
Institutions are instruments of stability. Twenty
years of research in the “new institutionalism” has
produced voluminous studies into how structures
constitute or constrain the behavior of actors in po-
litical, social, and economic contexts. Agenda con-
trols order and limit the alternatives actors choose
from, logics of appropriateness dictate appropriate
“scripts” agents follow in structural contexts, learning
effects and high initial fixed costs reinforce past
choices in ways that restrict future alternatives.1 In
other words, institutions produce stability through
“regulative, normative, or cognitive mechanisms”
that limit, constitute, or constrain the range of alter-
natives actors confront.2

As a number of recent works point out, the focus
on institutions as instruments of stability does not
provide many tools for us to grapple with the prob-
lem of change.3 Yet casual political observation con-
firms that we live in a world of patterned interactions,

but one that is also dynamic and subject to periodic
events such as new social movements, unexpected
electoral outcomes, or dramatic policy initiatives that
institutional approaches predicated on stability can-
not easily account for. As Clemens and Cook put it,
advances in institutional analysis constitute some-
thing of a “faustian bargain.”4 Our knowledge of
structure-induced stability has come at the expense of
understanding the very struggles and conflicts at the
center of political life.

The purpose of this article is to explore the puzzle
of institutional change by elaborating upon the con-
cept of political entrepreneurship. For our purposes, en-
trepreneurs are individuals whose creative acts have
transformative effects on politics, policies, or institu-
tions. The figure of the political entrepreneur has ap-
peared regularly in political science since at least
Robert Dahl’s Who Governs to describe a variety of
phenomena. And although associated with precisely
the kind of political dynamics contemporary institu-
tional theories preoccupied with stability are at pains
to account for, in most cases little attention has been
paid to exactly what constitutes entrepreneurial be-
havior or what structural characteristics of institu-
tions might facilitate or frustrate entrepreneurial
efforts. Following a brief review of the concept in po-
litical science, I will turn to the work of several econ-
omists who provide some insight into the nature of
entrepreneurship. I argue that a more explicit treat-
ment of entrepreneurial innovation presents three
advantages for studying institutions and institutional
change.

First, entrepreneurship prompts us to move be-
yond mainstream notions of institutions in equilibri-
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um. Instead, it is those factors that militate against
equilibrium that make innovations possible. Specifi-
cally, we must pay greater attention to how political
and institutional complexity shape prospects for
change. As I describe, the uncertainty of outcomes
(in policy or politics, for example), the multiple and
heterogeneous components of complex systems, and
the sometimes ambiguous relationship among actors
and institutions provide the opportunities, resources,
and assets for speculative acts of creativity.

Second, entrepreneurship focuses our attention
on the boundaries between institutions and the com-
plex characteristics of the American political system
as a whole. In a market context, entrepreneurs seek
to establish a monopoly position, or challenge an ex-
isting monopoly, through innovation. Although we
must be careful when applying such concepts to pol-
itics, the notion of monopoly power is useful for un-
derstanding the consequences of entrepreneurial
innovation. Often, we conceptualize institutions in
terms of their effects – how rules, norms, and cogni-
tive shortcuts constitute and constrain actors’ behav-
ior. Yet institutions also establish boundaries that
delineate authority, jurisdictions within which these
rules, norms, and such operate. Entrepreneurial in-
novation, in this view, seeks to establish or challenge
jurisdictional monopolies, changing the boundaries
of institutional authority. With its focus on bound-
aries and jurisdictions, entrepreneurship is more
concerned with the points of contact between insti-
tutions than the rules that operate within them – the
political system in toto, rather than a single institution.

Third, and most important, attention to entrepre-
neurship makes possible an endogenous account of
change, one that does not depend on the occurrence
of some critical juncture or exogenous shock that dis-
turbs an institution in equilibrium. Instead, the
process of entrepreneurship focuses our attention on
those characteristics of institutions themselves that
make innovation and change possible. Entrepre-
neurship prompts us to ask questions about the
sources of speculative opportunities in politics, the
nature of political innovation, and the way entrepre-
neurs try to consolidate their innovations into lasting
institutional change. This points to a more dynamic
account of politics, where actors are engaged in a con-
stant search for political advantage and whose inno-
vations transform the boundaries of institutional
authority. As I describe in the next section, these ad-
vantages of studying entrepreneurship speak directly
to some of the central concerns of American political
development.

INSTITUTIONAL ANALYSIS AND THE PROBLEM
OF CHANGE

Contemporary efforts to address the problem of
change often focus on how exogenous shocks mo-

mentarily destabilize institutionalized order, precipi-
tate a period of adjustment, and result in a new or
“changed” institution that again induces stability.
Punctuated equilibrium models, for example, rest on
the occurrence of political or economic crises that
produce a “critical juncture” in which possibilities for
change open momentarily.5 According to historical-
institutional variants, choices made during critical
junctures can initiate sequences and/or self-rein-
forcing mechanisms that result in the kind of path-
dependent effects characteristic of institutional
stability.6 In rationalist variants, institutional change
is also the product of exogenous phenomenon: an ex-
ogenous change in the distribution of preferences
can result in new institutional arrangements or equi-
librium outcomes.7

But as Orren and Skowronek underscore, punctu-
ated equilibrium models that contrast “normal” poli-
tics with exceptional moments precipitated by
exogenous shocks obscure “a good deal of what 
is characteristic about politics and . . . political
change.”8 They urge us to focus on the tensions and
contradictions inherent in politics. Put another way,
the notion of institutions as equilibrium outcomes
has limited value in accounting for change over time
since a focus on equilibrium is, by definition, an ex-
amination into the sources of stability. Consequently,
the only account of change consistent with this main-
stream view of institutions is that of critical junctures
and punctuated equilibrium: only in extreme mo-
ments (i.e., moments of instability) is it possible for
institutions to change. By contrast, an endogenous ac-
count of institutional change would appreciate the
way institutions themselves make change possible and
therefore would not rely on the occurrence of some
exogenous shock or event to explain when and how
change takes place.

This challenge is particularly relevant for students
of American political development (APD) who focus
on macrohistorical changes in American politics and
institutions. Ironically, the mainstream view of insti-
tutions has had perhaps the greatest influence within
historical studies of American politics that purport to
examine changes over time. Recently, critics have not-

186 ADAM D. SHEINGATE

5. Stephen Krasner, “Sovereignty: An Institutional Perspec-
tive” in The Elusive State: International and Comparative Perspectives,
ed. James A. Caporaso (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1989); Ruth
Berins Collier and David Collier, Shaping the Political Arena: Critical
Junctures, the Labor Movement, and Regime Dynamics in Latin America
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991).

6. James M. Mahoney, “Path Dependence in Historical Sociol-
ogy,” Theory and Society 29 (2000): 507–48; Paul Pierson, “Not Just
What, but When: Timing and Sequence in Political Processes,”
Studies in American Political Development 14 (2000): 72–92.

7. Kenneth A. Shepsle, “Studying Institutions: Some Lessons
from the Rational Choice Approach,” Journal of Theoretical Politics 1
(1989).

8. Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek, “Beyond the Iconog-
raphy of Order: Notes for a ‘New Institutionalism’,” in Dynamics of
American Politics: Approaches and Interpretations, ed. Lawrence C.
Dodd and Calvin Jillison (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1994), 320.



ed that APD scholarship is sometimes characterized
by narrow, temporally specific case studies that do not
effectively engage larger questions of political and in-
stitutional change over the longue durée of American
political history.9 Indeed, if a “crisis” in APD exists, it
is because the principal theoretical tool practitioners
use to study institutions makes it extremely difficult
to study macrohistorical change in American politics.
Lacking an adequate explanation of change, much of
the APD literature emphasizes how the past shapes
the present (path dependence), how specific aspects
of the American past account for contemporary
cross-national variation in politics and policy (“Amer-
ican exceptionalism”), or focuses on the analysis of
discrete events (policy history) where the question of
change is less relevant.

At least three differences distinguish a focus on en-
trepreneurship from the mainstream view of institu-
tions as equilibrium outcomes. First, whereas the
mainstream view sees institutions as devices to reduce
or eliminate uncertainty, attention to entrepreneur-
ship not only questions actors’ capacity to reduce un-
certainty, but also highlights the way entrepreneurs
exploit uncertainty to engage in speculative acts of
creativity. Second, whereas the mainstream view sees
institutions as devices that reduce complexity, for ex-
ample by narrowing a multidimensional issue space
into a single dimension, attention to entrepreneur-
ship examines how the heterogeneity of complex sys-
tems makes possible entrepreneurial acts of creativity.
Finally, whereas the mainstream view often reduces
actors’ interests to a single goal or purpose, entre-
preneurship highlights the way that multiple goals
and the resultant ambiguity of actors’ intentions can
be used to forge the requisite coalitions in support of
innovation and change. Moving beyond a view of in-
stitutions in equilibrium makes it possible to develop
an endogenous account of change.

