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Editorial

In Closing the gap between theory and practice with action research, Christelle Auriacombe
revisits the ever-challenging debate on how to turn research findings into practical meaningful
information that could be applied in everyday practice. The most serious issue for researchers
is that practitioners seem to pay little attention to research findings. Practitioners on the other
hand feel that research findings are not always applicable to real-world situations. According
to Auriacombe, research methods and techniques have become increasingly redundant
when it comes to solving practical problems. “One of the main reasons for this is the huge
gap between theory and research. In short research and thus theory, lacks relevance and
usefulness when faced by problems in the real world (practice),” writes Auriacombe.

This article aims to conceptualise action research as a phenomenon and explores the
possibilities that action research holds to close the theory-practice divide. The author states
that action research aims to contribute to the development of theory, as well as to address
the practical problems that people experience. But more importantly, and as a possible
solution to the practicality dichotomy of research, the theory aims to develop the self-help
competencies of people facing problems. “Action research therefore has the potential to
help close the gap between theory and practice by bringing both the researcher and the
practitioner as equals into the research process,” according to Auriacombe.

Auriacombe raises the question of why action research has thus far not had any
remarkable success in this regard. Experienced scholars are of the opinion that the answer
to this question lies in closer cooperation between researchers and practitioners. According
to Auriacombe, this means that practitioners should be more directly involved in the
research process.

In contrast to the traditional goal of evaluation namely to improve an intervention
model, developmental evaluation or action research focuses on changing and adapting
the intervention and thus has a developmental approach to the problems being addressed
(Patton 2008:344). Auriacombe concludes by stating that research needs to fill the gap
between theory and practice. “Action research provides this opportunity for practitioners
and researchers to work closely together to build a cumulative body of knowledge for
social change.”

Euro-American understandings and narratives of development produced the current
global world order, where African-centred solutions to poverty and underdevelopment on the
continent are ignored or inferiorised. In David Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage
and its implication for development in sub-Saharan Africa: A decolonial view, Damian
Ukwandu conducts an interrogation of David Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage to
help shed light on the above dichotomy.

In providing a decolonial critique of David Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage,
this article endeavours to highlight a variety of limitations inherent to the theories of
development, which are not centred in the African context. Using the theory of the coloniality
of knowledge in particular, the author aims to illustrate how the notion of increasing returns
helped in the economic transformation of Spain and how sub-Saharan Africa could also
benefit from this approach.
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According to the author, the view helps to generate development knowledge and
paradigms that are cognisant of the needs and aspirations of the continent, so that a
solution can be found to the myriad of problems, such as poverty and unemployment.
“There are alternative narratives on theories of development, as evidenced by the
remarkable transformation of South-East Asian countries,” he notes. And, as such, the
author argues that the continent will only be fully liberated after African-centred policies
have been introduced.

In Government interventionism and sustainable development: The case of South
Africa, Gerrit van der Waldt sets out to outline governments’ interventions in sustainable
development by focusing on the South African Government, which has set itself the target to
be restructured into a developmental state.

“This government sets itself the target to become a developmental state according to the
strategic goals of its National Development Plan,” according to the author. This context is
explored by focusing on the specific social, economic and environmental interventions the
South African Government has effected to facilitate sustainable development.

Government interventions in sustainable development within the context of a
developmental state, have recently gained particular significance among proponents of the
New Public Administration. This context is explored by focusing on specific interventions of
the South African Government to facilitate sustainable development within its society. “The
basic assumption that serves as theoretical foundation for this article is that Government is
the key actor in society to regulate, facilitate sustainable development and act as catalyst for
such initiatives,” according to Van der Waldt.

In conclusion, Van der Waldt argues that capacity and competency of Government to
implement these responses and frameworks effectively are, however, not always on par
with international good governance practices. “Improved institutional capacity and effective
political leadership can be singled out to support initiatives by government departments.
Such initiatives will enable the departments to design and execute programmes that can
further sustainable development,” he suggests. The author stresses the need for a totally new
governance paradigm, a new way to think and act in balancing the so-called “pillars” of
sustainable development.

The need for balanced and integrated development outcomes across the globe is
generally accepted as a prerequisite for sustainable human progress. Yet, the ‘sustainability’
of developmental programmes is one of the most elusive goals of any government services
delivery system. In Measuring progress towards sustainable development in Africa, Fanie
Cloete argues that ‘sustainable development’ is an increasingly important umbrella concept
to integrate various desired developmental outcomes of governmental interactions within
its society.

The article attempts to provide an operational meaning to the term ‘sustainability’. The
author distinguishes between various dimensions of sustainability and suggests a concrete
measuring instrument to determine progress towards achieving these different dimensions of
sustainable development outcomes in Africa. According to Cloete, sustainable development
in Africa is a much more elusive target than in many other regions of the world. “This
situation, has, however started to change for the better over the last decade, and indications
of slow but steady improvements in developmental levels in many African countries are
beginning to emerge,” notes the author.

@ African Journal of Public Affairs
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In South Africa, a comprehensive system of monitoring and evaluation of governmental
programmes was institutionalised since 2005 and have slowly started to take root in a top-
down way, driven and coordinated by the Presidency. Cloete notes that this top-down
model has now been emulated in a number of other African countries and seems to be the
most effective strategy to fast-track the implementation of a more rigorous evaluation of the
results of public sector interventions in those societies. Furthermore, a comprehensive draft
set of sustainability indicators has further been developed in South Africa to measure the
South African National Framework for Sustainable Development, but has so far not yet been
implemented. “A new initiative to do that, is currently under way,” notes Cloete. The author
concludes by suggesting that this exercise has the potential to establish a generic framework
of sustainability indicators that would also be applicable with some customisation in other
national contexts.

Benon Basheka and Albert Byamugisha in The state of Monitoring and Evaluation
(M&E) as a discipline in Africa: From infancy to adulthood? pose four interrelated
questions: How has the M&E field evolved in Africa and what local and global forces have
been behind this evolution? Is M&E a discipline of study? What precisely is the state of the
M&E discipline in African universities? What is the future of M&E in Africa? “Answers to
these questions will provide useful insights into the muddy waters of the new discipline
which has persistently been claimed by several other disciplines within public discourses,”
note the authors.

Basheka and Byamugisha state that “since the early 1990s, monitoring and evaluation
(M&E) has seen a steep climb within Africa—in terms of practice, profession and academic
study. As a field of practice, specialised departments housing the practitioners now exist and
the demand for evaluation of policies, projects, programmes and interventions remains on
the increase. Legal and institutional frameworks for the practices of M&E are still weak”. They
also note that as a profession, over 30 national evaluation associations under the umbrella
body - the African Evaluation Association (AFREA) are in existence. As an academic field
of study several universities now offer programmes in M&E; notwithstanding the focus and
locus dilemma regarding the discipline. For the authors, scholarship regarding the state of
the field is thus of utmost importance to coherently describe the ‘ups and downs’ of the new
field which has become a ‘grown up child” having jumped the infancy stage.

Shikha Vyas-Doorgapersad and Abel Kinoti state in their article Gender-based public
procurement practices in Kenya and South Africa, that public procurement is a sector that
allows governments to realise economic benefits through its financial-driven programmes.
Their concern is whether this sector accommodates men and women equitably in terms
of resource allocation and economic well-being. According to the authors, the literature
indicates that women are not benefited on a large scale due to practical challenges that
include lack of access to information regarding public procurement practices; knowledge
regarding tendering processes; ownership; and financial access, to state a few. At the onset
of the Millennium Development Goals (now part of the post-2015 Global Development
Agenda), a few vital concerns still require attention, viz. what is the status of gender
inclusiveness in public procurement practices? How can the public procurement practices be
utilised in promoting women empowerment? The authors try to interrogate these concerns
in a comparative approach aiming to assess the level or degree of gender-based equality and
responsiveness in public procurement policies in Kenya and South Africa.
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According to Joseph Maniragena and Harry Ballard in their article An evaluation of
service effectiveness of selected refugee service providers in urban and surrounding areas
of the Cape Town Metropolitan Area, thousands of refugees fleeing from surrounding war-
torn and destitute African countries come to South Africa hoping to live in safety. Refugee
service providers play a major role in providing services to help refugees to rebuild their lives
and integrate into South African society.

They investigated issues facing refugees in South Africa, particularly in Cape Town, and
how service providers assist them in overcoming the hardships of being unprepared in a foreign
country. Their article followed a mixed methods approach, implementing both qualitative and
quantitative research methods to explore services provided by three refugee service providers,
namely the Agency for Refugee Education, Skills Training and Advocacy (ARESTA); Cape Town
Refugee Centre (CTRC); and the Scalabrini Centre of Cape Town (SCCT).

Quantitative data was collected by administering a survey questionnaire to 120 refugees,
all clients of the selected service providers, to obtain their perceptions about the services
they receive. Semi-structured interviews with senior staff of two of the service providers
provided insight into the services offered and challenges they face in assisting their clients.
The study revealed that the majority of clients (75%) received assistance, and only 6.67%
reporting not having received the requested assistance. However, some who had received
services indicated too few services were on offer for them to choose from.

Reasons some refugees do not get services include lack of proper documentation and
problems related to the non-availability of the services required by refugees. This is largely
due to insufficient funding to provide needed services, and results in refugee service providers
either serving only a few people or providing insufficient aid. Their article highlights good
practices, suggests improvements and concludes with recommendations.

In Shifts in the Zimbabwean Land Reform discourse from 1980 to the present, Alouis
Chilunjika and Dominique Uwizeyimana trace the developmental path of the Land Reform
Programme in Zimbabwe since its independence from colonialism in 1980.

In tracking the policy shifts in the Land Reform Programme, their article uses American
scientist, Thomas Kuhn’s scientific knowledge development paradigm (1962), as introduced
in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). Kuhn narrated the transitions that
normally take place in the scientific discipline and he coined such fundamental changes
in approaches or underlying assumptions “paradigmatic shifts”. The concept of policy
paradigms reflects a set of policy-related assumptions, concepts, values and practices.
According to the authors, these paradigms provide all the inflectional forms of models
or generally accepted dominant disciplinary perspective at a given time. In this article,
the concept of policy paradigms is used to unravel the distinct policy declensions and
conjugations that were experienced in the Zimbabwean Land Reform discourse since its
independence in 1980.

In tracing the Zimbabwean land reform policy trajectory, four distinct phases or
paradigms are identified. The first paradigm (the Lancaster House phase from 1980 to 1990)
was characterised by the willing-buyer willing-seller policy. Hereafter, the government
shifted to the compulsory land acquisition with fair compensation paradigm, which exhibited
dominance in the land policy domain from 1990 to 2000.

The third paradigm, from 2000 to 2002, marked a radical and boisterous shift to
compulsory land acquisition with no compensation whatsoever. This saw vast tracts of land
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being repossessed by the Zimbabweans. Conversely, the authors note that the current land
reform paradigm encourages partnerships and contractual farming between the black land
owners and the formerly evicted white commercial farmers. “However, the absence of a
robust major legislative framework makes it difficult to decode some policy outlines and
forms of this current dispensation,” they note.

The authors conclude by stating that the land issue will remain an electoral issue until
it is methodically and meticulously dealt with and resolved by both the ruling party and
the opposition parties. “The missing link in these purported arrangements is the absence
of political buy-in and support by the government, which by and large could manifest itself
in the form of a robust legislative framework to substantiate and uphold these agricultural
partnerships and contractual arrangements in the Zimbabwean agricultural sector”.

According to Kwame Asamoah, in recent years, the issue of poverty reduction in
Ghana has become a central theme in major policy discourse. Despite the formulation
and implementation of several policies to address poverty issues, poverty continues to
persist and the living conditions of Ghanaians continue to deteriorate. Although capacity
development is critical to poverty reduction, policy actors tend to overlook this important
factor in addressing poverty in Ghana, notes the author. Using a qualitative research
approach, Asamoah’s article, Rhetoric or reality? The role of capacity development in
poverty reduction in Ghana, analyses the factors that militate against capacity development
efforts towards poverty reduction, using Ghana as a case study. The data was analysed
using content analysis. Asamoah found that poor leadership, lack of ownership of poverty
reduction programmes, inadequate data, political corruption and inappropriate training,
militate against capacity development efforts. The author recommends pragmatic measures
to address these capacity development weaknesses.

Numerous police establishments around the globe, including the South African Police
Service (SAPS), have augmented the quantity of female police officials in their staffing
complement with the resolution of counteracting various of the traits of the police culture
that accentuate their cynicism of and isolation from the public.

In Darker shades of blue: A ten year gender comparison of police culture attitudes in
the South African Police Service, Jean Steyn asks whether the introduction of more women
police officials in the SAPS [by the organisation] assisted in counteracting the above police
culture traits.

More specifically, the study asks, “Are there signs demonstrating attitudes of police
culture themes of solidarity, isolation and cynicism amongst a random and representative
sample of specifically categorised SAPS police officials?” If so, “Are these markers gender
neutral as well as change in relation to Van Maanen’s (1975) and Manning’s (1989) stages of
police culture socialisation: [1] choice- at the start of basic police training (January 2005); [2]
admittance- at the end of ‘college’ training (June 2005); [3] encounter- at the end of ‘field’
training (December 2005), and [4] metamorphosis- nine years after concluding basic police
training (June 2014)"¢

Specifically, the study reflects on possible differences in the presence of, and/or changes
in, these attitudes between male and female police officials. The author establishes that South
African Police Service (SAPS) cadets that commenced their basic training at the six basic
training institutes in South Africa (Pretoria, Chatsworth, Oudtshoorn, Graaff-Reinett, Phillippi
and Bhisho) in January 2005, entered the organisation with predispositions in furtherance of
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police culture themes of solidarity, isolation and cynicism. “The period of ‘college/academy
training’ (January 2005 - June 2006) did not significantly counteract these tendencies, neither
did the subsequent “field training’ (July 2005 — December 2005). Nine years on, and these
attitudes intensified to an overall average of 69,85%,” according to the author.

The study further suggests that for the duration of the project (10 years), female trainees
and their ensuing conversion to fully-fledged police officials, had mostly stronger values
exhibiting police culture solidarity, police culture isolation and police culture cynicism,
compared to their male counterparts. “These findings provide some credence for a ‘nurtured
nature’ understanding to the requisition, preservation and firming of police culture themes of
solidarity, isolation and cynicism postures of police officials,” states the author. In conclusion,
the author argues that the police culture of solidarity, isolation and cynicism is viewed as
conscious/normal coping strategies utilised by both male and female police officials to
minimise physical and psychological harm. “These coping police culture themes should be
embraced rather than defied”.

