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ABSTRACT 
In the year of Donald Trump’s election victory and Britain’s decision to leave the European 
Union, three economists at the International Monetary Fund (IMF) published a seemingly 
scathing critique of the neoliberal policy agenda. But their departure from the IMF’s long-
standing aversion to the concept of neoliberalism only appeared to signal the advent of the 
post-neoliberal era. While the mere fact that three senior IMF economists could deploy the 
term “neoliberalism” in the Fund’s in-house journal, using it to criticize policies promoting 
the capital account liberalization and the politics of austerity, their critique remained caught in 
an economic growth paradigm and reliant on legitimate authorities positioned within the 
global field of power. In this way, their heterodox heresies could be effectively recuperated by 
the adherents of the neoliberal agenda. By enfolding a critique of neoliberalism within the 
conventional coordinates of political-economic orthodoxy, neoliberalism was only legitimized 
all the more effectively. More generally, one of the primary survival strategies of 
conventional thought, it is suggested, depends precisely on such acts of recuperation. 
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“Is advice from the IMF better than advice from a drunk in the street?”1  
– Dean Baker, Center for Economic Policy Research (CEPR) 

 
Introduction 
In June 2016, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) published an astonishing article in its 
academic journal, Finance & Development.2 For the first time in the IMF’s history, the term 
“neoliberalism” was explicitly made the centerpiece of an analysis by the Fund’s own 
research staff, with three senior members of the Fund’s Research Department penning an 
unusually frank critique of neoliberal policymaking. Their work offered a surprisingly 
forthright account of some of the central flaws in the IMF’s decades-long policy agenda. In a 
compact, four-page article, entitled “Neoliberalism: Oversold?”, the authors—Jonathan D. 
Ostry, Prakash Loungani, and Davide Furceri—criticized their employer for having promoted 
a policy program fueling the growth of harmful social inequalities around the world. “Instead 
of delivering growth, some neoliberal policies have increased inequality,” they wrote, “in turn 
jeopardizing durable expansion.” Their primary targets were two of the neoliberal agenda’s 
central planks: the free flow of capital across national borders (or “capital account 
liberalization”) and the politics of austerity (emphasizing the reduction of budgetary deficits 
and, consequently, prescribing reduced social spending). This essay asks what we can learn 
from scrutinizing this unusual work of dissent, produced from within one of the world’s 

																																																								
1 Dean Baker, “Why Should We Trust the IMF?” TheGuardian.com, 28 June 2010, 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/cifamerica/2010/jun/28/useconomy-imf.  
2 Jonathan D. Ostry, Prakash Loungani, and Davide Furceri, “Neoliberalism: Oversold?” Finance & 
Development, 53:2 (2016), pp. 38-41. 
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foremost citadels of political-economic power. What does this work tell us about the 
condition of neoliberalism today? And what are the limitations of Ostry et al.’s critique?   

In this essay, I argue that the dissenting troika of Ostry, Loungani, and Furceri could 
be viewed as a “war machine” in power’s midst, to speak with Deleuze and Guattari,3 turning 
the Fund’s intellectual arms against the institution that had financed and funded them. As 
Dani Rodrik has noted, there is a certain disconnect between the IMF’s Research Department 
and the upper echelons of the Fund’s leadership structure: employing academics and 
intellectuals, and giving them a certain free rein, necessarily risks raising uncomfortable 
questions – and giving rise to even more uncomfortable answers. Crucially, however, Ostry et 
al. frame their criticism in such a way that, ultimately, the full ramifications of their attack on 
neoliberalism are severely curtailed and undermined. Perhaps inadvertently, neoliberalism is 
legitimized all the more effectively through their partial, piecemeal critique, which does 
nothing, fundamentally speaking, to upset the economic orthodoxies and intellectual 
framework of neoliberalism. Instead, their criticism is an example of what the Situationists 
called recuperation, emphasizing how powerful agents are able to appropriate opposition and 
neutralize dissent;4 or, in Jacques Rancière’s words, it is “the double function of 
normalization and recuperation that defines the relationship of revisionism to revolt.”5 
Recuperation has a long history, particularly in relationships between the field of power and 
leftist critique: the symbols, concepts, and tropes of left radicalism constantly at risk of 
recuperation. To take but one strikingly visual example: the Palestinian keffiyeh, a checkered, 
black-and-white scarf long viewed as a symbol of pro-Palestinian solidarity, was in the course 
of the early 2000s coopted by Western clothes designers, appropriated in an aesthetics of 
dissent, and converted into a must-have item for fashion-conscious consumers, shorn of 
political implications. More rigorously, as Chiapello notes, recuperation is a key feature of the 
history of capitalism, in which critical notions have often been brought into the fold of 
economic orthodoxy, “often in a time of crisis when the search for alternatives intensifies 
because the usual remedies are no longer working.”6 

As we will see, it is unprecedented for the Fund to even utter the word 
“neoliberalism.” But this apparently radical gesture by three of the Fund’s senior researchers 
facilitated a partial recuperation of the term’s radical usage, perhaps signaling the term’s 
incipient return to the fold of orthodoxy from which it sprang: historically speaking, the term 
“neoliberalism” was, of course, not initially a critical concept but a positive descriptor, 
embraced by its exponents for unifying a field of disparate ideas at once set up in opposition 
to the state and in favor of markets, while envisioning a post-Keynesian, cybernetic role for 
both.7 The “doctrine sometimes called neo-liberalism,” Milton Friedman wrote in 1951, “must 

