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Introduction 

 The goal of this paper is to question some of the conventional ways in 

which institutional theories are set up as alternatives to rational choice theory in 

political analysis. Institutional theories, I will argue, do a poor job of clarifying 

our theoretical options. Thus while my perspective on political analysis is 

influenced by theories of rational choice, the purpose of this paper is not to argue 

for the superiority of rational choice institutionalism over other varieties of 

institutionalism.  

 Many rational choice theorists shy away from any discussion of nature, 

even the nature of politics. They prefer a methodological defence of rational 

choice theory that does not imply any commitments about nature or ontology. My 

interest in rational choice theory in this paper is not strictly methodological. 

Rather, my interest is theoretical, because of what I take to be the nature of 

politics.  

 A consequence of this approach, as I will argue shortly, is that distance is 

established between economic theory and political analysis. Too much of applied 

rational choice theory in political analysis is economistic. It puts politics in the 

service of the economy. In establishing this distance, I emphasize the importance 
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of individual commitments in political action. I find an important place for 

calculation in politics, not in spite of these commitments, but because of the 

conflicts generated by disagreement over commitments. This feature of politics is 

invariant across different institutions. Finally, calculation, the “business of 

figuring out to attain some end that you value”1, structures action in general, and 

stands in a conceptual rather than empirical relation to action and I use the term 

‘rational’ in an evaluative rather than empirical sense2.  Thus stated, the viewpoint 

underlying this paper is not canonical rational choice theory. 

 Let me begin by summarizing the point of view that underlies the 

arguments to follow. (1) Politics is a process. (2) There are two fundamental 

analytical moments in political analysis: macro-moment(s) and micro-moment(s). 

(3) Micro and macro moments are linked analytically through the specification of 

mechanisms3. (4) There are two general and dominant types of mechanisms; 

following Manski, I term them endogenous effects and correlated effects4. This is 

a dualist point of view. Political analysis cannot be reduced to the macro or micro, 

nor to a single type of mechanism.  

Issues in the Institutional Analysis of Politics   

 I raise two issues to open with: the place of institutionalism in the broader 

array of theories of politics, and definitions of institutions. I argue that it is not 

clear where institutionalism fits, and that this problem is associated with how 

institutions are defined.  
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 As a starting point, we assume that there are institutional theories of 

politics. This assumption implies that there is a contrast class of theories that are 

not institutional. Otherwise, if institutional theories exhaust the theoretical space, 

we do not need to, and should not, qualify those theories as institutional since, in 

this case, there are no theories of politics which are not institutional. In fact, the 

literature on institutions is ambiguous between these two positions: (1) all theories 

of politics are institutional and (2) institutional theories of politics are a subset of 

theories of politics, which implies that there are political theories that are not 

institutional. 

 Consider now some of the implications of (2). How would we describe 

and partition the contrast class? For example, are there macro theories of politics 

that are not institutional? Are there cultural theories of politics that are not 

institutional; are there structural theories that are not institutional? Or, are all of 

these simply different varieties of macro-theory? If they are, then the fundamental 

contrast is not between institutional and non-institutional theories; rather it is a 

contrast between macro and micro theories of politics and the correlated 

distinction between structure and agency.  

 In other words, if we want to claim that the contrast is institutional/non-

institutional, then we need to clearly discriminate among macro phenomena such 

as institutions, organisations, structures and cultures. However, I think it is 

obvious that institutional theorists do not do this very well at all, in part because 
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their definitions of institutions are unreasonably broad. And their definitions are 

as broad as they are because, in fact, institutional theorists are interested in 

specifying constraints on choice, whether these constraints are cultural, structural 

or organizational. ‘Institutions’ in institutional analysis have become a proxy for 

anything that constrains human action, as long as that constraint is conventional.  

 The clear implication, because of the implied contrast (‘non-institutional’ 

theories), is that, in the contrast class, choice is unconstrained. And this is a 

further indication that institutional analysis is obscuring our understanding of our 

theoretical options. I do not know of any theory of politics that presumes strict 

voluntarism and unconstrained choice. 

 Institutional analysis in politics currently comes in three forms: historical, 

sociological and rational choice5. This classification is problematic in two 

different ways corresponding to how the theoretical space can be partitioned. 

