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parameters for women’s rights. Thus, States
and Womens Rights makes important contribu-
tions to the larger body of literature that exam-
ines the question of gender and power in the
colonial-nationalist struggle. In some ways,
however, she may be limited by the conceptual
framework of her study. She equates women’s
rights with family law, thus seeing agency and
power only when they are deployed in the
struggle to control and define the structure of
the family through the state’s legal system. In
this narrative, the triumph of Islamic law
inevitably means a defeat for women’s rights. A
greater engagement with recent studies, such as
the work of Ziba Mir-Hosseini, that examine
[slamic law as a somewhat more porous system
in which both theory and praxis are contested
and in which women find room for maneuver-
ability would have enriched Charrad’s discus-
sion. And anthropological analyses of women’s
agencies in tribal societies, such as the work of
Lila Abu Lughod, would suggest that the posit-
ed rigidity of a patrilineal system may indeed
leave space for women’s voice and agency in
ways that are not readily apparent in studies
focused on the state.

Still, Charrad’s important analysis should
be of great interest to scholars of gender stud-
ies, nationalism, and state formation. The
book offers a multilayered and complex analy-
sis that shows the importance of such factors
as gender relations and tribalism in the
process of state building throughout the
Maghrib; its conclusions are all the more
compelling because of its comparative and
historical perspectives.

Gradual Economic Reform in Latin
America: The Costa Rican
Experience. By Mary A. Clark. Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2001. 198p. $59.50
cloth, $19.95 paper.

— Alfred G. Cuzén, The University of West Florida

The central proposition advanced in this book
is that incremental reform along neoliberal
lines works. In Costa Rica, a slow-paced pro-
gram of macroeconomic stabilization, fiscal
cutbacks, economic deregulation, tax incen-
tives for exporters, cessation of agricultural
subsidies, and selected privatizations yielded
“generally positive results” (p. 105). The econ-
omy recovered rapidly from the 1980s crisis
and poverty rates fell back to precrisis levels,
while the country’s democratic stability was
never in danger.

Mary Clark chose to study Costa Ricas
neoliberal reforms for several reasons. It is
Latin America’s oldest welfare-state democracy,
historically a favorite of international donors
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and lenders. But, more recently, the World
Bank and the Inter-American Development
Bank “find Costa Rica to be one of the most
difficult Latin American countries in which to
work” (p. 1). In the 1980s, the country’s
mode!l having been

exhausted and the state’s venture as an indus-

import-substitution

trialist having turned out to be a costly mis-
take, the economy was “in desperate straits” (p.
44). In the throes of a “balance of payments
crisis, rising inflation, and pressure on the
colon,” Costa Rica was among the first to
default on its international debts. In 1982, “the
economy was in a nose-dive, hitting rock bot-
tom in the same year” (p. 45). Yet the country’s
decentralized governmental structure affords
multiple veto points to well-organized inter-
ests, making it impossible to administer the
“shock therapy” favored by many international
€Cconomists.

Nevertheless, Clark claims that the very
slowness of the country’s policy process is a
plus. Although acknowledging the opportuni-
ty costs of procrastination and the danger of
succumbing to reform fatigue, she concludes
that slow-paced reforms, compromise among
contending interests, and compensation for
losers, if “slow, messy, and expensive” (p. 138),
constitute a more viable political combination
than shock therapy.

Costa Rican gradualism worked best with
what are called easy or “first-stage” reforms.
These included reducing tariffs, granting tax
exemptions to exporters of nontraditional
products and the tourist industry, doing away
with agricultural subsidies, allowing private
banks to compete with state banks, and dis-
mantling an inefficient, corrupt, and unpopu-
lar public industrial corporation. These meas-
ures were easy to implement because either
they were amenable to execution by presiden-
tial decree or, although they created losers, the
reforms spawned a host of new enterprises that
soaked up rural unemployment and organized
themselves politically, lobbying for the preser-
vation and extension of neoliberal policies.
Even at this stage, however, it took leadership,
funding, and technical assistance from abroad
to get the policy ball rolling in the “right”
direction.

