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Surprise and Restructuring: Wildavsky’s Study on Political Culture
Yang Huirong (Shanxi University)

Abstract: This paper mainly explains the paths of changes in political culture, which was deeply studied by Wildavsky who
was one of the most significant representatives of political cultural renaissance in the western countries during the 1980s and
the 1990s. As we know. most scholars consider political culture as the safety net of maintaining the social stability and as
the antithesis of changes in political culture, think that political culture is a set of political attitudes, political habits and
political beliefs which is formed by the mechanism of “socialization”, and emphasize that it prefers stability and it is very
difficult to use “political culture” to explain lots of political changes in the real world. Thus we could inevitably say that it
is a static concept without vigor.

Of course, this kind of “stability” is compared with great changes or shifts in the field of society. economy and
politics, and people often use this concept to explain the differences in social, economic and political shifts among various
countries (or communities) , and therefore, it has become a very important research method in the field of comparative
politics. However, if we want to explain political changes in only one country (or community) , it may become a very hard
thing for those traditional theories of political culture which focused on “stability”. Based on the current research situation,
Wildavsky’s Culture Theory found a new way to attempt to break through pre-scholars” studies which paid more attention
to the static state of culture, tried to illustrate the interactive relationship between political beliefs and social system,
explored political culture’ s dynamic mechanisms, and finally advanced the combination of political culture and political
changes.

According to Wildavsky’s study, we could find two common paths that how political culture changed: “surprise” and
culture restructuring. Firstly, when the reality deviated from people’s expectations all the time, then “surprise” would
occur, and in the end people might turn to find another political culture pattern (or way of life) which fits with the present
world more neatly. At that time, there would be great changes in political culture. Secondly, in the countries (or
communities) such as America. whose political culture is diverse or plural, for the purpose of getting acclimatized to the
new surroundings. different political culture patterns (or ways of life) would frequently ally with other ways of life, or
break their alliance and even choose to ally again — that is to say culture restructuring which could be properly used to
explain the political shifts in a country (or community) with cultural diversity. Thus we can see that Wildavsky’s Culture
Theory follows particular patterns and rules in interpreting changes in political culture and this theory’s strong points are
obvious. The more important is that we could find corresponding cases in our country or others for these two paths of
changes in political culture as mentioned before, and that would give us much more valuable enlightenment to understand
the changes in political culture.

The innovation of this paper is that it combed through Wildavsky’s study on the paths that how political culture
changed. and at the same time illuminated its extensible significance combined with some examples at home and abroad.
There are very few similar studies on this matter in our China presently.

Key words: surprise; culture restructuring; Wildavsky; changes in political culture
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