Suppose there are theories of politics that are not institutional. How is this 

contrast class to be understood? If it is strictly disjoint, then it cannot contain any 

theory that is sociological, historical or choice-theoretic (rational choice); 

moreover, it cannot contain any theories that are institutional. Now suppose that 

there are, for example, sociological theories of politics that are not institutional, or 

rational choice theories that are not institutional. If there are, then why partition 

this theoretical space into sociological institutionalism and sociological ‘non-

institutionalism’ (for example)? And surely there are such sociological theories, 
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for example, unless ‘institution’ is defined so broadly as to include structures or 

organizations. Why not simply specify a ‘sociological’ theory of politics? 

 Now suppose that these three varieties of institutionalism exhaust the 

theoretical possibilities because there are no theories of politics that are not 

institutional. How discriminating are the descriptions of these three forms of 

institutional analysis? My suggestion is that these descriptions discriminate 

poorly.  

 Consider historical institutionalism. A typical argument about how this 

theory or approach is constituted would point to its emphasis on asymmetrical 

power relations, critical junctures, unintended consequences and sequencing 

effects6. Here is the problem, however. Is everyone who assumes the existence of 

asymmetrical power relations in politics an historical institutionalist? Further, 

many of the remaining characteristics of historical institutionalism can be 

specified using dynamic theories of choice, such as Schelling7 or Lohman8 -- 

theories that are not usually  described by their users as institutionalist and which, 

on the face of it, most people would associate with some form of rational choice 

analysis. In other words, the characteristics attributed to historical institutionalism 

do a poor job of discriminating between historical institutionalism and other 

theories that do not claim to be institutionalist.  

 What might discriminate between dynamic theories of choice that are 

sensitive to power asymmetries, on the one hand, and historical institutionalism? 
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One possible argument is that the features that constitute individual choice (say, 

beliefs, desires and preferences) are endogenous to institutions. Taking this tack 

has two problems, however. First, dynamic theories of choice are in fact also 

endogenous; they are theories of “reinforcing endogenous effects9. Second, 

endogeneity of choice is typically associated with sociological institutionalism. If 

we take it on board, we destabilize the distinction between historical and 

sociological institutionalism.  Now the alternatives boil down to just two 

(historical/sociological and rational choice)10. 

 In fact, the controversy here is ancient: Is the social ontologically prior to 

the individual? A positive answer to this question is the background claim that 

helps to make the argument about endogeneity persuasive. It is not a coincidence 

that the endogeneity argument is associated in the first instance with sociological 

institutionalism. Variations on this argument have been deeply embedded in 

sociology at least since Durkheim (although he was more of a structuralist than an 

institutionalist. More on this distinction below). In fact, they have been so 

embedded that occasionally individuals appeared to disappear altogether from 

social theory11.  

 Recall that we made this move toward endogeneity in order to make good 

our desire to effectively discriminate between historical institutionalism and a 

dynamic theory of choice. We have apparently succeeded but, in the process, we 

are left with two types of institutionalism.  
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 Moreover, as I noted, institutionalists have no special claim on 

endogeneity. There is a response to their move, which is to claim that institutions 

are themselves endogenous to choice. In the strong version of a game theoretic 

research program, for example12, everything is endogenous, and everything 

endogenous is chosen. Thus endogeneity is not a solution; rather, it is a problem. 

To invoke it to defend some version of institutionalism is to invite its use to 

defend some version of individualism.  

 We are left in an impasse, having taken sides in an essentially contested 

debate about ontology13. For example, a countermove to the claim that institutions 

are endogenous to choice, and therefore to individual actions, is to claim that 

individuals are social constructions14.  

 Note as well, however, that this game theoretic research program is not 

strictly equivalent to rational choice institutionalism, although game theoretic 

concepts and analysis seem to be core to rational choice institutionalism. A game 

theorist is not necessarily an institutionalist. Another problem is therefore 

broached, which raises further doubts about this tripartite division of theoretical 

options (‘historical, sociological and rational choice institutionalism’), and indeed 

about the usefulness of the theoretical label, ‘institutionalism’. 

 We have used the example of historical institutionalism to make this point: 

A description of historical institutionalism either discriminates poorly, or it is 

essentially contested. The standard version of historical institutionalism (HI) 
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discriminates poorly between HI and other theories. A version that discriminates 

more effectively (the endogeneity version) is essentially contested. 

