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Preface

This book has both a long and a short history. First to the long history. For many years, I have held a strong interest in the role of private organizations in political life. I have noticed repeatedly, however, that research tends to be very compartmentalized. There are specialized communities for the different categories of organizations in this book labeled political species, and few attempts have been made to bring them together in an integrated analysis to investigate their similarities and differences. Likewise, the focus on contemporary actors and activities is dominant in research. Private organizations, however, have interesting roots, showing that they have evolved over time and that they are evolutionarily connected. Without this perspective, it is very difficult to reach a profound understanding of private organizations.

Research on private organizations is clearly in need of inspiration to recognize their diversity and evolution. A promising source of inspiration is available in biology, but we must be careful when transferring such ideas. Many years ago, I noticed the scholarly interest in such endeavors, but it was not until around 15 years ago that I began to take a closer look at this literature. On closer inspection, however, this literature has several deficiencies, and one of the major shortcomings is that scholars today do not really consult the original biological tradition and use only a few of the many available concepts to study the evolution and diversity of private organizations as political species. To use this rich pool of knowledge, I realized that it was necessary to access the biological tradition, especially evolutionary biology, and accordingly, I have spent many years on this project, seeking relevant concepts and contemplating their transfer to the realm of private organizations in politics.

This was the long history. Now to the short history. After a contract was signed with the publisher in spring 2021, concrete work on this book began in late 2021, right after I had submitted another book manuscript (The Governance of Global Industry Associations: The Role of Micro-Politics) to Edward Elgar, and I had the first draft ready around one year later. This version has since been subject to several revisions, both concerning the overall organization of the book and the many details of the arguments in the individual chapters. Over the years, I have benefited from conversations with numerous colleagues and co-workers, especially in the social and political sciences, but also from exchanges with many biologists and naturalists, who have helped me form opinions about the role of private organizations in politics and how “strange” ideas from biology can be applied.

In the final stages of the work, funding and support from the San Cataldo Institution and from the JP Fond have further enabled me to concentrate on the manuscript during research trips to Italy and Germany. I will also use the opportunity to thank people and sources who have made some of the images available for this book. The image used for Chapter 5 comes from B. Cornell (2016) and can be found at the “BioNinja website,” accessed on 29 April 2023. Special thanks also go to ©The Trustees of the Natural History Museum, London (Chapter 2), to nature photographer Lars Krabbe (Chapter 6), and to lepidopterist Morten Top-Jensen (Chapter 7) for permission to use their photos. I am grateful for insightful and valuable comments from two anonymous reviewers, and I would finally like to express my thanks to the publisher and its staff, including Natalja Mortensen, Charlie Baker, and Charlotte Christie, for advice and encouragement.

Karsten RonitBerlin-Prenzlauer BergAugust 2023
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1 Introduction—setting the scene

DOI: 10.4324/9781003212546-1


To advance the study of private organizations in politics, it would seem most obvious to consult the pertinent literature within the social and political sciences, which offers interesting sources of guidance. However, many important and unexploited insights can actually be gleaned from outside these scholarly traditions, and such fresh insights can invigorate research. This book argues that the discipline of biology, especially evolutionary biology, including fields such as evolutionary ecology, offers fertile ground for inspiration. In many ways, this tradition can assist us in analyzing the evolution and diversity of private actors in politics.

Private organizations such as political parties, associations, movements, professional societies, political clubs, think tanks, and foundations are examples of organizations that tend to be structured in a collective framework or otherwise rely on various kinds of coordination among members, supporters, and donors, and they can all play important roles in the organization and representation of various group interests in society. Also other entities, such as public affairs agencies and law, accounting, and consulting firms, that either provide various services to these organizations or play an independent role in politics without relying on collective decision-making per se, must be included, and to that end, a number of biological concepts, are helpful.

In the scholarly community, these different actors are not equally attended to and recognized, and it can be difficult to understand the multiple functions they serve. They are further given many names, with the conceptual language often varying significantly across disciplines, across countries, and across historical time. This fragmentation suggests that it can be theoretically complicated and empirically challenging to accommodate such actors in an integrated analysis, but this is needed if we want to reach a better understanding of this diverse category, here treated under the generic term “private organizations.” Essentially, these actors are all rooted in the organization of markets and of civil societies, and many of them are intimately connected, while others are only distantly related.


Evolutionary biology, which emphasizes the common origin of species, their diverse paths, and their complex relations, offers a promising perspective for analyzing such private actors. Evolutionary biology teaches us that over time, varieties of species emerge, specialize, and adapt to the ever-changing conditions in their environment, leading, in some cases, to new full species. Much change also characterizes the processes of political evolution. Actors emerge or perish, and in this process, they alter the existing community population of private organizations that in one way or another are engaged in politics. Thus, species in nature have many parallels with the various private organizations in domestic and global politics.

