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Foreword 

The PSC has a central role in shaping the kind of public administration and public service that will help 

South Africa achieve its developmental goals. 

 

The PSC has therefore embarked on a project to prepare three discussion documents on the 

developmental state: The first paper will clarify and promote a shared understanding of the concept of a 

developmental state, and two further papers will be on the bureaucratic and public service leadership 

underpinnings of a developmental state. 

 

Key objectives of the project are to   

• critically review public administration institutions and practice with a view to advising 

key decision-makers about the direction of change of public administration in order for 

South Africa to become a developmental state; and 

• develop a strategic framework on both public service and administration, and 

administrative leadership that should underpin a developmental state in South Africa. 

 

After completion of the papers, it is envisaged that a conference on public service and administration 

and on the developmental state will be held. The outputs of the project and the conference will help to 

generate debates on the nature and characteristics of the public service that should underpin a 

developmental state in South Africa. 

 

Although the products developed – at the present stage – do not yet reach such conclusions or make 

firm proposals, key learnings have already been made that would position the PSC to make direction-

setting proposals and develop the envisaged strategic framework. 

 

One such product is this paper, and the PSC is inviting comments on it at this early stage in order to keep 

its stakeholders abreast of the unfolding debate. 

 

 

 

Mr B.M. Mthembu 

CHAIRPERSON 

Date: 
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Executive Summary 

 

Developmental state (DS) as a development theory and as a model of development is gaining global 

attention in both scholarly and policy circles.  This interest is primarily due to the “miraculous” 

development performance of the East Asian countries of Japan, Korea, Taiwan and Singapore, as well as 

South Asian countries of Malaysia and Thailand.  More recently, the DS framework has been used to 

explain the remarkable social and economic performance of the current global manufacturing workshop 

of the world, China, and the high level of economic growth coupled with the reduction of poverty that 

was witnessed in Vietnam, as well as its relatively low Gini coefficient.  The concept has found resonance 

in other contexts, including in the Nordic countries, especially Norway and Sweden, as well as in two 

African countries, namely Botswana and Mauritius.  The development performance of all these 

countries has been attributed to the nature and character of their states, which have been described as 

development-orientated.  Similarly, the recent development performance of Brazil, including its massive 

reduction of poverty and inequality, and its strong industrial performance from the mid-1990s, are 

attributed to the fact that Brazil has become a DS.  

 

The DS framework has subsequently found resonance in other contexts, including in South Africa.  The 

South African government has adopted the DS model as the overarching development agenda of the 

country.  This is premised on the assumption that it would be a panacea for the country’s triple 

development deficits of high levels of poverty, inequality and unemployment, as well as a basis to 

ensure structural transformation of the country’s economy.  In fact, strengthening South Africa’s 

industrial basis and being able to transit to a green economy is being premised on the country’s ability 

to construct a DS.     

 

This paper provides a conceptual framework of a DS for the Public Service Commission (PSC) to enable it 

to fulfil its constitutional roles of, among others, providing advice to government, especially the national 

executive and legislature, as well as other spheres for government on personnel matters; proposing 

measures to ensure efficient and effective public service; and giving directions on personnel matters, 

among others. With that said, the primary objective of this paper is to enable the PSC to have a common 

understanding of the concept as a basis for engaging with other stakeholders.  
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Definition of Developmental State 

Chalmer Johnson, who coined the contemporary usage of a DS, defines it as a “plan-rational state” that 

sets “substantive social and economic goals” and that assumes direct developmental functions, 

including the transformation of the structure of the economy.  It is a state in which the strategic quality 

of economic policy is reflected within the government, principally through the high status accorded to 

top bureaucrats in key economic cluster ministries.  It is also one where effectiveness (that is, the ability 

to plan and deliver against what has been planned), as opposed to efficiency (as defined in strict 

economic terms), is the immediate and ultimate evaluative standard of government 

performance.  Johnson’s concept therefore contained two critical elements in thinking of a DS, namely 

its ideological disposition (which informs its strategic goals) and its institutional architecture (that is, 

state internal institutions and its relations to society) that enabled it to develop and implement policies 

to achieve its goals. 

 

In the light of the above, a DS can simply be defined as one whose ideological underpinnings are 

developmental and one that seriously attempts to construct and deploy its administrative and political 

resources towards the task of economic development.  In effect, a DS is defined based on its ideological 

disposition and the nature and character of its institutional structures.  In spite of this, there is a 

considerable divergence about what constitutes developmentalism, that is, “the development in a DS” 

and its institutional architecture.  

 

Ideology Nexus: Thinking of Developmentalism – “Development in the DS” 

It is the ideological disposition of political leaders that enable them to articulate an overarching national 

development goal and to establish organisational structures and processes towards its attainment.  In a 

DS, this is driven by a nationalist agenda, that is, the desire and will to prioritise one’s own national 

interests over other interests.  The nationalist development project is informed by the situational 

imperatives from country to country.  Notwithstanding the above, its primary goal must be aimed to 

ensuring sustained accumulation and improved standards of living of people through, among others, 

enhancement of the productivity capacities (including human and physical capacities) of a society.  

 

In the first generation work on the DS developmentalism, the development project was conceived 

narrowly in economic terms, that is, in terms of industrial development and economic 

development.  However, to conceive the development agenda of even the East Asian DS as such is to 
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miss the point as they had a more inclusive development goal.  There is a growing recognition of this 

fact based on new bodies of knowledge and following a closer examination of the policy orientations of 

these countries.  Consequently, developmentalism is conceived as human capabilities expansion.  This is 

not only the primary goal of development but its main drivers.  The point therefore is that 

developmentalism of the 20th century DS entailed both industrialisation and expansion of human 

capabilities.  The fact that DSs have uplifted millions of their people from poverty is not something that 

happened by accident but through concerted investment in education, health, and measures that 

increase both the income and assets of people.  

 

Nonetheless, if developmentalism of the 20th-century DS entailed capabilities expansion and equity, 

then it was environmentally blind.  Industrialisation was trumpeted without regard to its impacts on the 

environment.  Furthermore, the industrialisation experience of the 20th-century DS was ecologically 

unsustainable.  In the light of this, in thinking of 21st-century developmentalism, green development has 

to occupy a prime place.  

 

Critical Elements of Developmentalism in the 21st Century 

Developmentalism of the 21st-century DS can therefore be conceived as one that entails 

industrialisation, equitable economic growth (E-growth), expansion of human capabilities and 

environmental sustainability.  This is termed development nationalism.  Thus, unlike the 20th-century 

DS that was driven by “economic nationalism”, the 21st-century DS has to be driven by “development 

nationalism”.  

 

Institutional Nexus:  The Nature and Character of DS Institutional Structures and Processes 

The nature and character of DS institutions is one of their main defining attributes.  It is these that 

determine the capacity of a DS to formulate and implement its development agenda in a coherent and 

binding fashion.  Institutions mean both the formal and informal rules of the game that structure human 

interactions as well as the formal organisational structures of the state (the legislature, bureaucracy, for 

example) and informal societal structures, such as a network of interactions or a set of 

norms.  Institutional architecture that provides incentives for citizens, organisations (both public and 

private) to realise their capacities have accounted for developmental success.  In contrast, institutions 

that create disincentives for citizens and organisations have resulted in developmental failure.  
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Autonomy: Capable Organisational and Technical Capacities 

DSs are distinguished by the fact that they establish capable institutions, which gives them the capacity 

for effective, selective and sustained interventions to positively alter their countries’ development 

trajectories.  The concept of Embedded Autonomy or Synergistic Autonomy best captures the nature 

and character of DSs’ institutions.  

 

The concept of autonomy can broadly be understood as the ability of a DS to formulate and consistently 

implement collective goals instead of public officials pursuing their individual or sectional 

interests.  Autonomy connotes the fact that a DS acts as a coherent and collective entity, which makes it 

difficult for it to be captured by sectional interests.  Inherent to the concept of autonomy are two key 

attributes of a DS, namely, its organisational and technical capacities.  Its core variables are meritocratic 

recruitments based primarily on educational qualifications and the passing of open, competitive 

entrance examinations; predictable long-term career paths; and strong coordination and 

synchronisation of government’s programmes and policies, exemplified by a coordinating 

agency/superministry.  

 

The effectiveness of the DS is ensured through the insulation of bureaucrats by the political leadership 

from direct political pressure.  Because politicians are motivated by short-term gains as they seek 

popular support, long-term economic strategy must, as far as possible, be insulated from the vagaries of 

competing political demands, which if acceded to, would undermine national development.  This is the 

primary motive for insulation.  