																																																								
3 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1987), pp. 351-423. 
4 Situationist International, “Faces of Recuperation.” June 1969. http://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/si/faces.html. 
5 Jacques Rancière, Althusser’s Lesson (London: Continuum, 2011), p. 117. 
6 Eve Chiapello, “Capitalism and Its Critics.” In: Paul du Gay and Glenn Morgan (eds.) New Spirits of 
Capitalism? Crises, Justifications, and Dynamics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 60-81. 
7 Mirowski discusses the “cybernetic vision of the market” emanating from Hayek’s vision of the market as an 
“information-processing unit,” even as he is careful to note that not all neoliberals, like those subscribing to the 
school of German ordoliberalism, “pledge their troth to the cybernetic vision… in lockstep”); see Philip 
Mirowski, Never Let a Serious Crisis Go to Waste: How Neoliberalism Survived the Financial Meltdown 
(London: Verso, 2014). This theme is also elucidated by Foucault, who noted the post-sovereign implications of 
neoliberal marketization, with markets operating as dispersed systems of informational distribution: “Homo 
oeconomicus is someone who can say to the juridical sovereign… You must not. But why must he not? You 
must not because you cannot. And you cannot in the sense that ‘you are powerless.’ And why are you powerless, 
why can’t you? You cannot because you do not know, and you do not know because you cannot know” 
(Foucault, Birth of Biopolitics, pp. 282-283). On the Hayekian view, the market is a machine for distributing 
information, which is said to give rise to a “spontaneous order. For a thorough review of Hayek’s evolving ideas 
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give high place to a severe limitation on the power of the state to interfere in the detailed 
activities of individuals; at the same time, it must explicitly recognize that there are important 
positive functions that must be performed by the state.”8 Conceptually, neoliberalism was 
invented in the interwar period, arising out of the Colloque Walter Lippmann in Paris, before 
gaining broader currency with Hayek’s Mont Pèlerin Society and under the influence of 
economists like Friedman.9 Gradually, throughout the 1970s and 1980s, just as the substantive 
political agenda to which the term pointed became increasingly successful—with the 
successful elections of Thatcher and Reagan, but also the rise of right-leaning governments in 
such different places, and under very different circumstances) as Chile and Sweden10—its 
constructive function, as a term of art for center-right ideologues, was supplanted by critical 
usage. The notion of neoliberalism gained acceptance with critical scholars, perhaps most 
famously in Foucault’s lectures at the Collège de France,11 with a sizeable cottage industry of 
left-leaning scholars making use of neoliberalism in later years.  

By the 2010s, against the backdrop of the 2007-2008 Financial Crisis, with the shock 
success of the Brexit campaign and surprise election of President Donald Trump in 2016, the 
neoliberal agenda was thrown into disarray, with criticisms of the Washington Consensus and 
related notions springing from both left and right. 12 If ever there were a time for IMF insiders 
and the forces of orthodoxy to begin speaking about neoliberalism, it was now. The year of 
2016 marked a watershed moment in the political fortunes of neoliberalism, prompting some 
scholars to announce the advent of a “post-neoliberal" era.13 Tellingly, in mid-2017, the 
World Economic Forum (WEF) tweeted a chart showing a decline in economic inequalities, 
extracted from a World Bank report, and asked, “The end of neoliberalism?”14 The WEF was 
responding to a euphemistic neologism, so-called “Vox Populi risk,” coined by a Citigroup 
analyst to describe the “shifting and more volatile public opinion that poses ongoing, fast-
moving risks to the business and investment environment.”15 Precisely at this juncture, 

