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Introduction

ONE OF THE most profound but not always fully understood challenges to
modern political economy and institutional theory is the diversity of institu-
tional forms that give substance and structure to political and economic life.
Diversity shouldn’t be a surprise. Institutional arrangements are intricate clus-
ters of rules and human interactions, shaped in large measure by the variety of
situations of social life. The mere diversity of situations is enough to create a
wide variety of possible arrangements. If we add to all that the variety of indi-
viduals’ possible preferences, beliefs, interpretations, and strategies, all lead-
ing to possible new rules and situations, we start to grasp the huge range of
potential combinations in their evolving dynamism. All of the above suggest
the measure in which institutional diversity is indeed messy and complex. It
doesn’t lend itself easily to analysis. When it comes to institutions, “carving
nature at its joints” and arranging it in classes is not a simple and straightfor-
ward process. And yet, more often than not, in our institutional theories and
in our designs we tend to brush off this profound challenge. More often than
not, homogeneity is assumed or expected, while heterogeneity is considered
as marginal, unessential, of limited relevance. The limits of this strategy may
not be so obvious as long as one is operating mainly as a social scientist, fol-
lowing the notion that social scientists produce generalizations and test them,
while the burden of applying the insights thus gained to practical problems
and social dilemmas is the business of “practitioners.”

But what happens if, instead of the typical approach, which gives a position
of preeminence to theoretical generalizations and considers the applied level
an extension of peripheral interest, we start by focusing on tangible, applied
problems and puzzles, and we consider institutional theory in the light of
its instrumental value to contextualized analysis and institutional design?
Elinor and Vincent Ostrom’s lifework is a case study giving many clues and
some possible answers to this question. Their approach is well known for
aiming not for grand generalizations but for understanding the nature and
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possible solutions to specific problems of collective action, governance, and
social dilemmas in various settings and circumstances. Making governance
dilemmas and the applied dimension the starting point, as well as the filter of
our interest, reveals a different configuration of concepts and themes marking
and linking the practice-to-theory continuum. And it is noteworthy that at the
core of this configuration the problem of diversity and heterogeneity emerges
as salient and pivotal.

“The presence of order in the world,” writes E. Ostrom (1998), “is largely
dependent upon the theories used to understand the world. We should not
be limited, however, to only the conceptions of order derived from the work
of Smith and Hobbes.” That is to say, we should not limit our approaches
to theoretical frameworks of the State and to theoretical frameworks of the
Market. We need theories that match the extensive variety of institutional
arrangements existent in the world. In response to that need, the Ostroms
have charted and explored a novel domain of the complex institutional real-
ity of social life: the rich institutional arrangements that are neither states
nor markets. Small and large, multipurpose or just focused on one good or
service, they display a daunting variety of functions and structures: suburban
municipalities, neighborhood organizations, churches, voluntary associations,
and informal entities like those solving the common-pool resources dilemmas
the Ostroms studied and documented around the world. In their work they
identified the functional principles behind them, tried to find out whether
their very diverse forms could be understood as parts of broader patterns,
and charted the logig of the-institutional process involved. In many cases they
found that such institutional arrangements may be related to, and yet differ-
ent from, both “the state” and “the market.” They also found that, irrespective
of what one may call these arrangements, in order to analyze them one needs
theoretical lenses that do not well fit the classical dichotomy, defined by two
and only two major institutional models. This is the reason why the Ostroms’
perspective is so difficult to categorize. Rooted in economics, public policy,
and political science, recognized by the most prestigious awards in political
science and public administration as well as a Nobel Prize in economics, their
work develops new approaches to both familiar and unfamiliar social phe-
nomena, while transcending the constraints and simplifications imposed by
existing disciplinary boundaries.

And thus, the Bloomington scholars’ work, by drawing our attention to
the phenomenon of institutional diversity and its implications for governance
and public policy, reminds us at the same time that our theoretical lenses are
simplifying devices that allow us to see some things in profound ways but, at
the same time, obscure others. We are reminded why in political economy, as
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in any other social science, the methodological tension between generaliza-
tion and specification is so intense and consequential and cannot be simply
assumed away. In addition to that, we learn that, lured by the beauty and par-
simony of our theories and models, we may be missing the remaixable facts
of institutional diversity. The Ostroms’ studies warn us that a predisposition
toward homogenization is profoundly rooted in our models of man, action,
and institutional order. The homogenization, super-simplification, and for-
mulaic conceptualization in our theories of institutions is in many respects
a function of a parallel homogenization of human agents that we practice at
the micro level.

