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The institutions that govern how we distribute resources, protect rights, Received 17 October 2023

and accord status are widely recognised as important for progressive Accepted 1 August 2024

development outcomes. Political settlements analysis is an increasingly

influential framework for (post)institutional analysis within development C > .
. . P . ultural political economy;

studies, arguing that institutions and their outcomes are shaped by institutions; political

political economy relations of power. This article builds on the strengths settlements

of political settlements analysis (PSA) but argues that its strongly

materialist foundations overlook the role of social identity, status and

moral beliefs in shaping institutional change. Future research

employing PSA needs rebalancing, incorporating an understanding of

power relations as ideational as well as material and based on cultural

as well as political and economic sources. Drawing on insights from

cultural political economy, this article presents an alternative approach

to power in PSA. This emphasises the contingency inherent in meaning-

making processes and conceives of power as embedded in cultural

understandings, as well as political organisation and economic control.

Adopting this cultural political economy approach to power allows PSA

to produce a fuller understanding of the causal mechanisms generating

institutional change.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

A common concern in development studies is understanding what leads to a more equitable distri-
bution of resources and rights within a society. A popular approach to answering this question refers
to the concept of institutions. Institutions, broadly understood, are ‘rules, norms or procedures’ that
structure human behaviour (Mahoney and Thelen 2009, p. 4) and so shape the processes through
which resources, rights and status are distributed or allocated across a society. Understanding the
processes through which institutions are created, become powerful and change is central to under-
standing how the distribution of benefits across a society may become more equitable.

This research contributes to the debate over how to understand institutional change and pro-
poses a revised version of the political settlements analysis framework to do so. Political settlements
analysis (PSA) has gained traction in political analysis of development and become influential in
international development policy’ (Kelsall 2022). First developed by Mushtag Khan (1995, 2010),
PSA confronted how the relationship between institutions and development outcomes is conceived
in mainstream development studies. Khan (1995, p. 1) argues that to understand how institutions
function, it is necessary to analyse the ‘inherited balance of power or “political settlement” in
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which institutions exist. A political settlement according to Khan is ‘a combination of power and
institutions that is mutually compatible and also sustainable in terms of economic and political via-
bility’ (Khan 2010, p. 4). This, Khan argues, means that the nature of a society’s institutions reflects the
interests of the groups with the greatest economic and political power (Khan 2010).

Khan's PSA was important in reviving critical questions of capital and politics in the analysis of
development processes and it refocused the institutional turn in development studies on critical pol-
itical economy theory. By showing how institutions are a reflection of domestic power relations, PSA
also challenged the viability of the popular ‘good governance’ agenda that prescribed uniform
‘global standard institutions’ to countries in the global South (Chang 2011, p. 474). However, as |
will argue, PSA is limited by its conceptualisation of power.

Power is central to the PSA framework but actors’ power is narrowly conceived as the ‘capability
of an individual or group to engage and survive in conflicts’ (Khan 2010, p. 6) in which ‘powerful
organisations in any context want to enrich themselves, not society’ (Khan 2018, p. 650). Reducing
processes of institutional change to conflict over material self-interest obscures analysis of why
people act politically to achieve non-material institutional changes, such as the recognition of
their identity or their right to political participation. A conflictual, materialist approach to power
also diverts analysis away from discursive processes and actors’ ability to collaborate around
shared beliefs and identities that are rooted in cultural practices as well as material interests. To
address these limitations, | propose a cultural political economy approach to the concept of
power in PSA.

Since Khan (2010) proposed his PSA framework numerous researchers have attempted to address
some of its limitations For example, Lavers (2022) and Lavers and Hickey (2016) sought to give ideas
a greater analytical role, Gray (2018) has demonstrated how ideological commitments can influence
the distribution of power and resources, and Behuria et al. (2017) elaborate on the significance of
violence, ideology and rents in PSA. The most substantial revisions to PSA have been made by
Kelsall (2022), who proposed an alternative definition, typology and methodology that draws on pol-
itical sociology and political science. Taking PSA in a different direction Kelsall (2022) sought to
examine the relative inclusivity of a political settlement and the role of coalition-building as well
as competition in institutional change.

