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Chapter 5 The “Framing” of Discipline 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 

The negotiated order of the modern industrial state is based on “incomplete” antagonisms. 
Antagonisms remain incomplete when those who constitute the negotiated order know that 
they meet again tomorrow. Curiously enough, more often than not the preservation of social 
order appears to be the result of transitory rationalizations of its architects. As shown in the 
preceding chapter, order may be reinforced by rationales that are meant to be a temporary 
or situational answer to the sordid sides of the status quo. The results may be uncom-
fortable though. Labor unions, for instance, looking for official recognition in a tripartite 
neo-corporatist consortium and eager to demonstrate their reliability as a partner by 
disciplining their constituencies, may accomplish something that on the long run appears to 
be contrary to their effectiveness and survival. The same applies to rival firms and rival 
states that for reasons of short term opportunism decide to cooperate – be-it primarily in 
the copycat mode, that is, as a defense against the collaborative maneuvers of their rivals. 
The shared “transitory” inspiration in these cases is that the penalty for symmetric non-
cooperation is perceived to be worse than the penalty for “temporary” asymmetric 
cooperation. The result may be ultra-stable, at hindsight possibly to the regret of some or all 
of the architects of that negotiated order. 

Usually this type of antinomies is cast in terms of a “prisoner’s-dilemma”. We have 
briefly indicated why this metaphor fails to catch the essence of the dilemmas of concerted 
action. Alternative metaphors exist that come closer to the logic of the situation. For 
instance a “chicken-game”, that is the sort of game in which actors deliberately demonstrate 
to have lost control over themselves and therefore to be unable to revoke the threat of 
(mutual) non-cooperation. Imperfect internal discipline or bureaucratic control loss are 
assets in a “chicken-game” that are of no avail for the internally undivided or “unitary” 
actors staging in a typical “prisoner’s-dilemma”. Consider, for instance, the “benefits” of 
irresponsibility or non-accountability in a “chicken-game”: 

 
“There is [...] at least one good word to be said for threats that intentionally involve 
some loss of control or some generation of “crisis”. It is that this kind of threat may 
be more impersonal, more “external” to the participants; the threat becomes part of 
the environment rather than a test of will between two adversaries. The adversary 
may find it easier – less costly in prestige or self-respect – to back away from a risky 
situation, even if he created the situation, than from a threat that is backed ex-
clusively by [...] resolve and determination” (Schelling, 1973: 121). 
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When does a credible demonstration of irresolution or control loss turn out to be an asset 
rather than a handicap? Under specific conditions a lack of associational discipline due to 
internal strife and divides may increase the credibility of threats, and therefore strengthen 
rather than weaken the willingness of others to “chicken out”. What the impact of an 
internal loss-of-discipline will be in the long run for the stability of regimes of concerted 
action remains to be seen. Yet, principally this eventuality corrects for the automatism of 
regime-instability that Offe & Wiesenthal (1980) predict for a constellation in which the 
trade unions are reported to suffer from a loss of internal legitimacy and cohesion. The heu-
ristic usefulness of the chicken-game metaphor lies in the inversion of some of Offe & 
Wiesenthal’s behavioral assumptions. Typically, in a prisoner’s-dilemma setting, players are 
looking for a “focal” point of intersecting interests, although Olsonian instincts may stand 
in the way of effectuating the “common good” either categorically or temporarily (as in a 
recurrent game). In a prisoner’s-setting it is always against the will of the players that the play 
“degenerates” into conflict, thus eventually making everybody worse off. In a typical 
chicken-game, on the other hand, a rational player will always choose to “surrender” when 
facing an opponent who demonstrates in a credible, ultimatum-like way not to cooperate; 
there is no second-best to surrender, for mutual non-cooperation is the worst possible 
outcome. A second essential difference with a prisoner’s-dilemma is that in a chicken-
setting shared interests and arrangements already do exist but one or more of the actors are 
deliberately looking for escalation rather than domestication of the contest. 

 
“In chicken, one party willfully creates a conflict by challenging the other and 
threatens to destroy an already enjoyed common interest if it does not get its way in 
the conflict; the defending party may reciprocate with a similar threat. Typically, the 
common interest in chicken is something that is manipulated as a means of coercion, 
not something that is mutually sought” (Snyder, 1971: 84; italics in the original). 

 
Challenging one’s counterparts and threatening to destroy the “commons “ is precisely 
what happens when radical changes in technology and the internationalization of com-
petition change the conditions, codes and commitments that constitute the Old discipline 
between state, labor and capital. Whether the shift of “chicken” from the national to the 
transnational arena will entail a related shift in the substantive stakes and outcomes of the 
game of industrial politics, requires a specification of the conditions under which a chicken-
game is expected to de-escalate into the kind of “reciprocity” (out of self-interest) that one 
typically finds in a prisoner’s-dilemma. 

 
“It may well be that the best prospects for moving toward cooperation in the 
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prisoner’s dilemma super game occur when both parties play the chicken game hard 
and well. The parties then develop a healthy respect for each other’s resolve, vital 
interests are clearly defined, the prospect for easy coercive gains in the conflict 
dimension are eliminated, the chicken super game is, in effect, stalemated, and 
attention and activity shift to the cooperative alternative” (Snyder, 1971: 102). 

 
Contrary to intuition, it is the symmetry of dependence in a prisoner’s dilemma that makes 
cooperation unattainable. The main reason lies in the informational parameters of the game: 
the “prisoners” are effectively prevented from direct communication while a superimposed 
party, the “judge”, may manipulate information about the putative willingness of each of 
the “prisoners” to confess, thereby pressing his counterpart(s) to do the same. The 
realization of the common interest may well be an honest desire of both parties, but neither 
can trust the other(s) to collaborate in realizing it. In a chicken-game, in contrast, there is 
ample opportunity for manipulation of information by the players themselves, from bluff and 
concealed intent to unconcealed demonstrations of real intent and stamina. Risk-
perceptions and brinkmanship play a primordial role in chicken-games. As a consequence, 
the asymmetry of dependence and subsequent concessions, eventually leading to the stable 
but exploited type of “reciprocity” and “compliance” described earlier, should be seen as a 
possible outcome of the game rather than as its necessary preconditions. 

Risk-perceptions enter the stage in two senses. First there is typically no uncertainty 
about the parties’ basic intentions – some or all are knowingly trying to serve their own in-
terests; it is the eventual misperception about each other’s determination and staying power 
that governs the game: over-perception may induce unnecessary capitulation (cf. Snyder, 1971: 85). 
Second, “rational” in a chicken-game depends on players’ expectations about the others’ 
conduct, not primarily on the game’s pay-off structure. As a consequence the (im)balance of threats 
and concessions depends not so much on objective first and second-strike capabilities, but 
on the reciprocally perceived readiness to deploy varying levels of selfishness and intran-
sigence (cf. Snyder, 1971: 98). From the role of (mis)perception follows the pertinence of 
brinkmanship, that is 

 
“[...] the deliberate creation of a recognizable risk of war, a risk that one does not 
completely control. It is the tactic of deliberately letting the situation get somewhat 
out of hand, just because (that) may be intolerable to the other party and force his 
accommodation. It means [...] intimidating an adversary [...] by showing that if he 
makes a contrary move he may disturb us so that we slip over the brink whether we 
want to or not, carrying him with us.” (Schelling, 1969: 200). 

 
Dixit & Nalebuff (1991: 214-220) reiterate a telling scene from “High wind in Jamaica”, a 
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movie picture that Schelling (1973) used to show how brinkmanship works, and how to 
respond to it eventually: 

 
Brinkmanship 

The pirate captain Chavez wants his captive to tell where the money is hidden, and puts his knife 
to the man’s throat to make him talk. After a moment or two, during which the man keeps his 
mouth shut, the mate laughs. “If you cut his throat he can’t tell you. He knows it. And he knows 
you know it”. Chavez puts his knife away and tries something else. 

He could have kept the knife, if only he had seen the Maltese Falcon. There Spade has 
hidden the valuable bird, and Gutman is trying to find out where it is. Spade to Gutman: “[...] If 
you kill me how are you going to get the bird? If I know that you can’t afford to kill me till you 
have it, how are you going to scare me into giving it to you?” 

“I see what you mean”, Gutman chuckled. “That is an attitude, sir, that calls for the most 
delicate judgment on both sides, because as you know, sir, men are likely to forget in the heat of 
the action where their best interest lies and let their emotions carry them away” (Dashiell 
Hammet, The Maltese Falcon, Pan Books, San Francisco, 1983: 169). 

 
In Chapter 4 a few elementary things were broached about the rationalization-of-coercion 
and the mechanisms-of-entrapment – rather than “emotions” – under which parties lose 
sight on where their best interests lie in the incomplete antagonisms of industrial politics. 
More should be said now about the determinants of perception and the conditions of 
brinkmanship that explain where changes in the negotiated regimes of industrial strategy-
making come from. This chapter sets out to explore the kind of paradigm-shift required for 
grasping the kernel of the transition, preluded in Chapter 1, from the Old to the New 
discipline. 
 

5.2 The Old discipline 
 

Industrial strategies belong to a broader set of state-market interactions. The interactions 
are traditionally studied from a variety of perspectives, from neo-Marxist to pluralist 
political theory and from public choice to institutional theory. A middle-course that 
combines elements from this legacy and offers suggestions for comparing different varieties 
of political-economic order is the so-called neo-corporatist framework. 

Until the late 1970s, researchers used to restrict the label “neo-corporatism” to conflict 
management in the realm of class and state relationships. The restriction proved too narrow 
for several reasons. First, trade unions, employers, trade associations and financial 
institutions gradually broadened their agendas from production-related issues to 
(re)distributive matters such as taxes, wages, employment, labor conditions, social security 
and training policies. The extension to wider interest-areas emerged in reaction to the ex-
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pansion of the scope of welfare-state interventions. As a consequence, the boundary 
between strictly socio-economic and broader welfare-state operations blurred. A second 
condition stems from the drift in ideology and ambitions of corporatist thought. In its 
“pure” (doctrinary) sense corporatism rests on three dogmas: 

 Social order is the harmonious outcome of the laws of “organic” solidarity 
reflecting complementarity and symmetry from the micro to the macro level of 
social order; 
 State and society interpenetrate to such a degree that practically no distinction 
between the body politic and society at large can be made; 
 Representative interest groups are bestowed with public-legal rights, guaranteeing 
them externally a representational monopoly in exchange for observing the internal 
discipline of their constituencies. 

