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Abstract   

Moving beyond the mantra that ‘politics matters’, a range of conceptual approaches 

have recently emerged within international development thinking that seek to capture 

the specific ways in which politics shapes development. This paper critically 

assesses whether these approaches, including work on ‘limited access orders’ and 

‘political settlements’, can underpin research into how developmental forms of state 

capacity and elite commitment emerge and can be sustained. It suggests that these 

new approaches offer powerful insights into certain elements of this puzzle, 

particularly through a focus on the relational basis of elite behaviour and institutional 

performance. However, these approaches are also subject to serious limitations, and 

insights from broader and (in particular) more critical forms of political theory are also 

required in order to investigate how the politics of development is shaped by ideas as 

well as incentives, popular as well as elite forms of agency, transnational as well as 

national factors, and in dynamic as well as more structural ways. The paper proposes 

an initial conceptual framework that can be operationalized and tested within a 

programme of primary research to be established by the Effective States and 

Inclusive Development Research Centre. 

 

Keywords: theory; politics; inclusive development; ideas; concepts; political 

settlements; limited access orders 
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1. Introduction 

‘What kinds of politics can help to secure inclusive development and how 

can these be promoted?’ 

 

The Effective States and Inclusive Development Research Centre (ESID) has been 

established to address the over-arching research question detailed above. More 

specifically, ESID is concerned with identifying the particular conditions within which 

states gain the capacity and elites gain the commitment to deliver development. This 

focus responds to the now general acceptance that state capacity and elite 

commitment are both critical to securing inclusive development outcomes. High 

levels of state capacity have been a central feature in all successful cases of long-run 

development witnessed in the post-World War II era, whether in terms of growth (e.g. 

Evans, 1995; Leftwich, 1995; Vu, 2007; World Bank, 2008), social provisioning 

(Leftwich, 2008; Walton, 2010) or broader forms of democratic development involving 

rights and redistribution (Sandbrook et al., 2007). However, and given that states can 

be highly capable without necessarily being committed to development, the 

commitment of political elites to delivering development has also proved critical 

(Booth, 2011; Hossain and Moore, 2001; Leftwich, 1995; Vu, 2007). 

 

Despite this consensus, there is far less agreement concerning the specific types and 

levels of capacity and commitment that matter for delivering different forms of 

development. Nor do we have a clear understanding of the particular conditions 

under which these forms of capacity and commitment emerge and can be sustained. 

This paper seeks to establish a conceptual basis for exploring the underlying 

conditions that shape the emergence and maintenance of developmental forms of 

capacity and commitment. It seeks to achieve this by first defining the key terms 

being used here and then critically assessing the potential of new conceptual 

approaches to politics and development to address this question. In particular, the 

paper offers a critical analysis of the extent to which the ‘political settlements’ and 

‘limited access orders’ approaches can usefully underpin investigations into state 

capacity and elite commitment. It argues that such approaches offer powerful but 

limited insights into this problem and proposes an ‘adapted political settlements’ 

approach that draws in important insights from the broader realms of political theory, 

and particularly from more critical approaches. 

 

Some definitional questions first. Our focus on ‘inclusive development’, involves at 

least two important moves. The first, and familiar move, is to go beyond a narrow 

understanding of development as a primarily economic process to one with an 

integral focus on the achievement of equity and the rights of citizenship.1 This is 

important not just in ethical terms but also because comparative historical evidence 

                                                        
1
 ESID has initially defined inclusive development as occurring when social and material 

benefits are equitably distributed across divides within societies (across income groups, 
genders, ethnicities, regions, religious groups and others).  These benefits necessarily 
comprise not only economic and material gains but enhanced wellbeing and capabilities as 
well as social and political empowerment being widely experienced.  
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suggests that the forms of politics that have underpinned inclusive forms of 

development (e.g. Evans 2010; Sandbrook et al., 2007; Walton 2010), differ in 

significant respects from those associated with economic growth (e.g. World Bank, 

2008). 2 The second move is to shift the focus beyond ‘poverty’ and ‘the poor’. As 

argued elsewhere (Hickey, 2008), a discourse on poverty can make it difficult to think 

politically and may distract from a focus on achieving the fuller goal of social justice 

implied by the term ‘inclusive development’. 3  More instrumentally, a focus on 

inclusion responds to evidence that there may be greater political support for 

interventions that include non-poor as well as poor groups (e.g. Nelson, 2003), both 

in terms of better-off groups being more adept at attracting public goods provision 

and at maintaining a better quality of service delivery. The intention here then is to 

develop a more encompassing and relational view of development that problematises 

the workings of societies rather than the characteristics of particular groups and 

involves thinking in broader terms around how to achieve social justice, towards 

which poverty reduction is an essential but insufficient step.  

 

In broad terms, we follow Adrian Leftwich’s (2004) definition of politics as “all the 

processes of conflict, co-operation and negotiation on taking decisions about how 

resources are to be owned, used, produced and distributed”, although for reasons 

explained later in the paper we consider the struggle over ideas (as well as 

resources) to be a fundamental and significant element of politics. In terms of our 

specific focus on capacity and commitment, state capacity refers here to “the ability 

of states to apply and implement policy choices within the territorial boundaries they 

claim to govern”, and comprises three distinct, but interrelated dimensions: the 

state’s embeddedness with non-state actors; the organizational competence of state 

agencies; and the territorial reach of state institutions (vom Hau, 2012). This 

approach goes beyond standard Weberian approaches and situates the state as 

firmly embedded within the broader economy and society (Evans, 1995; IDS, 2010), 

a central point to which we return below. Political commitment is a trickier concept to 

define. In a narrow sense, one approach is to simply define it as “the extent of 

committed support among key decision makers for a particular policy solution to a 

particular problem” (Post et al., 2010: 569). However, this policy-focused approach 

needs to be located in the broader context within which these key decision-makers 

operate, particularly in terms of their relationships to other elites. Here we define 

political elites as those “who have the organized capacity to make real political 

trouble” (Burton and Higley, 2001), and include those holding valued assets (e.g. 

                                                        
2
 The notion that ‘inclusion’ is uniformly ‘good thing’ is a misconception that a good deal of 

critical thinking on poverty analysis and social justice has sought to problematise and move 
beyond, not least because of the disempowering effects for weaker groups of being included 
on adverse terms in dominant political, economic and social orders (e.g. Jackson, 1999, 
Hickey and du Toit, 2007). The relational approach adopted here can be seen as an effort to 
avoid such simplistic readings of inclusion. 
3
 For example, people rarely self-identify or organise themselves as ‘the poor’, which makes it 

difficult to appreciate popular agency through a poverty lens. Most poverty analysis relies on 
an analytical separation of the poor from the rest of society that tends to become moralised 
(Rothstein, 2002), often in ways that cast responsibility for both poverty and poverty reduction 
on the poor themselves and to therefore undermine the case for elites supporting large-scale 
public action. 
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capitalists); those holding the power of adjudication over the distribution, allocation 

and regulation of property rights and use of property more broadly; those who 

possess authority to bargain on behalf of organised social groupings (di John and 

Putzel, 2009: 15); and those who play a role in establishing dominant ideas (e.g. 

public intellectuals, media owners). Importantly, these definitions draw attention to 

the role of elites at local as well as national levels, with the local often providing the 

key space within which development is actually delivered and where the ordinary 

subjects of development are most likely to interact with elites (Chatterjee, 2004). 

Having established some basic definitions, the next section discusses the potential of 

new conceptual approaches to politics and development to underpin research into 

the politics of how state capacity and elite commitment emerge and can be 

sustained. 

