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The motivating force, ethical appeal, and emotional purchase of the 

neoliberal image of the market have all too often eluded progressive 

critics. To the extent that they have recognized the afective aspects 

of neoliberal politics, they have tended to focus on its alliances with 

neoconservative philosophies and to view these as instrumental and external. 

According to such accounts, neoconservatives have legitimated laissez-faire 

economics and private enrichment through appeals to conservative religious 

values, and large sections of the American public have been curiously 

unable to see through this obvious hypocrisy – giving rise to the kind of 

despair at the people’s irrationality that is expressed in the title of Thomas 

Frank’s book What’s the Matter with Kansas?1 Such approaches conceive of 

the legitimating spirit of neoliberalism as an external ideological moment, 

portraying populists’ loyalty to neoliberal discourses as a kind of cognitive 

impairment or moral failure. 

This style of explanation has been stretched to new limits with the rise of 

Trump, a phenomenon that has become truly incomprehensible, operating 

in ways that are beyond the perceptual register of the progressive worldview. 

Throughout the two-year election process itself, many dismissed his strong 

showings in early polls and conidently asserted that he would drop out of 

the primary race soon enough. As Trump’s candidacy proved more resilient 

than expected, such predictions gave way to grudging acknowledgements 

that Trump enjoyed more appeal than initially expected but the latter were 

quickly replaced with predictions that he would never be able to capture 

the nomination. After Trump did win the nomination by a wide margin, 

the second half of 2016 was dominated by claims that he had done so much 

to alienate key constituencies that his election had become a mathematical 

impossibility. For much of the campaign, the New York Times webpage 

showed an electoral barometer indicating a very high likelihood that Clinton 
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would win the election. Manifesting the culture of data analysis and claims to 

technical expertise that progressive media outlets like to associate themselves 

with, it always seemed like a digital-era talisman meant to stave of impending 

doom. On Election Day, the dial lipped over to a decisive Trump victory 

in just a few hours, as Trump took the lead in several key states, revealing 

unsuspected resentment beneath measured political opinion.

All this relected above all the inability to see Trump’s victory as a real 

historical possibility. Progressives have taken their own sense of utter disbelief 

as relecting the cognitive limitations and moral deiciencies of those 

supporting the Trump enterprise. Notions that we have entered a post-truth 

era that is qualitatively diferent from the traditional workings of ideology, or 

that there is something uniquely sadistic or punitive about Trump’s politics, 

serve more as discussion material for the commentariat than as meaningful 

contributions to political theory. As explanations of recent developments, 

they are outdone by Steve Bannon’s conviction that Trump is a modern-day 

Andrew Jackson, working to restore the republican promise of the American 

polity with a single-minded commitment to the ruthless subordination and 

eradication of those standing in the way of its realization. Progressives’ focus 

on Trump’s lack of basic policy expertise and personal incivility only served 

to reinforce the popular impression that he would and could take on the 

webs of Washington collusion that protected political and corporate elites 

alike and prevented any signiicant action on putting special interests back 

in their place. 

The inability to discern this ethical core at the heart of neoliberal political 

projects leads to the dilemmas that are so familiar to progressives. To take 

two examples, historian Mark Lilla (2016) singled out the Democratic 

preoccupation with diversity and ‘identity politics’ as the main cause behind 

Trump’s victory. Hillary Clinton, he argued, made the ‘strategic mistake’ of 

‘calling out explicitly to African-American, Latino, L.G.B.T. and women 

voters at every stop’;2 this rubbed the white working classes the wrong way, 

and they voted for Trump in droves. Lilla would be one of those progressive 

commentators that long-time Critical Inquiry editor W.J.T. Mitchell (2016) 

has in mind when he writes ‘Can I just say that I am sick and tired of hearing 

liberals and leftists beating their breasts about how they failed to empathize 

suiciently with the white working class in this country?’ And he adds: 

‘[P]lease, all you liberals, leftists, hipsters, intellectuals, progressives, school 

teachers, and people who read something besides Twitter feeds, and watch 

something besides Fox News, stop apologizing for losing this election. … 

Before you assemble in a circular iring squad to put the blame on yourselves, 

take a moment to assign the blame where it belongs: on the idiots who voted 
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for this man.’3 Lilla and Mitchell voice what are fairly common sentiments 

on the left, and the logic of progressive politics leads to this standof as a very 

real strategic dilemma. At work here is a kind of political blackmail, which 

asks us either to legitimate the exclusions and oppressions of neoliberalism 

in hopes of blunting their sharpest edges for some; or to turn a blind eye 

to the ethical force of the neoliberal image of the market that drives this 

exclusionary politics, leaving us to view its supporters as simple idiots, 

unthinking hostages of false consciousness.