 
As documented elsewhere (Wassenberg, 1982a), the practice of neo-corporatism deviates 
from the doctrine in several respects. First, modern varieties of corporatism are 
incrementalist and emergent rather than ex cathedra designed and implemented, as was the 
case with orthodox corporatism. Second, modern varieties tend to be heterodox, non-
conspicuous and pragmatically oriented, that is, averse to the hegemonic and canonical 
claims of corporatism-old-style. Third, remains of the neo-corporatist legacy are only found 
at the meso rather than (allegedly “pars pro toto”) micro and macro levels where orthodox 
corporatism was implanted in its hey-day. At variance with the “organic” postulate of 
ancient times, professing “complementarity” between the respective levels of interest 
representation, growing contradictions came to be observed, and accepted, between micro-
strategies of interest articulation, meso-structures of interest intermediation and macro-
corporatist “solutions” for conflicts of interest in modern times. Fourth, historically there 
may have been a point in distinguishing between “state” versus “bourgeois”-led cor-
poratism. Under non-totalitarian welfare-state conditions, however, the “state” versus 
“bourgeois”-distinction ceases to be of much help because of the exclusively meso, and ver-
tically non-transferable character of neo-corporatism. At that level, privately organized 
interests and the state condition each others’ room for maneuvering to such an extent that 
it only analytically makes sense to distinguish between “first” and “second”-movers. The re-
ciprocity between state and market that follows from mutual resource-dependences, 
promotes – under conditions to be specified below – the kind of collusive/coercive coordi-
nation that keeps antagonisms “incomplete”. As argued before, for understanding this out-
come we do not need assumptions of overt coercion or a conspiracy-of-elites. The “self-
evidence” of reciprocity tends to obliterate further the distinction between public en private 
players. 
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Summing up, the prefix “neo” may more realistically be read as “hybrid”. The latter 
stresses the two faces of neo-corporatism, that is, its formal emblems versus its informal prac-
tices. In the formal sense neo-corporatism lost its reputation, informally it kept its acumen. 
Against the anti-parliamentarian “consonances” of solidaristic corporatism in earlier times 
and the continuation, if not intensification of inter-level “dissonances” between micro-
intentions, meso-commitments and the macro-output of interest strategies in our days, the 
once-honored tripartite device for accommodating inter-class tensions, gradually got 
replaced by more pragmatic and less conspicuous recipes for handling firm to firm, capital 
to labor, and business to state relationships. 

 

5.3 The Old paradigm 
 

The first flight of “neo”-corporatist theorizing took-off from an elevated level, that is, from 
the commanding heights where the peak-associations of capital and labor meet the political 
and bureaucratic summits of the welfare state. Those are the places where interest 
associations explore the limits of moderating their constituencies’ demands “in exchange 
for” the willingness of the body politic to grant the former a “representational monopoly” 
for and a large degree of “self-governance” in their respective functional domains 
(Schmitter, 1974; 1977; Schmitter & Lehmbruch, 1979; Lehmbruch & Schmitter, 1982). 
Cruising at these Icarian heights the first generation of researchers was bound to see a rather 
undifferentiated landscape. After a while the early adopters of the “intermediation”-thesis 
started to feel discomfort about the growing gap between paradigm and practice. 
 

Paradigm versus practice 
The paradigm: for the implementation of its macro-economic and social ambitions a democratic 
welfare state requires the support, or at least the complaisance of internally cohesive and well-
disciplined interest groups. The leadership of interest associations, in order to deliver the 
compliance asked for, asks the state to grant and to guarantee the associations the privilege of 
(quasi)monopolistic interest-representation. Thus, the strategic interdependence of state, 
capital and labor produces the neo-corporatist solution for the distributive and redistributive 
problems of the modern welfare state. 

The practice: an astonishingly rapid erosion, from the end of the 1970s onwards, of the 
institutional arrangements which served as the anchorage of the mixed-market welfare-state 
politics of accommodation between capital, labor and state. 

 
When theory and evidence are drifting apart, there are two options: either a radical revision 
of the paradigm or an incremental rearrangement of the theory in terms of its units of 
analysis. Since intellectual switches incur costs, “normal science” prefers incremental change 
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in the units of observation to paradigmatic revolution (cf. Kuhn, 1962; and, more in 
particular, Ward, 1972). 

The second generation of researchers started to look at the workings of the neo-
corporatist machinery at a lower level of aggregation. With that the research-agenda shifted 
from tripartite, inter-interest group to intra-interest group (firm-to-firm) and bipartite (firms-
to-government) processes of conflict-management and policy coordination. Ironically 
enough, the shift revealed even more visibly the divergences with other approaches of state-
society relationships (such as pluralist versus neo-Marxist theory) the shortcomings of 
which were said to have inspired the first generation of neo-corporatist theorizing. 
“Pluralist” political theory was considered to be naïve-idealist because of its assumption of a 
competitive political market place, its voluntarism and the methodological individualism in 
its (largely implicit) theory of interests. “Neo-Marxism”, on the other hand, was said to 
correct for the pluralists’ naïve-optimist portrayal of the state as an imamculate, interest-free 
authority, believed to preserve an institutional and ideological cordon sanitaire between public 
and private domains. According to “corporatist” critics neo-Marxism suffered from the 
opposite temptation to reduce political processes to their alleged economic bases only, 
assuming that political interests are structurally given and driven by economic class rela-
tionships. Hence, in neo-Marxist reasoning, the state is seen as either the instrument of a 
dominant class, or the arena in which class struggles are fought. As a consequence, the 
analysis of the “autonomous” impact of the state is left out, as is the impact of the internal 
divisiveness of class-interests on the capacity of economic classes to “dictate” state-policies. 

Cawson (1985) argues that these caricatural features of pluralist and neo-Marxist 
images of state-society relationships have added to the appeal of a possible synthesis 
suggested by neo-corporatist theory. The neo-corporatist paradigm builds on the “manifest 
concentration and centralization of functional interests which in part has been the outcome 
of the processes of pluralist competition”. The “market place” for interest groups is “hier-
archical, segmented and asymmetrical, and the organizations within it tend to seek 
monopoly representation of their constituent interest category” (Cawson, 1985: 5). Apart 
from doubts about the availability of empirical evidence on Cawson’s “manifest concen-
tration and centralization” of functional interests, largely unspecified remains in his follow-
up a realistic definition of “the state”. By substituting state-“agencies” for the lump-sum 
notions of “the” state that prevails in neo-corporatist writings, Cawson seems to circum-
vent terminologically rather than solve substantively the problem that “there has yet to 
emerge from corporatist writing a distinctive theory of the state” (Cawson, 1985: 6). 
Consider for example his definition of corporatism: 
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“Corporatism is a specific socio-political process in which organizations representing 
monopolistic functional interests engage in political exchange with state agencies 
over public policy outputs which involves those organizations in a role that com-
bines interest representation and policy implementation through delegated self-
enforcement” (Cawson, 1985: 8). 

 
The switch in scholarly interest towards the study of meso (“sector-specific”) corporatism, 
resulted in a reframing of the notions of “reciprocity” between interest groups and the state. 
Much less energy, however, has been spent on opening the black box of “the” state as an 
institutional complex of competing budgets and contested competences (see Chapter 4, on 
“bureau-chauvinism” and “bureaucratic contests”). By exploring only the dilemmas of 
representation and reciprocity at the private side of the multi-pronged relationships between 
state and society, our understanding of the dynamics of pronging remains scanty. Indeed, as 
Cawson admits, the state remains “something of a mystery”. Unfortunately, Cawson’s sug-
gestion that this imbalance should be repaired by diverting “some of the attention which 
has so far been given by students of corporatism to interest associations and private interest 
government, [...] to the study of the internal organization of the state” (Cawson, 1985: 20; 
italics added) – does not cut the cackle. It is not the “internal” organization of the state as 
such that deserves compensatory attention, but rather the management of the “gates” of 
the state or more pertinently the act of the choice of the gates of the state. Precisely because 
of the “modern” interpenetration of state and society, it is the study of (1) the permeability of 
the boundary, (2) the logic of boundary-choice, and (3) the logic of association-and-dissociation 
between those that surf on the breakers between the two worlds that deserves to attract 
primary attention. 

Similar dilemmas of private collective action that Streeck & Schmitter (1985) traced in 
their analysis of “private interest government”, apply – as will be shown below – to dilem-
mas of public collective action as soon as we allow for state, inter-state and regional autho-
rities competing, whether or not in consonance with “their” national clienteles, for a fair share 
in the race for the “competitive excellence of nations “. Letting “the” state back in, at multi-
ple levels and with analogous dilemmas about the optimum of its cross-level presences, 
inevitably relaxes the Old paradigm’s parti-pris that 

 
“arrangements are tripartite in form, or that the interests they embrace are restricted 
to capital and labour [...] (O)ther groups are potential partners, including professional 
and managerial interests, as long as they have developed the organizational capacity to mono-
polize the representation of a distinctive interest category” (Cawson, 1985: 11; italics added). 

 
The “relaxation” of the paradigm brings the question whether “classes” or “sectors” as such 
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are able to act as coherent-and-representative actors back to the centre of analysis. The 
rehabilitation of this classical topic has reanimated the search for the conditions under 
which firms competing in the same market may perceive certain problems as a common 
sectoral interest versus conditions under which sectoral interests appear to be perceived as 
conflicting with the interests of individual capitalists, or with the interests of capitalists in 
other sectors, to the effect of weakening sectoral and sub-sectoral “class”-loyalties and 
sapping the cohesion of peak and lower level interest associations. 

The corrective value of the meso-corporatist framework has been its capacity to 
sensitize, more than its macro-corporatist forerunner, for the probability that classes 
become internally divided by sectoral identifications and that sectors may be marked by intra-
class antagonisms. However, the question remains open under what conditions meso-
corporatist arrangements obtain and under what circum-stances the prevailing level of cor-
poratist intermediation downsizes from macro to meso or even lower levels of interest 
articulation and intermediation. An exclusive focus on the intra-class dilemmas of collective 
action obscures our view on the selection of the boundaries and levels of interest 
articulation as an intended/non-intended outcome of a parallelogram of four (instead of 
Offe & Wiesenthal’s two) interacting “logics”, to wit: intra-class, intra-state, inter-class and inter-
state dilemmas of collective action. It is our presumption that the approach of state-society 
relationships from a “shifting boundaries”-perspective; and allowing for a less ideal-typical 
mix of voluntaristic and deterministic elements in the explanation of “level-cum-boundary”-
shifts, will improve our understanding of the evolution of meso and micro-corporatist ar-
rangements. The “double”-check of the explanatory power of this approach is to see whe-
ther the conditions that are hypothesized to explain the emergence of lower level varieties 
of interest articulation and representation can also be held “responsible”, in the reverse 
sense, for the eclipse of the disciplinary arrangements that, from the early 1950s up to the 
late 1960s, emblematized the macro-corporatist ordering of the mixed-market economy 
(alternatively labeled “soziale Marktwirtschaft”, “économie concerté” or “coordinated political eco-
nomy”).To this presumption we turn now. 

 
5.4 On the descent of concerted action 

 
The principal feature of macro-corporatism is the involvement of peak-organizations in the 
articulation and execution of comprehensive policy-making by “delegated self-
enforcement”. Meso-corporatism, in contrast, refers to political exchanges between sector-
wise or functionally specialized state-agencies and sector or function-specific interest 
associations. Micro-corporatism, though less current as a standing expression in the lite-



CAPITALIST DISCIPLINE 

 120 

ratures reviewed here and hence less extensively studied under that label, refers to the 
practice of direct bargaining between “the” state or specialized public agencies and indivi-
dual (combinations of) firms. The latter includes restructuring strategies in crisis-struck or 
“sunset” sectors, trying to prevent immediate collapse and to temporize capacity-reductions 
(in the mode of Schumpeter’s “orderly retreat” in Chapter 4). Alternatively, it may include 
industrial and technology policies, aiming at boosting the competitive, innovative and 
growth potential of (leading firms in) targeted sectors (Schumpeter’s “orderly advance”). 
Generalizing, the more focused industrial-political interventions and the less generic the 
levels of policy concertation, the more discriminatory the treatment between sectors in the 
economy or between firms in a particular sector. In line with arguments developed in Chap-
ter 4 about the discriminatory nature of focused strategies, meso and micro-corporatist 
arrangements will be particularly apt to accentuate intra-class tensions, horizontally as well as 
vertically. Horizontal divisions include interests or interest groups occupying similar aggre-
gate positions; vertical divisions include upward and downward shifts of interest articulation 
within their respective functional domains (business or labor or the state). Figure 5.1 reca-
pitulates the reorientation in the units of analysis implied by this paradigm switch: from a 
research-focus on tripartite, inter-class and comprehensive modes of conflict-management, 
typical for the first generation of corporatism-studies, towards a focus on bipartite, intra-
class and sector-specific modes of interest intermediation – typical for the second generation. 