 

Democracy and the Developmental State 

The dominant literature of the DS presupposes that it is inherently undemocratic, primarily due to the 

fact that the contemporary usage of the concept focused on East Asia.  This is a misconception because 

the first country, Japan, to which the term was applied, was democratic.  What is more, there is no 

correlation between regime types and development.  Hence, the development first and democracy later 

hypothesis is wrong.  More importantly, because development is freedom, democracy is an integral part 

of development.  Therefore, a DS must inherently be democratic – a point that the first generation 

literature on the subject missed.  In effect, a DS must engender political freedom.  
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Effectiveness versus Efficiency 

Unlike in the New Public Management (NPM), a DS focuses primarily on effectiveness rather than on 

efficiency, where processes are ends in themselves.  Because of its strategic approach, a DS is not 

ideologically committed to any specific policy instruments but adopts policies that enable it to achieve 

its developmental goal.  Also, a DS tends to avoid elaborate procedures and laws because of their 

disabling effects on civil servants and the State.  Instead, it opts for broad procedures and laws in order 

to give scope to public officials so that they may exercise some discretion in policy implementation.  

 

How to build a DS? 

It is therefore important to bear the following in mind in thinking of a DS: 

 

First, even the best policies will fail in the absence of capable state institutions.  In addition, to succeed, 

capable state institutions have to be led by purposeful and nationalistic political and administrative 

leadership that is committed to pursuing a developmentalist agenda.  In the absence of a purposeful 

political leadership, it is near impossible to get a capable administrative leadership and effective 

bureaucracy that are able to systematically develop and implement policy tools in order to realise the 

developmental objectives set by political leaders.  This therefore means that in thinking of a DS, politics 

and political institutions matter.  This is more significant when thinking of a DDS.  In conceptualising a 

DDS, the political arrangements must be such that they throw a developmentalist coalition to the fore 

that will control the State.  It is only in such context that they can be able to consistently formulate and 

implement policies to transform the structural basis of their economies and societies.  A developmental 

coalition necessarily goes beyond public officials – it also includes people in business, community-based 

organisation (CSO) and academia, which imposes its development vision on society. 

 

Second, the importance of a talented, prestige-laden and professional bureaucracy is a central 

component that has to be established to ensure that the State has the required technical capacity.  To 

achieve this, recruitment into the public service has to be based on open, competitive entrance 

examinations.  Promotions have to be based on merit, and public servants should have predictable 

career paths.  Third, the State has to establish mutually collaborative relations with societal actors.  Such 

relationships are based on shared sacrifices.  Finally, all the above have to be in the context of an 

overarching national goal that is based on a country’s situational imperatives.  The State has to mobilise 
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society in order to support that goal through, among others, highly visible human capabilities expansion 

mechanisms. 

 

“In defining a developmental state, the trick is to establish a connection between development 

impact and the structural characteristics of the state – its internal organisations and relations to 

society” (Evans, 1995: 12). 

 

“For a fair selection, everybody has to take the same exam” (Cartoon titled “Our Education 

System” by unnamed author) 

 

1. Introduction 

The South African government has committed itself to building a developmental state (DS) in South 

Africa.  This is based on the recognition that to overcome the triple developmental challenges – 

unemployment, poverty and inequality – and to transform the structural basis of the economy requires 

a DS.  This paper focuses on the concept of the DS and its evolution.  On the basis of the 

conceptualisation that will be outlined, it will draw some conclusions, which South Africa should reflect 

on as it endeavours to construct a DS.  

 

Given this focus, the paper will emphasise both the ideological disposition and institutional dimensions 

of a DS.  This is partly because what defines a DS are both its strategic orientation and the nature and 

character of its institutional architecture.  It is on the basis of its ideological disposition that it builds 

capable institutions geared to achieving its developmental objectives.   In turn, it is institutions that 

shape development outcomes and it is the nature and character of a DS’ institutional architecture that 

set it apart from non-developmental states.  Therefore, to a large degree, any discussion of a DS is one 

that focuses on state capacity to pursue and realise the type of development that is envisaged.  As a 

consequence, this paper, which is intended to assist the Public Service Commission (PSC) to think 

through the concept as part of its efforts to develop a framework for the South African public service, 

necessarily has to direct considerable attention to both the strategic orientation of the political leaders 

and to the internal institutional arrangements of the State and its relations with non-state actors.  The 

latter, i.e. institutional arrangements and relations with non-state actors, are both indicators and 

determinants of the capacity of developmental states.  
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However, before proceeding, some observations are in order.  Existing developmental states did not set 

out to become such.  Rather, their political leadership articulated overarching national development 

goals and established capable state organisational structures and the rules to achieve their 

developmental objectives as a means of national survival.  It was only after their success that scholars 

labelled them as DSs.  The aim of the Public Service Commission in this paper is not to get the “concept 

right” or to treat it as an “end in itself” – the fact of setting out a conceptual framework.  Rather, the aim 

is, through a better understanding of the concept and the practical features of a developmental state, to 

enhance its ability to build an effective and capable public service and administration in order to 

underpin a DS in South Africa.  In this paper, the objective of the Commission is not to determine 

whether or not South Africa is a developmental state; that is the job of scholars and future generations 

of South Africans.  It is the hope of the Commission that the results of its efforts will ultimately ensure 

that the country progressively achieves outcomes that are developmental in nature on the basis of 

which the designation of a DS will be founded.  To become developmental, the State would have to set 

an overarching development goal, mobilise society around it, and build capable/effective state 

institutions.   

 

2. Conceptualising the DS – Its Origin and Evolution 

Developmental state as a theory of development has evolved overtime.  This evolution is grounded in 

dominant development thinking and practices.  It is also essential to note that it is now being deployed 

to explain development experiences of other contexts beyond the original countries that it was applied 

to, such as the Nordic countries.  More recently, a DS as a concept has been adopted by late developers, 

such as South Africa, because their policymakers see it as an organising development framework 

through which and on the basis of which they can resolve their developmental deficits – be they social, 

economic, or institutional deficits.  Additionally, international development agencies are recommending 

the DS framework to Africa because they see it as a potential panacea for the continent’s developmental 

challenges (Economic Commission for Africa and African Union, 2011; UNCTAD, 2009).   

 

The concept gained global attention largely in the wake of the remarkable economic performance of the 

East Asian archetypal DSs of Japan, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan.  Subsequently, policymakers, 

scholars, and civil society activists have been fascinated with it as a concept and as an attendant 

development framework.  Another driver of the scholarship on this subject was the need to respond to 

and, in fact, counter the Washington Consensus that emphasised unregulated markets as the best 
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allocators of resources. The first generation scholars on the DS, therefore, wanted to demonstrate that 

state institutions and state interventions matter in national economic progress and prosperity.  Towards 

this end, the East Asian DS came in handy, using the experiences of these countries to demonstrate the 

efficacy of capable state institutions to drive economic and social development. 

 

Johnson (1982) refers to the development experience of such countries as “plan-rationality”.  In such 

contexts, the State is “goal-oriented” and it takes on “developmental functions” that have a positive 

impact on national development.  The title of Robert Wade’s book, Governing the Market (Wade, 1990) 

illustrates this point.  

 

The first generation literature on the DS
1
 provided few systematic analyses of the nature and character 

of state institutions and their impacts on national development.  The exceptions include the work that 

made the concept gain worldwide attention, namely Chalmers Johnson’s MITI and the Japanese Miracle: 

The Growth of Industrial Policy, 1925 – 1975 (Johnson, 1982), as well as Peter Evans’ acclaimed book, 

Embedded Autonomy: States and Industrial Transformation (Evans, 1995), and Linda Weiss’ The Myth of 

the Powerless State (Weiss, 1998).  These works not only showed the efficacy of state policy and 

interventions to national development, thereby dismissing the myth of the powerless state, but they 

also provided a systematic analysis of the nature and character of state institutions and linked  them to 

specific and measurable development outcomes.  Subsequently, a number of development scholars 

(Woo-Cumings, 1999; Evans and Rauch, 1999; Edigheji, 2007; Kohli, 2010) have built on this tradition by 

systematically demonstrating how the capacity of the DS, based on its internal organisational structures, 

rules, and its relations to non-state actors have positively impacted on development outcomes.   

 

The above background constitutes an indispensable basis to conceptualise the DS in attempting to think 

of a framework for South Africa and would-be DSs.  Perhaps, it should rather be asked: how has DS been 

defined?  A good point to start is the seminal work of Johnson (1982) referred to earlier.  As noted in the 

previous paragraph, he defines a DS as a “plan-rational state” that sets “substantive social and economic 

goals” and assumes direct developmental functions, including the transformation of the structure of the 

economy.  Further, it is a state in which the strategic quality of economic policy is reflected within the 

government, principally through the high status accorded to top bureaucrats in key economic cluster 

ministries.  It is also one where effectiveness (that is, the ability to plan and deliver against what has 

                                                             
1
These are the works produced/published before the year 2000.
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been planned), as opposed to efficiency (as defined in strict economic terms), is the immediate and 

ultimate evaluative standard of government performance.  Johnson’s conception therefore contained 

two critical elements in thinking of a DS, namely, what the ideological disposition (which informs its 

strategic goals) of the DS is and what its institutional architecture (that is, state internal institutions and 

its relations to society) that enables it to develop and implement policies to achieve its goals looks 

like.  Weiss (2010) referred to these respectively as the “software” and “hardware” of a DS.  The former 

refers to what she calls the “normative-political environment that supports and sustains the political will 

to pursue developmental projects”, while the latter is indicative of the organisational structures that 

result in policy effectiveness. 

