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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Over the past half century, governance has become a central yet highly
contested concept in the study of political, economic, and social orders
(Levi-Faur, 2012). The increasing complexity of public problems, the
proliferation of actors involved in decision-making, and the limitations of
state-centered models have generated a growing demand for analytical
frameworks capable of capturing the dynamic nature of governance
processes (Jessop, 1997).

Building on the Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) distinction
between “normative approaches”, most notably the good governance theory,
and “political-economy approaches” that emphasize power relations and
non-state actors, this paper argues that these approaches remain insufficient
to explain the historical dynamics, interpretive meanings, and evolving
configurations of governance (Bojic et al., 2022).

This paper contends that the FAO’s categorization can be further enriched
by incorporating a third approach, referred to as the “interpretive approach.”
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Accordingly, introducing and reviewing the theory of Evolutionary
Governance, developed within the interpretive approach, constitutes the
central focus of this paper.

The present study aims to extend this analytical landscape by introducing
an interpretive approach and examining the theory of Evolutionary
Governance as a complementary framework for understanding governance
change. Specifically, it aims to identify the main approaches within the
governance literature, to articulate the theoretical and practical limitations of
normative and political-economy approaches, and to demonstrate how
alternative governance frameworks can offer a more comprehensive and
context-sensitive understanding of governance trajectories.

Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach based on a critical
review of the governance literature. The analysis proceeds through the
identification, classification, and comparative examination of major
theoretical approaches, focusing on their underlying assumptions,
explanatory frameworks, and conceptual and practical limitations. Building
on this comparative analysis, the study introduces evolutionary governance
theory as a complementary interpretive perspective for understanding
governance as a dynamic, nonlinear, and historically situated process shaped
by the interactions among institutions, actors, discourses, and meanings.

Findings and Discussion

This review identifies and evaluates three principal strands in the governance
literature: the normative (good-governance) approach, the political-economy
approach, and the interpretive strand exemplified by Evolutionary
Governance.

The normative approach emerged in the wake of structural-adjustment
failures and persistent corruption in many developing countries, with the
World Bank providing an early, influential definition of governance as the
manner in which power is exercised to manage a country’s economic and
social resources for development. The World Bank’s subsequent formulation
specified three dimensions—political regime, the processes through which
authority is exercised, and state capacity to design and implement policy—
and translated these into a five-fold good-governance agenda (public sector
management, accountability, rule of law, transparency, and access to
information) (World Bank, 1992, 1994). Proponents argued that establishing
these institutional arrangements would generate a self-reinforcing cycle of
economic and political development.

The global diffusion of the agenda by multilateral organizations
broadened its reach but also exposed blind spots: an overemphasis on state-
centered reforms, inadequate attention to equity and inclusion, and
unrealistic expectations regarding implementation in contexts characterized
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by poverty, weak legitimacy, and political instability. Empirically, the
optimistic assumption that good governance reforms would automatically
yield development outcomes proved problematic, as implementation gaps
and contextual mismatches substantially limited their effectiveness.

In response, the political-economy perspective foregrounded power,
interests, and the distributional mechanisms that shape governance
outcomes. Scholars emphasized “good enough” or contextually feasible
reforms (Grindle, 2004, 2007), while the theorists of limited-access orders
and political settlements demonstrated how elite bargains, rent distribution,
and interactive orders condition institutional trajectories (Khan, 2013, 2018;
North et al., 2007). Concepts such as political topographies and center—
periphery bargaining have shown that understanding a country’s governance
structures depends on grasping the bidirectional interactions between elites
and society; absent such alignment, reform prescriptions often remain
rhetorical or counterproductive (Boone, 2003).

The interpretive approach, particularly Evolutionary Governance Theory
(EGT), provides a complementary, context-sensitive analytical lens. EGT
offers an interpretive and dynamic framework for addressing the complexity
of governance by conceptualizing governance as a co-evolving system of
actors, institutions, and discourses. Drawing on social systems theory, post-
structuralism, and institutional and development economics, EGT
emphasizes that governance trajectories are shaped through interactions
among actors, formal and informal institutions, historical path dependencies,
and discursive practices (Beunen et al., 2015; van Assche et al., 2014).

Key concepts within this framework include actor—institution
configurations, power—knowledge configurations, and processes of
dependency and path creation, all of which shape trajectories of governance
transformation. Governance is thus understood as a discursive process
involving subjects (actors) and objects (socially constructed concepts), in
which narratives, metaphors, and open concepts continuously redefine the
scope of action and influence policy outcomes (Van Assche et al., 2011a,
2014).