Subsequent to its independence in 1966, the Botswana Public Service has contended
with service delivery challenges and issues. Similarly to other developing and under-
developed nations, the Botswana Government has reviewed and revised its service delivery
processes and initiatives towards improving productivity throughout the public service
sector. In Strategies for evaluating training and development initiatives in the public
service, Theophilus Tebetso Tshukudu and Danielle Nel contend that numerous strategies
and initiatives to mitigate and ameliorate poor service delivery had been initiated and
implemented in the preceding five decades.

One of these initiatives comprised a performance management system (PMS).
However, the execution and application of this initiative presented myriad difficulties
and challenges, which are highlighted in this article. The authors delineate and discuss
critical factors that could be utilised to improve performance management as a tool for
developing and upgrading public service delivery in the Botswana Public Service sector.
These crucial performance enhancement elements include, inter alia, the creation of a
culture that enhances high performance; developing performance leadership; and creating
a learning organisation.

Taking these elements into account, this article investigates performance management
within the Botswana Public Service, by providing a theoretical and conceptual review of
strategies for evaluating training and development in the public service. A model, based on a
doctoral research project is proposed as a mechanism to evaluate training and development
in the public service.

The authors conclude by stating that leaders should influence subordinates to accept a
performance culture and assist them in adopting the correct behaviour to achieve goals. “The
alignment of organisational strategic goals with those of departments, teams and individuals
is essential for creating a high performing organisation”.

There has been increasing recognition that gender equality, in addition to being a human
right is also critical for sustainable development progress. Ensuring women’s and men’s equal
participation in governance processes, and their equal benefits from public services, are
preconditions for the achievement of inclusive and effective democratic governance.

In Gender dynamics in Public Policy Management in Uganda and South Africa: A
comparative perspective of gender mainstreaming in policy-making for the water sector,
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Benon Basheka and Shikha Vyas-Doorgapersad argue that gender is a socio-economic
variable that needs a special place in the policy management process within African
democracies. They investigate the question of how gender dynamics is used to shape public
policy management from a comparative perspective in terms of gender mainstreaming in
public policy-making of the water sector policies in Uganda and South Africa. They address
certain policy and management implications, aiming at bringing to the fore issues of gender
as specifically applied to the subject of public policy.

The authors state the fact that women face different problems than men during the
formulation of policies and are affected differently by various policies during implementation
due to historically known disparities among the two social groups (men and women), and
advocate a renewed approach in the inclusion of gender in matters of public policy-making
in all sectors from the initiation of policies, through formulation, implementation, evaluation
and finally the review.

The focus of their contribution is to measure gender-based mainstreaming in water
policies in Uganda and South Africa (countries of the SADC region) by way of a desktop
analysis of the countries’ gender policies. The authors have examined the water sector
policy in the two countries and based on the analysis, provided a classification of gender
mainstreaming in policy-making processes (Gm-PMP). This Gm-PMP classification suggests
that gender must be considered at all levels of the policy process, should have its foundations
in the departments/sections of the organisations, and also transcend all the levels of the
organisational hierarchy.

The African Journal of Public Affairs (AJPA) promotes scholarship in Public Administration
and Public Management. It affords academics and students of the Discipline an opportunity
to publish their research and to test their results by affording readers of the Journal an
opportunity to debate the issues raised in their contributions. AJPA creates an international
forum for debates on various issues related to the public sector and to the Discipline.

Vol. 8 No 3 is dedicated to the research undertaken under the guidance of the
Department of Public Management and Governance, University of Johannesburg, South
Africa. The collection of 12 articles make a valuable contribution to the literature on aspects
of public administration in Sub-Saharan Africa including South Africa, Kenya, Zimbabwe,
Ghana and Uganda.

The AJPA encourages scholars and practitioners to pursue endeavours of this collaborative
venture within the Discipline of Public Administration and Management in Africa in order to
address current issues facing Public Administration in Africa.

GUEST EDITOR: Prof Christelle Auriacombe, christellea@uj.ac.za
CHIEF EDITOR: Prof Jerry Kuye, jerry.kuye@up.ac.za
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Closing the gap between theory
and practice with action research

CJ Auriacombe

Department of Public Management and Governance
University of Johannesburg

South Africa

ABSTRACT

There is a strong belief that both researchers and practitioners have an important
role to play in changing and bettering human conditions. However, behind the
scenes there are heated debates about how research findings can be turned into
practical meaningful information that could be applied in everyday practice. The
challenge for researchers is to organise their endeavours in such a way that they
produce benefits to practitioners. Even more important is for practitioners and
researchers to develop a cumulative body of knowledge for change.

Research methods and techniques have become increasingly less useful for
solving practical problems. One of the main reasons for this is the huge gap
between theory and research. In short research and thus theory, lacks relevance
and usefulness when faced with problems in the real world (practice). As is clear
from the above the main aims of action research are not only to contribute to the
development of theory or to address the practical problems experienced by people,
but to develop the self-help competencies of people facing problems.

Action research therefore has the potential to help close the gap between theory
and practice by bringing both the researcher and the practitioner as equals into
the research process. The question is why action research has thus far not had any
remarkable success in this regard.

“Despite this convergence of focus between development research and practice, a wide gap
still exists: knowledge transfer between the two is limited, collaboration is limited and there
is still a dearth of relevant knowledge.... Many efforts to bridge this gap have been initiated;
almost as many have failed” (Ferguson 2005:1).

INTRODUCTION

The gap between science and practice has been a longstanding issue in social research. The
most serious issue for researchers is that practitioners seem to pay little attention to research
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findings. Practitioners on the other hand feel that research findings aren’t always applicable
to real-world situations. The question remains how does one turn research findings into
practical meaningful information that could be applied in everyday practice?

Experienced scholars are of the opinion that the answer to this question lies in closer
cooperation between researchers and practitioners. This means that practitioners should
be more directly involved in the research process. “The core premise of monitoring and
evaluation is that services can be continually improved through informed decision making
and social learning, leading to social and economic progress” (International Development
Evaluation Association Internet Source Undated). It is clear that to be more effective in
addressing global problems such as poverty, disease etc., we need to change our approach
to programme development. To meet the complexities of our modern world new evaluation
paradigms and innovative methods and techniques need to be developed.

In view of this Patton (2008:111-113) added the following goals of programme evaluation:
accountability focusing on the failure to match targets and performance, monitoring for
ongoing management purposes and programme development. It is from the latter of these
goals that action research methodology is drawn.” Action research is understood to be an
approach to research which aims at both taking action and research in a collaborative,
emergent inquiry process that is simultaneously concerned with bringing about change
in organisations, in developing self-help competencies in organisational members and in
developing co-generated actionable knowledge” (Shani Pasmore in Holian and Coghlan
2013:399). Rovio, Arvinen-Barrow, Weigand, Eskola and Lintunen (2012:584) add that
action research “has been used in organisational settings to gain an understanding of task
effectiveness, different variables and their interactions affecting task effectiveness, self-
awareness of those involved in the tasks, as well as for exploring the effectiveness of new
methods of task functioning”.

According to Carr (2006:421) initially, action research “was defined as a method that
enabled theories produced by the social sciences to be applied in practice and tested on the
basis of their practical effectiveness”. LeCompte and Schensul (1999 in Travers Gustafson
2013:53) see action research as “ethnographic research conducted in partnership with
members of the community...with the specific purpose of bringing about structural or
cultural change”.

The term action research in scientific literature is generally widely defined as noted above
and freely used, yet it is not well conceptualised. This article aims to conceptualise this
phenomenon and explores the possibilities that action research hold to close the theory-
practice divide.

THE ORIGINS OF ACTION RESEARCH

The origins of action research go back more than five decades. Lewin (1946 in Hart and
Bond 1995:13) described action research “as a way of generating knowledge about a social
system while, at the same time, attempting to change it” (Lewin in Hart and Bond 1995:13).
He constructed the basis for a theory of action research in the mid-1940s and is generally
seen as the father of this evaluation research approach (Lewin in Hart and Bond 1995:13).
His research pointed out the importance of participation and democratic decision-making
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of research subjects (Lewin 1946 in Hart and Bond 1995:13). Lewin’s (1946 in Hart and
Bond 1995:13) main interest was in how people could empower themselves to improve their
situation.

Lewin (in Hart and Bond 1995:13) described action research as a process composed
of cycles where the problem was first analysed; based on this analysis appropriate
intervention steps were planned implemented and evaluated. This notion of participation
change, improvement and more recently empowerment forms the core of action research
(Waterman,Tillen, Dickson and De Koning 2001:11). Despite the fact that Lewin is regarded
as the father of action research Collier was the first person using the term, action research, in
an academic publication (Ahmed 2009:22).

Churchman (1979) built on the notion of cycles by introducing the concept of “system”
and further developing the idea of reflexivity. Following Hegel’s work of 1870 he pointed out
the importance of rigorous critical self-reflection in the evaluation process. Churchman (1979)
insisted that the researcher must follow an iterative learning and feedback process (Midgley
2006:21). Other authors who made important contributions to the development of action
research were Susman and Evered (1978:5) pointing out the dialectic process of knowledge
generation whereby a circular process is followed by firstly gaining an understanding of the
whole then it’s parts (Susman and Evered 1978:5). According to Susman and Evered (1978:5)
some researchers do not see Lewin as the only forefather of action research since the
perspectives of Ortega also stressed the importance of shared goals between the researcher
and the researched. Since its original development action research was used and expanded
by various research fields e.g. feminist, education, pedagogical and nursing (Eriksson and
Kovalainen 2008:195).

CONCEPTUALISING ACTION RESEARCH

The term “action research” is widely and freely used in scientific literature yet it is not
well defined (Meyer 2000:8). Generally it is seen as part of evaluation research which
involves both research and action. Carr (2006:425) argues that action research is “nothing
other than a modern manifestation of the pre-modern tradition of practical philosophy
through which our understanding of the study of practice was originally articulated and
expressed”. It is also not easy to define the concept ‘action research’. As Waterman, Tillen,
Dickson and De Koning (2001:11) state: ..."an embracing definition of action research
remains elusive and existing definitions tend to focus on the description of characteristics”
(Waterman, Tillen, Dickson and De Koning (2001:11). Most definitions in the literature
mention the following features of action research: problem-focused, context- specific,
democratic, participative, practical, evaluative action and change orientated; dynamic,
cyclic, critical and reflexive.

It's democratic/participative nature emphasises the different levels of equality between
researcher and research participant(s) (Waterman, Tillen, Dickson and De Koning 2001;
11-12; Reason 1994; Wadsworth 2001; Beresford 1992 and Burns, Hambleton and Hoggett
1994). Therefore as Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008:196) emphasises the core driving force of
action research is active participation of both the researcher and the participants as well as
improvement of the social situation under study.
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Action research bridges the theory-practice divide (Elliot 1991:69; Patton 1990:149; and
Carr and Kemmis 1986:28). Fuller and Petch (1995) relate to this feature of action research
by referring to the practitioner researcher. According to Johnston (2005:60), the action taken
should bring about improvement in the situation and the research done should determine
if it does. Action research is ideally suited to bridge the gap between basic and applied
research or differently stated between theory, practice and research (Avison, Lau, Myers, and
Nielsen 1999:94).

“For action researchers, theory informs practice, practice refines theory, in a continuous
transformation. In any setting, people’s actions are based on implicitly held assumptions,
theories and hypotheses, and with every observed result, theoretical knowledge is enhanced.
The two are intertwined aspects of a single change process. It is up to the researchers to
make explicit the theoretical justifications for the actions, and to question the bases of those
justifications. The ensuing practical applications that follow are subjected to further analysis,
in a transformative cycle that continuously alternates emphasis between theory and practice”
(O’Brien 2001 Internet Source).

There are various perceptions regarding the role of action research as a vehicle for
change. On one side of the continuum action research is regarded as a relatively powerful
medium for change (Baum 1998:186; Parry, Gnich and Platt 2001:217). Parry, Gnich and Platt
(2001:217) point out the inability of positivist research approaches to bring about change in
the social problems confronting us and firmly believe that action research can bring about
more effective change. On the other side of the continuum there are those that have a more
sceptical view of the potential of action research to bring about significant change in policy
and practice (Hirschon Weiss and Wittrock 1991; Whitelaw and Williams 1994; Beresford
1992; De Jong 2000:55; Hart and Bond 2000:101; McKeganey 2000:14 and Fazey 2000:17).

One definition that incorporates all the above characteristics, except empowerment,
is that described by Reason and Bradbury (2001:1) as: “...a participatory, democratic
process concerned with developing practical knowledge in the pursuit of worthwhile
human purposes . . . It seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in
participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern
to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities”.
To provide a more comprehensive understanding of action research this definition should
be extended to include the empowerment features of action research” (Waterman,Tillen,
Dickson and De Koning 2001:11).

The empowerment process is further alluded to by Waterman,Tillen, Dickson and De
Koning (2001) who state that action research is also “...educative and empowering involving
a dynamic approach in which problem identification, planning, action and evaluation are
interlinked. Knowledge may be advanced through reflection and research. Theory may be
generated and refined, and its general application explored through the cycles of the action
research process” (Waterman,Tillen, Dickson and De Koning 2001:11).

Grant (2007:272) adds the following dimension to our understanding of action research
by stressing that the interaction between researcher and participants involves multiple
levels of understanding. On the one hand the researcher(s) reflect on and interact with the
developing process and their own development. On the other hand their action research
also has a social dimension-the research takes place in real-world situations, and aims to
solve real problems.
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PRINCIPLES OF ACTION RESEARCH

From the above description of action research specific principles can be identified.

Newton and Burgess (2008:26) suggest that the principles of action research should be
simplified to measure only three criteria namely: Whether the study is knowledge generating;
whether it is practical (improvement of practice); and whether it is emancipatory knowledge.

A simplified version of principles on which action research rests is that of Waterman,
Tillen, Dickson and De Koning (2001:12) who emphasise that action research must always
be critiqued on two inextricably linked features, namely a cyclic process and participation
ranging from cooperation to collective action.

According to Myers (2000:8) the following principles are incorporated in most definitions
of action research:

e Participation and collaboration.

® Democracy.

e Contribution to both social science and practice.

Waterman, Tillen, Dickson, and De Koning (2001:11) elaborate on these principles by adding
the following:

® Action research has a learning base.

e |t is problem focused.

e Change through action and improvement is an integral part of this approach.

e |t follows a cyclic process.