 

In light of the above, a DS can be defined “as [a state] whose ideological underpinnings are 

developmental and one that seriously attempts to construct and deploy its administrative and political 

resources to the task of economic development” (Mkandawire, 2001: 3 – emphasis added by Edigheji, 

2005). 

 

Although there is now general consensus about this conception, there has been considerable divergence 

about what constitutes developmentalism and the nature and character of DS’ institutions.  To a degree, 

these divergent views reflect the evolution of the concept and the reinterpretation of the 

developmental experiences of existing DSs, especially those of East Asia.  A number of factors account 

for this.  First, since the contemporary usage of the DS concept in the early 1980s, the development 

theory has evolved.  This has resulted in a re-imagining of what constitutes development (Evans, 2011; 

Evans and Heller, 2012).  In like manner, there has been an evolution among scholars and development 

practitioners about the nature of state institutions that underpinned national development in the 

developing world.  As an example, in the 1970s and 1980s, some scholars and policy practitioners 

equated authoritarianism with development.  Along this line of reasoning, some scholars argued that 

the authoritarian character of developmental states of South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan accounted 

for their development success (Deyo, 1987; Johnson, 1987). Nevertheless, there has been a significant 

shift in understanding, especially from the 1990s, about the nature of governance structures and 

processes that underpinned development.  However, even if there is no correlation between economic 

performance and regime types, there is a general acknowledgment that political freedom has intrinsic 

value that makes it worth pursuing in its own right.  This argument is most aptly reflected in Sen’s (1999) 

work, Development as Freedom, in which he maintains that among its many correlates, by far, the one 
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with which development is mutually constituted is the notion of political freedom.  Moreover, Sen 

contends that the latter is itself an end worth pursuing for its own sake. 

 

Therefore, even if 20th-century DSs were authoritarian, the 21st-century DS cannot and should not be 

this way.  Also, as EunMee Kun (2010) demonstrated with the South Korean example, an authoritarian 

DS is not sustainable in the long run.  In the light of this, development scholars and agencies now call for 

a democratic developmental state (Robinson and White, 1998; Edigheji, 2005, 2010; Evans 2010, 2011; 

UNCTAD, 2009). 

 

Second, there was a considerable misinterpretation by development scholars of the development 

experiences of Asian DSs as their policy orientations were largely ignored in much of the 

debate.  Industrialisation was misinterpreted as their only strategic goal.  However, as a result of recent 

re-examinations of and empirical work on the experiences of these countries, there is ample evidence to 

suggest that these states had broad policy goals beyond industrialisation.  This has given rise to a 

rethinking of developmentalism in DS. 

 

Third, the world in the 21st century is remarkably different to the 20th century, when the theory of DS 

was first deployed as an analytical and organising framework.  Because of both new knowledge and the 

current challenges facing the world, scholars are seeking to redefine developmentalism and the 

institutional arrangements that are best suited for a 21st-century DS.  The recent global economic crisis 

that came to the fore in late 2008 reinforced this point – it brought the centrality of state in 

development into sharp focus.  Likewise, it highlighted the problems of advancing a narrow conception 

of and focusing on economic growth.  It points to the need for an inclusive growth path in form and 

substance.  

 

In the next two sub-sections, a stylised conceptualisation of developmentalism and institutional 

architecture of the DS model will be presented.  

 

2.1. Ideological Nexus: Conceptualising Developmentalism 

The question is what drives political officials to construct states that are developmental?  What is the 

political project that makes political leaders in DSs to articulate an overarching national vision or goal 

and to construct and deploy organisational structures, as well as to allocate resources to achieve 
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it?  Johnson (1982) provides some insights.  He opined that developmentalism, that is the strategic 

orientation of the political elite, is informed by situational imperatives and experiences.  He termed the 

DS as a “plan-rational state”, which articulates and pursues an overarching development goal based on 

an objective assessment of the material conditions of a country in an effort to attain national 

survival.  Nationalism, he posited, was therefore the driving motive for its developmentalist 

ideology.  The former (nationalism) constitutes the guiding strategic orientation or philosophy, and it, in 

turn, informed the latter (its development agenda).  Therefore, from its ideological nexus, a DS can be 

defined as one where its political officials possess an ideology of developmentalism that is informed by 

and anchored on national situational imperatives.  

 

In turn, the political leadership forges a developmentalist coalition with the administrative leadership 

and other strategic partners (in the case of Asia, some few industrialists) with which it shares a joint 

project of national transformation.  To ensure its success, it mobilises society around its national goal, 

which becomes the hegemonic agenda/philosophy in the society.  It is not something that is ordained by 

God but objectively defined by the political leadership in order to respond to their contextual 

conditions.  In effect, the exact form of nationalist developmentalism is historically contingent.  National 

consensus around an overall national goal gradually evolves with time to respond to changing socio-

economic conditions.  Among others, there are two necessary conditions to ensure that the national 

goal is accepted by society.  First, the rest of society must recognise it as the necessary means for 

national survival.  Second, the developmentalist coalition must create highly visible human capabilities 

expansion mechanisms for ordinary citizens, thereby ensuring a broad national buy-in to the agenda.  In 

effect, the developmentalist coalition must create a broad social base that identifies its economic 

interests with the success of the regime.  

 

Developmentalism is therefore informed by the situational imperatives of a country and experiences of 

political officials who articulate a national project to respond to their national challenges.  This project 

must have a strong social base. The coalition and its social base are predicated, not on the sharing of 

rents, but on the enhancement of the productive capacities of their country as a means of national 

survival.  Nationalism therefore drives the developmentalist project, hence the notion that it is 

essentially a political project.  The political elites are driven by a nationalist ideology – the need to be 

independent from foreign domination, overcome underdevelopment, and to “catch up” with more 

advanced economies.  In a sense, development is therefore the material base of the ideology of 
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nationalism.  Nationalism, as an overarching ideology, serves as both a means of promoting 

development and of coping with development.  As surmised by Chalmers Johnson in his iconic work,  

“[t]he very idea of the developmental state originated in the situational nationalism of late 

industrializers, and the goals of the developmental state were invariably derived from comparisons with 

external reference economies” (Johnson, 1982: 24).  

 

Industrial policy becomes an expression of economic nationalism.  Nationalism can be broadly 

understood as “giving priority to the interests of one own nation” (Johnson, 1982: 26). “Economic 

nationalism” is the dominant ideology of the DS, especially the first generation DSs of Asia, and more 

recently, the DS of China.  It trumps other considerations in both national and international contexts. 

 

It is crucial to note that situational imperatives matter and that they differ from country to country as 

well as from one historical epoch to another.  It is nationalism that drives developmentalism.  Its 

underlying motive is to enhance the productive capacities of a society, which involves the structural 

transformation of the economy, that is, changing the sectoral composition of industrial and economic 

output and employment as well as that of imports and exports, and the ratio of imports to exports.  

 

Economic development is therefore a means to both national and political survival!  Thus, it can be 

argued that the imperative for a developmental state is more about a political rather than an economic 

motive.  Economic development (including industrialisation) serves as a means to an end (namely, the 

political goal) rather than as an end in itself.  The succinct summary of Daniel Bell’s work by Johnson 

captured this point.  He observed that the need for economic development by developing countries,  

arises from a desire to assume full human status by taking part in an industrial Civilization, participation in 

which alone enables a nation or an individual to compel others to treat it as an equal.  Inability to take 

part in it makes a nation militarily powerless against its neighbours, administratively unable to control its 

own citizens, and culturally incapable of speaking the international language (Johnson, 1982: 25).   

Therefore, nationalism is primarily intended to ensure sustained accumulation and improved standards 

of living of citizens through, among others, the enhancement of the productivity capacities (including 

human and physical capacities) of a society.  This is the goal of the development project of the DS 

model.  In the last three decades, this has not always been recognised in the discourses of DSs until 

recently.  
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Most of the first generation work on the subject equated developmentalism with industrialisation.  The 

titles of three acclaimed books on the subject, namely MITI and the Japanese Miracle: The Growth of 

Industrial Policy, 1925 – 1975 by Chalmers Johnson; Governing the Market: Economic Theory and the 

Role of Government in East Asian Industrialisation by Robert Wade; and Embedded Autonomy: States 

and Industrial Transformation by Peter Evans attest to this fact.  

 

Indeed, in the dominant work on the East Asian DSs, “Development … was defined as aggregate growth 

and industrial modernization.  Distributive considerations were secondary in this narrow conception of 

development” (Peng and Wong, 2004: 3).  One conception that aptly captured this approach is by 

Manuel Castells, who argued, “a state is developmental when it establishes as its principle of legitimacy, 

its ability to promote and sustain development; understood as the combination of steady and high rates 

of economic growth and structural change in the productive system, both domestically and in its 

relationship with the international economy” (Castells, 1992: 56).  In the same vein, Chang (1999) 

defined a DS as one that creates and regulates “the economic and establish[es] political relationships 

that can support sustained industrialisation” and which “takes the goals of long-term growth and 

structural change seriously, ‘politically’ manages the economy to ease the conflicts inevitable during the 

process of change (but with a firm eye on the long-term goals), and engages in institutional adaptation 

and innovation to achieve those goals” (cited in Woo-Cumings, 1999: 27 – emphasis added).   