The distinctive key of the “multi-level”-corporatist approach can be formulated as 
follows: first, under what conditions – e.g., recession versus growth; capacity-reduction ver-
sus upgrading of the competitiveness of a sector – do we expect a higher intensity of intra-
class antagonisms; and second, how do we expect that the intensity of intra-class anta-
gonism will (co)determine the rise and decline of macro, meso or micro-institutional 
arrangements for responding to (accommodate, contain, displace) these intra-class tensions? 
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Figure 5.1 On varieties of neo-corporatist policy-making: macro, meso, micro 
    Vertical intraclass divisions 

 
* Adapted from Cawson (1985: 19). 

 
The state of the art in corporatist theorizing and research can be summarized as follows. 
First, concepts and case-studies are almost exclusively directed at exploring the internal di-
lemmas and contradictions of private interest associations (capital and labor). Second, the 
“state” remains an unidentified object: the black box at the right hand in Figure 5.1 figures as 
some sort of pressure-cooker or “converter” of contending forces. Missing is the state as a 
multi-level actor with comparably obstinate, cross-level accommodation-and-containment 
problems sui generis. Third, within the confines of a thin body of circumstantial evidence on 
sectoral and sub-sectoral policies, documentation on “defensive” restructuring policies (in 
contracting or “sunset”-industries) dominates over the documentation on “offensive” 
strategies, (associated with expanding or “sunrise”-industries). Fourth, within this biased 
sample, the evidence on aggregate government-to-business transactions, with or without 
trade unions’ involvement, surpasses evidence on firm-to-firm, agency-to-agency and 
union-to-union transactions. And finally, the literature offers mainly comparative descry-
ptions, sometimes with prescriptive connotations, instead of “thick” explanations of 
government-to-business interactions. 

This is not to say that there are no ideas about how to translate the issues of sector and 
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level-specific variations in the propensity to intra-class contradictions and the rise and fall of 
institutional arrangements for coping with them into more observable and testable 
propositions. Atkinson & Coleman (1985) for instance, argue that “sectoral” corporatism 
may be a “viable option”, in the area of industrial policy-making on the condition that, first, 
sector-problems are defined in terms of “the long-term viability of the sector as a com-
ponent of the national economy” and, secondly, “the” state is willing and able to align 
sector-specific measures with horizontal policy instruments like competition legislation and 
incentives for research-and-development. 

This type of provisos, however, neighbors upon a pure tautological exercise, like: 
“sectoral corporatism emerges there were affected parties define a problem, like excess 
capacity or the declining competitiveness of an industry, as a collective problem and apply 
the appropriate mix of policy-measures”. The unknowns, in other words, remain the struc-
tural preconditions that generate a capable associational system on the private and a centra-
lized, autonomous state bureaucracy on the public side of the policy-arena. Atkinson & 
Coleman (1985: 28-9) single out three aspects as particularly important for the emergence 
of a viable sector-specific associational system: (1) the degree of foreign control in the sector, (2) 
the international competitiveness of firms in the sector, and (3) the degree of concentration in the 
sector. The coexistence of foreign and domestic firms is hypothesized to entail significant 
obstacles to unified capitalists’ action because of the conflicting needs and orientation of 
these two categories of players. The degree of competitiveness is hypothesized to influence 
the propensity to associative action as far as internationally competitive firms do not need 
the protectionist leverage of a unified front or shelter. And, finally, the degree of con-
centration is supposed to play a role as far as we imagine that oligopolistic sectors will be in 
a better position to engage in, and reap the benefits of, associative action than sectors 
populated by dispersed or anonymous competitors (leaving aside for a while the earlier 
mentioned contentious potential of the divides between shared value-creation and non-
shared value-appropriation). 

Following Atkinson & Coleman’s review of the literature, the presence of a developed 
associational system is a necessary, but not sufficient condition for “sectoral” or meso-cor-
poratism. In addition a significant degree of autonomy or differentiation from society and a 
high degree of professional competence of the state-bureaucracy are required in order to 
develop and effectively push through a conception of the public interest which is more than 
the simple sum of particular interests. Without a sufficient degree of state-society 
differentiation, efforts to induce cooperation among producer groups readily degrade into 
the type of “privatized” state-bureaucracy that Atkinson & Coleman and, earlier, La 
Palombara (1964); Lowi (1979: 60); and Katzenstein (1978: 306-323) have referred to as 
“parentela”, respectively “sponsored” pluralism – a political-economic regime where both state 
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and sector-associations are weakly centralized and the sectoral bureaucracy’s autonomy, 
“the differentiation between state and society”, remains underdeveloped. 

The following conditions for state-bureaucratic autonomy and differentiation are men-
tioned (Atkinson & Coleman, 1985: 30). First, the bureaus involved in a given sector should 
have a clearly defined conception of their role and a value system that supports that role. 
Second, the bureau has to administer a corpus of law and regulations that defines barriers 
between itself and the sector. Third, the bureau itself should generate the information, 
technically and otherwise, which it needs for the pursuit of its mandate – otherwise the 
bureau becomes (too) dependent on firms or sector associations. The consensus needed for 
corporatism is most likely to emerge when 

 
“[...] a single agency or bureau dominates, bureaucratically, a given sector. A 
hegemonic bureau of this kind would be capable of aggregating authority from 
regional decision points, thus making decisions binding on a nationwide basis. [...] 
(However), the presence of a hegemonic bureau in a sector is not a sufficient 
condition for corporatism […] some stability in the state structure is also highly 
desirable. [...] (Structures transforming) itself frequently to match changes in the 
sector, (are) open to capture by the sector and, in short, fall into the classic pattern of 
sponsored pluralism. Such a bureaucratic structure [...] will lead to a decline in the 
capacity of the private sector to engage in corporatist decision-making” (Atkinson & 
Coleman, 1985: 31). 

 
As the authors admit this type of “state organization prerequisites for corporatism” often 
may be the most difficult to satisfy, and the weakness or absence of a “hegemonic” and 
“stable” bureaucratic structure might be “the most important reason why corporatism does 
not develop in a sector that otherwise would appear to be admirably suited to it” (Atkinson 
& Coleman, 1985: 31). 

 
Sector mobilization 

In a follow-up study Atkinson & Coleman (1989) complete the list of “prerequisites” for 
integrated, public-private concertation at the sector-level by supplementing their earlier 
“market-structure”-prerequisites with “the degree of societal mobilization”. A “highly mobilized” 
sector is a sector characterized by: 
A horizontal division of labor within the associational system with separate associations or 
divisions representing different products, service groups or territories. Such a division of labor 
implies the absence of overlapping organizations, on the one hand, and of gaps in the 
associational system on the other. There will be no competition for members. 
 One and (normally) only one association will speak for the sector as a whole; either sub-
sectoral organizations will belong to this sector-wide association (such that a simple vertical 
division of labor is sustained), or individual firms will associate directly. 
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 Both sectoral and sub-sectoral associations will have a high density, that is a high proportion of 
the firms (or of the production) in a given sector will be represented by the association. 
In oligopolistic sectors where major firms enjoy the option of direct contact with the state, these 
firms will retain a high profile of activity in the association, thereby employing both direct and 
indirect means of securing influence. 
 Firms and associations will possess considerable in-house capacity for the generation of 
information, both technical and political. 
 In a highly mobilized sector, associations will have the capacity to bind member firms to 
agreements negotiated with the state and to offer assurances of individual firm compliance with 
policy decisions. 
 By combining the dimensions of state-bureaucratic “autonomy” and the “concentration of 
authority” on the one hand, and the degree of business-interests-”mobilization” on the other, 
the authors arrive at eight ideal-typical categories of policy-coordination (Atkinson & Coleman, 
1985: 53-4): 

 
 Table 5.1 Types of “policy networks” as defined by state and associational structures 

Structure of the state 
Mobilization 
of business 
interests 

High auto-nomy/ 
High 
concentration 

Low autonomy/ 
High 
concentration 

High autonomy/ 
Low 
concentration 

Low 
autonomy/ 
Low 
concentration 

Low State directed Pressure 
pluralism 

Pressure 
pluralism 

Parentela 
pluralism 

High Concertation Clientele 
pluralism 

Corporatism Industry 
dominant 
pressure 

 
However “ordering” in itself, classificatory exercises can never serve as a surrogate for 
explanatory theories on the evolution and devolution of regimes of concerted action – from 
the Old discipline of centralized and comprehensively integrated regimes to the emergence 
of fragmented, flexible and improvising governance-structures of a more recent vintage. 
For a proper understanding, first, of mutations in the choice of levels of interest aggregation 
and, second, mutations in the choice of the boundaries between private and public domains, 
we need something else than the “structural conditions” of the kind listed above. 
Classificatory exercises (re)define in comparative-static terms the presence or absence of 
(the pre-conditions for) disciplinary arrangements instead of explaining, in dynamic terms, 
the rise and decline of these arrangements. In particular “state” specific prerequisites-for-
corporatism, even stronger so than their private counterparts – that is, “market” specific 
conditions that facilitate associative action – have more of a definitional anchoring of the 
concepts of “autonomy” and “differentiation”, and thus of a tautological exercise, than of a 
theory-of-strategic search and selection explaining the moves, movements and momentum in 
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the relations between state and market. 
 

5.5 Reconsidering the requisites of concerted action 
 

The erosion of macro-corporatism has stimulated scholarly interest in lower-level varieties 
of concerted action but not – intriguingly enough in the light of accelerating inter-
nationalization strategies – in a growing interest in cross-national forms of coordination. 
Recent studies, instead, extend the earlier sectoral focus to regional analyses of the 
associability of business interests. Here and there “the” state emerges, analytically speaking, 
as an internally differentiated actor. Coleman & Grant (1989: 6) for instance, observe that in 
case of conflict between national and sub-national state-authorities, each level of 
government “will seek to enlist the support of its corresponding (business interest) 
association in its struggle with the other level”. Unfortunately, however, these observations 
go by like ships passing in the night, instead of serving as a lighthouse illuminating more 
pressing puzzles in the current state of our knowledge on these phenomena. 