 

2. The mainstreaming of politics and political analysis within 

international development 

The use of political analysis within international development has come a long way 

over the past two decades, from largely marginal calls to ‘bring politics back in’ to a 

position whereby politics can claim to be ‘in command’ of the development agenda 

(cf. Leftwich, 1995, 2005). Throughout the 1990s and for much of the early 2000s, 

most mainstream research into the politics of development was located within the 

good governance agenda and underpinned by insights from new institutional 

economics. For critics, this conceptual focus on ‘the rules of the game’ only ever 

offered a limited and often technocratic understanding of how politics shaped 

development (Harris et al., 1997). Elsewhere, a focus on politics was viewed as 

something that could be bolted-on to existing frameworks of analysis, such as 

political capabilities and political capital (Hickey, 2009), rather than inspiring a more 

thoroughgoing reform in our understandings of how both development and problems 

of under-development emerge. This shift now appears to have occurred, with most 

major analyses of long-run development to emerge in the past few years placing 

politics at the heart of the story (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2011; 

Khan, 2010; North et al., 2009). As suggested none too subtly by James Robinson in 

his review of Douglass North et al.’s influential (2009) study on Violence and Social 

Orders, ‘It’s the politics stupid’.   

 

The major shift that seems to have occurred within mainstream analyses of politics 

and development is from a new institutionalist perspective towards a realisation that 

what lies behind the emergence and functioning of institutions is the complex world of 

politics and power relations. This shift is made particularly explicit by proponents of 

political settlements analysis, who claim that their historical political economy 

approach “offer(s) a more robust explanation of institutional change and development 

than new institutional economics” (di John and Putzel, 2009: 6). There is a particular 

focus here on the role of inter-elite relationships as a causal factor that underpins the 

emergence of stability and functioning institutions. For North et al. (2009) “political 

and economic development result from creating more sophisticated and durable 
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institutions to structure elite relations within the dominant coalition”; as such, the 

differences between developed and developing countries is attributable to “the 

pattern of social relationships” in each, but particularly within the elite. This move 

from institutions to politics and power relations marks a potentially significant 

ontological shift within mainstream analyses of governance and development. As will 

become clear, we see the move towards a relational reading of the politics of 

development – as opposed to more institutional or materialist understandings of how 

politics plays out – as being a significant shift and one that we wish to articulate 

further. It is a move that chimes closely with other recent advances in politics and 

development thinking, including within the developmental states literature and the 

recent revival of relational approaches to understanding state capacity (Evans, 2010; 

vom Hau, 2012; Vu, 2007) and research showing how broader state-society relations 

are critical to shaping the politics of development (IDS, 2010; Sandbrook et al., 2007; 

Walton, 2010).  

 

Importantly, many of these insights have been apparent within forms of political 

theory that mainstream development analysis has failed to incorporate into its 

intellectual frame. The understanding that institutions emerge and are shaped by 

processes of conflict is a central feature of much of the political science literature 

(e.g. Knight, 1992),4  and particularly within more critical forms of political theory 

which have long viewed the state as a sphere within which broader social struggles 

take place and become articulated (e.g. Jessop, 1982, 2007). This focus is also a 

feature of recent scholarship on the state in Africa, such as Hagmann and Peclard’s 

(2010) work on ‘negotiated statehood’. The question for current research 

programmes on the politics of development, then, is to devise a coherent way of 

operationalising the core insights of these approaches in ways that enable a clearer 

sense of which forms of politics matter in shaping inclusive development. The 

remainder of this section establishes the basis for this by critically evaluating the 

major claims made within recent developments in mainstream thinking before turning 

to contributions from more critical theoretical positions.  

 

2.1 The political settlements approach to effective states and inclusive 

development  

The notion that institutional functioning and the underlying conditions for 

development are established first and foremost by the character of intra-elite 

relations forms the central concern of both Khan’s work on ‘political settlements’ 

(2010) and North et al.’s (2009) idea of ‘limited access orders’ and how they might 

become ‘open access orders’.5  Driven from a political economy perspective, the 

political settlements approach offers a strong focus on the role that capitalism and 

political organisations play in shaping development processes and outcomes, whilst 

                                                        
4
 I am grateful to Adrian Leftwich for drawing this work to my attention.  

5
 It also closely informs the shift by Acemoglu and Robinson away from their view of elites as 

a homogenous group (e.g. 2006), in favour of a more disaggregated approach that views 
conflicts and bargains between elites as critical (2012). 
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the historical institutionalism of North et al. centres more clearly on processes of 

institutional functioning and development. Despite important intellectual differences 

between the two approaches,6 they derive from similar ontological priors, particularly 

concerning their shared rational-actor perspective on political behaviour, which both 

enables their merger into a broader frame of analysis and also (as argued below) 

limits their view of certain key features of the politics of development. The growing 

influence of these new approaches within mainstream development agencies7 further 

highlights the need to subject them to critical evaluation.  

 

2.2 Political settlements: from stability to development  

The ‘political settlement’ refers to the balance or distribution of power between 

contending social groups and social classes, on which any state is based.” (di John 

and Putzel, 2009: 4). Arrived at through a process of struggle and bargaining 

between elite groups, this settlement establishes the basis for institutional 

arrangements to take shape. Critically, institutions must be arranged to distribute 

enough resources to powerful organised groups in society, otherwise “these groups 

will strive through different means including conflict to change institutions till they are 

satisfied or they give up” (Khan, 2010: 4). This resonates with other recent accounts 

of how conflict emerges in relation to inter-elite relations and the character of ruling 

coalitions (e.g. Bates, 2008; Lindemann, 2008), and also North et al.’s explanation 

that social order can only exist once elites have reached an agreement amongst 

                                                        
6
 See Khan (1995, 2010) and di John and Putzel (2009: 8-10) for lengthy treatments of the 

differences between their approach and that of new institutionalism. For example, the latter 
authors place themselves: “In the long line of thinking in historical political economy, 
beginning with Marx” within which “analysing the balance of power between contending 
groups and classes has been central in exploring the formation and change of institutions 
such as the process of democratisation (Moore, 1966), the transition from feudalism to 
capitalism (Brenner, 1976), the effectiveness with which industrial policy is implemented 
(Khan, 1995; Kohli, 2004), and the closely related effort of historical institutionalists to explain 
the varied routes to capitalist transformation (Hall and Soskice, 2001)” (di John and Puzel, 
2009: 4). The historical political economy approach draws explicit attention to capitalism and 
its effects on politics, as with Khan’s (2010) claim that it is the size of the productive economy 
which effectively dictates the clientelist character of politics in developing countries, and that 
political settlements can be divided between those that are ‘capitalist’ and those that are 
‘clientelist’. Historical institutionalists, meanwhile, offer little analysis of capitalism itself other 
than as an outcome of elite bargaining around institutions such as property rights. They also 
tend to place a strong emphasis on how political settlements leads to the emergence of 
democratic institutional forms (North et al., 2009; also Higley and Gunther, 1992), whereas 
historical political economy thinkers appear to be more agnostic regarding which forms of 
politics might emerge. A related difference here, as noted by Bates (2010), is that historical 
institutionalists, such as North et al., focus on particular types of democratic institution (e.g. 
interest groups) rather than others (e.g. the role played by political parties and leaders) in 
achieving doorstep conditions and transitions beyond these. Historical political economy work 
tends to accord a much stronger role for this type of political organisation, not in terms of 
establishing democracy per se, but as key forces that can shape and reshape the character of 
political settlements and (accordingly) the institutional arrangements and patterns of resource 
distribution (di John and Putzel, 2009:12; Khan, 2010). 
7

 “Development practitioners are increasingly coming to the conclusion that political 
settlements directly affect the prospects for economic growth and poverty reduction, quality of 
services to the poor, and the level of violent conflict.” (Parks and Cole, 2010: viii).  
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themselves over the centralisation of violence and the operation of institutional 

constraints around a limited set of property rights.  

