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I. Democracy as a Developmental Paradigm, what did we get wrong?

Democracies are often expected to improve governance by increasing answerability, ensuring
broad incorporation of citizen interests, and ensuring accountability between citizens and politicians.
Well-functioning democracies are then expected to foster development. Citizens elect representatives who
aggregate interests and pass legislation to be carried out by agents of the state. Those agents compose the
bureaucracy or administration, and their task is considered a matter of logistics, administration, or
implementation. Generally, political scientists have preferred to ignore the workings of the administration
as the machinery of the state and focus instead on democracy itself. Fix democracy, and development will
follow.1 But in this memo, I make the case that understanding both democratic legitimacy and
development requires a shift away from the democracy-first paradigm to instead understand how the state
interacts with democratic institutions to influence outcomes. Understanding the administrative state is
crucial, because although unelected, the bureaucracy is a key interface or conduit between citizens and the
elected political elite—both upward in accountability, and downward through service provision.

II. Contemporary challenges have placed greater weight on states
Understanding the state and its relationship to democracy is more important than ever given the

weight now placed on states. Consider the effects of three trends: polarization, policy complexity, and
corruption plus patronage.

Polarization. When parties are unable to articulate and aggregate interests to reach a compromise,
more is expected of states. If the US legislature were able to reach consensus on immigration, for
example, then executive policy making in this domain would be less important and political
grandstanding (about DACA or migrants shipped from republican or democratic states) reduced. When
legislatures fail to address problems, problems don’t go away. Instead, greater expectations are placed on
the state and often the executive. This is not a new phenomenon: Guillermo O’Donnell (1994) long ago
highlighted the phenomena of delegative democracies in Latin America wherein executives were
conferred greater authority to tackle crises that seemed difficult for legislatures to solve.

Policy Complexity. At the same time, policy issues in many areas have become incredibly
complex. Consider net neutrality issues, missile defense, emissions regulations, and intellectual property.
Understanding broad swathes of public policy requires considerable expertise. The complexity of

1 There is, of course, a state-first hypothesis, which suggests that countries state building prior to democratization is
essential for the development of high-capacity democracies (Shefter; Fukuyama 2014). There is much to be said for
this account, but it doesn’t offer Latin America and other countries that have gone in the wrong order much of a way
forward. Moreover, it overlooks changes that can happen within democratic contexts.
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problems faced, and the challenges of crafting working coalitions, are so great that legislatures often
confer considerable policy-making power on the administration through the regulatory process. Even
when statutes seek to resolve important and complex issues, there is often considerable uncertainty and
ambiguity that must be resolved by bureaucrats within the executive branch. The combination of
polarization and the urgency of complex policy issues means that the bureaucracy often is asked to step in
to inform and design policies.

The complexity of modern societies has driven the growth of considerable bureaucratic authority
across a wide range of economic, environmental, and social regulation. In the United States, because the
framers of the US Constitution laid out very little about the executive branch, over time a considerable
body of administrative law developed through statutes (notably the Administrative Procedures Act 1946)
and court decisions such as Chevron (1984) have filled the void.2 Even so, hanging over administrative
law is the (hotly debated) question: Is any of the administrative state even legal according to the
constitution?

Transferring considerable lawmaking powers to the bureaucracy raises thorny questions about
democratic legitimacy.3 When experts make decisions about opening and closing schools, vaccines, or
environmental issues, for example, the political leanings of such individuals and their loyalty to the
president become increasingly salient. Of course, the president is elected and therefore part of the chain of
democratic accountability, but the extent of presidential intervention in such decisions varies depending
on the democracy. Indeed, hanging over the whole situation is a question of who is in charge (the
president him or herself, civil servants, and what role the court plays) and how decisions are made (what
procedures constrain these processes). What role does democracy play in this regard? In the US, the
Administrative Procedure Act (APA) and the DC Circuit Court have sought to inject democratic
accountability into executive policy making through the notice and comment period and the requirement
that agencies offer reasons for regulatory decisions, but in other countries such as France, there are few
participatory requirements. Likewise, in Chile a capable but insulated state struggles to incorporate
broader input. Even when participatory requirements exist, it is questionable how accessible they are to
regular citizens or how responsive they are to organized interests. Cumbersome processes may also
reduce risk taking and slow efficient decision making.

