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INTRODUCTION 
 

Who influences decisions that crucially affect the public—from the distribution of 
precious water or energy resources to health care to the regulation of exotic and 
potentially risky financial instruments? What factors shape whose say matters 
and who gets what? With economic inequality growing so dramatically in recent 
years, there is increasing scrutiny on the question of whether elite priorities have 
taken an outsized role in the policies that helped create this vast disparity.1  

 
Studying how influence-wielding elites fashion rules of the game to favor the rich 
few, at the expense of the underprivileged many, is at once an intuitive but 
challenging and imperative task. It is intuitive because varied protests around the 
globe have made clear that the general public grasps it instinctually—often more 
easily than academics and policy practitioners. It is challenging because power 
maps have become much more difficult to see and trace. From the tangle of 
“mafia,” political party syndicates, and government operatives in Karachi who 
determine who gets scarce water to the big New York bankers who set the 
informal rules for derivatives trading in secretive meetings,2 the activities of 
powerbrokers are today less visible and hence harder to track than at any time in 
living memory.  

 
Studying how influence works is imperative because the belief that the system is 
rigged has taken hold in many parts of the globe, including in the United States 
and Europe. Anti-elitist, anti-system movements are fiercely challenging the 
establishment, as seen most dramatically in the election of US President Donald 
Trump. The wholesale collapse of trust has generated enormous and justified 
anger. Some of the protestors want to smash the system, but might not have a 
viable idea of how to fix it. Far worse, some are directing rage at easy and 
misguided targets, like already-vulnerable refugees or minorities. For these 
reasons, it is important to carefully understand the processes of rigging and 
resulting inequality, as it is one of several major factors that has created this 
widening gap.  

 
How did elite power brokers grow so powerful? A seismic change in the 
environment in which policies are formed and implemented over the past few 
decades, wrought by the combined effects of privatization, deregulation, 
financialization, and technological innovation, has ignited an explosion of 
complexity, opacity, flexibility, and ambiguity. This sea change has enabled 
players and organizations to leverage new opportunities to their own advantage, 

                                                
1 Oxfam found that “the gap between rich and poor is reaching new extremes.  
Credit Suisse recently revealed that the richest 1% have now accumulated more 
wealth than the rest of the world put together” (Hardoon, Fuentes-Nieva, and 
Ayele 2016, 2). See also Fuentes-Nieva and Nicholas Galasso 2014; Kuttner 
2016.  
2 As the New York Times reported, the meetings aimed to prevent price 
transparency and keep others out of the market. The particulars of the meetings, 
as well as the identities of the men involved, “have been strictly confidential” 
(Story 2010).  
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and, at the same time, deny responsibility for doing so. Amid the sea change, is it 
any wonder that the gap in economic equality has grown so wide? Or that the 
result has been rage in many parts of the world? By Oxfam’s accounting, in 
2015, just 62 people at the top had the same wealth as 3.6 billion of the poorest.3 
This widening gap saps the morale of large swaths of the population. It stokes 
public discontent, upon which authoritarian figures around the globe have been  
capitalizing. 

 
One of the root causes of economic inequality is said to be “political capture” 
(Galasso 2013; Fuentes-Nieva and Galasso 2014)—a concept that is more 
encompassing than the older notions of “regulatory capture” and “state capture.”4 
Yet the concept of political capture requires a more thorough unpacking than it 
has been given by most scholars, not to mention politicians like Trump, who as a 
presidential nominee regularly invoked this enormously complex problem in 
insufficiently robust ways.  

 
Prevailing approaches to analyzing governance, policy, and influence are not 
quite up to the task: they imply the existence of stable institutions and clarity 
about who is who, who does what, and who is acting in whose interests. 
Traditional approaches often pay most attention to what is formal or visible, 
overlooking what is informal, flexible, and difficult to detect. But in many settings, 
and with respect to many issues, the most crucial drivers of policy may not be 
self-evident. They may not be found in command-and-control bureaucracies, in 

                                                
3 Oxfam reports that the bottom half of the world’s population owns the same as 
the wealthiest 62 people in the world. Moreover, the riches of these individuals 
continue to increase, while those at the bottom half languish (Hardoon, Fuentes-
Nieva, and Ayele 2016, 2). With regard to trends within individual countries, 
Oxfam writes that, “according to the World Top Incomes Database, in all but one 
of the 29 countries measured [Colombia], the share of income going to the 
richest one percent increased, while in Colombia it held steady at around 20 
percent” (Oxfam 2014, 30).  
4 Political capture appears to be a more recent term than the more traditional 
“regulatory capture.” The idea of regulatory capture has been heavily influenced 
by economists, as has (at least) early work on “state capture.” 
  The World Bank defines state capture as “the actions of individuals, groups, 
or firms both in the public and private sectors to influence the formation of laws, 
regulations, decrees, and other government policies to their own advantage” 
[emphasis in original] (World Bank 2000, xv). Much work on state capture has 
been devoted to business, such as “the efforts of firms to shape the laws, 
policies, and regulations of the state to their own advantage by providing illicit 
private gains to public officials” (Hellman and Kaufmann 2001, 1). The concept of 
state capture describes the illicit and non-transparent manipulation of state power 
to benefit private interests, whether of politicians or private sector firms.  
 A more encompassing view of state capture appears in an Open Society 
Foundations call for project proposals on “Countering State Capture”: “Especially 
in young democracies, state capture—substantial, institutionalized, particularistic, 
self-interested influence or control of unrepresentative actors over public finances 
or state policy formation and implementation—is one of the most daunting issues 
in state reform and transition. Research has shown that state capture is a 
particular risk in countries emerging from authoritarian regimes” (Nosko 2014).   
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parliaments or elected representatives, or in formal organizations like political 
parties, interest groups, or lobbies set up to influence them. Nor do labels such 
as “old boys’ networks” or “kitchen cabinets” convey their operations or power. 
The ambiguity is even more acute in settings where power and authority are 
blurred or contested and where the sovereignty of states is called into question. 
When policy interventions are not based on sufficient understanding of how 
things actually work, they can more easily be undermined or produce significant 
unintended consequences. An urgent need has arisen for approaches and 
methods equipped to both study the new modes of influencing and inform 
interventions that factor them in.5 

 
This report addresses that need. We critically review the concept of “capture,” the 
relevant theoretical literature, and empirical case studies to build a theoretically 
informed conceptual framework for charting the drivers and processes of 
influence. Our goal is to help you, the reader, identify in your own communities 
and countries the structures and processes through which “capture” occurs: How 
do power brokers organize influence, and what state, corporate, and other 
organizational vehicles do they mobilize to do so? How do these activities shape 
the configuration of state-society relations and wealth accumulation in a given 
context or country? And what do these patterns suggest for how to look at 
capture? We call this “political rigging,” defined as the process in which actors, 
blurring (or even fusing) official and private power, transform a system,6 in part or 
in whole, so that it favors an elite few at the expense of the less privileged many. 
In so doing, the actors blur the boundaries not only among official and private 
spheres, but often also among political, economic, media, cultural, and social 
arenas.  

 
To expand this definition, we introduce several concepts, shown here in italics. 
The process of political rigging is driven by actors (influence elites) who 
manipulate the system (or its parts) through an evolving set of practices that 
incorporate one (and typically more) of the features of informality, flexibility, and 
digital-powered simulacra and entwine official and private power as they press 
their agendas. Rigging can be done in varying ways and to varying degrees. 
Rigged parts of the system may include, for instance, a government agency, an 
economic sector, a venue or site of policy decision making, an entire policy 
portfolio, and policy and media narratives. The effects of rigging practices can 
shift, since they result from the interplay between influence elites’ activities and 
the forces of the broader context (including the system) in which they are 
situated, which shapes the scope of their power. These terms and ideas are 
explored in detail in the following sections. 

 
Our definition of political rigging does not include traditional influencing such as 
that conducted by interest groups or registered lobbyists or through quid pro quo 
bribery, conventional campaign finance, or the revolving door. This is not to 
suggest that these modes of influencing are unimportant or no longer exist. But 

                                                
5 These observations are informed by a concept paper by Stubbs and Wedel 
(2010). 
6 Substantial blurring helps make the system an expansive term that 
encompasses not only official and private spheres, but also political, economic, 
media, cultural, and social arenas.  
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our goal is to bring to the fore modern, more amorphous forms of rigging that can 
have enormous impact yet have been largely overlooked and are 
underconceptualized. Further, we wish to emphasize that although much 
scholarship treats official (or state) and private spheres as separate, as well as 
economic, political, cultural, and social arenas as distinct, today the boundaries 
among these spheres and arenas are often porous. 

 
The multitude of decisions that led to our current inequality crisis cannot be fully 
understood using the older frameworks that help explain influence. Elites have 
changed over the past several decades. Unpacking those changes and how they 
shape and create political rigging is the first step in the search for remedies to 
inequality.  

 
To that end, we embark on four tasks in this report: 

1. we examine the characteristics of today’s influence elites;  
2. we critically review the most suitable templates for studying political 

capture;  
3. we recast the concept of capture and propose an alternative Political 

Rigging Framework in light of these elites’ characteristics, the ecosystem 
they inhabit, and these templates; and  

4. we offer some guidance for putting the framework into practice.  
 
We distinguish between “templates” and “frameworks”: while a template 
represents an end state of affairs—a blueprint conveying a whole system at one 
point in time—a framework is a lens through which one looks at a system in 
process.  
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POLITICAL CAPTURE AND 

TODAY’S INFLUENCE ELITES 
 
 

As conventionally defined, political, regulatory, and state “capture” convey the 
idea that the system is fixed, irretrievably, to favor a select few. It—or some of its 
constituent parts—have been appropriated by a select group or special interests 
that can alter the rules to favor their interests; it denotes a final end state rather 
than the dynamic reality. In “developing” countries, political capture might refer to 
a ministry whose officials control—and appropriate for their own personal 
benefit—an entire portfolio or resources like oil or gas. In developed countries, it 
might occur when lobbyists for, say, the health insurance or banking industry 
influence regulatory agencies and legislatures (and their staffs) to sway laws and 
regulations governing those industries to their liking. Yet even in developed 
democracies such as the United States, the profile of influence elites and 
patterns of influencing have shifted in recent years. Some of these patterns have 
begun to resemble developing countries in important ways.  
 
It is well-known to many scholars who examine such countries that the lines 
between official and private power are sometimes substantially blurred. 
Anthropologists Béatrice Hibou and John Hulsey described the situation in 
Tunisia, for instance: 

 
[N]on-governmental organisations are actually governmental. 
Similarly, the private sector is still highly dependent on the state 
for public interventions. Private intermediaries base their power on 
their proximity to the highest function, which is, of course, public. 
And the [now deposed] President [Zine El Abidine Ben Ali] is 
constantly obscuring his status, blurring the distinction between its 
public and its private nature through his different funds as well as 
through his approach to the administration. (Hibou and Hulsey 
2006, 197–198) 
 

This “privatization of the state,” as Hibou and Hulsey call it, flourished until one 
distraught produce vendor, harassed for years by a corrupt bureaucracy, set 
himself on fire, unleashing the pent-up frustrations of so many Tunisians who 
knew his struggle all too well. His suicide sparked a revolt that brought down the 
president in early 2011. 
 
The blurring of state and private spheres is now occurring in developed Western 
democracies as well, including the United States, in ways not seen in living 
memory. In any country or context, a task for the investigator is to look at the 
ways and extent to which official and private power are merged. How have 
influence elites brought this about, and how does this state of affairs afford them 
more entry points?  
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Influence elites are defined by several features:  
 

1. their flexibility, shifting and overlapping roles, and lack of fixed attachment 
to any particular sector or organization in pursuit of their strategic goals;  

2. their informality and supplanting of formal structures and processes (while 
still using them when beneficial);  

3. the entities they mobilize, including consultancies, think tanks, and 
nongovernmental organizations; and  

4. their roles as connectors, with positions in the official, corporate, and 
private organizational ecosystem (including the above entities), and their 
networks vis-à-vis each other.  

 
Because they have arisen to take advantage of a new ecosystem and because 
they practice a distinctive modus operandi, a novel term—“influence elites”—is 
needed to describe them. Examining the modus operandi and organization of 
these elites will provide a window into why traditional frameworks fall short in 
charting influence and why we need to revise our understanding. 

 
One example of a traditional framework is the proverbial “revolving door.” That 
model has only one exit point: the ex–member of parliament or ex-minister, for 
example, signs on with a well-known law or lobbying firm, or the former financial 
regulator joins a finance firm. Alongside this conventional model, a new one has 
appeared in the United States and beyond, featuring multiple entry and exit 
points with four or five more options. A player exits to a business role, a think 
tank role, a government consultancy role, an academic role, and a media role, 
and straddles two or more at the same time. The player not only has possible 
conflicts because of his former position: if he is now an official lobbyist, a think 
tanker, an official or unofficial adviser to a government panel, a sometime 
academic, and a media fixture—all at the same time—he can use this multiplicity 
of roles to evade standards. If questioned about his activities in a role that 
requires a higher standard, such as a government role, he can conveniently 
choose to identify with the role that brings with it the least amount of ethical 
scrutiny.  
  

Thus, while conventional revolving-door players passing from point A to B and 
back again remain an important staple, their avant-garde counterparts are more 
mobile and elusive—and less accountable to the public.  Moreover, the public is 
more likely to hear about conventional players because the suggestion of a 
conflict is obvious and more likely to be reported in the media. Reporting about 
their modern counterparts is more problematic: because their repertoire of roles 
is greater, their conflicts more difficult to discern, and the narrative more 
challenging to convey, the public is more likely to be left in the dark.  
 
Lobbying has also changed. While registered lobbyists and interest groups in the 
United States remain powerful, they are now joined by less visible power 
brokers—“shadow lobbyists”—who choose not to register as lobbyists when they 
are clearly wielding influence that is difficult to see or trace (Wedel 2014, 53–71). 
Whereas former high-ranking government officials may once have sought the title 
“lobbyist” to display their influence, today they might be connected to a 
corporation or law firm in an executive role with a title like “strategist,” “adviser,” 
or “government affairs specialist” (in, say, the “public sector” or “government 
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affairs” group). Many shadow lobbyists appear in the media as objective 
“experts,” nearly always identified by their former public service titles, even as 
they tout the talking points of an unrevealed client who pays them large sums.  

 
In the United States the business of influencing has changed so much that in 
2013 the main trade association for lobbyists, the American League of Lobbyists, 
decided to adopt the more innocuous name Association of Government Relations 
Professionals.7 The number of registered lobbyists declined by nearly 27 percent 
from 2007 to 2016.8 It is unlikely that this 27 percent drop means a decline in 
lobbying per se. Rather, what seems to be the case is that influencers are 
eschewing registration, swelling the ranks of shadow lobbyists.  

 
Yet another example of novel influencing involves how crucial policies ranging 
from finance to media to technology are framed, sometimes even forged, outside 
government bureaucracies, in international organizations, companies, and 
groups. Powerful authorities today often use unofficial venues as vehicles of 
wielding sway.9 A case in point is the Group of Thirty (G30), the Consultative 
Group on International Economic and Monetary Affairs. Its list of members reads 
like a who’s who of those who help shape the global economy. Political scientist 
Eleni Tsingou, who studied the group, describes it as “part-think tank, part-
interest group, and part-club… [of] actors who write the rules” (Seabrooke and 
Tsingou 2009, 20; Tsingou 2015, 226). Its executive director said, “We don’t 
make policy… but you can see our recommendations ending up in policy” 
(Mackintosh, cited in Wedel 2014, 20). One example of this is the hugely 
consequential issue of regulation of the trading and accounting of derivatives. In 
the 1990s the banks did not welcome increased regulation of their emerging 
profit centers, including derivatives trading. The G30’s study group and report on 
derivatives early in the decade helped solidify the standards for “best practices” 
based on a laissez-faire approach.10 This approach, made informally and then 

                                                
7 The ALL president said in a letter to members, “Through surveys and research, 
we discovered that a majority of our membership no longer identified themselves 
as only ‘lobbyists’” (Ward 2013).  
8 During the period 2007 to 2016, the number of lobbyists declined from 14,824 to 
10,450, according to the Center for Responsive Politics (2017).  
9 A growing area of influence consists of conferences organized by struggling 
media companies, which often invite the very corporate figures their reporters 
cover to events, where they mingle with academics, think tankers, and 
advocates. These players can plausibly argue that they are simply involved in an 
impartial journalistic enterprise. As a top media conference planner remarked, 
“Saying the conference industry has exploded is not an exaggeration...The 
industry has increased tenfold in the past few years. Twenty percent of marketing 
budgets in general are face-to-face events” (Froelich 2013).   
10 See Wedel (2014, 20-23). On-the-ground analysts, including Financial Times 
journalist Gillian Tett (2010) and Tsingou, have suggested that the group was 
closely aligned with the would-be regulated (banks) and furthered policy that 
closely matches their interests and biases. The late Dennis Weatherstone, who 
chaired the study group, was not just an expert—he ran the banking giant JP 
Morgan. At the time of its release, the New York Times described the report this 
way: “A group of leading financial experts gave a relatively clean bill of health 
yesterday to the rapidly growing set of financial products called derivatives that 



 

11   

enshrined as policy, allowed derivatives to lay dynamite throughout the global 
financial system and contributed to the 2008 financial crisis.  

 
Specific collections of players who meet to shape specific policies, however 
momentous their impact, is only part of the issue. With an organization such as 
the G-30, influence elites can increase their weight, both individually and 
collectively, while reinforcing the prominence of the organization, destined to 
outlast any individual members.  
 
It is important to examine how Western elites operate, both because they 
influence decisions that affect the entire world and because their modus operandi 
is not isolated. Unfortunately we do not know as much about elites who wield 
influence as we should. The study of elites, having fallen out of fashion beginning 
in the 1970s, is only now making a comeback, notably in response to elites’ 
perceived role in widening social and economic inequalities (Davis and Williams 
forthcoming).11 Amid anti-elitist movements in Europe and in the wake of the 
2016 US presidential election, great interest has been generated. Since Trump’s 
election, the press has paid enormous, if belated, attention to understanding the 
profile of the white working class; elites deserve at least as much attention if we 
are to truly understand these anti-system revolts.  
 
A handful of sociologists, political economists, and anthropologists have been 
observing elites in the United Kingdom, the United States, other parts of Europe, 
and global venues. They make the case that the way many elites organize 
influence today—their modus operandi—differs from those of the recent past of 
living memory. Some draw a contrast between the “power elites” famously 
described by American sociologist C. Wright Mills a half century ago (Mills 1956). 
Mills coined the term to describe the interlocking constellation of government 
officials, military leaders, and corporate executives who, he contended, 
effectively controlled major political and social decision making in the United 
States [see IMAGE 1: Pillars of Power]. The strength of Mills’s power elites 
rests on command and control, derived from the German sociologist Max 
Weber’s classic model of bureaucracy where hierarchical structures are distinct 
and bureaucrats wield executive power (Davis and Williams forthcoming). 
 
Of course, institution-based forms of power that rest on formal position and 
authority, as described by Mills and Weber, still exist. But today these hierarchies 
coexist with forms of power grounded in networks, as sociologists Mike Savage 
and Aeron Davis, political economist Karel Williams, and anthropologist Janine 
R. Wedel argue (Davis and Williams forthcoming; Savage and Williams 2008; 
Wedel 2009, 2014). That is, today’s system additionally deploys network-based 
power that derives from players’ positions in informal social networks and links to 
organizations and venues and that, more than in the past, connects elites across 
a global plane. Elites serve as connectors.    
 

                                                                                                                                
some have suggested make the global financial system vulnerable to a 
widespread crisis” (Hansell 1993). 
11 Ironically, scholars eschewed elite studies precisely as a new breed of elites—
influence elites—and new modes of influencing were emerging.   
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What created the space that this new breed of elites now occupies and owns? 
The past few decades have witnessed an unprecedented confluence of several 
transformational developments, stemming from at least four sources (Wedel 
2009, 23-45; Wedel 2014, 23-25):  
 

1. financialization, which multiplied the number of lucrative intermediary 
positions in finance, while at the same time weakening the role of 
managerial elites (Davis and Williams forthcoming);12  

2. the privatization, deregulation, and governmental “reform” fervor that 
began to take hold in the United States and the United Kingdom in the 
early 1980s;  

3. the end of the Cold War a decade later, dispersing global authority and 
opening up sparsely governed arenas; and  

4. and the rise of the internet soon after, occasioned by the earlier advent of 
digital technology.  

 
These transformational developments have reconfigured the organizational 
ecosystem. They have created opportunities for all manner of players—from 
transnational networks laundering money or promoting human rights to currency 
traders conducting instant global transactions to consultants doing work 
previously performed by the employees of governments and international 
organizations.13 These changes have spawned a plethora of entities that are set 
up or mobilized and used by elites as vehicles of influence: consulting, think tank, 
nongovernmental, and grassroots organizations; advisory groups like the G30; 
and public relations firms that look a lot like lobbying firms. Elites’ influence 
resides substantially in the social networks that operate in and around these 
entities and venues [see IMAGE 2: Elites as Intermediaries/Connectors]. 
Thus, whereas C. Wright Mills described institutions as pillars of power, today 
influence elites themselves can be pillars of power (Wedel 2014, 26; Wedel 

                                                
12 Savage and Williams write that financialization “greatly expands the number of 
highly paid intermediaries in banking, corporate finance and coupon trading who 
are especially important in major global financial centres,” while, at the same 
time, “apparently diminish[ing] the role of previously dominant managerial elites” 
(Savage and Williams 2008, 10, 11). Thus, while capital used to move from 
financial centers to fund corporations, now bankers and traders trade their own 
portfolios and reap large profits. Once an adjunct to corporate America, Wall 
Street has transformed into its own self-dealing, money-making machine, 
enriching intermediaries. Several scholars describe how these processes have 
unfolded in specific countries (for instance, Carroll 2008).  
13 Companies such as consulting firms and quasi-official bodies (such as 
government advisory boards) daily stand in for government. In the United States, 
for example, three-quarters of the people carrying out the work of the federal 
government now work directly for private companies, sometimes with a lot of 
influence and often with little oversight (Light 2008). Contractors run intelligence 
operations, control crucial databases, screen airport security and law-
enforcement officials, choose and oversee other contractors, and draft official 
documents (Wedel 2009, 73-109; Wedel 2010). And there has been an increase 
in the numbers and influence of think tanks and quasi-official bodies like 
government advisory boards (Ginsberg 2009; Glassman 2013; New York Times 
2009). 
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2015). To achieve this, they must be more flexible, mobile, and global in reach 
than their forebears, at the same time that they are more difficult to detect 
(Savage and Williams 2008; Wedel 2009, 2014; Davis and Williams forthcoming). 

Their actions are often enshrouded in ambiguity.  
 
These novel elites and modes of influencing appear to be widespread. A strong 
case can be made that in at least some democratic countries influencing has 
become more informal and less visible over the past several decades (Savage 
and Williams 2008; Wedel 2009, 2014; Davis and Williams forthcoming) and that 
influence-wielding transnational networks, such as the G30, are on the uptick. 
But how far do these patterns reach around the world? That is, of course, an 
empirical question. Nonetheless, clues can be found in the fact that at least some 
of the transformational developments that gave rise to the sea change (the 
internet and digital technologies, for one) touch nearly everywhere.  
 
