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Abstract 

 

This paper is an attempt to answer a question of the extent to which South Africa is a 

“developmental state”. Gumede (2008), drawing from literature and experience, 

proposed the following definition of a developmental state: “a developmental state is 

the one that is active in pursuing its agenda, working with social partners, and has 

the capacity and is appropriately organized for its predetermined developmental 

objectives”. For instance, in terms of Evans’ (1995) notion of “embedded autonomy”; 

Leftwich’s (1995) model of a developmental state; Cummings and Nørgaard’s (2004) 

four dimensions of state capacity; definitions and features of developmental states by 

South African scholars, as well, such as Luiz (2002), Mhone (2004), Swilling et al 

(2006), Edigheji (2007), South Africa can be seen as a developmental state in the 

making. Estimated human development indices, suggesting an upward trend, also 

support the view that South Africa is a developmental state in the making. 
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This paper analyses socio-economic policy-making in a democratic South 

Africa (SA) in the making. It begins with an overview of the institutional 

mechanisms in the development of economic and social policies in South 

Africa. Thereafter, the paper interrogates the degree to which the South 

African state is developmental. Overall, the paper demonstrates, to some 

extent, that the South African state encompasses most of the features of 

developmental states. It also concludes that the manner in which public 

policies are made (not the policies themselves per se) seems to have a 

positive impact on SA‟s development.  Consequently, it commends 

institutional arrangements for policy making and policy evaluation. However, it 

points to implementation deficits. Lastly, a number of relevant empirical 

questions are raised. 

 

The next section (section 2) deals with institutional mechanisms that South 

Africa has and the processes that are followed for public policy making and 

implementation. Section 3 presents tentative perspectives on the approach 

that the South African government follows in making policies. Linked to that, 

before concluding, an attempt is made to answer the question of the character 

of South Africa‟s developmental state. 

 

2. Institutional mechanisms in policy making and 

implementation in South Africa1 

 

This section depicts the policy making process, the role played by various 

institutions, including non-state actors. One of the key institutions in the policy 

making process in South Africa, besides Parliament, is the Policy 

Coordination and Advisory Services (normally termed the Policy Unit) located 

in the South African state Presidency. It does not only deal with policy making 

and its various components such as policy analysis, policy coordination and 

policy advice, but also leads medium to long range planning as well as 

government-wide monitoring and evaluation. In brief, the Policy Unit provides 

research, analytical, advisory, policy, project/programme and strategic support 

                                                 
1 This section is drawn from Gumede (2008a). 
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to the Presidency and government as a whole on matters of socio-economic 

development, justice, governance and international affairs. It is comprised of 

five main policy sectors: economic, social, justice, crime prevention and 

security, international relations and governance and administration. There are 

three additional sub-units: monitoring and evaluation; planning, and special 

programmes (which deal with issues related to gender, disability and 

children‟s rights). There is also a youth desk, dealing with youth development 

issues. Mirroring policy sectors are the five Forum of South African Directors-

General (FOSAD) Clusters. The Policy Unit works closely with the FOSAD 

Clusters and acts as a link between the Cabinet2 and its Committees and the 

respective FOSAD Clusters.  

 

Chart one below presents the character of the “interface” between various 

policy making structures in government, at a national level. As shown, in chart 

one, Cabinet has committees that are mirrored by the clusters with one 

exception: there are two committees mirrored by one policy sector (i.e. the 

economic sector). This was largely the function, in the Mbeki Administration, 

of further prioritization of job creation and the importance of investments or 

the economy broadly.  

 

In essence, all other economic matters were dealt with through the normal 

economic cabinet committee whilst those issues that were considered critical 

were handled by the investment and employment cabinet committee. Such 

matters included restructuring of state-owned enterprises. It may be worth 

indicating that there were various inter-ministerial committees for each of the 

cabinet committees. For instance, there was an inter-ministerial committee on 

the restructuring of state owned enterprises. The policy unit was part of all 

such inter-ministerial committees, the most recent being the ones on social 

security and retirement reforms, second economy, and so on.  

 

                                                 
2
 Cabinet is comprised of the President, Deputy President and Ministers. Its main role 

is to give strategic direction to government, ensure effective decision making, ensure 
the coordination, implementation and monitoring of the implementation of public 
policies, and maintaining the effectiveness and integrity of government systems. 
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Not shown in chart one below is the cabinet secretariat, which largely deals 

with logistics and documenting of decisions of cabinet and its committees. 

There is also a planning framework which guides the “interface” between 

various policy making structures, by ensuring that specific activities are 

undertaken at specific predetermined and agreed upon dates. For instance, 

the planning cycle/framework specifies when departments should make 

budget bids to the National Treasury and what should happen before and in-

between bi-annual Cabinet makgotla. The planning framework further details 

what should happen at provincial and local governments at various points in 

time, such as when should state of provinces‟ addresses take place. 

 

There are many other points of interface and integration that are informal but 

do improve coordination and integration. For example, there are informal 

platforms between ministers and directors-generals, at a point of preparing for 

Cabinet makgotla or bi-monthly clusters‟ progress reports to Cabinet. There 

are also interactions between the top management of the Policy Unit and the 

political party leading government. There are also informal interactions 

between ministers or deputy ministers or directors-general and the leadership 

of the Policy Unit. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chart 1: Cabinet, Cabinet Committees and Clusters  
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At the highest level, like in many countries, the national legislative authority in 

SA is vested with Parliament which consists of two houses: the National 

Assembly (NA) and the National Council of Provinces (NCOP). The 

Constitution of South Africa describes the National Assembly as a body 

elected to represent the people and to ensure government by the people. 

