” metaphors (e.g., see Sen 1997), the fact that human
beings throughout the species’ recorded history have lived in hierarchical
societies under extractive regimes ruled by groups fiercely opposed to values
of inclusion, liberty, and equality provides the enemies of inclusive political
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institutions with a veritable arsenal of symbols, myths, and slogans that may
festoon even the crudest forms of tyranny with the trappings of “history,
“culture,” and “tradition.” Ironically, though appeals of this kind are generally
most effective in relatively underdeveloped societies, “modernization” may
at first serve to render them more, not less, resonant. As Bowles (1998: 101)
pointed out, the “school-transmitted” cultures brought about by the advent
of territorially vast markets and centralized nation-states have historically
rendered processes of cultural transmission “markedly more conformist, as
cultural models were selected from (or by) dominant groups and a society-
wide socialization system intruded into what was once an entirely local learn-
ing process.” In addition, the projects of “national integration” made possible
by the combination of economic development and the centralization of state
power are often identified with the production and dissemination of “national
cultures” dominated by the worldviews of high officials and elites.

Decades of fieldwork conducted in northern Thailand by Engel and Engel
(2010) illustrate the point rather compellingly. Their analysis of dozens of
“Injury narratives” demonstrates that the tendency of ordinary people to
ascribe episodes of personal injury and misfortune to poor karma or loss of
“merit” became more, not less, pronounced in the second half of the twentieth
century, despite (or perhaps because of) decades of economic development.
Indeed, Engel and Engel (2010) point out that in the past—that is, before pro-
cesses of modernization and national integration really got underway—the
average provincial citizen had been far more likely to explain accidents of fate
with reference to the mood of local spirits or ghosts, as opposed to employing
“delocalized” reasoning rooted in Thailand’s state-sanctioned Buddhism or in
the “official nationalism” produced and propagated in defense of the country’s
royalist political order since the 1950s (Ferrara 2015).

With that in mind, under what conditions are legitimation sequences
of institutional change that approximate the logics of virtuous and vicious
circles most likely to be set in motion? Once again, political systems are
conceivably most vulnerable to the spread of ideas that threaten to under-
mine compliance with inclusive institutions—and hence facilitate their
replacement with more extractive rules and procedures—in situations where
levels of development are low and levels of inequality are high. As noted,
these conditions may be expected generally to heighten fears of redistribu-
tion among the relatively privileged as well as the receptiveness of middle-
class citizens to the anti-democratic appeals crafted by elite “intellectuals”
to justify reforming the existing political institutions in a more authoritarian
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direction or to rationalize their refusal to establish inclusive political orders
in the first place. Ironically, these effects may be strengthened, in the short
term, by economic crises as well as by economic growth. On the one hand,
while the social transformations resulting from sustained economic growth
can contribute to the diffusion of ideas that make inclusive political systems
more resilient and extractive regimes more vulnerable in the long run, in the
short term economic development may cause privileged constituencies to
redouble their efforts to protect old social hierarchies. On the other hand,
if the threat that economic crises present to the survival of political regimes
generally—especially in circumstances of low development—is in part owed
to the capacity of these events to trigger, or to accelerate, the diffusion of val-
ues, preferences, and beliefs that undermine the status quo’s intellectual and
moral foundations, low levels of development make inclusive political orders
more vulnerable to economic crises than extractive regimes because (i) the
survival of democracies is more dependent on the consent of the governed;
(ii) the free flow of information helps the diffusion of anti-system values,
preferences, and beliefs; and (iii) the purveyors of anti-democratic ideas in
developing nations typically have greater material resources at their disposal
than the advocates of democratic ideas in Third World dictatorships.

Another set of structural conditions likely to affect the vulnerability of
inclusive and extractive political orders to processes of institutional change
governed by the logic of legitimation relates to a society’s configuration of
cleavages based on ethnicity and other relatively unchanging forms of social
identification. Three aspects of these cleavage structures are relevant to this
discussion: (i) the degree of fragmentation caused by these cleavages; (ii) the
internal cohesiveness of the groups in question; and (iii) the extent to which
identity-based cleavages overlap with, and reinforce, divisions produced by
inequalities of wealth, power, and status—or, put differently, the extent to
which identity-based cleavages cut across existing social hierarchies, thereby
potentially undermining within-class solidarities. Once again, there is reason
to believe that a subordinate population’s fragmentation hampers the emer-
gence of the common front required effectively to fight for the establishment
of inclusive regimes or against elite-led efforts to subvert such regimes. At
the same time, the presence of such a common front among subordinates
could render inclusive political orders more threatening to a nation’s elites,
thereby inducing them to fight harder to prevent or undermine transitions to
inclusive forms of democracy.

Conceivably, the absence of significant fragmentation among subordi-
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nates should favor the development and consolidation of inclusive political
orders depending on the extent to which subordinate and superordinate
groups share higher-level identities. The subordinate population’s fragmenta-
tion, conversely, should most hamper the development and consolidation of
inclusive political orders in the presence of a cohesive ruling class capable of
exploiting the situation to “divide and conquer” Conditions more favorable to
the development and consolidation of inclusive regimes are arguably found
in societies where the ruling class’s internal cohesiveness is also undermined
by the presence of significant divisions, especially in contexts where subor-
dinate and superordinate populations are internally divided along similar,
cross-cutting cleavages, which may attenuate the elites’ opposition to every-
one else’s inclusion. A more comprehensive discussion of the conditions that
temper or heighten the vulnerability of inclusive and extractive political sys-
tems to sequences of change approximating the logics of vicious and virtuous
circles, respectively, appears in the next section, which addresses the interac-
tion between mechanisms of institutional change governed by the logics of
power and legitimation.

Synthesizing the Logics of Power and Legitimation

Just as in the study of institutional reproduction and institutional decay, any
attempt to theorize the manner in which the logics of power and legitimation
drive processes of institutional change should feature an analysis of the inter-
action between the two dynamics of change. Once again, while the distinc-
tion drawn between power-based or power-distributional and ideas-based
or legitimation mechanisms of institutional change remains useful from an
analytical standpoint, real-world sequences of gradual institutional change
should most commonly feature both dynamics working in conjunction with
one another.

On the one hand, shifts in a society’s distribution of power and material
resources are virtually guaranteed to affect the prevalence of values, pref-
erences, and beliefs with implications for the legitimacy of the status quo
and potential alternatives. For instance, Bowles (1998) explains that when for-
merly “deviant” or excluded groups experience a substantial increase in their
wealth and power—a development identified as crucial to the activation of
power-based mechanisms of institutional change—convictions, worldviews,
and practices associated with the newly ascendant tend to spread throughout
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the rest of society. In the short run, newly empowered, economically suc-
cessful groups are likely subject to a great deal of imitation. In the longer run,
ascendant groups can build on the advantage conferred upon them by a major
shift in the distribution of power by asserting their control over the means
by which a society’s culture is produced and disseminated, likely by reserving
for group representatives the authority to write “the learning rules that make
up the processes of cultural transmission itself” (1998: 82) and by ensuring
that group members are “disproportionately likely to occupy privileged roles
as teachers and other cultural models” (83). On the other hand, when shifts
in the values, preferences, and beliefs of powerful actors give rise to insti-
tutional change, the attendant transformations in the power-distributional
consequences of a society’s rules of the game may benefit the same actors
in such a way as to afford them the opportunity to enact further reforms, as
well as to promote—through their growing influence on processes of “cul-
tural transmission”—the further diffusion of values, preferences, and beliefs
consistent with their reformist designs. Conceivably, the process’s transfor-
mative potential is greatest when institutional change is driven by the mutual
reinforcement between the dynamics of power and legitimation.

With that said, this section focuses most intently on the manner in which
processes driven by the logics of power and legitimation affect transitions
from extractive to inclusive political orders, as well as processes of “de-
democratization” (Tilly 2007) by which inclusive political systems become
increasingly extractive. While this chapter has already examined a host of
factors and circumstances hypothesized to affect sequences of institutional
change in various ways, this section also focuses on the role of preexist-
ing institutions, whose importance derives from their continuing capacity
to “define strategic contexts that constrain the behavior of incumbents and
challengers” as well as their “constitutive” effect on the “self-images, goals,
and preferences” that explain the behavior of the actors involved—in other
words, their contribution to shaping the configurations of political forces on
both sides of the struggle (Snyder and Mahoney 1999: 113).

Power and Legitimation: From Extractive to Inclusive Regimes

By definition, the political orders described in this book, as in the literature,
as “nondemocratic,” “limited access,” or “extractive” exclude the vast majority
of their societies’ adult citizens from the decision-making processes through
which laws are promulgated, amended, and repealed. In these settings, polit-
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ical institutions are in various ways and measures designed to foreclose truly
competitive, participatory mechanisms of government alternation; to fore-
stall the mobilization and organization of mass-based political forces oper-
ating outside the regime’s control; to narrow the range of topics that can be
safely and legally broached in public debates (and, in extreme cases, in pri-
vate conversations as well); and to deny most everyone the chance freely to
speak their minds on “sensitive” political issues without fear of retribution
or punishment, whether judicial or extrajudicial in nature. In these societies,
key channels of the “cultural transmission” processes through which individ-
uals acquire many of their values, preferences, and beliefs (Bowles 1998) are
also regulated, monitored, and policed by state agencies and officials tasked
with the promotion of conformity (“unity”), quiescence (“peace”), and obe-
dience (“order”); the dissemination of self-serving historical narratives; and
the suppression of information calling into question the appropriateness of
prevailing arrangements of power or the quality of their performance. Special
emphasis is generally placed on the design and implementation of school cur-
ricula, as well as on the programming of the news and entertainment media.
Beyond this, political orders characterized by low levels of “inclusion” differ
from one another in important respects, which may be expected to influence
how previously marginal constituencies can acquire the power to implement
a reformist agenda, as well as the ways in which powerful actors or groups
might themselves be convinced that reforming the existing “rules of power”
in a more “inclusive” direction is, indeed, “the right thing to do”

In the wake of the last major “wave” of democratization (Huntington 1991),
Linz and Stepan (1996) formulated a typology of political systems that iden-
tified five “major regime ideal types”—four of them nondemocratic (authori-
tarianism, totalitarianism, post-totalitarianism, and sultanism). The analysis
conducted in these pages only considers three of the four dimensions utilized
by Linz and Stepan (1996), for while nondemocratic regimes generally seek
to discourage or suppress forms of popular mobilization that might allow
segments of the population to challenge the status quo, the extensive mobi-
lization of ordinary citizens “into a vast array of regime-created obligatory
organizations” is exclusive to a regime type—totalitarianism—that has all
but disappeared from the world’s political map. As for the remaining dimen-
sions, it is worth reiterating that while a regime’s “defining characteristics”
may affect the development of institutions in clearly identifiable ways, it is
possible that some might not do so consistently in one direction or the other.
Aside from emphasizing the contingency of the process, the analysis focuses
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on the interaction between the “defining characteristics” of nondemocratic
regimes and the contexts in which such regimes operate, in an attempt to
as much as possible reduce the indeterminacy that invariably characterizes
explanations of phenomena as complex.

Arguably the most consequential among the “defining characteristics” of
nondemocratic regimes identified by Linz and Stepan (1996: 44—45) is the
degree of “pluralism” tolerated in a country’s political as well as economic,
social, and cultural realms. On this count, authoritarian regimes stand out
for their capacity to accommodate “limited,” if still short of “responsible,
“political pluralism,” as well as for their “often quite extensive social and eco-
nomic pluralism” Depending on just how decisively they have moved beyond
the legacy of totalitarianism—where by definition all organized forms of
collective action must take place within, and in the service of, the state—a
degree of pluralism in the social and economic arenas may also be found in
post-totalitarian societies, as well as in emerging sultanistic regimes where
civil society has not yet been entirely stamped out in the process of devel-
oping a personalized dictatorship. In the interest of clarity, a regime is char-
acterized by “limited but not responsible” forms of political pluralism when
groups outside the state are to some extent capable of forming organizations
that mobilize followers in political activities based on an alternative vision of
a society’s past, present, and future, the absence of truly competitive elections
notwithstanding.

