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Political Analysis and Approaches to Study Change:
From '"'State Interventionism'', To '""Mutual

Empowerment"
Nahed Ezzeldin

This research tends to address a theoretical issue, which emerged during the

last decade about the state-society relationship. It tries to discuss the main
developments in the field of Comparative Politics and it handles the critical
revision of the dominating conceptual frameworks focusing on the state as the
main unit of analysis and the first and foremost actor in political and societal
transformation.

This critical revision has started in the 1980s reaching its peak in the 1990s,
as a result of multiple sequential and interrelated factors:

First, the evaluation of development experiences in the south, (third world
countries) led to criticize the previous analysis that focused on the state
(developmental state) and ignored or paid no attention to other powerful societal
forces. Development studies were accused of justifying authoritarianism and
promoting its stability by defending the strength of the state vis-a-vis society as a
crucial condition to reach developmental goals and achieve a great part of its
structural change plans, especially in the industrial sector.

Second, the retreat of the “Welfare State” in the North (industrial and
developed countries), was accompanied by the transformation in its external roles,
From a buffer zone that was responsible of defending society and protecting it
from international threats, to a mediator, or a facilitator, or a transmission belt
that tried to keep tied contacts with its environment at the regional and global
levels. The same change happened in the internal sphere, the state started to
accomplish meost of its functions through other partners outside its own structure
so it could realize its economic and social goals by decentralization that guarantees
the highest level of efficiency and success.

Third, by 1990’s state reform has become an inevitable for enabling the state
to face globalization processes and to overcome the different challenges resulting

from them. This reform gives civil society great significance, it provides it with
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opportunities to grow, to be far reaching and to win more weight on the political
scene.

All these factors introduced a new approach in studying the process of
change and transformation kmown as (political process approach), but its
crystallization and its formulation implied other important theoretical efforts:

1-Re-definition of the state: this was the first fundamental contribution in
constructing the conceptual framework for the new approach, it produced a group
of interrelated concepts such as: the state as groups market, Limited State,
Networking State, Limited Sovereignty.

2-Re-definition of state society relationship: this revision was the second basis
in the theoretical efforts building the new approach, many other concepts came out
of it to replace the traditionally dominating one which was the “balance”
confirming that the zero sum game could not be accepted as the sole possible
relation between state and society (as if each of them is necessarily opposing the
other in a controversial, or competitive struggle). Mutual transformation and
embedded autonomy concépts, arise to emphasize and highlight other possible
relations standing on: the ability of state to maintain its autonomy without losing
continual contact and coherence with its society.

So, autonomy doesn’t mean total independence, or complete isolation.

Thus, the state can play different roles cooperating with the private
industrial sectors and influential business groups: it can be the custodian of joint-
projects, so, its function will be limited in regulation. But it can also participate
directly or indirectly in production as a Midwife that helps in the creation of
industries and enterprises. Perhaps promotion can be one of its new functions as
an economic partner, alliances and coalitions based on mutual consensus and
consistent reciprocity between state officials (political elite) and some powerful
groups in society (economic elite) were considered as conditional elements in
development success.

3-The third principal corner stone in the edifice of political process approach
was composed of basic arguments and assumptions:

a)The state is a determinant actor in transformation process, it influences
change through its role in building institutions and widening the extent of political

participation.
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Society plays a vital and dynamic role in transformation process, it can be
the source of initiatives, by social demands, adopting democracy as a priority on
social groups agenda, pressuring the state to respond is essential in the same way.
The ability of the state to react and respond positively depends on the efficiency
and strength of these pressures.

b)The relational interaction between state and society is the main
determinant in transformation process, cooperation, must replace conflict and
competition between both of them. In this interaction every part is not a coherent
or totally homogenous or united or cohesive body, every group contains
differences, and a variety of divisions, sectors, and wings...etc. this creates the
possibility of forming selective alliances and exceptional bonds, restricted on the
most distinguished and privileged groups, (powerful, rich, and influential)
excluding marginal and disadvantaged ones (powerless, poor, and
underrepresented).

That’s how Mutual Empowerment as a developmental strategy was derived
from the previous arguments, its crystallization as a concept formed the corner
stone in the revision processes of traditional approaches, which were criticized of
making the change analysis in development research over simplified and
unrealistic.

These mistakes resulted from the inclinations of statist approach users
towards focusing in their empirical studies, on either state or society alone, (as if
they were two opposites totally isolated and separated from each other), without
taking into consideration multiple and complex forms of mutual interaction and
relational connections that cause the real overlap between both of them in reality.
So the conflict between state and society was inevitable from this point of view.
There was no probability of finding a different type of relation based on
cooperation and mutual understanding.

Critics refused all these generalizations and emphasize that state- society
relationship can take various forms and types, conflict is not necessarily the
dominating one, because in a developing country state needs to deal effectively

with dilemma of dual transition, (economic privatization, and political

democratization).
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The prerequisites to attain these dual goals simultaneously without being
obliged to scarifice any of them are:

1-first of all analysts must admit that state is no longer the first or the sole
actor, as there have been other important non-state actors which are now playing
an increasing role that no one can ignore or deny.

2-State intervention is no longer the determining factor in changing the
political and societal sphere.

3-The re-definition of state refuses the traditional concepts like the
interventionist state, the strong or soft state, the state absolute leadership...etc.
and has formulated new conceptual tools such as “minimalist state”, “ the double
faces of the state power”: implies a despotic face: which reflects its domination
authorities, control functions, enforcement of rules, regulations and maintaining
order and discipline. And an infrastructural face: that illuminates its ability in
changing its social context, achieving its developmental functions, realizing the
dual transition successfully.

4- Admitting State’s crucial role in transformation doesn’t mean that we can
deny other significant actors. Reaching developmental goals is the common
mission, common responsibility between state and social groups, that’s why
investigating and understanding interactions between the two partners becomes
indispensable in the comprehension and explanation of the differentiation in
developmental outputs between various countries and experiences.

So we can comprehend the causes standing behind successful stories by
answering the pivotal question: At which level did the relationship between state
and society approximate the active and productive phase of cooperation,
embeddedness, reciprocity, mutual consensus, and partnership?

In conclusion, this paper suggests that using a new approach in studying
political and societal change issues is the result (product) of many theoretical
efforts contributing into building and elaborating new conceptual tools, that
constitute the components of a new framework, which puts the relations of mutual
interaction (probable overlapping) between state and society (as actors on equal

foot) in the center of the analysis.
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