Whilst, its other functions include holding the executive accountable, fulfilling 

a judicial role; functions relating to its own activities, and considering public 

petitions from the members of the public; the most important function of the 

NA is to pass legislation with regard to any matter. In exercising its legislative 

power, traditionally the National Assembly may consider, pass, amend or 

reject any legislation before the Assembly; and/or initiate or prepare 

legislation, except the Money Bill3. The National Assembly is required to 

provide for mechanisms to ensure that all executive organs of state in the 

                                                 
3 This is a Bill that appropriates money or imposes taxes, levies or duties. Parliament 
is currently considering Draft Money Bill Procedure and Related Matters Bill which 
provides for the establishing of budget offices/committees into both Houses of 
Parliament that would consider the national fiscal and macroeconomic frameworks, 
recommendations of the Financial and Fiscal Commission introduced by the Minister 
of Finance and to consider all amendments to the Money Bill. 
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national sphere of government are accountable to it; and to maintain oversight 

of the exercise of national executive authority, including the implementation of 

legislation; as well as that of any organ of state. As provided for by the 

Constitution, the NA is also required to facilitate public involvement in the 

legislative and other processes of the Assembly and its committees; and to 

conduct its business in an open manner, and hold its sittings and those of its 

committees in public. It is however said that reasonable measures may be 

taken to regulate public access, including access of the media. On the other 

hand, the National Council of Provinces (NCOP) represents the provinces to 

ensure that provincial “interests” are taken into account in the national sphere 

of government. The NCOP carries out this mandate by participating in the 

national legislative processes and providing a national forum for public 

consideration of issues affecting the provinces. In exercising its legislative 

power, traditionally the NCOP may also consider, pass, amend, propose 

amendments to or reject any legislation before the Council, and initiate or 

prepare legislation falling within a functional area, but may not initiate or 

prepare Money Bills. As in the case of the NA, the NCOP is required by law to 

facilitate public involvement in the legislative and other processes of the 

Council and its committees in a regulated manner. 

It is hard to gauge the role of parliament in policy making, with sufficient 

certainty. With regards to legislation, parliament pays a leading role, even to 

the point of drafting legislation4.  Parliament has numerous committees and 

sub-committees that oversee policy matters in relation to each government 

department. There is no documented evidence on how that works in practice 

and what its outcomes have been. From personal and professional 

experience, an observation can be made that such committees and sub-

committees do indeed play an important oversight role in the policy making 

processes or in policies that government departments pursue as well as their 

implementation. There are examples of parliamentary discussions on a 

number of critical areas, such as the millennium development goals, which 

                                                 
4
 The most recent (2008) significant examples include the legislation dissolving the 

Directorate of Special Operations and the legislation setting up the National Youth 

Development Agency as well as the Draft Money Bill Procedure and Related Matters Bill 



 7 

culminate to parliament taking decisions on its role on such matters at least in 

relation to programmes/projects in respective members‟ constituencies. 

Overall, the process of making law in South Africa is a lengthy one, involving 

a number of structures. Normally, by the time the draft legislation reaches 

parliament (from government departments), where it is tabled as a Bill, it 

would have gone through a process outlined below. The process generally 

begins with a discussion document, called a Green Paper. This is drafted in 

the ministry or department dealing with the particular issue at hand, with an 

aim to demonstrate the way that the ministry or department is thinking on a 

particular policy. The Green Paper is then published so that anyone who is 

interested and/or affected can give comments, suggestions and ideas. The 

Green Paper process is followed by a more refined discussion document, 

called a White Paper, which is a broad statement of government policy. This 

is drafted by the relevant department or a task team designated by the 

relevant government minister of that department. Comment may again be 

invited from interested parties. The relevant parliamentary committees may 

propose amendments or other proposals and then send the policy paper back 

to the ministry for further discussion and final decisions. Once approved by 

the Law Commission and Cabinet, the White Paper is sent to the State Law 

Advisers who assess legal and technical implications of the draft law. It is 

after all these processes that it is introduced in parliament as a Bill. Once the 

Bill reaches parliament, it is a requirement that that the Bill must have already 

gone through public participation process where organs of civil society, other 

bodies and the general public are given opportunity to input during drafting. 

To ensure that public consultation occurs, departments are required to 

indicate in the explanatory memorandum all bodies consulted in the process 

of drawing up the Bill. 

Although the law is passed by parliament in sittings of the two houses, i.e. the 

NA and the NCOP, it is only at Cabinet level and its committees and clusters 

where the details of the draft law are examined.  

At the provincial level, the legislative authority of a province is vested in its 

provincial legislature, and confers on the provincial legislature the power. A 
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provincial legislature is governed only by the Constitution, and if it has passed 

a constitution for its province it is also governed by that constitution, and must 

act in accordance with, and within the limits of the Constitution and the 

provincial constitution. In exercising its legislative power, a provincial 

legislature may consider, pass, amend or reject any Bill before the legislature; 

and initiate or prepare legislation, except Money Bills. A provincial legislature 

must provide for mechanisms to ensure that all provincial executive organs of 

state in the province are accountable to it; and maintain oversight of the 

exercise of provincial executive authority in the province, including the 

implementation of legislation; and any provincial organ of state. As in the case 

of the NA and the NCOP, a provincial legislature must ensure public 

involvement in the legislative and other processes of the legislature and its 

committee, in a regulated manner.  

Lastly, the local sphere of government consists of municipalities5, which have 

been established around the whole of the territory of the Republic of South 

Africa. The executive and legislative authority of a municipality is vested in its 

Municipal Council. A municipality has the right to govern, on its own initiative, 

the local government affairs of its community, subject to national and 

provincial legislation, as provided for in the Constitution. Municipalities have 

the right to exercise their powers without having national or a provincial 

government compromising or impeding their ability or right to exercise its 

powers or perform its functions. In addition, municipalities may make and 

administer bylaws for the effective administration of the matters they are 

responsible for.  