																																																								
on this topic, see Samuel Bowles, Alan Kirman, and Rajiv Sethi, “Friedrich Hayek and the Market Algorithm,” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives. 31:3 (2017), pp. 215-230. 
8 Milton Friedman, “Neo-liberalism and Its Prospects,” Farmand 17 February 1951, pp. 89-93. 
https://miltonfriedman.hoover.org/friedman_images/Collections/2016c21/Farmand_02_17_1951.pdf. 
9 For a series of incisive accounts of the early history of neoliberalism, see David Harvey, A Brief History of 
Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Philip Mirowski and Dieter Plehwe (eds.) The Road 
from Mont Pèlerin: The Making of the Neoliberal Thought Collective (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2009); Jamie Peck, Constructions of Neoliberal Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Angus Burgin, 
The Great Persuasion: Reinventing Free Markets since the Depression (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2012); and Victor L. Shammas, “Burying Mont Pèlerin: Milton Friedman and Neoliberal Vanguardism,” 
Constellations, doi:10.1111/1467-8675.12322. 
10 Sweden’s near-uninterrupted reign of social-democratic governments in the postwar era was broken by the 
formation of three short-lived center-right governments between 8 October 1976 and 8 October 1982 as well as a 
conservative government between 4 October 1991 and 7 October 1994. In Latin America, meanwhile, the 
“Miracle of Chile” was announced by Milton Friedman in reference to a neoliberal reorientation of the Chilean 
economy under the dictator Augusto Pinochet in the 1980s, described by Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The 
Rise of Disaster Capitalism (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2009).  
11 Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-79 (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004). 
12 John Williamson, “Democracy and the ‘Washington Consensus’,” World Development 21:8 (1993), pp. 1329-
1336. 
13 See e.g. Nikolas Rose “Still ‘Like Birds on the Wire’? Freedom after Neoliberalism,” Economy & Society, 
46:3-4 (2017), pp. 303-323; Michael A. Peters, “The End of Neoliberal Globalisation and the Rise of 
Authoritarian Populism,” Educational Philosophy and Theory, 50:4 (2018), pp. 323-325. 
14 World Economic Forum, 17 July 2017, Twitter. https://twitter.com/Davos/status/887009032531312643. 
15 In less circumspect terms: protests, riots, and a growing number of election victories for political figures 
viewed as inimical to corporate elites—in short, the unadulterated operation of a liberal-democratic process at a 
time of increasingly polarized public opinion eager to abandon a centrism with all its shades of grey. See Tina 
Fordham,”Vox Populi Risk: A Future Where Aggregate Economic Growth No Longer Guarantees Political 
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neoliberalism could once again be spoken of by members of the global field of power,16 
witnessing the near-completion of the long arc of the term’s conceptual history, bending from 
an orthodox notion (in the 1930s until the 1960s), to heterodoxy (from the 1970s until the 
2010s), and back again, returned to a partial state of recuperated orthodoxy (initiated in the 
mid-2010s). The pragmatic principle governing the usage of the concept of neoliberalism 
seems to be that power dares only speak its name when neoliberalism lacks real-world 
efficacy, i.e. when the referent to which it points is pre-neoliberal (as in the interwar and 
immediate postwar years) or post-neoliberal (as is partly the case in our era). The policies and 
practices of the institutions of the Washington Consensus can only be spoken of plainly when 
their age has either yet to come or has already passed out of this world. 
 
The rarity of heterodoxy 
It is difficult to exaggerate just how rare such heterodoxy, if not outright dissent, is coming 
from the IMF, at least if measured by what is made public. One indicator: the IMF website’s 
search engine returns exactly one published item containing the word neoliberalism in its title 
(out of more than 1,700 pages): the aforementioned article by Ostry et al. Preceding the article 
is a standard disclaimer where the journal emphasizes that the views of the authors of this 
article “do not necessarily reflect IMF policy.” But the disclaimer could, of course, have gone 
farther: their views most assuredly do not reflect the position of the Fund. That is why this 
seemingly innocuous, if not turgid, four-page piece of policy analysis evoked such a plenitude 
of responses and reactions from across the world: it seemed to signal an ideological tremor in 
one of the epicenters of economic thought, a careful admission to those forces of opposition, 
such as the Occupy movement, that have forced the mainstream media and policymakers to 
turn their attention to unequal distributions of wealth and income and the crisis-prone nature 
of late capitalism.17  

Still, the term neoliberalism is not entirely alien to the readers of Finance & 
Development. In 2001, an invited opinion piece by the (heterodox) political economist Robert 
Hunter Wade attacked neoliberalism, taking the World Bank and IMF to task for having “paid 
remarkably little attention to global inequality.”18 Serious criticisms of the Washington 
Consensus in the very information channels produced by its core institutions, are occasionally 
heard, though they are usually discussed only to be rejected.19 Moreover, such criticisms are 
exceptional and nearly always the work of outsiders, invited to give their opinion as outsiders, 
																																																								
Stability,” WEForum.org, 18 January 2015. http://reports.weforum.org/global-strategic-foresight/tina-fordham-
citigroup-vox-populi-risk/. 
16 Bourdieu develops the notion of the “field of power” in his sociological writings, primarily centered on the 
empirical case of France, to denote the space within which the most powerful agents in any given society, or 
social space, is located. This would include such things as the upper echelons of the state, variously described by 
Bourdieu as the “administrative” or “bureaucratic” field. (See e.g. Pierre Bourdieu, On the State: Lectures at the 
Collège de France, 1989-1992 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014).) By implication, and extending his argument to 
the domain of the transnational, the global field of power would contain all those elites—economic, political, 
cultural, and others—who steer the trajectory of the world order, including (but not limited to) what members of 
the business press sometimes call “the Davos elite.” For one prominent (Bourdieusian) usage of the term, see 
Frédéric Lebaron, “Central Bankers in the Contemporary Global Field of Power,” The Sociological Review 56:1 
(2008), pp. 121-144. Lébaron defines the global field of power as a space where “agents from various national 
spaces relate to each other across borders” in competitive acts to shape global politics and policies. 
17 For examples of how public discourse has been shifted in the post-2008 Financial Crisis era, see e.g. Sarah 
Gaby and Neal Caren, “The Rise of Inequality: How Social Movements Shape Discursive Fields.” Mobilization: 
An International Quarterly 21:4 (2016), pp. 413-429; Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams, Inventing the Future: 
Postcapitalism and a World without Work (London: Verso, 2015), pp. 30-31. 
18 Robert Hunter Wade, “The Rising Inequality of World Income Distribution.” 38:4,  
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2001/12/wade.htm. 
19 See e.g. John Williamson (2003) “From Reform Agenda to Damaged Brand Name.” Finance & Development 
September: 10-13. 
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in a gesture of pluralist tolerance, which only bolsters the legitimacy of the IMF by portraying 
it as an arena of free exchange, a site of clashing opinions aimed at raising the perceived level 
of communicative rationality. It is on the whole strange to reflect on the fact that the IMF has 
such an aversion towards the word “neoliberalism,” which, after all, was invented by the 
proponents, not opponents, of neoliberalism – as if the Fund long sensed the almost explosive 
potential contained by a word calling attention to the essential unity of those policies that 
constitute it: as if to name the phenomenon would be to initiate the labor of dismantling it. 
What is so exceptional about their article is that it emanates from within the ranks of the 
organization: at the time of its publication, Jonathan D. Ostry was a Deputy Director, Prakash 
Loungani was a Division Chief, and Davide Furceri an Economist in the IMF’s Research 
Department.20 

