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Preface

This book is the product of a long, sometimes exasperating, some-
times exhilarating collaboration. Certain values helped us through,
chief among these the value of friendship. We began more than twenty
years ago when casual conversations about politics and history led us
to create a journal outlet for scholars with similar interests, Studies
in American Political Development. Among the benefits of editor-
ship has been regular contact with a wide range of perspectives and
participation, however vicariously, in each. In this way, our collab-
oration has included the unwitting persons whose names are found
on Studies’ tables of contents.

That said, we are inclined to add something more than a routine
statement absolving others of responsibility for what we have writ-
ten here. While in editing the journal we seek to present historical
research by political scientists in all its variety, in writing this book
we set out to craft a statement of our own. The title of the book is
meant to capture the dual nature of “the search” for American po-
litical development as we see it today: in part, it is an effort to bring
a story — the story of America’s political development — into sharper
relief; in part, it is an effort to bring into sharper relief an academic
subfield, “APD,” within the discipline of political science. How this
subfield defines itself will have a lot to do with how it tells the story,
and the time seems ripe for a considered treatment.

Our aim throughout has been to describe the distinctive set of in-
terests that drives research on American political development, to do
so in a way that is true to what scholars associated with this field
actually write, and to convey to others — students with a general
interest in politics, scholars working in other subfields, prospective
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APD recruits — why we think these interests are worthy of sustained
attention. It was apparent to us at the start, however, that merely
surveying the different avenues of research currently explored by his-
torically oriented political scientists in order to reach for some elusive
consensus among them would not do much to distinguish, much less
advance, the common enterprise. In our review of the literature, we
will explain what we see as the current uncertainty about APD’s na-
ture and scope, but to do this and no more, did not seem sufficiently
helpful either. Doing more, in turn, made our task more complicated
and inevitably more controversial.

To clarify our own thinking, we decided that the best course was
to let the subject be our guide. Rather than try to fit issues posed
by the study of American political development to the recent trends
and received canons of research in other precincts of political sci-
ence and of history, we decided to work the other way around. We
asked ourselves two basic questions: What does a historical analysis
of American politics entail, and what, exactly, is political develop-
ment? Proceeding along these lines promised a way to uncover the
contributions that a field with this name might make to the under-
standing of both politics and history, and also a way to assess those
elements of research design that distinguish this literature from that
of related undertakings.

We argue that APD is best understood neither as the political his-
tory of the United States nor as the use of history as a source of data
for testing theories of politics based on non-historical assumptions.
Our contention is that APD is worthy of consideration as a field of
inquiry because it harbors an approach to political analysis all its
own: it grapples with what we describe as the historical construc-
tion of politics, and with political arrangements of different origins
in time operating together. It will be seen that the analytic stance
is different from that generated by other research programs in the
study of American politics, even when the subject matter of that re-
search is historical, and also from that afforded by earlier studies of
political development. The template we provide takes account of the
unraveling of teleological assumptions about development found in
those earlier studies, while, at the same time, allowing us to retrieve

X



PREFACE

“development” as a signal attribute of politics, one that holds out a
wide-ranging agenda for substantive research and theory building.

Just as essential as a template for historical analysis is a clear defini-
tion of the concept of political development itself. By reclaiming this
concept for the study of American politics we are, in a sense, defining
the dependent variable, describing in general terms what APD as a
field of inquiry ultimately needs to explain. Readers will find that
our definition is heavily weighted toward political institutions, for
we locate political development in the reconstruction of authority re-
lations in governance. A definition that references authority, in both
its formal aspects and practical operations, provides a reliable em-
pirical indicator of political development without closing off further
debate about what factors might explain development as it occurs.
We do not expect our definition of development to settle anything
once and for all, but we do think that by spotlighting the substance
and accumulation over time of changes in governing arrangements,
our definition puts politics at the center of developmental analysis
and situates political action at its most consequential.

What follows, then, are the results of our search as it has proceeded
to date. Readers familiar with our previous writings may recognize
some of the themes in this book. Reworking them in the context of
questions currently confronting the subfield as a whole has altered
our thinking and deepened our appreciation for the issues that sur-
round the historical study of politics. In the final analysis, this is our
bid to revive a venerable conversation about the development of the
American polity, to reexamine traditional themes and rework them
into a timely research program. We intend it as a guide, one of many
ways into our subject, and as such, the conclusions we draw speak
for us alone.

To those who have read and criticized various versions of these
arguments in working papers, discarded chapters, and full manu-
script drafts we are especially grateful. They include: Bruce Acker-
man, Richard Bensel, Terri Bimes, Walter Dean Burnham, Daniel
Carpenter, John Coleman, Steven Dunn, David Ericson, Morris Fior-
ina, Daniel Galvin, Matthew Green, Jacob Hacker, Marc Janssen,
Victoria Hattam, Ira Katznelson, Rogan Kersh, David Mayhew,
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Bruce Miroff, Cassandra Moseley, Ruth O’Brien, Andrew Polsky,
Elizabeth Sanders, Eric Schickler, Adam Sheingate, Colleen Shogan,
Rogers Smith, Kathleen Thelen, Daniel Tichenor, and Keith Whitting-
ton. We are grateful to Ed Parsons and Lewis Bateman at Cambridge
University Press who acquired the manuscript at a “critical juncture,”
expedited the production process, and accommodated our separation
anxieties with grace and good sense. We also thank, by no means
least, a few personal and intellectual confidants, friends who with-
stood our moods and were willing to act as sounding boards for good
and bad ideas as we worked the manuscript through: Joyce Appleby,
John McCormick, Eileen McDonagh, Susan Jacobs, Carroll Seron,
Steven Smith, Stephen Werner, and Ellen Meiksins Wood.
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ONE

The Historical Construction of Politics

The circumstances which accompany the birth of nations and con-
tribute to their development affect the whole term of their being.
Alexis de Tocqueville

THE STUDY OF AMERICAN POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT is a substan-
tive inquiry guided by a theoretical precept. The substantive inquiry
covers the full range of politics in the United States: past politics
and present politics, political action and political behavior, politi-
cal thought and political culture, movement politics and institutional
politics. The theoretical precept is this: because a polity in all its
different parts is constructed historically, over time, the nature and
prospects of any single part will be best understood within the long
course of political formation. Studying politics through history is
nothing new; adherents to a developmental approach spurred the for-
mation of political science as an academic discipline at the end of the
nineteenth century. However, after several decades during which his-
tory was relegated to a decidedly minor role in the study of American
politics, interest in historical approaches is resurgent. Recent years
have seen the rise of a veritable cottage industry of political scientists
engaged in historical investigations of one kind or another, and for
the first time, we hear American political development referred to as
“APD,” a subfield with its own name and acronym.

Why this new attraction to Clio? One explanation is that political
scientists stepped into a void left when younger academic historians
who specialized in the United States turned away from the study of
government and leadership to concentrate on other things.” There
may be some truth to this. Though historians do not depend on
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government for material to analyze, political scientists do rely on
history; arguably, then, when historians discovered other, less-well-
attended interests, political scientists were obliged to undertake the
necessary spade work for themselves. But the circumstances go
deeper. Political scientists were drawn to American history first of all
by events in the polity itself. The revival of interest in America’s polit-
ical development coincided with the “movement culture” of the last
third of the twentieth century, with popular mobilizations, one upon
another, that challenged long-established social relations and called
for a new inventory of America’s political resources. Associated with
these were insurgencies within the major political parties, first from
the left and then from the right, that undercut the received wisdom of
liberal consensus and thrust the legitimacy of American state institu-
tions to the center of political controversy. The quandaries presented
by this fast-moving scene prompted scholars to step back for a longer
view.

Not surprisingly, they began to see things in a new way. The theory
of American politics dominant in the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury had offered explanations for its stability and continuity; under
the sway of “group-process” or “pluralist” ideas, political scientists
had distinguished American government by the ease with which its
institutions accommodated changes in society and by the seamless
precedence of its liberal ideology. Pluralist scholarship postulated an
American state open and responsive to interest pressures, an Ameri-
can society only loosely attached to legal foundations, an American
Constitution ultimately dependent on informal “rules of the game,”
rules that, at the level of the individual citizen, sanctioned the oper-
ations of the existing system. In the unsettled decades that followed,
historical research was enlisted in the service of a theoretical critique.
The first matter of intellectual business was to bring to light what the
reigning synthesis had missed, and for anyone who cared to look at
the past in this way, there was much to be found. Scholars attuned
to the discord between state and society discovered the persistence
of ancient institutions, impervious to social pressures; scholars at-
tuned to the vicissitudes of society discovered the impositions of for-
mal authority; scholars suspicious of the rules of the game and of
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liberalism discovered an extensive record of ideological conflict,
quashed alternatives, and broken promises.

The force of this critique shaped the study of APD as we find
it today. Texts setting forth these broad revisionist themes became
the canonic works of the new subfield.> They suggested new lines
of inquiry into the past, inquiries into the politics of state forma-
tion, identity formation, welfare provision, sectional relations, race
relations, and cultural antagonism generally. They also encouraged
political scientists to move investigations close to the ground, to delve
into the intricacies of political conflict and governmental operations
in particular historical settings. The result has been the rapid accu-
mulation of a broad-based historical literature on American politics
and government, a literature that aspires to meet contemporary stan-
dards of research in the disciplines of history and political science.
Propositions are now more subtle and exacting; findings are more
fully documented; claims are more methodologically secure. Skepti-
cism toward grand theoretical systems of all kinds continues to drive
APD’s advance, but what has been lacking in synthesis has been com-
pensated for thus far by the new topics addressed, the new techniques
applied, and the new findings of substance.

The future is another matter. A theoretical critique may substitute
for a positive research program for a while, but it is unlikely to do
so indefinitely. The outstanding question is just how long this sub-
field can sustain itself as an open-ended, freewheeling interrogation
of historical dynamics and the causes of past political episodes. One
aspect of this question is whether such an enterprise can hold its own
amid the research agendas that currently anchor history and political
science departments separately — whether historically minded polit-
ical scientists can resist being pulled more directly into the orbit of
scholarly communities boasting a more positive sense of purpose.
The other side of the same issue is whether APD, as it is currently
practiced, augurs any fresh and coherent statement about the nature
of politics itself, a statement of its own that can be readily understood
as such even by those who think about politics and history differently.

On all counts, there is reason for concern. Though political sci-
entists are doing more, and arguably better, historical research on
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American politics, the bonds forged of a common critique of prior
thinking are getting weaker, and the insights being offered are be-
coming more localized and dispersed. Scholars formulate historical
propositions that are more subtle and exacting, but they have less to
say than scholars in earlier generations about the development of the
American polity overall. Until recently, the study of American politi-
cal development offered research strategies and concepts for reaching
general insights afforded by longer time horizons; that was its com-
parative strength as an approach to political analysis. Currently, as
APD research begins to look more like work in the rest of political
science and the rest of history, its distinctive contribution is becom-
ing less clear. Indeed, at a time when social, economic, and strategic
conditions — a “new” multiculturalism, a “new” globalism, a “new”
U.S. hegemony — all but trumpet the irrelevance of America’s past,
the absence of more comprehensive thinking about the relationship
between past and present is conspicuous and might well be counted
the most serious shortcoming in APD’s recent revival.

Our hope is that this little book will recapture the enduring value of
research into America’s political development, that it will add some
forward thrust to the enterprise and recommend its further elabo-
ration as a field. The aim is to tap the fuller significance of ongoing
research in the context of an overall reassessment of the APD project.
By “fuller significance,” we have in mind what it is that APD might
teach us about how past and present politics are connected, by what
bridges or processes; about how time comes to exert an indepen-
dent influence on political change, apart from the notion that time
“passes”; about how these things illuminate the nature of Ameri-
can politics, including whether, and in what sense, it may be said to
“develop.”

The discussion framed by these questions is primarily conceptual
in nature, an effort to characterize a mode of inquiry, cull its com-
mon themes, identify its current problems, and suggest responsive
solutions. Research on the substantive side of APD is, as we have
indicated, alive and well; what we add to that is largely incidental
to our main interest in capitalizing on insights to be found in the
existing empirical literature, in extending the implications of what
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scholarship in the field has recently brought into view. Moreover,
though we strive for a general statement about the field of Amer-
ican political development, we do not present our own full-blown
theory of American political development, offering instead a survey
of the ground on which theory building might now profitably pro-
ceed and a preliminary road map as to where. As was once said of
English lawyers, today’s APD scholars work for the most part “with

)

their heads down,” immersed in the puzzles before them. We have
taken the liberty of drawing out from their efforts a presentation
we hope will be useful to anyone who wants to think about politics

historically.

History and Change

The boundaries of the APD project are porous — receptive to influ-
ences from the rest of political science, from the other social science
disciplines, and beyond. No membership card is required to partici-
pate; indeed, it is common for individual researchers to move closer
to the central concerns of APD in one study and far afield in the next.
This openness to other areas and the ease of movement and exchange
across related inquiries have been important, continually informing
and enriching the APD enterprise. But this book is not about the
interests APD shares with other research programs or about the po-
tential, however real, for mutual enrichment; it is about APD’s own
core features. To bring the enterprise into sharper relief and provide
an overview of issues to be pursued in later chapters, the remainder
of these introductory remarks survey what we take to be the distin-
guishing marks of research into America’s political development.

For instance, the characteristic that most readily identifies APD
scholars among other political scientists is their dedication to analyz-
ing American politics through intensive research in American history.
What do they expect to find there? Are they closet historians who
somehow ended up in the wrong Ph.D. program, or are they after
something in particular?

The answer likely to gain the widest assent from scholars who
identify with the APD project is that they hope to learn more than
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is already known about how, and with what effect, American poli-
tics changes over time. As is often the case with simple answers, this
one will require further explanation to be meaningful, but even by
itself, it should dispose of any idea that practitioners study history
for background, because they think the political issues presented in
the past are somehow more interesting or important than the issues
of our own day, or because every theory of politics necessarily refers
to history, if only for data to analyze and test theory against. The an-
swer might serve also as a preliminary characterization of APD as a
“theory-driven” enterprise. APD does not use history as a grab bag of
examples; it does not approach the past as a benign proving ground
for a theory of politics constructed on other foundations. Its aspira-
tion is to build theories of politics that are more attentive than others
available to specifically historical processes of change and the politi-
cal issues that those processes pose. It should be equally apparent that
APD researchers want to know more than just “what happened” in
the past; their aims characteristically go beyond getting the narrative
of characters and events — the story — down on paper as accurately
and meaningfully as possible. Taking care to get the facts right is
important in this as in all forms of social science. APD’s primary in-
terest, however, lies in grasping processes of change conceptually, in
general terms, and in considering their broader implications for the
polity as a whole.

One procedure to this end is comparison. Comparisons in APD
research appear in many different forms, but alternative points of
reference are seldom far from view: What happened at other times
in American history? What happened at the same time in other parts
of American government? What might have happened had things
followed the path prescribed by some normative standard of politics?
What happened at similar points in the history of other countries?
The strong comparative bent of APD research, and its intellectual
debt to comparative historical theory, stems in part from its interest
in generalizing beyond a particular set of historical events and in
part from an interest in counterfactuals broadly considered, that is,
in analogous material that might help reveal how outcomes vary in
relation to different historical circumstances.? Why, for example, did
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the labor movement in America turn out the way it did rather than
some other way?

There are limits to this interest in thinking about American politics
as a branch of comparative political studies; the comparisons featured
reflect APD’s own particular purposes. For instance, when politics in
the United States is situated against politics in other countries, it is
likely that the comparisons will be used to highlight what, if any,
problems or characteristics of change are peculiar to the historical
configuration of government and politics in the United States. This
has important advantages, bringing the United States into sharper
relief while guarding against unexamined claims of American excep-
tionalism. With or without the use of comparisons, APD’s single-
country focus avoids the side-stepping that sometimes accompanies
cross-country data and seeks instead to grapple with political change
as it occurs, or not, in a specific place, the United States. It exam-
ines the terms, conditions, and meanings of change as these might be
understood for this polity. The experiences of other countries are, in
this sense, part of the backdrop, helping to set the stage for the is-
sues that APD puts front and center: How is this polity put together?
What constitutes significant change within it? How does that occur?
Does political change in America build to something new or merely
reshuffle old forms? Is there a discernable direction to political change
in America over time? Answers to these questions appear study by
study, as scholars organize American political history into patterns,
political regularities observed over time.

Pattern identification is the sine qua non of the enterprise.* With-
out patterns — representatives get reelected, wars build states, elec-
toral realignments occur about every thirty years, African Americans
vote Democratic — American political history would be just “one
damn thing after another,” a relentless succession of events imper-
vious to any larger meaning; sorting through and making sense of
the innumerable details that attend every political situation would
be difficult, perhaps impossible. Discovering patterns helps to locate
the key components of a situation and demarcating them helps to
identify meaningful points of change — before as opposed to after
Congress reorganized itself; at the start as opposed to the end of the
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war; before the civil rights movement as opposed to after the mo-
bilization of African Americans into politics. Political history, as we
come to analyze and understand it, is always an arrangement of time
into patterns.

APD research is not alone in the search for patterns; pattern iden-
tification is one of the most common of all research techniques. The
basic procedure, the same everywhere, may even be said to subsume
comparisons of the sort described earlier in which politics in, for
example, France, Great Britain, and the United States, is treated es-
sentially as different sets of patterns. As applied generally, the tech-
nique is first to classify historical material according to certain general
characteristics and the circumstances of their occurrence and then to
employ this classification in the analysis of material drawn from other
times or places to determine the presence or absence of these same
general characteristics and circumstances. The pattern, the regular
appearance of a particular set of political characteristics across time
or space, opens to explanation or to being discarded as uninteresting
coincidence.

Though the technique is widely used, there is considerable varia-
tion in the kinds of patterns featured in different fields of research,
and here again, particular uses tell a lot about the purposes of these
fields themselves. Without pressing the point too hard, it is perhaps
fair to say that historians characteristically stick closer to chronology
in their search for patterns than do APD researchers, especially con-
temporary APD researchers. Moreover, when they address large-scale
patterns, historians are apt to bundle contiguous years into bounded
“eras” and to identify consistencies across institutional and cultural
settings in ways that serve to synthesize politics within a period of
time — the “age” of Federalism, the “age” of Jackson, the “party pe-
riod,” the Cold War era. Even when historians identify patterns that
recur over broad stretches of time — for instance, the republican ide-
ology of the Founding era as it reappears in subsequent decades — it
is the repetition within bounded periods rather than the mechanisms
that move politics from one period to the next that holds sway.

APD research is, in contrast, characteristically more aggressive in
its manipulation of patterns and more radical in its departure from
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a chronological view of history. The patterns it brings to light are as
likely to overlap one another in an irregular fashion as to neatly align
within a period, and the patterns of interest often range across broad
swaths of time. These might be patterns of the present that extend all
the way back to the origins of the Republic and before - like religious
“awakening” — or patterns of the past, which, though seeming to fall
away, leave traces that affect the operation of the new ones set in
motion — like royal prerogative. Illuminating patterns of this sort,
APD research indicates political movement through time rather than
a polity bounded in time and highlights connections befween politics
in the past and politics in the present rather than the separateness
and foreignness of past politics.’

By looking at what APD scholars do, we begin to see a bit more
clearly what they are after. By giving their own twist to standard
tools of comparison and pattern identification, they are better able
to discern the separate elements that comprise the American polity,
to see how these are arrayed and configured in time, and to examine
how and with what effect the array changes over time. Their pur-
poses are not entirely coincident with those of others who use one or
both of these same techniques, with those of, for instance, historians,
comparative theorists, or Americanists working in other precincts of
political science. Nonetheless, their use of comparison and pattern
identification emphasizes essential aspects of politics and political
change neglected elsewhere.

Continuity and Change

Thinking about patterns in APD research immediately presents a
paradox. Though centrally concerned with political change and its
significance, the patterns scrutinized with greatest frequency in the
APD literature — arguably the most important in lending APD co-
herence as a “field” — are patterns of constancy, displaying little or
no apparent change over time. These are features of American poli-
tics that appear to be the most resilient, that seem to have remained
the same in certain essential characteristics over the better part of
two centuries. The Constitution, with its foundational structure of
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federalism, separated powers, and fixed and staggered elections, is the
subject of one such claim of no-change; the failure of radical ideolo-
gies, in particular of socialist movements, to take hold in the United
States is another; the two-party system is a third; sectional divisions
in the political economy a fourth. These constants present the mas-
ter problematic of APD research: how to calibrate the significance of
change amid so much apparent continuity in the fundamentals?

Though prominently featured, these continuities are not taken at
face value in APD research; on the contrary, scholars characteristi-
cally put them up against other patterns that circumscribe, modify,
or otherwise impinge on their fixed status. Cyclical patterns produce
one sort of modification, for example, new party coalitions form ev-
ery thirty years, with each new formation significantly altering the
meaning and effect of constitutional relationships.® Other changes,
related to patterns, are imprinting events, breakpoints in time, that
alter aspects of politics decisively from before and with far-reaching
consequences for operations elsewhere later down the road: the re-
volt against Speaker of the House Joseph Cannon in 1910 marked
a sea change in the internal operations of the Congress and even-
tually made itself felt on institutional relationships throughout the
government.” Another pattern appears in the breach, in some defin-
ing void, which operates as a “boundary condition” of politics in this
polity: the absence of full-blown feudalism in America’s past circum-
scribed its politics long into the future, wedding it seemingly forever
to a liberal ideology.® And there are relationships formed by the se-
quencing of patterns: the franchise in the United States was extended
widely prior to the development of central administrative controls;
like a boundary condition, this sequence influences rather than signals
change or no-change.?

Cycles and other recurrent patterns found in American political
history are of special interest in assessing relations of continuity and
change because they suggest that breakpoints themselves sometimes
take the form of patterned events. Recent observations of recur-
rence in the APD literature include recurrent moments of constitu-
tional reconstruction,™ recurrent modes of presidential leadership,**
recurrent cultural outbursts contributing to the secular growth of

I0



THE HISTORICAL CONSTRUCTION OF POLITICS

government,” recurrent backsliding from liberal advances,”> and
recurrent waves of antitrust agitation.™ In each case, the mode of
change itself suggests a certain kind of continuity, a more encom-
passing regularity operating at some deeper level that calls for identi-
fication and explanation in its own right. Explaining these modalities
is likely to involve a characterization of the operations of the Ameri-
can polity overall as well as to encourage a more circumspect charac-
terization of just how different American politics is from one period
to the next. In this way, recurrent patterns of change provide a point
of entry into some rather subtle questions: whether, and in what
sense, do we observe the same constitution or the same political cul-
ture at work across major periods of political change? How, and in
what sense, are these constants actually implicated in the changes
themselves?

But there is a more general and important point to be made about
APD’s interest in relations of continuity and change. Constants, cy-
cles, watersheds, boundaries, breakpoints — all are seen in APD re-
search to exert themselves on political action in the moment at hand.
They are not factors in the background but constitutive elements
of the situation under analysis. At any given moment, the different
rules, arrangements, and timetables put in place by changes negoti-
ated at various points in the past will be found to impose themselves
on the actors of the present and to affect their efforts to negotiate
changes of their own. How, for example, is each successive wave of
anti-trust agitation affected by interim changes in corporate orga-
nization? Likewise, when random, unpatterned events intrude on a
scene — a natural disaster, a foreign attack, the death of a leader -
their impact is revealed in the extent to which they disrupt patterns
in play and counter the effects of past actions, sometimes without
leaving a mark, sometimes causing a new pattern to begin.

Suffice it to say at this point that when continuity and change are
given their maximum play in the analysis of political history, chronol-
ogy gives way to a fuguelike motion of stops and starts, with back-
tracking and leapfrogging not readily captured on a calendar. Some
lines persist; others recur; new lines form; others disappear. Addition,
subtraction, repetition — all have their effect on what ensues. Take,
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for instance, a constant of American politics, the electoral college.
Close study shows that in the late nineteenth century, the electoral
college had an important impact on how congressmen voted on pub-
lic policy, supporting their leaders’ attempt to shape a coalition of
states wide enough to win the White House. By the midtwentieth
century, however, this impact had largely vanished. The electoral col-
lege had not disappeared; the change occurred, rather, because new
congressional rules and new resources in the office of the president
had intercepted and altered its effects.”s

It is precisely in its combination and juxtaposition of patterns that
politics may be understood as shaped by time. That is to say, politics
is historically constructed not only by the human beings who from
time to time negotiate changes in one aspect of the polity or another
but also by the new configuration of patterns, old and new, that en-
sues. Put yet another way, the contours of the polity are determined
in the first instance by those who seek to change it and by the changes
they make and in the second instance by all the arrangements that
get carried over from the past and are newly situated in an altered
setting. If for political historians, time is primarily the stretch of years
and politics finds itself along that expanse, for APD scholars, the cal-
endar can often be dispensed with in favor of locating patterns and
circumstances solely as they appear against one another. History in
this sense is instrumental to APD’s main object, which is to tell time
politically or to tell time according to the juxtaposition of patterns
old and new and their interactive effects.'® Consider the sequence
mentioned above, in which democratization precedes bureaucratiza-
tion: its importance in APD is not merely that one came before the
other but how early democratization in the absence of bureaucracy
affected state building when it eventually occurred. It is through the
structures and dynamics of political time that APD locates problems
of political action and analyzes political change.

Analysts have found great variety in the historical constructions
that shape politics. Some show a convergence of elements from dif-
ferent directions on a single alteration, as in the change in congres-
sional voting mentioned above. Others are indicated in cross section,
as an interaction effect among persistent, recurrent, and emergent
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elements.”” Some indicate layering, with one set of patterns moving
in parallel to another, seemingly related but without apparent mu-
tual impact.'® Others are configurative, like the sectional divisions
of the American political economy, where change follows along pre-
existing parameters.”™ Even when historical constructions point to a
resilient pattern in the current mix — to the persistence of sectional-
ism, liberalism, racism, sexism, capitalism, or some particularly ro-
bust institutional structure — they characteristically illuminate as well
modifications introduced by the addition or subtraction of other el-
ements or by a new arrangement among the component parts.>° In
this way, the relative impact of time on any political episode becomes
an empirical question of its own.

Order and Change

Notwithstanding APD’s strong commitment to historical research,
the impulse to seek explanations in comparisons, patterns, and jux-
tapositions, to sort out relations of continuity and change, to formu-
late general concepts by which to identify these constructions and
evaluate their significance holds APD within the discipline of polit-
ical science. A closer look at priorities within the home discipline,
however, suggests still other features that set the APD project apart.
In particular, APD’s emphasis on change over time, on movement
in politics, which is in large part responsible for its strong historical
bent, contrasts with the emphasis on order and stability in politics
often displayed in other political science programs.

This divergence in emphases seems especially pronounced in the
study of American politics, where the main lines of scholarship have
sought ever more elaborate explanations for order — formal constitu-
tional arrangements, informal rules of the game, open systems striv-
ing for balance, rational actors building institutions that will induce
an equilibrium. It would not be going too far to say that the dom-
inant mission of the study of American politics has been to expose
and explain the pervasiveness of order within it, to discover sources
of coherence amid the constant commotion and far-flung parts of this
polity, to account for the stability of American democracy. Not so in
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APD. This research exposes sources of disorder, introduces incon-
gruity and fragmentation into depictions of the political norm, and
pushes to the foreground an essentially dynamic view of the polity as
a whole.**

To be sure, APD cannot, and does not, turn its back on questions of
order entirely: how stability and predictability can obtain in a world
beset by constant threats of discord and disruption is rightly one
of the oldest in political thought. More mundanely, the importance
of order in governmental affairs is obvious — and not only as order
figures as an obstacle to change, as it certainly does. The presence
of order is evident, for instance, in the very patterns by which APD
tracks and assesses change and continuity. But if APD does not reject
the premise that there is order to be discerned in political affairs, it
does demote that premise to the status of a baseline, analytically and
empirically, for a different research agenda.

The telling point of contrast will be found in how different kinds of
political analysis account for change. In conventional political anal-
ysis, even when the subject matter is historical, change is usually
regarded as an interlude between relatively permanent settlements, a
transition from one steady state or stable path to another. Situated
in time between the “normal” politics of order, change is seen as
episodic and contained. Conversely, in APD, change is something in-
herent in politics as such; it is an integral feature of the juxtaposition
of patterns that construct politics historically. Understanding change
this way means that the alternative to a search for order need not be
a capitulation to chaos; relaxing the premise of order in politics may
in fact lead to a clearer understanding of it, its character, operation,
limits, and significance.

APD brings this prospect into view by breaking down, so far as
possible, the conceptual barricades that have been erected between
order and change in politics and by devising new analytic strategies
that indicate how each bears more immediately and continuously on
the other. These innovations, it should be noted, invoke and build on
a rather conventional definition of political order — that it is a constel-
lation of rules, institutions, practices, and ideas that hang together
over time, a bundle of patterns, in the language used above, exhibiting
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coherence and predictability while other things change around them.
It is in this way that we understand terms like the constitutional or-
der and the Jacksonian regime and the seniority system in Congress.
But when the operating limits of these orders are scrutinized, and
their surroundings more closely observed, it becomes less meaning-
ful to talk about a political universe that is ordered than about the
multiple orders that compose it and their relations with one another.
Some might reinforce one another for a time, others might operate in
constant tension with one another, and still others might simply par-
allel one another for a time with no apparent effect. The wider berth
sought for studying the sources of change and for reconceptualizing
change as an essential aspect of politics stems directly from the care-
ful attention now being paid to the limits, contingencies, varieties,
and incongruities of order.

A number of related strategies have been employed to this end,
each of them involving the division or disaggregation of politics
along separate dimensions into composite parts. One, a disaggre-
gation along the dimension of time into patterns, has been described
in the previous sections; still, it is instructive to consider how current
thinking about patterns departs from prior practice in this particular
respect. The contrast is most striking in the deployment of periodiza-
tion schemes. In earlier years, APD scholars, not unlike historians,
were inclined think in terms of synthetic schemes that would bun-
dle together as much of American political history as possible be-
tween the fewest number of period breaks; in fact, one periodization
scheme currently meeting criticism on this ground is one of APD’s
own founding paradigms — the “realignment synthesis” of American
political history.>*

In current scholarship, the preference runs the other way, toward
periodization schemes that are more variable and multiform and less
well aligned with one another. By identifying narrower, more discrete
patterns that overlap and counteract and layer upon one another si-
multaneously, researchers produce a less consistent, more disjoint
picture of the normal state of politics overall. Consider parties, for
instance: recent research has shown that changes in the ideologies of
America’s two major parties do not move in tandem with changes
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in their coalitional alignment with one another but seem to follow a
different logic with consequences of its own.*3 The same technique
has been used to disaggregate elements within periods. Take the leg-
islation of the Progressive era: here two impulses are engaged — one
to promote corporate reform and social welfare, and the other to
promote racial segregation and white supremacy. In other words, the
“age of reform” did not push change in one way only but in two
seemingly contrary directions at once.*#

A second, closely related, strategy has been to scrutinize or-
dering mechanisms thought to induce a broad-based uniformity
in political organization. In APD today there is deep skepticism
about master ideas or processes alleged to arrange political af-
fairs for extended periods of time or prime movers that claim to
control political action in other important domains: the “liberal
consensus”23; the “organizational synthesis”>°; “elections, the main-
springs of American politics”?7; “Congress, the keystone of the Wash-
ington establishment.”?® This skepticism extends to the most firmly
ingrained conceit of all in this category — the idea that the Supreme
Court is the final arbiter of changes in the constitutional rules of
the game. Correcting the distortions introduced by a Court-centered
view of who is in charge of these rules and pointing to the full vari-
ety of sources of constitutional innovation affords a new multisided
picture of constitutional politics, one in which states, representatives,
executives, and judges are all “in charge,” vying with one another to
determine the Constitution’s meaning.>?

With claims about prime movers and master organizing mech-
anisms held in abeyance, more circumspect specifications of order
have been free to proliferate. This tendency is already far advanced
in the study of the history of public policy, where scholars now speak
of an “American health-care policy regime,” for example, and an
“American pension policy regime.”3° These are orders as we have
always understood them (constellations of rules, practices, institu-
tions, and ideas that hold together over time) but with the proviso
that they are different from one another and that both operate at the
same time. Thus, a health-care policy regime organized around pub-
lic supplements to an extensive private provision of benefits operates
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alongside a pension regime organized around private supplements to
a more extensive public provision of benefits. The language of “path
dependency,” recently picked up by students of public policy, calls at-
tention to the tenacity of such orders and to their composition as bits
of the polity that hang together internally even though there may not
be much consistency among them. Surrounding orders and events are
then analyzed for how they support or challenge the constellations
specified, and comparisons are made between the course of different
policy regimes in the same polity and with similar policies in different
polities.3”

Pushing these insights further, and bringing us closer to a reconcep-
tualization of the relationship between political order and political
change, are observations about tensions routinely introduced by the
simultaneous operation, or intercurrence, of different political orders.
For instance, in the 1830s the coexistence of southern slavery with
an expanding democracy for white male citizens is not a refutation
of order in itself, but rather evidence that any realistic depiction of
politics in time will include multiple orders, as well as the conflict
and irresolution built into their reciprocal interactions.3* At every
point in antebellum America, politics was framed by the competing
entailments and mutually threatening movements of these two or-
ders along their different paths, and these two orders at least — for
certainly others were at work. Thus the order of church-state rela-
tions: changes within religious dominations at this time bore down
on the institutions of democracy and slavery alike, both holding the
antebellum polity together and breaking it apart, and with regional
variation in the order of American states. The mix is, again, typical;
in any given analysis it will be elaborated and refined.

Finally, APD has undertaken a reappraisal of the nature and role
of political institutions. The traditional role played by institutions
as ordering mechanisms in politics is prominently displayed in APD
research, but in the effort to bring the study of order to bear more di-
rectly on understandings of change, this research has begun to stress
other aspects of their significance. First, scholars have observed that
these traditional bulwarks of order in politics are not only so many
rules and practices that may, incidentally, restrain political change but
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also repositories of purposeful political action; indeed, institutions
are composed of operatives who promote change, often in the course
of resisting it from others.?? Second, scholars have observed the im-
pact of institutions, singly and collectively, on the formation of po-
litical identities among those subjected to their control and tied these
order-inducing mechanisms more closely to strategies of action, be
they strategies of compliance, resistance, or reform.34 Third, scholars
have observed that when institutions persist in the face of changes
taking place around them, they themselves become implicated in the
historical construction of the disjoint politics referred to earlier. This
includes their tendency to delimit change and render it incomplete,
to continue their operation in new historical formations that thereby
come to be riddled with inconsistent mandates and purposes.3’

All of this is explained and illustrated more fully as we proceed.
Here we might pause to remark on the irony of a research agenda that
has elevated the importance of government institutions, and of law,
in the analysis of historical construction only to implicate them in a
conception of political order that is inherently fragmented and pro-
ductive of changes elsewhere in the polity. At bottom, this curiosity
speaks to the distinctive understanding of politics that is implicit in
recent APD research. Although institutions are by no means neglected
by other research programs in political science, they tend to be subor-
dinated by theories and methods that are essentially individualist, and
their role is correspondingly attenuated. In both pluralist and ratio-
nal choice theories, for instance, the institutions of government are at
best first among equals, necessary scaffolding for interest group activ-
ity and for “game forms.”3¢ In APD, the importance of government
institutions is conveyed directly as an ineluctable political character-
istic: their built-in mandates for controlling behavior at large and
through time. These mandates motivate institutions in ways that, to
varying degrees, subsume individual operatives and their personal
preferences. Moreover, the fact that these mandates are promulgated
at different times rather than all at once means that institutions are
frequently found at loggerheads with one another. Taken together,
these considerations suggest that institutions designed to promulgate
and enforce mandates — that is, the institutions of government — are
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in a category by themselves, theoretically and descriptively in the
processes of political change. Indeed, the assertion of their pivotal
position in the slogan “bringing the state back in” signaled APD’s
entry on the scene in the 1970s.37

In at least this respect, it might be argued that APD has had a
unifying and enlarging effect on conceptions of “the political” even
as it has disaggregated ordering mechanisms and problematized their
impact on the whole. Just as attention to the outward reach of govern-
ment institutions, setting and enforcing the rules by which all other
institutions are established and perpetuated, serves to bring discus-
sions of order more directly to bear on the analysis of change, it
also serves to dissolve any stark analytic separation between state
and society. As it has turned out, “bringing the state back in” has
> of government in-
stitutions than a matter of asserting the primacy of the categorical

been less a matter of asserting the “autonomy’

realm of authority within which social relations are organized, po-
litical identifies formed, and transformative ambitions directed. This
is reflected in APD’s own reach outward from government authority
proper to race relations, church relations, industrial relations, fam-
ily relations, and the like, pieces of the “polity” that qualify as such
through their legal regulation but which were likely to be relegated
in conventional political analysis to the status of “private” interests
and “social” conflicts. No doubt it was this same intuition about
the scope of government and politics that caused younger, politically
minded historians to abandon conventional political history, with its
all but exclusive preoccupation on the formal institutions of state and
the elites who operate them.

Change and Method

We can now say with some confidence that APD’s emphasis on change
entails a distinctive approach to political analysis. Order continues
to play an important part — usually it is an order of some kind that is
displaced or modified by change — but the insistence on treating every
state of affairs as in transition, a state, as it were, in the process of
becoming, sets APD’s understanding of politics apart. The meaning
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of any order becomes inseparable from what it has preempted; its
significance is to be found in the tensions that accumulate within
and around it over time and how these bear on its current stability
and future direction. The primacy of order in other forms of politi-
cal analysis is evident in the attention they give to how institutions
operate internally, how they arrive at rules to begin with, how these
are enforced, and how these rules spontaneously or otherwise break
down — often because of external changes that are themselves left un-
explained. APD’s different emphasis moves the discussion from the
normality of stasis to contingencies of status, from the coherence of
internal relations to the external incongruities, from politics as a se-
ries of settlements to politics as the current configuration of conflicts.
This move demands that change be accounted for comprehensively,
that its agents and limits be specified, and that its precipitants and
conditions be explained.

But how can this be done? In our remarks thus far we have invoked
historical construction as the bridging operation that keeps politics
past and politics present linked across changes, but we have said little
about the way in which these connections are to be made analytically
and how the insights inherent in that image are to be exploited. These
are matters of method and research design, matters we address here
provisionally by examining how APD scholars situate events, how
they demarcate and survey the ground that exists prior to a transfor-
mation of interest. This is not a formula that is strictly followed — or
to be followed — in every study, but it reflects a logic that directs much
of this research. It can be indicated by a few orienting propositions.

Our first proposition is that all political change proceeds on a site,
a prior political ground of practices, rules, leaders, and ideas, all of
which are up and running. The site can be any definable political ex-
panse — a geographical area, a policy network, a political institution.
At first, this seems an innocuous claim; it is hard to imagine an anal-
ysis of change that did not begin with placement in time and space,
without specifying the site. Consider a famous example that APD
scholars would otherwise be quick to take issue with: John Locke’s as-
sertion in the Second Treatise on Government that “in the beginning,
all the world was America.” Locke meant “America” to conjure up
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in the minds of his readers a place sparsely populated by individuals
who lived without money, property, or government. “America” de-
scribed a platform for political development, laying out the circum-
stances that would have to be met and overcome if something new
was to be created. Even in this metaphorical, wholly voluntaristic,
and largely frictionless account, change confronts a prior state of
affairs.

APD scholars proceed in a similar way with the important proviso
that their sites are historical, set in real time. Locke sought to ex-
plain the construction of politics with reference to timeless principles
of human action, and to that end, he was intent on stripping away
as far as possible the trappings of actual historical circumstances. A
historical site, in contrast, will display all the tensions and contradic-
tions of prior construction. That is to say, no matter how far back we
go in real time, change confronts political authority already on the
scene. By virtue of its historical character, political change is always
a reconstruction.

Because historical sites take in a web of existing relations among
diverse individuals and institutions, they call for description at the
macro or system level rather than the micro or individual level. Like
other studies in political science, APD highlights agency — citizens’
actions, legislators’ votes, politicians’ designs. It also makes some
familiar assumptions about behavior — that agents are more or less
rational in pursuing goals, that they understand rules, and that they
have limited responses to coercion. But insofar as political change is
at issue, the scene always includes those likely to be affected by what
transpires — other persons or adjacent institutions — and the conse-
quences that ensue, intended or not, immediate and long term. Thus
the preference in APD literature is for “thick” over “stylized” descrip-
tions of sites, descriptions that show an array of different pieces and
how they are associated and also for process tracing — examination of
the reverberations of a change and of carryovers that are largely un-
affected by it. It follows also that the degree to which historical sites
of change can be walled off from action occurring in other precincts
remains an open question; boundaries drawn for heuristic purposes
are themselves provisional propositions pending evidence of effects
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observed along a wider front. As we have observed already, and as we
argue at length in later chapters, relations with outsiders are central
to the “development” of politics.

It is also worth noting the special resonance of specifying histori-
cal sites of this sort with the study of political change in the United
States, where political self-conceptions are famously attached to the
possibility of creating things anew — a “new Adam,” a “new order
of the ages,” a “New Deal,” a “New Beginning.” Specifying sites
historically underscores the fact that no political transformation is
complete, that even violent revolutions leave traces of earlier regimes,
and that nothing follows on a clean slate. APD assumes that devel-
opment occurs on sites that are more or less changeable but never
empty, nonexistent, or inconsequential.

Our second proposition pushes a bit further: sites of political
change are characterized by “full” or “plenary” authority; rules and
agents designated to enforce them cover the territory, however it is
defined. This idea might raise a few eyebrows: would it apply, for
instance, to the lone adventurer in the 1840s making his way across
an empty stretch of western prairie or to a nation verging on anar-
chy where the semblance of law and order has all but broken down?
The answer is yes, for though enforcement problems may stimulate
new developments, political development itself involves changing the
prior set of rules by which a collectivity has been governed. A descrip-

1l

tion of America’s “beginnings,” which took plenary governance as
a guide, would include, for starters, the apparatus of religious con-
formity in seventeenth-century England, royal charters, compacts ar-
rived at on-board ship to America, and the organization of the na-
tive villages already established there. In short, authority in different
forms and in mutually impinging arrays permeates the field. Far from
filling a void, political development on this site would very soon con-
front rules governing everything from the legitimate uses of land and
work relations to the practice of religion and the relations of husband
and wife.

With this view of the matter, Locke’s “America” quickly gives way
to other imagery: “in the beginning, all the world was downtown
Tokyo.” In historical construction, as in downtown Tokyo, empty
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lots are few and far between: building something new usually means
disturbing something else (even minor improvements implicate ad-
jacent installations and services), and several different projects are
likely to be underway at any given time. Plenary authority means
that changing any aspect of politics entails bumping against author-
ity already in existence; if not immediately apparent (as with our
friend crossing the western prairie) it may, at any time, descend. The
question will always be how much of what is there gives way. What
stays the same will be just as important for the specific effect it will
have on the future staying power — the viability — of the change in
question and important as well for the processes of historical con-
struction that will move forward from that point.

The proposition of plenary authority counters deceptively sim-
ple and familiar understandings of political development like “the
growth of government” as it is manifested in more public buildings,
higher public expenditures, and more officials on the public pay-
roll. Though the forms and instruments of government have changed
substantially over the years, America in the nineteenth century was
no less fully governed than America in the twentieth; more of some
forms of authority indicates less of others, which, though they may
have been less conspicuous, were not necessarily less suited to their
purpose. At the same time, plenary authority need not imply efficient
governance. It allows for competing and conflicting authorities on a
site as well as any spaces that might be opened for new authority by
ineffective enforcement mechanisms; it accommodates activities that
might insinuate themselves between the lines of existing authority or
in places where no rules have yet been laid down; and it acknowl-
edges corrupt authority, with rules observed mainly in the breach.
Furthermore, although plenary authority calls attention to change
as a disruption of embedded governing arrangements, it should not
imply that change always has to be wrenching. There are numbers
of ways in which the disruption might be minimized: cooptation and
preemption are well-known processes of this sort. Finally, the propo-
sition that sites of political development are characterized by plenary
authority should not be misunderstood to imply that political change
can only shuffle things around, as the cards of a deck might be shuffled
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around a table. There is a big difference between the assumption that
polities have always been fully governed in our sense and the assump-
tion that all government is the same. Downtown Tokyo is continu-
ally being remade; the proposition of plenary authority emphasizes
the status quo ante and in that sense also the channels of political
invention.