 

Developmentalism was therefore conceived narrowly in productivist (Holliday, 2000) or 

accumulationalist (Evans, 2011) terms.  This approach emphasised capital investment in plants and 

machinery as the primary driver of development.  However, a closer look at the policy orientations of 

the East Asian DSs as well as the Malaysian DS shows that they equally focused on the expansion of 

human capabilities and egalitarianism.  As an example, in most of these countries, land reform was a 

critical policy tool – it was a means to address poverty and inequality and to enhance livelihoods and 

generate employment.  Furthermore, DSs of Asia gave attention to “heavy and continuing investment in 

education for everyone, combined with policies to ensure equitable distribution of wealth created by 

high-speed growth” (Johnson, 1987: 145).  The Chinese state gives similar priority to education, 

employment, and so on, as a means to enhance the capabilities of its people.  

 

There is no doubt that industrialisation constitutes a critical component of developmentalism in a 

DS.  The point Johnson (1982) made is germane in this regard when he observed that as a plan-rational 



18 

 

state, a DS takes on “developmental functions” by promoting industrial policy.  Towards this end, it 

concerns itself with the structure of domestic industry and with promoting the structure that enhances 

the nation’s international competitiveness.  In his words, “the very existence of an industrial policy 

implies strategic, or goal-oriented, approach to the economy” (Johnson, 1982: 19).  Nevertheless, 

developmentalism is more than industrialisation.  It includes other crucial elements of development, 

notably human development.  As one Japanese scholar, Murakami (1992), correctly argues, 

developmentalism implies that the State aims to achieve industrialisation through active industrial 

policy while simultaneously “implementing policies to redistribute income (intended to minimize 

unequal distribution resulting from industrialization), to promote education, and to achieve other social 

and political goals” (Murakami, 1992: xxiii).  As an example, some of the Asian DSs adopted policies that 

included land reform and rural development, investment in education and health, promotion of small 

and medium-sized enterprises, development of rural infrastructure, worker cooperatives, and public 

housing.  It is therefore not by accident that most developmental states achieved equitable growth (E-

growth) – high economic growth rates and low inequality.  This much is now recognised even by scholars 

such as Peter Evans who initially conceived developmentalism in terms of industrial 

transformation.  According to him,  

“The centrality of capability expansion to the success of the East Asian tigers has taken a back seat in the 

literature on the East Asian developmental state, and deserved more attention.  In fact, during their initial 

drives for industrial transformation, these states were pioneers in capability expansion, renowned for 

their levels of investment in human capital.  They began their periods of accelerated economic growth 

with education levels that made them outliers for countries at their income levels and continued to invest 

massively in the expansion of education throughout the period of their rapid expansion (Evans, 2011: 20).  

In light of this recognition, Evans has become the leading scholar for the conceptualisation of the 

“development” in the DSs to focus on capability expansion.  In this effort, he combines two scholarly 

traditions, the “new growth theory” and human capability approach, a theory of capability by Sen 

(1999).  Evans provides a succinct summary of these theoretical approaches.  The new growth theory 

emphasises the role of ideas and human capital as keys to growth.  Central to this is that as investment 

returns from capital-intensive production declines, innovation generates a new system of production 

that yields higher profits.  Innovations thus become the key driver of growth.  However, unlike the neo-

classical economic theory, these are not external to the natural process of capitalist economic 

development, but are ‘endogenous’ and are dependent on a range of incentives to promote innovation, 

which are themselves functions of, among others, policy and institutional arrangements. 
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The capability approach to development postulates, “growth in GDP per capita is not an end in itself, but 

a proxy for improvements in human well-being” (Evans, 2010: 43).  The significance of this approach is 

that expansion of human capabilities is not only the obvious but the primary and ultimate goal of 

development.  It is also the most indispensable means of development – including “an essential means 

for generating the increased productivity that is the foundation of economic growth” (Evans, 2011: 

4).  Human capabilities expansion is both a goal (worth pursuing in its own right) and a means to 

development, including economic growth; that is, an important outcome of enhancing human capability 

becomes the progressive (and sustained) growth of the economy, thereby generating a virtuous cycle of 

human development and economic growth.  One key message from this theoretical insight is that 

human capital development is not only the most paramount goal of development, but it is its key driver, 

and not investment in machines and plants.  This revisionist conceptualisation of developmentalism has 

one significant implication in thinking of a DS: human capabilities expansion must precede or 

contemporaneously be pursued with growth-oriented policies for the sustainability of development, 

including the sustainability of growth.  This proposition is supported in quantitative, cross-national 

studies complemented by detailed and historical comparative analysis undertaken by Edigheji (2007), 

which looked at the development performance of 12 developing countries.  All the DSs in his sample, 

including South Korea, Singapore and India, recorded equitable growth (E-growth).  A similar study by 

Kohli (2010), though focused on the Weberian attributes – which measured the quality of the 

bureaucracy – as a proxy for autonomy of the developmental states, find similar results.  These results 

are evidence of the fact that human capabilities expansion was aggressively pursued by existing DSs; 

that is, deliberate state actions resulted in the expansion of human capabilities in DSs.  

 

There is therefore a shift from an accumulationist/productivist approach to a conception that has 

capability expansion as a core feature of developmentalism.  This can be explained by a number of 

factors.  In the first instance, scholars of the developmental state are now paying more attention to the 

policy orientation of the East Asian and South Asian DSs.  As a result, they now acknowledge the 

centrality of human capability expansion as a core element of developmentalism.  Secondly, there has 

been a shift from a narrow focus on economic growth to human capability expansion following the 

demise of the Washington consensus.  This has resulted in the re-imagining of development.  Thirdly, 

the contextual situation of the 21st century is much more different from that of the 20th century when 

the notion of the DS came to the fore.  Even if development in the 20th century was driven by plants 

and machineries, 21st-century development is being driven by humans and ideas – human capital being 
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the key driver of 21st-century development.  There is ample evidence to support this proposition:  

currently, the service sector is the main contributor to global employment and gross domestic product 

(GDP).  This is unlike in the 20th century, when the manufacturing sector was the main contributor to 

both GDP and employment.  

 

However, if developmentalism in 20th-century developmental states entailed capabilities expansion and 

equity, it is safe to say that it was environmentally blind.  Industrialisation was trumpeted without 

regard to its impacts on the environment.  Also, it was oblivious to one of the elementary principles of 

economics, namely that resources are limited.  As a consequence, the disposition in respect to the 

natural environment and its resources in most 20th-century DSs, including those of the Nordic countries, 

seem to have been predicated on an understanding that natural and physical resources were 

unlimited.  Scholars on the DS were also oblivious to this fact.  It is now a common cause that the 

industrialisation experience of the 20th-century DSs was at a level that was ecologically 

unsustainable.  Over and above that, not much attention was given to the potential that a Green 

Industrialisation offers to a DS.  But given the (environmental) unsustainability of 20th-century 

industrialisation as a result of its negative impact on the environment, including climate change, it calls 

to reason that green development has to occupy a prime place in the agenda of a 21st-century DS – it 

must engender green development (including green industrialisation).  Green development has 

potential positive impacts on human progress and national prosperity.  This is an important insight from 

ecological economics to the discourse of the DS.  The title of a book chapter by South African academic, 

Mark Swilling, Greening the Developmental State, captures this point.  He argues that the 21st-century 

DS has to place the environment as one of its overriding priorities – it must be a core element of 

developmentalist ideology.  Also, it has to “drive innovations for sustainability … by … building up an 

appropriate mix of knowledge, skills and investments to drive new value-chains that simultaneously 

create productive employment and reduce dependence on increasingly expensive primary materials and 

fossil fuels” (Swilling, 2010: 5).  

 

In light of the analysis above, developmentalism in 21st-century DSs should entail industrialisation, 

equitable economic growth (E-growth), expansion of human capabilities, and environmental 

sustainability.  Green energy (including renewal energy), green investments, and green employment 

must therefore be at the heart of reconceptualising a developmental state in the 21st century, 
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particularly in the light of the growing consensus on the reality and consequences of anthropogenic 

climate change.  This can be seen as the necessary components to development nationalism.  

 

Thus unlike the 20th-century DS that was driven by “economic nationalism”, the 21st-century DS has to 

be driven by “development nationalism”.  This theoretical approach jettisoned the assumption that 

human capabilities expansion is a drag on economic growth.  It is not!  Rather, it is both a driver and 

ultimate goal of development.  Like in the 20th-century DS, development nationalism of the 21st 

century will have to be achieved through a planned process that is market-conforming, but not by 

unregulated markets.  The recent global economic crisis that unrivalled the myths of unregulated 

markets make this more imperative. 