My argument proceeds as follows. First, I examine
the concept of entrepreneurial innovation and how
it contributes to the process of institutional change.
Second, I examine how institutions themselves – in
particular, the characteristics of institutional com-
plexity – provide a source of dynamism and change.
Next, I offer a few illustrative examples. For instance,
I describe how presidents are well placed to exploit
the complexities of the separated system in order to
further political and policy goals; the most successful
do so in ways that transform the boundaries of exec-
utive authority. More precisely, periodic uncertainty,
the multiplicity of presidential roles and functions,
and the ambiguities of executive authority provide
opportunities, resources, and assets for presidential
acts of political entrepreneurship. However, atten-

tion to entrepreneurship as a source of institutional
change begs the question, what separates success
from failure? In addressing this question, I consider
how entrepreneurship may offer new insights into
the structure of institutions, sharpen our under-
standing of the mechanisms of institutional change,
and even help us trace macrohistorical trends in
American politics.

THE ENTREPRENEUR IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

Although the term “political entrepreneur” origi-
nates with Schumpeter, the entrepreneur in political
science can be traced to Robert Dahl.10 In Who Gov-
erns, Dahl used the term “political entrepreneur” to
describe cunning and resourceful political leader-
ship. “A leader who knows how to use his resources to
the maximum,” the political entrepreneur, “is not so
much the agent of others as others are his agents.”11

According to Dahl, entrepreneurial leadership was
an instrument of political change in New Haven: the
shift from rule by patrician families to Irish immi-
grants required innovative leaders whose efforts cre-
ated new electoral coalitions and social bases of
political power. Since Dahl, the figure of the political
entrepreneur has appeared in a variety of contexts
and has been used to explain a myriad of phenome-
non. A partial list of works in political science would
include studies of Congress and the executive, state
and local politics, policy innovation, and collective ac-
tion.12 Together, these works portray entrepreneurs
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as creative, resourceful, and opportunistic leaders
whose skillful manipulation of politics somehow re-
sults in the creation of a new policy or a new bureau-
cratic agency, creates a new institution, or transforms
an existing one. Yet despite the range of studies that
invoke the concept, with few exceptions most works
do not delineate the character of entrepreneurial in-
novation or its relationship to the process of institu-
tional change.13 In reviewing the literature on
entrepreneurship, I have identified three general at-
tributes that direct one toward a more precise defini-
tion of the concept.

First, entrepreneurs shape the terms of political
debate: they frame issues, define problems, and influ-
ence agendas. According to Bryan D. Jones, “the
function of the policy entrepreneur is to frame an is-
sue so as to move it over the threshold of attention of
policymaking institutions.”14 For example, entrepre-
neurs might redefine an issue in a way that engages a
new or latent dimension of conflict, broadens the
scope of actors involved in a given policy domain, 
and destabilizes a policy subsystem.15 An oft-cited 
example is Ted Kennedy’s promotion of airline
deregulation in the 1970s: by holding hearings on the
price-fixing operations of the Civil Aeronautics
Board, Kennedy highlighted the anticompetitive ef-
fects of airline regulation, and energized consumer
groups and economists in favor of deregulation.16

Second, entrepreneurs are a source of innovation:
they invest resources in the creation of a new policy,

a new agency, or new forms of collective action.17 For
example, the policy innovation literature uses the
term “entrepreneur” to describe those individuals
who put forward new ideas and, through the skills of
brokering and coalition building, succeed in building
the requisite support to get new policies adopted.
Polsby describes the critical interface between the in-
vention of policy alternatives and their adoption by
policymakers as “the province of policy entrepre-
neurs and of would-be sponsors of innovation.”18 For
Kingdon, policy entrepreneurs also occupy a critical
interface in the process of innovation by “joining
problems, policies, and politics.”19 In the collective
action literature, Salisbury’s “exchange theory of in-
terest groups” centered on the entrepreneurial
leader who, by providing a particular package of ben-
efits, can attract and keep members.20 Frohlich and
others defined political entrepreneurship as the pro-
vision of collective goods that, in the absence of the
entrepreneur, make collective action unlikely due to
the free-rider problem.21 Similarly, Wawro examines
legislative entrepreneurs who bear the cost of gath-
ering information, drafting legislation, and building
legislative coalitions so that the House may fulfill its
policy-making role.22

Third, entrepreneurs somehow consolidate in-
novations into lasting change: entrepreneurs have
transformative effects on politics, policies, and insti-
tutions. For example, Doig and Hargrove’s work on
“entrepreneurial executives” in the American bu-
reaucracy examined how entrepreneurs identified
“new missions and programs for their organizations”
in ways that transformed or extended agency re-
sponsibilities.23 More recently, Daniel Carpenter de-
scribed his work in Forging Bureaucratic Autonomy as “a
narrative of organizational evolution and bureau-
cratic entrepreneurship.”24 In locating the pockets of
bureaucratic autonomy within the patronage net-
works of the nineteenth-century party state, Carpen-
ter argues that, “the primary marker of bureaucratic
autonomy is entrepreneurial innovation.”25

In each of these examples, political scientists have
identified entrepreneurs as a source of innovation
and institutional change. Upon closer examination,
the literature tends to emphasize the entrepreneurial
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definition of new alternatives, the promotion of in-
novation, and the consolidation of institutional
change. Yet despite the commonalities, most studies
do not differentiate between these three important
functions. Put differently, a more precise under-
standing of entrepreneurship should answer three
basic questions: When is entrepreneurship possible?
What is the nature of entrepreneurial innovation?
And how do entrepreneurs consolidate their innova-
tions into lasting institutional change? As Schneider
and Teske put it, “an overarching theoretical per-
spective on the political entrepreneur is needed . . .
that will increase our understanding of how entre-
preneurship is embedded in the systemic process of
political change.”26

THE ENTREPRENEUR AS A SOURCE OF ENDOGENOUS
CHANGE

In their study of political entrepreneurship,
Schneider and Teske look at the work of those 
economists who have considered the role of en-
trepreneurs in market settings and as a source of 
endogenous economic growth.27 Mainstream eco-
nomics, with its emphasis on rational maximizing
agents and equilibrium models, has not devoted a
great deal of attention to entrepreneurs.28 Instead, it
is among the Austrian school of economists that 
we find discussion of the components and conse-
quences of entrepreneurial innovation. Challenging
the mainstream focus on the analysis of equilibrium
states, Austrian economists emphasize the propensity
for disequilibria in market processes, which they ar-
gue is a more accurate representation of the real
world.29 It is precisely this propensity for disequilib-
ria that provides the basis for arguments about the
role of entrepreneurship in the market.

Schneider and Teske divide these arguments into
two varieties.30 The first, associated with the work of
Israel Kirzner, focuses on the opportunities that arise
from market disequilibria. For Kirzner, entrepre-
neurship is a process of discovery of and alertness to
overlooked opportunities in the market, such as the
unfulfilled demand for new products.31 The second
is associated with Schumpeter’s work. Entrepreneurs
introduce new products, discover new markets, or in-
vent new production techniques that disrupt a mar-

ket near equilibrium.32 These innovations, moreover,
are very often creative recombinations of known ele-
ments. Economic change takes place through a
process of creative destruction whereby entrepre-
neurs discover new combinations of existing re-
sources that replace older ones. Whereas Kirzner’s
entrepreneur exploits disequilibria, Schumpeter’s
entrepreneur creates disequilibria.

As Schneider and Teske point out, elements drawn
from Austrian economics resonate with a number of
political science works that invoke the entrepre-
neur.33 For example, Kirzner’s view of the economic
entrepreneur is similar to the concept of the policy
entrepreneur who takes advantage of windows of op-
portunity to promote policy innovation. Entrepre-
neurs must be alert to speculative opportunities;
success requires an opportunistic sense of timing.
Polsby, for example, explored how policy entrepre-
neurs take advantage of opportunities for innovation
when they arise, or manufacture opportunities them-
selves by transforming “events” into “crises” that re-
quire the very policy response the entrepreneur is
promoting.34 In Kingdon’s words, “any crisis is seized
as an opportunity.”35 Price, in his study of entrepre-
neurial staff members in the Senate, described the
policy entrepreneur as “committed to a continual
search for policy gaps and opportunities.”36

Second, Schumpeter’s focus on creative recombi-
nation is echoed by Kingdon, who describes the en-
trepreneur as someone who brings together novel
combinations of problems, policies, and politics – to
join “solutions to problems, proposals to political mo-
mentum, and political events to policy problems.”37