Different evolutionary ideas from biology have already been applied in the social and political sciences, and in the next section of this chapter, we discuss some of these major applications and explain how the approach taken in this book differs from existing perspectives. We further clarify what the general species concept implies in a biological context and discuss how it can be translated to our particular purpose, which is by no means an easy exercise, and a number of caveats are consequently needed to avoid absurdities. We then turn toward the broad and diverse body of private organizations that are the foci of this study, and we seek to characterize them and define their role, but this general sketch will be followed up in individual chapters with more concrete examples related to each of the different concepts. Admittedly, some contributions in the social and political sciences have tried to grapple with these actors by seeking inspiration from biology, but only some actors have been addressed, and only certain ideas from biology have been picked up. Indeed, it is clear that there is a huge and unexploited potential for evolutionary thinking. The chapter finishes with an overview of the book, where the key concepts forming the basis of each of the chapters will be presented.


Micro, macro, and meso approaches

Before turning to approaches developed at different levels of investigation, it is important to recognize a basic line of conflict. Indeed, some versions and interpretations of evolutionary theory have been highly controversial and have often been associated with so-called social Darwinism. In these debates, some scholars have historically used the authority of Charles Darwin to highlight the “survival of the fittest” and legitimize certain social orders, or at least they have been seen by critics as mechanically using certain natural laws to explain human societies and thus replacing scientific inquiry with political dogma. Many problems have definitely complicated these debates and inquiries. Concepts such as “survival,” “selection,” and “fitness” can have different meanings, and there are many aspects related to the conditions of species in nature (Darwin 1859; Schmalhausen 1946; Mayr 1982: 477–534; Kauffman 1993; Haffer 2006)1 not to mention the difficulties of using these notions to understand human societies. These huge debates have important historical roots, with important advances in the late nineteenth century (Mayr 1982: 112–132; Gould 2002: 93–169; Bowler 2003), but although these issues are today addressed in more sophisticated ways, they nevertheless have conflict potential.

A side effect of this debate is no doubt some hesitance on the side of social and political scientists to look for inspiration in biology, and perhaps even a fear of falling into an ideological trap. However, the book has been closed too early. Rejections are often too unspecific and premature and do not consider the many nuanced discussions and prospective applications. There is a risk that general criticism may block further dialogue around big issues as well as specific concepts, impeding a constructive evaluation of potentials and pitfalls.

In spite of various reservations, we do in fact find a number of interesting contributions in the social and political sciences, and to put this study into context, it is necessary to relate it to existing traditions that wrestle with evolutionary problems and have tried to translate this thinking. Scholars familiar with or actively involved in some of these traditions will perhaps expect that the present analysis will, or even should, enroll in the further development of these traditions. This is not the ambition, however. As we shall see, the major existing approaches tend to raise other kinds of questions and to nest analyses at other levels of inquiry than intended here.

These approaches are visible and have evolved in two related ways: Biologists have extended the scope of their research to embrace problems outside nature, and social and political scientists have drawn on ideas beyond their established fields; but these groups of scholars are not equally active, and contributions have primarily come from the latter group of researchers.2 To explain this in further detail, we may distinguish between micro, macro, and meso approaches, and this clarification of analytical levels of investigation helps us explain what this book is about and what it is not about.

First, some studies apply elements of evolutionary theory to the social and political world and are focused on various micro phenomena. In these cases, the analytical unit is the behavior of the human species, and in many ways, it is quite straightforward to transfer ideas from biology, where the human species is also a key unit of analysis. Because the concept of species embraces all living organisms, a specific effort, however, must be made to define human behavior in particular and relate it to politics. This micro-oriented literature is difficult to categorize, but we find some major patterns in the emphasis on either the genetic dimension or the social dimension.

Some contributions posit that genetic properties are key to understanding behavior. They may drive selfish or altruistic behavior with the effect that such innate traits of species influence social evolution and in a wider perspective have implications for politics. This tradition is often labeled “sociobiology” (Wilson 1975; Hatemi and McDermott 2011) and is especially related to genetics and to varying degrees also to neurology as biological subdisciplines (Alford, Funk, and Hibbing 2005), but contributions may use different terminology to characterize human behavior. This research is primarily interested in the structuring of different forms of behavior, and although evolution is an overall theme, certain issues, such as the differentiation and emergence of new species, are not considered. In a number of cases, cooperation has developed between biologists and political scientists, and the study of genetic and social aspects can be combined (Axelrod and Hamilton 1981). Emphasis may be shifted toward behavior under the impact of environmental factors.