The three IMF economists’ critical remarks drew widespread media attention. The 
magazine Fortune claimed that the article was evidence that “even the IMF now admits 
neoliberalism has failed,” while noting that the function of such articles was in part to engage 
in impression management, with “papers like this one [being] at least in some ways designed 
to change public perception” of the fund.21 The Financial Times noted that “three of the IMF 
top economists” had “put ‘neoliberalism’ under the spotlight” and suggested that the 
“‘neoliberal agenda may have been less successful than intended – and led to increased 
inequality.”22 One commentator for The Guardian called it a “remarkable breach of the 
neoliberal consensus by the IMF,” signaling the beginning of the end for neoliberalism, or the 
“start of the long death of an ideology.”23 Responding to the Finance & Development article, 
the Harvard professor (and heterodox economist) Dani Rodrik bluntly asked: “What the hell 
is going on?” 

A month after the article appeared, IMF Chief Economist Maury Obstfeld launched a 
counterattack, clearly attempting to prevent the more radical implications of their paper from 
gaining traction. Obstfeld argued that whatever the repercussions of the authors’ arguments 
for the Fund’s future were, they involved “evolution, not revolution.” In a classical 
deployment of technocratic and scientistic categories of thought, Obstfeld insisted that the 
Fund was not an exponent of any particular ideology at all; rather, its teachings were purely 
technical, or entirely factual, aimed at reducing fiscal deficits and ensuring that nations lived 
“within their means”: 

[Ostry et a.’s] article…does not signify a major change in the Fund's approach. I think 
it is misleading to frame the question as the Fund being for or against austerity. 
Nobody wants needless austerity. We are in favor of fiscal policies that support growth 

																																																								
20 Is it a coincidence that the authors of this critical report are of Indian, Italian, and Canadian origin? That they 
have been drawn close to the centers of power—all three have impeccable educational and professional 
credentials, with the lead author, Jonathan Ostry, trained at Oxford University’s Balliol College in its famed 
Politics, Philosophy, and Economics (PPE) program, “the Oxford degree that runs Britain,” in the words of one 
commentator at The Guardian?—but who are also, owing to the circumstances of their origin, peripheral to the 
major centers of Western political and economic power? Too much could no doubt be made of this line of 
reasoning. Still, sociologists like Bourdieu are quick to remind us that movements through social space are never 
innocent: one's origins in a particular (national) social space cannot but help give rise to certain predispositions, 
which in turn subtly shift the probability of assuming a variously orthodox or heterodox stance towards dominant 
concepts and categories of judgment. 
21 Ben Geier, “Even the IMF Now Admits Neoliberalism Has Failed.” Fortune.com, 3 June 2016. 
http://fortune.com/2016/06/03/imf-neoliberalism-failing/. 
22 Shawn Donnan, “IMF Economists Put ‘Neoliberalism’ under the Spotlight.” FinancialTimes.com, 26 May 
2016. https://www.ft.com/content/4b98c052-238a-11e6-9d4d-c11776a5124d. 
23 Aditya Chakrabortty, “You’re Witnessing the Death of Neoliberalism – From Within.” TheGuardian.com, 31 
May 2016. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/may/31/witnessing-death-neoliberalism-imf-
economists. 
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and equity over the long term. What those policies will be can differ from country to 
country and from situation to situation. Governments simply have to live within their 
means on a long-term basis, or face some form of debt default, which normally is quite 
costly for citizens, and especially the poorest. This is a fact, not an ideological 
position.24 

The Chief Economist’s response was rushed online in June 2006 and posted on the IMF 
website in seven languages: the full symbolic force of the Fund was behind his words. 
Obstfeld portrayed the fund as a responsible housekeeper or dutiful accountant, whose task 
was simply to admonish those nations living exorbitantly and to enforce a certain minimum 
standard of societal decency in spending targets. Ironically, this logic should by rights make 
the United States one of the Fund’s primary targets, with its trillions of dollars in national 
debt. 