Comparative studies aim primarily at classifying (dis)similarities in bureaucratic and 
associational structures, without answering what insight we gain from this sort of cartography 
for (1) our understanding of the strategies of association-and-dissociation between public 
and private players; (2) what sort of impact these strategies might have for the evolution of 
government-business relationships; and (3) what the classification of structural similarities 
and dissimilarities tells about functionalist causation. Lacking in comparative analysis is the 
identification, and verification, of independent feed-back mechanisms, connecting (mutations in) 
structures of resource-dependences and partnerships, with (mutations in) representativity and reciprocity 
between financial institutions, firms, unions and public agencies. Even analysts – who are 
more interested in understanding the miracle of “private self-governance” than in endlessly 
classifying structural (dis)similarities – do not seem to be in a position to inform us about 
this kind of causal loops. The phenomenon of “self-governance” is a puzzle indeed, a fortiori 
when sector-boundaries tend to fade away due to technological change and inter-
nationalization. In spite of a bewildering variety of organizational representations at the 
micro-level – documented in extenso in regional-territorial studies in corporatism – interest 
associations sometimes appear to develop a “hierarchical capacity” to transform local 
interests into aggregate, categorical interests, “thereby making it possible for the sector as a 
whole to engage in long-term political exchanges with the state” (Streeck, 1989: 89). The 
intrigue, however, remains how and when interest formations succeed in establishing “long-
term relationships” with the state, that is: how, firstly, “private interest governments” 
succeed in digesting the modern labyrinth of the bureaucratic state as if the latter has not 
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experienced a loss of undisputed authority due to interdepartmental rivalries and the rise to 
increasing prominence of supra-national agencies. Secondly, following Streeck & Schmitter 
(1985) one wonders how “private interest governments” manage to reconcile the “logic of 
membership” – referring to the problem of attracting supporters in spite of free rider in-
stincts – versus the “logic of influence”– referring to solving the problem of establishing a 
sufficient degree of credibility by rules of political prudence and norms of reciprocity vis-à-
vis state-agencies and other contending interests. Finding a realistic trade-off between the 
two “logics” can be expected to become more complicated the less easy it is to speak of 
“sectors”, “agencies” and their “boundaries” as unambiguously defined socio and political-
economic realities. 

The questions raised in the foregoing literature are definitely not the wrong questions. 
However, there seems to be a mismatch between the “lead-questions” and the respective 
“logics” that must deliver the correct answers. Consider, for example, the issue of cross-
sectoral and cross-regional variations in the preferred level of interest representation. 
Schmitter & Lanzalaco (1989) have tried to relate the observed variety of regional business 
interest associations to the interplay of the opposing logics of “membership” and “in-
fluence”, in addition to two other potentially contradictory “logics”: “goal-formation” and 
“implementation”. The four come together in what Schmitter & Lanzalaco call the “logic of 
associability”. The four-logics model is announced to predict the “specific form” collective 
action will take – whether nationally, sectorally or regionally. Collective action, Schmitter & 
Lanzalaco (1989: 212-3) hold, faces problems that are intrinsic to all efforts at “organizing 
complexity” across multiple issues and extensive space. “Complexity” means that business 
interest associations may be “sandwiched” between the often conflicting “imperatives” of 

 
“providing their members with the services and the sense of identity that they desire, 
and negotiating with their interlocutors for the policy responses and compliant 
behavior that they are willing to provide, but they also have other generic problems 
they must deal with. [...] Interest associations are similar to firms in that they are 
subject to a set of objective constraints [...] that vary according to such factors as the 
number of members, their spatial dispersion/concentration, the sheer extent of 
territory covered, the means available for communication, the mix of services 
proposed and so forth”. 

 
Besides, changes in “policy style” may induce changes in “interest representation”. For in-
stance: Keynesian demand management “designed” to mitigate or offset cyclical fluctu-
ations via fiscal measures and deficit spending, was “relatively indifferent to territory”. 
Against that indifference, the 
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“currently fashionable attention to so-called ‘supply-side’ measures that provide 
favorable credit, physical infrastructure, worker training, marketing advice and so on 
to targeted sectors or enterprises is much more selective and site-specific. With 
declining faith in Keynesianism is likely to come an increasing need to devolve public 
intervention in the economy from the macro- to the meso-level – and a corres-
pondingly greater role for territorially and sectorally differentiated (business interest 
associations)” (Schmitter & Lanzalaco, 1989: 217). 

 
Changes in policy “styles” and territorial “sovereignty” are said to inform us under what 
sort of contextual conditions it seems rational for business interest associations to change 
their strategies of “segmentation” and “regionalization”. However, regarding the question 
of how and when business interest associations and “the” state are de facto in a position to 
opt for such a scenario-change – that is asking for the necessary and sufficient conditions 
enabling or disabling firms, interest-formations and state-agencies to translate “rational” 
insights into efficient and effective “solutions” – the “logic of associability” does not pro-
vide us with resolute answers. Besides, the problems of organizational and institutional 
inertia remain unaddressed: scenario-change involves competing investments clustering 
around old and new policy “styles” and “loyalties”, that is, informal short-circuits have to 
be mobilized to lubricate the transition from old to new commitments (cf. for example the 
network-“solvency” theorem we came across in Chapter 4). In the wavering assessment of 
the authors themselves: “[...] neither the ‘logical’ nor the ‘extra-logical’ factors predict what 
specific subnational level will benefit from the choices and trends implied by them. [...] 
Some combination of [...] variables should be able to predict not only where, but at what level it 
will occur”. After all it does not surprise when Schmitter & Lanzalaco conclude, in a 
diplomatic mix of loyalty to “their” neo-corporatist project cum resignation about the 
powers of the “associability”-model: 

 
“[...] the degree of determination (of the model) is probably not great in most cases: 
hence, the outcome may depend on political struggles between competing levels of 
governance and interest aggregation. All can claim in varying degrees to be the 
bearers of decentralization or deconcentration, but which will win out in a given 
issue arena will be contingent upon a number of strictly contextual and even 
accidental factors that the studies in this (Coleman c.s.-)volume cannot cover in 
detail” (Schmitter & Lanzalaco, 1989: 217). 

 
A flexible retreat to the pluralist perpetual mobile, the questionability of which was the very 
strop on which the first generation of neo-corporatist theorizing sharpened its anti-pluralist 
razor? 
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Scholarly interest and data-collection inspired by the second generation of studies in 
“meso”-corporatism have become increasingly focused on concrete government-business 
interactions, rather than on broad macro and meso-institutional comparisons of formal 
regimes of interest-association and intermediation (for instance Duchene & Shepherd, 
1987; Wilks & Wright, 1987; Cawson et al., 1990). One of the off-springs known as the 
“policy community” or “policy network”-approach demonstrates the advancement (for a 
critical overview of its antecedents and ramifications, see Rhodes (1990) with possible appli-
cations in Marin & Mayntz, 1991). In these studies government-industry relations are 
explored at different policy-levels and, as a result, attention is drawn to the accumulating 
evidence which suggests a disjuncture between conventional characterizations of “national” 
economic and industrial policies and processes with what “actually happens” in practice. 
Reference could be made, for example, to a comparative three-country study (Britain, Italy 
and (then West-) Germany) on industrial restructuring (Kenis & Schneider, 1991). The 
countries were selected for their allegedly inherited contrasts in state-interventionist 
activism. Britain serves as the prototype of a fragmented, unpredictable and loose-knit 
network-approach; Italy is exemplary for a top-down variety of “organized capitalism”, in 
which public and private enterprises, political parties, bureaucracy, central and regional 
governments fuse together in a clientelistic but by-and-large undifferentiated policy-net-
work; and Germany, finally, somewhere between the extremes, reportedly characterized by 
the dualism of a strong tradition of non-intervention in industry on the one hand, and a 
long tradition of bottom-up “organized capitalism” (social partnership) on the other. Sum-
marizing some findings from his study, Kenis & Schneider (1991: 307-23) reports three 
different kinds of “context” to be significant for the “absence or presence of policy-
networks”: 

 The cluster of general country variables, such as the traditional political orientation 
towards the economy, the level of consistency in how industrial adaptation is 
managed, the degree to which industrial adaptation has become politicized, and the 
role played by public agencies; 
 The existence of general sector variables, such as personal or/and organizational 
interlocks and integration within an industry; 
 Structural and situational conditions of the sector or industry studied: the degree of 
intra-industry competition and crisis, existence and activities of trade associations, 
frequency and extent of state regulation and influence, degree of international 
regulation, and degree of influence of international organizations. 
 

Again – as observed in our earlier criticism on the proverbial “state remaining something of 
a mystery”– the absence or presence of certain institutional arrangements is explained by 
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such variables as “the politicization of industrial adaptation”, “the role played by public 
agencies”, “the existence of organizational interlocks”, “the extent of state regulation and 
influence”, and the like. Considering these as explaining variables, and hence implicitly as 
comparative-static givens, leads astray from what they must be in a genuine theory on the 
(r)evolution of capitalist discipline – in short the essentials that have to be explained. 

The “policy community” approach aims at cross-sectoral and cross-national com-
parisons, “with an emphasis on identifying, comparing and classifying ‘policy networks’ ” (Wilks, 
1989: 30; italics added). The approach classifies and compares networks in terms of their 
relational stability and continuity, the degree of exclusivity and diversity of membership, the 
degree of insulation from other networks or publics more generally (included parliament) 
and the degree of articulation of central-local (“vertical”) and territorial (“horizontal”) 
relationships (Rhodes, 1986). The approach has delivered a couple of telling portraits of 
actors, roles, linkages, informal “rules of the game”, insulation from other “communities”, 
etc., in specific industrial sectors – for instance in the chemical (Grant et al., 1988; Marti-
nelli, 1991) and the pharmaceutical industry (Hancher, 1990). It is one thing to believe that 
the links between attributes like stability, continuity, exclusivity, diversity, insulation, 
articulation, and so on, are “primarily matters for empirical investigation. Consequently [...] 
proliferating definitions (are not) a major problem, provided future research looks for, and 
appraises, network characteristics and do not seek to preempt, either by definition or by 
‘ideal-type’ formulations, that which needs to be investigated” (Rhodes, 1990: 312). It is 
another thing, however, to worry about a possible proliferation of dimensions that risks to 
shove away the emergence of an explanatory theory of government-industry inter-
dependences. What is needed, in other words, is a radical simplification rather than a 
multiplication of “dimensions”, “logics” and “contextual” or “situational” contingencies 
that tends to thicken and throttle the scholarly enterprise. The more complex and variable 
empirical realities, the more urgent conceptual simplicity and constancy; the more hetero-
dox, hybrid and contradictory the phenomena that a theory has to carry, the tighter the 
cargo should be lashed conceptually. 

Even when admitting that the relationship between public-private “governance 
structures and state structures is so complicated that it is difficult to confine it to a simple 
causal and/or linear model” (Kenis & Schneider, 1991: 324), it remains unclear how much 
we gain intellectually by asserting that “it is not [...] the structure or activities of the state, 
nor the structure or activities of policy networks, which are of crucial importance: it is their 
mutual meeting ground. [...] From a process perspective, one could expect the role of the 
state to encourage the existence of policy networks – while existing policy networks encou-
rage the state to rely on them, and so on” (Kenis & Schneider, 1991: 324). “And so on”, 
certainly, but this is not the answer to the question what might be the explanation of the 
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emergence, consolidation or decline of integrated policy-networks. It is, instead, akin to the 
earlier mentioned “rationalist” fallacy, overlooking the obstacles on the way from rational 
“intent” to actual “materialization”, – eventually bordering on a functionalist fallacy, to wit 
the temptation to “explain” the presence of disciplinary arrangements from their concei-
vable casu quo alleged “functionality” in society. 

