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provide the opportunity to generate input or feedback that will alter or even prevent the 
legislation. Think about an uncertain dictator who is facing domestic unrest and is worried 
about the reaction to a policy change. By staging a debate on the policy in his puppet 
legislature, he can provoke a public reaction and get a hint of feedback without actually 
taking the risk of changing the policy and sparking a revolution.

It’s also true that the institutions we utilize can go so far as to shape basic behavior in 
our day-to-day lives. Governments that demand citizen participation also demand that 
citizens be at least somewhat aware of public policy. Those governments that act in a 
paternalistic manner are likely to breed citizens who are dependent on strong leadership. 
Institutions that hunt down and punish dissent generate fear, isolation, and atomization. 
Nothing’s new with that idea: Aristotle, Rousseau, and many later theorists understood that 
human beings are the products of the societies they create. Furthermore, the institutions a 
nation utilizes reveal something about that society’s overall view of human nature, and that 
connects to the earlier point that presumptions about human nature shape the ideals of a 
nation’s political institutions.
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The process of becoming a political science professor is much like a medieval apprentice-
ship in which you sell your soul to an established professor and trade years of slave labor 
to learn the field and become a professor yourself. Then you get to torture your own 

One of the grand masters of science fiction, Larry Niven, 

rates a respectable 11 on the geek scale. He’s near the top 

of the geek coolness factor, but with the scads and scads 

of awards he’s won, he only manages the middle of the 

obscurity is cool index. Perhaps the most significant thing 

about Larry’s fifty or so novels is the way he plays with 

structures as the driving element of his narrative. Most 

famously, he wrote and won all kinds of awards for 

Ringworld. Ringworld is a ring a few thousand miles wide 

that is the size of the earth’s orbit and was built around a 

sun like ours. It spins, just enough to generate 1G of force 

on the inside edge, and the sheer amount of real estate 

there is on that inside edge is… a lot—a thousand times 

as much as the earth’s surface kind of a lot. Several novels 

cover Ringworld’s discovery by humans, the mystery of 

how it was built, and how its structure would affect the 

evolution of all the earth flora and fauna that had been 

transplanted there a million years in the past.

Whether the life-support structure was built like ring-

world, or a strange but natural phenomena like the smoke 

ring where a star has rings like Saturn and they are dense 

enough to hold a band of breathable air, the effect of the 

specifics of an environment structure on life and humanity 

is common thread through much of Niven’s work. When a 

planet held on to ten times as much of its primal atmo-

sphere as the earth, the people who discovered it ended up 

living on the equivalent of the Himalayan plateau, and just 

like the specific institutions a government adopts can have 

a huge impact on the lives of people who live in a country, 

the specifics about how life’s most essential elements, air, 

water and Wi-Fi, shape the lives of the people who live in 

Larry’s stories.
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