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This edited volume is the outcome of a conference that took place in South
Africa in May 2008, on the eve of the global financial crisis. Though long in
production, the questions raised in the collection of papers published here
by the University of KwaZulu-Natal Press in 2014 remain valid despite the
fact that some of its urgency and potential may have been undercut by a
revival and reconsolidation of variants of neo-liberalism across many parts
of the developed and emerging market economies. Such a ‘recovery’ was
faster than many on the left had imagined or believed possible. Some had
even dared to think about the end of neo-liberal capitalism, even of capitalism
itself. But this return of neo-liberalism, may in fact well justify a collection
such as this devoted to a critical analysis of the role of the state today. In
the absence of any coherent alternative policy framework following the
crisis and in the context of intensifying financial globalisation, the crisis
retains a tight grip over global economic performance. Slow growth in many
parts of the world, but especially in Japan and Europe, increasing
unemployment, the persistence of high levels of poverty, the spectre of
dangerously high levels inequality which Thomas Piketty among others has
highlighted, all these and their attendant social tensions combine to ensure
that the crisis is still with us today, and the search for progressive policy
solutions remains a critical yet elusive task.

Michelle Williams has done an excellent job of pulling together the initial
workshop papers and setting them within a useful and balanced framework.
The task that many progressives still have to engage with is that of
understanding the role of the state in these times of crisis and attempting to
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do so under the very changed economic and political conditions that obtain
at both the global and local levels. The aim, either explicitly or implicitly, is
to work towards some sort of alternative ‘model’ of economic and social
development that offers richer possibilities to meet these contemporary
challenges, for neo-liberal models of capitalism in whatever variety they exist
has proven to have no real answers. How to make ‘national priorities’ a
driving force in economic development; can a national capitalist class
committed to such national development priorities possibly emerge; can
such a class (or national bourgeoisie) work in a dynamic interaction with a
reconstituted (development) state and an active civil society to reinvigorate
economic and social development while intrinsically addressing the
challenges of unemployment, poverty and inequality? These are among the
issues that the editor and the authors of the different chapters in this book
grapple with.

Four factors, Michelle Williams argues in her first substantive chapter,
constitute the key challenges that have to be incorporated into any new
understanding of what such a role for the state should be in our contemporary
conditions. These are economic restructuring, domestic politics, epistemic
shifts and ecological limits. These four conditions are assessed with varying
emphasis across case studies of ‘developmental’ states in South Korea,
Taiwan, Ireland, China, South Africa, Brazil and India. In addition to these
case studies of ‘developmental states’ there is a chapter which examines the
domestic politics of the UK government’s engagement with renewable
energy development; a chapter on the politics of development in the Indian
state of Kerala; and an inspiring final chapter by one of the leading late
twentieth century contributors to the literature on the state, Peter Evans. I
do not intend in this brief review to assess all of the chapters.

Williams begins her own chapter with a useful summary of development
theory in historical perspective. Her survey begins with post-war economic
growth theories (including the Harrod-Domar model with its emphasis on
creating internal conditions favourable to external aid and capital inflows to
compensate for low domestic savings) through to modernisation theory,
various ‘radical’ approaches sharing a critical view of modernisation and its
notion of ‘convergence’ such as dependency, and world systems theories.
It was, she maintains, out of the latter approaches and the example of the
‘miracle’ East Asian states in the 1980s, that the term ‘developmental state’
was coined and assumed a life of its own. New approaches to development
emerged as we entered the twenty-first century, including Sen’s human
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capabilities approach, new growth theories, sustainable development, human
development and ecology. Many of these latter approaches raised again the
issue of an appropriate role for the state.

If twentieth century models of development were to a large extent built
around state policy to initiate and grow industrial capabilities, including
import substitution policies, one needs to ask what implications for state
action arises from a global economic restructuring in which manufacturing
is not any longer the key driver of economic growth or employment generation.
What interventions, if any, can the state initiate in a highly financialised
world that would promote more balanced, less unequal outcomes in terms of
growth, employment, poverty and inequality, as well as in the delivery of
social services? That is one key issue that threads through many chapters.

So too is the theme of domestic politics and democracy, the second of
Williams’ pivotal conditions governing new forms of state intervention. The
Irish case study (a network state) examined here by Sean O’Riain looks at the
role of domestic politics in shaping the nature and form of state intervention,
including institutions (such as Enterprise Ireland) created to develop Irish
industry through the provision of venture capital and other funding vehicles.
The building of such institutions and capabilities, he argues, is not a
technical question, but a social and political one (57). As Ireland’s focus
shifted narrowly to the growth machine in property and as the project of
financialisation took centre stage, these institutions and capabilities were
weakened and marginalised.