As Kingdon remarks, innovation “usually involves 
recombination of old elements more than fresh 
invention of new ones . . . change turns out to be 
recombination more than mutation.”38 Further
building on Schumpeter, political innovation can re-
semble a process of creative destruction. For exam-
ple, Beckert describes the process of institutional
change as “innovation brought about by the entre-
preneurial act of creative destruction.”39 Indeed,
there is a clear affinity between Schumpeter’s view of
the entrepreneur as a source of creative destruction
and Riker’s heresthetic leader who, through the in-
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troduction of a new issue dimension, exploits the in-
herent instability of majority rule to “break up insti-
tutionally induced and maintained equilibria to
create new and more profitable outcomes.”40 Schnei-
der and Teske’s own work builds directly on this sim-
ilarity between Schumpeter’s entrepreneur and the
Rikerian leader, both of whom “engage in creative de-
struction, tearing apart existing political-economic
arrangements in order to create new ones.”41

Finally, in a market context, entrepreneurs seek
monopoly profits: “By being the first to introduce a
‘new combination,’ the entrepreneur obtains tempo-
rary monopoly power.”42 Moreover, the search for
monopoly profits through entrepreneurial innova-
tion provides a source of endogenous economic
change. Successful innovation breeds imitation, and
the diffusion of innovation competes away monopoly
profits until a new innovation begins the process
again. In this way, “innovations are endogenous de-
velopments in a dynamic economic system.”43

However, drawing comparisons between economic
and political entrepreneurship must be done with
care. In particular, this entrepreneurial search for
monopoly profits might be inappropriate to political
contexts: what we mean by political “profits” is not
clear, nor is it accurate to ascribe purely maximizing
behavior to entrepreneurs, economic or otherwise.44

Even Schumpeter suggests that other motives may
drive entrepreneurs such as “the dream and will to
found a private kingdom . . . the will to conquer . . .
[and] the joy of creating, of getting things done, or
simply of exercising one’s energy and ingenuity.”45

Nevertheless, the concept of monopoly power does
shed light on the process of entrepreneurship, es-
pecially the way successful innovation can produce
lasting institutional change. As mentioned above, 
institutions provide stability through regulative, nor-
mative, and cognitive constraints on actors. But insti-
tutions also have boundaries that delineate where
and when these regulative, normative, and cognitive
constraints operate. For example, political juris-
dictions delineate boundaries of authority over 
geographic territories. Committee jurisdictions in
Congress or agency jurisdictions in the executive
mark out boundaries of authority over particular 
policy domains. Moreover, we can describe certain in-
stitutional boundaries as creating monopoly jurisdic-
tions, such as the Weberian definition of the state as
the monopoly use of force (within a given national

boundary) or a committee’s jurisdictional monopoly
over a particular policy domain in Congress.46

One mark of successful entrepreneurship, there-
fore, may be the creation of monopoly control over
some jurisdiction through an innovation that trans-
forms the institutional boundary of authority. Schum-
peter, for example, suggested that “the creation of a
monopoly position . . . or the breaking up of a mo-
nopoly” is one type of entrepreneurial innovation.47

This is also consistent with several treatments of en-
trepreneurs in the political science literature, such as
congressional entrepreneurs engaged in competition
over committee jurisdictions and issue monopolies in
Congress, interest group entrepreneurs in search of
a representational monopoly, and bureaucratic en-
trepreneurs who seek “undisputed domination over
their respective organizations.”48

In sum, the work by economists on the nature of
entrepreneurial innovation helps answer three basic
questions concerning the when, what, and how of 
entrepreneurship. First, entrepreneurs exploit mo-
ments of instability, or speculative opportunities for
innovation. Second, these innovations are the cre-
ative recombination of known elements. Third, en-
trepreneurs consolidate their innovations by creat-
ing new jurisdictions or boundaries that delineate the
scope of regulative, normative, and cognitive con-
straints on action. Together, this suggests a gen-
eralized definition of political entrepreneurship:
entrepreneurial innovation is a speculative act of creative re-
combination that, when successful, transforms the institu-
tional boundaries of authority.

However, the key insight to take away from the work
of Kirzner, Schumpeter, and others concerns the re-
lationship between entrepreneurial innovation and
disequilibria.49 Rational choice models, with their
emphasis on comparative statics, examine how rules
and procedures produce equilibrium outcomes,
(structure-induced equilibrium). Similarly, historical-
institutionalist accounts that contrast periods of insti-
tutional stability with periods of change precipitated
by exogenous shocks also conceive of institutions as
equilibrium outcomes (punctuated equilibrium
models of change). Yet a focus on equilibrium leaves
little room for any notion of entrepreneurship. And
although some politicians do act like Downsian seek-
ers of the exogenously given median voter preference
– or institutionally induced “pivotal” member – oth-
ers operate like Schumpeterian entrepreneurs creat-
ing their own demand for innovative combinations of
issues and positions that produce novel and previ-
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ously unforeseen winning coalitions.50 Following the
Austrian critique of mainstream economics, there-
fore, to understand innovation and change in a po-
litical context one must incorporate the role of the
entrepreneur. But to do so requires that one recon-
sider the notion of institutions as equilibrium out-
comes.

In other words, one must pay particular attention
to those factors in political life that militate against
equilibrium. Specifically, one must understand how
institutional complexity creates the conditions that
make entrepreneurship possible. More important, a
focus on complexity points to the characteristics of
institutions themselves that provide the opportunities
for speculation, the resources for creative recombina-
tion, and the assets entrepreneurs use to consolidate
innovation into institutional change.

COMPLEXITY AND INNOVATION

Complexity describes a system of multiple, overlap-
ping, and heterogeneous components connected to-
gether in a dense network of interrelated links.
March and Olson define complexity as a “complicat-
ed intertwining of institutions, individuals, and
events . . . nested within others, with multiple, over-
lapping connections.”51 For example, the common
observation regarding the fragmentation of the
American political system can be described in terms
of complexity. Separated powers, federalism, bicam-
eralism, congressional committees, and executive
agencies together constitute a complex system of
multiple and overlapping sources of authority. Policy
issues might simultaneously involve executive, leg-
islative, and judicial functions; raise matters of feder-
al, state, and local concern; and touch upon
jurisdictions of various chambers, committees, or de-
partments. One can also use complexity to describe
the multiple and overlapping goals or incentives of
politicians, such as members of Congress. Given the
sometimes contradictory imperatives of reelection,
partisan advantage, and chamber prestige, members’
voting decisions partake of a complex mixture of dis-
trict concerns, party reputation, and institutional po-
sition.52 Finally, political allegiances and identities
themselves are complex insofar as they are composed
of multiple and overlapping components: race, gen-

der, religion, class, and region, in addition to retro-
spective and prospective judgments of candidate (or
party) performance. Political campaigns search for
that mix of electoral appeals (issues, candidate im-
ages, etc.) that can produce a winning coalition out
of these various bases of political attachment. As these
examples of political and institutional complexity il-
lustrate, matters of policy, representation, or elec-
tions routinely engage multiple and overlapping
institutions, interests, and allegiances.

The consequences of this complexity for the
process of entrepreneurial innovation are threefold.
First, complex systems are characterized by a kind of
uncertainty that presents opportunities for speculative
acts of innovation. By uncertainty, I am referring to
the sense articulated by economist Frank Knight.53

Unlike risk, Knightian uncertainty describes a condi-
tion in which the probabilities of alternative out-
comes cannot be generated. This kind of uncertainty
is characteristic of complex systems.54 Because of rip-
ple and feedback effects – changes in one compo-
nent ripple through the system, producing feedback
effects that result in further change and so on – com-
plex systems are often in flux, system components are
related through reciprocal causation, and single
events can have large aggregate effects.55 As a result,
it is impossible to predict ex ante how change in one
component will impact other parts of the system. Yet
it is precisely this uncertainty that presents entrepre-
neurs with speculative opportunities. According to
Kirzner, “the scope for entrepreneurship is provided
by the uncertainty of the future.”56 This uncertainty
flows from the “richly complex reality” that con-
tributes to the “open-ended framework within which
all decisions made must necessarily partake of the
speculative character essential to the notion of entre-
preneurship.”57

In politics, for example, despite augmented
staffing capacities or advances in polling techniques,
political initiatives still elicit unforeseen reactions
from other institutional actors, voters respond to
election-year overtures in unexpected ways, and op-
position to policy proposals emerge along previously
unforeseen issue dimensions. Sometimes these con-
ditions of uncertainty produce bold departures in
policymaking as the emergence of a new agenda item
prompts office holders to address public concerns
even though the consequences of their actions are
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unknown or poorly understood – a process Charles
O. Jones calls “speculative augmentation.”58 Indeed,
as Jones informs us, “lawmaking and execution are
speculative activities. . . . A separated-powers system is
characterized by competitive conjecturing.”59 Or as
Riker put it, the heresthetic leader “probes until he
finds some new alternative, some new dimension that
strikes a spark in the preferences of others.”60 Al-
though the focus is often on how actors cope with un-
certainty (as in game-theoretic models of strategic
interaction under imperfect or asymmetric informa-
tion), or attempt to reduce it (as in rationalist accounts
of institutional choice), actors also exploit uncertain-
ty.61 In other words, uncertainty makes possible the
speculative, entrepreneurial quality of everyday poli-
tics, the failures as well as the successes as politicians
engage in a steady search for political advantage.