These principles focus on Canonical Action Research (CAR) (Davison, Martinsons and Kock
2004). livari and Venable (2009:4) identified similar principles to those above though they
added the principle of reflection. Although difficult to assess it should be noted that “critical
reflection” or reflexivity is today seen as the core of the cyclical action research process (Dick
1998 in Auriacombe 2013:72). Reflexivity could therefore be regarded as a form of ongoing
analysis where the researcher moves beyond the descriptive level of knowledge by making
meaning of the assumptions underlying the analysis. The researcher therefore uses a critical
reflexive process to develop new knowledge and direction to act upon. Therefore knowledge
is informed by practice, and practice is informed by knowledge, in an ongoing cyclical
process (O'Brien 2001 Internet Source). As Dick (1998 in Auriacombe 2013:73) states: “...
the critical reflection is as important as the action” and action research “...pursues the dual
outcomes of action (or in other words, change) and research (in other words, understanding)”.

The above principles of learning through reflection and change through action and
thus, the improvement of the situation, aim to ensure that both researcher and the client
examine what they have learned in an explicit, systematic and critical manner. This principle
could be regarded as the core of the action research process and provides us with a more
comprehensive understanding of the concept ‘action research’.

Rapoport (1970) added the principle of the researcher-client agreement and cooperation
and Susman and Evered (1978) added the principle of the cyclical process and the principle
of theory and a theoretical framework. The principle of theory and a theoretical framework
means that all action research starts with some theory which is further developed in the
research process.
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When it comes to the measurement of the quality of action research studies, the above
principles tend to complicate our judgement of whether these criteria were met or not.
Anderson and Herr (1999:16) propose that validity depends on the type of action research
namely outcome, process, democratic, catalytic, and dialogic validities:

e Outcome validity refers to the extent to which the outcomes of the research match the

intended purposes of the research.

e Process validity is concerned with effectiveness of the research approach in addressing

the research problem.

e Democratic validity is concerned with “the extent to which research is done in

collaboration with stakeholders.

e Catalytic validity refers to the ability of the research process to deepen the

understanding of the participants, and empower them to take action.

e Dialogic validity means that researchers participate in critical and reflective dialogue

with practitioners and stakeholders.

TYPOLOGIES OF ACTION RESEARCH

Several typologies have been devised in an effort to formally classify the various theoretical
approaches to action research found in the literature. The above principles of action research
form an inherent part of these typologies, for example level of participation, research
methods and topic.

According to Waterman, Tillen, Dickson and De Koning (2001:11) one of the most
well-known typologies based on modes of participation is that of Cornwall (1996). Table 1
presents the six different types of participation listed by Cornwall (1996).

Table 1: Forms of Action Research

® Co-option: where token representatives are chosen | ® Together with outside researchers to determine
but have no real input or power in the research priorities, with responsibility remaining with
process. outsiders for directing the process.

e Compliance: where outsiders decide the research ® Co-learning — where local people/stakeholders and
agenda and direct the process, with tasks assigned outsiders share their knowledge, to create new
to participants with incentives by the researchers. understanding and work together to form action

® Consultation: where local opinions are asked plans, with outsider facilitation.
for but outside researchers conduct the work and o Collective action — where local people set their own
decide on a course of action. agenda and mobilise to carry it out in the absence of

® Cooperation: where local people/stakeholders outside initiators and facilitators.
work together.

Source: (Adapted from Cornwall 1996)

livari and Venable (2009:4) identify four types of action research that coincides with that of
Myers (2000:60-62):
e Action research focusing on change and reflection.
Action science trying to resolve conflicts.
Espoused and applied theories.
Participatory action research emphasising participant collaboration.
Action learning for programmed instruction and experiential learning.
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The above typologies also correspond with that of Kemmis and McTaggart (2005:560-562).
They however place more emphasis on the use of the action research approach by different
professions such as teachers, in what they call classroom action research aimed at improving
classroom performance, and industrial action research, aimed at improving organisational
effectiveness. They also add action learning and soft system approaches to the typology
of action research and thus increase our understanding of the dynamics of collaborative
learning in action research (Kemmis and Mc Taggart 2005:560-562).

Kemmis and McTaggart (2005:560) identify eight key features. These are:

e “A spiral of self-reflective cycles, in which participants reflect on the problem, plan
a change, take action, reflect on the results, reflect, return to further planning and
50 on;

e A social process, typically undertaken in education and community development
settings, in which people explore the relationships between individual and social
worlds;

e Participation: people critically explore their own knowledge and interpretations (of
themselves and their actions) and how this affects/constrains their sense of identity
and agency;

e Practicality and collaboration: Participants examine their own social practices (such
as patterns of interaction and social organisation) and seek ways to make these more
equitable and satisfying;

e Emancipation: Participatory action research aims to free people from, or at least reduce
the restrictions imposed by unjust social structures which limit self-development;

® A critical approach: People challenge limitations imposed on them through social
media — such as oppressive language, discourse, ways of working or relating to others;

e Reflexivity: Participatory action research is dialectical — participants examine reality
in order to change it; ‘a process of learning by doing’; and

e Transformation of theory and practice: Neither is dominant. Participatory action
research aims to develop each in relation to the other”.

According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008:195) a different way of classifying action
research is to do it according to the solutions strived for, e.g. practical, theoretical, policy,
technical, participative or empowering. Similar to this Berg (2001:186) suggested that there
are three modes of action research namely:

e Technical/scientific.

e Practical/collaborative.

e Emancipating/empowering/critical science.

Each mode has a specific goal. The goal of the scientific mode is to be based on a theoretical
framework, test a particular intervention. The practical/collaborative mode seeks to improve
practice and service delivery. The emancipating/empowering/critical science mode can
assist practitioners in addressing fundamental problems. The modes suggested by Newton
and Burgess (2008:21) correspond with those offered above namely:

e A knowledge-generating mode.

e [mprovement of practice mode.

® An emancipatory/empowerment mode.
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Myers (2000) presents one of the most elaborative typologies of action research. He
distinguishes five types of action research namely:
e Positivist action research.
Interpretative action research.
Critical/pragmatic or realist action research.
Participative action.
Action science.

According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008:196) action research is a cyclic process that
could be divided into distinct stages. Various authors distinguish different stages ranging
from the two stages (collaborative analysis and collaborative change) of Baskerville and
Myers (2004) to the more elaborate model of Susman and Evered (1978) involving problem
identification or analysis, planning, implementation or action taking, evaluation, adaptation
and again implementation (Myers 2000:57).

Action research brings about change via a cyclical process generally consisting of four
recurring phases: planning, acting, observing and reflecting (Kemmis and McTaggart 2000:
11-14). Susman (1983) distinguishes five phases (Figure 1).

In the first phase a problem is identified and information is collected by the problem or
issue to be addressed for a more detailed diagnosis. This is followed by the development
and implementation of a plan of action. Then the data is analysed to find potential solutions
and based on the analysis, one possible solution or intervention is implemented. Then data
is collected and analysed/evaluated, and reflected upon to find out whether the outcomes
were successful or not. The problem is re-evaluated and the cyclical process starts again and
continues to evolve until the problem is resolved.

According to Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008:196) most of the action research models
consist of a cyclical four-step process of planning, taking action, evaluating the action,
leading to further planning. In this cyclic process action research produces different kinds
of knowledge including practical and propositional. Theory may also be generated or
refined (Waterman,Tillen, Dickson and De Koning 2001:11) however the most important
contribution of action research is the involvement and improvement of real life problems
(Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:195).

Every aspect of social research revolves around an individual with his/her life and
a life world within a social context (Bentz and Shapiro 1998:4). The difference with the
action research approach is that equal weight is given to research, action and evaluation
or reflection. As Glesne and Peshkin (1992:11) state: “The role of the researcher in action
research is that of facilitator who works collaboratively to involve the stakeholders in every
aspect of the research process”.

Finally, initiating action researchers make no attempt to remain objective, but openly
acknowledge their bias to the other participants. Therefore action research falls within
the pragmatic, realist paradigm of the qualitative research realm (Eriksson and Kovalainen
(2008:196). This means that as depicted in Table 2 both a quantitative and qualitative
research and an abductive reasoning approach (mixed methods or mixed methodology)
could be used. However not all scholars will agree to this. This dispute is responsible for the
main problems of action research in today’s practical set up.
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Figure 1: Gerald Susman'’s (1983) Action Research Model
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Taking action
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Source: (Susman 1983)

To gain a better understanding of action research and what theories are prominent in this
approach it is necessary to understand it within a specific philosophical framework. It is also
important to get clarity on how this philosophical approach impacts on the methodology
and methods used in action research. It is therefore important to note that research is done
from the life world perspective (ontology) of how the individual researcher believes that
research should be done (epistemology).

In the literature (Patton 2008:34; Myers 2000:60) action research has been depicted as
deductive—research proceeds from theory to evaluation; inductive-developing theory from
evaluation research e.g. grounded theory; or abductive—follow a pragmatic, participatory,
user focused approach.

As Hart and Bond (1995:152) state: “... the different approaches to action research are
based on the specific philosophical position of the researcher (positivistic, realistic or
impressionistic) and thus on his/her ontological and epistemological stance.

e Positivists believe that there is a real world or truth out there that can be discovered

scientifically and studied objectively/independently;

e Realistic means that the real world could be discovered by means of a systematic,

interactive methodological approach and theory is generated;

Impressionistic means that there is no real world or truth out there only a narrative truth;
Ontology is the researcher’s ideas about the existence of and relationship between
people, society and the world; and

e Epistemology is the knowledge or evidence of things in the social world. What are the

principles and rules by which researchers decide whether and how social phenomena
can be known, and how knowledge can be demonstrated.
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Table 2: Participatory Action Research versus Traditional Research

Problem identification

Done by community or group
experiencing the problem

Often done by outside person/external
researcher

Decisions about how the
research will take place

Done by community

Usually done by the researcher

Wide variety of methods are used
(group meetings, workshops, surveys,
use of drama and song, kitchen table
meetings, storytelling

Usually interviews and questionnaires

interpretation of data

and interpretation

Methods of gathering

information Focus on collective/group response Focus on individual responses
A.dap’.cable to each community or Usually very inflexible
situation

Analysis and Emphasis on group problem-solving Analysis done by external researcher

often without consultation from the
community/group

How results are used

Direct application where possible by
community, planned action to push for
change in the system

Not usually part of the process; a
report is written to document findings
with little ownership by people in the
community

Feelings of community
group involved

Fun, lots of involvement and sharing,
learning, enlightened process, informal

Perpetuates status quo; often makes no
difference in the lives of people in the
community; they feel exploited; process

is stiff

Source: (Bernard 2000)

These theoretical approaches also signify essential characteristics of action research and
show how these differ according to the aims of the research and the way knowledge is
produced”.

As is clear from the above each of the types of action research is influenced by
corresponding philosophical approaches. Explanatory research rests on the positivist
tradition. The foundation of interpretive research is based on discovering the meaning
of a social phenomenon, while critical research is mainly concerned with change and
empowerment (Newton and Burgess 2008:21). “It follows that each action research mode
makes somewhat different knowledge claims and therefore relies on somewhat different
configurations of validity” (Newton and Burgess 2008:26).

These complex and evolutionary characteristics of action research make it difficult to
assess the value and outcome of it from a positivistic point of view. In fact when action
research is tested against the criteria of positivist science, such as objectivity, it does not
meet scientific standards. Therefore the positivists question action research as an approach
that is able to meet scientific criteria. However when measured against an alternative
philosophical approach such as interpretivism, critical action research, participative action
research and action science, its scientific merit becomes clear (Susman and Evered 1978).
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Interpretative action research is where theory emerges from the action research process.
Critical action research combining action research with the critical social theory of Habermas
(1984), aims at improving practice (education system). Participative action research involves
research participants in the research process with the aim of empowering them. Lastly,
action science aims to understand the difference between the behaviour of practitioners and
their beliefs or world view and resting on the assumption that there is a discrepancy between
what people say and what they do (Myers 2000:60-62).

CLOSING THE GAP BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE

“Action research is about working towards practical outcomes and about creating new
forms of understanding, since action without reflection and understanding is blind, just as
theory without action is meaningless” (Reason and Bradbury 2001:2). According to Susman
(1983:582) the lack of success of action research to bridge the gap between practitioners and
researchers is mainly because of “...a crisis of epistemology due to adoption of a positivist
model of science”. If a different philosophical approach such as pragmatism is used the
hurdles raised by a positivist paradigm could be overcome. Susman (1983:582) also states
that these hurdles include the following:

e Positivists believe that methods are value free.

e Research participants should be treated as objects of a study.

e The role of history is not important in the generation of knowledge.

e Knowledge of the inquirer can be excluded from an understanding of how knowledge

is generated.

In contrast to this, supporters of action research believe that research should be (Susman and
Evered 1978:589):

Future oriented.

Collaborative.

Should bring about system development.

Generate theory grounded in action.

Be situational and contextual (Susman and Evered 1978:589).

According to Susman and Evered (1978:589) the above mentioned six characteristics of action
research provide a corrective to the deficiencies of positivist science. These characteristics
are representative of the methods and objectives of key developers and practitioners in the
action research field.

It is clear from these characteristics that there is no short answer to the question “What
is action research?” However, action research is generally seen as a democratic process
concerned with the development of living knowledge to build theory and help people to
address issues and challenges in their everyday lives and is grounded in a participatory world
view (Reason and Bradbury 2001:2). In light of this, action research forges the strongest
link with the realist, pragmatic paradigm of qualitative research and not with a positivistic
one (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:195). In fact, from a positivistic point of view action
research could be heavily criticised. Most of the criticisms centre around the role of the
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researcher and the principle of objectivity, the methods used to generate knowledge and
validity of the findings. Not only can action research not be done from an objective stance
but participants are as involved as the researcher in the process of meaning making and
action taking (Waterman, Tillen, Dickson and De Koning 2001:3).

Emancipating from the “action turn” of Reason and Tolbert (in Kincheloe and McLaren
2005:314) the primary aim of action research today is not only to develop theory
deductively or to contribute to knowledge in the field inductively but to take an abductive
critical viewpoint aiming to provide a direct link between “...intellectual knowledge and
moment-to-moment personal and social action, so that inquiry contributes directly to the
flourishing of human persons, their communities, and eco systems” (Kincheloe and McLaren
2005:315). Thus the goal of action research is not only to assess, facilitate improvement and
generate new knowledge and thus to contribute towards the goals of science, but also to
improve accountability, performance and programme development as well as to provide
opportunities for empowerment. In view of this action research should be seen as more than
a research strategy for knowledge building. It could in fact be seen as an approach to the
world that forges a link between practice and theory.