Her third pivotal condition, what she labels ‘epistemic shifts’, is arguably
best set out in Lessa Kerstenetzky’s chapter on Brazil. I say arguably
because I could not easily follow Williams’ account of the many issues
incorporated vaguely under this label, so I cannot be sure that she (Williams)
would see this chapter in this light. But to the extent that the Brazilian state
has over recent decades responded to popular demands for social justice,
the reduction of poverty levels, worker protection and democratic
participation, all part of Williams’ characterisation of ideological and
epistemic shifts, perhaps Brazil is such an example. Kerstenetzky takes the
reader through a number of distinct (epistemic?) phases of post-war Brazilian
development, from 1960s authoritarianism, to the 1980s and 1990s experiment
with ‘governance by the market’, to the first (largely unremarkable) Lula
government, and then to his more social developmental model with the
expansion of social protection and labour market policies and agrarian
transformation, a model which has won high praise in certain progressive
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circles in South Africa, including COSATU. Kerala’s unconventional
approach to development after 1980 and Taiwan’s ‘tortuous experience’ (19)
with developing its pharmaceutical industry are possibly other examples of
countries or regions undergoing such ‘epistemic shifts’.

Vishwas Satgar’s is a highly critical account of South Africa’s post-
apartheid state and through this chapter Williams’ fourth pivotal condition
is well illustrated. Predatory and dysfunctional are just two of the terms
Satgar uses to describe South Africa’s ‘declaratory’ developmental state as
it goes about its attempts to green its development agenda. He shows that
continuities with the apartheid economy, a heavy reliance on the minerals
and energy complex as a model of accumulation and exports, the privileging
of the needs of transnational South African capital, and the undermining of
democratic citizenship, constitute some of the forces that have worked
powerfully against the emergence of any semblance of a development state
in South Africa after 1994. Thus ‘South Africa’s green neoliberal development
state will continue to engender ecological and social crises and will continue
reneging on the vision of a transformed South Africa’ (148).

Peter Evans concludes the book with an insightful review of the origins
and evolution of developmental theory, which compliments and goes
beyond Williams’ framing contribution in chapter 1. The chapter includes an
extended analyses of new growth theories, institutional approaches and
Sen’s capability approach, and a affirming bow to his earlier concepts and
seminal ideas of ‘embeddedness’ and ‘embedded autonomy’, defined as ‘a
dense set of concrete interpersonal ties that enable specific agencies and
enterprises to construct joint projects to the sectoral level’ (225). This last
chapter is handled expertly and with aplomb, befitting someone who was
such a key intellectual contributor to the development state discourse of the
twentieth century. Evans ends his review with the observation (nay,
insistence) that a ‘twenty-first century narrative must be grounded in the
fact that growth has become increasingly “bit driven”’ (222), occurring
through arranging bits of information in formulas, codes and images to make
tangible goods. But more and more economic activity is also organised
around the delivery of intangible services that no longer require the same
levels of employment or types of skills. While the basic vision of the
twentieth century developmental state remains compelling it is clearly not
up to the task of confronting radically changing conditions in economy or
politics. Evoking Senian notions, Evans argues that a key starting point for
a ‘more aggressive state action is ramping up the effective delivery of
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capability-expanding services’ (231). Some of these tasks could, he argues,
build on the achievements of the twentieth century development state,
rather than necessarily tossing them aside. And they may well have the
capacity to break the stranglehold of contemporary neo-liberalism, without
carrying the burden of a new ‘model’. Williams (invoking Evans’ analysis)
reminds us that despite the challenges of our world, there is a ‘surprising
degree of convergence around the vision of the state’s role that is almost
the antithesis of the neo-liberal model’ (xx). Perhaps Evans could have said
more about how states could further tax their elites to raise finance for
investments in ‘capability expansion’ and industrial transformation without
alienating them. More on the creation of a local bourgeoisie committed to
national priorities would have been welcome, for as Chibber in his chapter
comparing India and South Korea points out the national bourgeoisie has
never been a stable partner for state-led industrialisation nor has it been very
politically dependable (45).

As I ended the book, I was left with a nagging concern, one that I was
alerted to by Mahmood Mandani’s (Polanyian-inspired) response to a
Joseph Stiglitz seminar at the Makerere Institute for Social Research.

Not only has the market wrenched itself free from society, so is the state
trying to do the same. Not only do market forces threaten to colonize
society, the state too threatens to devour society. Free markets are not
a solution for poverty; they are one cause of modern poverty. State
sovereignty is not a guarantor of freedom; it threatens to undermine
social freedom. The challenge is not how the state can regulate the
market, but how society can regulate both the state and the market.
(Mamdani 2013)

So should we in any way also be concerned about the potential of a
powerful, capacitated (development?) state to wrench itself free of society,
as markets have done?

Whether or not this is ‘one of the very top books in the social sciences
ever published in South Africa’, as Bill Freund observes on the front cover
commendation, may be arguable. But it is nevertheless an important (and still
timely) intervention in the continuing, perhaps revitalised, debate about
what could and should constitute an effective role for any state committed
to a broader, more equal and socially just development under twenty-first
century conditions.
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