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1

   In the wake of the fall of Lehman Brothers on 15 September 2008 and 
the subsequent near-total collapse of the global financial system, many 
predicted the end of the world of liberal capitalism or at least announced 
the death of the neoliberal ideology that had helped to constitute the 
global order over the past decades. The people making these predic-
tions were those who had been leaders in espousing that ideology in 
the first place. Thus Francis Fukuyama, in October of 2008, declared 
that the ‘American model’ borne out of the Reagan revolution was 
‘the culprit’ that had caused the crisis and worried that it would take 
many years to restore the damage to the ‘American Brand’ (Fukuyama 
2008), while  Financial Times  columnist Martin Wolf (2009) argued that 
the ‘era of liberalization contained the seeds of its own destruction’. 
Former Chairman of the Federal Reserve Alan Greenspan in a congres-
sional hearing even famously admitted that his free market ideology 
was apparently ‘not working’, that there was ‘a flaw in the model’ that 
he had been working with for 40 years.  1    The Economist  (2008), not 
quite buying the latter argument, did warn that ‘economic liberty is 
[now] under attack and capitalism ... is at bay’. In addition, the appar-
ent failings of financial deregulation and liberalization as premised on 
the Washington consensus combined with worries about the rise of 
East Asian ‘authoritarian state capitalism’, producing concerns within 
Western elite circles regarding the survival of liberal capitalism itself 
(Bremmer 2010; Rachman 2011). 

 For some on the other side of the political spectrum, the ‘crisis in 
the heartland’ (Gowan 2009) not only spelled the end of neoliberalism, 
but also offered prospects for a more equitable and sustainable world. 

     1 
 Introduction: The Life Course of 
the Neoliberal Project and the 
Global Crisis   
    Bastiaan van   Apeldoorn and         Henk   Overbeek    
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2 Bastiaan van Apeldoorn and Henk Overbeek

Thus many shared the hope contained in Joseph Stiglitz’s line that ‘the 
fall of Wall Street is for market fundamentalism what the fall of the 
Berlin Wall was for communism’ (Gardels 2008; Klein 2008; cf. Bond 
2009; Albo et al. 2010; Peck et al. 2010). The moment of euphoria (like 
in 1989), however, did not last very long, and generally gave way to a 
much more sober mood, reflecting dismay about what is seen as the 
resilience of neoliberal practices if not an outright restoration, and in 
some respects even acceleration and further deepening, of the neolib-
eral project (cf. Peck et al. 2010; see also the contributions by Wigger 
and Buch-Hansen as well as Horn in this volume). 

 So the question must be raised whether, although the global finan-
cial and economic crisis from 2008 has obviously shaken the neoliberal 
consensus, this is a crisis  in  neoliberalism or a crisis  of  neoliberalism (cf. 
Saad-Filho 2010). In short, we tend to the view that the crisis is a crisis 
 of  neoliberalism, but not necessarily a terminal one: there is still life left 
for a phase of neoliberal dominance, but one wrought with deepening 
contradictions and increasingly unstable. Our arguments, which are 
borne out in the subsequent chapters in this book, can be summarized 
as follows. 

 First, although ‘global finance’ nearly derailed the global economy 
in 2007–2009, genuine reform of the financial sector throughout the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
area has thus far been rather limited. Although many banks and other 
financial institutions have been (partially) nationalized or otherwise 
salvaged by capitalist states coming to the rescue of ‘the system’ in a glo-
bal multi-trillion dollar bailout, government officials everywhere have 
been adamant in proclaiming that this is only a temporary measure, 
and that these institutions will be ‘returned to the market’ as soon as 
conditions allow.  2   Meanwhile many of the financial giants that survived 
the onslaught and escaped nationalization have restored much of their 
profitability (even if the outlook remains uncertain) and are again pay-
ing out big bonuses in spite of the public outcry (Murphy and Guerrera 
2011; see also Henwood 2010). As the new CEO of Barclays Bank, Bob 
Diamond declared to the House of Commons Select Committee for 
the Treasury, ‘the time for remorse is over!’ ( The Guardian  11 January 
2011).  3   

 Furthermore, in terms of government policy, most OECD govern-
ments are now hitting the brakes by going into full austerity mode. This 
return to neoclassical orthodoxy is particularly strong in the Eurozone, 
where the European Central Bank (ECB) and the German government 
are relentless in their imposition of the doctrine of balanced budgets 
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Introduction: Life Course of Neoliberal Project 3

and austerity programs on the Eurozone periphery (e.g., Bellofiore et 
al. 2010). In the US too, the brief and partial revival of Keynesianism 
(cf. Hay 2011) has given way to a return to austerity. The new auster-
ity seems to be above all an excuse to make yet deeper cuts in social 
expenditure and public services and to pursue with renewed vigour the 
kind of ‘reforms’ (privatization and marketization) that neoliberals have 
advocated since the 1970s but were able to carry out with only partial, 
though not insubstantial, success until now. It thus appears as if neolib-
eralism, rather than having forever perished in the flames of the global 
financial crisis, is arising from its ashes like a phoenix (cf. Peck 2010: 
275). As Alex Callinicos (2010: x) wrote in a recent book on the crisis of 
the liberal world, ‘the illusions have survived the bonfire’.  4   

 Third, the resilience of neoliberalism is also a reflection of the politi-
cal weakness of any possible alternatives: there appears to be no ‘coun-
ter-hegemonic project’ in the making. This then seems to ensure what 
Bob Jessop (2010) calls the ‘continuing ecological dominance of neo-
liberalism’. However, with Gramsci (1971: 276) we may argue that ‘[t]
he crisis precisely consists in the fact that the old is dying and the new 
cannot be born’. That the new is not yet born, and that we are unable 
to perceive its shape, however, does not mean that in fact the potential 
for transformation is not there. Although processes of neoliberalization 
may still continue, neoliberalism as a hegemonic project resting upon 
wide societal consent does appear to be unravelling. Indeed, if noth-
ing else, the crisis has further eroded what was an already weakening 
legitimacy of neoliberalism, possibly beyond repair. As such, the crisis 
may also be viewed as above all a crisis of the global hegemonic project 
of neoliberalism, or what Gramsci would call an ‘organic crisis’ of the 
neoliberal world order (cf. Gill 2010). 

