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Is There A Circular Argument for the “State Capacity
Explanation” of Economic Development?
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Abstract: The “state capacity explanation” of the “developmental state theory” is an important doctrine for
understanding the reasons for economic development in latecomer countries. Recently, this theory has been
questioned in terms of both case and logical demonstration. This paper supports the case explanation of this
doctrine from three “latent theories”: the “internal cause perspective of subjectivism”, “the flexibility of
state capacity”,and “the coordination of primary and secondary factors”,and the non-circular argumenta-
tion of the concept of “conceptual slippage” and the “outcome dependence” of “state capacity” support the
case explanation of the doctrine. This paper argues that the concept of “state power” cannot replace the
concept of “state capacity” and that the “state capacity explanation” can be further refined by introducing
“government endowment”,and “logic of factor shifting and combining”,and by strengthening the mastery
of specific “institutional cultures”,so that the doctrine can be developed into a more general theory to ex-
plain economic development,while the rejection of the “circular argument” can be regarded as a preparation
for the development of a new theory.
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