More specifically action research combines theory and practice through an iterative
reflexive learning process involving researchers, practitioners and stakeholders.
“Continuous learning (leading to people’s increased ability to solve problems) is one of
the key features of participatory research. It is therefore crucial that the research design
allows for systematic, regular and critical exchange and reflection upon both the research
process and the results (learning and outcomes). A central aspect should be the meaningful
participation by the different stakeholders in these activities” (Pound, Snapp, McDougall
and Braun 2002).

Therefore it has the potential to overcome the division between practice and theory
(Waterman,Tillen, Dickson and De Koning 2001:2). Even more so since action research
involves mutual sense making and co-learning it contributes to both theory and practice
and has the ability to lead to collective action and develop knowledge for practical use
(Waterman, Tillen, Dickson and De Koning 2001:12). Each level of iteration in the action
research process, and more specifically critical reflection on knowledge production and
how this new knowledge relates to older knowledge and theory adds to the development
of theory, and practice (Avison, Lau, Myers, and Nielsen 1999:95). As is clear from Figure 2,
action research has the ability to, through a process of reflection and knowledge building,
develop theory and bring practical meaningful information that could lead to accountable
solutions for practitioners struggling with everyday social problems (Waterman,Tillen,
Dickson and De Koning 2001:13).

In the design and initial stages of institutional change, conceptual and competence
development and reflective learning need to be woven together in an iterative way. The
change process should generate (as well as draw on examples of) relevant first-hand
experience so that those involved can internalise the need for change. The inclusion of
‘real life” experiences is critical. Developing capacity in participatory research approaches,
including mainstreaming gender concerns, goes faster when research teams are interacting
and testing methods in the field. This ‘real life" experience reinforces and internalises the
concepts and associated practices. Furthermore, by working together as a team, members
can draw upon each other’s perceptions and skills. Systematic reviews of the work, led by a
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Figure 2: The iterative knowledge building and reflexive process of Action
Research
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Source: (Based on Susman and Evered's 1978 cyclical process of action research)

facilitator in a supportive, innovative atmosphere, can help to build the competencies in an
iterative way (Pound, Snapp, McDougall and Braun 2002).

IN CONCLUSION

In contrast to the traditional goal of evaluation namely to improve an intervention model,
developmental evaluation or action research focuses on changing and adapting the
intervention and thus has a developmental approach to the problems being addressed
(Patton 2008:344). It is clear that to be more effective in addressing global problems such as
poverty, disease etc., we need to cross the gap between theory and practice. Action research
provides this opportunity for practitioners and researchers to work closely together to build a
cumulative body of knowledge for social change.
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ABSTRACT

The Euro-American predominance of understandings and narratives of development
has produced the current global world order, where African-centered solutions and
alternatives to the problems of poverty and underdevelopment on the continent are
ignored or inferiorised. Drawing awareness from a decolonial view and deploying the
concept of the decoloniality of power and knowledge itself, this article seeks to conduct
a thorough interrogation of David Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage. According
to Auriacombe (in Schurink and Auriacombe 2010:435 and Auriacombe 2012:98)
“due to the different ontological and epistemological beliefs of researchers belonging
to different paradigms, the criteria for trustworthy, credible research can never meet
everyone’s approval”, therefore, given this reality, the aim of the article is to show that
another worldview exists which could help Africa out of its development quagmire.
Using the theory of the coloniality of knowledge in particular, this article illustrates how
the notion of increasing returns helped in the economic transformation of Spain. It will
also show how countries in sub-Saharan Africa can learn from the Spanish example
about the importance of adding value to its natural resources. This article argues that
the full liberation and development of the continent will only come to fruition with
the implementation of African-centered policies, such as increasing returns and adding
value to the natural resources which we export to other parts of the world. It is through
this policy that jobs can be created and poverty alleviated on the continent, which will
kick-start Africa’s journey towards overall development.

INTRODUCTION

Africa is rich in natural and human resources, and is in fact one of the most naturally endowed
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continents in the world. Despite this, however, it is currently one of the poorest continents in
the world (Ayittey 2005:46). Africa has rich soils that are suitable for agricultural cultivation,
yet millions of people on the continent go hungry (Abubakar 1989:28). It has abundant water
resources for irrigation, transportation and hydroelectric power generation, but still uses less
energy than almost any of the major cities in the developed world (Acemoglu and Robinson
2012:20).

Carmody (2011:2) aptly describes the African development quagmire as a ‘paradox of
plenty’, underscoring the fact that although Africa is a very resource-rich continent, the
majority of its people continue to live in abject poverty and economic deprivation. The
resources available on the continent are staggering: it contains 42% of the world’s bauxite,
38% of its uranium, 42% of its gold, 88% of its diamonds and 10% of its proven oil reserves
(Bush 2007:32). South Africa alone has 88% of the world’s platinum, while Africa also has
52% of the world’s manganese, 54% of its cobalt and 82% of its chromium stocks (Gordon
and Wolpe 1998:55). Despite all these natural resources, why does more than half the
population of sub-Saharan Africa live on less than US $1.25 a day? (World Bank 2010:37).

This article attempts to highlight the fact that the theory of comparative advantage,
which was developed by David Ricardo and which is indeed one of the intellectual building
blocks of the current era of international trade and globalisation, is incapable of extricating
the continent from poverty, unemployment and underdevelopment. Despite the fact that
between 2000 and 2010, six of the fastest growing economies in the world were the African
countries of Angola, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Chad and Rwanda (The Economist
2011), this rapid economic growth has not benefitted ordinary Africans. This article
interrogates the intellectual roots of David Ricardo’s theory and its relevance or lack thereof
for alleviating poverty and reducing unemployment and underdevelopment on the continent.
There is evidence in the literature, that in spite of the high growth rates recorded on the
continent, poverty still persists, and in spite of its wealth of natural resources, sub-Saharan
Africa has only managed to increase its per capita income from $429 to $639, which is
a gain of $210, in over 60 years of independence (Mills and Herbst 2012:3). Deploying
the notion of decoloniality of knowledge, this article will show that Africa may not escape
this economic limbo if it continues to believe in the efficacy of theories and epistemologies
which are wholly Western, Eurocentric and not rooted in the socio- economic realities of the
continent. There are alternative narratives on theories of development, as evidenced by the
remarkable transformation of South-East Asian countries.

THE THEORY OF COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE

David Ricardo was not the first economist to use the term ‘comparative advantage’, as there
are references to the term as far back as the early part of the 19* century (Jones 1961:163;
Irwin 1996:21). Robert Torrens made allusions to the concept of comparative advantage
in his article entitled Essay on the External Comn Trade (Jones 1961:163). It was after this
article that David Ricardo popularised the idea in his 1817 book entitled On the Principles
of Political Economy and Taxation. The idea appeared again in James Mill's Elements of
Political Economy in 1822 (Machlup 1977:15; Roberts 2006:20). It came to dominate
international economic thinking and development policies when John Stuart Mills published
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the critically acclaimed book Principles of Political Economy in 1848 (Boudreaux 2004:375;
Irwin 1996:21; Buchanan and Young 2002:400; Machlup 1977:15; Roberts 2006:20; Jones
1961:163).

The benefit of free trade or international trade between countries in the modern world
was first highlighted in the economics and development literature by one of the classical
economists, Adam Smith, in his book entitled The Wealth of Nations (2003:20). Adam Smith
referred to it as the concept of absolute advantages in production. This is how he explained
it: “If a foreign country can supply us with a commodity cheaper than we ourselves can
make it, better buy it of them with some part of the produce of our own industry, employed
in a way in which we have some advantage” (Smith 2003:20).

The ideological foundations of the theory of international trade, which gave birth to
the idea of comparative advantage, were very prominent in the writings of Adam Smith
(Smith, 2003), who argued that all unutilised resources in a country must be allocated to
the production of surplus foods for export, and that the surplus must be ‘vented abroad’ in
order to generate much-needed income to enhance the development of local economies.
Smith (2003:20) explained that: “When the produce of any particular branch of industry
exceeds what the demand of the country requires, the surplus must be sent abroad, and
exchanged for something for which there is a demand at home. Without such exportation, a
part of the productive labour of the country must cease, and the value of its annual produce
diminishes” (Smith 2003:20).

Following in the footsteps of Adam Smith and Robert Torrens, David Ricardo formulated
his theory of comparative advantage (Jones 1961:163). David Ricardo (cited in Machlup
1977:15; Roberts 2006:20) used the examples of Portugal specialising in wine and England
specialising in cloth to show the necessity for countries to focus on those goods in which they
have comparative advantage over other countries. In the same vein, the country’s imports
will be scarce goods. It is important to understand that Ricardo’s theory (cited in Boudreaux
2004:375; Jones 1961:163; Buchanan and Yoon 2002:400) of comparative advantage was
premised on the following assumptions:

e There are two countries and two commodities.

e There will be perfect competition (both in commodities and factor markets).

e The cost of production is measured in terms of labour, and the value of a commodity

is measured in terms of labour hours/days required to produce it.

e Labour is the only factor of production, and other factors, such as natural resources,

are ignored.
The cost of labour in both developed and developing countries is similar.
Labour is perfectly mobile within a country, but perfectly immobile between countries.

e International trade between countries is not encumbered by any kind of barrier or
tariffs.

e Production is subject to constant returns to scale.

e There is no possibility of technological changes altering the factors of production.

e A barter economy is the sole means of trade between countries.

e Full employment exists in both countries, ignoring the realities of life in many

developing countries of the world, especially in Africa, which experience poverty,
unemployment and underemployment.
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e Transport is not viewed as a factor of production (cited in Irwin 1996:21; Buchanan
and Young 2002:400; Boudreaux 2004:375; Machlup 1977:15; Roberts 2006:20).

On the basis of some of these assumptions, David Ricardo (cited in Irwin 1996:21) developed
his theory of comparative advantage, which he believed was inherent to Portugal’s
production of wine and England’s manufacturing of cloth. This is how he explained it: “To
produce the wine in Portugal might require only the labour of 80 men for one year, and
to produce the cloth in the same might require the labour of 90 men for the same time. It
would therefore be advantageous for her to export wine in exchange for cloth. This exchange
might even take place notwithstanding that the commodity imported by Portugal could be
produced there with less labour than in England. Though she could make cloth with the
labour of 90 men, she would import it from a country where it required the labour of 100
men to produce it, because it would be advantageous to her rather to employ her capital in
the production of wine, for which she would obtain more cloth from England, than she could
produce by diverting a portion of her capital from the cultivation of vines to the manufacture
of cloth” (cited in Irwin 1996:21).

DECOLONIALITY AND ITS RELEVANCE
TO SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Some scholars both in the developed and developing countries of the world question the
relevance of the idea of the decoloniality perspective in the 21% century, when it is more
than 50 years since most countries in sub-Saharan Africa achieved political independence
from their European colonial masters (Ndlovu-Getsheni 2012:73). The valid truth is that the
theory of decoloniality is still very relevant, because Africa is still mired in socio-economic
doldrums and there is a need to decolonise, indigenise and Africanise many of the theories
that shape the discourse and direction of development on the continent (Ndlovu-Getsheni
2012:73). Walter Mignolo (1995:28) is of the view that the decolonial view gives prerogative
to the life encounters and worldview of those whom the French psychiatrist Frantz Fanon
referred to as the ‘wretched of the earth’ (cited in Ndlovu-Getsheni 2013:2). This is how
Walter Mignolo explained it: “The wretched are defined by the colonial wound, and the
colonial wound, physical and psychological is a consequence of racism, the hegemonic
discourse that questions the humanity of all those who do not belong to the locus of
enunciation of those who assign the standard of classification and assign to themselves the
right to classify” (cited in Ndlovu-Getsheni 2013b:2).

A discourse of development that is not decolonised presents paradigms and theories which
may be a hindrance to the development of the continent. It is true that colonial administrations
have been dismantled throughout Africa, but the reality on the ground is that coloniality is
still very much present on the continent. Ramon Grosfoguel (2007:219) elaborated on this
by stating the following: “One of the most powerful myths of the twentieth century was the
notion that the elimination of colonial administrations amounted to the decolonisation of
the world. This led to the myth of a ‘post-colonial” world. The heterogeneous and multiple
global structures put in place over a period of 450 years did not evaporate with the juridical-
political decolonisation of the periphery over the past 50 years. We continue to live under
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the same ‘colonial power matrix’. With juridical-political decolonisation we moved from a
period of ‘global colonialism’ to the current period of ‘global coloniality’. Although ‘colonial
administrations’ have been almost entirely eradicated and the majority of the periphery is
politically organised into independent states, non-European people are still living under
crude European/Euro American exploitation and domination. The old colonial hierarchies
of European versus non-Europeans remain in place and are entangled with the ‘international
division of labour’ and accumulation of capital at a world-scale” (Grosfoguel 2007:219).

The decolonial narrative is necessitated by resistance and the search for alternative
narratives and theories, which takes into consideration the knowledge, encounters, views
of countries which were casualties of slavery, colonialism and apartheid (cited in Ndlovu-
Getsheni, 2013b:2). Decoloniality is deeply shaped by the perspectives, writings and
epistemologies of prominent scholars like Ndlovu-Getsheni, Aime Cesaire, Frantz Fanon,
Immanuel Wallestein, Steve Biko, Amilcar Cabral, Kwame Nkrumah, Grosfoguel, Mignolo
and others (Cesaire 1972:84; Fanon 1968b:32; Biko 1978:25; Mignolo 1995:34; Wiredu
1996:38, Grosfoguel 2011:5; Wallestein 1991:15; Ndlovu-Getsheni 2013b:2).

A decolonial view on the discourses of development takes full cognisance of the
deleterious effects of slavery, colonialism and imperialism on the conditions of life on the
continent. The objective of this perspective is to unfurl epistemic views and perspectives
interwoven in Euro-centric ideas and theories, such as the theory of comparative advantage.
Through this process, the decolonial interrogation would help Africans to imagine alternative
worldviews, theories, policies and ideas in the discourse of development. This is because
coloniality is active in this century and it is the pre-eminent paradigm which shapes
development discourses and policy making on the continent (Grosfoguel 2007:219). Ndlovu-
Getsheni (2013b:10) explained it this way: “What Africans must be vigilant against is the trap
of ending up normalising and universalising coloniality as a natural state of the world. It must
be unmasked, resisted and destroyed because it produced a world order that can only be
sustained through a combination of violence, deceit, hypocrisy and lies” ( Ndlovu-Getsheni
2013b:10).

