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Kicking Away the Ladder: Ha-Joon
Chang's Critique of Development
Strategies in Historical Perspective

Ha-Joon Chang's seminal work, "Kicking Away the Ladder: Development Strategy in
Historical Perspective,” published in July 2002, launched a potent critique of the
prevailing neoliberal development models. This article delves into Chang's argument,
exploring its historical context, key claims, and lasting impact on the debate
surrounding economic development. We'll examine the core concept of "kicking away
the ladder," analyzing its historical manifestations and considering its implications for
contemporary development strategies. Keywords like protectionism, infant
industry argument, state intervention, and unequal exchange will be integral to
our discussion.

The Core Argument: A Historical Reassessment of
Development

Chang’s central thesis challenges the narrative that successful developed nations
achieved their economic dominance through free markets and laissez-faire policies.
Instead, he meticulously documents how these same nations, including Britain, the
United States, and Germany, actively employed protectionist measures, state
intervention, and even outright mercantilism during their early stages of
industrialization. This deliberate protection of their nascent industries, often through
tariffs and subsidies, allowed them to develop a competitive edge before opening
their markets to global competition—essentially, "kicking away the ladder" they used
to climb.

This concept of "kicking away the ladder” is not simply a metaphorical expression; it
reflects a historical reality. Chang provides numerous examples, detailing how
advanced nations utilized policies that are now often condemned as unfair or
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protectionist in the context of developing countries. He highlights the role of state
intervention in fostering technological innovation and infrastructure development,
crucial steps that many developing nations lack the resources to undertake
independently in a purely free-market environment.

Protectionism and the Infant Industry Argument: A
Necessary Evil?

A key element of Chang’s analysis is the re-evaluation of protectionism and the
validity of the infant industry argument. This argument posits that nascent
industries in developing nations require temporary protection from foreign
competition to allow them to develop the scale and efficiency necessary to compete
internationally. Chang argues that this was a crucial strategy used by developed
countries, yet it's often the very strategy they discourage in developing nations today
through the promotion of free trade and market liberalization.

The hypocrisy is evident, Chang claims, in the stark contrast between the historical
practices of developed nations and the policies they advocate for developing nations.
This hypocrisy is exacerbated by the inherent power imbalances in the global
economic system, which frequently favors developed nations and leaves developing
countries vulnerable to exploitation and unequal exchange.

The Role of the State and Strategic Intervention

Chang emphasizes the crucial role of the state in successful development
trajectories. He doesn't advocate for totalitarian state control, but rather a strategic
and active interventionist approach. This contrasts sharply with the neoliberal
emphasis on minimalist government and deregulation. He argues that the state can
play a vital role in:

¢ Investing in education and infrastructure: Building human capital and
facilitating economic activity is a critical function of a developmental state.

e Promoting technological innovation: State-sponsored research and
development can accelerate technological progress, particularly in crucial
sectors.

e Guiding industrial policy: Strategic interventions can direct investment
towards key industries and help foster national champions.

e Managing trade policy: Strategic use of tariffs and other trade barriers can
protect nascent industries and create a space for domestic firms to grow.
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Unequal Exchange and the Perpetuation of
Underdevelopment

Chang's analysis also incorporates the concept of unequal exchange, which refers
to the systematic exploitation of developing countries through unfavorable terms of
trade. This creates a situation where developing nations often receive less in value
for their exports than they pay for their imports, hindering their ability to accumulate
capital and invest in their own development. This system, Chang argues, reinforces
the existing power imbalances in the global economy and contributes to the
perpetuation of underdevelopment.

Conclusion: Rethinking Development Paradigms

Ha-Joon Chang’s "Kicking Away the Ladder" is not a call for autarky or complete
rejection of free markets. Rather, it's a powerful critique of the hypocrisy embedded
within the dominant development narrative. It's a call for a more nuanced and
historically informed understanding of development strategies, acknowledging the
crucial role of state intervention, protectionism, and the need to address the
structural inequalities within the global economic system. Chang’s work urges a re-
evaluation of prevailing development paradigms, proposing a more equitable and
realistic approach that acknowledges the historical context and recognizes the
strategic choices made by now-developed nations during their own ascendance.
Ignoring this historical precedent, Chang suggests, condemns developing nations to
a perpetual state of dependency.

FAQ

Q1: Is Chang advocating for complete protectionism?

Al: No. Chang doesn't advocate for complete protectionism or a rejection of global
trade. His argument is that a strategic and temporary use of protectionist measures
can be a valuable tool for developing nations to nurture their infant industries and
gain a foothold in the global market, mimicking the historical practices of now-
developed nations. The key is strategic timing and eventual integration into the global
economy.

Q2: What are some practical implications of Chang's arguments for policy
makers?

A2: Chang's work suggests that policymakers in developing countries should
consider more active industrial policies, including targeted subsidies, infrastructure

Kicking Away The Ladder Development Strategy In Historical Perspective By Ha Joon Chang July
12002
3



Kicking Away The Ladder Development Strategy In Historical Perspective By Ha Joon Chang July 1 2002

investment, and strategic trade policies. They should also advocate for fairer global
trade rules that address the issue of unequal exchange. This requires a shift away
from blindly accepting neoliberal prescriptions and towards a more nuanced and
historically informed approach.

Q3: How does Chang's work relate to dependency theory?

A3: Chang’s work shares common ground with dependency theory in its critique of
the inherent inequalities in the global economic system. Both highlight the
exploitation of developing nations by developed countries. However, Chang’s
analysis is more nuanced, emphasizing the strategic choices made by developed
nations during their own development, rather than solely focusing on external factors.