Famously, Thomas Kuhn showed that regardless of evidence to the contrary, a body of 
theoretical propositions can nearly always be rescued by its adherents by tacking on 
additional qualifying statements of the original theory, so-called auxiliary hypotheses.25 As 
Max Planck (and, after him, the Chicago-trained economist Paul Samuelson) is said to have 
observed, science advances “one funeral at a time.”26 With the rise of right-wing populism 
and growing global dissatisfaction with inequalities, privatization, and the politics of 
austerity, the IMF is being forced to adapt to a new political situation. In this new situation, 
many electorates are simply unwilling to tolerate the “domestic distress” wrought by austerity 
programs, in the euphemistic expression of one recent (rather Whiggish) account of the 
Fund.27 

Arguably, we could think of the IMF article as an example of what might be called 
adaptive magnanimity: permitting circumscribed dissent allows an organization to present 
itself as flexible and inclusionary, ultimately bolstering the organization’s public legitimacy. 
Most organizations or institutions allow such outpourings of dissent. Thus, the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin allows elections to proceed with a carefully selected roster of 
opposing candidates. It is widely understood that none of these candidates are a viable 
alternative to the power of the Russian presidency, but their mere presence creates the illusion 
of a democratic opposition. Similarly, ethical standards, such as those implemented by the 
Norwegian government’s sovereign wealth fund, produce the impression that the problems 
and pathologies of capitalism are being addressed by a body of competent experts in ethical 
standards. To the IMF, the illusion of dissent and a magnanimous adaptability allows the 
organization to appear open to criticisms of the neoliberal agenda. Ironically, however, such 
displays are likely only to bolster the potency of neoliberalism in the long run, allowing 
carefully managed revisions of the neoliberal policy program to heighten its resilience against 
future dispute. 
 
The terms of dissent 
So what do the IMF economists argue, and how do they do it? They begin by noting, rather 
enthusiastically, that “there is much to cheer in the neoliberal agenda.”28 Millions have been 
pulled out of poverty, and foreign direct investments have caused “technology and know-
																																																								
24 IMF Survey, “Evolution Not Revolution: Rethinking Policy at the IMF,”  2 June 2016. 
http://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2015/09/28/04/53/sopol060216a. 
25 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012). 
26 For Samuelson’s take on this pithy philosophy of science principle, see Paul Samuelson, “Credo of a Lucky 
Textbook Author,” The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 11:2 (1997), pp. 153-160. 
27 Joseph P. Joyce, The IMF and the Global Financial Crises: Phoenix Rising? (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), p. 185. 
28 Ostry et al., “Neoliberalism: Oversold?”, p. 38. 



 7 

how” to flow from rich to developing countries. Privatization has led to greater efficiency and 
lowered the “fiscal burden on governments.” Theirs is not, in other words, a full-board attack 
on neoliberalism, but consists instead in a narrative eager to redeem neoliberalism against its 
detractors. But they go on to suggest that neoliberalism has failed to deliver as promised along 
two main lines. First, the politics of austerity are a failure. Second, policies promoting the 
liberalization of “capital accounts”—resulting in the freer flow of capital across national 
boundaries—are also flawed. But why are these flaws and failures important? Because 
inequalities threaten growth: “Increased inequality…hurts the level and sustainability of 
growth.”29 Problematically, they do not question whether economic growth should be the 
primary aim of states, whether growth is sustainable from an ecological standpoint, and 
whether growth might not be a worthless goal if it means the unequal distribution of resources 
in high-growth scenarios, being caught instead in the orthodox conflation of growth with 
economic development. 

Meanwhile, reducing public debt or setting public debt targets may be wholly 
permissible when dealing with low-income countries, the authors claim, but not when it 
comes to wealthy societies. Their analyses leave little doubt that austerity measures directed 
at struggling economies, such as Greece or Spain, are largely unproblematic. Instead, their 
concern is to chip away at the least likely successful targets of austerity measures. “It is surely 
the case that may countries (such as those in southern Europe) have little choice but to engage 
in fiscal consolidation,” they write. “Fiscal consolidation” is, of course, coded language for 
downsizing the welfare state. “But the need for consolidation in some countries does not mean 
all countries.”30 Instead, countries “like Germany, the United Kingdom, or the United States” 
should surely be spared the indignities of austerity, they contend. Rhetorically, this is a clever 
move on the part of the authors, because it allows them to build support for a seemingly 
respectable, measured, and pragmatic opposition to austerity: everyone can agree that the 
Greeks will not be able to service their debts, but surely a country like Germany should be 
spared? As ever, their criticism does not go far enough, and precisely in not going far enough, 
the authors pave the way for an eventual recuperation of their criticisms by neoliberal 
orthodoxy. There is, for instance, no attempt to view the plight of southern European 
economies in conjunction with the predatory lending practices of multinational banks, nor to 
consider the dire straits into which large sections of southern Europe have been cast, owing to 
the brutal downsizing of pension plans, unemployment insurance policies, sickness benefits 
schemes, and other worthwhile social policies.31 Instead, they are content to note that “some 
policies” that are central to neoliberalism “have been somewhat overplayed.”32 But has 
neoliberalism been “somewhat overplayed”? Is this the end-all and be-all of the critique of 
neoliberalism? That it is “somewhat overplayed”? Or that there must be a “more nuanced 
view” of what neoliberalism can be hoped to accomplish?33 

