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Abstr act

"New I nstitutional"™ Theories have proliferated across the
soci al sciences. While they have substantial disagreenents, they
agree that institutions are created to produce |ocal soci al
orders, are social constructions, fundanentally about how
powerful groups create rules of interaction and mai ntai n unequal
resource distributions, and yet, once in existence, both
constrain and enable actors in subsequent institution building.
| present a critique of these theories that focuses on their
i nadequate attention to the role of social power and actors in
the creation of institutions. An alternative view of the
dynam cs of institutions is sketched out based on a nore
soci ol ogi cal conception of rules, resources, and social skill.



| nt roducti on

There has been increased interest for al nost 20 years
across the social sciences in explaining how social institutions
(defined as rules that produce social interaction) conme into
exi stence, remain stable, and are transfornmed (for sone
exanples, see in political science, March and O sen, 1989;
Steinno, et. al., 1992; Cox and MCubbins, 1993; Krehbiel, 1991;
Shepsl e, 1989; in sociology, Myer and Rowan, 1977; Scott, 1995;
Scott and Meyer, 1983; Powell and D Maggi o, 1991; Fligstein,
1990; Dobbin, 1994; and in econom cs, Sinon, 1957; WIIianson,
1985; North, 1990; M|l grom and Roberts, 1992; Jensen and
Meckling, 1974; Arthur, 1988).1

There is substantial disagreenent both within and across
di sci plines over alnost all facets of this problem Schol ars
di sagree about what is neant by institutions. Sonme see them as
consciously constructed rules or |laws, others as norns (ie.
collectively held informal rules that are enforced by group
sanctions), and still others, as taken for granted neani ngs
(Scott, 1995, ch. 3). Not surprisingly, there is also
substantial di sagreenment about how institutions are produced and
r epr oduced. In spite of these differences, the authors of the

various "new institutionalisns" have becone aware of one



anot her, what mght be called the institutionalization of the
"new institutionalisns". Hall and Taylor (1994) argue that there
are at four fornms of new institutionalisns, what they | abel
historical institutionalism rational choice institutionalism
econom c institutionalism and sociological institutionalism
Wthin sociology, the theoretical divisions anong scholars (see
for instance, the essays in Powell and D Maggio, 1991) is
substantial. These gaps exist in political science and econom cs
and the nunber of new institutionalisnms mght be nuch higher.

G ven this lack of agreenment, one could suggest that it is
fool hardy to propose that we are at a point where a dial ogue
oriented towards a critical understanding of simlarities and
differences is possible. | amnotivated to begin this task
si nply because scholars fromdifferent disciplines starting from
very different points of view, have cone to view one another as
trying to solve simlar problens.

| believe that this reflects four deeply held, but unstated
agreenents. First, all new institutional theories concern the
construction of local social orders, what could be called
"fields", "arenas", or "ganmes". Second, new institutionalisns
are social constructionist in the sense that they viewthe
creation of institutions as an outcone of social interaction
bet ween actors confronting one another in fields or arenas.

Third, preexisting rules of interaction and resource



di stributions, operate as sources of power, and when conbi ned
with a nodel of actors, serve as the basis by which institutions
are constructed and reproduced. Finally, once in existence,
institutions both enable and constrain social actors. Privileged
actors can use institutions to reproduce their position. Al
actors can use existing institutions to found new arenas. Actors
W t hout resources are nost often constrained by institutions,
but under certain circunstances, can use existing rules in
uni nt ended ways and create new institutions.

These conmonalities exist, | argue, because schol ars have
i nadvertently returned to how nodern soci al phil osophy first
characterized actors and interaction in opposition to the old
reginmes in western Europe. The central ideas of the phil osophy
of "individualisnt have generated social technol ogies that
actors have becone aware of, use to create identities for
t henmsel ves, organi ze col |l ectively, and under certain conditions,
produce new institutions. Social philosophy, since Locke,
creates noral argunments about how to construct a "just" and
"fair" society given that individuals are actors. Institutions
are social constructions that should be constituted to
facilitate a "just and fair" society that allows actors to
attain "ends".

Soci al science accepted the task of social philosophy by

focussing on how society should work. But, instead of focussing



on noral questions, social science has tried to provide
theoretical tools for social actors to engage in a practi cal
analysis of their situations and thus, arrive at what their
options were in different social, political, and econom c
situations.?

The new institutionalisns began as narrowy franed
oppositional responses to their field or subfield attenpts to
t heori ze about particular social institutions.® By questioning
t he nechani sns by which social rules are created in specific
enpirical contexts, the narrow critiques becane broader. New
institutionalists becane critics of the dom nant conception of
actors and social structures in their fields. Their main insight
was i n understanding that generic social processes existed to
make sense of how rules guiding interaction in arenas or fields
are formed and transforned. This is why scholars fromdisparate
fields are intrigued about the other new institutionalisns. They
are startled by the fact that other scholars have re-opened the
sanme sets of questions: how and why are |ocal social orders

produced and what role do actors play in this?

Qutline of the Argunent

Institutions are rules and shared neani ngs (inplying that

peopl e are aware of themor that they can be consciously known)



that define social relationships, help define who occupi es what
position in those rel ationshi ps, and guide interaction by giving
actors' cognitive franmes or sets of neanings to interpret the
behavi or of others. They are intersubjective (ie. can be

recogni zed by others), cognitive, (ie. depend on actors
cognitive abilities), and to sone degree, require self
reflection by actors (see Scott, 1995, ch. 3, for a good review
of the various bases of institutions). Institutions can, of
course, affect the situations of actors with or without their
consent or understandi ng.

New i nstitutional theories agree about how to think about
the context of interaction that produces and reproduces
institutions. The major source of disagreenent stens from how
theorists think about actors. | critique both sociol ogical and
rational actor nodels for |acking insight into how action works
and then, propose a sociological nodel that is consistent with
synbolic interactionism This hel ps solve a nunber of the
probl ens generated using traditional nodels of actors in new
institutional theories. Fromthe point of view of exposition, it
is useful to lay out my argunent before considering the
t heori es. The central agreenent across theories focusses on
the concept of fields, which can be | abelled "fields" (Bourdieu,
1977), "organi zational fields" (D Maggi o and Powel |, 1983),

"sectors" (Meyer and Scott, 1983), "strategic action fields"



(Fligstein and McAdam 1994), or "ganmes" (Axelrod, 1984). In
econom cs, fields are consistent wwth current views of
i ndustrial organization (G bbons, 1992). Fields refer to
situati ons where organi zed groups of actors gather and frane
their actions vis a vis one another. New institutional theories
concern how fields of action come into existence, remain stable,
and can be transforned. The production of rules in a social
arena is about creating institutions.? Institutionalization is
t he process by which rules nove fromabstractions to being
constitutive of repeated patterns of interaction in fields
(Jepperson, 1991).°

Why do actors want to produce stable patterns of
interaction? M position is that the process of institution
bui l di ng takes place in the context of powerful actors
attenpting to produce rules of interaction to stabilize their
situation vis a vis other powerful and | ess powerful actors.
Fi el ds operate to help reproduce the power and privil ege of
i ncumbent groups and define the positions of challengers.® Wile
i ncunbent groups benefit the nost fromfields, challenger groups
gain sone stability by surviving, albeit at a | ower |evel of
resources. ’

Institution building nonents occur when groups of soci al
actors confront one another in sonme set of social interactions

that are contentious. These nonments are inherently political and



concern struggl es over scarce resources by groups with differing
anmounts of power. Another way to put this, is that institution
bui |l di ng nonments proceed fromcrises of existing groups (or in

t he | anguage of ganme theory, suboptiml arrangenents) either in
their attenpts to produce stable interactions or when their
current rules no | onger serve their purposes.