For instance, in her studies on collective action, Elinor Ostrom has repeat-
edly drawn attention to the problem of actor and social heterogeneity and its
implications for institutional order and institutional theory. One of her major
concerns has been that in the relevant literature, although “the assumption of
homogeneity was made for theoretical reasons,” it has been too often used as a
close approximation of reality, despite the fact that “heterogeneity is a preemi-
nent aspect.” Even more important, although “heterogeneity has been obvious
to empirical research,” too little work has focused on itand its consequences”
(Ostrom and Keohane 1995; Poteete, Jansen, and Ostrom 2010). Her take in
this respect is both eye-opening and challenging.

What would happen if we started to look at social order through the twin
lenses of heterogeneity and institutional diversity? In a sense, this book is an
attempt to chart and explore several avenues entailed by this challenge. Its
premise is that whether one likes it or not, the related problems of heterogene-
ity, institutional diversity, and pluralism are a major (and more often than not,
unacknowledged) issue in the literature dedicated to institutionalism, gover-
nance, and institutional design. Revisiting this challenge opens up a window
into the core of the institutionalist contemporary research agenda and implies
an assessment of the state and promise of institutionalism, broadly defined
as a family of research programs in which institutional emergence, structure,
and change are programmatically used as key dependent and independent
variables in the conceptual reconstruction of a discipline, field, or thematic
area. The re-examination in this light of some of the key themes and concepts
of the Ostroms’ contribution becomes thus a vehicle for a discussion not only
of their research agenda but also of the future of institutionalism, political
economy, and, for that matter, any research program in which the problem of
governance and the theory of collective action are central.

The Ostroms’ distinctive approach was considered from the very begin-
ning an evolving part of the “public choice revolution” exploding in the 1960s.
As William C. Mitchell framed it in his 1988 Public Choice article, “Virginia,
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Rochester, and Bloomington: Twenty-Five Years of Public Choice and Political
Science,” the Ostroms’ school has established itself rapidly as one of the pre-
eminent centers of the movement. Three distinct schools of thought have
appeared, he wrote, changing the ways we understand the economic and
political reality. These schools could be labeled based on their geographical
locations: Virginia, Rochester, and Bloomington. “At each of these institutions
one or two dominant figures led.. . the effort to construct theories of collective
choice: Riker at Rochester, Buchanan and Tullock at various Virginia univer-
sities, and the Ostroms at Indiana.” In the years after Mitchell’s article was
published, Bloomington has not only consolidated its position as one of the
preeminent centers of the public choice but also transformed its blend of pub-
lic choice into a unique form of institutional theory. In the process, it created
a unique research agenda, becoming one of the most dynamic and productive
centers of scholarly work in social sciences in general. The fact that Elinor
Ostrom was a recipient of the 2009 Nobel Prize in Economics was a telling
recognition of Bloomington school's important contributions to the study of
institutions and economic governance.

Yet, in the celebratory and retrospective mood created by such honors and
public recognition, the Bloomington agenda is far from making its closing
arguments. This book argues that if followed consistently, the logic intrinsic
to the agenda developed in the last four decades by Elinor and Vincent Ostrom
is leading to a unique brand of institutionalism, a research program taking
seriously and dealing systematically with the theoretical, empirical, and nor-
mative problems of heterogéneity and its consequence and condition, institu-
tional diversity.