Other studies, therefore, tend to analyze the evolution of cooperation as a social and interactive process, and, although the role of genetics is not forgotten, greater weight is attributed to environmental factors in the shaping of “social species” (Lewontin, Rose, and Kamin 1984). In these perspectives, other-regarding behavior is not the result of pure self-interest but driven by the essential social capacities of humans. Through reiterated games (Axelrod 1984), people learn and adapt, but through history, humans have also been endowed with the capacity to engage in reciprocal cooperation (Bowles and Gintis 2011). The understanding of human behavior is not necessarily framed in terms of games, and we also find contributions to human behavior that are more actively linked to the evolution of culture (Waring and Wood 2021), a point we will return to shortly. Indeed, scholars concerned with genetic aspects also seek to embrace the proliferation of beliefs, habits, and norms, which mirror or correct human behavior and are important in the evolution of cultures (Dawkins 2006).

Studies following a micro approach highlight the genetic and social dimensions of the human species but draw on experiences beyond biology. They further build on input from economics and psychology, where there is an equal emphasis on individual behavior and also on various cross-overs between economics, psychology, political science, and sociology, without each of these necessarily being informed by evolutionary biology and its various concepts. These disciplines can all be helpful in developing the micro approaches briefly sketched here, but they also offer inspiration for and can to varying degrees link up with macro approaches.

Second, some analyses are concerned with a range of macro phenomena and apply evolutionary concepts from biology to such studies or use evolutionary thinking in a broader sense. This suggests that the unit of analysis also takes the form of states, nations, societies, cultures, empires, and civilizations, which all manifest highly aggregated human behavior and therefore deserve corresponding analytical strategies (Mesoudi 2011; Lindenfors, Jansson, and Sandberg 2011; Morris 2013; Somit and Peterson 2003).

To varying degrees, individual human behavior and the various systems in which it is embedded are considered in such works (Boyd and Richerson 1985; Gintis, Van Schaik, and Boehm 2015) and testify to the overlap between micro and macro approaches. The larger cultural, societal, and political contexts can be seen as a driving force and can be studied in their own right to understand both historical and contemporary contexts.

Eventually, the performance of these different macro entities will, somewhat akin to species in evolution,3 lead to their survival or extinction—and adaptation of some kind (Vanberg and Kerber 1994). History is rich with examples, and there are recurring questions as to whether some systems are more advanced than others and whether they are inclined to follow specific historical trajectories.

We often have to do with changes on a grand scale, such as economic, social, or demographic transformations (Turchin 2018), and the literature not only reports change but also seeks to formulate predictions. Studies guided by different macro perspectives are especially found in disciplines for branches of history, economics, anthropology, and political science, and this kind of work tends to have an interdisciplinary character and grapples with broader issues of humankind.

In a similar vein, research on the evolution of institutions examines how societies, or certain policy fields, issues, or bodies, are regulated through complex rules and norms (Thelen 1999), typically devised by various public authorities or adopted through negotiated compromise involving different actors in society. These themes may sound familiar and belong to the many standard topics in the social and political sciences, and institutions may be scrutinized using ideas from evolutionary thinking (Currie, Campenni, Flitton et al. 2021), but there is considerable variation as to whether concepts from biology are actively employed to examine institutional developments. In the tradition of “historical institutionalism,” studies have, with a few exceptions (Lewis and Steinmo 2010; Streeck 2018), not explicitly drawn on evolutionary theory as formulated in biology, although this is an obvious source of knowledge. In fact, the feature of evolutionary perspectives does not necessarily imply an explicit translation and application of biological concepts. Interesting contributions have, however, laid out a framework for “evolutionary institutionalism” (Lempp and Patzelt 2007: 375–414; Fürstenberg 2016), which is related to but different from “historical institutionalism,” and thus there is a good potential for studying institutions from an evolutionary perspective.

So far, we have dealt with the micro and macro approaches and briefly shown how ideas in evolutionary biology are transferred to study particular analytical levels. To a different extent, this thinking has been applied to branches of economics, psychology, anthropology, sociology, archaeology, history, and political science. In addition to these micro and macro levels of investigation, we suggest a further approach that, in some ways, is related to these ambitions and traditions but also has an independent status.

Third, this study centers on a different level of phenomena and thus applies a meso approach. By focusing on the many and diverse private organizations in political life, this book analyzes the emergence, proliferation, and differentiation of private political actors that are based on various kinds of collective or otherwise coordinated forms of action. In other words, the analysis is anchored above the micro level of humans but below the macro level of political systems, societies, cultures, and civilizations.