 

The nature of the deals made by elites in turn shapes the character of the institutions 

that emerge to govern society. Once basic social order has been achieved, “the 

distribution of power becomes embedded in institutional arrangements that sustain 

it”, most of which are informal in developing countries; these “…informal institutions 

both reflect but also ultimately sustain the distribution of power by creating supportive 

benefits for powerful groups.” (Khan, 2010: 8). North et al. (2009) similarly argue that 

informal institutions rather than impersonal organisations predominate in most limited 

access orders because of the personalised nature of the ‘deals’ made between elites 

around the form and functioning of institutions. It is this interplay between elite power 

relations and institutions that helps define the essentially clientelistic and rent-

seeking character of political settlements and limited access orders in most 

developing countries, and which closely shapes their influence over development. 

For Khan (2010), the political economy of developing countries is also influential here 

in that the limited size and scope of the formal productive economy further ensures 

that informal arrangements dominate as governments lack the tax-base required to 

allocate resources to powerful groups other than through off-budgetary processes.  

 

Taken together, these approaches suggest two main and inter-related transmission 

mechanisms through which political settlements and limited access orders shape 

developmental forms of state capacity and elite commitment. The first flows from the 

stability of institutional arrangements, the second from the nature of ruling coalitions. 

Political stability and order is critical not only for the simple reason that it allows 

institutions to function but also because stability enables elites to engage in the type 

of long-term thinking and planning required for growth to emerge (Kelsall et al., 

2010).8 Where elites are constantly struggling to assert the legitimacy of a prevailing 

order, the incentives are to undertake short-termist measures designed to maintain 

order and keep the regime in power. In a context of personalised deals between 

elites, this involves both creating rent-seeking possibilities for potentially troublesome 

elites and securing their support for ‘limited access’ institutional arrangements that 

can offer help offer greater returns than they could attain through violent means 

(North et al., 2009).9  

 

A more distinctive contribution concerns the role played by coalitions in shaping state 

capacity and elite commitment. In terms of state capacity, political settlements 

                                                        
8
 The resolution of conflict, particularly in ways that offer the emerging ruling coalition the 

legitimacy to make difficult decisions and the space to do so without significant opposition, is 
generally more possible under conditions of elite polarisation rather than elite compromise 
(see Vu, 2005).  
9
 This dynamic extends from maintaining order to maintaining a specific ruling coalition in 

place, whereby political settlements characterised by competitive forms of clientelism, within 
which elites are frequently in danger of being displaced from power in contexts where holding 
political power is critical to accessing rents (as in Bangladesh and Ghana), will likely influence 
elites towards the short-term and factional distribution of goods to political supporters to 
maintain regime survival (Levy, 2012; also Whitfield and Therkildsen, 2011). 
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analysis suggests that state organisations are unable to act effectively unless the 

nature of the political settlement within which they are located permits them to do so. 

The political coalitions at the heart of political settlements are thus historically and 

logically prior to the emergence of state capacity: responding to her own question of 

“…how can we account for variation in state building?”, Poteete’s (2009: 455-6) 

response is that “Behind policies, institutions, and state building lie political 

coalitions”.10 The capacity of the state to act, and whether or not effective state 

institutions get built and are allowed to function, is therefore determined by the 

character of the players, coalitions and agreements made around the operation of 

power – not about formal Weberian forms of state capacity per se. So, it would be 

feasible to imagine a state with high levels of bureaucratic capacity and 

infrastructural power, but which was prevented from acting in certain policy domains 

due to the lack of an agreement between dominant groups. From this perspective, 

then, state capacity is endogenous to the relations that underpin the political 

settlement.  

 

Two dimensions of coalitional politics within ‘clientelist’ political settlements can help 

explain differing levels of capacity and commitment to delivering development: the 

organisation of the ruling coalition and the technological capabilities of productive 

entrepreneurs in that society and their relationship of power with the ruling coalition. 

With regards the first, Khan (2010: 8-9) argues that:  

 

“The greater the power of horizontally excluded factions, the greater the 

vulnerability of the ruling coalition. This reduces its time horizon which 

affects the types of economic strategies it will be willing to support 

through formal and informal institutions”.11 

 

Some pursue this line of thinking to argue that the inclusivity of the ruling coalition is 

critical, as in Poteete’s (2009) suggestion that the inclusivity and stability of the ruling 

coalition in Botswana has directly shaped the capacity and commitment of elites to 

maintain good levels of economic growth despite the danger of the resource curse: 

 

“Politicians with narrow and unstable coalitions see rentier politics as an 

attractive coalition building strategy; their responses to this political 

problem hinder state building… Politicians with broader and more stable 

coalitions are less likely to turn to rentier politics to bolster political 

                                                        
10

 Also see van Wyck’s study of political and economic settlements South Africa, whereby 
“The nature of the pact and its subsequent coalition proscribed and restricted the capacity of 
the new government vis-a-vis economic and development policy.” (2009: 16). 
11

 Part of Khan’s analysis of the growth-stability trade-off refers to cases where African rulers 
have been wary of promoting capitalism, often due to a fear of the political costs of the 
empowerment that this would have offered to non-African capitalists who have often been 
amongst the most productive entrepreneurs. Amin’s expulsion of Asian Ugandans is only the 
most visible example of a more general tendency. 
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support, in part because they are more apt to believe that they will reap 

the benefits from investments in state building” (544).12 

 

However, Khan’s argument is arguably more subtle than this call for ‘inclusive’ 

political settlements. What seems to matter in his account is the relative power of the 

excluded factions. Where dissonant groups are weak and can be excluded from a 

ruling coalition without significant danger of order being threatened, this may help 

support a degree of cohesiveness within the ruling coalition that is beneficial to 

growth. This argument finds further support in some recent work on the types of intra-

elite relations that underpin developmental states, including Kohli’s (2004) work on 

cohesive capitalism and Vu’s (2007) analyses of developmental states in East Asia, 

which includes cases where ‘elite polarisation’ has occurred to positive 

developmental effects. Vu argues that a mixture of elite polarisation and mass 

suppression provided the structural basis for developmental states to emerge in 

these cases, supporting the broader argument that ‘inclusive’ political settlements 

may be less economically productive and offer less social provisioning than more 

exclusive ones. 13  Even ‘inclusive elite coalitions’, as in the case of Botswana 

(Poteete, 2009; Subudubudu with Molutsi, 2009), have imposed structural inequality 

and destitution on some marginal groups, not by accident but as a direct result of 

pursuing the interests of certain elites within the ruling coalition (Good, 1999). It might 

even be that political settlements can become more exclusive and even predatory as 

long as they are providing security and economic development, as some argue is 

occurring in Cambodia (Parks and Cole, 2010: 9). 

 

However, this issue may again hinge on what is meant by the term ‘inclusive’. In 

discussions of political stability the tendency has been to emphasise the ethno-

regional aspects of inclusivity, as with Lindemann’s (2008) argument that the 

presence of an ethnically inclusive coalition in Zambia largely explains the absence 

of civil war onset in the post-independence period, which is the reverse of what he 

finds for conflict-affected Uganda over the same period. If development rather than 

peace forms the focus, however, then the two countries diverge in the opposite 

direction, suggesting that the proper space within which to consider the relational 

basis of developmental state capacity lies not with ethnicity but class/socio-economic 

groupings. For example, Rakner (2003) suggests that what really undermined both 

                                                        
12

 This is also the line taken in Sandbrook et al.’s (2007) study of how social democracy has 
emerged in the global periphery, which argues that “All ethnic or communal groups must be 
represented in the political and bureaucratic elite to ensure that all groups are, and feel, 
represented” (24).   
13

 Vu’s study of state formation and developmentalism in South Korea and Indonesia pre-
empted much recent research on political settlements. His theoretical framework (2007: 29-
31) identifies intra-elite and elite-mass interrelations as critical to developmental statism. Elite-
mass relations can be characterised in terms of mass incorporation or mass suppression, 
while intraelite relations involve more complex patterns, including elite unity versus elite 
fragmentation, and elite compromise verse elite polarisation “Elite unity is when one single 
group predominates, whereas elite fragmentation is when elites break into many small 
factions without any dominant group. When the number of groups is relatively small (but more 
than one) and they are roughly equal in strength, their alignment patterns may express in two 
other forms—elite compromise and elite polarization” (Vu, 2007: 29). 
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political and economic development in Zambia between 1990 and 2000 was a 

particular set of liberal economic and political reforms that systematically broke the 

organisational power of key economic interest groups in society (business, unions, 

agricultural cooperatives) and also their relationships with the state.  