                                                 

5 There are the following categories of municipality: Category A: a municipality 
that has exclusive municipal executive and legislative authority in its area; 
Category B: a municipality that shares municipal executive and legislative 
authority in its area with a category C municipality within whose area it falls; and 
Category C: a municipality that has municipal executive and legislative authority 
in an area that includes more than one municipality. It should be noted that there 
is currently a review of this system. 
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At this level, public participation forms a cornerstone of the administration 

processes. As outlined above, there is provision for public participation in all 

spheres of government and its policy making processes, however, it is mainly 

the local government sphere that is a product of a conscious policy and 

institutional design to ensure accessibility of government to communities and 

citizens on the ground. Section 152 (1) of the Constitution of South Africa 

states the following as some of the objects of local government: (a) providing 

for a democratic and accountable government for local communities; (b) 

ensuring the provision of services to communities in a sustainable manner; 

and (c) encouraging the involvement of communities and community 

organizations in the matters of local government. This mechanism is meant to 

afford the public and citizens on the ground to be active participants in the 

policy making process, as expected in any democracy.  

In addition, the governance arrangements in South Africa are enacted in the 

supreme law of the country – the Constitution. South Africa has what some 

call “quasi-federalism”. The political discourse remains very robust on this 

issue because some argue that the current governance arrangements 

constrain effective service delivery due to limitations imposed on the central 

government in determining and shaping the affairs of provincial/subnational 

governments, though the constitution does provide some recourse in extreme 

cases such as when there is breakdown in the functioning of a 

provincial/subnational government.  

 

A significant element to the policy making and implementation process in SA 

is that of the involvement and/or participation of non-state actors, what public 

policy literature broadly refers to as quasi-autonomous non-governmental 

organisations (“quangos”). As highlighted above, the South African policy 

making process provides relatively ample room for participation of the public, 

in its different forms. This approach is in accordance with the democratic 

nature of the South African government, giving voice and respect to the 

governed from different sectors, and from all walks of life. In a quest to 

achieve impartiality and independence of views of the public, government has 

put in place, as mandated by the Constitution several chapter nine institutions 
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in order to strengthen constitutional democracy. These institutions account to 

the NA. The list includes the Public Protector, the South African Human 

Rights Commission, the Commission for the Promotion and Protection of the 

Rights of the Cultural, Religious and Linguistic Communities, the Commission 

on Gender and Equality, the Youth Commission, and the Electoral 

Commission. Although these are state institutions, the Constitution protects 

their independence allowing them to contribute to the policy making, 

implementing and monitoring process “without fear, favour or prejudice”, for 

the different sectors that these institutions represent. At the Presidential level, 

President Mbeki established several working groups (constituted by members 

outside government as well as selected cabinet ministers and senior advisors 

from the Policy Unit) for different sectors. There are a number of such 

Presidential Working Groups: on youth development, women empowerment, 

business (big and black businesses), higher education, commercial 

agriculture and working groups with religious leaders and organized labour6. 

In the Mbeki administration there were prior scheduled meetings with these 

groups which took place twice a year, to exchange policy and programme 

perspectives around topical issues affecting these groups and those that they 

represent. There are many examples of “outcomes” of the working group 

system. Perhaps the most significant one was the Growth and Development 

Summit of 2003. There are other important outcomes such as commitments 

by business to increase domestic investments among other things, 

commitments by vice-chancellors to increase throughputs and for universities 

to serve communities where they are located among other things, the 

partnership between government and religious leaders to reduce poverty and 

improve social cohesion, poverty eradication projects of the women 

leadership, etc.  

 

Broader forums, more inclusive and participative, were also initiated in the 

Mbeki Administration. The most common one came to be called Izimbizo, 

meaning gatherings. One of important advantages of Izimbizo is that 

                                                 
6 Organized labour was comprised of: the Congress of South African Trade Unions 
(Cosatu), National Council of Trade Unions (Nactu) and Federation of Unions of 
South Africa (Fedusa) 
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government gets to better understand the realities of each locality, and also of 

various households – government learns of different pressing issues that 

different localities face. In a nutshell, Izimbizo is about taking government to 

the people. The President and Cabinet members as well as provincial and 

local government leadership spend a couple of days in a particular locality 

interacting with people from different walks of life in a particular locality. 

Although the monitoring and follow-up mechanisms have been contested, 

there are good examples of solutions deployed on the spot during the 

Izimbizo. These include solutions such as getting a gizer fixed in a particular 

clinic or getting an old age person or child qualifying for a social pension 

registered or someone not having an identity document getting registered.  

 

The modified version of Izimbizo has been adapted in the recently (2008) 

launched anti-poverty campaigns. The campaigns use door-to-door 

methodology so as to get to know the communities and households better, 

especially matters pertaining to poverty status and possible interventions to 

ease the pain that many distressed households endure. The anti-poverty 

campaigns are conceptualized as social mobilization tools, to get communities 

and households more involved in expanding their human capabilities. It is 

seen as a short-term intervention, whilst the anti-poverty strategy is being 

finalized.  

 

Outside the state umbrella, there are a number of institutions, bodies and 

agencies that are active role-players in policy making processes. Herein, I 

discuss but a few that represent different sectors such as business, women, 

labour, community, etc. The National Economic Development and Labour 

Council (Nedlac) is one body through which government comes together with 

organized business, labour and community groupings at a national level to 

discuss and try to reach consensus on issues of social and economic policy. 