 

When nationalistic political leadership establish capable and effective state institutions and forge 

alliances with stakeholders that share in its developmentalist project, the outcome is national economic 

independence, a shift from low value-added to high value-added economic activities and enhanced 

capabilities of citizens.   

 

The conceptualisation above points to some of the issues that are worth bearing in mind in thinking of a 

DS in South Africa and other would-be DSs.  First, the theory of development and how it is conceived in 

DS context has evolved.  Relatedly, nationalist impetus/imperatives differ from country to country and 

from one historical epoch to another.  This has one valuable lesson for would-be DSs, including South 

Africa.  Copycatting is largely impossible.  Johnson captures this point with respect to those who want to 

learn from the Japanese experience, when he observed, “it may be possible to borrow Japan’s priorities 

and institutions, but the situational nationalism of its people during the 1950’s and 1960’s is something 

another people would have to develop, not borrow” (Johnson, 1982: 307).  Because the specific 

nationalistic imperatives differ, political leaders would have to define their nationalistic impetus to 

respond to their conjectural factors.  Second, despite the temporal and contextual conditions, 

development nationalism must aim for structural transformation of an economy, including changing the 

sectoral composition of output, shifting from low value-added to higher-value economic activities, 

changing the sectoral composition of employment, and enhancing human capabilities.  This goal is 

constant. 

 



22 

 

2.2. Institutional Nexus: Conceptualising the Institutional Nexus of a DS 

As earlier noted, the DS concept is located within an institutional framework.  It is therefore vital that 

clarity has to be given to the concept of institutions before proceeding to explore how it can be used in 

the developmental state theory.  To draw on one of the world’s leading institutionalists, North (1994), 

institutions refer to formal and informal rules of the game that structure human behaviour.  However, 

beyond this Northian perspective, organisations also constitute institutions.  As structural features of a 

society, they may be “formal (a legislature, and agency in the public bureaucracy, social and political 

bodies, educational bodies or a legal framework), or they may be informal (a network of interacting 

organisations, or set of norms).  As such, an institution transcends individuals to involve groups of 

individuals in some sort of patterned interactions that are predictable, based upon specified relations 

among actors” (Peters, 1999: 18).  

 

On the one hand, institutional architecture that provides incentives for citizens, organisations (both 

public and private) to realise their capacities have accounted for developmental success.  On the other 

hand, those that create disincentives for citizens and organisations have resulted in developmental 

failure.  This point is powerfully brought home by Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) in their widely 

acclaimed book, Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity and Poverty.  In this regard, they 

demonstrate the powerful effects of “inclusive and extractive political and economic institutions” on 

development outcomes.  Acemoglu and Robinson defined inclusive political institutions as those “that 

are sufficiently centralized and pluralistic”, while “extractive political institutions concentrate power in 

the hands of a narrow elite and place few constraints on the exercise of this power”.  They argue that 

inclusive political institutions engender inclusive economic institutions because they vest power more 

broadly, which “would tend to uproot economic institutions that expropriate the resources of the many, 

erect entry barriers, and suppress the functioning of markets” (p. 82).  As they rightly observed, 

“Inclusive economic institutions, in turn, are forged on foundations laid by inclusive political institutions, 

which make power broadly distributed in society and constrain its arbitrary exercise.  Such political 

institutions also make it harder for others to usurp power and undermine the foundations of inclusive 

institutions.  Those controlling political power cannot easily use it to set up extractive economic 

institutions for their own benefit.  Inclusive economic institutions, in turn, create a more equitable 

distribution of resources, facilitating the persistence of inclusive political institutions” (p. 82).  

The same complementary relationship exists between extractive political institutions and extractive 

economic institutions.  This, as they point out, is because: 
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“[extractive] political institutions enable the elites controlling political power to choose economic 

institutions with few constraints or opposing forces.  They also enable the elites to structure future 

political institutions and their evolution.  Extractive economic institutions, in turn, enrich the same elites, 

and their economic wealth and power help to consolidate their political dominance” (p. 81).  

Therefore, in thinking about a DS, it is crucial to conceive of institutions both in terms of rules and as 

organisations.  Without rules, there will be anarchy even in the best organisations, and without 

organisations, rules cannot be articulated, implemented, nor can behaviour be directed towards 

envisaged outcomes.  They are therefore a necessary complement in a society that wants to progress.   

 

The remarkable development performance of East Asian DSs has focused attention on national 

institutions, both political and economic institutions, which enabled them to drive and achieve their 

development goals.  In academic and policy circles, this led to an upsurge of interest in the role of 

institutions, especially state internal institutions and structures, as well as the structures and processes 

of the State’s relations with organised interest groups.  This renewed interest in institutions was to 

demonstrate that a DS has the capacity for effective, selective and sustained interventions to positively 

alter the development trajectory of a country.  The point therefore is that a discussion of a DS is a 

discourse on state capacity – capacity to strategically intervene to achieve its development 

objectives.  Going by the definition of developmentalism in the previous sub-section, a DS therefore 

possesses or has to possess the capacity to transform the structure of an economy, promote human 

capability expansion, and ensure environmental sustainability – the driving motives of its development 

nationalism – by establishing relatively inclusive institutions.  

 

A number of theories have been used to describe the sources of the capacity of a DS.  These include 

Governing the Market Theory (GMT) by Wade (1999) and Governed Interdependence (GI) by Weiss 

(1998).  However, the most apt theories are Evans’ (1995) coinage, Embedded Autonomy, and Edigheji’s 

(2007) contribution, Synergistic Autonomy
2
.  The aim in this paper is not to embark on a detailed 

critique of these theories but rather to draw on their essence, especially aspects that capture the basic 

features/sources of the capacity of a DS.  Both the concepts of embedded autonomy and synergistic 

                                                             
2 

Edigheji built on the work of Evans in this regard.  The main distinction between embeddedness and synergy are that the 

former is related to a conceptualisation of state-society relations, wherein society is narrowly defined as the owners of capital, 

with the main objective of such relationship being conceived as industrialisation.  The latter concept, synergy, describes state-

business-CSOs (including labour and community-based organisations) relations.  The primary objectives of synergistic 

relationships are both industrialisation and expansion of human capabilities with a strong democratic or participatory 

orientation.  These distinctions reflect how the conceptualisation and understanding of the institutional underpinnings of the 

developmental state have evolved.
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autonomy capture the sources of a developmental state’s internal capacity and those derived from 

relationships with non-state actors (society).  These are the subject of the next sub-sections.  

 

2.2.1. Autonomy: Capable Internal Organisational and Technical Capacities 

The concept of autonomy can be broadly understood as the ability of a DS to formulate and consistently 

implement collective goals instead of public officials pursuing their individual or sectional interests 

(Evans, 1995).  It therefore implies that a DS acts as a coherent and collective entity, which makes it 

difficult for it to be captured by sectional interests.  Inherent to the concept of autonomy are two key 

attributes of a DS, namely, its organisational and technical capacities.  A low degree of state autonomy 

has adverse effects on national development.  

 

The organisational capacity of a DS is derived from a number of sources, including its Weberian 

attributes – meritocratic recruitment and a career path for public service officials.  Both of these 

organisational features will be dealt with in what follows.  

 

Meritocratic Recruitment 

One source that enables a DS to act as a collective and corporate entity is that recruitment into the 

bureaucracy is based on merit, primarily on candidates’ educational qualifications and passing a 

competitive entrance examination
3
.  These two factors, coupled with the influence in the development 

process, give administrative leadership a competitive edge in society – it sets it apart from the rest of 

society.  Also, merit-based recruitment creates a sense of espirit de corps among public servants – a 

sense of collective identity and as a corporate entity.  This enhances the internal capacity of the DS to 

pursue collective goals.  In the DSs of Asia, meritocratic recruitment was a necessary condition for a 

career in the public service and administration.  Their bureaucracies attracted the brightest candidates 

from the leading universities in their respective countries.  The importance of this common background 

to the effectiveness of public service in a DS will be highlighted shortly.  

 

Through the implementation of a merit-based recruitment and selection process for bureaucrats, the 

State is able to maintain a degree of autonomy and insulation from, among others, sectional interests 

                                                             
3 

In the post-war years in Japan, under the Hoover law of 1947, examinations were conducted by a centralised body, the 

National Personnel Authority, which was attached to Cabinet.  This body was also responsible for setting up salary scales and 

the holding of grievance hearings.  In effect, these issues – examination, setting up pay scales, and grievance hearings – were 

the responsibilities of a central body, not of individual ministries.
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and thereby avoid political capture.  This raises public confidence in the fairness and goal-orientation of 

the State.  As highlighted earlier, public confidence (be it in the developmental objectives outlined by 

the State or in the rules and processes of the State) is a necessary. 