There are a nunber of ways stable institutions can be
built. Some groups cone to domi nate and inpose a set of rules
and relations on other groups. An outside force, such as a
government, can enforce order and privilege itself or its nost
favored groups. Sonetimes groups can produce a political
coalition to bargain an outcone that provides rules for those
groups. If a situation is sufficiently fluid and | arge nunbers
of groups begin to appear, it is possible for skilled social
actors to hel p groups overcone their differences by proposing a
new identity for the field. It is inportant to recognize that
institution building may fail: disparate interests and
identities of groups can prevent stable institutions from
enmer gi ng.

One of the great insights of the "new institutionalisnms" is
that the uneasy rel ationshi ps between chal |l enger and i ncunbent
groups, the struggle between incunbent groups within and across
fields to set up and maintain fields, and the intended and

uni nt ended spillovers caused by these struggles into adjacent



fields, are the source of nuch of the dynam cs of nodern

soci ety. These struggl es can be thought of as "ganes"; ie.

social interactions oriented towards producing outcones for each
group. The possibility for new fields turns on actors using

exi sting understandings to create new fields. Their inpetus to
do so, is frequently based on their current situation either as
chal l engers or dom nators. In nodernity, the possibility of
inproving a group's collective situation can cause an invasion
of a nearby field or the attenpt to create a new one.

The problem of constructing fields turns on using "culture"
in three ways. First, preexisting societal practices, that
include |laws, definitions of relevant resources and rules, and
the ability of actors to draw on organi zi ng technol ogies (for
exanpl e, technol ogies that create various kinds of forma
organi zations) influence field construction. Second, the rules
of each field are unique and are enbedded in the power relations
bet ween groups; they function as "local know edge" (Ceertz,
1983). Finally, actors have cognitive structures that utilize
cultural franes, akin to what Bourdieu (1977) calls "habitus",
to anal yze the neanings of the actions of others. These franes
hel p actors decide "what is going on" and what courses of action
are available to themas interactions proceed.

Once in place, fields and the social positions they define

constrain actions and choice sets of actors. But this does not



mean that the neanings and pecking orders of fields are
uncontested. Indeed, action in stable fields is a gane where
actors are constituted with resources and the rules are set. In
the interactions of nore and | ess powerful, the gane for the
more powerful is to reproduce the order.

The nodern econony, state, formal organi zation, and soci al
novenents are both the outcone and cause of the organi zing
technol ogy we call "fields". I wll try and convince readers of
this by reconsidering how the institutions of nodern society
depended on, were created by, and generated, self-aware actors
who theorized this conception of actors and social interaction.
It is the discovery (or rediscovery) of this theory of fields
whi ch brings schol ars who have studi ed markets, states,
political processes, and formal organizations to eye one another
in their pursuit of a general theory of institutions.

New institutional theories inply questioning conventional
conceptions of actors by focussing on how collective soci al
actors orient action towards one another. Actors nay be
pur poseful, but those purposes nust be constructed in the
context of their collective situations. These actors have to pay
attention to other collective actors, interpret their
intentions, frame their subsequent actions, and convince others
to go al ong.

Ironically, the opportunity to rethink how actors are



constituted has not progressed very far in any version of the
"new' institutionalisnms. There are two standard approaches, both
of which reinforce the ol der approaches to institutions.

Rati onal actor nodels stress how actors have unitary goals, know
their position in the structure of relationships, and have sone
information as to what others are doing. This allows themto
engage in what gane theory calls "strategic action" (G bbons,
1992). The nore soci ol ogi cal versions accept that actors are
col l ective and enbedded in social relations and these rel ations
determ ne the available cultural scripts. Actors have no
alternative but to follow the scripts which could reflect their
interests, values, roles, or norns.

VWhat is mssing fromthese theories is a real sociologica
conception of action. Rational choice nodels of strategic action
are correct in focussing our attention on the strategic behavior
of actors. But, they do not take seriously the problem of how
actors are socially situated in a group and how their strategic
actions are framed by the problens of attaining cooperation.
One's own group has het erogeneous conceptions of identity (ie.
who they are and what they want) and interests that have to be
bal anced in order to attain cooperation. Mking sense of the
behavi or of other groups beconmes anbi guous as the neani ng of
their actions is | ess easy to decipher for the sanme reason. The

fram ng of a response requires careful cultural construction

10



that nmust franme the nmeaning of others' action in a way that wl|
mobi | i ze one's own group. Sociological institutionalisns don't
do nmuch better at this problem They focus heavily on scripts
and the structural determnation of action and have little
insight into exactly how actors "get" action.

| pose that the idea that strategic action occurs in fields
requires the notion of social skill, defined as the ability of
actors to induce cooperation in other actors in order to
produce, contest, or reproduce a given set of rules (Fligstein,
1997; Fligstein and McAdam 1994; Joas, 1996). The skill
required to induce cooperation is to imaginatively identify with
the nmental states of others in order to find collective neanings
that notivate other actors. Social skill entails utilizing a set
of nmethods to induce cooperation fromone's own group and ot her
groups (Fligstein, 1997). Skilled social actors interpret the
actions of others in the field, and on the basis of the position
of their group, use their perception of current opportunities or
constraints, to attain cooperation.

The rest of this paper is oriented towards denonstrating
that the new institutionalisns view fields as interactions
bet ween nore and | ess powerful collective groups according to
rul es and shared neanings. My key insight is that the critical
problemfor all of the theories is devel oping a nore social,

col | ective conception of action that gives rise to a better
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under st andi ng of what actors do, if institutions are to be

produced or reproduced.

The Constitution of Actors in Mdernity

Hi rschman (1997) has argued persuasively that nuch of how
we t hink about actors in nodernity can be captured by exam ni ng
how t he conception of human nature in social and political
phi | osophy changed from Hobbes to Locke. Hobbes' view of action
was that people acted for irrational reasons, their "passions".
But by the late 17th century, this view of human nature had
changed and was replaced by a Lockean view where actors were
concei ved as being driven by interest, and oriented to gaining
advant age by depl oyi ng sel f-consci ous neans to attain ends.

Hobbes and Locke wanted to use their conception of human
action to justify how econom es and governnents coul d be
legitimate.® For Hobbes (1991), the irrational character of
humans inplied that an absol ute nonarch should exist to keep
peopl e from producing the "war of all against all". For Locke
(1988), the proper role of governnment was to try and sol ve the
conpl ex probl em of bal ancing off people's very different
interests, while not being overrestrictive of people's natural
right to pursue those interests. Locke was interested in

defending the rights of property against unjust incursion from
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governnments or other organized actors.