While these various revisions to PSA have offered different insights, none have examined Khan's
concept of holding power, which is foundational to the framework. Arguing for a broader concep-
tualisation of power, guided by cultural political economy, this article repositions PSA ontologically
and proposes that rebalancing attention to agency as well as structure and to the ideational and as
well as the material increases the explanatory power of PSA.

The following sections present an interrogation of how power is conceived in Khan's PSA. First
Khan's approach to institutions is compared to the wider institutionalist literature to identify onto-
logical assumptions underpinning PSA. These assumptions are examined in comparison with politi-
cal theory to clarify how power is conceived in PSA and how this could be conceptualised differently.
The following sections examine the relative role of ideas and culture in PSA literature and how a cul-
tural political economy approach to power can enable PSA to better capture processes of insti-
tutional change. The article proposes a revised approach to PSA that integrates political
settlements theory and cultural political economy to examine how institutions are (re-)produced
through relations of power that are embedded in culture and discourse as well as in political organ-
isation and economic control.

Understanding institutional change

The institutional turn in economics examined institutions as coordinating mechanisms solving col-
lective action problems or reducing uncertainty between actors, whose rationality was assumed to
be bounded by norms and values (e.g. Ostrom 1990). This ‘new institutional economics’ brought
principles from economics, especially microeconomics, into the study of economic development
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processes and gained influence in international financial organisations during the 1990s (Fine 1999,
Kaufmann et al. 1999).

However, in more recent years development studies has taken a ‘post-institutionalist’ turn in
which attention has shifted to relations of political power and economic interests underpinning insti-
tutions (Kelsall 2022, p. 8). Prominent institutional theorists North et al. (2009) and Acemoglu et al.
(2001) argued that the nature of a state’s institutions reflects a country’s political history and that
changes in political power shift political and economic institutions, enabling greater economic
inclusion or exclusion. Others such as Khan (1995, 2010) and Boone (2003) argued that economic
as well as political relations of power reproduce institutions, pointing to the strength of informal
institutions in maintaining the interests of the most powerful political-business coalitions. In contrast
to North et al. (2009), who explain institutional change as occurring through formal market processes
and utility-maximisation by elites (Gray 2016), Khan (1995) points to the conflictual process of capital
accumulation enabled by the political protection of certain business interests.

Khan (2010) developed ‘political settlements analysis’ to elaborate on this argument. Based on an
understanding of capitalist development as inherently violent, PSA examines how actors engage in
contests over the nature of institutions to secure their interests (Khan 2004, 2010). This conflictual
approach to power relations is central to PSA theory and emphasises competition for control of
rents between the political elite and excluded factions, between the ruling elite and its subordinate
supporters and between the ruling elite and productive entrepreneurs (Khan 2010, p. 8-9). These
three dimensions of power relations are used to broadly describe a country’s political settlement
which sets the parameters for institutional change (Khan 2010).

Situating PSA in the wider institutional literature reveals how it corresponds to a ‘calculus’
approach in rational choice institutional theory (Hall and Taylor 1996, p. 939). The calculus approach
assumes that actors are rational, strategic and motivated by utility maximisation (ibid.). Khan's PSA
also reflects ‘historical institutionalism’, which views institutions as ‘political legacies’ of historical
political and economic contestation, and which reinforce the continuing distribution of power; facil-
itating some groups, while hindering others (Mahoney and Thelen 2009, p. 7). However, as this article
will argue, PSA’s materialist foundations limit its ability to capture how ideas, meaning-making and
non-material objectives, such as greater rights and recognition are integral to the causal mechanisms
of institutional change.

Firmly based on a rational actor approach, PSA overlooks insights from other branches of insti-
tutional theory and wider cultural political economy literature. In contrast to the calculus approach,
institutional theories within the ‘cultural’ approach offer a broader concept of an institution, which
includes norms, rituals and moral and cognitive frames that guide actors’ behaviour through a logic
of appropriateness (March and Olsen 1996, Schmidt 2011). Hay’s (2008, 2010) ‘constructivist institu-
tionalism’ considers institutions as ‘codified systems of ideas and the practices they contain’ (Hay
2008, p. 60) and focuses on understanding the ideational preconditions for institutional change,
rather than stasis. Similarly, ‘discursive institutionalism’, developed by Schmidt (2008), emphasises
actors’ agency in their ability to interpret and critique institutions. Viewing norms as ‘intersubjective
constructs rather than static structures’, discursive institutionalism argues that actors’ ideas and dis-
course can challenge existing (historical) institutions (Schmidt 2008, p, 303).