Just how these developments interact with local structures and processes, 
however, is another empirical question—an all-important one.14 Informal and 
network-based practices and systems have long been no stranger to much, if not 
most, of the world. A rich literature on informality, informal sectors, informal 
economies (also “second,” “shadow,” “gray,” and “black” economies), and 
informal exchange networks spans from Latin America to Africa and the Middle 
East, to Asia and communist and post-communist Central and Eastern Europe 
and the Soviet Union to North America.   

 
Thus these questions are pertinent: How do new patterns prevalent in developed 
democracies and on the world stage interact with diverse legacies of informality 
around the world? And what do these patterns suggest for how to look at rigging? 
We offer the following four principles. 
 
First, it is important to move beyond formal institutions and organizations to 
consider informal drivers of influence and how they interact with formal ones. 
Consider what we miss, for instance, if we overlook the sway of shadow lobbyists 
or unofficial bodies such as the G30.   
 

                                                
14 There appear to be some worldwide similarities. Interviews in 2011 and 2012 
with top government auditors from countries as diverse as India, Jamaica, 
Russia, and Uganda point to a new class of global operators with a distinctive 
profile and modus operandi. Wedel conducted interviews with recent or current 
comptrollers or auditors general of their countries; these veteran officials all 
represented their countries in the UN Independent Audit Advisory Committee. 
Independently of one another, they noted that the privatizations and public-
private partnerships introduced in the 1990s into their respective countries (often 
under sponsorship of international financial institutions) created unprecedented 
opportunities for corruption. These public-private arrangements and partnerships, 
which often involve huge amounts of money and players who transcend 
geographical boundaries, are more complex and difficult to monitor than in the 
past, according to the auditors. As one auditor general expressed, “It’s fair to say 
that the privatization era was the onset of the grand corruption era. People 
became bolder and went for bigger stakes. Before, it was smaller amounts” 
(unpublished interviews; see also Wedel 2009; Wedel 2014, 13–15).  
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Consider, too, the potential drivers of influence we miss if we neglect the multiple 
professional formal and informal roles that many influence elites take on 
simultaneously. This pattern enables them to parlay inside information from one 
role into others, benefiting themselves and their fellows, but not necessarily the 
organizations on whose behalf they supposedly work.  
 
Take, for instance, the case of US retired generals and admirals, several of 
whom have been prominent choices by Donald Trump to join his cabinet. As 
recently as 20 years ago, most of them typically retired from working life. Now, 
when these powerful (mostly) men retire, they continue to serve in the defense 
arena. Many embark on sprawling, postretirement careers that mix government 
advisory roles, formal or informal, with private sector work. Many consult with 
defense companies or even set up their own (often eponymous) firms (Barstow 
2008a, 2008b; Bender 2010; CREW 2012; Johnson 2012; Smith 2012). A retired 
general might serve on government advisory boards shaping policy or 
procurement directions, likely gaining access and proprietary information that is 
invaluable to his corporate clients (Inspector General, United States Department 
of Defense 2011; Vanden Brook 2010, 2011; Vanden Brook and Dilanian 2010; 
Vanden Brook, Dilanian, and Locker 2009). He can then employ information he 
gleans from his role on an advisory board or boards to the benefit of himself and 
his fellows in his company. The general can plausibly deny that the advice he 
offers the company is related to the information and access he gleans in his 
government role, and the public has little means of knowing what is actually the 
case. Is he acting in the interest of national defense, a corporate client, or his 
own consulting firm? The impossibility of exercising accountability in such a case 
(and similarly in nearly every conceivable policy area) is surely a key reason 
behind the widespread disillusionment among ordinary people.   
 
In addition to these roles, retired generals and admirals sometimes take on a 
university or think tank affiliation, adding to their image of credibility and 
incorruptibility (Wedel 2014, 19). Some add media appearances to hone their 
brand, weighing in on the military crisis du jour in which they are nearly always 
identified by their retired general title, not their more current and lucrative roles as 
defense industry consultants (Barstow 2008a, 2008b).  
 
How could simple notions of capture fully account for these many permutations 
that mix multiple formal roles and informal ones and that enable players to evade 
accountability?  
 
Second, we must move beyond static templates, which limit understanding of 
flexible structures and dynamic processes. Such templates fall short in explaining 
today’s influence elites in several respects. To begin with, players perform 
multiple roles that may overlap, maneuvering among them with ease, and 
controlling the flow of information, both about the information they have access to 
through these roles and about the existence of the roles themselves. Think, for 
instance, of a retired general’s overlapping and potentially conflicting roles as he 
sits on a government advisory board while advising defense companies.  
 
Consider, too, the dynamic quality, speed, and instant global reach of digital 
technology, including the internet. Digital technology creates opportunities for 
people and organizations to stage-manage their appearances in unprecedented 
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and ever-changing ways. It invites short-term-ism: whether in finance or media, 
short-term results are prized; actions and impact are measured in hours, 
minutes, or even micro-seconds. Because the technology is not bound by 
geographical fixity and enables immediate global contact, transactions with 
worldwide impact can be carried out from a beach in the Caribbean or a cave in 
Afghanistan. In sum, digital technology nurtures a whole new mode of capture 
that is far from static.  
     
Moreover, static templates cannot help us sort out how things change—for 
example, the processes through which a ministry came to be captured—only an 
end state of affairs. When the focus is on static, settled outcomes, there are no 
dynamics to examine as they unfold. “Capture” connotes a wholesale, 
unbending, and presumably indefinite state. Political scientist Michael Johnston, 
whose work is discussed in the next section, identifies four syndromes of 
corruption but is clear that none represent an end state. The country of Tunisia 
might be corrupt in certain ways today and in very different ways in years to 
come. Therefore, notions of capture must also not be static. 
 
Third, capture represents an extreme in a world of continua. Capture might be an 
appropriate characterization in certain cases: the retired general who sits on a 
government advisory board, gleaning access to privileged information about 
government needs and even helping shape that agenda, and then enlists his own 
consulting firm to carry out the work. But the career patterns of postretirement 
generals and admirals run the gamut of conflicting roles and ethical challenges. 
Players are swayed at different times and to differing degrees, with a whole 
spectrum of activity that shouldn’t be lost, but is lost in an all-in, all-out 
template.15  

 
Fourth, we must focus on the influencers themselves—the most fruitful entry 
point for investigating many, if not most, questions of influence. Often serving as 
connectors and intermediaries, these players provide a window into the workings 
of the wider system. Focusing on players as the starting site enables us to move 
beyond static frameworks: in looking at how they navigate formal and informal, 
state and private, we can see how parts of the system operate and fit together 
and chart variations of capture. With regard to the retired generals, for instance, 
we should ask: What are their activities and practices? How are their networks 
configured? Who are their sponsors? How do they connect to—and connect—the 
ecosystem of state and private organizations, and to what end?  
 
Influence elites enact processes of influence as they link government, business, 
and other spheres of activity. Consider, for example, how a tiny set of embedded 
elites in Washington have helped to join core functions of key parts of the US 
government concerned with intelligence operations with a major government 
contractor, the consulting giant Booz Allen. In the process, these elites have 
helped reshape the intelligence world into a hybrid and accountability-challenged 
entity.  

                                                
15 Wedel argues against the idea of “state capture,” which suggests that the state 
has been captured against its will. But states, like everything else in the social 
world, depend on human agency; capture can only happen with the complicity of 
those who power them (Wedel 2001, 4). 
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The maneuverings of two Booz Allen officials, retired Vice Admiral John Michael 
“Mike” McConnell and retired Air Force Lieutenant General James R. Clapper, 
Jr., illustrate the point. They have served as Director of National Intelligence 
(DNI)—a position created after 9/11 to bring together what was deemed a 
dangerously fragmented intelligence system. Mike McConnell, for his part, had 
been director of the National Security Agency under President Bill Clinton.16 But 
by late 2002 he was at Booz Allen, in a strong position to deploy his government 
connections to secure business for the company, as well as to help ramp up a 
vast surveillance state.17 McConnell returned to public service in 2007 as DNI.  In 
a telling statement, he said to the New York Times that his work as a (Booz 
Allen) consultant “has allowed me to stay focused on national security and 
intelligence communities as a strategist and as a consultant. Therefore, in many 
respects, I never left [government]” (Mazzetti and Sanger 2007). 

 
As DNI, McConnell was surrounded by allies, including his old friend, James 
Clapper, who had also worked at Booz Allen and who later hired the government 
contractor while he was the head of the National Geospatial-Intelligence 
Agency.18 McConnell was DNI for only two years before leaving for Booz Allen in 
2009 “to lead the firm’s Intelligence business,” stated the company’s web site, as 
an executive vice president. (His current title at the company is senior executive 
adviser.) And when McConnell left the DNI post, Booz Allen stalwart James 
Clapper took over as DNI (following a brief tenure as a retired admiral).  

 
Investigative journalist Glenn Greenwald further explains: 

 
As [President George] Bush’s DNI, McConnell dramatically 
expanded the extent to which intelligence functions were 
outsourced to the same private industry that he long represented. 
Worse, he became the leading spokesman for demanding full 
immunity for law breaking telecoms [and] almost certainly, Booz 
Allen itself. Having exploited his position as DNI to lavishly reward 
and protect the private intelligence industry, he then returns to its 
loving arms to receive from them lavish personal rewards of his 
own. (Greenwald 2010) 
 

Greenwald calls McConnell “a perfect symbol for the legalized corruption that 
dominates Washington” (Greenwald 2010). The public has no way to know 
whether expansions to the surveillance state are warranted or driven by a desire 
to expand business for a powerful contractor.  
 

                                                
16 Interestingly, McConnell’s Booz Allen bio says “retired from the Navy” rather 
than retired as head of the NSA 
(www.boozallen.com/about/leadership/executive-leadership/Mike-McConnell). 
17 Investigative journalist Shane Harris details these developments in The 
Watchers: The Rise of America’s Surveillance State (Harris 2010).  
18 Clapper’s career path mirrors McConnell’s. After “retiring” from the military in 
1995, Clapper worked at Booz Allen and the government contractor SRA 
International until 9/11, when he returned to government as head of the National 
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency.  
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The movements of McConnell and Clapper suggest how some crucial 
government-business interactions are structured in the US intelligence arena.  
These players do not just operate in the government or the business sphere; they 
blend and blur them. Public comments from McConnell, for instance, make it 
clear that he sees little difference between his public service role and his highly 
paid role at Booz Allen. Because the players’ very influence comes from their 
ability to fudge these boundaries, if we take as our starting point for investigation 
a government, business, or other type of organization, rather than the players 
who straddle them, we can miss the very drivers and dynamics of influence.  

To sum up, a fundamentally new framework is needed to uncover the structures 
and processes that elites help create, of which they are a part, and from which 
they benefit. This new framework must (1) look beyond formal institutions and 
organizations to recognize the less visible but ever-present role of informality in 
shaping living governing systems; (2) move beyond static frameworks that limit 
understanding of dynamic processes and the roles of flexible, mobile players in 
shaping the system; (3) recognize that systems can be rigged in different ways 
and combinations, rather than existing as either “captured” or otherwise; and (4) 
begin with individual influencers as the point of entry to examining complex, 
dynamic systems.    

Below we take an in-depth look at two templates that lend themselves to studying 
political capture. Evaluating these templates against the four framework 
requirements above highlights several gaps and suggests that, while the 
templates are enormously valuable, they are not entirely adequate for studying 
today’s new dynamic terrain. To narrow these gaps, we propose a new 
framework for identifying and charting the practices of political rigging enacted by 
today’s influence elites.  
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TEMPLATES FOR STUDYING 

POLITICAL CAPTURE 
 
 

Before proposing a new Political Rigging Framework, it is important to examine 
existing templates that deal with political capture.  What literatures can we look 
to?  Some of the (especially early) literature on state capture takes a narrow 
view, focusing on, say, commercial business’s capture of the government sector 
that regulates it or influences its profits.19 Country-specific works on capture also 
have been developed.20 Much less prevalent, however, are templates that  

1. encompass the whole of a political-economic system rather than a 
specific economic sector or a political or economic sphere in isolation;  

2. are well grounded in empirical understanding, and  
3. span multiple countries, offering the possibility of comparative analysis. 

Exploring similarities and differences among countries in light of their specific 
internal combinations of characteristics can provide insights that cannot be 
gleaned from examining countries in isolation. 

 
Some of the literature on institutionalized corruption achieves all three of these 
goals. Corruption here is understood as a systemic attribute rather than the 
deviant behavior of a few individuals or simple bribery. It goes beyond the 
prevailing definition of corruption—“the abuse of public office for private gain,” as 
expressed by the World Bank (1997). The study of corruption supplies a window 
into how influence, power, and wealth accumulation are configured in a given 
context and state-society relations in a given country. The state is not necessarily 
one in which legal and bureaucratic rationality (as outlined by the sociologist Max 
Weber) prevails and sets norms (Koechlin 2013, 34). Insight into the relationship 
between state and society, which is always in flux,21 is intrinsic to understanding 
systemic, institutionalized corruption.  

                                                
19 The World Bank was a prime mover in research on state capture. For early 
work on state capture, see World Bank (2000, xv). Much of the capture work was 
devoted to business, such as “the efforts of firms to shape the laws, policies, and 
regulations of the state to their own advantage by providing illicit private gains to 
public officials,” as two World Bank authors put it (Hellman and Kaufmann 2001, 
1). For an examination of the context in which the World Bank developed this 
work, see Wedel (2014, Chapter 4). 
20 See, for instance, the work of scholars contributing to a workshop at Oxford 
University that focused on state capture in a variety of countries, including India, 
Montenegro, Peru, South Africa, and Ukraine, as well as in Central Asia (Political 
Studies Association 2015).   
21 Debates on governance and the neutrality of the state as an arbiter can be 
traced back to the differentiation between public and private spheres that came 
about in the 20th century in most Western countries. Until the late 19th century 
when government became accountable to legislative bodies, public office was 
considered private property, ensuring a steady stream of income for its holder 
and even profits if managed properly (Scott 1969, 319). 
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Although the literature on corruption reviewed here was not designed to address 
the capture debate directly, it crucially informs questions of capture. We examine 
two templates—one created by Michael Johnston, the other by Sarah Chayes—
that explore systemic/institutionalized corruption in a variety of countries. Then 
we look at what the templates highlight and what might be updated or revisited in 
light of the patterns of operations of today’s influence elites. Johnston’s template 
specifies the characteristics of four “syndromes” of corruption, compiling a global 
scheme. Chayes’s template offers a similar approach but is less comprehensive 
in the countries it covers. Both templates, which focus on how internal country 
characteristics combine and work together in a specific context, offer the 
possibility of cross-country comparison.   

JOHNSTON’S SYNDROMES OF CORRUPTION 

The most comprehensive template comes from political scientist Michael 
Johnston, who regards corruption as a systemic problem—that is, corruption is 

                                                                                                                                
The idea of corruption in the contemporary sense—that is, action that crosses 

the boundary between public and private in an illegal way—evolved together with 
the modern state (Koechlin 2013, 35). Mungiu-Pippidi (2013) traces the trajectory 
of anti-corruption measures, noting that the contemporary conception of 
corruption as a deviation from the norm runs the risk of being ahistorical. In 
monarchies that represented patrimonial regimes, the ruler was above the law, 
while corruption charges were leveled against those from the lower sections of 
society who fell out of favor. In medieval republics, such as the Italian republics in 
the Middle Ages, rulers needed to foster people’s loyalty and raise revenues to 
support their governments. Thus, governments ensured equality before the law 
for everyone, sought people’s direct or indirect participation, and appointed 
officials for short durations so they had fewer chances to engage in rent seeking. 
By the time modern democracies came about, bureaucrats were responsible for 
governing in the interests of the majority and the realms of public and private 
were defined.  

As the distinctions between public-private and formal-informal emerged, so 
did the norm of what constituted corrupt behavior; state building and an 
understanding of corruption in a society were fundamental to each other (Olivier 
de Sardan 1999, 26). Studying corruption then offers a window into how political 
order is constructed and understood by actors, and what constitutes legitimate 
public authority, institutions, and behavior (Koechlin 2013, 35). 

This perspective renders the formal-informal division more of a negotiation 
and less of a conflict, directing attention to “iterated and institutionalized practices 
that are, socially or legally, deemed to be ‘corrupt’” (Koechlin 2013, 35). It lends 
support to the argument that formal-informal distinctions are steeped in historical 
experience and the Western cultural context—and that applying it to other 
contexts “demonstrates...provincialism in the face of incommensurable cultural 
and historical contexts” (Gupta 1995, 378). Borrowing from concepts derived to 
analyze Western countries runs the risk of ignoring the culturally specific aspects 
of non-Western countries, where state and society may be conjoined (Yurchak 
2002, 9; Borneman 1997, 98).  
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not a deviation or a flaw in the system, but rather is inherent in the structure of 
the system. He argues that while corruption can be defined as “the abuse of 
public roles or resources for private benefit”—similar to the World Bank 
definition—in practice, the meanings of “abuse,” “public,” “private,” and even 
“benefit” are open to dispute (Johnston 2014, 8–9). 
 
Johnston takes three approaches that distinguish his work from that of many 
others. First, he does not advance a normative stance. His template does not 
assume an idealized model of “what should be” (such as “good governance”); he 
focuses on “what is.” Second, he does not treat corruption as an administrative 
issue.  Governance, as presented in much development discourse, is 
administrative rather than political in nature (Johnston 2014), with “good 
governance” determined without reference to notions of justice, the role of the 
state, or democracy (Rothstein 2011, 5–6). Johnston’s approach is thus in 
contrast to traditional concepts of state and governance as understood in much 
Western scholarship. Third, his template includes developed and liberal 
democracies that have effective governance and strong institutions but that are 
nonetheless subject to violations or abuses of public trust—a broader definition of 
corruption.22  
 
Johnston identifies four syndromes of corruption, highlighting how in each 
context what constitutes corruption is different. Corruption, he writes, “reflects 
contrasting origins, opportunities, and costs, and affects societies in quite 
different ways, depending upon a number of deep-rooted influences as well as 
more recent trends” (Johnston 2014, 16). These syndromes (summarized in 
Table 1) convey the institutional structures in place and the kinds of corruption 
that develop accordingly; they are qualitative in nature instead of expressing a 
matter of degree. The syndromes also do not operate in any sequence: a society 
may pass from one syndrome to the other over time, and more than one 
syndrome might be at work in different regions, levels of government, or 
economic sectors.  
 
Johnston’s types are these: 

Influence Markets Syndrome 

This syndrome exists in successful market democracies where institutions are 
strong and markets are liberal. Examples include Australia, France, and the 
United States. Johnston describes how “in a climate of active, well-
institutionalized markets and democratic politics, private wealth interests seek 
influence over specific processes and decisions within strong public institutions, 
not only bribing officials directly but channeling funds to and through political 
figures who put their access and connections out for rent” (Johnston 2014, 16). In 
societies conforming to the Influence Markets Syndrome, no one side is a clear 
winner, but each has bargaining chips. Politicians have influence and access to 
policy making, while businesses, individuals, and interest groups have the wealth 

                                                
22 Following age-old definitions and notions of corruption, such as those revealed 
in texts in the Bible and the Qur’an, Wedel defines corruption as betrayal of the 
public trust (Wedel 2014, 8–10, 276–277). 
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needed by politicians and political parties. Using these chips, the two sides find 
common ground.  

 
Influence Market activities are not illegal. They “arise within strong institutions, 
and under the protection of legally enacted policies” (Johnston 2014, 187). But by 
restricting opportunities and market openness and disproportionately awarding 
resources to a few at the expense of the many, Influence Market activities raise 
questions about “freedom, fairness, and justice” in developed and liberal 
democracies, Johnston argues (Johnston 2014, 189). Examples include, but are 
not limited to, businesses and interest groups that gain influence within 
legislatures and bureaucracies through politicians and political parties. These 
activities “work through the system in many ways, rather than undermining it 
fundamentally: after all, those who trade in wealth and power are generally well-
served by existing arrangements” (Johnston 2014, 21). This view of legalized 
corruption in developed democracies with institutions generally deemed to be 
effective is supported by the work of scholars from diverse fields. These include 
legal scholar Lawrence Lessig (2011, 2013), 23 anthropologist Janine Wedel 
(2014), 24 and political scientists Martin Gilens and Benjamin Page (2014).  

 
Reflecting on Influence Market societies, Johnston aptly observes that  

 
it can be hard to say whether [they] have limited their corruption or 
whether they have merely removed most of the remaining restraints 
on the uses and pursuit of wealth. Ironically, it is in those societies—
supposedly, where law and accountability are strongest and public-
private distinctions clearest, that it can be most difficult to say what, 
exactly, is corrupt. What constitutes the “abuse” of power, or 
unacceptable connections to wealth—and who gets to decide? Even 
in relatively settled societies those standards are open to dispute, 
manipulation, and change. (Johnston 2014, 7–8) 

 
Ironically, Johnston notes, Influence Market countries are generally perceived as 
models of reform.  

Elite Cartels Syndrome 

This syndrome can be found in post-conflict or post-dictatorship societies where 
institutions are somewhat strong and markets are opening up, putting wealth and 
power in flux. Johnston names Argentina as an example.  
 
In such countries, players engage in self-serving activities for political survival. 
Wealth and influence are contingent on fostering alliances and protecting 
advantages. An Elite Cartel includes businessmen, political party leaders, military 
officers, media owners, community leaders, political officials, and networks of 

                                                
23 Lessig identifies systemic corruption in the United States (see, for example, 
Lessig 2013) and pinpoints the system of “dependence corruption” that flourishes 
as part of a fully legal “gift economy” (Lessig 2011). 
24 What Wedel calls the “new corruption” is legal, violates the public trust, and is 
widespread in the United States (Wedel 2014, 3–29).  
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bureaucrats bridging state and private realms (Johnston 2014, 154). In this 
syndrome, extended networks of elites prevent a level playing field, to avoid 
drawing new contenders. It is politically prudent for a cartel to enlist top officials, 
who can draw on legal and bureaucratic machinery to ensure access and 
benefits to this wider network involved in self-enriching activities. These activities 
nurture informal institutions and contribute to politicized policy making and 
patronage benefits for individuals, who are bought off or neutralized. The result is 
“de facto political stability and predictability, if not necessarily legality” (Johnston 
2014, 155). 
 
Challenging these interests is not easy. Rather than acting according to a sense 
of responsibility to the electorate, political representatives are obligated to protect 
their own interests, as well as of those of the players who finance their election 
campaigns.  

Oligarchs and Clans Syndrome 

This syndrome features cases where public resources are limited, income 
accrued from natural resources is wasted or misappropriated, tax collection is 
irregular, and violence and repression are resorted to easily. An example of this 
syndrome is the Philippines. In contrast to the Elite Cartels and Influence 
Markets, where institutions are relatively strong and political elites are at the 
heart of the action, in this syndrome official institutions are weak and no one 
group in particular is in charge.  

 
This syndrome has no clear winners or losers, only a perpetual struggle for 
power and wealth among formidable players. Legal institutions are ineffective, 
and there are few peaceful paths for resolving conflict. The results are high levels 
of instability and violence, as well as capital flight—all contributing to an 
atmosphere of uncertainty. “This sort of corruption is not only rapacious,” 
Johnston explains, “it is also unpredictable and a powerful force for injustice” 
(Johnston 2014, 121).  