Thi s debate was generated by the upheavals in the world of
politics and commerce as they were being played out in Engl and.
The theory of the individual in nodernity produced three
i nsights: humans could all be actors (individuals with interests
who coul d undertake rational action to attain their ends),
actors could collectively decide to nake rules to govern their
interactions (produce institutions), and governnents were
organi zati ons that hel ped make and enforce these rules. But who
actually got to be an actor, what kind of rules could be nade
and enforced, and who got to have a say in governnent has been
t he continuous source of conflict. As a result, societies
produced wide variations in institutions and arrangenents. ®

Privileged groups used early nodern states to assert that
they were the only people who were actors or citizens (Sewell,
1994). But the issue of who was an actor and a citizen, and what
rights they could claimhad been opened up by the discourse of
i ndi vidualismand the apparent malleability of institutional
arrangenents. The idea that everyone was an actor and a citizen
becane an ideological rallying cry for those who were
di spossessed. These groups, particularly the organi zed worki ng
cl ass, fought bloody battles to expand citizenship rights and
change the nature of the state and econony (Bendi x, 1954).

The nodern state and its politics, the nodern econony, and

13



t he nodern conceptions of organization and power that organized
these larger orders, are intimately related to who gets to be a
rational actor (ie. an actor with "ends"). Social novenents were
able to change who got to be an actor and what they "rights"
were. Social novenents are usually defined as politics outside
of normal channels (Tarrow, 1994).1° Goups in social novenents
wer e outsiders because what they sought, was to create a society
where they were actors and where governnents were forced to be
reconstituted to attend to their interests. Were groups sought
revol utionary change, the goal was to produce a "state" where
all had rights that the current regi ne deni ed them

This does not nean that all people are or ever were equally
constituted as actors. Indeed, as people struggled to get
recogni zed as actors, dom nant groups continuously found new
ways to change that definition. Laws and existing distributions
of resources, and even the ability to define what resources are
inportant for privileges, has neant that privil eged groups have
everywhere been successful at defending their positions
(Bourdieu, 1988). These struggles are reflected in the
institutions, organizations, and governnents of the U S. and

west ern Europe, and they go on today.

| mplications for Social Science Theories

14



The social science disciplines were trying to make sense of
how peopl e, now constituted as being able to act and affect
their life chances, actually could, or in the case of sociol ogy,
could not, do so. Social science accepted the prem se of the
phi | osophi ¢ di scourse of nodernity that focussed on actors and
the pliability of institutions and attenpted to produce theories
that could be applied to sone situation, and then, used to
change the worl d. *?

This required turning the ideol ogical assertion that
everyone was an actor into a theoretical nodel whereby this
i nsight could be used to anal yze and predi ct what was goi ng on
in given situations. One way to make sense of how disciplines
proceeded, is to characterize the issue as the probl em of
structures and actors (G ddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992). The genera
theoretical issue concerns the degree to which actors choices
given their resources, the rules that define what they can do,
and the position they occupy in a given social interaction, are
structured. Sociological and many political science perspectives
enphasi zed that people's positions in structures highly
determ ned what they thought, what their interests were, and how
they would act in a given situation. These theories gave
priority to structural analyses in determ ning what m ght or
m ght not occur in a given situation.

The alternative view, developed in economcs, is that while

15



resources and rul es produce constraints, they al so produce
opportunities. This view enphasizes that actors nmake choi ces and
that they act to produce the nost positive outcones for

t hemsel ves. Actors enter situations, consider their resources,
their preferences, and then select actions oriented towards
maxi m zing their preferences. Actors' behaviors are predictable
in several ways. If actors face simlar constraints, one would
expect themto behave in a simlar way. D fferences in outcones
could only result fromdifferent initial resource endowrents, or
hol di ng endowrents constants, different preferences. Econom cs
and political science, and to a | esser degree, sociol ogy, have
used this perspective.

Traditionally, the issue of whether or not choices exist,
has been used rhetorically to define the theoretical terrains of
the disciplines wth sociology focussing on how actors do not
have choices, political science using both approaches, and
econom cs heavily focussed on choices. But the theory of action
inall of the disciplines is relatively structural. The
neocl assi cal econom c view of profit maxim zing actors with
fixed preferences inplies that people in simlar social
situations w || behave the same, suggesting that their position
in structure is the main determ nant of action. The actors in
traditional political science or sociological theories were

either acting in their "interests" as in pluralist or Mrxist

16



theories (consistent with the economc view), or according to
their values and norns in Parsonian or Durkheiman theory. If
"self interest" is the value or normoperative in a given
situation, then it becones hard to tell the difference between

econom ¢ and soci ol ogi cal nodel s.

The New I nstitutionalisns in Context

VWhat brings the "new institutionalisns” together is their
questioning of what structures are and where they cone from and
the role of actors in the production of structures. The theories
start by replacing structures as abstract positions with the
i dea of structures as arenas of action which are defined by
rules and groups with different resources oriented towards one
anot her .

Neocl assi cal econonm cs nmade a great deal of progress by
ignoring institutions and organi zations in their anal yses of
mar ket s and focussed instead on understandi ng how profit
maxi m zing actors with fixed preferences and perfect information
coul d produce an optimal allocation of societal resources
t hrough mar ket exchange. Markets with these social conditions
produced optimal outcones. Violations of the assunptions of this
nmodel inplied in suboptinmal outcones; ie. market failure.

Schol ars began to notice two things: the assunptions of the

17



neocl assi cal nodel were al ways being violated to sone degree and
organi zations and rules were everywhere. This led scholars to
begin to think that organizations and rules (ie. institutions)
m ght serve to overcome market failure.'® The field where nuch
of this fernment began was industrial organization. Neocl assical
theory had until the 1950s by and | arge, ignored the nobst comon
organi zation in capitalism the firm and instead focussed on
how price theory explained market structure (Stigler, 1968).
Sinmon (1957) pioneered the attenpt to account for why rul es
and organi zations exi sted by questioning the nodel of action
that | ay beneath neocl assical economcs. His critique focussed
on two problens. First, people could not be profit maxim zers
because their cognitive limtations inplied that they could not
process all relevant information even if they had it, which they
frequently did not. Second, if actors were self interested and
engaged in exchange in the |abor market, it was clear that they
had incentive to pursue goals inconsistent with profit
maxi m zati on of enpl oyers.

Sinon's genius was in using this nodified nodel of action
to account for the ubiquity of firnms and rules. Instead of being
inefficient drags on market processes, Sinon realized that they
hel ped sol ve the problenms of bounded rationality and self
i nterested behavior (1957; March and Sinon, 1958). \Wile owners

m ght want to organize to attain the highest profits, those

18



| ower down in the organi zation would be nore likely to pursue
ot her goals. Moreover, because of bounded rationality, it would
be difficult to nonitor all levels of the firm even assum ng

t hat peopl e had bought into the overall goals of the firm

Organi zational structure and design, therefore, had to
occur in order to mtigate the potentially negative effects of
both of these problens. For managers, this nmeant producing
subgoal s for different parts of the organization in order to be
able to evaluate if those goals were being attained. To control
wor kers, this involved having well defined tasks, routine
procedures, and easy rules of thunb to aid decisionmaking. Since
nei ther workers nor managers could follow everything that was
goi ng on, the organi zation had to be set up so that higher |eve
managers could respond to transparent signals that m ght
i ndi cate trouble.

There are a nunber of streans of thought that are rel ated
to this fernent: transaction cost analysis, agency theory, and
North's early work on historical econom cs which tied the
production of political and economc institutions to the
dom nance of the market (North and Thomas, 1973). The basic
i nsight of these approaches was to consider that the ubiquity of
soci al organi zation and rul es nust be understood as sonehow
efficiency generating and by inplication as a response to market

failure. Firms, networks, supplier chains, institutional rules,
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and ownership fornms could all be reliably argued to play

ef ficiency generating functions that explained their dom nation
and variation within capitalist economes (Schotter, 1981,
WIlianmson, 1985; Fama and Jensen, 1983 a; b).