The Ostroms started in the 1960s with a theory of collective action based on
a theory of goods, theories that were emerging at that time from the mantle of
neoclassical economics as major building blocks of the new, modern political
economy. In time, their work on governance created one of the main channels
of the transition from public choice to the new institutionalism. Today, look-
ing back to the broad field covered (and in many cases created) by them and
revisiting the insights growing from the theoretical and empirical studies of
collective action and governance done by a large number of scholars in several
disciplines, the main conclusion is that the results are in many respects not
quite what one may have desired or expected initially, in the light of the theories
and conjectures advanced by authors such as Mancur Olson, Garret Hardin, or
even Gordon Tullock. Generalizing proved to be very difficult. A key variable
like heterogeneity (of preferences, beliefs, or endowments) may both facilitate
and impede collective action, as a function of circumstances and situational
logic. What goes for heterogeneity goes for other comparable variables. That
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may well explain why no general theory of collective action has been offered
and may not even be possible: The situational logic circumstances require
an approach that goes beyond the simple and global and deals with complex,
interactive, and conditional “theoretical scenarios.” These results—one may
like them or not—have momentous implications. They invite a rethinking
of institutional theory and, more generally, any form of political economy or
social theory in which collective action is central. We have a situation in which
one of the most intense and carefully studied domains in political economy
and social sciences leads us to the conclusion that there is an increasing mis-
match between, on the one hand, the theoretical-epistemological frameworks
used and the expectations based on them, and the phenomena in question,
on the other. The process of the growth of knowledge requires a midcourse
adjustment.

And thus, exploring the pluralist lines opened by the Ostroms becomes
an alternative by necessity. Their thrust is leading to a substantial departure
from the conventional wisdom built around theories assuming or expecting
homogeneity, “normalization,” and “consensus.” Indeed, one of the major les-
sons of the Ostroms’ work has been that it is both nécessary and possible
to deal constructively with the numerous situations in which homogeneity
is not assumed, existent, or anticipated. That is to say, it demonstrates the
institutional complexity and diversity of possible answers to the problems of
governance in conditions of heterogeneity.

In all this, the Ostroms’ views converge with a new and innovative agenda
advanced in political economy, social philosophy, and political theory: the
study of the problem of governance and social order in circumstances of
deep heterogeneity, which lack consensus or correspondence of preferences,
beliefs, or information. The fact that most authors involved in these efforts
happen to be at the same time in search of an alternative to the epistemologi-
cal credo embraced by the mainstream makes things even more interesting.
This book is, in a sense, precisely about this path toward convergence, as seen
from the Ostromian side. As such, it shows how, exploring the themes of the
Bloomington school, we could both contribute to the contours of the emerg-
ing perspective and identify the measure in which the Ostroms provide a core
analytical and empirical dimension to this increasingly vibrant agenda.

Needless to say, an approach that makes out of the reality of heterogene-
ity a key point is more relevant today than ever. Diverse values, identities,
principles, and cultures clash in the global arena. Emigration, increasing
diverse populations within the boundaries of nation-states, demography and
culture, increasing technology-driven social segmentation and cultural hetero-
geneity—all challenge governance systems not only at the global and national
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levels but also, increasingly, at the local level. All these phenomena revive the
theme of pluralism, diversity, and collective action with an unprecedented
intensity. The increasing preoccupation with it in current political and eco-
nomic theory is unavoidable once heterogeneity is recognized as a key feature
of social reality and as a genuine political and economic practical challenge.
In what measure is it possible to have an institutional order defined by free-
dom, justice, prosperity, and peace in an increasingly interdependent world of
diverse and conflicting views, beliefs, preferences, values, and objectives? This
is a discussion about the fundamental nature of governance (both domestic
and international) in the new era. With it, we are at the core of the major
political and economic challenges of our age. And at the same time, we are
at the cutting edge of contemporary social science and political philosophy.
The empirically grounded, applied institutional analysis of the possibility of
social order, governance, and economic performance in extreme conditions
that lack consensus or convergence of beliefs, preferences, and values seems
to be indeed the new frontier.

This project started as an attempt to look at a set of promising concepts and
themes that have emerged within the framework of the Ostromian research
program and that had a double characteristic. First, they had a central posi-
tion in the deeper architecture of the Ostromian system. Second, they were
still a work in progress, inviting further discussion and elaboration. The plan
was to introduce and further elaborate them, while exploring their analytical
and operational implications, and thus to offer the reader an introduction to
both the existing state and the potential of this important school of institu-
tional theory. An additional thought was at work in this plan: Bloomington
institutionalism is better known today mainly for the empirical work on gov-
ernance and collective action, with specific applications to public economies
in metropolitan areas as well as to the management of diverse common-pool
resources. However, that is only part of the story. Those lines of research are
rooted and embedded in a complex research program, a multifaceted system
of ideas that span from social philosophy to applied political economy. Hence
the intention was to go beyond the more salient and publicly visible pieces of
the research produced by the Bloomington scholars and to identify several
concepts that, at a more foundational level, reflect that less-known facet. The
assumption has been indeed that those concepts continue to be the bearers of
a significant potential for the renewal and advancement of the agenda.