We should also ask how the authors conceptualize neoliberalism. They use the term 
often enough, but their definition of it borders on the spurious. Tellingly, the authors claim 
that neoliberalism involves two central tenets: on the one hand, “increased competition,” and, 
on the other hand, a “smaller role for the state.” But are these accurate representations of 
actually-existing neoliberalism? First, it is by now widely acknowledge that the trope of 
																																																								
29 Ostry et al., “Neoliberalism: Oversold?”, p. 39. 
30 Ostry et al., “Neoliberalism: Oversold?”, p. 40. 
31 For an incisive, insider account of the relationship between Greece and the “European troika” (i.e. the 
European Commission, European Central Bank, and IMF), see Yannis Varoufakis, And the Weak Suffer What 
They Must? Europe’s Crisis and America’s Economic Future (New York: Nation Books, 2016). For a 
sociological-historical anatomy of the politics of austerity, see Mark Blyth, Austerity: The History of a 
Dangerous Idea (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
32 Ostry et al., “Neoliberalism: Oversold?”, p. 40. 
33 Ostry et al., "Neoliberalism: Oversold?", p. 41. 
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competitiveness is precisely that, a trope, or literary figure, used rhetorically to camouflage 
the reliance of advanced capitalism on complex state-market hybrids, in which it is not 
competition but the promotion of key corporations in oligopolistic markets that remains 
central to the unfolding dynamic of markets. The tendency for market enterprise to devolve 
into multiple blocs of highly concentrated capital ownership was recognized as early as in 
Lenin’s Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism, in which Lenin described how major 
European industries, such as coal and steel production, moved towards high degrees of 
concentration in the early stages of the twentieth century.34 On Lenin’s account of really-
existing capitalist dynamics, large actors devote a part of their profits to buying up smaller 
competitors, giving rise to monopolism—or, more accurately, oligopolism—instead of 
competitive markets. Thus, the global aerospace industry is dominated by three major 
corporations—Boeing, Airbus, and Lockheed Martin—who are responsible for manufacturing 
the vast majority of the world’s commercial aviation fleet. Or, to take another example: the 
digital economy is dominated by “the Four”—Apple, Google, Facebook, and Microsoft—35in 
a concentrated cluster that is only likely to grow more powerful as consolidation is furthered: 
mergers and acquisitions, such as Facebook’s 2014 purchase of the popular communication 
tool WhatsApp to the tune of $19 billion adding to its further multi-billion-dollar acquisitions 
of Instagram and Oculus VR, is only likely to further the grip “the Four” have over the 
world’s digital communication systems. 

Second, is it true that neoliberalism entails a smaller state? The counterargument—that 
the neoliberal state involves not a minimal state but a reoriented state—is a recurring motif in 
critical scholarship on neoliberalism. Loïc Wacquant convincingly argues that the neoliberal 
state ramps up its punitive and disciplinary (to which we might add military) agencies to 
compensate for the falling away of the state’s social and supportive wing.36 Meanwhile, 
Maurizio Lazzarato draws attention to the intrinsically activist stance of neoliberal states: “To 
be able to be ‘laissez-faire,’ it is necessary to intervene a great deal.”37 The case of the United 
States certainly offers some support for this view: the country has undergone a process of 
concerted neoliberalization in recent decades, and yet the Pentagon consumed $598 billion in 
2015, nearly half of all discretionary spending on the federal budget, with the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan estimated to have cost more than a trillion dollars; more generally, general 
government spending was equivalent to more than 37 percent of the Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) in the United States in 2015 (with 42.5 percent in Great Britain, another mainstay of 
neoliberal policymaking)38 – hardly the sort of “night-watchman state” one would be led to 
expect from the pronouncements of Thatcher or Reagan, or the schlanker Staat (“slim state”), 
in the words of German liberals,39 or minimalstat (“minimal state”), to use a favored term of 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen, the former Danish center-right prime minister.40 