It is by means of these two propositions that the historical con-
struction of politics can be seen to play out in any given episode of
change. A study by Martin Shefter of “regional receptivity to reform”
during the Progressive era might serve as an illustrative example. The
question Shefter poses is why the progressive reform impulse of the
early twentieth century took hold more strongly in the western states
than it did in the Northeast. The key step in his analysis is the spec-
ification of the two political landscapes as they appeared in the late
nineteenth century. In the West, the critical role of railroad trans-
portation divided communities politically along lines determined by
their access to railroad service and rates. Railroad corporations fi-
nanced elections and wove their influence deeply through the state
governments, and over the course of the nineteenth century issues
of corporate influence and political corruption dominated political
conflict in the region. Farther east, where the establishment of par-
ties preceded the rise of railroads, the political reach of the issues
that dominated in the West was more attenuated. Parties organized
eastern politics early on, and they were becoming even more adept
at doing so during the late nineteenth century. They ran elections,
organized state and local governments, and divided communities po-
litically over the issues that they chose to contest, principally the
tariff. The deeper inroads made by the Progressives in the West, it is
argued, followed from the greater prominence of corporate control in
that region and the greater difficulties of unsettling traditional party
loyalties in the Northeast.3®

Our third methodological proposition rounds out the above: po-
litical change ultimately registers its developmental significance in
altered forms of governance. This assertion follows directly from the
historical view of change provided by a description of authority rela-
tions as they are arranged on a site, demanding simply that significant
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political change manifest itself in a new array or new arrangement
of authorities on the scene. Changes that do not leave a mark on
authority relations — an idea stillborn, a movement crushed, a party
abandoned - are topics of interest, but they tell us more about im-
pediments to political development and the boundaries of political
development than about the significance of political development. By
the same token, due emphasis in this proposition should be given to
the word ultimately, for APD is interested in the sources and processes
as well as the fact of political change. The formation of associations,
the building of parties, and the origin and dissemination of new ideas
are all integral to America’s political development and, in that sense,
are important subjects for study in their own right. The point is that
although any of these may figure prominently in an explanation,
they do not and cannot complete an analysis of political develop-
ment. Regardless of where the impetus comes from — an association,
a party, an economic group, a sectional interest, a religious move-
ment, a charismatic leader, or another institution — political change
will move through or against extant forms of governance and, absent
evidence of some new relations of governing authority, its significance
must remain in doubt. Effects may be immediate or long term, direct
or attenuated, and in tracing the relations between cause and effect
intervening factors may be seen to hold great significance, but in the
final analysis, we are looking for changes in how people are governed.

This third proposition serves the analysis empirically, for it has the
virtue of concreteness. As a practical matter, the institutions of gov-
ernment, with their explicit mandates, methods of operation, and
extensive paper trails, provide the more ready means for tracking
and marking change, as evidence drawn from noninstitutional set-
tings must often rely more heavily on interpretation and conjecture.
Consider, for example, American populism. Populism was long con-
sidered a failure, despite its unmistakable presence in party politics,
institutional struggles, and policy debates during the 189o0s. It failed
in that the Populist agenda for the reform of American government
and public policy, which was presented most forcefully in the 1890s,
was defeated. Recent scholars have challenged this conclusion, point-
ing to later organizational innovations for the mobilization of farmers
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and to populist policy commitments that dominated the national
agenda and made their way into law long after the demise of the
Populist party.3 In both views the proof of Populism’s significance
ultimately turns on changes in governance; the question disputed is
the extent to which the changes negotiated later can be traced back
to the original movement and the extent to which later intervening
factors altered their meaning and effect. This doesn’t downplay the
role of ideas or innovation or movement organization; it enhances
and centers them within their purposes.

Change and Meaning

Assertions about populism’s “failure” throw into the hopper one final
set of issues, those of interpretation and meaning. Thus far, much
of what we have said about APD could be applied to politics in
any country, and the analytic template we have lighted upon may
well recommend itself for use in other national settings. The A in
APD would, in this sense, refer to one among many laboratories for
research on the historical construction of politics and its significance.
But there is more to it than that. A method that situates the analysis
of change in the thick description of a site signals the intention of the
analyst to enter into issues and problems as they are understood on
that site, to address the historical formation under investigation as
a configuration of political norms. The questions taken up by APD
research are seldom disembodied from the life of the polity itself;
more often than not, they are keyed to its changing circumstances
and integral to its lived experience. If there is a single aspiration that
has persisted throughout the long history of this enterprise, it is for a
political science that will take its cues from the problems of American
government and politics itself, a political science that will bring its
own interpretations of the American “experiment” into a dialogue
of practical significance with others interested in America’s future.
Whatever else might be said of this aspiration, it clearly cuts against
the grain, countering, first and foremost, the ever-stronger emphasis
in political science at large on the scientific nature of its inquiries.
The scientific emphasis narrows the potential audience even among
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professional political scientists, excluding all but small bands of spe-
cialists working in the same subfield. Wider meaning can be extracted
from strictly social-scientific efforts: modeling committee behavior in
the House of Representatives, for instance, can have important things
to tell us about the requisites of order in a democracy, but those in-
ferences will vary and must be made with caution. No less obvious is
that the fragmentation of scholarship on American politics into the
discrete subject areas that prove more amenable to rigorous scientific
treatment — the Congress, the parties, the electorate — itself militates
against conclusions about the condition or prospects of the broader
polity, although whether this is a cause or an effect of normative ret-
icence would be difficult to say. Fundamentally there exists today no
impetus, intellectually or professionally, to raise or answer the “big”
questions that have traditionally been the stock-in-trade of APD re-
search; indeed, in some circles, these questions may be considered
subversive of the purposes and rules of inquiry.

On another count, then, APD finds itself set apart. At issue is just
what sort of theory APD aspires to build or, perhaps more accurately,
whether in its aspirations to build a historical theory of politics, it can
hold together and reconcile its own competing impulses. Although
its conception of itself, in part at least, as an interpretive enterprise,
engaged in a conversation about the past and future prospects of the
American polity, may promote skepticism toward certain extreme
forms of positivist social science, for the most part, APD scholars en-
dorse the idea of a science of politics. They credit empirical research
as the surest route to knowledge; they affirm the value of accumulat-
ing knowledge and not simply more timely interpretations; they hold
their research to accessible standards of falsification and proof. No
doubt, some are attracted to APD because they see it as a way to join
empirical research to interpretative issues like liberalism, democracy,
and modernity. But there is also a good deal of hedging on this score,
a reluctance to renounce any part of this program, and at the same
time an uncertainty of how to defend it. In fact, as things now stand,
this uncertainty is well grounded.

As a preliminary matter, we might take stock of the many ways
in which APD research serves to facilitate normative inquiry. One of
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them underscores a point made at times in writings on the philosophy
of history: that the activity of studying the past is by its nature an
interrogation of the past, a cross-examination of a set of allegations of
interest to the investigator.4° This seems amply borne out by existing
APD research. In fact, the temporal patterns that may have seemed
so abstract earlier in this chapter imply interrogation of just this sort.
Boundary conditions, for instance, refer to alternatives foreclosed
invoking, almost nostalgically, values and possibilities “lost.” Cycles
locate political actions in recurrent situations, and they alter how
we understand individual motive and performance. The historical
construction of politics, as we have presented it, and the idea of
juxtaposition arguably have similar effects.

More direct support for a subtext of normative engagement is
found in the topics prominently featured in APD research: section-
alism, populism, the welfare state, race, gender, and business regula-
tion. These are not simply topics of historical controversy; they are
topics of present-day controversy whereby history can be seen to bear
directly on contemporary political dilemmas. They may or may not
have been chosen for study for this reason; at a minimum they point
to the fact that the history of the United States has been to this point
a prolonged moral saga, self-proclaimed as such from its beginnings.
When the U.S. post office is scrutinized, as it has been in several APD
studies, it is viewed in the perspective of democratic office holding,
political party building, and the spread of public communication.4*
Studies of state building divide according their stand for or against
libertarian premises. To be sure, these studies are not only, and often
not mainly, about these large themes, but there is no mistaking the
inference that the results observed mattered for some set of purposes
beyond the events analyzed.

Or consider the most prominent pattern of no-change taken up in
APD research: the enduring precedence of liberal ideology. Liberal
ideology has been offered up as an explanation of continuity and
adaptability in political culture, in political institutions, and between
the two; it has also served as a foil for highlighting evidence of disjunc-
tion, contradiction, and provincial foreclosure of other programs and
worldviews. Some of these studies are forthrightly evaluative. Others,
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ostensibly more matter-of-fact, unpack liberal ideas to demonstrate
their multiplicity, though they too reveal distinctively “meaningful”
overtones of limitation and possibility at critical junctures of polit-
ical choice. This preoccupation seems altogether appropriate given
the continuing role of liberal ideology in American politics and its
expanding aegis globally.

In all these ways, it is easy to see how the style and substance of
APD research serve as a basis for normative inquiries. What is less
clear is whether APD is, or will remain, more than a label that can be
attached willy-nilly to historically based interpretations of this kind,
or whether there is something added to these inquiries by the problem
of political development itself. Of all the issues we have raised in
this chapter, this is the one most likely to strike a raw nerve, for it
finds APD disarmed on its home turf: on inspection there is today
no operating definition of political development agreed on — or even
debated - by any identifiable group of APD researchers. The current
awkward silence surrounding the concept that names this field clouds
all aspects of its ambition — theoretical, scientific, and interpretive.

This problem has been simmering on the back burner of the APD
project for some time. In part, the collective reticence to speak co-
gently to its own core proposition is a reaction to the overweening
certainties of earlier scholarship. As is shown in the next chapter,
the founding generation of scholars who initially tied political sci-
ence to questions about political development did not need to look
hard for patterns of change, nor were they at pains to disentangle nu-
anced relations between change and order or to search out meaning
in contemporary events. Both patterns and meaning were built into
their narrative of liberalism’s ascendancy worldwide; change over
time consisted of institutional moves that promoted or deviated from
that process, and the political issues of the day were open to assess-
ment according to that standard. These scholars documented and
commented on liberal progress, identified “stages of advance,” and

)

pointed out signs of “backwardness,” and it was this understand-
ing of “development” that held their enterprise together as, at once,
interpretive, theoretical, and scientific. But this understanding did

not stand up to scrutiny — it unraveled in the course of APD’s own

29



THE SEARCH FOR AMERICAN POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT

investigations. Its resuscitation as a premise for serious scholarship
was not achieved by a like-minded modernization theory in the
1960s, nor is its respectability likely to be restored by the spread
of liberal ideology and institutions in our time. With the demise of
this substantive understanding of development as a guide to political
study, it is perhaps not surprising that so many APD scholars today
work “with their heads down.”

Compounding the problem in recent years is the influence of the
“postmodern” critique, a philosophical stance on historical interpre-
tation and the status of narrative theory that casts aspersions of its
own on the old talk of development while offering little that invites
serious reconsideration of the concept.#* This is of special concern,
for whatever might be said of APD’s ambiguous relationship to the
scientific bent of mainstream political science, its interest in issues of
interpretation and meaning have so far found a welcome reception
among those who study and practice political philosophy, and the
ease with which scholars have moved between political philosophy
and the study of American political development has been a source
of support for each.4> Drawing on this support serves to keep inter-
pretive issues alive in historical research on American politics; what
is questionable is whether postmodern diffidence about development
serves APD’s other interests in theory building and political science.
Arguably, this exchange too works to deflect attention from the arena
in which APD is most likely to make its mark, which is new ways of
thinking about the meaning of political change over time.

Development, as in “American political development,” is much
more than a word; that is why its overtones have rankled to the
degree that they have and why scholars of such different stripes have
been anxious to shut them off. But for better or worse, themes of
advance and progress and reversals, although they can easily hinder
objectivity in the hands of the analyst, are also intrinsic to the realm
of political action. Persons and movements enter politics seeking to
change government and politics, at least in some small aspect, or to
hold change back; that is why we routinely speak of political actors
as radicals, moderates, and conservatives. Not to ask about how
the political world changes, not to ask about whether politics does
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move on over time, not to explain the processes of this movement
or nonmovement, to renounce seeing the problem not only in bits

i

and pieces but also “at large,” is to distort the political action we
set out to study — populist organizing, constitutional framing, policy
entrepreneurship, voting —and to obscure as well the rationale behind
its motivations, the rationale behind its strategies.

Regaining lost intellectual traction calls for a new definition of de-
velopment that can withstand previous criticisms but is still robust
in substance. The benefits of such a definition for the community of
scholars proceeding under its name should be self-evident. Without it,
in fact, it is hard to see how they can hold together, articulate a shared
sense of purpose beyond a call for more history, or make an identifi-
able or lasting contribution. Prospects for their own productive accu-
mulation of knowledge will remain, at best, uncertain, and far from
overcoming the fragmentation of contemporary political scholarship,
APD research is likely to reinforce it. More positively, by concentrat-
ing on a basic dimension of politics that other scholarship does not
directly address, a definition can identify the common research pro-
gram, offer commensurability across the many different substantive
subjects that are pertinent to take up, provide a way of summing
up results and bringing them to bear on the findings of others. Per-
haps most importantly it would facilitate interpretation, allowing for
more sure-footed, less ad hoc assertions about what American poli-
tics has “meant” to participants in the past, and where, if anywhere,
American politics is heading (toward liberalism or against liberalism,
somewhere else, or nowhere at all? — politics as just “one damn thing
after another.”)44

In the course of this book, we try our hand at providing a definition
that taps this potential. Our strategy is to separate the definition of
development proper from the issues, many of them normative, that
surround the concept. This definition, we believe, must distinguish
between what is political development and what is not. It should
also be neutral with respect to any particular trajectory; that is to
say, the definition of development should be independent of sub-
stantive findings or characterizations, one way or another, about the
pattern of political change over time. A definition of this sort is not
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an all-purpose solution; it is simply a good place to start. If it does its
work well, it should help immeasurably in strengthening the empir-
ical, scientific side of APD and in refocusing attention on the larger
issues that have always offered the most compelling rationale for its
existence as a field.

This, then, is where we are headed in this book. In Chapter Two,
we return to the origins of the study of American political devel-
opment in the late nineteenth century. There we bring into sharper
relief the problem-driven character of the enterprise and trace for-
ward the gradual unraveling of the conception of development that
once served to illuminate the problems taken up. Next, in Chapter
Three, we undertake a review of the new “historical institutional” lit-
erature in APD, a body of recent work in which political institutions
themselves serve as the primary reference points of order and change
in time. In Chapter Four, we proceed to a definition of political devel-
opment, one that discards what has been shown as untenable in the
idea but retains the problem-driven orientation that has always been
the hallmark of APD research. Finally, in our concluding chapter, we
address in a preliminary fashion some of the “big” issues raised by
our overall formulation of APD, this by way of prodding others to
move the conversation forward.
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TWO

Unraveling the Premise: The Cultural Critique

We Americans are the peculiar, chosen people — the Israel of our
time; we bear the ark of the liberties of the world....The rest of
the nations must soon be in our rear. We are the pioneers...;the
advanced guard, sent on through the wilderness of untried things
to break a new path in the New World that is ours....Long
enough have we been skeptics with regard to ourselves and doubted
whether, indeed, the political Messiah has come. But he has come
in us, if we would but give utterance to his promptings.

Herman Melville, White Jacket

EXAMINING POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE UNITED STATES is tan-
tamount to interrogating the national premise. Faith in development,
with this nation in the vanguard of development, are relentless themes
of the culture, inscribed in stories about the origins, common strug-
gles, and higher purposes of the American people. The master nar-
rative of American politics tells of a land set apart by Providence
to “bear the ark of the liberties of the world,” of a nation released
from power relationships accumulated by the “Old World” to “break
a new path,” of “pioneers” who cleared the way for humankind’s
advance.

The scholars of the late nineteenth century who first turned Amer-
ican political development into a topic for critical inquiry knew ex-
actly what they were doing. They were the embodiment of Melville’s
“skeptics with regard to ourselves,” avowed in their determination
to subject the cornerstones of American national identity to empir-
ical scrutiny. For some, the problem was simply to demonstrate the
truth of cultural assumptions; for others, it was to dispel illusions
and force a less comfortable reality to the fore. All wanted to treat
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these assumptions as propositions to be tested against hard evidence
and alternative explanations, to gain analytic leverage on popular
beliefs about political development in the United States, to reassess
the larger significance of the American experience on the world stage.

This critical stance has been a part of APD research ever since.
Practitioners are still self-conscious in their scrutiny of the national
premise, still intent on reassessing popular understandings of Amer-
ican politics in light of changing circumstances, still attuned to the
historical, political, and normative problems presented by a culture
that identifies itself so intimately with the concept of development.
Their search for the proper diagnostic vantage point, at once indepen-
dent of the culture but directly engaged in its affairs, has driven some
of APD’s most important conceptual innovations, and their responses
to unfolding events have played out as a kind of counterpoint to com-
mon perceptions, illuminating the indigenous ideological themes and
cultural patterns that motivate and channel American politics.

In this chapter, we retrace the course of these inquiries. Our aim is
to reconstruct the discussion about America’s political development
that scholars have carried on with each other for more than a cen-
tury. As a practical matter, our account must be selective. Although
historians and others have been a part of this conversation from the
beginning, we limit ourselves here to the formulations of political
scientists.” Moreover, rather than catalogue every influential treat-
ment of APD, we flag major points of reconceptualization. Whatever
we miss by forgoing a full inventory, we hope to gain by examin-
ing more fully the way in which certain exemplary figures altered
the enterprise in the course of addressing new problems and chang-
ing times. We have selected individuals who set out new propositions
about the historical construction of American politics and about gen-
eral dynamics at work in American political history, propositions that
served to move discussions about political development in the United
States to new ground.

Considered each by itself, the various interpretations of American
political development that have come and gone over the years read
like period pieces. With their central assumptions picked apart and
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cast aside by later scholarship, they may seem to have more to tell us
about the times in which they were written than about political de-
velopment itself. But the survey we propose here, taking in the grand
sweep of these inquiries, reveals more. A review of classic works re-
minds us that the critics of the 1970s who instigated APD’s current
resurgence did not operate out of the blue but stood in a venerable
tradition of scholarship in American political science, complete with
its own mode of argumentation. At the same time, by tracking signif-
icant alterations in the critical perspective, our review also points to
problems arising within the APD project as it has traditionally been
conceived.

In part, these problems stem from an accumulation of questions
with which the project must now deal. Beginning with an initial de-
bate between John Burgess and Woodrow Wilson over the develop-
mental status of the American Constitution, scholarly scrutiny of the
assumptions of American political culture has steadily expanded the
range of issues that bear on the question of development. As is shown,
the initial critique of the Constitution’s structure led to new think-
ing about political agency, then to questions about the boundaries of
change, and later to a focus on culture as a wellspring of political
alternatives. It is not simply that each of these concerns has been car-
ried forward, that each continues to retain a hold on the field; rather,
each addressed a new problem discovered in trying to understand
the others without it. The result has been a progressive refinement of
thinking about all of these issues and a more complicated picture of
America’s political development as a whole.

These complications only hint at the main problem, however: the
erosion of the core concept that has motivated discussions of APD
over the years. As our survey picks up the threads of this intellectual
history and follows them through their many twists and turns, we
begin to see beyond the particulars of interpretations long discred-
ited to the critical thrust of the entire undertaking. The cumulative
message of these discussions is delivered through their progressive
unraveling of assumptions, an unraveling that drives inexorably
from the conceits of the culture toward a confrontation with the
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premise of political development itself. The original skepticism that
initially sought merely to make the discussion of political develop-
ment in America more rigorous has today all but stripped the concept
bare.

It is no small irony that the single most important achievement of
this line of inquiry, perhaps of the whole of APD research thus far, has
been a stinging indictment of the premise that the field names. The
critical mode of argumentation endures, and concerns about struc-
ture, agency, boundaries, and creativity abide, but for all intents and
purposes the enterprise has shed its common grammar for organizing
inquiries, locating problems, and making sense of data. Our review
reveals a field that has, in the very course of accumulating new in-
sights, pushed itself back to square one, to a critical examination of
its own foundations. To reckon with the unraveling of developmen-
tal assumptions as it has proceeded over the years is to discover an
enterprise ripe for redirection.

The Constitution: Political Structure as Political Development

As political scientists of the late nineteenth century saw things, claims
about the advanced standing of the United States among the govern-
ments of the world could no longer be accepted simply as a matter
of national faith. They wanted to address head-on doubts produced
by civil war and industrialization and to identify America’s politi-
cal trajectory free of the providential assumptions of the American
creed. They believed the problem of locating the United States devel-
opmentally in relation to the other Western states was central to a
proper resolution of the domestic and foreign policy issues of their
day, and they devised comparative studies of constitutions to address
that problem authoritatively.

Although these scholars argued about just how developed the basic
structure of the American polity was, their faith in the developmen-
tal character of politics at large was complete. The transition from
a providential to a social scientific voice in assessments of APD be-
gan with the claim that world history, not the Bible, should serve
as the primary source of revelation.* These scholars believed that
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the past offered the more reliable, or at least verifiable, record of
the true course of political advancement. They did not question
that one might discern in history a line of development encompass-
ing the whole of human experience; their objective was to use the
accumulated experience of the West to discover that higher form
of regime toward which human civilization aspired and to evaluate
American institutions in terms of their advancement toward that ul-
timate type. Placing America on that line was an intellectual project
fully attuned to the nineteenth century’s grand historical theorizing
about great impersonal forces at work in the modernization of civi-
lization. Hegel’s “Reason,” Spencer’s “fate,” Comte’s “laws” — each
enshrined development as human history’s guiding principle. Ameri-
can scholars understood the principle instinctively, and they grasped
the opportunity that grand theory afforded to put their own country’s
developmental pretensions to the test.

Idealism

Anchoring the conservative pole in this early testing was the work
of America’s German idealists, the most eminent of whom, John
Burgess, founded the first graduate program in political science at
Columbia University in 1880. Burgess’s major treatise, Political Sci-
ence and Comparative Constitutional Law (1891), equated political
development with the emergence of a nation-state committed to the
idea of civil liberty. A connection of this sort had been standard fare
among American intellectuals for some time.?> Historians looking for
origins of the liberal nation-state had pointed to the primeval forests
of Germany where an idea of self-rule had allegedly inspired the Teu-
tonic tribes to smash the universalizing authority of imperial Rome.
Following the elaboration of this idea in different settings at different
times, they identified a “Teutonic chain” of progress, a line of his-
torical advance that led out to England with the promulgation and
signing of the Magna Carta and then on to the American Revolution
and the ratification of the Constitution.*

Burgess’s political science updated this view of political de-
velopment and recast it as a framework that might be applied
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systematically to the analysis of constitutions.’ He distilled from
history three key features of a modern state — a claim of na-
tional sovereignty, protections for civil liberty, and a distribution of
sovereign powers among different governmental institutions. Then
he examined the referents for each of these features in the constitu-
tions of the United States, Germany, Great Britain, and France. His
comparisons indicated that the United States was indeed the most
constitutionally advanced of the great states in its grasp of the ideals
of civil liberty. Protecting the autonomy of individuals through spe-
cific provisions enshrined in fundamental law was, in Burgess’s view,
“the peculiar product of our own political genius” and our greatest
contribution to world progress.

Burgess made a similar though more complicated assessment of
the various internal arrangements of governmental power to be found
among the great states. He conceded that these arrangements were
still very much unsettled, and, given the range of possibilities in play,
he found it difficult to determine the ultimate type toward which all
were aiming. Still, he thought it clear enough that the United States
was “many stages in advance of all the rest in this line of progress”
as well. He arrived at this conclusion by projecting that the future
lay with republican rather than aristocratic or monarchical forms
and by assessing the practical benefits and drawbacks of governing
a republic through a separation of powers with a strong presidency.
Acknowledging the problems posed by the occasional “deadlock be-
tween the executive and legislative branches,” he found overriding
advantages both in the stability this design offered to republics and
in the capacity of the independent executive to act with dispatch in
times of emergency.®

These findings notwithstanding, it was Burgess’s intention to point
up problems in American state building. Son of a Tennessee Unionist,
Burgess had been traumatized in his youth by firsthand experience of
Civil War divisions, and he had turned to political science to discern
where Americans had gone wrong as well as what they had done right.
Not surprisingly, he found that the most serious of America’s devel-
opmental problems lay in its approach to the ideal of sovereignty,
and he traced those problems directly to the promulgation of the

38



UNRAVELING THE PREMISE: THE CULTURAL CRITIQUE

Articles of Confederation in 1777. Burgess charged that the adop-
tion of the Articles denied what the Continental Congress of 1774
had initially apprehended: “that the consciousness of the thirteen
colonies...had attained the natural conditions of a sovereignty, a
state.” By lodging sovereignty in thirteen separate “states,” the Con-
federation submerged the “fact” that Americans had, through their
revolutionary act, become “one, whole, separate, and adult nation.””

It was plain to Burgess that the Founders recognized the folly of
this retreat from the idea of the national state, and he saw the pro-
mulgation and ratification of a new constitution in 1789 as an effort
to correct the mistake, at least in principle. Nonetheless, his com-
parisons indicated that America in the early nineteenth century was
“lagging in the march of civilization.” With remnants of the Con-
federation’s structure carried over into the new one and vestiges of
provincial thought from the Confederation era left to fester, the na-
tion’s progress on the world stage was thwarted. Remedying this
situation was, for Burgess, the project of the Civil War. By finally
dispelling the illusion of competing sovereignties and by clearing the
way for the abolition of slavery, the Union’s victory brought Amer-
ican government more completely into alignment with “the plan of
universal history.”$

Burgess left an estimable legacy. His insistence that American gov-
ernment be understood and evaluated on a comparative grid, his
interest in the complex push and pull of ideas and institutions over
time, his challenge to the master narrative of unencumbered begin-
nings, his conclusion that political development in the United States
had not always been on the right track - these would leave an in-
delible mark on the study of American political development. All the
more curious, then, that no one of significance followed up on the
particulars of his synthesis. One reason was political: World War I
led American academics to shun any notion of Germanic origins. But
there were intellectual reasons as well. First, Burgess’s critique was
directed almost exclusively at pre-war America. Taken together, his
three criteria for state development served to confirm not only that
America in the late nineteenth century was back on the right track but
also that it had attained the forward position on the line of progress.
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His political science purported to prove that post-Civil War America
had gone farther than any other state toward “perfecting the Aryan
genius of the Teutonic nations;” its principle conclusion was that the
United States had “emancipated” the idea of civil liberty “from the re-
maining prejudices of European Teutonism” and had become “the
cosmopolitan model for the political organization of the world.”® To
those who had turned to political science out of a sense that some-
thing was wrong with American government in the late nineteenth
century, idealism of this sort was bound to appear misplaced.

Less obvious but equally difficult to swallow was the truncated
conception of political change that lay at the heart of Burgess’s ide-
alism. Change, as he treated it, was always a matter of advancing
on, or retreating from, a fixed standard of development; that is to
say, Burgess did not see development occurring through the promul-
gation of categorically new ideas about government but though a
progressive elaboration of a set idea. This was, in its way, a radical
claim: here was an American challenging the culturally hallowed no-
tion that the United States had broken from the European pattern
of state development to establish “a new order of the ages.” But in
his efforts to reconnect American political history to European pat-
terns Burgess moved to the opposite extreme: he simply denied that
any genuinely new ideals had appeared over the past 1,000 years
or that different standards of legitimacy might be applied to politi-
cal structures over time. The Constitution merely elaborated on this
continent the Aryan ideal of order first apprehended in the primeval
forests of Germany; the Civil War did nothing to alter fundamen-
tals either but merely elaborated on the clear implications of the
Constitution. Burgess recognized the necessity for and importance
of reform. He thought that all modern governments remained im-
perfect expressions of the ideal structure of the liberal nation-state,
and thus each, including the American, was open to improvement;
but he proceeded from there to judge improvements against a single,
unchanging precept. What “developed” in 1774, 1789, and 1865 —
and what “failed” to develop in 1777 — were the governmental man-
ifestations of a representative nation-state committed to protecting
civil liberties.
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And then there was that standard itself. Because Burgess proposed
to evaluate the constitutions he found in history against an ideal that
he presumed to extrapolate from history, the whole analytic system
came to rest on a giant leap of faith in his own historical imagi-
nation. Its authority as political science hinged almost entirely on
the willingness of others to indulge the rather sweeping assumptions
the author was making about world progress and how it was at-
tained, assumptions made all the more suspect by the practical impli-
cations he drew from them. Burgess did not simply weigh in against
claims that something fundamental was awry in the government of
late-nineteenth-century America; he also pressed some rather striking
proposals to insure that it would maintain course and capitalize on
recent progress. At an institutional level, for instance, he suggested
cutting the states out of the amendment process and strengthening
national judicial controls over them, this with an eye toward what
he saw as their inevitable postwar transformation into administra-
tive units of the national government. At a policy level, he urged
Americans to turn their sights outward and assume responsibility for
the political organization of the world’s less advanced races; at the
same time, he urged the Teutonic element in America to “secure its
dominance in the balance of power at home,” even if that meant ex-
cluding others from direct political participation.™ Burgess’s political
science was meant to render these proposals uncontroversial. They
were to be thought of simply as more of the same, a mere extension
of the ideas Americans, indeed the entire civilized world, had already
advanced.

Burgess made a deceptively easy target. To challenge his analysis,
scholars had only to adopt a different normative standard or an alter-
native set of historical projections. Far more critical assessments of
American government and political culture might be generated sim-
ply by substituting other claims about the course of world progress
and its relationship to American history. In fact, the true mark of
Burgess’s influence is that even as studies of American political de-
velopment became more probing, more empirically demanding, and
more culturally revealing — even as scholarly evaluations of the mas-
ter narrative grew more dissonant — they retained their qualitative
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character as a test of ideals. As we shall see in the concluding chapter
of this book, this remains the case today.

Realism

The leading late-nineteenth-century alternative to Burgess’s idealism
was “realism,” the foremost expression being Woodrow Wilson’s
Congressional Government.** Published in 1885, before Burgess’s
Political Science, Congressional Government had already pointedly
abandoned the convention of anchoring political analysis in ideals
that were thought to inform the structure of constitutions: “The
Constitution in operation is manifestly a very different thing from
the Constitution of the books.”™ Wilson’s call for greater realism
in political analysis charged scholars to turn away from “paper
descriptions” of governments and to find in their practical work-
ings clearer explanations for contemporary problems. Congressional
Government itself drew attention to the boss-ridden parochialism of
late-century American government and traced these difficulties to a
growing disparity between the formal arrangement of American in-
stitutions and the actual distribution of political power. The book
launched a broadside attack on Constitution worship, with the in-
tent of dispelling the illusion that Americans were the caretakers of
some higher dispensation in matters of government.

This was Wilson’s first book, and he seemed to spend the rest of
his academic career trying to circumvent the devastating implications
of its critique.” But if his later reflections on American political de-
velopment are notable for a wider of range of interests and more
subtle argumentation, no other statement comes close to Congres-
sional Government in its impact on subsequent scholarship.*4 Begin-
ning with the assumption that something fundamental was wrong in
American politics in the late nineteenth century, Congressional Gov-
ernment conjured an assessment that was the mirror image of that
provided by the German idealists. Burgess lauded the Framers for
correcting mistakes in the Confederation’s design; Wilson pointed
to critical flaws in the design of the Framers. Burgess extolled the
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United States as a vanguard state; Wilson chided it as a provincial
backwater. Burgess promoted the distinctive features of American
government as parts of a cosmopolitan model to be emulated; Wilson
saw those same arrangements as retrograde and debilitating. Burgess
upheld fixed principles as a vital guide to change; Wilson indicted
fixed principles for distorting natural processes of change and sti-
fling effective adaptations. At bottom, all these differences could be
boiled down to one other: Burgess’s analysis drew on an American
strain of Whig history, whereas Wilson’s drew on the British strain.
In Wilson’s reading, the Constitution not only had failed to secure
the position of the United States at the head of the developmental
line, it had also deflected the nation from the proper path it had once
traveled.

Inspired by Walter Bagehot’s The English Constitution, Wilson
set the political degradation of American government in the latter
half of the nineteenth century against improvements in the govern-
ment of the mother country being heralded at the time. Looking for
the “radical defect” on this side of the Atlantic — the critical design
flaw that would explain the very different ways in which these two
kindred polities had developed over the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury — he lighted upon America’s adoption of a system of checks and
balances, in particular its formal division of executive and legisla-
tive responsibilities.™ The problem at the heart of modern American
politics, Wilson argued, lay in the Framers’ limited vision. In the grip
of revolutionary fervor, they could see little of value in the changes
unfolding in British government over the last half of the eighteenth
century and understood their task more directly as one of preventing
any such developments from taking hold here. Their intervention,
though completely understandable given the time and place, threw
American political development into the jaws of a grim historical
paradox: while the British continued after the American Revolution
to transfer power from the national monarch to the national legisla-
ture and to advance a modern state design that concentrated decision
making and responsibility in a single representative body, the Ameri-
cans, seeking to recover what they thought Britain had lost, repaired
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to a model drawn from their happier experience of an earlier day.
Their Constitution refortified the system of institutional division and
counterbalancing rivalries that the British themselves were in the pro-
cess of abandoning.*®

Compounding this “grievous mistake,” the Framers froze these
divisions in writing and forced future accommodations to change in
the nation at large into an increasingly inhospitable frame.’” The
written Constitution thwarted what Wilson saw to be a natural, or-
ganic evolution toward a superior type; it could not, as a practical
matter, halt political development, but it did distort the inevitable
emergence of a single locus of sovereign power. Its failure to pro-
vide for the irresistible growth and concentration of power in the
Congress was, for Wilson, the cause of America’s devolution into a
state of national irresponsibility in the post Civil War era. America,
as Wilson described it, was a state in which the national legislature
had become supremely powerful as a matter of fact but in which the
law of the land continued to uphold the fiction of separated, limited
and fragmented power.

At the heart of Wilson’s realism, and of his understanding of po-
litical development generally, was his observation that traditional
limits on what government could legislate were fast disappearing.
That is what the operational fact of congressional supremacy sig-
naled and what the structure of separated powers denied. Wilson
made this a general point in his subsequent comparative study, The
State: ... government does now whatever experience permits or the
times demand.”*® The weakening of traditional restraints on govern-
mental power was, for Wilson, an opening to what would later be
called progressive reforms, reforms more fully responsive to “expe-
rience” and “the times.” But more immediately, and above all else,
these new circumstances of governing called into question the ex-
ecutive’s function of balancing against the legislature and provid-
ing an independent check on its action; they called instead for mu-
tual confidence and cooperation in executive-legislative relations. So
long as formal divisions obfuscated the relationship between real
power and political responsibility, the American constitutional sys-
tem could be expected to fall ever farther from meeting the demands
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of modern government. The Constitution would become, in effect,
a shield behind which all-powerful congressional bosses protected
themselves from full accountability for the use of their expanding
prerogatives. All told, Wilson’s analysis suggested that before the
United States would be able to act responsibly in these new circum-
stances, it would have to retrace its steps and correct the basic mis-
conceptions about government and history that it had embraced at its
founding.™

When Burgess’s Political Science finally appeared, Wilson was the
first to ridicule its projection of a historical ideal onto the formal ar-
rangements of the American Constitution.>® But Wilson’s own pro-
jections were hardly less vulnerable, and Burgess deftly returned fire.
Defending the modernity of America’s separated design against re-
alist charges of backwardness, Burgess pointed out that democratic
forms were still evolving within parliamentary governments and that
these governments still had to contend with the institutional legacy of
monarchy. The United States, in contrast, had discarded monarchical
elements from the start and had long since resolved the problem of
stabilizing government in their absence (see boxed text). If nothing
else, this dispute pointed out just how problematic it was to try to
determine with any reliability the developmental status of constitu-
tional forms, to say which arrangements were advanced and which
retrograde. In fact, although Wilson’s critique of the Constitution
would command far more attention than Burgess’s defense, the at-
tractions of “Anglomania” as an analytic stance proved to be quite
limited.

More important than the particular judgments Wilson had reached
about the Constitution, or even the way he had reached them, was
his showing that very different judgments could be reached. His ar-
gument that American political history was rife with inefficiencies,
and that contemporary American politics was caught in a develop-
mental paradox, propelled the interrogation of premises forward.
Confidence in “development” as a principle of history generally no
longer translated into confidence in the America’s political trajectory
in particular. The search was on for more reliable standards to apply
and a more convincing way to apply them.
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The Developmental Status of the Separation of Powers:
Roots of a Classic Debate

Anglophiles in political science criticize [the check and balance] principle as
the temporary expedient of a crude political society, and to within the last
decade the criticism has been generally accepted as correct. Of course, if it
be correct, the American commonwealth is not following the ideal lines of
development in this respect; for there is nothing more certain in American
history than the facts that the independence of the executive was produced
in the progress from Continental and Confederate systems to the Federal
system of 1787, and that this independence, from being somewhat timidly
asserted for the first forty years of our history under the present constitution,
has become the firmly established practice of our government. Shall we
be obliged to retrace our steps in this respect in order to put ourselves
upon the ideal line of development? I think not. I think that we are upon
the right line, and that those nations which have developed parliamentary
government are beginning to feel, as suffrage has become more extended,
the necessity of greater executive independence. Parliamentary government,
i.e., government in which the other departments are subject of legislative
control, becomes intensely radical under universal suffrage, and will remain
so until the character of the masses becomes so perfect as to make the
form of government nearly a matter of indifference. There is no doubt
that we sometimes feel embarrassment from a conflict of opinion between
the independent executive and the legislature, but this embarrassment must
generally result in the adoption of the more conservative course, which is far
less dangerous than the course of radical experiments. Means for a better
understanding between the executive and the legislature we may indeed
discover and apply, but these need in no wise impair the independence of
the executive.

I think it far more supposable that parliamentary government, than
that the independent executive, is a temporary expedient, — an expedient
for avoiding embarrassments of dealing with an hereditary irresponsible
executive. When, in states that now have parliamentary government, the
hereditary irresponsible executive shall give way to the elected responsible
president, holding [office] for a moderate term of years and reentering again
the ranks of private citizenship, — and this, I cannot but think, is to be the
final result of all Teutonic systems, — I have no question that parliamentary
control of the executive will at least be greatly modified. I think we have
strong reason to feel that we are on ideal lines in this respect, and that the
world will be obliged to come at last upon this point also to the lessons of
our experience.

John Burgess: “The Ideal of the American Commonwealth,” Political Science Quarterly
o (3), 1895, 420-1.
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Democratic Progress: The Agents of Development

No sooner had constitutional criticism become fair game than
“realism” shifted its focus. In the 1890s, scholarly thinking about
American political development began to take its cues from reform
movements that were sweeping the country. Arriving at judgments
about whether America was ahead or behind, advanced or retro-
grade, now seemed less important than evaluating the prospects for
something genuinely new arising from within. Attention turned to
political action as the source of political change and to the shape
of new forms of government that might emerge. Reckoning with the
Constitution remained central, but assessments now emphasized how
constitutional arrangements affected the pathways of change and the
instrumentalities of political transformation.>™ The result was the first
of what would become several inward turns in APD’s cultural inter-
rogation. Attention to the indigenous resources available for political
development in America would, over time, become an increasingly
prominent feature of these investigations, with scholars directing at-
tention ever more closely to the peculiar character of the culture itself.

Indicative of the inward turn of the 1890s, Wilson himself set
off on a comprehensive reexamination of American political his-
tory. Drawing his inspiration now from Frederick Jackson Turner,
he examined the synergistic effects that sectional differences had on
American national politics, and he employed organic metaphors to
describe the course of constitutional change. The problem of Amer-
ican political development, as Wilson now saw it, lay in the uneven
pace of political transformation across the different sections of the
nation and in the consequent misalignment of their constitutional
thinking about new national realities.>* But at about this same time,
a Wilson admirer returned to the arguments of Congressional Gov-
ernment and reworked its categorical judgments about America’s de-
velopmental problems into a more dynamic assessment. In The Rise
and Growth of American Politics (1898), Henry Jones Ford gave an
evolutionary twist to the realist critique of the constitutional struc-
ture and, even more than Wilson himself, redirected thinking about
American politics toward the actors who change it.

47



THE SEARCH FOR AMERICAN POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT

The Transformation of the Constitution

Following Congressional Government, Ford placed American politi-
cal development in the stream of British history and asked how it had
diverged. Like Wilson, Ford fretted about the separation of powers
and its tendency to enshrine petty bossism in the high affairs of state.
But Ford’s treatment of the Framers marks a critical point of depar-
ture. He was less impressed by their limited vision than by their class
loyalties, less taken with their misperception of the course of history
than with their determination to secure their own interests. In Ford’s
analysis, the Constitution appeared as a counterrevolution, a reasser-
tion of “class rule” by a conservative gentry against the democratic
impulses of the revolutionary “masses.”*> More remarkable still was
the fact that Ford refused to treat this conservative reaction as a
decisive parting of the ways, a fateful turn down the wrong track
in political development. The Rise and Growth of American Politics
was as much about the regeneration of American democracy as about
its defeat in 1789. By identifying the Constitution with class inter-
ests Ford had, in effect, underscored its contingent and contestable
character, and from there, it was but few short steps to identifying
the alternative path of national advancement inadvertently opened
up by the Framers’ handiwork.

First, Ford pointed out that political developments in England and
America continued to move in tandem long after the Constitution
was in place. Specifically, he observed that political parties sprung
up in both countries to coordinate the activities of executives and
legislators and that here, no less than in Britain, party organizers had
transformed the social basis of government as well as its mode of
operation. The flaw in earlier thinking about political structure and
political development was, in Ford’s view, a failure to see how struc-
tures themselves are altered by surrounding actions. Notwithstanding
the fact that the American Constitution was a written document and
difficult to change in its formal features, Ford found it to be neither
a fixed nor a rigid scheme. His analysis of parties called attention to
“development” as it occurred through the grafting of informal, extra-
constitutional mechanisms onto the original design, and he showed
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how transformations of this sort could upend the interests and inten-
tions of those who had designed the Constitution in the first place.