In these situations, “extensive economic and social pluralism” may still
prove to be a source of potential instability for the regimes in question. On
the one hand, prevailing relations of power—and the ideas that support their
legitimation—are threatened by the “creative destruction” typically associ-
ated with institutions that guarantee genuine competition between firms
and organizations. Insofar as economic and social competition improves the
material well-being of groups historically excluded from power, moreover,
socioeconomic development undermines nondemocratic institutions by
bolstering such groups’ bargaining strength, as well as their commitment to
ideals of equality and freedom. On the other hand, while intense competition
for the public’s loyalty to particular brands or products in the economy or to
particular civil society organizations is bound from time to time to result in
the airing of ideas that more or less directly challenge the status quo’s legit-
imacy, their diffusion throughout the population is facilitated by the open
debate permitted under “limited” political pluralism.

Certainly, it is possible to envision scenarios—especially those defined by



Institutional Change 143

conditions of relatively high development or sustained economic growth—
where the degree of pluralism that already characterizes these systems helps
to defuse the destabilizing potential of reformist ideas, whether by blunting
the sense of dissatisfaction experienced by the general public or by allow-
ing the status quo’s defenders to point to the benefits guaranteed by existing
rights and freedoms in order to dispute the necessity or the urgency of further
reforms. Linz and Stepan (1996: 78), however, have also pointed out that “pro-
longed economic success can contribute to the perception that the excep-
tional coercive measures of the nondemocratic regime are no longer neces-
sary and may possibly erode the soundness of the new economic prosperity”;
at times, moreover, sustained growth “may also contribute to social changes
that raise the cost of repression and thus indirectly facilitate a transition to
democracy” Indeed, the active promotion of economic development—even
when it is motivated entirely by a regime’s desire to improve performance
legitimacy—generally reaches a point where growth can only be sustained
through the creation of a more knowledgeable, skilled workforce, thereby
requiring educational reforms that open the door to the diffusion of values
that cause ordinary people increasingly to question the legitimacy of current
arrangements of power. And while inclusive political systems have histori-
cally also been threatened by the diffusion of authoritarian ideologies appro-
priated by local “anti-system” forces, it is in the nature of pluralism to permit
the coexistence of radically different ideas. The same cannot be said about
authoritarian regimes, whose survival is threatened by the influx of values
and preferences at odds with the ideas based on which a political order jus-
tifies its existence.

Another criterion adopted by Linz and Stepan (1996) to distinguish
between nondemocratic political orders is the extent to which the groups
that dominate the regimes in question rely on ideology to justify their super-
ordinate status as well as their actions in government. Of course, the ten-
dency of nondemocratic regimes around the world to rely on “an elaborate
and guiding ideology” has declined over the past several decades. With the
exception of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, each of the totalitar-
ian regimes inaugurated over the course of the twentieth century eventually
either collapsed or reformed itself into a “post-totalitarian” regime, in which
ideology, to the extent that it still matters, no longer meaningfully orients
the actions of rulers and ruled. Still, the “mentalities” of authoritarian and
post-totalitarian regimes are often grounded in nondemocratic worldviews
typically claimed to form integral parts of their societies’ cultural heritage.
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In turn, insofar as the protection of “traditional” values, beliefs, and customs
against the encroachments of corrupting foreign influences becomes the
stated raison d’étre of non-Western, nondemocratic regimes, their defense is
commonly elevated to a matter of cultural pride and patriotic duty. To a vary-
ing degree, similar arguments—including the much-debated “Asian Values”
thesis (Thompson 2001)—have helped authoritarian and post-totalitarian
regimes in East and Southeast Asia deal with challenges arising from their
reliance on economic performance in order to maintain their legitimacy.
Anecdotally, they have proved especially effective in preventing the defection
of relatively privileged constituencies, characteristically inclined to think of
themselves as the guardians of their nations’ culture and traditions. It helps
that the values and ideas said to define many such non-Western cultures gen-
erally serve to emphasize the justice/sanctity of “natural hierarchies” and the
virtues of “staying in one’s place, thereby identifying the interests of an entire
people with the privilege of its ruling class.

The final among the defining characteristics of modern nondemocra-
cies that are of interest in this analysis is the issue of leadership. The main
distinction drawn by Linz and Stepan (1996: 44—45) on this dimension is
between (i) authoritarian regimes, where “a leader or occasionally a small
group exercises power within formally ill-defined but actually quite predict-
able norms”; (ii) fotalitarian regimes, whose frequently “charismatic” lead-
ership “rules with undefined limits and great unpredictability”; and (iii) sul-
tanistic regimes, whose leadership, which often exhibits dynastic tendencies,
is “highly personalized and arbitrary,” with “no rational legal constraints” to
hold it in check. Meanwhile, compared with their totalitarian precursors,
post-totalitarian regimes tend to select less charismatic, more technocratic
leaders as well as place them under a more stringent set of checks. Certainly,
while the concentration of broad, unchecked powers into the hands of a small
number of officials makes it easy to enact institutional reforms supported by
superordinate groups, regimes of this kind conceivably render those with the
power to change the rules less likely to experience the requisite change of
heart, given their psychological investment in the status quo and the personal
stakes typically involved in its preservation. As Svolik (2012: 75—78) points
out, the emergence of “established” forms of personal autocracy entails the
complete disempowerment of the elite actors who may once have been able
to check the autocrat’s power, which explains why these dictators’ exit from
office is very rarely the result of conflicts with former regime allies and insid-
ers. Indeed, it is for this very reason that the leaders of personalized dictator-
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ships, when faced with the inevitability of their regime’s demise, often find
it impossible to negotiate their way off the sinking ship. And if the leaders
of authoritarian and (post-)totalitarian regimes have at times also met dra-
matic, violent ends, the options available to them in a crisis often include the
possibility of reaching a better deal for themselves, their associates, and their
supporters.

All in all, the vulnerability of nondemocratic regimes to mechanisms of
gradual institutional change driven by the logics of power and legitimation—
indeed, the likelihood that such mechanisms are set in motion, endogenously,
by the regime’s own workings—may be hypothesized systematically to vary
across regime “type” By their very nature, personalized, sultanistic regimes
provide the least likely setting for the development of inclusive institutions
through processes of gradual change. Having stripped friend and foe alike of
their powers, sultanistic leaders generally do not spontaneously relinquish
their prerogatives away through institutional reforms designed to usher in a
more “just” or “appropriate” political order. As the historical record seems to
suggest, such systems are decidedly more likely to change in rather abrupt,
dramatic fashion (e.g., see Huntington 1991: chap. 3). Conversely, given the
aggressive enforcement of limitations against all forms of pluralism char-
acteristic of totalitarian societies, transitions from totalitarian to post-
totalitarian or authoritarian rule are most likely to be initiated by regime
insiders. Gradual shifts in the distribution of power and prevailing standards
of appropriateness are most likely to drive the incremental transformation
of nondemocratic regimes under authoritarian and, to a lesser extent, post-
totalitarian institutional arrangements. As noted, higher degrees of plural-
ism help regime opponents mobilize followers and disseminate information
designed to delegitimize the status quo. Moreover, the fact that such regimes
generally rely on broader, more diverse coalitions makes it more likely that
reformist preferences, including those stemming from the workings of edu-
cation systems sensitive to the needs of capitalist growth, will spread to the
members of constituencies whose support is crucial to the regime’s survival.
In these circumstances, whether or not the process ushers in transforma-
tive, game-changing reforms depends on what agents of change actually do
to exploit available opportunities, on how the status quo’s defenders choose
to respond, and on the outcome of their strategic interactions.

In practice, an authoritarian regime’s transition to a fully inclusive politi-
cal system often hinges on the capacity exhibited by agents of change to make
use of the support they enjoy in the population and among regime “insiders”



146 THE DEVELOPMENT OF POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

in order to pressure a regime into lifting or loosening some of the restrictions
that have hitherto been responsible for enforcing a “limited” version of polit-
ical pluralism and then to exploit the opportunities such concessions afford
them to disseminate their ideas, mobilize followers, and pressure the regime
into enacting further reforms. In this effort, agents of change can benefit from
the fact that, as Przeworski (1991: 58) has pointed out, “liberalization is inher-
ently unstable” Invariably conceived as a “controlled opening of the political
space” to be managed from above and made “continually contingent on the
compatibility of its outcomes with the interests or values of the authoritar-
ian bloc” (57—-58), an authoritarian regime’s liberalization tends to unleash
forces that may prove impossible to control, as the “outburst of autonomous
organizing” likely to follow any discernible reduction in levels of repression
threatens to cause “a melting in the iceberg of civil society that overflows the
dams of the authoritarian regime” Far from serving, as intended, to bolster a
regime’s stability, liberalization is therefore most commonly responsible for
hastening its replacement. Once the process has been set in motion, elites
unwilling to accept the system’s gradual democratization may be left with
few options other than to crack down violently and establish a new dicta-
torship, which can be “broader” or “narrower” than the original depending
on whether it entails an expansion of the ruling coalition or, conversely, is
achieved through the violent suppression of regime “reformers” and civil
society “moderates”

Crucially, the reason why an authoritarian regime’s “liberalization” is an
“inherently unstable” process has as much to do with the logic of legitimation
as it does with the logic of power. Przeworski (1991: 54—55) describes the
threat presented by the emergence of “autonomous” political organizations
in these terms:

What is threatening to authoritarian regimes is not the breakdown of legit-
imacy but the organization of counterhegemony: collective projects for an
alternative future. Only when collective alternatives are available does polit-
ical choice become available to isolated individuals. This is why authoritar-
ian regimes abhor independent organizations; they either incorporate them
under centralized command or repress them by force.

More broadly, the logic of legitimation also helps explain why it is so difficult
for authoritarian regimes to reverse the system’s partial liberalization once
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the process has been set in motion—indeed, why it becomes more difficult
to do so the further a political system has already traveled down the road to
democratization. Aside from the fact that “organized” groups are, by defi-
nition, better equipped to fight back than a collection of isolated individu-
als, the reason why liberalization increases the levels of repression required
to neutralize the threat presented by the same constituencies is that their
partial, temporary inclusion likely renders opposition actors/groups more
acceptable as legitimate political forces and correspondingly harder to ignore
or demonize. What is more, insofar as such groups made effective use of the
chance temporarily afforded to them to mobilize support more openly and
more widely, through appeals that effectively combine an affirmative vision
of a society’s future with an incisive critique of its past, their increased popu-
larity makes them all the more formidable. Indeed, the more successful such
groups are in their efforts to extract concessions from the old regime, the
more their popularity should grow—and the old regime should decline—
purely as a result of the public’s tendency to rate particular eventualities more
positively as they become more familiar and/or prospectively more likely to
come to pass.