Conclusion

Over recent decades, governance has become a central concern in political
science, prompting a plurality of theoretical responses. Normative
approaches—most notably the good governance agenda—have promoted
broad and often universal institutional prescriptions, whereas alternative
perspectives emphasize that governance outcomes are contingent upon
context-specific configurations of power, elite bargains, and differential
access to resources. While political-economy approaches have advanced a
more context-sensitive understanding of governance, the persistent inability
of many governance reforms to address emergent and complex problems
underscores the need for an interpretive turn.
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EGT responds to this need by offering a holistic and dynamic perspective
in which governance is conceptualized as a co-evolving system of actors,
institutions, discourses, narratives, and power relations. EGT highlights the
significance of historical pathways, non-linear change, and the mutual
reconfiguration of material conditions and meaning-making processes.
Accordingly, governance transformation cannot be reduced to isolated
changes in actor strategies or institutional arrangements; rather, it requires
the co-evolution of actors, institutions, discourses, and power configurations
over time.

By embedding discursive processes within institutional and historical
contexts, EGT provides a more comprehensive analytical framework for
understanding long-term and intertwined governance change and for
informing more realistic, adaptive, and context-sensitive policy responses.

Keywords: Political Economy, Evolutionary Governance, Good Governance,
Actor—Institution, Discourse.
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1 Interactive order
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1 Social systems theory

2 Post-structuralism

3 Institutional and development economics
4 Autopoiesis

5 Operational closure
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1 Polycentric

2 Psychic systems

3 Co-evolution
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WY | o) § s 3 g e

358 o S gl i sl
u_;lj,&>JPJ,L;MJ&.:);L;JP“U;_&LM&;K@UL:@I@‘bla;);
Line ol 5 golazrl Olgar a0 Lacals) 5 oo s clio il oualin A 5 L 00T L6l
S 5s ekt ol 5k e 5L 3 g 0955 3 setea sbas Wl e 3 5 ki e
erlie 550 53 Ol o =0l sl 53 olorl (Slapi O gman = | DLz ol jls 5
La0keziS JolS” L5l ala (glins 4 ol el ol b ools e 5 Slbee Sl 5 (6 5 5355
i3l 5 daz 5 G b 3 5 (s SN 5o L el (gt )3 LOT a8t L b
L0 Lokl 1w (g S aSo 4 ki 3 Olep Lsd o 555 8 Hlas 0T
e 30 (St 53 S ezl gt SalS oy g Uy 5 O S 0ok ool 5 500
.(Van Assche et al., 2013: 12) das o0 &) oo SLeS s S5
dlﬁ,uuuﬁjdpu?\&uw%L;cdulg:@\@gubﬁ@,m&,;
Olgzr 55 8 1) el oo )> (S1eSo an 6ok 3,50 5, 655 B 3 Ol
.(Beunen et al., 2015: 9) uils o LadT Ole sk 5 Culdy 5 bt s aislus 5 |y olaz|
Il ol b S o ol 3 1) Lo g S 5 3131 bale (g o Lb e S (s slaler o
Ats O 5 L3l (5 )lwes 5 5 8 51 lay 4 536 01,8 ST ol 51 eSS s
J_:f).ﬁ L$_"JA§> B L\_.:J‘) Ql_:.rj_b ‘})d_f.‘j‘ .(Van ASSChe et al., 2011b14)
g Oy LSl e BT (g ol 6l 58 Dlnlin 5 Lo plazed ¢ SlaziS (gl il

.;,,T@V.u;\,@\,&pm,,w@;m;,uddiuul,J,\fggu,:

WUERPRIIRIE
SIS 5 e Sl e 1) (g ) Bl A e ()5 S peS
Job 53 O Laulsy 5 0L S sl o5 e sk o3l DUy ASTL 5 (Sl
DA § b (Sl Sl eSS Ol5ls e ks (Vitale et al., 2025: 5) 5,15 ASG Ol
2 sl 5 e sleme (Ll (i 8 By g5 D Slsslasl o s sl
SIS Sl g i Sy a5 5 63l 3Ll o) o 3 sl ans 55 6,k OY o

b Ol g5 5 ulde 53 Slaalin L Oblsslaml ol a5 o dlasl Lies g (6 kot



VEo 0 Ol | F5 55l | p233193 Jlo | (253530055 Aolibuad | AVE

RS 4 SNy ity 33 01,5 S a8 sl 0L adl oyl el
Mdu&fj\rﬁjbmgj\ﬁch&fyda:ﬁ45.,\;:5\;‘):\.@3'\’.“:@%}
Jros 0L 1 Jas il 5 o 15l (S 5 sl 287 Glate a5 3,8 o L
oeomed 5 (63Lal 2 Lo} g 43 55 4o slaOLS & Wisls OLiS piomen LOT 1354
@3lasl o)y 55 Olazil 5 58 5 Canliw 5 Gsim dile baoj s OT Slojle sl bl
.(Van Assche et al., 2013: 14) 1,138 3!