 

The second aspect of ruling coalitions within political settlements which Khan 

suggests shapes capacity and commitment is the need within ruling coalitions to 

maintain certain types of relationships both horizontally (with other elite factions) and 

vertically (with organised social groupings) in order to preserve regime stability and 

survival will create strong incentives to act in particular ways. For Khan (2010: 64), 

“The relative power of productive interests and their technological and 

entrepreneurial capabilities can determine the incentives and opportunities of ruling 

coalitions to pursue particular institutional paths”. This focus has strong echoes of 

recent work on state-business relations (e.g. Sen and te Velde, 2009) and of earlier 

work on the ‘embedded autonomy’ of developmental states (Evans, 1995; Routley, 

2012; vom Hau, 2012). An important aspect concerns the issue of how such 

relationships can remain productive and avoid falling into the forms of collusion and 

crony capitalism that have been strongly associated with economic crises and 

stagnation. Khan draws attention to whether patron-client politics tend to be 

predatory as opposed to productive in particular contexts. Taking this forward, the 

work of the Africa Power and Politics Programme has suggested that, even within 

clientelistic political settlements, the presence of a political leadership with long-term 

time horizons, in alliance with centralised control over rent-seeking, can enable 

patrimonial settlements to be developmental (Kelsall et al., 2010). Where the 

tendency is towards decentralised rent-seeking and short-term exigencies the 

political settlement is likely to be predatory and unproductive, whereas the 

centralisation of rent-seeking in pursuit of a long-term vision can, for a time at least, 

offer productive possibilities in the form of ‘developmental patrimonialism’.14  

 

What has yet to be explored in political settlements research, which has dealt 

primarily with economic growth and productivity (Khan, Kelsall, Whitfield), is whether 

the coalitional dynamics required to underpin sustained economic growth are similar 

to those associated with high levels of capacity and commitment to delivering social 

goods. Aside from vague assertions that elites will extend benefits to non-elite groups 

once they are satisfied with the division of spoils amongst themselves (Khan, 2010; 

North et al., 2009), or when elites perceive it to be essential for regime survival 

(Bates, 2005; Whitfield and Therkildsen, 2011), there remains a gap in the literature 

concerning the role of political settlements in shaping the politics of social 

provisioning.  

 

 

                                                        
14

 Although this particular concept is a problematic one, the point that patronage and other 
forms of informal politics may play a productive role particularly at certain stages of 
development is an important one. 
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2.3 Summary  

A political settlements perspective offers some powerful insights regarding the 

emergence of developmental forms of capacity and commitment, many of which 

resonate with other recent work on the politics of development. In particular, the idea 

that “The overall causality runs from conflicts to coalitions to state capacity” (vom 

Hau, 2012: 11) is increasingly popular within studies of state capacity. Importantly, 

however, this relational perspective has arguably been developed and applied more 

persuasively within the comparative political science literature than is managed in the 

work of institutional economists, and is also contested in these broader realms too. In 

terms of the former, Slater’s (2010) work on South-East Asia identifies the nature of 

elite alignments, and particularly the extent and strength of the ‘protection pacts’ that 

state elites are able to forge, as central to explaining how state capacity develops. 

For Kurtz (2009: 480), state administrative capacity is likely to develop “where two 

conditions obtain at the initiation of the process of state building – the absence of 

labor-repressive agriculture and exclusionary but collective elite political dominance”:  

 

“The former condition makes possible the centralization of authority and 

revenue extraction essential if state building is to proceed, while the latter 

renders it politically viable by ensuring that fundamental elite interests are 

not harmed in the process and that the collective benefits (and short-term 

rents) that development entails are well distributed among the upper 

classes”.15  

 

This work drives from a ‘comparative social institutionalist’ perspective rather than 

the narrower rational choice or historical institutionalism of Khan and North, and 

contributes deeper and fuller insights into the links between coalitions and state 

capacity by virtue of their broader understanding of the political economy of social 

change. Importantly, work in this tradition does not always accord a priori status to 

the underlying relations of power vis-à-vis institution building, but rather approaches 

this as something of a chicken-and-egg type situation. For example, Sandbrook et al. 

(2007) argue that, in addition to capitalist development, state formation is one of the 

key underlying conditions that must be in place before a social contract can be 

forged, such that, “A relatively coherent and effective state with some autonomy from 

dominant classes must emerge, for social-democratic regimes require states that can 

negotiate equitable social pacts, guide market forces, and administer social 

programmes” (30-31). Walton’s (2010) analysis of the politics of long-run human 

                                                        
15

 Kurtz’s (2009: 81) argument that “Rather infelicitously, it is also most probable where non-
elite groups (workers, the middle classes, peasants) are excluded from effective political 
participation” chimes with some other work on developmental states (e.g. Vu, 2007) but 
stands in contrast to the work of Sandbrook et al. (2007) who argue that a shift in the agrarian 
class system which allows small-holder groups more influence over state functionaries is a 
typical feature of more social democratic development trajectories. ‘Collective elite 
dominance’ here refers to a situation whereby elites have clear predominance over popular 
classes and where “elite actors of all major factions are effectively incorporated in the 
institutions of governance in ways that ensure that no faction can easily become permanently 
dominant – and thus exclude all others from the on-going (collective and private) benefits of 
central governmental activity” (Kurtz, 2009: 481). 
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development also accords a prior role to the development of state (and business) 

capacities, noting that these need to have reached a certain level before social 

contracts can be reached that then enable the institutions of capitalism and social 

provisioning to emerge.  

 

In terms of elite commitment, political settlements research is aligned with recent 

research into the politics of development (IDS, 2010) in framing this question 

primarily in terms of incentives, whereby the underlying distribution of power 

generates incentives that shape elite behaviour. Again, this approach is both 

matched and trumped in more comparative accounts within political theory, as with 

Kurtz’s (2009) findings that where the political settlement is reasonably stable and 

the ruling coalition incorporates all major factions with holding power then the 

conditions are in place for elites to adopt a longer-term horizon to institution-building 

and the distribution of public goods.16 However, Kurtz also stresses that the nature of 

political competition also matters here:  

 

“Such cooperation is most likely where political competition takes on an 

iterated character, rather than embodying a zero-sum struggle for 

immediate dominance; when the former occurs, time horizons can 

lengthen and cooperation around public goods investment can occur” 

(Kurtz, 2009: 481).  

 

Again, ontological priors are significant here. Work from a political settlements (or 

limited access orders) perspective understands elite commitment from a perspective 

of ‘instrumental rationality’, whereby the emergence of leaders with long-term vision 

derives not so much from ideological concerns or a sense of patriotic duty as from 

the incentives established by the nature of the political settlement. This ignores 

insights from other variants of thinking around rationality (Weber etc…), and 

particularly sociological forms of institutionalism which place a stronger emphasis on 

the role of ‘values’ in shaping elite behaviour. A political settlements perspective on 

elite commitment also suffers by comparison to other more multi-levelled approaches 

which (a) move beyond an elitist frame of analysis to show how popular uprisings, or 

at least the threat of them, can also shift elite commitment towards more popular 

concerns (e.g. Slater, 2010; also Henley, 2012) and (b) treat elites as transnational 

and not merely national actors, who are subject to influence by incentives and ideas 

that operate at more global levels. These problems are emblematic of wider failings 

within politics and development research that require recourse to alternative forms of 

political theory. The next section elaborates these problems more fully and suggests 

where future research into the politics of development can look for guidance in 

moving forward. 