The organized business is represented by the Business Unity South Africa 

(BUSA), the organized labour by the main labour federations in South Africa 

and the organized community made up by the South African Youth Council, 

National Women's Coalition, South African National Civics Organization, 

Disabled People South Africa, Financial Sector Coalition and the National Co-
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operatives Association of South Africa. Nedlac7 works very closely with 

departments of labour, trade and industry, finance (National Treasury), public 

works and others with an aim to make socio-economic decision-making more 

inclusive, to promote the goals of economic growth, equity and social 

inclusion. With regards to the women‟s sector, the South African government 

has opened its doors to engagement with the South African Women in 

Dialogue (Sawid) and the so-called National Gender Machinery8 (NGM) on 

policy issues related to poverty eradication and development in general. 

Sawid is an independent and impartial South African women's platform for 

dialogue, committed to hearing the voice of every woman and to improving 

the status of women by engaging national government, to shape community, 

provincial and national agendas in a manner that responds appropriately to 

the needs of South African women from all walks of life. In the health sector, 

government has also established the South African National Aids Council 

(Sanac) to provide a platform for collaboration and interaction between 

government and key stakeholders such as the Treatment Action Campaign 

and the National Association of People living with HIV and Aids. This platform 

allows for discussions on policy and programme responses to the health 

challenges facing the country, with a specific focus on HIV and Aids. 

 

It is through these and other bodies that the dynamic interaction on policy 

debates between government and non-state actors has ensured that South 

Africa continues to respond to the immense challenge of building a society 

that concretely advances the human development of all. This, however, 

remains a very contested terrain. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 The debate about the functioning of Nedlac has not been resolved. I am unable to 
enter that space as my interaction with Nedlac has been very limited. 
8 The National Gender Machinery is a constitution of all the key role players on 
gender equality and empowerment of women. 
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3. South Africa’s public policy making approach – a brief 

perspective in the context of a developmental state in the 

making  

 

3.1 Public sector reforms in South Africa 

Since 1994, SA has undertaken various deliberate and conscious reforms – 

legislative, institutional, administrative, and otherwise – in order to create a 

climate conducive for the improvement of the quality of life of all South 

Africans. In essence, the democratic government had to undo the apartheid 

institutional, legislative and administrative arrangements as there were 

undemocratic and discriminatory. It therefore became inevitable to reform the 

governance system too and that necessitated interventions aimed at creating 

a developmental South African state. 

 

It would seem that the public sector reforms of the 1990s culminated to the 

inclusion of some relevant New Public Management (NPM) principles in 

various pieces of legislation in South Africa9. Other notable reforms are 

reflected in the planning, budgetary and financial frameworks used by 

government such as Medium-Term Strategic Framework (MTSF), Medium 

Term Expenditure Framework (MTEF), the Public Finance Management Act 

(PFMA) and others which all allow for sound, strategic planning and more 

accountability, auditing, reporting and so on. These have contributed to the 

identification and promotion of developmental goals in a more coherent 

manner and – as will be demonstrated further in the paper – has spurred on 

encouraging socio-economic achievements. Therefore, as will be shown later, 

arguments advanced by Luiz (2002), Wenzel (2007) and others that the South 

African public sector reforms‟ experience has been disastrous require further 

interrogation. South Africa, for almost a decade now, is entrenched in the 

“integrated government” phase. This is evidenced, amongst others, by the 

state‟s configuration across the three spheres of government; the existence 

                                                 
9 There were various committees or processes set up for public sector reforms, 
including the Presidential Commission under the leadership of Vincent Maphai. The 
Center for Development and Enterprise (1999) report gives details on such 
processes and committees. 
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and function of the Policy Unit. In broad terms, the institutional set up has 

main elements of the “joined-up” or “integrated governance” as described by 

Halligan (2007) or what Cohen and Peterson (1999) termed “institutional 

pluralism”.  In essence, this entails governance arrangements that involve 

some form of coordination and decentralization.  

 

However, as Gumede (2007) alludes in his analysis of the state‟s capacity to 

deliver social services, if stronger impact is to be made on poverty eradication 

and broader socio-economic development, the challenge still remains for a 

fundamental mindset change of public servants; perhaps a different 

conceptualization of implementation plans and a vigorous implementation 

thereof. In addition, the need to enhance the knowledge/skills base of public 

servants while strengthening the mechanisms for transparency and 

accountability cannot be overemphasized. It is in this area that scholars such 

as Luiz (2002), Mhone (2004) and Edigheji (2007) maybe correct in arguing 

that the current capacity of the public sector falls short of the magnitude of 

capacity required in a developmental state.  

 

3.2 The making of a South African developmental state 

To start with, there are numerous definitions of a developmental state. One 

thing that is clear, as Mkandawire (2001b) argues, is that developmental 

states are “social constructs” by different role-players in a particular society. 

This is in a way not very far from Onis‟ (1991) argument that the East Asian 

model of a developmental state is the product of unique historical 

circumstances. In fact, Castells (2000) identified three “cultural areas” in the 

case of East Asia: the Japanese communitarian approach, the Korean 

patrimonial logic and the Taiwanese patrilineal logic. Johnson (1982) saw the 

developmental state in Japan as epitomized by a “plan rational state” where 

“the politicians reign and the state bureaucrats rule” - the “plan rational state” 

shaped economic development as it intervened in the development process 

and established “substantive social and economic goals”. In addition, Onis 

(1991) indicates that the manner in which Amsden (1989) describes South 

Korea shows a case of a developmental state in action. For instance, 
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Amsden‟s analysis suggests a Korea that is a “prototype case of guided 

market economy in which market rationality has been constrained by the 

priorities of industrialization… government performed a strategic role in 

taming domestic and international forces and harnessing them to national 

economic interests” (Onis 1991: 112). 