Ford pressed the point. Writing at a time when the American pres-
idency was just beginning to recover from its post-Civil War eclipse,
he identified presidential leadership as another potent engine of trans-
formation. Burgess had held up the presidency as a conservative
counterweight to the impulses of democratic legislatures; Wilson had
dismissed the presidency as an anachronism, an inferior organ in the
separated design that could do little more than complicate the proper
workings of a supreme legislature. Ford’s observation was that the
presidency had itself been transformed after the Constitution’s rat-
ification into an instrument of democracy and that, as such, it had
acquired the potential to become “the master force in the shaping of
public policy.” In Ford’s analysis, American political development
had proceeded upon an unintended consequence of the Framers’
conservatism: the precautions they had taken to check legislative
supremacy and secure the independence of the executive “were so
effectual that Congress was made an incurably deficient and inferior
organ.” Thus, as the nation expanded and the people increased their
fitness for self-government, “they lay hold of the presidency as the
only organ sufficient for the exercise of their sovereignty.” By the time
of Andrew Jackson, the chief executive had become “the instrument
of the people breaking through the constitutional form,” a battering
ram for transforming at the level of practical operations the actual
meaning of constitutional relationships.4

By identifying the constitutionally transforming effects of politi-
cal parties and a democratized presidency, Ford held out the poten-
tial for genuinely new developments to be realized along a distinctly
American path. Having observed within American politics a capac-
ity for generating wholly unanticipated forms, he imagined similar
advances that might eventually leapfrog the current cosmopolitan
standard that he, like Wilson, located in the parliamentary model.
Ford granted that, for all their advantages, parliamentary systems
were not perfect: acknowledging their aristocratic pedigree, he con-
ceded Burgess’s point that they might “turn out to have been after all
a transitory phase of political development.” From there, however,
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Ford went on to suggest the advantages of using the presidential sys-
tem to resolve the emergent problems that Wilson had identified in
his critique of the Constitution. The proper course for America, ac-
cording to Ford, was neither to follow the parliamentary route by
further marginalizing the presidency and rationalizing congressional
control over the executive branch nor to insist on the original consti-
tutional design by bolstering presidential restraints on the legislature.
The path of development open to American government was toward
a higher synthesis: toward a presidential system with Congress in
the restraining role, toward an executive-centered government that
would have a “parliamentary forum” but stand “independent of par-
liamentary vicissitudes.” Such a government would, he argued, “pre-
serve everything of value in a parliamentary system of government,
while avoiding its defects.”>3

Ford’s analysis still located American political development on
a comparative grid, marking the various positions of the Western
states with their different constitutional forms advancing toward the
ultimate regime type. But Ford’s analysis of contingent settlements
and internal transformations loosened the connections between orig-
inal ideas and future prospects. He showed that preexisting insti-
tutional arrangements could have both strengths and weaknesses,
that they were neither inherently advanced nor inherently retrograde;
his appeal to the presidency as a potent agent of democratic trans-
formations located the solution to seemingly intractable structural
problems within the structure itself. The notion that American gov-
ernment, despite its original design flaws, still had the potential to
evolve into “the ultimate type” suggested that political development
was less an aptitude of constitutions than an aptitude of citizens en-

gaged in reform.>¢

The People and the Interests

For some, Ford’s analysis offered a practical program for advancing
America’s political development. Many political scientists, Wilson
foremost among them, seized on his idea of presidency-centered gov-
ernment and promoted it through innovations that could be grafted
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informally onto America’s original constitutional design.>” For oth-
ers, however, Ford’s analysis merely pointed to the real difficulty:
enlightening the people to the path of progress. The next extension
of realism eyed the political prospects of America’s industrial trans-
formation and saw an even greater demand for empirical rigor and
objectivity in political analysis. If political science was to serve democ-
racy as capitalism evolved, developmental analysis would have to
strip bare the foundations of government in economic interest and
expose all institutions as contingent solutions to democracy’s evolv-
ing claims.

This new realism was already in place when Charles Beard de-
livered his lecture on “Politics” at Columbia University in 1908.
“...What government does in practice,” he reported, “depends not
on any theory about its proper functions, but upon the will of the
group of persons actually in control at any one time or upon the
equilibrium that is established through conflicts among groups seek-
ing to control the government.” Just five years earlier, as a graduate
student at Columbia, Beard had been instructed in the idealism of
John Burgess; now standing before his former mentors, he renounced
explanations that merely “gratify national vanity” with “cheap” ap-
peals to the “superior genius of the Anglo-Saxon people.” Invoking
the realism of Wilson and Ford, he challenged political scientists to
undertake an even more radical interrogation of cultural assumptions
and to subject American institutions to an even more intense form
of scrutiny. Fresh from studies in England and firsthand encounters
with the social-democratic movements, he reported that “wherever
Hegel. .. has been dethroned there is a decided tendency to look to
economic and material facts rather than to race psychology as the
most reliable sources of institutional differences.”?®

Beard’s call for a harder-edged materialism in the analysis of Amer-
ican politics informed his whole approach to political development.*®
Though he entertained no thought of proletarian revolution in the
United States, Beard was vitally interested in what other forms of
political organization would come to dominate in industrial Amer-
ica. He wrote of technological innovation as an irrepressible engine
of political change, he pointed to the attendant economic conflicts
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that held the course of political development in their balance, and
he looked to the people acting on their own behalf to carry the day

”3° Beard’s work was an instrument of his

for “industrial democracy.
vision, a tool for alerting the people to the developmental challenges
at hand. Their objective, as he saw it, should be to tap the expanding
potential of capitalism to produce wealth while deploying it in the
service of a government that maximized opportunity for all.3* His-
torical analysis could help, not only by documenting the economic
interests that had constructed the various institutional arrangements
of American government but also by exposing the archaic forms of
economic and political organization that entrench themselves in law
and ideology and become, with the passage of time, impediments to
further progress.

For our purposes, the important thing about Beard’s work is how
this still powerfully developmental conception of politics rendered
the line of progress problematic. In pointing out impediments to
democracy’s advance, Beard was also suggesting something about the
difficulty of overcoming them. Later critics who challenged Beard’s
historical projections in favor of explanations more strictly cultural
and less confidently developmental would gloss over this aspect of his

5«

work. But just as surely as the Progressives’ “revolt” against the for-
malism of prior institutional analysis had opened wide the discussion
of America’s regenerative potential, their greater preoccupation with
the interest groups contesting the course of institutional change
worked to sober things up. Realism of this sort had its own way of
magnifying the importance of historical context in the consideration
of political possibilities.

Beard’s most famous book, An Economic Interpretation of the
Constitution of the United States (1913), is not generally known
for such subtleties; yet, it presents the leading case in point. The
basic argument was not new. Some fifteen years before, Ford had
claimed that the Constitution was the work of a minority coali-
tion out to protect its class interests, and that argument had been
radicalized in subsequent years by the populist historian J. Allen
Smith in The Spirit of American Government (1907). What distin-
guished Beard’s analysis was his commitment to finding hard evidence
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to back up this interpretation. Beard went further than Ford or
Smith in specifying the economic interests at issue in the promul-
gation of the Constitution — “financial, mercantile, and property
interests” against “paper money and agrarian interests” — and he was
more careful in describing how the Constitution’s various clauses re-
sponded to the material concerns of the first group. At the same
time, he avoided the conclusions reached by other progressive critics.
He did not find the Constitution to be backward looking, a histor-
ical mistake waiting to be corrected, a defeat for democracy that
needed to be avenged, or even a victory for class interests over virtu-
ous people. Tying the struggle over the Constitution to the interests
of creditors against debtors, he simply documented the advance of
one coalition of economic interests against another in what would
prove to be an ongoing political struggle to reconcile competing
values.

Beard actively resisted the implication that his work was a de-
bunking of the Constitution. When he permitted himself an assess-
ment of the relationship between the Framers’ specific economic
motives and American political development more generally, he in-
sisted instead that he was merely applying the analysis of economic
motivations that James Madison had outlined in “Federalist #10”
to Madison’s own achievement. Beard meant to historicize the Con-
stitution, not to indict its Framers; he intended to render the Constitu-
tion’s solutions to the problems of governing historically contingent,
not to challenge their value in their own time and place. Careful
readers of this and other works will discover that Beard found little
to lament in the governmental arrangements the Framers subverted
and that he found the new equilibrium of interests that produced
the Constitution a clear improvement on the prior state of affairs.
He described the nation’s great commercial and financial interests
as “harried” by state legislatures in the years after the Revolution,
and he described the Framers as men driven to action by the “imbe-
cilities of the Confederation.”33 In another passage, he admired the
Framers for “building the new government on the only foundation
that could be stable: fundamental economic interests.”34 Rather than
deride the Constitution as the central problem of American political
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development, as previous thinkers had done, Beard saw it as a move
to make democracy safe for capitalism.

In fact, Beard’s analysis suggested that the Constitution was some-
thing of a model for political development. It showed that great and
necessary improvements were brought about by groups alert to their
material stakes in government, knowledgeable of how to secure them
in institutional form, and capable of acting effectively in the political
arena. In doing so, the analysis anticipated Beard’s rather compli-
cated assessments of the prospects for democratic progress in mod-
ern America. The flip side of his admiration for the Framers was
his keen sense of the greater difficulties of getting diffuse popular
majorities to perceive their interests as clearly and act on them ef-
fectively. Economic determinism may have led Beard to anticipate
America’s advance toward a new industrial order and to promote a
new democracy of commensurate scale and power, but his direct ob-
servation of democratic politics in the Progressive era and the New
Deal left him with a deep appreciation of the problems of getting
there. Like other progressives, Beard found impediments to progress
in archaic forms of corporate privilege that had come to be accepted
by the people as part of the natural order of things. But he worried
as well about what he saw as archaic forms of democracy still being
defended by small property holders and craft unions.?’ In seeking
to hasten America’s progress, he flagged interests of all sorts whose
attachment to “outmoded” ideas served to complicate the realiza-
tion of anticipated improvements. Overall, Beard’s work pointed to
a general tendency for political development to “lag” behind its po-
tential and for the relationship between changes in the economy and
changes in the government to get caught up in intricate processes of
social and cultural adjustment.3®

As Beard’s later work elaborated on these complications, it cau-
tioned more strongly against the idea of a decisive breakthrough.
Writing The American Party Battle in 1928, he cast American politi-
cal development as a long and interconnected struggle in which agrar-
ian and capitalist interests similar to those present at the Founding
had periodically realigned themselves to contest the uses of national
power.37 Progress was a sporadic and halting affair, with extended
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periods of relative stability punctuated by moments of political cre-
ativity, moments that were themselves circumscribed by the political
resources at hand for analysis and interpretation. The question posed
by the book was whether politics as understood within the American
tradition — in particular, the lines of conflict drawn by that tradi-
tion — could still generate ideas of use for the purpose of advancing
democracy in an industrial society. Beard’s assessment of the New
Deal published in the American Political Science Review a few years
later struck a similar note. He wrote of prior economic downturns
that had awakened the people and spurred them to new thinking
about democracy. At each juncture, he observed, reformers had been
constrained to draw on their “heritage of ideas and interests” and to
“think in terms of some tradition.”3% As Beard now saw it, the heart
of the problem of democratic progress lay in constructively applying
received ideas to new realities.

This problem had not only made Beard skeptical of the notion
that industrial democracy was at hand in the reforms of the New
Deal, it had also prompted him to describe developmental processes
that were as much cultural as structural or economic. 3° Much about
the future direction of the analysis of APD was foretold in these
mature assessments. Post-New Deal scholars needed only to sharpen
the turn inward on the peculiarities of the American political tradi-
tion and more closely scrutinize its “heritage of ideas” to transform
Beard’s early optimism about the emergence of a new democracy
into a profoundly more ambivalent assessment of American political
development.

American Liberalism: The Boundaries of Development

The shift toward ambivalence about political development in Amer-
ica was subtle but profound. The facts at the time seemed clear
enough: the United States had weathered the Great Depression and
World War Il without the ideological assaults on capitalism or democ-
racy seen elsewhere; the new forms of social democracy that material-
ized in America appeared a pale reflection of those found in Western
Europe. In this context, the thought dawned that Progressives like
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Beard had been patiently agitating for something that was never to be:
although America was not decisively ahead or behind other nations
in political development, neither was it moving in the mainstream.
Beard’s suggestion of a political lag in development had presented the
United States as a rather ordinary country, fitfully making its own way
toward a new kind of democracy under the common pressures of in-
dustrialization. In contrast, midcentury scholars began to consider
the United States a developmental anachronism blithely spinning out
its own peculiar brand of politics on the sidelines of Western history.

The rise of America to world power and the onset of the Cold
War magnified concerns about what now appeared to be the highly
circumscribed character of American political development. The
prospect of such a peculiar polity leading world resistance to com-
munism conjured up all sorts of worries — about American under-
standing of cultures whose historical experience was fundamentally
different, about American paranoia and the ease with which a nation

o

so long insulated fell victim to “red scares,” and ultimately about
America’s hubris in exporting its own ideas of “modernization” to
nations where they might not make sense.4® These anxieties led schol-
ars to consider the cultural boundaries within which American poli-
tics had developed and to turn Americans’ self-understanding of the

“exceptional” character of their political development on its head.

Political Consensus

This new view of APD was put forth most forcefully by Louis Hartz in
The Liberal Tradition in America (1955). America, Hartz observed,
“has always been a place where the common issues of the West have
taken a strange and singular shape.”#" Acknowledging all that pro-
gressive scholarship had done to cut through the myths of the culture
and expose the material bases of conflict and change, Hartz charged
that it left obscure the distinctive ways in which class antagonisms
played out in the American context. The “pervasive frustration” en-
gendered over the decades by the Progressives’ own expectations was,
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for Hartz, a clear indication that their interest-conflict theory of po-
litical development was incomplete.

To account for America’s deviation from what more orthodox the-
ories of class antagonism had to say about developmental problems
and prospects, Hartz retrieved an insight from Alexis de Tocqueville:
Americans had never endured a bourgeois revolution against feudal-
ism but had instead been “born equal.” Tocqueville had observed
that the Puritans came to America to extricate themselves from their
struggle with the English aristocracy; Hartz conjectured that the ef-
fect of doing so was to bypass a critical stage in the political develop-
ment of liberalism. Transplanted from its European origins in a larger
contest of worldviews, but already aligned with the political sympa-
thies of their coreligionists, America’s Puritan fragment gave rise to
a peculiar political culture, one in which the values of individualism,
limited government, and equality were so widely shared as to become
irresistible to all serious contenders for political power. A “genuine
revolutionary tradition” never took hold in this environment, nor
did a “genuine tradition of reaction,” for there was never any need
for American liberals to dislodge an antithetical establishment, to re-
place one set of ideas with another, or to defend their own creation
against anything categorically different. Politics in America would
proceed without any consciousness of conflict as a battle over funda-
mental principles, that is, without true class consciousness, and in the
absence of class consciousness, the economic antagonisms routinely
produced by capitalist development would be shorn of their poten-
tial to generate fundamental changes in social or political aspirations.
Having skipped the middle-class revolution against feudalism, Amer-
icans became impervious to the idea of a socialist revolution against
capitalism.

The consensus thesis identified American “exceptionalism” with
a cultural narrowness that constricted political thought, constrained
political action, and limited political development. Hartz was not
arguing that American politics was devoid of conflict or even that
Americans were insensitive to it. His contention was that political
conflict in America, though persistent and pervasive, failed to present
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political alternatives robust enough to yield anything genuinely new
or different — that, developmentally speaking, America’s political con-
flicts were “shadows” of the truly momentous struggles being played
out elsewhere. This led him to a series of comparisons that exposed
the relatively unproductive character of political change in America.

He began by examining the familiar boast that the American Rev-
olution had ushered in a new order of things and asked what exactly
the revolutionaries had been out to topple. Compared to their French
counterparts, the Americans appeared to Hartz more intent on realiz-
ing the ideals with which they had begun than on rejecting them, more
determined to preserve a liberal world already in place than on creat-
ing something else. Turning then to the framing of the Constitution,
Hartz saw a pseudo-aristocracy at work. Fear of the debtors’ rebel-
lion led by Daniel Shays had not prompted America’s reactionaries to
create a government in which they themselves would control things;
it had prompted them to create a government in which no single in-
terest could ever hope to control things. A governmental structure
riddled with institutional conflicts could succeed, Hartz theorized,
only in a polity in which social conflict was far less significant than
the Framers imagined, one in which there was little for government
to do but manage interests and preserve the underlying consensus
on fundamental values. Hartz did not deny that conservative Whigs
repeatedly locked horns with radical Democrats in antebellum Amer-
ica, but he pointed out that, in practice, America’s conservatives were
no more able to resist the claims of democracy than America’s radicals
could resist the allure of capitalism.

Americans’ penchant for exaggerating their conflicts culminated,
in Hartz’s view, in the writings of Progressives like Beard who, for
all their realism, had once again indulged the cultural conceit that
the American politics was about to produce something new. This cri-
tique echoed and reworked some familiar ideas. Hartz’s portrait of
American provincialism and self-delusion is, in many ways, reminis-
cent of Wilson’s: like Wilson, Hartz saw in the Framers a desire to
escape from history and preserve a prior state of affairs. Importantly,
however, Hartz did not assert, as Wilson had, that the Constitution
had thrown American development onto the wrong track. If Hartz’s
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America was anachronistic, it was also manifestly successful. His
point was that America’s perpetual reassertion of the compatibility
of capitalism and democracy was unique and largely irrelevant to
politics in the rest of the world. The problem posed was a contem-
porary one: whether this consensus culture would impede Americans
from understanding the very different cultures with which they were
now forced to interact.

Hartz’s thesis is also reminiscent of Burgess’s view of things: like
Burgess, Hartz saw political development in the United States as a
perpetual elaboration of the same liberal ideas. Burgess, however, had
argued that human history had nothing better to offer; Hartz argued
that Americans were singularly limited in their ability to conceive of
anything better or, for that matter, to conceive of anything else at
all. Burgess had urged Americans to reach out to other nations in
order to spread their advanced ideas; Hartz hoped that contact with
alien cultures might help America “compensate for the uniformity of
its domestic life” and overcome the dangers of unreflective dogma-
tism in the exercise of world power. If there was a bright prospect
for Hartz in the Cold War confrontation with communism, it was the
thought that grappling with something entirely different might finally
awaken Americans to the radical peculiarity of their own experience,
imparting to them “that sense of relativity ... which European liber-
alism acquired through an internal experience of social diversity and
social conflict.”4*

Political Realignment

Hartz’s response to Beard went far toward rendering the idea of Amer-
ican political development an oxymoron. Scholars might still talk of
functional adaptations and incremental advances within American
liberalism, but Hartz upped the ante for anyone who would claim
more. And yet, if American politics did not develop over time in any
meaningful sense, what exactly did it do? Hartz had said more about
what economic conflict in America had not produced than about
what it had. Taking full account of the culture’s most timeless and
encompassing features, consensus theory failed to convey any clear
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sense of what, if anything, distinguished one era from the next. More-
over, though Hartz saw in Marx’s theory of development a crucial
element of class consciousness missing in American political culture,
he was far less attentive to what the Progressives had found most
compelling in Marx — an understanding of capitalism itself as an un-
relenting engine of social and economic transformation. How exactly
could a government fit for nothing so much as the preservation of its
original consensus successfully adapt to the rapid pace of change in
its economy and society?

These questions led Walter Dean Burnham to the image of punc-
tuated equilibrium as a general description of the dynamic relation-
ship between state and society in America and to a synthesis of mid-
twentieth century thinking about American political development in
a magisterial theory of liberalism’s periodic electoral “realignment.”
Burnham was not the first scholar to think about American political
development in terms of short but decisive moments of mobilization
and creativity followed by long periods of stability. Beard had sug-
gested as much in his later writings. Nor was Burnham the first to
look to electoral systems and their periodic rearrangement for a gen-
eral theory of political change in America. That move had been made
by V.O. Key in 1955, the same year in which Hartz’s Liberal Tradi-
tion appeared. Burnham, a student at Harvard when both Hartz and
Key held sway there, connected Key’s idea to Hartz’s, and jettisoned
the progressive overtones of Beard’s analysis in the process.

In his seminal article, “A Theory of Critical Elections,” Key had
identified certain national elections as more significant than others for
the “sharp and durable” shifts they produced in American politics,
and he had suggested that these “critical elections” might provide
a link between theories that explained the operations of American
democracy and theories that explained historic transformations of
the American polity. In this initial formulation, the idea of critical
elections seemed to run entirely contrary to Hartz’s consensus the-
ory: whereas Hartz was observing the uniformity of the American po-
litical experience and explaining why apparent breakpoints like the
New Deal had changed so little, Key was observing large scale elec-
toral discontinuities like those which had brought FDR to power and
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searching for an explanation of the decisive political changes that en-
sued. Burnham, however, saw these two conceptions of American pol-
itics as complementary. He proposed that electoral convulsions were
the characteristic product of America’s exceptional political culture,
and with that he set out to resolve Hartz’s riddle of political “nonde-
velopment” in the face of unrelenting social and economic change.

In The American Party Systems: Stages of Development (1967) and
again in Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of American Democ-
racy (1970), Burnham cast electoral realignment as a surrogate for
social revolution in a polity culturally immune to social revolutions.
At the heart of his analysis was a Hartzian gloss on the “cultural
monolith” of American liberalism, evidenced first and foremost by
a Constitution designed to preserve the preexisting consensus and
deny particular groups the power to change things. Burnham theo-
rized that the new demands on government routinely generated by
social and economic change were bound to fester in such a system.+3
As the Constitution worked to intercept and delay adaptations to the
changing conditions of governance, relations between state and soci-
ety were repeatedly left to drift toward moments of extreme national
stress. The characteristic expressions of this pent-up tension were pe-
riodic electoral upheavals, critical elections or election sequences that
realigned the coalitional base of the contending political parties and
compelled American government to accommodate new realities, one
way or another. These uprisings were momentary and episodic, for
constitutional divisions made popular mobilization difficult to sus-
tain, but the return to normalcy would feature a different alignment
of interests newly secured through constitutional resistance to further
change. The cycle was self-perpetuating.

The orthodox version of this theory highlighted five major break-
throughs coming at intervals of roughly thirty years and centering
around the elections of 1800, 1828, 1860, 1896, and 1932. These
framed five extended periods of political order or regimes — the Jef-
fersonian, the Jacksonian, the Republican, the Progressive, and the
New Deal. Each of these regimes affirmed in its own way the same
basic cultural commitments to democracy and capitalism, but each
also framed a distinctive universe of political and institutional action.
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The distribution of power among the branches and levels of the gov-
ernment was different in each. So too was the “party system,” the
competing coalitions of economic, sectional, and ethnoreligious inter-
ests. Each brought into government a different mix of policy debates
and offered institutional services and supports to different interests.
All told, realignments entailed constitutional adjustments of the first
order.

This “realignment synthesis” thrust time and change back into
the center of the study of America’s political development. In Burn-
ham’s own words, it showed that “politics as usual in the United
States is not politics as always.”44 Widely recognized in the 1970s
as the “dominant conceptual picture” of American political history,
the projection of coherent liberal regimes periodically reconstructed
spawned an enormous literature on the nature and operation of
political order in America and on the processes and significance of its
transformations.4’ Questions have recently been raised about the his-
torical regularity of major political breakthroughs, about their simi-
larity to one another, about the relevance of electoral realignment to
explaining the twisted and halting course of American politics since
1968, about the inability of the theory to accommodate alternative
periodizations that seem to apply more readily to so many other as-
pects of politics. Notwithstanding these many criticisms Burnham’s
synthesis has yet to find a coherent replacement.4®

Nor should challenges to the realignment synthesis be allowed to
obscure the more circumspect understanding of American political
development introduced by the theory itself. Burnham’s work sev-
ered the connection that was still pervasive between the study of
order and change in American political history and the idea of the
progress. Though he retrieved Beard’s notion of change as punctu-
ated equilibrium, he elaborated it as a complement to Hartz’s con-
sensus theory and presented the cycles of realignment as a corollary
to the thesis of nondevelopment (see boxed text). Realignment was
the peculiar “tension-management” mechanism of a consensus cul-
ture and as such a symptom of the anachronistic character of the
American polity. In fact, although Burnham allowed for periodic re-
constructions of the relationship between democracy and capitalism
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The Realignment Synthesis

One may begin ... with a paradox noted by Louis Hartz: the effective working
of the pluralized governmental structures established by the framers of the Con-
stitution has been dependent upon the failure of the social-conflict model which
many of them accepted to be relevant to American conditions. Such dispersed
structures can function because the Americans who work them share the same
broad set of sociopolitical values and because such values have never hitherto
been effectively challenged, much less overthrown, by any politically significant
group. The reasons for this exceptional state of affairs have been explored at
length by cultural historians and need not detain us here. The point is that the
overwhelming majority of Americans have accepted bourgeois individualism
and its Lockean-liberal political variant as their consensual value system.

In operational terms this has meant the construction of a political system
which is — in domestic matters, at any rate — dispersive and fragmented, a polit-
ical system which is dedicated to the defeat, except temporarily and under pres-
sure of overwhelming crisis, of any attempt to generate domestic sovereignty; a
political system whose chief function has been the maintenance of a high wall of
separation between political conflict on one side and the socioeconomic system
on the other. A deep-seated dialectic has operated over the entire history of the
country: while the socioeconomic system has developed and transformed itself
from the beginning with an energy and thrust unparalleled in modern history,
the political system from parties to policy institutions has remained astonish-
ingly little transformed in its characteristics and methods of operation....

In this context. .. critical realignment emerges as decisively important in the
study of the dynamics of American politics. It is as symptomatic of political
non-evolution in this country as are the archaic and increasingly rudimentary
structures of the political parties themselves. But even more importantly, critical
realignment may well be defined as the chief tension-management device avail-
able to so peculiar a political system. Historically is has been the chief means
through which an underdeveloped political system can be recurrently brought
once again into some balanced relationship with the changing socioeconomic
system, permitting a restablization of our politics and a redefinition of the dom-
inant Lockean political formulas in terms which gain overwhelming support
from the current generation. Granted the inability of our political system to
make gradual adjustments along vectors of emergent political demand, critical
realignments have been as inevitable as they have been necessary to the normal
workings of American politics. Thus once again there is a paradox: the con-
ditions which decree that coalitional negotiation, bargaining, and incremental,
unplanned, and gradual policy change become the dominant characteristic of
American politics in its normal state also decree that it give way to abrupt,
disruptive change with considerable potential for violence.

Walter Dean Burnham, Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of American Politics,
(New York, Norton, 1970), 175-181.
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in America, his analyses were even more explicit than Hartz’s in rais-
ing questions about democracy’s advance and even more pointed in
their refutation of Beardian optimism. He dwelled on the realignment
of 1896 in particular because he saw in that starkly sectional division
the demobilization of a once-vibrant democratic politics and the insu-
lation of corporate control over processes of industrial consolidation.
“When the conflict between industrial capitalism and pre-existing
democratic structures came into the open,” he charged, “it eventu-
ated in the displacement of democracy, not industrial capitalism.”47
In realignment theory, then, development became just another word
for change; no longer referring to improvement, it proposed a contin-
gent and uncertain route by which America’s liberal political culture
is periodically reconstituted.

Political Invention: America’s Alternatives

With the Soviet empire dissolving, with European social democracies
straining to cope with their accumulated burdens, with pundits pro-
claiming the world-historic triumph of something called the “Amer-
ican Idea,” the worries that Hartz had expressed about political
development in the United States began to appear in the 1990s about
as relevant as the predictions of Karl Marx. The ghost of Burgess
beckoned, inviting scholars to reassert the vanguard status of Amer-
ican liberalism and to cast the United States once again as “the cos-
mopolitan model for the political organization of the world.” By and
large, however, efforts to push beyond Hartz have moved in the op-
posite direction. Taking another turn inward in political analysis, the
current cultural critique within APD has revealed still more problems
in trying to understand American politics developmentally.

Rather than greet the Cold War’s end as an opportunity to cele-
brate American liberalism’s triumph on the world stage, APD scholars
working in the cultural vein embraced it as a final release from all
external standards of evaluation. They debunk Hartz in the same
terms that he himself debunked Beard: now it is consensus theory
that appears too Eurocentric and too economistic.4® Few of them
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today are willing to leap from the absence of feudalism in America
to the insignificance of the ideological differences that have divided
Americans or of the choices that have shaped their political history.4?
Hartz’s portrait of liberal consensus is replaced by a new apprecia-
tion for the multiple dimensions of American political culture and for
the pivotal struggles this multiplicity has engendered; that “sense of
relativity” and “social diversity” Hartz thought Americans could dis-
cover only outside their borders is now shown to have been present
on the inside all along. More often than not, the alternatives invoked
to evaluate America’s developmental potential are not those that orig-
inated elsewhere, but are distinctly home grown.

This newfound appreciation for the disparate products of Ameri-
can culture signals a revival of interest in indigenous resources avail-
able for a reinvention of American politics today. In this work, culture
is understood less as something given than as something constantly
in the making; interest lies in the sources of new ideas, in how peo-
ple come to recognize the categories that define them, in how novel
connections are made among various ideas to be found in the cul-
ture, and in how these allow people to reenvision American poli-
tics. As this emphasis on creativity and inventiveness at the level of
ideas highlights the political alternatives that have been thrown up by
American culture, it does more than explode the claims of consensus
theory; it calls into question all forms of analysis that employ precon-
ceived standards to evaluate “development.” Whereas Beard evalu-
ated American political development in anticipation of a new form
he thought was about to appear and Hartz’s evaluation was in terms
of forms elsewhere which he thought were unlikely to appear here,
this new research undermines all a priori conceptions of the course
of change over time, even — perhaps most especially — those that pur-
port to unmask America’s cultural deviations from some other course,
and insists instead on a polity determined solely by its own historic
struggles and choices. Probing the fate of America’s alternatives in
this way cuts against the concept of “political development” per se,
stripping away all its various connotations and leaving behind only
the contingencies of the moment.
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“Lost” Alternatives

Much of the recent research on “alternatives” has been devoted to
a reevaluation of political programs on the losing side of struggles
to redirect the course of American politics. A revised narrative of
political change in America begins boldly with insurgents pursuing
programs for change based on their clear understanding of fundamen-
tal issues in dispute; conclusions are proffered with respect for plans
that were sidelined and a keen sense of the shortcomings of those that
prevailed.3° In this way, scholars have deepened our appreciation of
the New Deal’s original radicalism and how it was tamed’”; of the
Progressive’s moral vision and how it was lost3*; of the agrarians’
theory of political economy and how it was co-opted’?; of labor’s
commonwealth ideals and how they were constricted’4; of zealous
Reconstructists and how they were preemptedss; of the demands of
an incipient urban working class and how they were redirected’®; of
Revolutionary republicanism and how it was transmuted.5”

More than a vigorous reassertion of the generative capacities
of American political culture, this work compels attention for two
general propositions it advances about American political develop-
ment. One is that Americans have actively pursued alternatives that
promised to move the nation in directions starkly different from those
actually followed; the other is that these alternatives were plausible
ones for America to have embraced. The first proposition dispels the
illusion of an overarching political consensus within which choices
about development are relatively inconsequential; the second chal-
lenges the aura of inevitability and progress that history’s winners
tend to attribute to their own victories. Indeed, by refusing to dimin-
ish these “alternative tracks” as intellectually shallow, conceptually
inferior, functionally impractical, or hopelessly backward looking —
by treating them as coherent, informed, “genuine” — this literature
calls into question all claims of special insight into which ideas,
groups, or movements represent the authentic forces of progress in
history.’® The effect is not only to displace the consensus view of
American political history with fundamental conflict but also to root
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out teleological projections that earlier scholarship had relied on to
judge the worth of the contending ideas.

Note that when external standards of progress in history are aban-
doned in the analysis of political change — when direction and tele-
ology are discarded as unwarranted ideological valuations of con-
tested ideas — all that is left to consider is the unvarnished history
of political choice. This is important, for there remains the irony
that by reclaiming the radicalism and the practicality of alternatives
that were ultimately frustrated, the contemporary cultural critique
leaves us to contemplate outcomes not all that different from ones
that Hartz’s described.’® Its partial confirmation of the Hartz’s the-
sis has prompted other scholars to think about America’s alternatives
differently; nonetheless, pressing forward with the history of political
choice reveals its own response, and it is one worth considering. The
outcomes of these inquiries may be Hartz-like, but the explanations
offered and the implications drawn are quite different.

Finding the alternatives generated in America “from below” to
be suitably meaningful and robust, these scholars point to power
arrangements “above” to explain why they failed to take hold. Re-
futing Hartz’s charge of a culturally constricted vision, this literature
has, in effect, found a gaping disjunction between culturally gener-
ated political ideas and institutionally generated responses. For in-
stance, in her analysis of labor in the late nineteenth century, Victoria
Hattam documents substantially different political visions motivat-
ing sections of the early American labor movement and the distinc-
tive types of union organization they produced. She then goes on
to argue that the state played a critical part in selecting which of
these would prevail. Although the broader vision of a “producer’s
alliance” arrayed against finance capital failed to sustain itself, the
more restricted model of “pure and simple” craft unions arrayed
against employers stuck; in Hattam’s account, that is because the for-
mer was more dependent on the enactment of a program that the
courts would not sustain even when legislators proved responsive.®°
Similar results repeat time and again in studies of quite disparate
insurgencies, driving home the notion that alternatives in America
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are not nipped in the bud for lack of cultural resources but are de-
feated politically.

This pattern of defeats calls attention to imbalances in the distri-
bution of political resources and to institutional hurdles that stack
the deck against certain courses of action. Analysis turns back to
the early preoccupations of political scientists with governmental de-
sign, but now with the focus on its impact on the outcome of pivotal
political contests. The corollary of the claim that meaningful po-
litical alternatives in America are not limited by a narrow cultural
consensus is the claim that they have been limited instead by gov-
ernmental arrangements, prevailing political practices, and enduring
elite advantage. It is not a failure of ideas that constrains political
possibilities in this research but a state apparatus that, for all its di-
visions and internal conflicts, has variously absorbed, dissolved, and
deflected alternative visions with remarkable consistency. As the liter-
ature on lost alternatives strengthens the critique of progress, it also
points to a way out of the Hartzian box. Historical research of this
kind offers instruction not only in the formulation of alternatives but
also in strategies for their implementation, anticipating a mobiliza-
tion that might yet overcome the obstacles that have thwarted past
opportunities.

Empowered Alternatives

Contemporary reassessments of American political culture have not
been limited to the revaluation of ideas and visions that lost out in past
contests. Aware that these efforts to displace Hartz are susceptible to
confirming Hartz-like results and to indicting the political system as
a whole, J. David Greenstone suggested a different approach. He ac-
cepted Hartz’s notion of a pervasive consensus on liberal values in
America and urged more direct consideration of the possibilities for
development that such a culture presents. Echoing progressive cri-
tiques of Burgess, Greenstone charged that the central deficiency in
Hartz’s analysis lay in its inability to account for the promulgation
of any genuinely new ideas affecting the practices of American gov-
ernment and politics. By extension, he saw Hartz’s theory as prone
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to understate both the transformative potential and actual impact of
the ideas Americans have at their disposal.

In fact, Greenstone observed that Hartz had not provided a causal
theory of change; his liberal consensus had merely specified the pe-
culiar political universe within which change in America must occur.
Restricting the notion of liberal consensus to a “boundary condi-
tion,” Greenstone was able to offer amendments to Hartz that would
credit ideological shifts in American politics with a potential to offer
something more than “more of the same.” His search for sturdier
supports for meaningful change within a pervasively liberal polity
led him to investigate the way in which new ideas are constructed
out of the discursive categories of the common culture, that is, of its
shared linguistic tools.®*

Greenstone chose for study a political debate about which Hartz
had said next to nothing: the debate in the North over the relationship
between “liberty” and “union” before the Civil War. In The Lincoln
Persuasion: Remaking American Liberalism (1993) he found that po-
litical conflict within the North at this time not only worked through
these familiar ideas but also produced some new thoughts about
them. In particular, he showed that although all parties to the debate
invoked both liberty and union as hallowed principles, those con-
cepts admitted multiple meanings and that differences among those
meanings were elaborated in the very process of debating their future.
Some politicians drew on a secular humanist strand in American lib-
eral thought, with its “negative conception of freedom” — freedom as
an absence of constraints — to conceptualize the relationship between
these two values; others drew on a Puritan, pietistic strand with strong
moralistic and positive entailments. It was Lincoln, Greenstone ar-
gued, who found in America’s “toolbox™ of received ideals and aspi-
rations a combination of meanings that articulated the fundamental
clash of values within the liberal political culture of antebellum of
America, differences that, once articulated, could not be deflected,
absorbed, or dissolved.

Greenstone readily granted that when Lincoln conceptualized the
Union as a moral force whose ultimate and primary purpose was to
facilitate individual self-improvement, he was working wholly within
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the boundaries of the established culture. At the same time, he insisted
that Lincoln had discovered a political alternative, one separate from,
and far more expansive than, either the Jacksonian understanding
(in which the Union was merely an instrument for maximizing the
freedom of white men to do as they chose) or the Whig understanding
(in which liberty derived from the Union and had to be regulated in
ways consistent with the preservation of the Union). In fact, Lincoln’s
alternative produced something wholly unaccounted for in Hartz’s
analysis: a normative revolution that carried a triumphant political
revolution in its train.

Though there is much in Greenstone’s carefully crafted brief on
behalf of liberalism’s creative potential that points the way back to
a genuinely developmental view of American politics, the claims he
made on behalf of that view prove on inspection to be quite mod-
est. His argument was that the stockpile of liberal ideals in America
can be, and has been, expanded through interactive processes of de-
bate, that we are not stuck with the ideas with which we began,
and that new ideas, once brought to power, are always available for
future elaboration and use. He said little, however, about how effec-
tively or closely liberalism’s conceptual expansion tracks the course
actually taken by American politics. Left unclear is how, if at all, ex-
pansive new ideas about liberalism, even those that seize control of
the state and change the Constitution, determine the future. More-
over, although Greenstone’s friendly amendment to Hartz allows for
liberalism’s advance, the argument for linguistic inventiveness may
just as easily cut the other way. In a culture versatile enough to con-
ceptualize attractive alternatives and see them carried to power, no
alternative is really secure; a more generous liberalism may dominate
at one moment only to be countered and undermined by a newly
constrictive conception in the next.

If there is a single source of disconnection between the elaboration
of political inventiveness at the level of ideas and “development” as
a premise for political analysis, this is it. The fate of the “Lincoln
persuasion” turned out to be a prime case in point, as the vanguard
commitments of the Civil War era on behalf of civil and political
rights were progressively abandoned through the North’s flagging
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energy for reform and the South’s steady reintegration into national
politics. Apparently, even alternatives that are empowered can be
lost.

Multiple Traditions

As Greenstone scores Hartz for giving too little credit to conflicts
within liberalism, Rogers Smith claims that Hartz’s analysis was ex-
cessively preoccupied with them.®* In Civic Ideals: Conflicting Vi-
sions of Citizenship in the United States (1997), Smith mounted a
frontal assault on the argument that liberalism has been hegemonic
in determining the course of American political development. In his
view, America’s most potent alternatives have been neither lost nor
liberal; nonliberal and downright illiberal traditions are, he observed,
prominently displayed in American politics and occasionally ascen-
dant in the high affairs of state.

Civic Ideals documents the persistence in America of cultural val-
ues supportive of patriarchy and racism and examines the political
effectiveness of advocates of these ideas in competing for the alle-
giances of the American people with advocates of liberalism’s more
universalistic principles. Smith argues that, far from displacing these
alternatives, liberal advances provoke their reformulation and resur-
gence, that innovative counterarguments asserted on behalf of these
alternatives continually pace liberal reforms and call their guiding as-
sumptions into question. By deeming these alternatives “traditions”
in their own right, Smith attributes to them qualities of coherence,
distinctiveness, resonance, creativity, and staying power comparable
to “the liberal tradition” that Hartz identified with the whole of the
American consciousness.

Assaults on liberalism in the late twentieth century are never far
off-stage in this analysis, but Smith turns to the late nineteenth cen-
tury for an illustration of just how potent these other traditions can
become in redirecting American politics. The about-face negotiated
after Reconstruction on civil and political rights cannot, in Smith’s
reading, be dismissed as an aberrant loss of cultural bearings or as a
time lag in the reconciliation of ideals and reality. He identifies the
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post-Reconstruction era instead as one of those emblematic moments
when competing ideals of ascribed hierarchy reassert themselves and
gain the upper hand in American government. Prominent elites, both
political and intellectual, responded to the expansion of liberal com-
mitments in the aftermath of the Civil War by reworking illiberal
themes with powerful claims on the hearts and minds of the American
people. By the turn of the century, Smith shows, these new arguments
had achieved dominance in regulating and implementing the rights of
citizenship. John Burgess has an important part to play in this story,
though his identification of American development with the Teutonic
chain and his association of the Constitution with the political ge-
nius of the Aryan race cast him here as an advocate of ideals quite at
odds with the liberal ones he presumed to espouse.®3 Documenting
the success of such arguments in legitimating a substantial reversal of
rights formally achieved and exercised in the 1870s, Smith upended
the proposition that American political development has been a series
of incremental advances on liberal premises.

Smith’s critique of Hartz lays bare the vulnerabilities of American
liberalism and exposes ungrounded assumptions about linearity in
political change (see boxed text). In doing so, it too accelerates the
unraveling of developmental premises that Hartz’s consensus thesis
had already done much to loosen. The distillation of multiple tra-
ditions that are fundamentally at cross-purposes shifts the burden
of developmental thinking off the stifling hegemony of liberalism in
American politics and onto the tentative status of any liberal, or for
that matter nonliberal, change that might take place. The specifi-
cation of illiberal traditions that can be reinvented, inspire potent
political movements, and control significant sectors of public policy
presents America as a polity given to swings back and forth between
competing standards of fundamental value, a polity as fully capable
of repealing liberal advances as capitalizing on them, a polity likely
to move in opposite directions over time. It is difficult to imagine
how one might move further away from the developmental concep-
tion of American politics without calling into question the enduring
significance of liberal ideals altogether.
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Cultural Complexity and Political Development

...[T]he multiple traditions thesis holds that the definitive feature of Amer-
ican political culture has not been its liberal, republican, or “ascriptive
Americanist” elements but, rather, [the] more complex pattern of appar-
ently inconsistent combinations of traditions, accompanied by recurring
conflicts. Because standard accounts neglect this pattern, they do not ex-
plore how and why Americans have tried to uphold aspects of all three of
these heterogeneous traditions in combinations that are longer on political
and psychological appeal than on intellectual coherence.

A focus on these questions generates an understanding of American
politics that differs from Toquevillian ones in four major respects. First,
on this view, purely liberal and republican conceptions of civic identity
are seen as frequently unsatisfying to many Americans, because they con-
tain elements that threaten, rather than affirm, sincere, reputable beliefs in
the propriety of the privileged positions that Whites, Christianity, Anglo-
Saxan traditions, and patriarchy have in the United States. At the same
time, even Americans deeply attached to those inegalitarian arrangements
have also had liberal democratic values. Second, it has therefore been typ-
ical, not aberrational, for Americans to embody strikingly opposed beliefs
in their institutions, such as that blacks should and should not be full and
equal citizens. But though American efforts to blend aspects of opposing
views have often been remarkably stable, the resulting tensions have still
been important sources of change. Third, when older types of ascriptive in-
equality, such as slavery, have been rejected as unduly illiberal, it has been
normal, not anomalous, for many Americans to embrace new doctrines
and institutions that reinvigorate the hierarchies they esteem in modified
form. Changes toward greater inequality and exclusion, as well as toward
greater equality and inclusiveness, thus can and do occur. Finally, the dy-
namics of American development cannot simply be seen as a rising tide of
liberalizing forces progressively submerging contrary beliefs and practices.
The national course has been more serpentine. The economic, political, and
moral forces propelling the United States toward liberal democracy have
often been heeded by American leaders, especially since World War II. But
the currents pulling toward fuller expression of natural and cultural in-
equalities have also won victories. In some eras, including our own, many
Americans have combined their allegiance to liberal democracy with beliefs
that the presence of certain groups favored by history, nature, and God has
made Americans an intrinsically “special” people. Their adherents have
usually regarded such beliefs as benign and intellectually well founded; yet
they also have always had more or less harsh discriminatory corollaries.