Official Moguls Syndrome 

This syndrome is found in undemocratic countries where institutions are weak 
and power and economic opportunities are concentrated in a handful of players. 
Middle Eastern and African countries supply examples. In smaller countries, 
power, wielded by a dictator, family, or a ruling clique, is deployed for personal  
objectives. In larger countries, such as Egypt and Tunisia, there may be multiple 
power centers with access to state power.  

 
In this syndrome, institutions are used to amass personal wealth. Officials can 
engage in self-serving practices with little hesitation if they do not exceed limits 
set by top leadership and if they enjoy protection from high officials.25 The entire 

                                                
25 Johnston (2014, 26) adds: “Economies in most such societies are liberalizing in 
limited ways, if only in response to global pressures and incentives. Officials can 
exploit emerging economic opportunities with impunity if they enjoy top-level 
status or protection; in more fragmented settings they can wheel and deal 
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system survives through official corruption. In other words, Johnston explains, 
corruption “is not a disease that threatens to bring down the system; rather, it can 
be the lifeblood of the system itself” (Johnston 2014, 92). It is this intrinsically 
political nature of corrupt activities that characterizes the Official Moguls 
Syndrome: finding and sustaining access to wealth and influence ensures the 
viability of a regime or clique. 

 
Corruption is not the only reason for poverty in countries beset by this syndrome. 
Most government budgets are dependent on primary exports such as oil; many 
scholars believe that this dependence contributes to difficulties for any country’s 
development.  

Johnston’s Typology of Syndromes 

Table 1 presents Johnston’s typology of projected syndromes of corruption. This 
classification presents categories that identify particular conditions shaping 
problems of corruption in different countries. These conditions include: 
“participation,” denoting the opportunities people have in using and pursuing 
wealth and political power; and “institutions,” pointing to social, political, 
economic, and state institutions that protect and facilitate activities in these 
arenas. “State capacity” refers to the degree to which a state is able to enforce 
laws, collect taxes, and ensure civil liberties. “Society capacity” captures the 
nature of civil society and political organization. The premise of this typology is 
that people who have real political and economic opportunities, supported by 
strong institutions, are less likely to be exploited. Moreover, competition ensures 
that particular economic or political interests do not dominate. In some places, 
institutions may be stronger than participation, and in others, the opposite might 
be true. These differences contribute to different kinds of corruption (Johnston 
2005, 9). 
 
  

                                                                                                                                
independently to the extent that they do not exceed general limits set from 
above.”  
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Table 1: Johnston’s Syndromes of Corruption 
 

Syndrome 

Participation Institutions 

Political 
opportunities 

Economic 
opportunities 

State/ 
society 

capacity 
Economic 

institutions 

Influence 
Markets 

Mature democracies: 
liberalized, steady 
competition, and 
participation 

Mature markets: 
liberalized, open, 
steady competition, 
affluent 

Extensive Strong 

Elite Cartels Consolidating/ 
reforming 
democracies: 
liberalized, growing 
competition, and 
participation 

Reforming markets: 
largely liberalized and 
open, growing 
competition, 
moderately affluent 

Moderate Medium 

Oligarchies 
and Clans 

Transitional regimes: 
recent major 
liberalization, 
significant but poorly 
structured competition 

New markets: recent 
major liberalization, 
extensive inequality 
and poverty 

Weak Weak  

Official 
Moguls 

Undemocratic: Little 
liberalization or 
openness 

New markets: recent 
major liberalization, 
extensive inequality 
and poverty 

Weak Weak 

    SOURCE: JOHNSTON 2014. 

CHAYES’S TYPES OF KLEPTOCRATIC RULE 

The central thread in journalist Sarah Chayes’s 2015 Thieves of State is 
kleptocratic rule. In popular parlance, “kleptocratic” means an inability to restrain 
oneself from stealing. Chayes’s understanding of kleptocratic rule is essentially 
that government is composed of thieves, as the title of her book suggests. In 
such a system, governance does not involve effectively dispensing services, but 
rather effectively extracting resources for personal gain. Instead of treating such 
activities as deviations from the norm, Chayes, like Johnston, places them as 
central to the conduct of governance in “failed” or “failing” countries. As 
government officials and their cliques amass wealth and thus influence, 
inequality increases, marginalizing most of the population.  

 
Based on first-hand research, Chayes characterizes Afghanistan as ruled by a 
“vertically integrated criminal organization—or a few such loosely structured 
organizations, allies but rivals, coexisting uneasily—whose core activity was not 
in fact exercising the functions of a state but rather extracting resources for 
personal gain” (Chayes 2015, 62). Such rule can be likened to vertically 
integrated criminal syndicates where money flows from subordinates to 
superiors, “moving up the chain of command,” with much of it leaving the country 
(59). This system of low-level functionaries paying high-level officials increases 
opportunities for resource extraction, while limiting opportunities for punitive 
action against the high-level officials.  
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Kleptocratic rule, Chayes argues, is found not only in Afghanistan. She identifies 
four types of such rule: the (overlooked) military-kleptocratic complex, the 
bureaucratic kleptocracy, the post-Soviet kleptocratic autocracy, and the 
resource kleptocracy.  

 
These types of kleptocratic rule are detailed as follows:  

The (Overlooked) Military-Kleptocratic Complex 

Egypt may be the prime example of the (overlooked) military-kleptocratic 
complex. The Egyptian military is the main player in the country, with a 
substantial ownership share in the economy. It runs factories producing “jeeps to 
spaghetti—while also running day care centers and building roads and bridges 
across Egypt,” writes Chayes (2015, 79). In carrying out these activities, the 
military enjoys tax breaks and subsidies, exemptions from labor regulations, and 
immunity from public oversight. In effect, these activities are classified as state 
secrets. In turn, they have made the military a crucial actor—for instance, the 
military was wealthy enough to loan a billion dollars to the country’s central bank 
(Stacher 2012).  

 
However, Chayes points out, the military’s extractive activities have attracted less 
public scorn than the misdeeds of the family of Hosni Mubarak. Not only are the 
military’s activities hidden, but the military itself is seen as a symbol of national 
identity. Thus when the Mubarak regime fell in 2011 amid popular discontent 
against the corruption of Mubarak’s clique, the military incurred little public wrath, 
even though the mechanisms employed by the military for extractive activities 
were no different from those deployed by the Mubarak clique. And the military 
similarly uses state institutions, laws, and intimidation to prevent the public from 
disrupting the status quo. Chayes attributes the military’s passive role during the 
uprising to concerns inside the military that the Mubarak clique was encroaching 
on the military’s influence in “controlling different levers of state power” (Chayes 
2015, 89).  

The Bureaucratic Kleptocracy 

Chayes describes Tunisia as a bureaucratic kleptocracy, characterized by a 
ruling clique that employs a well-functioning bureaucracy, police, and financial 
institutions to amass wealth and influence. In this model, Chayes argues, “state 
capture was not carried out through a parallel structure that operated alongside 
an increasingly marginalized bureaucracy, as in Egypt. Rather, the Tunisian 
bureaucracy itself was enlisted in corruption” (Chayes 2015, 97–98). Laws are 
formulated and implemented selectively by an efficient and obedient bureaucracy 
and police.  

 
Tunisia’s image is that of a secular country engaged in steady, economic reform. 
Banks function, and the tourist industry thrives. Beneath this image, however, is 
a ruling class that employs policy measures to earn kickbacks or coerce 
individuals to submit to their will. For instance, financial audits can be carried out 
at will, or nonpayment of taxes can be overlooked, depending on how a 
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transaction affects the ruling elite. Big businesses must pay kickbacks to 
function; in case of noncompliance, they face serious consequences. Their 
accounts can be audited, loans canceled, authorization revoked, and water to 
their lands cut off. The result is an intricate web of structured corruption that 
envelops major sectors of the economy.  

The Post-Soviet Kleptocratic Autocracy 

The post-Soviet kleptocratic autocracy is represented by Uzbekistan under the 
rule of Islam Karimov (1991 to the present), a quintessential case of rule by one 
family and its clique, which maintain a hold on power and wealth through legal 
and illegal means. State institutions are their tool, and no sector of the economy 
is exempt from extraction. The government owns all agricultural land and treats 
the population as serfs, engaging them in forced labor. Karimov’s daughter has 
been especially active, heavily involved in certain sectors of the economy in her 
pursuit of wealth.  
 
While the family and clique may set the model, everyone is involved in corrupt 
activities in one form or another. Parents pay teachers to get better grades for 
their children, physicians demand extra money for doing their jobs, and bribes 
must be given even to gain access to lawful salaries. Chayes points out that 

 
[a]s in other kleptocracies, those at the bottom of the Uzbek ladder 
are not committing such larcenies purely out of personal greed. They 
are locked into a system that requires them to pay off their 
superiors…. The money-flow arrow is pointed stubbornly upward. 
Within this kleptocratic structure, the purchase of office is a key 
vehicle for the transfer of money from subordinate to superior. 
(Chayes 2015, 111–112) 

The Resource Kleptocracy 

The world’s 13th-largest oil producer, Nigeria, is an example of a resource 
kleptocracy. Gaining access to political office ensures an opportunity to benefit 
from extractive activities. Oil revenues, divided between federal and local 
governments, are sometimes stolen from government budgets, siphoned off to 
various players, or diminished because of illicit trade in oil tacitly supported by 
government officials. The revenues that make their way to the budgets are 
acquired for personal gain through “complex public procurement” processes 
(Chayes 2015, 127). Laws and procedures are employed to hide such activity, 
which comes at the cost of development projects that could benefit the public. 
These practices can be found in all sectors of government and even parts of civil 
society. Nongovernmental organizations working in development also join in, 
taking advantage of funding from government and international development 
agencies.  

 
Politics is at the heart of the action: because political office is the ticket to 
extractive activities, politics has become a violent enterprise. Chayes expounds: 
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Competition can be gruesome. Just to be designated a political 
candidate costs money—some $10 million for a recent election for 
state governor, estimate local observers of Nigeria’s political 
economy. “Godfathers,” often formal officials who amassed a corrupt 
fortune when in power, sponsor a client to run for office by covering 
the fee, on the expectation of rich dividends after a successful 
campaign. Then come the expenses of the campaign itself—and of 
ensuring the results. Candidates, or their godfathers, arm and pay 
urban youth gangs to rough up opposition rallies…. If his candidate 
wins, “the godfather gets access to the state coffers. (Chayes 2015, 
125) 

 
In sum, there are various contenders for power and hence greater wealth; they 
employ state institutions, privilege, and violence to do so.  

REFLECTING ON THE TEMPLATES 

Although Johnston’s template is more encompassing than Chayes’s and includes 
a broader range of countries, the two templates overlap in some areas. Chayes’s 
kleptocratic models bear similarities to two of the syndromes outlined by 
Johnston. Afghanistan, Egypt, Tunisia, Uzbekistan appear to fit the Official 
Moguls Syndrome, while Nigeria smacks more of the Oligarchs and Clans 
Syndrome.  
 
These templates are useful in advancing our understanding of the structure of 
political capture, holistically conceived. They also serve as a benchmark against 
which to identify the other features needed in a framework of political capture. 
We have emphasized the need to move beyond formal institutions and 
organizations, static models, and all-or-nothing capture approaches and to focus 
on players as points of entry into the system. Both Johnston’s and Chayes’s 
templates go beyond formal institutions and organizations and deal with 
informality in helpful ways. However, they fall short in addressing the limitations 
of traditional thinking outlined earlier. Although they are more nuanced than all-
or-nothing capture approaches, as templates they convey end-state snapshots of 
political-economic systems rather than dynamic systems in process. Both retreat 
from static templates implicitly, but the role of flexibility is less developed (though 
it may be implied). And while each template, to some extent, deals with players 
explicitly, neither incorporates a focus on players as points of entry into a system.  
 
Toward overcoming these limitations, in the next section we introduce our 
Political Rigging Framework. We develop it in light of these templates, as well as 
in light of the limitations of traditional approaches and the requirements for our 
framework.    
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A FRAMEWORK FOR 
IDENTIFYING POLITICAL 
RIGGING 
 
   
Unlike “political capture,” the term “political rigging” focuses attention on the 
action—the dynamic processes that result in a system that serves the few—
rather than an outcome such as a captured political system. To help make sense 
of how political rigging takes place, we propose a framework consisting of three 
dynamic features: informality, flexibility, and digital-powered simulacra. While our 
first two features are incorporated to one degree or another into the templates we 
just discussed, the third feature, digital-powered simulacra, is missing. This is not 
surprising because many of its aspects and interactions are very new.  
 
To explain each of these features, we draw on a diverse array of examples. We 
have consciously included examples from around the world, from developing 
countries with weak or authoritarian governments to advanced democracies like 
the United States, which, as Johnston points out, is sometimes seen as a model 
for other countries to emulate. This range of examples suggests that patterns of 
political rigging are far-reaching. 
 
With regard to informality and flexibility, we draw substantially on examples from 
communist and post-communist societies undergoing rapid change, including 
those of Central and Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, and China (Wedel 
2009, 47–72). All have experienced a recent “open historical situation”—a period 
of immense structural change (such as revolution, when a formal system is 
overhauled) during which a new universe of possibilities suddenly arises. Such 
situations offer a unique window into the workings of informal systems, as well as 
elites.26  
 
The Political Rigging Framework is designed to guide you, the reader, in an on-
the-ground investigation of how things happen. Our hope is that you will reflect 
on this material in light of the environments in which you operate. How does it 
relate to the influence elites and patterns of political rigging with which you are 
familiar? What examples come to mind from your own experience?  

INFORMALITY 

While Johnston’s and Chayes’s templates do not explicitly spell out the role of 
informality, the outcomes they discuss would not be possible without players 
engaging in informal practices or networks. Through the Political Rigging 
Framework, we aim to make the processes of informality explicit.  

 

                                                
26 The term “open historical situation” is from Wittfogel (1981, 8). 
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A growing body of literature discusses informality and grapples with what are 
variously called informal institutions, informal rules, informal norms, and informal 
practices.

27
 Research on informality covers a wide spectrum—from dynamics of 

urban informality to the on-the-ground organization of foreign aid to the 
distribution of resources in developing countries.

28
 Anthropologists, sociologists, 

and related scholars have long studied informality. Within political science an 
emerging strand of scholarship devoted to the study of democratic institutions 
now looks beyond formal ones. Political scientists Gretchen Helmke and Steven 
Levitsky are prominent among them. They recall being “struck” during their 
fieldwork in Argentina in the mid-1990s “by the vast gap between the formal 
institutions we had come to study (political parties in one case, courts in the 
other) and the informal realities we encountered on the ground” (Helmke and 
Levitsky 2006, vii).

29
  

Informal Practices 

While researchers have found different entry points into informality, we propose 
“informal practices” as a key feature of the Political Rigging Framework. A 
concept elaborated by sociologist Alena Ledeneva (2006), informal practices are 
what players do. Ledeneva (2006, 22) describes informal practices as 

 
regular sets of players’ strategies that infringe on, manipulate, or 
exploit formal rules and that make use of informal norms and 
personal obligations for pursuing goals outside the personal 
domain. Such strategies involve bending of both formal rules and 
informal norms or navigating between these constraints by 
following some and brokering others where appropriate.  

 
Informal practices are regular, recurring activities.

30
 They exhibit clear patterns 

that can be charted. Literature on informality demonstrates their structure, logic, 
and predictability (McFarlane and Waibel 2012).  

                                                
27 Alena Ledeneva’s FRINGE Centre for the Study of Social and Cultural 
Complexity is devoted to studying informality and related issues. See 
www.ucl.ac.uk/ssees/fringe-centre/about. 
28 With regard to urban settings, see AlSayyad and Roy (2004); Simone (2010); 
McFarlane and Waibel (2012). With respect to foreign aid, see, for instance, 
Wedel (2001a). With regard to the distribution of resources in developing 
countries, for instance, the Egyptian government under General Hosni Mubarak 
extended control over desert land at the fringes and built lucrative military 
enclaves while playing a substantial role in producing informality and ignoring the 
needs of the majority. 
29 Because “informal rules shape how democratic institutions work,” they add, 
“focus[ing] exclusively on formal rules thus risk[s] missing much of what shapes 
and constrains political behavior, which can yield an incomplete—if not wholly 
inaccurate—picture of how politics works” (Helmke and Levitsky 2006, 2).   
30 Ledeneva clarifies that informality does not consist of anything and everything 
that is not formal. Informality is circumscribed by whatever is deemed formal, and 
it in turn shapes formal structures and rules. And while the binary of formal and 
informal realms offers a useful normative construct (premised on the idea of 



 

30   

 
Informal practices exist everywhere, including in societies exhibiting all four of 
Johnston’s syndromes of corruption. The following examples, drawn from diverse 
sources, illustrate informal practices in diverse contexts. (The characterization of 
them as informal practices is ours, except in the final example offered by 
Ledeneva.) 

 

• Tax auditing in Tunisia (Official Moguls Syndrome): In her 2015 book, 
Sarah Chayes describes audit practices in the finance ministry and 
quotes a tax collector from within the ministry:  
 

They would use audits to subjugate people…. There’s a lot 
of complex paperwork and formalities, which can be swept 
aside—or not.… Assessors would rarely make someone’s 
file go away completely. They would put it on the bottom of 
the pile. The permissiveness could always be revoked. 
Nonpayment of taxes was used as a kind of welfare 
program to secure obedience. Or to punish someone who 
was too independent. (Chayes 2015, 96) 

 
The likely intention—and consequence—of such an informal practice is 
control. Authorities would suddenly conduct an audit and demand full 
payment, promptly putting an owner who sailed against the prevailing 
political winds out of business, Chayes writes.  
 

• Manipulating corporate profit reporting in the United States 
(Influence Markets Syndrome): The informal practice of “managing 
expectations” in the lead-up to the release of quarterly corporate profit 
results on Wall Street works to benefit of insiders. In the 1990s, according 
to one former cable business news producer, executives would labor to 
carefully calibrate expectations that Wall Street analysts would issue to 
make sure that they would comfortably beat those expectations. That 
typically led to a stock bounce. It was a “dance,” as the producer put it, to 
which the media, the companies, and the Wall Street firms were invited. 

                                                                                                                                
formal state and legal bureaucratic structures separate from society), one must 
look beyond it to observe how the realms evolve and are reconstituted by what 
players do over a period of time (Ledeneva 2006, 17–22). 

Growing out of development studies, which attempted to understand the 
phenomenon of urbanization as it unfolded, the formal-informal relationship was 
first considered within the framework of capitalist versus subsistence sectors 
(Lewis 1954) and then in the context of rural-urban migration that led to a two-
sector framework of equilibrium economics (Harris and Todaro 1970) and then to 
the term “informal sector,” first used by Hart (1973). To others, in light of 
evidence from cities in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East, the 
formal-informal relationship represents a continuum where formal is not the norm 
and informal is not the deviation (Bromley 1978; Leys 1973). Moreover, all 
people who worked in the informal sector were not poor, and not all poor people 
worked in the informal sector. Similarly, the formal-informal distinction was 
problematic in describing people who worked in both sectors at different stages 
in their life cycles, times of year, or even times of day (Bromley 1978).     
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But the casual Main Street investor typically did not know the moves, and 
therefore could not capitalize on the situation as insiders could.31 

 

• Conducing “black PR” in 1990s Russia (then Oligarchs and Clans 
Syndrome): Ledeneva, who has conducted extensive field research in 
Russia over several decades, writes that 

 
[t]he “information wars” of the 1990s, waged daily on the 
pages of the Russian press, employed kompromat 
[publication of compromising materials] in character 
assassination, blackmail, and the manipulation of public 
opinion [Mukhin 2000]. During the same period, the electoral 
bids of local, regional, and federal candidates were 
advanced through the skilled use of “political technologies” 
and black PR. (Ledeneva 2006, 12) 

 
As we can see, the concept of informal practices places human agency—
the ability to act upon and, in the process, affect one’s circumstances—at 
its core. While there is no unified explanation of what constitutes informal 
practices, it has been studied by thinkers from different disciplines, 
including anthropology, sociology, and various subfields of history. 
Leading theorists from sociology and philosophy such as Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, Pierre Bourdieu, and Anthony Giddens situate agency at 
center stage—as the middle way between the extremes of explaining 
social phenomena as the results of either individual actions on the one 
hand or social structures on the other (Postill 2010). This middle path 
avoids the limitations of strictly structural models, as well as the opposite 
trap of explaining human action as the sole vector of change (Postill 
2010, 4).

32
  

 
Why focus on practices instead of rules or norms? Because, as stated earlier, 
practices highlight what players actually do. In developing the concept of informal 
practices, Ledeneva draws from two dissimilar theorists: institutional economist 
Douglass North and sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. Despite their different foci, both 
use the sports metaphor of the “game” to illuminate human action. “North is 
interested in rules, the structure behind the game,” Ledeneva expounds, while 
“Bourdieu is interested in players and the logic behind their strategies.” Although 

                                                
31 In fact, “meeting” the earnings expectation (that is, matching but not 
significantly exceeding the expectation) was often viewed as a colossal “failure,” 
leading to a stock sell-off. Whether this failure was one of managing the 
communication or a reality of weaker earnings was typically not clear, at least to 
ordinary investors.  
32 Some political scientists have turned to agency theory to describe how 
individuals can influence path-dependent processes of change, shifting the 
playing field in their favor. Political scientists Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson, for 
instance, move beyond “structural” explanations of how rules and norms 
configure social and political environments in ways that create extreme inequality 
(Hacker and Pierson 2010). Similarly, James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen 
(2010) highlight the agency of individuals as internal sources of gradual 
institutional change.   
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building on North, Ledeneva (2006, 19) challenges the focus on “unwritten rules” 
and “informal institutions,” as opposed to informal practices. Other scholars, such 
as political scientists Helmke and Levitsky (2006), use rules as the entry point for 
their research into informality.33  

  
These perspectives—institutions-as-practices (Ledeneva) and institutions-as-
rules (Helmke and Levitsky)—are compatible. Helmke and Levitsky use “rules” in 
a general sense, including both formal and informal. They define “informal 
institutions” as “shared rules, usually unwritten.”34 Ledeneva takes a different 
approach. She focuses on the agency of players and the patterns of interaction 
between formal and informal rules, as discerned through players’ practices. 
While “informal institutions may originate in informal practices, it would be 
misleading to equate the two,” she contends (Ledeneva 2006, 17).35 The closest 
one can get to defining unwritten rules, Ledeneva argues, is by identifying 
patterns of how players maneuver between formal rules and informal norms.  
 
Corporate scandals in the early 2000s are a case in point. Depending on how 
culprits in the (American) Enron and (Russian) Yukos episodes navigated 
existing rules and norms, she writes, the outcome was either the practice of 
“profit overreporting (Enron…)” or “profit underreporting (Yukos…).” Ledeneva 
looks less at the rules per se (as when players obey them) than at patterns of 
rule breaking (Ledeneva 2006, 15). As soon as too many players master the 
strategies du jour, she observes, the top players change them to maintain their 
edge.  
 