 

It is therefore not surprising that Evans (2007) argues that the 20th Century 

developmental state (model) can no longer be used as a model for developing 

countries, for a number of reasons, especially given developments in new 

growth theory and institutional approaches to development. This is line with 

Bagchi‟s (2000) review of various country experiences on developmental 

states which leads to a conclusion that social capital and nationalism are 

critical factors for successful construction of a developmental state.  

 

Some scholars in this field have proposed numerous ways of examining 

whether any state is developmental. Mhone (2004), for instance, suggests 

that one needs to look at whether the state is developmental in its thinking 

and action and also whether it is organized in a way that “developmentalism” 

is feasible. Mhone defines developmentalism as a “proactive role of the state 

in pursuing and defining a developmental vision to be attained in the long-

term, in coordinating economic activities and steering them toward desired 

outcomes, mobilizing and synergizing class and social forces in support of the 

developmental agenda”. In a sense this is similar to Mkandawire‟s (2001b) 

differentiation between two components of a developmental state; the 

ideological and the structural.  

 

Another point around the meaning or characteristics of developmental states 

is that they are traditionally associated with economic development. Bagchi 

(2000), for instance, defines a developmental state as “a state that puts 

economic development as the top priority of governmental policy and is able 

to design effective instruments to promote such a goal”. Economic 

development is largely associated with industrialization and/or industrial 

policy. This perspective seems to feature prominently in definitions of 

developmental states by leading scholars in this field [see for instance 
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Johnson (1982; 1999), Amsden (1989) and Evans (1995; 2007)]. A different 

perspective, which emphasizes broader development, is presented by other 

leading scholars. However, it appears that all scholars highlight similar 

characteristics of the developmental states. For instance, although Leftwich‟s 

(1995) definition of a developmental state seems to be focusing on broader 

development his model contains characteristics similar to Evan‟s (1995) 

notion of “embedded autonomy”.  As Gumede (2008: 9) proposes, it could be 

concluded that “a developmental state is the one that is active in pursuing its 

agenda, working with social partners, and has the capacity and is 

appropriately organized for its predetermined developmental objectives”.  

 

 The starting point in a democratic South Africa, it would seem, was 

institutional reforms side by side with necessary legislative foundations. This 

process is continuing, focusing more on building effective governance and 

service delivery institutions going forward. This would be reflected in South 

Africa in the constitution; as the cornerstone of South African law, in the 

general enforcement of the rule of law, relatively healthy democratic 

institutions, a well performing bureaucracy and the strategic alliances between 

the state and civil society, notably the alliance partners, viz. the Congress of 

South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and the South African Communist 

Party (SACP) and to a lesser degree, community based organizations 

(CBOs).  

 

The second major step was getting the economy right. In 1994, when the first 

democratic government was voted into office, the economy was in an 

appalling state in all respects. Moving from the premise that a growing 

economy will increase the pace of service delivery and expansion of human 

capabilities and cohesion of peoples of SA, it would seem, the government 

engaged on an intricate economic restructuring project. This is still underway, 

as the legacies of apartheid colonialism remain evident.  

 

The third major step, it would appear, was a direct and explicit social policy 

focusing on eradicating poverty and strengthening social cohesion. This will 

probably occupy, alongside further restructuring of the economy, government 
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business and its partners, for many years to come. Bagchi‟s (2000) points 

around social capital for a developmental state is very pertinent for this. 

Similarly, Evans‟ (2007) recommendations for 21st Century developmental 

states, in relation to the new kind of “embedded autonomy” would be critical. 

Lastly, the various dimensions of state capacity that Cummings and Nørgaard 

(2004) describe would have to be in place to fully accomplish a fully-fledged 

developmental state for South Africa. 

 

The manner in which the democratic South African government sequenced 

the country‟s transformation agenda has aspects of a developmental state 

approach. Literature on developmental states highlights institutions, economic 

growth and broader development involving various sectors in society. The 

institutional set-up, as described in section two, is improving. The economy 

has done relatively well. With regards to human development, the trend is 

steadily upward. Table 1 below, for instance, shows that the aggregate, 

national, Human Development Index (HDI) for 2008 was 0.69 – in 1980 it was 

at 0.65 and it rose to 0.68 in 2007, as per the 2009 Human Development 

Report. However, although there is no substantial difference in the HDI for 

women and men separately, blacks have the lowest HDI at 0.63, compared to 

that of whites at 0.91. Also of interest is that Gauteng has the highest average 

HDI (0.81) and KwaZulu-Natal the lowest HDI (0.60).  
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Table 1: Estimates of the Human Development Index and the Human Poverty Index 

 

HDI 
 

HPI 

Total 0.691 27.1 

Male 0.693 25.8 

Female 0.689 28.2 

Black 0.630 31.2 

Coloured 0.752 10.9 

Indian 0.886 5.0 

White 0.914 10.1 

Western Cape 0.760 14.4 

Eastern Cape 0.646 23.4 

Northern Cape  0.695 27.2 

Free State 0.630 37.3 

KwaZulu Natal 0.599 48.1 

North West 0.677 25.5 

Gauteng 0.806 10.2 

Mpumalanga 0.676 40.4 

Limpopo 0.677 19.3 

Poorest 20% 0.488 40.0 

20-40% poorest 0.563 36.3 

40-60% poorest 0.586 32.9 

20-40% richest 0.675 22.2 

20% richest 0.868 17.3 
 
Source: Own calculations based on the National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) dataset 

 

Although human poverty, as measured by the Human Poverty Index (HPI), 

human poverty remains high, most studies suggest that all dimensions of 

poverty are declining in magnitude, though some (like income poverty) are not 

declining fast enough. Gumede (2008b) reviews relevant studies and 

concludes that “the question of the extent, of both poverty and second 

economy challenges, remains unresolved. Different researchers give different 

estimates, although the trend seems to be showing a decline in poverty in 

South Africa which appears to have began around year 2000 or so”. Also, 

Gumede (2008a) tries to demonstrate that living standards, as measured by 

Living Standards Measures, have improved. 
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Of critical importance, however, is that it appears that income poverty is not 

the only cause of human poverty. As shown in Table 1, the HPI is higher on 

average in KwaZulu-Natal than the average for the poorest 20% of 

households, which suggests that households in KwaZulu-Natal have worse 

human development on average than can be attributed to their income status.  