 We have just questioned how varieties of institutionalist analysis can be 

distinguished one from the other. The upshot of this exercise is to imply that 

institutionalism per se provides a poor way of distinguishing our theoretical 

options. There is a reason why institutionalism performs poorly in this regard. It is 

not clear what institutionalism means.  

 More directly, institutionalism seems to be ubiquitous because it trades on 

features of political and social life, and the theories that have been developed to 

analyse that life, that can be identified and described without invoking institutions 

or institutionalism. What is described as institutional analysis is for the most part 

the analysis of structures, cultures, organizations and time.  

 We are left with two ways of understanding institutionalism. One way is 

to understand institutionalism as a systematically specified analytical combination 

of these features of political and social life, a combination that cannot be reduced 

to any of these features. Another rather different way would be to understand 

institutionalism as marking off a place in macro-analysis (note that those features 

of political and social analysis specified above do not refer to persons or 

individuals) that becomes relevant only as the importance of structures, cultures, 

organizations and time are exhausted.   
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 The definitions of institutionalism that I will discuss below seem to be 

more consistent with the first version. The problem, however, is that they draw 

rather indiscriminately on these features (structures, cultures, and so on). As a 

result, there is no systematically specified combination of these features that 

constitutes institutionalism. Sometimes it is structures that count, on other 

occasions it is cultures; on still others, institutions seems to be no more (nor less) 

than organizations. Sometimes structures are cultures and vice versa.  

 Further, path dependence and closely related notions of increasing returns 

and punctuated equilibria, which have become connected to institutional analysis, 

do not strike me as obviously (or as exclusively) institutionalist arguments. The 

concepts of time and equilibrium, on which these second-order concepts depend, 

are too general for institutionalists to claim as their own, even if they often invoke 

them. For example, a concept central to historical institutionalism and its interest 

in time, punctuated equilibrium, is drawn from evolutionary theory15.  

 Moreover, most historical institutionalists (but not all, see the discussion 

of Pierson below) have ignored the obvious implication: appropriate use of this 

concept outside of its original locus requires an evolutionary theory of politics and 

society. For the purposes of some historical institutionalists, moreover, any such 

evolutionary theory would have to be specified without including strategy or 

strategic interaction. Recall, further, that Gould and Eldridge, like typical natural 

scientists interested in evolution, study time spans measured in thousands of 
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years, and longer. By comparison, the time span of interest to a typical historical 

institutionalist is a cross section. 

 Let me now consider two influential definitions of institutions. First, 

institutions are the “formal rules, compliance procedures, and standard operating 

practices that structure the relationship between individuals in various units of the 

polity and economy”16. Hall continues, stating that “the term ‘organization’ will 

be used here as a virtual synonym for ‘institution’”17. Recall that this definition 

was put in service of a comparative analysis of “the political dimensions of 

economic management” – an “approach to political analysis that stresses the ways 

in which institutions structure state-society relations and the direction of policy”. 

Hall then identified “five sets of structural variables” that were most important 

for national economic policy: “the organization of labor, the organization of 

capital, the organization of the state, the organization of the political system, and 

the structural position of the country within the international economy”18. There 

is no clear distinction here among key concepts. Judging by Hall’s usage of terms, 

we could jettison his concept of institutions and still retain most if not all of his 

empirical conclusions and his theoretical approach to political-economic 

management in capitalist democracies. More directly, what we would lose in this 

account if we never invoked “institutions”?  

 Hall’s definition and empirical arguments are tied to a specific historical 

problem and context, the world of rational-legal states and mature capitalism – the 
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densely organized and bureaucratized world described by Weber in which 

hierarchy characterizes most organization, whether of the state, political parties, 

trade unions or firms. On this point, consider the content of the volume on 

historical institutionalism edited by Steinmo, Thelen and Longstreth19. The 

subject matter is the political economy of the modern welfare state and historical 

insitutionalism is elaborated around this important but rather narrow focus. If 

historical institutionalism is a theory of anything in this volume (and its 

practitioners do not want to go so far as to call it a theory, preferring ‘approach’ 

or ‘perspective’), it is a theory, not of politics in a general sense, but of the 

welfare state. 

 Another influential definition was developed for more general purposes. 

“Institutions are the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, are the 

human devised constraints that shape human interaction. In consequence, they 

structure incentives in human exchange, whether political, social, or economic.”20. 