 

Career Path 

Another source of the autonomy of a DS is that bureaucrats enjoy predictable long-term career 

paths.  This means that changes in governments rarely affect the top bureaucrats because most are 

professionals rather than political appointees.  Also, there is considerable inter-agencies movement, and 

anyone who enters these agencies through high-level civil service examination can expect to reach the 

highest administrative position in the service
4
.  In effect, rising through the ranks is a key feature of 

public service and administration in a DS.  Nonetheless, predictable career paths for public servants are 

not limited to within the bureaucracy, especially for the bureaucratic elites.  This is because upon 

retirement of senior bureaucrats from government, they are moved to powerful positions in private 

enterprise, banking, the political world, and numerous public corporations.  To be sure, bureaucrats are 

not left to their own device to fend for themselves, but government makes sure they have a post-

retirement career in the private sector and in politics.  This has a powerful development benefit, 

including the fact that bureaucrat elites, with the knowledge that they will have a means of livelihood 

after retirement, do not have to pillage state resources in lieu of their old age.  Moreover, predictability 

of career – bureaucrats knowing that they can be promoted to the top most position in the public 

service if they perform well – creates stability in the system.  They did not have to job hop!  In fact, 

predictable career paths for civil servants help to create commitment to organisational goals and 

stability in the system. 

 

The adverse effects on national development of lack of meritocratic recruitment and long-term rewards 

and predictable career paths are profound.  The former Minister of the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja, 

El-Rufai (2013: 90), who led the public service reform in the second half of President Olusegun 

Obasanjo’s second term, illustrates the impacts this had on Nigeria’s development.  According to him, 

when civil servants realised that their jobs were no longer secure, they came to the conclusion that they 

                                                             
4 

Retired civil servants are not left to their own device.  The fascinating account of Johnson (1982: 65) of how career paths were 

promoted in Japan is illustrative.  He reports that it was the responsibility of the most senior administrative officials in a 

ministry to ensure that retiring civil servants were placed in boards in state-owned enterprises or senior positions (including 

board level) in private sector firms.  Furthermore, some other retired top bureaucrats joined politics and even contested 

elective positions including to parliaments.  One of the advantages of deploying ex-public officials to business is that it helps to 

smooth relations between government and business.  How true this is in post-apartheid South Africa is subject to debate. 



26 

 

have to feather their nests – use the state as a means of personal accumulation.  Further, as a result of 

the perversion of recruitments, promotions and postings (which were bought and sold), coupled with 

the poor pay of civil servants, which was 75% lower than in the private sector, Nigeria’s best and 

brightest no longer aspire to a career in the public service, unlike the period of 1960s to 1970s. The 

public service, he observed, lost its prestige as the first port of call for the best and brightest of Nigerian 

graduates.  These had adverse effects on the Nigerian state.  Rules and procedures were observed in the 

breach.  As a result of these factors, the State lacked a sense of corporate entity as public servants were 

loyal to individuals or outside interests, which ensured their recruitments, promotions and postings.  As 

a consequence, the Nigerian state became dysfunctional.  In such a context, the State has been unable 

to pursue any collective goal.  States such as Nigeria consequently have limited capacity to provide 

public goods to citizens and to stimulate economic development.  The contrast is the case in a DS 

because of the positive impact of meritocratic recruitment and career paths for public servants.  

 

The point is that when recruitment is based on political patronage, coupled with uncertain career paths, 

senior bureaucrats would not be able to take a long-term view of social and economic development.  As 

a result, they will be unable to devise the right policy tools to transform the structures of their 

economies and expand human capabilities.  Therefore, rather than foster a growth path that will 

enhance a country’s productive capacities, bureaucrats (hand in glove with politicians) are likely to 

engage in conspicuous consumption).  The State’s institutional incapacity is likely to make it impossible 

to regulate such behaviour. 

 

Superministry 

Another important source of autonomy, hence internal capacity, of a DS is the existence of a pilot 

agency or superministry.  It is usually the policy agency – the core economic agency – that is responsible 

for overall development planning and coordination.  Its importance cannot be overemphasised.  A 

superministry enables a DS:  

to develop its goals, foster a developmental agenda and ensure its successful implementation.  Such a 

ministry enables the state to have a holistic view of its programmes and to adopt a coordinated approach 

so that the activities complement one another, and also to ensure that the state does not overstretch its 

capacity (Edigheji, 2007: 94).   

In the case of Asian DSs, superministries included MITI in Japan, Economic Planning Board (South Korea), 

Economic Development Board (Singapore), and Economic Planning Unit (Malaysia).  
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Superministries are able to perform their planning and coordinating role partly because they serve as 

think tanks of governments and because they attract the best and brightest talents from the top 

universities in a country, and they have the highest concentration of brainpower within the State.  In 

Japan, during the period it experienced its most fundamental and rapid structural transformation, MITI 

attracted “the most talented graduates of the best universities in the country, and the positions of the 

higher-level officials in these ministries … are the most prestigious in the society” (Johnson, 1982: 20) – 

these were recruitment through impartial, competitive, open examinations
5
.  To highlight their 

importance in the development process, “the elite bureaucracy of Japan makes most major decisions, 

drafts virtually all legislation, controls the national budget, and is the source of all policy innovations in 

the system” (Johnson, 1982: 20-21).  In a similar vein, Tsurutani (1998: 185) observed, “The Japanese 

bureaucracy is not merely the instrument of administration but, perhaps more crucially, the vital and 

indispensable institution for policy-making”.   

 

As the brainpower of a DS, the superministry has the in-house capacity to generate and analyse 

information on the basis of which it formulates its national development plan.  This gives it leverage in 

negotiating with non-state actors.  In effect, both its structures and staff composition respectively 

enhance the developmental state’s organisational and technical capacities, unlike in contexts where the 

State outsourced its planning capacity by appointing non-public servants to its National Planning 

Commissions.  To be sure, in a DS, the staff members of the pilot agency are public officials.  This is to 

ensure that drafters are driven mainly by national rather than by individual or sectional 

interests.  Bureaucrats in such superministries therefore deploy their technical knowledge in order to 

devise strategies and policies to achieve the developmental goals set by the political leadership.  

                                                             
5 

In the post-war years in Japan, under the Hoover law of 1947, examinations were conducted by a centralised body, the 

National Personnel Authority, which was attached to Cabinet.  This body was also responsible for setting up salary scales and 

the holding of grievance hearings.  In effect, these issues – examination, setting up pay scales, and grievance hearings – were 

the responsibilities of a central body, not of individual ministries.
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Symbiotic relationship between Political Leaders and Administrative Leaders in the Public Service and 

Administration 

The effectiveness of the system is dependent on a symbiotic relationship between the administrative 

leadership and political leadership.  This, among others, means that the former sets the broad 

development agenda (defines what constitutes developmentalism) and the latter devises and deploys 

the policy tools toward its attainment.  Thus, political leaders reigned while administrative leaders ruled 

(Johnson, 1982, 1987).  This division of labour is precisely what minimises conflicts between the two sets 

of leaders in the public service and administration.  

 

The success of the system and the effectiveness of public officials and state institutions are dependent 

on political leadership supporting the strategic policy choices taken by bureaucrats.  This means that 

political leaders do not unnecessarily interfere with the work of administrative leaders.  More 

important, the political system has to be such that bureaucrats are insulated (not isolated) from direct 

political pressure.  Deyo (1992) points to the positive impact of insulation of bureaucrats from direct 

political pressure by sectional interests.  According to him, where political leaders insulate state 

technocrats from domestic pressures, they will be relatively free to employ largely technical and 

economic criteria in development planning (Deyo, 1992: 234).  Insulation contributes to a state’s 

autonomy because the political system is such that it gives the bureaucracy sufficient scope to take 

initiative and operate effectively.  In Johnson’s view,  

This means, concretely, that the legislative and judicial branches of government must be restricted to 

“safety valve” functions.  These two branches of government must stand ready to intervene in the work if 

the bureaucracy and restrain it when it has gone too far, but their more important overall function is to 

fend off the numerous interest groups in society, which if catered to would distort the priorities of the 

developmental state.  In the case of interests that cannot be ignored, deflected, or satisfied in symbolic 

ways – or upon which the perpetuation of the political system depends – the political leaders must 

compel the bureaucracy to serve and manipulate them” (Johnson, 1982: 315-316). 

This is essential, especially in a democratic context, as Breslin (1996) observed that because politicians 

are motivated by seeking popular support in the short-run, a long-term economic strategy must, as far 

as possible, be insulated from the vagaries of competing political demands, which if acceded to, would 

undermine national development.  As Johnson observed,  

Political leaders attempting to implement long term industrial development in particular and national 

development in general must therefore have the capacity to depoliticise in part their key economic 



29 

 

decisions.  This is normally done by entrusting such decisions to a “non-political elite”, sheltered to some 

degree from direct political pressure (Johnson, 1987 cited in Breslin, 1996: 692 – emphasis added).  

