Cambridge University Press

0521807484 - Discipline and Development: Middle Classes and Prosperity in East Asia and
Latin America

Diane E. Davis

Frontmatter

More information

DISCIPLINE AND DEVELOPMENT

Perhaps the most commonly held assumption in the field of development
is that middle classes are the bounty of economic modernization and
growth. As countries gradually transcend their agrarian past and become
urbanized and industrialized, so the logic goes, middle classes emerge
and gain in number, complexity, cultural influence, social prominence,
and political authority. Yet this is only half the story. Middle classes
shape industrial and economic development rather than being merely its
product; and the particular ways in which rural and urban middle classes
shape themselves — and the ways historical conditions shape them —
influence development trajectories in multiple ways. This book tells the
story of South Korea’s and Taiwan’s economic successes and Argentina’s
and Mexico’s relative “failures” through a historical examination of each
country’s middle classes and how they facilitated or limited the state’s
capacities to discipline capitalists during key phases of twentieth-century
industrialization. It also raises questions about the likelihood that such
disciplining can continue in a world context where globalization squeezes
middle classes and frees capitalists from state and social contracts in
which they historically have been embedded.

Diane E. Davis is Associate Professor of Political Sociology at MIT. She is
the author or editor of several books that explore the intersections among
cities, politics, and national development, including Urban Leviathan:
Mexico City in the Twentieth Century (1994) and Irregular Armed Forces and
Their Role in Politics and State Formation (Cambridge University Press,
2003).
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PREFACE

For most development scholars the East Asian “tigers” have long been a source
of wonder and curiosity. Among them, South Korea and Taiwan garnered
special attention during the 1980s and 1990s for their increasing per capita
incomes, declining rates of inequality, and the fact that they had transcended
a predominantly agrarian past to become formidable industrial giants in a
remarkably short period of time. Many have pondered why these particular
countries achieved considerable economic stability and prosperity while in the
same decades so many other late industrializers lurched from one debt, finan-
cial, employment, or inflation crisis to the next. What made it possible for
South Korea and Taiwan to escape from the trap of problem-ridden import-
substituting industrialization and pursue the more profitable export-led in-
dustrialization so early on, thereby setting themselves on such a promising
path vis-a-vis so many other late developers?

When I began to seek answers to these questions several years ago, after
having completed a detailed case study of political and economic development
in twentieth-century Mexico, I turned to the case of South Korea first. I was
totally unprepared for what I discovered. The regime uniformly identified
as responsible for establishing the South Korean development miracle, that
of General Park Chung Hee, counted on South Korea’s farmers and rural-
based small producers as a key political base and cultural reference point.
During his first decade in office, when South Korea’s development path initially
was set, Park did not rely upon chaebols or other large industrialists, foreign
investors, or U.S. military advisors, all of whom spent the first several years
repudiating Park’s administration and criticizing the nature and direction
of his development policies. Rather, Park initially developed his industrial
policies with small rural producers in mind. With modest farmers backing
his regime at almost every turn, Park became a heavy-handed disciplinarian of
bankers and large industrial capitalists, who were soon goaded (if not forced) to
generate sufficient industrial export earnings so the South Korean state might

vii
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Preface

foster the growth of a dynamic agricultural sector and a strong rural middle
class of farmers.

As a Latin Americanist I knew this story demanded further attention. I
had not read an account of successful late development in which small ru-
ral proprietors seemed so important to a government’s larger developmental
vision and to the content of its industrial policies. Nor had I seen a focus
on small-scale rural producers to explain the uniqueness of the East Asian
model, even among those scholars who had already identified the state’s dis-
ciplining of capital as key to South Korea’s successes. To be sure, scholars
such as Alice Amsden and Robert Bates had highlighted the state’s disci-
plinary measures, but little had been said about the social origins or political
foundations of this extensive disciplinary capacity. Tantalized by these find-
ings and the revisionist theoretical possibilities of focusing on small rural
farmers, I immediately turned to the history of Park’s ascent to power. The
evidence shows that he was a charismatic leader, a provincial middle-class son
of schoolteachers born in the countryside who valued rural life more gener-
ally. Park viewed South Korea’s urban populations as overly acquisitive and
insufficiently austere; he particularly despised bankers; and he viewed most
large-scale industrial capitalists and their financier counterparts as pampered
and unworthy social groups whose speculative impulses and accumulation in-
stincts should be harnessed in the service of national development. Far from
envisioning South Korea as a leading industrial nation preparing itself to com-
pete and consume more in a world of major industrial manufacturers, Park’s
own preferred model for South Korean development was not a big industrial
power like the United States, Germany, or even Japan, but the bucolic, rural
middle-class country of Denmark. Denmark? What Latin American country
would have tried to build its economy using this small and relatively modest
country as a guide? How much of this owed to Park’s own idiosyncrasies as
opposed to a realistic reading of the country’s developmental possibilities and
constraints?

Park’s constant invocation of Denmark as a model further reinforced my
resolve to consider the possibility that the South Korean state’s desire and
capacity to discipline capital, and thus achieve such great developmental gains,
rested on rural middle-class foundations. But then again, if these modest goals
of rural development really were Park’s aim, and he relied so strongly on a rural
middle-class ethos of discipline to sustain this vision, why did South Korea end
up looking so heavily urbanized and industrialized, with a relatively weak rural
sector and a dominant class of industrialists, and not at all like the northern
European agricultural welfare state that served as his inspiration? This was a
story that had to be told, not only for its own sake, but in comparison to other
late industrializers.