North went on to distinguish institutions and organizations, thus distinguishing 

the rules of the game from the players21, and he also included under institutions 

both formal and informal constraints. He understood the latter loosely as cultural 

constraints, referring to values and norms as ‘informal institutions’.  

 So, in separating institutions and organizations, he made the former 

concept more distinctive. Yet his treatment of values and norms as institutions, 

even if informal institutions, simply introduced a different form of ambiguity. “If 
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values are just as much institutions as formal structures, what isn’t an 

institution?”22 Values, furthermore, have a peculiar quality. As part of a 

motivational set, they enable rather than constrain action, and the existence of 

different values provokes disagreement and conflict. How can values have these 

qualities and still be construed as rules of the game or as constraints?  

 North’s more general definition suited his purposes, which were different 

than Hall’s. In comparison to North’s interest in economic performance over la 

longue durée, Hall worked on a conjunctural cross-section of time. North comes 

much closer to posing as his concern the general problem of social order -- how is 

social order possible at all? However, in making economic performance his 

central concern, politics and culture come to take on a functional cast because 

they are interpreted according to the contributions they make to economic 

performance. The problem of social order then is reduced to a problem of 

economic order. Hall’s cross-sectional analysis is not prone to the same problem 

as long as political institutions and organizations are not treated as existing only 

to solve problems of economic production and exchange. A final difference: The 

chunk of time that concerns North may be more compatible with evolutionary 

forms of explanation than the cross-section that concerns the typical analyst of 

contemporary capitalist performance.  

 Can we, at this stage, identify what motivates these various approaches to 

institutions, despite their differences?  It seems to be this: An institution is 
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anything that constrains human action, as long as that device is conventional, that 

is, not natural. (For example, genetic makeup might be said to constrain action, 

but genes are not conventional and therefore are not institutional). This accounts 

for the tendency to lump together and to move back and for among these features: 

structures, cultures, organizations and time. All of these features are more or less 

on the same footing because hypothetically they share the same quality. As a 

consequence, there is little effort to distinguish them. The emphasis is on 

constraint, virtually any kind of constraint as long as it is not natural, rather than 

choice. In the limiting case, individuals or persons do not need to be 

independently specified; there are, for example, only structural locations or 

organizational roles or collective meanings, and social reproduction proceeds 

without choice. Thus what appears to motivate institutionalism as a critical 

enterprise is some form of full-blown voluntarism in which there is choice 

without constraints.  

 I believe that the motivation that underlies institutionalism draws on at 

least three related claims or worries. More directly, first of all, given the rather 

wide range of constraints that are invoked, one image that is implied is of 

radically undersocialized individuals who have internalized no prescriptive 

beliefs, no values, no non-instrumental cognitive beliefs whatsoever. Individuals 

are empty vessels, pre-social entities; they are isolated, atomistic monads. This is 

particularly the case in sociological versions of institutionalism, under which the 
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language of institutionalism is a way to reassert in different words the priority of 

the social.  

 Thus, any argument that modifies this picture by introducing structure, 

culture, or organization -- that is, assumes that individuals are socialized, is 

‘institutionalist’.  This sets up a situation where critics can be dismissed because, 

by this definition of institutionalism, a critic must hold to the position that 

individuals who choose have not been socialized. The implication, in other words, 

is that a position critical of institutionalism that simultaneously allows for 

socialization and choice (particularly along egoistic, instrumental lines) is 

incoherent. Of course, this dismissal will be credible only when critics are in fact 

fullblown and thoroughgoing voluntarists, or if the incoherence of this critical 

position can be demonstrated.  

 A second claim (or worry) might also be present. It is simply that the 

egoistic impulses of undersocialized or presocialized individuals must be 

restrained.  

 I suspect, as well, that there is a third concern that runs through some of 

the work on institutionalism. It is that there is a little too much hubris – a disdain 

for limitations and a failure to understand our situation as moderns -- in some 

political and social political theory. We need to recognize how we are limited by 

forces larger than ourselves, by the weight of our pasts23, and how, as a 

consequence, many of our choices are at the margins. I am sympathetic to this 
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point. There is hubris in modernity. Yet I do not see how this agreement implies a 

commitment to institutionalism. Rather, what this position commits me to 

methodologically is a form of dualism that recognizes the separate importance of 

macro and micro moments in political analysis and the importance of specifying 

mechanisms that link these moments. 