Gane theory was first used to attenpt to explain how
organi zati onal decisionmakers framed their actions towards their
conpetitors. It was not intended to overthrow neocl assi cal
theory. Instead, it tried to reason about how the structure of
the market would affect the strategic actions of firnms and coul d
produce stable and optimal outcones (ie. joint benefits) for
actors under different conditions of information, nunbers of
pl ayers, and the nunber of iterations of interactions (G bbons,
1992; Axelrod, 1984).

Econom sts and political scientists realized that ganme
theoretic argunents could apply to anywhere actors engaged in
strategic action (Axelrod, 1984). The problem was to understand
the nature of joint decisionmaking in a given situation
sufficiently well, as to be able to produce a pl ausi bl e "gane".
Gane theory does not suggest that equilibriumwll always be
found, but can be used to denonstrate that decision traps can
deci sively prevent cooperation and produce subopti mal outcones
(Schar pf, 1988).

The issue of the efficiency of institutional arrangenents

is one of the frontiers of new institutional theory. If new
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institutional theory began with the idea that institutions could
be efficient, it could also lead to the conclusion that current
arrangenents m ght be suboptimal. Gane theory is a tool that
suggests why that m ght be.

North (1990) and Arthur (1988; 1991) propose an even nore
radi cal view of institutions: political or economc institutions
may occur accidentally or be orthogonal with respect to
produci ng efficient outcones. So, for exanple, ownership forns
may have been produced, not to maxim ze efficiency as agency
t heori sts suggest (Jensen and Fana, 1980a; b), but by historical
accident in different societies (Roe, 1994). Arthur (1991)
argues that technol ogies that were not optinmal could becone
dom nant because of the production of a set of organizations,
practices, and rules that supported the technol ogy. He al so
suggests (1988) that the geographic location of firnms m ght
result as nmuch from historical accident as efficiency
considerations. Once in place, the sunk costs of these
arrangenments nmake them prohibitively expensive to change. This
process has becane characterized as path dependence. Two
versions of new institutionalisnms have energed frompolitica
science: historical institutionalism which began mainly in the
field of conparative politics, and rational choice allied with
gane theory, which began in Anerican politics and international

relations. Both versions started out trying to understand how
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the rules and organi zati on of governnments shaped the outputs of
governnment. Their critiques were narrowy ained at their
opponents.

Hi storical institutionalists were mainly responding

to scholars who wanted to reduce political processes to group
conflict, particularly the effects of social class (Steinnmo and
Thel en, 1992). Schol ars who saw politics as reflections of
either social classes or interest groups, discounted the inpact
of governnents on political outputs. Hi storica
institutionalists use a set of heterogeneous argunents to focus
on how exi sting governnental institutions define the terrain of
politics and circunscribe what is possible.

Exi sting governnent organizations have very different
capacities for intervention into their societies. These
organi zati onal capacities and the current definition of
political crises, structure the opportunities for political
action (Evans, Skocpol, and Rueschneyer, 1985). Political
traditions and the roles they specify for various actors in
different societies also shape what kinds of policies nmake sense
(March and O sen, 1990). Political parties, ideologies, voting
and traditions of political activismaffect the political
behavi or of groups. In this way, ideologies of "civic duty" and
"civil service" can affect people's behavior as well.

Pi ersen (1995) has drawn on two types of social netaphors,
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"uni nt ended consequences” and "path dependence" to suggest that
political organizations and institutions can and frequently do
set limts on current political actors' preferences. Lawrakers
may set up institutions that can get used for purposes for which
they were not intended. When a new set of |awmakers returns to
political problens generated by new arrangenents, they nust
begin with the uni ntended consequences of previous |egislation,
as limts on their actions. As political institutions are put
into place, they develop a certain logic of their own. That
logic directly shapes the possibility of actors to enact their
preferences as well.

Steinno and Thel en (1994) go even further and argue that,
under certain conditions, actors' preferences can be endogenous
to the process of institution building episodes. Put sinply,
peopl e figure out what they want as events unfold. Political
process, thus, can matter a great deal. Actors, in these
situations may exi st who use new ideas to forge alliances that
reorgani ze groups' preferences. These actors function as
political or institutional entrepreneurs.

Rati onal choice and gane theory perspectives in American
politics began by trying to understand why political
institutions existed at all.* They account for institutions by
arguing that rational self-interested actors would constantly

face collective actions dil emmas where their preferences would
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never be maxi m zed, because there woul d al ways be ot her

political actors to block them Institutions cone into existence
to help solve collective action dilemras by providi ng people
with nore information about the strategic actions of others and
gi ve them opportunities to nake trade-offs, like "logrolling" in
order that all could gain fromexchange (Wi ngast and Marshall,
1982; Shepsl e, 1989; Cox and MCubbins, 1987).

Rat i onal choi ce gane theoretic perspectives have been used
extensively in the international relations literature where
governments are characterized as unitary actors with an interest
in security who confront one another in a world w thout rules
(Waltz, 1979). Institutions, rules to guide interactions, would
only come into existence where the interests of governnents
converged and even then, agreenents would require extensive
monitoring. The problemw th this perspective, was that it nade
it difficult to explain the postwar boomin the production of
i nternational organizations that were not security oriented.
Keohane (1984; 1986) used arguments very simlar to those
enpl oyed in Anmerican politics to suggest that the ubiquity of
i nternational agreenents had to reflect the increasing
i nt erdependence of states in various social and econom c arenas
and the convergence of interests encouraged themto produce
i nt ergover nnment al bar gai ns.

Both institutionalisns start wth the question of how
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political organizations and institutions matter for political
out puts. Both agree that politics occurs in political arenas
where processes followrules in the context of a given set of
organi zati ons. The nmaj or source of disagreenents stens from
their differences of opinion about what notivates action in the
first place and the degree to which institutions shape action.
Rat i onal choi ce perspectives focus on how rational actors
produce institutions that reflect their interests, given fixed
preferences and a set of rules, through a ganelike process of
strategic action. Historical institutionalists are willing to
say that actors interests and preferences matter, but argue that
this is nore dependent on existing organizations, institutions,
and political opportunities than rational choice theorists would
generally allow (Piersen, 1995; Evans et. al., 1985). The main
di sagreenent between the perspectives, concerns the degree to
whi ch preferences coul d be endogenously determ ned. |f
preferences are a product of situational social roles or the
"current" crisis which causes actors to rethink who they are,
then rational nodels are |l ess able to predict what m ght happen.
In sociology, the new institutionalismbegan as one of a
set of critiques of Sinon's rational approach to organi zations.
Sinon' s approach had becone fornalized into the view that the
peopl e who ran organi zati ons could scan their environnent,

perceive their problenms and engage in rational organizational
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redesign to adapt to changi ng circunstances.

Schol ars began to realize that the world external to an
organi zati on was a social construction (Scott and Meyer, 1991).
They began to question whether or not environnments offered clear
signals as to what was going on and if it was possible to judge
whi ch strategies pronoted organi zational survival. This neant
that "efficiency”" mght be a nyth and organi zational action was
nor e about appearing to be legitimte than undertaki ng
"rational" actions (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; D Maggi o and Powel |,
1983).