Second, the heterogeneous components of com-
plex systems provide resources for the creative acts of
recombination at the heart of innovation. This rela-
tionship between complexity and creative recombi-
nation is clearly articulated in the sociological
literature on institutions and organizations. As Clem-
ens and Cook write, “analysis of institutional change
rests on an appreciation of the heterogeneity of in-
stitutional arrangements and the resulting patterns
of conflict or prospects for agency and innovation.”62

That is, although sociologists point to how rules,
norms, and conventions structure behavior, the real-
ity of the social world is one of multiple, heteroge-
neous, and overlapping sets of rules, norms, and
conventions. The heterogeneity of social life in turn
provides resources for individual agents to pull to-
gether different and disparate components; acts of
creative recombination sociologists refer to as brico-
lage.63 In this way, innovation is made possible by the
very complexity of institutions themselves. As Camp-
bell describes

the institutions within which actors innovate
are also enabling to the extent that they provide
a repertoire of already existing institutional prin-

ciples (e.g., models, analogies, conventions,
concepts). . . . Actors gradually craft new insti-
tutional solutions by recombining these prin-
ciples through an innovative process of
bricolage whereby new institutions differ from
but resemble old ones.64

There is a clear affinity between these sociological
accounts of complexity and innovation and the work
by Orren and Skowronek that emphasizes the “asym-
metries, layerings, and intersections” of institutional
orders.65 Here, the source of complexity is from mul-
tiple and overlapping institutions “each with their
own temporal underpinnings.”66 As I describe below,
Skowronek’s work on the presidency suggests how
presidents “make politics” by combining constitu-
tional, institutional, and partisan resources, each with
a distinct temporal underpinning.67 Recent work that
examines the role of entrepreneurship in the process
of institutional change also illustrates how innovation
takes place through creative recombination. Polsky
describes political regime change as a process of cre-
ative recombination whereby entrepreneurial leaders
search for that mix of interests and appeals that can
produce a winning coalition.68 The New Deal coali-
tion of urban ethnics, middle-class progressives, and
southern and western agrarians illustrates how a par-
ty out of power can win election by bringing together
a novel combination of existing partisan groupings.
Moreover, it is during times of crisis or uncertainty
when political entrepreneurs can offer alternative or
competing narratives that redefine political interests
in a manner that opens up new coalitional possibili-
ties.69 Institutional and political complexity affords
would-be entrepreneurs with a combinatorial rich-
ness that fuels innovation: complexity provides the
raw materials for innovative combinations.70

Third, the multiple and overlapping character of
components within complex systems can produce
ambiguous relations among actors and institutions.
Whereas uncertainty refers to our inability to gener-
ate probabilities about the effects or consequences of
alternative courses of action, ambiguity arises from
our inability to fully comprehend the character of sys-
tem components themselves or their relationship to
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one another. Ambiguity, in this sense, describes an in-
determinateness, lack of specificity, or undiffer-
entiated quality of system components. As a result, in
complex systems it may be difficult to know where
one component ends and another begins. A second
variety of ambiguity can be described as equivocality
or multivocality. That is, ambiguity refers to a condi-
tion in which system components can be consistently
interpreted in multiple and even contradictory ways.
In this second sense, ambiguity makes possible the “si-
multaneous suggestion of opposing possibilities.”71

Both varieties of ambiguity arise from the complex
nature of institutions, and both provide entrepre-
neurs with particular assets useful for the consolida-
tion of institutional change. Where institutional
boundaries are ambiguous, for example, entrepre-
neurs might find it easier to legitimate their chal-
lenges to existing jurisdictions of authority. For
example, the U.S. Constitution locates the executive
power in the presidency but fails to define executive
power itself anywhere in the text. The resulting am-
biguity generates the political conflicts characteristic
of what Neustadt described as a system of “separate
branches sharing powers.”72 More to the point, many
political conflicts in our separated system come from
the very fact that the Constitution renders ambiguous
where the power of one branch ends and another be-
gins.73 Consequently, multiple political actors may le-
gitimately claim authority over the same functions or
domains of action.

Entrepreneurs might also cultivate ambiguity in or-
der to remain flexible in light of an unpredictable fu-
ture, or accommodate a disparate set of actors
motivated by different interests, what Padgett and
Ansell describe as “robust action”:

the fact that single actions can be interpreted
coherently from multiple perspectives simulta-
neously, the fact that single actions can be
moves in many games at once and the fact that
public and private motivations cannot be
parsed.74

Specifically, the capacity to present single innovations

consistently from multiple perspectives and points of
view allows entrepreneurs to consolidate their inno-
vations by building robust coalitions in support of in-
stitutional change. Recent work on entrepreneurship
and institutional change in Congress and the bu-
reaucracy both underscore the importance of sup-
port coalitions for the consolidation of innovation.75

In sum, these characteristics of complex institu-
tions – uncertainty, heterogeneity, and ambiguity –
each contribute to a process of entrepreneurial in-
novation and institutional change. Conditions of un-
certainty present opportunities for speculative acts of
creativity; heterogeneous components of complex
systems are subsequently combined and recombined
in various ways; and the ambiguous relation among
actors and institutions provides entrepreneurs with
assets for the consolidation of their innovations into
lasting institutional change. Conceived as a sequence,
entrepreneurs begin by exploiting speculative op-
portunities to redefine the prevailing way a policy is
understood or introduce a new dimension into polit-
ical debate. Redefinition, in turn, can imply a new
and creative recombination of heterogeneous com-
ponents, such as a reordering of functional respon-
sibilities within a bureaucratic agency or a new
alignment of political positions inside a legislative
chamber. But new combinations only produce insti-
tutional change when entrepreneurs can consolidate
their innovations. Ambiguous relationships among
actors and institutions – when institutional bound-
aries are ill defined and actor motivations are not eas-
ily parsed – allow entrepreneurs to legitimate their
challenges to existing boundaries of authority and
build coalitions of support among groups motivated
by diverse interests.

Understanding the relationship between complex-
ity, innovation, and institutional change can help us
draw inferences about the characteristics of institu-
tions that facilitate or frustrate political entrepre-
neurship. First, entrepreneurship will be more likely
where institutional complexities generate uncer-
tainty and create speculative opportunities for inno-
vation. Although uncertainty is associated with
unexpected crises or events, characteristics of insti-
tutions such as the timing and rules of electoral 
competition will periodically generate speculative op-
portunities for political entrepreneurship. Second,
institutional heterogeneity multiplies resources for
creative recombination. We can speculate, for exam-
ple, that entrepreneurship will be more likely within
institutions that encompass a diversity of roles rather
than one or two, or in political contexts where a vari-
ety of preferences or groupings can be found.76
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Third, entrepreneurs can more easily consolidate
their innovations when they occupy ambiguous posi-
tions within institutions. Actors who sit at the inter-
face of distinct roles and functions or are strategically
positioned within a network of diverse groups and
preferences will possess greater assets with which to
legitimate their claims of extended authority and
ground their innovations in robust coalitions.

To reiterate a previous point, the concept of entre-
preneurship articulated here differs in important
ways from the mainstream view of institutions as equi-
librium outcomes. First, a focus on the multiple and
overlapping character of institutions and the struggle
over boundaries or jurisdictions of authority reminds
us that actors must operate within a larger polity or
political system as well as a single institution. This, in
turn, has several implications for how we think about
institutions, entrepreneurial innovation, and the
process of change. First, rather than reduce uncer-
tainty, institutions generate the uncertainties that
lead to speculative opportunities for entrepreneurial
innovation. Second, rather than reduce complexity,
institutions provide the heterogeneous resources for
entrepreneurial acts of creative recombination. And
third, rather than reduce actors’ motives to a single
goal, entrepreneurs operating within complex insti-
tutional contexts may pursue multiple goals, the am-
biguity of which can become an asset in the
consolidation of institutional change.

In the next section, I consider several examples
that illustrate the relationship between complexity,
entrepreneurial innovation, and institutional change.
In particular, I find the presidency especially useful
for linking the institutional characteristics of the sep-
arated system to the opportunities, resources, and as-
sets that make political entrepreneurship possible.