The limitations of prevailing progressive perspectives are particularly 

evident in the credulity-straining ways in which the Bush administration, 

previously accused of all manner of authoritarian and even fascist tendencies, 

has been reframed as representing a brand of moderate conservatism, at some 

distance from the racism, nativism and misogyny embraced by Trump.4 To 

be sure, the concern with fascism is hardly inappropriate – the problem is 

precisely that such readings make the situation seem exceptional, painting 

it as a deviation from a more normal course of historical development 

and therefore not amenable to explanation and intervention. On the one 

hand this entails a tendency to dramatize the immediacy of the danger and 

to overstate the ease with executive powers can abrogate the powers of 

democratic institutions. On the other hand, it diverts attention from the 

ugliness that neoliberal democracy is capable of producing even when its key 

institutions are still fully intact and functional.

To understand this properly, we need to attend carefully to what has 

sustained the legitimacy of neoliberalism. A key point of reference here 

is of course the inancial crisis of 2007-2008, which was widely seen as 

heralding the end of neoliberalism. Explanations for why neoliberalism is 

at present still operational have tended to focus on the ability of inancial 

elites to capture public discourses and institutions. But capture explanations 

are intellectually defensive, framed to provide a more or less plausible reason 

for something that was expected to occur yet has not rather than to explain 

what in fact happened. The question that needs answering is precisely how 

elites could continue to access such tremendous material, institutional, 

symbolic, and other resources even in a context where discontent with key 

neoliberal institutions was at an all-time high and the political air was thick 

with contempt and distrust towards bankers.5 This essay argues that the 

paradoxical political dynamics that ensued following the crisis of 2007-2008 

relect a more basic logic at the heart of neoliberal governance. There is of 

course always a possibility that instability will result in simple breakdown, 

failure pure and simple; but one of the distinctive features of the neoliberal 

age is nonetheless that crises have often served to reactivate and intensify 



FROM HAYEK TO TRUMP 51

subjects’ attachments to the very norms and conventions that have been 

malfunctioning. The point here is by no means to belittle or denigrate the 

signiicance of the often highly creative and important forms of resistance 

that have emerged since the inancial crisis. Rather, the aim is to bring 

into sharper focus what those movements are up against – neoliberalism’s 

distinctive sources of legitimacy. 

AGAINST EXCEPTIONALISM: 

THE LEGITIMACY OF NEOLIBERALISM

By and large, progressive assessments of the signiicance of the inancial 

crisis have been problematic and misleading. Immediately after the crisis, 

progressive commentary was pervaded by a sense of profound optimism about 

the return of the protective state and Keynesian interventionism as the pillars 

of a new social compromise. Many declared the end of the neoliberal policy 

regime and its replacement with a regime committed to the re-regulation 

of inancial capital. The crisis was taken as a turning point in the ‘Polanyian’ 

logic of double movements, a model of the dynamics of capitalist society 

that has found tremendous traction among critical scholars in recent decades. 

