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ABSTRACT

Easton's systems theory greatly contributed to the field of political science by providing a useful holistic framework, demonstrating how the
political system functions, by meeting societal demands with policy outputs. Easton s interest lay in the political system's persistence, which
in his model, merely required the existence of community. Communities, however, require state-provided security to survive in a hostile
international environment. Hence, this paper builds a sub-systemic governance model able to explain domestic political system and state
persistence. The model argues that large input generating groups require sufficient allocation of public goods for the long term maintenance
of the domestic political system. Application of the model to the successful South Korean case demonstrated that the share of public goods
increased along with the size of the input generating group. Long term disruption of this critical subsystem in countries with large input
generating groups, however, can destabilize the state and its domestic political system with increased pressure from unmet societal demands.

This new sub-systemic model seeks to advance understanding of the operation of the system and open up new areas of research into the
persistence of the domestic political system. The systems approach has greatly contributed to the study of politics. David Easton's seminal
Systems Theory drew attention to important aspects of political life and provided a critical framework with which to understand and analyze
inputs into the political system and policy outputs to the social environment. The advancement of systems theory in political science was
hobbled, however by methodological shortcomings. Easton failed to operationalize key concepts, and as a result, the theory was neither
applied nor tested. In addition, Easton's all-inclusive system design was unable to give insight into several systems-related questions areas
of interest to social scientists, including the survival or collapse of states and their domestic political systems, regime change, and variation
in the nature of policy outputs or societal inputs. Combining Easton s policy process framework with methodologically rigorous approaches
sharing key system's theory assumptions helps to deepen understanding of these issues. By narrowing Easton's system to a critical subsystem

comprised of the leader and his/her supporters, it becomes evident that changes in the size of the input-generating group can markedly affect
the quality of government policy outputs. This new sub systemic model yields the prediction that leader s seeking to maintain power will al-

locate an increased ratio of public goods to private goods, the larger the size of the input generating group. After operationalizing the size of
the input-generating group and the share of public vs. private goods allocated through economic policy, this paper applies this sub systemic
hypothesis to explain recent changes in economic policy making in South Korea. Modernization theory provides the added insight that the
forces of industrialization and economic development are increasing the size of the input-generating group in societies throughout the world,

which are calling for public policy goods, in the form of democratic political rights as well as improved overall living standards. Leadership
failing to respond to these increased demands over a prolonged period not only provokes regime change, but, in certain circumstances, can

destabilize and trigger the collapse of states and of domestic political systems. Research into underdeveloped institutions, economic power
concentration, sectarian division and other factors impeding delivery of public goods to large input generating groups, can offer further
insight into the question of systemic persistence, the central concern of Easton s systems theory. The article first critiques the strengths and
weaknesses of Easton’s systems theory. A sub-systemic model is offered to ameliorate the methodological shortcomings of Easton's systems

theory while making it applicable to questions concerning the persistence of domestic political systems and state maintenance. Applied
to two cases of Korean industrial restructuring, the predictions of the sub-systemic model hold true: small input generating groups under
authoritarian rule were associated with provision of private goods, whereas larger input generating groups under democracy produced
policies that allocated public goods. The final section of the paper then explores the possible collapse of the domestic political system in

cases where leadership is unable to provide public goods to large input generating groups.
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SYSTEMS THEORY IN
POLITICAL SCIENCE

Systems theory’s popularity in political science
grew following World War Two through the
work of David Easton, the leading proponent
in the field advocating application of systems
theory. Easton sought to build an analytical,
abstract, value-neutral, empirical theory which
could explain the survival and persistence of
political systems. Focusing on the macro-level,
Easton’s systems theory (1953) sought to un-
derstand society as a whole by studying the
interrelated processes and relationships which
contributed towards the system’s continuity.
He viewed government institutions and society
as an interdependent whole, held together by
elaborate systems of exchanges between the
system, its environment and subsystems. His
approach provides a useful framework with
which to distinguish political relationships
from other social relationships and study their
mutual interaction.

Easton’s systems theory first established
a boundary between the political system and
its environment, the larger society. His system
described a five stage policy-making process,
consisting of input, conversion, output, feedback
and environment. The social environment sur-
rounding the political system initially generated
demands for government policy goods. He
termed these ‘inputs’into the system. Demands
were then reduced and transformed into issues.
‘Gatekeepers’ who “straddled the channels
of admission to the system” regulated these
processes, with political leaders enjoying the
capacity to set the agenda for political discus-
sion (Easton,1965a, p. 21). Demands led to
decisions or policy ‘outputs’ of policy, directed
towards a portion of society. Policy outputs then
interacted with and transformed societal forces.
The structure of the political system is dynamic
and will adjust, enabling the system to persist.

Easton’s systems theory is holistic, subsum-
ing all levels of analysis, which enables politics
to be seen in its entirety. The theory is therefore
able to account for the demands of any group
at any given time, the system’s environmental

effects, and the feedback from the environment
back on decision-makers. By drawing attention
to important aspects of political life, Easton has
thus immensely contributed to the explanation
of political behavior.

CRITIQUES OF EASTON

Easton’s system’s theory suffered from a few
serious deficiencies, however.

Critics charged that Easton’s model failed
to operationalize and test key variables and was
not designed to address questions of interest to
social scientists related to the collapse of do-
mestic political systems, structures of domestic
authority, such as regimes types, or changes in
the nature of policy outputs or societal inputs.

Scholars criticized Easton’s model for re-
maining atthe ‘theoretical level’ and neglecting
to apply his key concepts. Easton had failed
to follow through on his objective to design a
theory capable of empirical verification. “Direct
empirical application” and operationalizing
Easton’s variables remained as an unfulfilled
“vital, separate enterprise” according to H.V.
Wiseman (1965). Basically, the model remained
untestable and unverifiable.

Easton had maintained that the system was
dynamic and would adapt to pressure, and thus
would nearly always persist. He clearly asserts
that regime change would be insufficient to
bring about the end or beginning of a system,
and instead should be viewed as an example of
the system successfully adapting to stressful
disturbances. While Easton stated that termina-
tion of the system was neither impossible nor
unusual, and suggested that it would entail the
system’s “complete breakdown and evapora-
tion” he can find few examples throughout
history and none in the last century (Easton,
1965b, pp. 82-83). Easton’s extremely broad
definition of the system was responsible for this
finding of persistence. As long as individuals
participated in some sort of political activity, the
political community, and thereby the political
system would persist. Even civil wars, revolu-
tions, or military defeats would be unable to
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