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Introduction 

 

One of the most debated issues surrounding the developmental state idea in the 1980s–

1990s was of its relationship with democracy (cf. Öniş 1991: 118–120). A matter of 

great contention in that debate was over whether, and if so how, authoritarian rule was 

necessary (or useful) for economic development and specifically for the emergence of a 

developmental state (Kohli 2004: 373–374). The answer was important because it had a 

strong bearing on the answer to the corollary question of whether the developmental 

state was compatible with a democratic political environment. The somewhat 

underwhelming conclusion to that debate was that as intriguing as it was that many 

(but not all) authoritarian governments in East Asia resided in economies with high 

levels of economic growth, regime type had seemingly little connection with 

development success (Haggard 2004: 60).

1 With the widespread transition to democracy throughout the region and in some 

cases, its consolidation, this debate has resurfaced. Perhaps as a reflection of the 

inconclusive outcomes of earlier efforts, the treatment of the developmental state as 

somehow being synonymous with authoritarian government remains pervasive even 

today – especially in recent studies of South Korea (hereafter Korea) (Kalinowski 2009; 

Kim 2010). This chapter discusses how strategically oriented governments are coping 

with new challenges that have emerged after democratisation. 

The state-guided economies of Korea, Taiwan and Singapore – the only countries 

in East Asia with the exception of Japan worthy of the “developmental state” label – 

represent the most successful cases of industrial transformation in the post-war period 

(and now China, cf. Chu 2011). While the concept has been loosely defined and widely 

misapplied, according to Chalmers Johnson (1982: 19, 305–306, 315–320), who first 

coined the term, developmental states embody a policymaking elite who believe in 

using the power of the state to pursue long-term goals to promote national techno-

industrial competitiveness, possess the institutional means and have the political 
support necessary to carry out such a project. 

Developmental states also resided in authoritarian settings where governments 

oversaw the march towards industrialisation until the late 1980s when substantive 

efforts towards democratisation began in at least two of these countries (Korea and 

Taiwan). Since that time, they have consolidated democratic rule: competitive elections 

are now institutionalised to the point where their results are widely accepted and seen 

as the only legitimate path to power (Cheng 2003: 1). The cases of Taiwan and Korea 

appear to fit the standard definition of democracy offered by Schmitter and Karl (1991: 

76) as “a system of governance in which rulers are held accountable for their actions in 

the public realm by citizens, acting indirectly through the competition and cooperation 

of their elected representatives”. 

There is, however, much debate over the quality of the political institutions, 

which have emerged in these young democracies. In the words of a seasoned scholar of 

East Asian politics, Tun-jen Cheng (2003: 1), “[r]ules are stretched, even bent. Political 
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stalemate tends to delay, if not prevent, timely policy action”. A widespread sense of 

disillusionment amongst the public toward “underperforming, if not malfunctioning, 

democracy” stems from specific features of East Asia’s democratic institutions. The 

most serious weakness is related to features of presidential systems typically found 

throughout the region. A presidential system is not problematic per se, but the specific 

constellation of their institutional designs (which differ from country to country) have 

created fragmented, loosely organised party systems or extreme political positions and 

radicalisation (Bailey 2010; Cheng 2003: 32–33; Wong 2013: 44). To take the case of 

Korea, the presidential office wields enormous influence over the implementation of 

new legislation, but only when a parliamentary majority (of the same party) exists 

(Asaba 2013: 44; Croissant 2004: 164). When faced with the prospect of the National 

Assembly dominated by opposition parties, presidents have utilised extraordinary 

measures to manufacture alliances with political opponents to secure a majority and 

through various “prosecutorial” tactics (Cheng 2003: 10–13). Amongst other features, 

the president’s non-renewable five-year term and the holding of non-concurrent 

elections for the president and parliament are seen as having contributed to a weakly 

institutionalized party system (Asaba 2013: 56; Jonsson 2014: 118–120). The overall 

results are political environments, which leave little room for compromise while 

breeding defection and a more confrontational style of politics. At the same time, 

political polarisation and gridlock seen in Korea and Taiwan are not dissimilar from the 

limitations in even more mature democracies such as those in Western Europe and the 

United States (Clark and Tan 2012: 161; Croissant 2015: 2–3). 

The focus of these studies covers an important topic in its own right. My task, 

however, is of a different order. I seek to bring to light the impact of these new 

democratic environments on the state’s developmental role. Indeed, with the advent of 

democratisation, strategically oriented governments in former authoritarian states such 

as Korea and Taiwan now operate in a drastically different political context. How have 

erstwhile developmental states coped with a rapidly changing domestic political 

landscape after democratic consolidation? How, in particular, has the developmental 

project been affected? 