Rogers Smith, “Beyond Tocqueville, Myrdal, and Hartz: The Multiple Traditions in
America,” American Political Science Review, 87(3) (1993), 552—3.
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Redirecting the Inquiry

Over earlier years, scholars confident in some overarching scheme
of political development entertained the full range of possibilities for
America — America as a vanguard state, a retrograde state, a main-
stream state, an anachronistic state. Even into the 1970s, implicitly
developmental frames of reference provided leverage for character-
izations of the course and meaning of American political history.
As it turned out, however, each of these characterizations fell victim
to the insights of the next; ultimately, none could withstand critical
scrutiny. Meta-narratives of progress have now all been dispelled,
and assumptions about direction in political change over time have
been thoroughly discredited as unreliable premises for historical re-
search. For all appearances, the analytic program that gave birth to
the study of American political development has dissolved in its own
insights.

Where to go from here? How to move beyond the collapse of
faith in the sufficiency of development as a guiding principle for
historical research is a question facing contemporary social science
generally, and several responses are already on the table. Trends in
political analysis as diverse as postmodernism and rational choice
promise to take “the end of history” in stride. What was once
unproblematically thought of as “political history” is now open to
normative deconstruction as cultural artifice or to theoretical ex-
ploitation as a collection of data points. Although both offer ways of
sustaining research into America’s past, neither substitutes for care-
ful thinking about the historical construction of politics. By the same
token, APD is likely either to get absorbed by these approaches or
simply lost in the shuffle without some assiduous efforts to rearticu-
late its program.

A look back at the long line of inquiry reviewed in this chapter
points up four possible responses. The first is that APD will continue
to elaborate insights into structure, agency, boundaries, and cultural
creativity, both individually and in relation to one another, but with-
out any special regard to the concept of development. There is nothing
intrinsically wrong with such a course, but none of these topics, by
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themselves or in their relation to one another, require support by a
field of APD; they are of interest in a variety of subfields. It was the
concept of development, even if only skepticism about that concept’s
validity, that brought scholars of these other subjects into a larger
conversation. It was the notion that political change over time held
meaning and importance of its own that sustained the enterprise.

Saying this, however, points to another possible response: that
APD is poised to explore more fully the notion that time itself is
an essential constitutive dimension of politics. Not only is this an
overriding theme of the literature reviewed in this chapter, it is not
one easily taken up elsewhere. As we have seen, the more deeply
APD research has probed simple assumptions about progress, the
more prominently it has displayed and elaborated the complexities of
time in the historical construction of politics. Whereas rational choice
scholars, for instance, have reacted to the collapse of the concept of
development by moving in the opposite direction, reducing time to
iterations and projecting a spare, lockstep movement from one equi-
librium to the next, APD scholarship moved from Burgess’s historical
“mistake,” Wilson’s paradoxical sequence, Ford’s unintended conse-
quence, Beard’s “political lags,” to Hartz’s “boundary condition,”
Burnham’s “critical realignments,” Greenstone’s expandable “tool-
box,” Smith’s patterned “reversals.” In all, APD’s cultural critique
has done far more than simply undermine the appeal to some ide-
alized notion of progress at work behind political change. It has si-
multaneously pressed forward the issue of just what ideas about time
are most appropriate to the study of politics and served up more
interactive, subtle, and multiform possibilities.

A third response to be drawn from this review looks to the unique
position of the current generation of scholars, suggesting that we
may be the first to actually face development as a question in its own
right. The irony of APD research today — of the sustained and grow-
ing interest in a field whose guiding premise has unraveled - says a
lot about the difference between clearing away unwarranted assump-
tions about political development and shutting down the discussion
of political development altogether. None of the ground clearing that
has dominated APD research until now constitutes a straightforward
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argument that American politics does not develop, and for all that
scholars have done to stiffen the challenge of thinking about Amer-
ican politics developmentally, it remains to be seen how far we can
get in understanding the cumulative significance of change over time
without resort to such a conception. If there is a criticism of the lit-
erature to be ventured on this score, it is that the scholars who have
done the most to liberate us from the baggage that has hitherto loaded
down the study of American political development have not doubled
back to consider what of that concept might still remain. To restate
a point made at the end of Chapter One, all sense of a definition
of development has been lost in critical discussions of the normative
aura that surrounds it. Read more constructively, the cultural critique
might stand as an open invitation to bracket these issues pending a
definition that is more defensible. Doing that would allow us to ad-
dress these outstanding questions: has anything worthy of the term
development occurred in American politics? If so, what does that
look like, and how did it happen?

A final response to the challenge of recasting APD is to pursue the
opening to institutional analysis that is implicit throughout the cul-
tural critique and is especially pronounced in the recent literature on
lost alternatives. Though institutions will always need to be explained
at least in part by culture, cultural causes of change (or no-change)
will always work, at least in part, through institutions. Greenstone,
who more than any other contemporary figure in our review sought to
rebuild a conception of development through cultural analysis, him-
self suggested the difficulty of proceeding on cultural ground alone.
In the opening sentence of his critique of Hartz, he observed that
“connections between ideas of political culture and political devel-
opment are intrinsically problematic.”%4 In their own ways, Burgess,
Hartz, Burnham, Greenstone, and Smith all confirmed this; though
they reached different conclusions about development in American
politics, their analyses all drew on the staying power of ideas. In look-
ing to culture, they addressed the polity’s most durable features —
liberalism, capitalism, racism. In examining the political visions of
reformers they discovered a clarity and coherence of purpose that no
up-and-running polity is likely to realize in practice. In this context,

76



UNRAVELING THE PREMISE: THE CULTURAL CRITIQUE

a closer look at institutions is attractive at least in part because un-
raveling assumptions about development does not seem to translate
readily into traction for redirecting our thinking about it.

An institutional turn is appealing because it promises to carry for-
ward many of the insights that the cultural critique has offered into
the complex temporalities of politics. As is shown in Chapter Three,
a redirection of this sort is already proceeding. A field that began with
the institutionalism of Burgess and Wilson now plays host to a prolif-
eration of “new institutionalisms,” each carefully shorn of teleology
but more alert than ever to the value of reliable signposts of devel-
opment — something built, dismantled, rearranged, retained. Though
the importance of cultural ideals and reform visions is confirmed in
these analyses, their significance is also modified in ways that seem to
bring us closer to something we might defensibly call development.
That is to say, though an institutional change prompted by a new
idea may not preclude the resurgence of older ideas farther down the
road, that resurgence is bound, by the consequences of institutional
change itself, to intrude on a polity that is arranged differently, mak-
ing reversal in the sense of return to the prior state of affairs unlikely.
At issue, in other words, it how institutions hold politics and political
change to a discernible path.
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THREE

The Institutional Turn: Rethinking Order
and Change over Time

... Institutions must advance and keep pace with the times. We may
as well require a man to wear still the coat that fitted him when a
boy as civilized society to remain ever under the regimen of their
barbarous ancestors.

Thomas Jefferson

THE CLAIM OF CONSERVATIVE IDEALISTS LIKE BURGESS, that political
institutions express the aspirations of the civilization they serve, gave
us one view of political development; the claim of progressive scholars
that political institutions reflect economic interests and the balance of
power among them offered another; the claim in some recent studies
in APD that institutions subvert culturally generated alternatives calls
into question the notion of political development itself. What scholars
say about political development turns in good measure on how they
think about political institutions, and the question of how institutions
affect political outcomes currently supports a multifaceted intellec-
tual movement of its own.” The claim of the “new institutionalists”
is that institutions do not merely express or reflect or deflect elements
in their political surroundings. Institutions participate actively in pol-
itics: they shape interests and motives, configure social and economic
relationships, promote as well as inhibit political change.

For APD scholarship, a “new institutionalism” has several attrac-
tions. The more proactive role attributed to institutions in processes
of political change is of obvious interest, but an institutional turn has
a strong instrumental appeal as well. Having discarded a number of
assumptions that guided thinking about political development in the
past — teleology, organic growth, linearity, progress — APD scholars
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stand in need of a reliable standard by which they can reconceptu-
alize politics over time and track its movement. Institutions promise
to fill that bill. Indeed, a more robust platform on which to ground
their reassessment would be hard to find. On the one hand, institu-
tions register order; they are important mechanisms through which
individuals coordinate their actions and expectations. On the other,
institutions are subject to change, and more than that, because of
their often highly formalized operations, their creation, transforma-
tion, and situation with respect to other features of politics can be
readily followed and documented. Scholars who have sought to re-
cast the study of APD along these lines, and whose work we give
close attention in this chapter, often call themselves “historical in-
stitutionalists”: they look at institutional arrangements over time to
identify order and change in politics and they search for patterns in
successive combinations of old and new elements.>

Propositions about how institutions affect politics over time also
speak to APD’s normative concerns. From the nation’s beginnings,
democratic theorists have pondered the difficulty of reconciling
American government’s strong institutional character with principles
of self-government. Thomas Jefferson, for instance, was alert to how
institutions insinuate themselves into the life of the polity and con-
cerned about how this process would undermine democratic ideals
and impede progress. He challenged his compatriot’s faith in the re-
formist bent of representative institutions as insufficient to the tasks
of clearing away outmoded forms, and he recommended provisions
for a thoroughgoing popular reassessment of governing arrangements
every twenty years.> How institutions complicate notions of popular
control, how they come over time to affect the political perceptions
of citizens as well as to constrain their action, is if anything, a more
difficult question today because the collapse of the norm of progress
has dimmed faith in both the natural instincts of the people out of
doors and the innate character of representative government. Our
critique of developmental assumptions opens the full two hundred
years of piecemeal tinkering with American institutions to new lines
of inquiry into the effects of popular politics on government and the
processes by which the democracy works its way — or fails to.
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The scholarly reassessment currently underway is correspondingly
broad in scope. Historical institutionalists want to know more than
they do now about the contextual determinants of political choice,
more about how changes in political institutions affect changes in
the economy and society, more about the cumulative consequences
of partial reforms, and more about the constraints on contempo-
rary American democracy imposed by decisions made long ago. They
hope to learn these things through detailed historical analyses of in-
teractions between state and society. This work tends to be “polity
centered,” foregoing explanatory privilege to either social interests
or the state and looking instead at what is up and running, which is
the full array of organized interactions between the two.4 In a polity
understood in this way, institutions constitute a realm of mutual in-
fluence and exchange, one in which the reciprocities of control and
volition, structure and agency, authority and resistance work together
to motivate events. Rewriting the story of American political develop-
ment from this vantage point promises to bring a firm empiricism to
the observation of different causal elements over time and to demon-
strate the practical effects of the historical construction of politics.

The unfortunate note is that gains to date are scattered and partic-
ular. In part, this reflects the topical nature of investigations, offering
separate treatments of discrete subjects — welfare politics, racial pol-
itics, labor politics, party politics, congressional politics, presidential
politics, sectional politics, and so on — spread over different decades.
These studies are usually intended as windows onto the larger pic-
ture, but the substantive material addressed is so different from one
study to the next that it is easy to lose sight of common questions
asked. Related to this, several versions of the historical-institutional
thesis are currently in play, some departing more radically than oth-
ers from received understandings of how politics changes over time.
It is to be expected that institutions will have a variety of things to
tell us about the historical construction of politics. But with so many
different formulations of the theoretical project on the table — with
the alternatives seldom distinguished from one another and often
used together in the same work — one is hard pressed to say exactly
what the perspective of historical-institutionalism is, let alone what is
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actually new about it or how it might advance a search for American
political development.

We can think of no more beneficial way to proceed than to sort
through this literature, distinguishing the major propositions and
considering each as they bear on the historical construction of pol-
itics. We divide the literature into three groups and consider four
examples of research in each. The first group lodges the significance
of institutions in the construction of political order iz time; the second
group lodges the significance of institutions in the pathways of po-
litical change over time; a third lodges the significance of institutions
in the operation of multiple, often incongruous, political orderings
at the same time. These treatments are not necessarily incompatible
with one another, nor are the compartments we have put them in
air-tight. We separate them to draw out particular points in different
research and to show how this literature moves over a range, from
more to less familiar conceptions of politics, from simpler to more
elaborate conceptions of temporality, and from less to more distinctly
developmental conceptions of historical construction.

With these purposes in mind, articulating the rationale for study-
ing political change by way of institutions is especially important.
If the progression we see here, toward a clearer specification of the
developmental properties of politics, is more than an artifact of our
own categories of organization — if it is, as we believe, inherent in
following through on an institutional approach — then it is necessary
that foundations be carefully spelled out. To this end, we turn first to
a brief disquisition on institutions-in-politics.

Institutions-in-Politics

Institutions present themselves in politics in two different modes.
The first mode is carrying on with operations on the inside; that is
to say, by acting institutionally. This mode includes all of the ways
in which institutions organize people and direct their activities for
the achievement of particular purposes. In this mode, all institutions,
including political institutions, are essentially the same. The second
mode in which institutions present themselves in politics is attempting
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to control the actions of others on the outside; that is to say, by acting
politically. Any institution may at times act in this way, though by
no means do all institutions always act so. We will reserve the term
“political institution” for those whose primary purpose is to control
persons or other institutions on the outside. These will be taken up
in turn.

The attributes of institutions generally are a much-discussed topic
in social science. A basic list consistent with our analysis of institu-
tions in the first mode, acting institutionally, can be briefly enumer-
ated. To begin with, institutions have purposes, reasons for being,
often set out in charters or formal mandates. Purposes are virtually
endless in their variety — fraternal, profit making, professional, scien-
tific, honorary, educational, religious, legal. Purposes determine mo-
tives, procedures, and techniques; they are standards against which
performance is monitored, by insiders and others. Second, institu-
tions establish norms and rules for behavior. These may be either
customary or codified, but are always set in advance and enforceable
through the imposition of discipline. Third, institutions assign roles,
positions of rank, office, and responsibility, in which appropriate
behavior is expected. By assigning roles, institutions also assign iden-
tities, affecting the way people think of themselves and are regarded
by society. Finally, institutions operate within boundaries, either pre-
scribed or self-defined. Boundaries divide persons and activities inside
the institution from persons and other institutions outside; bound-
aries array institutions in society, bringing their activities to bear on
one another or keeping them more distant.

Some caveats: though historical institutionalists tend to analyze
institutions at the “macro” rather than “micro” level, institutions
are not independent of the people who operate them and act within
their bounds. Institutions are subject to innovation, redirection, dis-
ruption, and to all manner of personal motives of individuals. On
the other hand, they are also more than individuals; they motivate a
collectivity, their norms and values affect their members, their sanc-
tions guard against unwarranted behavior, and their purposes are
sufficiently firm that, barring their complete dismantlement, they can
continue on in recognizable form to be worked by new operatives,
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to the same end, over time. By the same token, institutions are not
ideas.’ That they have purposes means they are often carriers of ideas;
their purposes and activities may make them the subject of ideas; a
new idea may subvert or alter an established purpose. But it is equally
plain that ideas can change without a corresponding change in the
purposes of an institution. Ideas arising from a change in leadership
or operational exigencies may have no effect on the institution, and
whatever effect they do have will be an empirical question. Last, insti-
tutions are not, or not only, organizations. Institutions set systematic
relations in motion that may extend across society — legal relations,
for instance, or the institution of the bar, or the institution of the
family. These relations might be expressed wholly or in part within
organizational settings, but they are not contained by them.®

By doing no more than minding their own business, by simply act-
ing institutionally, institutions have immense political importance.
Considered in this mode alone, institutions assert control over indi-
viduals within their boundaries and establish relations of authority
among them; in these senses they govern and support a political life
that is often active and intense. In this respect also, institutions are ar-
guably an important forum for learning behaviors that carry over into
political life on the outside; vying for higher position, logrolling, bar-
gaining, and coalition building are behaviors characteristic of institu-
tions ranging from the Congress to the Catholic Church. By ordering
individuals for purposeful action and by imposing expected and re-
quired behaviors, institutions also contribute to the regularity and
stability, the “law and order,” sought and relied on by government.
Moreover, as dispensers of valued objectives like prestige, wealth,
and professional standing, institutions inspire conflict among indi-
viduals and social groups, conflict that may be expressed in the wider
political arena. Along the same lines, the resources that institutions
control, both human and material, are frequently subjects of public
policy.

Institutions that present themselves in politics in the second mode
have all these same attributes, with the added one that they attempt to
control the behavior of persons and institutions outside their bound-
aries as well as within. The common designation of some but not
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all institutions in society as political will be seen to be consistent
with the distinction that political institutions have control over out-
siders as their primary purpose. The most prominent political insti-
tutions are the institutions of government. Constitutional branches,
government commissions and departments, and offices of all kinds
that regularly promulgate and implement laws and regulations are
political institutions par excellence in this meaning. But this category
also includes extensions of governmental authority deep into soci-
ety, into the institution of the family, for instance, where husbands
have traditionally held enforceable authority over wives, and moth-
ers have enjoyed special legal status in the rearing of children, and
to workplaces, where employers have extensive legal controls over
employees. Not all political institutions are governmental, of course:
political parties, for instance, exist primarily to mobilize electorates
and control government institutions. Still other political institutions
combine both government and nongovernmental elements: the insti-
tution of lobbying, for instance, encompasses private organizations
that seek to influence lawmakers and the laws by which they operate.
Moreover, institutions with purposes that are not primarily political
may at times act politically; that is, they may attempt to influence
the behavior of others outside their churches, business corporations,
mass media companies, professional associations, and so on, to serve
their primary (or other) purposes.

Among political institutions, government institutions are distinc-
tive for the mandates under which they operate, authorizing them to
make rules for society at large, including for other institutions, both
outside government and within. This means that government con-
trols over outsiders are often wider in scope and more continuous in
their effect than those of nongovernmental institutions. Government
institutions can also utilize force, including violence, in controlling
others, in addition to the money, mass communications, and similar
resources that other institutions deploy; in the United States, govern-
ment has come to exercise a near-monopoly of legitimate violence.
All of these things place government institutions center stage in the
institutional analysis of politics. When nongovernmental institutions
attempt to exert control over others they often appeal to government;
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this is true also of individuals and social movements. When institu-
tions that are not primarily political in their purposes act to control
government, that is to say, when they act politically, it is often in
reaction to ongoing or prospective government controls.

The two modes of institutions-in-politics are closely connected
in their operations. As just suggested, the extent to which institu-
tions not primarily political in their purposes will devote resources
to controlling outsiders may be reactive: business corporations, for
instance, devote far more resources to this task than was the case
before they were so extensively regulated by government and before
they were singled out for direct pressure by environmental and civil
rights activists. In other cases, nonpolitical institutions may be inhib-
ited by their purposes and rules: in the United States, fundamentalist
churches were constrained by tradition and doctrine from partici-
pating in electoral politics. In the case of government institutions,
for which controlling others is ongoing, activities on their interface
with outsiders may determine internal operations and reform. The
contemporary presidency’s preoccupation with public opinion coin-
cides with the proliferation and dominance of mass media and their
investigative bent; another example is the establishment of standing
committees in Congress in early decades, which were a response, at
least in part, to the informational resources and threatened intru-
sion of executive branch officials. For an example in a political but
nongovernmental institution, competition between the two political
parties for control of voters has brought about the development of
new techniques of fundraising and new cadres of political profession-
als in both of them.

What is important in this way of looking at things is the picture
of the polity it pushes onto the page. What appears is the polity as
an aggregation of outward-reaching, interactive, mutually imping-
ing institutions and the reactions it provokes. Foreign relations, as it
were, animate the scene, as political institutions assert control over
outsiders and respond to outsiders with adjustments in their own in-
ternal operations. The picture is not complete. Even in its own terms,
ambitious leaders might want sketching in, and the clash of institu-
tional mandates (it is said that there are more than eighty thousand
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government authorities in the United States and sixty thousand have
the authority to tax?) will convey even more tension. If a single
premise unifies the disparate strands of historical-institutional re-
search, and much of the rest of the “new institutionalism” as well,
it is that coordination problems are endemic and pervasive in the
operations of government. Some of these tensions might be technical
in nature, arising from incomplete information, perhaps, or signal-
ing problems; others will indicate deeper strains — cross-purposes of
mandates, or the incompatibility of old and new procedures.

In such a view, what needs highlighting now is order. Order may be
found within an institution’s boundaries, suggesting regularity of its
internal operations; it may be found in a political institution’s larger
domain, that is in the (relative) consistency of interactions with out-
siders it seeks to control; finally, it might be found across political in-
stitutions, where different controls are asserted in different domains.
The interesting thing is that once the various aspects of political or-
der are disaggregated in this way, the dimension of time pops up,
so to speak, all on its own. In Chapter One, order was defined as
a constellation — practices, ideas, institutions — that hangs together
while other things continue to change. Order sustained inside a par-
ticular political institution, then, will over time likely complicate the
realization of order within in its larger domain; order sustained be-
tween insiders and outsiders in a particular domain will over time
likely complicate the realization of order in the polity as a whole. As
political institutions carry on through time under existing mandates,
they will over time likely riddle the political world with obsolescent
and incongruous controls. All current versions of historical institu-
tionalism contemplate this paradox.

To students of politics in the United States, these contingencies
of order will be second nature, for they are built into the design of
the Constitution. Federalism and the separation of powers multiply
the points of tension among agencies of control; checks and balances
induce contests among them; provisions for representation and elec-
tions hold officeholders in suspended relations with those they are
mandated to control; their staggered terms of office accentuate in-
congruities and abrasions. To all appearances this is a “system” of
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government purposefully designed to keep order provisional, to in-
sure it is routinely contested and off-balance. We have argued here
that this state of affairs only replicates the larger model, applica-
ble to other aspects of the American polity and to polities generally.
When individual interests and motives are understood with reference
to their institutional settings, when political institutions are under-
stood in terms of controlling outsiders, when government’s capacities
to bring order to the polity are understood to be limited by its own
institutional composition, the political analysis of institutional effects
naturally leapfrogs to wider interactions, extending over lengthening
time horizons.

Ordering Mechanisms

Our first sampling of the historical-institutional literature is con-
cerned with the institutional construction of political order. The four
studies illustrate various ways in which government officials, singly
or collectively, bring about stable arrangements of control, both out-
side their own institutions and within. Here again we encounter a
proposition about institutions and politics that echoes classic Ameri-
can themes. James Madison employed this idea in his argument that
the design of representative institutions could control interest groups
seeking their favor.® So did Martin Van Buren, when he argued for
parties constructed and arranged in a manner that would make it
possible to at once mobilize citizens into politics and temper their
antagonisms.® One way or another, all the disparate strands of the
“new institutionalist” movement in political science today are trying
to figure out how, and with what impact, such ordering mechanisms
work. As we move through this particular sample, we see the answers
grow increasingly circumspect, qualified by the multiple sources of
movement and change.

Example 1: In a study of politics in antebellum America, Barry
Weingast singles out Congress’s “balance rule” for granting state-
hood - the admission of one free state paired with the admission
of one slave state — as crucial to the maintenance of comity be-
tween rival sectional interests.’® Documenting the potential for the
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empowerment of a free-state majority long before it actually oc-
curred, Weingast observes that “nothing inherent in the antebellum
era inevitably preserved rights in slaves.” More to the point, he argues
that with the rapid expansion of the North in both population and
territory, neither the arrangements of the Constitution nor the inter-
sectional design of the two major party organizations were sufficient
by themselves to give southern states the assurance they needed to
hold them in the Union. Because statehood automatically conferred
two seats in the Senate, the “balance rule” gave the South a veto in
that chamber over the enactment of any national policy that might
impinge on its regional economic interests.

Important to Weingast’s analysis is that the rule of sectional bal-
ance was devised early on. It was the product of a time when economic
prospects in the two regions were evenly matched and representatives
of the North perceived themselves no less vulnerable to economic
policies than those of the South. Incorporated into the Missouri Com-
promise of 1820, before the institutionalization of national two-party
competition, the rule became increasingly important to southerners
as a sign that the North would not press its growing political advan-
tages, even in the face of rising public outcry against slavery. Given
these circumstances, the antebellum order was increasingly suscepti-
ble to misapprehensions and miscalculations; still, legislators adhered
to the rule long after the circumstance that initially gave rise to it had
changed. The effects went beyond the rule’s immediate purposes to
set basic parameters of the antebellum political economy, including
a limited role for the national government in economic affairs and a
radically decentralized pattern of economic development.

Example 2: In his study of the late-nineteenth century American
political economy, Richard Bensel shows a direct relationship be-
tween rapid industrialization and the policies of the federal govern-
ment, and explains how these were sustained while under constant
siege by politically powerful interests armed with opposing legisla-
tive proposals.’” The political architecture of these years is revealed
through a series of contingent alignments. Three policies were critical
to the outcome: maintenance of an unencumbered national market,
maintenance of the protective tariff, and maintenance of the gold
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standard. Throughtout the period, these critical policies were con-
tested by three principal interest-group antagonists: cotton exporters,
yeoman settlers, and financial capitalists. The antithetical designs of
these interests were grounded on and bolstered politically by their
geographic concentration in three distinct regions: respectively, the
South, the West, and the Northeast.

This tripartite organization of the late-nineteenth-century econ-
omy interacted with the peculiar tripartite structure of American gov-
ernment to produce an outcome that by itself claimed no social or
political consensus. As Bensel explains it, each of the branches of
American government took the lead in successfully protecting one
critical policy against alternatives championed by the South and the
West, even though these regions together sometimes enjoyed institu-
tional majorities. The Supreme Court worked to maintain open mar-
kets against regulation-prone southern and western representatives
and populist state legislatures; the justices owed their appointments
to Republican party power in the Senate and to conservative Demo-
cratic Senators tied to the New York financial community. Congress
protected the tariff, twice defeating reduction plans offered by Presi-
dent Cleveland in an effort to unite southern and western Democrats
with the party’s more conservative eastern wing; congressional lead-
ers structured logrolls putting northern labor and select agricultural
commodity groups on the side of northern industry to maintain trade
protection. Presidents supported the gold standard against potentially
inflationary schemes in Congress; they were responsible for the work-
ings of the Treasury and mindful of an electoral college in which
New York and the financial interests of the Empire state played a
pivotal role. Rapid industrialization emerges in this analysis as an
effect mediated by multiple institutional arrangements. Though deci-
sive in foreclosing popular alternatives, this effect was not planned,
agreed upon, or coordinated by the branches of government; it was
produced by interactions among institutions that were differently
structured and motivated to deal with the interests that pressed most
directly upon them from the outside.

Example 3: Terry Moe’s study of the National Labor Rela-
tions Board explains how, from the 1950s through the 1970s,
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representatives of business and labor coexisted peacefully in stable
equilibrium.™ Moe attributes this equilibrium to two factors. The
first was the passing of the electoral volatility of the 1930s and 1940s.
A new partisan alignment within and across the institutions of the na-
tional government made it unlikely that either business or labor could
prevail in altering the regulatory regime established during the pre-
ceding decades, and freed politicians in the executive and legislative
branches to turn their attention to other priorities. The second factor
was the addition to the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) of
a competent agency staff. Taking advantage of the prevailing polit-
ical stalemate, the NLRB hired lawyers recently trained in the new
law of labor and industrial relations, and greater professionalism at
the agency provided assurance to usually contending economic inter-
ests of the integrity and predictability of the regulatory process itself.
After the 1950s, then, a stable regulatory order emerged through a
combination of administrative competence and political indifference.

Moe points out that whenever one of the political conditions sup-
porting peaceful coexistence during this period gave way, the threat
was deflected by other institutions with interests in system mainte-
nance. But in 1981, with the election of an ideologically charged
president and a reinforcing change in political control of the Senate,
a major political offensive was opened against the interests of orga-
nized labor on the board. Moe stresses that the NLRB’s business clien-
tele did not lead the charge. Traditional sources of business influence
in Republican administrations put forward nominees to the Board
who could be expected to support business interests within the estab-
lished framework, but President Reagan passed these over, choosing
appointees likely to wage a frontal assault on prevailing institutional
norms. Moe’s analysis suggests both that the institutional arrange-
ments of government might over time affect the preferences of the
economic interests contending within them and that government ac-
tors, eyeing the strategic environment with their own purposes in
mind, might press radical action independent of the express prefer-
ences of their economic allies.

Example 4: In his study of the “forging of bureaucratic auton-
omy” Daniel Carpenter examines how, in the late nineteenth and
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early twentieth century, middle-level administrators redefined agency
missions, garnered political support, secured the acquiescence of leg-
islators, presidents, and political parties ostensibly in charge, and cre-
ated political order anew.™> The key strategy of these “bureaucratic
entrepreneurs” was to turn each of their agencies into an “organi-
zational nexus” for bringing social interests and reformers together
and devising new programs of action. To this end, they cultivated ex-
tensive contacts among those who might value the services they were
creating, they employed their reputations as leaders in their field to
mobilize outside interests on their behalf, and they used their new-
found clout to influence lawmakers. Through programmatic innova-
tion, interest enlistment, and political organization, these bureaucrats
not only inverted traditional lines of control between themselves and
their “principals” in elected office but did so in ways that fundamen-
tally recast the way in which societal interests related to the state.

Carpenter shows that this reordering of authority did not occur
across the board in American government but only in pockets. The
transformation of controls achieved at Department of Agriculture’s
Forest Service, for example, stood in contrast to the persistence of
traditional lines of control at Interior Department’s Bureau of Recla-
mations. The reordering effect was associated with particular agency
characteristics, occurring where a bureaucratic culture had developed
over the long haul to identify a clear mission, where control over the
recruitment of personnel was largely internal and new recruits were
instilled with the faith. It helped as well when agency heads were
known among networks of social reformers as leading spokesmen
for new ideas, for this enhanced their legitimacy among other politi-
cians. In all, authority relations were transformed by a confluence
of circumstances brought into focus by leadership efforts within the
bureaus themselves.

Discussion: Before turning to the differences that distinguish these
four studies from one another — and distinguish historical institu-
tional analyses generally from other currents of “new institutional-
ist” research — certain shared points of departure deserve mention.
Most obvious perhaps is that each of these studies weighs in against
the notion that political orderings of social interest in history can
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be subsumed by larger cultural or sociological processes. Institutions
of government are at the center of each explanation, and actively
so. Each study rejects the image of government as a “black box,” so
many parts and gears processing social inputs. None posits an “Amer-
ican political order” of fixed and interconnected authority, operating
seamlessly to produce optimal effects from interest conflicts. Rather,
their shared finding is that political order is circumstantial, something
that officials within government institutions will create or not, sustain
or not, depending on their own interests, on the available resources,
and on the obstacles to change. Finally, the orderings observed here
are not only contingent and purposeful, they are constructions of
broad consequence. Weingast claims that the balance rule for admit-
ting slave and free states determined the character of the antebellum
political economy; Bensel argues that economic policy making at the
end of the nineteenth century catalyzed a shift toward forms of in-
dustrial development desired by only one section of the country.

Depictions of order as the formative constructions of politicians
in power carry a powerful argument for returning political history
to its earlier position at the center of social science research. The
effects observed politicize history by directing attention to how pur-
poses within and among government institutions shape social and
economic organization; at the same time, they historicize politics by
directing attention to the conditions that give rise to particular or-
derings in time. What makes this return to political history especially
interesting, however, are the points of divergence among these studies,
for these indicate revisionist ambitions of different extent. Moving
from one study to the next, a progressively wider range of institu-
tional actions is brought into view, the sources of movement and
change become more varied, and the mechanisms that produce or-
der are correspondingly less straightforward. This openness to more
complex and intricate formulations is, we think, a defining feature of
the historical-institutional strand of the new institutionalism. Not co-
incidently, the willingness to depart decisively from received assump-
tions about order and change in politics invites us to reconceptualize
politics overall in distinctly developmental terms.
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One point of divergence among the four studies concerns the spe-
cific nature of relations between state and society, and in particular
between governmental officers and social interests. Although all de-
scribe top down effects of government on society and each challenges
bottom up treatments, there is considerable variation among them in
what kind of action occurs at the top. For Weingast and Bensel, the
actions of politicians inside institutions remain closely tied to the out-
side interests they represent. Weingast’s southern congressmen act on
behalf of the slaveholders that elected them. Bensel’s Supreme Court
justices decide cases according to the political coalitions responsi-
ble for their appointments. The processes of mediation they describe
would be familiar to Madison: government institutions structure
interactions among economic groups and filter them through the po-
litical calculations of the officers who represent them. If these calcu-
lations are not reducible to the interests of outside groups, neither are
government officers very far removed in their purposes from those
pressuring them for action.

By contrast, officials in the Carpenter and Moe analyses are far
more independent; they are creative actors pursuing substantive po-
litical projects of their own. Moe writes of ideologies that prompt
elected politicians like Ronald Reagan to act in ways that depart from
the preferences of their interest-group backers and of labor lawyers
motivated by their professional standards to act differently from the
unions, corporations, and public officials they deal with on a regular
basis. He points also to how the interests of economic groups are
affected over time by their interactions with others within the gov-
ernment. The mutually constitutive relationship between state and
society is demonstrated directly in Moe’ analysis through the in-
dependent actions of the institutional incumbents themselves. Going
farther, Carpenter has government actors selecting, shaping, and mo-
bilizing social interests for their own purposes; entrepreneurs in the
full sense of the term, they compel others, in government and relevant
social groups, to follow their lead and enact their vision. The insti-
tutional construction of order here goes far beyond the mediation of
interests in the two former examples; government institutions and
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the officials who operate them appear now as interest makers as well
as interest takers.

These stronger claims on behalf of government institutions per-
mit stronger claims on behalf of development as a central feature of
politics. The revisionist thrust of Weingast and Bensel attach APD
to the agenda of the political historian; both propose to tell us more
than we knew before about what went on in a particular period.
Weingast casts his study of the balance rule in terms of a dispute
between “traditional” political historians and “new” political histo-
rians over the centrality of slavery in antebellum politics.™ Bensel
casts his as a refutation of both cultural historians, who treat popu-
lar politics in the late nineteenth century as if it was detached from
the economic choices of the day, and of economic historians, who
dismiss the importance of government in the transformation of the
economy during this period.”> Carpenter and Moe are not indiffer-
ent to the ways in which closer attention to institutions might resolve
historical disputes or correct imbalances in historical interpretation,
but their work anticipates a more thoroughgoing reassessment of pol-
itics in time. They are at pains to describe causal arrows that reverse
directions in different times and places and, in so doing, anticipate
a study of politics in which institutions and interests do not simply
come into alignment at certain times but push and pull one another
through time.

A different issue raised by these studies concerns the existence of
a “prime mover” or master synchronizing mechanism that drives a
larger construction of order by government. Looked at one to the
next, these studies might convey the impression that ordering pro-
cesses have grown more complicated over the course of American
political development. Weingast’s analysis of the antebellum period
is Congress-centered; Bensel, Carpenter, and Moe, dealing with pol-
itics in later periods, look to wider interactions to explain outcomes.
On reflection, however, it is implausible that slavery and the related
sectional issues that surrounded it in the antebellum years were less
complicated than labor relations in the midtwentieth century. Wein-
gast’s assertion that Congress’ balance rule trumped other rules op-
erating at the same time — party rules for nominating candidates,
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constitutional rules protecting property, even the Senate’s own rules
of debate — is a simplifying assumption, which, though common in
certain strands of new institutional research, does not invite the broad
reconsideration of institutional construction implied by the opera-
tion at once of several different ordering mechanisms.*® Of our four
studies, Weingast’s is the most intent on searching out a prime mover
and the strongest in its programmatic directive to think about order-
ing mechanisms in terms of prime movers."”

The ambivalence on this point apparent in our other studies reflects
their readiness to think about ordering mechanisms differently. No
single institution of government functions as prime mover in Bensel’s
analysis of rapid industrialization. His presentation seems to attribute
that role to the Republican party, but on inspection, the different
ordering elements he identifies among the constitutional branches
operate at a considerable distance from the assumption of that in-
stitution’s dominance. There is bipartisan complicity, for instance,
in prompting a judicial defense of open markets, at least insofar as
conservative Democrats were instrumental in appointments to the
Court. Moreover, successive presidents’ defense of the gold standard
clearly did not hinge on the incumbent being a Republican (the crucial
test came under Grover Cleveland); it turned instead on the national
structure of electoral college competition which, in this era, made
New York crucial to a Democratic presidential victory. Notwith-
standing Republican party intentions, Bensel’s evidence suggests that
rapid industrialization was the aggregated effect of actors from both
parties who were motivated differently, depending on their institu-
tional locale.

Carpenter directly refutes Congress-centered models of institu-
tional ordering, and though he offers a bureaucracy-centered expla-
nation of certain outcomes, he resists the implication that he is just
substituting one prime mover for another.™® In fact, his central find-
ing — that bureaucrats in some agencies get elected officials to do
their bidding but not in others — suggests not only that the role of
principle actor might vary across policy arenas but also that gov-
ernment exhibits different arrangements of control operating at the
same time. Furthermore, Carpenter argues that the administratively
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driven reorderings he does observe cannot be explained as products of
any overarching “strategic design,” for “many of the core properties
of turn-of-the-century bureaucracies — career systems, administrative
organization, agency culture, capacity, and bureau chief’s access to
multiple networks” — were themselves historically evolved configu-
rations with different sources.™®

Moe is the most explicit on this score. He proposes that scholars
reject “the tendency to assume that any particular institution is the
prime-mover.” The program of institutional study he outlines would
anchor explanations of order in how different institutions, each har-
boring its own roles, interests, and perspectives, fall into and out of
alignment over time.>*® Moe does not dispute that human agency is at
the heart of the equilbrium he observes between labor and manage-
ment in the setting of the NLRB. His thesis is that order is achieved in
time through the juxtaposition of controlling agents — parties, pres-
idents, senators, bureaucrats — rather than through controls exerted
by any one of them separately. This said, it is the potential for each
part to move independently of the others that lends his description
of order an intrinsically dynamic character.

These efforts to move away from simplifying assumptions in the
study of political order are important ones for APD research. As-
sumptions about black boxes, bottom-up constructions, and prime
movers are being replaced by the discovery of more elaborate or-
dering mechanisms that take into account the mutually constitutive
interactions between state and society and the operation of relatively
independent institutions moving in and out of alignment with one an-
other. Whether there is any general rationale available for thinking
that the institutional construction of order proceeds by these elabo-
rate pathways remains to be seen. To a large extent, that is the burden
of institutional research concerned with other types of historical ef-
fects.

Pathways of Change

The four studies in our second group are concerned with how differ-
ent political formations, often separated by broad spans of history,
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are connected to one another. Each recognizes the ordering capacities
of institutions, but their focus is less on order achieved in time than
with the course of politics as it threads its way #hrough time and ne-
gotiates period boundaries. Outcomes are tied to constraints imposed
by institutional settlements arrived at long ago in political decisions
often far removed from the issues that come to be posed down the line.
Explanations draw out the political consequences of previously es-
tablished governing arrangements, the way choices made earlier are
reinforced over time, how alternatives are eliminated and political
changes channeled along a particular route. In the parlance of histor-
ical institutionalism, they explore the “path-dependent” attributes of
political change.

Example 1: Stephen Skowronek begins his study of twentieth-
century American state building with reference to a sequence of
political development unique among Western nations: democracy
before bureaucracy.?® Skowronek traces problems encountered by
efforts to expand national administrative capacities to the fact that
the early American state made little provision for a national admin-
istrative arm, relying instead on an arrangement of governing in-
struments that evolved over the nineteenth century as “a state of
courts and parties.”>* Breaking away from this arrangement meant
breaking it down, and to the extent that reformers succeeded at that,
their new forms were caught in extended struggles over the reorga-
nization of constitutional authority at large, struggles that had to be
pursued through the twists and turns of politics in an already well-
developed electoral democracy. Overcoming the limitations of a civil
service based on party patronage implicated bonds forged between
president and Congress; overcoming the limitations of a state-based
militia implicated the authority of state governors and the patronage
networks riddling the War Department’s bureaus of supply; overcom-
ing the limitations of court-based regulation of business implicated
the prerogatives and constitutional deference enjoyed by judges.

Skowronek shows that in the decades immediately following Re-
construction administrative reformers were foiled by parties and by
justices aggressively exercising their own prerogatives to fashion re-
sponses to the problems of the day. A shift in electoral conditions
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around the turn of the century gave reformers an opening to pro-
mote their administrative designs, but an extended struggle to rear-
range authority throughout the state apparatus insinuated itself into
the structure of new forms as they emerged. Between 1900 and 1920
the continuous vying between president and Congress for control
over civil administration left new forms of oversight locked in a
standoff between the competing branches; a similar struggle over
new forms of railroad regulation ended in the creation of a singu-
larly powerful Interstate Commerce Commission, “independent” of
effective overseers in either branch. The struggle over the Army ended
with a War Department reorganized to meet new national objectives
but laced with tangled lines of control, from the executive and leg-
islative branches and local authorities as well. All told, the process
of “building a new American state” replaced the arrangement of
courts and parties with bureaucratic arrangements organized around
a series of constitutional stalemates, raising serious questions about
how these new concentrations of governing authority could be made
democratically accountable.

Example 2: In her study of social provision in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century, Theda Skocpol disputes the idea that
the United States was a laggard among Western nations in welfare
state development.*> Challenging the identification of the welfare
state with the enactment of policies targeted at working class men,
she analyzes social provision in all of its variety and at different
times in American history. Skocpol shows that the nineteenth-century
patronage-based state was a precocious social spender: even as it
resisted demands by working-class men, it ably supported a gener-
ous and patronage-friendly system of pensions for Union veterans
of the Civil War. The Progressives’ reaction against patronage in the
early twentieth century likewise did little for working-class men. In-
stead of extending the up-and-running system of soldiers’ pensions
to workers, reformers built on the efforts of middle-class women to
gain government support for mothers and children and constructed
a “maternalist welfare state” outside established political channels.

Welfare state development is not smooth or evolutionary in
Skocpol’s telling, but proceeds in fits and starts.** Each American
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variant was a political construct of its own time: in the nineteenth
century catering to the interests of Union veterans, in the early twen-
tieth, to the interests of middle class women. Beyond the study’s time
frame but still always in view, the New Deal would respond to the de-
mands of working-class men with policies resembling those of other
countries. Although residues of earlier arrangements can be found
later on (thus the continuance of womens’ benefits in the New Deal),
Skocpol’s study is not about the origins of modern forms.*s On the
contrary, her point is that states can respond to similar problems in
radically different ways over time. Moving across periods, welfare
provision changed its form in accordance with changes negotiated in
other parts of the state apparatus; within periods, the conception of
welfare privileged at that moment either fit the designs of institutional
actors engaged in breaking down older forms of governance or it fit a
niche in existing institutional arrangements. Mothers’ pensions were
successful in the 1910s and 1920s in part because no agency or coali-
tion in government had a large stake in them one way or the other.

Example 3: In his study of race and welfare policy, Robert Lieber-
man compares the history of Old Age Insurance (OAI) and Aid to
Dependent Children (ADC), programs enacted during the Depres-
sion in a single legislative package in 1935 but with very different
administrative designs.*® Anticipating transfers of support between
generations, OAI was a contributory scheme, centrally administered
by the federal government. Benefits were distributed according to a
standard actuarial formula by a single agency insulated from political
control. To secure passage in a Congress with many prosegregationist
southerners in positions of power, the program excluded agricultural
workers and domestics, occupations where large numbers of African
Americans were concentrated. By contrast, ADC was built on the fi-
nancially starved but still existing system of widows’ pensions, with
its administration still lodged in the several states. Coverage was
inclusive — a national standard for poor relief could not easily have
discriminated by race; but the federal government provided only min-
imal guidelines and partial funding for its operation, leaving to the
discretion of local lawmakers and administrators the level and distri-
bution of benefits.?”
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Lieberman asks how these initial choices in program design in-
formed the subsequent development of policy and politics in each
area. The contributory nature of OAS created a large and powerful
national constituency able to defend and expand program benefits;
at the same time, federal administrators were given leeway to devise
strategies for meeting the growing political pressures on the program.
Over time, initial exclusions of recipient groups were eliminated. Re-
cipients under ADC, however, were left to the shifting fortunes of
localities. In response to increasing numbers of African Americans in
northern cities, Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty sought to chan-
nel federal funds directly to ghetto residents, but these efforts were
thwarted by a coalition of big-city mayors and southern congressmen.
Urban unrest in the meantime made poor relief more controversial,
and the steady migration of whites to the suburbs diminished the
political clout of core urban areas. The devolution of power to the
localities in the initial design of federal poor relief continued in this
way to determine the program’s course, right down to its dismantling
in the 1990s.