Certainly, imposing after a period of liberalization the levels of repres-
sion required to restore a narrower version of the old regime carries costs
and risks grave enough to give hard-liners second thoughts about the wis-
dom of attempting it. A major set of risks is generally thought to arise from
the regime’s increased reliance on its repressive apparatus. When a country’s
security forces are hierarchical and cohesive, the most serious danger is that
its leadership will exploit the situation to secure more powers and prerog-
atives for itself; when the repressive apparatus is less hierarchical and/or
more internally divided, conversely, different factions may be moved to con-
sider their options, including the prospect of defying unlawful or unpopular
orders. Another major set of risks derives from the potential that repression
might cause the ruling coalition to break down. Indeed, insofar as a narrower
dictatorship can only be established through the repression of “reformist”
insiders, the effort’s prospects of success should vary depending on how
widely and how deeply reformist preferences have penetrated the ruling coa-
lition. When such preferences are shared rather widely inside the ruling class,
the problem is not only the commitment of resources and political capital
required but also the possibility that the repression of regime insiders may
counsel even broader segments of the ruling class that change is warrant-
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ed—or, at a minimum, that alternatives to the establishment of an even more
repressive dictatorship must be considered. One such alternative is to co-
opt some of the constituencies currently excluded from power, who may be
integrated in the ruling coalition in exchange for moderating some of their
demands. Another is to let the process of democratization continue, in the
hope of retaining some control over the transition’s pace and direction. Hav-
ing chosen to do so, elites may themselves evolve into genuinely committed
democrats (Fukuyama 2014: 423—25), whether by adjusting their preferences
to match their behavior or through their exposure to a process of cultural
transmission increasingly dominated by inclusive, egalitarian ideas.

Of course, elite actors frequently do not respond to their nations’ democ-
ratization by becoming “committed democrats” Members of superordinate
groups may continue to hold preferences for more exclusive, more extractive
arrangements and/or to perceive inclusive, democratic regimes as a threat to
their wealth, power, and status. The failure on the part of a society’s elites to
reconcile themselves to the procedures or the outcomes of democratic com-
petition has been cited throughout this book as a major obstacle to the com-
pletion of democratic transitions and the consolidation of newly established
democratic regimes. Likewise, the weakness of preexisting opposition forces
and other civil society organizations is a major part of the reason why Linz
and Stepan (1996) consider the failure to develop a consolidated democracy
to be, in Snyder and Mahoney’s words (1999: 116), “almost overdetermined”
in countries transitioning from totalitarian or sultanistic rule. The previous,
nondemocratic regime’s “defining characteristics” are not as dispositive in
transitions from authoritarianism and mature forms of post-totalitarianism,
where the prospects faced by new democracies are more uncertain and
“context-dependent” (Linz and Stepan 1996: 65). In reference to “context,” it
may be hypothesized that the obstacles arising from the presence of “unre-
formed elites” should be all the more difficult to surmount in conditions of
underdevelopment, extreme levels of inequality, and intense identity-based
conflict or competition, especially when the categorical inequalities pro-
duced by the workings of the economy largely overlap with—and quite possi-
bly reinforce—hierarchies of citizenship status that originate in racial, ethnic,
or regional cleavages. As noted above, however, a “long tradition of robust,
organized, and pragmatic conservative parties” may ultimately prove to be
the most important contextual determinant of whether or not a society’s
elites ever provide “their reluctant acquiescence to a political order they had
initially resisted” (Ziblatt 2017: xii).
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Power and Legitimation: From Inclusive to Extractive Regimes

Situations where “unreformed” elites make use of their superior wealth and
power in order gradually to replace inclusive with extractive political institu-
tions, exploiting the rights and freedoms afforded to them by inclusive insti-
tutions in their effort to turn crucial constituencies against inclusive regimes,
constitute one of the main modern routes from democratic to nondemocratic
rule. When successful, these efforts may be expected to usher in something
of a plutocracy—an oligarchic system of government dominated by society’s
wealthiest actors and groups—the dangers of which are typically highlighted
in the works of progressive writers. Over the last one hundred years or so,
leftist critiques of democratic regimes have ranged from relatively sympa-
thetic accounts aiming to sound the alarm on the ease with which elites may
capture democratic institutions and effectively deprive “the people” of their
sovereign status (Schattschneider [1960] 1988) to more hostile treatments that
dismiss democratic rules and procedures as a mere facade for oligarchic, plu-
tocratic arrangements of power claimed to be already in place. Recent devel-
opments have lent some credence to the notion that “consolidated,” mature
democracies such as the United States have traveled far enough down this
route as to no longer qualify as a democracy in any meaningful sense of the
word (Gilens and Page 2014). These developments have not gone unnoticed
by the organizations responsible for publishing yearly comparative ratings of
“freedom” and “democracy,” which have cited increasing levels of inequality
and decreasing levels of trust in government as the reason why the United
States’ “democratic institutions have suffered some erosion” (Freedom House
2017) or as the justification for downgrading the United States from a “full” to
a “flawed” democracy (EIU 2017).

An entirely different set of threats to the viability of democracy is the
subject of writings inspired by teachings originally articulated in Book
V of Aristotle’s Politics and, especially, in Book VIII of Plato’s Republic.
For both philosophers, it is precisely what makes a system of government
“democratic’—namely, its expansive array of rights and freedoms, to be
enjoyed by every citizen in equal measures, and its celebration of the atten-
dant diversity of lifestyles and beliefs—that most threatens its viability. More
specifically, democracy’s empowerment of the masses at the expense of elites
tends to engender demands for even greater equality and freedom, while
making any restrictions thereto increasingly unpalatable for growing swathes
of the voting population. In turn, insofar as wealthy elites come to be seen as
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an obstacle to the achievement of full equality, democracy makes it all too
easy for aspiring autocrats to exploit the masses’ resentment of the rich, or
otherwise to exploit conflicts pitting “the few” against “the many,” in order
to establish a tyrannical regime. Unsurprisingly, the idea that democracy is
threatened most severely by the same properties that make it so attractive to
so many has often been featured in the works of conservative writers (for a
recent example, see Sullivan 2016).

Another major route from democracy to nondemocracy features the rise
of right-wing “populist” leaders as a prelude to the emergence of an auto-
cratic, kleptocratic regime that enjoys the support of the country’s elites. It
bears reiterating that while fascist and other “right populist” leaders have
typically founded their appeal on the argument that the institutions of open,
liberal-democratic societies cannot adequately protect ordinary people from
rapacious elites, their rise to positions of power has generally been followed
by the establishment of a system of government whose workings are in prac-
tice even more favorable to the interests of elites. In these cases, as the regime
entrenches its power and cultivates the support of elites eager to profit from
their association with the new government, economic populism is almost
invariably jettisoned in favor of the demonization and repression of minori-
ties still widely regarded as unworthy of an equal political role. Frum (2017)
illustrates the point by comparing Donald Trump’s rise to the experience of
right-wing populists elsewhere, whose success was rooted in the capacity to
keep “culturally conservative” citizens “feeling misunderstood and victimized
by liberals, foreigners, and Jews”

Once again, it is reasonable to expect that a democratic regime’s vul-
nerability to each of these routes to nondemocratic rule should in part be
determined by its own institutional structure. Linz and Stepan (1996) go even
further back in the transition sequence, identifying in the “defining charac-
teristics” of the old, nondemocratic regime’s institutions the source of a series
of “consolidation tasks” that a new democracy must complete before it can
become “the only game in town,” requiring the achievement and entrench-
ment of (i) civil society autonomy; (ii) political society autonomy; (iii) con-
stitutionalism and the rule of law; (iv) professional norms and autonomy of
state bureaucracy; and (v) economic society with a degree of market auton-
omy and plurality of ownership forms. Consistent with the reasoning above,
democracies established in countries previously governed by sultanistic and
totalitarian regimes are expected to face the greatest difficulties, owing to
the fact that they must complete each of the required tasks from scratch or
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thereabouts. By contrast, authoritarian and post-totalitarian regimes may
develop, depending on the specifics of their regimes, some of the features
conducive to the success of democracy—indeed, perhaps all except the emer-
gence of an autonomous political society—before the transition even starts.
Of course, what requirements are not met under nondemocratic rule must
be fulfilled in accordance with the rules that take shape during the transition.
For these cases, Linz and Stepan (1996) list two “actor-centered” variables and
three “contextual” variables hypothesized to affect the outcome of the transi-
tion. With regard to actors, what matters is the “institutional composition and
leadership of the preceding non-democratic regime” and the identity of the
actors who “start” and “control” the transition. In brief, “civilian-led regimes”
are expected to “have greater institutional, symbolic, and absorptive capaci-
ties than either military or sultanistic leaders to initiate, direct, and manage
a democratic transition” (1996: 68), especially when they are constituted in
interim governments determined rapidly to cede power to an elected admin-
istration. Conversely, transitions managed by the old regime, or by the leader-
ship of a country’s armed forces, are thought likely to delay holding elections
on the pretext that the country needs “reforms” that typically amount, in
practice, to the establishment of “reserve domains” for unelected institutions
and the imposition of a series of constraints, restrictions, and limitations cir-
cumscribing the autonomy and authority of elected officials (66—72). With
regard to context, Linz and Stepan (1996: 72—83) emphasize the contributions
made by (i) international influence, including the foreign policies of regional
and global powers, the attractiveness of alternatives to democracy in the pre-
vailing zeitgeist, and the potential demonstration effects exerted by events
and trends observed in other countries; (ii) economic trends and conditions,
including episodes of prolonged growth and “severe economic problems,” the
effects of which are said to hinge on the perceived viability of alternatives to
the status quo; and (iii) “constitution-making environments,” which refer to
the consequences exerted by the institutional setting in which the transition
takes place, as well as the formal procedures governing the process by which
the new, democratic rules of the game are deliberated, drafted, and ratified.
On the last point, it is noteworthy that Linz and Stepan (1996) do not
appear to place a great deal of faith in the possibility that the main obstacles
to democratization can be overcome through the purposive, skillful design
of democratic institutions—the promise of which is a major part of the rea-
son behind the field’s latest institutional turn. A more extensive, systematic
treatment of the subject is reserved for the next chapter, which reflects on
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how this book’s theoretical innovations might inform efforts to “engineer”
outcomes conducive to the entrenchment of democratic regimes and to the
neutralization of threats thereto. For the moment, it may suffice to observe
that the three routes to “de-democratization” identified above further illus-
trate the idea that democratic regimes can suffer from the presence of overly
rapacious, powerful elites as well as from the absence, the weakness, or the
thorough delegitimation of elites who may otherwise be capable of protecting
democracy by tempering some of its most destabilizing excesses. It follows
from this consideration that democratic institutions should neither favor
elites to the point of allowing them to change the system at will or hijack
its institutions in a way that discredits both nor damage elites to the point
of forcing them to choose between renouncing all of their power, wealth,
and status or overthrowing the system in an attempt to avert their utter
disempowerment.

Institutional Change and the “Regime Volatility Trap”

The theory assembled in this chapter has notable implications for a phe-
nomenon the literature has referred to as the “institutional instability trap”
(Helmke 2010; Levitsky and Murillo 2009). The label in question refers to sit-
uations in which the chronic volatility exhibited by a set of institutions itself
becomes self-reinforcing, as each instance of “breakdown and replacement”
makes it less likely that the institutions concerned will develop the requisite
staying power and thereby increases the likelihood that periodic discontinu-
ities will continue to plague the institutions” development. As Levitsky and
Murillo (2009: 123; see also Helmke 2007: 28) have pointed out, “An initial
period of institutional failure or instability, which may be the product of his-
torically contingent circumstances (including sheer bad luck), may effectively
lock in a polity into a path of institutional weakness”” In these circumstances,
“actors develop expectations that institutions will not endure and, conse-
quently, do not invest in them.” In turn, “the costs of institutional replacement
will remain low, which increases the likelihood of further rounds of change—
and reinforces expectations of institutional weakness”

As noted, something akin to the institutional instability trap is known to
have historically ensnared the political regimes of nations that experimented
with democracy “early; relative to levels of development, in the likely event
that their nascent democratic institutions succumbed to authoritarian rever-
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sals (Przeworski 2009). Indeed, the logic of the institutional instability trap
helps to clarify the workings of the so-called military legacy identified in
Przeworski (2009) as the main reason why authoritarian reversals tend to
make future regimes less durable. Aside from generating a certain habitu-
ation to military interventions, and besides making elites so accustomed to
getting their way through extra-constitutional means that they never develop
the capacity effectively to compete on the strength of their programmatic
appeals, it stands to reason that repeated military coups would decrease the
willingness of political actors more generally to “invest” valuable resources
in what is known to make democratic regimes stronger and more durable—
above all, in those activities that may give rise to a system of “national” and
potentially governing political parties (Sartori 1968).