Corruption and patronage. Simultaneously, we see another trend with worrying implications and
deep roots: the need to raise cash for elections or pay off parties to get anything done in the legislature.
Corruption and patronage hamper the ability of democracies to deliver. Consider the executive who seeks
to advance the public good but is faced with a difficult choice given the institutional setup. In Brazil, for
example, minority presidents must find a way to mollify a majority of the 30 or so parties to get anything
passed by Congress. Presidents often convince legislators by legitimate means: offering jobs in the
administration, pork-barrel spending, or policy concessions. But consensus can also be reached by illegal
methods. Indeed, this institutional design has contributed to the largest corruption scandals in history, with

3 Bureaucracies also are conferred considerable lawmaking power for another set of reasons. In many parts of the
developing world, older administrative law systems have been copied and pasted into very different institutional
structures. For example, a variety of countries in Latin America (and elsewhere) have imported European and
administrative systems with significant features of transplanted models missing. French law was imported without
administrative courts, for example, and the logic of German administrative law, developed in a parliamentary
system, has been adopted into presidential democracies. This leaves gaping holes in terms of who decides on policy
matters, often enhancing the authority of the executive. In addition, throughout much of the developing world,
institutional weakness remains an important problem (Brinks, Levitsky, and Murillo 2019). Rules on the books are
regularly ignored, and the absence of strong institutions, the autonomy of the president and the administrative state
to decide on important matters is enhanced.

2 Chevron USA, Inc. v. Natural Resources Defense Council (1984).
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Congressional members benefiting from corruption in various colorful forms. In the US, up until the
1990s, earmarks helped Congressional leaders to craft compromise bills, even as they were viewed by
many as corrupt. There are various versions of this story in different political contexts, but the result is the
same in almost all: the inability to get anything done, or only do things through corrupt means, has
implications for faith in democracy.

Given the challenges of injecting democratic accountability and legitimacy into bureaucratic
policymaking, citizens have increasingly opted for a populists and strong executives from outside the
administration who might counter the power of special interests and unelected bureaucrats. We have seen
similar dynamics play out in contexts that might otherwise seem very different, including the US and
Brazil, with executives attacking the administrative (“deep”) state even while relying on it in the absence
of agreements among elected officials on issues.

How democracies and bureaucracies are organized has important implications for both democracy
and for the lives of citizens the world over. All societies struggle with who decides policy and how, but
we know very little about those struggles.

III. The challenges of shifting the focus

Democracy—the input side of politics—has been the focus in political science. But the
output—what democracies produce—shapes trust in institutions, inspires faith in the democratic system,
and determines the extent to which citizens might wish to “drain the swamp” and vote in populists.
Studying the state, however, proves challenging, and there are at least two reasons political scientists
haven’t developed more research in this regard.

First, methodological challenges. States are complex, diverse. Researchers are plagued by the
question: “What is your dependent variable and how are you going to measure it?” If we wish to explain
variation in accountability, capacity, autonomy, government effectiveness, how can those be measured?
What is the unit of analysis: governmental agency, state? Government agencies produce very different
outputs: foreign policy, agriculture regulations, vaccines. Of course, sectoral analysis has become
important in this regard, but focusing solely on health or the environment often relegates studies to public
policy and never reunites them with broader questions of democracy and an understanding of the state.
Innovative work has started moving in this direction,4 but overall political scientists are familiar with a
few notable qualitative works (e.g., Evans 1985, Carpenter 2001; Fukuyama 2014; Wilson 1989), but this
has not developed into a broader research agenda.

Second, there are important disciplinary challenges. Political science in the time of Frank
Goodnow, the first president of the American Political Science Association, firmly included public
administrative and administrative law in the study of political science.5 But over time, public
administration was relegated to a separate discipline and the rise of schools of public policy and a focus
on public management eroded the prestige of public administration as a scholarly field of study (Kettl
2022, 987). And of course, administrative law is the purview of lawyers, often overshadowed by

5 Goodnow taught administrative law at Columbia (1883–1914), and in his book Politics and Administration (1900)
he argues, “A study of government which exclude the consideration of the administrative system and actual
administrative methods is as liable to lead to error as the speculations of that political theorist which have no regard
for the principles of public law” (44).

4 For example, Carpenter and his coauthors (2022) leverage a broad suite of measurements to provide the first
large-scale assessment of wealth inequality in agency rulemaking. Future versions would cite the work of many
other authors here, but the broader point remains.
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constitutional law—even though constitutional law doesn’t contain the answers for many questions of
who decides policy and how.

IV. The Way Forward: A Shift in Emphasis

I am advocating a shift in emphasis from the democracy-first paradigm that expects democracies
to deliver to one that investigates how democratic forces interact with the state. What does a shift in
emphasis require? What are the advantages? Integrating the state into political science research requires
disaggregating the state, developing a basic understanding of a shared vocabulary, and considering the
interests and capabilities jointly.