In the authoritarian era of the 1960s–1970s, governments were able to set long-

term goals, systematically targeting and nurturing the growth of manufacturing 

industries deemed strategic in the eyes of the economic bureaucracy (Amsden 1989; 

Johnson 1982; Wade 1990/2004; Woo 1991). Governments took on even greater 

ambitions in the 1980s and ’90s when they focused their efforts in catching up in even 

higher technology industries such as semiconductors (Mathews and Cho 2000) and 

telecommunications (Oh and Larson 2011). As a means to achieve such goals, 

technocratic elites in the economic bureaucracy increased investments in the form of 

policy loans, education and research in a “depoliticised” manner (Johnson 1995: 49). As 

the influential work of Ziya Öniş (1991: 119) puts it, authoritarian rule essentially 

allowed governments to minimise the incorporation of special interests within the 

private and non-governmental sector (which is expected in an ideal-type plural form of 

democracy) into public policies. Instead, such states provided preferential access to 

organised actors deemed important to furthering developmental objectives. 

file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1278_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1285_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1350_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1293_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1285_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1310_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1292_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1294_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1276_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1307_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1347_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1351_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1327_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1333_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1308_FILE150311016S5027
file:///C:/Users/Faria/Documents/Christina's%20Files/Editing%20Projects/Apex%20Covantage/Cheng-15031-1016-To%20CE/15031-1016-FullBook.docx%23Ref_1334_FILE150311016S5027


Democratisation may appear to challenge the guiding efforts of developmentally 

driven governments in three main ways. The first concerns the state’s ability to set 

credible and long-term-focused industry development goals in increasingly partisan 

political environments – partly a result of the institutional designs of East Asia’s 

democracies as discussed earlier. The second challenge is over the extent to which 

economic bureaucrats can remain sufficiently insulated from pressures exerted from 

the elected political elite whose oversight of the policymaking process might detract or 

even obstruct the formulation and execution of industry policies. A third and perhaps 

more fundamental challenge, which has bearing on the two challenges already listed, is 

that the emergence of new demands (as a result of more complex societies) might lead 
to the decline of popular support for developmentalism. 

In this chapter, I examine these challenges in light of the Korean experience. I 

show that Korea’s strategically oriented governments have devised new ways of 

promoting techno-industrial development. As new challenges have emerged, since the 

early 2000s, governments have sought to use the political space provided by the wider 

political environment through identifying and targeting new sources of job-creating 

growth first in the telecommunications sector and more recently in the renewable 

energy sector. Somewhat paradoxically, developmentalism continues to be viewed as 

the solution to alleviating the economic hardships experienced by the majority of 

working and middle-class Koreans since 1997. Overall, democratic politics might pose 
limits, but, by the same token, may enhance the state’s coordinating capacities. 

I develop my argument in the following steps. Before examining the apparent 

limitations to the state-guided model brought about by democratisation, I begin by 

making clear that there is no necessary connection between authoritarianism and the 

existence of a developmental state. In the following section, I draw insights from studies 

of the developmental state in the 1980s–1990s to show why developmental politics can 

be restrictive but also increase the scope for the state’s guiding role. I argue that 

ultimately a receptive political environment holds the key to the question over the 

efficacy of the state’s capacity to govern the market. Indeed, in the following section I 

demonstrate the non-partisan nature of political support for a developmental project in 

Korea through examining the Korean state’s efforts to promote new high-technology 

initiatives since the early 2000s. By way of conclusion, I consider the applicability of my 

findings to other former authoritarian states in East Asia, specifically how domestic 

political rationales (and international challenges) impacts on their developmental 

initiatives. 

 

The coincidental connection between regime type and the developmental state 

 

East Asia’s historical record of quasi-military regimes overseeing decades of nation-

building led to the conclusion that the developmental state of the 1950s–1970s was 

synonymous with authoritarian rule. In the words of Eun Mee Kim “developmentalism – 

i.e. the use of an authoritarian developmental state in pursuit of economic development 



à la the South Korean example – has been used to justify authoritarian rule especially in 

the Asia-Pacific region” (Kim 2010: 113). This thinking is also pervasive in many studies 

of the substance of reforms in Korea undertaken in the decade after the 1997 financial 

crisis. According to one analyst, state efforts in post-crisis era resemble a transition 

from an “authoritarian developmental state” to a “democratic market economy” 

(Kalinowski 2009: 288). 