How, then, does the theory of institutional change specified in this chap-
ter help inform efforts to explain self-reinforcing cycles of regime volatility?
Consistent with the findings presented in Przeworski (2009), this book is
replete with references to the reasons why conditions of low development
and high economic inequality are inimical to the stabilization and eventual
consolidation of democratic regimes. The reasons in question are similar to
those frequently mentioned throughout the literature, with one major excep-
tion. Specifically, while it is quite well established that democracy in poor,
unequal societies is most commonly threatened by the unwillingness of elites
to play by the rules, as well as by the insecure, flighty disposition that almost
invariably distinguishes middle-class citizens in countries that have yet to
achieve levels of development high enough to qualify as “middle class soci-
eties” (Fukuyama 2014), what these constituencies abhor and fear about the
workings of inclusive, democratic institutions goes beyond wealth redistri-
bution or the inability of such regimes to prevent the disorder and upheaval
resulting from the mobilization of forces and movements representing a vari-
ety of subordinate, marginalized groups. Indeed, the empirical record shows
that democracies rarely produce, on their own, levels of redistribution radical
enough to threaten the interests of elites, who commonly retain a variety
of means to protect their wealth and status from the whims of democratic
electorates (Gleditsch and Ward 2006: 920—21). By some accounts, even the
moderate reduction in inequality achieved by Western democracies in the
wake of World War II cannot be ascribed primarily—much less entirely—to
majority rule (Scheidel 2017).

More than the loss of wealth or privilege, then, what relatively affluent
constituencies often find hardest to accept is the tendency of democracy to
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produce governments that, regardless of what they actually stand for, are per-
ceived to have been chosen by segments of the population still regarded as
morally inferior. As Fukuyama (1992: 182) pointed out long ago, the continued
“recognition” of their superior worth and status (megalothymia) can motivate
members of superordinate groups as powerfully as their desire to be recog-
nized as equal (isothymia). It almost goes without saying that the levels of
resentment generated by the empowerment of subordinate groups should
be all the greater in societies where cleavages rooted in race, ethnicity, lan-
guage, religion, and other largely ascriptive, unchanging sources of identity
overlap with class divisions, likely reinforcing the intensity with which the
members of high-status constituencies practice in-group favoritism and out-
group discrimination.

Then again, while the presence of shared, higher-level identities can
remove an important obstacle to democratization, underdeveloped societ-
ies may be presented with a challenge no less insidious by the “traditional”
values and beliefs forming the content of their national identities, especially
those designed to rationalize existing social hierarchies with reference to
principles that are antithetical to ideals of universal equality, popular sover-
eignty, and individual autonomy. Though the extent to which subordinates
actually believe in official narratives that sanction their own inferiority, and/
or sincerely acknowledge the morality of the obligation imposed on them
not to challenge the status quo, remains contested (for a skeptical view, see
Scott 1985, 1990), at a minimum it may be hypothesized that “traditional” and
otherwise official ideologies—especially inasmuch as they were successfully
elevated to the status of a developing nation’s “culture”—can work as “per-
mission structures” that enable the opponents of inclusive, democratic insti-
tutions to act on their prejudices and illusions of superiority in the name of
preserving local customs and worldviews, the threats to which the leaders of
Third World dictatorships rarely fail to overhype with reference to shadowy
international conspiracies.

Much like the relationship found to exist between levels of development
and the viability of democratic institutions, the “military legacy” said to
account for the tendency of failed experiments with democracy to gener-
ate ever-increasing levels of regime instability is also a matter of ideas at
least as much as it is about the effects that military interventions have on
the distribution of power and material resources. This is not to dismiss the
importance of the latter, for the tendency of military coups to tilt the play-
ing field against the forces generally responsible for leading democratization
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efforts can be profound. To the extent that the coup makers are willing to
return to the barracks upon having killed or otherwise rendered inoffen-
sive the requisite number of actors (Przeworski 2009), the neutralization
of some of the most prominent members of a nation’s political class, as well
as the destruction of major civil society organizations, can do lasting dam-
age to a country’s democratic prospects, depriving the actors who are likely
to succeed the coup leaders in office of the resources to govern effectively.
Having caused the loss of any investment made in the political and social
organizations targeted for repression, moreover, military coups will also
discourage political entrepreneurs from making any future investment of
the sort, particularly in view of the heightened potential for further military
interventions. What is worse, returns to civilian rule may be preceded by the
introduction of rules that guarantee the armed forces continued access to
the funds required for their leaders to live in luxury, maintain vast networks
of patronage, and exercise functions far beyond those associated with a
country’s external defense. Even when the generals came to power with “the
transitional mission of re-establishing order” (2009: 28), their formal with-
drawal may follow the establishment of new institutions designed to restrict
the authority of civilian governments, weaken civil society, and otherwise
prevent elected officials from ever developing the strength to encroach upon
the military’s “reserve domains”

As consequential as military coups can be for a society’s distribution of
power and material resources, however, their effects on the values, prefer-
ences, and beliefs of relevant political actors can be just as far-reaching. Most
prominently, the dysfunction likely to characterize democracies with a his-
tory of coups can end up justifying, in the eyes of a sizable portion of the elec-
torate, the military’s continuing tutelage, up to and including the periodic dis-
mantlement of regimes that fail to guarantee the requisite degree of “order”
Worse still, the iterated breakdown of inclusive, democratic institutions may
affect the expectations of political actors in such a way as to render the failure
of elected governments to manage conflicts and meet acceptable standards of
performance effectively self-fulfilling, just as prophesized by the elite actors
responsible for undermining democracy in the first place.

In turn, the imbalance of power and stature likely to develop between
unelected officials and elected politicians—compounded by the reluctance
likely shown by these societies’ most talented, resourceful individuals to join
the electoral fray—makes it all too easy for constituencies that otherwise
stand to gain from their country’s democratization to lose sight of the fact
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that democracy’s chronic dysfunction is the consequence, not the cause, of
its periodic suspension at the hands of unelected officials. The latter’s rou-
tine interference may therefore continue to be perceived as necessary and/
or legitimate, even as it continues to deny elected governments the coop-
eration of elites, the compliance of officials staffing the military and civilian
bureaucracies, and the full exercise of the constitutional authority formally
vested in civilian authorities. Meanwhile, the members of relatively privileged
groups are likely to cite democracy’s travails in support of their suspicion that
electoral majorities cannot be entrusted with the responsibility to select the
nation’s governments, on the pretext that average voters remain unprepared
judiciously to make use of the rights deriving from their inclusion. As long as
these perceptions endure, military officers and other unelected officials not
only will be placed in a position to exercise, legitimately, a variously broad set
of constitutional and extra-constitutional prerogatives but may even be cred-
ited for their “stabilizing” influence on the nation’s politics. Of course, the
truth is that no real stability will ever be achieved as long as these officials are
exempt from the control of civilian, elected institutions—the more expansive
their “reserve domains,” the more “unsettled” the road to developing a viable
democratic regime.



CHAPTER FIVE
Institutional Engineering

The Purposive Design of Political Institutions

The promise held by institutions to structure human interactions in ways
that might help societies achieve a host of desirable ends has been debated
since the beginning of the history of political thought (Peters 1999). For dif-
ferent reasons, political science as it is practiced today has done relatively
little to realize that promise. Broadly speaking, the “paradoxical” mismatch
that Sartori (1968: 261—72) once lamented between the “pure” and the
“applied” knowledge produced by a discipline whose “increasing power of
comprehension” was said to have coincided with “increasing political impo-
tence” has assured the continuing relegation of political scientists to the role
of “spectators” to processes of political development. The “explanatory turn”
the discipline has undergone in the intervening time did not meaningfully
change this state of affairs. Indeed, its practitioners’ growing mastery of a
vastly expanded technical repertoire and technological arsenal has coin-
cided not only with the intensified pursuit of the “unimaginative” quantita-
tive analyses that Sartori (267) had already blamed for the discipline’s prac-
tical irrelevance half a century ago but also with the growing popularity of
theoretical models in which, by all appearances, the “desire to explain or
predict the behavior of actual individuals” takes a back seat to “aesthetic”
pretensions (Elster 2007: 461).

Meanwhile, though a great many institutionalists have remained adamant
that explanatory theories of political development must treat “ideas as fun-
damental causes” (Fukuyama 2011: 442), research programs that emphasize
individual self-interest or group-level struggles over material resources as
the engine of the process have all too often dismissed preoccupations with
ideas, culture, and identity as the stuft of the “soft” social sciences. Theorizing
the nonmaterial dimensions of human behavior, therefore, has all too often
remained the preserve of scholars who are skeptical of the viability of “polity-
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building” projects involving the manipulation of institutions qua “incentive-
based structures” (Sartori 1997: ix), not to mention deeply suspicious of
the notion that political scientists should aspire to “perform qua specialist”
(Sartori 1968: 263) to assist in that endeavor. In point of fact, the study of
ideas, culture, and identity has increasingly been dominated by theoretical
approaches whose proponents have sworn off all pretensions to “explaining”
anything in the first place.

Notwithstanding the limitations confronting any actor seeking to “engi-
neer” desired outcomes through the purposeful design of institutions, there
are also reasons to believe that the modern world does offer opportunities
for effective polity building. Indeed, no less an advocate of the importance of
human nature, historical legacies, and shared cultural values than Fukuyama
(2011: 18) insists that “human societies are not trapped by their pasts,” par-
ticularly given the “new dynamics” introduced over the past two centuries
by developments related to the Industrial Revolution. Of course, the work of
political scientists can only inform polity building to the extent that it pro-
vides sound causal explanations for key aspects of the process of political
development. Before turning to the applied, normative implications of the
theory assembled in these pages, therefore, this concluding chapter reviews
the book’s most notable contributions to the formulation of a general expla-
nation of processes of institutional reproduction, institutional decay, and
institutional change.

Contributions to the Theory of Institutional Development

With regard to each of the three dimensions of the process of institutional
development under consideration, the explanation assembled in this book set
out to accomplish the following objectives:

(i)  The specification of temporal sequences governed by the dynamics of
“legitimation,” whose workings are grounded in individual microfoun-
dations derived from realistic assumptions regarding human motiva-
tion, cognition, and behavior.

The emphasis placed throughout this book on the proper specification of
sequences driven by the “dynamics (de)legitimation” served above all to ren-
der explanations of institutional development attuned to the role of motiva-
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tions that are at least as important in guiding individual behavior as those
undergirding the “logic of instrumentality,” as well as the role of beliefs that
human beings acquire as a result of cognitive processes that bear little resem-
blance to the dispassionate, unbiased way they ought to go about forming the
expectations involved in an instrumental calculus.

The theory of institutional development set forth in this book rests on
the fundamental claim that institutions have “normative force” Institutions,
that is, orient human beings to act in particular ways, not exclusively in the
pursuit of material self-interest or in an effort to avoid incurring the penal-
ties attached to noncompliance but out of a sense of moral obligation, the
satisfaction of which is measured in the currency of self-esteem and social
approval. In other words, to the extent that human beings, at least some of
the time, are committed to “doing the right thing” in a moral, normative
sense, institutions help them determine what is, and is not, “the right thing
to do” The theory developed in previous chapters identified a major driving
force behind the self-reinforcing, “increasing legitimation” processes said to
account for the stabilization and reproduction of institutions in the tendency
of human beings retroactively to adopt values, preferences, and beliefs that
serve to justify their conformist behavior or to rationalize the workings of
“systems” they feel powerless to change. Similarly, the inquiry conducted into
the phenomenon of institutional decay pointed to the declining capacity of
institutions to produce high levels of “quasi-voluntary compliance”—in other
words, the deterioration in their “normative force”—as a crucial driving force
behind the self-undermining, “increasing delegitimation” processes by which
institutions were hypothesized to forfeit their “value and stability” The con-
siderations made in those contexts also informed the effort made in the last
chapter to theorize processes of gradual institutional change, whose workings
were hypothesized to combine the logics that govern sequences of institu-
tional reproduction and institutional decay. In brief, major transformations
were said to rest on the capacity of agents of change to secure incremental
reforms that trigger processes of increasing legitimation boosting the diffu-
sion of the desired institutions as well as processes of increasing delegitima-
tion promoting the destabilization and devaluation of status quo institutions.

