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We have argued in Taking the State (Back) Out? (Lee, Walter-Drop, and Wiesel 2014) that
the relationship between statehood and the delivery of public services is not as strong
as conventional wisdom suggests. Our analysis revealed only limited evidence that
strong states are associated with better service delivery outcomes. These results imply
that statehood alone is insufficient for delivering services, leaving explanatory room
for other actors, particularly in areas of limited statehood. B. Guy Peters and Jon Pierre
challenge our conclusions on both conceptual and measurement grounds related to the
state. We welcome this opportunity to advance the debate on the nature of the state and
the task of measuring its key features. However, we defend our conceptualization of
the state as necessary for inquiring about the relationship between statehood and
service delivery, and we maintain that based on this conceptualization, our indicators
for statehood are valid.

Conceptualization

Peters and Pierre argue that our conceptualization of the state as primarily engaged in
maintaining order and extracting revenue is too narrow. In particular, they worry that
this conceptualization misses the wide range of activities in which the “contemporary
state” is engaged. In fact, our approach was a deliberate choice, predicated on three
points.

First, our approach reflects the thematic emphasis in the entire special issue on the
separation between the state and service provision (Krasner and Risse 2014). Krasner
and Risse (2014) define statehood as “the monopoly over the legitimate use of force and
the ability to successfully make, implement, and enforce rules and regulations across
all policy arenas within its territory” (545). Only by avoiding the conflation of the state
with service delivery can researchers begin to investigate the interconnections between
the two, and to “see” service delivery by actors other than the state, such as external
actors. This definition of statehood indeed excludes a broader conception of the welfare
state, as welfare services are a component of the dependent variable (outcomes), not
the independent variable.

Second, this minimal definition of statehood taps into the very core of the state and
can thus be seen as a conservative approach to conceptualizing and measuring state-
hood. We argue that, at the very least, the state has to maintain order and enforce
regulation. If a state cannot even engage in those two fundamental activities, it has
severe problems with its domestic sovereignty. We agree with Peters and Pierre that
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some states (particularly in the Western world) are engaged in a range of functions way
beyond these core functions, but those additional functions are a matter of scope, not
the strength of the state (Fukuyama 2004).

Third, by separating statehood from service delivery, our conservative conceptual-
ization avoids a developed country bias. This approach allows for the possibility of all
the “modern” forms of governance described in Peters and Pierre without taking those
forms for granted. Consider the “enabling state” that delegates service delivery to the
private sector (Gilbert 2005). In weak states, it is not self-evident that there is actually
delegation to the private sector: Private actors may do what they want because of the
state’s inability to regulate their behavior. Moreover, effective governance delegation to
private actors requires a “shadow of hierarchy” (Börzel 2009; Héritier and Eckert 2008),
which presupposes effective regulatory and coercive capability. While the shadow of
hierarchy can be a powerful tool of indirect governance, our conceptual approach asks
whether the state can cast such a shadow at all. When the state fails to carry out its core
functions, there simply is no shadow.

Peters and Pierre also raise a related point about delegation of service delivery to
local governments, arguing that when the central government is weak, local govern-
ment becomes more critical for filling the gaps in revenue extraction and service
delivery. However, even if the central government chooses to delegate to local gov-
ernments, the entity engaged in those activities is still the state. Whether the state has
the fundamental ability to maintain the monopoly of force and to pass, implement, and
enforce regulation applies to both the local and central governments.

Measurement

Peters and Pierre challenge our approach to measuring the enforcement capability of
the state by using fiscal capacity as a proxy. They note that our approach misses some
of the state’s less visible instruments for intervening in the economy, such as subsidies.
They also object to the use of a fiscal measure that focuses only on the kinds of taxes
more commonly levied in developed states, such as income tax.

We do not dispute that states may have a variety of policy levers available to them.
Our fiscal capacity measure asks whether the state is able to collect the corporate and
income taxes it is due according to its own laws. This approach does not preclude all
the other forms of state intervention into the economy mentioned by Peters and Pierre.
That less developed states may rely more heavily on other revenue sources is beside the
point; it does not mean that the state will not want to collect what it is owed. Our
measure is strictly relative to the state’s own rules on income and corporate taxation,
and asks whether those rules are being implemented and enforced. In addition, we
work on the assumption that the state’s own institutional interest should drive it to
invest first and foremost in the implementation of the rules that secure the economic
basis for any kind of state activity. We therefore maintain that a state’s ability to collect
what it is due is thus a meaningful proxy for overall state capacity.

Conclusion

Peters and Pierre rightly highlight the significant variation in forms of governance in
states across the world. Our purpose was not to dispute that states engage in a variety
of activities. Rather, our goal was to challenge the bias of conventional governance
research that conflates statehood and service delivery. Doing so required not simply an
uncoupling between the two, but also a minimal definition of the state and conserva-
tive measurement of statehood. This is not to ignore modern forms of governance but
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to allow us to ask whether the core functions of the state are necessary for service
provision. Our evidence suggests that they may not be as necessary as commonly
assumed. Peters and Pierre note that the contemporary state provides services through
increasingly complex arrangements, but the weak link between statehood and service
delivery underscores the fact that complex governance arrangements can exist, unex-
pectedly, even in conditions of severely limited statehood and not by state design.
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