The central point here is not what Johnson refers to as the soft authoritarian character of such a political 

system, but the fact that the bureaucrats are shielded from political pressures and do not yield to 

demands that could undermine the attainment of state developmental goals.  This is not the type of 

Washington Consensus technocratic approach to governance and development because in DS, especially 

in a democratic context, there are multiple channels of interactions between the State and non-state 

actors (the subject of the next sub-section).  These channels provide an opportunity for the latter to 

influence the former, but not in a manner that could derail DS’s transformation agenda.  Thus, 

paradoxically, at the same time that the bureaucratic elites are insulated and making major economic 

policy decisions, the State is embedded in society, penetrating and collaborating with society in the 

process of governance. 

 

More importantly, the above do not suggest that bureaucrats are the only actors in the policy 

process.  On the contrary, they work within the broad nationalist goals set by political leaders.  In a 

sense, this defines the symbiotic relationship that exists between political and administrative 

leaderships, where, in the words of Johnson (1982),  

the politicians reign and bureaucrats rule.  But it must be understood that the bureaucrats cannot rule 

effectively if the reigning politicians fail to perform their positive tasks, above all, to create space for 

bureaucratic initiative unconstrained by political power (Johnson, 1982: 316). 

This does not mean that the bureaucrats will not be accountable.  Accountability in the system is 

engendered when political leaders force the bureaucracy to alter priorities “just enough to calm 

protesters”.  However, political leaders must insulate the bureaucracy, including by taking the heat and 

responsibility for actions of the bureaucratic leadership (Johnson, 1982: 316).  The seemingly 

contradictory imperatives of DS – insulation of bureaucratic and close-working relationship between the 

State and society – are main sources of the capacity of a DS.  

 

2.3. Cooperative relations between a DS and National Stakeholders 

The concepts of GI, embeddedness and synergy capture the state “infrastructural power” – ability of the 

internal organisational structures of the State to penetrate and interact with non-state actors to elicit 

cooperation to promote and achieve its development goals.  In the words of Evans, a DS is embedded, 

that is, it forges a “concrete set of social ties that bind the state to society and provides institutionalized 
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channels for the continual negotiation and re-renegotiations of goals and policies” (Evans, 1995: 12).  In 

other words, a DS forges and sustains cooperative relationships with social and economic actors in order 

to achieve its development goals.  This is one of the main institutional hallmarks of DSs. 

 

The history of the Asian DSs tells us that state-society relations need to be anchored on consultative 

mechanisms such as deliberative councils, where state officials and non-state actors share information, 

build consensus, negotiate and renegotiate development objectives and programmes.  They are 

channels for the State to seek inputs and solicit support of non-state actors.  In the process, consensus 

and a joint national project of transformation are forged.  Embeddedness enables non-state actors to 

resolve their collective action problems.  Furthermore, institutionalised partnerships place limits on the 

ability of the State and social actors to act arbitrarily, and thus promotes accountability of state officials 

to broader national goals.  In addition, participation of non-state actors in the policy process legitimises 

the State’s development agenda. 

 

Certainly, it is not all stakeholders that have access to government.  Those that have access are those 

that the State considers sharing in its vision for the country or important stakeholders that it considers 

to be essential to the achievement of its goals.  There are various means to achieve cooperative 

relations.  One such channel is formal consultative mechanisms, such as deliberative councils similar to 

the ones in the Asian DSs.  Another is through a range of informal networks.  Johnson (1982) reports 

that in Japan these included “old boys’ networks” (e.g. school and university classmates) and the 

circulation of ex-top bureaucrats to both the political and business worlds.  

 

The imperative for cooperative government and non-state actors’ relations is that without it, the nation 

would not develop.  It is therefore a means of national survival as none of the social partners can 

individually solve problems confronting their country.  Also, it has to be borne of mutual self-interests by 

stakeholders involved – participating partners will achieve their individual goals by cooperating with 

others.  It is therefore premised on creating a win-win situation. 

 

The aforementioned formal institutional arrangements, though necessary, are not sufficient conditions 

for the success of state-society relations.  The literature on the DS shows that these formal structures 

have to be complemented by non-formal structures.  Johnson observed, “Cooperative government-

business relationship was founded on a shared project of development, as well as a shared outlook 
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among government and industrial leaders because of common education … and an extensive cross-

penetration of elites because of early retirement from government service and reemployment in big 

business …” (Johnson, 1982: 312).  The exact “informal institutional arrangements” that complement the 

formal consultative mechanisms might vary from country to country.  However, a common education 

background has been found throughout history to contribute to a shared outlook between state and 

non-state officials.  

 

Cooperative relationship of government-business must be anchored on acknowledgment by both 

parties that they need each other – the State has to recognise that it needs the market, and private 

enterprise needs to recognise that it needs the State.  Wealth creation is therefore co-produced by both 

the State and private enterprise.  Through such relationships, state officials would be able to allocate 

rents transparently: government can provide support to industry and set the conditions for such 

support.  In the Asian DS, these were “not gifts” to business but “contracts” as they were dependent on 

recipients fulfilling/meeting performance criteria.  Performance criteria in the Asian DS included 

adoption of new technology, innovation, meeting criteria (in Japan full employment), increased 

productivity, expansion of market shares and cost reduction.  In these countries, governments used the 

“stick approach” to sanction businesses that failed to meet set targets.  In some instances, these 

included withdrawal of support.  

 

However, if a 20th-century DS established relationships primarily with owners of capital, a 21st-century 

DS will have to forge more inclusive embeddedness, i.e. they have to be synergistic – forge ties that 

include labour, CSOs and local communities, and with a strong focus on expansion of human 

capabilities.  There are two main reasons for this.  First, democratic governance requires the 

participation of citizens in making decisions that affect their lives, which, in turn, leads to sustainable 

development.  Second, focus on human capabilities expansion as the primary goal and means of 

development in the 21st century requires the participation of more inclusive stakeholders beyond 

government and owners of capital.  These will include local communities, citizens’ groups, and so on.  In 

effect, the institutional architecture of the 21st century has to be more inclusive.  This is because 

capability expansion is much more complex to produce than industrial growth; hence, it requires more 

than technocratic politics and narrow embeddedness.  As Evans and Heller (2012) put it,  

Promoting capabilities … requires broad-based embeddedness.  In its optimal form, such embeddedness 

implies three things: links to plurality of groups; multiple points of contact with the state that reduce the 
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cost of transaction between state and society, modes of intermediation that promote co-production and 

coordination over domination, coercion or dependency (Evans and Heller, 2012: 26).  

What the 21st-century DS requires, Evans and Heller argued, is politics encompassing a broad section of 

society, in the absence of which technocratic capacity will be unfruitful and ineffective.   

 

3. Democracy and the Developmental State 

The first generation literature on the DS was largely apolitical and therefore ignored the question of 

political capacity of the State.  This is partly because the contemporary usage of the concept was to 

explain the economic performance of East Asia.  As a result, some of the early scholars on the subject 

wrongly posit a positive correlation between authoritarianism and economic development.  Be that as it 

may, there is no empirical or scientific evidence to support such proposition.  It is know from the history 

of development that evidence about the nature of political regimes and its relationship to economic 

development is mixed – there is no correlation between regime types and economic 

development.  There have been authoritarian states that have achieved remarkable development 

success, just as there have been authoritarian states that have been marked by colossal developmental 

failures.  Even when countries in East Asia began to build developmental states, there were some that 

were democratic (Japan) and others that were autocratic (South Korea).  This fact points to the varieties 

of political regimes within the East Asian DSs.  To then argue that a DS is synonymous with 

authoritarianism is to misread even the history of East Asia.  In addition, DSs have emerged in other 

democratic contexts, especially in the Nordic countries and the two often cited examples of DSs in 

Africa, namely Botswana and Mauritius.  What these show is that a DS emerged in varieties of political 

contexts.  Even so, it is needless to stress that the sustainability of a DS is dependent on it being 

democratic.  

 

Two points are worth highlighting from this analysis.  First, in looking at DSs, it is vital to think beyond 

Asia.  If this is done, it is evident that there are states that are democratic that are developmental states, 

such as the Nordic countries.  Even within Asia, in Japan, the first country to be labelled as a DS was 

democratic.  Second, conceptually, it might be a mislabelling to call a state developmental only in 

economic terms.  Here, the work of Sen (1999: 3) becomes an important starting point.  He defines 

development “as the process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy”.  Freedom has to be 

manifest in all spheres, including the political sphere, and its best manifestation is democracy.  Taken to 

its logic conclusion, a DS must inherently be democratic, and therefore, has to be based on democratic 
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governance.  Accordingly, whilst acknowledging that economic freedom is an indispensable component 

of DS, if development is understood in a holistic sense, then a state that is developmental must also be 

able to promote political freedom.  It therefore has to be predicated on democratic governance.  This is 

because democracy is an integral part of development.  There is therefore an interconnection between 

economic freedom and political freedom (Sen, 1999). 

