On the Idea of Governance


The idea of governance – as distinct from government – has acquired a certain intellectual cachet. Two important questions follow: 1) in what important ways do the concepts of governance and government differ; 2) why is the idea of governance now becoming more important.


Looking first at the differences between the concepts, one could make a few simple observations. First, government is a noun that refers to a quite distinct structural institution in the world: the institution in which sovereign power and governing authority is lodged for a particular society or polity. Governments can differ from one another on many dimensions, of course, but as Max Weber observed, what all governments have in common is a monopoly on the legitimate use of force in a society. Governance, in contrast, is a gerund that refers to a general social function in society. It is both a less structural and broader idea than government. An important question is how closely is the idea of governance tied to the institution of government.


One can forge a close link between the idea of governance on one hand and government on the other through the following definition: governance is the process by which government governs society. Such a definition of governance would inextricably link the concept of governance to the activities, effects, purposes – one could say functions – of government. But at the same time, the definition would make an important distinction between the structural idea of government as an institution, and the more functional idea of governance as a process that the institution of government engages in with respect to the society of which it is the government. The distinction, in turn, would allow us to drive a wedge between the concept of government on one hand, and the idea of governance on the other. We could ask, for example, an evaluative question about how well society was governed by government. We could ask descriptive questions about the methods used by the institutions of government to govern society. We could even ask about the degree to which government actually governed relations and conditions in the society. In short, by thinking about the process and functions of governance as opposed to the institutions of government we allow ourselves to draw a distinction between these concepts – even when we try to link them as closely together as possible.


Once one starts down this road, however, one quickly sees that this definition of governance as the process by which government governs society is a peculiarly narrow definition of governance.  After all, we can speak meaningfully, it seems, about conditions being governed even when there is no sovereign government to do this work. We say that world environmental conditions are governed (at least to some disputed degree) by the Kyoto Agreements.


Similarly, we can and do reasonably speak of the governance of collective institutions and associations that are smaller than polities, and do not have the sovereign powers of states or governments. We say, for example, that business firms, or nonprofit firms, or political parties have their own governance structures and processes. They are not the government. But they have governance structures and processes that they rely on to define and pursue their purposes, using assets that are held within the collective enterprise. An important question concerns the relationship between the governance of these intermediate or private institutions on one hand, and either the government itself, or the processes of governing society on the other.


We even use the word governance in a much broader way to refer to all those factors that are shaping particular conditions in the world. We say, for example, that the economic conditions in a given country are governed by global economic forces, or (more abstractly) by the laws of supply and demand. We say the willingness of human beings to be kind to one another, or to participate actively in collective enterprises in which they cannot be sure of gaining their fair share of the proceeds of the collective effort are governed by human nature, or the laws of human psychology.

What these observations suggest is that our idea of governance is really much broader than our idea of government – particularly when we begin thinking about the relationship between the institution of government on one hand, and the processes by which the government seeks to influence conditions in the societies which they govern (but only partially control). What exists in the world of governance that is not government is all those structures and processes which shape collective action beyond the scope of governments, and those forces which shape conditions that may or may not be under the control of government. In effect, the idea of governance as distinct from government raises important questions about the degree to which government can define the purposes and guarantee the achievements of societies. It creates the distinction between a society on one hand – with its diverse interests, differential capacities, more or less concentrated and effective private institutions, and a government – with its responsibilities to protect rights and pursue common purposes as best it can on the other. 


The fact that we increasingly seem to want to draw attention to the important difference between the relatively narrow structural idea of government on one hand and the broader functional idea of governance on the other does not seem like an accident. It comes at a time when we are increasingly concerned about the real capacities of governments to govern their societies well. To some degree this fact has an ideological valence that is important to undertand. The right has long insisted on making the distinction between society and government, and has more recently urged that the size and scope of government be reduced, leaving whatever level of social governance is required to more private, less governmental institutions. But it is importat to understand that the left, too, has long been interested in the relationship of society to government, and been concerned on one hand, that that state not become the agent of powerful private interests, and that it stand up to them, and, on the other, that the state create the conditions under which private social institutions can arise and become successful. So, while we could make a big deal of the fact that we start talking about governance rather than government at a time when big government, and the equalizing, re-distributing purposes it had have come into ill repute, the fact remains that the distinction between society and the state, between social level governance (as the sum of all governance arrangements) and government itself, has always been important.. 


Because we are no longer sure that government, acting alone and independently, can either define or achieve important social goals, we turn our attention to other institutions and processes that can do so, either by guiding government more effectively as to purposes, strengthening its capacity to act on agreed upon purpose, or by acting largely independently of government. (Of course, nothing is every wholly independent of government since governments create the conditions under which other institutions can exist, and can act to undermine or destroy institutions as they will). Thus, governance emerges as a way to think about the institutions and processes that might be mobilized to define and pursue governmental purposes, but also as those that can define and pursue social purposes independent of government, or those that simply shape social conditions without any conscious intent.

Note that among the different ideas of governance offered above, a crucial difference lies between ideas of governance that assume only behavioral influence on conditions in the world without any established structures or processes designed to allow the development of some collective consciousness of conditions, or some collective capacity to act on those conditions, versus those ideas of governance that not only assume such collective capacity for thought and action, but also see that as a key defining feature of governance. The concepts of governance that do not include a self-conscious capacity to think and act collectively include the pure behavioral idea that equates governance with causal influence, or with the power of unself-consciously embraced patterns of behavior and norms. The concepts of governance that do include a self-conscious capacity to think and act collectively include the idea of government as an institution with purposes and capabilities and processes for defining both purposes and actions, and the ideas of governance of other collective institutions that do not have at their base the sovereign power of the state, but still have some effective means for organizing discussion about purposes, and deploying assets to achieve results.