 Actually, as in any historical rupture, the current crisis is a multilay-
ered phenomenon. Yes, as argued above, the crisis is first of all simul-
taneously a crisis of the dominant accumulation model of the past 
decades, a crisis of the hegemonic ideology underpinned by that model, 
and consequently also a crisis of the political and social order in the 
heartland of global capitalism. In this book the emphasis will be pre-
dominantly on these aspects of the crisis of neoliberalism (see in par-
ticular Part I of this volume, dealing with the impact of the crisis on the 
nature of capitalist regulation in the heartland of global capitalism). 

 However, underneath this organic political and economic crisis lie 
two deeper layers that affect not only the appearance but also the shape 
of any possible future resolution of the current crisis. First, there is the 
crisis of the Anglo-American hegemony that has shaped the global 
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4 Bastiaan van Apeldoorn and Henk Overbeek

capitalist order since its early days (cf. Van der Pijl 2006), expressing itself 
in the shift of the centre of gravity of global manufacturing towards 
East Asia, in the weakened position of the US dollar which has for so 
long underpinned US supremacy globally and indeed in a fundamental 
crisis of the ability of the US to impose its strategic supremacy world-
wide. Second, there is the deep crisis of the ecosphere which has over 
the past decades been all but completely exhausted through the intense 
exploitation by capital, manifesting itself in the dual crises of climate 
change and fossil energy depletion, necessitating the creation of a new 
techno-industrial paradigm which will need to inform any potentially 
successful future accumulation model. These deeper layers of the crisis, 
while not the prime object of our attention in this introduction, do 
inform our understanding of the present and possible future trajectory 
of global neoliberalism (many aspects of these deeper layers of the glo-
bal crisis are addressed in Part II of this volume). 

 In order to address these broad questions regarding crisis and con-
tinuity, we step back in this volume from the immediately apparent 
aspects of the crisis and focus on those contradictions revealing the lim-
its of neoliberalism that were already visible before the crisis erupted. 
In this sense we go beyond recent literature addressing the theme of 
after/beyond neoliberalism, which displays a rather exclusive focus on 
the factors precipitating the (financial) crisis and its consequences (e.g., 
Albo et al. 2010; Panitch et al. 2010; McNally 2009 Duménil and Lévy 
2011; Brand and Sekler 2009). However, before outlining in more detail 
the contents of this book, let us first elucidate its central  problématique  
by (1) briefly outlining our understanding of neoliberalism and what 
we regard to be its central contradictions, and (2) indicating what might 
arise out of these contradictions in terms of possible trajectories of the 
post-crisis world.  

  The life course of the neoliberal project 

 We define neoliberalism as a political project aimed to restore capital-
ist class power in the aftermath of the economic and social crises of 
the 1970s and the challenge posed to the rule of capital globally by 
the call for a New International Economic Order (Overbeek and Van 
der Pijl 1993; also Harvey 2005; Plehwe et al. 2006). Such a project, or 
 comprehensive concept of control , is characterized by (1) a specific and 
relatively coherent set of  ideas  on how to organize the accumulation 
of capital and the maintenance of the social order, and (2) a specific 
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Introduction: Life Course of Neoliberal Project 5

 configuration of  social forces  that succeed in presenting their fractional 
interests as the  general interest :  5  

  The capacity of a concept of control to become comprehensive, that 
is, to be effectively applied as a policy expressing the general interest 
by governments or international institutions, is based on its objec-
tive comprehensiveness (i.e., coverage of labour process, circulation 
relations, profit distribution, and state and international power rela-
tions) and on the particular balance between the ‘systemic’ require-
ments of capital accumulation and its concrete, momentary needs. 
The former tend to reflect the money capital perspective (economic 
liberalism), and will be most easily and eagerly propounded by those 
familiar to it by trade or tradition; the latter will tend to the produc-
tive capital viewpoint, reflecting the particularities of non–market, 
non–value aspects of the productive process and its immediate social 
setting. (Overbeek and Van der Pijl 1993: 3)   

 The  neoliberal project  is characterized by a mix of liberal pro-market and 
supply-side discourses (laissez-faire, privatization, liberalization, dereg-
ulation, competitiveness) and of monetarist orthodoxy (price stability, 
balanced budgets, austerity). These discourses express a prototypical 
 money capital perspective : in the overall circuit of the expanded repro-
duction of capital, money capital is the form assumed by capital in gen-
eral, the most abstract and mobile form of capital. Money capital strives 
to circumvent or eliminate all obstacles to its circulation, pursuing 
short-term profit and the abolition of capital controls and other state-
imposed limitations on the free circulation of capital. Under neoliberal-
ism the money capital perspective is not limited to the financial sector: 
in the guise of ‘shareholder value’ the same short-term monetary profit 
motive equally dominates what is sometimes called the ‘real economy’.  6   
The coalition of social forces whose fractional interests are articulated 
through these discourses is configured around the hegemonic fraction 
of transnational finance capital; it comprises not only the leading sec-
tions of the financial sector and a large segment of the leading transna-
tional corporations, but also key segments of the ‘new middle classes’ 
and of organized labour. 