                                                
33 The word “rules,” Ledeneva points out, can suggest three meanings: judicial or 
quasi-juridical, regulations to which all those who enter into a game are subject, 
or a model devised by a scientist to describe the game (Bourdieu 1990, 60). Yet 
“unwritten rules” are not as much about rule following as about devising 
strategies in light of practical experiences that change continually to retain their 
unique nature. In that sense, they are less about following rules and more about 
traversing one set of rules against another (Ledeneva 2006, 15). 
34  They write, “We define informal institutions as socially shared rules, usually 
unwritten, that are created, communicated, and enforced outside officially 
sanctioned channels. By contrast, formal institutions are rules and procedures 
that are created, communicated, and enforced through channels that are widely 
accepted as official” (Helmke and Levitsky 2006, 5). 
35 By contrast, Helmke and Levitsky use “informal institutions” as a bedrock 
principle. Building on economist Douglass North’s (1990) concept of institutions 
as the enduring “rules of the game” that order society, and his recognition that 
political actors respond to a mix of both formal and informal incentives, Helmke 
and Levitsky define informal institutions as “the shared rules, usually unwritten, 
that are created, communicated, and enforced outside officially sanctioned 
channels” (Helmke and Levitsky 2006, 5). Enforcement is a key element of all 
institutions: actors must perceive that breaking a rule is costly in some credible 
way, whether financially, physically, socially, or through loss of future 
opportunities. The crucial distinction between formal and informal institutions is 
unofficial channels for enforcement: state actors may even enforce informal 
institutions using unofficial channels.  
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Ledeneva emphasizes the central role of states in both formal and informal 
practices. In the Russian case, she points to the “state’s role…as an active 
shareholder in many large corporations,” the state’s use of “insider deals…in 
privatization auctions,” and the selective use of its capacity to resolve the hostile 
corporate takeovers that were common during the 1990s (Ledeneva 2006, 12; 
see also Freeland 2000; Hoffman 2002; Volkov 2004). Relatedly, Ledeneva also 
cautions that the proliferation of informal practices in a society by no means 
negates the role of law. She emphasizes that “legal procedures” and “the 
requisite components of the rule of law,” along with “courts, legislation and 
enforcement mechanisms,” all existed in Russia. However, she writes, 
 

[T]he ability of the rule of law to function coherently has been 
subverted by a powerful set of practices that have evolved 
organically into the post-Soviet milieu. The persistence of such 
practices should not reinforce stereotypes about Russians’ innate 
inability to submit to law. Instead, the continuation of informal 
practices in the face of efforts to root them out is a challenge to 
reconsider how these practices really operate and the way they 
interact with the formal order. (Ledeneva 2006, 12) 

 
Box 1 shows the interplay of formal rules and players’ rule breaking. Formal and 
informal appear to follow each other’s lead.    
  
Our Political Rigging Framework centers on players and practices, while 
recognizing rules, both formal and informal, as important aspects of the context 
of study.

36
 For our purpose of understanding the dynamic processes of political 

rigging, focusing on players and practices is critical. Practices are what players 
actually do, acting, of course, within the context of rules; players are the most 
dynamic aspects of the system because only they, acting individually or 
collectively, can change the rules of the game. To chart their informality and 
flexibility, it is necessary to focus on them and their practices.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
36 This practice-centric approach contrasts with that of scholars such as Helmke 
and Levitsky, which starts from the opposite perspective, placing rules (or norms) 
at the center of their analysis, while recognizing players and practices as 
important aspects of the context. Both perspectives shed light on the 
phenomenon, yet the choice of focus is important for the types of questions a 
study addresses and the kinds of insights it is likely to yield. 
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Text Box 1: A dance of formal and informal rules1
  

Each agent active in the battles of the 1990s exhibited some expertise in the unwritten 

rules and ability to capitalize on a certain know-how. Arguably, this kind of expertise is 

behind the so-called nontransparency of the rules of the game in the Russian 

economy. The reproduction cycle of this nontransparency is organized in the following 

way: 

The rules of the game are nontransparent and frequently change because the existing 

legal framework does not function coherently. Some of the key building blocks of a 

transparent market system such as a land code, anticorruption legislation, and a 

functioning banking system are not in place, and basic market institutions do not work 

as they should—there are limits to open competition, protection of property rights, and 

transparency of corporate governance. The incoherence of formal rules compels 

almost all Russians, willingly or unwillingly, to violate them and to play by rules 

introduced and negotiated outside formal institutions. 

Anybody can be framed and found guilty of some violation of the formal rules because 

the economy operates in such a way that everyone is bound to disregard at least 

some of these rules. For example, nearly everybody is compelled to earn in the 

informal economy in order to survive—a practice that is punishable, or could be made 

so. Businesses are taxed at a rate that forces them to evade taxes in order to do well. 

Practices such as embezzlement of state property become pervasive. The fairly 

ubiquitous character of such practices makes it impossible to punish everyone. Thus 

punishment becomes a resource in short supply. 

Because of the pervasiveness of rule violation, punishment is bound to occur 

selectively on the basis of criteria developed outside the legal domain. While 

everybody is under the threat of punishment, the actual punishment is “suspended” but 

can be enforced at any time. The principle of “suspended punishment,” whereby a 

certain freedom and flexibility did exist but could be restricted at any moment, worked 

well in the Soviet system. It became routine practice for the authorities to switch to the 

written code only “when necessary.” A similar tendency became evident in the 1990s 

notably for the same reasons: the formal rules were impossible to follow and it was not 

feasible to prosecute everyone. 

“Unwritten rules” compensate for defects in the rules of the game and form the basis 

for selective punishment. The violation of unwritten rules can result in the enforcement 

of written ones, which paradoxically make it just as, if not more, important to observe 

the unwritten rules as written ones. This perpetuates the reliance of the Russian 

economy on the nontransparent rules of the game.  

1 The text in this box is from Ledeneva (2006, 12–13). 
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Informality and Trajectories of Change 

Studying enduring informalities and how they interact with formal systems, with 
informal and formal each adjusting in response to the other, can supply vital 
insights into social, political, and economic change, as well as a solid basis for 
comparison across societies. Consider, for instance, the following persevering 
informalities. Through changes in each, we see the transformation of an entire 
social-political-economic order.37 
 
1. Rondas campesinas, an informal community justice institution in rural northern 
Peru, originated in 1976 to fill the void left when agrarian reform in the early 
1970s destroyed the authority of private haciendas. By the late 1980s, rondas 
covered more than 60,000 square miles in the northern Andes. What began as 
nightly volunteer community patrols evolved into a set of highly effective conflict 
resolution and justice practices. These practices became routinized. During the 
1990s this volunteer activity died out in some areas where state-sponsored 
justice systems grew stronger. Yet in other areas the scope of the volunteers’ 
activities expanded:  As a political scientist who studied them sums it up, “…in 
addition to controlling crime, rondas act as political representatives before 
municipal authorities and have become involved in important political issues, 
such as land titling. In some areas they perform some of the roles assigned to 
municipal governments, usually without conflict from the latter.” 
 
Ongoing attempts to both leverage and constrain the rondas campesinas 
practices by linking them to formal policing and judicial institutions have been 
unsuccessful to date (Van Cott 2006, 255–259). This example illustrates how the 
relationship between formal and informal institutions can evolve over time, and 
how a particular institution may shift from informal to formal, or vice versa. At an 
individual level, it suggests a path where influence accrued from someone’s 
position in an informal institution can propel him to a position of authority in a 
formal one.  
 
2. Blat and guanxi before and after reforms in Russia and China: Blat and guanxi 
represent informal practices that became known for their use in addressing the 

                                                
37 Ledeneva (2008, 141) writes: 

Interestingly, it is not the subversive nature of informal practices 
that makes the authorities with certain political and economic 
agendas unwilling to acknowledge their pervasiveness. 
Subversive aspects of informal practices are often stigmatized and 
fought against in various ineffective and often politicized anti-
corruption campaigns. Less noticed is that informal practices are 
not only the cause or the outcome of the defects of formal 
institutions but also the solution to them. Their supportive role 
should be researched more, and policies revised accordingly. 
From the perspective of the economy, informal practices should 
be viewed both as an impediment and a resource. Informal 
practices point up defects of formal institutions, and in this sense 
they constitute an important indicator of how formal constraints 
are operating. Informal practices also illuminate changes that are 
occurring in society and people’s responses to them.  
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needs of ordinary people in centralized economies in the Soviet Union and the 
Communist People’s Republic of China, respectively. Networks based on these 
two practices helped provide access to commodities and services ranging from 
basic to luxury. However, after the introduction of economic reforms (and the end 
of communism in Russia), the nature of these practices evolved. The term blat 
went out of vogue in post-communist Russia, but the practice persisted in a 
different form. In China the term guanxi remained in use even after market 
reforms, although the practice was adapted to the new economic realities 
(Ledeneva 2008). The trajectory of change for these two practices lends insights 
into how players’ strategies have altered in response to new dynamics, as well as 
how the two countries are “taking part in a wider process of informalization” in the 
global economy (Ledeneva 2008, 141). The ways in which guanxi and blat adapt 
also illustrate how formal and informal realms continually shape each other and 
change the social order in these societies. 

 
To explore these histories and their implications, we lay out the functions served 
by blat and guanxi under communism, then examine how they changed with the 
introduction of reforms.  
 
Under communism both blat and guanxi played supportive, yet contradictory, 
roles in their respective communist economies (Ledeneva 2008, 141). On the 
one hand, they addressed the flaws of the formal economies of shortage. They 
enabled the general populations to gain better access to basic needs and to have 
the chance for a better life. On the other hand, these practices subverted the 
ideological and ethical principles of the systems in which they operated (153). 
 
Blat connoted personal relationships and networks used for exchange in a 
centralized economy. Blat networks represented a bottom-up approach in which 
outsiders tried to gain access to the privileges enjoyed by insiders. Such 
networks were also “open and opportunistic” in that friendships and connections 
could be initiated with ease (Ledeneva 2013, 109). Blat networks were used to 
enable subsistence living or at most to allow people to lead a better life (108–
110). From getting a finer cut of meat to a bottle of fine wine or a job, blat “served 
the needs of personal consumption and reorganized the official distribution of 
material welfare” (Ledeneva 1998, 37). Money was not used as much as the 
exchange of reciprocal favors that could be called upon at any time. Exchange 
involved relationships, not just goods or services.38 

                                                
38 Ledeneva distinguishes blat from bribery on at least four counts. First, bribery 
is an impersonal business transaction and entails only the offer of the bribe, 
whereas blat operates on a personal association of some sort. Second, blat 
favors are provided to people belonging to a particular circle (svoim, or one of 
us). In such relations, all types of favors are possible and do not have to be 
returned immediately. Bribery, on the other hand, denotes an instant return to the 
giver of the bribe. Third, bribery involves taking action based on financial 
motivation whereas blat favors are a form of cooperation premised on trust and a 
long-term perspective. Fourth, blat is a pervasive practice, not limited to a 
particular section of society, and is carried out as a coping strategy in an 
economy of shortage. Bribery implies use of public office and power for 
pecuniary gain. In sum, blat should not be perceived as mere corruption. To be 
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Guanxi, most simply, means “a relationship.” Once established between people, 
guanxi allowed them to seek favors with the assumption that the favor will be 
returned in the future. It covered all aspects of everyday life. It was also 
instrumental in relations between corporate organizations and administrative 
levels of the state. Guanxi represented the practice of giving gifts and favors to 
develop and maintain personal relationships that could be useful for meeting 
present or future needs (Yang 1994). Guanxi differed from blat in “moral 
connotations,” Ledeneva (2008, 126) writes, but served to address the needs of 
the general population under communist rule. Guanxi has its roots in Confucian 
values of “respect, harmony…moral and proper reciprocity.” Blat lacked this 
ethical aspect. While blat originated in language associated with the criminal 
world, it had honorable undertones and drew on the principle of “friendship and 
mutual help” (Ledeneva 2008, 127).  
 
What happened to blat and guanxi after economic reforms and system 
transformation? In China, guanxi remained in practice, but the scope of its 
activities changed drastically. While people had previously relied on it to gain 
access to goods and services, in the reformed economy people began to use 
guanxi to gain access to the state economy—for example, “access to imports, 
bank loans, favorable tax incentives, access to valuable market information and 
influential persons, and exemptions from troublesome laws and regulations.” The 
recipients of these demands were entrepreneurs and managers who wanted to 
develop guanxi networks with the gatekeepers of the remnants of the old state 
economy (Yang 1994, 464). As a result, while guanxi had traditionally benefited 
society as a whole in an economy of shortage, the new form of guanxi enabled 
only a small section of society to enrich itself at the cost of the majority. Blat, too, 
changed with economic reform. Its subsistence-oriented approach was replaced 
with the supplying of state resources to businessmen, crime groups, and state 
officials (Ledeneva 2008, 132–133). 
 
Ledeneva, in her recent work, discusses what she calls “power networks.” In 
these networks, insiders attempt to “channel, distribute, and mobilize resources 
concentrated within sistema [the system]” (Ledeneva 2013, 108). Although both 
blat and power networks subvert rules and are used to gain access to resources, 
power networks are used to enhance material wealth whereas blat are oriented 
toward subsistence. Also, power networks are not as open as blat, and such 
networks exercise greater control over who becomes a part of them.  
 
Ledeneva credits these differences to the systems in which both phenomena 
emerged. Blat networks emerged under an economy of shortage and served 
both “individuals as the ‘weapon of the weak’…and…the economic needs of the 
central distribution system.” Power networks emerged and operate with impunity 
following post-Soviet reforms, “undermining the key principles of market 
competition—equality of economic subjects and security of property 
rights…and…equality before the law” (Ledeneva 2013, 109–100). 
 

                                                                                                                                
fully understood, it must be viewed in its social and cultural context (Ledeneva 
1998). 
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Possible interactions between formal and informal systems are many. Focusing 
on the implications for democracy, Helmke and Levitsky suggest four ways that 
informal and formal institutions interact: complementary, substitutive, 
accommodating, and competing. These categories are not mutually exclusive, 
especially in cases where informal institutions interact with multiple formal 
institutions.  
 
First, effective formal institutions are complemented by informal institutions that 
facilitate decision making and coordination in one of two ways. They may fill gaps 
by, for example, dealing with unexpected contingencies or helping actors pursue 
their goals without violating formal institutions. They may also provide the 
foundations upon which formal institutions rest by incentivizing compliance with 
“parchment” rules (those formalized in writing). An example of a gap-filling 
interaction, offered by Helmke and Levitsky, is Chile’s “electoral insurance” 
system that encourages strong legislative candidates to run for office 
simultaneously by promising unsuccessful candidates an appointed government 
position. Examples of foundational interactions include how the shared beliefs 
and expectations of citizens reinforce the US Constitution, or how voting provides 
accountability only when expectations exist that votes will be cast based on 
politicians’ past performance (Helmke and Levitsky 2006, 13–14).  

Second, informal institutions accommodate effective formal institutions when they 
create incentives to follow formal rules superficially while violating them in spirit, 
resulting in outcomes that diverge from those of formal institutions. An example is 
how the former Dutch consociationalism system of cross-party political 
accommodation and power sharing enhanced political stability at the expense of 
democracy. Another example is the informal system of interbranch and interparty 
cooperation and consultation that was put in place to overcome the disincentives 
of the 1980 Chilean Constitution (Helmke and Levitsky 2006, 15). 

Third, informal institutions can compete with ineffective formal institutions, often 
trumping them and resulting in outcomes that diverge widely from the 
expectations of formal institutions. In such situations, actors cannot 
simultaneously follow both formal and informal rules, but must follow one while 
violating the other. This occurs under conditions of systemic corruption, where 
formal rules can be ignored with relative safety from prosecution, while the 
breaking of informal rules will likely meet with sanctions. Other examples include 
situations where clientelism (political support for a patron given by a client in 
exchange for goods or services39) and patrimonialism (a form of political control 
in which authority lies in a ruler’s personal and bureaucratic power) dominate. 
Helmke and Levitsky cite the case of the Brazilian police force’s informal 
encouragement of extrajudicial killing (Helmke and Levitsky 2006, 15–16). 

Finally, informal institutions can substitute for ineffective formal institutions, 
incentivizing actions that support convergent outcomes, as typically occurs when 
formal institutions fail. In one example rural citizens in northern Peru—faced with 
a lack of effective policing and court systems—created informal institutions to 

                                                
39 See Javier Auyero (2012) for discussion of the notion—and sometimes 
reductionist use of—the term “clientelism.” 
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provide community defense and local dispute resolution (Helmke and Levitsky 
2006, 16).40  

Helmke and Levitsky’s (2006, 16–18) analysis provides important insights into 
dynamic interactions between formal and informal institutions:  

• Informal institutions can serve as a catalyst for change and even the 
collapse of formal institutions.  

• Formal institutions can be modified to close loopholes exploited through 
informal institutions. 

• Informal institutions can reinforce the stability of formal institutions.  

• Informal institutions can crowd out the development of more mature 
formal institutions.  

To sum up, formal and informal systems are not fixed states but a sphere of 
interacting activities that are intrinsically connected as formal and informal 
continually respond to each other. As scholars have shown, informal institutions 
are complex, nuanced, and varied in how they interact with formal institutions.  
 
Following the trajectory of change in an informal practice or institution over time 
gives a glimpse into how players and societies adapt to changes in the formal 
realm and affect social and political systems. As anthropologist Mayfair Yang 
(2002, 459), who has studied guanxi over many years, sees it, 
 

guanxi must be treated historically as a repertoire of cultural 
patterns and resources which are continuously transformed in 
their adaptation to, as well as shaping of, new social institutions 
and structures, and by the particular Chinese experience with 
globalization.  

 
Further, the study of informal practices or institutions in a country enables 
comparison among countries that is likely to yield understanding. As Ledeneva 
(2008, 141) writes: 

 
Insights gained from comparative studies of informal practices can 
help us understand economies and political regimes both in 
general and in particular. Most importantly, they indicate how they 
are changing: postsocialist informal practices in Russia are closer 
to those in other economies, while Chinese guanxi in postsocialist 
perspective resembles guanxi in presocialist Confucian-influenced 
economies. These trends indicate not only Russia’s or China’s 
respective progress in overcoming economic defects of socialism, 
but also how they are taking part in wider processes of 
informalization in the world economy.  

                                                
40 For a detailed discussion of Mexico's concertacesiones, or “gentleman's 
agreements,” see Eisenstadt (2006). For more on Peru's rondas 
campesinas citizens’ justice groups, see Van Cott (2006). 
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With regard to public policy, clearly, informal practices, institutions, and systems 
need to be considered if policy is to have the intended effect. They must be 
included because they illuminate how the formal system is operating and gauge 
what is happening in society. Informal systems must be included because they—
partially, substantially, or even wholly—are the system, and elite control over that 
system invariably includes informal means. The concept of capture does little to 
explain these processes.  

Informal Social Networks 

A number of analysts have looked at informality through the social networks of 
elites—often the very agents of change. Again, important examples have been 
documented in communist societies regarding “open historical situations” and the 
unraveling of communist order (Wedel 2009, 47–72). The basic principle is this: 
when the command structure of a centrally planned state that had owned virtually 
all the enterprises, property, and wealth breaks down, with no authoritarian 
stand-in to replace it, existing network-based modes of governing move in to take 
its place. These new governing modes draw on the informal relationships 
established during the prior system that enabled it to work and include 
relationships that might have sought to challenge it.   
 
In Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, the power and 
resilience of informal elite networks in shaping formal systems was on full 
display. Economic restructuring and the privatization of state-owned industry and 
agriculture (often introduced with the guiding hand of international financial 
institutions and Western donors) offered much scope for action, especially in 
states radically divesting themselves. As the region supposedly transitioned to 
free market and democratic rule with the demise of communist regimes, the 
mantra of “free markets” dominated. Yet other logics were at work, in which well-
placed players gained exclusive access to information and hoarded it for their 
own purposes—the antithesis of a free market. One result was, as Russians 
dubbed it, the “grabitization” of the vast state-owned (that is, people’s) resources 
and assets. (While many Western economists at the time saw privatization as a 
way to reduce corruption, it often did the opposite and, to some observers, even 
defined the very notion of capture.41) Because some reforms provided prospects 
for acquiring resources, even plunder, they fostered the entrenchment of informal 
groups and networks linked to organized crime.42  
 
Networks helped organize these processes and thereby the emergent systems.43 
The people who were most savvy, energetic, and well positioned to glean inside 

                                                
41 With respect to privatization, see Appel (2004).  
42 For more on organized crime in Russia, see, for example, Glinkina (1994) and 
Shelley (1995). In time, systems of health care, social security, and so on also 
became candidates for overhaul and provided opportunities for corruption. 
43 The authors of The Unplanned Society provide a counterweight to many of the 
assumptions of Western Sovietology, a field of study that developed during the 
Cold War. That field was built considerably on the study of formal institutions 
such as communist parties, the defense establishment, and central planning—
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information generally met with the most success. In fact, amid legal, 
administrative, political, and economic flux, more “network capital” was at play 
than under communism, as some scholars have argued.44  

 
One case study comes from Poland, where anthropologist Wedel conducted field 
research on elite groups in action in the late 1980s and 1990s. The Communists’ 
fall from power left a governing vacuum that was substantially filled by 
preexisting informal social infrastructure: a handful of elite circles served as key 
pillars of post-communist governance.45 One such circle, known as Ordynacka 
(whose members first came together during their student days under the 
umbrella of a Communist club), was highly visible in the late 1990s. It counts 
among its ranks the popular Aleksander Kwaśniewski, who served as president 
of Poland from 1995 to 2005. Ordynacka cannot be reduced to a political party, 
nongovernmental organization, social club, business, or lobbying organization, 
yet its influence could be seen in the politics, the economy, and the media 
(Wedel 2009b). 
 