																																																								
34 V. I. Lenin, Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1934). 
35 Scott Galloway, The Four: The Hidden DNA of Amazon, Apple, Facebook, and Google (New York: 
Portfolio/Penguin, 2017). 
36 Loïc Wacquant, “Three Steps to a Historical Anthropology of Actually Existing Neoliberalism.” Social 
Anthropology 20:1 (2012), pp. 66-79. 
37 Maurizio Lazzarato, Experimental Politics: Work, Welfare, and Creativity in the Neoliberal Age (Cambridge: 
The MIT Press, 2017), p. 7. 
38 https://data.oecd.org/gga/general-government-spending.htm  
39 Hans Peter Bull, "Schlanker Staat – Gewährleistungsstaat – Sozialstaat: Zur verwaltungswissenschaftlichen 
Sicht auf den 'schlanken Staat.'" http://www.deutschesektion-
iias.de/fileadmin/user_upload/tagungen/Schlanker_Staat2014.pdf. 
40 Anders Fogh Rasmussen, Fra socialstat til minimalstat: En liberal strategi (Copenhagen: Lindhardt og 
Ringhof, 2017). 
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The authors are careful to mobilize select authorities, typically figures imbued with 
significant stocks of “symbolic capital,”41 i.e. individuals endowed with socially legitimate 
prestige and legitimated positions of power and influence, in the service of advancing their 
(limited) critique of neoliberalism. Thus, the politics of austerity are criticized by bringing the 
pronouncements of Alberto Alesina, a “Harvard economist” (a status the authors dutifully 
draw attention to), and Jean-Claude Trichet, the “former European Central Bank President,” 
to the forefront. Dani Rodrik, another “Harvard economist,” is used to bolster the claim that 
financial liberalization is associated with crisis, while the “IMF’s First Deputy Managing 
Director” and “now vice chair of the U.S. Federal Reserve Board” is shouldered to criticize 
the idea of the free flow of capital (the very same person who responded vociferously to the 
authors’ criticism in a post on the IMF’s website). The “former chief economist” of the IMF, 
Olivier Blanchard, and the “IMF Managing Director,” Christine Lagard, are pressed into 
service to question whether fiscal constraints, or austerity policies, are sensible. The point is 
not that these authorities are suspect, or even wrong, but that the authors, due to the 
limitations imposed by their enclosure within an institutional matrix, feel forced to engage in 
a strategic deployment of those legitimate authorities they can find, drawn from the ranks of 
the established order, or field of power, in the service of a limited critique.  

The downside to this strategy is that critique remains limited by the constraints on 
possible thoughts existing in the upper echelons of the political and academic fields in 
postindustrialized, Western societies – in other words, the doxic effects of a particular field-
bound existence, that of membership in a wider field of power. In part, this could be 
construed as a form of intelligent pragmatism, an attempt to push the field in a heterodox 
direction by drawing on whatever dissenting voices are to be found within the field of power; 
but such a rhetorical and evidentiary strategy also imposes limits: if there is one thing we can 
learn from Bourdieu’s theory of fields, it is that anything and everything cannot be said by 
agents occupying a particular field. Fields have structuring effects on the space of possible 
pronouncements and enunciations, and the select authorities the authors rely upon to give 
weight to their arguments must necessarily be limited by their embeddedness in a 
constellation of powerful, prestigious institutions, whether academic, political, or policy-
oriented. A similar argument is made by Chomsky, who has documented the extreme levels of 
servility to dominant power structures amongst American intellectuals.42 In dissenting from 
the orthodoxy of the Washington Consensus, the authors draw on heterodox authorities; but 
this apparent heterodoxy must be limited by the constraints on permissible heresies imposed 
by the very institutional background and positions of the figures of authority they draw on: 
theirs is a limited and self-limiting heterodoxy. And the limitations of this rhetorical strategy 
are evident when two equally prestigious agents are forced to confront one another: for what 
happens when the authors are forced to admit in passing that those legitimate agents all too 
often advance, rather than question, the neoliberal agenda? The “Nobel laureate” Milton 
Friedman praised Chile’s neoliberal experiment, the authors note, but now the “Columbia 
University professor” Joseph Stiglitz, who is “himself a Nobel laureate,” has voiced criticisms 
of the catastrophe that was Chile’s neoliberal turn.  

In the end, the authors play into one of the clichés of (vulgar) positivist scientism, 
deploying the conventional contrasting of science with ideology: “Policymakers, and 
institutions like the IMF that advise them, must be guided not by faith, but by evidence of 
what has worked.” Such scientism plays into the hands of the proponents of neoliberalism, 
who are then permitted to play the evidentiary, empiricist game of weighing competing 
empirical accounts of what works, without recognizing that what counts as “evidence” is itself 
																																																								
41 For an explication of the concept of symbolic capital, see e.g. Pierre Bourdieu, “Social Space and Symbolic 
Power,” Sociological Theory 7, pp. 14-25. 
42 Noam Chomsky, American Power and the New Mandarins. (New York: Vintage Books, 1969). 
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contestable, a subject of processes of agonistic interaction and the exercise of symbolic 
power. The truth of neoliberalism lies not in the scientific “evidence,” because evidentiary 
criteria are ineluctably political, or agonistic, and not wholly (or even mainly) scientific 
problems. Drawing on the trope of evidence, and its socially legitimated association with the 
scientific field, permits the authors an easy escape from a deeper, more intractable problem: if 
neoliberalism was successfully able to establish itself as a machine for the restructuration of 
the global political-economic order, not primarily through its reliance on “evidence-based” 
policies or scientific research, but the implementation of dogmas,43 it will be dislodged by 
following the same route, through the imposition of new orthodoxies, which must necessarily 
amount to new leaps of faith – only this time leaps (and bounds) away from the Washington 
Consensus and assorted other dogmas of the global field of power. 
 