 

Besides the intrinsic value of democratic governance, which makes it worth pursuing in its own right, it 

also has instrumental value, namely that governance has  

a direct bearing on the well-being of individuals and groups in society.  The nature of governance 

may either enhance or hinder social/human development in society.  While emphasis is usually 

on regulatory dimensions of governance, concerned largely with legitimacy (governance as rule-

making), it is crucial to note that governance is also about the capabilities (efficient and effective 

response to social and economic problems and needs), particularly of the state institutions to 

discharge their duties, including providing services to the people (Zondi, 2009: 44). 

In spite of this connection between governance and development, both the scholarly work on 

governance and those of the DS have been somewhat disconnected.  As a result, the governance debate 

has not been brought to bear on the developmental state literature, while the debate on the latter has 

not been linked to the former.  

 

In light of the analysis above, the researchers argued that the third institutional feature of a 21st-

century developmental state is democracy.  This conclusion squares well with evidence from history, 

which shows “many of the most remarkable periods of economic progress over the course of recorded 

history appear to have occurred in relatively non-autocratic regimes (Olson, 1997: 51). 

 

The emphasis on democracy squares well with the central argument of this paper, i.e. development 

nationalism of the 21st century has to give a prime place to expansion of human capabilities.  And as 

was noted above, the provision of public goods that will enhance human capabilities requires an 

inclusive political system.  The point is that the 21st-century DS has to be inherently democratic.  

 

4. Effectiveness versus Efficiency 

Johnson (1982) made an important point about the DS which is often neglected in recent conception of 

DSs.  This is the fact that a DS is more concerned about state/bureaucratic effectiveness than efficiency 

because it is driven more by the need to achieve results – it is goal-orientated.  Because of this, a DS has 
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no ideological commitment to policy instruments.  It adopts the policy instrument that will enable it to 

achieve its developmental goal.  At one point, it can support state ownership and even nationalisation, 

but when such policies no longer meet its objectives, it adopts other instruments.  The evolution of 

policy instruments by the East Asian DSs attest to this fact.  

 

A DS’s emphasis on effectiveness is in contrast to the NPM, which emphasised “narrow” efficiency.  Like 

the NPM, the “good governance paradigm” also gives greater premium to efficiency than effectiveness – 

more about processes than development outcomes.  As a consequence, the NPM approach lay out 

elaborate procedures and detailed laws.  To a degree, these elaborate procedures and laws have 

disabling effects on organisations and officials of the State.  As Johnson (1982) eloquently argued, 

elaborate laws put public service officials in straightjackets.  In contrast, because a DS is goal-orientated, 

procedures and laws have to be quite broad to give scope for public officials to exercise some discretion 

in policy implementation.  Public service officials give concrete meaning to these laws through 

bureaucratically originated Cabinet orders, ordinances, rules, and administrative guidance.  Yet, in the 

21st-century DS, while still giving premium to effectiveness, development outcomes still have to give 

considerable attention to efficiency.  This is more so that in a democratic context, the process matters as 

much as development outcomes.  UNCTAD (2009) has coined the concept of “good development 

governance” to describe this situation.  Good development governance focuses on processes of 

governance, policy orientations and their substantive outcomes.  

 

5. Conclusion 

In the light of the analysis above about the concept of developmental state, the following conclusions 

can be drawn. 

First, even the best policies will fail in the absence of capable state institutions.  Additionally, to 

succeed, capable state institutions have to be led by purposeful and nationalistic political and 

administrative leadership that are committed to pursuing a developmentalist agenda.  In the 

absence of purposeful political leadership, it is near impossible to get a capable administrative 

leadership and effective bureaucracy that are able to systematically develop and implement 

policy tools to realise the developmental objectives set by political leaders.  This therefore 

means that politics and political institutions matter in thinking of a DS.  This is more significant in 

thinking of a DDS.  In conceptualising a DDS, the political arrangements must be such that it 

throws a developmentalist coalition to the fore as to who will control the State.  It is only in such 
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context that they can be able to consistently formulate and implement policies to transform the 

structural basis of their economies and societies.  A developmental coalition necessarily goes 

beyond public officials – it also includes people in business, CSO and academia that impose its 

development vision on society. 

 

Second, the importance of a talented, prestige-laden and professional bureaucracy cannot be 

overemphasised in a DS.  To achieve this, recruitment into the public service and administration 

has to be based primarily on educational qualifications and competitive entrance 

examinations.  Correspondingly, promotions need to be merit-based, and public servants should 

have predictable career paths. 

 

Third, the importance of synergistic state-society relations (broad-based embeddedness) cannot 

be overemphasised. 

 

Fourth, all the above have to be in the context of an overarching national goal and the State 

mobilising the majority of society to support that goal through, among others, a highly visible 

human capabilities expansion mechanisms. 

 

  



36 

 

6. References 

Acemoglu, Daron and Robinson, James A (2012) in their widely acclaimed book, Why Nations Fail: The 

Origins of Power, Prosperity and Poverty.  London: Profile Books Ltd.  

Breslin, Shaun G (1996) “China: developmental state or dysfunctional development?” Third World 

Quarterly. Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 689-706.  

Castells, Manuel (1992) ‘Four Asian Tigers with a Dragon Head: A Comparative Analysis of State, 

Economy and Society in the Asian Pacific Rim.’ in Applebaum R, Henderson J (eds). State and 

Development in the Asian Pacific. Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 1992. 

Deyo, Fredric (1987) “Introduction” in Deyo, Fredric. C (ed). The Political Economy of New Asian 

Industrialism.  Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, pp. 203-226. 

Economic Commission for Africa and African Union (2011) Economic Report on Africa 2011: Governing 

Development in Africa – the role of the state in economic transformation. Addis Ababa.  

Edigheji, Omano (2005) A Democratic Developmental State in Africa? A concept paper. Research Report 

105. Johannesburg: Centre for Policy Studies. May.  

Edigheji, Omano (2007) “The State, State-Society Relations and Developing Countries’ Economic 

Performance”. Department of Political Sociology and Political Science, Norwegian University of Science 

and Technology, Trondheim, Norway. (Unpublished PhD thesis) 

Edigheji, Omano (2010) (ed) Constructing a Democratic Developmental State in South Africa: Potentials 

and Challenge. Cape Town: HSRC Press. 

El-Rufai, Nasir Ahmad (2013) The Accidental Public Servant. Ibadan: Safari Books Ltd.  

Evans, Peter (1995) Embedded Autonomy: States and Industrial Transformation. New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press. 

Evans, Peter (2011) “The Capability Enhancing Developmental State: Concepts and National 

Trajectories”. Paper presented at the UNRISD-KOICA Conference. Seoul, Korea. 13 October. 

Evans, Peter and Heller, Patrick (2012) “Human Development, State Transformation and the Politics of 

the Developmental State” in Leibfried, Steven et al (eds). The Oxford Handbook of Transformation of the 

State. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Evans, Peter and Rauch, James (1999) “Bureaucracy and Growth: A Cross-national Analysis of the 

Effects of “Weberian” State Structures on Economic Growth”. American Sociological Review. Vol. 64, No. 

5. October, pp. 748-765.  

Johnson, Chalmers (1982) MITI and the Japanese Miracle: The Growth of Industrial Policy, 1925-1975. 

Stanford: Stanford University Press. 



37 

 

Johnson, Chalmers (1987) “Political Institutions and Economic Performance: The Government-Business 

Relationship in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, in Deyo, Fredric. C (ed). The Political Economy of New 

Asian Industrialism. Ithaca and London:Cornell University Press, pp. 136-164. 

Kohli, Atul (2010) “State Capacity for Development”. Paper prepared for UNDP.  

Kuala, Lumpur (1971) Second Malaysian Plan, 1971 – 1975. Kuala Lumpur: Government Printer.  

Mkandawire, Thandika (2001) ‘Thinking About the Developmental States in Africa.’ Cambridge Journal 

of Economics.  

Murakami, Y (1992) Anticlassical political economic analysis: A vision for the next century. Tokyo: 

Chuokoron-shinsa.  

North, Douglas (1994) “Institutions Matter”. 28 March 1994.  

Peters, Guy B (1999) Institutional Theory in Political Science: The ‘New Institutionalism. London and New 

York: Continuum. 

Robinson,  Mark and White, Gordon (1998) (eds) The Democratic Developmental State: Political and 

Institutional Design. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Sen, Amartya (1999) Development as Freedom. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Swilling, Mark (2010) “Greening the Developmental State” in Swilling, M. and Annecke, E (forthcoming) 

Just Transitions: Explorations of Sustainability in an Unfair World. Cape Town: Juta and Princeton: 

Princeton University Press.  

Tsurutani, Taketsugu (1998) “The National Bureaucracy of Japan”. International Review of 

Administrative Sciences.  Vol. 64, pp. 181-194. 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) (2009) The State and Development 

Governance: The Least Developed Countries Report New York and Geneva: UNCTAD.  

Wade, Robert (1990) Governing the Market.  Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Weiss, Linda (1998) The Myth of the Powerless State. Cambridge: Polity Press 

Woo-Cumings, Meredith (1999) (ed) The Developmental State. Ithaca and London: Cornell University 

Press. 

 