One inportant insight was to begin to theorize about
organi zational fields or sectors, defined as arenas of action
wher e organi zations took one another into account in their
actions (Scott and Meyer, 1983; Di Maggi o and Powel |, 1983).
Institutions were thought of as the neanings (both general in
society and specific to the context) that structured fields and
hel ped gui de actors through the nuddl e around them They defi ned
who was in what position in the field, gave people rules and
cognitive structures to interpret others' actions, and scripts
to follow under conditions of uncertainty (Jepperson, 1991).

Because of uncertainty, the new institutionalists argue
that organi zations in fields tend to becone isonorphic. This
occurs through m nctkry, coercion, or nornative pressures

(Di Maggi o and Powel |, 1983). Conpetitors, professionals,
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suppliers, or custoners can bring about organizational change.
Governnents are heavily inplicated because they set rules for
societies as a whole and often force conformty upon

organi zati ons (Meyer and Scott, 1993; Fligstein, 1996).

The view of action in sociological versions of the new
institutionalismis conplex. The nore structuralist versions of
the new institutionalismargue that fields produce few choices
for actors and instead focus on how taken for granted neani ngs
ininstitutionalized spheres have actors play parts, whether or
not they realize it (Jepperson and Meyer, 1991; Scott, 1995).

But a less structuralist position inplies that the
mur ki ness of organi zational worlds neans that rationality is a
story that actors use after they decide to act (White, 1994).
Preferences are not fixed, but formthrough action. Moreover,
institutional practices mght or mght not produce advantageous
outcones for their practitioners. This viewis close to Steinnp
and Thel en's argunent that preferences m ght be endogenous.

There are two other views that m ght rest sonmewhere in the
m ddl e, what could be terned a cultural and a political
perspective. The cultural view accepts the argunent that soci al
life is murky. Interpretations are available froma nunber of
| egitimati ng sources; the professions, governnents, and other
actors in the field. This produces field honogeneity in terns of

organi zational structures, goals, and the rational es of
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i nportant actors through mnetic processes (D Maggi o and Powel |,
1983). Di Maggi o (1987) has acknow edged the limtations of this
approach by agreeing that m netic behavior could account for
action in fields that are already constituted. In new fields, he
postul ates the existence of institutional entrepreneurs,
visionary | eaders who are able to articulate a new way to
produce successful outcones.

Fligstein (1990; 1996) has argued that fields are systens
of power whereby incunbent actors use a cultural conception,
what he calls a "conception of control"”, to enforce their
position. The conception of control enbedded in a field reflects
the rules by which the field is structured. It operates as a
cognitive frame for actors in incunbent and chal | enger
organi zati ons by which they use to nmake sense of the noves of
others. In stable fields, conceptions of control are used to
interpret and reinforce the existing order by incunbent groups.
Wen fields are in the process of being fornmed, institutional
entrepreneurs are the people who provide the vision to build
political coalitions with others to structure a field, and not
surprisingly these entrepreneurs and their allies end up

dom nating the field.

Critique
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The di scussion of institutions by the various new
institutionalisnms highlights that interaction takes place in
contexts, what | have called fields. Fields are
institutionalized arenas of interaction where actors with
di ffering organi zati onal capacities orient their behavior
towar ds one another. The rules of the arena shape what is
possi bl e by providing tools for actors to interact, and are the
source for actors to think about what their interests are,
interpret what other actors do, and, strategically, what they
shoul d do.

New institutional theories agree that such soci al
arrangenents are necessary for the survival of groups and
mal | eabl e to the organi zed actions of actors. They al so agree
that institutions are likely to be path dependent (ie. constrain
subsequent interaction). They al so agree that a set of existing
institutions mght get used by actors for new purposes, in ways
t hat were unintended by those who created them This is one way
of thinking about what we call unintended consequences. Most
theories would accept that institutions are "sticky". They tend
not to change both because the interests of actors are enbedded
in themand institutions are inplicated in actors' cognitive
frames and habits.

It is obvious that the new institutionalisns di sagree on

the roles of actors, culture, and power. At one extrene,
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rational choice suggests that institutions are the outcone of
i ndividual rational actors interacting in ganelike situations
where rules are given and resources, indexing the relative power
of actors, are fixed. At the other, sociological
institutionalists focus instead on how social worlds are nurky,
require interpretation, and actions may or may not have
consequences. Actors in these theories are nore socially
enbedded and nore collective. But the theory of action is about
how | ocal cultures and social positions in fields dictate what
actors think and do, and not about interaction. Mny
soci ol ogical and political science discussions avoid the issue
of social power entirely.

| want to explore these differences of opinion. My purpose
is to argue that a nore adequate theory of institutions (at
| east for sociologists) depends on devel oping a better |ink
bet ween t he soci ol ogi cal notion of fields based on power and a
notion of action that nmakes social interaction, core to the
theory. The critique of both the sociol ogical and rational
choi ce perspectives suggests that neither adequately sol ves
t hese problens. A sociological theory of action needs to take
rational actor views seriously. But it nust "sociol ogi ze" them
by meking actors collective, and notivate their actions by
having themorient their strategic behavior to groups. It also

needs to recogni ze that fields are about power in the sense that
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fields benefit the dom nant pl ayers.

Soci ol ogi cal conceptions of the new institutionalismhave
the strength of pointing out that action occurs in fields where
col l ective social actors gather to orient thenselves to one
anot her. The goal of institutions, in this case, is to provide
col l ective neani ngs by which the structuring of the field
occurs, and actors can cone to interpret one another's actions
in order to reproduce their social groups. Most new
institutional analyses in sociology have started with
institutionalized environnents. Once a set of beliefs or
meani ngs i s shared, this argunent suggests that actors both
consci ously and unconsciously spread or reproduce it. Since it
is often the case that actors can conceptualize no alternatives,
they use the existing rationalized nyths about their situations
to structure and justify their actions (D Maggi o, 1987).

Unfortunately, the theory of action in this nodel makes
actors cultural "dopes" (G ddens, 1984) by making themthe
passi ve recipients of institutions. Shared neani ngs becone the
causal force in the argunent and actors are the transmtters
that diffuse those neanings to groups. Meyer and sone of his
students (Thomas, et. al., 1987) have taken this argunent to its
| ogi cal extreme by arguing that the social life in the west can
be accounted for by the nmyth of individualism which produces

both social stability and change in fields.?*
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Most versions of new institutional theory in sociology |ack
a theory of power as well, which is related to the probl em of
the theory of action. The question of why fields should exist
and in whose interest they exist, never is a focus of
institutional theories. Field analysis and dynamcs is rarely
about power, about who is benefitting, and who is not. The
theory of action fosters this turn away fromissues of power by
maki ng actors' propagators of shared nmeani ngs and foll owers of
scripts. If actors are agents of rationalized nyths, and
therefore lack "interests", one is | eft wondering, why do they
act?

By virtue of its lacking a real theory of interaction and
power, nost versions of the new institutionalismin sociol ogy
have no way to nmake sense of how institutions energe in the
first place (D Maggi o and Powel |, 1991; Di Maggi o, 1987; Scott,
1995; Colignon, 1997). Where do the opportunities for these new
forms of action conme fronP; which actors can organi ze?; which
meani ngs are avail abl e and whi ch are unavail abl e and why?; why
and how do actors who are supposed to only be able to foll ow
scripts recogni ze these situations and create new institutions?

