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fail to pull off their grand design. Sometimes the show ends with a visit six months later, 
and we see the bankrupt, no-longer-quite-sane couple living illegally in a mess of plywood, 
exposed wiring, and despair. I’m just waiting for the spin-off series: Grand Divorces.

Unfortunately, if you’re not careful, watching people build stuff can also be educational. 
If you let a ten-year-old watch enough of Megastructures, Extreme Engineering, and Rise 
of the Machines, he or she will inevitably build a full-scale battleship with a special deck 
just for ponies, dragons, and unicorns.

Government structures are, conceptually at least, similar to that ten-year-old who builds 
the capability to project extremes of military hubris to the far corners of the globe. They are 
both prone to tantrums and tend to throw fits when they don’t get their way. Wait, no, that 
isn’t quite right. There is an analogy here, honest. Give me a second. Or maybe it’s supposed 
to be a metaphor. Now a metaphor is like an analogy, which is like a simile but is actually a 
statement of logical . . . arrgh. Where’s a copy editor when you actually need one? Seriously, 
hound me over commas and cut out all my favorite semicolons, but when I really need her . . .

Okay, forget all that.
Government structures are the interdependent essential elements of governing that 

determine, enable, and limit the form and function of a government and are sustained over 
time. Wow, that sounds a lot like a definition. Basically, they are a lot like the absolutely 
essential elements of a house, such as plumbing or wiring or Wi-Fi, and that is a simile, 
which is a type of metaphor . . . so there.

Spoiler Alert 

This and the next few chapters focus on some of the big and obvious structures of govern-
ment. Just as the foundation is a necessary part of every house, these governmental functions 
are a necessary part of just about any modern government. For example, all governments 
must establish the rules of acceptable behavior within their state boundaries. Consequently, 
every government must have a legislative structure for creating laws. That legislative structure 
might be a magic goat that whispers new laws to the king’s favorite mistress or it can be a 
bunch of rich old men arguing and voting, but no matter what form it takes, it has to be there. 
Because laws and decisions must be implemented, every government must have an executive 

AT THE BOTTOM OF A RABBIT HOLE
An insane hatmaker may ask you to ...

•• Distinguish between structures and institutions, because someone needs to.

•• Describe the role of human nature in the construction of political institutions.

•• Understand the real challenges facing political institutions.

•• Game Break: Establish your own government by playing SimCity as laid out in this chapter.
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