These views seem plausible if we consider the timing of democratisation on the 

one hand, and that of economic liberalisation on the other. The decades of high growth 

via tight control over finance and investment and high trade barriers (1960s–1980s) 

were also the most politically repressive decades. Many writers (mistakenly, as I have 

intimated) attribute the government’s approach during this period as the core defining 

features of a developmental state while also conflating authoritarian rule with the 

state’s developmental role. In 1993, however, the country elected its first civilian 

president, Kim Young-sam, symbolising a significant break with the quasi-military 

leaders of earlier governments. President Kim is also known for his neo-liberal 

economic convictions given his aggressive promotion of financial and trade 

liberalisation during his tenure (Thurbon 2003: 349–350), although there is some 

debate over his underlying motivations as he simultaneously prioritised information 

technology as a strategic growth sector (Oh and Larson 2011: 46–47). For these 

reasons, observers of Korean politics such as Kalinowski (2009) and Kim (2010), group 
economic liberalisation with the embrace of democracy. 

While the connection between the developmental state and authoritarianism 

seems obvious, it is worthwhile to re-visit the work of Johnson on the apparent link, 

which he argued was merely a superficial one. In his words: 

My position on this controversy is to deny any necessary connection between 

authoritarianism and the developmental state but to acknowledge that 

authoritarianism can sometimes inadvertently solve the main political problem 

of economic development using market forces – namely, how to mobilize the 

overwhelming majority of the population to work and sacrifice for 

developmental projects.  

(Johnson 1999: 52) 

On the same page, he made it emphatically clear that the positive spin-offs of 

authoritarian governance are coincidental – and only temporary at best. Authoritarian 

leaders were far more likely to misuse such power thereby, derailing developmental 

progress. 

Developmental states were “quasi-revolutionary” regimes whereby the 

legitimacy of economic bureaucrats was mission or results-based (Johnson 1999: 52–

53). This was the type of legitimacy enjoyed by the Meiji oligarchs in nineteenth century 

and later MITI bureaucrats in Japan. In Korea, President Park Chung-hee’s government 

occupied such space during the 1960s to ’70s. Until the 1970s in Taiwan, President 

Chiang Kai-shek and then his ruling political party, the Kuomintang (KMT), were the 

governing elites who also enjoyed wide political support. The common feature in all 
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three countries was their devastating experiences of modernisation through 

imperialism and war (Woo-Cumings 1999: 7). Elites derived their legitimacy from their 

nationalistic visions of transforming their countries and correcting what Liah Greenfeld 

(1992: 15) sums up as a profound sense of “status inconsistency” relative to the 

Western powers. In this sense, the revolutionary authority enjoyed by developmentally 

oriented states might be seen as the antithesis of the sources of authority held by 

authoritarian rulers, which are based on maintaining a monopoly of force and the will to 

exercise such force against its subjects (Johnson 1999: 53). 

If one accepts that authoritarian rule is not a necessary condition for the 

existence of a developmental state, logic follows that democratisation need not be 

viewed as a precursor for the end or dismantling of a developmental state. But, to what 

extent might a vibrant democratic environment limit the state’s effectiveness in guiding 

industrial development compared to the authoritarian era? In the next section, I show 

why the apparent challenges brought about by democratisation are more likely to 

enhance the state’s coordinating capacities. 

 

The state-restricting (and enhancing) effects of democratic politics 

 

In this section, I show why in contrast to expectations of the limits the scope for 

effective state activism brought about by democratisation, such an environment might: 

(1) strengthen the credibility of governmental agencies, (2) provide domestic political 

rationales for governing leaders to insulate elite economic bureaucrats in the 

policymaking process and (3) help to maintain popular political support for a 
transformative project. 

 

Credibility of governmental commitments: past and present 

East Asia’s democracies are widely seen to suffer from an excessively confrontational 

style of politics, extreme ideological positions on even minor issues, which have 

frequently resulted in political gridlock (cf. Cheng 2003). Such an environment raises 

questions over the credibility of governments to deliver on their promises especially in 

terms of achieving long-term, focused industrial goals. Are today’s democratically 

elected governments any less credible than during the authoritarian era? Stephan 

Haggard’s recent work reminds us that there are, in fact, scant reasons why 

authoritarian governments coupled with strong bureaucracies should be capable of 

coordinating a developmental project. Such governments lack the necessary checks on 

allocating resources to the private sector without succumbing to rent-seeking behaviour 

(Haggard 2015: 49–50). If the seminal works of Alice Amsden (1989), Peter Evans 

(1995) and Linda Weiss (1998) tell us anything, it is that the East Asia’s developmental 

states overcame this problem through possessing strong institutional capacities to 

maintain bureaucratic autonomy while simultaneously drawing the private sector into a 

negotiating relationship. If taken one step further, it is equally probable that the systems 
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of accountability inherent in a democracy increase the credibility of commitments made 

by state officials. 