This al so creates problens which run agai nst current soci al
t heorizing, both in rational choice theory and in recent
soci ol ogy. The new institutionalist nodel of action in sociology

j ust does not engage the rational choice assertion that people
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have reasons for acting, i.e. they pursue sonme conception of
their interests, and interact vis a vis others to attain them
Most rational choice theorists who are confronted by this
soci ol ogi cal version of institutions respond by being puzzl ed.
Soci al scientists who are |ooking for an alternative to rational
choice, are usually frustrated by this form of sociol ogi ca
institutionalismbecause they want a creative role for actors,
but not one with the stark assunptions and world view of
rational choice nodels.

Theoretical discussions in sociology in the past 15 years
inmply that the production and reproduction of current sets of
rul es and distributions of resources depends on the skilled
performances of actors who use their social power and
know edgeability to act for thensel ves and agai nst ot hers
(G ddens, 1984; Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdi eu and Wacquant, 1992,
Sewel |, 1992). Actors, under both stable and unstable
institutional conditions, are not just captured by shared
meanings in their fields, understood either as scripts as they
m ght be interpreted by professionals or governnent bureaucrats.
| nstead, they operate with a certain anount of social skill to
reproduce or contest systens of power and privilege. They do so
as active nenbers of a field whose lives are wapped up and
dependent on fields.

Rati onal choice theories in economcs and political science
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are strong at pointing out how actors cone together, what their
notives are, and how and why they produce institutions.
Institutions are defined as social organizational vehicles that
hel p actors attain interests when narkets, in the case of
econom cs, or current laws or rules, in the case of political
science, fail to do so. The theory provides predictions on the
i kel i hood of sone set of outcones given the current interests
of actors and the existing constitution of interests and rules.

It hel ps explain how social |life is socially constructed,
but al ong potentially explicable Iines. Self interested actors
have incentives to innovate and their success is often quickly
enul ated by others. Institutions depend on actors finding joint
solutions to their problens of interaction. They may fail in
this effort and construct institutions that have perverse or
subopti mal out cones.

But, rational choice and gane theory nodels have
probl ematic theories of power and action as well. Because actors
are conceptualized as individuals, even when they represent
collectivities, the nature of social arenas and the rol e of
actors in producing, maintaining, and having positions in that
arena, are undertheorized. States, political processes in
general, and power are considered to be rules and resources.
These form background under which rational actors play out their

ganes.
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The basic problemis that these theories m ss the point
that actors (decisionmakers, nanagers, |eaders, or elites) have
many constituencies to bal ance off and they nmust continuously be
aware that they have to produce arrangenents to induce

cooperation with both their allies and opponents. So, for

exanpl e, actors in challenger groups have to keep their groups

t oget her and continue to notivate themto cooperate. Put sinply,
social life is inherently political. Rational actor nodels, by
treating rules and resources as exogenous, and actors as

i ndividuals with preferences, mss the creativity and skill
required for individuals, as representatives of collectivities,
to operate politically vis a vis other actors to produce,
reproduce, and transforminstitutional arrangenents.

This problem of rational choice accounts is what gives them
their teleological feel; ie. the outconmes that occurred were the
only possi ble ones. Non rational choice oriented political
scientists and sociologists are frequently frustrated by the
fact that rational choice nodels are uninterested in the details
of the historical social processes by which arrangenents are
made. What they do not recognize, is that this |lack of interest
stenms fromthe nodel of action. Once the existing rules and
resources are known, actors' interests and thus their actions
follow. The real negotiation within groups and across them and

its effects on the constitution of interests are ruled out a
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priori as possibly being consequential for the outcone.

Social Skill and the Rudinents of an Institutional Theory

My purpose in the next two sections is to sketch out a
particularly sociological view of institutions that can be
constructed fromthe review and critique. | begin thinking about
how t hese concepts hel p make sense of the dynam cs of states and
fields in contenporary societies. O course, this account is
meant to be suggestive and provocative, and not exhausti ve.

A "stable" field of action can be characterized as one
where the groups and their social positions are reproduced from
period to period by skilled social actors who use a set of
under st andi ngs about who is an actor, interpret what other
actors nean by their actions, and what actions nake sense in
order to preserve the status quo. The reproduction of the field
not only depends on reading the "other", but inducing
cooperation in one's one group by convincing them of that
interpretation. Afield is a "gane" that depends on actors,
culture, and power. This generic view of fields is not just a
theory, but also defines a social technology that is used and
nodi fied by skilled social actors. The conception of soci al
action | propose, focusses on the idea of social skill, defined

as the ability to induce cooperation anongst others, including
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of course, the manipul ation of the self interest of others.
Skilled social actors enpathetically relate to the situations of
ot her people and in doing so, are able to provide those other
people with reasons to cooperate (Mead, 1934; Goffrman, 1959;
1974). Skilled social actors must understand how the sets of
actors in their group viewtheir multiple conceptions of
interest and identity and how those in other groups do as well.
They must have a cognitive franme to help aid in their
interpretation of what is going on, that is built on these
under st andi ngs. *°

The concept of social skill | use originates in synbolic
interaction (Mead, 1934; Goffrman, 1959; 1974; Joas, 1996).
Actors' conceptions of thenselves are highly shaped by their
interactions with others. Wen interacting, actors try to create
a positive sense of self by engaging in produci ng neaning for
t hensel ves and others. ldentities refer to sets of meanings that
actors have that define who they are and what they want. Actors
in dom nating positions, who are efficacious and successful may
have high self esteem?!’ Actors in dom nated positions may be
stigmati zed and are forced to engage in coping strategies to
contest their stigmatization (Goffman, 1963).

Skilled strategic actors engage in action because by
produci ng nmeani ng for others, they produce neaning for

t hensel ves. Their sense of efficacy cones, not from sone narrow
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conception of self interest (although skilled actors tend to
materially benefit fromtheir skill), but fromthe act of

i nduci ng cooperation and hel ping others attain ends. They w ||
do whatever it takes to induce cooperation and if certain
actions fail, they will engage in other ones. This neans that
skilled social actors will tend to be both goalless and sel fless
whereas rational actors are by definition, selfish and have

fi xed ends. Social skill inplies that sone actors are
better at attaining cooperation than others because sone peopl e
will be better at making sense of a particular situation and
produce shared neaning for others and bring about cooperation
(Mead, 1934). Al human beings have to be sonmewhat socially
skilled in order to survive. The assertion is that sonme people
are nore capable at inducing cooperation and that in fields,

t hose people can play inportant roles. Skilled social action
requires orientation to nmenbers of one's one group and to the
field.

Soci al skill proves useful in creating political coalitions
to produce institutions (ie. acting as an institutional
entrepreneur) or holding together disparate social groups within
a given field under difficult conditions. Skilled actors use a
nunber of tactics on both their own group nenbers but al so on
ot her groups (for a review, see Fligstein, 1997). They are adept

at creating new cultural franes, using existing ones to gain
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cooperation, and finding ways to build political coalitions by
finding conprom ses. There are a set of strategic skills

i nvol ved in doing such things, such as agenda setting,

br okeri ng, taking what the system gives, and mai ntai ni ng
anbiguity. Skilled strategic actors engage in these tactics by
mani pul ati ng soci al capital (networks), physical capital
(resources), or cultural capital (synbolic clains). The
notivation of actors with social skill is to provide their
groups with benefits (Fligstein, 1997; Padgett and Ansell, 1994,
Bourdi eu, 1974; White, 1994; Col eman, 1993; Leifer, 1992; Nee
and I ngram 1997).