 Any hegemonic project needs not only a more or less coherent accu-
mulation strategy serving the interests of the leading capital frac-
tions and their immediate allies, but it also needs the political ability 
to mobilize majorities in parliamentary democracies, and a sufficient 
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6 Bastiaan van Apeldoorn and Henk Overbeek

measure of at least passive consent. This is what Andrew Gamble has 
called a ‘politics of support’ (Gamble 1988: 208–241; see also ibid. 2009: 
84–89). The result has been a two-thirds/one-third society character-
ized by the rise of various forms of authoritarian and nondemocratic 
politics. In such societies, as Harvey reminds us, the neoliberal project 
seeks to disembed capital from its societal context and to insulate key 
market institutions from democratic accountability (Harvey 2005: 66; 
see also Gill 1995). 

 At the level of the global economy as a whole, the pursuit and pri-
oritization of the free flow of capital has produced what we might call 
 really existing global governance , i.e., the global governance of globaliza-
tion through increasing informalization and various forms of private 
authority (see Overbeek 2010). Where the neoliberal project is not fully 
successful in establishing its hegemony or at least in enforcing compli-
ance with the ‘rules of the game’, oppositional forces become the targets 
of destabilization and ultimately of some form of ‘humanitarian inter-
vention’ (Van der Pijl 2006; see also Duffield 2001). 

 No hegemonic project is, or ever becomes, the direct and unmediated 
realization of the objectives and plans of its key ‘authors’. Neoliberalism 
is no exception. The really existing neoliberalism of today is a far cry 
from what intellectual forebears like Hayek or Friedman would have 
considered as the realization of their dreams. Like any hegemonic 
project (see  Figure 1.1 ), neoliberalism is a  project in motion , continuously 
contested, a process of countless rounds of struggles and negotiations 
with oppositional forces, and of confrontations with what Gramsci 
called the ‘limits of the possible’. A comprehensive concept of control 
is not a coherent and consistent set of ideas, policies and institutions 
put in place by an all-powerful group of actors, but it is what Drainville 
called an unending ‘series of negotiated settlements’ (Drainville 1994). 
This conceptualization of the neoliberal hegemonic project implies that 
neoliberalism does not have just one face, either in time or in space. 
The idea of neoliberalism as process requires us to understand and 
theorize diachronic and synchronic variations in the appearance of 
neoliberalism.      

 Let us first take a look at the  phases  that a hegemonic project goes 
through during its existence, its life course so to speak (see  Figure 1.1 ).  7   
A hegemonic project typically emerges during a crisis of the previously 
hegemonic project, which is delegitimized as a consequence of mount-
ing contradictions and rising contestation by popular forces and by rival 
elite projects (as during the late 1960s and early 1970s in Britain with 
the crisis of the Keynesian compromise and the rise to power in the 
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Introduction: Life Course of Neoliberal Project 7

Conservative Party of the Thatcherites; Overbeek 1990). The first task, 
once the groups initially supporting such a new project come to power, 
is  deconstruction : to destroy the coherence and remaining legitimacy of 
the previous hegemonic project. In these early phases in the emergence 
of a new hegemonic project, key roles are played by the organic intel-
lectuals of the emerging new fractional configuration (for an excellent 
recent study of the rise of neoliberalism see Peck 2010; see also several 
contributions in Overbeek 1993). The hegemonic project then achieves 
primacy through the  construction  of a new common sense, or through 
the normalization of the new hegemonic discourse, and through the 
configuration of a supporting coalition of capital fractions and social 
forces that redefine their particular interests in the terms of the newly 
constructed and normalized ‘general interest’. 

 It is during the  consolidation  phase of constitutionalization that cer-
tain crucial path dependencies are created. Interests become entrenched, 
ideologies become internalized, and in this manner institutional and 
ideological blockages arise that prevent an adequate response to emerg-
ing contradictions in later phases (as illustrated by the aforementioned 
confession of Alan Greenspan, who was at a loss to explain what hap-
pened with the crisis as it contradicted the model he had held on to for 
40 years). 

Consolidation of new
hegemonic project;
reforms are locked-in
through
constitutionalization
and are insulated
from political
contestation

Hegemonic project
achieves primacy
through
construction of new
common sense
(normalization) and
supporting coalition
of capital fractions
and social forces

Emerging
hegemony,
deconstruction of
bases of hegemonic
project in decline,
first contours
emerge of new
hegemonic
coalition

Maturation of the
hegemonic project;
consensus is largely
uncontested but
contradictions of
the implementation
of the project
become
increasingly visible.

Crisis of
hegemonic project,
delegitimation of
its key supports,
rival projects may
emerge.

 Figure 1.1      The life course of hegemonic projects  
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8 Bastiaan van Apeldoorn and Henk Overbeek

 Consolidation in turn is followed by  maturation . The new concept of 
control has become fully ‘normalized’, but contradictions begin to show 
in the practical implementation of policies (e.g., privatization of pub-
lic utilities, which is derailed or produces unexpected and contrarian 
results). Maturation marks the transition from virtuous to vicious circle 
dynamics: hegemony begins to wear thin and show the first cracks. 
Finally,  delegitimation  marks the demise of the hegemonic project and 
the gradual emergence of a new one: contradictions in the implementa-
tion of the project mount, reproduction of hegemony in the heartland 
leans increasingly on authoritarian imposition rather than hegemonic 
consensus (something usually true of the periphery at all times) and 
germs of alternative projects and orders may slowly be taking root even 
if not yet very visible. 

 The transition from one hegemonic project to another, however, 
never entails a total rupture of previous structures at once, but is shaped 
by ‘the paradoxical simultaneity of continuity/discontinuity in the 
flow of historical time’ (Jessop and Sum 2006: 324). Such transitions 
are ‘moments of disjunction and relative openness’ in which different 
socio-economic forces search for new patterns of structural coherence 
in an experimental way (ibid.: 326). In such open and unstable conjunc-
tures two types of outcome are possible: there can be a prolonged period 
of stalemate between conflicting social forces which may give rise to 
the emergence of Caesarism of some sort attempting to reproduce the 
existing social order in a non-hegemonic situation through the freezing 
of unresolved contradictions (cf. Cox 1987: 273, 285, 446 n. 30); or it 
may eventually usher in a new hegemonic era, with the ideas of those 
forces most in tune with the exigencies of capital accumulation most 
likely to succeed in elevating their particular fractional programme to 
the status of the new common sense (cf. ibid.: 273; Overbeek and Van 
der Pijl 1993: 4–5). 