Example 4: In a study of the emergence of national health insur-
ance in the United States, Great Britain, and Canada, Jacob Hacker
explores why the United States is the glaring exception to the pattern
of universal coverage found in other economically advanced nation-
states.*® In fact, national health insurance was a live proposal in
the United States in the 19108, 19308, and 1940s, but in each pe-
riod it failed to gain necessary support, something Hacker attributes
to constitutional fragmentation and structural impediments to third-
party movements peculiar to American government. What developed
instead were networks of private provision, often with government
endorsement and support. Over time these private systems became so
elaborate and extensive and so ideologically weighted against govern-
mental control that when the federal government did finally intervene
in the 1960s its participation amounted to paying the bill for the resid-
ual high-cost populations — the old and poor — that private insurers
would not cover, an approach that only deepened the attachment of
crucial interests like organized labor to employer-based insurance.*®
Government interventions in Great Britain and Canada were also
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limited initially to the working class and to selected provinces, re-
spectively; but these early successes, Hacker shows, altered political
relations in the health sector, vesting strategic interests with leverage
to expand the program at opportune junctures later on.

In this analysis, foregoing state intervention in private sector ar-
rangements becomes as consequential as positive state action, and
the timing of state intervention in relation to private sector growth is
shown to affect both the substance and future course of policy devel-
opment. America’s comparatively late entry into government health
care created neither the impetus nor the platform for more compre-
hensive provision down the road. Instead, government became more
responsible for supporting the private system and solving problems
that had grown up around it. Hacker argues that President Clinton’s
proposal for universal coverage in the 1990s was doomed in part
by the complicated political and policy imperatives of trying to ac-
commodate the byzantine system in place. He concludes that reform
in the United States is not destined to culminate in European-style
national health insurance, that the vision of stepwise progression to-
ward universal coverage is illusory, that incremental approaches are
unlikely to evolve into anything fundamentally different.3°

Discussion: These studies cast the United States in a compara-
tive frame, as one country among others making its way (or not)
through problems like state building and social provision. Different
historically evolved configurations of interest politics and state power
within each country are shown to explain divergent outcomes. They
determine paths — national trajectories — along which alternatives for
change in the future are limited by changes made in the past. In this
way, historical-institutional research is tied to issues of development
per se, examining them in particular national settings, including the
United States.3*

This literature has roots in diverse currents of historical theoriz-
ing. It draws on Marxist and Weberian traditions; it follows work
in APD from John Burgess to Louis Hartz, where the American case
was always located on a comparative grid; it is influenced strongly
by research on American public policy. Much of the recent work on
path dependence takes its point of departure from an insight had in
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the 1930s by E. E. Schattschneider and elaborated in the 1960s by
Theodore Lowi: “new government policies create new politics.”3*
By reversing the more familiar causal arrow of politics-causes-policy,
this move enabled scholars to step back in time and consider causes
sequentially, from both sides of the state/society divide, as they move
the polity forward. All of the authors in our sample see governmen-
tal institutions and their social supports in mutually constitutive re-
lationships that are reinforced or undermined over time, here too
placing historical movement and nonrandom change at the center of
theorizing about politics.

The affinity between this line of research and APD’s own core
program is captured by a leading advocate when he states that path
dependence lays aside the “snapshot” view of politics in favor of
the “moving picture view.”33 Theorizing along these lines has in re-
cent years taken on a degree of formality, aligning path dependency
with other theoretical projects and presenting its own analytic vo-

» <« »

cabulary: “start-up costs,” “sunk costs,” “increasing returns,” from
models of investment; “feedback loops” from systems theory; “fit”
from ecology and evolutionary biology. In principle, this language
also advances APD’s programmatic interests, providing a substitute
for the older, more normatively tinged discourse of development. It
is precisely because the attractions of moving down this road seem
so compelling that the basic formulations deserve to be scrutinized
closely with an eye to their potential for sustaining a research program
about political development. To this end, we will avoid, so far as pos-
sible, the technical apparatus that has grown up around research of
this kind and concentrate instead on questions about political change
over time that can be drawn from our four cases.

Let us first consider the overall description of political change that
occurs in these accounts. In its essentials, change is described in terms
of the relationship between two stages: first, paths, along which pol-
itics proceeds according to existing political arrangements and ideo-
logical commitments; second, junctures, those points at which politics
in some aspect changes by moving off in a new direction. It is clear
in all of the examples that orderings observed along a path are not
static but dynamic constructions, reinforced and channeled as they
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go. Even under attack from reformers, Skowronek’s state of courts
and parties was not helpless in the face of late-century governing de-
mands but active in spinning out solutions, sometimes scooping the
proposals of administrative reformers and bending them to its own
ends, and sometimes discarding them altogether in favor of solutions
of its own.

What is less clear is whether, and to what extent, the explanations
offered are limited to these reinforcement effects, to explaining move-
ments along paths, and what constitutes a new direction. If junctures
are simply exogenous shocks that disrupt established patterns and
place politics on a new path, then the notion of path dependence
loses much of its interest, reduced to the idea that politics follows a
particular course until something happens that changes the course.
The stronger argument for political development is that responses to
exogenous shocks are themselves informed by structures, identities,
cleavages, programs, agendas present in the prior period, that what
happens at critical junctures is also to some degree “path dependent.”
But if this is the case, the problem becomes how to distinguish be-
tween paths and junctures, between the kind of change that counts
as reinforcing and the kind that counts as redirecting.

In fact, all of the studies in our sample connect paths across junc-
tures. Skowronek and Skocpol describe a reflexive or “dialectical”
relationship in which the prior path prompts a political reaction,
directing reformers to root out the previously established mode of
governmental operations. Thus, reform in the Progressive era was de-
fined against the structures and mores of the patronage-based state,
the choice of new governing instruments caught up in a larger pro-
grammatic determination to displace the old. For Skocpol, a mater-
nalist welfare state recommended itself to authorities as much for
what it was not, an extension of the old patronage politics, as for
what it was, a new vision of welfare. For Skowronek, the overween-
ing power of courts and parties in the early American state explains
the lack of judicial discipline and the weakened conditions of parties
in the bureaucratic state that replaced it.

This formulation of the relationship between periods captures both
the idea of a disjuncture in history, of a break with the past, and the
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historical nature of the new construction that ensues. But does this
relationship hold as a general proposition and how far does it ex-
tend beyond the ideological thrust of reform and into the politics
of institutional construction itself? Nothing of this sort appears in
the Hacker or Lieberman studies; on the contrary, both describe the
important moments of departure as extended negotiations with ar-
rangements of the past. Lieberman shows how ADC, a program
spurred by the Great Depression, was absorbed into older interest
conflicts and shaped by established ways of doing things, even to the
extent of reviving and extending the largely moribund administra-
tive structure of widows’ pensions. Hacker goes further. He speaks
of early junctures in the history of American health care policy as
moments when redirection seemed possible but failed to materialize
and of federal action on health insurance in the 1960s as a critical
intervention that reinforced the path of private provision. So, too,
in Skowronek’s analysis of state building where, notwithstanding the
Progressive-era reaction against the old arrangements of courts and
parties, new administrative forms are shown to bear the imprint of
accommodating in new arrangements the constitutional institutions
carried over from the past. The connections between periods drawn
in these studies call attention to governing arrangements from the
past that persist through the critical periods of change and to new
forms that are powerfully affected by what remained in place.

The issue raised is not simply a matter of nomenclature. Even if we
assume that health-care policy in Hacker’s telling admits of no critical
junctures, that the history in this policy arena has been about the rein-
forcement of a single linear path, relationships of order and change,
of continuity and breakpoints, remain undertheorized and hard to
disentangle. In this literature, we know little about when and in
what sense junctures overtake paths, about when and in what sense
they reinforce them, about their variability in redirecting politics — in
general, about the relationship between the two paths they separate
in time. Knowing more is essential if the notion of path dependence is
to provide a sturdy platform for the study of political development.

A related set of issues concerns the concept of reinforcement it-
self, especially as these bear on the institutional construction of
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interest-group influence. In path-dependence research, success in
gaining access to state resources is often structured by the corre-
spondence between governmental arrangements existing at the time
and the goals of interest groups seeking influence. Interests promis-
ing to bolster, or at least not to disturb, relations among government
elites are the ones who receive the government’s largess, and this bias
in selection locks the two sides into a relationship that is mutually
reinforcing into the future. Thus, Skocpol explains social provision
in the late nineteenth century in terms of the fit between patronage-
oriented politicians and the interests of Union soldiers in pensions;
she explains social provision in the early twentieth century in terms
of the fit between the antipatronage agenda of Progressive politicians
and the interests of middle-class women. The institution of mothers’
pensions was attractive because women stood outside of patronage
politics, they mobilized on behalf of progressive good government
values, and they stepped on few bureaucratic toes. Likewise, rein-
forcement of this kind crowds out interests that are not similarly
compatible with state dispositions, as, in Skocpol’s analysis, the pol-
itics of the progressive era crowded out the demands of industrial
workers for pensions.

On inspection, however, the concept of fit offers a rather narrow
view of the politics of access, at least insofar as political development
is to be considered a long-term, cross-period proposition. Social in-
terests that thrive by filling a niche within established institutional
forms or by discovering a channel for action made available by them
have little interest in seeking major changes in the governing arrange-
ments that favor them; on the contrary, they can be expected to hold
politics to the present path, pressing only for those adaptations that
promise to maintain the current relationship between institutional
politics and public policy. Moreover, as Skocpol’s study implies, a
“fit” that is too neat at the start may leave the social interests served
extremely vulnerable to any substantial alteration in politics else-
where down the line. In this regard, consider how welfare services
to soldiers in the late nineteenth century and to middle-class women
in the early twentieth century might have been limited by their fit
with prevailing institutional mores: because neither interest actually
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recast surrounding institutional arrangements, neither ever “locked”
the government into a program for servicing them. Both of these
welfare systems remained highly susceptible to shifts in the political
climate affecting others around them, and in the end, both became
mere historical curiosities. On Skocpol’s own telling, the interests
that fit exhibit limitations and dependencies that make them poor
conduits for “development” over the long haul.

Perhaps then it is the interests that don’t fit, not those that do, that
are pivotal in political development. No doubt incongruous inter-
ests, those whose demands directly challenge prevailing institutional
arrangements, will have a hard time getting a hearing from those in
power; but they are also the interests most likely to elaborate pro-
grammatic interests in substantial institutional change, to hammer at
established forms of governance, and to throw their support to those
who promise to alter them.34 On occasion, if they play the breaks
correctly, the misfits may succeed in transforming institutional rela-
tionships, making the government fit them rather than visa versa.
At the very least, it seems plain that the developmental conception
of politics implicit in the idea of path dependence will be incom-
plete without a fuller exploration of the dynamics of fit and misfit
in relations between interests and institutions. Recent studies of the
institutional designs of the Farm Bloc and the labor movement in
the 1920s have been suggestive in this regard, for they tie the emer-
gence of the most durable forms of modern American politics to inter-
ests that persistently challenged the established forms.35 The greater
staying power of the welfare state built in the New Deal may it-
self be attributed to substantial adjustments in surrounding author-
ities that had to be made to accommodate the interests of working
men; security for this system as opposed to the earlier welfare sys-
tems Skocpol identified was underwritten by the rearrangement of
governing institutions around new policies and the political inter-
ests behind them. In this way, two very different forms of political
feedback have come into view. One is mutually reinforcing: inter-
ests able to thrive in the niches and channels provided by the ex-
isting institutional environment will serve to bolster the governing
arrangements that sustain them over time.3¢ The second is mutually
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threatening: those excluded or repressed develop their own sense of
interest with reference to the limitations of prevailing channels of
action.

As we have suggested, the question raised here about path depen-
dence has less to do with its description of an essential attribute of
politics than with its adequacy as the foundation for new thinking
about political development. This research has gone far in readdress-
ing the developmental character of politics without succumbing to
the old normative baggage of progress, but by its very nature, the
historical connectedness of politics lends itself to a seamless web of
construction. The instinct behind path dependence — to move po-
litical analysis backward in time in order to locate the institutional
arrangements channeling politics through time — is a good one, but
it falls easy prey to the dangers of infinite regress: policy can explain
politics and politics can explain policy until everything is connected
one way or another to everything else. The downside prospect of
these proceedings is that the more we learn about these connections,
the harder it is to say what elements are fundamental; that for all
the substantive insights generated, the study of political development
will simply spin around the initial insights that policy choices have
political consequences and that history matters.

For these reasons, we are inclined to think of path dependence as
an important way station on the historical institutional road to the
revival of a theory of political development, not as the end of the
search, and we would therefore caution against getting sidetracked
by problems that are probably an expression of something else, ana-
lytically deeper. The appeal to metaphors of economics and ecology
for theoretical grounding may itself indicate that we have not yet
followed the logic of historical institutionalism itself far enough. In
our view, the upside potential for capitalizing on the very real gains
that research into path dependence has made, and, more generally,
for securing what is most distinctive about a historical institutional
analysis of politics, now turns on the elaboration of concepts that
join institutions, history, and politics more directly. We have in mind
concepts that can account for the composition and operation of the
polity in terms that are strictly historical and institutional, and from
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which other general properties of politics — path dependence among
them — can be derived.

Multiple Orders and Intercurrence

The studies in our third sample describe institutions, and the larger
governing arrangements they comprise, as historical composites, car-
rying a number of different purposes forward from the past. Each
study incorporates some of what the research already discussed has
brought into view, in particular the ordering capacities of institutions
and the path dependent attributes of politics. However, they do so
with special reference to the partial and uneven character of politi-
cal change over time. Each study is interested in what occurs when
institutional purposes ingrained in an earlier era encounter new and
antithetical purposes later on; each attributes to the presence of prior
institutional arrangements the fact that political reform is often in-
complete, that adverse principles and methods of operation remain
in place. The claim here is that insofar as all political change, even
at critical junctures, is accompained by the accumulation and persis-
tence of competing controls within the institutions of government, the
normal condition of the polity will be that of multiple, incongruous
authorities operating simultaneously.

Example 1: In his study of the American presidency, Jeffrey Tulis
identifies problems of constitutional legitimacy that result when new
rules and expectations of presidential performance are layered on
older ones.37 By examining the rhetorical practices of presidents over
different eras — their messages and modes of address — he finds two
distinct patterns. One, dominant throughout most of the nineteenth
century, is congruent with the original design of the Constitution,
reflecting its purpose of fostering deliberation among independent
government branches. Acting accordingly, incumbents spoke rarely in
public, spoke mainly on ceremonial occasions, and employed highly
ritualized forms of address; communications were usually written,
addressed to the Congress, and limited to the president’s constitu-
tionally prescribed duties. The second pattern, evident throughout
the twentieth century, is responsive to the critique of the Constitution
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by progressive reformers and incorporates their more participatory
idea of politics. Here, incumbents speak in public freely and often on
whatever issues concern the national interest. By talking frequently
and directly to the public at large, over the heads of congressional rep-
resentatives, presidents aim to mobilize public opinion behind their
policy goals and use it against Congress through constituency pres-
sure to enact administration programs.

The newer rules of speech were well adapted to the growing promi-
nence of Washington, D.C. in the federal system and to the availabil-
ity of new technologies of communication. What Tulis demonstrates,
however, is that these rules, and their associated agencies and per-
sonnel, never displaced the governing arrangements on which the
old rules were based. As a consequence, the modern “rhetorical pres-
ident” sits uneasily on top of the constitutional one, each engaging
competing standards and compromising the authority that can be
claimed on behalf of the other. Modern rhetorical practices subvert
the integrity of interbranch deliberation on public issues, and older
forms of governance dictating interbranch deliberation frustrate issue
leadership by presidents. Occupying an office that is neither wholly
modern nor wholly traditional, modern presidents regularly invoke
their standing in public opinion polls to overrun constitutional con-
straints, while at the same time promising the public more than they
can ever hope constitutionally to deliver.38

Example 2: Andrew Polsky narrates the “odyssey” of the juve-
nile court system, a form of local government that has persisted for
decades despite perpetual controversy, internal disarray, and failure to
achieve key objectives.3 The institution differs from other tribunals
by modifying the traditional legal goal of discovering individual guilt
and innocence in favor of remedying social injustices that expose chil-
dren to harm. The juvenile court was inspired at the turn of the twen-
tieth century by newly professionalized social workers who thought
juvenile law offenders ought to be treated in a less adversarial, more
therapeutic manner than common criminals. The court was staffed
accordingly. Polsky argues that combining the goals of the legal pro-
fessionals with the goals of social-work professionals has produced
an institution constantly torn by the competing missions its operatives
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bring to the table. Involving lawyers in social work and social workers
in law enforcement has kept the juvenile court suspended in turmoil,
turning this institution into an endless source of conflict among in-
terested groups and political authorities at the local level.

Polsky’s point, however, is not simply that the juvenile court has
been torn by internal divisions and beset from outside, or even that
the court has persisted in spite of all this, but that the court’s internal
divisions are what explains its tenacity. Polsky shows how charges
of failure leveled by both public and private critics have been de-
flected time and again through a reformulation of institutional norms
competing for dominance. Notions of therapy and punishment, of
compensating for social injustice and law enforcement, have been
combined and recombined over time; and while none of these amal-
gams has made for a more internally coherent or capable institution,
each has solved some political problem of the moment thrown at it
from the outside. Though the court was from the beginning an in-
stitution at cross-purposes, it has survived, and even flourished, by
endlessly recycling goals that it cannot reconcile.

Example 3: Kenneth Finegold and Theda Skocpol compare two
emergency agencies, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration
(AAA) and the National Recovery Administration (NRA), both in-
stituted during the Great Depression, in the aftermath of the elec-
toral upheaval that brought Franklin Roosevelt and the Democrats
to power.*> With one aimed at farmers and one aimed at business-
men, both agencies were backed by the same coalition in Congress
and both had the goal of raising incomes in their respective sectors
through collective price-setting and production controls. Such a com-
parison would seem well calculated to hold historical variance at
bay. In fact, however, Finegold and Skocpol find that the AAA and
the NRA had very different success, with results exactly contrary to
what purely sectoral, nonhistorical understandings might have pre-
dicted. Whereas the farmers, many more in number and individually
scattered throughout the country, should have presented a more dif-
ficult problem of coordination than businessmen, the results were
the opposite. Farm programs flourished; the industrial program col-
lapsed.
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The authors explain this outcome by contrasting the administra-
tive histories of the two domains. The AAA operated within an estab-
lished policy network, extending back to smaller-scale farm programs
in the Civil War and the Progressive era. This provided a supply of
administrators already schooled in lessons of these earlier initiatives,
connected by education and experience to their counterparts in the
private cooperatives and land grant colleges, and well acquainted
with the proposed solutions to the problems facing them now. The
NIRA, by contrast, proceeded on a terrain pitted by irresolute regu-
lation, antitrust prosecutions and industrial warfare; it also lacked a
similarly professionalized staff. The disparate effects of prior history
were reinforced later in the New Deal, as liberals moved to replace
their failed partnership with business by a closer partnership with
labor. For decades to come, the government would engage in cooper-
ative relationships with unions and farmers’ groups while projecting
an adversarial stance toward business.

Example 4: In her study of American labor politics, Karen Or-
ren details a rigidly hierarchical legal system in control over the
nineteenth and early twentieth century workplace, one dating back to
feudal England and operating alongside liberal-democratic forms
prevalent elsewhere in the United States.#* Being common law, and in-
corporated as such into American constitutions, this order of master-
and-servant was enforced by the judiciary according to changing
doctrines — vested rights, enticement, common law conspiracy, free-
dom of contract — that kept employment relations apart from the
parallel world of legislation and free bargaining inhabited by busi-
nessmen in their commercial affairs. Beginning after the Civil War,
a prolonged and often violent campaign of organizing and collec-
tive action by workingmen assaulted this system of controls, giv-
ing lie to the proposition that it was essential to maintain indus-
trial “order” and demanding equal rights to compete and bargain
with their employers. To stem this tide, the judiciary enjoined la-
bor activity and overruled prolabor legislation in an assertion of its
authority unprecedented in American history for its aggressiveness,
continuing up until the Court’s losing battle with the New Deal in

1937.
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Orren explains the master-and-servant law’s demise in terms of its
deterioration on several fronts. One was the workplace itself, where
labor literally battered away at employers’ prerogatives. A second
was the courtroom, where workers’ strategies outreached the logic
of judges’ increasingly convoluted decisions and made it all but im-
possible for juries to decide the cases before them. A third was indus-
trial, functional, due to the sheer impracticality of maintaining strict
separation between the law regulating labor and the law regulating
business in the face of increasing economic dislocations and the pub-
lic outcry for the government to step in. In that sense, the Wagner
Act of the 1930s was a successor to public policies, especially rail-
road regulation, that were largely indifferent to labor’s interests but
were required by their mandates to grapple with industrial reality.
The collapse of the old labor law took the common-law barrier be-
tween constitutional branches down with it, ushering in Congress’
untroubled reign over social policy for the next half-century.

Discussion: Each of the above examples is a study of conflict and
contradictions within a particular institutional setting: within a con-
stitutional office, within a local agency, under the same New Deal
mandate, under the same Constitution. Each provides a specifically
historical explanation for what it finds: rules evolved in separate cen-
turies, purposes pursued within different professional traditions, ex-
perience drawn from separate policy legacies, coexisting laws with
separate lineages. If we seek a single explanation that unites all four,
it is this: the institutions of a polity are not created or recreated all at
once, in accordance with a single ordering principle; they are created
instead at different times, in the light of different experiences, and
often for quite contrary purposes. As these studies suggest, politics
in the United States, like politics elsewhere, consists, in large part at
least, in acting out the consequences.

As a general proposition about the historical construction of poli-
tics, nonsimultaneity in institutional creation speaks to all those out-
of-synch governing arrangements on display not just in these stud-
ies but in studies with different theoretical underpinnings presented
throughout this chapter. The same thing can be seen in Weingast’s
argument that a balance rule was necessary to protect the free and
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slave states from one another, in Carpenter’s finding of bureaucratic
autonomy achieved here and there amid older forms of control op-
erative elsewhere, in Skowronek’s description of new administrative
agencies struggling for authority against a state of courts and parties,
in Lieberman’s analysis of efforts to prevent new welfare provisions
from interfering with established race relations. The effects of non-
simultaneity in institutional creation are pervasive and inescapable,
creating an overall picture of political institutions quite different from
that found in more conventional analyses. One scholar, alerted to the
multiple orderings of authority found within Congress, summarizes
the implications as follows: “Rather than providing stability and co-
herence, as the metaphor of institutions as equilibria suggests, institu-
tions embody contradictory purposes, which provide for an ongoing,
churning process of development.”+*

In previous work, we have given the phenomenon of multiple-
orders-in-action a name: intercurrence.*> None of the research dis-
cussed, not even in this last sample, uses that word and none extends
its implications as far as we do here. But the fact that these authors
and others have stumbled onto this common ground without any
apparent guidance from prior theory, but simply in the course of in-
vestigating how institutions impact politics over time, is suggestive in
itself. Intercurrence depicts the organization of the polity seen strictly
from a historical institutional point of view. It directs researchers
to locate the historical construction of politics in the simultaneous
operation of older and newer instruments of governance, in con-
trols asserted through multiple orderings of authority whose coor-
dination with one another cannot be assumed and whose outward
reach and impingements, including on one another, are inherently
problematic.

Though this may be the least familiar of the concepts floating
around in the historical-institutional literature today, we think inter-
currence is the purest expression of historical-institutional reasoning
about politics produced by that literature to date. It connects history
and institutions in a single, general statement about organization of
the polity and anchors political analysis in terms that are irreducibly
historical and institutional. It is, at once, a descriptive statement of
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the normal state of the political universe — of multiple orders arranged
uncertainly in relationship to one another; a statement of the
historical-institutional problem — the operation of asymmetric stan-
dards of control and incongruous rules of action; and a standard
template from which the familiar themes of historical institutional re-
search — the contingencies of order, the multiplicity of authorities, the
particularity of path trajectories, the significance of redirecting junc-
tures — may all be derived. As such, intercurrence recommends itself
as a foundational concept on which the other historical-institutional
constructions of politics in this literature may be said to rest and
around which historical-institutional theories of politics may be more
securely built.

The four studies in our sample derive intercurrence in equal parts
from the fragmented, incomplete character of political change and
the mutual impingements of the different political elements in place.
Tulis observes that the new rules of the modern presidency did not
eliminate constraints on the presidency put in place by the Constitu-
tion; old and new shaped the politics of the future by locking horns.
Polsky observes that the new juvenile courts brought social workers
into the criminal justice system without displacing the lawyers; the
institution used its conflicting principles of action in chameleon-like
fashion to protect itself against attacks on each. Skocpol and Finegold
describe new forms of cooperation taking hold in agricultural and la-
bor relations amid the failure of a similar change in business relations.
But how far do these insights extend? Is there any reason to believe
that these are general features of the organization of the political uni-
verse? The claim that political change is partial, that it never trans-
forms all governing relations at once in accordance with the same
organizing principles, should present few problems in the context of
an up-and-running polity; constitutional democracies, in particular,
are valued for their reformist tendencies. The claim is tested at ex-
treme points of rupture, most especially during revolutions, when the
deepest and most comprehensive of political transformations occur.

Orren’s work speaks directly to this point.#* The radicalism of
the American Revolution was manifested institutionally in the out-
right dismantling of previously established governing arrangements
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and their replacement with alternatives that operated according to
very different principles. Hereditary titles were abolished. Legislative
and executive institutions were purged of their ties to separate orders
of society — commoners, lords, and king. Representation was recon-
structed along liberal lines, ultimately taking shape as a set of coequal
institutions of government all beholden to the same people. Notwith-
standing these sweeping and portentous changes, however, it is clear
on the historical record that the achievement was neither holistic nor
synthetic. Other governing arrangements were carried over from the
past, and they continued to operate on their own institutional sup-
ports as authoritative elements in the new scheme. Some, like the insti-
tutions of slavery, were incorporated into the new government quite
deliberately; others, like the common law of master-and-servant and
the legal foundations of patriarchal family, were incorporated with
less apparent concern for the incongruous rules and standards of le-
gitimacy on which they rested. All told, the “new” order of the ages,
the liberal order, was one of several that America’s new government
would actively enforce.

The point may be extended to account as well for familiar
curiosities of American constitutional design. In some arenas of
governance, previously established institutional arrangements were
neither discarded nor carried over intact but modified by the addi-
tion of new elements, much as Polsky describes the formation of the
juvenile court and Tulis describes the formation of a “modern pres-
idency” in the twentieth century. The Framers’ efforts to create an
independent national government led them to modify the prior system
of state-based sovereignties and produced the contentious interfaces
of American federalism. Their efforts to create an independent na-
tional executive led them to modify the preexisting supremacy of the
legislative branch and produced the contentious interfaces of checks
and balances. Notwithstanding the elaborate theoretical justifications
for these arrangements found in The Federalist Papers, the delegates
to the constitutional convention dealt with a practical problem —
how to relate the new institutional authority desired to that already
in place; after ratification, political struggle gravitated naturally to
their handiwork’s ragged seams.4’
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Here we encounter the other central tenet supporting the thesis of
politics as intercurrence, as the impingement of controlling authori-
ties on one another. Whether this be observed in the narrow setting
of a juvenile court, on the broad canvas of New Deal reform, or
at the level of constitutional organization at large, the omnipresent
characteristic of impingement indicates both the outward reach of po-
litical institutions and the plenary nature of authority. Intercurrence
addresses a polity permeated by authority relations that have been
constructed historically, a polity caught up in their contradictions
and animated to seek their resolution. Politics takes shape around
challenges to authority in place and becomes more radical as more
authority is challenged.

For these reasons, intercurrence enters political analysis not only as
a description of the political universe but also as a central part of the
explanation for its change, especially as it produces contradictions for
agents, entrepreneurs, and leaders to exploit and alternatives for them
to imagine.*® At the level of action, it is not simply that governing
arrangements of one sort or another inform behavior in all spheres
throughout the state’s domain but that their variety and incongruity
are not easily concealed for long, that, on the contrary, these incon-
gruities become conspicuous over time, prompting political conflict.
Whether the political initiatives and institutional innovations to re-
solve conflicts are limited deliberately, unconsciously, or out of prac-
tical necessity, the effect is to juxtapose new controls against existing
ones, introducing new disparities into the exercise of governmental
authority. Controlling authorities at any given historical juncture will
be, as a result, a mixed bag of coercive instruments, with future po-
litical conflict all but guaranteed given their asymmetries and mutual
impingements.

Intercurrence in this light may be regarded as the point of depar-
ture for theorizing about what elsewhere we have called “politics in
the fullness of time.”47 Partial transformations of plenary authority
impart to governance the organizational form of a temporal matrix
of intercurrent controls.#® The vertical axis of this matrix arrays gov-
ernance in time. It indicates the limits of order that stem from the si-
multaneous operation of institutional instruments of different origin,
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each of which seeks both to control outsiders and to defend its own
authority against potential incursions from competing authorities.
Moving down the vertical axis we would observe for instance the
current status of the constitutional presidency, of the law of labor
relations, of authority over the agricultural and business sector. At
the higher, more rarefied levels of the matrix, we might find arrange-
ments — like the balance rule — invented by politicians to mitigate
tensions below, contingent solutions designed with greater or lesser
effect to prevent the various ordering mechanisms that compose the
whole from colliding into one another.4?

The horizontal axis of this matrix identifies governance as a histor-
ical composite moving through time. It equates significant changes or
“critical junctures” with the addition and subtraction of controlling
instruments and locates pathways of change in the always-limited
openings created for new authority to take hold. An authoritative in-
strument added or subtracted will always have some developmental
significance; how much will be determined by how extensively the
change rearranges authority relations up and down the matrix.
Authority may be added without dislodging completely the alter-
natives in place as Tulis and Polsky indicate, or it may be displaced
altogether as slavery and common law of master-and-servant were
ultimately displaced. Either way, political junctures can be identified
as more “critical” to the extent that more of existing authority is
disrupted, and established “paths” are redirected as more authority
is rearranged.

Though this image of government as a matrix of intercurrent
authority relations may seem abstract, it facilitates an analysis of
political change that is rigorously empirical. It targets the essential
complexity of organized political life not as a problem for analysts
to overcome but as a source of knowledge to be unpacked. That is to
say, it facilitates just the sort of analyses that historical-institutional
investigations routinely produce. The problem of proceeding with-
out such a foundational concept is that the originality and analytic
bite of historical-institutional analysis remains obscure, lost in thick
descriptions of entangled relationships. The concept of intercur-
rence helps pull historical-institutionalism out the shadows of other
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theoretical traditions and bring forward an understanding of politics
that is its own.

New terms ought not be introduced without some reference to
others to which they have a family resemblance. Like the familiar
idea of “pluralism,” for example, intercurrence evokes the political
dynamism inherent in multiplicity. Also like pluralism, intercurrence
points to ongoing, open-ended conflicts structured by rules, and it
identifies problems of accommodating conflict. But there are also
important differences. Pluralism has traditionally referred to compe-
tition among interests structured by “rules of the game” upon which
all parties agree; it is, at base, a description of order amid conflict.
Intercurrence, by contrast, refers to the simultaneous operation of
different sets of rules, to a politics structured by irresolution in the
basic principles of social organization and governmental control, and
it describes the disorder inherent in a multiplicity of ordering rules. A
similar distinction might be drawn between the idea of intercurrence
and the idea of “multiple traditions” in contemporary renderings of
American political culture. Intercurrence, like multiple traditions, en-
tails different principles of control, but it identifies these in the opera-
tion of specific institutional forms; it is not the historical juxtaposition
of different ideas or traditions that is critical but the historical juxta-
position of differently constituted governing authorities, which may
be created, modified, and displaced without any discernible effect on
traditions.

The Institutional Turn in APD Research

Each of the different strands of historical-institutional research we
have identified and discussed in this chapter contributes something
arguably slighted by others, and there is no reason to suspect that any
will soon exhaust its utility. The point of this exercise is not to fore-
close options; it is to show that historical-institutional analyses move
logically toward more distinctive and development-friendly concep-
tions of politics itself. Institutional investigations of the historical
constructions of politics have exposed government as a set of con-
trols made up of disparate and impinging parts, an arrangement of
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authority riddled with uncertainty at its many interfaces. From this
insight, the intricate temporal structure of governance has been ex-
posed in greater detail than ever before, and the study of political
order has been brought more directly to bear on the dynamics of
political change.

Historical-institutionalism, then, is perhaps after all an awkward
appellation for a line of inquiry that has been so effective in un-
earthing sources of contingency, movement, and turmoil in politics.
It has, however, lent APD some much-needed traction, allowing it
to advance in the face of the unraveling of developmental assump-
tions about politics on other fronts. The various propositions we have
found percolating through this literature seem to point the way to-
ward a new and more productive search for development in politics.
But they take us only so far. Sorting out different propositions about
historical construction and political development from ideas found
here and there in existing historical-institutional studies may lend a
certain coherence to the present state of the enterprise, and identifying
certain essential characteristics of political institutions may indicate
where this is leading, but the common program remains implicit. We
still have some work to do before we can say with confidence exactly
what political development is, why it should be studied, and what it
can tell us about the polity we inhabit.
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Political Development: The Definition

... although laws may be changed according to circumstances and
events, yet it is seldom or never that the constitution itself is
changed; and for this reason the new laws do not suffice, for they
are not in harmony with the constitution that has remained intact.

Niccolo Machiavelli

TOGETHER, THE CULTURAL CRITIQUE OF DEVELOPMENTAL THINKING,
recounted in Chapter Two, and the institutional turn in historical
research, recounted in Chapter Three, leave APD spinning around a
wobbly center. Neither provides a ready response to a disarmingly
simple question: What is political development? With the concept
purged of teleology, the leading formulation so far is the inconclusive
metaphor of “path.” In this chapter, we set these literatures aside
for the purpose of offering a definition that identifies political de-
velopment as a distinguishable event, one that can be established
empirically and is a phenomenon worth study in its own right.
That a definition of this sort is desirable may not be self-evident.
No one has complained that the topics addressed so far by APD
scholars are misguided or that the substantive payoff on particu-
lar historical questions of broad interest has been inadequate. In
fact, the flip side to APD’s current lack of focus is the growing at-
tachment of historical researchers to other areas of political science
with well-established protocols of their own — political economy, for
instance, or public law, or comparative government. Under these cir-
cumstances, why look for trouble? Why rehabilitate a concept al-
ready stripped of its currency when there are so many other choices?
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What is to be gained at this point by drawing lines between political
development and political change or, for that matter, between po-
litical development and all manner of other political or politically
relevant activity in American history?

The answer as we see it is that development remains a central
concern, albeit one addressed largely by indirection. There is indirec-
tion in the cultural critique, which confronts developmental think-
ing through an assault on the idea of progress; there is indirection
in historical-institutionalist studies that harbor several variations on
development themes without converging on anything firm. Clearly in
APD research today there is more at stake than political change in the
past and strategic interactions in historical context. Questions about
continuity in politics, about whether and to what degree past changes
bind future politics, about whether changes show a discernible tra-
jectory over time: these are still positive motivators of inquiry. If they
are not to be declared off-limits, and if answers are not to be left to
unfold haphazardly in the setting of diverse individual studies, then
it is necessary to pin things down and to at least clarify the standards
by which the historical record may be assessed.

On APD’s theoretical side, the prospect is to organize the current
discussion of order and change in time. As our inventory in previous
chapters suggests, nothing has more effectively transformed histori-
cal study of American politics than impatience with conventional
demarcations of time. By disaggregating “eras” and allowing parts
of the whole - institutions, policies, ideologies, parties — to signal
their own beginnings and ends, researchers have uncovered greater
dimensionality, texture, and specificity in the historical construction
of politics. But disaggregation also runs a risk, which is of an increas-
ingly fragmented canvas, a collection of disparate time lines with no
clues as to how the pieces might relate to one another. A definition,
then, will serve to direct findings back to common interests in order
and change and to foster debate on a shared intellectual program. The
debate might be joined on how particular events in history are con-
nected to one another, on the larger patterns of seemingly disparate
episodes, or on the terms the definition itself.
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Similarly, on APD’s substantive side greater clarity about devel-
opment in politics will help to cut through many of the interpretive
debates that have accumulated in the literature and left students of
American political history at an impasse. Some of these fall under
the rubric of “old wine in new bottles”: did the Wagner Act lib-
erate labor in industrial relations or merely exchange one system
of subordination for another? Others thrive on “contradictions”:
Progressive-era reform as populist revenge and corporatist consolida-
tion, political demobilization and middle-class democracy. Although
debates such as these are unlikely to be resolved by a definition, lay-
ing out in general terms exactly what is of critical interest in the
historical material at hand can move the discussion constructively
beyond them. A definition that can distinguish between a political
development and a political change, and between political develop-
ment and developments in the culture or the economy, should at
least sharpen these episodes, what they did or did not achieve, and
whether and in what sense they made a difference for what would
follow.

Two arguments stand against defining political development. The
first is the inescapable Whiggish pedigree of the concept, with its a
priori assumption of progress in the relationship between past and
present. This argument is easily overstated; between predetermining
the answer and begging the question, there is ample room for an ap-
proach that facilitates discussion. We agree that those who would ar-
gue that American politics does, in fact, develop must bear the burden
of proof. Our way of meeting this challenge includes detaching the
concept of development itself from its more sweeping applications
and working with a definition that has less normative baggage. The
second argument, perhaps more serious, is that definitions are by
their nature imperious, that in an enterprise as freewheeling as APD,
codification would be premature and likely counterproductive. We
do not claim our definition is neutral with respect to existing choices
or styles in current APD scholarship or that it does not set out its own
priorities. Largely for reasons just mentioned — of bearing the burden
of proof — we have taken our cues from historical-institutional work,
picking up where our discussion left off in Chapter Three. We believe,
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however, that the definition we offer not only carries APD’s cultural
explorations along but also underscores their importance.

The Definition

We propose the following: political development is a durable shift in
governing authority. By “governing authority” we mean the exercise
of control over persons or things that is designated and enforceable by
the state. By “shift” we have in mind a change in the locus or direction
of control, resulting in a new distribution of authority among per-
sons or organizations within the polity at large or between them and
their counterparts outside. Political scientists have a natural and keen
interest in changes of this sort. Liberalism, free speech, free markets,
citizenship, family and gender relations, popular sovereignty, repre-
sentative government, federalism, the separation of powers, checks
and balances, globalization — all build and turn on the distribution
of authority. The term durable acknowledges that the distribution of
authority is not fixed, and that its stability or change in any given
historical instance must be regarded as contingent. Shifts in govern-
ing authority are important in historical inquiry, because they are a
constant object of political conflict and they set the conditions for
subsequent politics, especially when shifts are durable.

By examining the historical record for evidence of a specific kind
of political change — or its absence — we mean to indicate what it
is that the study of APD ultimately needs to explain. The study of
durable shifts in governing authority is well suited to APD as a theory-
building enterprise: it is open to the promulgation of generalizations,
it is portable in time and place, it is sufficiently pointed to set up
comparisons, it engages separate pieces of the polity, it is capable
of arraying a wide range of historical information. Likewise, this
definition of political development promotes APD as a substantive
enterprise as well. To ask where and when shifts in authority occur,
why and by what processes, and to inquire into their consequences
is to place exacting demands on the description of change in gover-
nance over time, on the identification of causes and the weighing of
their relative significance, and on the accurate portrayal of the new
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historical patterns they produce. In all of these ways, it encourages
scholars to sidestep a priori logics of development, to question styl-
ized treatments of history, and to anchor theory building more firmly
in empirical evidence.

The focus on governing authority, designated and enforced
through state institutions, should not be misconstrued as a return
to a political analysis of an overly legalistic kind. The purpose is
not to diminish the significance of noninstitutional aspects of politics
but to highlight what seems most characteristic of political develop-
ment. The definition takes in all activities and events in which the
distribution of governing authority is at issue, including those that
fail ultimately to produce any discernible shift. If our definition resists
equating political development with the appearance of a new idea, the
actions of a new movement, or the election of new leader, it also calls
attention to these and all other factors that inform, promote, inhibit,
or limit changes of the sort we have specified. The point is not to ex-
clude political leadership, social movements, or wars from their role
in political development or to deny economic and cultural changes
as important influences on political development. It is to locate de-
velopment and nondevelopment as it occurs, to identify changes and
continuities in an ongoing organization of authority. Political de-
velopment thus understood is a historical variable to be registered
against the constancy of political conflict and the swirl of persons
and movements bent on different outcomes.

Authority: “Authority” is the key term in our definition: it is au-
thority that needs to shift to produce political development. The word
calls attention to resources for influencing the behavior of others, but
that by itself is does not distinguish it politically. So too does “power,”
a concept also likely to figure prominently in the explanation of any
given shift in authority: questions are asked routinely about the rel-
ative influence of corporations and labor in the formation of the
American welfare state, about the relative influence of populists and
progressives in the emergence of business regulation at the turn of
the twentieth century, or, more generally, about political events like
landslide elections that rout one coalition and install another. These
are questions about power. We use the term authority because of its
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stronger connotation of governance. If power is the means, authority
is frequently the objective.

Authority may be distinguished from power by several of its at-
tributes. First, authority is something designated in advance. It is
not about the influence of those trying to change the terms of con-
trol; it is about the terms of control themselves as they are set out
and known by those to whom they apply. Second, authority works
through institutions. It boasts continuity and dependability, resis-
tance to mere shifts in the political winds, persistence until its agents
are directed otherwise. Third, authority works through mandates that
are enforceable; in the American polity, this often means enforceable
through courts of law. Authority in this sense is not simply coercive;
it implies protection for those who carry out its dictates and sanc-
tions against those who do not. Fourth, authority works through
perceptions. It is strengthened by legitimacy, by the perceptions of
all concerned that those formally in control are acting appropriately;
as authority loses legitimacy, it becomes more vulnerable to being
shifted.

Each of these attributes points to authority as the permanent locus
of development in politics. But as we have observed in Chapter Three
the organization of authority relations at large is riddled by complica-
tions that produce, at the level of practical operations, arrangements
that are inherently dynamic and impermanent. In political history,
governing authority in any given period presents itself as a com-
plex web of relations, a composite of controls gotten up at different
times for different purposes and, as we have argued, for this reason
likely to engage conflicting institutional mandates and methods of
execution. Often the asymmetries of authority signal adherence to
inconsistent standards of legitimacy, inconsistencies that individuals
or movements may themselves use to challenge specific authorities
on the scene: slavery was highly institutionalized in the South in the
antebellum period and politically destabilizing nationwide.