Putting the issue of credibility safely aside, let us now examine the second 

potential limitation brought about by democratisation. This is in regards to the 

possibility for the elected political elite whose oversight of the policymaking process 

might encroach on the technocratic autonomy of economic bureaucrats to the point 

where states are unable to effectively coordinate techno-economic upgrading. 

 

The relative and variable insulation of economic bureaucrats 

Three important organisational features are typically associated with developmental 

states (at least during the authoritarian decades): (1) an insulated pilot agency 

responsible for industrial transformation, (2) institutionalised mechanisms for public 

and private cooperation and (3) a well-organised private sector that can act as a partner 

with the state (Johnson 1982: 315–320). These attributes facilitated both a coordinated 

approach to the design and implementation of public policies and a “disciplined” 

approach to state support by making it conditional on performance requirements 

(Amsden 1989: 14–18). In their combined efforts to explain how East Asia’s 

developmental states overcame the problem of captured governments (so endemic in 

other national settings), these studies gave the impression that insulated technocratic 

elites were relatively unhindered by wider political pressures. Yet, a close reading of 

these works reveal a more complex story, one which acknowledged the developmental 

project as essentially a political project (more later).2 

In one of the most lucidly argued studies on the subject, Tun-jen Cheng and his 

collaborators detail the rise, decline and re-institutionalisation of Korea’s economic 

pilot agency, the Economic Planning Board (EPB), from the 1960s–1980s (Cheng, 

Haggard and Kang 1998). When domestic, political rationales were required, President 

Park Chung-hee provided the EPB with high levels of independence. However, when 

faced with obstacles within the powerful EPB and Ministry of Finance, Park simply by-

passed these agencies and established the Heavy and Chemicals Industry Plan via the 

then Ministry of Commerce and Industry (Cheng, Haggard and Kang 1998: 106). The 

key point is that some technocratic elites relative to other governmental agencies 

enjoyed variable degrees of insulation, subject to political realities faced by the ruling 

(authoritarian) political elites at the time. 

This discussion suggests the need to apply caution in exaggerating the insulation 

of the economic bureaucracy during authoritarian rule. By the same token, we should 

not underestimate the possibility for democratically elected leaders to see merit in 

insulating elite technocrats to effectively meet the challenges of an ever-changing 

techno-industrial landscape. Whether political leaders see merit will be highly 

dependent on the wider political environment as I will discuss in later sections. 

 

The “Social Contract” for effective state activism 
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I now turn to the third way in which democratisation might limit the state’s guiding 

abilities: namely, the loss of popular support for developmentalism. 

As undemocratic as governments such as Taiwan and Korea were from the 

1960s to ’80s, they delivered on their promise of growth with equity via job-creating 

growth as reported in the widely disseminated World Bank report The East Asian 

Miracle (World Bank 1993: 30–31). A long-time observer of Korean politics, Kyung-Sup 

Chang (2007: 68), has fruitfully conceptualised this contract between the government 

and society as one of “developmental citizenship”. This does not mean, however, that 

societal actors blindly acquiesced to the politically repressive tactics of the same 

developmental regime. Quite the opposite occurred as the democratic struggles in the 

cases of Taiwan and Korea testify. In the Korean context, the overwhelming majority 

fought relentlessly against illegitimate and undemocratic quasi-military governments. 

But, at the same time, the Korean people (workers, company heads, even self-employed 

small businesses) were supportive of the economy-first priority of the state. Ordinary 

citizens implicitly aided national transformative projects by pouring privately held 

wealth into education, thereby helping to maintain an ever-new base of rich human 

capital. Citizens also devoted a significant portion of incomes to saving, which created a 

national pool of capital from which the Korean state could readily channel investment 

into strategic growth industries. To the extent that the governing elite maintained their 

legitimacy as part of a “social contract” with society, it was by delivering on the promise 
of high levels of economic growth-with-equity.3 

The importance of a social contract between state and society cannot be 

underestimated. Societal actors placed their trust, respect and expectations on the state 

to deliver national economic development, thereby creating the “political space” for 

governing elites to play a developmental role (Johnson 1982: 315–316). The social 

contract also provided strong incentives for governments to deliver on their promised 

developmental outcomes. 