By adopting such an intermediate approach, the current study focuses on the evolution of a diversity of private organizations whose pathways, properties, and relations are not fully understood. Only a relatively small branch of research has in some way taken inspiration from evolutionary biology to analyze various kinds of organizations. In organization and management theory, attempts have been made to advance research in many directions and examine different aspects of organizational activity, including classifying organizations (McKelvey 1982), analyzing populations (Hannan and Freeman 1977), mapping resources (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), investigating changes (Baum and Amburgey 2017), and understanding environments (Aldrich and Ruef 2006). Such contributions have drawn attention in certain areas of the social and political sciences and have also been applied to study various interest groups (Gray and Lowery 1996b; Lowery, Halpin, and Gray 2015). In relevant places, parts of this research will be considered in the individual chapters.

Although these studies and theories bring many interesting insights, they suffer from certain weaknesses in the context of this particular project. First, the overwhelming majority of this research is not targeted at private organizations in politics but grapples theoretically with organizations in a very wide sense. Second, this tradition is empirically strong in the analyses of firms active in markets, but problems related to these specific actors also tend to define general theories. Third, in the case where the role of private organizations in politics is actually reviewed, only some groups of organizations and activities receive attention. Fourth, studies of these groups of private organizations tend to be occupied with this particular group, while relations with other kinds of organizations are weakly marked. Fifth, organization theory with an original inspiration in evolutionary biology seems to have developed its own traditions and to a modest degree accesses contributions from evolutionary biology. Sixth, only selected concepts in evolutionary biology are considered and applied, but a host of concepts are actually available to describe and analyze private organizations.

Organization and management theories are seemingly more palatable for social and political scientists in their search for approaches to organizational evolution, but such theories inadequately reflect and translate the biological tradition. Given these limitations, a new and systematic effort is needed to take advantage of a wider set of ideas from evolutionary biology in the study of private organizations. Accordingly, we need to consult this literature directly, extract major ideas, and translate them to our concrete purpose.

The private entities to which we refer build on very different kinds of action. Some organizations rely on advanced forms of cooperation, an enduring feature of formal organizations with complex decision-making structures and diverse relations to actors in their environment, while others act as corporations specialized in politics but also with solid organizations behind them. Multiple species that in one way or another are involved in political life will therefore be embraced, but the role of firms poses a specific challenge and should be briefly addressed. It can be argued that in different market economies, firms make independent decisions and therefore represent a kind of authority that also has political implications, and, in fact, some firms dispose of considerable economic resources (Lindblom 1977; Fuchs 2007; Mikler 2018). These are valid arguments. However, the majority of firms are not established with a clear and unequivocal ambition to influence policies and the political order. Hence, we shall include corporations that have such purposes, which, of course, can be expressed in multiple ways. Making such distinctions is complicated because boundaries are not distinct but fluid and fluctuating.

Indeed, changes play an important role, and like many other organizations, private organizations have become rather solid entities. Indeed, “just as the forests and fields of the physical environment are being replaced be streets and skyscrapers, the primordial institutions around which societies have developed are being replaced by purposively constructed social organizations” (Coleman 1990: xv). Although the growth and renewal of this diversity of formal organizations is significant, the activity of such organizations goes far back in time, and in many respects, it is possible to trace the roots of current organizations back to earlier kinds of organizations.

These different intermediary actors are in multiple ways related to the macro level above and the micro level below. This implies that individuals are both affected by and contribute to economic, social, and political evolution through a range of formal organizations, and, in turn, that societies, cultures, and politics both influence and build upon values and norms transmitted via these formal organizations. However, the evolution of private organizations raises a number of specific questions that deserve independent scrutiny, and this is the key task of this study. Therefore, this book complements rather than competes with the various macro and micro approaches.

Evolution is accomplished at different levels, and the ambition is neither to endorse nor to reject research guided by these other approaches but to include and qualify an additional layer. With this focus, the book contributes to a broader analysis of the value of biological concepts for the social and political sciences. Admittedly, research nested at the meso level, and actively applying evolutionary perspectives from biology, is much weaker developed than studies focused on the other levels; hence, a special effort is required to advance this approach. Before we can concentrate on private organizations, however, the first step is to briefly address the species concept in biology and discuss how it can be translated to private actors as political species, a research area beyond biology.



Species in biology

While the species concept may sound rather alien to the social and political sciences, the concept is central to biology. There is a rich discussion on its proper definition and application to nature, and this scholarly debate goes centuries back (Haffer 2006). However, much of the discussion in biology is internal to the discipline and, in many cases, has little or no relevance to other scientific disciplines. New advances within biology can be methodologically and technically sophisticated, but they will not necessarily bring greater changes in the basics of evolutionary theory, and they may also be so specific that they will be problematic to transfer. Therefore, the task is to sketch the major principles guiding the study of species, as defined in biology, and show how this thinking, with care, can be translated to examine political species. Of course, the full job cannot be done in the introduction, and different aspects of the complex species concept will be considered in the individual chapters.