This conception of social skill proves very useful in
under st andi ng the problem of how fields are constructed and
reproduced. Skilled social actors tailor their actions dependi ng
on the current |level of the organization of the field, their
place in that field, and the current noves by other groups in
the field. It is useful to consider how social skill is
inplicated in action in fields under different conditions.

New fi el ds open up when groups see opportunities. The
crisis of new fields reflects the fact that stable rules of
i nteraction have not energed and groups are threatened with
extinction (Fligstein, 1996). Skilled social actors wll orient
their actions to stabilizing their group and their group's

relation to other groups. It is here that inspired skilled
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actors, what D Maggio (1987) calls institutional entrepreneurs,
may conme up with new cultural conceptions to invent "new'
institutions. They may be able to formpolitical coalitions
around narrow versions of actors' collective interests to
produce institutions, as gane theory inplies.

It is al so possible for new, uninaginable coalitions to
emerge under new cultural frames.'® This process can appear to
| ook |i ke a social novenent in that organizations' interests,
identities, and preferences energe out of interaction. Here,
institutional entrepreneurs are able to engage many groups in a
meani ng maki ng project that may bring stability to the field.

In settled fields, these sanme skilled social actors use the
rules and the anbiguity of a given set of interactions, to
ei ther reproduce their privilege or try to contest their
dom nation. Existing fields give incunbent actors a better
chance of reproducing their advantage precisely because they
inply an unequal distribution of rules and resources. If skilled
strategic actors get attracted to positions of power in
i ncunbent groups, their energy will be put towards playing the
"gane". Skilled social actors frame their noves vis a vis others
with the end of enhancing or maintaining their group's position
in the field.

It is possible in stable fields that actors may not matter

a lot for the reproduction of the field. After all, dom nating
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groups have resources and rules on their side and the dom nated
have fewer opportunities. This is true in murky environnents,
where success and failure are difficult to evaluate (for

i nstance, schools) and the legitimacy of dom nant organi zations
may rarely be chall enged (Meyer, Scott, and Deal, 1988).

Fields can go into crisis as a result of changes that occur
outside of fields, particularly in fields that a given field is
dependent upon. Crises are frequently caused by the intentional
or unintentional actions of governnents or the invasion of a
field by outsiders. Under these conditions, incunbents wll
attenpt to enforce the status quo. Challengers may join with
invaders or be able to find allies in governnent to help
reconstitute a given field. The social fluidity of this
situation suggests that new bargains are possible. But they are
nost likely to be undertaken by chall enger or invader groups
because they are the ones who are not conmtted to the current

or der.

Towards an Institutional Theory of Society?

Modernity is about the ability of people to becone soci al

actors. This neans that the enpowernent of people as actors has

led to the explosive growh of fields. The production of fields

opens up the opportunity to produce new fields by suggesting to
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skilled strategic actors where new benefits m ght be created.
Institutional theory, by focussing on how actors and
institutions work, opens up the link between fields, the
production of new fields, and the state, and gives anal ysts
tools with which to explore the dynam cs and conpl exity of
nodernity. Institutional theories give rise to the view that
society contains countless fields, mllions of |ocal orders,
sonme of which are oriented to each other and nost of which are
not. It is useful to trace out sone of the obvious inplications
of this view for understanding the relation between fields, and
bet ween fields and states.

Governnments can be viewed as sets of organizations that
formfields constituted by the claimto nmake the rules (ie. the
institutions) for everyone else in a given geographic area.
Since states are the arenas where the rul es about who can be an
actor and what they can do are nade, all organi zed groups
naturally turn to government. The maki ng and enforcenent of
general rules has a huge effect on the existing constitution of
fields and the possibility for new fields outside of the
governnment. Chal |l enger groups orient thenselves to states
precisely to change rules that prevent them from being
constituted as actors in fields either in the state or outside
of it.

"Normal " politics is often about entrenched groups using
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political systenms to maintain their dom nance of fields. Extra-
| egal or social novenent politics is about trying to open new
policy fields and creating new organi zational capacity for
governments to intervene for one set of groups or another.
Soci al novenent groups can try and invade established political
fields and change the rules which are witten against them
Their ability to succeed is a function of a crisis or political
opportunity, being organized, and having a collective identity
by whi ch di sparate groups can coal esce (Tarrow, 1994).

One can index the capabilities of a government by a reading
of its laws, the current organization of its politics, and the
construction of its fields, ie. its organizational capacity to
intervene into the fields of society. The possibility for the
capture of policy fields or the production of new policy fields
depends on the current resources and rules, and the
opportunities presented to skilled actors by crises.

The theory of fields inplies that one would never want to
separate social novenent politics from"normal" politics. The
di fference between themis that social novenent politics are
trying to establish a new policy field or transforman existing
one, while in normal politics, incunbents are defending their
privileges.'® Thus, studying social novenents ("politics by
alternative neans"), nakes sense only if one recognizes that the

alternative neans are focussed on creating a new field or
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transform ng an exi sting one.

This view of the state and society opens up the terrain of
the dynam sm of nodern life. Incunbent actors in fields and
their connection to political fields tend to reproduce
t henmsel ves and try and di sorgani ze chal | engers. But, incunbent
actors face crisis either fromstates, induced by dependence on
another field, or by invaders from nearby fields.

New i nstitutional projects are always occurring in and
across societies. Skilled social actors armed wth cul tural
frames borrowed fromone field can try and create a new field.
Openi ngs can be provided by the intentional or unintentional
actions of governnments. Socially skilled actors mght mgrate
fromtheir current field if they perceive opportunities to
exploit. This neans that at any given nonent, fields are being
formed, in crisis, and being transforned.

The problem of the relation between fields, and between
fields and the state is one of the great theoretical frontiers
of institutional theory. The major issue is that fields are
dependent upon one another (Pfeffer and Sal anci k, 1977). Because
of this dependency, a crisis in sone field is |likely to set off
crises on other fields. As crises spread, pressure wll be
brought to bear on governnents to intervene, usually on the side
of incunbents. The problemis that sonetines the spread of these

crises follows explicable lines. But frequently, crises are
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i nduced as an uni ntended consequence of crisis in other fields.
Wil e we have frequently observed such effects, we have

virtually not theorized about them

Concl usi ons

It is utopian to believe that the encounters between the
new institutionalisns will eventually yield a commbn consensus
about definitions, nechanisnms, or the goals of such a theory
(Nee and Ingram 1997 seens nore optimstic on this point). New
institutional theory applied to the field of scholarship inplies
t hat schol ars have a huge stake in their own research agendas,
their disciplinary biases (ie. their cultural frames), and the
organi zati onal basis of their fields (Bourdieu, 1984). In
essence, as scholars, we live in fields (of schol arship) and
those fields constrain and enable us. At the end of the day, we
all have to be able to say that our cognitive franes are the
best ones (I, of course, include nmyself in this).

But there is sonething to be gained in the encounter
bet ween di sci plines and subfields. By observing the strengths
and weaknesses of different perspectives, one can see nore
starkly how one's viewis useful and limted, as well.
Cccasionally, one can see that there are ways to bring views of

processes together in a deeper way, a way that will encourage
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research, and get scholars to at | east see the virtue in one
another's point of view. New institutional theory suggests that
one cannot expect that these new insights will infiltrate the
core of any scholarly field, precisely because the reproduction
of that field depends on enforcing the dom nant concepti on of
the field. If fields succunb to other fields (ie. sociology
yields to economcs, for instance), they risk colonization and
absor pti on.