While institutionalists now frequently draw on concepts from across the different institutional-
isms (Levi 2009), Khan's PSA framework largely neglects the insights developed by the cultural
approach. PSA gives little importance to ideas or meanings in its theorisation of institutional
change. For example, Khan (2010, p. 61) describes ‘cultural symbols like caste, religion or tribe’ as
‘typically opportunistic arrangements’ that competing factions use to organise around. This materi-
alist approach, rooted in critical political economy, helpfully critiqued simplistic theories of political
clientelism as a ‘neopatrimonial’ culture or norm (Mkandawire, 2015). However in doing so | argue
that Khan's PSA is overly reductive.

To address this reductive approach to social relations of power, | turn to cultural political
economy. Cultural political economy, like PSA, shifts analytical attention to the relations of power
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producing institutions rather than the institutions themselves. However, where Khan's PSA gives
little attention to the ideational, cultural political economy offers a middle way. Drawing equally
on structural, materialist perspectives and cultural, ideational perspectives, cultural political
economy theorises these apparently opposing concepts as existing in a dialectic relationship
(Sum and Jessop 2013).

Cultural political economy (CPE) rejects an ontological distinction between the cultural and the
material and argues that culture is expressed in practices and so has material effects, which in
turn maintain the meanings given to practices (Best and Paterson 2009). This differs significantly
from a rational choice or historical institutionalist approach to culture in which, if culture is con-
sidered at all, it is examined as an independent factor bounding rationality (Appadurai 2020, Hall
and Taylor 1996). | will argue that a CPE approach to PSA can therefore capture how actors’
power is embedded in cultural as well as political and economic ideas and practices. | propose
that this approach allows PSA to identify a greater range of causal mechanisms through which insti-
tutions change.

This article is substantively theoretical in design. The development of the proposed framework
involved a literature review of political theories of power, institutions and cultural political
economy and a comparison of this literature with the theoretical foundations of PSA. Following a
critical realist perspective the research shifts the conceptual foundations of PSA to align with
Jessop’s (1996) strategic relational approach and to incorporate insights from Sum and Jessop’s
(2013) cultural political economy (CPE). Short case studies are used to illustrate empirical relevance.”

An ontological perspective

The CPE literature does not provide a definition of power (Best and Paterson 2009) but instead points
to deeper ontological questions. These concern the relative power of structures to constrain or
enable actors, the relative power of actors to reproduce or transform structures and the relative
power of the material and the ideational in this interaction.

As Leftwich argued (2010, p. 94) ‘Though it is seldom now addressed [...] the “structure-agency”
question remains one of the most important and longstanding problems in the social sciences’.
Khan's approach to power relations and institutions focuses on conflict between self-interested
actors over the political control of material benefits, analysing the relations of power between
and within political-economic coalitions. This, | argue, gives too much weight to the structural
power of economic relations and material interests, which obscures the identification of the multiple
causal mechanisms that (re-)produce institutions. Instead, to bring balance to the analysis of the
power of structures and agency | draw on Bob Jessop’s (1996) ‘strategic relational approach’.

Critiquing and building on Gidden'’s (1979) and Bhaskar’s (1979) theories of structuration, Jessop
(1996, p. 124) understands structure as ‘structurally inscribed strategic selectivity’ and actors as
acting with ‘strategically calculating structural orientation’. This emphasises the conditionality and
specificity of structural power to ‘privilege some actors, some discourses, some identities, and
some strategies over others’ (Jessop 2005, p. 48). An actor’'s power must therefore be qualified
and contextualised by an understanding of the spatial-temporal structural constraints and opportu-
nities that they specifically act within and in relation to other social actors (Jessop 1996).

Drawing on Colin Hay’s (e.g. 2001, 2002) work, Jessop (2007, p. 22) also argues for ‘a dialectical
approach to the material and discursive interdependence of structure and strategy’. This ontological
position requires political analysis to consider the power of ideas as ‘cognitive templates through
which actors interpret the world’ (Hay 2002, p. 212) and to consider ‘the dominant paradigms and
frames of reference through which actors come to understand the contexts in which they must
act’ (Hay 2002, p. 214). Moreover, Hay's work points to how actors use meaning-making processes
to make sense of reality, which is too complex to comprehend in its entirety (Sum and Jessop
2013). Recognising Hay's argument, Ngai-Ling Sum and Bob Jessop (2013) integrated semiosis
into a strategic-relational approach and drawing on Gramsci, Foucault and Marx, among others,
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produced a theory of cultural political economy. This proposes a dialectical relationship between
structure and agency and between the semiotic (or cultural) and the material as integral to political
economy.