 

                                                        
16

 Where the ruling coalition is more fragmented or less cohesive then short-termism is more 
likely to prevail, and where it is exclusive and particularistic the suggestion is elites will act in 
favour of certain interests over others, namely of those groups who are required to sustain a 
particular political settlement. 
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3. Beyond the new mainstream of politics and development analysis 

Political settlements thinking marks an important advance within the mainstream field 

of politics and development research, primarily through its focus on the role of politics 

and power relations vis-à-vis new institutionalist approaches. However, this emerging 

perspective is drawing increasing levels of disquiet from some quarters, in part 

because of the problem identified above whereby its underlying ontology can offer 

only a partial reading of politics. For Hudson and Leftwich (2013), many of the new 

approaches offer an essentially economistic version of political analysis grafted onto 

an old institutionalist frame. A key problem here is the failure to focus on the 

essentially dynamic and agential aspects of politics – or what Adrian Leftwich termed 

‘the games played within the rules of the game’ – for which alternative 

understandings of politics and power are required. We concur with this critique and 

furthermore argue that the new mainstream tends to privilege the role of elite actors, 

understood from a limited rational-actor perspective, and to operate within a narrow 

frame of methodological nationalism. It is thus unable to capture the broader range of 

processes and factors that shape the politics of development, particularly in terms of 

the role of ideas, the agency of subordinate groups and the influence of transnational 

level factors.  

 

The paper also goes further in terms of identifying the realms of political theory 

required to help capture these features, and argues that the most thoroughgoing 

treatment of politics as a relational phenomenon that is infused with struggles over 

power can be found within critical theory. In broad terms, this starts with Mouffe’s 

(1993) call for political theory limited by liberal sensibilities to move beyond ‘politics’ 

to capture the ‘political’. Politics here constitutes “the ensemble of practices, 

discourses and institutions that seek to establish a sense of social order and 

organization”, while the political constitutes “the antagonistic dimension that is 

inherent in human societies and which is located within the struggles of diverse social 

groups for power and resources” (Mouffe, 1995, cited in Corbridge et al., 2005: 257). 

Whereas mainstream thinking around the politics of development has tended to focus 

on narrower, institutional forms of politics (Hickey, 2009), work within the critical 

tradition has long-recognised the importance of the political and how this shapes the 

functioning of institutions. For example, Jessop’s work on the strategic-relational 

character of statehood draws on Marx, Gramsci and Poulantzas to define “state 

power is a complex social relation that reflects the changing balance of social forces 

in a determinate conjuncture” (Jessop, 1982, cited in Jessop, 2007: 28). In his 2007 

work on State Power Jessop develops this insight to explore, 

 

“…the conditions, if any, under which economic and political structures 

and processes can be coordinated strategically by a power bloc 

(comprising dominant class fractions and political elites) to guide 

economic and political development. These are important questions from 
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a strategic-relational viewpoint and lend themselves to a strategic-

relational inquiry” (2007: 25).17 

 

The other relevant field to draw from in constructing a relational approach to the 

politics of development is within African studies, wherein the state has recently been 

repositioned as a ‘negotiated’ and deeply embedded social phenomenon (e.g. 

Hagmann and Peclard, 2010; Lund, 2006). For Hagmann and Peclard (2010: 552), 

“the state is the product of complex processes of negotiation that occur at the 

interface between the public and the private, the informal and the formal, the illegal 

and the legal”. These processes are fuelled by constantly evolving ‘relations of 

control and consent, power and authority’ (Munro, 1996, cited in Hagmann and 

Peclard, 2010: 544), and can only be apprehended through adopting a relational 

concept of power (ibid.: 543), one that encompasses ideas as well as interests, the 

transnational as well the national and popular as well as elite agency. The remainder 

of this section draws on this critical literature to show how the new mainstream fails 

to account for these important aspects of politics, particularly in terms of state 

capacity and elite commitment. This in turn helps provide the basis for constructing a 

broad conceptual approach for ESID’s research in the next section. 

 

3.1 Rational-actor bias 

“The central assumption in this framework (political settlements) is that 

powerful elites are rational actors, and their behavior is driven primarily by 

pursuit of an inter-related set of economic and power interests” (Parks 

and Cole, 2010: 8, parentheses added).  

 

The belief that political elites are essentially utility-maximising rational actors 

pervades recent work on open access orders and political settlements (e.g. Khan, 

2010; North et al., 2009; Whitfield and Therkildsen, 2011). This privileging of 

instrumental rather than value-based forms of rationality constitutes a partial reading 

of Weber’s different forms of social action, and offers at best a narrow reading of elite 

political behaviour and motivation (see Levi, 2009; Moore, 2003). The tendency here 

is to ignore aspects of political behaviour and process that cannot be entirely 

understood in instrumental terms, including the role of ideas and ideology. In such 

accounts political elites have no motive other than gaining and maintaining power. 

So, although Parks and Cole (2010: 8) suggest that “These interests are often 

reinforced and articulated through shared beliefs, ideas, and values”, they conclude 

that “The important point is that changes in elite behavior are driven by changed 

perceptions of personal (or factional) interest, rather than ideology or national 

interest”.  

 

                                                        
17

 See Cammack (1989) for an earlier argument that critical (in his case Marxist) theory had 
not only reached some of the same conclusions as the literature on elite bargaining at an 
earlier stage, but was also able to locate this within a broader frame of analysis that took into 
account the deeper forces at play here. 
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Without dismissing the insight that political elite behaviour is strongly shaped by 

incentives relating to the accumulation of economic resources and political power, to 

posit a politics without ideas or vision is to offer a reductionist account not only of 

what drives elites but also of their use of discourse within their strategies of rule and 

institution-building. As Fukuyama (2011: 10) argues, “Ideas are extremely important 

to political order; it is the perceived legitimacy of the government that binds 

populations together and makes them willing to accept its authority”. Without 

legitimacy amongst citizens, political elites find it difficult to promote their political 

projects (e.g. around nation-building or development), whilst popular expectations 

and demands help establish the norms by which elites operate and to define what is 

permissible within the broader ‘social contract’ between states and citizens. This has 

become increasingly recognised in studies of state capacity, where “new works on 

the immaterial components of states also bring the issues of legitimacy and 

monopoly of knowledge to the forefront when seeking to explain state capacity and 

its roles in social provision and capitalist transformation” (vom Hau, 2012: 5). Ideas 

and ideology have also emerged as significant in studies of elite commitment, 

particularly in the literature on developmental states which often stresses the role 

played by belief systems and patriotism (Routley, 2012).18  

 

Critical approaches accord discursive forms of politics a central role in their 

understandings of processes of state formation and development, (e.g. Hagmann 

and Peclard, 2010: 543) and also processes of empowerment and poverty reduction 

(Webster and Engberg-Pedersen, 2002; Hickey and Bracking, 2005). Here the 

capacity of the state to rule is understood to be founded as much on the deployment 

of certain ‘repertoires of statehood’ by certain groups as on the exercise of more 

coercive capacities, whereby: 

 

“…states are not only the product and realm of bureaucrats, policies and 

institutions, but also of imageries, symbols and discourses. Governments 

exist not only as the result of routinized administrative practices, but also 

because ordinary people imagine and represent the state in their 

everyday lives (Gupta, 1995, cited in Hagmann and Peclard, 2010: 543). 