When searching for realism in the study of government-to-business relations, 
impressive difficulties remain, not in the last place because strategies and tactics and, as a 
result, government-industry relations generally “changed in form and substance and, if 
anything, (have) become more sophisticated as (they have) become less visible. More 
sophisticated relationships demand more sophisticated understanding [...]” (Wilks, 1989: 
337). May be it is too early to know whether the schools reviewed above, will provide for 
the foundation that appears to be missing most conspicuously in the current study of state-
market relationships, that is: a sound micro-foundation of disciplinary regimes, imaginative 
enough to encircle the phenomenon at hand, at three levels: 

 
Order times three 

1.Strategy-formation at the level of organizational governance, that is, the subjective conception 
by firms, interest formations, state-agencies and other relevant actors of an efficient boundary 
between themselves and their critical environment. 

2. Strategy-diffusion at the level of inter-organizational governance, that is, the inter–subjective 
quest for effective levels of interest aggregation that, for each of the players, are the co-result 
from boundary and level-choices made by their counterparts. 

3. Strategy-structuration at the meta-organizational governance level, that is, the objective 
selection and retention of disciplinary regimes that arise from lower level strategy choices and 
their diffusion over time. 
 

The processes of strategy-structuration “objective” – in the sense of clearly beyond the discre-
tionary control of the respective transactors – while being the result of strategic interaction-
effects. It is a reminder of the earlier mentioned “incompleteness” and “indeterminacy” of 
the coordination of boundary and level-choices in a world in which transactors are bound to 
anticipate on how their counterparts will anticipate on the choices of the former, but will be 
seldom if ever in a position to perform that herculean task in an exhaustive, comprehensive 
way. A foundation of this kind should be “elastic” enough to bridge the intellectual gap 
between micro-strategical intentions, meso-structural commitments and macro-evolutionary 
outcomes. The gist of the enterprise must be the specification of the spillovers inter-
mediating between these –equally consequential – manifestations of social reality. 
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5.6 The lures of simplification 
 

Capitalists must simultaneously play several “games” vis à vis one another, vis à vis the 
state, vis à vis organized labor and vis à vis the consuming and voting public. This means 
that, depending on the salience of these different games, “business associative action may 
use different structures and strategies in response” (Coleman & Jacek, 1989: 218). The still-
unsettled question is which structures and strategies will be used when? For finding an 
answer we have to return to the “origin” of the game of industrial politics, that is to the 
elective “communities of fate” that bring together capital, labor, state, i tutti quanti. 

The “must” in nested games we called interdependent choice and its associates, that is, 
the traps of over and undergrazing. The question of dependence reiterates a time-honored 
topos: under what conditions will coordination emerge in a universe of “rational egoists” 
with contending interests, as long as no undisputed authority comes up to reconcile their 
competing claims? Since Adam Smith and Thomas Hobbes the quest for social order in a 
rational egoists’ universe is answered in different ways. The answers appear to lie between 
two extremes: those who assume that societies are equilibrium-seeking systems – eo ipso – 
versus those that try to be a bit more specific about the feed-back mechanisms required to 
travel from enlightened “self-interest” (considered to be a sufficient equilibrium-condition 
in the former approach) to the effective realization of “collective interests”. The two polar 
types are the functionalist respectively rational-choice school of thought. Contrary to socio-
logical wisdom (see for instance Granovetter, 1985) it seems unjustified to reduce the two 
to an “over” respectively “under” socialized conception of man. 

The functionalist tradition holds that interdependence teaches self-restraint and pro-
motes cooperation. Interdependence refers to situations in which contending parties will 
discover that they gain more by cooperation than stand to lose by defecting. Society is seen 
as a sort of “ecology” of games which accomplishes unplanned but largely functional 
results. Society is considered a “chess” game-of-games: the players in one game use the 
players in another and are, in turn, used themselves. For instance: 

 
“[...] the banker makes use of the newspaper man, the politician, the contractor, the 
ecclesiastic, the labor leader, the civic leader – all to further his success in the banking 
game – but, reciprocally, he is used to further the others’ success in the newspaper, 
political, contracting, ecclesiastical, labor and civic games. Each is a piece in the chess 
game of the other, sometimes a willing piece, but, to the extent that the games are 
different, with a different end in view [...]” (Long, 1958: 253) 

 
Why is it possible, for instance in restructuring an industry, that a wide variety of purposes 
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is subserved “when no single overall directive authority controls it” (Long, 1958: 253)? In 
the pre-1960s the typical functionalists’ answer would have invoked a mix of past learning 
and future anticipation: the interrelation of stakeholders in an industry develops over time, 
generating general expectations as to the interaction as there are also generalized expec-
tations as to how politicians, contractors, newspaper men, bankers, and the like will utilize 
(in this example) the restructuring situation in playing their particular game in the future. 

 
“In fact, the knowledge that a banker will play like a banker and a newspaper man 
like a newspaper man is an important part of what makes the situation calculable and 
permits the players to estimate its possibilities for their own action in their particular 
game. [...] Some general public expectation of the limits of the conduct of the players 
and of a desirable outcome does provide bounds to the scramble” (Long, 1958: 253). 

 
In the post-1960s a counter-current in the behavioral sciences breaks radically with the 
spontaneist beliefs of the functionalists. Where the latter believe that individuals are 
“rational within limited areas and, pursuing the ends of the areas, accomplish socially 
functional ends”, though the miracle appears to be “largely ecological rather than a matter 
of conscious rational contriving” (Long, 1958: 254-5), more recent theorizing, known as the 
“rational choice”-approach of cooperation among “rational egoists”, though starting from a 
similar assumption of limited rationality, arrives at diametrically opposed conclusions. 
Present-day belief maintains that there may exist a persistent gap between individuals’ insight 
into the potentially destructive outcomes of mutually non-cooperative behavior and 
individuals’ factual capacity to cooperate as long as each of them is uncertain, while too 
costly to find out, whether the other(s) will reciprocate in a cooperative fashion or not. If, in 
a situation of interdependent choice, one side selects the cooperative option whereas the 
other defects, the former will lose more than would he have assumed – and reciprocated – 
defection by his counterpart. Given the unreliability of information and the possibility of 
self-disbelieved behavior, all actors in what we identified earlier in this chapter as a “pri-
soner’s dilemma”-setting, are predicted to select the non-cooperative option. As rational 
pessimists will say: in order to minimize potential losses, rational egoists will always defect 
even when they know that the failure to reach a mutually benefitting solution makes every-
body worse off. 

One of the later-day exponents of this approach, Axelrod (1984), has stipulated, on the 
base of experimental computer-tournaments among trained game-theorists that this type of 
low-trust dynamics can be broken and that even hard-nosed rational egoists may succeed in 
transforming the retaliatory potential of a non-cooperative game into the mutual benefits of 
a cooperative one. Curiously enough, the preconditions for this unexpected outcome echo 
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the provisos that abused functionalists identified as the “bounds to the scramble”: for the 
emergence of a cooperative equilibrium actors must have the capacity to learn from 
negative and positive experiences – the “shadow of the past” – and actors must take into 
account the chance that they will have to meet again: the heavier this “shadow of the 
future”, the lesser the actors’ propensity to discount distant events and the more probable 
the emergence of a mutually constructive outcome. The difference, however, with the func-
tionalist approach lies in a more punctual specification by game-theorists of the role of the 
time-perspective in the dynamics of learning and anticipating. By introducing the dimension 
of time disarticulated metaphors, like the functionalists’ “ecology”-of-games, are replaced 
by articulated treatises on the requisites of monitoring and sanctioning behavior, that is, on 
the pre-eminent role of the accuracy and the promptness of positive and negative responses for 
the evolution of (non-)cooperative strategies. For instance, in the grammar of Axelrod 
(1984: 182): 

 
“Just as the future is important for the establishment of the conditions for 
co-operation, the past is important for the monitoring of actual behavior. It is 
essential that the players are able to observe and respond to each other’s prior 
choices. Without this ability to use the past, defections could not be punished, and 
the incentive to co-operate would disappear”. 

 
More scrupulous followers of this line of thinking have readily acknowledged the limited 
predictive power of these models of social life – many factors are “not incorporated into 
the simple Prisoner’s Dilemma formulation, such as ideology, bureaucratic politics, commit-
ments, coalitions, mediation, and leadership” (Axelrod, 1984: 190). Even regarding the heart 
of this framework – that is, the “ease of monitoring” and the “speed of responding” – the 
most the model can tell is, on the one hand, that waiting too long to respond to uncalled for 
defections implies the risk of sending the wrong signal: 

 
“(T)he longer defections are allowed to go unchallenged, the more likely it is that the 
other player will draw the conclusion that defection can pay. And the more strongly 
this pattern is established, the harder it will be to break it. [...] The speed of response 
depends upon the time required to detect a given choice by the other player. The 
shorter this time is, the more stable co-operation can be” (Axelrod, 1984: 185). 

 
Axelrod’s phrasing is deliberately cast in conditional terms, because responding to promptly 
(re)generates, in turn, the risk of provocability. As long as the reversion to a “last resort” 
central authority is impossible, or too expensive, as in fact is assumed for good reasons in 
this approach, the response must not be “too great” nor “too quickly” lest it lead to an 
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unending echo of defections. Consequently, “limited” provocability is a “useful feature” of 
a strategy designed to achieve stable cooperation. While tit-for-tat responds with an amount 
of defection “exact equal” to the other’s defection, in many circumstances “the stability of 
co-operation would be enhanced if the response were slightly less than the provocation” 
(Axelrod, 1984: 187). 

Later (see Chapter 8) we must find out to what extent the notions of the “ease of 
monitoring” and the “speed of sanctioning” might be good candidates indeed for 
explaining what is left unexplained thus far: the “miracle” of selective self-discipline by 
capitalists (and others dependent on them) – against the “natural” current of frustrating one 
another and inducing a non-intended regress into short-term opportunism (hit-and-run), 
finally leaving everybody worse off. From time to time, capitalists appear to be able to over-
come their centrifugal reflexes and find some cooperative form of formal and informal 
discipline. Under what conditions may we expect to witness that result? Consider, for in-
stance, the need to rationalize an industrial sector (e.g., shipbuilding or the aircraft-industry) 
or the need to modernize an industry hovering at the brink of losing the game of global 
competition (e.g., information technology). Symptomatically, these situations are haunted 
by an impressive imbalance between the capitalist need versus the capitalist capacity to co-
ordinate industrial strategies and tactics (see Chapter 1 on the competition respectively 
competence-trap). By differentiating these instances in terms of the “ease of monitoring” 
and the “speed of sanctioning” we may find a key to the puzzle that neo-corporatist and 
policy-network analysts, after all, had to leave undecided: given the absence of a central 
authority, what will be the level of interest aggregation and conflict intermediation “where 
both centrifugal strains and centripetal needs can be balanced” (Schmitter & Lanzalaco, 1989: 
228)? 