Close observers of the transformation have struggled with what to call such 
groups and networks. They defy characterization as formal interest groups or 
lobbies. During the early 1990s, Polish sociologists characterized these elites as 
“institutional nomads,” because their loyalty was to each other and not 
necessarily to the formal organizations with which they were affiliated (Kamiński 
and Kurczewka 1994). 46 Players in a nomadic group move in and out of multiple 
positions and activities at the top of political, governmental, business, and 
nongovernmental arenas, as well as Polish branches of international businesses, 
banks, and foundations.47  

 

                                                                                                                                
institutions that disappeared as such with the demise of communist regimes. 
Without an understanding of the role of informal institutions such as social 
networks, many scholars found themselves without ready tools for analyzing 
change. By contrast, the study of informal institutions, by either insiders or 
outsiders, became evermore relevant. One logic at work was the “virtual 
economy.” See Wedel (1992) and Gaddy and Ickes (2002). 
44 On network capital, see Sik and Wellman (1999).  
45 The circles came from one of two opposite camps: those well placed and 
privileged in the communist system or those active in the Solidarity movement 
that had helped bring down the communist regime.  
46 In Hungary sociologists found that “restructuring networks” with inside 
information drove privatization and resulted in forms of property tenure that were 
neither private nor collective but “recombinant” (Stark 1996; Stark and Bruszt 
1998). In Romania “unruly coalitions” controlled many resources—defined by the 
anthropologist who identified them as loose groups of largely former Communist 
Party elites, “neither institutionalized nor otherwise formally recognized,” and less 
visible and legitimate than political parties (Verdery 1996, 193).  
47 Members’ loyalties are cemented not only by the access to resources and 
opportunities that their pooled efforts reap, but also by the awareness that they 
are all involved in what one Polish sociologist called “dirty togetherness”—and 
can blackmail one another. Thus they “willy-nilly must stay loyal and collaborate”  
(quotation from Janine R. Wedel’s personal communication with Polish 
sociologist Grażyna Skąpska, October 14, 2002).  
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In Russia, Ukraine, and Central Asia, analysts identified “clans.” In Russia and 
Ukraine, clans, as defined by journalists and scholars from these countries, were 
networks of individuals with mutual interests, not grounded in kinship. Clans 
mobilized to exert control over valuable arenas, positioning their members in and 
around the state to best promote a group’s political, financial, and other strategic 
agendas. In Russia of the early 1990s, clans were involved in the gas, oil, and 
extraction industries, which provided returns from exports and were directly 
linked to top officials. And the powerful “Chubais Clan,” which monopolized 
Western aid, economic reform, and privatization, helped set the country’s 
economic and political order for years to come.48 
 
In Central Asia, clans based on real or “metaphorical” kinship have played a 
pivotal role in politics in transitional and post-transitional regimes, as political 
scientist Kathleen Collins writes.49 Like the informal systems and institutions 
detailed earlier, clans have adapted in response to official policies.50  
 
“Nomads” and “clans” convey a kind of tribal sense. That is no accident. As 
uninstitutionalized, unregistered, and unannounced sets of people, they are the 
antithesis of actors in the classic ideal state bureaucracy outlined by sociologist 

                                                
48 Janine R. Wedel interview with Leonid Kosals, November 16, 2007. See also 
Kosals (2006, 2007). 
49 Collins (2004, 231) defines clans as informal organizations based on kinship or 
“constructed or metaphorical kinship based on close friendships or marriage 
bonds that redefine the boundaries of the genealogical unit.” On account of these 
ties, individuals cannot easily join or leave a clan; these informal organizations 
are exclusive and informed by “norms of loyalty, inclusion of members, and 
exclusion of outsiders” (232). Clans are helpful to members not only in offering 
the psychological support of a collectivity, but also in solving material problems 
such as getting a job, a loan, or social and political influence. Especially in 
countries undergoing political instability, clans serve as a platform for social, 
economic, and political benefits. In repressive regimes, clans might persist, but 
they thrive in regimes where the economy and institutions are weak. 
50 During communist rule in Central Asia, for example, despite repressive 
policies, clans managed to survive and ended up offering a means for the 
population to engage in passive resistance. In the late Soviet and post-Soviet 
periods, clans became active to protect their interests. Under late Soviet rule, the 
central government became more involved in the Central Asian regions, in the 
process removing officials who were more connected with their clans than with 
Moscow. Clans came under attack during these years, but re-emerged as 
Moscow’s grip weakened in the aftermath of perestroika. This re-emergence was 
due to threats against their power and influence by Moscow’s punitive policies, 
which had left no one clan as a hegemon. In each of the Central Asian countries 
that became independent states following the breakup of the Soviet Union in 
1991—Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan—save 
one, the presence of a universally agreed-upon broker facilitated the mediation of 
informal pacts among clans that protected their interests and could stabilize their 
respective societies. For instance, in Kyrgyzstan, clans ousted Moscow-backed 
leadership, instead bringing their approved candidate to power. The same 
followed in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. In Tajikistan, the 
absence of a mutually agreed-upon broker prevented stability (Collins 2004).  
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Max Weber that is characterized by impersonality, hierarchy of authority, and 
written rules of conduct, among other features. They are elusive and difficult to 
track. Yet their very involvement defines where the action is and who is 
fashioning crucial political and economic directions. 

 
Looking at the operations of such elite groups and their impacts, we can see that 
one of their key features is that the unit of decision making is the informal 
network or group. Individuals are anchored primarily in the group rather than in 
any institution with which they are officially associated. The role of such groups is 
so large that Wedel asks whether informal systems have “replaced the former 
centralized state (or major parts of it) or simply penetrated it to some degree.” 
She offers two contrasting scenarios of a “clan state” and a “partially 
appropriated state” (Wedel 2001b, 4).51  
 
How do these groups interact with the state and the market? In  sum, they try to 
organize the relations between state and private spheres and among political, 
economic, and legal arenas to the advantage of their group. Collins shows that 
clans have contributed to political stabilization as well as regime breakdown in 
Central Asia in the post-Soviet period. They have, in fact, prevented the 
strengthening of both democratic and dictatorial regimes (Collins 2004, 244).52  

                                                
51 Two additional properties of informal elite groups demonstrate their power and 
potential:   

• Informal groups and networks operate in, mediate, and blur different 
spheres—state and private, bureaucracy and market, legal and illegal—
boundaries widely accepted in the practice and rhetoric of public policy 
and administration.  

• Informal groups and networks operate in, mediate, and blur the domains 
of politics, economics, and law.  

In a partially appropriated state, informal groups work with the state, 
“privatizing” some state functions, but remain distinct from the state (Wedel 
2001b, 4). This model is based on 1990s Poland where informal groups and 
networks appropriated state functions at times or worked with state officials, but 
remained distinct from the state (26–27).   

In clan states, which include aspects of partially appropriated states, clans 
are so closely tied to state institutions that at times it is difficult to distinguish 
between the agendas of the two. In such a state, the influence of clans can be 
challenged only by rival clans. The state is expansive in its reach but lacks 
control over its resources. This model is based on 1990s Russia and Ukraine, 
although Collins’s analysis of Central Asia also seems to fit (Wedel 2001b, 27–
28).  

Clan states and partially appropriated states can be conceived as falling 
along a continuum—the most extreme scenario being actors appropriating state 
resources and functions to the state where there is “a near wholesale intertwining 
of state resources and politics.” In Poland’s (1990s) partially appropriated state, 
for instance, informal groups could buy the loyalties of state officials. By contrast, 
in Russia’s (1990s) clan state, clan members could be part of the government “as 
a clan and are themselves ‘bought’” (Wedel 2001b, 33). 
52 Although there are formal rules and institutions in place in the new regimes, 
they are weak and no match for the influence and strength of clans that were 
instrumental in forming pacts that usher in new governments. For one, individuals 
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Examining the dynamics of clans in Central Asian politics, Collins (2004, 226) 
offers four propositions:53 

 
First … clans can persist under strong states, especially when 
they serve as an organization for passive resistance against a 
state that represses but does not destroy them and allows them 
access to institutional channels of survival. Second, under certain 
conditions—especially of external threat—clans make informal 
pacts. These foster regime stability, especially in transitional 
states, but do not cause democratic transitions. Third, pacts, the 
subsequent modes of transition, leaders' ideological orientations, 
and formal new political institutions have a very limited, short-term 
effect on political trajectories. Fourth, distinct formal regimes 
increasingly converge to an informal clan politics in which clans 
are the primary source of political and economic power; as 
informal networks, clans pervade the regime and its institutions. 
Clan politics inhibits the consolidation of both democratic and 
authoritarian regimes and may undermine regime viability.  

  
In sum, Collins illustrates how informal politics are more important in shaping 
regime stability in Central Asia than formal politics.  
 
A crucial, empirical question is the extent to which such groups continue to play a 
role. The nomadic networks were key actors especially in the immediate post-
communist years, but they still hold sway today. Well into the late 2000s in 
Poland, for instance, observers suggest that institutional nomads were alive and 
well (more recent findings on the subject are not available). This state of affairs 
prevailed even though Poland joined NATO in 1999 and the European Union in 
2004, boasts one of the strongest economies in Europe, and shows little 
evidence of criminal mafia infiltration in the political establishment (as there is in, 
say, Russia and Ukraine). Some on-the-ground analysts suggest that these 
groups continued to evolve with Poland’s admission into the EU. The sphere of 
nomadic activity widened to encompass positions and opportunities in Europe 
available to officials and citizens of EU countries. And because subnational 
regions are important in the EU resource and power structure, regional nomads 
arose to establish their influence at the regional level. In short, institutional 

                                                                                                                                
owe their loyalties to clans that bring them to power and not formal institutions. 
Once close to the corridors of power, clans start doling out patronage and favors 
to their networks. In strong economies or states, such activities would weaken 
institutions. In weak economies or states, clans might attempt to gain as much 
financial (and political) access as possible, in the process undermining these 
regimes even more. In gaining influence in bureaucracies, clans may delegitimize 
governments. Moreover, clans might discourage formation of alternative 
platforms such as political parties, thereby preventing democratization (Collins 
2004).  
53 This is primarily because the pacts that are forged during periods of crisis place 
“clans informally behind the levers of power of the formal regime” (Collins 2004, 
226). 
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nomads, clans, and the like have shaped the dynamic environment around them 
while also reshaping themselves (Kamiński and Kurczewka 1994). 

FLEXIBILITY 

Johnston’s and Chayes’s templates outlined earlier touch at times on the 
importance of flexibility, implicitly and sometimes explicitly. We stress that these 
outcomes (such as Johnston’s Influence Markets or Chayes’s kleptocratic rule) 
would not be possible if players and their networks did not maneuver among 
state and private spheres and political, economic, and legal arenas—that is, 
flexibility.  
 
Flexibility is a key feature in the toolkit of today’s power brokers, enabling them to 
wield undue influence.54 Flexibility operates all around. It characterizes the 
operations of players as they move in and around organizations and venues. It 
also characterizes the shifting and permeable quality of organizations. Because 
these players and organizations fail to fit prevalent concepts of influence 
wielding, new concepts have been created to convey their essence and off-the-
grid ways of organizing influence. As we’ve noted, the relationships between 
formal and informal realms and official and private spheres, too, are flexible. As 
players move, so do boundaries between these realms and spheres. Working in 
and around organizations in new ways, players’ practices are both shaping and 
being shaped by relationships with these entities.  
 
The entities themselves morph and diversify. Hence think tanks sometimes look 
like news outlets, philanthropies like influence generators. Neither is accounted 
for in a traditional capture model: the concept is ill equipped to characterize such 
movement.  
 
Below we examine flexibility in terms of players, informal social groups and 
networks, the organizational vehicles of influence they employ, entities called 
“flex organizations,” and the role of branding in enabling flexibility. Let us take a 
look at each.  

Flexible Players 

Flexibility, an essential quality in today’s power brokers, is what enables 
deniability. Players can use the information and resources gathered in one 
professional role to their advantage in other professional roles. An example is the 
American retired general who employs information he gleans from his role on a 
government advisory board in his role as a consultant to a defense company. His 
overlapping roles enable deniability: the general can plausibly deny that the 

                                                
54 This idea is primarily premised on the work of Wedel (2005, 2009a, 2014), 
although it also draws from the contributions of other scholars, including Aihwa 
Ong (1999) on “flexible identities” and Frederik Barth (1969) on “repertoires of 
identity.” Ledeneva (2006, 22) also notes that navigating informal practices 
entails flexibility and movement.   
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advice he offers the company is related to the information and access he gleans 
in his government role, and the public has little means of knowing what is actually 
the case.  

 
Or, take high-profile elites such as ex–Prime Minister Tony Blair and ex-
President Bill Clinton. Their playbook of flexibility, common among many of 
today’s influence elites, consists of several boundary-blurring strategies, 
employed together. One strategy is to set up entities and craft overlapping roles 
that cross them. When Tony Blair, for instance, was special envoy of the so-
called Quartet on the Middle East, a diplomatic entity involved in the Israeli-
Palestinian peace process,55 he also was an adviser to insurance giant Zurich 
International and JPMorgan Chase; had his own private consultancy and 
management companies; carried out advising gigs for Kazakhstan, Kuwait, and 
Libya; and was involved with nearly a half dozen philanthropic foundations. 
Questions were raised about Blair’s impartiality as Quartet envoy, his JPMorgan 
role, and his visits to Libya, a few of which were apparently paid for by Muammar 
Gaddafi—all at a time when JPMorgan was trying to broker a deal between the 
Libyans and a Russian oligarch (which eventually fell through). Blair’s multiple 
roles cast doubt about whether his actions benefited corporate interests or 
Libya’s concerns, and if he could remain neutral and serve the larger purpose of 
contributing to the Middle East peace process. At the same time, his multiple 
roles gave him the ability to plausibly deny wrongdoing and he insisted that he 
did not lobby for JP Morgan Chase (Heilbrunn 2011). Blair officially resigned as 
special envoy to the Quartet in May 2015. 
 
Bill Clinton, for his part, established the Clinton Foundation and its nonprofit 
Global Initiative, while serving as a paid adviser to the private equity/consulting 
firm Teneo, among other business ventures. Teneo cofounder Douglas Band 
reportedly recruited donors to be Teneo clients and vice versa. As the New York 
Times reported, “Some Clinton aides and foundation employees began to 
wonder where the foundation ended and Teneo began” (Confessore and Chozick 
2013). 
 
Blair and Clinton have not only set up vehicles of influence; the entities over 
which they preside are tailor-made for deniability, one (or sometimes two or 
three) steps removed from them. For example, these former statesmen enlist 
friends and allies not only to provide direct funding, but also to bring in donations 
from others. When donations come even one step removed, the recipient can 
plausibly deny responsibility or distance himself when it is expedient to do so. 
The Clinton Global Initiative, for instance, advises companies on philanthropy 
instead of doling out the money itself, providing distance should questions arise 
over possible conflicts of interest. And when the entities are subject to different 
countries’ laws, even more deniability is possible. We saw that in spring 2015 
when reports surfaced of more than a thousand undisclosed donors to a Clinton-
affiliated charity in Canada that also had uranium-mining deals needing approval 
from Hillary Clinton’s US State Department, among other government entities 
(Helderman and Hamburger 2015). The Clinton Foundation could conveniently 
argue that Canadian law protects the anonymity of donors to charities. While no 

                                                
55 The Quartet was composed of the United States, Russia, the European Union 
and the United Nations.  
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quid pro quo has been established and while the timing of the donations does not 
support the existence of such a transaction, the setup supplied material for 
Donald Trump’s attacks against his opponent in the presidential campaign, 
Hillary Clinton (Qiu 2016). The Clinton Foundation became a significant issue in 
the 2016 election race when Clinton was accused of conflict of interest in her 
previous capacity as secretary of state because of donations like this one, as well 
as donations from foreign governments. 
 
These examples show how simple notions of capture and the revolving door with 
just one exit fail to reflect the flexibility of today’s influence elites and its potential 
impact. What is more illuminating is that players’ overlapping roles have the 
potential to fuse official and private power, with unaccountability as the outcome.  

Flexible Networks 

Like the institutional nomads and clans discussed earlier, today’s most powerful 
influence elites appear to operate in tight-knit, trust-based, enduring networks. 
Like these groups and clans, their relationships are regularized and exhibit clear 
patterns, but are not institutionalized in any formal sense. Working together in 
networks enables players with common agendas to coordinate and compound 
their flexibility and to pursue multiple means to achieve their agendas. Players’ 
strategies range from creating and controlling official information to excluding 
fellow officials who are not part of their network from decision making to 
subverting standard, official procedures. These “power cliques” appear to be 
similar to Ledeneva’s “power networks” mentioned earlier.56 An important 
example of the potential power of such cliques, found in a Wall Street–
Washington circle, is shown in Box 2. The clique has had a huge impact on the 
global economy through its decisions about the regulation of exotic derivatives 
trading and other policies that have surely contributed hugely to income 
inequality.  
 
What Wedel calls “flex nets” are the ultimate power cliques. They fuse official and 
private power most completely and thus are at the top of the food chain of 
influence wielding. Flex nets are self-propelling informal (and, often, longtime) 
trust networks that pursue their mutual goals and coordinate their efforts. They 
are reminiscent of the nomadic groups and clans described earlier.57  
 
A quintessential flex net is the “Neocon Core.” In the 2000s this flex net helped 
take the United States to a bloody, destabilizing, and expensive war in Iraq 
(Wedel 2009, 147–191). At the center of this network is Richard Perle, whose 
many hats have included assistant secretary of defense, political and 
government adviser, think tanker, pundit, and corporate leader. The dozen or so 
members of the Neocon Core have worked with each other in various 
incarnations—some for as long as more than 30 years—to realize their goals for 
American foreign policy through the assertion of military power [see IMAGE 3: 

                                                
56 Anthropologists define a clique as a core group whose members contact one 
another for multiple purposes and advance their own interests. See Boissevain 
(1974); Seymour-Smith (1986, 40); and Kurczewski (2007). 
57 Like nomadic groups and clans, flex nets are a kind of clique.  
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Neocon Core]. The Neocon Core illustrates how a ready-made network of 
players with its own private agendas can straddle a state-private seesaw to 
prescribe and help coordinate government policies of monumental import and 
impact; sell them to government officials, legislators, the media, and the public; 
help implement them; and continue this strategy, both to justify what they have 
done and to influence policies that follow from the course taken. 
 
Motivated by a shared ideology, flex nets find great advantage in the near-
exclusive control they exert over crucial information and their ability to control the 
message. A cornerstone of the Neocon Core’s success over several decades 
has been the skill of its members in challenging official US intelligence, creating 
alternative versions, and branding their versions as official and definitive for 
politicians, government, and the media.58  
 
Although members of flex nets use the official and private organizations with 
which they are affiliated, their chief allegiance is to their network. They coordinate 
power and influence from multiple vantage points—often far removed from public 
input, knowledge, or potential sanction. Loyalty, as determined by being in or 
close to the Neocon Core’s network, rather than professional expertise, appears 
to have been the principal guideline for staffing two secretive units they set up in 
the Pentagon, as well as for parts of the relevant bureaucracy.59 With trusted 
people in the two units, members of the Neocon Core could sideline both 
bureaucracy and professional expertise (Wedel 2009a, 179–180). 
  

                                                
58 Accordingly, in the run-up to the US invasion of Iraq, two members of the 
Neocon Core—the deputy secretary of defense and the undersecretary of 
defense for policy—set up two secretive units in the Pentagon that dealt with 
policy and intelligence after September 11. The units were designed to override 
existing units and to create “intelligence” showing, for example, that Saddam 
Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction. These were the Counter 
Terrorism Evaluation Group, established in October 2001, and the Office of 
Special Plans, founded in September 2002 (Wedel 2009a, 177–183). 
59 Staff of these units were typically not bureaucrats or experts on the Middle 
East, but people from “agenda-bearing think tanks,” as US Air Force Lieutenant 
Karen Kwiatkowski, who observed the process from inside the bureaucracy, put 
it. Likewise W. Patrick Lang, who had served stints as both a defense intelligence 
officer for the Middle East, South Asia, and Counter-Terrorism and a director of 
Defense HUMINT (human intelligence collection) for the Defense Intelligence 
Agency, observed that the neoconservatives typically employed “people who 
were not intelligence professionals. Rather, they hired people brought in because 
they thought like [the] neoconservatives” (Wedel 2009a, 179–183). 
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Text Box 2: Rubin power clique
1
  

One practice of power cliques is that they exclude officials from decision making who 

would be included if official position, rather than personal ties, were the organizing 

principle of their group. At the same time, they bring in others from the outside who are 

part of their network. An example is the power clique around Robert Rubin, former 

CEO of Goldman Sachs and US treasury secretary from 1995 to 1999 in the 

administration of President Bill Clinton. This clique established who was included—and 

excluded—from participation in decision making. Its practices and decisions about the 

regulation of exotic derivatives trading would have a huge impact on the global 

economy—and would bear significant responsibility for the 2008 global financial crisis.  

Excluded from this clique was Brooksley Born, in the late 1990s chair of the 

Commodity Futures Trading Commission. One might expect that the chair of the 

CFTC—which had played a role in regulating early derivatives but had also created a 

wide loophole prior to her tenure—would have formal power in this area. But Born 

stood well outside the Wall Street–Washington clique, whose members believed 

generally in financial “innovation” and specifically in avoiding regulation of a new kind 

of exotic derivative that she thought—correctly, as we now can’t deny) was dangerous.  

In one particularly notable episode that began in early 1998, Born stood up against the 

clique, which included Rubin; his deputy, Lawrence Summers; Federal Reserve 

Chairman Alan Greenspan; and Securities and Exchange Commission Chairman 

Arthur Levitt, Jr. (Faiola, Nakashima, and Drew 2008; Roig-Franzia 2009). Despite 

Born’s apparent best efforts, the informal power of the clique overwhelmed hers. Their 

advocacy of both unregulated derivatives and 1999 repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act 

would have a devastating effect on the global economy (though it would take years for 

many people to catch on). Banks, liberated from Depression-era restrictions on the 

kinds of activities they could engage in, were able to accelerate their already frenetic 

creation of and trading in toxic derivatives (Sanati 2009). Born soon left public service 

while the members of the clique continued to amass roles of influence that included 

lucrative stints at banks and hedge funds. 

1.This analysis is drawn from Wedel (2014, 18–19 and 64–68). 

 

Flex nets thwart both bureaucratic and professional authority by creating within 
government network-based structures and personalized practices while 
circumventing standard ones and marginalizing officials who are not part of their 
network. Not only did members of the Neocon Core duplicate job descriptions of 
existing government units, exerting influence at least in part by bypassing or 
altering standard government entities and workings and supplanting them with 
their own. They and their allies also operated through a cross-agency clique that 
enabled them to limit information and activities to their associates. The US 
decision to go to war in Iraq was made outside the usual interagency processes, 
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according to a host of insiders in key agencies in the administration of President 
George W. Bush, including the Pentagon and the Department of State.60  
 
A second example provides a more specific look at the individual features of flex 
nets. Consider a group of influence elites in Iceland, where the political, banking 
and media elite became substantially merged—and helped lead Iceland’s 
economy to ruin (Wedel 2014, 68–72). The group’s success (as with all influence 
elites) would not have been possible without the financialization, digitization, 
deregulation, and globalization that came to many parts of the globe, including 
this tiny agricultural country. The flex net’s success also relied on the exposure of 
Iceland’s elite to their exponentially larger counterparts in the West. Prestigious 
Western elites lent local elites legitimacy both within Iceland and in financial-
political circles abroad (Gissurarson 2004; Mishkin and Herbertson 2006). In 
collaboration with Western investors and academics hired to buff Iceland’s 
image, this elite briefly turned a fishing-based economy into an improbable 
banking powerhouse. The swing toward financialization was far more extreme 
than what was happening on even Wall Street, because Iceland’s economy had 
been so undeveloped (Wade and Sigurgeirsdóttir 2010). 
   
Dubbed the “Locomotives,” these elites illustrate the first flex net feature—an 
exclusive informal network that serves as an intricate spine (Wedel 2014, 16, 69).  
Members of a flex net work together as part of a long-term close-knit trust 
network, often transnational, to pursue their mutual agendas—ideological and in 
some cases financial (Wedel 2009a, 15–19). Over time, the same handful of 

                                                
60 In the Department of State, for instance, Lawrence Wilkerson, the chief of staff 
to the secretary of state said, “I can point to no document, to no point when a 
decision was made to go to war.” Wilkerson participated in the policy process as 
chief of staff to Secretary of State Colin Powell from 2002 to 2005. He said, “We 
were up against a ruthless machine that had its people in every corner of the 
bureaucracy, with a vision and a strategy for carrying out the vision” (Janine R. 
Wedel interview with Lawrence B. Wilkerson, June 12, 2009, cited in Wedel 
2009a, 177). 
 Paul R. Pillar, a veteran CIA officer in charge of coordinating the intelligence 
community’s assessments regarding Iraq, was equally adamant: “There was no 
process.… No one has identified a single meeting, memorandum, showdown in 
the situation room when the question was on the agenda as to whether this war 
should be launched. It was never discussed.… That is the respect in which this 
case is markedly different from anything I’ve seen in the past.… There’s well 
established machinery for this…: For the decision to go to war in Vietnam there 
was meeting after meeting, policy briefing after briefing. The Iraq war was 
qualitatively different in that there was no such process.… In Iraq such machinery 
never got used” (Janine R. Wedel interview with Paul Pillar, June 10, 2009, cited 
in Wedel 2009a, 177).  