el oS b sy gl 5 o S (B 5 il ety L et 5 5b 4
I 5l ey slaslg 457 alosls OLis OUT .ty 8 o o 0L jlo 5 ba 2 c(Laslgs)
sl il oy L3l 2Ly 4 LT e T 5 L3 o oy b Slaslg
Ols a3 01 Kin 3 sl alsls slasy 3o 5 o il Sl ST LS Sy 0l
(Cmal Sglize (glamals 2 53 (90 Ale) o) b 5 ()55 A5Le) oy (sla Sialen
Van Assche et )' it J sedOlgr 5 CandSS  outlin Cundly 5 Cuidlie oS das o OLES
ol U slasl jlas i ol il OLSGl cems 5 opis dba i ol (al,, 20132 13-14
215 o (S a5 w23 IS 1 1 ) Sl by 5 slaz) Slaptn
Ales S

T o Lty 5 @0l bl 5 ol S5l ¢ olair] Gla gt slag b
5o 5 ol S e 0l Ly 5 (Sosk bl ke 4 eSSl (6 s ]
a3 5 el ditS o oal 3 a8 55 el (s Lt B 0T Sl et ol
T3 0lgean (SaSo U 55T o ol 5 olis oy 5 ol s (g5 o5 ST oS
2538 ame i 5 s Il 3 slagleil al s byl dla 2ST Lo g oliiylia

.J}flré.f).ﬁau\;i.‘d)

53 sl ( SMEe (6l 5 (galasl SNl ol (slis Ul 5 o oalid dgn 5 slazel 5287 ¢S s edlie Ol s )
6»&..3Mggﬂ&\,ulam@,ﬁwjdum,t}juj}_&,L;ur_m:s&vii;,,_;fﬁJU,Jl;

D g A ( Gae 8



WO | o) g s 3 demg e

Sosh5 G oS> (ol ealis
df).ng\J_:v\_b;J_a.v\.&xA\jﬁ-k;ﬂw,kJL;",«g:-d.\.a«@:gqmaw»&;@@\);
(2015,2013) 5L 5 3l 0l ol JUT @ arsl o Jibo ol sl S 58 5 S palr
&S5 Gl adsl solar SIS o el ) ) Slos 5 550 o ol b el (655,
a5 O Ll O KES 65 ikl 5 oS sla e 5,57 S5 S S

.D)Lw

Sl ,ub g laslg OIS S i S
&S lp e s Tpl Y Slesess Salon Ol 4 Sl oS (545 Sl aS 4 i 5
(038 L el s o) Laslgs 5 o5 e Sialon oyl o Cnlods iy o5 dalr
S| g S s O, ST 5 5 Laslg pla b i s b laslg o gms ol b oo
Beunen et ) coul 4y 01,5 2S5 5 baslg 51 614K 5 0LaelSlr 4 LT (6,108 56
iy 5 Bl 5 Soly ol e 5 61 (2014) 51)80a 5 3101 (al., 2015: 25
Lasle) Ol gie o Laslg Sl (o0 g £ 55l somny 1280 5 (oo ) 2 LSlgS ol (Sl
Lles S Ll | (ST,

(153 L Lol s claamlbin) oy (slaslgs 4S™ Wss o W20 o) (ST (slaslg
Sl s jles dads o el 0555 D8 Slowlie O pome) o)y b bolg 4
SKaalan J sus (g y sLaslgn a5 Jbm 3 0l pl 53 il Sglis o (o8 5 amal>
Jeoe 20T Gl 53 5 o aslteds (o) 1 Lol iz ol Ll 5o b 287
Ly RS din s o3Lgs ams 33 ol Lne ol 4 .(Van Assche et al., 2014: 654) 1S
SLaslg & o gy Sloslgs il S r e 5SS, 3 SIS 5 5 00l i
Kyd oo Jdd uSTly olaslg 4 gesls Cows 1y 555 5 S8 il Gl o gomy o8
Sl S 555 L sral s s IS5 laslys 55kl S| oS 011 i oS s