 

As Onis (1991) argued in the case of East Asian developmental states, that 

they were shaped by their historical circumstances, the African National 

Congress (the ruling political party in government currently) aspires to “build a 

developmental state that is shaped by the history and socio-economic 

dynamics of South African society” within the “National Democratic 

Revolution” paradigm (ANC, 2007: 5). The ANC‟s ideology (i.e. the national 

democratic revolution10) is clear in many government documents and political 

discourse. This is one aspect of a developmental state that Mkandawire 

(2001b) alludes to. The second aspect, the structure, is clear in the detail of 

what the ANC deems a developmental state to be. The revised Strategy and 

Tactics (ANC 2007) says that the developmental state would have the 

capacity to intervene in the economy; implement social programmes that 

address unemployment, poverty and underdevelopment and also have the 

capacity to mobilize the people. With some exceptions, the ANC seems to be 

adopting Leftwich‟s (1995) model of developmental states and combining that 

with Evans‟ (1995) “embedded autonomy” recommendation and trying to 

ensure the “ideology-structure nexus” of Mkandawire (2001b).  

 

From Leftwich‟s model, the following components seem to feature in the 

South African case: a determined developmental elite; relative autonomy; the 

effective management of non-state economic interests; and legitimacy and 

performance. With regard to “ideology-structure nexus”, the attributes that the 

ANC lists as the main attributes of the (envisaged) South African 

                                                 
10 The gist of the “national democratic revolution” is the creation of a “national 
democratic society”; a society where all citizens have equal rights, access and 
responsibilities – a society free of poverty and underdevelopment.  
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developmental state include issues such as the proposed strategic orientation 

(which emphasizes people-centered and people-driven development) and 

capacity to lead the definition of an overarching developmental agenda and 

the mobilization of people around it. The ANC appears to also draw from 

Cummings and Nørgaard‟s (2004) dimensions of state capacity. It highlights 

organizational capacity (i.e. organization of the state) and technical capacity 

(i.e. implementation capacity). It seems to have also tried to apply notions of 

“state-structure nexus” and “institutional coherence” that Robinson and White 

(1998) see as important institutional attributes of a democratic developmental 

state. 

 

3.3 Economic and social policies in a South African developmental state 

In a nutshell, economic and social policies, like those relating to justice, 

international relations, and governance are made through the cluster system 

or processes as described in section two. Each of the clusters is comprised of 

key departments dealing with matters pertinent to that cluster. For instance, 

the social cluster is comprised of its key departments such as Social 

Development, Education, Health, Housing, Arts and Culture, Water Affairs, 

Agriculture, Land Affairs, Provincial and Local Government, Environmental 

Affairs & Tourism, Sports and Recreation, Communications, Science & 

Technology, Home Affairs, Labour, Public Works, Correctional Services, 

National Treasury and Statistics South Africa. In addition, Provincial Heads of 

Departments dealing with social policy issues also attend. Government 

Communications and Information System is also represented (in all clusters 

as well as in the Forum of South African Directors-General Management 

Committee).  For the economic cluster, the key departments include Trade 

and Industry, Public Enterprises, National Treasury, Science and Technology, 

Labour, Minerals and Energy, Agriculture, Land Affairs, Transport, Public 

Works and so on.  

 

There are many departments that are represented in both economic and 

social clusters; however each cluster has core member departments (for 

instance for the social cluster, the following departments are core members: 

Social Development, Education, Health, Housing, Arts and Culture, Sports 
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and Recreation, Labour, Public Works, Environmental Affairs and Tourism 

and Provincial and Local Government). The attendance at clusters is by 

Directors-General or their proxies. There are two (co)chairpersons per each 

cluster and the co-chairpersons are members of Forum of South African 

Directors-General Management Committee (FOSAD MANCO) which meets 

once a month, clusters meet every forth-night to deal with strategic matters, 

especially those in the Programme of Action of Government and also deal 

with matters that are going to Cabinet (as well as receive reports on Cabinet 

matters from the Policy Unit). There are two FOSAD workshops in a year, 

mainly to prepare for Cabinet makgotla (which occur twice a year, in January 

and in July). Clusters regularly present progress reports to their respective 

Cabinet Committees. Similarly, for policy issues or any other strategic matters 

the clusters present that for Cabinet Committees‟ endorsements before the 

matter goes to Cabinet. There is a lot of interaction between clusters, and 

respective departments, and the Policy Unit especially on matters that end up 

in Cabinet. The Policy Unit also interfaces between Cabinet and clusters on 

policy matters. Though the cluster system and its processes have not been 

scientifically studied, some argue that it has not worked well11. The difficult 

question, in the absence of a scientific study, is what is the next phase or 

stage of the cluster system and associated processes.  