With regard to the decision-making process about going to war, Leslie H. 
Gelb and Richard K. Betts show that, while the foreign policy of intervention in 
Vietnam failed, the system of decision making worked (Gelb and Betts 1979). For 
more on the lack of a standard bureaucratic and interagency process in the 
decision to go to war, see the memoir of Richard N. Haass, director of policy 
planning in the State Department for the Bush administration (Haass 2009, 
especially pp. 5 and 212–213). 
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players keeps resurfacing in different incarnations and configurations (with 
members interacting with each other in different governmental and 
nongovernmental roles) to pursue these agendas. 
 
The Locomotives sprang from a group of students in the 1970s who took control 
of a university journal called The Locomotive. David Oddsson and Geir Haarde, 
two of the original students, are key members. Oddsson was prime minister from 
1991 until 2004, when the job went to his protégé Haarde, who had served as 
finance minister. During this time, fellow Locomotives fanned out across spheres 
of influence in business, law, and the media.  
 
The cohesion of flex nets is aided by their second feature: shared conviction and 
action (Wedel 2009a, 17). As Haarde succeeded Oddsson, the flex net remained 
intact, pushing ahead with shared conviction. For the Locomotives, that 
conviction was a fervent belief in deregulation and privatization, which flourished 
during their tenure (Halpern 2011; Lewis 2009). As banks exploded in size, 
Iceland took on a boom atmosphere and moved from being an agricultural to a 
banking economy. Flex nets exert near-exclusive control over official information 
and command the message. Accordingly, the Locomotives kept information and 
decision making to themselves (Gylfason 2011; Wade and Sigurgeirsdóttir 
2010).61 In addition to suppressing independent research at supposedly public 
agencies, the Locomotives paid for favorable economic reports and maintained 
favorable press in the leading newspaper, whose editor was part of their group. 
 
The third feature of flex nets is that they form a resource pool (Wedel 2009a, 18). 
They pool the positions of their members, who assume shifting and overlapping 
roles in government, business, and nongovernmental organizations to achieve 
their goals (17). For instance, in their privatizing push, Oddsson and Haarde 
benefited from their friend Hannes Hólmsteinn Gissurarson, described as the 
“leading ideologist of Icelandic neoliberalism” by a scholar at the University of 
Iceland. Gissurarson was their ubiquitous supporter in Icelandic media, as well 
as of their compatriots in business, law, and other spheres (Olafsson 2011). 
 
Finally, flex nets forge a hybrid habitat—their fourth feature. A flex net’s strength 
lies in its ability to reorganize governing processes, authorities, and 
bureaucracies to suit the group’s purposes (Wedel 2009a, 19). Its members both 
use and supplant government, all the while conflating state and private interests. 
When some members occupy roles in government, they circumnavigate standard 
processes and officials who would be included were official position, rather than 
the network, their organizing guide.62  

                                                
61 When Iceland’s independent National Economic Institute started to question 
the country’s stability, Oddsson and Haarde shut it down in 2002, claiming that 
their own central bank and commercial banks conducted superior research. 
62 The Locomotives proved extremely adept at reshaping Iceland’s social, 
economic, and political habitat. They busted the stranglehold of the country’s 
traditional family-based elite—known as the Octopus—over life and 
advancement in the country (Wedel 2014, 68). And business and government 
became substantially intertwined as they repopulated government, academia, 
banking, and media with like-minded deregulatory believers and subverted 
standard processes along the way.   
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As worldwide economic collapse unfolded in 2008, the Locomotives deployed the 
flex net modus operandi at full throttle. In October 2008, the Iceland Central 
Bank, led by Oddsson, decided to peg its currency, the króna, to the euro, in a 
last-ditch attempt to prop it up, even though Iceland did not remotely have the 
means to justify that fictitiously high rate. World markets caught on fast. One 
commentator described it as “probably … the shortest peg in history” (Lombardi 
2011). The currency collapsed within hours. Oddsson did not consult even the 
central bank’s chief economist, but rather his friend and protégé Haarde (Wade 
and Sigurgeirsdóttir 2010). 
 
Yet when the country attempted to try Haarde, its former prime minister, the case 
ended with a mere slap on the wrist (a court deemed him guilty of neglecting to 
convene emergency cabinet meetings as the financial crisis was looming, 
clearing him of more serious charges [Neate 2012]). Despite presiding over 
catastrophic economic and political failures, Haarde was named Icelandic 
ambassador to the United States in summer 2014 (Arnarsdóttir 2014). 
 
Flex nets clearly differ from conventional registered lobbies and interest groups in 
crucial ways. Members of flex nets are united by shared activities and 
interpersonal histories, but the existence of the network is unannounced and they 
have no interest in becoming incorporated. Flex nets are a paradox in terms of 
political influence: they are more amorphous and less transparent than 
conventional political lobbies and interest groups, yet also more coherent and 
less accountable. Thus, while administrations come and go, flex nets persist; 
they are not the instruments of any particular administration even when their 
members occupy official positions in it.  
 
The implications of flex nets for democracy and free markets are enormous, 
perhaps best expressed by a player close to the Neocon Core: “There is no 
conflict of interest, because they define the interest” (Wedel 2009, 19). Flex nets 
are adept at relaxing both governments’ rules of accountability and businesses’ 
codes of competition, thereby challenging principles that have defined modern 
democratic states and free markets. As members play overlapping roles at the 
nexus of official and private power, they create a virtually closed loop that 
challenges accountability—often far removed from public input, knowledge, or 
potential sanction.  

Vehicles of Influence 

Now let’s turn to types of entities that have proliferated in recent years, including 
think tanks, nonprofits, grassroots organizations, and consulting firms. When set 
up or empowered by influence elites, these entities provide elites with platforms 
and venues that afford them flexibility to sway policy and public opinion in ways 
that often go unnoticed. These entities have not typically been included in the 
framework of political influence or capture, but the following examples of each 
type show that they are in use as vehicles of influence. Here is a description of 
each type.  
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Think tank–corporate/billionaire–government–media complex 

With their veneer of scholarly impartiality, think tanks are attractive to influence 
elites who seek legitimacy and wish to cloak their activities under an impartial 
banner. The number of think tanks worldwide has risen exponentially since the 
end of the Cold War (growth traced to the transformational developments 
discussed earlier).63 Certain parts of the world, such as post-communist Central 
and Eastern Europe, have seen a big upsurge (McGann and Weaver 2000; 
Quigley 1997; Stone 2005; Struyk 2002). The number of American think tanks is 
now at least twice what it was in 1980 (Bender 2013; McGann 2015). Growth has 
slowed in the United States and Europe over the past decade, but in Africa, Latin 
America, and the Middle East the number of think tanks continues to climb, and 
in Asia the number has surged (McGann 2015).  
 
In some parts of the world, think tanks are nothing new. Neither are think tanks 
with ideological bents—think of the Brookings Institution, the American Enterprise 
Institute, and the Cato Institute in the United States or perhaps Chatham House 
in the United Kingdom. In these countries, think tanks have traditionally 
conducted serious, even multiyear studies. But today funders of think tanks 
“increasingly expect policy achievements that contribute to their bottom line,” as 
a think-tank veteran puts it (Clemons 2003). Think tanks are enmeshed in an 
ecosystem in which their sponsors (corporations, foundations, billionaires), the 
media (which has a fast-evolving relationship with them), and contracts (with 
companies and governments) all influence their activities and outputs (Domhoff 
2014; McGann 2015; Wedel 2014). Sometimes they are funded and coordinated 
on a global scale (see, for example, Fischer and Plehwe 2013). 
 
To maintain funding, think tanks have become more malleable and sped up their 
output cycles dramatically, especially in places where their growth has slowed 
owing to downturns in funding (worsened by the 2008 financial crisis), 
competition from other entities (such as advocacy organizations, consulting or 
law firms, and digital media), and a shift to more project-specific funding 
(increasingly coming from individual donors) (McGann 2015; Weiss, Seyle, and 
Coolidge 2013). Moreover, many of today’s most successful think tanks have 
been around for only a few years. They are increasingly specialized by issue 
area, such as defense or health care, which think tank analyst James McGann 
(2015, 29) contends “often results in greater funding confidence that donors’ 
money is directed toward issues they support.”  
 
Thus, while think tanks hark back to an older role as “universit[ies] without 
students” and producers of long-term studies, they must now survive in a new 
ecosystem. Many have become partisan fighters, armed with rapid-response 
teams and quickly assembled, media-friendly reports (McGann 2015, 38). They 
must gather metrics and evidence of “impact ” to show donors and the world. 
They are often populated by journalists, newly displaced thanks to digital media 
and severe cutbacks in their profession, who now work on the opposite side of 

                                                
63 By at least one estimate, the United States alone has upwards of 1,900 public 
policy research organizations today (McGann 2015), and the number may 
actually be far higher (Bender 2013).  
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the public relations divide.64 These journalists can be more beholden to deep-
pocketed donors than to the ethos of their trade.  
 
One result of all this is that many think tanks, even well-established ones such as 
the Brookings Institution, now take substantial donations from foreign 
governments, including some with tarnished reputations (Lipton, Williams, and 
Confessore 2014; Elliott, Hamburger, and Becker 2014). In fact, a new species 
has been born that, while it might still be called a think tank, is a simulacrum of its 
earlier version.  
 
Think tanks can serve as a base of operations for a power clique (or flex net) with 
an agenda or as a focal point around which an agenda-bearing network 
coalesces. The aftermath of communism in Central and Eastern Europe, amid a 
governing and policy vacuum, yields many examples of such think tanks, many if 
not most of which received funding from foreign donors (Wedel 2014, 195–199).  
 
An important case involves George Soros, the Hungarian-American billionaire, 
hedge-fund magnate, and global philanthropist. Through his web of Open Society 
Institutes and Foundations, beginning in the early 1990s, Soros has supported an 
important and unusual series of entities, some of them think tanks (Open Society 
Foundations 2017), first in Central and Eastern Europe and later around the 
globe. 
 
Soros’s projects have contributed positively and immeasurably to Central and 
Eastern Europe and beyond—from fostering intellectual capital by, among other 
things, funding scholarships and establishing a university (Central European 
University in Budapest) to launching specific programs benefiting thousands of 
people. Still, the Soros Empire, as it has been called, provides a case study in 
how politics (and society) can be fashioned, and even de facto governing 
accomplished, through entities whose modus operandi and networks are marked 
by flexibility, fuzzy boundaries, informality, and insider-ism.65  
 
Soros institutes and foundations in a given country are almost always associated 
with a particular elite network that often has its fingers in many pies, including 
politics, business, intellectual pursuits, and philanthropy. The network is usually 
well known locally and might even have a nickname. And it is commonly 
understood that the influence of the network is “compounded by the ample 
resources available to foundations, compared, for example, to public universities 
and even some governments,” according to Paul Stubbs, a sociologist based in 
Zagreb, Croatia, who has seen Soros’s operations up close (Stubbs 2013).66 In 

                                                
64 For more on cutbacks in journalism in the United States, see Holcomb, 
Gotfriend, and Mitchell (2013).  
65 The “Soros Empire” defies conventional characterization. It capitalizes on 
flexibility and exhibits some of the characteristics usually associated with 
transnational expertized networks, global public policy networks, transnational 
advocacy networks, and international knowledge networks, according to political 
scientist Diane Stone (2012). Stone was affiliated with a Soros-sponsored 
university in Budapest, Hungary, and has investigated policy networks and 
philanthropy. 
66 See also Stubbs 2007, 2011; Stubbs and Wedel 2015. 
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some countries, he writes, such as Serbia under Slobodan Milošević, the Open 
Society Institute elite was, in many respects, a state elite in waiting (Stubbs 
2013). In others, such as Croatia, it helped meld government with consulting 
activity. The Croatia Legal Centre is a case in point. “Its Soros elite worked very 
closely with the government,” he says, “but was not directly part of it. Policy 
creation was outsourced, blurring the boundaries between where government 
begins and ends.”67 
 
While doing good works, these entities take forms that, Stubbs contends, 

 
may serve to erode the very developments they purport to 
promote. Above all, their emphasis on informal relationships, 
interpersonal connections, and network power reinforces and 
reproduces, albeit in a completely different context, a communist 
legacy in which “who” one knows is more important than “what” 
one knows. (Stubbs and Wedel 2015) 
 

In short, think tanks and similar entities, however enlightened their causes may 
be, can help forge new spaces of governing where flexibility, informality, and the 
primacy of the network can trump accountability and the democratic process.  
 
What should we make of the new species of think tanks? Enmeshed in the think–
tank-corporate/billionaire-government-media nexus, these entities enable those 
who empower them to flexibly exert influence and launder it in ways that are 
difficult to detect and can flout democratic principles.68 

Grassroots (or nonprofit)–corporate/billionaire–media complex 

These entities, too, afford elites flexibility that enables them to exert influence 
while evading accountability. In the United States, some campaign fundraising 
groups pose as grassroots organizations or nonprofits, promoting the cause of an 
unseen backer in ways that make it appear they are organically grown purveyors 
of the public interest, rather than calculated and well-financed engines of elite 
influence (Wedel 2014, 226–252). The phrase “dark money,” which conjures up 
untraceable campaign financing, has entered the public lexicon, and has been 
invoked numerous times by both Donald Trump on the right and Bernie Sanders 
on the left, the two outsider candidates of the 2016 US election. But the use of 
such funding, the source of which is not disclosed, goes far beyond an election 
cycle. Donors and corporate interests try to shape policy and public opinion not 
just during election campaigns, but all the time, through such vehicles as 
grassroots organizations or nonprofits, which lend the veneer of civic action.  
 

                                                
67 Janine R. Wedel conversation with Paul Stubbs, June 26, 2014. 
68 Academics and academic institutions are perhaps even better equipped to play 
on that supposed scholarly neutrality. Academia is set up, by its very nature, to 
be an effective vehicle of deniability. Both academics and academic entities are 
attractive to companies and billionaires with an agenda precisely because they 
present an image of a neutral, incorruptible scholar or institution to the public. 
Elites can thus wield influence under cover of professional detachment.    
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Take, for instance, the innocuous and civic-sounding Clean and Safe Energy 
Coalition. If one only glanced at the entity’s website in 2015 (and through much 
of 2016), the entity could easily pass for an activist-powered environmental 
group. Designed to simulate authenticity, its website made it feel authentic. It 
called itself a grassroots organization and presented nuclear power plants 
thriving atop verdant fields. The “About” section of the website,69 however, 
showed the words “[f]unded by the [nuclear power] industry.” And yet its top 
spokeswoman, former EPA administrator Christine Todd Whitman, appeared 
regularly in the media promoting nuclear power as safe, clean, and efficient, 
without consistently making it clear that she is funded by the industry.70 By 
design, the audience could easily miss the organization’s sponsorship. In late 
2016, CASEnergy merged with Nuclear Matters 
(http://www.nuclearmatters.com/), an umbrella group of pro-nuclear industry 
advocacy, funded by the industry, though a lay reader might have some trouble 
discerning that support.   
 
“Front groups” and “astroturfing” are not new. But the advent of the internet and 
social media, as well as substantial falloff in investigative journalism (in the 
United States and many other places), has made it far easier and cheaper to 
channel secret influence.71 These developments have also nurtured simulacra—
things that have only a surface resemblance to what they once were or purport to 
be, but are not, as philosopher Jean Baudrillard (1994) has expounded.  
 
Thus, today political parties and ideological billionaires create their own 
“nonprofit” groups, often supported by donors whose identity is in the shadows, 
amplifying their efforts with digital means.72 Companies, billionaires, and 
politicians mimic a grassroots campaign to convey their message and lead the 
public to believe there is a groundswell of support rather than a few self-
interested sponsors. Such endeavors are sometimes imbued with ambiguity: 
even when a “grassroots” campaign is initially “faked” from the top down, if many 
people buy into it in time, it can begin to take root and develop genuine 
grassroots dynamics.  

Consulting–corporate–government complex 

Consulting-corporate-government entities are another vehicle that can endow 
elites with the flexibility to exert under-the-radar influence. Recall the US 
consulting giant Booz Allen and how its leaders helped fuse some of its 
operations with the US intelligence community.  

                                                
69 The Clean and Safe Energy Coalition website (at http://casenergy.org) is no 
longer active. 
70 Many of Whitman’s articles can be found here: CASEnergy, “News and Events” 
(http://casenergy.org/category/news/). See also Farsetta (2007) and Carney 
(2013). For Whitman’s coauthored opinion piece in the New York Times, see 
Ruckelshaus et al. (2013).  
71 For changes in investigative journalism, see Holcomb, Gotfriend, and Mitchell 
(2013).  
72 This can be seen on the Facebook page of the Koch Industries-supported 
group Americans for Prosperity, which boasts a two-million-strong “standing 
army” of anti-tax activists without any mention of its billionaire sponsors.  
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The consulting entity Promontory Financial Group is another case in which 
consulting firms affords elites flexibility that enables deniability.  A private 
consultant to Bank of America, Morgan Stanley, Wells Fargo, PNC, Allied Irish, 
and the Vatican, among others (and with 19 offices spanning the globe), 
Promontory is hired by these and other top financial firms to manage a crisis, or 
to navigate post-2008 regulations meant to rein in some of the banks’ forays into 
exotic derivatives and proprietary trading.73   
 
Staffed largely by former regulators well versed in the thinking and doings of 
regulatory bodies, Promontory is led by cofounder Eugene Ludwig, a former US 
comptroller of the currency. By one accounting, almost two-thirds of 
Promontory’s approximately 170 senior executives have been employed by 
agencies charged with monitoring the financial industry (Protess and Silver-
Greenberg 2013). In a lengthy profile of Promontory, American Banker notes, 
“There is seemingly no part of the financial regulatory ecosystem the firm does 
not draw from” (Horwitz and Aspan 2013). 
 
But Promontory’s influence is not confined to the classic “revolving door.” The US 
government has dispersed and diluted its own regulatory authority by enlisting 
Promontory and other firms like it to do financial oversight that in the past was 
the sole province of government. And, unlike in the past, in which consulting 
firms engaged primarily in private sector work, today they sometimes stand in for 
government. Government contractors often conduct core government functions 
(including running intelligence operations, controlling crucial databases, choosing 
and overseeing other contractors, and drafting official documents), often with little 
or no oversight from actual government employees (Wedel 2009a, 73–110; 
Wedel 2010). When entities like Promontory are entrusted by government to 
carry out regulatory functions of government, elites are able to shape outcomes 
from inside the regulatory process, even as they stand outside government.  
 
In the case of Promontory and similar firms, the regulatory function is outsourced 
to private firms that carry on multiple relationships with the companies they 
supposedly regulate (and in whose interest it therefore may be to minimize 
regulation) and with little government monitoring.    

Promontory serves as an ersatz regulator through several means. The most 
common one is informal. When banks hire Promontory, that act carries informal 
weight that the banks can use to suggest to the government that they are in 
compliance. Another means is the formal outsourcing of authority, in which the 
government itself mandates that banks use Promontory or a similar firm to do 
financial oversight (Douglas 2013). In one example of this second means, a 
troubled firm, MF Global had to agree to hire Promontory to ensure that it was 
complying with the government’s edicts. Two years later, Promontory lent MF 
Global its approval, saying, “Promontory has witnessed a remarkable turn-
around…in terms of leadership and culture” (Scannell and Braithwaite 2012). 
Yet, less than six months later, MF Global collapsed in spectacular fashion after 
making nearly a billion dollars in “improper” transfers from customer accounts in 
a desperate bid to cover trading losses. Did MF Global receive a positive report 

                                                
73 This example is drawn from and fully detailed in Wedel (2014, 165–173). 
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because it was paying the report’s authors? Promontory rejects such a 
conclusion (Wedel 2014, 169–170). 
 
A similar dynamic, and perhaps even a bigger failure of public accountability, 
appears in another instance of formal outsourcing of authority: the case of the 
now-defunct Independent Foreclosure Review. Following the 2008 financial 
crisis, the US government created the Independent Foreclosure Review after 
investigating more than a dozen mortgage servicers (among them, Bank of 
America) and determining that banks had mishandled possibly millions of 
foreclosures. The Independent Foreclosure Review was the vehicle through 
which offending banks would review their files and offer some relief to 
homeowners drowning in mortgage debt. The banks were told to hire 
government-approved “independent consultants”—Promontory and others—to 
help determine how much homeowners should be paid in relief. While this was 
“one of the most ambitious and costly auditing projects in U.S. history,” as the 
Huffington Post described it, the true winners were the auditors, not the 
homeowners (Hallman and Melendez 2013). 
 
After a year, the banks had handed over $1.5 billion, by some estimates, to 
Promontory and the other firms, with Promontory alone earning nearly a billion 
dollars. Aside from the exorbitant amount spent on consultants and not on the 
homeowners, waiting for relief checks or loan modifications, questions quickly 
arose: Were the consultants truly independent from the banks that were paying 
them? ProPublica, a nonprofit investigative news service, found that the 
Independent Foreclosure Review might not be independent enough and that 
Promontory may have simply been rubber-stamping what the banks wanted it to 
rubber-stamp. For instance, a small army of contractors hired by Bank of 
America—one of the mortgage offenders—apparently had taken the lead in the 
supposed review, not Promontory (Kiel 2012). ProPublica, which obtained some 
internal documents and emails from Bank of America, concluded, “As for 
Promontory’s role in making the final determination, a Bank of America employee 
said the widespread understanding among bank staff working on the review was 
that ‘it’s only a matter of double-checking’” (Kiel 2012).74 In other words, the bank 
might have been making decisions about the redress it should have to make for 
its own wrongdoing.75 Of course, Promontory strongly denied that it was a pawn 
of the bank. Yet, as in the case of MF Global, given Promontory’s multiple and 
potentially overlapping roles as both regulator and vendor in relation to the 
entities it is supposedly auditing or overseeing, the two firms—the “regulator” and 

                                                
74 ProPublica gave some of the documents supporting its conclusions to Senator 
Robert Menendez, who was heading an oversight hearing. Here is Menendez’s 
response to ProPublica: 

Congress was led to believe that the consultants would be 
analyzing homeowner foreclosures completely independently of 
the Wall Street banks, but these memos raise serious questions 
as to whether that’s true. If banks are trying to skew the results in 
their favor, regulators should stop that immediately. (Kiel 2012). 

75 Months later, the Huffington Post also investigated and found that at least 
some contractors hired by the Bank of America were doing the “substantive, 
evaluative review work,” with Promontory taking charge more fully only after its 
role had been criticized. (Wedel 2014, 171) 
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the “regulated”—can engage in a tête-à-tête in which the latter can even assume 
the upper hand. 
  