(ii) The formulation of an integrated approach centered on the interac-
tion between the dynamics of “power” and the dynamics of “legiti-
mation,” with primary reference to the development of “inclusive” and
‘extractive” regimes.
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The efforts made to specify temporal sequences governed by the “dynamics
of (de)legitimation” were not meant to provide an “ideas-based” alternative
to the “power-distributional” explanations that dominate the historical insti-
tutionalist literature. On the contrary, the formulation of an integrated expla-
nation accounting for the interactions between the “dynamics of power” and
the “dynamics of legitimation” ranks as this book’s second main objective.

The manner in which the interaction drives processes of institutional
reproduction and institutional decay—in other words, how it affects varia-
tions in the value and stability of institutions—may be summarized as fol-
lows. Just as the logic of “increasing returns to power” essentially boils down
to the notion that “power begets power”—in other words, that a shift in the
distribution of power and material resources provides its beneficiaries with
the means further to widen existing asymmetries of power—the logic of pro-
cesses of increasing legitimation is founded on the notion that “legitimation
begets legitimation” More prosaically, when shifts in a society’s distribution
of values, preferences, and beliefs cause levels of quasi-voluntary compliance
with an institution or a set of institutions to increase, the increased effective-
ness with which the institutions concerned structure the behavior of relevant
actors provides an additional boost to the diftfusion of ideas consistent with
the institutions’ appropriateness.

In turn, it is not difficult to envision scenarios in which the two logics end
up working in conjunction with one another, whether in a mutually reinforc-
ing or a mutually exhausting fashion. On the one hand, while it is reason-
able to expect that “power begets legitimation”—that is, that power comes
with the resources required to bolster an institution’s legitimacy—it is also
to be expected that “legitimation begets power” insofar as an increase in an
institution’s legitimacy makes the exercise of power more efficient, freeing up
resources that might otherwise be spent on monitoring and enforcing com-
pliance. On the other hand, a decrease in a superordinate group’s power may
very well cause an erosion in the legitimacy of the institutions that govern
a relation of power, and vice versa, in the event that the resulting decline
in levels of compliance forces the status quo’s defenders to take measures
that further antagonize the members of subordinate groups and/or deplete
the “resource stocks” upon which asymmetries of power are built. The same,
interactive dynamics conceivably help to drive processes of gradual institu-
tional change, which are shown in this book to combine the logics of institu-
tional reproduction and institutional decay.



Institutional Engineering 161

(iii) The identification of conditions, or variables, affecting whether
sequences of institutional development are triggered, as well as the
“rapidity and decisiveness” with which they contribute to institutional
reproduction, institutional decay, and institutional change.

The inquiry conducted into the conditions or variables affecting the activation
as well as the “rapidity and decisiveness” of sequences of institutional devel-
opment governed by the dynamics of “power” and “legitimation” emphasized
the role of structural factors as well as contingencies expected to recur fre-
quently enough—and with significant enough consequences—to warrant
consideration. Each of the preceding three chapters took care to acknowledge
that the complexity of the phenomena involved makes it impossible to assem-
ble a comprehensive causal explanation of the development of political insti-
tutions. Instead, the goal was to reduce the indeterminacy surrounding the
most important explanatory variables at play, as well as the effect of variables
that might conceivably affect the outcomes of interest in different directions.
Perhaps the most recurrent among the structural variables invoked to explain
aspects of the process of institutional development may be subsumed under
the headings of “social structure” and “social change”—the former including
the composition of society as well as levels of socioeconomic development
and inequality and the latter comprising processes of modernization as well
as demographic/cultural transformations. Among the “contingent” factors
considered, the main ones relate to (i) the manner in which a society’s institu-
tions are introduced, interpreted, and enforced; (ii) the prevalence of certain
values, identities, and beliefs among the members of major social constitu-
encies; and (iii) the main groups’ socialization and mobilization into politics,
including their internal cohesiveness, their historical rivalries and alliances,
the effectiveness of their political and civil society organizations, the quality
of their leadership, and the outcomes of their strategic interactions.

Implications for the Practice of Institutional Engineering

The contributions made in this book to the literature on political develop-
ment have implications for each of the major issues involved in the practice
of “political engineering” or “institutional engineering”—namely, its overall
feasibility and effectiveness, the objectives it should pursue and their order
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of priority, and the sorts of interventions or manipulations oftering the best
chance to bring about the desired outcomes. This section examines these
issues in turn.

Omn the Efficacy of Institutional Engineering

Thousands of years since political philosophers first entertained the possi-
bility that suitably designed rules and procedures might structure human
behavior effectively and predictably enough to aid in the creation of a “good”
polity, the notion that anything of value can be achieved in the real world
through the purposive design of political institutions remains controversial.
While this book was dedicated to assembling an explanatory theory featuring
political institutions as the explanandum, the importance of the development
of political institutions stems in part from the assumption, or the expectation,
that institutions are a crucial determinant (or explanans) of a society’s pros-
pects of peace and prosperity, among the many states of the world potentially
arising from the human interactions that political institutions help structure.
Indeed, a vast literature is dedicated to the study of the most disparate out-
comes believed to be affected by the workings of institutions functioning as
independent variables.

Certainly, the study of institutions no longer defines political science to
the extent that it did when the discipline was more or less coterminous with
“old institutionalism” (Peters 1999: 3—11), whose principal concern was to
“analyze the successes and failures of constitutions” and other formal institu-
tions (Ginsburg 2012: 1). The so-called behavioral revolution caused a shift in
emphasis from formal to informal aspects of politics—in retrospect, a much-
needed shift, especially after the initial excesses of the “revolution” were later
tempered as a result of the revival of “new institutionalism” What is more,
the field’s rediscovery of institutions took place at a time when an equally
profound shift in the discipline’s prevailing ontology and methodology had
revolutionized the purpose, the style, the instruments, and the language of
political science research, prompting many of its practitioners to abandon
mere description in exchange for tackling questions calling for a causal expla-
nation (Hall 2003: 375—81; Peters 1999: 11—15).

In the time since—and especially in the wake of the collapse of scores
of dictatorial regimes across Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin Ameri-
ca—a great deal of work has focused on how institutions affect the longevity,
stability, and quality of democratic regimes, whether directly or indirectly,
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through their effect on variables such as political polarization or legislative
fragmentation. By any reasonable standard, this literature has produced rel-
atively few “actionable” findings capable of informing the design or choice
of the “right” institutions at a particular point in time and space. On the
contrary, while decades of theoretical inquiry and empirical analysis have
created limited amounts of applicable knowledge, “our predictions of how
institutions will operate are, at best, probabilistic guesses” (Ginsburg 2012:
1). In some instances, the reason why institutions do not produce consistent
effects across time and/or space is that the variation in the “strength” of the
institutions concerned, as well as in their enforcement, causes relevant actors
to respond differently to their provisions (Levitsky and Murillo 2009). It is
worth pointing out that it may not be enough to “control” for contingen-
cies of the sort in order to produce more robust, credible findings, given the
influence many ascribe to “unobservable deep structures of society” (Gins-
burg 2012: 5); the resilience of ingrained, habitual patterns of thought and
behavior (e.g., Norris 2004: 21—22); and what Offe (1996: 212) has referred to
as “unreconstructed mental or moral dispositions.” Certainly, the problem is
not unique to, or unusually pronounced in, “new institutionalism” or for that
matter the discipline of political science. The unrealistic assumptions often
undergirding predictions and post-dictions about the effects of institutions
have come under attack in other scientific disciplines as well, as exempli-
fied by the literature dedicated to debunking the entire construct of homo
oeconomicus (as popularized in Thaler and Sunstein 2008; Kahneman 2011;
and Thaler 2015). Indeed, Elster (1999: 1—10) faults the “social sciences” as
a whole for the failure to produce a single, empirically established “lawlike
generalization.

Either way, given the paucity of research seeking to derive predictions of
institutional effects from more realistic models of human motivation, cog-
nition, and behavior, one cannot but concur with Elster (1988: 309) that the
social sciences are “light years away” from being capable of making precise
and accurate predictions about the consequences of “major institutional
changes” in the real world. And, in the continuing absence of clear evidence
of the effectiveness of institutional engineering, there appears to be a growing
consensus regarding its limitations. Aside from generally recognizing that
the opportunity rarely presents itself comprehensively to overhaul a nation’s
institutions autonomously enough from the influence of the past to enact
major change (e.g., see Elster 1988; Offe 1996; Pierson 2004: chap. 4; Ver-
meule 2007; Renwick 2010), the literature has recently witnessed a backlash
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against the “institutional turn” of comparative political research writ large,
as some writers have called into question the power of institutions to shape
outcomes of interest as opposed to simply mediate the effect of structural,
background conditions, as well as the availability of research designs capa-
ble of distinguishing “the effects of institutions on outcomes from the effects
of structural variables or elite preferences that shape both” (Pepinsky 2014:
631—32).

How does the theory of institutional development assembled in these
pages speak to the feasibility and the potential effectiveness of attempts to
“engineer” desirable outcomes through the purposive design of political insti-
tutions? On the one hand, some of the book’s main insights and findings have
implications that are consistent with the scholarship that emphasizes the lim-
itations inherent to projects of institutional engineering. Aside from under-
scoring the inadequacy of models built on the assumptions of the rational
choice research program, the analysis featured in some of the book’s chapters
reiterates that it is only rarely the case that a set of actors operate with the
autonomy and freedom of choice required to enact reforms designed to pro-
duce major change, especially because of the difficulties involved in dislodg-
ing institutions whose entrenchment benefits from the mutual reinforcement
between the dynamics of power and legitimation. Indeed, the synthesis of
“power-based” and “ideas-based” explanations emerging from this book sug-
gests that the societies most in need of reforms capable of improving the effi-
ciency of their political system, among other desirable outcomes, are also the
least likely to benefit from institutional engineering, as conditions of under-
development and extreme inequality were repeatedly shown to hinder the
stabilization of inclusive, egalitarian institutions, however well designed. On
the other hand, the emphasis placed throughout this study on the “norma-
tive force” of institutions—that is, their capacity to define, for the individuals
involved, what “the right thing to do” is—potentially renders the design of
institutions even more consequential than it is in theories that treat institu-
tions exclusively as “incentive-based structures” (Sartori 1997: ix).

On the Objectives of Institutional Engineering

Before an attempt can be made to describe in greater detail how the model
of individual behavior adopted in this book might inform expectations about
the effects of institutions, it is worth addressing what the main goals of insti-
tutional engineering should be, especially in light of the findings presented
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in this book. Ginsburg (2012: 2) points out that while “the field of compara-
tive constitutional studies” has “a long and distinguished lineage” dating back
to Aristotle and “his counterparts in ancient China, India, and elsewhere,’
“constitutional design in its contemporary sense is associated with the rise
and spread of the written constitutional form, conventionally understood
to have emerged in full flower in the late eighteenth century” Indeed, it is
only in the last two centuries that scholars have placed “a discrete emphasis
on constitution-making as an act of purposive institutional design” What is
more, while political thinkers have long seen it worthwhile to theorize the
effects of “the machinery of the governmental system” (Peters 1999: 4), it was
only in the late twentieth century that “the revival of various institutional-
isms in the social sciences,” combined with the effects of the so-called third
wave of democratization (Huntington 1991), “brought new attention to con-
stitutions as instruments of democratization” and “prompted a new round
of efforts to theorize and analyze institutional design” (Ginsburg 2012: 3—4).
Having converged on the study of how institutions affect the longevity, stabil-
ity, and quality of democracy, however, disagreements have persisted over the
indicators that best capture the variables of interest, as well as on the specific
outcomes to be promoted to strengthen democratic regimes indirectly.