Similar to Khan’s PSA, Sum and Jessop developed their CPE framework to shed light on the
relationship between states, capital and society. For example, Sum and Jessop (2013) apply their
analytical approach to the 2007-12 North Atlantic financial crisis to understand how a neoliberal
imaginary prevailed, and Sum (2013) uses CPE to examine how (trans-)national forces constructed
the symbol of BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China) as a driver of recovery. While PSA has focused on
relations of political and economic power in developing capitalist societies, CPE has typically
focused on the reproduction and regulation of capitalist societies. Nevertheless, critically examining
the relationship between the cultural and the material and how economies are ‘discursively consti-
tuted and materially reproduced’ (Jessop 2004, p. 162) does not necessitate a focus only on capital-
ism or globally dominant cultural practices and paradigms as Singh (2015), Mkandawire (2017) and
others have shown.

To develop a CPE approach to PSA | consider how Sum and Jessop’s (2013) theoretical framework
challenges the conceptualisation of power in PSA. In Khan’s PSA, power relations are analysed in
terms of actors’ ‘holding power’ to contest or defend the status quo. Taking a materialist approach,
Khan (2010, p. 7) describes the components determining holding power as:

In general, economic strength is important but by no means the only determinant of holding power. ... the pol-
itical ability to organize, the numbers of people that can be mobilized, and perceptions of legitimacy are par-
ticularly important for understanding the differential abilities of groups to inflict and absorb costs in the
course of conflicts.

While this definition suggests that ‘perceptions of legitimacy’ are an important aspect of holding
power, Khan emphasises economic and political power in arguing that ‘significant institutional
changes are [...] a result of new political mobilisations, new technologies and economic opportu-
nities, or external shocks’ (Khan 2018, p. 639). Like Sum and Jessop, Khan draws on Marxist historical
materialism but unlike Sum and Jessop, Khan gives precedence to material factors and structurally
inscribed interests. Cultural political economy, in contrast, emphasises the contingency in actors’
subjective interpretations of reality while equally stressing the structural power of ideas and mean-
ings that, when codified, shape the context in which actors act (Sum and Jessop 2013). This is an
important shift from treating ideas and meaning-making as external variables towards an ontological
and methodological cultural turn in understanding how institutional change occurs (Sum and Jessop
2013).

Ideas and power

This is not the first attempt to consider how ideas and meaning-making have causal power in PSA.
Taking Khan's PSA typology, Lavers and Hickey (2016) identify a difference in how ideas function in
dominant political settlements and in competitive political settlements. The former features a secure
political elite who are more likely to be able to pursue a long-term vision. In the latter, the political
elite may have to respond to conflicting ideas and interests from different powerful groups and
create immediate benefits that do not align with a single ideology (Lavers and Hickey 2016). As
such, Lavers and Hickey (2016) conclude that paradigmatic ideas are more likely to guide policy
decisions in dominant settlements than in competitive settlements.

Hickey et al. (2019) also examine how ideas shape policy negotiation within a political settlement.
Drawing on Schmidt’s discursive institutionalism (2008), Hickey (2019) categorise ideas at the level of
paradigm, problem definition or policy solution, and as either normative or cognitive. Using these
categories they describe how paradigmatic ideas may be powerful in shaping a political settlement,
whereas narrower problem and policy level ideas may inform more specific political decisions. Hickey
(2019) propose that actors who have greater holding power are more able to impose their ideas on
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others, forcing those who are less powerful to frame their policy ideas within the views of the domi-
nant and form coalitions with others to increase the power of their ideas.