The key point is that in order to assess the impact of democratic politics on the 

credibility of governments and the insulation provided to the economic bureaucracy, we 

need to look deeper into society’s political appetite for developmentalism, which 

transcends regime type. Whether such a receptive political environment exists in a 
former authoritarian country such as Korea is the focus of the next section. 

 

Democratic politics and the Korean developmental state 

 

The most significant event, which has tested the limits of the social contract between 

state and society in Korea was the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis. To be clear, the 

challenges to popular support for developmentalism had little to do with that country’s 

democratisation, but with a suite of unexpected and unprecedented developments in 

the aftermath of the Crisis. 
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The Korean government’s response to the Crisis was to streamline and 

technologically upgrade the country’s leading chaebol or conglomerates while relaxing 

the state’s protection for labour-intensive sectors of the economy. This strategy may 

have helped the giant conglomerates come roaring back to global competitiveness, but it 

came at the cost of the majority of working and middle-class segments of the population 

(Chang 2012: 34). 

The repercussions of the political choice to support the few at the top at the 

expense of many in the rest of society has been widespread dismissals from regular 

employment, a dramatic increase in casual and underpaid employment amongst 

grassroots Koreans and alarmingly higher levels of people experiencing poverty (Chang 

2007: 70). The percentage of people living below the official poverty line grew from 3.1 

percent in 1996, 8.2 percent in 2000, 10.3 percent in 2003 and to 11.6 percent in the 

first half of 2006. At the same time, the gap between rich and poor is significant. 

According to Koo (2014), by 2012, the top 10 percent of the Korean population held 46 

percent of country’s combined wealth while the bottom 50 percent of the population 
held little more than 9.5 percent of national wealth.4 

Amongst the many wider social effects of post-crisis restructuring, a disturbing 

consequence of the growing levels of economic hardship is the fact that Korea’s suicide 

rates have remained the highest in the OECD from 2002 to 2012 of which 18.8 percent 

were attributed to financial difficulties (Lee 2014). Korea thus entered the end of the 

era of high growth with equity and the beginning of “jobless economic development” 

(Chang 2007: 69–70). From this picture, a number of important questions arise: Have 

rising levels of economic hardship for an increasing number of middle and working 

class Koreans fatally diminished their support for the state’s developmental projects? 

How has the Korean state responded to these new circumstances? In the following 

discussion, I suggest that unprecedented economic hardship has helped to recreate the 

political space for a developmental response. 

 

Renewing the political space for a transformative project 

By the early 2000s, the diminishing returns of a strategy based on catching up became 

increasingly apparent. Lower-cost and increasingly technologically capable competitors 

from China seeking to emulate Korea’s success in industries like mobile 

communications made competing on price alone untenable (Ministry of Information 

and Communication 2006: 7). Korean firms had also demonstrated their ability to 

develop original innovations that could compete with similar products developed by 

companies in the most advanced industrial states. Indeed, by 2001, Samsung Electronics 

was capable of developing their own CDMA-based “system-on-chips” semiconductors, 

which implied that they no longer required the importation of chipset solutions 

provided by the American firm, Qualcomm (Kim 2012b: 298). In addition to a virtual 

monopoly over the chipset market, Qualcomm’s extraordinary position in the Korean 

market allowed the company to reap enormous royalties from the licensing of its CDMA 

technology. By the early 2000s, Qualcomm became the source of much resentment from 

wide segments of society as evident in the creation of Parliamentary enquiries into the 
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company’s business practices (Kim 2012b: 300). These factors formed the political 

context in which former President Roh Moo-hyun appointed the CEO of Samsung’s 

Digital Media Business, Chin Dae-je, as the Minister of the Ministry of Information and 

Communication (MIC). As former Minister Chin recalls in his memoirs, President Roh 

specifically requested that Minister Chin develop new growth engines in information 

and communication technologies that Korea could depend on for the next ten to fifteen 
years (Chin 2006: 212). His response was to launch the MIC’s “IT839 Strategy” in 2004. 