 A final important point in the conceptualization of neoliberalism 
is its variegated appearance in different countries or regions (see also 
Brenner et al. 2010a). Neoliberalism does not have and cannot have the 
same features everywhere. A range of (interrelated and mutually con-
stitutive) factors are responsible for the synchronic variation of  really 
existing neoliberalisms . Among these are:  

   – the effects of the lack of synchronization between system time 
and local time; national neoliberalisms may be in different phases 
of the life course of neoliberalism, and may be out of synch with 
the life phase of neoliberalism in the transnationally hegemonic 
formations  
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Introduction: Life Course of Neoliberal Project 9

  – variation in the mode of insertion into world market structures; this 
may be explained by differences in economic structure or geographic 
factors  

  – path dependencies and historical legacies in terms of institutional 
structures; this is the main contention of the Varieties of Capitalism 
literature (e.g., Hall and Soskice 2001a)  

  – variation in the balance of class forces within countries, producing a 
relative autonomy of national politics  

  – variation in the composition of the hegemonic bloc as a result of 
the above (different configurations of hegemonic fractions of the 
bourgeoisie).    

 On this basis, it is possible, at any particular moment in time, to distin-
guish between various forms or versions of neoliberalism in different 
countries (e.g., Overbeek 1993; also Jessop 2010).  

  After neoliberalism? Possible trajectories of world order 

 As indicated, current developments suggest that we have not witnessed 
the final demise of neoliberalism. In several respects, and in different 
places and at different scales of governance, neoliberal practices con-
tinue unabated. On the other hand, few would dispute that the neo-
liberal project as such is in crisis and that this crisis does at least bring 
closer the prospect of various ‘post-neoliberalisms’. Below we will first 
make the case for continuity, that is, the scenario that we will in fact 
be having more of the same in the years, if not decades, to come. We 
will then identify three dimensions of possible change to the neoliberal 
world order that would enable us to assess the potential for a transfor-
mation beyond neoliberalism. We will not make any definite predic-
tions; we are dealing with a moving target and the instruments of social 
science are simply not up to the task of predicting with any degree of 
certainty what outcome these contradictory forces and tendencies will 
ultimately produce. The aim of these pages, and of the chapters to fol-
low, is to give the reader a set of insights with which to read and inter-
pret events as they unfold, and to determine which of the following 
trajectories seem to be supported or contradicted by them. 

  The case for continuity: the resurgence of neoliberalism 

 One early dissenter regarding the thesis that the current crisis her-
alds the end of neoliberalism has been David Harvey (2009, 2010; see 
also Bond 2009; Jessop 2010). Arguing that it must be seen as a ‘class 
project, masked by a lot of neoliberal rhetoric about individual freedom, 

9780230_301634_02_cha01.indd   99780230_301634_02_cha01.indd   9 1/27/2012   5:59:09 PM1/27/2012   5:59:09 PM

PROOF



10 Bastiaan van Apeldoorn and Henk Overbeek

liberty, personal responsibility, privatization and the free market’ (ibid.; 
see also Harvey 2005), he made the point that in restoring capitalist 
class power neoliberalism has been pretty successful and with current 
state responses to the crisis may very well continue that success. Thus, 
Harvey sees the bailout as fitting in a pattern of ‘state power protecting 
financial institutions at all costs’, and hence solving the crisis (only) for 
the capitalist class (ibid. 2009). 

 Understood as a global marketization and commodification project, 
ultimately serving the ongoing private accumulation of capital, the 
neoliberal project from his perspective might not only be set to con-
tinue for years to come, but may even get a new impulse from the glo-
bal financial crisis on the one hand, and from structural developments 
in the world economy, in particular the way China has been brought 
into the capitalist world market, on the other. On the one hand, then, 
we can notice how throughout much of advanced capitalism a neolib-
eral policy framework remains rather firmly in place. For instance in 
the European Union, where the European Commission has launched 
a successor to the Lisbon strategy (called  Europe 2020 ) that offers the 
same neoliberal recipes of labour market flexibilization and welfare 
state retrenchment (Van Apeldoorn and Hager 2010), and, as indicated, 
throughout the OECD area through a new austerity currently being 
imposed and likely to deepen neoliberal restructuring. 

 On the other hand, the rise of China as a state-led capitalist power, 
and less spectacularly, the rise of such capitalist powers as Brazil and 
India, can in itself be seen as an important step in the further devel-
opment of global capitalism as a project of creating a system of glo-
bal circuits of capital accumulation replacing the old national circuits 
(Robinson 2004), and with that in further pushing for marketization 
and commodification on a world scale. First, the integration of 1.3 bil-
lion Chinese into the circuits of global capital accumulation as both con-
sumers and workers over the past decades since the gradual economic 
liberalization started under Deng Xiaoping in 1979 has been a giant 
step in the historical process of capitalist globalization. David Harvey, 
for instance, has included the Chinese market reforms in his brief his-
tory of neoliberalism, referring to it as ‘neoliberalism with Chinese 
characteristics’ (Harvey 2005: 120–151). Second, the global expansion, 
whether partly state-led or not, on the part of Chinese banking and 
industrial capital, buying up firms, setting up plants, engaging in tran-
snational joint ventures, and so forth around the world, furthermore 
continues to contribute to and to deepen the global commodification 
process (see Arrighi 2008). 
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Introduction: Life Course of Neoliberal Project 11

 In sum, in light of these developments, and in spite of the ideological 
crisis of neoliberalism, neoliberalism as embedded in ‘state structures, 
policy instruments and the political field of social forces’ (Albo 2009: 
121) may as yet continue its life. Peck et al. (2010: 105) came to a similar 
conclusion:

  Neoliberalism’s intellectual project may be practically dead, but, as 
a mode of crisis-driven governance, it could be entering its zom-
bie phase ... , animated by technocratic forms of muscle memory, 
deep instincts of self-preservation, and spasmodic bursts of social 
violence.   