Using case studies of the uptake of cash transfer policies in Zambia and Uganda, Hickey (2019)
identify how enthusiasm for cash transfer policies among international donors reflected ideas of indi-
vidual social and economic rights that had become dominant in developed capitalist societies. In
Zambia and in Uganda, the policy idea of cash transfers had to be reframed to fit within the domi-
nant imaginary of the respective societies, in which a different set of ideas and material practices
prevailed. In both country cases, to avoid directly threatening the narratives of the ruling elite,
who viewed poverty as a result of laziness, the donor-led pro-cash transfer coalitions described
the reform as protecting the dignity of vulnerable people who are unable to work (Hickey 2019).
Policy ideas about the role of the state in protecting certain groups therefore had to align with
the paradigmatic and problem-definition ideas of powerful groups as per Lavers and Hickey's
(2016) theory.

Hickey et al's (2019) and Lavers and Hickey’'s (2016) approach to PSA assumes that to stay in
power elites must respond to the ideas and interests of others in accordance with their relative
holding power. This suggests that actors are motivated primarily by political survival with ideas func-
tioning as a means through which actors form coalitions and advocate for change. Nevertheless, by
including normative and cognitive ideas as well as material interests in their analysis, Lavers and
Hickey (2016) shift PSA away from Khan's materialist standpoint and demonstrate the role of
ideas at policy, problem and paradigmatic levels in shaping institutional change.

Gray (2018, 2019) also elaborates on the role of ideas in PSA. Using the concept of ‘ideology’
rather than ideas, Gray grounds her discussion in Khan’s attention to capital, developing capitalist
relations and economic transformation. However where Khan describes clientelist political settle-
ments, Gray (2018) coins the term ‘socialist political settlement’. Through detailed studies of social-
ism in Tanzania and Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s, Gray (2018, p.70) emphasises how political
commitment to an ideology can generate political mobilisation and enable the justification of the
distribution of power and resources. This is found to have material effects on patterns of accumu-
lation and to create variation in the material logics of clientelist redistribution. Although Gray
(2019, p. 9) concludes that ‘new political orders can be difficult to sustain without a movement
toward the redistribution of economic power’, she emphasises that the role of ideas in generating
economic transformation merits serious attention.

This approach to ideology offers a more expansive role for ideational power and Gray (2019, p. 9)
proposes a ‘dialectical understanding of the relationship between ideologies, power, and insti-
tutions’. However, Gray appears to position ideas (or ideology) as separate from power and so
Gray (2019) is left with the question of why ideology appears to matter in some political settlements
and not in others. In contrast, a CPE approach, as per Sum and Jessop (2013), proposes that ideas are
a form of power that exists in a dialectic with the material and that processes of interpretation create
meaning that shapes understanding of reality and identity. Consequently, analysis of when ideology
affects resource distribution and when it does not, is not a relevant question. Rather, the question is
why a particular set of ideas and related material practices become dominant in a particular space
and time.

Nevertheless Gray's (2018, 2019) work is valuable in demonstrating the power of ideas to shape
material relations of power and, as Gray (2019, p. 197) concludes, she ‘provides a starting point for a
more wide-ranging consideration of the relationship between political and economic goals and the
place of economic change within broader struggles for transformation’. Following Gray's proposition
the next section studies the role of ideas in broader struggles for institutional transformation and
examines how perceptions of identity and moral judgements shape the process of political mobil-
isation. This considers the power of non-elite actors and counter-hegemonic movements and how
actors may seek non-material outcomes, such as institutional shifts in the allocation of status and
recognition, as well as material advantage.



NEW POLITICAL ECONOMY e 7

Cultural power

Khan (2010, p. 18) criticises arguments that explain processes of (under) development using only cul-
tural values and reasonably points to how these may be based on racial prejudice. However | argue
that rejecting cultural explanations should not entail a full rejection of cultural meanings and prac-
tices as causal factors. In cultural political economy terms, ‘culture’ refers to the ‘context-specific
sources of identity, aspiration, and meaning, and as repertoires ... that members of particular
groups deploy to construct, navigate, and make sense of their world" (Woolcock 2015, p.108).
From this perspective the creation of cultural meanings is a process through which actors interpret
and give meaning to their material experience (Sum and Jessop 2013, Woolcock 2015).

Sum and Jessop’s (2013) cultural political economy theory draws on Gramsci to theorise how the
cultural and the material are co-constitutive. Famously proposing the concept of hegemony, Gramsci
(1971) pointed to how dominant groups attempt to legitimise the prevailing social order by aligning
the interests, ideas and identities of subordinate groups into a singular vision that has intellectual
and moral authority. In theorising the power of ideology Gramsci also brings attention to agency,
emphasising actors’ ability to critically examine material conditions and discourse and, through
alternative interpretation, challenge the hegemony. As per Gramsci, Sum and Jessop argue that indi-
viduals are ‘philosophers’ and so are able to interpret their environment and create new narratives
and imaginaries (Sum and Jessop, 2013, pp. 207-8).