It is crucial that the author differentiates between colonialism and coloniality, in order
to unveil a better understanding of the issues being discussed. A leading authority on
decoloniality, Nelson Maldonado-Torres (2007:242), described coloniality in the following
words: “Coloniality is different from colonialism. Colonialism denotes a political and
economic relation in which the sovereignty of a nation or a people rests on the power of
another nation, which makes such a nation an empire. Coloniality, instead, refers to long-
standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define culture,
labour, inter-subjectivity relations, and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits
of colonial administrations. Thus, coloniality survives colonialism. It is maintained alive in
books, in the criteria for academic performance, in cultural patterns, in common sense, in
the self-image of peoples, in aspirations of self, and so many other aspects of our modern
experience. In a way, as modern subjects, we breathe coloniality all the time and every day”
(Maldonado-Torres 2007:243).

The decolonial perspective preludes the appearance of a ‘decolonial turn” (Mignolo
1995:34; 2005:33) which pivots on the dire need for the decolonisation of all knowledge
which suffered under colonial exploitation, humiliation and deprivation (Ndlovu-Getsheni
2013b:7). It is directed towards the knowledge of those people who bore the brunt of the
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brutal legacies of slavery, colonialism and apartheid. The concept is intended to achieve
the total liberation of people in the developing world, who continue to live and suffer
under ‘Western and European global matrices of power’ (Ndlovu-Getsheni 2013b:7).
Maldonado-Torres (Torres 2006:114) explained the concept of a ‘decolonial turn’ as
follows: “The decolonial turn (different from its linguistic or the pragmatic turn) refers
to the decisive recognition and propagation of decolonisation as an ethical, political
and epistemic project in the twentieth century. The project reflects changes in historical
consciousness, agency, and knowledge and it also involves a method or series of methods
that facilitates the task of decolonisation at the material and epistemic levels” (Maldonado-
Torres 2006:114).

Anibal Quijano theorised about the four strands of coloniality, and the one which is
useful for this article is his concept of ‘the coloniality of knowledge” (Quijano, 2000:220
and 2007:170).The aim of this type of coloniality is to underline the process through which
Europe and European theories, such as the theory of “comparative advantage”, are classified
as the unshared sphere of knowledge creation. This means that European narratives and
theories of development, such as the theory of comparative advantage, whereby African
countries are required to continuously produce and export raw materials ad infinitum, are
only valid and useful for Europeans, and are not feasible in developing countries such as
those in Africa (Suarex-Krabble 2009:8). Aime Cesaire (1972:84) vehemently denounced the
idea of universalising European theories of development while ignoring the socio-cultural
realities on the continent. This is how it is argued: “Provincialism? Absolutely not. I’ m not
going to confine myself to some narrow particularism. Nor do | intend to lose myself in a
disembodied universalism. There are two ways to lose one self: through walled-in segregation
in the particular, or through dissolution into the ‘universal’. My idea of the universal is that
of a universal rich with all that is particular, rich with all particulars, the deepening and co-
existence of all particulars” (Aime Cesaire 1972:84).

The Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano elaborated on the concept of coloniality of
knowledge, when he held that: “Europe’s hegemony over the new model of global power
concentrated all forms of the control of subjectivity, culture, and especially knowledge
and the production of knowledge under its hegemony” (Quijano 2000:220). He explained
further that this resulted in “simultaneous denial of knowledge production to the conquered
peoples and repression of traditional modes of knowledge production, and on the basis
of the superiority/inferiority relationship enforced by the hierarchical structure” (Quijano
2000:225).

The celebrated Nigerian intellectual, Claude Ake (1979:125) in his book titled Democracy
and Development argued that one of the reasons for the failure of development being
rooted in the African socio-cultural milieu is that the development paradigms and theories
implemented by policy makers on the continent are Euro-American concepts, which are
indifferent to the African condition. Ake’s (1979:125) narrative re-echoes the views of
the Kenyan intellectual, Ali Mazuri (1968:82), who expressed discontent at the inability
of Africans to disentangle themselves from the servitude of ‘alien paradigms’ or remove
themselves from what Karl Marx sees as “false systems of political, social and moral concepts”
created in order to maintain the knowledge domination of the leading world powers who
have controlled the world through slavery, colonialism, imperialism and now coloniality
(cited in Mazuri 1968:82). Ake (1979:125) hinted at the imperialist content and agenda of
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the theories of development, which are embedded in ‘the social science paradigms’ and
knowledge propounded in Africa through the educational system that African countries
inherited at the time of their independence.

SHORTCOMINGS OF THE THEORY OF COMPARATIVE
ADVANTAGE AND ITS IMPLICATIONS
FOR DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA

Fully incorporated into the thesis of Ricardo is the classical mindset of a British economist,
when England was already an industrialised country, in comparison to the situation in
Portugal (Boudreaux 2004:375; Irwin 1996:21; Buchanan and Young 2002:400). If one
closely examines Ricardo’s (cited in Irwin 1996:21) choice of products — wine (agricultural)
and cloth (manufactured goods) — it is clear that England will reap all the benefits of
international trade between it and the rest of the world, especially with regard to the poor
developing countries of Africa (Mehmet 1999:49). In considering the ramifications of this
theory for Africa’s development, it becomes apparent that the market is an unreliable tool for
the protection of jobs and alleviation of poverty in Africa (Mehmet 1999:49). If countries in
Africa implement the theory of Ricardo in its entirety and specialise in the continuous export
of raw materials, they will not reap the benefits of international trade and will continue
to be mired in endemic poverty, because countries such as England, which specialise in
manufacturing, will create more jobs, increase their revenue and ultimately enjoy the fruits of
globalisation and international trade (Boudreaux 2004:375; Jones 1961: 163; Buchanan and
Young 2002:400).

For example, Reinert (2008:106) has identified three main flaws in Ricardo’s theory. The
first shortcoming is that Ricardo formulated his theory without paying attention to historical
analysis, technological change, increasing returns and synergies that are involved in trade
(Irwin 1996:21). Secondly, like many who live in Africa already know, advancements
in technology will not allow cocoa producers on the continent to make more profit than
countries like Switzerland making chocolate and who add increasing returns to their business
(Reinert 2008:106). Finally, the fact remains that Ricardo’s theory is only applicable to
countries involved in manufacturing activities (Reinert 2008:106; Irwin 1966:21; Mehmet
1999:49). Developing countries in Africa which specialise in exporting raw materials are
ultimately specialising in poverty, according to Reinert (2008:106), as diminishing returns
will inevitably reduce the profit margin of poor countries. Colonialism and then globalisation
were premised on these flawed ideological views of Smith and Ricardo, and the effect of
colonialism on economic growth and development in Africa is apparent, as Africa remains
the primary producers of raw materials and natural resources, while the creation of jobs and
alleviation of poverty, which are the main tenets of development, have eluded the continent
(Harvey 2005:29).

One of the renowned classical economists, Adam Smith, enthused about the virtues of
international trade, and his theory greatly influenced David Ricardo’s theory of comparative
advantage (Machlup 1977:15; Roberts 2006:20). Smith’s assertion that international trade
will ultimately bring about development and prosperity for all nations was built on faulty
foundations (Smith 1999:35: Machlup 1977:19: Mehmet 1999:50). It has been proven to
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be a false and hollow promise, as many people in Africa are still experiencing poverty
and underdevelopment, despite the hegemony of globalisation (Pezzoli 1997:560). Many
researchers in the field of development are aware of the intractable problems of poverty,
unemployment and underdevelopment, which are endemic in developing countries of the
world, especially those in Africa (Timberlake 1985:35; Morgan and Solarz 1994:65 Ukwandu
2014:235). Myint (1970:235) observed that David Ricardo was silent or maybe naive with
regard to the domestic impact of comparative advantage on poverty and employment in
a developing country that specialises in agricultural products, while developed countries
specialise in manufacturing and its ancillary benefits (cited in Mehmet 1999:50).

In reality, the theory of comparative advantage has a negative effect on job creation,
exacerbates poverty and is akin to specialising in poverty and underdevelopment (Ukwandu
2014:233). This happens because, as mentioned earlier, concentrating solely on exporting
raw materials will inhibit the ability of developing countries to add value to their resources,
which will in turn diminish the revenues accruable to the countries from exports (Ukwandu
2014:234). Mehmet (1999:50) demolished the basic assumptions of Ricardo’s theory,
suggesting that Ricardo’s analysis is static because it is based on constant costs, with no
gains for productivity that may arise from technological advancements, and that there is free
mobility of labour domestically, but not internationally. In conclusion, since the movement of
capital is free globally, England, and indeed most of the developed countries of the world, will
forever enjoy the comparative advantage inherent to manufacturing, which means more jobs
and more technological and industrial development. All these advantages of the developed
world in the global economy are to the detriment of poor and developing countries, such as
those in Africa, where the majority of people still suffer as a result of poverty and deprivation
(Mehmet 1999:50).

Another major limitation of Ricardo’s theory is that it is based on only two countries and
two commodities. The reality proves the irrelevance of the theory to development in Africa,
as the continent contains 53 countries which export many commodities to other countries of
the world. Since Africa trades with many countries and in different commodities, it is therefore
difficult for the theory to be applied to this continent (Machlup 1977:24; Roberts 2006:29).

In David Ricardo’s theory, the value of goods is shown in terms of the labour utilised in the
production of the goods. An interrogation of the labour theory of value by various economists
has revealed many flaws in this narrative (Mehmet 1999:50; Boudreaux 2004:375; Irwin
1996:28; Buchanan and Yoon 2002:400). In the real world, the value of goods and services
is expressed in monetary terms and not in terms of labour costs (Boudreaux 2004:375).
Another flaw of the theory of comparative advantage is that it overly concentrates on the
supply of goods and services, while ignoring the demand side of the equation (Mehmet
1999:50). In an African context, it is apparent that the theory is steeped in a colonial and
neo-colonial mindset and worldview, as it is geared towards the endless supply of mineral
resources from developing countries, with no mention of the demands or needs of those
countries (Ukwandu 2014:230).

In the author’s view, one immediately becomes aware of the weaknesses embedded in
the theory of comparative advantage, based on insights provided by Mehmet (1999:55),
and one can appreciate the argument of Reinert (2008:110) that countries which continue
to export raw materials without adding value to these materials will experience poverty
and underdevelopment for a long time to come. This is because these raw materials are
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fluctuating around a boom-bust cycle, which results in the instability of foreign earnings
(Mehmet 1999:55). The Ricardian theory of comparative advantage is not useful to
developing countries of the world, especially those in sub-Saharan Africa, who have suffered
from what the Latin American intellectual Walter Mignolo (1995:8) called ‘the colonial
wound’. This refers to the period of massive exploitation on an unprecedented scale of the
developing countries of the world by the European colonial masters, who made little or no
effort to enhance the development of those countries which were located mostly in Latin
America, Africa and Asia.

There is massive poverty, unemployment and underdevelopment on the African
continent, even though the theory of comparative advantage talked about full employment.
The assumption of full employment shows its irrelevance to the socio-economic conditions
prevailing on the continent, as the costs of production and labour continue to change in
Africa, which has a very young demography. The theory is oblivious to the fact that African
countries are very dynamic and constantly changing, and these changes include the labour
force, capital, technology, and even the discovery of natural resources in these countries
(Ukwandu 2014:233).

The Ricardian theory underscores the virtues and benefits of free trade, and enthuses
about the unfounded idea of complete specialisation, whereby England will specialise
fully in cloth, while Portugal will specialise fully in wine. The fact remains that this type
of complete specialisation in international trade is unrealistic, and the narrative is therefore
based on economic myth and fantasy. When this theory is compared to the interests and
living conditions of people in many countries of sub-Saharan Africa, the weaknesses become
glaring. The German economist List (cited in Reinert 2008:106) offered timely advice when
he described the devastating effect of unfettered free trade, globalisation and specialisation
on poor and developing countries that do not yet possess the technical and manufacturing
wherewithal to compete with other developed countries. His warning was heeded in Asia,
first by Japan and later by South Korea, Malaysia, Singapore and, more recently, Vietnam. It
would be a herculean task for countries in Africa to jumpstart economic growth, job creation,
poverty alleviation and meaningful development and transformation by fully adhering to the
tenets of Ricardo’s theory. This is how List (cited in Reinert 2008:106) expressed his doubts:
“Under the existing conditions of the world, the result of general free trade would not be a
universal republic, but, on the contrary a universal subjection of the less advanced nations to
the supremacy of the predominant manufacturing, commercial and naval power (developed
countries). A universal republic i.e. a union of the nations of the earth... can only be realized
if a larger number of nationalities attain to as nearly the same degree as possible of industry
and civilization, political and power” (Reinert 2008:106).

The dangers of an unguided and unregulated market during this age of globalisation, as
advocated by proponents of free trade and complete specialisation, such as David Ricardo,
were expressed by Polanyi (1957:73) and Harvey (2005). Polanyi (1957:73) warned about
allowing the market to control all facets of human life, especially for those who live in
developing countries of the world, such as those in Africa. He expressed his views as follows:
“To allow the market mechanism to be sole director of the fate of human beings and their
natural environment, indeed, even of the amount and use of purchasing power, would result
in demotion of society. Robbed of the protective covering of cultural institutions, human
beings would perish from the effects of social exposure; they would die as victims of acute
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social dislocation through vice, perversion, crime and starvation. Nature would be reduced
to its elements, neighbourhoods and landscapes defiled, rivers polluted, military safety
jeopardised, the power to produce food and raw materials destroyed. Finally, the market
administration of purchasing power would periodically liquidate business enterprise, for
shortages and surfeits of money would prove as disastrous to business as floods and droughts
in primitive society” (Polanyi 1957:73).

Rostow’s (1960) views contradicted the theory of David Ricardo, as he indicated that
foreign trade can only help to reduce poverty and accelerate development in underdeveloped
countries if those countries in the primary-producing sector are involved in the partial or
semi-processing of the primary product, through which they can maximise their profits
(Rostow 1960:56). This exposed the flaws in the narrative of Ricardo, and this practice of
setting African countries on the path of becoming perpetual exporters of raw materials can
be traced back to the period of colonial rule on the continent. During this period, British
colonial industrial development in African countries was designed to severely impoverish the
continent and its people. For example, in a country such as Ghana, fruits were harvested and
exported to Britain to be processed, bottled and subsequently re-exported back to Ghana
at a higher price (Offiong 2002:45). Cocoa was planted and harvested in Mozambique
and exported to Portugal, where it was processed and exported back to Mozambique as
chocolate (Offiong 2002:48). The same situation was found in varying degrees in Kenya,
Sudan and Ivory Coast, as well as most of colonial Africa. The fact that most African
countries during colonial rule were prevented from becoming involved in processing or
adding value to the natural resources produced in their countries contributed to the poverty
and underdevelopment of post-colonial Africa.