 In this scenario we are likely to witness a transnational restoration of 
neoliberalism as a globally dominant project and practice. This would 
then also imply the restoration of some semblance of a liberal order 
under rejuvenated US tutelage. However, even if we thus might see 
neoliberalism surviving another round, the question is for how long, 
and whether the contradictions engendered by a replay of the financial 
expansion of the past two decades would not in the end prove too sharp 
to resolve within the boundaries defining the neoliberal order. Thus, 
more speculatively, we now examine some possible pathways towards 
post-neoliberalism.  

  Pathways beyond neoliberalism 

 Within the trajectory of capitalist modernity we may identify many 
different capitalist class projects or, at a somewhat higher level of 
abstraction, concepts of control coalescing around particular fractional 
viewpoints. Although it is true that we should not take all the ‘free 
market’ rhetoric of neoliberalism at face value, part of this does reflect a 
genuine interest bound up with particular class fractions. In this sense 
we should not lose sight of the specificity of neoliberalism as a  particular  
class project as we have outlined in the previous section. It may well be 
that the state’s rescue (of the global financial elite), even if seemingly 
contradicting neoliberal ideology, will allow the continuation of this 
particular class project, but only in as far as transnational capital in 
general and financial capital in particular will see its nearly unlimited 
freedom of movement restored. On this the jury is still out. 

 It seems at least as likely that here we will observe some changes, 
that is, in the balance between different capital fractions, and within 
the overall constellation of social forces, and how this crystallizes into 
state power and the way the latter regulates the capitalist economy. In 
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as far as significant changes would take place in this respect, this then 
would mean that we move beyond neoliberalism; possibly leading to 
the rise, nationally and transnationally, of a new hegemonic project or 
projects, articulating a political and socio-economic programme with 
what could also develop into a new accumulation strategy. But the suc-
cession of one hegemonic project by a next one is not a given. If the 
history of the Great Depression is anything to go by, it will require more 
than the near collapse of global finance alone to bring about such a 
pendulum swing. Conditions for such a transition in the 20 years after 
the Great Crash of 1929 included sharp repression of and much lower 
living standards for the working class in the core capitalist countries 
(fascism and national socialism), a large scale devaluation of existing 
capital stock and the political defeat of the previously dominant capi-
tal fractions (iron and steel, heavy machinery) in the War, the gradual 
application and spread of new production techniques (assembly line 
production) and new key sectors (petrol, motor cars), the gradual con-
struction (New Deal, Keynesianism, liberal corporatism) of institutional 
structures supportive of a new phase of rapid capital accumulation and 
the elimination of barriers to the international expansion of capital 
(Bretton Woods, GATT). 

 Another possibility would be a prolonged period in which no new 
transnational hegemonic order emerges. Robert Cox (1987) referred to 
the era following the decline of British hegemony in the 1870s as a non-
hegemonic world order with, in many societies, a stalemate between 
rival concepts and configurations of social forces, and with geopolitical 
confrontations between contending blocks internationally. 

 The outcome of the current crisis of the neoliberal order will be 
decided in and through struggles between contending social forces in 
relation to the state, and will thus depend precisely upon how and to 
what extent the overall balance of social forces is reconfigured, new 
class and state strategies are adopted and new projects articulated. 
Although theoretically the outcome of such struggles might move us 
not just beyond neoliberalism but also beyond capitalism, for now all 
the signs are clearly that there might be a crisis  of  neoliberalism, but 
this takes place  within  capitalism (Alvater 2009; cf. also Brenner et al. 
2010b). Furthermore,  within  the limits of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion we must distinguish between more progressive and more reaction-
ary post-crisis forms. 

 In seeking to assess whether, and if so, how, a post-neoliberal order 
is arising, we can analyse change along different dimensions. Here we 
distinguish three such dimensions that we deem to be critical aspects 
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of the neoliberal world order as it has been constructed over the past 
decades and that also relate to the main themes addressed in this vol-
ume: the dominant accumulation strategy, the issue of the legitimacy 
of the status quo, and finally the geopolitical dimension of the global 
order. 

  Financial regime change 

 The first dimension relates to the finance-led accumulation strategy 
that was central to the neoliberal project, and with that the hegemony 
of financial capital (see above). This raises the question of what Robert 
Wade (2008) has aptly called ‘financial regime change’, that is, whether 
we are now moving beyond the financialized capitalism that had nearly 
brought us to the brink of a total collapse of global capitalism. A resur-
gence of productive capital, especially if in alliance with labour, would 
be progressive inasmuch as this would imply a return to the era when, 
as Eric Helleiner (1993) so forcefully put it, finance was the servant 
(rather than the master) of the real economy, and hence allowing for 
more ‘embedded’ (Polanyi 1957) capitalist markets. For now, the quick 
restoration of the profits of at least a significant part of the financial sec-
tor, as well as the continuing disarray in which organized labour finds 
itself, does not point in the direction of such an alliance. At this point 
in time we may well see another round, albeit possibly quite short lived, 
of finance-led growth in the leading capitalist centres (see Germain 
2010 for a different view).  