But when it came to more difficult “second-
stage reforms,” gradualism made only minimal
progress. State monopolies and social services
bureaucracies have not been able to keep up
with demand or technology, and hence are a
drag on the economy. But their performance
has not been altogether bad. Enjoying a certain
amount of public support, they are able to fend
off encroachments on their turf with tactics
ranging from managerial foot dragging to
strikes and even violence (as in the case of a

stevedore union in the Caribbean port ¢
Limén). The most that reformers have bee
able to accomplish at the second stage is de
promotion of “slow demonopolization” of

. Sen. CA M

“creeping privatization,” wherein private firmé
gain small footholds and niches, which, Clad
projects, will in time result in their bein]
“awarded equal status with public entities,
happened with the banks (p. 101).

This book is well written and, when i
comes to describing neoliberal policies and
explaining why reformers were stalled at e
second stage, persuasive. Where it falls shonf
is in evaluating the content of second
stage neoliberal policies and, what is the othe
side of the coin, the performance of Cost
Rican state agencies in the fields of energy
telecommunications, casualty insurano
ports and other public works, and hedlt
related services.

Clark avers that “by the 1990s, second
stage reforms could no longer by avoided [#f"

(p. 68), which implies an objective problems
ic condition requiring an urgent remedy. Th
was true even in the case of the national healt
care system, “clearly the crown jewel of Comt
Rica’s welfare state” (p. 88). It is overcentd
ized and bureaucratic, riddled with inefficies
cies, and hobbled by obsolete managerial ad
accounting systems, and it treats patients ina
highly impersonal, assembly-line fashion
Understandably, “the middle and upper das
es” are “using disposable income to purchae
better quality clinical consultations, lab tes
and out-patient procedures from privae
sources” (p. 95).

Yet those who would benefit the most from
private suppliers, “especially the young and te
poor who rely disproportionately on state serv
ices,” are “disperse,” “divided by class, geoge
phy, and other factors,” and relatively satisfid
with the system’s performance (perhap,
although Clark does not say so, for lack d
experience with alternatives, because of lov
expectations, or because, the service beiy
nominally “free,” beggars can’t be chooser.
Facing a situation in which opponents v
reform are well informed and organized bu
potential beneficiaries are mired in “collectie
action problems,” politicians “run great ri
if they actempt to do more than tinker withde
system (pp. 101-2).

Nevertheless, Clark is rather philosophid
about the failure to overhaul the welfare statear
break up state monopolies or quasi-monopolia
In her concluding comments, she observes ta
along with their counterparts in Brazil af
Uruguay, Costa Rican reformers “may not k¢
traveling to the same destination as tho
pursuing rapid and deep liberalization; perhap
they have a better one in mind,” a “third wyf



or ‘middle road’ to reform, acknowledging the
shortfalls in old statist models but seeking
greater responsibility for the public sector than
pure neoliberalism allows” (p. 146).

What the specifics of this elusive alterna-
itive to neoliberalism may be Clark leaves
“unsaid. This reader, at least, was left with the
{impression that she has yet to decide whether
for not the current state of Costa Rica’s med-
ical system, public utilities, and infrastructure
ay out for market solutions. If they do not,
then the reformers’ lack of success in these
areas has been a blessing in disguise. But if
they do, then gradualism, and the political
gructures that give rise to it, will have to be
rconsidered.

Political Institutions: Democracy and
{Social Choice. By Josep M. Colomer. Oxford:
{0xford University Press, 2001. 266p. $45.00.

— John M. Carey, Washington University in
St. Louis

lisep M. Colomer’s new book is a happy mar-
iage of social choice theory with comparative
plitics. The book serves simultaneously as a
primer to social choice and its empirical appli-
ations, as a theory of the evolution of political
stitutions, and as a normative argument in
fvor of inclusive, complex, and nonmajoritar-
in decision rules in democracies. On all these
wunts, Political Institutions is well worth read-
iy, and including on syllabi.

Colomer states the normative argument at
e outset: “[D]emocratic regimes organized in
ple institutional frameworks foster the con-
Fncracion of power . .. [and] satisfaction of
atively small groups. . . . In contrast, plural-
ic institutions produce multiple winners,
Fducing multiparty cooperation . . . and con-
msual policies that can satisfy large groups
Ficrests on a great number of issues” (p. 2).
Bl subsequent strategy of the book is as fol-
hws. Colomer reviews the fundamental social
oice results relating to elections and voting,
jusing on  the potential for unstable and
determinate outcomes under simple majori-
prule. Then he outlines a conceptual frame-
otk for the application of theory to the analy-
k of how real-world political institutions
perate and how they develop. The central
estions, addressed in sequential chapters, are
Who can vote?”; “How are votes counted?”;
d “What is voted for?”