Up until recently, prominent scholars still found it necessary (and polit-
ically correct) to speculate about the ideal timing with which universal suf-
frage should be granted in a country’s political development. In his initial
plea to political scientists to become involved in political engineering, Sartori
(1968: 277) proposed that “the massive enfranchisement of largely illiterate
and deprived masses will not do any good to whatever embryonic democ-
racy may exist in the countries that are starting from scratch”—on the con-
trary, universal suffrage “makes rulership demagogic, and demagogic ruler-
ship easy” On this point, Sartori’s argument echoes Huntington’s (1968) fear
that a breakdown in political order might be in the cards in countries where
elected governments with uncertain roots in civil society are placed in charge
of weak states that cannot handle the surge in popular demands resulting
from fast-paced modernization. Both scholars also agreed about the funda-
mental importance of political parties. For Sartori (1968), the first priority of
political engineering was the development of a “structured” party system—a
system of nationwide party organizations with a meaningful enough “brand”
to become more important than the personalities involved—capable of pre-
senting a country’s voters with a choice between a limited, stable set of aggre-
gated, programmatic governing alternatives.
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The view Sartori (1968) had articulated before an unprecedentedly broad
and sustained “wave” of democratization ushered in the diffusion of dem-
ocratic regimes to some of the world’s least developed regions remained
popular years after the wave had run its course. By the turn of the century,
Schmitter (2001: 67) pointed out, mainstream political scientists overwhelm-
ingly still held the position that the main imperative for countries undergo-
ing democratic transitions was to “get the parties right!” Certainly, Schmitter
(2001) was not the first to urge colleagues to look beyond political parties
to understand how best to promote the consolidation of functioning demo-
cratic regimes. Even before it became apparent that political parties through-
out the world had undergone transformations undermining their capacity to
play “consolidation functions,” such as integrating diverse electorates, leading
scholars had attempted to broaden the range of outcomes to be accomplished
through the purposive design of institutions on the way to building demo-
cratic regimes presiding over peaceful and prosperous societies.

By far the best known among such attempts remains Arend Lijphart’s
vision of a “consensus” (1984, 1999) or “power-sharing” (1997, 2004) democ-
racy, articulated over several decades beginning with the author’s own work
(1968, 1969, 1977) on the virtues of “consociationalism” and “consociational
democracy” in “divided societies”—societies, that is, that are “both eth-
nically diverse and where ethnicity is a politically salient cleavage around
which interests are organized for political purposes” (Reilly 2001: 4; see also
Rabushka and Shepsle 1972: 21). Thirty-five years into the research agenda’s
prosecution, Lijphart (2004: 96—97) cited as “a point of broad, if not absolute,
agreement” among “experts of divided societies and constitutional engineer-
ing” the notion that “the successful establishment of democracy in divided
societies requires two key elements: power sharing and group autonomy”
In a footnote, Lijphart (107, fn. 1) added that a power-sharing democracy’s
“secondary characteristics are proportionality, especially in legislative elec-
tions . .. and a minority veto on the most vital issues that affect the rights and
autonomy of minorities” Lijphart’s (1999: 3—5) broader concept of “consensus
democracy” also requires a rough balance of power between executive and
legislative power, a “corporatist interest-group system aimed at compromise
and concertation,’ relatively “rigid” constitutions, a system of courts endowed
with the power of judicial review, and central bank independence.

In one of his more recent contributions to the subject’s literature, Lij-
phart’s (2004: 97—99) specific recommendations to those tasked with design-
ing institutions in divided societies are preceded by an attempt to rebut the
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“critics of power sharing”—in the abstract as well as in reference to cases,
like Lebanon in the 1970s, that have long been cited by those seeking to dis-
credit the model. In this connection, Lijphart argues that “the relative suc-
cess of a power-sharing system is contingent upon the specific mechanisms
devised to yield the broad representation that constitutes its core” (99). Alas,
Lijphart (2004) fails to entertain, much less rebuts, the fundamental criticism
of power sharing featured in Sartori’s (1997) own book-length treatment of
“comparative constitutional engineering” While conceding that “Lijphart was
absolutely right in holding that a democracy could work even under adverse
conditions (especially a fragmented political culture) by having recourse to
non-majoritarian, consociational practices,” Sartori (70—71) faults Lijphart
for having “blown up these premises into a ‘grand theory’ of a superior form
of democracy” disconnected from the circumstances in which consocia-
tional arrangements had originally proven effective—namely, a “segmented
social structure” where politicized social cleavages are “cumulative and self-
reinforcing,” as opposed to “crosscutting’”

After listing some of the specific downsides of “grand coalitions,” the “dis-
persal of power among executive and legislature,” “proportional representa-
tion,” and “minority veto,” Sartori points out that “Lijphart’s argument can be
turned around all the way”:

By facilitating something you make it happen. The more you give in, the more
you are asked to give. And what is not discouraged becomes in fact encour-
aged. If you reward divisions and divisiveness (and that is precisely what pro-
porz and veto power do), you increase and eventually heighten divisions and
divisiveness. In the end, then, Lijphart’s machinery may well engender more
consensus-breaking than consensus-making. (1997: 71-72)

In this sense, power-sharing arrangements may offer the only real hope for
those wishing to “neutraliz[e] the centrifugal pulls of their societies” (72) in
the presence of the segmented social structures for which consociationalism
was originally devised, where deep divisions are based on a single cleavage or
a set of overlapping, mutually reinforcing cleavages. In other divided societ-
ies, however, Sartori appears justified in his fear that power-sharing arrange-
ments will end up encouraging the same divisive rhetoric and behavior that
earned a group’s representatives a share of real political power. Worse, given
the tendency of human beings to internalize attitudes that are consistent with
their public statements or behavior, the group’s membership may come gen-
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uinely to believe the extremist positions their leaders took for purely strategic
reasons. In societies where cleavages are crosscutting and social identities are
multidimensional, power-sharing arrangements might actually undermine
the efforts made to defuse conflict through the politicization and “institu-
tionalization” of multiple dimensions of a person’s social identity, originally
undertaken in the hope of preventing any of them from fueling the rise of
chauvinists and extremists (Chandra 2005).

The same goes for Lijphart’s (2004) preference for group autonomy. Con-
sistent with the theory of gradual institutional change developed in this book,
it may prove unwise to reward the groups responsible for threatening seces-
sion or civil war with the control of a sizable portion of the national territory.
Far from being successfully appeased, major concessions of this nature may
very well embolden the groups in question to press forward, in a quest to par-
lay into additional concessions the power and legitimacy accruing from the
implicit recognition of their claims to a particular territory. Just as in the case
of power-sharing arrangements, an earnest attempt to meet the demands for
autonomy of relevant minorities could end up placing a fledgling democracy
on “a one-way slope that leads to a self-reinforcing system of minority appe-
tites” (Sartori 1997: 72).

On the Instruments of Institutional Engineering

Having described the implications that the explanation of institutional
development articulated in this book has for the viability and potential
effectiveness of political/institutional engineering, as well as for the out-
comes worth pursuing through the manipulation of political institutions,
what remains to be done is draw some conclusions about the choice of
institutions best suited to bolster the stability and quality of “inclusive;
democratic regimes, which includes the peaceful coexistence of groups
potentially in conflict with one another.

It is worth stipulating up front, as implied by the theory of institutional
development assembled in these pages, that the process by which a demo-
cratic regime’s institutions are designed, deliberated, enacted, and enforced
can be just as crucial to the regime’s prospects as the institutions’ contents. As
shown earlier in this study, the reproduction and eventual entrenchment of
a set of institutions hinges in part on their capacity to harness what has been
referred to as the “dynamics of legitimation,” which were said to be driven by
the tendency of “legitimation to beget legitimation”” In turn, an institution’s
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legitimacy is partially a function of the legitimacy accorded to the process
that brought the institution into existence—as determined, above all, by the
process’s inclusiveness and its fulfillment of shared standards of procedural
and distributive justice. The inclusiveness of the process also benefits a dem-
ocratic regime by preventing any one group from designing rules and proce-
dures conferring upon it an early advantage in terms of power and material
resources, which might otherwise allow the group in question eventually to
parlay the “dynamics of power” into the assertion of a position dominant
enough for it to “capture” or overthrow the regime itself.

As for the contents of institutions, the vast literature dedicated to study-
ing their effects on the resilience and the effectiveness of democratic regimes
has identified a variety of potential “levers of political intervention” (Sar-
tori 1968: 272). Among them, the institutions that have received the most
attention are the form of government (presidential, semi-presidential, or
parliamentary), the electoral systems that govern the election of presidents
and assemblies, the territorial concentration or dispersion of governmen-
tal authority, the configuration and relative inclusiveness of policy-making
procedures, the rules structuring the competition between special interest
groups and their relationship with the state, the availability and openness of
“direct democracy” access channels, and the structure and/or independence
of the judiciary, the bureaucracy, and the central bank. The remainder of this
chapter focuses most intently on the first three sets of institutions on this list,
though the discussion will occasionally touch upon some of the remaining
instruments of institutional engineering.

The work by Lijphart (2004) discussed above in reference to the objec-
tives of institutional engineering also provides a good representation of the
conventional wisdom that has emerged concerning some of the major levers
of political intervention, which may be credited to previous writings by Lij-
phart himself as well as a host of other scholars. Once again, Lijphart’s (96)
recommendations are corollaries of the claim—described as enjoying “broad
agreement” among scholars and practitioners—that “the successful estab-
lishment of democratic government in divided societies requires . . . power
sharing and group autonomy. If that is the case, it should follow logically that
“power sharing” is best achieved in the context of a parliamentary system with
a largely ceremonial, indirectly elected head of state and a highly proportional
electoral system that ensures the representativeness of legislative assemblies.
Conversely, group autonomy is presumably best achieved through a federal (or
an otherwise highly decentralized) system if the main groups are concentrated
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geographically or through the concession of non-territorial forms of autonomy
to territorially dispersed groups, which should as much as possible be allowed
to live by “their” own rules. That is the case of some of India’s main religious
minorities, especially on matters of civil law (marriage, adoption, etc.).

The comparative literature studying the effects of political institutions has
produced a modicum of empirical support for Lijphart’s (2004) recommen-
dations. Perhaps best known is the debate over the dangers of presidential
systems in “divided, underdeveloped, and/or transitional societies. Most
influentially, Linz (1994: 70) argued that “presidentialism seems to involve
greater risk for stable democratic politics,” largely because of the unrepre-
sentativeness characteristic of “winner-take-all” systems, the divisiveness/
polarization promoted by the excessive stakes attached to presidential elec-
tions, and the likelihood that presidents will end up abusing their extensive
powers whenever faced with significant opposition. Around the same time,
Sartori (1997: 93) noted that “the problem” with presidentialism may ulti-
mately have less to do with the presence of overly powerful presidents than
“the separation of power principle; a separation that keeps Latin American
presidentialisms in a perennial, unsteady oscillation between power abuse
and power deficiency” The plausibility of these arguments notwithstanding,
the task of establishing empirical support for Linz’s argument is complicated
by the fact that while there is a clear association between presidentialism and
the breakdown of democratic regimes, presidential and semi-presidential
systems have historically been most prevalent in the postcolonial regimes
of Latin America and Africa, while parliamentary systems are dominant in
Western Europe and in the Commonwealth nations of the Caribbean, North
America, Asia, and Oceania. Confusing matters further, presidential and
semi-presidential systems were adopted in many of the formal democracies
that replaced communist and military regimes during the most recent “wave”
of democratization (Francisco 2000: 141—56).

