Innovations in Governance


Governance is a word with many subtly different meanings. Sometimes it seems to refer to the particular structures or processes through which authoritative influence or control over some collection of individuals, or some collectively owned asset, is invoked. We say, for example that the governance of a society or the governance of business firm, or the governance of a voluntary association consists of the particular structures and processes that a society, or a firm, or a voluntary association relies on to make authoritative decisions about what members can expect from and owe to one another, and how their collectively owned assets will be deployed to accomplish collectively agreed upon tasks. What is notable about this idea of governance is that it refers to a particular set of structures and processes, and that these structures and processes are built to handle different kinds and sizes of collective enterprises.

Other times, the concept of governance seems to refer less to a formal structure or process, and more to a functional idea suggesting that a particular set of activities or events or conditions are being influenced by some particularly powerful governing force. We say for example, that the conditions of life in a developing country could be governed by global economic forces. Or, we say that the governing mechanism that produces observed levels of drug consumption is the willingness of individuals to spend time and money acquiring and using drugs. 

The two different meanings come together in a particularly strong idea of governance which is the idea that particular structures and processes of governing are powerful in shaping the activities of a group of individuals, or the uses of a collectively owned asset. In effect, when we try to explain why a particular group of individuals are behaving in a particular way, or why a particular asset is being deployed in a particular way for a particular purpose, we find the causal explanation in the structures and processes that invoked some kind of formal authority over the group or the asset. The structures and processes of governance not only existed as a formal matter; they also worked to influence the actions of whatever entity was being governed!


There is a still stronger view of governance which suggests that the structures and processes that we refer to as the governing structures and processes of some collective entity helped to produce a shared understanding of the purpose of the collective, and enabled the enterprise to be guided reliably toward that purpose by a relatively small number of actors on whom governing authority was conferred. In effect, that a collective enterprise could be successfully directed and controlled by a governing structure that had a shared, self-conscious purpose.


The strong views of governance that suggest tight authoritative control over some kind of collective enterprise appear most often when we think about very hierarchical organizations such as military units or business firms engaged in mass production. The goal of governance in these kinds of organizations is to focus and discipline the work of the organization in the production of some agreed upon objective.


When we think about the governance of diverse polities, however, or the governance of voluntary associations, we often have in mind a much looser idea of governance in which much of the work of governance is focused on holding the group in some rough continuing relationship to one another rather than organizing their collective efforts into some well defined collective effort. The goals of this loose kind of governance is to keep the peace among the participants, protect the rights and enforce the responsibilities of members to one another, settle disputes when they arise, and maintain the conditions under which the group can meet and consider whether there is anything they would like to do as a collective.


So, governance seems to have much to do with the invocation of some kind of authority over the actions of individuals who think of themselves as bound together in some way, and subject to this authority; and/or who own a shared asset; and/or who have some kind of purpose they seek to achieve together through agreements that make them accountable to one another and their shared purpose. The scope of governance can be over things that are very large or very small. We can talk for example, about the governance of a society, or of a small community. We can talk of the governance of a firm, or a voluntary association. It can be tighter or looser; more focused on co-ordinated action to solve an instrumental problem, or more focused on developing and maintaining relationships among members of a group who find advantage in thinking of themselves as a group. It can be focused on the achievement of productive tasks, or the protection of social relationships within the collective.


An important change in our thinking about the concept of governance occurs when we shift our attention from the idea of governance as the structures and processes that are used to regulate relationships among members of a collective enterprise, and/or to use a collectively owned asset, to one that focuses attention on the governance of a particular problem or condition in society. The idea of governance is strained a bit when we talk about the governance of society’s overall efforts to deal with the problem of poverty, or AIDS. The reason is that the collection of individuals and assets that are functionally part of society’s efforts to deal with poverty or AIDS will not necessarily be formed up under some structure or process that can invoke a reliable authority over their actions, or even effectively influence what they do. Their actions or inactions, taken both individually and cumulatively, can have a big effect on the size and character of the AIDS problem. But they may not share much consciousness of their functional interdependence. Nor is it guaranteed that some kind of process will arise to help them recognize and act on their interdependence. Nor is it certain that some kind of structure will arise that assigns executive authority over the actions they take that contribute to the AIDS problem. All these steps might have to be taken to build an effective governing process and structure that would allow somewhat co-ordinated action to deal effectively with the AIDS problem.


When we talk about innovations in the governance of a society we bring a whole new meaning to the idea of governance. In this conception, we are focusing our attention on the governance structures and processes of an entire society – maybe even the world. Our attention is drawn not only to specific structures and processes that constitute the government of the society, but also to structures and processes that shape important material conditions and social relationships within the society. Government is an important part of the institutional apparatus that constitutes the governance of a society; but it is not all that is important. We are interested in the social and cultural norms that guide a great deal of individual and collective activity. We are interested in the structures and practices that guide private firms, and voluntary associations as well as those that shape the use of government powers. When we look at government, we are as interested in how the polity defines public purposes as well as achieves them. And we are as interested in how government manages social relations among citizens, and between itself and citizens as we are in the material conditions in the society. What is important about the concept is that the field for public collective action is widened, as are the purposes that can be considered the important focus of governance. Government becomes but one part of the governing process of the wider society.

It is worth pausing a minute to focus on the different goals. Have a different sense of purposes. Shift from purposes to rights and social relations.  Brought together to some degree in the form of substantive rights. Often use a yardstick of an ideal society as though that should be the teleological purpose of all governance arrangements, and that governance arrangements can be evaluated primarily in terms of their ability to produce these material conditions and social relationships. 


What this leaves out, however, are two things: first, the fact that at any given moment the purposes of the society, the things for which it will take collective responsibility, acting on its own or through the instrument of government, is subject to collective decision-making processes. These processes may be an important part of the governance system of a polity as well. But at any given moment, the goal is being arbitered by the collective. The goal doesn’t stand entirely outside the collective, though some ideal may powerfully beckon. Second, societies develop materially, socially, and politically. There is a dynamic task associated with the building of a governance capacity. That investment is also subject to collective choices and actions. The point is that a society may not be able to move directly to effective governance judged against some utopian, idealist standard. It may have to work its way incrementally towards some distant and uncertain goal.


It is these facts that make innovations in governance an important subject. We are interested in looking closely at changes in the governance processes. The narrowest idea here is that government changes its methods for dealing with particular problems. Broader idea is that it changes the financing and institutional structures through which it deals with particular problems assigned to it; finding ways to tap into private capacities for different needed resources (knowledge, ability to act, legitimacy). Still broader idea is that it changes methods for deliberating how state powers will be used. Still broader idea, finds ways to use all the resources of a society to decide on and deal with urgent large scale problems that were previously beyond the reach of both government and non-governmental actors. (Could be viewed as extension of idea that government finds ways to use private actors, but it is really bigger than this. Includes the idea the private actors find ways to use government, and that government discovers new purposes as well as new ways of dealing with them. Government acts as convenor of problem-solving efforts.)
