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SINCE its inception, Pakistan has frequently undergone immense socio-political and economic crises.

The latter, according to the practice of interventionist military orthodoxy, have been managed with military takeovers and various post-martial law (erroneously called democratic) regimes that have been tactfully inducted into office and then overthrown by the powers that be in Islamabad.

The current political phase that started in October 1999 and which has been on a bumpy ride since March 2007 is no exception to this pattern, although it provides ample opportunities for challenging the above-mentioned orthodoxy.

In the search of such opportunities, a vast array of frameworks capable of analysing the recurrence of home-grown stresses can be employed. However, at least one such framework should attempt to unearth the politico-economic malaise latent in the role of the state earmarked and in the economic growth models which the country is currently pursuing.

One such framework identified for this article is the theory of the developmental state. There are two basic reasons why I have chosen this specific developmental state framework. The first reason is that it is time to move away from the Washington Consensus (read confusion) approach which emerges from a more political than economic framework called neo-liberalism as a prescriptive diagnostic tool.

This approach calls for “rolling back the government” and creating a “minimalist state”. The neo-liberal agenda, which Pakistan has been following since the mid-1980s, needs revision involving an institutionalist political economy approach embodied in the developmental state model.

The second reason is that instead of looking at the situation from the perspective of Pakistan as a failed state, one can try to prescribe what political leaders and economic managers should do to take the high road towards a possible developmental state.

It is worthwhile to mention that the developmental state model emerged during the 1980s as a unified theoretical construct, explaining the economic and industrial transformation of the East Asian miracle economies.

Being the principal architect of the concept, Chalmers Johnson wrote about the distinctive features of the economic development schema deployed in Japan. This theory was later enriched by the seminal works of eminent scholars such Robert Wade, Alice Amsden, Ha-Joon Chang and Peter Evans who provided valuable insights into econo-industrial development elsewhere in East Asia.

Generally speaking, the developmental state framework pointed out that the state in East Asia was neither a minimalist state nor a centrally planned politico-economic management one. Four typical characteristics, namely, political stability, the elaborate division of labour between the state and the private sector, investment in education while ensuring equitable distribution of wealth and opportunities, and establishing intervention in price mechanisms were identified. From these four characteristics, one can understand the length and breadth of the road ahead for revising economic growth and governance strategies in Pakistan.

The current situation in Pakistan, however, indicates that these four characteristics are hardly existent. Bureaucracy, which forms the lifeline and administrative face of a developmental state, is largely inefficient, ineffective, dishonest, and poorly fed. Inequality both in opportunity and income terms is rising with the state almost unable to guide the markets to adjust prices for social and developmental objectives. The current wheat crisis and a deplorable state of high-value generating industrialisation speak volumes for the state of affairs. Over and above, political stability is invisible like a black cat in a dark room.

Interestingly, in Pakistan, since the 1980s, the interventionist econo-industrial developmental role of the state has been demonised by the predominantly neo-liberal economic managers. According to this school of thought, free market is the only answer to the economic- and governance-related ills of Pakistan because of sheer “government failure”. This propaganda is tangent to the equitable economic development vision rooted in the institutionalist political economy and developmental state model.

The developmental state model is about strengthening and capacitating the institutions in line with developmental objectives rather than rolling them back.

Can Pakistan follow the developmental state model? The answer lies in Peter Evan’s words that replication can be the adaptive reverse engineering of transferable lessons found in East Asian economic policies and institutional prerequisites.

In order to manage the crisis of the state, while moving away from neo-liberal free-market theory as a diagnostic-prescriptive tool, Pakistan may try rediscovering the role of the state that can facilitate industrial and economic transformation. This vision is not about “macroeconomic fundamentals” only; it is also about much deeper intervention to reduce Pakistan’s rising financial, structural, regional and social inequality with industrial and economic growth and productivity.

Pursuing a developmental state model, the economic managers in Pakistan and the international development establishment need to recognise a basic fact. In the words of Ha-Joon Chang, this is that the capitalist system offers greater institutional diversity than recognised by the neo-liberal orthodoxy believing in the “primacy of markets”. This primacy of market is no more than a myth because the market, in essence, is the exposition of certain rights and obligations. It performs better if governance is better. The wheat, water and electricity production and distribution crisis indicate that these rights and obligations are being trampled upon ruthlessly in Pakistan.

However, along with seeking a developmental economic outlook, political stability — not in terms of perpetuating personal rule but in terms of the legitimacy to rule — has to be established. Such political stability, a hallmark of a developmental state, cannot be instituted without restoring the independence of those institutions which establish the rule of law and generate respect for the constitution. This is the respect for the constitution and system of judicial dispensation which promotes the people’s trust in the autonomy of the state.

Respectful behaviour towards the constitution, which is a supreme document giving ideology and structure to a state, tells the citizens that their state is not captured and will never become predatory. Such autonomy anchored in political stability gives the strongest signals to systems of economic production (firms), exchange (markets) and governmental regulation that vested interests will not rule the economy but that the principles of equity and the provision of secure livelihood will.

The autonomy of the state also communicates to the neo-liberal prescriptions of privatisation and liberalisation that these prescriptions will be scrutinised in the light of the developmental objectives of the state and not blindly followed. To cut a long story short, the developmental state framework embodies a host of viable prescriptions for the many crises which Pakistan is experiencing. The basic issue is, however, the need to take the framework seriously.

While concluding, let us consider for a while that if Botswana, Uganda, Ghana and Mauritius in Africa can show that commitment to institution-building to establish a democratic developmental state is possible then why not Pakistan? Perhaps we need to seriously challenge the interventionist military orthodoxy’s position that the state can be managed well by frequently suspending the state’s ideology-structure nexus.

This vision needs to be replaced with a nationalistic one that democratic developmental states are established on the principles of political legitimacy, the rule of law, democracy and autonomy, with a commitment to ensuring equity in economic development. Pakistan has the potential so let us try it out. Lawyers, the media and civil society are out there to give it a try.

