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Introduction 

As an academic concept, governance has emerged from the shared belief that, to variable 

extents, Ôtraditional structures of authorityÉ have failedÕ (Kooiman, 1993: 251) and that the 

modern state is now compelled to undergo a cycle of re-legitimation, Ôalthough it can no 

longer rely on residues of tradition that have been undermined and worn out during the 

development of capitalismÕ (Habermas, 1973: 36). ÔTraditionalÕ conceptualisations of 

government, which acknowledge the nation-state as the most prominent actor at play in public 

policy, are designated as an outdated approach to the organisation of societal interactions. 

Governance theories, instead, aim at aggregating Ôthe totality of theoretical conceptions of 

governingÕ (Kooiman, 2003: 4) and are considered as an effective Ôprocess of providing 

direction to societyÕ (Peters, 2003: 2). 

 

Since then, governance has developed into a full-fl edged research agenda for an increasing 

number of scholars, as Table 1 indicates. Because it has not yet solidified into a clear, stable 

set of definitions (Jordan et al., 2005), governance is a particularly pervasive notion in current 

academic literature. Not only a research item in itself1, it has also developed into several 

theoretical subsets, including European (Scharpf, 1999), corporate (Monks & Minow, 2003), 

ÔpoliticalÕ (Newman, 2001), local (Stoker, 1999) and urban (Le Gal•s, 2001) governance. 

Table 1 

Occurrences of ÔgovernmentÕ and ÔgovernanceÕ as keywords  

in the IBSS* database, 1980-2005 

 Time period     

Keyword 
1980- 

1985 
1986- 

1990 
1991- 

1995 
1996- 

2000 
2001- 

2005 

Government (G1) 2059 1834 4912 8069 16174 

Governance (G2) 
 

40 79 632 3106 7907 

G2 / G1 ratio .019 .043 .128 .384 .488 

*  International Bibliography for the Social Sciences. 
 Data accessed and assembled 8 October 2006. 
 

The degree of similarity between governance and government makes it unclear, however, 

whether ÔgovernanceÕ studies carry potentially crucial implications for ÔgovernmentÕ and its 

correlates. Therefore, this essay attempts to illustrate the parallel that can be drawn between 

ÔgovernmentÕ and ÔgovernanceÕ, showing how both concepts overlap, articulate and 

consequently distinguish from each other. 

                                                        
1  See Kooiman (1993, 2003). For a more general discussion, see Pierre (2000). 
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Denting the ÔtraditionalÕ government model 

As suggested earlier, an obvious merit of governance theory resides in its capacity to expose 

contexts where classic principles of governing appear to be defective. The monopolisation of 

authority by a single central entity, the State2, is the most prominent aspect of traditional 

government theory that governance distances itself from, evoking both endogenous factors 

and exogenous factors to justify a redistribution of power through a network of actors. Policy 

failures have been interpreted as a loss of governing capacity3, leading to the belief that the 

state should either alter its civil service culture (Pollitt, 1993) or even delegate policies to 

agents exterior to the public sector (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). Similarly, emergent 

supranational and regional powers (Keating, 2004) as well as the increased fluidity of 

financial assets4 have shifted authority away from central governments. Governance theorists 

hence contend that both the Ôhollowing out of the stateÕ (Rhodes, 1997) and the formation of 

multi-level networks of power (Hooghes & Marks, 2001) account for a general Ôrise in 

complexityÕ that characterises modern societies, and the subsequent dismissal of the 

conventional Weberian rational-legal interpretation of the state. 

Concepts interweaving (1): government within governance theory  

An important attribute, however, of governance, is that it does not necessarily eclipse the state 

from the picture of government. The predominance of typologies in governance studies shows 

that a wide spectrum of configurations exists, from the dismissive Ôgovernance without 

governmentÕ (Rhodes, 1996) to admittedly Ôstate-centricÕ visions (Gilpin, 2001) where the 

state keeps a primary, overarching role in governing processes. Indeed, Ôthe creation of a 

more participatory style of governing does not mean that government is in reality less 

powerfulÕ (Pierre & Peters, 2000: 49), even if its nominal function Ð like KooimanÕs concept 

of Steuerung (steering) Ð insinuates that nation-state agents find themselves confined to 

subaltern positions inside policy processes. 

 

Accordingly, the differentiation between government and governance remains an ambiguous 

task. Even though scholars have clearly asserted that governing is now Ôa responsibility of all 

members, groups and sectorsÕ (Kooiman, 1999b: 3), instances of governance theory are 

susceptible to absorb or overlap with conventional acceptations of governing. If not reducible 

to government, governance can be inclusive of it, consequently blurring the frontier between 

both concepts. 

                                                        
2  For a detailed account, see Lassman (2000). 
3  Mayntz (1993) and Kooiman (2003: 193-209) have dubbed the corresponding notion governability. 
4  A concise introduction to the partial globalisation of finance is to be found in Gilpin (2001: 261-3). 
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Concepts interweaving (2): governance withi n government theory  

An alternative claim may suggest that governance is weakly emancipated from government 

theory in virtue of its partial redundancy with pluralism. While trying to provide answers to 

DahlÕs question about Ôwho governsÕ (Dahl, 1961) in different political contexts, government 

theorists have indeed already provided evidence unsupportive of statist Weberian postulates 

without expressing the need for a renewed conceptualisation of governing. In Britain, for 

instance, Middlemas argued that exterior pressure groups could become Ôgoverning 

institutionsÕ, along with central state offi cials, almost fi fteen years before KooimanÕs 

authoritative collection of governance essays5. 

 

As a result, while several theorists consider the diversifi cation of actors implied in governing 

to be the most distinctive trait of governance as opposed to government, this criterion may fall 

short in aptly discriminating between the two concepts. In this respect, GambleÕs definition of 

governance6 Ñ  Ôthe ways in which governing is carried out, without making any assumptions 

as to which institutions or agents are doing the steeringÕ, is illustrative. It proves unsuccessful 

in distinctly setting governance apart from (pluralist forms of) government. Taken to its 

extreme, this logic of argumentation suggests that, being homologous to pluralism in 

questioning monist approaches of the state, governance fails OccamÕs razor parsimony test 

and could be regarded as a mere extrapolation of existing strands of government theory. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the theoretical plasticity of governance brings it to intertwine relatively closely with 

government. As a result, differentiating between these concepts currently lacks practicality. 

Nevertheless, governance theory forms a helpful heuristic that makes shifts in governing 

patterns more readily intelligible by fi lling gaps in the ÔgovernmentÕ literature; it has therefore 

proven a valuable device. Rather than supplanting previous concepts, it has added to the 

existing theoretical toolbox available to political scientists and furthered our understanding of 

the increasingly complex evolutions taking place in modern societies. 

                                                        
5  Middlemas (1979: 372), quoted in Ham (2004: 131); Kooiman (1993). 
6  Gamble (2000: 110), quoted in Newman (2001: 13). 
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