  The legitimacy crisis of neoliberalism and contending responses 

 The second dimension concerns what we could call the Gramscian 
dimension of neoliberal hegemony. As a project clearly driven by the 
interests of particular capital fractions (transnational capital generally, 
and financial capital in particular), to what extent and how was neolib-
eralism ideologically articulated with the interests of subordinate classes 
and grounded in a measure of institutionalized consent? Although 
there has been considerable debate on the extent to which this has been 
the case (a debate that we cannot go further into here), what is clear is 
that inasmuch as such consent existed it is currently eroding (Albo et 
al. 2010; Panitch et al. 2010; Callinicos 2010; also see Gamble 2009). 
This then raises the question to what extent any alternative (counter-) 
hegemonic project might emerge to take its place. This again is crucially 
linked to the questions of the overall configuration of class forces (tran-
snationally and within the key capitalist formations) and of how (partly 
contingent) politico-ideological struggles will play out. 
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 On the one hand, the economic crisis has clearly deepened the politi-
cal and social crisis of neoliberal capitalism; indeed, it has deepened the 
legitimacy crisis of states throughout the OECD (for analysis of the EU 
in this respect see Van Apeldoorn et al. 2008). On the other hand, the 
fear that this initially instilled in the ruling classes, a fear, most palpa-
ble in the immediate aftermath of the September 2008 fall of Lehman 
Brothers, that the crisis might spell the death of liberal capitalism, 
seems to have receded by now. Still, given the contestation of neoliber-
alism that we have already witnessed in the past decade or so, a resur-
rection of neoliberal orthodoxy is unlikely to go unopposed. Whether 
in the context of these struggles neoliberalism will morph into some-
thing else or will be replaced by a genuinely more progressive mode 
of socio-economic regulation remains an open question. The outcome 
here is of course very much interdependent with that regarding the first 
dimension.  

  The power shift in the world economy and geopolitical implications 
for neoliberal world order 

 Crucially, neoliberal globalization has thus far been built on the foun-
dations of US hegemony, conceived as the outward projection of the 
hegemony of the leading fractions of US capital (Cox 1987; Van der 
Pijl 1984). US hegemony thus understood has been crucially depend-
ent on the territorial power of the US state (e.g., Gowan 1999; Wood 
2003; Panitch and Gindin 2005). From this perspective, neoliberalism 
has been bound up with the need for the continuing subordination 
of any potential rival and thus the financial, economic, political and 
military supremacy of the US in every region (e.g., Van der Pijl 2006; 
Cafruny and Ryner 2007). At the same time, as a project restructuring 
the world economy, neoliberalism has been bound up not only with 
financialization but also with the shift of manufacturing, in particular 
to East Asia, which thus has become ‘the centre of a new burst of world-
accumulation’ (McNally 2009: 50). The dialectics of neoliberal globali-
zation have thus created a situation in which the hegemonic position 
of the US, one of the cornerstones of the neoliberal global order, may 
now very well be under threat from the rise of Asia, and in particular, 
China (Jacques 2009; Van der Pijl 2010; Arrighi 2009). Two aspects must 
be noted here. One is the fact that China in particular represents a dif-
ferent ‘variety of capitalism’ than that which has become hegemonic in 
the West. As Kees van der Pijl (2010) notes, the state class rather than 
capital is sovereign in China. Further, with the rise of China and the 
decline of the US, Western ruling classes are likely to feel less confident 
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that their interests – which in spite of globalization (cf. Robinson 2004) 
can still be differentiated from the interests of ascending Chinese capi-
tal – will be looked after. 

 What some have conceived as the rise of a new Asian state or statist 
capitalism (cf. Bremmer 2010) may thus be viewed as a potential threat 
to neoliberal order, conceived as an order promoted and guaranteed by 
and primarily serving the interests of US capital, and the broader West 
(Van der Pijl 2006). What is above all new about this development is the 
outward-looking, economically expansionist (rather than protectionist) 
nature of this new ‘statist’ capitalism with often state-owned or state-
controlled multinationals (such as national oil companies) or Sovereign 
Wealth Funds expanding on a global scale, integrating themselves into 
transnational circuits of capitalist production and finance, while still 
to some extent retaining their state-dependent nature. We are already 
witnessing some signs that these power shifts in the global economy, 
and in particular the rise of China, are causing renewed geopolitical 
rivalries which will, if intensified, surely undermine the current neo-
liberal global order. 

 By combining these trends and, by way of conclusion to this sec-
tion, putting them together, we might speculate that the most plau-
sible shape of a development beyond neoliberalism would, with Cox’s 
notion of a non-hegemonic order in mind, be a global order in which 
the Anglo-American heartland, still organized around the internal 
hegemony of a neoliberal power bloc led by financial capital, is increas-
ingly confronted by rival state capitalisms, first of all China, and pos-
sibly an intensified cooperation between a German-led Eurozone and 
Russia (building on existing interdependencies in energy and finance). 
This scenario would possibly lead to a semi-breakup of the world into 
three great currency zones, characterized by an uneasy balance between 
 tri-partite coordination  under the umbrella of the institutions of the old 
order (International Monetary Fund [IMF], World Trade Organization 
[WTO]) as well as of the new corridors of power (e.g., the G-20), and 
increasing  geoeconomic  rivalry primarily centred around access to strate-
gic resources and around the struggle to achieve competitive advantages 
in new technologies. It cannot be completely ruled out (although at the 
time of writing it seems extremely unlikely) that the debt crisis in the 
Eurozone might spark a revival of the Euro-Keynesian tendency that 
was once powerful during the days of the Delors Commission, based 
on a revitalized trade union movement and the development of quasi-
federal fiscal and economic policy-making institutions to complement 
the monetary union.    
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  Plan of the book 

 The book is divided into two parts. The first part analyses developments 
in key areas of (transnational) socio-economic regulation, examining 
the nature and driving forces of the neoliberalization processes in these 
regulatory areas and assessing the extent to which the crisis of neolib-
eralism is now heralding important regulatory shifts possibly bringing 
us beyond neoliberalism. All four chapters in this part indicate that 
although neoliberal regulation has indeed entered into a serious crisis, 
no alternative regulatory model is in fact as yet emerging inasmuch as 
there is no constellation of social and political forces supporting such 
an alternative. 