On the first question, Colomer pairs a dis-
sion of the implications of simple versus
pmplex electorates with an historical review
debates over the extension of suffrage. On
e second, he outlines the rationales and
plications of single-winner versus multiple-

winner, and majority versus supermajority
decision rules, then illustrates with discussions
of electoral systems and rules of legislative pro-
cedure in various contexts. On the third, he
offers a theory of constitutional design that
hinges on whether power is concentrated or
divided—either among institutions at the
national level (horizontally) or berween
national and subnational units (vertically). He
illustrates with discussions of how authority is
distributed in various regimes, and how this
distribution either facilitates or impedes the
translation of voter preferences into represen-
tation and public policy. Each of these chap-
ters is organized around some basic theoretical
claims, explained in nontechnical language,
then followed with extensive empirical appli-
cation and discussion. In the conclusion,
Colomer provides a brief overview of the
establishment of democracies worldwide since
the late nineteenth century, arguing that
trends in both regime survival and in consti-
tutional design indicate that pluralistic, con-
sensus-encouraging institutions will flourish,
while those that encourage concentration of
power fade.

The normative case for consensus democ-
racy is familiar from the work of Arend
Lijphart, most recently in Patterns of
Democracy (1999), and although Colomer’s
evolutionary argument for its prevalence is
suggestive, this is not the central contribution
of Political Institutions. The book has a num-
ber of strengths. One is the author’s knack for
supplying historical material that illustrates
the relevance of social choice theory to the
study of political institutions. In this sense,
Colomer’s book follows in the tradition of
William H. Riker’s Liberalism Against
Populism (1982), although Political Institutions
is empirically richer, and much more accessi-
ble to a nontechnical audience.

A second, and related, contribution is
Colomer’s use of social choice theory to pro-
vide an historically and philosophically coher-
ent account of the development of rules for
making collective decisions in political institu-
tions, democratic or otherwise. For example,
Colomer associates unanimity rules with the
premise that decision procedures should aim
to discover a single will—for example, divine
providence—that governs collective choice.
Moves to relax the unanimity requirement,
then, are motivated either by a philosophical
shift toward identifying the social good with
the aggregation of individual preferences, or
by the unwillingness to endure the bargaining
costs associated with unanimity requirements,
or some combination of these. Colomer’s
account of how rules for electing Roman

Catholic popes developed through the Middle

Ages is excellent in this regard. His discussions
of the development of suffrage and voting
rules in medieval European city states, the
colonies of the Americas and their successor
republics, and nineteenth- and tweentieth-
century European states are similarly absorb-
ing and on point.

No review consisting only of praise can be
credible, of course, and so I will offer a few
criticisms, purely in the interest of promoting
this book. One is that the author’s various argu-
ments in favor of consensual institutions
amount to arguments for supermajority, or
concurrent majority, requirements for decision-
making. Yet one of the author’s points in
the initial theoretical primer is that the
desirability of more inclusive decision rules
depends on how distasteful is the current poli-
cy. That is, unless the status quo is universally
abhotred, requirements for greater inclusive-
ness can “allow mediocrity to endure” (p. 73).
This point is underplayed throughout much of
the book in discussions of the moderating
influence of consensual rules on policy out-
comes.

A second limitation is the lack of systemat-
ic tests of many claims regarding the relation-
ships between rules, policy outputs, and social
satisfaction. One example: Colomer posits a
chain of reasoning by which the existence of a
greater number of elected offices means that
fewer policy issues will correspond to each
office, such that election results associated with
each will be more stable and predictable, thus
producing greater social utility (p. 142).
Another example: Control by one party over
the national government and most subnation-
al governments promotes the centralization of
power in the national government (p. 151).
These hypotheses, as with many others
throughout the book, are derived from basic
theoretical principles clearly and plausibly.
Nevertheless, they are 4ig claims, to which one
can imagine reasonable counterhypotheses.
Those who place greater emphasis than
Colomer on the costs of bargaining among
institutions, for example, would likely be skep-
tical that there is a straightforward correspon-
dence between the multiplication of offices
and the ability of institutions to satisfy their
constituents.

Colomer does not elaborate alternative
hypotheses nor, for the most part, test his own
systematically, relying instead on illustrative
empirical examples. He does this so well,
however, with such a keen sense for how the
basic intuitions from social choice theory map
that  Political
Institutions should become a staple of reading

onto real-world politics,

lists on positive political theory and compara-
tive politics.
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