These contradictions attend authority’s actual exercise at any his-
torical point. Authority cannot accomplish its purposes simply by
formal declarations of intent. In particular, for our purposes, author-
ity does not shift — political development does not occur — because
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a court or president or some other high officer or agency de-
clares that it should. President George W. Bush declared home-
land security a top national priority and Congress created a new
federal department to coordinate control at the border and beef
up surveillance of internal affairs, but this ambition immediately
highlighted the difficulty of rearranging jurisdictions among previ-
ously scattered agencies and, beyond that, it called into question
the authority of others throughout the federal establishment. In
the 1890s, the Supreme Court endorsed a radically prohibitive in-
terpretation of business practices outlawed by Congress under the
Sherman Anti-Trust Act, but neither the Act nor the Court’s inter-
pretation stemmed the tide of corporate consolidation; as Martin
Sklar and others have indicated, the Act merely created a glaring in-
congruity between the law as interpreted by the Court and actual
practices supported by the rest of the national government.”™ The
historical-institutional literature is, as we have seen, full of examples
of policies in which the government accepted major commitments
or responsibilities with arrangements designed expressly to minimize
significant disruptions of existing institutional prerogatives. The fed-
eral government’s landmark Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(ADC), for instance, was, as Lieberman shows, purposefully crafted
to protect and preserve local discretion, and therein lay many of the
problems associated with the “development” of the American welfare
state.*

Notice that stipulating that it is authority that must shift identi-
fies development as a structural event. As growing discontent with
established authority is not in itself a political development, neither
is a statistical trend. Rising GDP per capita may indicate economic
development, but not changing relations of government. Within the
institutions of government, federal outlays, tax revenues, and public
employment climb upward throughout American history, with points
of leveling and surge; so do judicial case loads, numbers of statutes,
and immigration levels; presidential vetoes and tariff levels, on the
other hand, ebb and flow. These are all indicators of political change,
and changes like these may burden or embolden particular institu-
tions, but there is a difference between the growth and abatement of
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existing historical-institutional patterns and a change in relationships
among governing authorities. The impact of the former on political
development remains an open question, pending evidence of what if
any authority was transferred and how governing relationships were
altered.

Shift: The importance of “shift” in our definition builds upon a
proposition advanced in Chapter One with regard to “sites,” namely,
that authority is plenary; that even when it is contested, its terms are
always and everywhere complete. Extending the idea of plenary au-
thority to the polity at large means that political development is, in
effect, zero-sum: for politics to develop, it is necessary that authority
be moved from one location to another. “Shift,” in our definition,
implies rearrangement, redirection, reconstruction. Significant shifts
in authority are highly charged, inherently controversial events; in
a polity as thoroughly institutionalized as the United States, they
are likely to incite extended negotiations among several surrounding
agencies, each with its own mandates, its own resources, and its own
history. Cast in these terms, the analysis of development operates
at a considerable distance from conceptions associated with “germ”
theories or “organic” theories of politics. Rather than assume that
origins are imprinted with a natural order of growth or that change
follows a course or a blueprint implicit in earlier forms, our definition
assumes the resistance of established authority to political develop-
ment, it anticipates a clash of purposes among governing institutions,
and it illuminates political contests of greater or lesser scope.

“Shift” presumes all the various processes by which authority may
be transferred. The authority of an institution, for instance, may sim-
ply be allowed to expire. Sunset provisions, in which the legislature
specifies a time limit on the exercise of authority by others, cause
shifts of this sort; similarly, the charter of the national bank granted
in 1791 was not renewed at the end of its term in 1811. Another
process is dismantling — institutional disassembly in whole or in part.
The Jeffersonians abolished internal taxes; the Thirteenth Amend-
ment abolished slavery. Neither expirations nor dismantlings neces-
sarily anticipate where the authority eliminated will relocate; in other
processes, transfers are explicit. “Displacements” remove authority
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from institutions through circumvention or transfer to other mech-
anisms: Andrew Jackson sought to preempt the rechartering of the
second national bank in 1830s by taking the government’s deposits
out of the existing bank and transferring them to politically friendly
state banks. From the 1970s through the mid-1990s, AFDC was sub-
stantially “displaced” by an alternative form of welfare targeted at
the working poor, the Earned Income Tax Credit.? In Chapter Three,
we talked as well about “layering,” the placement of new forms of
authority atop old ones left in place. Layering, though common, is an
incomplete transfer of authority, a change likely to perpetuate con-
troversies over exactly how much authority has shifted, over who
gets to control what and how.

Shifts take varying lengths of time. The Pendleton Act of 1883, the
measure creating the Civil Service Commission, anticipated a shift of
authority in control over civil administration away from parties, but
its bearing on other authorities remained doubtful for decades as
party competition waxed and waned, the financing of party cam-
paigns changed, and presidents, legislators, and labor unions jock-
eyed for control over the newly created domain of merit adminis-
tration. Shifts that appear abrupt and categorical on their face often
leave open important questions about the scope of the prerogatives
curtailed. After World War II, the United States entered into several
mutual security agreements obligating it to come to the defense of
other nations, but Congress was careful to serve notice that it was
not prepared to abdicate its constitutional authority over future de-
cisions to go to war, and events triggered prolonged debate over the
precise extent of the delegation implied.# Shifts in authority that cut
more deeply through existing social and political relationships — the
ones that are most developmentally significant — are likely to occur
over longer periods of time. The displacement of slavery and its at-
tendant institutional legacy of apartheid shifted more authority than
the extension of the franchise to 18-year-olds by the Twenty-sixth
Amendment, and the conflict over new forms of controlling race re-
lations has been correspondingly more sustained.

A central analytic question raised by shifts in authority is “how
much?” Is the rearrangement at issue limited or extensive? Is it
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adequate to the purposes contemplated? How does it the bear on
surrounding authorities, and how do surrounding authorities deal
with it? These questions bring us to the final element in our defini-
tion, which is durability.

Durability: Durable means “lasting”; it refers to the span of years
that any shift holds on, into the future. Shifts in authority that hold on
for a half-century, in the same polity, and within some broader con-
text of years, without getting reversed or deflected by other events,
are, prima facie, durable in a way that shifts that hold for a decade
or less are not. For instance, in Chapter Three we referenced the shift
of authority under the New Deal from the judiciary to the legisla-
ture; this resulted in Congress’ sovereignty over social policy that
lasted without serious disturbance for a half-century. This shift was
durable in a way that, let us say, the shift associated with the Eight-
eenth Amendment installing prohibition was not. The problem with
this approach, however, arises with shifts in authority that are observ-
able for considerable periods of time but are manifestly not durable.
Take an example important in America’s early colonization: the as-
sumption by the Stuart monarchs of power over the Parliament in the
name of divine right. This was a shift in that it bore fruit in public
policy and had great consequences of a kind. But neither was it seen
in its own time by central players — Parliament, judges, the Exchequer,
the army, and others — as more than tentative;’ nor is it regarded as
durable by historians today.

In our framework, the key difference among comparable spans
of years is the extent to which shifts had the effect of bringing sur-
rounding arrangements of authority into line with the new state of
affairs; this happened under the New Deal — acts reorganizing execu-
tive, legislative, judicial, and administrative relations accommodated
the welfare state — but not under the Stuart monarchy. Durable shifts
have this effect, and it is evident to participants in politics at the
time. They form and build on alliances in adjacent institutions; they
successfully over time preempt naysayers in positions of authority
nearby; they engage ideologies, whether grand or localized, that de-
clare the rightness of what has occurred. We propose that shifts that
fail to become durable do not do these things and that shifts that
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result in back-and-forth — as, for example, the on-again/off-again
experiments with national banking in antebellum America — do not
do them sufficiently. Within the same polity, a wide variety of factors
will influence the result. One, across centuries, might be the “pace of
change”: fifty years was arguably a shorter period in the seventeenth
century than it was in the twentieth, because of the entrenchment and
strong interconnectedness of traditional institutions. More generally,
durability must depend on the ambitions and abilities of opposing
leaders and their resources, the availability of ideologies, the state of
public opinion, and so forth. In any given instance of political de-
velopment, the explanation of durability comes closest to the way
conventional political analysis explains outcomes.

Durability and development would seem to work at cross-
purposes. The more durable the shift, the more resistant the arrange-
ments it reconstructs should be to subsequent alteration; all other
things being equal, this should hold for any particular corner of the
polity. But because the conception of the polity-at-large endorsed
here is one of multiple orders, mutually impinging institutional ar-
rangements and different patterns of change, the relationship between
durability and development is varied and complex. The establishment
of the New Deal was a durable shift, and its very solidity was a plat-
form for major political developments elsewhere, for instance, the
“rights revolution.” The circumstances that accompany political de-
velopment may be important in this regard: after the disruptions of
the Civil War, Republicans could build their new order of recently
empowered national institutions under cover of “the bloody shirt.”
The nature of the institutions involved may also make a difference:
durable shifts to legislatures would seem to augur further change, as
under the New Deal; shifts to courts and bureaucracies less so.

In this perspective, our understanding of durability, in terms of
the rearrangement of surrounding authority, recasts thinking about
the constitution of government. Polities at large may be presumed to
have different dispositions toward political development, and democ-
racies in particular to be biased against durable shifts in authority.
Toqueville remarked on the “mutability of the law” in democracies,
suggesting that law was observed in America by virtue of its being
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“a self-imposed evil...of transient duration.”® We know that
changeability and reversibility of laws enacted by elected majorities
are moderated by many constitional constraints: federalism, bicamer-
alism, judicial review, checks and balances, and differently configured
elections, complete with a written text and an arduous method of
amendment. These obstacles to full empowerment of majorities may,
somewhat surprisingly, suggest a Constitution on behalf of devel-
opment; barriers against majorities supportive of new proposals are
also barriers against the will of majorities who would come along and
undo their predecessors handiwork. The problem with this conceit,
however, is in the evidence: whether the example is national banking
in the nineteenth century or Prohibition in the twentieth, majorities
have repeatedly overcome the constitutional obstacle course and in
both directions — a situation that takes us developmentally speaking,
back to square one.

By contemplating something more than a simple marking of time,
we believe our formulation of durability offers a stronger rationale for
development in politics. It does so by placing the seemingly fixed and
rigid structural constraints associated with the Constitution within
the context of a fuller array of authority relations and by lending
greater significance to the alteration of arrangements among the
parts. When authorities surrounding an innovation are rearranged,
when they take the innovation into account in their own operations,
the constitution of government itself is changed; a new platform for
political action is established and, with that, the premises for any fu-
ture political opposition that might form. The more extensive the re-
arrangement prompted by an innovation, the more durable we would
expect that innovation to be.

Consider now the broad program of study encompassed by our
definition. First, a search for American political development directed
to the study of shifts in authority will sort political history into non-
events, failed events, indecisive events, prolonged events, and events
of varying degrees of significance. In doing so, it will bring into a
common frame much of what the APD literature now investigates
topic by topic. Shifts in authority are at the heart of recent stud-
ies dealing with changing definitions of citizenship and civil rights;
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with the ambiguous status of “the modern presidency”; with state
building and bureaucratic autonomy; with the differential impact of
the New Deal realignment on business, agriculture, and labor; with
the failures and achievements of the populists; with the decline and
resurgence of party organizations.

Our definition also aligns much of what the literature is explor-
ing theoretically — junctures, path dependence, and intercurrence.
Junctures will be seen as shifts of varying depth and significance
registered against a matrix of authority relations that carries other
governing arrangements forward from the past; intercurrence is the
normal structure of politics created by these partial and incomplete
rearrangements of authority; paths are openings for change as they
are delimited by extant arrangements. Finally, when the analysis of
discrete governing arrangements is placed within these wider polit-
ical scenes, the study of development as defined should effectively
address important historical debates. Did the Supreme Court’s hold-
ing in Plessy v. Fergusson (1896), that for constitutional purposes
separate could be equal, shift authority in any way or did it merely
confirm and justify the status quo? Did the Reagan administration
mark a political about-face or a failed revolution? Answers hinge on
identifying the relevant institutions and the distribution of controls
among them before, during, and after the changes in question.

Applications

The usefulness of any such definition must ultimately be demon-
strated in original research. Still, we can do more here than give
scattered examples invoked in the course of explaining our terms. In
the remainder of this chapter, we provide three applications that in-
dicate what political development looks like and how our definition
organizes history for developmental study. Each account is a sketch,
not intended to exhaust the developmental questions that might be
posed. Moreover, in describing our cases and examining the political
problems presented, we rely mainly on what is already well known.
If our framework brings fresh and cogent readings to familiar ma-
terial, analytically consistent across episodes, prospects for aligning
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and directing original research should be bolstered accordingly. To
suggest our definition’s versatility, we have picked examples that are
very different from one another. The first, Reconstruction, was cho-
sen as a singular episode whose developmental status is a continuing
point of dispute. The second, church and state, was chosen because of
all the arrangements of multiple orders in the American polity, this is
perhaps the most well-known. The third, federal land management,
is offered as a typical application to the politics of public policy.

Though these accounts were not stylized to illustrate other con-
cepts introduced in this book, it would be surprising if we did not
stumble upon examples of these as we proceed. Our foundational
concept, intercurrence, appears quite naturally in all these episodes
of political development once its presence is appreciated for what it is.
We see it at work in the limits placed on political development during
Reconstruction, in the political fallout of disrupting long-established
relations between church and state, and in the accumulation of pur-
poses in federal land policy. In each sketch, the historical construction
of politics appears in junctures where elements are transformed, es-
tablishing to a greater or lesser extent a new platform for future
actions.

Each application foregrounds political institutions, in particular
their outward reach and their mandates to control other persons and
agencies. For that reason, it is impressive how closely tied to ideas in
the wider culture each example turns out to be. As institutionally pure
as these narratives could have been structured, it is difficult to see how
emancipation or voluntarism or ecology could have been filtered out
as motivating concepts altogether. In this sense, these applications
argue strongly for our position that an emphasis on institutions in
studying political development does not turn away from culture or
ideas, but instead locates them in the setting where, politically speak-
ing, they count most.

Reconstruction

Reconstruction, the dozen years after the Civil War, presents an in-
teresting challenge for developmental analysis. On the one hand,
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Reconstruction is the outstanding example in United States history of
dismantling an entrenched political order. A legal relation that con-
fined four million individuals to servitude, one wound tightly into
relations of authority ranging from federalism and checks and bal-
ances to the administration of justice and the family, was pronounced
terminated, unenforceable under the Constitution; those who had
been subjugated were declared to be free citizens. On the other hand,
Reconstruction is also the outstanding example in American polit-
ical history of developmental misfire: when the dust settled, those
freed were isolated, impoverished, denied equal rights, and left with-
out means for collective or personal advancement. The long view
from the twentieth-first century has only compounded the curiosity
of the whole affair. Constitutional changes that were all but dead-on-
arrival, their paper persistence a mockery of democratic pretension,
became important vehicles of transformation a century later, while
leaving Reconstruction’s own legacy no less unclear.

Exactly what happened has vexed the most searching of scholars.”
Early interpretations of Reconstruction resolved this developmental
paradox with allusions to congressional excess, political redemption,
and constitutional restoration; later work countered with a language
of advances and reversals, of rights derailed and promises delayed.
The impulse to choose up sides in these debates is understandable, but
it has left the analysis of change in time steeped in normative spin.
We propose to tackle Reconstruction as our definition would any
other developmental event, through the generic problem of shifting
authority. A single, clear-cut question is presented: how much polit-
ical authority needed to shift to end the relation of slavery? Words
like “end” and “the relation of slavery” were not less ambiguous
during the 1860s and 1870s than today, but for all the twists and
turns, this was the question argued by participants at the time, the
one that coherently aligns for developmental analysis what is safely
on the historical record, and the one that adheres to what is still
Reconstruction’s unfinished business.

Given slavery’s long reach into American institutions, the answer
to the “how much” question would ultimately be determined by
the willingness of those in authority to throw the rest of American
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government into contention. In this light, a review of the prewar de-
bates about slavery reveals that, for all their intensity, none of the
parties on either side showed much of an inclination to think deeply
or comprehensively about a redistribution of constitutional authority.
The major proposals — the Missouri Compromise, the Wilmot Pro-
viso, popular sovereignty, colonization, Kansas—Nebraska, the Crit-
tenden plan, compensation — dealt with race relations as a problem
that could be solved by tinkering with received understandings of
states rights and national powers; minimizing collateral damage to
other governing relationships was the chief selling point of the vari-
ous plans for restriction, expansion, and extraction. The radical abo-
litionists who most deeply probed the institutional reach of slavery
and who, unlike William Lloyd Garrison, did not wish to trash the
Constitution altogether, professed that the Framers’ design, looked at
hard enough, supported the antislavery cause.® Among the thousands
of pages written on the Constitution in the 1840s and 18 50s, the only
plan that contemplated a serious reconfiguration of American gov-
ernment was offered by slavery’s most prominent advocate, John C.
Calhoun?; the only institutional innovation of constitutional signifi-
cance to come out of the antebellum Congresses was the creation of
non-Article IIT judges to enforce the Fugitive Slave Act.

The removal of slaveholders’ authority calls attention to the unique
institutional character of slavery. Slavery was situated at the inter-
face of state and personal relations, one of a larger set of special
statuses governing the workplace and the family. Slaves were bought
and sold, controlled by others in their every action and association,
unable to earn or possess property. The status of black persons gen-
erally was unleavened by the status of citizenship. In southern states,
even blacks freed by their masters were, without specific legislative
provision to the contrary, unable to marry, testify in court, serve on
a jury, be educated, or vote. In northern states, free black persons
did not enjoy the legal privileges of whites; Chancellor Kent, in his
treatise on American law, described African Americans, even when
free, as a “degraded caste.”*° Shortly before the Civil War, Arkansas,
Iowa, Illinois, Oregon, and Indiana banned immigration by escaped
or manumitted slaves.
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All this made manifest the potentially revolutionary implications
of slavery’s dismantling; the scope of the change implied by emanci-
pation was anyone’s guess. The future status of former slaves would
turn on how the governing arrangements in which slavery had been
embedded adjusted to its end. By the same token, these baseline cir-
cumstances caution against invocating the limits of Reconstruction
to discount the significance of emancipation as a political develop-
ment. No other single act in American history changed so many lives
so profoundly as did the Thirteenth Amendment. Notwithstanding
the instincts of those who sought to limit the consequences, or the
success of those who sought all along to frustrate the interests of
the freedmen, the termination of the master-slave relationship was
political development of the first magnitude.

At the center of the controversy over how far Reconstruction
would reach was the shift in constitutional authority to Congress.
Authority to protect those persons who had been freed was expressly
given to Congress in the Thirteenth Amendment, the first amend-
ment adopted since the generation of the Framers. This change was
second only to emancipation itself in constitutional importance, for
unlike earlier shifts that had established Congress’ authority to reg-
ulate bankruptcy or immigrant ships, this one curtailed the states’
hitherto undisputed jurisdiction over domestic relations. The grant
to Congress was essential, if for no other reason than because the
prerogatives of the several states with regard to matters other than
emancipation would remain unimpaired. All of the measures that
followed — the Civil Rights Act of 1866, the reauthorization of the
Freedman’s Bureau, the Fourteenth Amendment, the Reconstruction
Act, the Fifteenth Amendment, the Ku Klux Klan Act, the Civil Rights
Act of 1875 — were a gloss on section 2 of the original authorization:
“Congress shall have the power to enforce this article by appropriate
legislation.”

From the start, Congress embraced its role as Reconstruction’s
institutional protagonist by advancing a more rather than less ex-
pansive interpretation of what the shift in authority entailed and by
impressing all those affected with the revolutionary implications of
its mandate. It refused immediate restoration of the rebellious states,
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thereby buying time and protecting the strength of a political major-
ity favorable to a more extensive shift; it held an occupying army in
place in the states which it wanted most immediately to transform;
and it empowered its military agents to carry out its objectives. Devel-
opmentally speaking, legislators would either rearrange the authority
of others or lose it themselves. In this respect, the situation ahead was
eminently practical and deeply impacted.

The key developmental issues presented may be seen to line up
along a single divide that runs from the persons most directly af-
fected in their daily lives by emancipation to the highest levels of
government. On the side of the former masters, what occurred was
a massive violation of legal rights, ruinous by any interpretation but
still uncertain as to its full extent; on the side of the former slaves,
legal bondage was ended, but overcoming the disabilities of slavery
had only just begun. The circumstance of the former masters most
directly implicated the authority of the judiciary; under the Constitu-
tion, the judiciary was assigned the prior duty of protecting rights of
record and scrutinizing incursions on existing rules and boundaries.
The circumstance of the former slaves most directly implicated the
authority of Congress; Congress had to establish rules and arrange-
ments that would give effect to the Thirteenth Amendment. Former
masters against former slaves, existing rights and rules against new
rights and rules, legality against politics, conservatives against radi-
cals, Court against Congress — these were the systemic components
of the conflict over “how much.”

Other institutions aligned according to how Congress’ new au-
thority bore on their own prospects: the states and the Democratic
party were pulled to the side of the former masters by their own
imminent loss of prerogatives and political resources; the Republi-
can party was pulled to side of the freedmen by closer association
with the war effort and concern for its national coalition in the post-
war era, though the latter calculation would be subject to a host
of strong cross-pressures. Where interests were less clear-cut, insti-
tutions ran a greater risk of being pulled apart. Presidents, for in-
stance, involved as they were in both lawmaking and preserving the
Constitution, in both military command and civil law enforcement,
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straddled the central fault line, and for them, wait-and-see
was not an option. Lincoln, Johnson, and Grant each risked the
authority of the presidency against Congress’ determination to re-
construct, the second squandering all in a desperate bid to block it.

Repeatedly, Congress was prompted by the institutional resistance
it encountered to claim more authority for Reconstruction: southern
states passed the Black Codes, President Johnson turned obstruc-
tive, and northern states proved reluctant to enfranchise blacks. At
first, the Supreme Court seemed the least of its problems. A Lincoln-
appointed majority not only eased congressional fears of judicial ob-
struction, it prompted legislators to try to enlist the Court as its agent
in breaking through obstacles encountered on other fronts. The hard
facts were that Congress had no civilian apparatus of its own to carry
out its will in the South and the administration of its laws through
local courts, juries, and lawyers promised to stymie the desired out-
come. Its remedy was twofold. First, it legislated to bring disputes
into federal courtrooms and to ease the procedural route that inhib-
ited other constitutional claims. Second, it enlisted the military, in
particular the military courts, as its principal tool for reconstructing
the South.

Using military courts presented problems of its own. Military
personnel were not prepared for such work, and military govern-
ment was hard for democratically elected representatives to defend,
but there were no alternatives readily available at the time. More-
over, examined together, Congress’s instruments for shifting authority
compounded its predicament. The tactic of breaking local authority
through the ease of access by freedmen and allies to the Supreme
Court could not but magnify the importance of the Court’s own
institutional instincts, including its preference for civil over mili-
tary authority. This difficulty was signaled early, when the justices
unanimously invalidated a military court proceeding that had oc-
curred during the war in a northern location where the civil courts
were open.” It took on heat when they voided a federal provision
that all attorneys practicing in federal court must swear they had
never supported the Confederacy.”* The boiling point was reached in
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January of 1868, when the Court agreed to hear a direct challenge to
military detention in the South, based on the unconstitutionality of
the Reconstruction Act.”> Congress’ response was swift. Within three
weeks of the case being filed, the House voted 116—39 (33 not voting)
to require from then onward a two-thirds majority of members of the
Supreme Court, then 6 of 8, to invalidate any congressional act.

This remarkable measure was actually less severe than another in-
troduced earlier that year, which would have required the justices’
unanimity for such a holding. When the two-thirds bill reached the
Senate, the Judiciary committee in charge laid it aside in favor of a
still more draconian proposal, a measure declaring Reconstruction
to be “political” in nature and therefore outside the Court’s juris-
diction altogether. In March, with that bill still in committee, time
running out on the legislative session, and a Court decision overturn-
ing the Reconstruction Act imminent, Congress opted for expediency:
it revoked the habeas corpus authority under which the Court was
hearing the case in question, an authority only recently extended in
the legislature’s efforts to remove civil rights suits from hostile state
judges. This bill sailed through both houses without debate and was
passed again over the President’s veto.

The judiciary’s role in Reconstruction has hardly gone unnoticed.™#
But for other than legal scholars, the Court’s actions in this in-
stance have been overshadowed by Congress’ impeachment of Pres-
ident Johnson that occurred during these same weeks.”S From the
standpoint of political development, conflict with the Court presents
the central issues of Reconstruction in a more starkly institutional
way than does the partisan engagement with President Johnson. The
Court proved more adept at maneuvering than the embattled Presi-
dent. Its majority was not fired by political antagonism to Congress,
and the congressional majority was not anti-Court. The developmen-
tal problem was that after the Civil War, Congress’ authority in the
nation at large had changed, whereas the Court’s, with respect to
Congress, continued to function as before; indeed, it was the Court’s
adherence to time-honored rules for interpreting statutes that alerted
Reconstruction’s opponents to the judiciary’s potential value as an
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instrument of resistance. Still, it was neither the substance of the
Court’s decisions nor its usual practice of splitting hairs that posed
the greatest difficulty; it was the historical presence of the Court it-
self, its insistence on its own hard-won authority, its enduring sense
of purpose in adjudicating constitutional relationships that Congress
was out to reconstruct by new lights.

Had the Court launched a direct assault on Congress’ program, it
would have been flirting with its own extinction. Judicial review of the
decisions of democracy’s representatives, a traditional sore spot with
populist politicians from Thomas Jefferson to Andrew Johnson, had
recently drawn the fire of Republican insurgents outraged by judicial
negation of the Missouri Compromise in Dred Scott (1857). Now
faced with a greater threat than would later be posed by Congress
under the New Deal, the judges punted, delaying their decision until
after the 1868 elections, by which time the radicals had narrowly
lost President Johnson’s impeachment trial and with it precious time
and momentum. When the Court returned to the case, it acknowl-
edged that Congress had revoked the authority under which it was
proceeding and dismissed the plaintiff’s grievance. In a telling re-
joinder to the question of “how much,” however, the chief justice
announced that Congress could not possibly have meant to revoke
the Court’s habeas corpus authority in full and determined to hear
other cases of this sort under the jurisdiction it held prior to the re-
cent extension.'® Congress too returned to the business it had set
aside, but when the bill to declare Reconstruction outside the Court’s
jurisdiction was reintroduced into the Senate, western Republicans
defected. The window of opportunity for political development had
begun to close.

Notice the gain in an account focused on shifts in authority.
Against this assessment, the old saw of congressional excess — the
charge that the Congress was possessed by radicals hell-bent on the
destruction of the Constitution — misses the point, for it assumes a
Constitution that the Thirteenth Amendment had thrown into ques-
tion. Considering its new constitutional mandate and the pervasive
resistance it encountered, Congress’ assault on old institutional de-
fenses becomes all but predictable. It made sense rhetorically: the
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cause of emancipation had flourished on the manna of “higher law.”
It made sense institutionally, at the level of principle, where the rub
was the common-law legalism at the Constitution’s foundation. More
surprising perhaps is how Congress’ own attachment to legalism
hampered the Reconstruction campaign at its source. The discon-
nection between the speeches of radicals like Brigham and Sumner,
ringing with natural law, and the dry, negative formulas agreed on in
the Civil War amendments is as striking as it is instructive.

Equally so is the chasm between the rhetoric of Republicans and
their party organization. If little before the war suggested that Amer-
ican government would comprehensively reorganize itself to sustain
black freedom, nothing during or after the war suggested that the Re-
publican party would centralize itself sufficiently to single-mindedly
carry out that project. With the sole exception of the habeas corpus
controversy, Republican representatives continuously expanded the
jurisdiction of federal courts during this period, looking not just for
favorable civil rights rulings but also for favorable conditions of com-
merce and trade. Reluctant to antagonize the legal profession, they
failed to overturn the Court’s opinion on loyalty oaths. Congress
reacted against the Court only when its core program of military
administration was directly threatened. As Republican congressmen
were pulled toward competing concerns, they left Republican jus-
tices leeway to speak to the question of “how much” without again
broaching the legitimacy of military administration.*”

In this account, it is not just the charges of congressional (or Re-
publican) excess that fall wide of the mark, but the newer language
of developmental “reversals” as well. Exhibit Number One is the
Fifteenth Amendment. The “reversals” narrative, eminently plausi-
ble on its face, casts the constitutional ban on race discrimination in
suffrage as the pinnacle of national commitment to equal rights in
the nineteenth century. The voting of freed slaves was accomplished
in the first instance by military force, but a majority of black citizens
in most Southern states continued to vote through the 188os, after
Reconstruction’s official end.’® Drastic disenfranchisement there-
after, though technically not on racial grounds, bespeaks a turn-
about, a reversal. In Rogers Smiths’ recent interpretation, the wartime
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dominance of a liberal tradition conducive to equality and human
rights was eclipsed by a resurgent hierarchical tradition, sympathetic
to old ascriptive distinctions, including distinctions of race.™

Perhaps; but for black disenfranchisement in the South in the
1890s to stand as proof positive that American political development
has no reliable direction, it needs to be established that there was po-
litical development in the South in first place.> Black suffrage “fit”
an extraordinary, precarious, and fleeting circumstance: military oc-
cupation. It remained throughout highly vulnerable to the removal of
its fragile political supports. With the army gone, most white Repub-
licans were soon converted or forced to become Democrats, and the
“right” to vote was left to the creative manipulations of those with
superior resources on the scene. An ideological advance for American
liberalism well may have been reversed by these methods. A reversal
of political development, however, requires plausible evidence that
the arrangements undone were ever secured through the adjustment
of other institutions or acceptance of their legitimacy, in this case
evidence that black voting in the South had become self-sustaining,
independent of contrivances imposed through military force.

The weakness of the Fifteenth Amendment as a foundation for po-
litical development in the South is indicated by the circumstances of
its passage. The amendment was a congressional response to Repub-
licans’ embarrassment that blacks were not yet enfranchised in the
North. Between 1863 and 1870 proposals to give blacks the vote were
defeated in fifteen northern states and territories.” The amendment
was proposed in 1869, in the now-or-never atmosphere of the waning
4oth Congress, when Republicans could already see their hold on na-
tional power starting to slip. Its passage through the Congress and the
country occurred in a single year, more through bobbing and weav-
ing and avoiding land mines than through hand-to-hand combat; in
the House, it received virtually no Democratic support. It emerged
from the joint conference committee in a watered-down version that
infuriated its strongest supporters. When it reached the states, it still
had not gained broad public acceptance. For fear it would empower
Chinese residents, no western state except Nevada supported ratifi-
cation. It prevailed easily only in New England, where blacks already
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voted, and in the South, where the military supervised elections; in
the four southern states where black voting was not already imposed,
Congress made it a condition for rejoining the Union.

Against this patchwork, the amendment achieved its aim. It shifted
authority to persons who had none before, which is to say blacks in
the North; and in North, the change stuck. It is this enduring impact
that provides our most solid clues to the developmental significance
of Reconstruction over the longer haul. In the decidedly northern
bent of its effect, the amendment exemplifies the fragmented, uneven
quality of change that, we have argued, political development reg-
ularly produces and that constructs politics through time. No one
will doubt that that the disjoint movement of authority negotiated
North and South in this period figured prominently in the construc-
tion of future struggles; certainly civil rights in the 1960s cannot be
separated from the power of black voting in the North.

Church-State Relations

Reconstruction was an extraordinary political event by any stan-
dard. What makes it remarkable by ours is that so extensive a system
of authority was forcibly dislodged by actors so firmly committed
to the governing arrangements in which it was embedded and, as
a consequence, a revolution decisively authorized was at the same
time authoritatively stymied. Analyzed through the intercurrence of
its parts, however, Reconstruction reiterates political development as
we anticipate it generally. Through the removal of one plank in the
constitutional frame, emancipation exposed the rest. Reconstruction
politics tested the extent to which what was new would be made
to conform to what had been carried forward. In the end, author-
ity relations, though partially transformed, were no less disjointed
than before. New rules laid down by Congress, designed to reorder
states and their citizens, met resistance from older rules protected by
the Court, designed to preserve federalism against national authority.
When the Fifteenth Amendment passed, neither federalism in its es-
sentials nor the incentives of the Republican party had changed; that
was the Amendment’s difficulty.
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Our second application is American church-state relations. Some-
what outside the core APD literature,** it is broadly familiar as an
arrangement of coexisting or “multiple” orders. Our analysis de-
parts slightly by identifying three critical orders rather than two.
Corresponding to “church” is the order of religion, made up of the
extensive and diverse array of houses of worship, denominational
groupings, and interdenominational bodies and movements. Corre-
sponding to “state” is what we refer to as the free-exercise order,
those government institutions that regulate religion, including con-
stitutional and statutory provisions as these are applied by different
government agencies. In between these two we have added the order
of political parties, operating here as elsewhere to connect citizens and
groups, including religious citizens and groups, to the institutions of
government. These orders are animated by different, often contra-
dictory, rules and principles and have different structures. The
analytic task consists in understanding how each order changes and
relates to the others over time. Of particular interest will be the long
stretch of time when authority among the three is essentially un-
changed. For that period, the intercurrence of these orders worked
to bring about political development within each, while maintaining
the status quo overall. In more recent decades, in contrast, changes
within each order have carried church-state relations to the brink of
realignment. To account for both results, we need to double back
several times, conveying the fugue-like motion of stops, starts, and
repetitions that is typical of politics in time.

In a framework that sees politics in terms of contradictory rules
and structures, it is fitting that an analysis highlighting church-state
separation begin with a historical episode of church-state consolida-
tion, to wit, the consolidation of the Catholic church into the English
state, accomplished by Henry VIII in the sixteenth century. This was
political development on the grandest scale, shifting all priestly au-
thority in society to a position subordinate to the King. The Calvinist
resistance that followed on this event and roiled England for over a
century was decisive for both the structure and style of church-state
relations in the United States. Institutionally, it resulted in two church
establishments in the American colonies, one Calvinist (in New
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England) and one Anglican (in Virginia), a situation that persisted
into the nineteenth century. This division effectively ruled out the
possibility, if only on pragmatic grounds, that the framers who drew
up the Constitution would establish a national church. Also, against
this background, the dominant principle of American religion, volun-
tarism, often portrayed in cultural and social-movement terms, may
be seen as a technique of political authority. Absent a national church
establishment, with its coercive religious regulations and support of
ministers’ salaries, and soon absent state-level church establishment
as well, American religious organizations would attract and govern
their members voluntarily or not at all.*3

As an active force in politics, voluntarism expresses itself in the
propagandistic, outward reach of Protestant denominations, deter-
mined to thrive on collective rebirth and good works instead of state
patronage. It also includes their offshoots, the loosely connected, in-
terdenominational figures and organizations seeking to control per-
sonal and political behavior in ever-widening circles, and quick to
adopt innovative techniques to this end. The “benevolent empire” of
the antebellum period is the prototype, a vast network of churches,
Sunday schools, denominational colleges, publishers, orphanages,
poor houses, asylums for the physically and mentally impaired, and
all manner of groups promoting abolition, anti-Catholicism, temper-
ance, women’s suffrage, and Sabbath observance. These networks ap-
pear repeatedly throughout American history: the urban ministries,
YMCAs, and foreign missions of Gilded Age; the radio broadcasters
and bible institutes of the 1920s; the Federal Council of Churches
and youth organizations of the Cold War era; the Moral Majority,
the Christian Coalition, and the National Right to Life Committees
of today. At intervals, such activity has been associated with the ex-
perience or hope of “revival,” personal religious awakening on a na-
tional scale, intensifying concern among participants for the policies
of American government.>#

This pattern of organization has given religious authority in Amer-
ica an inverted, fragile structure, united at the top in inverse ratio to
its distance from the churches that recruit members, pay the bills, and
divide and redivide over doctrine. Still, authority, with its full political
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connotation, is the appropriate word, and no less for its being for-
mally “private.” Leaving aside the controls churches exercise over
their members, for which until recently they were not answerable in
secular courts: throughout the better part of their history, American
clergy and churches have exercised all-but-complete control in di-
verse settings over nonmembers. This was true, for instance, in the
custodial institutions mentioned above — in orphanages, for example,
and asylums; also on Indian reservations. But of all these, religion’s
most important nonecclesiastical jurisdiction was America’s public
schools. Beginning with the common schools movement in the 1820s,
straight through the building of the system of public higher educa-
tion, it was all but taken for granted that Protestant morality would
be taught, that Protestant prayers and hymns would be a daily exer-
cise, that Protestant ministers would serve as college presidents and
trustees. Insofar as this authority depended on express law, it was,
ironically, on those statutes and constitutional provisions that pro-
hibited public aid to “sectarian” schools, sectarian meaning Catholic;
these remain in place in most American states today.

Intercurrence between the order of religion as described above
and the order of political parties that followed in its wake can be
observed even before both orders take on their characteristic forms.
In early-nineteenth-century New England, for instance, Congrega-
tional ministers watched Federalist elites abandon the enforcement
of anti-gambling and anti-fornication laws in campaigns against Jef-
fersonian opponents (in response, ministers organized interdenomi-
national “moral societies” statewide).>S By the 1820s, the effect on
national political development is unmistakable. The Jacksonian party
originated, at least in part, to protect government against the popular
energies released by the religious revival of the period and especially
the Revival’s condemnation of slavery. Chief architect Martin Van
Buren writes he was motivated above all by fear that the balances
of the Constitution would not survive grandstanding by ambitious
congressmen occasioned by the antislavery controversy. To select the
type of leaders American democracy required for its continuance,
another vehicle was needed, outside the government and anchored
securely in local interests and negotiated upward from there.*® To be
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sure, this did not preclude religious methods, as the mass meetings,
marathon speaking, and torchlight parades pioneered by the Revival
became characteristic techniques of party campaigns.

Looking back on this history, one might imagine party develop-
ment — political development — spurred by some issue other than
slavery — temperance, perhaps, or nativism; these too were projects
of the Revival. It may also be relevant that Van Buren was a politician
in New York when the rural regions of that state (“the burned-over
district”) were rocked by fervent revivalism. In any case, by 1840,
when the new Whig party established itself on the same Jacksonian
model, the order of parties was set on the course, parallel to the order
of religion, it would follow for the next 1 50 years. If it seems counter-
intuitive for two such internally contentious instruments of popular
mobilization to move in an essentially continuous pattern of stable
relations for so long, that is the finding of a multiple-orders anal-
ysis. On closer inspection, their minimal collision can be explained
by their different structures. The thrusting, interlocking character of
American religion positioned against the interest-based, locally disci-
plined order of American political parties allowed officers in each to
tend to their business in studied disregard of activities by the other.

This depiction by no means implies smooth sailing. On the con-
trary, the party order was regularly buffeted by party-building efforts
closely attuned to the purposes of the churches and sometimes mov-
ing in loose affiliation with them: Conscience Whigs, Know-nothings,
Civil War Republicans from 1856, Prohibitionists, Bryanites in 1896,
Progressives in 1912, Goldwaterites in 1964. Far from campaign-
ing on local issues, these insurgencies embraced higher laws, consti-
tutional amendments, and self-described extremism. They enjoyed
notable successes: abolition, civil service reform, prohibition, anti-
immigration, anti-abortion. But the pattern also includes the politi-
cians in these campaign-crusades regularly backing off the moral
high ground and returning to their parties’ purpose of being mod-
erate, interest-based electoral machines. By the same token, despite
the prominence of religiously loaded issues in political campaigns
throughout American history, no national party has ever challenged
religious authority head-on; no major-party candidates for higher
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office have ever professed their personal detachment from religious
belief.

Equally striking is the degree to which the order of religion changed
without upsetting its relations with the order of political parties.
By 1900, it included many more Catholics and Jews; it contained
proportionally fewer churches of the old establishment denomina-
tions, Episcopal and Congregational-Presbyterian, and more evangel-
icals, Methodists, and Baptists, and homegrown religions - Mormon,
Christian Scientists, Seventh-Day Adventist, Pentacostals.?” The
party order absorbed and deftly managed these changes: at that time,
Republicans held the Protestant core in the North and picked up
the majority of Jews; Democrats held evangelicals in the South and
Catholics and picked up members among the homegrowns. Secular-
ism grew apace with government; still, the church-state status quo
continued to impress itself on the polity through the prosecution of
gamblers, bootleggers, prostitutes, and other offenders against Chris-
tian morals, through generous tax exemptions, and in public rituals of
all kinds. This happened in part through statutes and in part through
common law and always imperfectly in that religious and political
party obligations were never completely the same.

This brings us to the third order important in church-state rela-
tions, the order of free exercise within the government. The many
rules of the free-exercise order that affect religion belie any too-
rigorous commitment in any quarter to church-state separation. Con-
sider legislation at the federal level: after the Civil War, Congress
passed laws regulating religious matters in the territories, the military,
and in Indian affairs; in the 1880s and 189os, it forbid the practice of
polygamy; in 1921, it sanctioned the waiving of civil service rules so
that Prohibition might be enforced by properly moral persons, that
is to say Protestants.?® When challenged, these laws were upheld by
the Supreme Court.>® States were likewise active. In addition to their
support of religious expression in public schools at all levels, they un-
derwrote the distribution of Bibles to the poor, granted the churches
property, enacted special criminal laws for clergy and religious ser-
vices, endorsed religious symbols and ceremonies, and otherwise took
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steps unacceptable today. By 1940, when the Supreme Court deter-
mined that state actions respecting religion under the First Amend-
ment were protected by the Fourteenth Amendment, it had already
heard seventeen challenges on grounds of due process.?°

In general, then, the free-exercise order was united in its support
and sanction of the order of religion. There is no disputing the priv-
ileged position of Protestantism in this accord. However, an exami-
nation of the cases that finally reached the Supreme Court suggests
that if there was any bias it was in favor of religion over irreligion,
or what the justices regarded as such. Churches won on their con-
tinuing rights under English charters and common law (1815), over
donated property against heirs and departing members (1852, 1856),
and over control of internal discipline (1872).3" Catholics won in
their refusal to swear military oaths (1866), on receiving federal sup-
port for Catholic hospitals (1899), on educating Indians (1908), and
on the right to operate their parochial schools against state laws to
the contrary (1925).3* Jehovah’s Witnesses won on public soliciting
(1943) and on flag salute (1943); they lost on the employment of child
labor (1944).33 Conscientious objectors who were not members of
well-recognized pacifist sects lost when they refused military service
in World War I (1918).34* Mormons lost on polygamy (1879 through
1890).35 The point here is, again, not that the free-exercise order was
less respectful of separation than government is today, which it was,
or that it was even-handed, but that throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury and the first half of the twentieth the free-exercise order carried
on, without serious eruptions, intercurrence-as-usual.

The same may be said of church-state relations considered as a
whole. Here too, patterns across the three orders reinforced each
other, even as they engaged opposing principles of control. Legally,
justices extolled the First Amendment in the same breath they an-
nounced “this is a Christian nation;” commentators from Story and
Kent onward said Christianity was part of the common law.3¢ Struc-
turally, the fragmented order of religion anchored and stabilized the
allegiances of the citizenry. Instrumentally, the principle of separa-
tion removed entailments of political affiliation, fostering church
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membership and allowing politicians to align openly with religion
and its benefits, whatever their own affiliations or beliefs. Stylistically,
the emotionalism and experimentation of religion complemented the
routines of the parties and of the free-exercise order, alternately re-
newing and resettling American politics. When a religious campaign
was victorious, for instance, in the aftermath of the Civil War, and
ministers went home to resume earning their salaries, party politi-
cians were there to reconsolidate electoral organizations, which in
turn served as essential bulwarks for the order of free exercise.