 

Nonetheless, given that economic and social policies go through the cluster 

processes before they are consulted with stakeholders outside government, it 

can be argued that the development of economic and social policies in South 

Africa is rigorous enough. Another point worth making is that economic and 

social policies pursued have been influenced by the commitments of the 

“national democratic revolution” alluded to above. These commitments are 

elaborated in many policy documents of the ANC. Government, through 

respective structures and instruments with the Policy Unit‟s leadership, 

translates those noble ideals into an implementable programme of action 

within the obtaining policy (and political) platform. Always at the core of that 

                                                 
11

 The most recent of such arguments is by Jeremy Cronin, his recent opinion piece 
in the Mail and Guardian (24-30 October 2008, page 23, “The future of the state”), 
when he argues that “By all accounts the clusters have not functioned effectively”. 
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programme of action is explicit sense of trade-offs that are being made, 

almost always reprioritising human development within an economic growth 

“construct”. This is a correct approach and we see a case of “politics” 

positively influencing public policy making. Leftwich (1995) emphasized the 

importance of “politics” in the analysis of whether a country has a 

developmental state or not. According to his definition, South Africa‟s policy 

making appears to be sufficiently influenced by political dynamics and it can 

be argued that the South African state‟s “politics” has amassed sufficient 

authority, autonomy and capacity in its pursuit of its developmental objectives. 

  

Although this requires further interrogation, it could be argued that South 

Africa, among a few African states, has had a better democratic 

developmental state. For instance, Barrett et al (2006:168) estimated that 

there is a “population-weighted poverty gap of 42% for sub-Saharan Africa 

relative to the $2 per day per capita international poverty line”. However, in 

the case of South Africa, as indicated above, many studies suggest that living 

standards are overall improving. 

 

Edigheji (2005) suggests that a democratic developmental state is a state that 

principally embodies the following four principles: electoral democracy and 

popular participation in the development and governance processes; 

economic growth, state driven socio-economic development and “embedded 

autonomy” as coined by Evans (1995). All of these seem to obtain in South 

Africa. Edigheji further emphasizes prevailing institutional arrangements as an 

important variable to the success of a democratic developmental state, and 

the South African policy making institutional mechanisms seem sound.  

 

Even with regard to perspectives of leading scholars on developmental states 

(of East Asia), South Africa seems to have been trying prioritize economic 

development. There have been various attempts to get the industrial policy off 

the ground and it could be argued that the “industrial elites” are under the 

guidance of the state. The guidance of “industrial elites” has taken various 

forms, including Presidential Working Groups on business matters. There are 

elements in the South African state, in the manner in which it determines the 
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developmental agenda and mobilizes society, that resembles to some extent 

Japan as described by Johnson (1982) and Korea as described by Amsden 

(1989) and Taiwan as described by Evans (1995).   

 

Also drawing from Robinson and White (1998), some salient characteristics – 

such as “institutional coherence” – of a democratic developmental state seem 

visible in the South African state. Also, Evan‟s (1995) concept of “embedded 

autonomy” which is central to the effectiveness on a developmental state 

seems to play itself out in the South African context. Evans (1995) point is that 

state institutions have to be autonomous in so far as that facilitates the 

identification and promotion of strategic developmental objectives, while 

embedded in a sense that the state would be able to establish and sustain 

working partnerships with key social groups that would add much needed 

impetus to the achievement of development goals. In the South African 

context, this appears to be a case in point through the role of the state and its 

partners. Linked to this is the state‟s commitment to “meritocratic” recruitment; 

the appointment of skilled bureaucrats that would ensure the important 

political “neutrality” which would in turn facilitate sound networks and delivery 

on developmental goals. This is one of the matters that are debatable, 

whether top civil servants are appointed on merit and whether they are 

insulated from political maneuvers.  

 

Another issue for contestation is whether there is sufficient technical capacity, 

especially for planning and implementation. When compared with countries 

that are said to be having developmental states, South Africa‟s Policy Unit has 

much less number of technocrats. Also, some question the influence that the 

National Treasury has. These are not only issues for debate but also empirical 

questions. Would, for instance, a larger policy unit have a better impact or 

would an un-influential Treasury be effective? Another relevant philosophical 

question perhaps is whether the current institutional arrangements were by 

default or a conscious and considered plan. From my point of view, it was 

most likely not coincidental and it seems to have worked relatively well 

especially for macroeconomic management.  
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With regard to social policies, the World Bank12 defines social policy as “a 

series of public policies designed to promote social development…” 

Mkandawire (2001) sees “social policy as an instrument for ensuring a sense 

of citizenship is an important instrument for conflict management, which is in 

turn a prerequisite for sustained economic development”.  It could be argued 

that the making of social policy in South Africa has taken into account various 

perspectives on social policy. Some of the areas that remain contested 

terrains include social pensions, whether they are creating dependency or 

some perverse incentives13. South Africa has adopted an approach largely 

similar to that of South American countries, except that social pensions or 

similar programmes are not conditional in South Africa. What distinguish 

South African social programmes to those of South American countries are 

the historical circumstances that informed them.  

 

3.4 Organization and capacity of the South African developmental state 

The World Development Report (1997) describes state capacity as “the ability 

of the state to undertake collective actions at least costs to society”. This is 

broader than administrative or technical capacities of civil servants. It entails, 

also, “institutional mechanisms that give politicians and civil servants the 

flexibility, rules, and restraints to enable them to act in the collective interest”. 

This resonates with Cummings and Nørgaard (2004) conceptualisation of 

state capacity along four dimensions: ideational, political, technical and 

implementational. Cummings and Nørgaard (2004) define ideational state 

capacity as the degree to which the state – its actors, role and policies – is 

legitimated and embedded in state institutions. Political state capacity refers 

to effectiveness of state institutions in terms of governance structures and 

                                                 
12 World Bank (2005). „Concept Note: Rethinking Social Policy‟. World Bank 
conference in Arusha Tanzania (12-15 December 2005), 
http://worldbank.org/website/external/topics  
 
13 The most recent study by Ardington et al (forthcoming in the American Economic 
Journal: Applied Economics) on such issues concludes that pension recipient leads 
to a small but positive increase in the employment of prime-aged adults.  
 