Myrdal (1956:27) argues that market forces will tend, cumulatively, to accentuate
international inequalities, and a quite normal result of unhampered trade between
two countries, of which one is industrial and the other underdeveloped, is the ignition
of a cumulative process leading to the impoverishment and stagnation of the latter. This
is another argument which accentuated the weakness of the Ricardian theory. Myrdal
(1956:28) is of the belief that international trade has some positives and negatives, and the
positives of international trade during the colonial era, even in the present global economy,
tend to accrue more to developed countries, while developing countries tend to accumulate
many of the negatives. In the case of colonial Africa, the only outcome of the trade was
unfavourable terms of trade between African colonies and their European colonial masters.
Mills and Herbst (2012:5) are of the view that it is very difficult for countries exporting only
commodities or raw materials to achieve development. This is because of the fluctuations
inherent in the prices of those commodities on the international market. Africa can only
achieve real development and reduce poverty and unemployment if the political leaders on
the continent find a way to add value to all the commodities produced in Africa.

THE SPANISH EXAMPLE: LESSONS FOR AFRICAN COUNTRIES
ON THE ROLE OF INCREASING RETURNS IN DEVELOPMENT

This narrative of adding value is brilliantly articulated by Reinert (2008:106), who stated
that countries which specialise in the export of raw materials will find it difficult to achieve
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development because of the law of increasing and diminishing returns. The concept of
increasing returns will allow African countries to add value to the myriad of natural resources
available on the continent. Adam Smith alluded to increasing returns in his pin factory
analogy (Reinert, 2008:110). During the Middle Ages, Antonio Serra and Genovesi (cited
in Reinert 2008:115) expounded on the role of increasing returns in the economic growth
and development of parts of Italy, but emphasised that this has to be underpinned by good
governance, since it was good governance within the city states of Italy that facilitated the
growth of trade, commerce and investment, which led many of the city states to add value
to their natural resources, as well as increasing their earnings, thereby stimulating economic
growth and development.

Reinert (2008:106) gave an example of the rise and decline of Spain as incontrovertible
evidence of the cause of poverty in Africa. In 1558, Spain’s Minister of Finance, Luis Ortiz,
wrote the following to King Philip Il (cited in Reinert 2008:108): “From the raw materials
from Spain and the West Indies particularly silk, iron and conchinilla (a red dye) which cost
them 1 Florin, the foreigners produce finished goods which they all sell back to Spain for
between 10 and 100 Florins. Spain is in this way subject to greater humiliations from the
rest of Europe than those they themselves impose on the Indians. In exchange for gold and
silver the Spaniards offer trinkets of greater or lesser value; but by buying back their raw
materials at an exorbitant price, the Spaniards are made the laughing stock of Europe” (cited
in Reinert 2008:108).

The incontrovertible idea embedded in this letter to King Philip is that a finished product
might cost up to one hundred times the price of the raw materials needed for the product.
As Reinert (2008:106) noted, if efforts are devoted to adding value to the raw materials
produced in Africa, many additional jobs and earnings could be generated. He explained
that between the raw materials exported and the finished products, there are numerous
economic activities that will help to reduce poverty, create employment and promote the
technological advancement that is usually associated with this process. Some of these
activities which Reinert (2008:115) mentioned include an industrial process that creates
a knowledge economy, mechanisation and improved technology, division of labour and,
above all, increasing returns. However, it is difficult for Africa to carry out these activities
because poor governance has not allowed those in power to find a way to improve the lot of
their citizens, due to the fact that the status quo favours them and their allies.

In light of the above, it can be argued that despite the abundance of natural resources in
Africa, it will be difficult for African countries to achieve development because if one takes
the concepts of diminishing and increasing returns into account, unless African governments
add value to their natural resources through increasing returns, the continent is doomed
to perpetual poverty and underdevelopment. However, adding value through increasing
returns is not possible without good governance, and this is why this study argues that good
governance is the missing link in Africa’s elusive quest for development. It is the practice of
good governance that will enable African governments to realise that their poor governance
is subjecting millions of Africans to penury and underdevelopment. In other words, good
governance plays a vital role in Africa’s elusive quest for development.

Mills (1848 cited in Ukwandu 2014:233) outlined the merits and demerits of increasing
and diminishing returns in the life of a nation in the following words: “I [comprehend]
the elimination of diminishing returns to be not only an error, but the most serious one,
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to be found in the whole field of political economy. The question is more important and
fundamental than any other: it involves the whole subject of the causes of poverty... and
unless this matter be thoroughly understood, it is to no purpose proceeding any further in
our inquiry” (Mills 1848, cited in Ukwandu 2014:233).

There are modern advocates of the power of increasing returns, as opposed to diminishing
returns, as the key to alleviating poverty, increasing employment and ensuring subsequent
development for developing countries battling with poverty and underdevelopment, but
which wholly rely on commodities as their main source of revenue (Marshall cited in
Prendergest 1992:7; Krugman 1990:35). Marshall (cited in Prendergest 1992:7) argued that
diminishing returns is one of the main causes of poverty in the developing countries of the
world, as it focuses on a resource that cannot generate more wealth or jobs in the long run.
Mills” (cited in Prendergest 1992:7) theory was given further credence by Marshall when he
suggested that the best development policy includes levying more taxes on activities with
diminishing returns, in order for the State to support and even subsidise those activities with
increasing returns. He also advised that nations which want to be developed and prosperous
should direct their production towards those activities in which technical and knowledge-
related progress are to be found (Prendergest 1992:7).

Thunen (2009:40) postulated that in a map of civilized societies, activities with increasing
returns are mostly located within the walls of the city, where there are different types of
economic activities that generate more wealth for the city and its inhabitants, thereby
facilitating the creation of jobs and reduction of poverty. He further explained that once one
moves away from the city center, the use of capital and technology to generate wealth and
employment decreases, and one is faced with activities with diminishing returns, such as
fishing, hunting etc., which depend on the vagaries of weather to be sustainable. The view
of Thunen (2009:40) is that as long as a society concentrates on activities with diminishing
returns, it is impossible to reduce poverty and unemployment, as there is no technical
progress embedded in these activities. He provides a template for African countries which
seek real development, but this is still difficult without good governance, as these countries
will continue to run into what Mills (1848, cited in Prendergest 1992:7) called ‘the flexible
wall of diminishing returns’.

THE NOTION OF INCREASING RETURNS AS A POSSIBLE
SOLUTION TO THE POVERTY, UNEMPLOYMENT AND
UNDERDEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA

According to the Economist magazine (2011), eight of the world’s top 20 fastest growing
economies of the past decade are in sub-Saharan Africa, and the list includes Angola,
Congo, Ethiopia, Lesotho, Malawi, Nigeria, Rwanda and Tanzania. The major weakness of
the theory of comparative advantage is evident in the fact that if the theory was relevant to
African countries, the impressive GDP figures amassed by these countries would have led
to total and overall development in their economies. The fact remains that despite almost
a decade of economic growth, which relied heavily on the export of commodities; these
countries are still mired in abject poverty, unemployment and underdevelopment. The
reason for this is because they have been exporting their natural resources cheaply and
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without adding value to those products, and it is impossible for real development to be
achieved under such circumstances. African solutions to African problems are timely and
much-needed in this scenario. It is the concept of adding value to natural commodities that
will help African countries to exorcise the triple demons of poverty, unemployment and
underdevelopment. The solution will come from neither Europe nor America, and will not
be found by uncritically adopting their epistemologies and development paradigms, without
tweaking them to conform to our socio-cultural milieus. This intellectual servitude will keep
the continent in economic limbo ad infinitum.

In critically examining the full consequences of David Ricardo’s theory of comparative
advantage from the decolonial perspective, it becomes very clear to policy makers,
researchers and intellectuals in Africa that it is possible, and indeed urgent, that we break free
from the shackles of European and American-centred theories of development, which are
inimical to the holistic development of the continent. It is time to chart a new and different
course of action. Africa must not continue to kowtow to every knowledge and insight dished
out by Europe and North America. It is time to rethink and re-evaluate the development
policies being implemented on the continent. Wallerstein (1991:3) elaborated on the benefits
to researchers and policy makers in the developing countries of the world, especially those
in Africa, of periodically reassessing their development policies and programmes. According
to Wallerstein, it is vital that we in Africa sometimes ‘unthink’ some of our hypotheses and
conjectures in view of the rapid changes taking place in the world. In his view, unthinking
the basic fundamentals of our economic and social ideologies is vital in an ever-changing
world (Wallerstein 1991:3). This is how he explained it: “It is quite normal for scholars and
scientists to rethink issues. When important new evidence undermines old theories and
predictions do not hold, we are pressed to rethink our premises. In that sense, much of
nineteenth-century social science, in the form of specific hypotheses, is constantly being
rethought. But in addition to rethinking, which is ‘normal’, | believe we need to ‘unthink’
nineteenth-century social science, because many of its presumptions which, in my view,
are misleading and constrictive still have far too strong a hold on our mentalities. These
presumptions, once considered liberating of the spirit, serve today as a central intellectual
barrier to useful analysis of the social world” (Wallerstein 1991:15).

It is evident that the solution to the myriads of developmental problems afflicting Africa
can only come from African intellectuals, policy makers and political leaders. National and
continental liberation and development will only be feasible when we water the seeds of
indigenous knowledge and find African solutions to African problems. Kwame Nkrumah
(cited in Oppong 2013:35), the first President of the independent Republic of Ghana,
articulated this view as follows: “We must seek an African view to the problems of Africa.
This does not mean that Western techniques and methods are not applicable to Africa. It
does mean, however, that in Ghana we must look at every problem from the African point of
view... our whole educational system must be geared to producing a scientifically-technically
minded people... | believe that one of the most important services which Ghana can
perform for Africa is to devise a system of education based at its University level on concrete
studies of the problems of the tropical world. The University will be the co-coordinating
body for education research... Only with a population so educated can we hope to face the
tremendous problems which confront any country attempting to raise the standard of life in a
tropical zone” (cited in Oppong 2013:35).
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The German intellectual List (cited in Reinert 2008:106) corroborated this narrative of
Nkrumah when he opined that countries which specialise only in the export of materials,
neglecting the policy of adding value to those commodities, will only be specialising in
poverty, unemployment and underdevelopment. Jobs can only be created when African
countries take a step towards adding value to the natural resources which they export, as
this will create the synergy needed for industrialisation. As a result of African governments
having neglected this principle and embarked on the unprecedented exploitation and
export of natural resources, as prescribed by David Ricardo and his fellow scholars,
economic growth has not translated into development in Africa. Africa can only create job
opportunities for its citizens when it starts to add value to the raw materials it is exporting
to the developed countries of the world. This concept of increasing returns, as List (1885,
cited in Reinert 2008:106) suggests, is an important principle of good governance, which
is absent in the African polity. The continuous export of raw materials without adding
value to them will only lead to Africa specialising in poverty and economic stagnation, and
what has been experienced in Africa after more than 50 years of political independence
validates this view.

The notion of adding value to natural resources or beneficiation has been a pivotal
component of the ruling African National Congress (ANC) since it came to power in South
Africa in the 1990s. This is evidenced by the two critical components of its manufacturing
and developmental policy:

“That developed countries exploit developing countries by buying cheap resources and
then adding value to their own benefit. Coffee and cocoa/chocolate are two commonly
quoted examples where the growers of the raw material receive very little relative to the
value of the final product. Often the exporters of the raw materials later import the final
product at much higher cost. The fact that many of our mines are foreign owned add to
the view that the true value of minerals is not received by South Africa” (cited in Eunomix
2015).

The role of beneficiation in kick-starting economic growth, job creation and poverty
alleviation was succinctly captured in the Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP, 2014/15-
2016/17) that was published by the South African government. The government advanced
its reasons for beneficiation and adding value to the country’s vast mineral wealth as
follows: “South Africa faces the challenge of diversifying away from mining and resource
extraction towards a manufacturing, value-adding and job-creating economy. Minerals
downstream beneficiation and minerals upstream (inputs) have been identified as a key
‘pillar” of South Africa’s reindustrialisation push. The aim is to ensure that more value is
added to domestic mineral products before export, so as to extract greater economic
value and employment from the country’s remaining mineral resources, while at the same
time using minerals sector demand to develop mining input industries (capital goods,
consumables and services). Although South Africa is endowed with exceptional mineral
resources, further downstream and upstream beneficiation has not fully reached its
economic potential, mainly due to structural conditions within key value-chains” (cited in
Eunomix 2015).

This proves that there is no way in which Africans can benefit from the present economic
growth and development witnessed on the continent without adding value to the raw
materials that the continent is exporting to other countries of the world (Economist 2011).
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David Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage will leave African countries still desperately
poor, without jobs and development, in spite of the huge mineral wealth of the continent
(Bush 2007:25; Gordon and Wolpe 1998:55). It is time for policy makers and researchers on
the continent to chart a new and different course and implement policies that will unleash
the manufacturing potential of the continent and its people.

The salient role of adding value and how this will contribute to the development of the
continent can be seen in its multiplier effect on a tiny sector such as timber in South Africa.
Swart (Cited in Ukwandu 2014:234) explained that a piece of wood used for the back of a
shoe brush can sell for R1,60 at wholesale prices, but by adding value to the same wood
by including bristles, the same wood will retail at R16 in the store. In other words, there
is a 1000% increase in value. Many of the timber plantations in South Africa are forced
to sell their timber without adding value to it, since the cost of the machines needed to
undertake this task is very high, and without government support, it is impossible for them
to add value to the product, which would increase their earnings and even create more
employment opportunities. This lack of support by those in power in South Africa is found
throughout the continent and stymies development in Africa. It is much more convenient
for the policy makers on the continent to bemoan the evils of globalisation, colonialism and
apartheid, but no one has raised the important question of what politicians have done with
the resources available to them. Poor governance has not allowed Africa to take advantage
of the resources on the continent.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This article, in providing a decolonial critique of David Ricardo’s theory of comparative
advantage, endeavours to highlight a variety of limitations inherent to the theories of
development, which are not centered on the African context. The view helps to generate
development knowledge and paradigms that are cognisant of the needs and aspirations of
the continent, so that a solution can be found to the myriad of problems, such as poverty
and unemployment. Nabudere (2006:7) emphasised these goals: “Pursuing knowledge
production that can renovate African culture, defend African people’s dignity and
civilisational achievements, and contribute afresh to a new global agenda that can push us
out of the crisis of modernity as promoted by European Enlightenment. Such knowledge
must be relevant to the current needs of the masses, which they can use to bring about
a social transformation out of their present plight. As there cannot be such a thing as the
advancement of science for its own sake, those who pursue ‘science for its own sake’ find
that their knowledge is used for purposes, which they may never have intended it for”
(Nabudere 2006:7).