 The first two chapters focus on the crisis of neoliberal regulation, 
and what might come after, in the European Union (EU). Angela 
Wigger and Hubert Buch-Hansen analyse the contradictions of the 
neoliberalization of EU competition policy that have taken place in 
the past decades. The authors argue that, driven by the interests and 
agency of transnational capital, competition has become the totaliz-
ing logic of the European neoliberal project – a logic that has been 
reflected in a competition regulation premised on narrow price com-
petition in which there is no room for industrial or social policy con-
siderations. Wigger and Buch-Hansen argue that this focus on price 
competition has only exacerbated what they see as the vicious cycle 
of over- competition and over-accumulation. The global financial and 
economic crisis is indeed testimony to this, but, the authors conclude, 
it has nevertheless failed to lead to a fundamental break with the neo-
liberal type of competition regulation, which is still strongly supported 
by the European transnational capitalist class while countervailing 
social forces have missed the opportunity to present an alternative. 
Laura Horn then focuses on the critical area of corporate governance 
regulation in which the EU, as a key element of its overall neoliberal 
project, has been consistently seeking to promote the marketization 
of corporate control and the related concept of shareholder value – 
reflecting the hegemony of financial capital. As the crisis has clearly 
revealed the pathologies of the shareholder value model, the question 
is now raised whether in fact we are moving beyond this model in the 
EU. According to Horn a key role in such a possible movement beyond 
neoliberalism here is to be played by organized labour. Her analysis, 
however, shows that despite growing contestation of the marketiza-
tion of corporate control, the current regulatory responses to the crisis 
rather show the resilience of the shareholder value concept. Labour’s 
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role thus far has in fact been largely limited to defending existing 
concessions on the part of capital rather than establishing an alterna-
tive to neoliberal restructuring. Both chapters thus come to a similar 
conclusion: that prospects for moving beyond neoliberalism in the 
EU in the near future are dim, though in the longer run the struggle 
remains open. 

 The chapters by Sandy Hager and by Paul Lewis and James Perry 
both focus on financialization as a key aspect of the neoliberal project. 
Informed by a  capital as power  approach in which different capital 
groups are viewed as differentially accumulating on the basis of par-
ticular power relations, Hager offers a critique of at least one dominant 
version of the financialization thesis that simply sees it in terms of the 
wholesale rise of financial capital. Analysing the case of banking regu-
lation in the US he argues that neoliberalism has been as much about 
growing competitive struggles within the financial sector, in particu-
lar, with investment banks having been empowered by US financial 
deregulation. Although obviously the crisis has seriously challenged 
their power, those investment banks that have survived the crisis are 
still thriving. In spite of the crisis, Hager concludes, the central pillar 
of neoliberal ideology, financial deregulation, has proven difficult to 
reverse. And with financial profits booming again, the opportunity for 
meaningful reform may have already passed. 

 The contribution by Paul Lewis and James Perry attempts to overcome 
the dichotomy found in the literature between two fundamentally dif-
ferent approaches to explaining the prices of assets. On one hand there 
is the financial perspective taking a ‘top-down’ view of assets as forward 
looking compressions of future cash flows; on the other hand, there is 
the production perspective taking a ‘bottom-up’ view of assets as input 
quantities. The authors argue that prior to the present financial crisis, 
financial asset prices were based entirely on risk discounted expecta-
tions of future cash flows. However, as was found to the cost of inves-
tors, those cash flows were ultimately dependent upon the incomes of 
productive input providers, specifically the lower half of earners in the 
US and other developed economies. Lewis and Perry examine the link-
age between ideational rationalizations of price and the political limits 
of financialized accumulation, and demonstrate how the creation of 
financial assets as increasing claims on output can only expand so far 
before distributional tensions undermine the capacity to service these 
claims. In other words, restrained real wages and increased consumer 
debt have facilitated a distributive shift and a dominance of money over 
production that are now proving impossible to rationalize. 
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 The second part of this volume addresses the question to what extent 
we may witness a shift beyond neoliberalism at the level of world order, 
taking into account important geoeconomic and geopolitical develop-
ments that have been coinciding with, and in some cases intensified by, 
the global financial and economic crisis. 

 Andreas Nölke develops the argument that the next phase of capital-
ism will not be a liberal, but an organized one, dominated by the vari-
ety of capitalism evolving in the BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India and China). 
The central coordination mechanism of this variety is the ‘clan’ mode 
of social coordination, linking state authorities with domestic capital-
ists. Based on an analysis of Brazil and India, Nölke concludes that this 
‘B(R)IC Variety of Capitalism’ is based on specific economic institutions 
that are quite different from the neoliberal Anglo-Saxon type of capital-
ism, which he expects will give rise to increasing conflicts over global 
economic regulation. Such a post-neoliberal phase of capitalism, argues 
Nölke, does not necessarily spell a bright future: these economies are 
dominated by state institutions and rich autocrats with great internal 
inequalities. 

 Henk Overbeek and Naná De Graaff discuss two manifestations 
of the rise of state-owned capital in the global political economy, 
Sovereign Wealth Funds and State-owned Oil Companies, respectively. 
Henk Overbeek distinguishes between two ideal-typical accumula-
tion strategies that emerging states may pursue: the rentier strategy 
based on the exploitation of natural resources, and the mercantilist-
developmentalist strategy aimed at developing advanced industrial and 
technological capabilities as the basis for national development. China 
presents an example (though an atypical one in many respects) of such 
a  mercantilist-developmentalist strategy. Overbeek argues that the crea-
tion of the Chinese Investment Corporation is related to the underly-
ing dynamics of China’s accumulation strategy. A closer look reveals 
that behind the facade of one-party rule, we may be able to distinguish 
two distinct competing accumulation strategies, each supported by a 
specific configuration of party factions, state institutions and societal 
interests. The outcome of the struggle between these two tendencies 
will determine in large measure what impact China will have on the 
governance of the global post-neoliberal order. 