COMPLEXITY, ENTREPRENEURIAL INNOVATION, AND
INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

One of the clearest illustrations of the relationship
between complexity and innovation comes from well
outside the realm of American politics: this is Padgett
and Ansell’s discussion of the entrepreneurial behav-
ior, or “robust action,” of Cosimo de Medici.77 Cosi-
mo’s innovation was to create a dominant political
coalition out of the complex, interlocking networks
of marriage, economic, and patronage ties in Renais-
sance Florence. The heterogeneous nature of these
networks, the changing context of Florentine politics,
and the rise of new wealth that challenged established
social hierarchies resulted in political uncertainty ex-
pressed through shifting partisan allegiances. Medici
exploited this uncertainty by virtue of his position
within Florentine society. Uniquely, Medici enjoyed a
variety of network ties that provided him with con-

nections to a number of groups and, in many cases,
placed the Medici family in a strategic position of in-
termediary among competing factions.78 However,
Medici’s ties to diverse and often opposing factions
resulted in contradictory affiliations. And these con-
tradictions made Medici’s “true” allegiances and in-
tentions ambiguous in the sense that single actions
could be interpreted in multiple ways from various
points of view. Political innovation occurred when
Medici creatively combined various factions into a
new and dominant political coalition. This inno-
vation, Padgett and Ansell argue, required “robust 
action” or “flexible opportunism – maintaining dis-
cretionary options across unforeseeable futures.”79

In sum, uncertainty provided an opportunity for 
political speculation, the heterogeneity of interests
made possible the creative recombination of network
ties, and the ambiguity of Cosimo de Medici’s “self-
interest” provided the flexibility to credibly engage in
coalition building among a diverse and contradicto-
ry set of Florentine factions.

We see a similar relationship between complexity
and innovation in several recent works in American
political development on institutional change in
Congress, the bureaucracy, and in the struggles over
the meaning of the Constitution itself. For example,
highlighting the way the ambiguity of actor moti-
vations facilitates the consolidation of innovation,
Carpenter examines how bureaucratic autonomy de-
velops through policy innovations “grounded in mul-
tiple networks through which agency entrepreneurs
can build program coalitions around the policies they
favor.”80 In the case of the Post Office Department,
entrepreneurial department heads forged “a stable
and inviolable coalition” that included agrarian
groups, progressives, moral reformers, and other seg-
ments of society, each of whom had different reasons
to support the enhanced autonomy and enlarged ju-
risdictions for the Post Office.81 Similarly, Schickler
remarks how Congress “is ordinarily composed of
complex institutions produced by interactions among
members for whom multiple, competing goods are
salient.”82 But this mixture makes it possible for “en-
trepreneurial members [to] build support for reform
by framing proposals that appeal to groups motivat-
ed by different interests.”83 House innovations such
as the rules changes adopted between 1890 and 1910
were inspired by more than the desire to develop ma-
jority party instruments of legislative control. Ulti-
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mately, Schickler argues, their adoption rested upon
the “confluence of ideological, partisan, and power
concerns” in support of institutional change.84 Final-
ly, Whittington’s work on the political construction of
constitutional meaning illustrates the way institution-
ally situated actors clash over boundaries of authori-
ty left ambiguous by the Constitution. According to
Whittington, it is “the complex nature of the Consti-
tution itself” that makes political struggles over its
meaning part and parcel of American politics.85

Specifically “constitutional understandings are shaped
through the interplay of the nation’s multiple politi-
cal institutions and the ambiguities of the funda-
mental text.”86 Without using the term entrepreneur,
Whittington argues, “constructions are made by ex-
plicit advocates . . . those who advocate a given con-
struction expect to benefit from it . . . to construe the
Constitution so as to favor their own institutional po-
sition.”87

These examples illustrate the broad applicability of
entrepreneurial innovation to American political de-
velopment and questions of institutional change.
However, it is the president who is perhaps the entre-
preneur par excellence in American politics. No doubt,
this comes from the singular character of the presi-
dency, the fact that so much political authority resides
in that office. Nevertheless, it is useful to examine the
presidency from this perspective, not because it helps
us to identify certain qualities of individual skill or
sheds new light on the presidency itself, but rather 
because it highlights important characteristics of
American political institutions and the dynamic of
entrepreneurial innovation explored here. As I de-
scribe, presidential action confronts a degree of 
uncertainty, engages a more diverse range of govern-
mental functions and political roles, and operates
within less precisely defined boundaries of authority
than actors do in Congress or the courts. This, I ar-
gue provides the opportunities, resources, and assets
for presidential acts of entrepreneurship, the effects
of which have the potential to produce institutional
change.

First, presidents face day-to-day uncertainties un-
like those of members of Congress, who early in the
history of the Republic developed internal forms of
organization and rules of conduct to address the
complexities of the legislative process.88 As the sole
nationally elected leader of a large and diverse con-
stituency, presidents must endeavor to ascertain mass
preferences across a wide range of issues. And oper-

ating within a complex system of separate branches
linked in relations of overlapping authority and rep-
resentation, presidential action can only anticipate
with difficulty how various proposals will be received
by other political actors, let alone voters and interest
groups. But uncertainty also presents opportunities
for speculation. Like Kirznerian entrepreneurs, pres-
idents engage in a constant search for issues, alterna-
tives, and strategies to achieve political and policy
goals, each time risking their political reputation on
the endeavor. And like Schumpeterian entrepre-
neurs, “disruption of the status quo ante is basic to
the politics presidents make.”89 In sum, speculation
is at the heart of presidential leadership. As Charles
O. Jones remarks, presidents “must invent and con-
trive to govern, then invent and contrive again and
again.”90

Of course speculative opportunities vary from pres-
ident to president. And although some variance no
doubt comes from the occurrence of unforeseen
events such as war or depression, other opportunities
for presidential speculation occur periodically. For
example, the “honeymoon” enjoyed by a newly elect-
ed president is marked by a period of initial uncer-
tainty during which a president’s legislative priorities
and overall style in dealings with Congress and the
press are largely unknown. Research on presidential
transitions indicates that, when properly managed,
the novelty of a change in office can be a propitious
time for presidents to move their agenda forward.91

And as Conley’s work on presidential mandates
points out, elections marked by pronounced change
are more likely to be interpreted as opportunities for
pressing the president’s agenda than elections where
“traditional patterns of voting and turnout are con-
firmed.”92 Specifically, “changes that are surprising,
in the sense that they deviate from historical patterns,
and changes that are large in magnitude” can gener-
ate greater speculative opportunities for presidential
entrepreneurship.93 In Conley’s words, “the element
of surprise gives momentum to a president’s mandate
claims.”94 In short, the uncertainty following a
change in office generates speculative opportunities
new presidents look to exploit.

Second, the diversity of presidential roles and func-
tions provides resources for creative recombination.
From their position within the separated system, pres-
idents can join legislative, executive, and judicial
functions in creative and variegated ways. Skowro-
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nek’s work on the presidency illustrates how leader-
ship prerogatives are generated from overlapping
constitutional, institutional, and partisan orderings.
Specifically, presidents simultaneously engage, “a
constitutional ordering of institutional preroga-
tives . . . an organizational ordering of institutional
resources . . . [and] a political ordering of institu-
tional commitments.”95 Each president in turn draws
his resources for leadership from the creative re-
combination of constitutional understandings of the
executive power, the organizational character of gov-
ernment institutions, and the ideological and con-
stituency commitments of the party in power. As
Skowronek writes, “the presidency . . . is perhaps the
premier example of how . . . institutional actors, by
engaging all these different arrangements simultane-
ously, continually alter the range of political possi-
bilities.”96 Put in the language of entrepreneurial
innovation, the complexity of multiple institutional
orders provides resources for speculative acts of cre-
ative recombination.

Another source of heterogeneity is found in the
multiple presidential roles as head of state, head of
government, and head of party; the president as a
tribune of the people above politics and as a partisan
politician, a legislative leader and a chief executive.
As Cronin and Genovese put it, the “complex, multi-
dimensional, even contradictory” characteristics of
the office can frustrate some presidents.97 Others
successfully combine these complex and contradicto-
ry leadership roles into novel “extra constitutional”
resources that recast popular leadership and execu-
tive authority. For example, Teddy Roosevelt com-
bined the enduring notion of the president as
tribune, the partisan resources of the mass political
party, and the emergent resources of the bureaucrat-
ic state into a notion of the “modern president” that
would stand above politics as both the sole, national-
ly elected leader and as the chief executive of a mod-
ern administrative apparatus. “The position of the
president as a nationally elected officer was to be cou-
pled with the professional discipline of the bureau-
crat to ensure that . . . the national interest would be
raised above private power.”98

Third, as numerous presidential scholars have not-
ed, presidents hold an ambiguous position within the
constitutional system.99 Creation of the presidency at
the Constitutional Convention reflected the ambiva-

lence of the framers toward popular leadership and
executive authority, coupled with extreme uncertainty
about the consequences such a novel constitutional
structure would have for a republican government.100

Divergent points of view about the executive and its
relationship to other branches were settled through an
accommodation that left the precise nature of presi-
dential power undefined.101 As Corwin writes in The
President: Office and Powers, “Article II is the most loose-
ly drawn chapter of the Constitution.”102

Specifically, there is ambiguity in the unspecified
or under-specified scope and content of the executive
power. The president’s role in legislation, adminis-
tration, the conduct of war, and constitutional adju-
dication are neither fully prescribed nor proscribed
by the Constitution. Presidential innovation consists
of carving executive power out of the nebulous au-
thority granted to the office in 1787. Not surprisingly,
we associate presidential achievement with precisely
the kind of innovation that results in novel under-
standings of the president’s role in the constitutional
system. Jefferson’s negotiation of the Louisiana Pur-
chase, Jackson’s removal of bank president Nicholas
Biddle, Lincoln’s expansive interpretation of presi-
dential power during the Civil War, or Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s agenda setting and flurry of legislative success
during his first one hundred days each staked novel
claims of executive authority in foreign policy, ad-
ministration, the conduct of war, and legislation.
Over time, a process of institutional development has
taken place by fits and starts in which the accumula-
tion of innovations established the president’s role as
legislative leader, chief executive, Commander in
Chief, party leader, and chief diplomat.

