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Politicsin Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis. By Paul Pierson. (Princeton

University Press, 2004.)

In Politicsin Time, Paul Pierson has written an important book thathigaging,
ambitious, and provocative. Its purpose is essinttaeefold: to advocate that political
scientists situate arguments in temporal perspadvillustrate a number of ways in which they
might do so, and to argue that much of the disogptioes not presently take time seriously
enough. The book is oriented not merely towarditptale scholars or historical institutionalists,
but rather “those interested in the attempt to bgvelaims about the social world that can
potentially reach across space and time” (7)—eaffebt all social scientists who seek to
advance generalizable explanations. In his eftoreach such a broad audience, Pierson engages
widely with the discipline and beyond, drawing ugbaoretical insights from Kenneth Arrow to
Arthur Stinchcombe, exploring causal mechanismsfpositive feedback to absorbing Markov
chains, and offering substantive examples from o8gressional committees to state-building
in early modern Europe.

The publication of Pierson’s book in 2004 occurirethe midst of a still-ongoing
resurgence of interest in qualitative methods antpbral arguments—stimulated in no small
part by Pierson’&merican Political Science Review article on path dependence published in
2000. Following an initial series of articles or tbources of institutional lock-in, a second wave
of scholarship by authors such as Kathleen ThelenJacob Hacker shifted the focus to ways in
which institutions change rather than remain staliks time.Politicsin Time, which presents
revised versions of four previously-published descas well as an entirely new introduction,

fifth chapter, and conclusion, plays the very ukgedle of encapsulating this evolution of the



literature and also offering an attempt at synthdglitimately, as Pierson argues in Chapter 5,
change and continuity must be seen as two sidédseafame coin.

Politicsin Time begins with a focus on institutional continuitya\path dependence and
positive feedback. Examining the mechanisms thstagu stability over time in economic
history, Pierson argues that such processes sheutl least as common in the political realm.
Reasons include the prevalence of collective adtigrolitics; the potentially self-reinforcing
accumulation of power asymmetries; the absencepata mechanism to clearly indicate
optimal behavior; and the centrality of formal ihgions, which have large set-up costs and
generate learning effects, coordination effectd, aataptive expectations. When political actors
begin to travel down a self-reinforcing path—eveae that is eventually considered inferior to
the road not taken—reversal is unlikely becausd@thort time horizons of many political
actors and the obstacles to change built into npaiiical institutions.

Having established the importance of positive feethmechanisms, the second chapter
of Pierson’s book examines the closely relatedasguiming and sequence. Here, he advocates
an approach that combines the insights and prectficational choice models of legislative
cycling with the attention to large-scale sociamepes that have been the mainstay of historical
institutionalism and American political developmeBéquencing arguments, he maintains, need
not be “Dr. Seuss-style,” ad-hoc explanations imcWlit “just so happened” that one event
followed another. Rather, the best of these argtsnfustrate, often via comparison, how the
order of particular events matters crucially fog #ventual outcome. Examples include the self-
reinforcing incumbency advantages enjoyed by ayghédt initially “fills up” a political space,
such as by organizing the working class. Futurepmiitors for this constituency will have

greater difficulty than if they had been the fiostes to occupy the same political niche.



The third chapter of Pierson’s book shifts the ®ofnom arguments emphasizing
continuity to those that focus on long-term charMany topics in political science, Pierson
argues, are those in which cause immediately pescefiect and both occur relatively quickly.
The tendency to limit time horizons of researchidsn this fashion, however, ignores a number
of important processes, such as cumulative catlseshold effects, and causal chains, in which
the cause or the outcome unfolds over a signifipanbd of time or there is substantial temporal
separation between the two. Pierson argues thatehe toward research involving only short-
term independent and dependent variables risksiéxg many of the classic subjects in
political science, such as party-system changestatd-building. An exclusively short-term
focus may even contribute to errors of causal erfee if scholars mistakenly treat slow-moving
causal variables as mere background conditions.