The explicit aim of the 2004 initiative was to accelerate the innovation 

capabilities of domestic firms through supporting the creation of core technologies, to 

secure initial markets for products based on new innovations; through setting agreed-

upon national technology standards and through facilitating the creation of long-term 

markets by getting national preferences adopted by international standards–setting 

organisations (Ministry of Information and Communication 2004). The strategy would 

require moving away from the focus on technological followership and imitation, which 

had defined the catch-up development strategy of previous decades (Ministry of 

Information and Communication 2006: 5). The “839” of the strategy involved pre-

empting foreign competitors by the early launch of eight new telecommunication 

services, which would require funnelling public and private investment into the 

establishment of three national infrastructure networks. These efforts were expected to 

drive nine new growth engines including new mobile phones based on Fourth-
Generation Wireless Broadband and Intelligent Robots amongst others.5 

An explicit policy goal of the MIC was to strengthen the competitiveness of core 

parts and components aspect of the technological value chain, which was largely 

composed of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) with the cooperation of larger firms 

(Ministry of Information and Communication 2006: 8). Not only was the long-held goal 

of localising production of high-tech components and closing the technology gap with 

more advanced countries important for industry bureaucrats (Kim 2012b: 298), but 

also SMEs were an important source of job creation (Ministry of Information and 

Communication 2006: 8). Altogether, the MIC sought to grow production in the sector 

from 241 trillion Won in 2004 to 380 trillion won in 2007, to increase employment from 

1.28 million in 2004 to 1.44 million in 2007 and expand exports from US$74.7 billion in 
2004 to $110 billion in 2007 (Ministry of Information and Communication 2004: 31). 

By 2008, although the Korean economy had largely recovered from the 1997 

financial crisis, there were costs associated with the successful re-emergence of the 

chaebol as global players. As previously mentioned, these costs included the decline of 

labour and capital-intensive economic development, job-less economic growth and new 

levels of economic hardship for the middle-class/working Koreans. According to former 

Presidential Secretary, Kim Sang-Hyup and the person widely acknowledged as the lead 

architect of the Lee Myung-bak government’s Green Growth initiative, “[t]here can be 

many reasons for this, but the main cause seems to be the failure of providing new 

engines for growth and of new development modalities” (Presidential Committee on 
Green Growth 2011: 13).6 
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President Lee Myung-bak used these conditions to launch the Green Growth 

initiative. As part of ten policy goals under a “Five-Year Plan for Green Growth” (2009–

2013) and a longer-term focused “National Strategy for Green Growth” (2009–2050), 

the government sought to drive public and private investment into the creation and 

commercialisation of new growth engines renewable energy technologies (Presidential 

Committee on Green Growth 2009: 5). 

To coordinate and formulate ministerial actions plans, the Lee Administration 

established the Presidential Committee on Green Growth (PCGG), while sector-specific 

bodies such as the Ministry of Knowledge Economy were responsible for implementing 

PCGG-approved plans. Absorbing the industry policy functions of the former MIC after 

its dismantling in 2008 into its existing jurisdiction over manufacturing-based 

industries, the Ministry of Knowledge Economy focused on key technological growth 

areas for promotion. This included technologies and systems related to the 

commercialisation of electric vehicles, wind turbines, photovoltaic and infrastructure 

projects such as smart grids.7 These publicly funded initiatives included strong 

incentives for the participation of SMEs through the provision of research and 

development support, public procurement and through the cooperation of large firms 

(Presidential Committee on Green Growth 2009: 16). Most importantly, the PCGG 

placed special emphasis on targeting the creation of skilled and unskilled jobs to increase 

from 1.56 million in 2009 to 1.81 million by 2013 (Presidential Committee on Green 
Growth 2009: 23). 

While there was some scepticism over whether President Park Geun-hye would 

maintain her predecessor’s focus on renewable energy technologies after her 

appointment in 2013, the government has clearly stated its intentions of targeting the 

sector as a strategic growth engine (Kim and Thurbon 2015: 18–20). 

The Park Administration has also re-invigorated a focus on the information 

technology sector as a growth engine for the national economy. One of the most 

significant developments in this regard was the re-creation of what Korean 

policymakers refer to as a “control tower” for information technology – much like the 

MIC’s former role (Larson and Park 2014: 356). In 2013, the Ministry of Knowledge 

Economy’s jurisdiction over telecommunications industry policy was transferred and 

merged with the existing Ministry of Education, Science and Technology. The result has 

been the creation of the Ministry of Science, ICT and Future Planning (MSIP). This new 

Ministry has made clear its intentions to focus heavily on promoting new high-tech 

start-ups and SMEs, to apply their innovations and technologically upgrade existing 

industries, thereby creating new growth engines. According to the MSIP, the emphasis is 

on creating “high-quality jobs” via nurturing the innovation capabilities of firms. It sees 

its role as one of mediating the risks associated with bringing new technologies to the 

market, and especially in creating an “eco-system” which would enable small firms to 