The celebrated Palestinian intellectual and a leading authority on post-colonial studies,
Edward Said (1978:16), supported Nabudere’s view that Western-centric knowledge and
epistemologies, such as David Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage, are not produced
for their own sake. Instead, their sole purpose has been the enslavement, exploitation,
control and administration of non-European populations. This is the main reason why the
decolonial perspective is a theory that is embedded in the total liberation of African people
from European intellectual tyranny.
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ABSTRACT

Governments have moral and legal obligations to intervene in society in order to
direct, regulate, facilitate and act as catalyst for economic prosperity, social justice
and ecological sustainability. The nature and scale of such interventions depend
on various factors, which include the ideological reasoning of policy makers, the
availability of natural resources, demographical and geographical realities, as well
as trajectories for economic growth. On a global scale governments have to address
serious challenges such as climate change, ecological dysfunction, and the depletion
of natural resources. The global community is living far beyond its ecological means.
It is expected that governments muster coherent policy responses to the highly
complex environmental problems that society is facing currently.

The aim of this article is to outline governments’ interventions in sustainable
development by focusing on a particular case, namely the South African Government.
This government sets itself the target to become a developmental state according to
the strategic goals of its National Development Plan. This context will be explored
by focusing on specific social, economic and environmental interventions the South
African Government has effected to facilitate sustainable development.

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the respective branches of science have begun to weave together a picture
of the intricate complexities concerning the delicate interaction between nature and human
civilisation. A tsunami of recent scientific evidence confirms that this delicate relationship is
under serious strain, which places critical question marks behind humankind’s stewardship
of earth. Globally people experience immense challenges in terms of the climate, ecological
dysfunction, and the depletion of natural resources. The global community is by far exceeding
its ecological means. Human enterprise has already overshot the global carrying capacity by
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more than 50%. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) warns that “human activity
is putting such a strain on the natural functions of the earth that the ability of the planet’s
ecosystem to sustain future generations can no longer be taken for granted”.

Confronted by a vast body of scientific evidence, decisive interventions would be
expected of governments around the globe. However, the rather limited and uncoordinated
efforts thus far failed dismally to deal successfully with the cumulative effects of human
activity on the environment. Rees (in Costanza & Kubiszewski 2014:191) confirms that not
a single national government to date has an “evidence-based, visionary, morally coherent
policy response” to the highly complex environmental problems which society face. There
is a need for a totally new governance paradigm, a new way to think and act in balancing
the so-called “pillars” of sustainable development. However, the question springs to mind:
How should one frame the interventionist role of governments in this process of sustainable
development? How could governments’ initiatives worldwide be leveraged to maximise
positive development outcomes in their society?

The aim of this article is to frame governments’ interventions in the process of sustainable
development by focusing on a particular case, the South African Government. This
government sets itself the target to be restructured into a developmental state. Government
interventions in sustainable development within the context of a developmental state, have
recently gained particular significance among proponents of the New Public Administration.
This context will be explored by focusing on specific interventions of the South African
Government to facilitate sustainable development within its society. The basic assumption
that serves as theoretical foundation for this article is that government is the key actor in
society to regulate, facilitate sustainable development and act as catalyst for such initiatives.

GOVERNMENT INTERVENTIONISM CONCEPTUALISED

Interventions of governments in civilisation are intricately part of the perceived purpose and
role of the rulers in society. On one end of the socio-political spectrum liberal thinking may
regard governmental intervention as interference or intrusion in citizen’s free spaces, whilst
on the other end socialists may perceive such intervention as a necessity to establish order,
stability, and equity in society. A literature review reveals that the notion of a government’s
intervention features prominently in mainly three arenas — political, social, and economic. In
the case of political interventionism, one country interferes with the internal affairs of another,
such as its internal politics, and even deploys military force to establish order and stability
in the foreign country (Rose & Miller 1992:175). Foreign political interventions may further
include the use of methods such as sanctions, trade protectionism, and foreign relations
(Pearson 1974:262). However, this arena of intervention falls outside the scope of this article.
Regarding social interventionism a government’s regulation is often the result of pressing
societal needs, such as epidemics, natural disasters, and human destruction that demand a
rapid response from government. It is evident that positions on social intervention depend
on the specific issue at hand. Generally, interventions in the areas of a state’s healthcare
and educational services are considered more ‘socially acceptable’ than arms production
and the construction of a nuclear power plant (see McClelland 1996:89). Judgement of the
desirability of social interventions further depends on the general legitimacy of a government.
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If government officials are perceived as experts who aim to promote the common good and
general welfare of society, such interventions would typically be regarded as more favourable
(Parton 1994:14). However, where social interventions are viewed as paternalistic, autocratic,
unethical, and only aimed at benefitting a certain societal grouping (i.e. elites), citizens
would generally not welcome such interference (Bermant, Kelman & Warwick 1978:176).

The context of governmental social interventionism thus requires epistemological
consideration, a new knowledge and metatheoretical basis for understanding the issue.
It involves interventions in the lives of individuals in society and may infringe or attempt
to alter individuals’ rights or choices. Interventions could also be regarded from a moral
perspective: governments have a socio-political obligation and moral duty to design policies
in the national interest.

It is evident that the majority of literature deals with governmental interventionism in an
economic sense. Thus the discourse focuses on the nature of the relationship between a
government and the market. As is the case with the social arena, government interventionism,
economically speaking, requires context. At the one extreme of the ideological spectrum,
neo-liberals may seek to reduce the state as a ‘defender’ of private property rights (Huffman
2013:15). Perspectives from a mid-range spectrum include capitalistic vantage points
where protagonists such as Adam Smith and John Maynard Keynes would probably argue
against any government interventions in the economy whatsoever. At the other end of
the spectrum, the clearer socialist, neo-Marxist thinkers would expect of government
to assume full ownership and control of the economy. They would probably argue that
government intervention in the economy of the state is necessary to correct market failures
and to achieve a more equitable distribution of income and wealth among the citizens.
In this regard Kropotkin and Woodcock (1996:97) argue that government intervention is
a prominent feature of capitalism. According to them, “Nowhere has the system of ‘non-
intervention of the state” ever existed. Everywhere the state has been, and still is, the main
pillar and the creator, direct and indirect, of Capitalism and its powers over the masses.
The state has always interfered in the economic life in favour of the capitalist exploiter”.
Kropotkin and Woodcock (1996:98) further insist that even in a truly laissez-faire capitalist
system, the state would still be protecting capitalist property rights as well as hierarchical
social relationships. In the same vein, Polanyi (1944:71) notes that while many ideological
proponents of capitalism “thunder against state intervention (for the benefit of the masses),
the fact is that capitalism itself produces the need for such intervention”.

The way governments intervene in society in general and its economy in particular, are
highly diverse in nature. Such interventions may include regulatory interference by means of
policies, by-laws, directives, and guidelines. It may also involve more facilitatory interventions
such as strategies, programmes, and projects. Regarding the environment and general
development, government interventions may entail physical input such as infrastructure
development, spatial planning and by establishing green zones in cities and towns, as well as
planning environmentally-friendly power plants (see Vermeulen & Kok 2012:186).

The nature of interventions in fact are so diverse that it might be useful to design a
typology ranging from direct to indirect interventions, strong (i.e. prescriptive) and weak
(i.e. guidance, facilitation) interventions, and hard and soft interventions. The ‘right’ way to
intervene probably lies in striking a careful balance between an appropriate level or intensity
of intervention. This level of intervention may, however, depend on various factors:
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particular growth trajectory of the country, demographics — culture groups;

historic realities — colonialisation;

the maturity of its democracy;

geographical circumstances - size, location, growth hubs, urban-rural settings; and
availability of natural resources — low levels may require stronger protectionism,
leading to interventionism.

Given the conditions mentioned above, a particular government may, for example, decide to
fast-track certain interventions or to scale down others. Government interventionism is thus
highly sensitive to each specific case.

For purposes of this article, government interventionism is defined as an analysis of the
nature, extent and types of systemic, socio-economic, policy, strategic and programmatic
interventions of governments to leverage initiatives for sustainable development in a country.

Government interventionism in a developmental state

In the context of a developmental state, government interventionism gained specific meaning
and application value. In the case of contemporary examples of developmental states such
as Korea and Singapore, state intervention was the key to development and success in
the ‘free market’ (Wade 2003). In developing countries that suffered the misfortune to be
subjected to ‘free-market reforms’ (e.g. neo-liberal Structural Adjustment Programmes) rather
than following the interventionist models of the Far East, the results have been destructive for
their economy (Chomsky 1996).

Considering the nature of government interventionism within a developmental state against
the backdrop of a spectrum of extremities, the state either reveals itself as fragile, absent,
erratic or inept (Stiglitz 2003:34), or it unveils a ‘strong’ or ‘hard’ state character (Fukuyama
2004:ix). The intensity and scale of such interventions should thus be considered according
to the particular nature of the state. It is important to note that a developmental state belongs
to a category of state types, which intervene in the affairs of society, and particularly in the
economy (Koehler & Chopra 2014:26). According to Gumede (2009:1), a developmental
state generally refers to the model many of the East Asian nations (the so-called ‘Asian
Tigers') pursued after the Second World War in an attempt to modernise their economies
rapidly. The basic model of the East Asian developmental state implies that the state sets
specific goals for development and mobilises society to achieve industrial modernisation.
Developmental states thus employ active development strategies, and in particular, specific
industrial policies. Such states set clear policies and goals for their economy with regard to
export promotion, investment in human capital and credit allocation through development
banks (Bora, Lloyd & Pangestu 2000:29). According to Gumede (2009:2), the financial
sectors played a crucial role in funding development strategies. A developmental state thus
plays an active role in guiding economic development and using the resources of the country
to meet the needs of the people (Van Dijk & Croucamp 2007:665). It uses all available
resources (i.e. natural, state, human, and financial) to address social challenges and facilitate
economic growth (Leftwich 2007:133; Edigheji 2010:15).

The peculiarity of the government’s interventionism in a developmental state particularly
concerns the large scope and level of intervention in the economy. It also applies to state
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ownership and the state’s control of the industry. This can also entail privatisation and the
nationalisation of industry, including mines. Richards (1989:9) cautions that nationalisation
simply means replacing a private owner with a state one, with little real improvement
for society at large. He continues to argue that bureaucratic (governmental) control does
not mean that governmental structures suddenly have provided the cure for societal and
environmental problems. Also in the case of privatisation, Kerr (2006:14) does not hesitate
to call privatisation a “rip-off of the general public for the benefit of the wealthy”. According
to him, “Privatisation of public services involves a massive transfer of wealth from taxpayers
to the pockets of private business interests”. It is evident that not all types of interventions
yield positive results. There may be short-term benefits, but less-desired consequences for
the longer term.

As indicated above, the nature of interventions is case-dependent. There are, however, a
number of typical options available to governments that aim to intervene in a developmental
state. These options include the following:

e legislation and regulation: The focus here is on price control in main utilities such as

telecommunications, electricity, gas and rail transport.

e Direct state provision of goods and services: This may include bus services, water
provisioning, and housing.

e Fiscal policy intervention: This entails the level of demand for different products and
also the pattern of demand within the economy, which may include indirect taxes,
subsidies, tax relief, ‘sin tax’ on damaging substances, and welfare payments.

e Public awareness: Examples are labelling on cigarette packages with health warnings
to reduce smoking, nutritional information on foods to facilitate healthy eating habits,
and information campaigns on the dangers of certain addictions.

The combined scholarly efforts of Edigheji (2007), Hjort (2008), and Fukuyama (2008)
revealed three basic dimensions and intents of developmental states. These dimensions and
intents are reflected in Table 1 and provide a useful framework to gauge interventions from
government.

Table 1: Dimensions and intent of developmental states

o Rule of law
Political e Democracy
e State building

e Economic growth

Economic o o

o Facilitation of wealth redistribution

o Nation building and national identity
Social e Social equality

o Social capital

It should be noted that interventionism by the government in a developmental state is
multi-faceted and multidimensional (political, economic and social). These dimensions are
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supported by governmental intent, all contributing towards the achievement of the state’s
particular developmental goals.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: CONCEPT AND APPLICATIONS

Thiele (2013:1) states that sustainability is one of the very few values — such as democracy
and human rights — that enjoys near universal (global) recognition. Issues such as climate
change, natural resource depletion, and failing states, brought sustainability to the forefront
of the current discourse in governance in general and New Public Management in particular.

Sustainability is a highly dynamic and multidimensional concept. It has multiple
applications, which relate to various dimensions: environmental, material, ecological,
social, economic, legal, cultural, political and psychological. These dimensions are highly
interrelated and interdependent, which makes an integrated approach from government
imperative. The lack of such an integrated approach has serious consequences; governments
may intervene in some dimensions (i.e. political and economic) and neglect others. Even
though the factors facilitating and constraining the various dimensions of sustainable
development are generally known, it follows a largely unpredictable and evolutionary
path (Payne & Philips 2010:6). In an increasingly ‘global community’ where countries
are interdependent, people worldwide are affected by the actions or inactions of other
countries (Hopper 2012:206). The consequences of political decisions and policies of a
particular country transcend borders and affect future generations. These decisions require a
combination, an integrated and balanced response, to ecological health, economic welfare,
and social empowerment (Thiele 2013:9).

In an environmental and developmental frame, sustainable development implies the least
amount of negative consequences on people and on the planet. The concept of sustainable
development generally gained popularity during the 1970s with the Club of Rome’s report,
Limits to Growth. This report can be regarded as the foundational document to stimulate
thought on sustainability, the environment, and development. The World Commission on
Environment and Development (WCED) placed the notion of sustainable development firmly
on the global agenda with its Brundtland Report, published in 1990. The WCED clarified
sustainable development as “... development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. The United
Nations’ Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro (1992) is further regarded as the first major event that
coordinated developmental efforts of countries, scientists and social service organisations
worldwide. In addition, the United Nations’ Agenda 21 provides a comprehensive list of
activities that the world community needs to undertake in order to ensure sustainability.

Figure 1 reflects the three so-called ‘pillars’ of sustainable development. Where the
social dimension intersects with the environment, for example, the key driver should be
whether society finds the environment bearable to live and prosper in. In the areas where
the economic dimension meets the environment, the key question is whether economic
growth is viable given the declining levels of natural resources. Where the social dimension
interconnects with the economy the question is whether prosperity is equitable. Sustainable
development (SD) lies at the centre, the point where the social, economic and environmental
dimensions overlap their boundaries.
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Figure 1: The three pillars of sustainable development

Source: Adapted from Adams (2006:2)

The Venn diagram above provides another useful framework to guide governments’
interventions in working towards sustainable development. In order to pursue sustainable
development, governments should intervene through well-designed strategies and
programmes to facilitate a balance between the country’s social, economic and ecological
needs. Governments should furthermore facilitate cooperation between all stakeholders and
role-players involved in the social, environmental and economic arenas in this process.