Do these systematic differences between presidential and parliamentary
democracies qualify the conventional wisdom regarding presidentialism? Do
they negate it altogether? Interpretations vary. According to Boix (2003: 150—
55), who focuses on the distribution of economic resources, presidential and
parliamentary democracies become equally stable as a country’s economy
grows less unequal and/or more developed, more industrialized, and more
urban. Still, Boix (155) argues that “adopting presidentialism is probably a bad
idea in sub-Saharan Africa and a substantial part of Latin America” as well
as in “postsocialist economies rich in natural resources”—for conditions of
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inequality, underdevelopment, and low asset mobility heighten the potential
for the abuse of presidential powers. Conversely, Cheibub (2007: 140) found
the adoption of presidential or parliamentary institutions to have no effect
on a country’s democratic prospects when important aspects of a country’s
political development are taken into account—“what kills democracies;
he argues, “is not presidentialism but rather their military legacy” Almost
contemporarily, Svolik’s (2008: 155) statistical analysis concluded that “both
a military past and presidential executive have a large, negative, and inde-
pendent effect on a democracy’s susceptibility to reversals”—that is, these
variables indirectly make democracies more “susceptible to other factors that
will eventually lead to a democratic breakdown,” the most important being an
economic downturn—but neither is found to “have any direct effect on the
hazard of authoritarian reversals faced by transitional democracies’

None of these caveats appear anywhere in Lijphart’s (2004: 101-3) rec-
ommendations, which simply reiterate the need for power sharing based on
Linz’s argument against presidentialism, supplemented by a short passage
purporting to justify the claim that “semi-presidential systems represent only
a slight improvement over pure presidentialism” In previous works, how-
ever, Lijphart had shown himself to be rather more attuned to the impor-
tance of the specific characteristics of each system. Among presidential and
semi-presidential systems, for instance, a crucial distinction must be drawn
between those where presidents are extremely powerful and those where
presidents are constitutionally weak and/or constrained by powerful legisla-
tures. Both types may well be unstable—albeit, as Sartori (1997) has shown,
for reasons that stand diametrically opposed to one another. Internal differ-
ences are equally if not more consequential among parliamentary systems. In
the highly majoritarian forms of parliamentarism typical of the “Westmin-
ster model of democracy,” the powers wielded by the prime minister can, in
practice, be more extensive than those presidential systems typically reserved
for elected presidents, especially in situations where the prime minister also
leads the largest party in a two-party system. More compatible with Lijphart’s
(1999) “consensus model of democracy” are those parliamentary systems
where political power is more dispersed and the authority of the prime min-
ister is subject to far more stringent limitations, deriving from the presence of
a highly fragmented legislature that makes it necessary for the chief executive
to build and manage a coalition featuring multiple political parties, some of
them potentially quite small. In turn, securing this outcome typically requires
the manipulation of another “lever” of institutional engineering—namely, the
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electoral system, or the set of rules that govern the casting of votes and the
translation of votes into seats in legislative elections.

A highly proportional electoral system governing the election of national
legislative assemblies is another key feature of power sharing or consensus
democracies. Of course, the downsides of proportional representation are
well known. Above all, high levels of legislative fragmentation entail the pres-
ence of a number of small and mid-sized political parties, which often play
a vital role in the coalitions supporting a national executive (e.g., see Olson
and Zeckhauser 1966), potentially undermining its effectiveness. Coalition
governments also have a tendency to be rather unstable, especially in light
of the fact that highly proportional systems can encourage party leaders to
take more extreme positions to stand out from the competition (Downs 1957:
125—27)—in Sartori’s (1976: 127) famous typology of “party systems,” “(ideo-
logically) polarized pluralism” can only develop in the context of high frag-
mentation (five or more relevant parties). As Sartori (1997: 60) himself put
it, “Proportional representation does not necessarily lead . . . to quarrelsome
and stalemated coalition government”; the “ungovernability charge” often
leveled against it, however, does apply “when P.R. [proportional represen-
tation] brings about heterogeneous coalitions between partners or, indeed,
non-partners that play a veto game against each other]” as is typically the case
of divided societies. Lijphart (2004), to be sure, does not deny the down-
sides of proportional representation but appears to treat them as the price to
pay to ensure that minorities are represented and power is shared. Lijphart
(103—4) also proposes a remedy specifically designed to reduce government
instability—namely, the adoption of the “constructive vote of no confidence”
As noted, however, his work does not address the divisiveness likely to char-
acterize institutional arrangements where divisiveness is rewarded with a
seat at the “power sharing” table (Sartori 1997: 72).

Once again, a very similar charge can be leveled against the proposition
that ethnic and ethno-regional minorities should, whenever possible, be
granted the autonomy required to govern “their” own affairs and live under
laws of “their” own choosing. In practice, Lijpart (2004: 104—5) argues that
“a federal system is undoubtedly an excellent way to provide autonomy”
for “geographically concentrated communal groups,” especially if the main
territorial units to which governmental authority is devolved are kept “rela-
tively small—both to increase the prospects that each unit will be relatively
homogenous and to avoid dominance of large states on the federal level” But
though Lijphart (105) acknowledges that there are “a great many decisions
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to be made regarding details that will vary from country to country,” he does
not address a major, fundamental problem with federalism—namely, the
potential for decentralization to “fan,” as opposed to “dampen,” the “flames
of extremism” (Brancati 2006, 2008). Aside from fueling the rise of ethno-
regional parties—and, in the process, hardening the “lower-level identities”
to which they appeal—decentralization makes it possible for such forces to
introduce illiberal and/or discriminatory laws, policies, and practices in the
territories they administer or, worse, to appropriate the resources made avail-
able by their control of local governments in order to pursue an extremist,
secessionist agenda. In these contexts, even relatively “moderate” forces may
be compelled to take similar positions or measures to fend off the challenges
leveled by more extremist competitors, in accordance with the logic of “eth-
nic outbidding” (Rabushka and Shepsle 1972). The same goes for the potential
abuse of non-territorial forms of autonomy, which must not afford any group
an exemption from respecting the rights and freedoms to which every citizen
is entitled in a genuine democracy.

As it happens, the discussion of the conventional wisdom articulated
by Lijphart (2004) and others with regard to the practice of institutional
engineering points to a conclusion that is entirely consistent with one of
this book’s main recurring themes—that is, at the end of the day, whether
it makes sense to adopt institutions designed to instantiate power sharing
and group autonomy depends on the context in which the arrangements in
questions are meant to operate. Having said that, the question addressed in
this book’s final pages is how the theory formulated in this study—which fea-
tures the development of political institutions as the explanandum or depen-
dent variable—can help devise expectations about the consequences that the
manipulation of the main levers of political intervention is likely to have in
different contexts, as defined by particular combinations of structural and
contingent factors or variables. For each of several, stylized scenarios, the fol-
lowing discussion seeks to identify, in accordance with the theory assembled
in this book, the political institutions with the best chance to bolster, or the
smallest chance to compromise, a democratic regime’s prospects of success.
Once again, the discussion assumes that the goal is to help maximize the lon-
gevity of “inclusive” regimes that guarantee the peaceful coexistence of major
social groups, passably “good” quality of government, and acceptable levels of
economic performance, in addition to protecting the rights that all citizens
should enjoy on an equal basis or encouraging the participation of all eligible
persons in the decisions that shape their nations’ present and future.
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In relatively wealthy, “middle-class societies,” the main threat to the value
and stability of “inclusive;” democratic regimes is represented by the potential
that elites will take advantage of the public’s disillusionment with decaying
pluralist institutions in order to “capture” the system and take measures that
heighten levels of economic inequality, starve the government of resources
for the benefit of themselves and their peers, dismantle welfare protections
to finance the upward redistribution of wealth, and hence render even more
widespread the perception that the system is “rigged” and indifferent to the
needs and aspirations of ordinary people, all of which helps to fuel the disil-
lusionment that made it possible for elites to “capture” the system and hijack
democratic institutions in the first place. It follows from this consideration
that the choice of institutions in relatively wealthy societies should aim pri-
marily to bolster levels of political participation, as well as to maximize the
political system’s efficiency and responsiveness to the public’s demands.

Beyond this, the empirical record tends to support the idea that democ-
racy in affluent societies can thrive in the presence of very different config-
urations of institutions. Then again, the literature also suggests that levels of
political participation are bolstered by the relevance and by the competitive-
ness of national elections as well as by the representativeness of the legislative
bodies they produce (e.g., see Franklin 1996; Lijphart 1997)—outcomes that
are conceivably favored by the workings of a moderately proportional elec-
toral system in the context of parliamentarism or a presidential system with
a strong legislative branch. Moreover, while the establishment of a federal
system may have the downside of detracting from the policy significance of
national elections, this may be an acceptable price to pay in exchange for the
improvements that decentralization brings to the system’s accessibility and
responsiveness. In countries where a limited number of national parties are
set to dominate competition, it also may be worth electing at least part of
the national legislature through nominal voting (open-list proportional rep-
resentation or a mixed-member proportional system with a single-member
district component) to incentivize constituency service and make the system
more accessible to ordinary citizens.

Nothing approximating such an embarrassment of riches characterizes
the design of democratic institutions in underdeveloped and highly unequal
societies. Perhaps most importantly, conditions of underdevelopment and
extreme inequality make “inclusive,” democratic regimes potentially most
threatening to the interests of economic elites, while also increasing the like-
lihood that elites will command sufficient resources to undermine or reverse
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their societies’ democratization. The situation may be complicated further
because underdeveloped nations have often embarked on their transitions
to democracy before their populations have come strongly to identify as
the members of a single national community. Indeed, underdevelopment is
among the principal reasons why these societies tend to be deeply divided
along communal lines. As Barkan, Densham, and Rushton (2006: 929)
have observed, “considerations of place, ethnicity, and language” are crucial
sources of social identities in pre-industrial societies where “voters are rooted
to the land and the local communities to which they belong” And, when
winning elections requires above all the efficient distribution of patronage
goods and services, the traits that define ethnicity often allow politicians to
distinguish in-groups from out-groups more effectively, while providing vot-
ers with an easier way to form expectations about the likely beneficiaries of
patronage services (Fearon 1999; Chandra 2004). Alas, the danger is that the
competition for scarce patronage resources and coveted “goods of moder-
nity” (Bates 1983) could generate enough fear and loathing, especially in con-
texts of underdevelopment, that the groups concerned end up ensnared in a
no-holds-barred fight for control of the state. Alternatively, minorities may
threaten to secede in response to the efforts made by the state to integrate
or assimilate them into a single nation—policies whose prosecution has long
been known all too frequently to feature the use of repressive, illiberal mea-
sures (Linz and Stepan 1996: 25).

As noted, then, the politics of divided societies can be a formidable
impediment to the reproduction and eventual consolidation of “inclusive;’
democratic institutions. Worse, while the politicization of communal iden-
tities may aggravate the challenges presented by underdevelopment and
inequality—among other things, the added potential for conflict, disorder,
and unrest could end up strengthening the argument made by “unreformed”
elites as justification for intervening in the democratic process—conditions
of underdevelopment may in turn heighten the potential for social divisions
to derail a country’s democratization, raising the stakes of intergroup compe-
tition as well as increasing the costs of a group’s exclusion from government.
In these circumstances, political institutions should ideally be designed in
such a way as to (i) reassure minorities (including the country’s elites) that
they will fare well enough under “inclusive” institutions to make it worth
their while to play by the rules of the democratic game, instead of turning
to alternative, extra-constitutional means to protect their interests and sta-
tus; and (ii) strengthen political parties in an effort to promote responsible
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government, discourage unelected officials from interfering in the country’s
political process, and provide all major constituencies with an organizational
vehicle dedicated to a group’s representation and the defense of its interests
and status.