“Bringing back the state” never really fulfilled its mission (Evans, et al. 1985), largely because
focus fell on “the state” as a whole instead of considering the state in all its complexity. But if the goal is
to understand why certain promises of better governance are realized while others remain stubbornly
unachieved, the research program must evolve to address bureaucratic capacity within national
bureaucracies. To bring the state back in requires recognizing that it often constructs policies for reform,
constitutes the political institutional setting that shapes the reform process, and can also be the political
driver for reform (Bersch 2019; Taylor 2020, 194-228; Schmidt 2009). Perhaps most importantly it means
recognizing that states vary dramatically—not only cross-nationally, but also within countries (Bersch et
al. 2017; Gingerich 2013; McDonnell 2020). The state must also be disaggregated to reveal both
bureaucratic capability and autonomy. One effort to provide such detailed empirical data at the
cross-national level and within countries is led by the Global Survey of Public Servants (GSPS), an
international research initiative to generate survey data from public servants in government institutions
around the world (Fukuyama et al., 2022). The GSPS Indicators are based on responses from over
1,000,000 public servants in over 1,000 government institutions in 23 countries. With more to follow, the
expanding country coverage may over time allow research to craft the detailed comparisons that the
V-Dem revolution has created.

Studying the interaction between the state and democratic institutions requires a shared
understanding and a basic vocabulary. Most Americans have a very weak understanding of executive
policy making. For scholars of American politics, understanding the Chevron doctrine and the role of the
APA would open new research agendas on the state. Exploring state structures in Europe and the adoption
of European administrative law into Latin American presidential democracies would shed light on the
lack of horizontal accountability in the region as well as why processes such as tutela demands have
exploded. More broadly political scientists could consider the relationship between the functioning of the
state and democratic legitimacy. To what extent are unelected bureaucrats in fact offering a different type
of deliberative democracy—accepting input and carrying out deliberative processes? How does the
composition of state officials influence policy leanings and outcomes?

Studies should also consider capabilities as well as interests and the factors that shape and
constrain them. Many analyses regarding issues of governance, development, and especially corruption
will simply highlight an absence of “political will,” emphasizing the motivation to reform. Indeed,
political will is important, but might itself be recast as shaped by institutional configurations. It is also
only one factor. We might consider both interests and capabilities as well as time-horizons of political,
judicial, and bureaucratic actors. After all, without the capabilities and right policies, political will often
means very little. How many Latin American executives have come to their positions with the “will” to
improve their nations, only to find themselves hemmed in by challenges beyond their resources or
capabilities? Or take the El Salvadorian presidents who applied political will and followed the “right”
policies only to watch World Bank recommendations fall short when applied in the El Salvadorian
context. Such failures over the long run undermine faith in democracy.
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Shifting the research agenda also has practical implications. Ideas in political science (e.g.,
capture theory) have an important role in shaping who governs. The most prominent administrative law
book begins with dominant theories of administrative behavior, arguing that “the structure of
administrative institutions, and the doctrines of administrative law, cannot help but be shaped by the
theories of agency behavior that are dominant at any particular time” (Lawson 2022, 79).6 Although
political scientists often downplay their relevance to the real-world, administrative lawyers readily
recognize that the most influential political science theories at a particular time can have a
disproportionate power in shaping who governs, especially through the decisions of judges on the DC
Circuit who decide administrative law cases. Judges have been quietly deciding who decides on policy,
and indications suggest that they decide based on dominant thoughts about agency motivations. Is the
dominant thinking that bureaucrats easily fall prey to capture? Are they neutral experts? These are
empirical questions that political scientists ought to consider carefully as shaping jurisprudence.

Even as we would normatively wish for democracies, understanding the state and who governs
matters not just in democracies but also autocracies. Paying greater attention across these contexts to who
governs and how may shape our understanding for the relationship between state and regime type.

Could it be that more functional states might enhance confidence, trust, participation in
democracy? Who governs (and how) has implications for democracies and non-democracies; as yet,
however, we have very little understanding of what happens in states and how it relates to democracy. We
need more research that explores the workings of the state if we are to understand what brought us here
and how best to move forward. This isn’t a new approach as much as a shift in emphasis. Given Frank
Fukuyama’s work in this regard, this is perhaps an unsurprising message here, but what is surprising is
that it has taken so long to develop. Truly understanding the state requires reuniting key concepts from
across disciplines—Frank and I have sought to do this in terms of legal scholarship in our forthcoming
Annual Review of Political Science article, but there is much to be done in this regard.
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