But the ambiguity of presidential power is more
than the constitutional indeterminateness that gives
rise to prerogative powers and the capacity for uni-
lateral action.103 Ambiguity also arises from the
multiple and sometimes contradictory sources of
presidential authority that afford presidents with par-
ticular assets useful for the consolidation of institu-
tional change. For example, presidents are beset by
the order affirming, order shattering, and order cre-
ating imperatives of the office.104 They are at once a
source of continuity and change in the American po-
litical system: presidents stake their legitimacy on the
affirmation of the Constitution and received partisan
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commitments, while at the same time try to distin-
guish their own presidency from those of their pre-
decessors and secure a political legacy that survives
beyond the life of an administration.105 Despite the
inherent contradiction, some presidents successfully
manipulate this ambiguity in their effort to “make
politics.” For example, by couching new extensions of
executive power in claims of legitimate constitution-
al authority, presidents portray their innovations as a
defense of the status quo or a return to first princi-
ples. In other words, ambiguity provides more than a
constitutional space presidents occupy in a power
grab with Congress or the Supreme Court; it also 
offers a practical device presidents can use to justi-
fy novel extensions of authority. In this manner, 
ambiguous leadership mandates provide flexible as-
sets presidents employ in their effort to consolidate
innovations that transform the constitutional, insti-
tutional, or partisan boundaries of presidential ac-
tion.

Skowronek’s “reconstructive” presidents, for ex-
ample, are perhaps most successful at exploiting
these ambiguities in the service of political and insti-
tutional innovation.106 Specifically, reconstructive
presidents appear most adept at acting in ways that si-
multaneously “break with the past” yet still affirm ba-
sic principles and commitments. We see such
examples in Jefferson’s ability to establish a dominant
political faction, shape legislative outcomes in Con-
gress, and extend the scope of federal authority yet
still appear as if he were hewing closely to patrician
mores and republican principles concerning non-
partisanship, separated powers, and limited govern-
ment.107 Or when FDR endeavored to ground his
state-building efforts in a language that evoked tradi-
tional doctrines of American government, remark-
ing, “it is the combination of the old and new that
marks orderly progress. . . . All that we do seeks to ful-
fill the historic traditions of the American people.”108

By successfully couching radical departures in terms
that evoke basic principles, Jefferson and Roosevelt
used the ambiguity of their leadership mandates to
successfully challenge the normative and institution-
al boundaries of executive authority.

Indeed the reconstructive presidents illustrate how
the process of entrepreneurship contributes to a se-
quence of institutional change. Coming on the heels
of a discredited regime, reconstructive presidents re-

define the political agenda, recombine existing affil-
iations and allegiances in novel ways, and consolidate
their innovations through appeals to ambiguous
leadership mandates. The most successful presidents
secure lasting institutional change. In Skowronek’s
words:

By shattering the politics of the past, orches-
trating the establishment of a new coalition,
and enshrining their commitments as the
restoration of original values, [reconstructive
presidents] have reset the very terms and con-
ditions of constitutional government.109

For example, consider the innovations surround-
ing the rise of the Democratic Party and Jacksonian
democracy. Coming on the heels of John Quincy
Adams’ ineffectual and in many eyes illegitimate
term of office, the election of 1828 marked a period
of political uncertainty for the United States. With
the demise of the Jeffersonian political regime, a par-
tisan interregnum ensued during which “political al-
legiances – both among leaders and among the
electorate – were shifting and unstable.”110 Adding to
this instability was the rapid democratization of pres-
idential selection: turnout (as the proportion of eli-
gible voters) doubled from 26.7 percent in 1824 to
55.2 percent in 1828.111 And with 95 percent of elec-
tors chosen by popular vote, 1828 became “the first
popular-styled campaign.”112

Exploiting this speculative opportunity, Andrew
Jackson recast popular presidential leadership as a
bulwark against congressional dominance of the ex-
ecutive and the subordination of the common good
to special interests. Doctrines of separated powers
and executive independence from the legislature
were merged with the president’s unique connection
to the public through direct election. And by putting
to rest patrician ambivalence toward party politics,
Jackson, along with his lieutenant Martin Van Buren,
created “a national voting majority out of a patchwork
of conflicting interest groups, classes and factions,”
united by little more than their opposition to the out-
going regime.113 This new majority was, in fact, a cre-
ative recombination of existing partisan groupings.
As Aldrich describes, “Instead of having to create
state parties from whole cloth, national Democratic
leaders could [combine] existing state and local par-
ties, factions or cliques with remnants of the old Jef-
fresonian party.”114 Holding this disparate coalition
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together, however, required an act of consolidation, a
task made possible by the ambiguity of Jackson him-
self. Again quoting Aldrich, “Jackson’s ambiguous
public image was . . . crucial in the formative years . . .
of creating a national political party.”115 By leaving
political content intentionally vague, politicians rep-
resenting distinct regional and economic interests
could sit comfortably together under the single ban-
ner of the Democratic Party. In sum, Jackson rede-
fined popular leadership, recombined political
allegiances, and consolidated them into a partisan or-
ganizational network that provided subsequent pres-
idents with a personalized resource for dealing with
Congress as well as the means to control the execu-
tive branch through the spoils system.

In sum, the complexities of the separated system
provide the opportunities, resources, and assets for
presidential acts of political entrepreneurship. The
periodic disruption of a change in office presents
presidents with a speculative opportunity to press
their agenda. The multiplicity of presidential roles
and functions provides incumbents with the resources
to recombine constitutional, institutional, and parti-
san notions of executive authority in novel ways. Fi-
nally, the ambiguity of the office – both in terms of
the constitutional indeterminacy of executive power
and the multiple, contradictory nature of the leader-
ship mandate – allows presidents to consolidate their
innovations through claims of legitimate authority
that simultaneously break with the past yet uphold re-
ceived commitments.

Although many of these insights might appear
commonplace to presidential scholars, I highlight
the example of the presidency because it sheds light
on the relationship between institutions, entrepre-
neurial innovation, and the dynamic of change. In-
stitutions are not only constraints on action but also
contribute to a process of endogenous change driven
by the search for jurisdictional advantage and ex-
pressed through acts of entrepreneurial innovation.
Again, it is the complex characteristics of institutions
themselves that make this possible: periodic uncer-
tainty generates speculative opportunities, multiple
and overlapping components provide resources for
creative recombination, and the boundaries of au-
thority are not only ambiguous but attempts to fix
such boundaries provide the very substance of poli-
tics itself.

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND AMERICAN POLITICAL
DEVELOPMENT

If attention to the process of entrepreneurial innova-
tion is to open new possibilities for understanding in-
stitutional change, then future scholars will have to
address several basic, but vexing questions: What sep-

arates success from failure? Why do entrepreneurs
seem to “appear” at certain moments? And why do
only some entrepreneurs succeed in brokering inno-
vations into lasting institutional change? Although
one might be tempted to examine entrepreneurs
themselves, it would be a mistake to divert our atten-
tion from the structure of institutions to the person-
al qualities or characteristics of an individual, for this
would limit the utility of the concept to the study of
“great men.” Rather, attention to the institutional fac-
tors that contribute to entrepreneurial success and
failure may offer new insights into the structure of in-
stitutions, sharpen our understanding of the mecha-
nisms of institutional change, and perhaps even
suggest how entrepreneurship can address larger
questions of American political development.

To begin, let us return to our definition of en-
trepreneurship articulated above: entrepreneurial 
innovation is a speculative act of creative recombina-
tion that, when successful, transforms the institution-
al boundaries of authority. That is, entrepreneurs not
only challenge existing jurisdictions – for example
through the redefinition and recombination of exist-
ing functions – but also attempt to consolidate their
innovation into new boundaries that confer authori-
ty upon them, in some cases monopoly power over a
political or policy domain. Given this character of en-
trepreneurship, one should pay particular attention
to institutional boundaries themselves, especially
their permeability to outsiders, or entrepreneurial in-
terlopers. Put another way, it might be the degree of
institutional permeability that dictates whether a
would-be entrepreneur can successfully challenge 
existing boundaries of institutional authority. The
concept of an entry barrier helps capture this per-
meability.

