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Comparative Politics

Starting from the principal-agent perspective, this book offers a new analy-
sis of government. It interprets political institutions as devices designed to
solve the omnipresent principal-agent game in politics. In other words how
to select, instruct, monitor and evaluate political agents or elites so that they
deliver in accordance with the needs and preferences of their principal: the
population.

This book explores whether there are any evolutionary mechanisms
in politics which guide mankind towards the rule of law regime, domesti-
cally and globally. It combines a cross-sectional approach with a longitudi-
nal one.

Comparing the extent of the rule of law among states, using a set of data
from 150 countries concerning political and social variables, the author
seeks to understand why there is such a marked difference among states.
Taking a state-centred perspective and looking at countries with a popu-
lation larger than one million people during the post-Second World War
period, the book examines:

e the stability and performance of states;

e the conditions for the rule of law regime: economic, social, cultural and
institutional;

e the evolution of governments towards rule of law.

Comparative Politics: The principle—agent perspective will be of interest to students
and scholars of comparative politics, government, political theory and law.

Jan-Erik Lane is professor of comparative politics at the University of
Geneva and he also teaches at the University of the South Pacific.
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Foreword

The key problem in comparative politics being how to account for the
variation in macro-political institutions, this book starts from the assump-
tion that political regimes involve in one way or another a resolution to
principal-agent problems in politics. They concern: How does one select,
instruct and monitor rulers or politicians so that they govern a country in
the interests of the principal of the political body, namely the population?
This assumption sets the book off from other approaches to comparative
politics and links this subdiscipline of political science with recent advances
in game theory and the economics of information. The structure of the book
in three parts follows from my ambition to offer a concise presentation of
one of the main themes in comparative politics, namely rule of law, in terms
of principal—agent theory.

Part I derives the core problems of political stability and democracy from
a micro foundation in the principal-agent approach. According to this
approach, the principal would search for institutions that constrain the
agents, leading them to exercise political power in a predictable and
accountable manner. Chapter 1 makes a survey of the states of the world as
they may be counted today, looking at various properties of statehood, in
particular state persistence, with state stability in general and regime
longevity in particular discussed at length. In Chapter 2, state performance
is analysed, including the record of states in terms of rule of law as well as
key policy outputs and social outcomes.

Parc II probes into the general conditions for rule of law. Chapter 3
focuses on the set of structural conditions and their consequences for rule of
law. Employing various typologies for the presentation of institutions,
Chapter 4 discusses the impact of salient institutions. In Chapter 5 the
problem of regime transition is brought up, namely how states have recently
tried to introduce economic and political regimes that restrain elites.
Chapter 6 explores the implications of principal-agent theory for under-
standing electoral volatility in democracies.

Part 111 outlines an evolutionary theory explaining how systems of polit-
ical authority develop. Chapter 7 identifies the key political selection
mechanisms. Chapter 8 examines city states and ancient empires. Chapter 9



Foreword — xv

explores ancient empires, and Chapter 10 analyses feudalism: ancient and
modern, while Chapter 11 deals with the modern state and colonialism.
Chapter 12 examines the regionalisation of the state, and the concluding
chapter states the case for the evolutionary superiority of the rule of law
regime.

This study is based on a selected set of some 150 countries, all with a
population larger than one million, for which Svante Ersson (in Parts I
and II) managed to gather a set of data concerning political, economic and
social variables. To come to grips with the immense variation in dara about
state and country characteristics around the world, T will use a country
classification with 11 categories. The country categories in this classifica-
tion include: (1) Arab, (2) Western Europe, (3) Eastern Europe, (4) other
occidentals: North America and Australia plus New Zealand as well as
Israel, (5) South Asia, (6) Sub-Saharan Africa, (7) Muslim non-Arab, (8)
Latin America, (9) Turkish: Turkey and Central Asia, (10) Asean plus 3 and
(11) The Pacific (The Philippines and Papua New Guinea). This classifica-
tion takes a number of factors into account such as religion, ethnicity and
historical legacy. It is based upon the recently surging interest in culture in
general and civilisations in particular (Huntington, 1997; Lane and Ersson,
2005).