An excessively static approach to political sciecae occur not only in the selection of
research topics, but also in the explanation dftui®nal origins—an argument Pierson
develops in the fourth chapter. HelRalitics in Time takes aim at “actor-centered
functionalism”—the rational-choice claim that inigtions exist because farsighted, purposive,
and instrumental actors benefit from them. Drawipgn numerous empirical examples, Pierson
lays out six limitations to this perspective. Ihgions may have multiple or unanticipated
effects, such that their existence cannot be exgtaby a simple reading of their creators’
preferences. Designers also may adopt institutifmmais for non-instrumental reasons, such as
diffusion or cultural specificity. Actors may hashort time horizons, creating institutions with
undesirable long-term effects, or their preferemoay change over time as institutions remain
stable. Finally, political actors themselves magrae; a new generation may inherit institutions

that reflect previous actors’ preferences rathantieir own.



In recognition of these limitations to the ratioohbice perspective, many historical and
sociological institutionalists have begun to attite mechanisms of how institutions change
over time. Yet in Chapter 5, Pierson argues thiftirsép from an assumption of static institutions
to an exclusive focus on fluidity involves too muafha swing of the pendulum. Research on
institutional change, which has identified mecharssuch as critical junctures, layering,
conversion, and diffusion, places undue emphasth®@malleability of institutions at the hands
of entrepreneurs or the losers from previous rowfg®litical competition, and it does not
predict when we should expect one type of insbhal change versus another. Most
importantly, arguments about institutional chanfierolose sight of the sources of institutional
stability, such as coordination problems, veto tmiasset specificity, and positive feedback.
Thus, Pierson concludes by proposing five distiesearch agendas on processes of institutional
development that seek a synthesis between argumeots change and continuity.

As mentioned at the outset, the objective of Pressbook is not only to illustrate ways
in which political scientists can incorporate teenporal dimension into their research, but also
to argue that much of the discipline does not prigéake time seriously enough. While
acknowledging that rational choice scholars andhtzive methodologists ofteszan model
long-term historical processes, Pierson insiststtieoretical possibility does not translate into
typical practice. The main evidence to support thagm is presented in Chapter 3, where he
shows that in several top political science jowsnatticles investigating short-term causes and
outcomes vastly outnumber those in which changaimdependent or dependent variable
occurs over a long period of time. Yet in attrilngtthis outcome to the rise of rational choice
analysis and quantitative methods, Pierson mouedlie realm of assertions that—while

plausible—he does not have data to support.



Similarly, Pierson argues that statistical toolsdstimating complex temporal
relationships “frequently go unexploited” (168)dahat while it is possible to incorporate long-
term sociological processes into rational choigeaations of comparative politics, “they are
not the kinds of hypotheses that these analystsalyp go looking for” (100). Yet it is
guestionable whether typical practice is so myeapia time when Beck and Katz’'s 1995 article
on time-series cross-sectional methods is the mast-cited article in the history of the
American Political Science Review, and Acemoglu and Robinson’s rational choice asslyf
long-term processes of democratization has gertesatenuch excitement among comparativist
formal modelers. Quantitative and rational-choicleatars certainly approach the temporal
dimension in a different manner than does Piersanhis point is that it is rare for these
scholars to take time seriousliall. His critiques of tendencies in the discipline natymately
be accurate, yet they would be much stronger if there accompanied by a more convincing
empirical demonstration of actual practice.

Despite overstepping the bounds of its own evidevizen critiquing current practice on
the quantitative and formal side of the discipliResrson’s book nonetheless offers an excellent
demonstration of best practice on the qualitatide as well as a convincing claim that all
political scientists should take time seriouslygowill certainly dispute the book’s arguments,
but one suspects that that is precisely the aghotention. Indeed, the greatest valu®adlitics
in Time lies in the fact that is certain to stimulate (amdeed, has already begun to stimulate) an
important process of debate about temporal prosesgmlitics and the ways in which different

research traditions can better address them ifuthee.
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