Once I had made the decision to use material drawn from the South Korean
case as a springboard for understanding East Asian “successes” — especially

viii
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vis-a-vis the Latin American economies that have suffered so many economic
troubles during the last several decades — I reformulated this project into a
more general study of “middle classes” and late industrialization in which
discipline was a key conceptual notion. I chose for study South Korea, Taiwan,
Argentina, and Mexico, because when they were grouped as “matched pairs,”
conventional class-centered, state-centered, and world-system explanations
could not account for their developmental differences and commonalities (see
Appendix A for more on case study selection and methodological logic). My
originating point of departure became smaller producer-owners, both rural
and urban, and their role in establishing the disciplinary foundations of state
development policy during key decades of industrial expansion. In conceptual
and theoretical terms, the book’s focus on these forces, and the decision to view
them in middle-class terms, stemmed from a desire to liberate development
theory from the shackles of its myopic preoccupation with the power of capital,
labor, and the state.

Enter History

As the research for the project unfolded, it became clear that I harbored an
equally fundamental aim: to reintroduce history into contemporary devel-
opment studies. I had long been uneasy with the contemporary development
literature’s overly presentist orientation. I found far too many efforts to theorize
successful development with a focus on the policies enabling those successes,
rather than with a view to what made those policies possible in the first place.
An emphasis on the period of success rather than on its antecedents further
reinforced the search for simple policy paradigms whose ingredients could
be altered or modified to produce greater government efficiency, expedient
global management techniques, “right” or “wrong” prices, new public-private
partnerships, post-Fordist production techniques, and/or reconstituted global
commodity chains, to name but a few. Granted, many of these prescriptions
hold the potential to bear fruit, and there is nothing wrong with embracing
such normative aims in the social sciences. But an overriding concern with
market failures and the policies necessary to “correct” them has dislodged the
long-standing scholarly commitment to historically grounded, complex ex-
planation of the variety that led to a focus on South Korea’s unique disciplinary
development trajectory in the first place. By first turning to the post—World
War II rural middle-class origins of Park’s disciplinary development model,
and then contrasting South Korea with countries at an equivalent historical
moment where such class foundations and developmental visions were absent,
this book raises the possibility that economic prosperity in late developers is
as much the outcome of social structures and political processes rooted in his-
torically grounded geographical, cultural, and social class arrangements that
favored some countries over others as it is a matter of knowing what general

ixX
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policies will magically correct market deficiencies and thus lead to sound
economic growth.

In addition to recognizing the constraints of history, this book also seeks to
transcend them in some fashion. Much of the development literature is built on
the assumption that the history of the world’s “early” industrializing nations,
namely, Britain, France, and much of western and northern Europe, stands
altogether apart, and that economic progress in twentieth-century industrial-
izers, or “late developers,” differs fundamentally from the early developmental
experience. To be sure, the extent and dynamics of global capital and com-
modity flows in the twentieth-century world are entirely different from those in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when countries like Great Britain first
initiated industrialization. So too are the size, character, and role of the state,
factors which affect whether, where, and how the governments in “late” indus-
trializers will intervene in markets and productive activities. But in the effort to
specify what makes late development unique, scholars may have thrown out
the baby with the bath water, ignoring the class actors and social conditions
that were most relevant among early industrializers, namely, middle classes
and their disciplinary orientations. With its analytic focus on middle classes
and discipline, this book shows some elective affinity with arguments offered
by scholars of early development, particularly those advanced by Max Weber
in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Far from conceiving of the
distant past as an obsolete legacy to be shed in contemporary model build-
ing and analysis, I suggest that the history of “early” developers can serve as
a central theoretical and analytical reference point for a more contemporary
period.

For further guidance in historicizing and theorizing late development,
and any similarities or differences between late and early industrializers, I
turned not only to the literature on states and bureaucratic decision mak-
ing and to that which explores the relations between business investors and
their factor inputs (labor and technology), but also and most especially to
the classics in comparative-historical sociology and economic history writ-
ten by Max Weber, Henri Pirenne, Karl Polanyi, Barrington Moore, Perry
Anderson, Robert Brenner, Eric Hobsbawm, David Landes, Michael Mann, and
Charles Tilly. The model that emerged is a hybrid, a contemporary mix of the
“new” and “old” dynamics examined in both bodies of literature. Think of it as
Robert Brenner’s and Barrington Moore’s yeoman farmers meeting Alexander
Gerschenkron’s and Peter Evans’s developmental states.

History enters these pages in yet another way: in the analyses of indi-
vidual country trajectories. Not only did each of the four countries studied
here (South Korea, Argentina, Taiwan, and Mexico) face distinct social, po-
litical, and economic histories, these unique national histories affected rural
and urban middle-class formation, the institutional and cultural foundations
of the disciplinary ethos, and thus how and why each country pursued the

X
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twentieth-century industrial development path that it did. For precisely this
reason, much of the narrative of this book is devoted to presenting what I
would call “foundational” histories of late industrialization, or the historical
conditions associated with middle-class formation in each of the four countries
that led their national states to foster rapid industrialization at a particular
time and in a particular form.
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