The level of exposition has been kept elementary, as my hope is that the
volume could be used in graduate courses in comparative politics. Applying
the principal-agent approach to comparative government, it looks upon the
rulers or the politicians as the agents of the population, raising crucial ques-
tions about motivation, remuneration, monitoring and information as well
as especially the rules that channel this interaction. I have drawn upon the
Lane and Rohner article “Institution Building and Spillovers” in Swiss Polit-
ical Science Review (2004), Vol. 10 (1): 77-90, as well as the Lane and Ersson
article “Party System Instability in Europe: Persistent Differences in Volatil-
ity between West and East?” in Democratization (2007), Vol. 14 (1): 92—110.
I could not have written this book without all the data assistance of Svante
Ersson (Umea university) and the correctional skills of Sylvia Dumons
(University of Geneva). The basic ideas in this volume were presented at
seminars in the Political Science Department at the Hebrew University in
Jerusalem and the University of South Pacific in Suva. I wish to acknow-
ledge the assistance provided by a Hebrew University Forchheimer Visiting
Professorship in the Department of Political Science in the spring of 2006.
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Introduction

Micro foundations of comparative politics

Comparative politics has known a number of approaches, from the so-called
traditional framework (classical institutionalism) over functionalism and
systems analysis and the dependency approach to rational choice and neo-
institutionalism or new institutionalism (Almond ez /., 2003; Newton and
van Deth, 2005). The principal-agent framework for analysing how one
group of actors — the principal — contracts with another set of actors — the
agents — to get things done, has received increasing attention in economics
and business administration (Laffont, 2003). The time has come to explore
what this model offers when interpreting politics, either in micro studies
such as elections or in macro studies such as with comparative politics.
Polities are social systems that certain actors operate for specific purposes.
Political systems are supported by certain groups of people and sometimes
opposed by other groups. Polities give rise to benefits and costs for the
human beings involved, which can best be stated in terms of the prin-
cipal-agent model.

The basic motive in politics with the population is, I surmise, safety.
Human beings set up and support political regimes because they wish to
live in safety against foreign intruders or domestic violence. Thus a polit-
ical community arises from the need for protection. Economies of scale
explain why the community would turn to a set of agents to handle this
protection, namely the rulers or the politicians (Olson, 2001; Barzel, 2002).
Yet, how can the population contract with agents who take on this task
concerning concrete objectives, tools of governance, remuneration of agents
and so on? First and foremost, the principal would be interested in having
influence over the agent as to selection, monitoring, dismissal, renewal and
so on.

Thus, a political community in this model would have two kinds of inter-
ests: (1) peace and security; (2) control over the agents and decent remunera-
tion of them. Political communities tend to regard foreign intrusion as
especially threatening. Thus, they search for some mechanism that can offer
protection against invasion. Similarly, internal political stability is high in
esteem, since the population would wish to stay away from the Hobbesian
predicament: war of all against all (bellum omnium contra omnes). The political



2 Introduction

community may be protected by a set of agents, the rulers, but who protects
the community against the rulers if they wish to engage in oppression of
their own community, or if they turn greedy, searching for huge resources in
order to pay for pharaonic enterprises or their own lavish consumption?
Juvenal, satirical poet of the late first and early second century AD, stated the
rhetorical question “Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?” (“Who shall guard the
guards themselves?”) in On Women, discussing the usefulness of having
eunuchs guard one’s women. Thus, the rule of law perspective upon govern-
ment arises as one solution to Juvenal’s question.

Primarily, a polity provides protection of the life of the members of the
community. The regime would need to keep out potential intruders as well
as make sure that the internal order is not threatened by insurgency. When
there are no outside threats from other political communities, then regime
survival hinges upon internal matters. When a country has external and
internal stability, then there results a total value, V, to society, covering eco-
nomic and non-economic benefits from peace and prosperity. The size of V
will vary with the type of society and its degree of economic advancedness.

Crucial here is the nature of the contract between the population and its
guardian agents. Although the agents and the political community have
similar interests in fending off foreign intruders and domestic anarchy or
anomie, they differ in their opinions about the rights and privileges of the
agents vis-a-vis the political community. Assuming that agents attempt to
maximise their share of the community resources, they would be inclined
or tend to loot, meaning amassing as much of the resources as they can for
themselves unless constrained. Again assuming an ambition to maximise
utility, the political community would prefer a modest remuneration for its
agents, just enough to elicit a large effort. This sets up a game where the
outcome will depend upon the capacity of the agents to drive the commun-
ity to pay remuneration for the services of the agents out of the total value
of society, V.

Both the community and the agents wish to safeguard the value V for
themselves, keeping out intruders. This constitutes the basis of collaboration
between the political community and the agents. Conflict arises concerning
the division of V between the agents on the one hand, securing V(A), and
the community on the other hand, to be given V(C)=V—V(A). The agents
may, theoretically, be prepared to invest resources into the effort of max-
imising V(A) up to the limit where all of V(A) is dissipated. The political
community would first and foremost look for a share of V that enables them
to survive. When they are confronted by such predatory capture of V by the
agents that their survival level is threatened, then uproar would be a rational
strategy to pursue in order to push back the share V(A) of V. The principal
may wish to limit the time that agents can enjoy the full value of govern-
ment, opening up these tasks to competition. The principal will attempt to
institutionalise the remuneration V(A).

One may conceive of alternative outcomes of the interaction between the