slaslg Hsgh Jlaml colis | ol (glacnlow 5 baasl ¢ il 88 51 258l b oS A o

1 Dead institutions



VE00 Ol | 5 8l | was3ls o | (253l ss dalilad | VVS

L Lol ettt 42308 Ol 93 0d0ls B30 an a5 ASTTy (slaslg . s o il 581 1, 457
Lime 0315 5 oo dd Sle g g0 5 Colal (O 8 (S Ol aidy Cows I (Slak g (55L3L
Van ) &jw a5 1S as e 53 1, LaoT i K05 5L dls e (sl T w030
Sl S a5 o IS Sl 5 oLyl s eopl oL (Assche et al., 2013: 22
d&uw&ﬁ;\dﬁ&ﬁ;um@&Jw),;,wjémt@j,grﬁﬁ
Van Assche et al., ) 5,8 JS& 0558 o0 o308 éuﬁajzgmﬁg@t&yqﬁu
.(2013: 80

e L (5 03 S o b i3lgi= ;8 5SS e pad s Sy
255035 Gl b Jols o Lne o das oo B11 comn) 1 5 ooy Sl 2 Sy
ladaly aSl cdias oo JS8 i 4 a8 5 oy Sbaolg g5 60T 53 8
ol 5 018 S (S aSe Al b 3 Cml 5 55 01,8 ST 5 baslg Ol alie
S5 Ol g on I s (0T (5lucSinlen (058 55 5 sl b Jolos (0503
Slaoyl 5 a3l L s SoaSs Lol 2 palis sagrlsn (seomss Wl s i
G 53 5 o pde 03U Gl S a1y Laslg codd i a3l 01,8 58S onl el & slie
)ag;gt?u_i@L@&.u{;i,;\)g\ﬁf\a\.m@&%m)g,\i,\?smw
Van Assche et al., 2013: ) das oo 3 s 55 ST50 51056 Gl o Coaw a1 ol 5 wS
.(80

Lgo};u'i_wl.wid:)h ASG ol Rl s 6'\"’&&.‘(}‘" Lg.uJSﬁ
3 p ke (8 Jlasl ST 63 ST o Wl go J 257 0 g 51 015 oo 1 gl 25755
5 Jel (ol 5l slas e (Sl eSe it ol 51 (Foucault, 1979) coul [isls W se
S et 015 o 1y Al b ol ool Olgar 31 OUT slaiiw 5 01 8 287 Ole il
Slo3U Slatund g0 Al § oo Lidr Sl iis 13 S o JHils- )08 Lgu\..djg:i BERLpw
Sy e 5 St 65 IS & WS e S 2 s S skl S eS 5k 2

Rt M\,Méuw\@‘x;ygﬁ&y OLS S ol oK s ol

1 Configuration



WY [ o) 9 s 3 demg oo

el el ol bl iine 5 s 1) Jaul 12 0o g 0 551l Ooltal (glil 53 o
upL&-Lg:L@JL;A;J_}%JAa\fth\QSMA@J.{.HJLAQTL;;:[&ML;J}U&:L@J
Van Assche ) 55w 5,6 b olde 01 8 258 gl 1y o8 s i b (6,850 il g oo
Setal., 2013: 10-11

dfj.Li»)}_la}Lglj\:ui_Z\:—Q).,\SLg.L:{J%)JL@.S—)fu'L;fL;A;{&cle{U)&&
NS s Olan g Sl s ol 3 i o 5L s Sl Ol b 0T 148 dizean
Cal dmale 5 5 G185 3 4 pamin W 55k o s 5 (55 9355 oliaslis &S Sl
.(Van Assche et al., 2013: 80)

s 3l 5 b Sals
ol s ST o)l (gl (S a5 55 cage B (i) A o) LSl &Sl
) uf@w,m@‘uﬁ@;\ Ul Jgams 53,8 o5 JSE Y 55 SIS
25 (oS s T ad 550 sl o b3ty 052 50 sl 5 ol ¢ ite )
s R IS ) (a8 S8 6 (Falisy Ol o) i gr 0L 5 S o
S 352 gn gl li Lo ¢ owlidCn ) 5o e S sy ASlan &8 Sl OT (glims 4y ol 3 S
Beunen et al., ) £jLu uiu Iy i 3l pieion atels Lgs c.uia’f Jﬁu Ol dsb s
ale gyl p oS bl sl sline & LIl (63165 i ¢ ol cal 53 (2015: 28
25 1S ol 05 5 0555 (slaslid Comm 48 ol (s S 5 6,8 5L
(Vitale et al., 2025:4) 5,8 o JK& OT Calises (5ls 2

teas oo IS8 1y (S8 DY 05 e (Saasls § 55 o 15555 S oS 4 )
et 4y (Sl ) TR NIP Sl S olize o Sl 90 L s 4 (Sal )
Sl g das o S8 1) eS0T (slasits Sy i dE Sl e 45,85 das o Ol

1 Meta-configuration
2 Survival of the fittest
3 Path dependencies

4 Interdependencies

5 Goal dependencies
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