Turning to Foucault (e.g. 1976) and to Fairclough (1992), Sum and Jessop also emphasise pro-
cesses of discourse through which actors turn normative or cognitive ideas into knowledge that
can normalise, or indeed challenge, identities, hierarchies, interests and visions of social order
(Sum and Jessop 2013). Hegemony is not, therefore, a ‘cohesive, unilateral, monovalent relationship
of leaders and led’ (Sum and Jessop 2013, p. 223). Rather, actors have different capacities to reinter-
pret an event or situation and introduce alternative imaginaries, inviting others to share their under-
standing, not through manipulation but the construction of a different worldview (Sum and Jessop
2013). For example, in a successful struggle against metal mining in El Salvador in the early 2000s, the
then archbishop publicly opposed mining, citing the risk of cyanide pollution to an important water-
shed and describing mining as a threat to ‘everyone’s home’ (Nadelman 2015). The archbishop’s
interpretation of the value of ‘water over gold’ gave moral authority to the anti-mining movement
and enabled the call for a ban on mining to fit with the conservative religious views of the then ruling
political elite (Cummings, forthcoming). A CPE approach to PSA is therefore able to recognise how
power can be a critical and emancipatory force, involving moral judgements as well as material inter-
ests, which can legitimise or undermine an economic institution, such as mining rights.

Khan's approach to PSA pays little attention to this process of meaning-making. Focusing on com-
petition between elite and lower economic and political factions for the control of capital and rents,
Khan (2010, p. 61) does not consider social identities other than as a tool for political organising via
clientelist relations. Kelsall (2022) more explicitly consider the power of non-elites, but they do not
elaborate on who the non-elite are or how the power of different social identities relates to political
and economic power. As Spike Peterson (2005, p. 500) notes the ‘prevailing positivist/ rationalist/
modernist epistemological commitments of mainstream [political economy] scholars fail to
examine the political processes producing social identities and so treat them as an additional analyti-
cal category (O'Rourke 2017).

Like Khan, Gray (2018) points to how groups may draw on sources of identity to organise politi-
cally but unlike Khan, Gray places greater emphasis on the power of ideas to inform a political
agenda. This invites consideration of how ideas and practices as well as economic interests may con-
stitute social groups and their political aims. Here, Wimmer (2013), Fraser (2003, 2009) and others
bring useful insights. Wimmer (2013, p. 5) argues that identity is not about ‘either “material”
benefits or “ideals”. Instead, Wimmer refers to Bourdieu (1986), who points to how categories estab-
lish social status, and argues that forming ethnic boundaries involves strategic competition for group
honour and dignity as well as access to land and other political and material desires (Wimmer 2013).
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For Wimmer, social identity is not reducible to material interests, it is part of the ‘struggle over who
legitimately should occupy which seat in the theatre of society’ (Wimmer 2013, p. 6). The significance
of a desire for recognition as well as material benefits in motivating political organisation can be
seen, for example, in the contestation over Nepal’s 2015 constitution. During the drafting of the con-
stitution, a marginalised ethnic group the Madhesi successfully organised around shared ideas of
identity-based injustice and their demand for greater rights and opportunities within the state.
This resulted in an institutional shift in their favour, granting them greater political control
through the creation of a federal system and greater rights and representation formalised
through the new constitution (Cummings, forthcoming).

Fraser’'s (2003) emphasis on the importance of the ‘politics of recognition’ in understanding social
(in)justice adds further insight. As per cultural political economy, Fraser (2003) examines how ideas
that consider one social group to be superior to another are reproduced through the preferential
distribution of material resources and political rights and vice versa. Arguing for a ‘perspectival
dualist’ analysis, in which economic inequality and social hierarchy are intertwined but mutually irre-
ducible, Fraser (2003, p. 3) points to how, for example, discrimination against women simultaneously
involves cultural sexism and an exploitative gendered division of labour. The two faces of injustice
reinforce each other but have different logics and so a political-economic redistribution would not
automatically result in the revaluing of women on equal terms to men but requires additional actions
that change the cultural privileging of masculinity (ibid.). Therefore, a CPE approach to PSA inspired
by Fraser and others considers how actors mobilise to challenge institutions that undermine their
social status and identity as well as their economic position.