Thi s exercise reassures nme that sociology has a lot to add
to these discussions, sonething that econom cs and political
science will have great difficulty doing. | believe that al
institutional theories need a theory of fields based on the
differential power of organized actors and their use of cultural
tools, and the sociol ogical version is the nost conpelling.

Al'l institutional theories need a theory of action as well.
Rati onal choi ce and ganme theory have produced a stylized nodel
that is attractive and intuitive. | have sketched out what |
think part of a sociological alternative is. But this answer
remai ns undevel oped in this context (see Joas, 1996, for a
general argunent about the inportance of the interactionist
nodel ). This neans there is a ot of work to be done.

I n sociology, there has been another reaction to both
rational choice theory and nore traditional structurali st

approaches, one that has been called "a turn towards the
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cultural”, or nore radically, "social constructivist”. This is
usual ly intended to suggest that all social interaction requires
culture and context to nake sense. This is often intended as an
argunment agai nst both structural and rational accounts. But, as
| have tried to show, all new institutional theories, including
rational choice, viewinstitutions as social and cul tural
constructs and enphasi ze context. Indeed, the central agreenent
of all of the newinstitutionalisns is the need for both a
theory of local structure and action.

Modernity has produced the conditions under which actors
can fight back under crisis conditions and produce redefinitions
of fields. But it has al so neant the production of effective
soci al technologies to stabilize fields and prevent chall engers
fromdoing so. A theory that ignores either will have little
| uck explaining the dynam sm of nodernity and the unique tw sts
and turns it has taken.

My nore panoram c vision of a theory of society built from
a theory of institutions is even sketchier than the theory of
fields and action. To nove this theory along, will require
deeper delving into the links between the inportant organized
institutions of nodernity, the state, organi zed politics, social
novenents, and the econony. The theory of action and fields is a
set of evolving practices, a set of nyths, and part and parcel

of organized social life as we |ive and experience it every day.

a7



We are still at an early stage in discovering it and its

ef fects.
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Foot not es

| apol ogi ze in advance for any obvious om ssions of scholarship in what has beconme a vol un nous
erature.

Al'l social science theories try to analyze what "is" in order to suggest what "m ght" or "ought
be. For sone social scientists, rational social policy can be nade using these anal yses by
ernments. For others, analyses are neant to informsocial novenents about how their ends can be
ai ned.

The "new institutionalisns" began in different subfields across
ciplines: in political science, the study of Anerican politics,
ernational relations, the history of the nodern state, and conparative
itics; in economcs, the study of econonic history, technol ogical change,

the study of industrial structure including, nmarket structure, |law, and
m or gani zati on; in sociology, the study of organizations, politics, and
i al novenents.

States contain the fields in nodern societies where general rules are
nered out and enforced. Fields outside of states become organi zed
ording to general rules in society and |local rules that cone fromthe
eraction of groups in those fields.

This is an inportant distinction. Laws can intentionally or unintentionally create new fields.
ctices can be borrowed fromother fields. Either of these preexisting institutions can be used b
ors to frame interactions. This process of institutionalization is separate fromand even somewh
hogonal to the original production of the |aws or practices. As actors interact, they may end up
ucturing a field that was unintended by the original institution builders.

I ncunbents refer to the dom nant groups in a field while challengers
ers to outsider groups. This |anguage was used by Ganmson (1974) to
cri be social novenent organizations.

There are two sources of anbiguity here. People are not always aware that a field is about powe
y may deemtheir institutions "natural” and resist a power interpretation even if it is obvious
out si de observer. Moreover, nodern cognitive psychology tells us that the human mnd i nposes ord

reason on situations even where there is not necessarily any. So, while the gane played in any
Id will be structured around the power rel ations between groups, the game played in any arena
not sinply be reduced to the purposes of dom nating actors.

This can be read as how institutions should be constructed.

Most of social phil osophy sought to downplay the nalleability of
titutions and instead tried to ground themin human nature. Wiile sone
e been oriented towards |iberating people, nuch of social philosophy was
ented towards a justification of the status quo. This neant "naturalizing"

t existed in order to defend the status quo.

Both political science and sociol ogy have separated the study of soci al
enents frompolitical sociology. This separation makes little sense.
ial nmovenments are trying to open up new fields of action that could
nsf orm gover nments and organi zed politics. Enpirically, it is odd to
| ude the politics of those trying to organize new fields fromour analyses
politics 1n society in general. If one is trying to make sense of
ablished politics, it seens |udicrous to declare how those politics got
ablished as "not interesting”. Theoretically, social nmovenents reflect
itics in unorgani zed fields. Studying themw Il certainly informus about
e of the generic social processes in the formation of fields.

It al so does not mean that every western society converges to a single

of institutions. The real economc and political histories of these
i eti es have produced different conprom ses between political coalitions
reby producing different sets of "rules".

In economics, theory is used to produce "positive" results about how
ani zing sonme part of the econony a certain way mght turn out, and these
ults have "normative" inplications for the efficient allocation of scarce
i etal resources. Some sociol ogists have been interested in using theory
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enpirical study to characterize social problens and propose soci al
icies to aneliorate them Chers have been nore interested in radica
i al change and providing analysis for social novenents. Politica
entists want to use theory to franme policy options and debates.

This, of course, is the insight that rational choice theorists in
itical science took fromeconomcs. Gven a world of rational actors with
ed preferences, attaining ends woul d depend on perfect information and
ding optimal collective solutions to problens. Political rules and
ani zations, thus, had to overconme the war of all against all, by
erfully locking actors into procedures whereby agreenent was possible.

This strategy, of course, intentionally parallels the approach in
nom cs, where the question was, why would rational actors create firnms? In
itics, the question was, why would rational actors create rules and
ani zation to do politics? Wingast and Marshall intentionally use this
aphor by entitling their paper "The industrial organization of Congress"
82).

| agree with Meyer that nodernity is about the construction of the nyth
i ndi vidualismand the reconstitution of actors as | argued earlier in the
er. But | believe that this abstract idea is only part of the story which

be used to justify a large nunber of actions and social arrangenents. The
ger and nore inportant part of the story is the devel opnment of defining
ors, organi zing technol ogi es, and their subsequent use in state and

nony buil ding. Mreover, the purpose of institution building is for sets
actors to produce arenas of power where their positions are reproduced.

This point of view does not just turn the "other's" perspective into
tever one thinks it is (a "spin"), but is a serious attenpt to
athetically nake sense of what another thinks.

Low sel f esteem m ght be associated with effective actors as well.
ple could be driven to action better in order to feel better about
nmsel ves and feel meaningful attachments to groups. But, if they have
ficiently low self esteem they will interpret "success" as not providing
dence that they are worthy. This could bring themto continue to engage in
ressi ve "meani ng" nmaking projects, where they would always fail to find
ning and produce a positive identity for thensel ves.

Al'l rational choice theories in econonic and political science have
isted this idea so far. | think this reflects two concerns. First, it is
ficult to see how the emergence of an entrepreneur can be predicted and if

point of theorizing is to make predictions, then entrepreneurs fal
side the context of theory. Second, gane theory has relatively fixed
aneters and it is difficult to i magi ne how one could devel op a "gane"
re the whole point was that the game was transforned.

Soci al novenent politics can be oriented towards destruction of the
e system This nmeans a transformation in all of the fields of the state

the rest of society. For such a transformation to be possible, it follows
t a large nunber of fields would have to be in crisis. Such a crisis would
uire a societal w de disaster such as war or depression
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