 

How elites choose and deploy their strategies for achieving political and 

developmental objectives is thus closely informed by and entwined with certain ideas 

and ideological agendas concerning how politics and development should work. 

Ideas are understood here not as ‘free-floating’ entities divorced from the wider 

political context but rather:  

 

“Ideas are not independent of institutions, structures, and interests. Ideas 

of a variety of kinds are embedded and implicated in the structures and 

                                                        
18

 For Walton (2010: 39-40), “The social contracts that evolved in Mexico under the PRI, in 
Indonesia under Soeharto, in Thailand until the recent period of turbulence, in India and China 
over decades, have been consistent with political and economic elites having long-term time 
horizons. This has typically been backed by nationalist ideology and associated belief 
systems”. 
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institutions that constitute any political context. Ideas ‘make up’ or are 

part of the fabric of the political (and economic and social) world” 

(Hudson and Leftwich, 2013: 138). 

 

Importantly these ideas circulate at transnational as well as national levels, and 

matter at both popular and elite levels. The challenge here then is to move beyond 

the binary established between ‘interests’ and ‘ideas’ to explore the ways in which 

they are intrinsically entwined. As argued by Hay (2010, and paraphrased by 

Routley, 2012), “interests are always perceived, constructed interests, produced 

through interactions with the context and influenced by subjective/intersubjective 

preferences”, that is, by the ideas of the actors involved. 19  

 

3.2 Elitism  

To the extent that popular agency is considered from a political settlements 

perspective, it is either through the lens of clientelism or focused on the extent to 

which elites incorporate groups into ruling coalitions. This may occur because they 

become too well-organised to ignore or instrumental to the purposes of maintaining a 

coalition in power. Although this does not entirely rule them out from exerting their 

agency in meaningful ways, it does reduce them to a subordinate status within 

political settlements analysis.20 The literature has had very little to say regarding the 

role of identity-based social groupings in forging elite-level agreements, an omission 

that leaves us (amongst other things) with little understanding of the gendered 

character of political settlements (Nazneen and Mahmud, 2012). 

  

In an important respect, this is a useful corrective to the overly-optimistic 

expectations that were heaped on ‘civil society’ and ‘citizenship participation’ during 

much of the 1990s and 2000s. 21  However, the danger here is that the role of 

subordinate groups in forging political settlements remains out of view, including their 

role in shaping the capacity and developmental character of states, despite such a 

focus being central to alternative political science accounts of state formation and 

state capacity. For example, Tilly’s work on state formation within Europe shows how 

                                                        
19

 As discussed below, taking the ideational aspects of politics seriously also introduces a 
more dynamic perspective (Blyth, 2010) which destabilises some of the more structural 
sensibilities of the political settlements approach. 
20

 “Clientelistic inclusion is not all bad, since it does at least bring poorer groups into the 
political system and provide services. It was an important form of inclusion of immigrants into 
US cities, for example. But it is typically unequal and asymmetric, embedded in a 
contemporary form of patron-client relations, and tends to undercut the independent agency 
of social groups. Of equal importance is the bias against provision of general public goods, 
whether at the local or regional level.” (Walton, 2010: 41). 
21

 It also resonates with a broader shift in the literature away from liberal accounts of how 
democracy and development should emerge and towards a more realistic and politicised 
understanding of the role played by political struggle , more grounded forms of popular 
agency in the form of social movements, traditional or neo-traditional forms of organisation 
(e.g. the reference to traditional and religious leaders who can speak for communities in di 
John and Putzel’s (2009) identification of those elite leaders who may influence or even join 
those with holding power),productive economic interests, and the importance of forging links 
between civil and political society (e.g. Corbridge et al., 2005; Fox, 2005; Heller, 2001). 
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elite settlements reflect the level of organization and engagement in politics of 

citizens, whilst Slater’s (2010) work on the state in South East Asia also emphasises 

the role of popular uprisings in shaping elite behaviour, in part as a threat. For critical 

theorists, ‘contentious politics’ are formative and constitutive of states, with Jessop 

seeing state power as “a complex, contradictory effect of class (and popular 

democratic) struggles, mediated through and conditioned by the institutional system 

of the state” (Jessop, 1990b: 45, cited in 2007: 28; also Cammack, 1989). From a 

critical perspective on Africa, Hagmann and Peclard argue strongly that,  

 

“Processes of state (de)construction in Africa have been shaped by 

dynamics of inclusion and exclusion: the question of defining who 

belongs and who does not belong to the nation (state), who is indigenous 

and who is foreign, is a crucial object of negotiation (Dorman et al., 2007, 

cited in Hagmannn and Peclard, 2010: 554). 22  

 

Recent examples from ‘proto-developmental states’ also reflect the extent to which 

governing elites incorporate the interests of poor people and regions within their 

political projects, including cases where the state is taken over by an elite which 

relies heavily on the poor as a key element of their constituency (e.g. Uganda, 

Bolivia), or where cases where elites turn to poor groups to bolster their fragile 

legitimacy (e.g. Zambia, Argentina). 

 

The role of social groups in securing inclusive development becomes more apparent 

in work that looks beyond economic growth to include the development of broader 

human capabilities and equity (e.g. Evans, 2010; Sandbrook et al., 2007 and Walton, 

2010, as compared to Khan, 2010 and North et al., 2009). For example, Sandbrook 

et al. (2007) offer a markedly less elitist historical reading of the process through 

which developmental regimes emerge. Concerned specifically with how social 

democratic regimes have developed in the global periphery, Sandbrook et al. (2007) 

identify an earlier role for subordinate groups in accessing and shaping the political 

settlement. Critical here is the emergence of new configurations of class power as a 

result of processes of capitalist development, particularly the displacement of landed 

elites by lower and middle order classes.23  This focus can extend beyond class to 

also encompass concerns with gender. For example, some recent research has 

                                                        
22

 State formation involves the categorisation and recognition (or not) of different social 
groups, often in relation to processes of accumulation that require different social categories 
to take on particular roles and functions in making capitalism work (Mosse, 2010). 
23

 This move beyond intra-elite relations to take greater cognisance of links with broader 
social groupings helps move the focus onto the broader realm of thinking around state-society 
relations (e.g. Migdal, 1988). This includes work within the social contract tradition, which for 
some is a more useful term than ‘political settlements’, particularly when taking popular 
agency more seriously and including social as well as economic aspects of development. For 
example, Walton’s (2010) essay on the politics of human development over the long-run also 
examines the importance of both intra-elite relations and state-society relations as 
establishing ‘political equilibria’ or ‘social contracts’ and comes to much the same conclusion 
as Khan concerning “…a central channel of causation, from underlying social, economic and 
political processes through social contracts and institutions to human development 
outcomes.” (Walton, 2010: 38).  
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drawn attention to the critical role played by women’s coalitions in seeking to promote 

gender equity in developing countries, which demonstrates “how civil society 

coalitions may draw on and expand their elite networks and exploit political and 

institutional arrangements to build developmental partnerships” (Hodes et al., 2011). 

Our research would therefore need to be closely attuned not only to the politics of 

intra-elite relations but also (a) the development of organisational power amongst 

more subordinate groups and (b) the specific relationships between these and 

different elite factions.24  

 

3.3 Methodological nationalism  

Current analyses of political settlements tend to underplay the role of transnational 

factors in shaping political settlements, 25  reflecting the wider methodological 

nationalism that characterises most analyses of governance and development 

(Unsworth and Moore, 2006). The type of nationalist bourgeoisie that helped forge 

developmental states in East Asia has been largely displaced by political elites who 

actively seek to position themselves within transnational flows of power and 

opportunity. Even those with the commitment to promote development face particular 

challenges today in seeking to forge political settlements and construct national 

development strategies in conditions where (for example) banking systems, off-shore 

tax havens and the arms trade encourage the forms of corruption and extra-state 

violence that undermine state-building processes. The choices available for 

developing countries in terms of trade and industrial policy have been closely 

circumscribed (e.g. Wade, 2003), although the new ‘Asian drivers’ may be changing 

this, particularly for countries with new-found natural resource wealth (Mohan, 2012). 