If we stay focused on the idea of governance as the processes that help form and pursue collective activities through conscious deliberation and action, an important question is what kind of process this is. One is tempted to put some kind of authority over something at the center of the idea of governance. That authority could be the authority of the state. But it could be authority constructed through other means. For example, through explicit agreements and contracts with individuals who (to that degree) become subject to the governance of those with whom contracts were signed. The authority could even be constructed through consensual agreement, (At this stage, of course, we are close to describing the kind of governance that emerges from unconsciously shared norms and ideas – particular if the consent is tacit and assumed rather than explicitly agreed to.) These different ideas about how effective authority is constructed correspond to different ideas about how authority might be legitimated in the eyes of those subjected to it, and thus make a more powerful behavioral claim on them that authority that lacked such legitimation. 


[Note that these ideas of authority and governance are particularly apt when we are thinking about government. We have lots of experience in thinking and talking about the authority of government, the legitmation of that authority. We have less experience but we are now learning to talk about the degree to which state authority, legitimated or not, has effective behavioral power. But we have the least experience in talking about how authority is created, legitimated, and becomes effective in nongovernmental institutions. The economists focus on contracts. The sociologists and anthropologists concentrate on culture, tradition, and custom. Both can be rational or irrational. Fair or unfair. Modern or traditional. Though it is often assumed that contracts are rational and modern while the others are not, ignoring the fact that most contracts are inevitaqbly incomplete and have to be completed by tacit understanding of one kind that mostly work (otherwise the courts would be even more jammed than they now are), and that modernity it itself a cultural idea that has gained social standing over time.] 
[Note the important distinction between the construction of authority through a process of individual negotiations resulting in contracts on one hand, and the construction of authority based on collective decision-making on the other. One can certainly develop a governing structure and process for collective action out of individual agreements. In fact, it is hard to imagine that the structure and processes of governance is effective without individual agreement of some kind. But that is much different than the kind of governance that occurs when individuals have already thrown in their lot with an enterprise, and the important question is what they will do as a collective with the full weight of the collective and its executives being brought to bear on individuals. In the second kind of governance, a process of collective decision making has to be constructed to allow the collectively established governance authority to operate. And that could be described as the structure and processes of governance. That ties governance to the collective, not the individual. It can be more or less democratic. It can have a legislature, an executive, or acourt, or different ways of accommodating the different concerns about collective decision making that each institution embodies: representativeness, efficiency, protection of individual rights and fairness. That can be true for states or for private organizations.]

But once we have the ideas of authority, legitimate authority, and effective influence associated with the idea of governance (as well as government), then two important additional questions arise: 1) over what assets and individuals does the authority exist; and 2) for what purposes may that authority be deployed.  Let’s take them in turn because they are both important questions.


Governance, particularly when it is defined as a self conscious effort to create and use authority over something to achieve a collectively defined purpose  needs both an object and a purpose. The question about the object of authority focuses attention on what things will be guided or influenced by the authority that emerged from a particular structure and process of governance.  One answer to that is individuals. But there is another answer that is shared assets. 

Next question is purposes. Simple answer here is achievement of collectively defined purposes. But one such purpose could be maintenance of right relationships. That is a concrete matter that takes resources and technologies to produce in the minds of those affected, and those watching. But in many respects it seems like a less taxing and demanding effort than the alteration of material conditions. Question is whether we are producing agreement or something a bit different which would be justice (as experienced by those who were the objects of judgment, a fair minded audience, or some ideal)


Right relationships could be the goal. They could also be a constraint on how individuals who were part of the collective enterprise were treated in the doing of the joint work. Or it could include the way in which they were treated in making collective decisions. There was once a lively discussion about the governance of firms, and the role of both workers and customers in the governance. Interesting work done by Hirschman on the kinds of influence that could be exerted. Also a discussion about right relationships within families, and between families and the states. 


The only point I am making here is that the purposes of governance could be seen either as the efficient pursuit of an agreed upon goal, or the protection of right relationships, or some combination of the two.

Such a definition would make a sharp distinction between the structural institution called government on one hand, and an account of both how that institution operated, and its expected effects. The government as an institution governs society. The process of government acting in this way constitutes governance. So, to define governance, we have to shift from the description of an institution to an account of how that institution behaves, the effects that it has, perhaps even its purpose or the things would justify it. So, the idea of governance grows larger and more functional than the concept of government.  

But that formulation reveals the interesting differences in the concepts. We describe governance as a process rather than an institution. And we limit We can say that a polity is governed by its government – that its governance resides in the structures and processes

� A quick answer. Government requires the creation of explicit governance structures and processes for collective institututions as a necessary condition of them being recognized as coherent, collective actors. Government in some cases, regulates the specific form that such structures and processes should take, and what information should be available to those who participate in the organizations, and those who observe what the organization is doing imagining that they might contribute. Insofar as these organizations control assets and activities carried out in the society, and influence social conditions, one could reasonably say that the governance of these organizations forms an important part of the governance structure of society. Insofar as forms and practices of governance of these organizations provide models of and skills for participating in the political and administrative processes that guide government, they may also play an important role in shaping the governance of government as well as society.