 Something like this third concern runs through some of the literature on 

historical institutionalism, especially in the ways that these theorists have 

developed the concept of path dependence. In particular, the work on path 

dependence turns the methodological vice of endogeneity into a theoretical virtue. 

What I call a ‘strict’ version of path dependence has this simple form: “Path 

dependence involves three phases: the first is the critical juncture in which events 

trigger a move toward a particular path out of at least two possibilities; the second 

is the period of reproduction, that is, the period in which positive feedback 

mechanisms… reinforce the movement along one path; and finally the path comes 

to an end when new events dislodge the long lasting-equilibrium… every path 

begins and ends with a critical juncture”24.  

 In this strict version, it is acknowledged that change cannot be explained 

endogenously. Rather change is associated with the specification of some 

exogenous variable or event, that is, a variable or event that is uncaused by those 

variables and events that are associated with reproduction25. The dynamic of 
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change must come from outside the system of variables that cause the process of 

reproduction.  

 There are, however, looser versions of path dependence as well that want 

to argue that institutional change, up to and including a change of paths, can occur 

without an exogenous shock so that both reproduction and change are built into 

the logic of institutions. Thelen suggests that institutions are structured by both 

mechanisms of reproduction (such as increasing returns) and mechanisms of 

change. The latter include institutional layering (that enables innovation at 

interstices -- those points where institutions intersect or come up one against the 

other) and institutional conversion (when an institution is converted to new 

purposes)26. What is notable about this tack is that everything continues to rest on 

institutions and institutions alone. In effect, change becomes consistent with path 

dependence and historical institutionalism simply by increasing the number of 

institutions (so, for example, one institution is layered over another).  

 The larger issue is that these kinds of modifications may eventually so 

water down the concept of path dependence that historical institutionalism loses 

its distinctiveness. The problem with path-dependent historical institutionalism is 

that the strict version is not fully persuasive, and versions that are more persuasive 

have this quality precisely because they are less distinctive (less ‘strict’). This 

dilemma is nicely presented in the work of Deeg27. Thelen illustrates the problem 

when in concluding her argument, she states that institutional change is connected 
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to “political contestation”28. Further, if as Deeg argues, increasing returns must be 

captured through political mobilization29, the concept of path dependence has lost 

most of its independent analytical power. A path should have deterministic 

properties30. If returns are not automatic but must be captured, if institutional 

change is a consequence of ‘political contestation’, then we are in the presence of 

rather familiar political processes of mobilization and counter-mobilization31.         

 Pierson’s point of departure in the literature on path dependence is in 

using the economic literature on increasing returns to describe the mechanisms 

that drive endogenous reproduction in path dependent historical processes32. In 

doing so, he eschews evolutionary theory and thus distances his arguments from 

the literature on punctuated equilibria that I referred to earlier33. The literature on 

increasing returns is economic, and the mechanisms that generate increasing 

returns, not surprisingly, are broadly utilitarian34. They are: fixed costs, learning 

effects, coordination effects and adaptive expectations35. “Underlying these 

mechanisms is the assumption that actors choose particular institutions and 

choose to reproduce them so long as they see it in their interest to do so, and this 

determination is based on a cost-benefit analysis of alternative choices”36. I am 

reminded here of Calvert’s37 point that “human motivations include an 

ineradicable kernel of self-interest”.  

 Evidently, in this work on path dependence and historical institutionalism, 

we are not that far away from a form of rational choice analysis. More directly, if 
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“path dependence is [nothing more than] a way to narrow conceptually the choice 

set and link decision-making through time”38, then it is not exclusively the 

intellectual property of historical institutionalism (at least as the latter is typically 

understood in political science and sociology).  

 Pierson’s work is sophisticated but it, too, is ambiguous about change 

within path dependence. “Change [on a path] continues”, he argues, “but it is 

bounded change – until something erodes or swamps the mechanisms of 

reproduction that generate continuity”39. Notice that his explanatory language 

here is metaphorical (something “erodes” or “swamps” something fairly stable, as 

a wind erodes a rock formation or a flood swamps a town), where his treatment of 

increasing returns was more precise. He resists referring to that ‘something’ as an 

exogenous shock, but his alternative is vague: “We should expect, however, that 

these change points often occur when new conditions disrupt or overwhelm the 

specific mechanisms that previously reproduced the existing path”40. 