This is not new: processes of state formation and development in developing 

countries have long been shaped by external actors, from early mercantilist and 

colonial encounters onwards. And nor are all transnational forces necessarily 

detrimental. In the realm of ideas, for example, whilst some dominant ideologies 

promoted by international development agencies have limited the developmental 

ambitions of some developing countries, other transnational flows of ideas and 

epistemic communities have inspired and justifying progressive moves towards social 

justice. 

 

The point here, though, is to identify conceptual approaches that can help capture 

the multiple ways in which transnational factors shape the politics of development in 

poor countries. Critical approaches have long recognised that the nation could no 

longer be the dominant horizon of state life, from Cox’s influential work on 

international political economy to Jessop’s realisation (via Gramsci) that “…it was 

crucial to analyse how the internal balance of forces was overdetermined by 

                                                        
24

 Postcolonial readings of citizenship are also important here in showing how trajectories of 
citizenship (and state) formation differ markedly between different contexts (e.g. Chatterjee, 
2004; Green, 2012). 
25

 In the follow-up collection of case-studies to North et al. (2007), this failing has been 
recognised, and the global has been bolted on as an additional dimension of analysis (North 
et al., 2013). 
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international forces and a country’s geo-political position and to assess whether and 

how the latter balance modifies domestic sources” (Jessop, 2007: 114) and to 

explore how “international relations intertwine with these internal relations of nation-

states, creating new, unique and historically concrete combinations” (op. cit.; citing 

Gramsci, 1971: 182). The pervasive role of supra-national factors in shaping internal 

political dynamics within African countries is recognised by (again) by Hagmann and 

Peclard (2010), who show how through a range of processes, including the growing 

role of China, South-South co-operation and transnational migration, how “…political 

power in Africa is increasingly ‘internationalized’ and statehood partly suspended 

(Schlichte, 2008, cited in Hagmannn and Peclard, 2010: 556). This is also well-

captured in de Waal’s (undated) analysis of African countries as ‘rentier political 

marketplaces’, which he argues are characterised by “Integration into the global 

economy and sovereignty regime on subordinate terms”. This closely shapes their 

politics, including the fact that globalization enables elites to generate enough income 

(e.g. from aid, natural resources) without extracting revenue from domestic actors 

and that intermediate elites can access resources through “international institutions, 

neighbouring states, and illicit markets” without going through the ruler. Globalisation 

thus fundamentally alters the character of bargaining both between elites and 

between elites and lower-level groupings in ways that are largely ignored within the 

development mainstream. 

 

3.4 The importance of agency and dynamics: ‘power in motion’ 

“Institutions stabilize the world only because of the constant struggles of 

agents to impose and contest the ideas that make them possible in the 

first place (Blyth, 2002). Institutions are the result of agents' attempts to 

tame uncertainty and create stability, and they are never quite as 

equilibrating as our theories imagine” (Blyth, 2010: 99). 

 

The tendency of North et al. and Khan to emphasise the significance of history and 

structure in shaping the development possibilities in poor countries underplays the 

role of contingency and agency in driving processes of change, and also of change 

itself. For Poteete, whose work offers a less economic and more holistic approach to 

political settlements, these forms of economic and historical institutionalism offer an 

inherently limited perspective on state-building, as their "emphasis on structural 

constraints and institutional legacies obscures the strategic challenges and 

opportunities politicians face while competing for power” (2009: 548). As Bates notes 

in his review of Violence and Social Orders (2010), what goes missing here is the 

role of the key players who actually make the deals and bargains, an argument taken 

further by Hudson and Leftwich (2013: 123), who suggest that we need to 

understand the importance of agency in politics at three levels: individuals, 

organisations and coalitions. Both Poteete and Leftwich show how coalitions “link 

social actors to institution building and policy adoption" (Poteete, 2009: 548), and 

more broadly how a focus on coalitions can grasp the role of both structure and 

agency, and focuses explicitly on their interplay. For Leftwich (2010: 105), 
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“…coalitions are central to the everyday and ordinary politics of all societies and are 

fundamental for the big global issues of security, state building, economic growth, 

climate change and political stability”. More specifically,  

 

“…political coalitions are required to consolidate and guarantee the 

‘political settlement’ upon which any effective and enduring state depends 

and which are the hard core of developmental states…” (101-2).  

 

Again, this chimes well with Jessop’s reminder that,  

 

“It is not the state that acts; it is always specific sets of politicians and 

state officials located in specific parts and levels of the state system. It is 

they who activate the specific powers and state capacities in particular 

institutions and agencies” (2007: 38).  

 

Such a focus enables research to go beyond the establishment of underlying political 

settlements and helps make the links between these and the more immediate world 

of how development strategies are formed and rolled out. 26  To achieve this we 

distinguish between the political (or ruling) coalitions that are critical to the operation 

of political settlements and those policy coalitions which exist to develop and protect 

certain forms of public action (see next section).  

 

A closer focus on agency in the form of coalitions at different levels also helps to 

capture the dynamic character of politics and to redress the often static perspective 

offered within political settlements work. Khan (2010) suggests that political 

settlements work at different levels over time, but does not explain the linkages 

between them or how shifts between them might occur. North et al. (2009) suggest 

that certain doorsteps must be reached before limited access orders can transit 

towards open access orders, but offer little guidance on the mechanisms through 

which such transitions occur. North et al. (2009) seem to imagine a fairly benign 

transition whereby (for example), the fact that elites have created a system of 

property rights makes it easier for this to be rolled out more fully thereafter on a 

democratic basis. However, such agreements and the way they shape institutional 

functioning may actually be very difficult to transform into more universal, let alone 

pro-poor, forms once they have been inscribed in ways that protect privilege (e.g. see 

Holston (2008) on land struggles in Brazil and also Agarwal (1994) on the gendered 

bias within ‘original’ systems property rights).27 Moreover, and given the extent to 

which a clientelistic political settlement or limited access order is argued to 

structurally constrain the forms and levels of development that can unfold, it is logical 

                                                        
26

 As with the drivers of change approach, there is a danger here that the approach will offer 
insights at such a deep (even remote) level that the links to the everyday politics of 
development, and also the world of international development interventions, are difficult to 
make. 
27

 Holston’s analysis also suggests that elitist analyses are out of time with current events, 
whereby “…the worldwide insurgence of democratic citizenship in recent decades has 
disrupted established formulas of rule and privilege in most societies” (2008: 3).  
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to assume that opportunities for progress are most likely to occur during instances of 

dynamic change, where the stability of the settlement is ‘unsettled’ and increased 

room for manoeuvre emerges. This is recognised in many accounts of state building, 

concerning the role of critical junctures, and also recent accounts of pro-poor policy 

change that see moments of crisis as opening opportunities for reform and progress. 

Any theory of the politics of development must therefore offer a theory of change 

rather than of stasis. 

 

4. Exploring the relational politics of inclusive development: towards a 

conceptual framework 

The state of conceptual development within the nascent politics and development 

field, whereby a range of influential theoretical approaches are currently being 

promoted within both development studies and practice, strongly suggests that what 

is required at this stage is a period during which competing theories are tested 

through empirical research and critically evaluated on the power of the insights that 

they reveal rather than moving directly to the formulation of new approaches. The 

political settlements approach seems capable of offering powerful insights into the 

conditions under which developmental forms of state capacity and elite commitment 

emerge and become sustained, not least because it points directly to the importance 

of underlying power relations, to politics as struggle and to the links between 

capitalism and politics. However, the rationale for adopting this approach wholesale 

within ESID’s programme of research has emerged weakened here in light of the 

argument that the broader realms of political studies, particularly more critical 

approaches, can capture the core insight into the relational character of politics and 

power whilst avoiding some of the more reductive tendencies within political 

settlements analysis. This is important in terms of capturing the role of discursive as 

well as instrumental material forms of politics, popular as well as elite actors, 

transnational as well as national factors, and of agency and dynamics as well as 

structure and equilibrium.  