The importance of social identity to political settlements analysis is further demonstrated by
Stewart’s work on horizontal inequalities, grievance and conflict (Stewart and Fitzgerald 2000,
Stewart 2008). Stewart (2008, p. 15) points to how attacks on Hindu temples in Malaysia triggered
the politicisation of the Hindu community, and to how damage to religious sites in India and Pales-
tine, and discriminatory language policy in Sri Lanka instigated serious political conflict. However, a
sense of injustice alone does not necessarily result in political mobilisation. Stewart (2008) concludes
that when cultural inequalities, such as discriminatory language policy, align with other economic or
political inequalities, it is likely that conflict will occur on cultural lines. Furthermore, Keen (2012,
p. 771) notes how both normative judgements and material motivations that result in violent politi-
cal mobilisation may arise from ‘more fundamental motivations, such as the desire for security,
respect or even some measure of care’.

To demonstrate the empirical relevance of analysing cultural as well as political and economic
sources of power, we can examine how Whitfield (2015) applied Khan’s PSA framework to explain
industrial policy in post-independence East African countries. Whitfield (2015) describe how prior
to World War Il the colonial governments had allowed East African Asians to enter manufacturing
while preventing Black Africans from industrialising production. This racialisation and discrimination
contributed to ideas of Black economic nationalism, which mobilised Black Africans to seek indepen-
dence. Following independence, the new ruling elite were reluctant to support African Asian capi-
talists for fear of being accused of favouring a ‘foreign’ group at the expense of Black Africans
and thus risking their political popularity (Whitfield 2015).

As per Khan's PSA framework Whitfield's explanation focuses on the relative power of domestic
capitalists vis-a-vis the ruling elite and how this shaped the elite’s strategies of political survival and
subsequently their industrial policy. While Whitfield's analysis recognises the power of Black African
nationalist political discourse in shaping the political strategies of the ruling coalition, their ‘elabo-
rated political settlements theory’ (chapter four) gives little attention to the power of ideas or iden-
tity other than as a ‘social cleavage’. In contrast a CPE approach to the same case studies allows a
deeper understanding of the sources of power shaping the strategies and decisions of the ruling
coalition.

Applying a CPE approach to the same case would identify how ideas of Black nationalism gave
content to post-independence political agendas for cultural emancipation and dignity as well as
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the new ruling elite’s political control and economic advantage based on racial identity (Aminzade
2013). Industrial policy was thus shaped not only by the political security of the new ruling elite who,
in undermining African Asian capitalists, brought into being a new Black African business community
(Handley 2008). Industrial policy was also shaped by a broader vision of a new social order in which
Black Africans would have social status, political power and economic control.

Rather than reducing political action to material calculation, a CPE approach to PSA thus recog-
nises the powerful experience of cultural oppression and the denial of dignity based on identity. This
form of oppression, evidently seen in White colonialism, powerfully shapes political mobilisation and
is related but not reducible to material motivations. Therefore, while Whitfield (2015) identify the
influence of discourse on material distribution, their framework (based on Khan's PSA) is not well-
equipped to understand the power of identity and the politics of recognition.

Understanding the complex processes that produce social identities and politicise them is there-
fore important for understanding why a group may mobilise to challenge the institutions that
exclude them on the basis of their identity. Recognising the power of normative judgements,
social status and identity allows a CPE approach to PSA to shed light on why political movements
challenge institutions on moral grounds as well as material interests. Khan's approach to PSA
does not consider the complexities of social identities and so is unable to capture the different
ways in which actors may mobilise politically to challenge institutionalised inequalities in social
status and political rights as well as the allocation of resources or rents.

From a CPE perspective, cultural ideas and practices are intertwined in economic and political
sources of power, yet not reducible to them. While cultural power may give moral authority to pre-
vailing social relations, it may also be powerful in delegitimating them, as actors’ interpretations of
their reality can produce counter-hegemonic beliefs about what is valuable and just (c.f. Gramsci).
CPE thus emphasises the contingent and contested process of interpreting material experience
and how cultural power may be emancipatory, not just a tool through which the powerful manip-
ulate or organise their followers.