In economics, barriers to entry restrict competi-
tion by imposing costs on potential entrants to a mar-
ket that are not borne by incumbent firms and are
sufficiently high to discourage market entry.116 Some
barriers are regulatory in nature, such as licensing re-
quirements or patent protections for intellectual
property. Other barriers may arise from the large ini-
tial outlays required for market entry, as in capital-in-
tensive industries, or due to the economies of scale
enjoyed by incumbent firms in an industry. Still oth-
ers are purposely erected by firms such as predatory
or preferential pricing schemes and other acts inten-
tionally designed to discourage competition.117

If we conceive of political entrepreneurs as poten-
tial entrants or competitors in politics or policy, then
the concept of an entry barrier may be useful. Just as
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economists attempt to relate market structure to the
likelihood of technological innovation, it may also be
the case that political structures influence the likeli-
hood of political or policy innovation.118 For in-
stance, one can distinguish among various kinds of
political entry barriers ranging from legal or regula-
tory restrictions on political competition such as the
time and place of elections, rules for access to the bal-
lot, or various forms of incumbency advantage that
discourage or restrict competition.119

Examples of the latter include basic perquisites of
office such as the franking privilege in the United
States Congress, the visibility and media attention
that accompanies elected office, and the ability to
point to a record of past material benefits delivered
to constituents that prospective challengers can only
promise to deliver if elected.120 Other forms of in-
cumbency advantage suggest more deliberate at-
tempts to discourage competition such as campaign
finance regimes that effectively raise the cost of po-
litical competition to a level only incumbents and ma-
jor political parties with privileged access to funding
sources can afford. Indeed various “innocent” barri-
ers to entry created by electoral rules or incumbency
advantage may, in fact, be the intentional result of at-
tempts by elected officials to increase their job secu-
rity.121

Still another class of entry barriers includes those
erected to increase the cost of changing laws, regula-
tions, and policies.122 For example, legislators can
create binding policy commitments such as closely
worded, detailed delegations of policy responsibility
to bureaucracies or government trust funds that cre-
ate separate budgetary accounts that precommit re-
sources for specific programs and activities.123

Finally, a host of rules and practices associated with

policymaking may be understood as entry barriers for
potential “competitors” such as the scope and in-
tegrity of committee jurisdictions, the role and influ-
ence of minority parties within legislatures, and rules
governing who may bring suit in court against actions
by the government.124

Moreover, work by economists on the relationship
between market structure and innovation suggests
that the level of entry barriers – high or low – might
influence the likelihood of innovation. On the one
hand, low entry barriers might encourage innovation
since it permits creative “outsiders” to enter the mar-
ket. On the other hand, if entry barriers are too low,
such as where patent protections or intellectual prop-
erty rights do not exist, this might discourage inno-
vation since any profits will be rapidly competed away
by rival firms. Conversely, higher entry barriers may
encourage innovation if it permits successful entre-
preneurs to secure a temporary monopoly and pro-
tect their innovations, but of course very high
barriers to entry will discourage innovation since
competition will be completely lacking. Thus, econo-
mists speculate that the relationship between entry
barriers and innovation is curvilinear: innovation is
least likely when entry barriers are extremely high or
low.125

In fact, the notion that innovation is more likely at
some intermediate level of entry barriers is consistent
with other scholarship concerning political change.
For instance, work on opportunity structures and so-
cial movements suggest that social protest will be
more likely “in systems characterized by a mix of open
and closed factors.” Accordingly, “protest is not likely
to occur in extremely closed (repressive) systems or
extremely open (responsive) systems. Hence the re-
lationship of system characteristics and the incidence
of protest will be curvilinear.”126 In a similar vein,
Clemens notes how the middle class women who in-
novated new forms of policy advocacy in the late nine-
teenth century were “the least marginal of the
marginalized, the most advantaged of the disadvan-
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taged.”127 In contrast to white working-class men and
farmers who were fully incorporated into American
politics (very low barriers) and African Americans,
who were fully excluded (very high barriers), the
white, middle-class women possessed just enough re-
sources (namely money and social status) to chal-
lenge the prevailing political order. That is, they
encountered a moderate level of entry barriers. As
these examples suggest, if some intermediate level of
entry barrier is most conducive to innovation, then
entrepreneurship will vary across institutions and
over time. I will return to this point shortly.

In the meantime, attention to the impact of entry
barriers raises important empirical questions for
those who wish to study the process of institutional
change. In particular, observed patterns of change
that conform to the expectations of punctuated equi-
librium or path dependence models may be due to
factors other than the timing of exogenous shocks or
the way learning effects and high initial fixed costs re-
inforce previous ways of doing things. What looks like
stability or institutional equilibrium may in fact mask
a steady probing for innovation, albeit one in which
entrepreneurs usually fail to consolidate their inno-
vations into durable institutional change or meet with
only partial success.

Consider for a moment the impact of very high or
very low entry barriers on political entrepreneurship.
Where entry barriers are too high, entrepreneurship
will be discouraged as innovations that would chal-
lenge existing jurisdictions of authority fail to see the
light of day. High entry barriers might produce the
kind of stability described in the classic “iron trian-
gle,” or as more recent scholarship puts it, issue mo-
nopoly.128 Here, the source of stability is from
political factors that limit or prohibit entry by out-
siders who would challenge the status quo rather than
regulative, normative, or cognitive constraints on the
actions of individuals within an institution or juris-
diction.129 Where entry barriers are too low, entre-
preneurs find it comparatively easy to engage in
speculative acts of creative recombination, but the
consolidation of innovation – transforming institu-
tional boundaries in a way that perpetuates new ju-
risdictions of authority – may be exceptionally
difficult.

The example of low entry barriers cautions us
against conflating the process of innovation and the
difficult task of consolidation.130 Moreover, failed in-
novations do not necessarily disappear. Rather, en-
trepreneurial failures may become part of an iterative
process of innovation that provides the basis for fu-
ture success: for example, the New Deal coalition
Roosevelt constructed in 1932 built upon the ad-
vances of Al Smith’s “failed” 1928 campaign; Reagan’s
“revolution” built on themes first articulated by Gold-
water in 1964 and amplified by Nixon in 1968 and
1972. Because not all innovations are successfully
consolidated, entrepreneurship might produce
something that resembles punctuated equilibrium,
but one that is endogenously driven rather than ex-
ternally induced.

Another source of possible confusion comes from
the fact that political entrepreneurs will almost never
completely dislodge their rivals from politics or poli-
cy. Unlike entrepreneurs in a market, protections for
innovations such as patents or other forms of intel-
lectual property rights do not exist in the political
realm.131 Instead, entrepreneurs must make infor-
mation regarding the precise content of an innova-
tion public to voters and other potential rivals. As a
result of this transparency, innovations will diffuse
rapidly and monopoly rents derived from any inno-
vation will be fleeting as competitors mimic (or co-
opt) novel political appeals or policy proposals.

Lacking the capacity to protect innovations, suc-
cessful entrepreneurs will find it difficult to com-
pletely exclude rivals from competition. “The ‘losers’
in one round of institutional reform do not go away;
instead, they . . . typically remain to fight another
day.”132 This has important implications for the
process of institutional change. Rather than resemble
a process of creative destruction as Schumpeter envi-
sioned in which new institutional forms displace old-
er ones, innovation in the political world will most
often result in a series of partial and incomplete vic-
tories. Institutional change takes place, but it is
through the accumulation of these partial victories –
incremental innovations that produce the character-
istic layering noted by scholars of American political
development.133 And even though the pattern of in-
stitutional change might appear piecemeal and grad-
ual rather than sudden and dramatic, it is for reasons
other than those expected by path dependence mod-
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els of change. What looks like the evolution of insti-
tutions along an incremental path may in fact be the
aggregation of entrepreneurial innovations that are
never fully consolidated into large-scale institutional
change.

In sum, entrepreneurs may fail altogether, they
may build upon past failures to produce a single, dra-
matic innovation, or they may only succeed in part,
producing a series of partial innovations that never
completely transform the institutional landscape. In
other words, entrepreneurship might produce no
change, punctuated change, or incremental change;
outcomes that resemble the expectations of main-
stream theories, but do not depend either on the oc-
currence of some exogenous shock or the feedback
effects of existing institutions. This is not to say punc-
tuated equilibrium or path-dependent accounts are
incorrect. Rather, my point is that the concept of en-
trepreneurship presents scholars with an empirical
challenge when attempting to understand the
process of change: one must endeavor to find evi-
dence that can help adjudicate between mechanisms
of change rather than outcomes, between an en-
dogenous process of entrepreneurship, an exoge-
nous crisis or critical juncture, and a self-reinforcing
sequence along a particular path.