“compete fairly with large companies”.8 The MSIP’s strong focus on supporting small 

firms is in line with President Park’s election pledge (voiced by all other contenders in 

the 2012 Presidential race) to enact “economic democratisation” vis-à-vis the dominant 

role of the chaebol in the national economy (Williamson 2012). 
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Indeed, Park’s successful election was due in large part to the popular legacy of 

her father, characterised by some as “Park Chung-hee nostalgia” in reference to 

widespread yearning for a return to the more equitable economic development of the 

1960s and ’70s (Chang 2012: 38; Kang 2012: 8; Moon 2009).9 

Overall, this brief discussion of governmental initiatives underlines the strength 

and non-partisan nature of political support for a developmental project, support that 

the Korean state has been able to draw on in the democratic era. Successive 

administrations led by Presidents Roh, then Lee and now Park used their authority 

bestowed upon them from the masses to launch ambitious new industry development 

goals. Indeed, all of these leaders staked their credibility on the success of these 

initiatives all of which were targeted at long-term techno-industrial transformation. No 

matter how personally interested these leaders were in promoting these initiatives as 

President Lee Myung-bak appeared to be in Green Growth, they and other members of 

the elected political elite were not capable of formulating and implementing long-term 

industry policies themselves. They delegated these tasks to experts located within the 

upper-echelons of the economic bureaucracy, including the MIC (2003–2007), the PCGG 

(2008–2012) and now the MSIP (since 2013). While more detailed analyses of the 

organisational structure of these agencies are presented elsewhere, it is highly unlikely 

that any of the initiatives discussed here would have been possible without being 

sufficiently insulated from special interests in the private sector and political elite.10 

 

Conclusion 

 

I have argued that democratic politics may restrict the state’s scope for industrial 

activism, but by equal measure, if not more, a democratic environment may enhance the 

developmental capacities of governments. The case of Korea suggests that 

unprecedented economic hardship has paradoxically helped to recreate the political 
space for a developmental response. 

Of course, these findings are limited to a single case study from which it is 

difficult to draw general conclusions. How have the developmental projects in other 

former authoritarian states such as Taiwan fared under a democratic environment? The 

Taiwanese example provides a more mixed picture. On one hand, there appears to be 

elite political consensus over the importance of developmentalism as means to 

overcome pressing economic challenges on both sides of the KMT and Democratic 

Progressive Party divide (at least until the early 2000s) (Weiss and Thurbon 2004; Wu 

2007: 1001). The government continues to promote new strategic industries such as 

solar photovoltaic, electric vehicles and light-emitting-diodes industries targeted at 
export markets (Mathews and Hu 2013). 

On the other hand, Taiwan’s deepening economic integration with the mainland 

has contributed to a highly partisan political environment, to the point where consensus 

over even fundamental national economic policies has been weakened (Clark and Tan 

2012: 155, 157). Several political scandals have fed a growing perception that special 
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interests in the political elite have trumped the technocratic decision-making of 

bureaucrats (Wu 2007: 991). While the government’s promotion of new industries 

mentioned earlier have been highly successful, the disappointing returns from large 

investments in bio-technology have led some to conclude that political support for a 

wider developmental project is now in peril (Wong 2011: 180–181). The final point is 

especially concerning in light of growing levels of economic inequality in a country once 
known for its high levels of growth-with-equality just as in Korea (Gerber 2015). 

Taiwan’s experience would appear to provide substance for the core contention 

of this study, which is that the state’s scope for industrial activism is largely dependent 

on the existence of a political appetite for developmentalism amongst broad segments 

of society. Indeed, some have argued that the growing levels of economic inequality 

underlie even the most seemingly distant and polarising issues (Clark and Tan 2012: 

162). For instance, the heated debate over closer economic ties between the island state 

and the mainland has been exacerbated by the fact that the hollowing out of 

manufacturing benefits a few, but not the vast majority of ordinary citizens. 

From a broader perspective, however, the advent of democratisation is only one 

part of a more encompassing set of perceived challenges to the state’s developmental 

role stemming from unprecedented levels of global economic openness and integration. 

This is a long and on-going debate stemming from the 1990s. Yet, even today, there is no 

shortfall of enthusiasts who view the inevitability of the erosion or downgrading of the 

developmental state model in a world of globalised financial markets (Pirie 2012), 

transnational production networks (Yeung 2014) and domestic companies with global 

ambitions (Kalinowski 2009; Hundt 2014). This is an important topic in its own right, 

but is beyond the scope of this study. Suffice to note, that the ideas presented in these 

studies have not gone without challenge. Recent studies have shown how 

developmental states have used their transformative capacity to help globalise domestic 

firms (Kim 2013), revived or renewed their guidance of financial markets (Chu 2013, 

Thurbon 2016) and adapted to the challenges of promoting new strategic growth 

sectors (Jho 2014; Kim 2012a, 2012b; Kim and Thurbon 2015; Larson and Park 2014). 