Part of the answer may lie in the concept of boundary-cum-level-choice. Boundary and 
level-choices are akin to the concept of “closure”, as originally casted by Weber ([1922], 
1978) and “rediscovered” by Parkin (1979), and subsequently reiterated by Murphy (1988). 
The concept was recently applied by Cawson et al. (1990), in one of those rare studies in 
which the (inter)firm level of analysis is taken as a point of departure for analyzing the 
interactions between state and market in terms of processes of inclusion and exclusion. The 
latter refer to instances, including notable “neo-liberal” political-economies, of closed 
circuits of policy-making where unwanted and potentially destabilizing actors are excluded. 
The distinction between insiders versus outsiders in these “closed circuits” echoes neo-cor-
poratist and policy-networks characterizations of the politics of reciprocity in which “the 
state” attributes a semi-public monopoly-status to interest groups “in exchange for” a privi-
leged say in the way the latter define, articulate and implement the private interests they 
choose to represent. What Cawson aspires to clarify by applying Weber’s concept of 
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“closure” is why 
 

“state actors sometimes attempt to achieve their objectives through incorporating 
organizations into policy formation and implementation; and why it is that non-state 
actors often attempt to pursue their interest through, in effect, ‘borrowing’ the 
legitimacy and coercive power of the state. At one extreme, actors ‘capture’ the state, 
and public policy and the public interest become identical with the private interest of 
the non-state organization. At the other extreme, state actors legitimately coerce 
non-state organizations into pursuing state-defined objectives” (Cawson et al., 1990: 
7). 

 
What kind of forces or mechanisms generate the specific blend of public and private 
interests in the making and implementing of “public” policy? To answer that question, 
Cawson suggests finding out how specific groups, firstly, manage to acquire a privileged 
status for themselves within the state system and, secondly, how they manage to mobilize to 
protect their interests as a “closed group”. This in turn should be related to “the rules of 
inclusion and exclusion of the organized groups themselves” (Cawson et al., 1990: 9). How-
ever, by repeating his earlier assertion that “(t)he process of social closure is a part of the 
concentrative dynamic, (considered) here to be the essential independent variable in the 
development of corporatism” (Cawson, 1986: 38; italics added), the explanatory potential of 
the concept of “closure” slips away once more: what has to be explained – the dynamics of 
“concentration” and “closure” – is declared to be the “independent” variable, obscuring, 
conversely, what will be considered to be the “dependent” variable(s) in this (e.g., 
Cawson’s) universe: the “rules” of inclusion and exclusion? Certainly, the latter form part of 
the puzzle to be solved, that is the identification of the modes of incorporation and ex-
clusion, but what should be explained prior to this and independently from “codes” or 
“modes” of inclusion and exclusion, are the modalities of associative or dissociative action. 
As argued before, the latter refer to the conditions of dependence as these are hypothesized 
to determine, what was called before, the horizontal and vertical boundary-demarcation of 
organizations – in fact the scale and the scope of inclusion versus exclusion – vis à vis the 
environments in which organizations try to serve their interests. In this perspective the 
processes of closure may be part of a larger process of concentration (and of de facto, as 
opposed to formally imposed, centralization). But precisely because of being “part” of what 
has to be explained, the latter can never be used to explain the former. Maybe the implicit 
premise, or axiom, of the autonomous (“self-propelling”) nature of the “concentrative 
dynamic” – that is, the arch-phenomenon apparently not in need to be explained sui generis – 
owes its inspiration from Weber’s own formulation (itself in turn inspired by his never-
ending discourse with Marxian postures, see Parkin, 1979 and Murphy, 1988): 
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“In spite of their continued competition against one another, the jointly acting com-
petitors now form an ‘interest group’ towards outsiders; there is a growing tendency 
to set up some kind of association with rational regulations; if the monopolistic 
interests persist, the time comes when the competitors [...] establish a legal order that 
limits competition through formal monopolies [...] In such a case, the interest group 
has developed into a ‘legally privileged group’ and the participants have become ‘privileged 
members’. Such closure, as we want to call it, is an ever-recurring process [...]” (Weber, 
[1922], 1978: 342; italics in the original). 

 
Summing up: the evolution from competitive to collusive, and from collusive to effectively 
exclusionary strategies, especially when projected against the background of what “rational-
choice” teaches about the obstacles on the road from the expected gains from collusion and 
exclusion and the anticipated losses from mutual defection, to the effective mobilization 
and consolidation of collective interests in a universe of “rational egoists” – that miracle still 
awaits a capable “de-coder”. Part of the decoding, deriving the codes of inclusion and ex-
clusion from the prevailing conditions of interdependence, rather than taking them as some 
sort of “iron law” or innate “compulsion”, may be done by introducing the discriminatory 
principles of the “ease of monitoring” and the “speed of sanctioning” in case of coope-
rative versus defective strategies. In short, relating situations in which cooperation may be 
profitable or even a necessary condition for collective or individual survival, to the presence 
or absence of proportionate monitoring and sanctioning facilities, may be helpful in under-
standing how and when necessities become sufficient realities. 

In spite of its heuristic potential the “monitoring-sanctioning” framework leaves us 
with some problems. These problems outweigh doubts about the explicative capacity of 
Axelrod’s pseudo-quantitative suggestions, like “an amount of defection exactly equal to” 
and the virtual exactitude of “a response slightly less than the provocation”. (As we saw 
earlier in the introduction to this chapter, proponents of the “chicken-game” metaphor 
abstain wisely from over-specification of the conditions under which “overperception may 
induce unnecessary capitulation”.) Whatever the progress from naive-functionalist to 
sophisticated-rationalist theories for the explanation of the evolution of collaborative 
ventures; and whatever the gain in academic realism by respecting the role of time in ex-
plaining the “robustness” of reciprocity – in fact the most instructive part of Axelrod’s 
reconstruction of tit-for-tat strategies (but see the next section) – two major flaws remain, 
reducing rational-choice’s capacity to grasp the essential contingencies of reciprocity in 
situations of strategic interdependence. First, the insight is missing that, more often than 
not, quid pro quo’s in a non-trivial exchange of rewards and punishments – however sym-
metrical in terms of the accuracy of monitoring and the speed of response – do not neces-
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sarily entail symmetrical commitments and consequences for the parties involved (see our earlier 
remarks on the divides between value-creation and value-appropriation). An example may 
illustrate the point: 

 
The OPEC-case 

When the Organization of Oil-Exporting Countries (OPEC) – in fact a loose-knit collection of non-
robust reciprocities – considers to increase its prices by reducing its export-volume, oil-consuming 
countries (OCC) may retaliate by searching for alternative exploration opportunities, respectively 
substitute technologies in order to reduce their economic (and geo-political) dependences. In this 
case, however, a short-term, continuously variable “tit” (at OPEC’s side) is “reciprocated” by a 
medium casu quo long-term, non-discretionarily variable “tat”(at OCC’s side): even when the 
shadows of the past and the future inspire for a more cooperative solution, the retaliatory mid 
respectively compensatory long-term investments by OCC stand in the way of a simple return to 
the status-quo ante. 

Alternatively, when OPEC and oil-consuming countries are about to discount the mutual 
benefits of cooperation (“swimming together”) by discovering the costs of mutual defection 
(“sinking together”), reciprocity may nevertheless fail to obtain – either due to each side’s proclivity 
to break his prisoner’s dilemma by looking for a power off-setting alliance with a third party (e.g., 
multinational oil-companies or mineral resources-substitutes) or as a result of each side’s talent in 
exploiting the divisive potential of “rational egoism” inside their counterparts. 

 
Second, also discernable in the illustration above, the insight is missing that the number of 
players in non-trivial circumstances is open to strategic manipulation or variation. Relaxing 
the assumption of a fixed number of participants and allowing for variations in their internal 
discipline – in fact the “robustness” of reciprocity inside each of the “collective” actors – 
alters the analysis of external reciprocities significantly. 

Both annotations refer to the same phenomenon: the impact of potential differences 
in the maneuverability of contending interests – functionally, territorially and/or temporally. 
Both ask for a theory-of-reciprocity in terms of “moves resulting in an escalation of 
movements“– as in a three-dimensional “nomadic” game – as opposed to an approach in 
terms of “moves and counter-moves, as exemplified in the metaphor of a conventional, 
two-dimensional “chess”-game. The next section elaborates the point (a formalization of 
the argument follows in Chapter 6). 
 

5.7 Versus the fragility of robustness 
 

Concerted action is, par excellence, a game of “imperfect” coordination among partly co-
operative, partly antagonistic players. Approaches of industrial strategies and tactics in terms 
of “moves” and “countermoves” – whether of a functionalist or game-theoretical signature 
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– are based on essentially short-term, exchange-theoretical interpretations of the competition 
for strategic market shares, assuming competitive “moves” within (1) a fixed arena, (2) with 
fixed numbers of players, and (3) fixed boundaries between the players and their 
environment. An approach in terms of “movements”, on the other hand, starting from 
short-term versus long-term, investment-theoretical interpretations of inter-dependence, 
focuses at the struggle for strategic maneuverability – allowing for varying degrees of freedom 
to change (1) arenas, (2) numbers of players, and (3) boundaries between them. Not first, 
but fast-mover advantages is the name of the game. As we demonstrate further-on, allo-
wing for major or lesser asymmetries in the distribution of this triple freedom-to-change, pro-
mises to offer fresh insights into the paradoxes of rationality. 

To give a preliminary idea of the paradoxes we have to think of, consider how eco-
nomists look at a characteristic caput in the study of industrial strategies and tactics, that is, 
the interrelationships between competition, interdependence and innovation. Part of the 
pertinent literature, especially on the dynamics of global competition, reports an excess of 
innovations due to imitative or bandwagon-effects. Band-wagon-effects are prompted by 
the fear amongst competing firms of losing first-mover advantages by “jumping” too late 
on a promising technology train and, hence, forfeiting new market opportunities. The 
imitation of “exemplary” competitors becomes a rational way of countering, and countering 
becomes a form of counter-competitive insurance. The “minimal regret” strategy, asserting 
that imitators follow first-movers even when this requires the investment of billions of 
dollars in make-believe strategies (e.g., Schenk, 1992), reinforces the self-fulfilling prophecy 
of the “imperative” to innovate. The nature of the mechanism predicts an excess supply of 
cosmetic or fake innovations. Evolutionary economists, reasoning from a “rational choice”-
perspective, arrive at diametrically opposed conclusions: they predict a shortage rather than 
an excess of innovations. Several explanations are suggested for this opposite outcome: 

 Appropriability: organizations often feel uncertain about the chance that they can 
keep the result of their innovative efforts for themselves; free riders may reap the 
fruits of the innovative contribution of others (Olson, 1975; Hardin, 1982; Teece, 
1990); 
 Critical mass: organizations may have doubts about the availability of com-
plementary innovations, indispensable for the viability and profitability of their own 
innovations; organizations will only switch from existing practices if they 
reasonably expect that others – suppliers, clients and those who decide on a 
supporting infrastructure – will follow; otherwise the pioneers are saddled with pro-
hibitive first (that is, lone) mover disadvantages (Nelson & Winter, 1988; Farrell & 
Saloner, 1985; Winter, 1988); 
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 Path-dependence: organizations risk entrapment in hyper-specialized and long-term 
investments; dedicated and fixed assets restrain the opportunity to switch by 
constraining the freedom of organizations to reallocate their financial resources 
(Teece, 1990: 61-2; Blankart & Knieps, 1991) and, we should add, their other 
critical resources as well: competence (“intellectual” capital) and connections 
(“infra” or “network”-capital). 
 