In terms of species, biologists will instantaneously associate species and the species concept with all kinds of living organisms, and there will be an understandable hesitance toward using experiences beyond these traditional fields. When social and political scientists with an interest in political species consult evolutionary biology, however, they discover a number of exciting opportunities. Delimiting species is at the very core of biological science, and it is a complex exercise. Indeed, “the difficulties encountered are a strong indication not only of the great diversity of population phenomena and of types of species found in nature, but, alas, also of much muddled thinking. It is evident that the word “species” has meant and still means different things to different people” (Mayr 1963: 15). This characterization is still valid today, although advances have been made in various directions.

Before we go into a discussion of the concept and which criteria organizations must fulfill to gain species status, we can say a few words about the place of a species in the living world. A species is considered a component of all living beings, and therefore an individual species belongs to a hierarchically lower rank (taxon) than the more encompassing ranks (taxa) above it, such as “genera” and “family,” and even more inclusive ranks that bring together increasingly diverse groups of species. A species, therefore, has some unique properties that separate it from other more- or less-related species.

Notwithstanding various disagreements, uncertainties, and priorities, the biological species concept emphasizes that individual organisms belonging to the same species can produce fertile offspring and, hence, continue evolutionary lineages, which are essential to survival as species. This definition has also been discussed, and it can be argued that there are some, often minor, exceptions to this general characterization that are valid for most species. The validity of the concept is also discussed in relation to such issues as asexual reproduction, dealt with under the concept of parthenogenesis, in relation to self-pollination in plants and in relation to hybridization (Wheeler and Meier 2000; Abbott, Ritchie, and Hollingsworth 2008).

Successful reproduction in nature, however, is not the only criteria in the definition of biological species. It is further a key feature that organisms share essential parts of the genetic material, that they have basic morphological properties in common, that their physiology reveals how their body parts work in similar ways, and that they occupy equivalent spaces in nature. The genetic background gives us knowledge about the pool of traits that species are shaped by thorough ancestry, provides them with many fundamental characters, and distinguishes them from other kinds of species. The morphological dimension can give us knowledge about their basic structures, which are further related to the coordination of how their bodies work in their overall physiology. Finally, adaptations to different environments are crucial for species, as these offer variable conditions in their search for resources in competition and cooperation with other species. Together, such basic genetic, morphological, physiological, and environmental factors help us differentiate between species.

To some degree, the emphasis on these different criteria is related to the specialization in biological science. There are many different subdisciplines, each with its own subject matter, key concepts, and elaborated theories. In addition, they are characterized by specific disciplinary developments, which implies that advances in the definition of species are uneven. Thus, geneticists tend to concentrate on the cell and molecular levels and apply methods other than, for instance, ecologists, who operate at more aggregated analytical levels, such as communities and ecosystems, which provide different sets of information on species.

For an external observer, biology may appear rather monolithic, and compared to the social and political sciences, we can count on a higher degree of consensus, but a closer look at this research also exposes a number of conceptual differences. Indeed, even within the different subdisciplines, there can be various scholarly opinions, but knowledge can also be contradictory and prevent drawing firm conclusions. This reflects the complexity of the discipline and complicates the integration of experiences from different subdisciplines into a unified definition of species.

For the purpose of our study, the criteria in the definition of species are all highly interesting and can serve as important inspirations, but some are easier to embrace and translate than others. These are intimately related, hard to separate, and have given rise to many historical and contemporary debates. A general lesson is that species are endowed with a range of shared properties, such as origin, structure, function, and behavior, that define them and separate them from other species along different gradients, and together these properties enable their existence in nature.

A thorough evaluation of these criteria implies that we count in various dynamics. In fact, the proper study of species involves not only current species and their various roots but also the life of extinct species, as covered by the discipline of paleontology and its key principles (Simpson 1944; Gould 2002: 745–796). A strong interest in the historical dimension is required, and this is important to bear in mind when studying social and political phenomena, although the time frame here is, of course, considerably shorter than in nature, with a comparatively late formation of human societies not to speak of the relatively recent arrival of private organizations in politics.

Another important dynamic is observable within species, which are not constant entities. Within species, we may find interesting variation among organisms that are exposed to different environments, and over time, smaller differences may accumulate to the effect that new species emerge. Therefore, the definition of species cannot be entirely settled through theoretical argument and clear-cut definitions, and species must be empirically examined in nature, thus offering complex material for classification and further theory building.