GOVERNMENT INTERVENTIONS IN SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT ON A GLOBAL SCALE

Especially over the last three decades a significant change became evident in the way issues
of sustainable development are approached. For example, it is clear that there is a movement
away from development aid and assistance, to countries experiencing development
challenges to a better coordinated and integrated ‘global compact’ (see Thérien & Pouliot
2006:55). Furthermore, top-down decision-making is largely replaced by multi-sector and
multi-stakeholder engagement (Rapley 2007). A more systemic and integrated approach is
followed rather than a focus on single issues. It is also evident that governments pursue a more
proactive, resilience approach, rather than a traditional reactive methodology of ‘damage
control’ (Porter & Van der Linde 1995; Preston 1996). On a global scale, countries thus
collaborate increasingly and establish treaties for cooperation to deal with the complexities
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brought about by the process of sustainable development. Some of the most prominent
initiatives, in no particular order, include the following:

Earth Summit, 1992 (Rio Declaration)

Earth Summit and Agenda 21 and Local Agenda 21, 1992
World Summit on Sustainable Development, 2002

Earth Hour

Environment Performance Index (EPI)

Sustainable Societies Index (SSI)

The Happy Planet Index

Ecological Footprint Analyses (EFA)

World Economic Forum Competitive Reports

World Economic Forum Sustainability Reports
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES)
Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs)

Kyoto Protocol, 1997

Montreal Protocol, 1997

World Development Indicators

World Energy Report

Human Development Index

World Watch Institute

Global Reporting Initiative Sustainability Reports
Millennium Development Goals, 2000

Regarding the African continent, specific governmental interventions in the context of
sustainable development can be pointed out:

The Monrovia Strategy, 1979

The Lagos Plan of Action, 1980

Africa’s Priority Programme for Economic Recovery 1986-1990 (APPER)

United Nations Programme of Action for Africa’s Economic Recovery and Development
(UN-PAAERD), 1986

The African Alternative Framework to Structural Adjustment Programme for Socio-
Economic Recovery and Transformation (AAF-SAP), 1989

The African Charter of Popular Participation for Development (ACPPD), 1990

The United Nations New Agenda for the Development of Africa (UN-NADAF), 1991
The Cairo Agenda for Action, 1995

The African Union (AU) Programme for Sustainable Development, 2002

NEPAD (New Partnership for Africa’s Development), 2011

From these lists of interventions it becomes evident that a wide variety of initiatives are
already taken — some with significant successes, and others with limited effectiveness. In
the following section the focus shifts to particular interventions taken by the South African
Government to facilitate and regulate sustainable development, and to act as catalyst for this
process. As indicated above, the circumstances and environmental conditions of countries
differ. Thus an integrated and coordinated approach should be followed to address global
environmental challenges. South Africa is no exception to this rule.
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GOVERNMENT INTERVENTIONISM IN SOUTH AFRICA:
TOWARD A DEVELOPMENTAL STATE

Global society increasingly faces serious world-scale problems, such as climate change,
pollution, financial crises, depletion of natural resources, and poverty. Under such difficult
circumstances, each country recognises that collaboration and coordination are crucial for
an adequate response. This also applies to South Africa where the government partakes in
global initiatives aimed at sustainable development, as highlighted above.

As stated previously, a government’s interventions within the context of a developmental
state enjoy particular significance. South Africa has committed itself to building a
developmental state. The aim is to facilitate economic development by mobilising the
resources of society and directing these towards realising the goals set out in the National
Development Plan: Vision 2030, as well as the State of the Nation Address (SONA 2013).
The African National Congress (ANC) as the ruling party in Government, has expressed the
desire to transform South Africa into a ‘developmental state’ with the ‘people’s contract’ as
a prominent feature of this transformation process (Edigheji 2007:1; Duvenhage 2009:12). To
be developmental implies equity, justice, enabling a rapid growing economy and improving
the quality of life of all South African citizens (Edigheji 2007:3). Edigheji (2007:7) adds that
the capacity of Government is critical as the formulator and implementer of the state’s
developmental agenda. Furthermore, Government identified 12 Medium-Term Strategic
Framework (MTSF) outcomes for 2009-2014. These outcomes have measurable outputs
and optimal activities, and form a coherent developmental agenda. The aim is to transform
South Africa into a developmental state capable of delivering effective basic services and
national development (The Presidency 2010). It also is evident that South Africa needs a
comprehensive response to deal with sustainability in a developmental state context in terms
of the three dimensions (i.e. “pillars”), namely social, environmental and economic.

In her seminal article, “Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System” Donella
Meadows (2010) assessed the power that points of leverage exert to create change in a
system. Meadows (2010:42) argues that governments have to “push in the right direction;
small actions can make big differences”. In the same vein the following sections in this
article explore some of the social, economic and environmental leverage points of the South
African Government in the context of sustainable development. A leverage point indicates
where the least amount of energy input yields superior outcomes; thus in nature a sustainable
economy in society. These points are meant to stimulate economic prosperity, social justice
and ecological sustainability. The corresponding interventions should be seen against the
backdrop of the Government’s agenda pointing the way towards a developmental state.

Social interventions

The South African Government plays a significant role as catalyst for and regulator of
sustainable development. As a catalyst, Government’s role is to facilitate social development
particularly by setting policy parameters, allocating and utilising resources, and establishing
global networks and partnerships. South Africa boasts an extensive social welfare system
that comprises a variety of social grants and transfers. It services approximately 16,7 million
people per month from an estimated population of 52 million people (National Treasury
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2014:89). The country also spends a significant amount on education and health care, with
6,9% and 4,1% of GDP respectively having been budgeted for the 2014/5 fiscal year (Burger
2014).

In developing countries such as South Africa, it is usually the poorest of the poor that
suffers the most due to hazardous developments. In this way the poor are continually
disadvantaged by market-driven environmental choices. Often developers purchase sites
in destitute areas due to the low cost and then start “dirty” development in the area. To
deal with these and related issues, the South African Government has developed a
comprehensive statutory and regulatory framework to address the various dimensions and
aspects of development in the country. Below is a brief list of some of the most significant
pieces of legislation in this regard.

e Petroleum Products Act 120 of 1977
Agricultural Pests Act 36 of 1983
Agricultural Products Standards Act 119 of 1990
Development Facilitation Act 67 of 1995
Genetically Modified Organisms Act 15 of 1997
National Water Act 36 of 1998
National Environmental Management Act 107 of 1998
Marine Living Resources Act 18 of 1998
National Forests Act 84 of 1998
National Heritage Resources Act 25 of 1999
Meat Safety Act 40 of 2000
Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act 28 of 2002
National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act 10 of 2004
National Environmental Management: Air Quality Act 39 of 2004
National Energy Regulator Act 40 of 2004
National Environmental Management: Integrated Coastal Management Act 24 of 2008

It is evident that South Africa has a comprehensive statutory framework to deal with the
most significant dimensions and issues regarding sustainable development. The capacity
and competency of Government to operationalise these policies successfully, however,
do not always live up to expectations. Measured in terms of the appropriate vision,
commitment, policies, institutional capacity, and the maturity of the democracy, the delivery
of a democratic developmental state at best still must be considered ‘a work in progress’
(Gumede 2009:8). Given the country’s history and pressing developmental challenges such
as the divide between the poor and affluent, one may argue that the country is still en route
to become developmental (see Shawa, Cooperb & Antkiewiczb 2007; Burger 2014).

Economic interventions

According to Nobel Prize winning economist, Joseph Stiglitz (2015), a successful South
African economy requires the government’s intervention. He points out that no great
economic success in history has been achieved without direct government intervention.
This provides a variety of rationales for a government’s intervention, for example, economic
stability, allocation of resources, distribution of income and wealth, regulation of monopolies
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and oligopolies, and externalities. Stiglitz (2015) further asserts that the recent international
financial crisis revealed flaws in Adam Smith’s argument that markets are ‘self-directing’
and ‘self-regulating’. As Stiglitz contends, “If shareholders cannot hold their companies to
account then it is left to government to be the ringleader!”

These arguments support the need for the South African Government to intervene in the
economy by means of industrial policy, regulation and a wider variety of monetary tools.
Government should coordinate the various levers of the economy. This means promoting
development through subsidies and incentives, fixing of interest rates, foreign exchange rates,
and facilitating industrial competitiveness. In this regard the establishment of the National
Planning Commission to direct government interventions is an important step forward.
Government also aims to address inequality and gross national income by facilitating
economic stability (Heller 2001:134; Gumede 2009:95).

In addition, the South African Government has made significant strides to convert to a
‘green economy’ (Salamon & Anheier 1997:9). A green economy may offer a developmental
path that reduces carbon dependency, promotes the efficient usage of resources and
energy, and lessens environmental degradation. The green economy refers to two inter-
linked developmental outcomes for the South African economy. On the one hand, it means
a growing economic activity (which leads to investment, jobs and competitiveness) in the
green-industry sector; on the other hand, it implies a shift in the economy as a whole towards
cleaner industries and sectors with a low environmental impact as opposed to its socio-
economic impact (Barbier 2010). For this purpose, in 2011, the government entered into the
Green Economic Accord, which aims to create 300 000 jobs in the next 10 years through
investment. A green economy is further prioritised as one of the key economic drivers in the
Medium-Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) 2009-2014 (Outcome 4 and 10), the President’s
State of the Nation Address (Feb. 2015), as well as the Minister of Finance’s budget speech
(2015). All government departments are to develop programmes that aim to:

e benefit the environment, economy and society;
promote growth while reducing pollution and greenhouse gas emissions;
minimise waste and inefficient use of natural resources;
maintain biodiversity; and
strengthen energy security.

Other specific (socio-)economic interventions include the following:

e Provincial Growth and Development Strategies: These are critical instruments to guide
and coordinate the allocation of national, provincial and local resources and investments
from the private sector to achieve sustainable developmental outcomes in provinces.

e Integrated Development Planning and Community-based Development: Designed
by municipalities, these plans must incorporate the development needs of all
communities.

e The Medium-Term Strategic Framework (MTSF): These are statements of Government’s
strategic intent regarding development and economic vision.

e The Stellenbosch Resolutions, 2002: This refers to the ANC’s Policy Conference
during which direct interventionist and developmental approaches were emphasised.
Outcomes of the Conference include the establishment of the Mining Charter (2004)
and the adoption of the Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Act 53 of 2003.
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e The Polokwane Resolutions, 2007: The ANC's 2007 Polokwane Conference adopted a
series of resolutions aimed at increased state intervention. The Polokwane resolutions
saw a radical departure from conservative macro-economic policies, in favour of
developmental and interventionist policies.

e The New Growth Path: Designed in 2011, the aim of this strategy is for the state to
accept a leading role in directing investment and providing investment incentives
(NGP 2011). The emphasis is, therefore, largely on the interventionist state which
directs economic activity.

e National Strategy for Sustainable Development (NSSD): The Framework is premised on
five strategic priorities: enhancing systems for integrated planning and implementation;
sustaining current ecosystems and using natural resources efficiently; working towards
a ‘green economy’; building sustainable communities; and responding effectively to
climate change.

e The Integrated Sustainable Rural Development Strategy (ISRDS): This strategy aims to
improve opportunities for development, as well as the general well-being of people
living in deep rural areas.

e [ocal Economic Development: In order to adhere to their developmental mandate,
local governments have to act as catalysts for opportunities of local socio-economic
development. From the perspective of sustainable development it is critical that
municipalities strike a healthy and delicate balance between the economic and
developmental needs of the community and that of the environment. This applies
especially to areas such as spatial planning, resource management, strategies
to protect the environment, as well as to dispose of waste and control pollution
efficiently.

Environmental interventionism

Since 1992, clear signs emerge that the South African Government is committed to facilitate
sustainable development within the country. Two international conventions were ratified
in 1992. The first one was the Basel Convention (ratified in May 1994), and the second
the Convention on Biological Diversity (ratified in September 1995). Over and above these
two conventions, South Africa signed the Convention on Desertification, the Framework
Convention on Climate Change, and the World Heritage Convention.

Various Agenda 21-related initiatives have been taken in South Africa under the auspices
of the Committee for Sustainable Development, established in 1997. The United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) helped South Africa to adopt the UNDP Capacity 21
programme. The Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism acted as champion
for this programme. The Department, with the assistance of the International Council for
Local Environmental Initiatives and USAID, organised an African Regional Seminar in 1995,
with the theme “Towards Urban Reconstruction and Development”. The Seminar focused
primarily on the experiences of countries outside Africa that also have implemented Local
Agenda 21 initiatives. Specific environmental initiatives include the following:

e The construction of a $21.8-billion, 5 000 MW solar park in the Northern Cape

Province as part of an impetus to stimulate the industrialised economy and reduce
poverty without increasing the carbon footprint.
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e The World Bank granted Eskom a $3.75-billion loan, both to help build the country’s
largest coal-fired plant, Medupi, and to finance renewable energy projects such as
solar-power plants and wind farms.

e The electricity utility agency, Eskom, has implemented a solar water-heating
programme, in which consumers who replace electric geysers with solar-powered
ones are given a rebate.

e The Government launched a drive to install low-energy lighting in its buildings, which
will save approximately $845-million in electricity costs per annum.

e Private sector investment in renewable energy plants is encouraged through feed-
in tariffs. According to the World Wind Energy Association, South Africa is the first
country in Africa to introduce a feed-in tariff for wind energy.

e Government also introduced an emissions tax (Sept 2010) on new passenger cars
and light commercial vehicles. South Africa is reported to be the first country in the
world to include the latter in such a regime, which aims to encourage individuals and
businesses to buy smaller, more fuel-efficient vehicles.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this article was to outline governments’ interventionism regarding sustainable
development by focusing on the South African Government. It is evident that within the
framework of a developmental-state agenda, the South African Government has designed
a comprehensive response involving particular interventions in the social, economic and
environmental dimensions associated with sustainable development. It is further clear that
South Africa partakes in various international treaties, protocols and interventions to facilitate
sustainable development, whilst the government nationally also has established a comprehensive
statutory and regulatory framework. The capacity and competency of Government to implement
these responses and frameworks effectively are, however, not always on par with international
good governance practices. Improved institutional capacity and effective political leadership can
be singled out to support initiatives by government departments. Such initiatives will enable the
departments to design and execute programmes that can further sustainable development.
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