In examining these examples of vehicles of influence—think tanks, grassroots 
organizations, and consulting firms—we see how elites can avail themselves of a 
variety of vehicles to exert power while obscuring their involvement. The 
signposts for this form of influencing, especially common with grassroots 
organizations and think tanks, include the following:  

 
• Innocuous-sounding names, evoking citizens’ advocacy or genuine do-it-

yourself efforts.  
• Organizations and efforts that are staged from the top—whether by one 

or a handful of billionaires or a tiny cadre around a charismatic leader.76  
• Entities that morph their purposes as convenient for their unseen 

sponsors. 
• Organizations underwritten by companies or the super-rich to create an 

echo chamber and make it appear that a particular issue has widespread 
support when it does not. 

• The use of big names or former top officials to give organizations heft. 
• Sponsorship and funding sources that are indirect and almost impossible 

to track.  
 

To sum up, it is vital to include entities such as think tanks, grassroots 
organizations, and consulting firms in discussions of contemporary capture. As 
we have seen, they can serve as vehicles for elites, affording them the flexibility 
necessary to obscure or deny their involvement and posing challenges to 
transparency and accountability in democratic society. While these organizations 
do not fit easily into notions of capture, they clearly warrant inclusion in any such 
examination.  

Flex Organizations 

Flex organizations are entities (not to be confused with flex nets). While the 
vehicles of influence just discussed afford flexibility and enable the elites who use 
them to obscure their identities and deny or recast their involvements, flex 
organizations themselves exhibit a flexible quality, capable of actually changing 
their status as expedient to the players who empower them. Any of the vehicles 
just discussed can become a flex organization. However, in terms of the specific 
examples we’ve considered, the only one that does so is Promontory Financial 
Group. Box 3 presents an additional example of a flex organization: a 
nongovernmental organization that also functioned as a flex organization.  
  
The quintessential feature of flex organizations is their changeability. Flex 
organizations, which at times can claim official authority, actually shift their status 
(e.g., from official to private or the reverse) as called for by a given situation to 
serve the agendas of the elite players who empower them. Flex organizations 

                                                
76 An example from the United States might be President Barack Obama’s 501c4 
group Organizing for Action, which morphed out of his campaign engine, Obama 
for America (both OFA). 
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are themselves ambiguous, neither clearly official nor clearly private but 
exhibiting features of each (Wedel 2001a, 145–153; Wedel 2004a). Promontory, 
for instance, is not a registered lobbyist or an accounting firm or a government 
regulator. Without a fixed identity, it can morph to suit the occasion. Availing itself 
of regulatory knowledge, it buffers its clients from regulation both through the 
unregistered lobbying and the “regulation sleuthing” it allegedly conducts. While 
the firm maintains it does not lobby government, the watchdog organization 
Public Citizen told a news outlet, “[Promontory is] a regulatory fixer.”77 American 
Banker used these varying phrases to describe Promontory: “sort of ex-regulator 
omnibus,” “shadow network between banks and regulators,” “an 
auxiliary…private-sector regulator.” Or, even more category-defying: “a kind of 
arbitrage and interlocution between regulators and banks” (Horwitz and Aspan 
2013; Calabresi 2013; New York Times 2015). 
 
Flex organizations and the influence elites who empower them operate outside 
structures of clear command. They thrive by obscuring their statuses, rather than 
clarifying and institutionalizing them. Yet their actual (and often undisclosed) 
agendas are unwavering.78 Their flexible nature makes them potentially much 
more influential than mere state-private entities—static hybrids like quangos in 
the United Kingdom (quasi-autonomous non-governmental organizations) that 
conduct government work and often receive government funding or similarly 
static “parastatals” or GSEs (“government-sponsored enterprises”) such as the 
American Fannie Mae or Freddie Mac. For Promontory and firms like it, the 
channels of influence and intervention are multiple and masked, making it difficult 
to hold them to account.  
 
Flex organizations are frequently empowered by flex nets or other tight-knit 
enduring groups that maintain a simultaneous foothold in both state and private 
spheres, amassing official information and resources, while wielding influence 
beyond public accountability. The organizations themselves have little power or 
influence independent of the elites who occupy them. In fact, if they depart, it is 
not an institution that is left behind, but an empty shell—one reason why flex 
organizations must not be confused with static hybrids. Creating a flex 
organization is a far cry from building a durable formal institution.  
 
Once again, capture theory needs to be recast, incorporating entities like 
Promontory that wield influence from inside government, even as they also stand 
on the outside, shifting modes depending on the circumstances and what is most 
advantageous for those who empower them.  
  

                                                
77 The quote is from Bart Naylor, financial policy advocate at Public Citizen, 
reported in Wilbanks (2013).  
78 For more on how organizations can maintain flexible identities without loss of 
reputation, see Gioia et al. (2013). 
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Text Box 3: Russian Privatization Center1 

The Russian Privatization Center is an archetypal flex organization that thrived amid 

the post-communist economic reform fervor of 1990s Russia. The center was a 

flagship effort of Western donors, underwritten by government and private sponsors 

ranging from international financial institutions and the European Union to the United 

States, Germany, Japan, and the United Kingdom. Members of a clan known as the 

Chubais Clan held the center’s crucial positions, including chairman of the board of 

directors; deputy chairman; members of the board; and CEO. Members appointed one 

another to serve in its founding, governing, and management. They worked closely 

with principals from a Harvard University institute that received substantial US aid 

funding to assist with Russian economic reform. The center’s activities included 

policymaking on major macroeconomic issues, as well as negotiating and receiving 

loans from international financial institutions—as if it were the Russian government. 

Was the Russian Privatization Center a state or a private entity? Legally, it was a 

nonprofit nongovernmental organization set up by the Harvard Corporation, the 

university’s board of directors.
2 
But it was mandated by Russian President Boris 

Yeltsin’s decree, and its US sponsors (notably the US Agency for International 

Development, in charge of US development assistance) sometimes treated it as a 

government agency. A top USAID official said that he thought his agency saw the 

center as a government organization and that its longtime CEO was a “government 

employee.”
3
 The World Bank and the European Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development also treated the center as a government agency, negotiating with and 

lending it hundreds of millions of dollars. A World Bank official said, “we [the Bank] 

didn’t give [the loan] to [the center] as a private organization but as an agent for the 

government of Russia…the government of Russia is responsible for paying it back.”
4
 

Indeed, funding a nongovernmental entity is unusual for the World Bank, which 

typically negotiates with governments.
5 

But while the center seemed to have the rights of a government entity in the eyes of 

some donors, it did not have the accountability of one. The loans it accepted from 

international financial institutions were not ratified by the democratically elected 

parliament; neither the parliament nor the government had decision-making authority 

or control over how center monies were spent. Yet the government (in other words, 

taxpayers) was responsible for paying them back. As a Russian representative to an 

international financial institution observed, “The same people who approve the loans 

use the money.”
6
  

The center not only bypassed parliament, but also the State Property Committee—the 

government agency responsible for privatization—during the brief period when that 

body was not run by a Chubais Clan member. According to documents from Russia’s 

Chamber of Accounts, the (nongovernmental) center wielded more influence over 

certain privatization matters than did the State Property Committee. The center, then, 

had the best of each world: the authority of government, but without responsibility to 

parliament or government auditors.
7 
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In sum, the standing of the Center seesawed and was ambiguous. Its flex quality 

helped the Chubais Clan wield outsized influence. During the height of the economic 

reform period, the center was the epicenter of policy action and implementation, 

powered by the Chubais-Harvard team. 

 
1 
This example is drawn from and fully documented in Wedel (2001a, 145–153; 2009a, 

135–138). 
2
 Center documents state that Harvard University was both a “founder” and “Full 

Member of the Center”—in fact, the “highest governing party of the Center.”  
3
Janine R. Wedel interview with Thomas Dine, August 16, 1996.  

4
 The Bank official quoted is Ira Lieberman, who helped design the Center (Janine R. 

Wedel conversation of August 27, 1996). Repayment of the loan was to be made by 

the Ministry of Finance, the official borrower of the Russian government, while the 

Center served as the implementing agency. 
5 
For Harvard’s governing role in the Center, see US General Accounting Office (1996, 

60). 
6 
On the government’s and parliament’s lack of decision-making authority or control 

over the Center’s spending, see Russia, Chamber of Accounts (2000).  
7 
Information on the influence of the Center was provided by Chamber of Accounts 

auditor Veniamin Sokolov (Janine R. Wedel interview with and documents supplied by 

Sokolov, May 31, 1998). 

 

Flexibility through Branding 

How can today’s influence elites maintain flexibility without appearing inauthentic 
or unprincipled and damaging their sometimes high-profile reputations? While 
some elites maintain a low profile, others are prominent players, such as Tony 
Blair and Bill Clinton, who present lofty public images while performing multiple 
roles and obscuring some of their actual agendas. How do they sustain their elite 
reputations in the face of such shifting perceptions? The short answer is that they 
leverage the power of branding. Again, flexibility is key to defeating 
accountability. The brand helps obscure the panoply of roles a power broker 
might take on. Is Tony Blair a philanthropist, Wall Street adviser, diplomat, or 
media fixture? He is all of these things, with a slew of potential conflicts. But to 
the casual observer, the roles are invisible; rarely would they be thoroughly 
broken down. Branding makes him, simply, Tony Blair.  
 
Once the domain of product marketing experts, branding practices have spread 
to all sorts of arenas—corporations, churches, universities, government 
agencies. Even people and places are now regularly the focus of branding 
strategies.79 Branding relies on the transformational power of image. Indeed,  

                                                
79 Writing in 2007, media and communications scholar Margaret Scammell  
named four main reasons for the growing ubiquity of branding over the past 20 
years: “[F]irst, economic, and the recognition that a respected brand name 
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image is everything is the sweeping claim made by three management and 
organizational scholars in a comprehensive literature review (Gioia, Hamilton, 
and Patvardhan 2014). Image has transformational power not only to change 
substance into image, as commonly understood in our media-centric society, but 
also to transform image into substance. Philosopher Baudrillard argues that 
today’s society is constructed around simulacra: images that initially represented 
reality but that have become transformed into their own type of reality, blurring 
the difference between what is “real” and “imaginary,” without any enduring 
reality at their core.80 
 
Where media images are pervasive and first-hand experiences limited, it is 
nearly impossible to judge a person’s or an organization’s identity in the 
traditional way, by comparing how well their claims match reality. There is simply 
no objective reality available to make this kind of comparison. Instead, judgments 
must depend solely on subjective criteria such as intuition and resonance with 
personal experience, beliefs, and values. Under these circumstances, projected 
images (in other words, brands) are a powerful, convenient alternative. 
 
Brands provide the “consistently traceable thread” (Gioia 1998, 19) that identifies 
an individual or organization over time, creating the appearance of stability 
despite fluidity,81 especially in today’s world of accelerating and ubiquitous 
change. Think, for instance, of Tony Blair. He may be a notable example of 
skillful use of branding. Journalists have coined the phrase “the Blair Brand” to 

                                                                                                                                
translates into financial value; second, promotional, and  growing scepticism 
about the efficacy of mass advertising in a world of media abundance and 
audience fragmentation; third, the perception of increasing consumer power as 
the  new  consumerism of the turn of the century brings together heightened 
demands for value-for-money and new concerns for corporate social 
responsibility; and fourth, consumer research, which insists on the importance of 
emotional engagement in shopping behavior, especially in explanations of repeat 
purchases” (Scammell 2007, 177). See also Speed, Butler, and Collins (2015, 
131).  
80 Baudrillard describes a four-stage transformation of image into substance. 
Society is now deeply reliant on models, maps, and other images that originally 
reflected the real world (step one in the progression), usually without recognizing 
how images mask and transform the reality behind them (step two in the 
progression). In the third stage, image replaces the reality it once reflected, 
obscuring the absence of any substance behind it. What happens in the final 
stage of the progression is radical: the image, no longer associated with a 
substantial reality in any way, becomes its own new substance, one consisting of 
pure image or simulacrum. This fourth and final step in the transformation 
represents more than simply image replacing reality; it puts forth the radical 
conclusion that both image and reality are merely illusions, without any enduring 
features (Baudrillard 1994). 
81 Similar to product brands that help consumers identify a product with inferred 
quality and performance characteristics, corporate marketing, for instance, 
confers visibility and “an umbrella of trust” (Balmer and Gray 2003, 985).   
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refer to the thread linking a lucrative collection of organizations, initiatives, and 
practices.82    
 
Today celebrity branding is enlisted for new-style networking events. Here the 
Clinton Global Initiative is at the cutting edge. Its annual meeting skillfully 
employs the lure of celebrity branding. It has a five-figure entrance fee that brings 
the powerful together to network and hash out global issues, in the style of the 
annual Davos meeting. The New Republic described it this way:  

 
For corporations, attaching Clinton’s brand to their social 
investments offered a major p.r. boost.…There’s an undertow of 
transactionalism in the glittering annual dinners…the fixation on 
celebrity, and a certain contingent of donors whose charitable 
contributions and business interests occupy an uncomfortable 
proximity. (MacGillis 2013) 
 

It is worth noting that the Clinton brand was tarnished during the 2016 
presidential election campaign, as serious questions emerged about the 
“uncomfortable proximity” between foreign and corporate donations to the 
foundation, and their potential to influence Democratic presidential nominee 
Hillary Clinton. 

 
*** 

 
This survey of the landscape of flexible players, flex nets, vehicles of influence, 
flex organizations, and flexibility through branding makes clear that flexibility is a 
crucial tool used by players, networks, and organizations to maximize opportunity 
while at the same time evading accountability through deniability.  
 
One would do well to keep flexibility in mind, front and center, when trying to 
understand capture, because it greatly complicates the notion. Is a retired 

                                                
82 These include Tony Blair Associates, the Tony Blair Faith Foundation, the 
African Governance Initiative, the Tony Blair Sports Foundation, and Breaking 
the Climate Deadlock. Some of Blair’s management companies are organized as 
“liability partnership[s],” which means, says the Telegraph, that Blair “does not 
have any legal obligation to publish accounts” (Mendick 2012). Their legal forms 
range from private profit-making firms, to nonprofit philanthropic organizations, to 
personal and unpaid public service efforts. They embrace a wide variety of 
activities: offering strategic economic advice to investment firms, providing 
government reform and political advice to transitional foreign countries and their 
dictators, engaging in peace negotiations in the Middle East, and pioneering 
connections to governments in Africa (Wedel 2014, 251–252). What these 
loosely overlapping initiatives have in common is their brand, which draws 
reputational authority from Tony Blair’s status as a political celebrity and, 
presumably, the skills, expertise, and personal connections he gained from his 
former official role. As evidence of the value of the Blair Brand, JPMorgan Chase 
paid Blair a seven-figure fee, allowing it to invoke his name during business 
negotiations (Wedel 2014, 251). As The National Interest notes, “JPMorgan 
Chase apparently invoked his name during the negotiations” for the unsuccessful 
Libyan-Russian deal (Heilbrunn 2011). 
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general captured when appearing on a Sunday morning talk show, expounding 
on military policy or events? Or is he only captured when actually discussing a 
product he might be promoting as a consultant? What about when he is a visiting 
professor at a university or a fellow at a think tank? A player is most powerful 
when he can act flexibly. In many contexts that means having a repertoire of 
flexible roles in a broad portfolio, as sketched above—one that combines media 
appearances, academic roles, think tank positions, and more, and which bring 
brand power, gravitas, and a slew of new connections. Possessing a portfolio of 
roles can be an indirect route to bolstering influence, but it is crucial nonetheless.  
 
We have also explored more extreme, clear-cut cases of capture, but even they 
are difficult to accurately convey in terms of conventional notions of capture. How 
would we analyze capture in the situation of a flex net that empowers flex 
organizations, that occupies key parts of the state and key industries, and that 
also defines the interests of all of them? Is the state capturing the industries or 
vice versa? Is the arrangement truly permanent? What dynamics could lead to its 
undoing? The point is that we cannot truly grasp the workings or potential 
influence or impact of either unless we examine the role of the flex net and flex 
organizations in the state and the industries and the dynamics of flexibility in 
shaping both. That is why we need to think in terms of political rigging. 

DIGITAL-POWERED SIMULACRA 

While the first two features of the Political Rigging Framework—informality and 
flexibility—are implicitly incorporated into the Johnston and Chayes templates 
examined earlier, the third feature, digital-powered simulacra, is not. By including 
it in our Political Rigging Framework, we hope to raise recognition of the 
importance of this feature, many aspects and interactions of which are new. 
 
The digital age has created new means of and spaces for influencing in ways 
that have no connection with a traditional model of capture. Some public relations 
techniques have been employed and perfected for decades—ghost-writing, 
planting favorable stories, spin, fomenting doubt without outright denial (Pollay 
1990). But the digital age is new; so are en masse simulacra in the media and 
internet that pervade virtually all arenas. One journalist and longtime media 
observer reflects on the rapid-fire changes:  

 
The media universe has fractured in the internet age, and in a 
very real way, miniaturized: we read on our phones. It is literally 
harder to see a bigger picture, to see how a certain message 
would fit in a broader context. Those with the money and savvy 
have figured out how to make their message come up first in a 
Google search (search engine optimization) and for their preferred 
message to look deceptively organic, a facsimile of “real.” They 
cultivate a simulacrum of friendship and intimacy, as when 
someone purporting to be “Michelle Obama” would email her 
husband’s supporters about his birthday. Companies can easily 
create websites that suggest grassroots support for one side of an 
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issue, when in reality they are simply organs of a corporation or 
industry. One can read the website of a defense contractor and 
come out thinking one has read some military news from an 
objective source. All of these media developments are very new; 
both the explosion of social media and smart phone use have 
occurred only within the last five to ten years. (Correspondence 
from Linda Keenan, January 2014) 
 

Clearly, the tools and methods of digital-powered influencing are changing at 
lightning speed. It is vital to examine how influence elites use them. 

 
Let us further explain.  For years “tech utopianism” and lavish claims on the 
internet’s democratizing power have flourished.  Social media and digital 
technology more broadly were first believed and, in fact, are to some degree, 
empowering to a regular citizen. But what many people do not understand is how 
easily this new “civic” space can be captured or rigged by those with enough skill 
and resources to game it. Such influence is subtle, insidious, and without 
precedent; precursors such as TV, radio, and direct mailing hardly come close. 
And the impact is nearly impossible to determine definitively. Yet simulacra in the 
media/internet is a powerful influence in shaping public opinion and agendas—
and it fails to be conveyed in the notion of capture. The role of “fake news” in the 
2016 US election campaign provides a powerful example of why it is imperative 
to include simulacra.  
 
Given that society is constructed around simulacra, as Baudrillard writes, and 
that the difference between the “real” and the “imaginary” can be fuzzy, 
something that looks like something else now can substantially replace the real 
thing. Web sites (or newscasts), for instance, of corporations, think tanks, and 
even presidential candidates are designed to resemble actual news sites—
making them simulacra.83 But a simulacrum is more than simply a shell, a fake, 
or a false reality. It is a reality of its own, with real characteristics and traits, even 
as it is reminiscent of a prior reality. The danger occurs when we forget that 
these two things are different and assign the characteristics of the prior reality to 
the new simulacrum. In the case of corporate web sites that resemble news sites, 
for example, we may grant them characteristics such as truth, objectivity, or 
fairness that they do not merit. 
  
The following examples, while very different, all summon the strength of 
simulacra. They involve political aspirants, corporations, and state and nonstate 
actors.  
 
Perhaps the most extreme case involves Donald Trump. He is the ultimate 
simulacrum candidate: the reality star-businessman who leverages both old 
media and new to stimulate and simulate a feeling of authenticity and power to 
Americans who feel powerless. He had an enormously potent brand going into 

                                                
83 The campaign of President Barack Obama, for instance, streamed its own 
“coverage” of the 2012 Democratic convention directly to supporters and 
encouraged them to have “watching parties”  
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zTXukK37LmU). Here is a description of the 
watching parties (https://my.ofa.us/page/s/cwp1).    
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the 2016 presidential race, if not exactly a political one. He leveraged both the 
old media with a long-running NBC reality show and the new media by 
maintaining a very active social media presence with more than 10.5 million 
Twitter followers. He was a call-in fixture on Fox and Friends, MSNBC, and other 
outlets, which gave him a convenient perch to gain coverage when he decided, 
after previous flirtations, to run for president. He claimed to be philanthropic to 
buff the brand, though it is not clear how charitable he really is. And of course, he 
is a businessman with a wide scope, whose common thread is a literal brand—
the golden “Trump” name emblazoned prominently.  

 
Trump’s Twitter handle, “@realDonaldTrump” (“@DonaldTrump” was likely 
already claimed), smacks of irony. “Real” can be understood as a simulacrum: a 
parody of reality that has taken on a life of its own, a superficial image that is 
more “real” than the flesh-and-blood human being it claims to represent. In 
analyzing the ecosystem that buoys candidates like Trump and Bernie Sanders, 
the National Review, a conservative-leaning magazine and web site that 
endorsed neither Trump nor Clinton for president, writes: “We are requesting 
from our politics the amusements we enjoy from the entertainment world. We are 
applying to political candidates the criteria we apply to musical artists. We are, in 
a word, consuming our politicians, not electing them. And the success candidates 
are having apotheosizing into brands is accelerating” (Tuttle 2016). 
 
While Trump exhibits simulacra in striking and powerful ways, he did not fit the 
mold of an influence elite. He did not wield official power or merge state and 
private power, though as president he now has unparalleled ability to do so.  
Rather, Trump and his counterparts in Europe are anti-establishment figures,  
representing a decisive break from influence elites. Influence elites form the 
establishments of parties both right and left. Feeling unheard and ignored by 
these establishments, people have turned to figures who at least acknowledge 
their disaffection. 
  
Perhaps one reason Trump knows much about simulacra is that it is so prevalent 
in business, the world he likely knows best. A widespread example of simulacra 
can be found in corporate web sites. The corporate web site of Raytheon, for 
instance, the giant defense company and US government contractor, has been 
made to look like a news outlet. It hired a journalist in 2012 just weeks after he 
won a Pulitzer Prize for investigative reporting. Embarking on a new career of 
“brand journalism,” he described his work at Raytheon thusly: 
 

I’m helping to build a news operation.… We are working at 
Raytheon just like at AP beat to find interesting stories and tell the 
world about them in a way that engages. We have bureau chiefs 
in all of our four divisions. They have certain products that they 
want to talk about so we try to find new and interesting ways of 
exploring those stories. And we refine the story ideas, assign 
writers and we’re doing a lot of training on editing and getting 
those stories out. (Scott 2013) 
 

In other words, the journalist has become a promoter, specializing in media 
simulacra.  
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Within journalism itself, another version of simulacrum is being created: 
venerable journalistic brands have changed their models to incorporate the 
musings of individuals with agendas, while still looking like traditional news 
outlets. Forbes, for instance, allows “business leaders, entrepreneurs, book 
authors, academics, and other topic experts” to expound on its web site. Note the 
corporatizing language used in a report to describe this “contributed content” 
model, by Forbes.com’s chief product officer: “incentive-based, entrepreneurial 
journalism.” This has the result of mixing content from current journalists, ex-
journalists, and non-journalists under the same century-old brand name 
(Sonderman 2012). As with other simulacra, the distinction between this new way 
of “reporting” and traditional journalistic practices is blurry, enabling the new 
simulacra to borrow unearned characteristics like journalistic integrity. 
 