The challenges of translation

A careful reinterpretation and translation of ideas from evolutionary biology is useful to examine many social and political phenomena, and we will gain important guidance that is otherwise hard to obtain. Translation poses many challenges, though. When we bring different disciplines into contact, the essential job is not to compare and develop both disciplines or, for that matter, reach a better understanding of specific units of analysis within the biological and political domains. The translation is unidirectional. We use concepts and ideas from evolutionary biology to understand private organizations, but we do not seek inspiration in the social and political sciences to study various animal or plant communities as “political systems” with corresponding “political actors” in the form of animals and plants—nor is there the ambition to make predictions about private organizations on the basis of experiences from the natural world. The performance of species in politics is complex, and biology can only provide limited knowledge on their future existence and survival. Assisted by ideas and concepts developed within evolutionary biology, we can, however, examine the diversity of private organizations that historically have been engaged in politics or are currently active.

The majority of scholars with a professional background in biology are not concerned with transferring traditions to other areas and generally adhere to their own subject field, wide or narrow, but the interest in such projects is stronger with regard to the micro level than to the macro level sketched above. There seems to be a greater ambition in the social and political sciences, or at least in some segments, to tap into perspectives offered in biology. Although some scholars are concerned with the translation of such ideas, they do not take a strong interest in translating the species concept per se, and species is, without further ado, equated with humans and thus different from our endeavor that sees private organizations as political species.

Obviously, the unit of analysis, the different private organizations in political life, is not in any way similar to species examined in zoology and botany. Using an analogy to study private organizations as political species, we acknowledge that the transfer from biology to politics poses some key methodological problems (Patzelt 2017). In terms of analogy, different but related questions can be asked whether we want to study evolution beyond biology in broader terms, in particular branches of the social and political sciences, or with regard to specific kinds of actors (Peters 1980; McKelvey 1982; Prindle 2012; Van den Bergh 2018).

Given these conditions, a translation of ideas and concepts must be accomplished through a series of steps involving the path from biology to the social and political sciences and the move from the social and political sciences to those private organizations that become involved in political activity. These translations must pay attention to complex factors in each of the steps and, therefore, address both general problems and tackle concrete empirical issues.

A wholesale application of ideas and concepts is neither feasible nor desirable; indeed, it would both neglect the unique work done in biology and ignore the specific political context. Such a rigid exercise would do damage to the analysis of private organizations in politics, and we would be left with a caricature. Therefore, we are not working with a full analogy but a partial analogy—not only because the subject matters are different but also because not all the major ideas and concepts lend themselves to translation. Some are invalid and must be discarded, while others seem promising and demand further investigations, and in the following, we will briefly discuss some basic limitations and options.

A major feature of living organisms is sexual reproduction, but various kinds of breeding and mating are not relevant in our case. This notion is not really possible to fruitfully develop, which is obviously an important reservation when transferring basic thoughts from biology. Instead of focusing on biological organisms, which could also involve humans, we take an interest in entities that are not physical persons but are generally organized as legal persons, although the formal character of private actors can vary significantly.

While the organizations have no genetic ancestry, they certainly have important roots, and origin is one of the key dimensions that helps us classify private organizations. Historical roots are important, and in many ways, ancestral organizations pass on a variety of interests and values and assist in the creation of ever-new private entities without these being genetically coded. These roots are related to markets and civil society, which guide organizations, and this is another tool that enables us to distinguish major kinds of actors. The lack of a genetic dimension seems to have some consequences for the abundance of political species. In nature, the genetic pool is significant, forming new generations, but the various backgrounds of private organizations are shaped by other mechanisms that affect variation and deserve attention. Compared to the diversity of species in nature (Mayr 1982: 133–146; Wilson 2001: 33–46; Swingland 2013),4 the number of these actors tends to be very limited but still complex enough to catalogue, as we will discuss in the following.

In addition to their origin, private organizations can be distinguished through their different internal structures, their different resources and tasks, and their multiple interactions with the environment. In all these basic respects, it is possible to seek insights from biology, and to guide us, we draw on a number of key concepts from evolutionary biology. Some of them seem relatively familiar in the social and political sciences, such as the concept of adaptation, while others, such as the concept of biogeography, have rarely or never been addressed. And, if they have actually been applied, they have not been discussed in relation to the meso level and our specific unit of analysis but mainly or exclusively to the micro or macro levels, such as the concept of evolution, which has mainly been discussed in relation to human behavior or society. Even in cases where concepts have been applied to the meso level, only certain aspects have received attention, and the translation of ideas is fragmented. Therefore, a stronger and targeted utilization of major interrelated concepts is required, and they will be elicited from the pertinent biological literature, in each case demanding a careful translation.