According to the Polanyian conceptual schema, periodic ‘disembedding’ 

movements, when the speculative logic of the market becomes unmoored 

from its social foundations and expands beyond its natural province, will 

be followed by ‘re-embedding’ movements, when society intervenes to re-

subordinate markets by re-imposing limits and restoring foundations.6

The Polanyian model is of interest not so much in its own right but 

rather because it formalizes some of the key assumptions of contemporary 

progressive thought. The latter sees the capitalist economy and the democratic 

polity as governed by logics that are diferent but in principle compatible 

– as evidenced by the widely celebrated combination of political stability 

and economic prosperity that characterized the early postwar period. But it 

insists that we cannot take this harmony for granted: with a certain cyclical 

regularity, the expansionary logic of the market will rear its head to upset 

the balance between economic freedom and political community. At such 

moments, imperatives of economic growth and accumulation come into 

conlict with the sovereignty and community organized through public and 

civic institutions. This is where contemporary progressive liberalism difers 

from classic social democracy (in the tradition of Bernstein and Crosland) 

and earlier forms of progressive liberalism (for instance, Fabianism and early 

twentieth century American Progressivism), which tended to imagine a 

more linear path of secular progress, with a gradually expanding ediice of 

social and political rights being built on top of a base of civic and economic 

rights.
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The anticipated re-embedding movement has conspicuously failed to 

materialize. Expectations of a return to a more Keynesian policy consensus 

were initially buoyed when Western governments efectively nationalized 

failing inancial institutions and announced wide-ranging iscal stimulus 

packages, but hopes for a renewal of the commitment to public protection 

were disappointed before too long. The Obama administration managed to 

pass the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act and the Dodd-Frank 

Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act, but already by that time 

concerns were widespread that it did relatively little to constrain Wall Street, 

not enough to help Main Street, and for all intents and purposes served to 

normalize the regime of too-big-to-fail expectations. Hopes for progressive 

legislation took a further hit when the Democrats lost the 2010 midterm 

elections, which emboldened Republicans to sabotage any Democratic 

attempts to rein in the inancial sector. For instance, the Consumer Financial 

Protection Bureau has had to ight for its life practically from the moment 

it was conceived, and has remained fairly powerless. But not only did these 

developments dash hopes for a Polanyian countermovement, they were part 

of a positive restoration of neoliberal policies that was particularly evident 

in the precipitous rise to political prominence of austerity discourses, which 

targeted public debt as a key problem. What many declared would be a post-

neoliberal era has ended up very much like a neoliberalism reloaded. 

And yet, this has not done much to prompt a signiicant reorientation 

of progressive thought, which is back in the business of denouncing out-

of-control market dynamics, conidently asserting that the next crisis will 

force the much-needed political change that failed to materialize last time.7 

They take the fact that neoliberal policies are alive and well as only so 

much more evidence of the irrationality of neoliberalism’s naïve faith in 

market self-regulation and its essential inability to function as a coherent 

principle of governance. Such perspectives see neoliberalism as incapable 

of appreciating the role of communal deliberation and of engendering 

consensus and stability, and consequently as principally unable to generate 

its own sources of legitimacy. The resilience and survival of neoliberalism is 

seen to be exceptional – not grounded in an organically functioning support 

system of coherent norms and practices but dependent on ad hoc tricks and 

nefarious political schemes. According to the idea of institutional capture, 

politicians and policymakers have been unable to pursue reforms or to learn 

from the crisis because of inancial capital’s tight hold on public institutions 

and discourses.

But such explanations are incomplete at best and misleading at worst. 

Of course, the role of elites has been an important factor in preventing 
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popular grievances from translating into politically efective messages, and in 

preventing any change at the level of institutional politics that did occur from 

translating into durable policy changes. How true this was could be seen in 

the US, where even common sense proposals met with enormous resistance 

right from the start. The proposal for a rule regulating proprietary trading 

(which would have imposed some restrictions on banks’ ability to mix up 

their own money with that of their clients, not unlike the New Deal’s Glass-

Steagall separation of commercial and investment banking), proposed by Paul 

Volcker, the man who had played such a crucial role in the neoliberalization 

of inance yet had come to feel that things may have got out of hand, was 

quickly painted as the idea of an inexpert crank and never stood a real chance. 