 

Given that it has also proved difficult to identify a single approach from within critical 

political theory that can do justice to this broad range of concerns, and also the 

benefits of retaining a heterodox approach to research within a broad consortium, the 

preference here is to mobilise insights from critical theory alongside the focus on 

political settlements within the same programme of research. This involves mapping 

out a broad conceptual framework which includes a wide range of variables and 

processes that can be tracked in order to test which offers the greatest traction on 

the outcomes to be explained, but without (at this stage) over-specifying the precise 

relationships and mechanisms at play. This form of theory-testing and -refinement 

can be achieved most persuasively through comparative case study research, which 

is generally considered the most robust and insightful means of both testing the 

veracity of particular theories within and across different cases, and also building new 

theories through examining the interplay of particular variables within and across 

particular contexts (George and Bennett, 2004).  Such an approach, based on a 
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carefully selected set of countries, should enable the building of mid-level theoretical 

generalisations (Kang, 2012) that have relevance to policy actors working across 

different contexts.   

 

The effort to bring together the insights from both mainstream and critical 

perspectives is fraught with difficulties, particularly the danger of constructing 

something of a forced marriage across ontological boundaries. However, there is 

some evidence that the boundaries between once radically different approaches are 

more fluid than they once were. Mainstream approaches have increasingly moved 

into territory once claimed by critical theory, particularly concerning a new 

appreciation of power relations and the recent move within new institutionalist 

analyses of elite behaviour to incorporate a stronger focus on the role of ideas as 

well as incentives (Levi, 2009). 28  Prime examples of the integrated approach 

advocated here comes from the recent work on politics of natural resource 

governance, a field with which ESID is directly concerned. This includes the work of 

Poteete (2009) on the politics of natural resource governance, which adopts what 

might be termed an ‘extended’ political settlements approach that includes a focus on 

elite ideas as well as interests, and the merging of political theory and critical 

international political economy approaches achieved within the work of Nem Singh 

and Bourgouin (2013).  

 

An initial attempt to map out such an approach to understanding the politics of 

inclusive development is found below in Figure 1. Under this schematic 

representation of the links between politics and development, the underlying 

conditions for development are established by formation of particular types of political 

settlements, a process which occurs in a continuous interplay with institutions, 

changes in the political economy and also the initial conditions within any given 

society. This draws on Khan’s emphasis on how capitalism shapes political 

settlements but also Sandbrook et al.’s (2007) findings on the initial conditions that 

are required for social democracy to emerge (particularly an early insertion within the 

global political economy and also state formation). This suggests that state capacity 

and political settlements are mutually constitutive, and that further empirical research 

is required to establish the precise levels and sequencing issues involved here. What 

emerges from their interaction sets out the possibilities for inclusive development and 

can have either progressive or regressive influences (and most likely both).  

 

The diagram seeks to make explicit the ways in which a focus on politics and 

underlying sets of power relations can be worked through more carefully in terms of 

the more proximate world of everyday policy-making and implementation. In 

particular, these underlying conditions are mediated through a set of intermediate  

                                                        
28

 See the new generation of thinking on rational choice theory which recognises the 
importance of taking ideas, and ‘cultural’ aspects more seriously (Levi, 2009). 
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settlements and pacts around the more specific policy agendas that are made by and 

within coalitions between a range of potential actors (elite and popular; from state, 

civil society and the private sector; and from transnational as well as national 

contexts). It is this, in relation to the underlying conditions for development, which 

establishes the proximate conditions for development in specific contexts. A critical 

linking factor between the underlying and proximate politics of development concerns 

the role of agency, particularly in terms of specific relationships between state and 

non-state actors, and (as suggested above) between coalitions at the level of both 

politics and policy-making.  

 

Importantly, these coalitions can include a major role for non-state and often 

transnational actors. Recent work on the co-production of services by state and non-

state actors (Mitlin, 2008) suggests that certain civil society movements have driven 

the creation of new and developmental forms of policy coalitions by building 

relationship between local communities, town planners and local politicians. 29 

Transnational actors such as donor agencies may be closely involved in policy-

making coalitions, from the role of international financial institutions in establishing 

macroeconomic strategy through to the promotion of social protection strategies and 

interventions. Finally, transnational and national forms of capital are often closely 

entwined in both formal and informal relationships with political elites, in ways that 

can have different impacts on state capacity and commitment to deliver development 

according to the characteristics and sectoral location of particular firms.  

 

The influence of transnational factors are emphasised throughout the approach, 

including the ways in which colonialism helps establish initial conditions, the 

character and timing of how countries are inserted into the global capitalist political 

economy, the influence of transnational flows of ideas and also the direct role of 

international actors in certain policy coalitions. As discussed above, the transnational 

arena is less and less dominated by traditional development actors, although donors 

can still be located at several key points of the framework. Most centrally, they may 

help shape the political economy through their level and type of contribution, may 

play a role in policy coalitions, and may also contribute to the ideological context 

within which development policies emerge and are legitimised.  

 

The diagram is also intended to capture the dynamism that characterises the politics 

of development, including through the identification of critical feedback mechanisms. 

For example, when governments build roads they are also effectively building state 

capacity, particularly in terms of its ‘infrastructural power’. State legitimacy matters for 

economic growth (Engelbert, 2002), and the effective delivery of basic services both 

requires and helps to build political legitimacy. Perhaps most important will be the 

extent to which development outcomes, particularly in terms of growth and economic 

                                                        
29

 More broadly, Fox (2005) notes that “pro-poor reform initiatives are more likely to have 
broader and deeper institutional impacts if they are accompanied by strategic interactions 
between policy-makers and civil society counterparts that helps the latter to target and 
weaken obstacles to change”.  
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transformation,30 will reshape class configurations and the size and character of the 

formal economy in ways that may re-order existing political settlements and introduce 

new or newly empowered players into coalitions at different levels.31 

 

5. Conclusion 

The burgeoning field of politics and development research has reached a stage of 

conceptual development, and also influence within policy circles, which demands that 

influential theoretical propositions are thoroughly and critically tested across a range 

of contexts, and also across the different domains of development (social, political, 

economic and environmental). There is a case for approaching this challenge by 

trying to blend the conceptual insights from (post)institutional economics on power 

and politics with insights from the broader realms of political theory and of critical 

approaches in particular, and to work this through comparative case study research 

before returning to the process of theoretical refinement and development. Broad 

research consortia such as ESID, which comprise a mixture of different 

epistemological, disciplinary and methodological perspectives, are grounded in a 

range of different contexts, and which have a broad focus across the multiple 

dimensions of development, are well-placed to help engage with this challenge. It is 

not possible at this stage to predict which approaches, or mixture thereof, will 

generate the strongest insights into the politics of development, and this may well 

vary across the broad range of phenomena we propose to investigate. What matters 

is that we try to leave the field of politics and development not only more empirically 

rich and theoretically robust than we found it, but also, and in so doing generate a 

more useful guide to building routes towards social justice.  

 

 

                                                        
30

 See Sandbrook et al. (2007), also Poteete (2009: 546) “Economic growth generates 
structural changes, increases the variety of interests in society, and opens up possibilities for 
new coalitions. Likewise, constraints and opportunities change with regional political and 
global economic developments”. 
31

 Other forms of politics will come into play with regards more specific policy agendas, 
particularly around the politics of implementation, but this diagram seeks to serve a broader 
purpose here. 
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