But not forever. Beginning in the 1960s, and at an accelerating pace
thereafter, the Supreme Court has acted on its own. In 1962, with no
statute before it and citing no precedents, it held that public schools
could not require students to recite a prayer, even if it was nonde-
nominational and students could be excused on a parent’s request;
the following year the Court decided the same for readings from the
Bible.3” Similar rulings had been made based on five state constitu-
tions but not more recently than 1929, and twice as many state courts
had found otherwise; several large cities, mainly in the Northeast,
prohibited prayer and Bible readings, but these too were by far the
minority.>® As a prominent politician suggested at the time, exclud-
ing these options raised the question of whether the Court had held
that God himself was unconstitutional; indicative of the widespread
surprise and furor, more mail was received by the Court on school
prayer than on any decision before or after.3° The Court soon made
it clear this was not an isolated move, ruling steadily and adversely
to the religious position in several other areas: contraception (1965),
pornography (1965), science teaching (1968), abortion (1973). By
1979 its decisions had begun to apply standards of due process to
internal church governance. Among its school prayer decisions, in
1985 it voided Alabama’s provision for silent and voluntary prayer
and in 1992 it prohibited religious exercises at school graduation.4°

To account for the Court’s actions, it is necessary to refer back
to political development within the free-exercise order almost three
decades before, when in the aftermath of assuming a posture of def-
erence to Congress’ judgments on the constitutionality of economic
matters, the Court suggested that in the future it would apply a higher
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standard of scrutiny to legislation affecting noneconomic rights,
including rights associated with religion.4* Put in terms of our analy-
sis: having shifted to Congress authority over economic matters that
throughout its history the Court had vigorously exercised itself, the
Court would attempt to shift to itself authority over noneconomic
matters, including religion, that throughout its history had been rel-
egated to the Congress and to the states. The Court’s saying this did
not permanently settle things; but as far as church-state relations were
concerned, it opened the way for institutional independence where
before there had been institutional convergence — if not on every de-
tail, certainly on fundamental principles. In the earlier example of
Reconstruction, the question of political development presented was
“how much” authority needed to be shifted to Congress to protect
the freedmen. In church-state relations, the questions now became
whether the Court’s assumption of authority would hold against re-
sistance from its surroundings, and if so, how the Court’s breaking
ranks would reshape authority in this domain.

Despite the initial uproar, organized resistance by the order of re-
ligion was delayed several years. Not that there were no warnings
of things to come. Compare reactions in 1947, when, in a decision
upholding the constitutionality of publicly funded transportation to
parochial schools, the Court for the first time uncovered a “wall of
separation” between church and state. The lineup of reactions was
predictable: Catholic leaders united in praise of the result; Protes-
tants leaders united in praise of the rhetoric.4* By contrast, reactions
to the decisions on school prayer and Bible reading divided liberal
and conservative religionists — Catholics, Protestants, and to some
extent, Jews. Equally important, evangelical Protestants now were
aligned against mainline churches, a division that would become a
feature of later years, perhaps best symbolized by the decade-long
bitter struggle within the 145-year old Southern Baptist Convention
and its takeover in 1991 by fundamentalists. Indeed, a reason for the
delay in organizing against the Court was an inbred religious dis-
position against organizing for politics — the fundamentalists, based
a resignation to “end-times”; all Baptists, based on a historic com-
mitment to church-state separation; and virtually all conservative
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denominations, based on fierce traditions of independence and rival-
ries among ministers and churches.

Overcoming these obstacles required yet another blow from the
order of free exercise, in 1978, in the form of new rules issued by
the Carter administration’s IRS to rescind federal tax exemptions
of the Christian academies churches set up during the years of
court-ordered school integration. Tax exemptions are a privilege that
American churches have enjoyed since the colonies; their denial here,
moreover, threatened the stability of schools that were already a
refuge from earlier defeats. Within months of the IRS decision, a
group of ministers had formed the National Christian Action Com-
mittee, a loose confederation of Protestant churches that in 1979
would evolve into the Moral Majority. The Moral Majority was in
many respects the standard-model sprawling, interdenominational,
well-financed, media-savvy religious organization — now including
Catholic and orthodox Jewish members alongside evangelical Protes-
tants and focused on political organizing and campaigns. As such, it
foreshadowed the politics of the Christian Right in the decades to
follow.

The role of the Christian academies, and the prominence of south-
erners in conservative Christian politics generally, suggests the idea
that race rather than religion might lay at the root of these events.
Although neither Christian academies nor racially inspired politics
are limited to the South, it is also likely the case that growth of Re-
publican Party strength since 1964 in that intensely religious region,
spurred apparently by racial resentment among white voters, greatly
enhanced the prospects for Christian political influence, both there
and in the nation at large.43 That said, the timing of events indi-
cates that evangelicals’ entry into politics was an independent surge.
Jimmy Carter had met an enthusiastic reception from them in his
1976 campaign, and as late as 1980 the largest number of Southern
Baptist ministers continued to identify themselves as Democrats.44
By 1979, in fact, Christian academies had begun to integrate their
student bodies, albeit slowly.

If religious alignment was still tentative in 1980, the response of
the party order to religious indignation was unambiguous. That year
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the Reagan campaign endorsed school prayer, the end of abortion on
demand, and support for the Christian academies. Since that time,
there is growing evidence of a Republican-Democratic divide over
questions of religious authority, as well as clear signs that the disrup-
tion of older patterns will prove permanent. Of special significance is
development within the order of political parties. By the early 198os,
both parties had shifted authority to their national committees to help
select candidates, undertake strategic planning, conduct polling and
voter registration, and provide staff and financial backing for cam-
paigns; in this, Republicans led, with far more staff and more sophis-
ticated methods of finance. Convinced that a too-overt alliance with
conservative Christians would prove a net negative among voters,
Republican managers constructed a dual system, with, on the one
side, mass media ads aimed at the general public and, on the other,
targeted mailings, solicitation of conservative ministers, and new
techniques for getting out the vote. In later years, ties with conser-
vative Christians have grown stronger: in the 1996 campaign, for
instance, the Republican National Committee funneled $650,000 to
the National Right to Life Committee to undertake efforts on its
behalf.45

These structural changes must, in turn, be set alongside others,
more distant from religion but just as likely to change the role of par-
ties as the shock absorbers for America’s religious crusades. Doubling
back, we see that the party convention, the key vehicle by which local
chieftains of the old party order brokered political compromises and
produced appropriate candidates, has given way to increasingly na-
tionalized primary contests, “candidate-centered” politics, and cam-
paigns organized around the positions of individual leaders, both in
and out of office. These shifts raise the possibility that American par-
ties today may be less effective as moderators and buffers and more
likely to transmit political conflict along the lines of conservative and
liberal religion. For instance, of the 33 new Republicans elected to
the House from all regions in 2002, at least 31 were on record as op-
posing abortion.4® Party identification, too, is in flux. Whereas until
recently the longest-lived, strongest predictor of party allegiance in
the United States was Protestant versus Catholic, today some scholars
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claim this is being replaced by conservative versus liberal religionist,
across denominations, Christian and non-Christian.4?

Political development in the party order necessarily implicates the
order of free exercise, although to what effect remains to be seen.
Over the decades, church-state politics have come to increasingly
mirror the lopsided support for the Republican party given by the
Christian Right and vice versa. For instance, constitutional amend-
ments to permit school prayer of various kinds have been introduced
in committee and, less often, on the floor in both houses of Congress,
beginning within a month after the Court issued its decision on this
matter in 1962. Votes in support of these measures proceeded through
the 1970s with Republicans increasingly prominent, but they always
included sizable Democratic support and considerable Republican
opposition. By contrast, in 1998, votes in the House Judiciary Com-
mittee to send the so-called Istook amendment to the floor were on
a strict party line; when the amendment reached the floor, nearly 9o
percent of representatives voted, for or against, with members of their
own party.#® So far none of these proposals has passed either house,
but they can be expected to keep coming.

Amendments aside, the harder question for the free-exercise order,
and for church-state relations, concerns what will happen if Repub-
licans in Congress are able to pass statutes on religiously charged
issues that bring about a direct confrontation with the Court — on
abortion, for instance, or homosexuality, on which the Court has
adopted a secular stance. A dress rehearsal along these lines occurred
in 1997, when the Court overturned the Religious Freedom Restora-
tion Act (RFRA) of 1994 as it pertained to the states. The RFRA,
which received close-to-unanimous congressional support and was
signed into law by President Clinton, required federal courts to exer-
cise strict scrutiny of state laws that imposed disadvantages on reli-
gious practices or groups. Congress passed it under its constitutional
authority to regulate the federal judiciary, in direct response to the
Court having ruled a few years earlier that legitimate secular purposes
would justify overriding religious rights. The Court’s RFRA opinion,
signed by the five most conservative justices plus Justice Ginsburg,
was stunning for the statement of its intention to preserve and protect
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its own authority to determine rules under the First Amendment.4?
The lineup of justices is significant, for it suggests that even under a
reconstructed party order able to change the makeup of the Court
to suit evangelicals, reasons of institutional authority might well still
prevail.

At this point in the process of rearrangement, it is far from clear
how exactly authority will realign; nonetheless, RFRA also signals
a shift from the order of religion to the order of free exercise that
augers to be durable. For all appearances, the once-broad controls
that religious denominations exercised within all manner of public
projects now regularly rely on the political process for endorsement,
negotiated and painstakingly defined in each instance: witness, for
instance, the labored course of George W. Bush’s faith-based initia-
tive. This circumstance is not remediable by the appointment of a
new Court more like the Court before 1962 or before 1937. Even if
a majority on the Court had been willing to uphold RFRA, it would
have involved the Court subsequently in more intensive regulation,
in “strict scrutiny” of the balance between religious and secular con-
cerns in individual cases. Moreover, with divisions on religious issues
being conveyed into the government by a now-reconstructed order
of political parties, the former independence enjoyed by the order of
religion seems gone for good.

As we have said earlier, the durability of any shift in authority
is determined by the changes it brings about in its larger field of
operations (what in Chapter One we called its “site”). Internal divi-
sion within the order of religion is not unprecedented of course; but
formerly, with important localized exceptions, a continuing consen-
sus on Protestantism’s religious authority dominated national politics
through the sheer number of Protestant voters. By contrast, the cur-
rent split, among liberal and conservative Protestants as well as other
religionists, opens to nationally orchestrated contests on core issues, a
situation in which the new breed of candidate and professional party
operative are only too happy to assist. This is not consolidation in
the manner of Henry VIII, but it arguably portends a subordination
of religion to the workings of politics not seen for centuries on this
continent.
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Federal Land Management

The reader may observe that the two sketches we have presented
thus far, though very different from one another, are not devoid of
similarities. Both refer to orderings of authority — slavery and church
establishment — operative in America long before the Constitution
was written, both scout out governing arrangements that accommo-
dated hierarchies within those orderings for a long time afterwards,
and both locate later shifts in authority toward stronger claims on be-
half of individual self-determination. Notwithstanding the different
issues and outcomes, these sketches, then, describe assaults on histor-
ical encumbrances in favor of a more liberal-democratic relationship
between state and society.

Whatever might be said of these findings, they remain independent
of the definition of development employed in their analysis. In our
concluding chapter, we will consider how our definition addresses
the issue of an overarching direction in American political develop-
ment. The point to underscore here is that no particular direction is
implied by the definition itself. Our third application is in part a cau-
tion against premature conjectures of this sort, for it is as different
from the other two as they are alike. Here we examine political devel-
opment in a domain of public policy, in which alternative orderings
of authority had largely fallen away before the time the Constitution
was written. Freedom of contract had its “first and most dramatic
victory” in matters of real property, and liberalism took hold of land
management in the United States with few of the historical trappings
of authority prominently displayed elsewhere.5°

The point should not be overstated, especially not in an analy-
sis asserting the primacy of historical construction and intercurrence
in political affairs. Even a relatively unencumbered case like early-
American land policy is not free of other orderings of authority on
the scene. Notwithstanding England’s own advances with regard to
the commodification of land, ancient restrictions like the quitrent, a
feudal tribute recognizing the superior ownership of land by higher
authorities, and primogeniture, the regulation of inheritance to keep
estates intact, carried over to the colonies, and remnants of these
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practices, along with their attendant conflicts with newer alternatives,
persisted into the nineteenth century in Maryland, Pennsylvania, and
New York.5™ Controversy over the legal status of the tribal lands of
Native Americans and of their rights to hunt and fish continue to
this day, as does the legacy of other European occupations, for ex-
ample, of the Spanish land grants in New Mexico. But following up
these complications here would obscure the novel features of the case
and their value in illustrating the range of our analytic proposal. In
early America, land was abundant, the labor to work it was scarce,
and barriers to full individual ownership by new settlers were rela-
tively weak. By the time of the Revolution, the rights of title holders
to buy, use, sell, and bequeath their land at will were widely estab-
lished, and great events — the confiscation and sale of Tory estates,
British recognition of America’s claim to territory stretching west to
the Mississippi, the decision of the former colonies to relinquish to
the national government claims to land outside their borders — served
to limit the national significance of local variations. Heavily in debt
and holding a public domain the size of France, the Confederation
Congress enacted ordinances that fostered public land sales to private
parties and led to the creation of new states even less attached to Old
World practices than the originals.5*

Looking forward from this vantage point, the outstanding ques-
tions of political development are informed less by the operation of
older forms of authority than by the capacities of the new form sweep-
ing the field, the leading characteristics of which were dynamism and
malleability.’3 Formally, state and federal governments retained full
control over their own extensive land holdings; they also held a reser-
voir of authority over private lands through their powers to impose
taxes, to take property for public purposes, and to regulate activities
such as the building of fences, hunting, and fishing. By and large,
however, they sought to foster settlement and to promote individual
entrepreneurship, supporting the further commodification of land,
creating a more rational private market, extending the scope of the
public domain, and aiding in the construction of an infrastructure for
travel and commerce.3# To say that there was a national consensus on
early-American land policy would be an exaggeration: debates over
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whether to sell off large or small tracts, to a large or small number
of buyers, in favor of revenue or yeoman ideals, figured prominently
in national party development, as did debates after 1820 about what
do with the surplus income generated by the first great land rush.53
But these were political questions wholly within the purview of the
liberal-democratic forms of decision making in American govern-
ment.

The dictionary lists “a lack of strictness or rigor” as the first def-
inition of liberalism; that meaning is nicely conveyed in the respon-
sive character of authority over land in early American history. In
comparison to the other cases we have examined, the uses of author-
ity in this domain appear wholly instrumental. Courts could have
employed common law strictures to inhibit land’s commodification,
and they faced early pressure on this point from codification cam-
paigns to limit judges’ discretion and subordinate their authority to
the legislature. But the courts took the offensive almost immediately,
aggressively manipulating the common law to promote productive
use and entrepreneurial innovation. Judges, like legislators, treated
the law in this area as a tool of policy.5®

Manipulations by the political arms of the state — elected officials,
bureaucrats, and statutory law — were hardly less innovative. The
story of federal land policy is often told by a standard periodization
around the succession of politically promulgated national purposes —
acquisition and disposal, reservation and conservation, and environ-
mental protection. Our concern in this sketch is less with the causes of
these shifts than with their successive negotiation and changing shape,
but the broad correspondence between mandates of public policy and
stages of economic development suggests nothing so much as the
adaptability of authority in liberal government to changing national
conditions. Acquisition and disposal dominated the era of agrarian
settlement; reservation and conservation rose to prominence in the
era of the industrial economy; environmental protection became a
pervasive concern of the suburban, consumer economy.5” The his-
tory of federal land management appears on this broad canvas as the
normal politics of liberal democracy, a politics driven by changing in-
terest pressures, public opinion, political coalitions, and, on occasion,
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swept up in the ideas of popular movements — Manifest Destiny, the
conservation “crusade,” the Silent Spring.

It is when the changing purposes of government are aligned with
the agencies designed to carry them out that the value added by
our definition of political development becomes clear. Problems of
dislodging and rearranging authority take center stage here, with
political development becoming increasingly hampered by the pro-
liferation of institutional mandates. Confrontation with existing au-
thority was, of course, present at the outset, part and parcel of the
desire to acquire land. Authority over land in question was claimed
variously by Native Americans, Spain, Britain, France, Mexico, and
Russia; for U.S. authority to be extended, these others needed to be
removed. Outward-reaching ambitions were vented by the most ele-
mental instruments of state power, the War Department and the State
Department; the authority of others was dislodged by armed force,
diplomatic negotiation, or often, some combination of the two. These
displacements through acquisition would leave in their wake consid-
erably more local variation than among the original colonies, but
whatever their limitations, they were more extensive than anything
that occurred later on.5® The acquisition of land between the Treaty
of Paris in 1783 and the Gadsden purchase of 1853, along with the
displacement of Native American claims, created a public domain
under the authority of the federal government that at one time or
another accounted for three-quarters of the land mass of the con-
tiguous forty-eight states. The Purchase of Alaska in 1867 brought
the last major additions, as later acquisitions involved lands in which
the federal government recognized private land titles already held.s?

Disposal, shifting authority out of the public domain into private
hands, was no less impressive in scope. Over the course of the nine-
teenth century the United States disposed of nearly two-thirds of the
public domain, about half of the land area of the fifty states. Di-
rect transfers were made through preemption laws, homestead laws,
land grants to states and railroads. Administrative means were also
used: the army offered land bounties,®® the State Department issued
land patents, and the Treasury oversaw land sales. When the Census
of 1800 exposed extensive pockets of tenancy in Eastern states,
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Congress created public land districts with local offices to facilitate
sale. These offices were consolidated in 1812 under a General Land
Office (GLO), which became a principle unit of the new Department
of the Interior at its formation in 1849. Disposal through the GLO
continued through the New Deal, after which the agency was abol-
ished and replaced by the Bureau of Land Management.®*

These early shifts were not only massive in scale, they were rela-
tively freewheeling in operation. Transferring authority into the pub-
lic domain and then to private ownership, the American state played
fast and loose with restraints on the exercise of its power. In acqui-
sition, for instance, President Jefferson’s reluctance to make “blank
paper” of the Constitution by purchase of the Louisiana Territory ul-
timately gave way to an appeal to public opinion. President Monroe
capitalized on Andrew Jackson’s “unauthorized seizure” of a Spanish
military post in Florida to press Spain into negotiating the Transcon-
tinental Treaty of 1819. President Polk’s message of 1845 inform-
ing Congress that a “war existed” by virtue of Mexican incursion
onto American soil — a war that all suspected would justify Amer-
ican seizure of California and the greater Southwest — was no less
pretentious for his careful orchestration of the facts.

Disposal was likewise loosely bound.®* Despite the national sys-
tem of federal land offices in place at the local level by the 1830s,
local interests were empowered by the reliance on small, patronage-
based staffs, and on private finance and surveys. Corruption and
mismanagement in the local land offices were infamous and not al-
ways a subterfuge of political intent; Congress spent time and energy
on special legislation exempting individuals from the standards it put
in place. When, in the mid-1880s, President Cleveland gave control
of the GLO to a reformer bent on cleaning up operations, Congress
made certain his tenure was short lived. Moving authority in and
out of the national domain, the American approach was no-holds-
barred, as the development question — “how much” — ran up against
weak rules and porous boundaries. The law was an instrument that
facilitated “more,” to an achievement with few rivals in the annals of
history.
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Reservation and conservation in land policy can be traced to 1869,
when President Grant set aside breeding grounds for the northern
fur seal in the Pribilof Islands off the Alaskan mainland. The bud-
ding idea behind that action was that active federal management of
public lands could enhance and extend the economic value of their
important natural resources. Fostering human uses remained the pri-
ority, but expansion of national industrial capacity and the closing of
the frontier raised new concerns about resource scarcity and unreg-
ulated private exploitation, and these lent currency to new strategies
for employing government authority.

The instruments fashioned for proactive land management were
quite unlike the form-processing and record-keeping land offices of
the era of disposal. The Fish Commission and Biological Survey (fore-
runners of the Fish and Wildlife Service), the Geological Survey, the
Bureau of Reclamations, the Forest Service, the Bureau of Mines, the
National Park Service, and, later, the Bureau of Land Management
were knowledge-based agencies charged to apply scientific, technical,
and planning expertise to problems of land use. Huge tracts of land
were to be withheld from private sale and placed under the authority
of one or another of the new land management agencies. In effect,
the state began to divide authority over its lands among different
discretionary agencies according to their primary uses: forest lands
were managed primarily to meet the demand for timber and water re-
sources, park lands were managed to meet the demand for recreation,
reclamation lands were managed to meet the demand for irrigation,
land remnants were managed to meet the demand for grazing. At
times, as in the creation of eastern forest reserves, private land was
purchased by the federal government to extend management capa-
bilities, but with nearly a third of the land in the United States still
held by the federal government, the change in priorities from quick
disposal to active management had ample room in which to make
itself felt on its own.

The development problem at this stage was not in conceiving new
tasks for goverment, but in shifting authority to new agencies, dis-
tributing it within and among them according to new purposes and
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resolving conflicts over its redistribution. The entrepreneurial initia-
tive for these shifts came from different sources, not least of which
was the future managers of the new agencies themselves; but a dif-
ferent mix of interest behind each shift meant considerable variation
from agency to agency in how much authority actually changed hands
and to whose advantage.®3> Moreover, the disruptions and displace-
ments in the most extensive of these shifts were not clean, single-jolt
affairs but repeated offensives that reverberated back and forth across
agencies, building intercurrent tensions into everyday operations.
As in the first stage, the courts proved a willing partner in these
shifts. Notwithstanding the formative role they played in other areas
of economic regulation, courts had relatively little to say about how
the federal government used its own lands, and although they were
occasionally drawn into the fray to settle delegation and federalism
issues, they did little to impede and much to facilitate the shift toward
bureaucratic autonomy.®# The harder part was wresting administra-
tive discretion from Congress; that was accomplished catch-as-catch-
can. One early measure of the outer limits of Congress’s tolerance was
the elimination of self-financing schemes hatched by bureaucrat en-
trepreneurs in the Forest Service and the Bureau of Reclamations that
would have removed their agencies from political control through the
annual appropriations process. Even within these limits, Congress
could prove a fickle ally, for discretion once delegated and exercised
provoked counterpressures that elected politicians were hard pressed
to ignore. A famous case in point was the vast expansion of the na-
tional forest system that occurred in 1907. Early that year, Congress
moved to rescind the blanket discretion it had given to the presi-
dency in 1891 to create forest reserves out of the public domain. The
rescission, which applied specifically to public lands in the north-
western states, was a clear signal of congressional discomfort with
the Roosevelt administration’s relentless campaign to shift govern-
ment policy away from land sales by the General Land Office of the
Department of the Interior to land management by the Forestry Divi-
sion of the Department of Agriculture. As it happened, Congress’s re-
striction was effectively nullified by Roosevelt, who, acting on a plan
provided by Chief Forester Gifford Pinchot, withheld his signature

162



POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT: THE DEFINITION

from the rescission bill until he had reserved forty-three million
additional acres of northwestern forest land, creating twenty-one new
national forests and expanding eleven others in the states specified in
the bill.%s

The shifts in authority that occurred during this period were of-
ten displacements of a quite literal sort: the General Land Office was
displaced in its authority over certain public lands by the Forest Ser-
vice; the Forest Service was displaced in its authority over certain
public land by the Park Service. But as Congress had no intention of
sacrificing land sales for managed forests or managed forests for na-
tional parks, the proliferation of agencies with stronger rule-making
authority than those of the earlier era was only one hallmark of po-
litical development in this arena. Another was increased competition
among agencies as Congress parceled authority out and divided it
up among more specialized units. Congress’s sensitivity to charges
of shifting “too much” to any one purpose perpetuated the struggle
over “how much” authority each agency could claim for itself.

Stiff resistance came in the first instance from old-line agencies that
were as adept as new advocates in applying constituency influence
and garnering congressional support. One of these, the Army Corps
of Engineers, limited the advance of others, principally the Geological
Survey, the Bureau of Reclamations, and the Forest Service, pressing
for national water policies that looked beyond its own traditional
concerns with navigation and transport.®® The struggle between
Interior and Agriculture proved especially explosive. The transfer in
1905 of control over the forest reserves, from the old-line General
Land Office in Interior, to the new-light, science-friendly Division of
Forestry in Agriculture was one of the signal triumphs of institution
building during the Progressive era. But as already seen, Congress
rescinded presidential discretion over further expansion of the forest
system within two years. Two years after that, President Taft sup-
ported his Interior Secretary, former GLO chief Richard Ballinger, in
initiatives that threatened to reverse the transfer altogether. Fearing
the worse, Gifford Pinchot determined to save his agency by wrecking
Taft’s governing coalition. As chief architect of TR’s conservation pro-
gram and a leading symbol of Taft’s commitment to Roosevelt-style
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progressive reform, Pinchot openly defied Taft by personally relay-
ing to the Senate charges of corruption against Ballinger that the
president had already dismissed. Not surprisingly, this blatant in-
subordination prompted Taft to fire the chief forester, but Pinchot’s
accusations and Taft’s response fueled the progressive insurgency in
Congress against the administration, and Ballinger himself resigned
within the year. Pinchot’s parting gift to the agency he had forged
was to discredit its main rival in land management and secure its
own survival.®”

The shift to new authorities did not end with these partial dis-
placements of the old but continued as authority hemorrhaged from
new forms themselves. Again, the Forest Service is the leading case
in point. Though its legislative mandate to manage forest reserves di-
rected attention specifically to timber and water supplies, top forest
administrators extended their authority to cover all the uses of their
lands — grazing uses, wildlife and forage uses, mineral uses, and recre-
ation uses. Their research orientation and their ideas for “multiple
use” and “cooperative forestry” also drew them into close relations
with state governments and politics.®® These were bold management
concepts, but they left the Forest Service vulnerable to a wider range
of constituencies, any one of which might become disaffected by its
choices and priorities. Disaffection by recreation users and naturalists
crystallized early. Pinchot had initially reached out to them for polit-
ical support, but his commitment to multiple-use left him adamantly
opposed to the creation of any national park that would be closed to
logging. He antagonized naturalists further by supporting the con-
struction of a reservoir in Yosemite National Park to serve as a water
supply for San Franscico, by campaigning to head off the creation
of a separate parks bureau within the Interior Department, and by
promoting the transfer of control of the existing national parks to
the Department of Agriculture.

In the wake of the Ballinger controversy, Pinchot’s successor, Henry
Graves, sought to repair damaged relations with disaffected groups.
But with Pinchot out of office, continuing to agitate for the Yosemite
reservoir, President Wilson’s Interior Secretary Franklin Lane pushed
through a National Parks Act in 1916, securing for naturalists a
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separate park administration service in Interior beyond the Forest
Service’s reach. With a new rival now threatening to strip the Forest
Service of political support, not to say of land to manage, and with In-
terior reclaiming the ideological offensive, later Forest Service chiefs
sought to limit future transfers to the park service by designating
primitive and recreational areas within the forest lands. Nonetheless,
the pattern of creating national parks at Forest Service expense con-
tinued; after the Depression, it accelerated. Highway development
spurred public interest in the creation of new parks and other recre-
ation outlets; at the same time, an increase in demand for lumber
prompted the Forest Service to move closer to the timber industry
and to loosen its standards for “sustained yield” logging.®

The proliferation of separate authorities awkwardly balanced
against one another during the first half of the twentieth century
set the stage for the most recent policy developments in federal land
management, the shift toward “environmental protection.” The envi-
ronmental movement traces antecedents back to the American tran-
scendentalists and to naturalists at the turn of the century, but changes
after World War II, both in the movement’s aims and in the public’s
response to its appeals, brought strikingly new ideas to federal land
policy.7° The earlier turn from acquisition and disposal to reservation
and conservation was largely a strategic change in thinking about the
most efficient means of utilizing natural resources. In contrast, con-
cern for the environment took aim at the concept of utility itself.
Environmentalists did not charge the government with promoting
resource development or with finding the right balance between var-
ious economic and recreational uses or even with promoting recre-
ation uses above others. Instead, they asked government to recog-
nize the integrity of nature and to regard a diffuse, encompassing,
and perpetual human interest in the ecosystem as fundamental to all
policies. The radical thrust of this stance as a premise for political
development stems from the fact that all instrumental divisions of
authority — liberal divisions between public and private spheres, bu-
reaucratic divisions among agencies, territorial divisions among local,
national, and international questions — are potential obstacles to its
operation. By the same token, the developmental problem posed by
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environmentalism is not just that it butts up against more authorities
than earlier land-use ideas but that it calls into question the instru-
mentalist assumptions of liberal democratic government, making it
hard to determine where authority for this cause might safely reside.””

This quandary helps to explain why political development on
behalf of environmental protection has served not just to further
proliferate authorities and compound problems posed by their inter-
currence, but more distinctively, to strip away the divisions among
authorities and short circuit the operations of each. The political re-
sponse to environmentalism has scrambled competing interests the
government had previously separated, forced them to confront one
another, and has cycled their different purposes through agencies
that are now more thoroughly entangled in each other’s affairs than
ever before. Federal land policy, once the model of flexibility and in-
strumental efficiency, is now the paradigmatic case of institutionally
encumbered governance.”*

If this result follows in a general way from the difficulties of incor-
porating the idea of environmental protection into the operations of
a liberal government, it stems specifically from prior political devel-
opment in federal land management. In the course of events, environ-
mentalists could not advance their cause by promoting the transfer of
more authority to bureaucrats. Their own diagnosis of the situation
was that the proliferation of agencies with different mandates atten-
tive to distinct resource uses empowered single-interest clienteles at
the expense of broader public interests. 73 They plotted strategy in
reaction to what had come before. Their program took shape as an
assault on the separate bureaucracies that had been built up between
the Progressive era and the New Deal and as an effort to shift author-
ity back to principal constitutional officers in hopes of redirecting the
whole.74

The courts proved as responsive as ever, though this time their re-
sponsiveness thrust them into the center of land policy politics. Over
the course of the 1960s, the judiciary reversed its historical indulgence
of resource users and their various bureaucratic overseers by adopting
new standards of “strict scrutiny” over decisions of federal agencies
and by altering the rules of standing to facilitate lawsuits by “public”
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interest groups.”’ Congress followed along, rewriting agency man-
dates handed down from the Progressive era with new prescriptive
detail and extensive provision for public involvement, revising the
Administrative Procedures Act and passing a Federal Advisory Com-
mittee Act along similar lines, crafting new laws to force old agencies
to attend to environmental concerns, and charging a new Council on
Environmental Quality in the Executive Office of the President with
the daunting task of formulating a unified national environmental
policy. All extended judicial authority. One thing Congress did not
do was scrap the old institutions and redesign land use policy from
scratch.

The Forest Service, long the model of the Progressive-era discre-
tionary bureaucracy, bore the most sustained assault from the courts
and Congress, though the Park Service, the Bureau of Land Man-
agement, the Bureau of Mines, and to a lesser extent the Fish and
Wildlife service have been subject to similar treatment.”® Forest Ser-
vice autonomy in allocating land use ended in 1964 when the Wilder-
ness Act withdrew agency discretion over wilderness designations and
put Congress directly in control of these set-asides. The agency was
hemmed in further by the requirements of the Wild and Scenic Rivers
Act (1968), the Endangered Species Acts (1966, 1968, 1973), the
Federal Water Pollution Control Act, and the Federal Environmental
Pesticide Control Act (1972), and, most importantly, the National
Environmental Protection Act (1970), which required an environ-
mental impact statement for any proposed change in land use. When
in the early 1970s successful lawsuits against clear cutting on national
forest land threatened a nationwide moratorium on timber harvests,
Congress stepped in again, this time to rewrite the forest service’s Or-
ganic Statute of 1897. The National Forest Management Act of 1976
demanded a comprehensive fifteen-year plan for each national forest
and prescribed in detail the procedures and environmental standards
by which these plans would be promulgated.

This decade-long hammering at the discretion and entrenched pri-
orities of Progressive-era bureaucracies has changed the way the
government does business and made each actor more solicitous of
ecological interests. But notable as these developments have been,
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the actual shifts in authority bear only a tenuous relationship to poli-
cies alleged to stand behind them. The institutional foothold gained
by the environmentalists against their adversaries has proven to be
more precarious than was held earlier by the conservationists, be-
cause there is no domain in which their authority excludes others.
Limiting agency discretion and making the relevant bureaucracies
more accountable to politicians and public interest groups has done
less to secure environmental aims than to set the various stakeholders
at loggerheads.

At every stage of land management policy, the mandates of the law
have proven less binding in practice than they appear on paper, but in
this instance, the deployment of authority for new purposes has called
into question the managerial capacities of liberal government itself.
The self-limiting nature of these shifts is evident on several fronts.
In the first place, the new planning priorities stipulated in the law,
with their complex schemes for balancing contending values, insured
that agency discretion in rule making, however hemmed in, would
not be eliminated; in some ways, it would be enhanced. Coordination
through the creation of a new overhead authority, the Environmental
Protection Agency, has also proven problematic, as that agency was
thrown together by an executive order that simply collected disparate
authorities from different divisions under a common roof. Even more
notable as a self-limiting feature of these shifts are the still weak for-
mal linkages between the planning and priority mandates of the law
and the government’s annual budget and appropriations processes.””

All this means that although laws might force agencies to attend
to new priorities in long-term planning, neither the Congress nor
the president need defer to these plans in their year-to-year interven-
tions. Congress has in fact used its new hands-on approach to agency
decision making in contradictory ways. It has on occasion increased
funding for the noncommodity work of the Forest Service over agency
budget requests, but it also has forced commodity production on the
agency at the expense of the planning priorities and mandates pro-
mulgated in the legislative directives of 1974 and 1976.7% One no-
torious example involved the head forester of the northern region,
who, by 1990, had become a leading symbol of a new environmental
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consciousness in the agency and of agency responsiveness to congres-
sional priorities as stipulated in laws of the 1970s. He was forced out
of his job in 1991 by a senator angry over his directive to district
subordinates to give precedence to the environmental laws over the
congressionally prescribed timber targets when the two conflicted.”®

Finally, the assault on agency discretion has proven self-limiting in
that the shift back to constitutional authorities has served to increase
conflict among Congress, the presidency, and the courts over their
respective prerogatives vis-a-vis the bureaucracy. An early signal of
this antagonism was the passage of the Forest and Rangeland Renew-
able Resources Planning Act (RRP) of 1974. This measure, though
it followed in a long line of environmental law writing was, in fact,
prompted by intercurrent changes outside it. To explain RRP, we
need to double back, to Richard Nixon’s campaign to reform national
budgeting and expenditure processes. Nixon had by this time turned
the executive budget office into a political arm of presidential control
over the bureaucracy, and he had shown his determination to impose
his own priorities on the executive branch by impounding congres-
sionally appropriated funds. RRP was a congressional response to
one such effort, the impoundment of funds for new logging roads. It
sought to compel agencies to detail their plans more thoroughly and
to tie them to these plans by specifying how modifications were to be
made, reported, and implemented. Environmental protection was a
secondary concern in this controversy; the impoundment of congres-
sionally appropriated funds for new logging roads was, if anything, a
“green” intervention. Though the RRP paid homage to new environ-
mental priorities, its real target was the Office of Management and
Budget, and its first objective was to promote Congress as the final
arbiter of agency priorities.®°

Because the shifts in authority that have responded to the environ-
mental movement have had the effect of entangling authorities rather
than separating them, they have made for even more irresolvable po-
litical controversies than the conservation movement. If there is a
single counterpart to the Pinchot-Ballinger controversy in the con-
temporary struggle to secure new authority relations, it is probably
the one over the spotted owl in the forests of the Pacific Northwest
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that raged between 1985 and 1993. In this instance, a confronta-
tion was driven by conservative presidents determined to derail the
environmental offensive and by environmentalists determined to ex-
pose flagrant defiance of the law by the executive branch. The Reagan
and Bush administrations lent their support to the timber industry in
these old growth forests by delaying action by the Fish and Wildlife
Service, the Bureau of Land Management, and the Forest Service to
protect the spotted owl’s habitat. Once the owl was listed as a threat-
ened species, the Bush administration went further, nullifying the ef-
fect of the listing by invoking authority in the law to make exceptions
to administrative rulings in extraordinary circumstances. Meanwhile,
environmental groups had seized on the plight of the owl as a strat-
egy for staving off the advance of old-growth logging in the region,
and they successfully used the courts to break executive intransigence
and force agency action. For its part, Congress offered compromises
in 1987 and 1989 providing the agencies with judicial relief pending
the formulation of plans to protect the owl, and heading off any in-
junction against timber sales. Nonetheless, environmentalists secured
such an injunction in 1991, citing agency refusal to comply with
laws protecting wildlife and directly implicating “higher authorities
in the executive branch of government” in the subversion of those
laws.31

By this time, political mobilization on both sides had exposed the
severe limitations of court decrees in providing a practical solution.
Environmental victories in court were matched by an industry-led
public-relations campaign that aimed to submerge the issue of saving
old-growth forests and to present instead a national choice between
protecting owls and protecting jobs, endangered species or endan-
gered workers. The confrontation persisted until the inauguration
of Bill Clinton. The new administration negotiated an ad hoc settle-
ment among the contending parties, though this itself contravened
the spirit if not the letter of the law by dividing up the land in dispute
and allowing each interest to dominate use of a part of it.3>

Both the Pinchot-Ballinger controversy and the spotted owl
controversy were politically calculated train wrecks. The differ-
ence is that this time, no authority emerged secure. The principal

170



POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT: THE DEFINITION

developmental effect of environmentalism to date has been to throw
more authority into greater contention; a moving stalemate alert to
momentary changes in the ideological alignment of institutions has
been the rule. New schemes for shifting authority seek relief from
these hyperpoliticized encounters by way of devolution, privatiza-
tion, coordination, or collaboration, but the problem at bottom lies
in the purposes which government is now called on to reconcile, and
any rearrangement that fails to resolve these conflicting priorities is
unlikely to perform much better. To the extent that the environmental
threat is real and pressing, it has placed the developmental capacities
of liberal democracy itself on the line.
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Political Development: The Issues

If we could first know where we are and whither we are tending,
we might better judge what to do and how to do it.
Abraham Lincoln

IF OUR DEFINITION OF POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT seems as comfort-
able as we hope, it will be because APD researchers discover they
have been studying shifts in authority all along. Inclined as we are to
quit while we are ahead, we feel an obligation to pick up again at the
point where we bracketed larger issues of meaning and value in order
to pursue a neutral definition of political development, one that could
stand up empirically against the diverse historical materials engaged
by scholarship in the field. The plan was not to leave these larger issues
behind permanently; they were, and to many APD scholars still are,
what makes political development worth thinking about. A clearer-
cut definition anticipated a return, and now we are better equipped
to look for answers. There is no expectation that profound matters
of political philosophy will be settled by the idea of historical con-
struction or our temporal matrix of intercurrent controls. But insofar
as these profound matters contemplate, for instance, the prospects of
different arrangements of authority being established and success-
fully sustained over time, we believe APD will have something of its
own to contribute.

In this chapter we can provide only the briefest of previews of
how the study of political development we describe might deliver
on this promise, but we will try to do that much. For a first pass
at meaning, we take up the matter of direction. In our perspective,
direction concerns whether the constant rearrangement of authority

172



POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT: THE ISSUES

among and within institutions shows a movement over time in favor
of some forms or principles over others. Direction is of interest in it-
self, objectively, because it speaks to the coherence of political change
and to continuities presumed by the idea of historical construction;
it also provides a good test of whether shifts-in-authority can be en-
listed in this inquiry. But direction is only a pass at — an overture to —
meaning, because whatever movement the evidence supports must be
interpreted by the observer, who may or may not have come to the
material with meanings in advance. Repeated movements to legisla-
tive agencies from judicial ones is a direction; what it means remains
to be said. Shifts-in-authority do not cook the books; our definition
is a tool for meaningfully reading the record.

Another section of this chapter engages meaning directly. In a dis-
cussion that is again far shorter than is warranted by the subject
matter, we ask what a polity conceived in terms of development sug-
gests about the meaning of politics and of political action. Recall that
these questions prompted the current wave of APD scholarship that
began in the 1970s. A presentation of the polity as one that is inter-
current and constantly changing, one in which the attempt to control
others is a perpetual motor, cannot help but inform the question of
what to do and how to do it and just what it is people are doing when
they act in political life. More to the point, such a presentation of the
polity is, in itself, a study of people acting politically in diverse ways,
despite our having placed them so often in institutional settings. To
be sure, their actions are subject to interpretation as well, but a good
deal of the meaning will be apparent in what the actors say and do.
In this section, we consider how a focus on the dimension of time
and temporality redirects our understanding of what it means to act
politically, or, as it is more commonly referred to in political science,
agency.

A third section between these two takes up the relationship of APD
scholarship to social science. This subject has a critical bearing on all
issues of meaning attached to political development; anything we
might find or argue must rest on sound principles of research design
and inference from evidence. As long as APD remains a miscellany
of research efforts, its connection to nondevelopmental research on
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American politics will be held in limbo. Once research is organized
around shifts in authority, articulating methodological entailments
becomes both possible and necessary. These do not boil down to a
difference between qualitative and quantitative research: some APD
researchers employ large data sets, standard indicators of economic
growth, regression analysis, and the rest. What distinguishes APD
was stated at the outset of our search: it is a substantive enterprise
guided by a theoretical precept, namely, that politics is historically
constructed. Adhering to that precept requires that frameworks, con-
cepts, and methods be adapted to the aim of studying politics over
time, wherever that leads, descriptively or analytically.

Political Development as Direction

It is fair to say that direction, insofar as it applies to the history of
a polity overall, has been a taboo subject among political scientists
for several decades. The reason was partly aired in our discussion in
Chapter Two, on the unraveling of the concept of political develop-
ment. In general, propositions about direction in politics, when they
are not forthrightly deterministic, have had an uncanny way of educ-
ing evidence that leads straight to whatever end result, good or bad,
is supported by the accompanying theory. They are, in a word, nor-
mative. These strictures seem not to apply to direction within shorter
time spans, a topic taken up by researchers routinely: the decline and
resurgence of Congress," the rise of the imperial presidency,* the quest
for judicial supremacy,? the emerging Republican majority.4 But pol-
itics understood as historically constructed implicates direction over
the long haul, junctures and all; if politics can change the platform of
future action, if it can “develop,” it should display something more
than random movement. We think that our definition of political de-
velopment in terms of shifts in authority will allow us to travel the
distance without teleologies or metaphors from biology and without
unduly imposing our own presuppositions about where things are
headed.

The case for adopting a new approach to investigating direction
in American politics must rest, at least in part, on what approaches
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are available to political science now. Most of the miles covered so
far on the general question have been on the backs of the three great
developmental war horses — democracy, bureaucracy, and liberalism;
it makes sense, then, to look there for guidance. Reread in our terms,
these studies can be seen to ask, did American politics develop in
a democratic direction, in a liberal direction, in a bureaucratic di-
rection? Considering that by this point in our discussion we have
done our share of literature reviews, we hope we may be permitted
to make our observations on the usefulness of this body of work brief
and summary.

The first observation is how little the basic logic of these studies
differs from the logic employed by Burgess and Wilson in the late nine-
teenth century. That is, a substantive political tendency or end-state is
identified in advance, and its presence is sought in the historical record
through different indicators, much as Burgess sought for the consti-
tutional state through the indicators of national sovereignty and civil
liberties. In Chapter Two, we argued that this a priori procedure left
the concept of political development undefended against subsequent
unraveling; framing political direction around democratization, bu-
reaucratization, and liberalization produces a like result, with polit-
ical development left hostage to a fairly restricted configuration of
events. Put differently: when the vehicle for inquiring into direction
anticipates movement of a certain kind, the search has nowhere to
go should events not turn out as expected. This in itself might not
be fatal were the vehicle provided well suited to the task. But there
is also discouragement on this front, where problems of evidence,
conceptualization, and interpretation may, for our purposes at least,
be insurmountable.

Perhaps the most basic pitfall concerns indicators: what counts as
evidence of, for instance, democratization. Democratization is fre-
quently tracked by means of the indicator of suffrage. Eligibility to
vote in the U.S. has expanded over time; this is true, notwithstanding
the long hiatus in African-American voting that followed Reconstruc-
tion and the intermittent back-tracking on illiterate citizens and those
categorized as vagrants and felons. This trend suggests a meaningful
direction toward more democracy. But another important indicator

175



THE SEARCH FOR AMERICAN POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT

of democratization is voting turnout, according to which the results
look very different. Turnouts for national elections in recent decades
have not risen far above the halfway mark; and for all the noise in
the numbers showing turnout in the 1880s upwards of 8o percent,
the demobilization of the electorate in later decades raises questions
about the course and meaning of democratization. Or consider yet
another way to chart democratization, in terms of the relative ac-
tivity of different branches of government and their susceptibility to
democratic control. The widening scope of the legislature’s activity
over time might suggest a democratic direction; but increasing judi-
cial and bureaucratic activism would suggest the opposite. The point
is not that all these things cannot be studied at once; they can. It
is that disputes over priorities among different indicators, often en-
gaging normative as well as empirical issues, are not easily settled.
Meanwhile, the question of direction is held in abeyance, dependent
on the outcome of the argument.