In essence, species in nature and in politics display many important differences, and this proviso is important in order not to invalidate the transfer of ideas from biology to the realm of politics. This said, it should be possible to follow the broader biological approach, center on some key organizational dimensions, and draw on the basic criteria in the definition of biological species outlined earlier.



The diversity of political species

Until now, we have sketched how and under which conditions ideas from the study of species in biology can be applied, and we have also provided some examples of actors that are eligible and that do not qualify for inclusion in the study of private organizations. We need, however, to further specify this diverse group of political species and discuss some of the problems that complicate the selection of organizations.

Private organizations encompass a rich diversity of actors; some relate to politics, and some are not engaged in this activity, and it is only the former group of actors we are concerned with. In this study, private organizations with a permanent or temporary ambition, either rather implicit or explicitly expressed, but in certain cases concealed or even denied, are relevant to study as political species. Accordingly, their capacity to become involved in politics in a domestic or international context varies. Politics must not be understood in a very narrow and conventional sense, however. Accordingly, organizations rooted in market and civil society influence public policy in a rich variety of ways by either opposing, encouraging, or assisting initiatives or by creating their own ways of problem solving to prevent, postpone, or replace policies adopted in a traditional political framework, and, therefore, many activities unfold beyond formal political institutions.

The organizations have a private origin and rely on different kinds of action. Essentially, they are related to two major subsystems—namely the market and civil society—and with this economic and social background, firms and citizens find a variety of formats to organize and represent preferences in political contexts. In other words, the market and civil society can be seen as pools from which to draw various interests, but the whole pools are not necessarily exploited, and not all areas of the pools are covered equally effectively, giving rise to the emergence of organizations with different roots, structures, tasks, and relations.

The specific organization and coordination of interests are influenced by factors in the institutional environment, and these will have a direct or indirect impact on the formation and work of private organizations even if public institutions do not found or govern them in a strict sense. Thus, public institutions can encourage the creation of organizations and support them in various ways, but they can also influence the direction of concrete activities. They can further cultivate relations with certain organizations, grant them special rights, and integrate them into policymaking. In this process, private organizations may share responsibility for elements of public policy, and, of course, there is the ultimate risk that private organizations may lose their autonomy and be controlled by government, but it can be difficult to determine when they pass such a threshold. Nevertheless, such trajectories are important to keep in mind when studying the evolution of private organizations.

By focusing on autonomous private organizations, we include experiences from countries and contexts where private organizations, in principle, are today free to establish and develop political activity. It is, however, hard to determine such boundaries because the conditions facing these organizations vary across institutional contexts and policy fields, and they are also changeable, but we largely refer to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, which, after all, display a number of commonalities with regard to the role of private organizations. This does not suggest that evolutionary approaches are inapplicable beyond this framework, but some additional premises need to be established, and further theoretical developments are required for such analyses. With a particular concern for this group of countries, from which selected cases will be drawn, we are likely to find a comparatively high degree of diversity among private organizations, and this has some affinity with the basic condition in nature where there is no single power to manage the evolution of species. Nonetheless, this view on diversity does not imply that all private organizations will have equal opportunities or equal influence on politics.

In brief, the study of private actors embraces a diversity of organizations. Although political parties are integrated into the functions of governments and parliaments, they are still private entities. The private status of actors is no doubt easier to recognize in the case of the many associations and movements that seek to organize a diversity of interests in society and, depending on their objectives and activities, tend to be less connected with official state bodies. The private character is perhaps also apparent in the case of many knowledge-based organizations, such as think tanks and foundations, which engage in public discourse but are furnished by private resources.

Organizations managed as corporations, such as consulting firms, may also engage in political action as their primary purpose. They have the same tasks as many other private organizations mentioned here, and, therefore, important overlaps exist in their various missions, but they do not organize groups as such, and, thus, private organizations involved in political activities are underpinned by a variety of structures, a factor that complicates the definition of private organizations.

The theoretical concepts employed to characterize them are equally diverse. While political parties are unsurprisingly studied under the label of “political parties” and in many ways form a specific subcategory of private organizations, the concepts used to describe and analyze other actors are numerous, capturing different features such as membership, funding, governance, or other properties. This might lead us to believe that we have to deal with very different entities, while in reality, different concepts are often used for the same kind of organizations, such as associations.

First, a factor that complicates the development of a unified conceptual language is that organizations are approached from different theoretical angles and disciplines. Thus, political science, sociology, anthropology, economics, law, organization theory, and management science grapple to different extents with the organization of private interest in politics, and in these scholarly communities, multiple concepts are to be found. Within each of these major disciplines, we also find different conceptual traditions. A particular challenge is that scholars specializing in comparative politics tend to use different concepts for private organizations than researchers examining their role in international politics, and aligning these can be difficult.