Conclusion 
A war machine, in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, continuously creates problems for states, 
because the state does not have its own war machine. Instead, the state must curtail and 
appropriate a (semi-autonomous) war machine and redeploy it to its own ends.44 But such acts 
of appropriation always run the risk of misfiring, sabotaged by the imperfect process of 
mediation between state and exterior apparatuses. We can consider that ever-present 
Hollywood trope of “the generals” – those unruly military specialists, bearers of extraordinary 
social prestige (at least in warrior-oriented, militarized societies like the United States) who 
wield significant physical resources, who are the actual, determinate executors of the state’s 
monopoly on legitimate violence, which means that it is not “the state” per se that controls 
this monopoly, but military itself. Every president must therefore contend with the generals, 
who constitute a literal war machine. We can also think of the university system as a potential 
war machine. The state and capitalist entities both require an educated workforce, equipped 
with certain technical skills and cognitive capacities. But by establishing a semi-autonomous 
space for the production and dissemination of “knowledge,” a war machine is simultaneously 
set into motion, capable of destabilizing authority, precisely by deviating from its preordained 
tasks.  

Does not the same hold true for the proponents of marketization, privatization, and the 
politics of austerity, such as the IMF? They must establish research divisions, employ 
economists, political scientists, statisticians, and assorted other intellectuals—what George 
Koether, a Misesian economist, derisively called “dealers in secondhand ideas”45—in order to 
devise new policies and plans for the reconstruction and revolutionizing of societies deemed 
backwards. Following this imperative, they thereby establish the conditions for the potential 
birth of a new war machine, which means the conditions of their own (partial) rebuttal, even 
undoing. Every economist tasked with advancing the neoliberal agenda is a nascent war 
machine in the making, however improbably, given the powerful exertion of ideological 
effects. To follow Deleuze and Guattari once again, this is because of a simple sociological 
mechanism: while “discipline is the characteristic required of armies after the State has 
appropriated them,” the war machine “answers to other rules.46” Discipline is always a risky 
proposition: the creative potential inherent in the process of thinking and writing about 
political economy, despite whatever field effects (upbringing, education, training, 

																																																								
43 This is the central hypothesis of multiple historians of neoliberal organizing, who have attempted to show that 
this ideology was the result of concerted efforts by a “neoliberal thought collective,” in Mirowksi and Plehwe’s 
terms. 
44 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, pp. 354-355. 
45 Shammas, “Burying Mont Pèlerin…”, p. 6. 
46 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 358. 
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professional inculcation), to speak with Bourdieu,47 may be exerted on those doing the 
thinking and writing, always implies the possibility of heterodoxy. As Bourdieu says, “The 
dominant are generally silent, they do not have a philosophy, a discourse.”48 In so far as they 
feel compelled to create a discourse, or a philosophy, it is because they feel the weight of 
potential opposition and resistance, Bourdieu claims: to elucidate one’s aims is already to 
have admitted to a certain weakness. Explicitly formulating orthodoxy means having 
recognized the potency of heterodoxy. But to establish agencies tasked with the production of 
orthodoxies sets in motion a whole machinery of thought that is inherently unruly, a pure 
example of a Hegelian dialectic, in which the bondsman (or producers of instrumentalized 
knowledge) necessarily knows more than the master – and knows it. This includes, however 
unlikely, such entities as the IMF’s Research Division, where the authors of the article 
discussed above were employed. 

The Situationists developed the notion of recuperation to designate acts by which an 
oppositional lexicography was overtaken by dominant agents. “To recuperate words is really 
to recuperate what they represent,” the Situationists wrote, “so that the only activity that 
words describe is the activity the recuperated words describe.”49 Recuperation is a sort of 
neutralization: defanging or rendering harmless words that threaten to undermine dominant 
categories of thought, “the activity of society as it attempts to obtain possession of that which 
negates it.” 

One recent account argues that the article discussed above “exemplifies an internally 
contested, inconsistent, and still evolving process of change at the IMF during the global 
crisis.”50 But this is conceding too much. The emphasis on multiplicity, fragmentation, and 
internal inconsistency—a favorite game of late-modern political analysis—may conceal the 
really-existing unity of an institution or organization camouflaged behind the mere 
appearance of fracture and fragmentation. The attempts on the part of the three IMF 
economists studied above to offer a critique of neoliberalism should be construed as an 
attempt to recuperate a term that has in past decades seemed too dangerous and suspect to 
handle or deal with. Interestingly, with the IMF’s partial appropriation and recuperation of the 
epithet of neoliberalism, the term has initiated the completion of a cycle in its conceptual 
history: from orthodoxy (originating in the meetings of the Colloque Walter Lippmann and 
carried forward by the founding members of the Mont Pèlerin Society) to heterodoxy (being a 
favored instrument of critique amongst leftist opponents of advanced capitalism from the 
1980s until the present-day), and (in partial and piecemeal form) back to orthodoxy. 

The cyclical nature of the concept’s history should make us suspicious: was the term 
ever really a useful instrument for the “ruthless criticism of all that exists,”51 as many scholars 
have considered it to be? More broadly, what does the possibility of its recuperation at this 
historical juncture tell us about the fortune of neoliberal political economy? Perhaps the term 
was never as dangerous to the global field of power as its critics believed. Quite plausibly, the 
fact that it can now be pronounced without embarrassment by some of the Fund’s leading 
economists is suggestive of the fact that the underlying political-economic substrate to which 
it referred to has at least partly been destabilized. As Hegel writes, the owl of Minerva only 
alights at dusk.52 Only when predatory neoliberalism’s resolve has been weakened can the 
IMF speak its name. 
																																																								
47 Bourdieu, On the State, p. 307. 
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