Which of the two responses to these specimens of interdependent choice – that is, settings 
in which the net benefits of one’s choices are dependent on what others are expected to do 
– will prevail: the propensity to imitate or the propensity to refrain from innovation? 
Reasoning from the eventualities of the competition, respectively competence-trap (Chapter 
1) suggests the answer. As far as the salience of bandwagon-effects varies from industry to 
industry; and as far as preemptive strategies more often than not are meant for the 
containment, rather than promotion of competing technological options, we expect that the 
“escalatory” impulse of imitation and preemption will not be strong enough to offset the 
“conservatory” forces associated with the problems of appropriability, critical mass and 
path-dependence. The net result, then, will be inertia rather than excess in the supply of 
innovations. Moreover, the social embeddedness of technological innovation suggests that 
this may be expected not only for process and product-innovations, but for enabling or 
supporting institutional innovations as well. The rationales of appropriability, critical mass 
and path-dependence can be helpful in explaining the puzzle: the puzzle of the incapacity of 
a rational society, in spite of being composed of free and self-interested players, to switch to 
rationally superior processes and arrangements. In theory or, for that matter, computer-
tournaments, a non-selfish authority governed by the laws of comprehensive rather than 
local rationality, might break the vicious circle. One may think of the state, or a regulatory 
agency somewhere between market and non-market hierarchies (since, as (neo-)corporatists 
would argue, in order to be effective, even “self”-governance needs the shadow of the state 
as a lender of support for re-ensuring private compromises). In practice, however, bringing 
“the” state back in seems to be part of the problem rather than part of the solution: 
politicians and public officials know that the authoritative allocation of values – being the 
“core of politics” – tends to be susceptible to the same spells of the competition and 
competence-trap as the “core of the market” – being the competitive allocation of resources. 

The problem of inertia can be summarized as a mismatch between the conditions of 
mutual dependence, that is, the objective resource-dependences among the players who 
appear to have a stake in coordinated industrial strategies: firms, state-agencies, organized 
labor, politicians, trade-associations – and the codes of mutual dependence, that is, the sub-
jective ways of coping with these resource-dependences. Formulated the other way around: 
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narrowly framed rationality and limited accountability stand in the way of the coordination 
of rational and legitimized political-economic responses. To the extent that each of the 
transactors tends to rationalize his bounded and “transitory” rationality by referring to the 
imperfect rationality, short-term orientation and limited accountability of the others, the 
Invisible hand (located at the left side in Figure 5.1) “ratifies” the reproduction of a non-
rational and non-accountable social order. An analysis in these terms explains the mismatch 
between “objective” structures and “subjective” strategies more convincingly than the more 
current approach in terms of value-dissensus and conflicts-of-interest. Paradoxically 
enough, it is neither the incompatibility of values nor the contradictory nature of interests, 
but rather the parallelism in values, interests and attitudes of the key-actors, that thwarts the 
coordination of their expectations and the realization of their ambitions. Not deficiencies in 
value or interest-sharing but deficiencies in the balance of power explain the mismatch 
between structures of dependence and coping strategies. Interpreted this way, the so-called 
“low trust”-dynamics (Fox, 1974; Wassenberg, 1987) underlying the earlier mentioned con-
servatory forces of appropriability, critical mass and path-dependence, are not the causes 
but the symptoms of something more elemental: the dynamics of asymmetries-in-reciprocation. 
Being more elemental, the question of symmetry versus asymmetry in the reciprocity 
between the architects of social and economic order, deserves a central place in this study. 

When speaking of “objective” structures versus “subjective” strategies we use these 
labels in the sense of Olson (1975) where he distinguishes between two types of rationality. 
Where subjective rationality refers to the imperfections of individual action – that is, to the 
limits of rationality demonstrated by organizations acting as “rational egoists” – objective ra-
tionality refers to the limits of rationality demonstrated by inter-organizational networks – 
that is, to the imperfections in the collective outcome of the extended interaction among 
“rational egoists”. Networks of organizations are formed by “subjectively” rational agents 
but once produced the “objectively” resulting web of commitments may impose additional 
constraints on the already constrained rationality of the architects of these networks. At 
higher levels of interest aggregation and interaction, “limits of rationality” assume another 
quality. Whenever rationality assumes a momentum of its own, it makes sense to distinguish 
between its subjective and objective manifestations. However, the distinction makes only 
sense empirically if the formal principles of subjective and objective rationality are translated 
into substantive categories, that is, into the subjective coping strategies of collective actors 
versus the objective interdependences that “govern” – both in the causative and conse-
quential sense of the word – their reciprocal interactions. The latter formulation derives 
directly from our three levels of analysis, to wit: an inquiry into the dependences that 
structure the logic-of-transaction between “rational egoists” at the interface of the micro/ 
meso-level, and dependences that govern the logic-of-interaction among collective actors, or 



CAPITALIST DISCIPLINE 

 141 

“rational super-egoists”, on the meso/macro-level of the policy-arena(s) where they meet. 
The distinction between the two – the “logics” of transaction versus interaction – refers to 
two problems looking for a solution in the negotiated order of a political economy: mana-
ging the dilemmas of group formation and managing the dilemmas of the formation of 
inter-group relations. In order to clarify the distinction and to illustrate the way in which 
firms, interest-associations and state-agencies cope with this kind of intra and inter-
organizational dilemmas, we realign the discussion to what was said earlier about the trans-
formation of government-to-business relationships from the tightly orchestrated, top-down 
politics-of-accommodation – emblematic for the Old discipline – to the equally seclusive 
(Weber’s “closure”), but increasingly fragmented politics-of-containment that characterize the 
rise of the New discipline. 

 

5.8 The New discipline 
 

As argued in Chapter 4 and elaborated here, from the late 1970s onwards the paraphernalia 
of the macro-politics of accommodation have become increasingly irrelevant as an 
encompassing device for expressing and governing inter-class conflicts. Strategies and tactics 
of accommodation that used to be emblematic for neo-corporatist regimes in many a West-
European, mixed-market economy kept part of their relevance – be-it nowadays more as an 
improvising and opportunistic device for handling inter-level contradictions of interest 
representation, originating from the intra rather than inter-class inability to overcome the 
collectively irrational outcomes of individually rational behaviors. As demonstrated above, 
the transformation applies as much to capital and labor qua interest-associations as to the 
state in its manifold and multi-level manifestations qua value-association. Formulated dog-
matically, one can say that the order of mixed-market economies underwent a 
transformation from a negotiated order initially based on the politics-of-segregation between 
the classes – a regime of horizontal inter-class compartmentalization, the stability of which 
required a high degree of vertical, intra-class discipline across all levels of interest-
aggregation – towards a negotiated order based on intra-class segregation – a regime of ver-
tical compartmentalization, the manageability of which requires horizontal and diagonal, 
inter-class alliances (however opportunistically or temporarily motivated) in order to solve, 
or less cosmetically said: to export upward or downward the intra-class dilemmas of “collec-
tive action”. As indicated earlier, these dilemmas gather in weight, the broader the scope 
and the more inclusive the level of interests that capital, labor and the state, either willingly 
or by an inadvertent conspiracy of circum-stances, pretend to represent and incorporate. As 
the following chapters intend to make clear, industrial-financial strategies offer a rich 
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illustration of this gradual but nonetheless radical transformation: from a predominantly 
horizontal regime of orchestrating inter-class divides in an accommodationist fashion, to a 
pre-dominantly vertical regime of orchestrating intra-class divides by a mixed menu of 
escapist strategies and containment tactics. Rephrased in terms of capitalist “discipline”: in 
the Old discipline prevails the shared respect for the “sovereignty” of each of the repre-
sentational “monopolists” – organized capital, labor and the state – flanked by an uncon-
tested oligarchic “mandate” inside each of them. In the New discipline we see the gradual 
break-down of the “monopolists’ “ internal mandate and a shift towards lower-level, ad hoc 
forms of interest-intermediation inside capital, respectively labor and the state – flanked by 
ad hoc ententes between each of them. 

Regarding the strategic interdependences governing the games of industrial-financial 
politics – both nationally and internationally – the key-actors know, as they know that their 
counterparts know, that coping strategies inspired by rational egoism tout court will almost 
certainly have counter-rational consequences. Yet, not knowing what others will do with this 
knowledge and, more to the point, not knowing how far the internal discipline or mandate 
of the others will ascertain, or frustrate, a proportionate response to the risks of “rational” 
short-sightedness – the typical reaction for all players, public and private alike, will be to 
look for internal and external safeguards. Leaving political and managerial rhetorics aside, 
this objective may be the hard core of the strategic “competence” that state and market-
actors are looking for, to wit: the capacity to forge an optimal fit between their intra and 
inter-organizational discipline. 

The search for internal organizational discipline takes the form of rent-seeking coalitions; 
the search for inter-organizational predictability results in the formation of rent-seeking 
alliances. In this make-up, industrial-financial politics are stratified and triangular games: 
“stratified” because the players may choose – if they have a choice – between different levels 
of interest-inclusion and exclusion; and “triangular”, not in the conven-tional sense of some 
solidaristic variety of tripartite concertation – capital-labor-state – but in the above sugges-
ted constellation of firm-to-firm, state-to-state and government-to-business reinsurance-
games: a strategic calculus in which each player (e.g., capital) at the optimal level (or mix of 
levels) of interest-inclusion, “offers” another (e.g., labor) to serve as a shield or leverage 
against a third party (e.g., the state, or more pertinently: a Department, a financial House 
Committee or a Directorate General of the European Commission). For the state and the 
interest associations of labor the same type of strategic calculus applies, though more often 
than not resulting for each of them (for reasons to be spelled out later; see Chapter 7) in 
dissimilar optimal “subsidiarity”-levels of interest aggregation. The strongest player in this 
stratified and triangular setting is the one that can afford to commute between more than a 
single level of interest representation and intermediation in different arenas. 
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Arenas vary according to the sector-specific games to be played, ranging from labor-
intensive and declining industries to capital-intensive and emerging industries. What matters 
in all cases is the resourcefulness of the players in terms of their financial, intellectual and 
relational assets. Resourcefulness informs about maneuverability. Maneuverability deter-
mines whether an inclusive or exclusive game will be chosen. Following Olson’s grammar 
(1975) an exclusive game refers to “market”-groups having an objective interest in minimizing 
the size of the group, as for instance oligopolists or a group of firms lobbying for exclusive 
state-subsidies. In an exclusive game the theoretical optimum is a closed representational 
monopoly. An inclusive game, on the other hand, refers to “non-market”-groups, that is, 
stakeholders bent on increasing their leverage by maximizing the size of the group of their 
supporters or clients. The rationale may be the hope for declining costs or increasing 
marginal returns as in the case of trade-union mergers or industries lobbying for protect-
tionist measures or tax reductions. The theoretical optimum of “inclusivity” is a function of 
the expected economies of scale, as for instance in pressure politics. Whether the choice 
between or a specific combination of inclusive and exclusive forms of associational conduct 
in industrial strategies proves to be an asset (increasing an actor’s entry and exit 
opportunities) or a liability (overstretching an actor’s decision making capacity) depends on 
the inter-play of two sets of variables: the internal discipline and the sense of direction of 
the actors versus the strength of the earlier mentioned “forces-of-inertia “, to wit: appro-
priability, critical mass and path-dependence. 