On a point of clarification, my focus on the Korean state’s job-creating economic 

growth strategy is not meant to deny the growing calls by policy participants in Korea 

(and Taiwan) for even stronger efforts to address economic inequality through higher 

social spending (cf. Gerber 2015; Kim 2015). The provision of more substantive social 

safety nets especially for young adults and Korea’s growing elderly population is 

increasingly a determinant of political fortunes of recent presidents in Korea (Rhyu 
2015). 

If future governments were to dramatically upscale welfare support, how might 

governments manage the pressures of sustaining both techno-industrial 

competitiveness and economic distribution? Must there be a trade-off between such 

goals? If the experiences of other small, advanced industrial states with reputations for 

high levels of social spending such as Finland and Denmark tell us anything, it is that no 

such trade-off is necessary. Ornston (2013) has recently argued that high levels of social 

protection have somewhat paradoxically accelerated economic restructuring. In effect, 
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“creative corporatism” helped create the conditions for rapid innovation-based growth 

in industries like telecommunications. 

It should be noted that welfarism has a much deeper history in Finland (Jäntti 

and Vartiainen 2009: 11–12) and the Scandinavian context more generally. This is not 

to say, however, that a substantive commitment to welfarism will never emerge in in 

East Asia. In the case of Korea, Chang (2012: 39) suggests that more widespread 

demands for its emergence will require time (and education) to grow organically from 

the grassroots of society. This suggests a fruitful area for future research would be on 

how these democratic governments will use their mandates to manage the goals of 
growth and distribution. 
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Notes 

 

1 The fact is that many developmental states, such as Japan, France, at least until the 1980s (Loriaux 
1999), Israel (Levi-Faur 1998), Finland (Jäntti and Vartiainen 2009) and perhaps even Germany, were 
coupled with democracies. 
2 Indeed, a chapter-by-chapter reading of Johnson’s (1982) ground-breaking study reveals a highly 
historical-political analysis of MITI’s rise as the locus of industry policy rather than the institutional 
analysis to which many have attributed. 
3 This was central to Johnson’s (1995: 50) own thinking on the relationship between state and society in 
developmental states when he argued that “ [s]uccessful economic development from above does impart 
a degree of political legitimacy, but ultimately such legitimacy can only come from the consent of the 
governed”. 
4 The same report reveals that on one measure of inequality, the “Gini coefficient”, where “0” represents 
total equality in income distribution, the average for Korea during the 1990s was 0.258. This figure has 
continued to increase after the 1997 financial crisis (0.298 in 1999 and 0.315 in 2010), which indicates 
rising levels of inequality. 
5 For detailed discussions of the public and private efforts to develop the technologies selected for 
promotion in the IT839 Strategy, see Kim (2012a; 2012b) and Choung, Hameed and Ji (2012). 
6 There were other factors of concern to the government as explained by Presidential Secretary Kim. 
These included the constant threat of climate change, the extreme fluctuations in the price of oil, Korea’s 
high vulnerability to such volatility due to its almost 100 percent dependence on imported oil and the 
increasing demand for oil by today’s emerging giant economies such as China and India. By 2008, Korea 
had spent a total of US$140 billion on energy imports; a figure that eclipsed the combined wealth 
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generated through the exports of the country’s mainstay industries including automobiles, 
semiconductors and shipbuilding. 
7 See Mathews (2012), Kim and Thurbon (2015) for deeper discussion on the initial plans involved in 
Korea’s Green Growth initiative. See Kim and Mathews (2016) for an assessment of the outcomes of 
major technology projects in Green Growth such as smart grids. 
8 See MSIP website: http://english.msip.go.kr/english/msipContents/contents.do?mId=MjY4 (Accessed 
20 March 2014). 
9 Chang, Chu and Park (2007: 78) apply the similar the idea of “authoritarian nostalgia” to a broader 
selection of countries in the region. To be clear, however, the re-casting of President Park’s legacies in 
Korea today are based on calls for more equitable growth, not his authoritarian credentials. 
10 See Kim (2012a) for an overview of the MIC’s organisational structure; Kim and Thurbon (2015) for an 

analysis of the PCGG. The MSIP’s structure and its role in the upgrading of Korea’s industrial structure is 

the focus of larger book project by the author. 
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