In revising the concept of power in PSA | retain Khan's definition of a political settlement as ‘a
combination of power and institutions that is mutually compatible and also sustainable in terms
of economic and political viability’ (Khan 2010, p. 4). | also draw on Gray's (2018) discussion of the
power of ideology to shape material distribution and | draw on Kelsall's (2022) attention to the
potential for marginalised groups to disrupt a political settlement through coalitional politics.
While these insights expand the scope of PSA, | also propose that revising the concept of power
in PSA from a CPE perspective allows a balancing of the framework that enables a fuller analysis
of processes of institutional change. As such, | propose a CPE approach to PSA that recognises:

e how ideas and practices shape how actors form social identity groups and seek collective goals
regarding the allocation of rights, status and/or resources, and
e how power resides in cultural, economic and political ideas and practices.

A CPE approach to the concept of power does not therefore directly reject Khan's insights but
allows greater analytical attention to the role of agency, contingency and critical interpretation in
the process through which institutions are changed.

Conclusion: the value of a CPE approach to political settlements analysis

This article began from the position that Khan’s (2010) PSA framework offered a valuable and influ-
ential shift in understanding how institutions and institutional change are theorised in development
studies. By decentring institutions from the analysis and examining power relations instead, PSA
brought a critical political economy analysis of institutions into the spotlight. However, | argued
that while attention to power relations is insightful, the conceptualisation of power in PSA is
narrow. Focused only on competitive relations of power in which groups use political and economic
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sources of power to pursue their material interests, PSA takes a reductive approach to power and
motivation. Drawing on Jessop’s (1996) ‘strategic relational approach’ and on Sum and Jessop’s
(2013) cultural political economy, this article sought to reposition PSA ontologically, moving away
from a structural materialist perspective to one in which ideas and interests exist in a dialectic.

Examining how beliefs about identity, status and morality are powerful in maintaining or challen-
ging institutions reveals the cultural as well as political and economic dimensions of actors’ relative
power. Incorporating cultural power into a political settlements analysis also recognises how the
denial of status and rights, as well as material benefits, shapes actors’ motivation and ability to
mobilise politically. A CPE approach is therefore well-equipped to identify how social groups
mobilise around shared ideas to achieve changes in the rules that accord rights and status, not
just resources or rents. For example, powerful movements that achieved the equal Civil Rights Act
in the United States, the end of Apartheid in South Africa or the right to same-sex marriage in numer-
ous countries are not reducible to an analysis of competing material interests. In these examples a
CPE approach to PSA would be better able to identify how actors mobilised around their respective
ideas of justice and identity in pursuit of material and non-material goals. Where Khan’s PSA frame-
works assign actors one assumed identity and related interests, a CPE approach considers the ability
of actors to perceive their interests differently and so mobilise according to different logics. This does
not produce a profoundly different analysis but rather enables PSA to identify a wider range of the
causal mechanisms giving rise to institutional change that are embedded in social identities and
ideas as well as in economic and political structures.

By recognising actors’ power to critique existing institutions, a CPE approach is also suited to ana-
lysing how subaltern groups can increase their power through coalition-building, drawing on non-
material sources of power, and communicating alternative ideas. As per Gray’'s (2018) work, this
encourages reflection on questions of social justice by recognising the power of normative ideas
to motivate political action. A CPE approach to PSA thus offers scholars, policy makers and activists
a broader and more balanced analytical approach to actors’ motivation and power and the value and
interest-laden process of institutional change.

Notes

1. Khan (2010, p. 1) states that PSA ‘provides ‘an analytical framework for analysing institutions and governance in
developing countries’ and while his work examines industrial policy and growth-enhancing institutions, Khan
does not limit the framework to these institutions. Indeed, PSA has since been applied to a range of sectors
including for example, housing policy (Croese 2017), urban water services (Hirvi and Whitfield 2015), domestic
violence legislation (Nazneen, Hickey and Sifaki 2019) and education provision (Hickey and Hossain 2019). The
British government has funded and continues to fund large development research programmes using PSA (for
example, the Crisis States Research Centre, the Effective States and Inclusive Development Research Centre, the
Political Settlements Research Programme and the 2020-6 African Cities Research Consortium).

2. A further article (Cummings, forthcoming) demonstrates the empirical value of the framework through more
detailed application to comparative cases.
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