 

http://worldbank.org/website/external/topics
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technical and implementational state capacities refer to administrative 

capacities.  

As indicated above, the organisation of the South African state remains a 

matter of debate. Some scholars have argued that government is too large. 

For instance, Luiz (2002) finds it “worrisome” that the proportion of 

government expenditure going to salaries and wages keeps increasing. 

Others argue that the amount of technical capacity of government is scarce. 

For instance, Mhone (2004) sees a need a “nodal or pilot planning super-

agency” as well as more capacity for policy formulation and implementation. 

Edigheji (2007:19-20) states that: 

“The PCAS has, to a degree, enhanced the coordinating capacity of the 

emerging developmental state in South Africa. However, its limited capacity 

remains a major constraint to its work. For example, compared to the 

superministries in East Asia with more than a hundred highly trained 

economists, the PCAS currently has very few staff with advanced training in 

economics… Therefore, to build a truly developmental state in South Africa, 

there is an urgent need to increase the recruitment of highly qualified and 

politically astute economic bureaucrats into the PCAS”. 

If advises from scholars such as Mhone and Edigheji are to be taken on 

board, the current amount of human resources in government would 

substantially increase. This will also exacerbate the relatively polarised public 

discourse on whether the current head of government has centralised powers 

and decision making. For instance inaccurate perceptions such as that 

“Ministers are required to submit all new policy documents and draft laws to 

the presidency for scrutiny, and they all have to go through Netshitenzhe who 

decides whether or not proposals are in accordance with government‟s policy 

goals” (Gumede, 2005: 130) maybe further exaggerated.  

To some extent there is merit in the argument that the South African 

developmental state requires additional capacity. The organisational aspects 

require further consideration. There is no a priori reason why should a 

differently organised South African state be more effective. The question is 

more of whether the systems, such as monitoring and evaluation and 
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performance assessments, are effective in detecting inefficiency and 

deploying appropriate responses. The recent developments in the South 

African state‟s monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, especially setting up 

coordination capacity for that in the presidency‟s policy unit, have begun to 

show promising results. Similarly, the revised performance management 

systems will go a long way in addressing inefficiencies in the public 

bureaucracy. However, this remains to be seen. For instance, Chibber (2002: 

952) argues that for any state to be effective, “bureaucratic rationality must 

also be structured in an appropriate apportionment of power among state 

policy agencies”. In short, Weberian bureaucracy is not enough just like the 

bureaucracy based on Confucius‟ perspectives was not enough, “interagency 

relations” are critical. Bureaucratic rationality, if the institutional setting is not 

supportive, can easily lead to processes that are not developmental or rather 

effective, as Chibber (2002) found in the case of India.  

 

Overall, the analysis seems to suggest that South Africa as a developmental 

state in the making has undertaken social and economic policies in a sound 

manner. However, it could be argued that South Africa has not been a very 

effective state owing to its technical and implementational state capacity. This 

does not imply that the state should be organised differently, though 

coordination could be further ameliorated. It simply means that the capacity 

that is said to be lacking, such as long-term planning expertise, should be 

created14. As Gumede (2007) argued, in government there are “various 

planning instruments and tools mainly focused on medium-term planning, not 

long-term developmental planning”. The envisaged new planning function in 

government is meant to close this gap and others, such as further improving 

coordination. 

 

 

                                                 
14 The former head of the policy unit in the state Presidency (Joel Netshitenzhe), in 
his opinion piece (“The shift is not ideological”, 31 October – 6 November 2008, in 
the Mail and Guardian, p. 23) gives extensive background and specific proposals on 
the envisaged long-range planning function in government.  
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5. Concluding remarks 

This paper has tried to demonstrate that South Africa has established ideal 

institutions for the policy making processes, although the “integrated 

governance” system requires some further interrogation.  

 

This paper described public policy making in South Africa; unpacking 

institutional mechanisms and associated “outcomes”. It analyzed the 

character of the South Africa‟s state from a developmental state perspective. 

It arrived at some conclusions about the character of South Africa‟s 

developmental state. For instance, in terms of Evans‟ (1995) notion of 

“embedded autonomy”; Leftwich‟s (1995) model of a developmental state; 

Cummings and Nørgaard‟s (2004) four dimensions of state capacity; 

definitions and features of (democratic) developmental states as well as the 

definition proposed by Gumede (2008), South Africa can be described as a 

developmental state in the making.  

 

The “outcome” of the South African state since 1994 particularly support the 

view that it is a developmental state in the making. As indicated above, blacks 

are most affected by human poverty and they have lower human 

development. Of note is also that whites and indians have better human 

development indices than the average for the richest 20% of all South 

Africans, which suggests that there are additional factors than household 

income that determine inter-racial differences in human development (and this 

is captured in much lower life expectancy rates for non-white population 

groups).  

 

The paper began with an overview of the institutional mechanisms in the 

development of economic and social policies. Thereafter, the paper presented 

the degree to which the South African state is developmental. Overall, it 

demonstrated, to some extent, that the South African state encompasses 
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some features of developmental states. It reiterates the view, as presented in 

Gumede (2008), that the making of public policies in South Africa (not the 

policies themselves per se) has some positive results, although enormous 

challenges remain.   

 

While it commends the institutional arrangements for policy making and policy 

evaluation, it noted the problems of implementation. Lastly, a number of 

relevant empirical and political economy questions were raised. 
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