 While Pierson draws on an important literature in economics, he is careful 

to distinguish politics and economics, as he applies this literature to the political 

world. He believes that increasing returns, in fact, have more relevance in politics 

than they do in economics because of the “character of the political world”. 

“[T]he prevalence of increasing returns processes is indeed a defining feature of 

politics…”. There are four features of politics that make these processes 

prevalent: the central role of collective action, the density of institutions, the 
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existence of political authority and the complexity of politics. Do these features, 

however, predict uniquely to processes of increasing returns?  

 Suppose, for example, that there are other defining qualities of politics, 

other than increasing returns, equally consistent with collective action, 

organization, authority and complexity. We could then say that Pierson’s 

argument in favour of increasing returns (and thus path dependence and historical 

institutionalism) is underspecified because we could take these features 

(collective action and so on) on board without committing to increasing returns, 

and thus to path dependence or historical institutionalism.  

 In fact, according to Pierson, there is one fundamental feature of politics 

that underpins those other features discussed above: “the fundamental feature of 

politics is its preoccupation with the provision of public goods” (257). Although 

not narrowly functionalist, this understanding of politics puts politics in the 

service of the modern capitalist market. The purpose of politics is to supply those 

goods that cannot be efficiently supplied by the market. Pierson makes a linkage 

between this feature and another political fact: “in politics, the consequences of 

my actions are highly dependent upon the actions of others” (258).  

 Politics, in other words, rests on interdependent choice, which is to say 

that politics has a strategic structure. I believe that this is an important feature of 

politics; however, the free-riding problem is not the only collective action 

problem in politics, nor is it necessarily the most fundamental. Pierson does not 
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directly address this issue. Rather, he argues that the only problem of strategic 

interaction in politics is the problem of free-riding. However, since strategic 

interaction is separable from free-riding, an alternative formulation of the 

character of the political world that incorporates strategic interaction, but that 

does not make the problem of free-riding central, will be available. 

 The reasons why strategic interaction is important in politics are 

independent of free-riding. More generally still, strategic interaction in politics, 

and thus political rationality, does not entail that politics exists to serve the 

economy. The latter is the implication of Pearson’s claim about the fundamental 

character of politics – politics solves problems that cannot be solved by 

competitive markets. To analyse political rationality, however, is not to study the 

political prerequisites of economic relations whether it is public good provision or 

positive transaction costs that require ‘solutions’. Such accounts of politics 

privilege economic production and exchange.  

 Rather, my interest is in political disagreement, which does not depend on 

an economic theory of politics, and my interest is in a kind of political rationality 

that is implied by disagreement. Why, for example, would an actor attempt to 

assess constraints and opportunities in a field of political competition and 

conflict?  

 A political actor is considering how to devise a program and frame his or 

her actions in order to achieve goals, whether we are talking about a classic type 
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of political entrepeneur, for example, or a motivated activist. There is a moment 

in politics, a decisive moment, which implies this kind of political rationality. 

These actors may have commitments to prescriptive beliefs or to non-instrumental 

cognitive beliefs; they may be principled actors with identities for example. Still, 

if they want to engage in politics, they have to think instrumentally; they have to 

try to assess the probable consequences for maximizing support and minimizing 

opposition of various alternative political strategies. And thinking instrumentally 

in these contexts implies strategic thinking because of the interdependence of 

choice.  

 A condition of scarcity and conflict underpins this perspective on politics. 

There is more than one principle in the world; there is more than one identity. If 

not all identities and principles can be satisfied simultaneously, there is scarcity 

and conflict. Interaction under this condition still implies the formation of 

strategies and the choice of tactics as actors seek to achieve their ends. It implies 

as well the interdependence of choice. In other words, even when we grant those 

sorts of commitments that are emphasized by some of the critics of rational choice 

theory, I find an important place for rational action, not in spite of the existence of 

these commitments, but because of the conflict generated by disagreement over 

commitments41. 

 An understanding of politics, such as Pearson’s, that privileges the 

provision of solutions to free-riding as the central feature of politics needs more 
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justification. Too many questions are begged. The problem of free-riding implies 

some agreement about the value of a public good to start with, before the 

incentives to misrepresent preferences become relevant, because there can be two 

kinds of non-contributions to collective outcomes. One kind of non-contribution 

does not reveal individual preference. This non-contribution is free-riding. My 

defection, however, does not reveal my preference42. Non-contributions, however, 

also can be preference-revealing. This kind of non-contribution is not free-riding. 