In most divided societies, the likelihood that the mobilization of com-
munal, ethnic identities will take on its most extreme form in a context of
weak and unstructured parties militates against the adoption of presidential
or semi-presidential systems. Beyond the old debate about the downsides of
presidentialism, the mere fact that presidential elections tend to make poli-
tics about personalities—as opposed to promoting the aggregation and crys-
tallization of a limited, stable set of programmatically meaningful, national
parties capable of offering voters a real choice between plausible governing
alternatives—renders these systems of government inappropriate for most
underdeveloped, divided societies.

As suggested above, the power-sharing arrangements championed by
Lijphart (2004) are arguably best suited for so-called segmented societ-
ies—as Sartori (1976: 180—81) defined them, based on Lorwin (1971: 141),
these are countries where “cultural heterogeneity” results in the “segmenta-
tion” or “compartmentalization” of society, complete with the duplication of
the educational system, the mass media, and civil society organizations on
each side of the communal cleavages that divide the population. Certainly,
the adoption of power sharing (i.e., consociationalism) in ethnically diverse
or “plural” societies—segmented and otherwise—is not without potential
complication or downside. For while, as Sartori (1997: 70) pointed out, “the
necessary condition for the successful working of consociational democracy
is an ‘elite cooperation’ that intentfully counters the disintegrative tendencies
of their societies,” the logic of “ethnic outbidding” (Rabushka and Shepsle
1972) exposes the ease with which political elites may lose the wherewithal
to cooperate across communal lines upon being outflanked by the extreme,
ethno-centrist appeals issued by rivals within their communal groups. Hav-
ing said that, the overlapping, mutually reinforcing cleavage structure and the
relatively pronounced separation between communal groups characteristic
of segmented societies render the principal alternatives to power sharing—
for example, the adoption of an electoral system that incentivizes politicians
to campaign for second- and third-preference votes in other groups (Horo-
witz 2003; Reilly 2001) or the introduction of rules that leverage the multi-
dimensionality of most people’s social identities to undermine the resonance
of extremist appeals—even more impracticable. All in all, therefore, the com-
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bination of a parliamentary system of government and a moderately pro-
portional electoral system arguably remains the best choice for segmented
societies, especially at low levels of development. As Diamond (1999: 104)
has written, “Where cleavage groups are sharply defined and group identities
deeply felt, the overriding imperative is to avoid broad and indefinite exclu-
sion from power of any significant group”

In other varieties of culturally heterogeneous, divided societies, the dis-
cussion above has highlighted the possibility that power-sharing arrange-
ments might actually incentivize extremism across communal lines. To para-
phrase Sartori’s (1997) criticism, not only do these arrangements encourage
the leaders of the groups that were granted a more or less permanent share of
political power to engage in the same divisive behavior that won them a seat
at the “power sharing” table while incentivizing the groups excluded from
power to adopt even more divisive rhetoric and behavior. What is more, the
arrangements in question tend to increase the availability of voters to support
divisive political forces by boosting the primacy of the source of social identi-
fication recognized as the basis for the apportionment of cabinet posts, gov-
ernment agencies, committee chairmanships, state-owned utilities and cor-
porations, public employment quotas, and formal roles in the policy-making
process. This reasoning is rather consistent with the logic employed in this
study—above all, the “normative force” of institutions as well as the tendency
for self- and system justification to cause relevant actors to adjust their beliefs
about what is, and is not, “the right thing to do” in accordance with behavior
undertaken in compliance with existing rules and procedures.

In culturally and/or ethnically diverse societies that are not segmented,
to the extent that the relevant cleavages are crosscutting—or that multiple
sources of most people’s social identities are politicized—it makes sense to
attempt to design institutions that give party elites an incentive to coordi-
nate across communal lines, form multiethnic organizations or alliances, or
appeal to the members of multiple groups in the run-up to election day, while
forcing voters to think beyond a single dimension of their identities prior to
casting their ballots. Where most of the politically salient, mobilized groups
are dispersed throughout the national territory, this may be accomplished
through an electoral system that combines low district magnitude (just how
low might hinge on the degree of ethnic diversity; in highly fragmented soci-
eties, larger districts with more seats in play prevent the systematic exclusion
of smaller groups) with rules that grant voters the capacity to rank-order can-
didates (the Alternative Vote for single-member districts; the Single Trans-
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ferable Vote, or STV, for multimember districts) or force candidates who did
not clear a certain threshold to submit to a runoff.

Alternatively, a proportional, closed-list system where voters choose from
among party lists in large (potentially national) districts—combined with a
relatively high legal threshold—might better serve the goal of promoting the
aggregation of meaningful political parties. On the one hand, larger electoral
districts water down the support of local notables, making it more difficult
for any of them to win seats by going it alone, while rewarding electoral forces
capable of putting together support coalitions spanning multiple regions. On
the other hand, closed lists confer greater primacy to party organizations,
inducing voters to think of elections as competitions between parties, as
opposed to individual candidates. The confluence of these two factors should
in turn lay the groundwork for the existing parties to penetrate peripheral
constituencies. For if the rules reward electoral forces capable of garnering
support throughout the entirety of the national territory, the reduction in
the number of wasted votes offers budding national parties an incentive to
campaign in places where they do not enjoy anywhere close to plurality sup-
port. The establishment of a relatively prohibitive legal threshold can serve to
prevent excessive fragmentation in the distribution of votes and seats, while
further compromising the electoral prospects of unaffiliated, local big men.

Potentially more problematic are those divided societies where the rele-
vant communal groups are geographically concentrated in territorial enclaves
where each constitutes a plurality or a majority of the population. The impact
that the groups’ geographic concentration has on the viability of democracy
has been the subject of contradictory theoretical expectations. On the one
hand, some research suggests that groups living in ethnically diverse com-
munities face a particularly extreme version of the “security dilemma” and are
hence more prone to outbidding and violence (Posen 1993). Kaufmann (1996)
went so far as to advocate the physical separation of rival groups to defuse
any such potential escalation. On the other hand, Fearon and Laitin (2003)
find that groups with a regional, rural base are far more likely to rebel and
engage in violence on a large scale. They explain this finding by noting that (i)
secessionist wars are by far the most common form of violent ethnic conflict;
and (ii) widely dispersed or mainly urban groups typically have no particu-
lar claim to make about a separate territory deserving of self-determination,
independence, or some measure of autonomy. All things considered, the evi-
dence seems to point to the conclusion that divided societies where internally
homogenous groups live in territorially segregated enclaves are most prone



Institutional Engineering 179

to outbidding and extremism, as the opportunities to press for the dismem-
berment of a developing polity are greatest when ethnic and territorial cleav-
ages overlap (Weidmann 2009).

In these cases, whether a majoritarian or a proportional electoral sys-
tem is in place makes little difference to a communal group’s chances to win
seats in national elections. Indeed, whereas proportional representation is
typically advocated to permit even small groups to earn representation in
national legislatures, in these cases the adoption of a proportional electoral
system might serve a different purpose—namely, to prevent a single ethno-
regional party from dominating elections in each group’s territorial enclaves,
thereby providing other, perhaps more moderate parties a chance to remain
competitive in peripheral districts. This consideration, however, comes with
the obvious caveat that the workings of a highly proportional system might
result in excessive legislative fragmentation, especially in the presence of high
levels of ethnic diversity. In addition, the effect in question may conceivably
be stronger—or, at any rate, carry more serious implications for the stabil-
ity of democracy—at low levels of development, where governments ham-
pered by their coalitions’ excessive fragmentation risk providing the opening
required for the country’s armed forces, characteristically acting at the behest
of wealthy elites, to suspend electoral democracy.

Of course, the primary institutional means that much of the literature
advocates implementing to reduce the potential for intergroup conflict in
societies where communal groups are concentrated geographically are those
arrangements that guarantee group autonomy to govern their own affairs.
Group autonomy generally entails the establishment of a “federal,” as opposed
to a “unitary,” state—that is, a state where subnational, regional governments
exercise independent, constitutionally sanctioned authority over the passage,
the enforcement, and the adjudication of laws governing one or more issue
areas, as well as the power to raise tax revenue. Beyond this, a great deal
of variation characterizes real-world federal systems, on dimensions that
include the structure/organization of subnational governments, the exten-
siveness and symmetry of the powers exercised by local authorities, and
the role played by regional representatives in the legislative and the policy-
making processes at the national level (Stepan 1999). Group autonomy can
also exist—usually in a more limited form—in “unitary” states. In these cases,
however, decentralization may not be constitutionally ordained.

As Stepan (1999: 20) pointed out two decades ago, while few of the
world’s so-called multinational polities are democracies, what “multinational
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democracies” do exist “are all federal” As previewed above, however, a case
can be made that group autonomy can exacerbate intergroup conflict and
help derail the democratization of divided societies. For if, as this book’s
analysis of institutional change has shown, recognizing a group’s sovereignty
over a particular territory may embolden its leaders further to increase their
regions’ autonomy from the central government, the situation is all the more
likely to degenerate into violent conflict when the state lacks the capacity
required to prevent or rectify potential abuses of group autonomy. Inciden-
tally, such abuses may feature the discrimination of groups constituting a
minority of the region’s population as well as the redirection of government
resources toward activities designed to undermine the country’s territorial
integrity. At the very minimum, then, decentralization should only be con-
sidered in the presence of a “high-capacity” state that has already effectively
asserted sufficient control over peripheral territories to curb potential abuses
of the authority entrusted to the subnational level. Especially at low levels of
development, it may be preferable to experiment with alternatives aiming
to incentivize ethno-regional minorities to pursue their objectives through
the democratic process. A potential solution might be to combine limited
forms of devolution with the establishment of a bicameral legislature at the
national level—one whose upper chamber, elected on a regional basis, is
granted extensive legislative powers as well as an important role in the pro-
cess of making and breaking governments. Conversely, in situations where
granting group autonomy is virtually unavoidable, care should be taken to
design a system whose ancillary institutions might help to weaken or moder-
ate extremist forces. Brancati (2006, 2008) has identified a number of ways
to reduce the strength of ethno-regional parties as well as the intensity of
intercommunal conflict.

It goes without saying that this brief discussion could barely scratch the
surface of a topic as complex as institutional engineering—after all, the main
purpose of this study has been to theorize the development of political insti-
tutions, as opposed to their consequences. Admittedly, a great deal more
remains to be done on both fronts—even with regard to the development of
institutions, this book has only begun to “bridge the gap” currently separating
explanations based on the logic of “power;” which revolve around intergroup
battles over scarce material resources, and explanations based on the logic
of “legitimation,” where matters of dignity, morality, and conviction supple-
ment considerations of historical necessity and material self-interest. At a
minimum, however, this study set out to showcase the promise held by the
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pursuit of a synthesis of power-based and ideas-based theories of political
development—and, more broadly, by the adoption of a model of individual
behavior where human beings are not constrained by the unrealistic assump-
tions imposed by the logic of “instrumental rationality” Ultimately, the hope
is that the approach in question will prove equally valuable to the specifica-
tion of theories where processes of institutional reproduction, institutional
decay, and institutional change feature as the dependent variables as to the
formulation of explanations where political institutions function as indepen-
dent variables. In the meantime, it is clear that the quest for an improved
understanding of the ways in which power and legitimacy affect the stability
of political order and the quality of governance—the study of which may be
traced back to the dawn of the history of political thought—remains a key
part of the way forward.
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