 
5.9 The New paradigm 

 
More about this in the succeeding chapters, but looking at the complexities of the interplay 
of internalities and externalities, one conclusion can be drawn in advance. Apart from the 
shortcomings of the functionalist and rational-choice perspectives, our review of the 
literature casts serious doubts on the explanatory power of another sociological metaphor 
that “unifies” the otherwise “pluralist” body of accommodationist theorizing and research, 
that is, exchange-theory. The ambiguities associated with multi-level moves and multi-arena 
movements question the realism of such a quasi-synoptic paradigm. Of course, our skeptic-
cism about the usefulness of the exchange metaphor may be an artifact of the selected sorts 
of game – “industrial-financial strategies” – representing less “continuously variable” and 
“calculable” tit-for-tats than the divisible give-and-takes in the world of wage, income, tax, 
social security, vocational training policies and the like. It may even be argued that the 
example of industrial politics represents a perfect case for demonstrating the limits of 
exchange: in industries suffering from excess-capacity, cyclical rigidities and mass lay-offs 
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(such as steel, synthetic fibers, textile, shipbuilding and electronics), capital, labor and the 
national state are said not to have any choice but to accept the ineluctable “laws” of the 
market. Consequently, according to this view, there is nothing to be “ex-changed”. To 
assess the pertinence of this kind of objections, it suffices to repeat what was said earlier 
about statics and dynamics, that is, about the inherently static nature of functionalist and 
conventional game-theoretical approaches. In these, essentially exchange-theoretical images 
of society, power and dependence are analyzed in terms of moves and countermoves – 
aimed at improving or consolidating strategic positions, in a “flat” world in which the trinity 
of arena, agenda and time is assumed to be fixed. Confront these assumptions with the 
approach proposed here: an analysis of power and dependence in terms of processes of 
positioning, directed at maintaining or improving an actor’s strategic maneuverability. Add to 
this a world consisting of more than a single issue-arena and allowing for the articulation of 
interests at more than a single level of aggregation, then it becomes clear why arena, agenda 
and time, instead of being treated as fixed parameters should be considered as first-order 
targets of strategic search and selection. The question, in other words, is not whether actors 
are involved in exchanging rewards and punishments or threats and promises – they 
obviously are – but rather whether this observation is of much assistance, first, in 
identifying the forces governing political-economic exchange conditions and, second, 
explaining the cumulative effects of these forces for the “ratification” or “revision” of the 
negotiated order of industrial strategies. The former question refers to the specifics of 
bargaining power and its elementary distribution in society. The second issue relates to the 
intended and non-intended consequences of the division of bargaining power for the 
evolution of the negotiated order between state and market. Exchange-theory falls short on 
both dimensions. Models of state-market relationships based on the exchange-theoretical 
paradigm – even those that are less “determinist” than functionalism or less “voluntarist” 
than rational choice and game-theory – fail to recognize the essence of strategic choice in a 
causally “complex” and political-economically “contested” environment, that is, an environ-
ment in which public and private actors are engaged in disputes about the normative and 
practical limits of accountability, resulting from uncertainty about (1) the reach of the arenas 
in which they meet, (2) the division of power and authority in these arenas, and (3) the gates 
between themselves and the environment wherein they seek to (re)deploy their core-
interests. 

Most of these uncertainties can be recognized as specific manifestations of the 
“subsidiarity”-principle (recently discovered as something “new” but in fact an old-timer 
stemming from the “organic” orthodoxy of corporatism. Subsidiarity refers to the search 
for “optimal” levels of interest-articulation and policy-implementation. More intriguingly 
than the well-known Olsonian rationality-traps inside interest groups (encumbering their 
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capacity to internalize externalities in policy-areas such as employment, inflation, pollution, 
infrastructure and vocational training), interest groups differ in their preferences regarding 
the “optimal” level of interest-aggregation for their counterparts. Who wins in this “battle of 
preferences” depends on staying power, where staying power, paradoxically, depends on 
one’s exit-opportunities. In order to grasp the subtleties of the politics of reciprocity, of vital 
importance for our understanding of the negotiated order as well as for conjectures about 
the governance structures that may emerge, we need a third generation of (what probably, 
then, has to be relabeled) post-accommodationist casu quo containment theorizing and research. It 
is to be expected that the distinctive heuristics of this shift of scholarly interest generates a 
research-agenda that can be paraphrased as follows: 

 First, a shift from macro and meso-analyses that takes existing (state and business-
interest) associations as a predefined menu from which to choose, to micro-
analysis, assuming that capitalists (like governmental actors and contending private 
actors) prefer a mix of institutional as well as non-institutional alternatives and 
postulating that, ultimately, actors’ choices determine the rise and fall of the salience 
of specific disciplinary arrangements; 
 Second, a shift from “institutions”, seen as a collective state-of-mind for handling 
conflicts of interests, to institutions seen as a moving web of formal and informal 
commitments. Commitments are the outcome of intendedly rational choices, imposed 
or self-contrived by collective actors (firms, state-agencies, trade-unions, and so 
forth); 
 Third, a shift from the orthodox analysis of institutions to a stakeholders-analysis 
in the heterodox sense, that is mixing the rationality-assumptions of evolutionary 
economics with the strategy-of-conflict insights of the science of diplomacy with 
the concrete sociology of (inter)organizational stratagems and spoils; 
 Fourth, a shift from the causal linearity suggested by the “structure-conduct-
performance” orthodoxy in industrial economics, to the causal circularity suggested 
by a “strategic choice”-paradigm: actors, by choosing a strategy, create commit-
ments; once created, commitments tend to predetermine further choices. The 
latter, by constraining the external maneuverability as well as the internal flexibility 
of the choosing agents (see the competence-trap that follows from the intra and 
inter-organizational costs of switching from old to new allegiances), may have non-
intended (“agent-insensitive”) consequences; 
 And finally, a shift from classificatory and comparative “structures” of states and 
markets to the study of the “competitive advantage of institutions”: a sort of 
survival of the “fittest” commitments (in)vested in coalitions and alliances. The 
“fitness” of coalitions (around a specific “collective” interest) and alliances (the 
bridges across specific “collective” interests) serves as the chief explanation of the 
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evolution of government-to-industry relationships (“concerted action”). Structural 
changes in the pattern of commitments (“disciplinary arrangements “), are considered 
to be a function of changes in the (asymmetry of) entry and exit conditions, both at 
the level of individual organizations (firms, state-agencies and interest associations) 
and at the level of cross-organizational connections (the strategic “communities-of-
fate”) between state and market. 
 

5.10 Conclusion 
 

The latter statement represents the core of a new paradigm: a shift from the quest for 
institutional associability, based on the exchange-theoretical notion of moves-and-counter-
moves between inter-dependent actors in a two-dimensional theatre – in which the arena, 
agenda and time are assumed to be fixed – to the quest for strategic maneuverability, based on 
the investment-theoretical notion of movements-and-momentum of concerted action in a 
three-dimensional theatre – in which the manipulation of the parameters of arena, agenda and 
time is assumed to be the quintessence of the play. When we designate the evolution of 
concerted action between state and business as the meta-phenomenon to be explained 
(explanandum), then the micro and meso-properties respectively of intra and inter-
organizational bargaining power must be the explaining variables (explanantia). The following 
Exhibit summarizes the argument and shows the partitioning of the paradigm. 

 
The Argument: 

 
The co-evolution of capitalist discipline and corporate games 

 
The quest for discipline 
How do strategically dependent organizations cope with the quest for discipline, when the arena 

consists of: 
1. A constellation of actors economizing on commitments (the essence of rational egoism), 
2. But tied by historical investments (the essence of path dependence) 
3. And facing related dilemmas of anticipation (the essence of interdependent choice) but differing 

in their relative freedom to enter or to leave the arena (the essence of negotiation power). 
 
Propositions 
1. Horizontal rivals confronted with “prisoner’s-dilemmas” will look for vertical allies. 
2. Vertical allies confronted with “reciprocity”-hazards will reiterate the search for horizontal 

coalitions. 
3. Movements of this kind generate new dilemmas, invoking a new type of disciplinary strategies, 

that is, the recycling of coalitions and alliances. 
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The conquest of discipline 
The revolving relationship between micro practices, meso arrangements and macro order: 
strategies emerge from structures of dependence; interdependent choice induces disciplinary 
codes & commitments; these arrangements generate regimes; and regimes (re)ratify strategies 
and structures. 

 
The approach defended here is a plea for the analysis of industrial-financial games from an 
inter-dependent-choice perspective. The grammar of “games” suggests a deviation from 
both conventional normative and positive approaches to policy planning and corporate 
strategy-analysis. The units of analysis are strategies and tactics of concrete organizations 
that can be considered as the main stake-holders in the formation and diffusion of indus-
trial politics: firms, interest associations and state (-agencies). The institutional arrangements 
into which firm-to-firm and government-to-business relationships crystallize, are seen as 
disciplinary arrangements. The paradigm is sensitive to the paradoxes of power in situations 
of neither purely authoritative nor purely competitive relationships. Consider for instance 
the paradox of the “strength of dependence”: in a triangular setting a relatively weak but 
flexible player may be highly effective compared with strong but in their mutual rivalry 
frozen, and hence inflexible counterparts. Or the paradox of the “strength of weak ties”: a 
weak link in a chain of strong interdependences may derive disproportional power from its 
capacity to disrupt the integrity of the interdependent whole. Approaching industrial-
financial stratagems from this angle asks for the integration of economics, sociology and 
political science. The recombination of these disciplines results in a reframing and dyna-
mization of the analysis of capitalist discipline, the center-piece of which rests upon the 
following premises: 

 the conditions and codes of the game of discipline change in ways imperfectly 
understood by the players; 
 the game is performed by at least three players, implying the possibility of 
switching coalitions and alliances; 
 the players are internally non-monolithic; 
 though the players operate simultaneously in different arenas, with different 
agendas and time-horizons; 
 the interdependence of choice tends to discourage maximalist strategies; 
 the normative “vacuum” will be stronger, when there is more uncertainty about the 
number of negotiators and their “visibility”, the intensity of the stakes of each of 
them, and the room for (re)linking stakes and issues; 
 and the collective logic of the game constrains the negotiability of the game. 

 
The catalogue suggests a crucial difference with the world according to Olsonians and 
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Axelrodians: the “shadows” of the past and of the future are, more often than not, 
asymmetric shadows for the respective players. The proviso of a perfect, that is, spatially 
and temporally symmetric freedom to answer tit-by-tat will rarely, if ever be satisfied. 

If we allow for (1) the presence of more than two parties, (2) possible asymmetries 
in external maneuverability and internal mobilization and, consequently, (3) possible 
asymmetries in the escalation of commitments triggered by successive tit-for-tats, it must 
be clear why functionalist, exchange and game-theoretical notions of conflict and co-
operation have to be replaced by another framework, the base-line of which is nego-
tiation power. To this “foundation” of capitalist discipline and diplomacy we propose to 
turn now. 