Q4: What are the criticisms of Chang's argument?

A4: Critics argue that Chang oversimplifies the historical experience of developed
nations, neglecting factors like technological innovation, entrepreneurial spirit, and
institutional development. Others argue that protectionist measures can lead to
inefficiencies and stifle competition. Furthermore, some argue that his emphasis on
state intervention risks promoting corruption and rent-seeking behavior.

Q5: How relevant is Chang's work in the 21st century?

A5: Chang’s work remains highly relevant in the 21st century, as many developing
countries continue to grapple with issues of poverty, inequality, and
underdevelopment. His critique of neoliberal development models continues to
resonate, especially in the face of growing global economic imbalances and the
challenges of sustainable development. His work encourages a critical examination
of the development process and the need for more equitable global economic
governance.

Q6: Does Chang offer specific policy recommendations?

A6: While Chang doesn't offer a rigid set of policy prescriptions, his work implicitly
advocates for a more active and strategic role for the state in development, including
investments in education and infrastructure, support for technological innovation, and
the careful use of trade policies. He emphasizes the need for developing countries to
learn from the historical experiences of developed nations, while adapting those
experiences to their specific contexts.

Q7: How does Chang's work differ from traditional neoclassical economics?

A7: Chang's work directly challenges the core tenets of traditional neoclassical
economics, which often emphasizes free markets and minimal state intervention. He
provides a historical counter-narrative, demonstrating how developed nations often
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used protectionist and interventionist policies to achieve their economic success.
This challenges the neoclassical assumption that free markets alone are sufficient for
economic development.

Q8: What are the future implications of Chang's work?

A8: Chang’s work continues to fuel debates on development economics and global
economic governance. Its enduring influence lies in its challenge to conventional
wisdom and its encouragement of a more critical and historically informed approach
to development strategies. It pushes for a reassessment of the role of the state and
the need for a more equitable international economic order, paving the way for
alternative development models better suited to the needs of developing countries.

Unmasking the Double Standard: A Deep Dive into
Ha-Joon Chang's "Kicking Away the Ladder"

Ha-Joon Chang's seminal paper "Kicking Away the Ladder: Development Strategy in
Historical Perspective," released in July 2002, provoked a passionate debate about
the true nature of global development. Chang's core argument — that wealthy nations
commonly employed shielding measures during their own ascendance, while at the
same time advocating free commerce for developing nations — remains highly
relevant today. This article will delve into the core of Chang's argument, examining
its chronological setting, its impact, and its continuing importance.

Chang's study focuses on the hypocrisy inherent in the counsel given by wealthy
nations to their underdeveloped counterparts. He thoroughly outlines how countries
like Great Britain, the United States, and Germany, now proponents of free trade,
vigorously shielded their own businesses during their expansion phases. This
involved tariffs, subsidies, and rules that effectively restricted international
contestation.

Chang offers compelling instances. The British government, for case, actively
supported its textile industry through protective policies that effectively obstructed
imports from India, a country that possessed a considerable advantage in cotton
production. Similarly, the United States, now a fierce defender of intellectual
ownership, initially protected its own industries by copying inventions from the
Continent. This strategic acceptance of foreign technologies enabled the US to
develop its own industrial base before ultimately evolving into a worldwide authority
in innovation.

The consequences of Chang's claim are far-reaching. It questions the prevailing
story of commercial progress, which typically assigns success solely to free markets.
Chang's research underscores the value of planned involvement by states in shaping
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their domestic economies. He argues that developing countries must not blindly
emulate the counsel of wealthy nations, but instead thoughtfully assess their own
particular conditions.

Furthermore, Chang's analysis gives a useful framework for understanding the
intricate dynamics of global development. It promotes a more subtle understanding of
the past context within which development takes place, and confronts the simplistic
beliefs that often support commercial strategies.

The practical advantages of understanding Chang's argument are many. For
policymakers, it gives a more realistic method to financial planning. For residents of
less developed countries, it enables them to analytically assess the counsel they
receive from worldwide bodies. By acknowledging the past trends of progress,
countries can better shape their own destinies.

In summary, Ha-Joon Chang's "Kicking Away the Ladder" presents a critical
reconsideration of the dominant narrative surrounding commercial progress. By
revealing the inconsistency inherent in the advice given by developed nations, Chang
forces a essential re-examination of international economic strategies. His research
continues highly relevant, giving valuable perspectives for both decision-makers and
inhabitants similarly.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQSs):

1. What is the central argument of "Kicking Away the Ladder"? The central
argument is that developed nations used protectionist policies during their own
development, yet advocate free markets for developing nations, creating a
hypocritical double standard.

2. What are some examples of protectionist policies used by developed
nations? Examples include tariffs, subsidies, and regulations designed to limit
foreign competition and protect domestic industries. Britain’s protection of its textile
industry and the US’s early adoption and adaptation of European technologies are
prominent examples.

3. How does Chang’s work challenge conventional economic development
theories? Chang’s work challenges the simplistic notion that free markets alone are
sufficient for economic development, highlighting the crucial role of strategic
government intervention.

4. What are the practical implications of Chang's arguments for developing
countries? Developing countries should critically assess the advice they receive
from developed nations and consider their unique circumstances when formulating
economic strategies, potentially employing strategic protectionist measures where
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appropriate.

5. What is the lasting significance of "Kicking Away the Ladder"? Its lasting
significance lies in its enduring challenge to the prevailing narrative of economic
development, prompting a more nuanced understanding of the historical context and
the complex interplay of factors influencing economic growth.
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