Finally, let me suggest how the concept of entre-
preneurship might provoke questions about macro-
historical developments in American politics. As
various studies suggest, entrepreneurs are to be
found in Congress, the presidency, the bureaucracy,
and interest groups. Yet if entrepreneurship is so per-
vasive why does institutional change appear so halting
and glacial? One variant of this phenomenon can be
found in the apparent paradox of the modern presi-
dency: even as the president has amassed greater in-
stitutional resources than his nineteenth century
forerunners, the modern president also appears
more constrained than his predecessors in the face of
other institutional actors confident in their constitu-
tional roles and more vigilant in their efforts to de-
fend them.134

In addressing this question, future research might
examine how changes in the structure of political
competition, such as the role of political parties as
mediating institutions, impact political barriers to en-
try in the United States. In congressional politics for
example, scholars have shown that ballot access rules
such as filing fees and petitions do erect political en-
try barriers and discourage competition.135 Although
modest ballot access requirements still exist in most
states, “legislative reforms and court interventions re-
moved many of these barriers,” especially in the

South.136 Lower entry barriers, in turn, increased po-
litical competition, at least between the two major
parties.137 Meanwhile, at the presidential level, the
shift from a party-controlled to a primary-based se-
lection process also lowered certain barriers, making
possible, for example, the election of political “out-
siders.”138 And, as parties receded from the process
of candidate selection, organized interests proliferat-
ed as mediating institutions between voters and elect-
ed representatives.139 Along with other changes, such
as multiple referrals that weakened committee juris-
dictions in Congress or the creation of a presidential
bureaucracy apart from the executive branch, these
trends have contributed to the candidate-centered –
or entrepreneurial – character of contemporary
American politics.

But if institutional changes have lowered barriers
to entry in American politics, it has also become more
difficult to consolidate innovations into lasting insti-
tutional change. For instance, congressional scholars
note that the decline of the textbook committee sys-
tem made it more difficult to put together the requi-
site floor coalitions in support of legislation.140

Presidential scholars have noted that as presidents di-
vorced themselves from political parties in pursuit of
more personalized institutional assets they, perhaps
unwittingly, have foregone an important resource for
the mobilization of political support.141 Finally, the
proliferation of interest groups brought access to a
greater array of political interests, but it has also frag-
mented interest representation to such an extent that
it becomes difficult for coalitions to form in support
of major political change.142 If successful entrepre-
neurship becomes more difficult below some thresh-
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old of entry barriers, then one might expect institu-
tional change to appear more halting even as other
developments lower entry barriers to various interests
or actors in American politics.

A similar question arises about the effects of insti-
tutional complexity. As complexity increases, the re-
lationship between system components becomes less
clear. Hierarchies are flattened as networks spanning
institutions replace rigid orders differentiated along
functional lines.143 Put another way, increasing com-
plexity renders the boundaries separating compo-
nents less clearly defined and more permeable: rising
complexity lowers entry barriers. Such an account is
consistent with standard interpretations of late twen-
tieth century politics explained variously as the rise of
issue networks, the blurring boundary between state
and society, or the substitution of “governance” for
government.144

But if rising complexity lowers entry barriers, then
the relationship between complexity and innovation
may be curvilinear as well. How well does this con-
form to the arc of American political development?
To begin, it is worth noting the number of works that
locate significant institutional developments in the
fifty year period between roughly 1890 and 1940: the
creation of a professional civil service, the rise of the
modern presidency, the emergence of interest group
politics, and important changes in congressional
rules.145 The timing of these changes also coincides
with rising social and political complexity. For exam-
ple, Carpenter suggests how complexity was an im-
portant resource for entrepreneurs in pursuit of
bureaucratic autonomy. Specifically, Carpenter notes
that “it was precisely the multiplicity and diversity of
civic and voluntary associations during the period
from 1880 to 1920” that made it possible for bureau-
cratic entrepreneurs to construct such diverse coali-
tions in support of enlarged agency autonomy.146

If the relationship between complexity and inno-
vation is curvilinear, then the continued thickening
of American political institutions in the second half
of the twentieth century might also account for the
observation that the capacity of political actors to
transform their surroundings has diminished even as
their institutional prerogatives multiply. Consider
again the paradox of the modern presidency. Over

time, successful innovations have widened the scope
of legitimate presidential authority in matters of leg-
islation, foreign policy, administration, and electoral
politics. Whereas the patrician presidents hewed to a
carefully delineated range of acceptable actions, fore-
going for example direct involvement in legislation or
overt electioneering, the roles of contemporary pres-
idents are much broader, and less clearly defined. Al-
though this characteristic of the modern presidency
permits a greater scope for innovation, “transgress-
ing” constitutional boundaries links the president to
other political actors in a complex system, “a compli-
cated intertwining of institutions, individuals, and
events” to borrow March and Olson’s phrase.147 But
with rising complexity, each presidential action is an-
ticipated or reflected by Congress, the media, by in-
terest groups, or political opponents in a manner that
diminishes the thrust of innovation. And, although
rising complexity may multiply speculative opportu-
nities in politics, it also makes it more difficult to an-
ticipate outcomes in a way that would increase the
chances of success. Entrepreneurship proceeds, as
catalogued in daily press briefings, but success is fleet-
ing.148 Rather than a paradox, the relationship be-
tween complexity and innovation suggests why
presidents appear to do more, yet achieve less.

Whether the relationship between entrepreneurs,
innovation, and institutional change elaborated here
provides a plausible account of American political de-
velopment awaits empirical validation. Nevertheless,
these examples illustrate how entrepreneurship can
add to our understanding of institutional change and
prompt questions about macro-historical develop-
ments in American politics.

CONCLUSION

Institutional accounts predicated on the analysis of
stability risk losing sight of the dynamic, contested
character of politics. I have suggested how one might
approach the puzzle of institutional change by elab-
orating the concept of political entrepreneurship.
Although I have attempted to describe what entre-
preneurs do, namely engage in speculative acts of cre-
ative recombination in ways that challenge existing
boundaries of authority, my focus has been on the
characteristics of institutions themselves that make
innovation possible: the speculative opportunities of
decision-making under uncertainty, the resources
provided by multiple, overlapping, and heteroge-
neous structures, and the flexible assets afforded by
ambiguity. This is a view of politics that challenges
prevailing notions of institutions as equilibrium out-
comes and, instead, attempts to grasp the complexity
of social and political life.
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Moving beyond an understanding of institutions as
equilibrium outcomes opens up a number of re-
search lines relevant to students of institutions and
especially those interested in macro-historical devel-
opments in American politics. First, it makes possible
an endogenous account of institutional change cen-
tered on the concept of entrepreneurship but whose
central insight is into the way complexity provides the
opportunities, resources, and assets for successful in-
novation. Second, a focus on the way institutions
themselves facilitate and frustrate innovation draws
our attention to entrepreneurial failure as well as suc-
cess. Because of the distinctive characteristics of en-
trepreneurial innovation and the challenges of
successful consolidation, what looks like structure-in-
duced stability, punctuated equilibrium, or incre-
mental change along a path may be due to factors
other than those suggested by mainstream views of in-
stitutions. Attention to entrepreneurship forces us to
adjudicate between different mechanisms of change:
between an endogenous process of innovation, an ex-
ogenous critical juncture, or a self-reinforcing se-
quence. Third, the relationship between complexity
and entrepreneurial innovation suggests lines of in-
quiry into the dynamic of macro-historical change in
American politics. The concepts elaborated above
may offer new insights into periodic bursts of inno-
vation as well as the way institutional change is
stymied even in the face of greater entrepreneurial
“capacities.”

Finally, a focus on entrepreneurship has implica-
tions for how one studies American politics. As
Robert Jervis reminds us, complex systems have

emergent properties: the system as a whole is not re-
ducible to the aggregation of its parts.149 Once one
appreciates the complexity of the American political
system, one realizes that disciplinary norms that di-
vide the study of American politics into institutional
components – Congress, the presidency, and the
courts – will miss a great deal. This warrants greater
attention to the interaction between institutions and
an appreciation for the complex characteristics of the
American political system as a whole, in addition to
the accumulation of knowledge about its institution-
al components.

In sum, a more precise definition of entrepreneur-
ship can help one remain attentive to the halting and
difficult nature of institutional change without losing
sight of the ongoing contestation and conflict at the
heart of politics. One can appreciate the effects of
complexity, yet avoid an overly contingent account of
institutions that fails to capture what institutions ac-
tually “do”; namely, constrain, constitute, and limit
actors’ choices. In other words, one should not dis-
pense with the mainstream view of institutions or
punctuated equilibrium accounts predicated on the
occurrence of an exogenous shock or event. Crises
do precipitate change, but not always. Rather, a focus
on entrepreneurial innovation as a source of en-
dogenous institutional change underscores how the
opportunities, resources, and assets that make insti-
tutional change possible arise out of the complexity
of everyday politics.
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