A related problem occurs with conceptualization. Consider here
bureaucratization, which, among the three proposed vehicles of de-
velopment, arguably shows the cleanest one-way pattern. Looked at
in terms of the number of public agencies and bureaucrats employed,
American political development has moved in a steadily bureaucratic
direction; this would appear to be the case even allowing for mea-
sures designed to slow its course, such as contracting out, downsizing,
and greater legislative oversight. But what conception of bureaucra-
tization does this support? If bureaucratization is understood as a
rationalization or depersonalization of authority, then the spoils sys-
tem represented a considerable advance over earlier forms, whereas
the proliferation of competing agencies over the first two-thirds of
the twentieth century and the appearance in more recent years of a
hyperpoliticized managerial class at the subcabinet level has arguably
arrested this trend.5 Alternatively, if bureaucracy is conceived more
broadly in terms of detailed public rules that reach deep into soci-
ety to regulate everyday life, common law regulation by the states
before the Civil War presents us with this as well, neutralizing the
implication of more comprehensive government through time that is
captured by modern administrative forms alone.®
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Finally, another hazard lies in the interpretation of results. Ear-
lier we discussed Roger Smith’s study of whether American politics
showed any discernible direction toward liberalism. Smith uses the
indicator of “ascriptive hierarchies,” defined as externally constituted
arrangements of personal subordination, to show nonliberal direc-
tion. Looking for these in historical materials of the late nineteenth
century — laws, ideas, political tracts, letters — he concludes that in this
period a liberalism dominant in politics at an earlier time was now
in full retreat. Assuming the soundness of these results, what is one
to make of them? They do not counter claims of a broad movement
over time to greater liberalism, with the weakening of common-law
hierarchies like master-and-servant and husband-and-wife. Nor do
they give us much purchase on hierarchies based on bureaucratic
designation — immigration status, welfare eligibility, educational and
professional status — that have taken the place of their common-law
forebears, but that are linked also to changes in a distinctly non-
hierarchical or liberal direction, for instance to less restrictive immi-
gration policies, income provision, and mass education.

No study can take up all time periods and contingencies at once,
even in a single country. But our strong hunch is that amassing all of
the evidence that could be collected on hierarchies over time would
still leave us in the same predicament. The point here is not to de-
preciate studies along these a priori lines, for they have, among other
things, served to bring the analytic problem of finding direction in
politics more clearly into focus. The fact that arguments about di-
rection when approached this way can so quickly bog down on the
finer points of definition and evidence is, most of all, an invitation to
alter the approach and look for movement over time through some
other method. The instinct to place direction within some substan-
tive historical context is correct: without it, narrowing the field of
evidence would be impossible. But the context ought not be one with
indicators that are chronically problematic and where the selection
of one set over the other affects the normative thrust of results.

Our alternative proposal, one we believe will make the problem of
determining direction (or no-direction) more tractable, builds on our
definition of political development: we look for direction in durable
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shifts in governing authority, wherever these occur. Our definition of
development is, to be sure, not free of political content, but the fo-
cus on authority within institutions is more versatile than the above,
less tinged with historical substance and hampered by imagined end-
states. It also changes the question for research from, for instance,
What does the presence or absence of hierarchy tell us about the
course of American liberalism? to one more direct: Do durable shifts
in authority exhibit any direction over time and, if so, in what direc-
tion? While admittedly there are no collections of durable shifts in
authority on-line waiting to be analyzed, neither is the search wide
open; it is directed instead to the history of governing institutions,
their relations with one another and with citizens. With such an in-
dependent indicator of political development, political direction be-
comes a matter of seeing shared features and patterns. This remains
an interpretive exercise, in which cases must be selected and evidence
weighed and any characterization held open to contrary findings;
however, if we have limited the detours of alternative routes, we
should be more effective in moving the discussion forward.

To demonstrate, we will look for direction in the three cases of
political development sketched in the previous chapter. These were
originally selected to illustrate the versatility of our definition in ad-
dressing diverse historical materials, without an eye to direction. Let
us agree in advance that it is far-fetched to come to any firm con-
clusions about direction in history based on three cases alone. Still,
we venture the following: political development in America shows
a movement from prescriptive to positive lawmaking; that is, from
finding the law, based on precedent, in the stylized manner of courts,
to making the law, based on present circumstances, in the stylized
manner of legislatures. Inspecting this pattern further, we will claim
that movement in this direction, although highly contested at every
turn, has not been subject to significant back-and-forth motion, and
that even when shifts in this direction are not followed up imme-
diately by surrounding authorities, neither are they reversed. In our
brief rereadings, we stay within the facts provided in our previous
accounts, but, as should be expected of a proposal of this sort, we
know of no reason in advance why this interpretation of a direction
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in American political development would not stand up against the
historical record generally.

Each of the three developmental episodes illustrates the move-
ment we observe in a different way. On the face of it, the case of
Reconstruction substitutes one prescriptive (constitutional) rule of
American law, protecting property in slaves, with another prescrip-
tive (constitutional) rule, declaring slavery illegal. Whereas the first
rule, however, affirmed a right put into the Constitution to protect it
from legislative action, one that could be implemented in many cases
by courts alone, the second rule looked expressly toward legislative
action to give it force, accompanied by an express provision to that
effect. In fact, the post-Civil War Congress entered into the boldest
and most contentious period of its history by producing a spate of leg-
islation to expand national power at the expense of the states. More-
over, the notorious 8o-year time-out that followed, during which
Congress, for reasons of its own, failed to move any further on its
mandate to eliminate the badges of slavery, was finally broken by
positive lawmaking by the Supreme Court, in Brown v. Board of Ed-
ucation (1954). The Brown decision was not based on precedent but
expressly on consequences, in this case on the psychological damage
inflicted on school children by racial subordination; to the critics of
the Warren Court it became a symbol of aberrent jurisprudence for
that reason.

The question next arises whether the U.S. Constitution might ap-
propriately be termed prescriptive law. The acts of national founding
and of establishing a fundamental law in writing that in many re-
spects overrode English common law in the states were themselves
momentous occasions of positive lawmaking. That said, many of the
Constitution’s provisions, including slaveholders’ rights in their prop-
erty and proceedings to recapture slaves, were directly carried over,
prescriptively, from common law. Speaking more generally, the Con-
stitution stands midway between prescriptive and positive law and
in that sense is a perfect example of multiple orders. The Framers
clearly intended to throw over the past in important respects, but
they also sought a relative permanence against the future; thus, on
the one hand, the difficulty of amending the Constitution and, on
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the other hand, the fact that the Constitution can be amended at
all. This way-station quality can be seen in many features: the insti-
tution of judicial review, for instance, and its importance in carrying
on common law legalism throughout the government; and the office
of the Presidency, a magistrate on the common law model, but with
a starkly open-ended jurisdiction.

Second case: American relations of church and state took shape
originally as an effort to stem the move toward positive lawmaking in
religious affairs in England at the time of Henry VIII, when religious
regulation was moved to Parliament from the ecclesiastical courts.
The First Amendment blocked Congress in this regard; however, it
also locked in privileges churches enjoyed under their colonial char-
ters and at common law. It is this arrangement we see operating in
the free-exercise order over the better part of two centuries: churches
thrusting outward to education, philanthropy, other good works of
all kinds, and public morality, while at the same time enjoying im-
munities against dissident members, assorted citizen detractors, tax
collectors, and legislators. The shift to strict separation that came
to a head in the 1960s was initiated through positive lawmaking,
first by state and local legislatures and thereafter by the Supreme
Court, which, as in Brown, relied on no legal precedents. Especially
striking in this regard was the Court’s entry into matters of internal
church governance. The justices’ set-to with Congress over the Reli-
gious Freedom Restoration Act appears in this sequence as a curious
reassertion by the Court of a prescriptive right of its own: so thor-
oughly had it turned church-state relations into a domain of positive
law that the only defense left against the legislature was its privilege
under the Constitution to define the content of the First Amendment.

Because the shift in church-state relations occurred so much later
than the shift in the case of Reconstruction, it happened in a polity
that was farther advanced in the direction of positive lawmaking
and less encumbered by traditional ways of thinking about gover-
nance. Federal land policy, however, moved farthest, fastest, and most
decisively of our three cases in the direction of positive lawmak-
ing because, unlike the others, it started on its course after the
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Revolution without prescriptive barriers of consequence, constitu-
tional or otherwise, to overcome. In this domain from the outset,
state court judges acted like legislators, inventing new rules as needed
to facilitate economic development; federal judges for their part fell
willingly into line with changing priorities expressed in the elected
branches. In later decades, this trend continued in episodic diffusions
of rule-making authority to institutions outside the legislature.

As all three of these cases indicate, Congress does not necessarily
govern, or govern alone, in the “fully legislative polity” of positive
lawmaking; rather, this is a polity in which all institutions — Congress,
courts, the president, and the bureaucracy — act simultaneously as
positive lawmakers in their own right.” In the setting of federal land
management, courts and bureaucracies act legislatively to the extent
of convening social interests under their auspices — their own con-
stituent assemblies as it were — for purposes of arriving at decisions.
The continuing pretense of a separation of powers in the era of en-
vironmentalism offers few clues to actual operations. In practice all
authorities are thoroughly entangled in each others affairs, and they
regularly drive toward confrontations over policy; legislating by bu-
reaucrats confounds conventional ideas of bureaucracy and perhaps
of democracy and liberalism as well.

The direction identified, assuming it holds up against the wider
range of evidence to which it might apply, commands attention quite
apart from any explanation we might provide for it. In fact, while
the idea of a direction toward positive lawmaking may not by itself
be counterintuitive, it is notable that this movement should so per-
meate American political history as to readily show itself in three
very different episodes selected for other purposes. Finding similar
robustly descriptive characterizations of change over time and exam-
ining their several implications will be, in themselves, advances for
APD. But a direction having been discovered, there is still the matter
of explanation. Why should American politics move in this way over
time? In Chapter One, we said that we were not going to provide our
own theory of American political development; we have now arrived
at a point where theorizing of this sort appropriately begins. The
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development of the legislative polity is a large subject, worthy of a
full-scale study; let us simply glimpse at this promised land, without
attempting to cross over.

The concept of intercurrence, of a polity constructed through mul-
tiple, asymmetric orderings of authority, provides a perch from which
we get a clear view. Intercurrence puts movement and change at the
center of political analysis. The intercurrent polity may be held to-
gether in a relatively quiescent state for a time by artful arrangements
hammered out at rarified levels of government; prescriptive lawmak-
ing is one of these. But its historical-institutional character sponsors
incongruity as an essential feature, relegating all else to the status of
hedges against the outward-reaching, mutually impinging relations
all around. The intercurrent polity, then, is one in which positive
lawmaking, introduced in one sphere, is likely of its own accord
to expose and undermine contrary principles of governance oper-
ating elsewhere. Prescriptive lawmaking and the constant changes
fomented as a matter of course in an intercurrent polity are at odds
from the start.

But even if intercurrence provides the deepest source of the move
toward positive lawmaking, there still needs to be an explanation
of how this change occurs; this is where specific hypotheses about
causes will need to be tested. Cultural considerations present them-
selves immediately: how people perceive and deal with the inconsis-
tency inherent in political development. Ideas may serve variously to
justify incongruities or to force their resolution in practice, so a cul-
tural explanation must account for the privileged position of positive
lawmaking as such. We argued in Chapter Two that the recent deploy-
ment of cultural analysis against developmental premises has clouded
this prospect, and it is uncertain now whether a cultural explanation
sensitive to multiple traditions, to the ideological limitations of the
liberal tradition itself, and to the political appeal of antiliberal ideas,
can accommodate direction. Here then is some outstanding business
within the APD community: redeploy cultural explanations or find
something else, perhaps comparative research, that does the job.

Any explanation of a direction toward positive lawmaking is also
likely to draw on ideas about path dependence, especially as these

182



POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT: THE ISSUES

help to account for particular institutional arrangements in which
this direction is manifest. In the movement toward a fully legisla-
tive polity, for instance, one that readily presents itself for explana-
tion is the formal persistence of the separation of powers. As we
said above, the institution of judicial review might reasonably be
seen as rooted in the Framers’ endorsement of multiple orderings
of authority, including prescriptive rights, both constitutional and
common law. As prescriptive rights have been dislodged, the judi-
cial function of protecting them has narrowed, leaving the Court to
seek other rationales for its constitutional role. Its embrace in re-
cent years of original intent, textualism, and such theories as “the
equity of the statute” expresses the Court’s contemporary institu-
tional dilemma, as does its strident policing, on a case-by-case ba-
sis, of its self-defined constitutional jurisdiction. Together, these may
or may not succeed in keeping at bay the positive-law wolf that is
Congress.

These remarks should not leave the impression that a move from
prescriptive to positive law is necessarily a master key to American
political development or that it exhausts the inquiry into direction.
Our definition allows a search for direction to proceed from any col-
lection of shifts in authority, and any direction found in this way
is likely to hold insights of its own into debates about traditional
themes like democracy. But more targeted searches could be under-
taken as well, without the pitfalls mentioned earlier. If, for instance,
democratic direction is of interest, relevant shifts of authority could
be followed in several institutional arenas directly associated with
democracy: political parties, voting laws, rules of representation, and
rules governing speech and association. The standard for evaluating
change is now portable and consistent, less subject to the noise en-
countered in contradictory results arrived at through different indi-
cators. Comparisons can be sustained within and across arenas, over
long periods of time; overall interpretation can be made on the basis
of conceptual and methodological agreement. Nothing in the defi-
nition of political development requires that a democratic, a liberal,
or any other direction need be found, but whatever the findings, it
will be clearer what is expressed.
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Another, more intricate, application might be to search for di-
rection in relationships between two targeted sets of institutions.
One common pairing in the literature considers the relationship
between democracy and bureaucracy: in some respects, more democ-
racy seems to foster more bureaucracy; in other respects, they un-
dercut one another.® Untangling these interactions over time would
benefit enormously from greater institutional specificity on each side
and from analytic consistency with reference to both. It may be that
both of these relationships hold with reference to different institu-
tional indicators; perhaps, for instance, the expansion of the suf-
frage consistently promotes depersonalized forms of administration,
whereas the short-circuiting of political parties in favor of candidate-
and public opinion-centered campaigns promotes sideways inter-
ference into administrative processes, eroding hierarchy. Again,
interpretation will be required, but the evidence presented, to the ex-
tent that shifts in authority are themselves well documented, should
not be a matter of debate.

Political Development as Political Science

A research program with durable shifts in authority at the center of
inquiry will in many cases entail an approach to social science expla-
nation that is different from research programs in American politics
that are essentially nondevelopmental. This is because the study of
shifts, by definition, resists containment within predefined institu-
tional boundaries and because relationships among variables are al-
tered as these boundaries change over time. Whereas other research
in political science characteristically looks for a causal relationship
between two kinds of variables (independent variables that affect
changes in dependent variables), development as shifts-in-authority
presumes configurative and cross-cutting effects, in which feedback
and interdependency are omnipresent. That said, political develop-
ment is a capacious subject, one that invites investigations of various
kinds, many of which are not distinguishable in design or execution
from empirical work found in nondevelopmental research. We will
speak of investigations that are.
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Of first importance in this regard are the attributes of political
authority: these include institutions located on sites and having as
their first order of business the attempt to control persons or other
institutions outside their boundaries; also the targets of the latter,
who may be expected to resist and who may have agendas of control
of their own; and larger arrangements of political authority that are
mutually impinging and opportunistic. These characteristics orient
the study of shifts theoretically toward movement and change that
expands constantly outward to the polity’s edges. This bias in favor
of the polity as a whole is, as we have said, a significant departure in a
field where the standard curriculum is divided into operations of the
parts, and even textbooks purporting to give an overview of American
politics will treat the branches of government, the parties, the interest
groups, the electorate, and so on separately. In this respect, APD is
different also from the “new institutionalism” of rational choice,
where modeling techniques likewise focus analysis on the behavior
of actors in particularized settings of rules or game forms. These
differences widen further in the face of the proposition of historical
construction, because the whole polity must refer to the polity in
the past, sometimes far into the past, and in some cases to other,
impinging polities, over this same expanse.

Much of this book has sought to explain why widening temporal
and spatial boundaries are vital to an understanding of political de-
velopment. More needs to be said, however, about how APD research
is crafted to keep the whole of the polity in view, even if only propo-
sitionally, and as much of it as is possible in active play. Obviously,
scholars do not try to analyze everything at once; usually they focus
on single institutions or single episodes of development. They design
studies, however, that relate the impact of the part on the whole or
of the whole on the part in specific ways, directly or cumulatively.
This has been done, first and foremost, through substantive topics
that reach over several institutions — slavery, state building, social
policy, citizenship, liberalism — and in these especially, the norma-
tive instincts, the “what-kind-of-country-is-this-anyway?” beat that
rumbles just below the surface of much of APD research, has kept
attention keyed to whole polity. Certainly this book has sought to
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foreground the whole: sites, plenary authority, outward-reaching in-
stitutions, the temporal matrix, intercurrence. All attempt to show
a connection among separate institutions and events over time and
to lend a semblance of substantive, as well as conceptual, unity to
diverse studies in the field.

This argument for the importance of the whole is all the more
distinctive for the associated claim that the whole is itself is a collec-
tion of parts — multiple orders and loose ends — riddled by tension
and conflict. What defines these as a whole is, again, the centrality of
political authority, and in particular the existence of an arrangement
by which at any point in time some institution or set of institutions
has the authority to settle these conflicts when they are presented
for decision. This, too, may be riddled with contradictions — think
of the conflicts among federal courts throughout American history —
but it signifies a polity as a whole nonetheless. Intercurrence among
parts, the constant requirements of negotiation and renegotiation, is
not only consistent with the analytic priority of the whole but would
seem to require it: separating the operations of parts from consider-
ations of the whole is a far more tenuous proposition when the latter
is characterized in its normal state by asymmetries and incongruities
than if parts were consistent with one another and synthetic in their
operations.

Each of the individual instances that comprise the historical pat-
terns APD scholars use to organize their subjects — for example, any
one of the party systems over time,® or of the different modes of

10

presidential leadership,™ or of the competing policy types in pro-
gressive reform,™* or of the succession of different welfare states™ —
can be treated separately; in fact, many of them are treated sepa-
rately in nondevelopmental analysis. What is telling, though, is that
separate treatments would cause them to lose more than half their
meaning. It is the position of each piece relative to the others in the
pattern that conveys their significance in the study of political devel-
opment. One piece might suggest what could have occurred if some
other piece, with other characteristics, had been there instead at that
time, or what would have been the case if all the other pieces were

missing and this one piece had constituted a coherent party system,
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institution, or policy over time. Here too, it is the interrelations of
the pieces as these comprise the whole pattern that is arresting and
worth study.

To indicate how this perspective changes the relationship among
variables from their analysis in nondevelopmental research, let us
address some issues that in the latter setting raise red flags. We begin
with the issue of endogeneity. Here is a discussion of endogeneity
offered up as admonitory instruction in the leading primer on the
design of qualitative research, based on The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism by Max Weber:

Weber attempted to demonstrate that a specific type of economic
behavior — the capitalist spirit — was (inadvertently) induced by
Protestant teachings and doctrines. But. .. Weber and his followers
could not answer one objection that was raised to their thesis:
namely that the Europeans who already had an interest in breaking
the bonds of precapitalist spirit might well have left the church
precisely for that purpose. In other words, the economic interests
of certain groups could be seen as inducing the development of the
Protestant ethic. Without a better controlled study, Weber’s line of
causation could be turned the other way."3

What makes this passage interesting is that from the viewpoint of
nondevelopmental political science, it constitutes withering criticism.
By contrast in the perspective of APD, even taken strictly at face value,
the passage expresses several ideas or themes that play important and
entirely positive roles in research. Note first that the anchoring event
in Weber’s story is a political development: the Protestant revolution
was a durable shift in authority if ever there was one. A second theme
is that durable shifts in authority are accomplished through broad-
scale breakage: in this case protocapitalist Europeans moved not only
against offensive economic policies of the time but against religious
institutions that supported them. A third theme is how purposes are
engraved in political institutions and movements and carried forward
over long periods, even if their traces may not be obvious on the
surface. A fourth is how streams of economic and ideological change
become separated and rejoined over time and how each has potential
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explanatory importance. A fifth is how establishing connections of
this kind opens to a better understanding of the sources of particular
changes.

These observations suggest that the language of endogeneity and
exogeneity is strained to the point of irrelevance when applied to re-
search that assumes that parts routinely collide and rearrange, that
institutional purposes carry on, that authority is plenary. To the ex-
tent that the standard language connotes clean separations — between
parts, between inside and outside — and places those separations at
the foundations of political analysis, it cannot but confound the pro-
cesses of change that a developmental research program seeks to
clarify. In a nutshell: endogeneity is a feature of APD research, not a
malady. This fact does not hobble analysis or reduce it to the chaotic
claim that everything is connected to everything else or that exoge-
nous events never intrude. Endogeneity is accounted for through
sites, thick descriptions that delineate contingent connections and
separations among parts and facilitate a clear and precise tracing of
impacts and influences. In any given episode of change, these influ-
ences move backward and forward, as from the material to the ide-
ological to the material in Weber’s analysis. Developmental research
of the sort we have proposed recommends itself precisely on this
basis.

At this point, it is useful to recall again Theodore Lowi’s arti-
cle on public policy, which inverted the usual formulation, “politics
causes policy.” Lowi categorized public policies according to the di-
visibility of the resources involved, and he predicted the different
political configurations that were likely to form around each. As
we have seen, however, the insight that policy causes politics de-
fies the containment characteristic of nondevelopmental research.
Indeed, Lowi’s analysis prompts another step back to explain di-
visibility itself, perhaps as a function of prior political configura-
tions: land policy was “distributive” in early America not only be-
cause there was so much of it but also because English land law
was by then far advanced toward commodification. By extension,
such endogenous effects remind us that predictions generated by the
mutual entailments of intercurrent parts are limited by their historical
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context. The implication here is not that America is more exceptional
than any other countrys; it is that to the extent that one country’s pol-
itics differs from politics observed elsewhere, it is likely because of
endogenous political relationships operating over time and through
mechanisms similar to what we have described as historical construc-
tion.

A different implication of the research focus on shifts in author-
ity — on shifts in authority as, so to speak, the dependent variable —
involves the question of causation. In APD, causes are multiple and
sometimes remote. Shifts always have more than a single cause. Con-
sider in this regard an analysis of the Pullman strike of 1894, arguing
that the Supreme Court’s holding went beyond what legal precedent
required to enjoin the strikers and signaled a long-lasting shift of the
Court’s authority toward supporting actions of the executive branch
and away from its alignment with Congress following Reconstruc-
tion. Orren has shown such a result cannot be explained by less than
three causes: the Court’s anger at the Congress for failing to pro-
vide it necessary resources, including salary raises for the justices; the
Congress’ anger at the Court for its probusiness tilt; and the admin-
istration’s desire to strengthen its law enforcement arm.*# Moreover,
it is also useful to know the coalitions in Congress that turned hostile
to the Court initially and the political figures and interests that made
the Court’s new alignment seem advantageous. Thus, for instance,
the prominence of populists in Congress and their own relation-
ship to the characters in Cleveland’s second administration become
causes as well. All these weighed over the longer haul of political
development, just as did actions of the unions and the power of the
railroads.

It is unlikely that social scientists working nondevelopmentally
would ever undertake such research to begin with. Among other
things, it features more causes than cases — #’s — to which they apply,
another red flag. There are several responses to the problem of #’s in
social science research, but those that speak to the APD project must,
we think, be informed by the # = 1 premise, reflected in the “A” of
its name. With analysis trained on a single historically constructed
whole polity, intercurrence of parts appears in highly particularized
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relations: how the American presidency relates over time to the Amer-
ican party system, for instance, or to the American Congress, to the
American system of federalism, or to American political culture. So,
too, with the dynamics present at “critical” junctures or events: what
happened to these relations in America’s New Deal, in America’s Civil
War, in America’s Pullman strike? The research program will, in other
words, subordinate an interest in generalization as necessary to foster
an understanding of shifts of substantive importance for the future
operations of this polity in particular.

But only as necessary. Even at the level of the single case, where
issues of # = 1 are posed most starkly, APD scholars have employed
several analytic strategies to increase the number of observations and
generate greater explanatory power while still acknowledging mul-
ticausality as an essential feature. Perhaps the first thing to say is
that case studies in APD have been from their earliest undertak-
ing theoretically informed, involving more than mere history, and
at the very least, probing propositions about political development
in other settings. To name just a few, recent case studies take issue
with propositions about the role of farmers in state building,’s the
role of working class agitation in the reform of labor policy,'® and
the relationship between regulatory agencies and the interests they
regulate.”” The discovery of multiple causes in this research has in
each instance challenged earlier strong single-cause explanations.

Also along these lines, efforts to overcome the difficulties of # = 1
include the use of counterfactuals to gain explanatory leverage from
single cases. APD has, as we have seen, spawned several studies on
alternative paths, on what-might-have-been-except-for research, in
which the except-for element has a dominant role in the narrative.
Strategies of this sort have proven useful in eliminating existing ex-
planations for development shown to be overly simple, for instance,
by demonstrating how those that rely on uniformity or inevitability in
historical experience fail to account for stark variations in time and
place. Note again, however, that arguments proposing that one or
another factor made a critical difference, and not some other factor
as previously thought, are not in themselves single-cause explana-
tions. The judicial interruption of the move toward an alternative
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kind of labor movement, or toward a regionally based railroad net-
work, by itself is the cause neither of the alternative preempted nor of
the one that finally took hold.'® Headway is gained here instead by
subsuming multicausality for a targeted explanation of why alterna-
tive paths were brought to a critical juncture at a particular time and
how that juncture was negotiated to a historical result.

A third method by which observations are increased is through the
identification of historical patterns, abstracted across or within insti-
tutions. The study of American “state building,” for example, draws
out common patterns in different institutional developments during
the same period;™ the study of various policy developments — welfare,
the environment, others — draws out patterns across different histor-
ical periods from the way a single public purpose is addressed insti-
tutionally over time.>° Individual episodes of change have also been
explained by their position within patterned sequences of events that
recur over time within different institutions. Examples here would in-

clude “constitutional moments,” "

party system realignments,** pe-
riods of creedal passion,*? and recurrent structures of presidential
leadership.*4 This strategy reduces the ratio of causes to cases by
bundling together causes more or less present in each sequence or
position, accounting for similarities found among 7’s without elimi-
nating multiple causality as such. Reasoning of this sort is compatible
with both generalization and prediction. Once the inherent incom-
patibility between the American ideals and institutional realities was
identified, it became possible for Samuel Huntington to generalize
about interactions that provoke outbursts of creedal passion;*’ once
the dynamics of leadership associated with opposition presidents in
resilient regimes were distinguished from others it became possible
for Stephen Skowronek to point to a high risk that Bill Clinton would
be impeached.>®

These last remarks point to a second level of inquiry, up from
explaining individual cases of political development to explaining
patterns of development in the polity as a whole. Here we include el-
ements that reappear or circumstances that are similarly configured
over time to form a pattern. Weber, in The Protestant Ethic, was
not only or even primarily interested in whether ideological motives
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prevailed over material interest in the particular case of the Puritans;
he was attempting to refute Marxists of his time who claimed ideas
were never more than a superstructure of material interest. Weber
aimed to clarify the place of religion “in forming the developing web
of our specifically worldly modern culture, in the complex interaction
of innumerable different historical factors.”?” In the same spirit, the
value added by learning, say, why it was that Bryan’s currency ideas
were dismissed out of hand,*® or why the formation of political ma-
chines in the South and the West differed from those in the East,*or
how much violence occurred among blacks and whites in the Amer-
ican army during WWII3° is not just knowledge of the case in itself
but a clarification of the patterns of development overall, within the
same constraints of working historically that Weber mentions.

At this second level of patterns, the problem of #’s is less impos-
ing. Our discussion of direction in the previous section suggests how
broader meaning can be gleaned from an accumulation of cases and
what explanations might be offered for our findings. Other matters
that might be pursued include, for instance, the developmental po-
tential in “fit” versus “non-fit,” testing through an accumulation of
cases the intuition that robust development is more likely to ensue
from “non-fit” than from filling niches in existing relations of gov-
ernance. At this second level also we might more clearly delineate
shifts in authority, moving from the stage of impetus to signaling to
testing and negotiation, and so forth, analyzing each stage for its own
features and consequences across historical examples.

There are already studies that proceed directly to this second level,
mainly on political development’s “input” side. Among these are
those that stress the “primacy” of one interest or another as it is as-
serted time and again at major political turning points — the primacy
of race,?* the primacy of sectionalism,3* the primacy of labor.33 Pri-
macy arguments are not so much about causes in their ordinary social
science meaning as they are about persistent tensions wound tightly
into authority relations at large, which sometimes erupt and shape
realignments. One scholar has described these as “massive facts,”
inescapable features of the American landscape, likely to enter in a
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wide range of causal arguments about political development.34 So
far this scholarship has lacked an anchoring framework, taking for
granted standard turning points in American history and only in gross
terms — emancipation, the progressive era, the New Deal, the “six-
ties.” Among the gains from a common framework for analyzing
development would be the ability to align and assess these “prima-
cies” against one another and to consider how they might be mutually
illuminating.

At this second level, the outstanding question of cause becomes

”»”

Iintercurrence,

» <«

whether “primacy,” “fit, path dependence,” or a
particular position in a patterned sequence can be considered causes
in themselves of political development, in any acceptable definition
of that word. Taking acceptable to mean a definition of cause that
both draws on recognizable principles of social science reasoning and
comports with the multicausal, inherently endogenous, and smallish-
n features of APD research, we argue for the affirmative: an element
is a cause if it is not possible to give an equally plausible account of
the effect observed without its inclusion in the analysis. Put into the
language of falsification: a claim that an element in an APD analysis
is causal can be falsified to the extent that it can be left out without
sacrificing the plausibility of the account.

We see this as a rigorous test. It has already been used to challenge
the theory of critical elections, once a mainstay of APD research.3’
Note, however, that substitutes, stand-ins for known factors that have
the same characteristics and play the same role in the argument by a
different name, do not count as disqualifiers. The rules of the test re-
quire that the result or results of the alternative explanation be clearly
specified and established as equivalent to the original account. In
APD, results often refer to several different iterations of a patterned
event and transitions from one time frame to another, in which case
the scope of any “de-causing” must be parallel. An alternative expla-
nation of a social movement’s rise, for instance, does not disprove a
cause that explained movement strategy and success as well, unless
the alternative also explains all three. Conversely, if multiple causes
are tolerated to explain developments over time, they must also be
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tolerated in disproving single-causal elements and processes. In other
words, parsimony by itself does not establish cause in the face of
more complex explanations.

This definition of cause, and the activity of causality testing it out-
lines, cuts in different directions. The concepts we have elaborated all
find their rationale in the need to depict politics as constantly chang-
ing over time. Although we have not pressed the point, the picture
of politics as we have conceived it raises an implicit challenge to any
understanding that is static, that is indifferent to patterns over time,
that does not grasp the clash of mandates and procedures that defy
equilibria and push politics forward in time. In this spirit, it arguably
becomes incumbent on APD scholars to demonstrate, for instance,
that historical predictions based on static causes (or “universal laws”)
do not hold across time periods or, more importantly, do not hold
their own on their chosen temporal ground. We say this without il-
lusions that either side in such an argument will pick up their data
and go home. But, generally speaking, engagement of this sort seems
a better way to proceed than to embrace methodological pluralism
for its own sake. To the extent that explaining politics in history is
what is at issue, and not only model building or refining methodol-
ogy, we think it an intellectually fruitful way of advancing common
interests.

Political Development as Politics

The “biggest” issue, the nature of the “best” regime, was originally
a featured part of APD research. When early practitioners turned to
history, they looked first for the “ultimate type” toward which polit-
ical development in the West might be moving.3¢ Today, the question
of the ultimate type, however much it may be informed by history, is
pondered more safely within the realm of political philosophy, and
the normative edge of APD research has become less pronounced.
As we said in Chapter 1, historical researchers have been reluctant
to cut themselves off from these issues completely; much of their
work is still motivated by them, and much of its meaning is found
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in reference to them. Fondness for critiques of progress and for as-
sessments of direction within periods both suggest the lingering influ-
ence of such concerns. But the difficulty of reconciling the normative
and empirical aspirations of the APD project within contemporary
political science produces a good deal of hedging as well. We suspect
that the value commitments that are most fundamental in APD’s re-
search program are those lodged in its initial premise of a historically
constructed polity, and that the enterprise we would be bolstered in
all its aspirations by a more explicit elaboration of these. A premise
like historical construction makes a great deal of difference, on the
normative as well as the empirical plane, as it helps determine the
insights a research program seeks and the kind of information it
accumulates.

Even in its original and most presumptuous incarnation, APD had
a decidedly practical bent, its premise of historical construction not
far removed in spirit from premises routinely invoked by aspiring
public officers in their public appeals. To paraphrase the most elo-
quent of political candidates, the idea was to articulate more clearly
“where we are and whither we are tending” so as to speak more
authoritatively about “what to do and how to do it.” In Chapter 2,
we saw how academic assessments of this kind often play on those
aired by politicians in the culture at large, how assumptions invoked
in popular evaluations of the current state of national affairs have
served as critical points of departure in APD scholarship. Nonethe-
less, the question addressed by these academics is the same as that
addressed instinctively by politicians: “What time is it?”

Answers to this question, the time question if you will, direct them-
selves to the status of the polity as a historical formation and they
speak to all those within that polity who would promote or resist its
alteration. For scholars no less than for politicians, the time question
is inextricably tied to political action; it affirms the value and effi-
cacy of political engagements. The normative commitments implicit
in the question are, first, to political conflict as a vital human activity
and then to the potential that these conflicts have for bringing about
durable changes in governing.
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What time it is in politics shares much with other practical ques-
tions that political scientists have posed: Who governs? Who gets
what? How does the ruling class rule? Posing a different question
does not mean that the others are unimportant or that a research
program organized around the developmental property of politics
can afford to be indifferent to them, but APD’s focus sets it apart.
It conveys skepticism that answers to any important question about
politics will hold true apart from the considerations of the moment at
hand, and it turns the historical contingency inherent in all answers
into a premier feature of political analysis. Giving pride of place
to situational over more generic considerations, it marks each mo-
ment with a set of alternatives and incorporates change more readily
into the assessment of politics itself. Put another way, by anticipating
change, the time question attributes to political activity something
more than a demonstration of how a given system works or per-
petuates itself; it casts politics as an activity concerned with creating
something new, with reconstructing existing governing arrangements
in some significant respect.

Throughout this book, we have argued that although a research
program directed to issues of political development calls for exten-
sive knowledge of the past, it does not aim at knowledge of the past.
The aim is to understand the way politics moves, to highlight the
tensions, ingrained and accumulated, that leave it at all moments
unsettled, and to reckon with the scope and limits of its transforma-
tions. These ambitions tie APD’s practical political commitments to
the analytic issues that have preoccupied us and driven our search
for new tools and concepts. In proposing the use of a matrix to array
political elements of different origin in relation to one another, we
have offered a way of telling time politically. Prior solutions to devel-
opmental challenges are of interest on such a chart not just for what
they say about how such junctures have been negotiated in the past,
but for what they tell us about problems left outstanding for political
resolution and about the effects of prior solutions on subsequent ne-
gotiations. It will be seen that all of APD’s analytic procedures —
finding and sorting through patterns; specifying disjunctions and
continuities; comparing divergent results; locating voters, protesters,
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policy makers and other actors as they connect to institutions on
sites — work to the same end.

On this point, the post-Civil War scholars who founded the dis-
cipline of political science had especially keen instincts. They sensed
that political developments in their own day were complicating the
time question, that the political problem of figuring out “where we
are and whither we are tending” was becoming more difficult and
pressing as government itself became more open to change, that a
science of politics could provide no more useful service than to make
accounts of time in politics more precise and reliable. Woodrow Wil-
son’s observation that “government does now whatever experience
permits or times allow” spoke both to what political development
had accomplished - the elimination of traditional impediments to
change — and to a rising tide of political possibilities.

The crucial difference between government past and present is not,
as some politicians today charge, that there is more of it now than
before. It is, as Wilson understood, that government is less cleanly
compartmentalized and fixed in its purposes. The resistance of the
antebellum South to federal authority did not make for less govern-
ment in that region than before slavery was abolished; what abolition
did do, however, was vastly expand the range of governing alterna-
tives. Wilson saw that as traditional constraints are dislodged, more
of government becomes susceptible to shift as, in this example, aboli-
tion catalyzed contests to shift authority from the state to the federal
level and from the courts to the Congress. When governing institu-
tions and governmental purposes were divided more authoritatively
into separate spheres, there was less need to ask where things stood
or how they might be changed; knowledge of time in politics be-
comes more pertinent, more exigent, as governing arrangements be-
come more malleable and contestable. In this sense, APD’s interests
are anything but antiquarian; telling time politically, whether at a
practical or analytic level, is an eminently contemporary interest.

The hypothesis about historical direction we have proposed, in
which all governing institutions increasingly operate as positive law-
making bodies, draws on and strengthens this intuition. In addition
to loosening prescriptive restraints, the proliferation of lawmaking
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bodies implies that government has more moving parts, each of which
is, as a consequence, less secure in its authority and more vulnera-
ble to the purposes of others. Two implications that might be drawn
from this hypothesis speak to aspects of contemporary politics that
otherwise appear paradoxical. One is gridlock. Extending the logic
of our argument, the contemporary syndrome of gridlock in govern-
ment may be tied to developments that have left fewer functions of
governance anchored in separate spheres. Such an assessment, should
it hold up, would reflect the fact that authorities unhinged from tra-
ditional moorings are more likely to collide and that contests among
them will be less easily resolved. It would testify as well to the dura-
bility of the fully legislative polity as a political development.

Another aspect of contemporary affairs ripe for investigation by
our hypothesis about direction is the apparent acceleration in the pace
at which developmental issues are presented as matters for decision.
By our account, there is no surprise here either: to the extent that gov-
ernance is understood as just so many moveable parts, it is expected
that the arrangements of authority comprising it will be called into
question more routinely. Indeed, this would appear a trend without
discernable end. Consider in this regard the “developed” nations of
the world today and the intercurrent effects of accelerating change
that envelope them. Developmental issues are well recognized and all
about us: in the United States, how will a century spent developing
a more extensive federal presence affect a return of authority to the
separate states, how will the development of the candidate-centered
campaign affect the return of strong party government, how will
displacement of prescriptive by positive lawmaking affect the legiti-
macy of the American courts? Looking elsewhere, and very much in
the news: how far will the nation states of Europe go in relinquishing
their authority to a new federal union, and nations generally to world
of international courts and trade authorities?

If thinking about politics developmentally is an even stronger im-
perative for us today than for our predecessors, the thinking itself
is quite different. Wilson’s generation, looked to history to deter-
mine how the developmental issues of their time “should” be re-
solved and how to keep American government on the “right” track;
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contemporary researchers who look to the past for instruction abjure
the idea of inexorable trends and elevate the importance of political
action in determining the course of history. With the collapse of teleo-
logical conceptions of history, the primacy of politics is accentuated.
Even setting aside inexhorability: when single underlying causes —
“reason,” relations of production, technological innovation, the dis-
semination of information — are given prominence, as they were in
traditional studies of political development, human agency is cor-
respondingly subordinated.3” As we have described it in this book,
political development also shows a relationship between historical
cause and human agency. But to the extent that government operates
through multiple orderings of authority and arrays contrary patterns
at every juncture, political development is likely to feature many and
dispersed causes. To complete the circle, it remains only to note how
dispersed causes of political development draw out the role of agents
in politics, reinstating a normative dimension, now in the value of
human action itself and its particular role in causing politics to de-
velop.

This connection is implicit in our description of the historical con-
struction of politics, a process that, as we have seen, brings the present
constitution of authority into view as an array of old and new ele-
ments. Institutionally situated actors, inside and outside the govern-
ment, are the principal motivators of these constructions, and the
historical character of the constructions themselves militates against
any single principal controlling the actions of all the others. The
separate origins in history of authorities that come to operate simul-
taneously, the incomplete displacements of authority, the layering
of authorities over one another, the asymmetric organization of au-
thority overall, the mutually impinging operation of authorities, the
rarefied formulas conjured for managing the whole — all provides
a distinctly full-bodied answer to the time question. At the level of
agency, the polity is filled with institutions, whose officers hold histor-
ically derived mandates for action, and with persons affected by the
exercise of that authority, who may occasionally call it to account. In
this construction, political actors matter most as agents, not causes.
Their activities do not by themselves determine the course of political
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development, but they reverberate with greater or lesser effect
throughout the whole to make political development, durable shifts
in authority, possible. So far as political development is concerned,
agency is first of all a matter of breaking things apart.

The leverage gained on the question, what is politics? is, we think,
considerable, not just for APD but for political science. Political ac-
tors, as a category, seek to shift authority or to resist its shift, to alter
or defend some part of the current historical formation: they define
themselves and others as conservative, liberal, or radical on this score
and they try, with the means at their command, to realign authority to
their ends. Political institutions clash on this same field; they respond
with their own purposes to changes and challenges from others in
their domain. Development produces new meanings and incentives
that construct the politics that follow.

There should be nothing surprising in this depiction. Our point
is that this is the workaday world of politics. Perhaps the strongest
argument to be made on behalf of a developmental approach is that
among the alternatives, it provides the most direct and complete ac-
cess to this world, now seen to be animated at every point by the
question of its own reconstruction. Political science is famous among
disciplines for reaching outside itself to theorize about its subject mat-
ter — to psychology, sociology, economics, ecology, biology, geology.
The knowledge provided by such theories will, however, always be
subject to a “yes, but” response, for stepping outside the political
world for basic ideas about time and place cannot but muddy the
reentry. By specifying the time question in terms of existing arrange-
ments of authority, a developmental approach exposes “politics” as
it presents itself, in intricate relationships of control and resistance,
perception and action, structure and possibility. The partial break-
throughs and rearrangements of the organization of authority, which
can only be observed over time, are at once the wellsprings and the
epitome of politics.

Arguably, the conceptual distance between the historical construc-
tion of politics, where we began this book, and action in the setting
of political time is not very great. What we have offered is a research
agenda, a proposal for a field, a prologue to theory building. By
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not straying far from our point of departure, we have been able to
dwell on those aspects of our subject that we think are irreducible.
Sites, authority, institutions, intercurrence, development, agency do
not simply apply to politics, they are politics, and they reveal the
meaning of this uniquely human activity. APD cannot do better, in
our view, than to dwell on them.
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of individual families but only those aspects that concern families as a
whole; should women, for instance, form a national wives’ organization,
this would fall outside the institution’s boundaries.

Robert Higgs, Crisis and Leviathan: Critical Episodes in the Growth of
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cases, Nazi Germany for instance, there is research to support our strong
historical intuition that some governing arrangements carry over and that
politics remains, to that extent, intercurrent. For one treatment closely
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Crafting and Operating Institutions (Cambridge University Press, forth-
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v. Nachtrieb, 60 U.S. 1265 Bouldin v. Alexander, 82 U.S. 131.
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Books, 1994), p. 110.
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and the Transformation of American Politics (Princeton, N.].: Princeton
University Press, 1989).

See James L. Guth, “Southern Baptist Clergy: Vanguard of the Christian
Right?,” in Robert C. Liebman and Robert Wuthnow, The New Christian
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