States themselves create simulacra, which is practically de rigueur at this point. 
The year 2012 saw surely the first ever war declared on Twitter, as seen on the 
feed of the Israeli Defense Forces. Consider this Tweet: 

 
The IDF has begun a widespread campaign on terror sites & 
operatives in the #Gaza Strip, chief among them #Hamas & 
Islamic Jihad targets. —Israeli Defense Forces Twitter feed 
(@IDFSpokesperson), November 12, 2012 
 

Hamas, meanwhile, had its own competing feed. This is but one example of how 
mighty forces are able to present their side, free of context and unimpeded by 
journalist-gatekeepers. Both feeds at times contained important information and 
updates, surrounded, of course, by self-serving propaganda. The inclusion of 
information the public needs to know (say, the site of a recent attack) helps make 
the feed a must-read for many civilians. It is not clear how state Twitter feeds fit 
into Israelis’ overall news consumption or influences their use of more objective 
news sources.  
 
That IDF tweet was issued just four years ago. Today, the fact that a war was 
declared on Twitter would hardly warrant a mention. All manner of state and non-
state actors are now shaping and reshaping their messages using social and 
digital media. President Trump has been issuing policy proposals directly to 
supporters on Twitter. ISIS uses every new media tool to rally and recruit young 
followers to its savage pursuits. The pace of branding in digital and social media 
has evolved so fast that most consumers have had little time to consider where 
the “information” cited comes from or the context in which it was crafted, let alone 
the implications. It is easy to forget that these new sources that look so familiar 
on the surface are radically different behind the scenes, and should be judged 
accordingly.  
 
A more subtle, but still insidious, use of social media and internet influence also 
comes in the form of “dirty tricks” by well-compensated PR professionals, another 
area unaddressed by traditional capture models. Digital-powered dirty tricks are 
often conducted on behalf of unsavory, cash-flush regimes.  
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One of them is Bahrain. The American firm Qorvis MSLGROUP has represented 
Bahrain among many other reputationally challenged countries (Bruell 2014).84 In 
one incident, Bahraini opposition protestor Maryam al-Khawaja appeared at the 
Oslo Freedom Forum to decry the alleged torture and disappearance of fellow 
activists. The president of the Human Rights Foundation described what 
happened next: 

 
Within minutes of Maryam’s speech (streamed live online) the 
global Bahraini P.R. machine went into dramatic overdrive. A 
tightly organized ring of Twitter accounts began to unleash 
hundreds of tweets accusing Maryam of being an extremist, a liar, 
and a servant of Iran. (Halvorssen 2011) 
 

The president of the foundation pinned the blame for this orchestrated 
defamation on Qorvis. A former journalist may bear some responsibility: he 
penned three pro-government pieces in the Huffington Post over a nearly three-
week period in 2011, noting vaguely that he was “working with the Bahrain 
government on media awareness.”85 There was no mention of the journalist’s 
employment by Qorvis. His name also surfaced in a spat between Qorvis and 
Wikipedia in 2013. According to the Daily Dot, which covers online communities: 
 

Wikipedians accuse Qorvis of employing a small crew of 
sockpuppets—multiple accounts owned by the same user to 
deceptively orchestrate an editing bloc—to fan out across the free 
encyclopedia and attempt to whitewash the pages of its clients.… 
Wikipedia user “Sacoca” allegedly runs a string of five accounts 
that remove negative information and add PR fluff.… The Sacoca 
account is almost certainly run by [the journalist]. One of the 
alleged Sacoca sockpuppets, Harriet888 only edits the Qorvis 
page, adding information about current staff and awards and 
honors—and allegedly scrubbing it of any negative information, 
like hiding negative information about Bahrain.… This seems a 
strange obsession for someone to have, if they indeed have 
nothing to do with Qorvis. (Morris 2013) 
 

Qorvis’s sometime collaborator, Bell Pottinger, also employs “all sorts of dark 
arts” (their words) on the internet. These include editing Wikipedia entries 
deemed damaging; setting up third-party blogs that appear independent and are 
optimized for search engines; and a general gaming of search results to “drown 
out that negative content and make sure that you have positive content out there 
online” (Newman 2011). This is a clear example of moneyed interests capturing a 
piece of new civic space—the internet—that, ironically, is often billed as a tool of 
empowerment for ordinary citizens. 

                                                
84 Sometimes in association with Bell Pottinger in the UK, Qorvis (now called 
Qorvis MSLGROUP) represented Mubarak’s Egypt, Yemen and its former 
dictator Ali Abdullah Saleh, and Equatorial Guinea under despot Teodoro 
Obiang. Bahrain, Fiji, Kurdistan, Saudi Arabia, and Sri Lanka have all been 
Qorvis clients.   
85 See Tom Squitieri, Huffington Post (www.huffingtonpost.com/tom-squitieri). 
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Much of what has been described in this section is, in fact, the way things were 
designed to work online. Wikipedia, for example, was born out of the idea that a 
cadre of random individuals like Harriet888 would collaborate, as part of an 
overall strategy of crowdsourcing. Wikipedia has processes for protecting its 
content from “disruptive editing.”86 But the control of information is a game in 
which strategies are constantly revised, gamed, and revised again. The 
strategies may shift over time, but the object of the exploitation game and its 
basic parameters remain substantially the same. The specific examples 
described here may soon become obsolete. They are thus less important in 
themselves than they are in highlighting this lesson: digital media are readily 
exploited in ways that are difficult for the average person, and indeed sometimes 
for most sophisticated analysts, to detect.  
 
How does the colonization of the internet by powerful simulacra-driven forces 
figure into traditional notions of capture? It does not fit in easily, but any serious 
study must address this fast-changing mode of influence.  

 
*** 

 
Now that we have laid out the three features of the Political Rigging 
Framework—informality, flexibility, and digital-powered simulacra—how do we 
begin to use them to uncover the structures and processes of influence? The 
following and final section offers some guiding questions.   

 

                                                
86 “Wikipedia owes much of its success to its openness. However, that very 
openness sometimes attracts people who seek to exploit the site as a platform 
for pushing a single point of view, original research, advocacy or self-promotion. 
While notable minority opinions are welcome when verifiable through reliable 
sources, and constructive editors occasionally make mistakes, sometimes a 
Wikipedia editor creates long-term problems by persistently editing a page or set 
of pages with information which is not verifiable through reliable sources or 
insisting on giving undue weight to a minority view” (Wikipedia 2015). As with 
editing, Wikipedia relies on crowdsourcing to monitor and enforce its policies. 
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PUTTING THE FRAMEWORK 

INTO PRACTICE: SOME GUIDING 

QUESTIONS 
 
 

How can we begin to learn how influence is organized in a given context or with 
respect to an ongoing resource, issue, problem, or conflict?87 The following 
questions can help us track political rigging, keeping in mind the three features—
informality, flexibility and digital-powered simulacra—that have been overlooked 
or are underappreciated in conceptions of capture.  
 
Here we apply a list of nine sequential questions to two quite different cases. 
Each set of questions is followed by brief answers. Our goal is for you, the 
reader, to begin to identify and track cases of political rigging in the environments 
in which you operate or observe.  
 
 
Example 1: Who influences the distribution of water resources in Karachi?88 
 

1. Who are the parties (players, social networks, and organizations) involved 
in an issue, problem, or conflict? (While it is useful to distinguish those 
players who have formal, stated power from those who wield informal 
power or influence, both are critical to identify and chart.) Who are the 
sponsors? Who has the power or influence to be a player in shaping 
outcomes and on what does that depend (for instance, being part of a 
certain network, access to particular resources, informal or moral 
authority, formal position, professional or reputational standing)? 

 
Karachi, Pakistan is a megacity of at least 20 million people. Access to water 
for daily use is a serious problem for most inhabitants of the city, but in 
particular, for under-privileged members of society. Since official means of 
water delivery are inadequate to serve citizens’ needs, informal delivery of 
water has become endemic and lucrative. In public discourse, the informal 
water supply is characterized as the work of “water mafia,” a faceless sinister 
cartel of sorts that oversees parallel water supply. 
 
Yet a study of how influence is organized in water delivery in Karachi 
ascertained that the players encompass political parties; government officials, 
including those working in the government bureaucracy responsible for water 
and sanitation; police; individual entrepreneurs engaged in informal water 
delivery; and members of paramilitary forces. All these parties are connected.  
 

                                                
87 These questions are informed by an earlier template (Wedel 2004b). 
88 This example is based on the doctoral dissertation of Nazia Hussain (2016). 
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2. What are these parties’ respective interests, agendas, incentives, goals, 
motivations, operating assumptions, and expectations with regard to the 
issue, problem, or conflict? (Clue: how do the players define what is going 
on or frame what they want?) 

 
The informal water delivery market is a profitable one, and all the players 
involved are motivated by financial gain. Since access to drinking water is 
integral to daily existence, such access is no longer a problem of urban 
governance alone—it is a deeply political issue. For instance, the ministry of 
water and sanitation has become highly contested among political players. 
Political parties are additionally interested in securing votes and public 
support, as well as acquiring their share in this market. Providing citizens with 
access to water on a daily basis, even if through informal means, helps them 
achieve that goal. 

 
3. What are the larger context/circumstances of power and resources in 

which the parties are embedded? How do features of the larger 
context/circumstances constrain, enable, or otherwise affect the parties 
involved in the issue, problem, or conflict? 

 
During the 1990s, a shortfall in water supply for the residents of Karachi 
(attributed to rainfall variability) led to a makeshift solution: the state created 
supply points, where thousands of tanker trucks distributed water at nominal 
prices to affected parts of the city. Over time, this solution became permanent 
and, for some, lucrative. It took on a life of its own as it created opportunities 
for political parties, individual entrepreneurs, and government functionaries to 
work together for their own political and economic benefit.  
 
4. What is the organizational ecosystem in which the players operate? What 

government or corporate organizations are the players connected to, and 
how do they use them as vehicles of influence? What entities do they set 
up or empower and employ as vehicles of influence?  

 
For government functionaries, political affiliation is the foremost priority, and 
those working in the government bureaucracy for water delivery are no 
exception. It is highly politicized. That state of affairs evolved with the high 
levels of violence in the 1990s, when political affiliation came to guarantee 
jobs and physical safety. The makeshift water delivery solution was born at 
that time.  
 
5. What are the “culture(s)” and mindsets of the professional or social 

milieus, organization(s), or venues in which the parties are operating? 
(Clue: how do people frame what they want or define what is going on?) 
How do these “culture(s)” and mindsets influence the parties’ actions?  

 
Until 2008, no democratic government had ever completed its full term of five 
years in Pakistan—it was either toppled by the military or dismissed on 
account of corruption and poor governance. The 1990s in particular were 
marked by extreme political instability, as various democratic governments 
were dismissed. This was also the decade when Karachi’s residents 
experienced a gap between water availability and their daily water needs. 
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This political atmosphere led to uncertainty about the future of political parties 
and contributed to the parties’ persistent fear that despite being in power, 
their governments could be removed through quasi-legal or legal measures. 
Because governments seldom complete a full term, political parties, 
government functionaries, and entrepreneurs operate by making quick 
financial and political gains. The urgency of securing their “share” of the pie 
motivates all players to perform their respective roles, and quickly. 
 
6. Do the formal and informal players assume the same roles in one issue 

that they might have taken on in a previous issue, problem, or conflict, or 
have they “flexed” into a new role, with a new set of motivations that could 
influence outcomes?  

 
Officials working for the government bureaucracy responsible for water 
delivery may simultaneously act in the interest of their political party, ethnic 
group, and any other group to which they belong. It is difficult, then, to identify 
whether these officials are acting as formal players (government 
functionaries) or as political party loyalists (and thus as informal players). To 
an extent, they play all of these roles, selecting an identity from their 
repertoire as suits the situation.  
 
7. How do the parties use media and simulacra to enhance their power and 

message? 
 

In the media, powerful players in the government describe the informal water 
delivery system as being run by a “water mafia.” They thereby criminalize the 
system and distance themselves from the perception that they are part of it. 
The characterization distorts the reality of the enterprise, which, though illicit, 
is more reliable than formal water delivery and receives de facto support from 
government officials and political parties. 
 
8. How do all of these factors interact to shape outcomes? 

 
These factors contribute to a water delivery system that is formal and informal 
at the same time. Players in the informal realm (for example, water tanker 
operators and individual entrepreneurs) receive support at one level or 
another from players in the formal realm (government functionaries and 
political parties). Consequently, the informal means of water supply are more 
reliable than formal means of water supply. 
 
9. Is the structure becoming institutionalized even if it remains informal 

(unincorporated) and the players change over time?  
 
The informal means of water supply have become institutionalized. Almost 41 
percent of the water supply is siphoned off from bulk distribution and sold in 
the parallel water market. While the nature of this structure is informal, it 
depends on formal organizations and functionaries both for operational ease 
and for some form of legitimacy. 
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Example 2: Who influenced the 2009 counterinsurgency strategy in the conduct 

of US war in Afghanistan?89 

1. Who are the parties (players, social networks, and organizations) involved 
in an issue, problem, or conflict? (While it is useful to distinguish those 
players who have formal, stated power from those who wield informal 
power or influence, both are critical to identify and chart.) Who are the 
sponsors? Who has the power or influence to be a player in shaping 
outcomes and on what does that depend (for instance, being part of a 
certain network, access to particular resources, informal or moral 
authority, formal position, professional or reputational standing)? 

 
In 2009, the United States undertook a troop “surge” in Afghanistan informed 
by the doctrine of counterinsurgency (COIN). The COIN strategy advocated 
deep engagement in local communities as a way to stem terrorism through 
an intensive hearts-and-minds strategy. COIN was seen by some as a 
corrective for certain policies in the early years of the 2003 Iraq war that had 
alienated the local population, possibly leading to terrorism. Those with 
formal decision-making power regarding the COIN strategy in Afghanistan 
included President Barack Obama, then recently elected; the US Department 
of State; the Pentagon; and the US Congress, which had to approve the 
funds to implement the COIN doctrine.  

Players who wielded influence in shaping and selling COIN, without 
whom the COIN strategy would not have been developed and implemented 
are, most notably, Generals David Petraeus and Stanley McChrystal. 
Assisting in this endeavor was a brand new think tank, the Center for a New 
American Security, founded in 2007 and funded substantially by defense 
companies dependent on government contracts. Also vital were various 
players clustered in and around CNAS, including prominent war reporters 
connected to these generals. The think tank had an influx of journalists, some 
of whom put out regular short articles, many in support of COIN.  

Players at CNAS had strong ties to the Obama transition team and 
subsequent administration, as well as to highly regarded media outlets. Some 
stepped into prominent roles in the Pentagon, State Department, and 
Defense Policy Board. A CNAS cofounder was tapped to serve as 
undersecretary of defense for policy after less than two years at the think 
tank. Three members of the CNAS board of advisers also found prominent 
roles in the Obama administration (undersecretary of state for political affairs; 
US ambassador to the United Nations, and later, national security adviser; 
and deputy secretary of state). Reporting on the transition in 2008, the Wall 
Street Journal noted that CNAS had emerged as a veritable defense and 
diplomatic “farm team for the incoming Obama administration” (Dreazen 
2008). 

 
2. What are these parties’ respective interests, agendas, incentives, goals, 

motivations, operating assumptions, and expectations with regard to the 
issue, problem, or conflict? (Clue: how do the players define what is going 
on or frame what they want?) 

                                                
89 This case is fully documented in Wedel (2014, 185–195), where this analysis is 
drawn from. 
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The tangle of motivations varies by player and organization. President Barack 
Obama wanted US troops out of Afghanistan, as well as a break from the 
ineffective and costly policies of his predecessor. The generals, adherents of 
COIN, wanted a venue in which they could succeed with their philosophy of 
local engagement. Congress may, for its part, have been wary of approving 
the “surge” in US troops in Afghanistan, but the existing strategy clearly was 
not succeeding. CNAS, the think tank, filled with war reporters and Pentagon 
players, past and present, wanted to sway policy to make a splash. Its 
financial sponsors were mostly defense companies that likely supported the 
ideas being promoted, which would mean contracts for years to come. The 
war reporters, in residence and getting paid by the think tank, wanted access 
to top generals because it made for headline-grabbing stories.    

  
3. What are the larger context/circumstances of power and resources in 

which the parties are embedded? How do features of the larger 
context/circumstances constrain, enable, or otherwise affect the parties 
involved in the issue, problem, or conflict? 

 
In 2007, to help stem the turmoil in Iraq, the Pentagon had conducted a surge 
of troops, which at the time was viewed by Washington policymakers as a 
strong success. Soon after, policymakers began looking into whether to 
conduct a surge in a still-restive Afghanistan and whether to implement some 
of the deep engagement tenets of COIN.  
 
4. What is the organizational ecosystem in which the players operate? What 

government or corporate organizations are the players connected to, and 
how do they use them as vehicles of influence? What entities do they set 
up or empower and employ as vehicles of influence?  

 
Most prominent in the organizational ecosystem were the Pentagon, the 
Department of State, the media, and the think tank CNAS, which the players 
used as a vehicle of influence (and which one player in this episode helped 
set up). As mentioned, top policymakers from CNAS went to fill important 
roles in the Obama administration.  

 
5. What are the “culture(s)” and mindsets of the professional or social 

milieus, organization(s), or venues in which the parties are operating? 
(Clue: how do people frame what they want or define what is going on?) 
How do these “culture(s)” and mindsets influence the parties’ actions?  

 
Generals Petraeus and McChrystal regarded the Pentagon as a lumbering 
bureaucracy that needed shaking up. These officials used unofficial (informal) 
channels to press their preferred strategies. For instance, McChrystal, 
through a subordinate, allowed a scathing report on intelligence gathering in 
Afghanistan to be released to the public through CNAS rather than through 
internal channels. Petraeus showed great flexibility, juggling his military 
duties with his roles as a celebrity intellectual and a media favorite on the 
conduct of war.  

The reporters who seemed swayed by COIN were facing a strained 
media business and likely jumped at the prospect of a well-funded think tank 
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granting them office space to work on longer-term projects, as well as prime 
access to top military decision-makers, who were sometimes sitting in the 
next cubicle. The reporters, also flexible, operated as both think tankers and 
journalists. Pundits, too, dabbled in journalism, again in a culture where the 
lines were blurring substantially. A Middle East scholar and blogger reviewed 
(and panned) a book critical of McChrystal in the Washington Post, while 
failing to mention that he had been a recent adviser and travel companion of 
the generals. A veteran reporter maintained a blog on Foreign Policy’s web 
site called “The Best Defense.” To be sure, he (among many other media 
players) bolstered Petraeus’s celebrity status and COIN’s currency. 
 
6. Do the formal and informal players assume the same roles in one issue 

that they might have taken on in a previous issue, problem, or conflict, or 
have they “flexed” into a new role, with a new set of motivations that could 
influence outcomes?  

 
Was the veteran war reporter a disinterested journalist, a blinded 
cheerleader, a newly minted think tanker, or a blogger hungry for compelling, 
up-to-the-minute material? Maybe all four, at different times to varying 
degrees. Was the scholar-blogger an adviser, scholar, or media regular? 
Again, probably all three. Did all the CNAS figures who left for the Obama 
administration bring their pro-COIN philosophy with them as they assumed 
formal roles of power, still running in the same circles as their CNAS 
colleagues? It is hard to imagine they did not.  

 
7. How do the parties use media and simulacra to enhance their power and 

message? 
 

In selling COIN, CNAS took on the roles and feel of activist, newsmaker, and 
power center. It was not only a think tank churning out multiyear studies; it 
deployed its resources to make news, not just study it. But it also acted as a 
think tank with all the sober-minded connotations that go with that. The 
veteran reporter mentioned earlier helped create a “you are there” feel in his 
Foreign Policy blog, giving the sense that Petraeus was a once-in-a-
generation leader to be followed gratefully.  
 
8. How do all these factors interact to shape outcomes? 

 
The COINdinistas quickly became the “cool kids” of the foreign policy 
establishment. Media outlets as disparate as Vanity Fair, Washington Post, 
Rolling Stone, and Foreign Policy all covered these players and their ideas 
tirelessly. In 2010 the United States conducted a surge in Afghanistan, but it 
was not regarded by Washington policymakers as the same “success” 
enjoyed in Iraq (even though the surge in Iraq did not lead to enduring 
political stability). CNAS and COIN have since lost their “cool kid” status.     
 
9. Is the structure becoming institutionalized even if it remains informal 

(unincorporated) and the players change over time?  
 
In general, making and promoting policy outside of official command-and-
control structures and using vehicles of influence such as think tanks is 
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clearly a trend. And, with reporters (especially beat reporters) filling think 
tanks, they are sure to remain rapid-action policy response teams for years to 
come. Yet it is not clear whether any specific military-think tank-defense 
industry-media nexus will continue.    

 
 
In the next iteration of this project, we hope to develop a methodological field 
guide, one that expounds on this final section of the report. The goal is to help 
you, the reader, identify the patterns described in this report in your own cases, 
using these guiding questions to further your investigations.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

The year 2016 should serve as a clarion call to answer the question we posed at 
the outset: why has economic inequality soared in recent years? Many people 
are waking up to the reality that they cannot reasonably expect to live as well as 
their parents. Many of those who have revolted against elites in United States, 
Europe, and elsewhere have blamed a “rigged system” for enriching the few at 
the expense of the less-privileged many. The often-bitter rhetoric has brought 
heat to this complex phenomenon—we hope to bring light.  
 
Understanding what is happening is urgent: our futures are at stake because the 
instability that results will not remain localized, as fallen regimes in the Middle 
East can attest. It is crucial, then, to trace the nearly invisible power maps 
navigated by agile players who are creative in their strategies and flush with cash 
to carry them out.  
 
Toward this end, we have developed a Political Rigging Framework to capture 
modern forms of influencing unaccounted for by conventional frameworks. 
Traditional forms of influencing, such as well-funded interest groups or registered 
K Street lobbyists, remain powerful.  But new forms have arisen, enacted by new 
kinds of players who find opportunity in a world reshaped by privatization, 
deregulation, financialization, and technological innovation.  While these players 
help shape policy outcomes that affect the public’s health, habitat, livelihood, and 
security, they are insufficiently understood within prevailing frameworks.  
 
To better capture contemporary patterns of influencing, we have proposed a 
modernized framework consisting of three dynamic features: informality, 
flexibility, and digital-powered simulacra. We have defined “political rigging” as 
the process through which actors—blurring or even fusing official and private 
power—transform a system in part or in whole so that it favors an elite few at the 
expense of the less privileged many. Influence elites manipulate the system or its 
parts through an evolving set of practices that incorporate one (and typically 
more) of the features of informality, flexibility, and digital-powered simulacra, 
entwining official and private power in their activities. Rigging can vary greatly, 
and it is not a fixed state. Some sectors, agencies, policy portfolios, or even 
media narratives can be rigged at one time by one set of players and later by 
another set of players or not at all. All the while, the broader context—such as 
changes in the economy or the media—shape the scope of the rigging.  
  
This Political Rigging Framework situates the informal and flexible practices of 
today’s influence elites and the developments they so easily leverage, including 
now-ubiquitous digital-powered simulacra, within a new perspective. These 
practices are vital to identifying the difficult-to-detect pathways to power and 
wealth in the world today and to understanding how influence is organized—as 
well as how patterns of influence can change. 
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IMAGES  
 

IMAGE I: PILLARS OF POWER 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IMAGE III: ELITES AS 
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IMAGE IV: NEOCON CORE 
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IMAGE II: ELITES AS 
INTERMEDIARIES/CONNECTORS 
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IMAGE III: NEOCON CORE 
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