However, as the book project grew, a larger pattern started to take form, a
pattern that went beyond the initial objectives, adding a new dimension to the
book. The initial plan remained embedded in the project (and the chapters
could still be read as separated concept-based vignettes of a broader intellectual
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landscape). Yet the underlying logic uniting these concepts and their interpre-
tation become more and more salient in the economy of the manuscript, and
the emphasis shifted slowly toward it. The broader vision and the logic that
gives these key concepts their most profound meaning became, in the end, the
tacit theme. Out of it came the implicit conjecture that the emerging perspec-
tive toward which the Ostroms’ work leads may be one of the boldest and most
profound propositions advanced in current social sciences. That is to say, it
is a sustained theoretical and analytical effort that (a) captures and addresses
the structural and functional variety of social institutions, seen as a function
of heterogeneity, and (b) follows up to the logical conclusion the normative
implications of that variety, in a pluralist philosophy of governance.

The two themes, heterogeneity and institutional diversity, are, accordingly,
two facets of the same problem, while the Ostrom type of institutionalism
is a foundational pillar of the research program that unites these two facets,
under a pluralist cupola. This is a pluralist perspective that goes beyond the
state-centered views, beyond the markets-versus-states dichotomy, and indeed,
beyond the policy models and solutions that assume the presence of large
areas of consensus and centralization. Notions such as “polycentricity” or
instruments such as the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) frame-
work, developed and advanced by Elinor and Vincent Ostrom, are thus to be
seen as ways by which this type of institutionalist political economy tries to
chart and analyze the complexity and diversity of human institutional arrange-
ments emerging from social and individual heterogeneity.

The book starts with a fresh and perhaps surprising interpretation of the
place and significance of the Ostromian perspective in the context of the rele-
vant intellectual developments in the political economy and social philosophy
of the second half of the 20th century. Then chapter 1 moves to overview the
research agenda focused on heterogeneity and its impact on collective action.
The findings growing out of this research line are interpreted and used as
an indicator for the current state of institutionalism and, by extension, of a
large part of contemporary political economy. The idea is that the evolution
of that agenda has reached a point where cumulated theoretical, normative,
and epistemological challenges are opening up the way for a novel stage in
thinking and theorizing about collective action, governance, and institutional
arrangements. The rest of the chapters may be read in a double key: (a) as a
look at how the Ostromian perspective responds to these theoretical, norma-
tive, and epistemological challenges and (b) as a presentation, interpretation,
and elaboration of several major underlying themes defining this perspective,
while placing these themes in the broader context of the relevant literature.
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Chapter 2 focuses on one of the ways the Ostroms have tried to conceptu-
alize the complex problem of governance in conditions of heterogeneity'and
diversity: the notion of polycentricity. Chapter 3 looks at how they have tried to
respond to the methodological and epistemological challenge of heterogeneity
and institutional diversity via the development of an original instrument: the
[nstitutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework. Chapter 4 makes a
step further and introduces the issue of resilience as a nexus of institutional
processes that offers a unique window from the macro level into the inner func-
tioning of complex socioecological systems. The chapter illuminates how insti-
tutional diversity and polycentricity serve systemic resilience and reveals how
in dealing with this issue, the Bloomington perspective is bringing together the
domains of environmental science, economics, and institutionalism. Chapter
replicates the approach of the previous chapter, this time from the micro level,
and uses as an inside window the problem of institutional design and its agents,
a tacit but constant presence in the previous chapters. The chapter looks at this
problem through theoretical lenses highlighting the role of ideas, expectations
and predictability in social cooperation, notes the crucial position predictability
has in the emergence and the study of institutional order, and then explores its
implications for the ways we understand the relationship between institutional
theory (ideas), institutional theorists, and social reality. Chapter 6 concludes by
noting that the overview of Ostroms’ work in the light of some of its pivotal con-
cepts (such as polycentricity, institutional diversity, the IAD framework, insti-
tutional resilience, institutional design) reveals two things. The first is that this
work sets up the stage for a reconstruction of our very approach to institutional
theory by challenging us to rethink assumptions, methods, and entire theoreti-
cal perspectives. The second is that a certain philosophical profile, unmistak-
ably associable to the pragmatist intellectual tradition, seems to be latent in it,
both as an assumption and an implication. The chapter is a first attempt so far
to probe and elaborate the link between a foundational pragmatist perspective
and Ostromian institutionalism.