Second, the private organizations studied in this book are referred to in different ways in various geographic, cultural, and semantic contexts, and a major reason for the conceptual variation is that they occupy different roles in politics and that their positions are perceived differently. Therefore, it can be difficult to arrive at universally accepted concepts, and if we do, there is a risk that experiences and traditions in specific countries and cultures come to dominate such concepts, and, hence, variations are not sufficiently accounted for. These are challenges that have an impact on the viability and application of concepts, and they can complicate the identification and classification of political species.

Third, throughout history, different kinds of organizations have expressed private concerns in politics. In the past, they were given different labels by their contemporaries, and also today, various concepts circulate. Some actors have become extinct, while others have survived, maybe under new names, reflecting new historical conditions and understandings of their role in politics. Furthermore, a variety of novel organizations have emerged, demanding their own vocabulary. These experiences can be difficult to summarize, but if we neglect historical organizations and practices, some of them still in existence, we fail to recognize the evolutionary character of species in politics. In fact, there are both important continuities and discontinuities in history that should be examined.

In sum, research on private actors in politics bears strong witness to the fragmentation in empirical focus and conceptual language. Scholars tend to concentrate on a single type of actor, for instance, political parties, examining how this group of actors competes and cooperates, but tend to ignore other, related private actors in their environment, thus missing many important aspects of their evolution. In addition, the use of different concepts for the same or closely related organizations prevents an exchange of experiences and inhibits a dialogue that is otherwise needed to address problems of joint concern.

After all, the carving out and attribution of the same concepts are required to define political species and systematically organize knowledge. This includes both the recognition of similar properties and the identification of divergent features among private organizations. In an evolutionary perspective, the large and diverse community of private organizations has common roots, but, with the passing of time, these organizations specialize and enter into new kinds of relations with their environment through mutual adaptation. The goal is not to describe and analyze all of these actors and their evolution in minute detail but to highlight major categories of organizations active in contemporary politics.



Overview of chapters

We can now turn toward the specific concepts taken from evolutionary biology and translated to politics, following the meso approach, especially to the diversity of private organizations. Obviously, not all the literature on evolutionary biology is applicable to political science, and not all concepts and principles are relevant. Therefore, a critical reading of both classic and current works is essential to identifying significant ideas and concepts.

The main body of this book includes three interconnected themes that are placed in a deliberate order. The first theme highlights the time dimension (Chapter 2) because species in nature and in politics are tied to and must always be understood in the context of time. The second major theme seeks to place species in relation to the space dimension because they always emerge in and unfold activity in relation to various kinds of space (Chapters 3, 4, and 5). Although the role of species is of course integrated in the discussion on time and space, we pay further attention to the species dimension (Chapters 6, 7, and 8), and species are neither in nature nor in politics alone but interact with other species in their environment. The complex interrelationships between private organizations as political species, time, and space are shown in Figure 1.1, where different combinations of dimensions can also be examined.

This book builds on a number of key concepts that all have a prominent place in evolutionary biology, providing new insights for this study. Each of these concepts offers novel insights into the evolution of organizations, but taken together, they yield an even stronger foundation for understanding the emergence, interaction, and adaptation of private actors. The concepts are intimately related, and some constructive overlaps are therefore both unavoidable and necessary to demonstrate the theoretical benefits of evolutionary biology when translated to a very different domain of science.

The individual chapters will each consist of three parts: first, a presentation of the relevant concepts and some of the related sub-concepts as discussed in biology; second, a discussion of how existing research has grappled with these problems and how the particular concepts can be applied to private organizations; and third, some brief analyses of selected cases that cover different aspects of the concepts. Some cases scrutinize a particular organization, while others are concerned with a larger group of organizations, and although most concentrate on contemporary problems, some historical experiences will also be addressed.

These smaller cases must primarily be seen as affirmative examples. This is a deliberate choice because the application of evolutionary thinking, moving it from one strand of research to another, has in many respects not been undertaken before. At first glance, the applicability of such ideas to private organizations may seem doubtful, and so it is in many ways more fascinating should these illustrations document the relevance of this reasoning. Of course, they do not deliver the final proof of the validity of biological ideas but rather provide promising evidence and encourage us to further qualify the cases.

[image: A triangle in which median lines are joined at the center with three corners labeled as space, time, and political species private organizations.]Figure 1.1 Species, time, and space

After presenting the main argument, using guidance from evolutionary biology to analyze private organizations as political species, and discussing problems of application in Chapter 1, Chapter 2 is dedicated to the concept of evolution.
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