Disagreement is not defection.  

 There are two different problems here: free-riding and division. They 

should be separated. In an analysis of constitutional choice, Heckathorn and 

Maser make this separation. They suggest that individuals typically face a choice 

between the “comparatively anarchic” status-quo and multiple, conflicting forms 

of order. Failure to reach agreement under these circumstances ‘may result not 

merely from the failure to deal effectively with free-riders (the defection 

problem), … but also from failure to agree upon a mutually acceptable allocation 

of concessions (the division problem)”43.  

 Przeworski makes a related argument when he criticizes Olson’s treatment 

of the free-riding problem facing workers. He argues that workers are in a 

prisoners dilemma because of the interdependence of their private and rival 

consumption, before and independently of any action that would result in 

providing goods that are non-rival in consumption, that is, before and 
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independently of free-riding. Przeworski continues, in pointing to the problem of 

preference aggregation: “If individuals are in a situation in which the particular 

state of the world that is best for them is simultaneously the best for all, then 

indeed their ‘common’ interests can be represented simultaneously. But if 

individuals compete with each other, then their ‘common’ group interests are no 

longer the same as their serial, particular interests”44.  

 These authors are pointing to the conflation of collective choice and free-

riding. Przeworski, in particular, went to the heart of the matter because he 

challenged the canonical source on free-riding – Olson’s The Logic of Collective 

Action. Pierson’s arguments, as do many others, draw on the work of Olson 

without acknowledging the problems.  

 Olson made an analogy between groups and markets, arguing that the 

provision of a public good in a latent group is like individual maximization in a 

competitive private goods economy45. First of all, Olson’s analogy begged the 

question of public good provision in a latent group because the presence of a 

public good is presupposed in the analogy. This is so because the private goods 

economy is not completely decentralized, even in competitive equilibrium. The 

price system of competitive economies are efficient signals only so long as there 

are no incentives to steal. These incentives tend to zero when exclusion is 

enforced, which requires a monitoring and enforcement regime – which is itself a 

public good.  
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 Further, Olson also argued that privileged groups are to oligopolies as 

latent groups are to competitive markets46. In his analogy, Olson allows the 

number of agents to increase. This size variable is a central distinguishing feature 

of latent groups. In the analogy to oligopolies, competition increases as the 

number of agents increases and demand therefore reveals preference. But in the 

latent group, demand is not preference-revealing. For the analogy between latent 

groups and competitive markets to hold, demand in the latent group must be 

preference-revealing. By definition, however, demand for public goods does not 

reveal preference.    

 Olson’s work, therefore, is not enough to motivate an argument that the 

fundamental feature of politics is the solution of free-riding problems. And 

without this argument, we do not have a reason to accept Pierson’s claim that  

increasing returns and path dependence are defining features of politics. Pierson’s 

understanding of politics is economistic but political contestation, collective 

choice and the division problem are not intrinsically economic phenomena. 

Further, if politics does not solve the division problem, there may be no problems 

of free-riding to worry about. 

Conclusion 

 Here, then, is one point of view about institutional analysis in politics. I 

have not canvassed in this paper all that could be said about structures, cultures, 

organizations and time, nor have I discussed all of the work that passes as 
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institutionalist. But the work that I have discussed is central and influential.  

Clearly, the issues that institutionalists are grappling with are central to political 

analysis. As we move forward, many of the concerns that motivate 

institutionalists will continue to be relevant and their arguments will be important. 

However, the problems I have raised tend to point in one direction: 

Institutionalism is not yet an effective way of distinguishing our theoretical 

options.  

 I have made two more general points. First, politics is an activity that has 

as a constitutive feature strategic interaction. Second, even when I grant the kinds 

of political commitments that are emphasized by some of the critics of rational 

choice theory, I find an important place for rational action in political analysis. It 

is often the case that a forced choice is expected between two positions: strategy 

without commitments or commitments without strategy. It is a false choice. 

 In making these points, I have moved some degrees away from a 

methodological defence of rational choice theory. And I have established some 

distance between economic theory and political analysis, in part by emphasizing 

the relevance of commitments in political interaction. 
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