 Naná De Graaff shows how state-owned oil majors, for example, from 
China, Russia and the Middle East, are rapidly expanding globally. 
However, they simultaneously  integrate  into the existing global energy 
order through increased cooperation with the major private oil compa-
nies. In spite of the growth of these ‘statist’ actors, world energy markets 

9780230_301634_02_cha01.indd   189780230_301634_02_cha01.indd   18 1/27/2012   5:59:10 PM1/27/2012   5:59:10 PM

PROOF



Introduction: Life Course of Neoliberal Project 19

are hence getting increasingly interdependent, interconnected and 
 transnational . This expansion/integration of the non-Western energy 
majors is, however, not yet paralleled by integration of the non-Western 
oil elites into typical Western elite and business circles. The chapter 
outlines and assesses three scenarios for the near future: a gradual co-
optation of the rising non-Western powers and their companies into the 
neoliberal market regime; a growing dominance of the state-controlled 
regime; or a transition towards a more ‘hybrid’ regime. 

 Andreas Tsolakis explores, through a comparative analysis of Bolivia, 
Venezuela and Brazil, the regional dimension of the resurgence of state 
capitalism and anti-liberal discourses concurrent to the persistence of 
neoliberal principles such as monetary and fiscal stability, free trade 
and the promotion of foreign direct investment (FDI). Tsolakis suggests 
that incumbent governments, influenced by the historical trauma of the 
debt and inflationary crisis of the early 1980s, and in the face of recur-
rent capital strikes, have actively consolidated central neoliberal tenets. 
At the same time, pink governments have taken advantage of a favour-
able geoeconomic context, including the shifting centre of economic 
gravity towards East Asia and its insatiable demand for Latin America’s 
primary commodities, European stagnation and US imperial over-
stretch, and at a deeper and less transparent level, the temporary frailty 
and reconsolidation of the transnational historic bloc and Multilateral 
Development Institutions (MDIs) to satisfy or rein in labour demands 
through the expansion of social welfare investment and the consolida-
tion of polyarchy, to promote state capitalism through joint ventures 
with private transnational capital and to stimulate the formation of a 
Latin American power bloc. However, the revolutionary potential of 
all pink governments has been effectively contained by the disciplin-
ing forces of capital, and the Chávez government, while attempting to 
foster participatory forms of democracy at the grassroots level and to 
promote the socialization of production, has perpetuated Venezuela’s 
rentier capitalism and the authoritarian tendencies of its preexisting 
governance model. In all three cases, incessant elite resistance and class 
struggles, including within state institutions, will most likely continue 
to imperil the transient hegemony achieved by pink governments. 

 In the last chapter, Bastiaan van Apeldoorn and Naná de Graaff focus 
on the neoliberal nature of US imperialism as it evolved in particular 
after the end of the Cold War, and assess to what extent America’s cur-
rent geopolitical strategy is likely to bring us beyond neoliberal order. 
Van Apeldoorn and de Graaff argue that even before the current crisis 
however, US  neoliberal  imperialism was increasingly beset by internal 
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contradictions, which led to its reformulation into a  neoconservative  
imperialism, which, however, continued to be premised on the same 
neoliberal accumulation strategy. Employing a social network analysis 
of the key foreign policy officials involved, the chapter shows how this 
continuity must be seen as linked to the hold that US transnational 
capital continues to have over the US state, a hold that continues with 
the current Obama administration.  

    Notes 

  1  .   In a congressional testimony (in response to questioning by Representative 
Henry Waxman) in front of the House Committee on Oversight and 
Government Reform, on 23 October 2008. Video and transcript available 
at:  http://www.c-spanvideo.org/program/FederalRegula  (accessed 24 January 
2011).  

  2  .   In October 2008, the Dutch government legitimated its decision to national-
ize two major banks to the public by claiming that the eventual return to 
the market will actually bring a profit to the taxpayer (e.g.,  NRC Handelsblad  
4 October 2008). During the public debates throughout the OECD, frequent 
references were made to the Swedish experiences in the early 1990s (Jackson 
2008;  New York Times  22 September 2008), where the Swedish state national-
ized banks in trouble in 1992 and privatized them again years later, making a 
profit in the process. The same profit motive has been used in both Germany 
and the Netherlands to justify support for the recent ‘bailout’ of Ireland.  

  3  .   For an excellent study predicting, contrarily, the eclipse of the hyper-liberal 
phase in global financial governance, see Germain 2010.  

  4  .   In seeking to explain this, Callinicos also quotes Marx (from the  Critique of 
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right ): ‘To call on them to give up their illusions about 
their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires illu-
sions’ (Marx quoted in Callinicos 2010: ix–x).  

  5  .   Van der Pijl 1984; see for early definitions of neoliberalism Overbeek 1990; 
Overbeek and Van der Pijl 1993; see also Jessop et al. 1988 for their early 
interpretation of Thatcherism as a hegemonic project. Also see Overbeek 
2004.  

  6  .   See contributions to the extensive literature on ‘financialization’ for empiri-
cal illustration (e.g., Krippner 2005).  

  7  .   It is not uncommon to distinguish two basic phases in the life course of 
neoliberalism: the  deconstruction  of the Keynesian compromise and the  con-
struction  of the new neoliberal alternative (cf. Overbeek 1990: 15). Peck and 
Tickell call this the roll-back and the roll-out phases (see Peck and Tickell 
2002; also Birch and Mykhnenko 2010: 7). The notion of a distinct consoli-
dation phase was first raised by Overbeek (2000a: 248–249).  
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