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My remarks address two issues; Why I am a historical institutionalist and
what | mean by that, and how [ sce my brand of historical institutional-
ism in relation to other approaches.

In the notes he very responsibly circulated in advance, my colleague
and friend Mo Fiorina suggests ever so congenially that declarations of
new institutionalist emphases in the social sciences, and especially in
political science, are mostly product differentiation by a young Turk
group of scholars trying to appear as if they are doing something innova-
tive compared to their elders. Now that [ am no longer very young, I am
prepared to admit that a decade or so ago, I was trying to do a bit of
what Mo suggests. But that is not all that T and others were doing when
we began working in what I would now call a historical institutionalist
vein.

By bringing the state and state-society relationships to the fore in the
definition of important, substantive problems for research, and in the
search for explanatory hypotheses, we were trying to highlight, without
descending into functionalist holism, the interconnections of institutions
and organizations that other scholars tended to treat separately from one
another.

For example, consider how the overall pattern of U.S, governmental
institutions, what we call the state, influenced the development of indus-
trial workers’ movements in the United States. Such an investigation
requires us to analyze more than Congress or courts or parties or admin-
istrative agencies in isolation, one at a time, the way many traditional
instirutionalists have done. Looking at the interconnections, historical
institutionalists have stressed that, during early industrialization, Ameri-
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of what happened when and how, and of why some policies that might
have emerged, did not.

My approach is too complex and too closely related to the substance of
my book to deserve elaboration here. Analytically speaking, my polity-
centered approach draws our attention to four kinds of processes. One,
the establishment and transformations of state and party organizations
through which politicians pursue policy initiatives. Two, the effects of
political institutions and procedures as well as social changes and institu-
tions on the identities, goals, and capacities of social groups that become
involved in politics. Three, the fit or lack thereof between the goals and
‘capacities of various politically active groups and the historically chang-
ing points of access and leverage allowed by a nation’s political institu-
tions. And four, the ways in which previously established social policies
affect subsequent policies over time.

[ believe that a similar approach, focused on state-society interactions
and tracing processes over time, is being used by a variety of other his-
{orical institutionalists. To take a quick stab at one of the conceptual
questions posed to us by the panel organizers, institutions for me are sets
of relationships that persist, although in an inherently conflictual and
tension filled way. Institutions may be formal organizations or informal
networks. They have shared meetings and relatively stable bundles of
resources attached to them. I take an organizational realist approach to
institutions, viewing them as actual patterns of communication and
activity, rather than seeing them primarily as values, ROTMS, ideas, or
official rules. 1 am primarily interested in studying political processes
and outcomes, and I see these as brought about, usually without inten-
tional foresight and control, by actors whose goals and capacities and
conflicts with one another are grounded in institutions.

Let me conclude by addressing the relationship of the sort of historical
institutionalism I practice to rational choice theorizing and to interpre-
tive approaches to historical cuttural understanding. With interpretivists,
I share certain hunches about how to define substantively important
issues to study. I also share an interest in group identity formation and its
effects in the political process. But I believe that causal analysis and

hypothesis testing about variations are the way to proceed methodo-
logically. It is not enough just to explore how people talk or think. We
must also find patterns in what they do. 1 do not think that institutions
are simply or primarily systems of meaning or normative frameworks.
Group identities for me are grounded in organizational linkages, access
to resources, and some sense of “success” over time in political under-
takings.
I share quite a lot with those rational choice theorists who are willing
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to situate actors in a given and partially manipulable institutional con-
text. | have in mind such scholars as Terry Moe, Barry Weingast
Marg‘aret Levi, Robert Bates, and last but certainly not least, my felfowj
panclist, Mo Fiorina. [ call them institutionally situated rational choice
ana'lysts. They do not presume that the entire world is one big Adam
Sm{th—style free market, They ask about strategies and outcomes within
settmgs that have institutional rules of the game in place.

Rational choice analysts have been correct to stress that non-reified
actors must be specified, that there must be room for strategic choices
and' maneuvering in explanatory arguments. Unfortunately, rational
choice theorists too often presume that actors must be individuals, rather
than looking for groups or organizations that in some ways act ro,gether
Worse, some rational choicers are so taken with formal deductive model—.
mg‘ t‘hat they necessarily avoid messy historical changes and real life
polmcgl processes, But others, including ail the people I mentioned, are
gr.applmg with making sense of transformations in state instituti’ons
with governmental interventions in markets, and with the determinant;
of legislative outcomes.

Rational choice scholars often seek to model one set of events and the
ma_neUerrs of actors in one institutional setting at a time. Historical insti-
tutlol?allsts are more likely to trace sequences of outcomes over time
showing how earlier outcomes change the parameters for subsequent’
developments. Historical institutionalists are also interested in conjunc-
tures of separately located processes or conflicts. Nevertheless. | believe
tha.t there are many potential complementarities between histor,'ical insti-
tutionalism and institutionally embedded rational choice, The differing

la:ngu:figes and styles of work should not prevent substantive dialogues in
historical social science.
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Sitting here today 1 feel a kinship with Admiral Stockdale: “why am I
here?”” ’'m not a member of SSHA, do not self-consciously identify as
an institutionalist, and to the best of my recollection have never de-
scribed any of my work as ‘‘new institutionalism.”” In fact, at some risk
of provoking the other panelists, I'll confess that I’m not completely per-
suaded that the ‘‘new institutionalism’ amounts to much beyond the
normal progression of social science stimulated by the normal desire of
younger scholars to distinguish themselves from the generation ahead of
them,

In that slightly argumentative spirit I first offer some remarks about
the alleged revival of institutionalism within political science. Then,
switching to a kinder, gentler spirit, I’ll turn to the reason I'm presum-
ably here and say some things about rational choice approaches to the
study of institutions and political history.

Institutionalism and the Study of American Politics

In 1982-83, during an enjoyable year at Stanford, I became friends with
an eminent scholar who was extremely enthused about something called
“‘bringing the state back in.”” According to my colleague this enterprise
was (1) institutional, (2) historicai, and (3) new. As an American politics
specialist 1 was amused. If by “state’” he meant government or public
officials, there was no need to bring them back in, since they already
were back in—if they had ever been gone. The academic study of Ameri-
can politics had been broadly divided into *‘behavior’” and “‘institu-
tions’’ at least since the mid-1960s when I became professionally aware.
Every major department had a good representation of both “behavior
people’’ (voting and public opinion, parties and interest groups) and
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