The book closes refocusing on the major underlying theme uniting all the
chapters: the idea that Ostroms’ work has, in nuce, all the attributes needed to
inspire and contribute to a powerful agenda, both innovative and consistent
with distinguished traditions of theorizing in modern political economy and
social philosophy. It is an approach whose defining feature is that it follows
steadily the logic of heterogeneity, institutional diversity, and value pluralism
up to its epistemic implications and that accepts the normative challenge
posed by it. In this respect, it is a natural extension to the next level or the
next stage of the current cycle of research on institutions, governance, and
collective action. Read in this light, the volume is a contribution to the efforts
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to further outline the contours of this next stage of debates and intellectual
investigations.

Before concluding these introductory comments, I must note that this book
tries to capture something of the spirit, not just the letter, of the Ostromian
perspective. The Bloomington research agenda has always had a trace of the
unconventional, the unorthodox. It has always managed to maintain a certain
detachment from the mainstream, sufficiently large to be intriguing, but not
large enough to place itself in the domain of the marginal. Now that institu-
tionalism is mainstream and that the specific type of institutional theory the
Ostroms have advanced is increasingly accepted and embraced in econom-
ics, political science, and social science, it is natural to ask in what measure
this spirit of unconventionalism, such a subtle but pregnant feature of the
school, may be preserved. This book may be seen as an attempt to articulate
one of the possible answers. The major themes discussed in it all point toward
some less-traveled paths. They reflect parts of the Ostromian universe that
continue to operate at the boundaries of the mainstream. While many ideas
advanced by the Ostroms have made it to the curreat mainstream, none of the
themes addressed in this book (from polycentricity and institutional resilience
to institutional mapping and the reassessment on pragmatist grounds of the
philosophical basis of institutional theory) has reached that level yet. They all
imply rich, intriguing, and potentially controversial research agendas that, in
some cases, in their further elaborations may even move away from the letter
of the original Ostromian line. However, in all cases they retain the bold spirit
defining Vincent and Elinor Ostrom’s attitude toward science, scholarship,
and the life of the mind.
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[nstitutional Diversity,
Heterogeneity, and
Institutional Theory

ELINOR AND VINCENT Ostrom’s affinity for the themes of institutional diver-
sity, pluralism, and heterogeneity comes from twe major sources. The first
is foundational. The Ostroms operate from the perspecti\;e of what in social
philosophy has been called a pluralistic worldview or paradigm. For them,
diversity, pluralism, heterogeneity are “social facts,” an inescapable condi-
tion of the social world. Similarly, for them the institutional arrangements
people generate in response to this inexorable and irreducible feature of the
world are and need to be pluralist. In other words, when it comes to organiz-
ing human coordination and interdependence in diverse circumstances, with
diverse preferences, endowments, and beliefs, institutional pluralism is a fact,
a challenge, and a prima facie normative answer. If that is the case, then the
pluralism of criteria and values should as well define the way institutions and
their performance are assessed. Last but not least, all of the above encourage a
pluralist approach to the methods and theories used to analyze and explain the
nature and functioning of institutions and social order. All in all, Ostromian
institutionalism seems to have a strong pluralist bent.

When situated in the context of modern social philosophy, the Ostroms
stand indeed in the category of thinkers who subscribe to the view that social
heterogeneity and the divergence of values, beliefs, and preferences are the
crucial elements of an adequate understanding of the central problem of
social, politic, and economic order. Even more interesting, if we follow authors
such as Lukes (2003), Tallise (2012), Gaus (2003), and Lassman (2011) we may
even distinguish between two different branches or views of pluralism, among
the broad range of pluralist scholars.

On the one hand, toward one end of the spectrum, are the “moderates,”
authors who while acknowledging the profound challenge of diversity and