A version of it did get passed, but was so watered-down and riddled with 

exemptions that in practice it has imposed few constraints on the practices of 

banks. A reading of Sheila Bair’s account of her years at the Federal Deposit 

Insurance Corporation bears this point out quite concretely: her willingness 

to take on entrenched interests was actively fought by other (often more 

powerful) regulatory actors such as Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner, who, 

in their wish to get the system back on track, were generally hostile to any 

initiatives that might challenge the ability of key inancial actors to resume 

operations and so disrupt the workings of the system.8 However, the idea of 

institutional capture cannot stand on its own as an explanation for the failure 

of neoliberalism to expire. The power of elites is itself a function of the 

continued viability of neoliberal institutions and discourses, and to simply 

say that their power prevented the demise of neoliberalism therefore runs the 

risk of being somewhat tautological or uninformative. It does not account 

for the structural conditions that have permitted neoliberalism to escape 

what appeared to be an inevitable fate. 

Progressive capture accounts are part of a wider trend of explanation that 

follows a ‘Schmittian’ logic. Carl Schmitt, a German political and legal the-

orist associated with the Nazi regime, considered the idea that that authority 

could ever be fully consensual or legitimate to be naively idealist. Authority 

in the end was always exceptional, not derived from democratic norms but 

rooted in the power of pure decision. His work has been revived in recent 

times, initially and most prominently through Agamben’s work on the ‘state 

of exception’,9 but it has now also found signiicant traction among political 

economy scholars.10 On such readings, crisis creates an exceptional state of 

disarray that permits elites to bypass the normal procedures of parliamentary 

democracy and public accountability and to seize control of key institutions. 

Whereas the Polanyian schema sees the uncertainty of a crisis as something 

that democratic forces can use to their advantage, Schmittian explanations 
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follow the opposite logic, viewing moments of systemic instability as 

occasions when the normal rules of liberal democracy are rendered powerless 

and developments come to be governed by unaccountable elite decisions 

and unlegitimated control. In the progressive critique of neoliberalism, the 

Schmittian line of argument has become the excuse story for the failure of 

the Polanyian line of argument. Both perspectives are insuiciently attuned 

to the speciic ways in which neoliberalism has made crises productive, 

disposing us to respond to them in ways that restore the speciic dynamics 

through which its logic operates. 

BEYOND THE CRITIQUE OF ECONOMISM

The Polanyian perspective is typically framed as a pluralist critique of 

the ‘economistic fallacy’11 – the tendency, seen as common to Marxist 

political economy and orthodox economics, to essentialize the economy, 

to imagine that it is an autonomous, self-reproducing system that has no 

need for external inputs, limits, or foundations. According to this argument, 

economistic approaches are fooled by the fantasy of market self-regulation 

and so fail to recognize the forces of instability unleashed by, and ultimately 

the essential impossibility of, endless market disembedding. Polanyi’s work, 

by contrast, underscores the crucial importance of the embeddedness of the 

market in the substance of human life – social bonds, political community 

and moral values. 

Polanyian scholarship, however, has by no means escaped the problem 

of essentialism, economic or otherwise. To understand why this is the 

case, we need to take a closer look at what is entailed by the critique of 

market disembedding. The main reason why market expansion is considered 

unsustainable over the longer term is that it involves the proliferation of 

ictitious tokens that are not grounded in economic realities. Speculation, 

the key mechanism of market disembedding, is viewed as generating inancial 

claims that are not grounded in the production of real value. It is seen to result 

in the periodic build-up of unsustainable, top-heavy structures of ictitious 

claims – a dynamic that must sooner or later always come to a halt, when 

foundational values reassert themselves and overleveraged inancial structures 

begin to unravel. The conceptual logic here of course is deeply indebted to 

a materialist essentialism, which sees ‘real value’ as bound up with a structure 

of industrial production, and speculation as an unwarranted transgression of 

the limits of that structure.

In the meantime, the expansionary tendencies and systemic properties 

of capital are explained entirely in negative terms, as the inability of 

economic actors to recognize foundations and limits and to attribute reality 
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to ictions. If disembedding is said to be unsustainable, a phenomenon that 

is only viable as long as the basic laws of economic gravity are suspended, 

we get no plausible explanation for why this dysfunctional phenomenon 

occurs in the irst place. Polanyian thought thus revolves around a systemic, 

self-expansionary dynamic that it is unable to theorize in a positive way. 

Moreover, this materialist essentialism is allied to an idealist essentialism. The 

disembedding dynamics of capital are seen to be disruptive to the balance of 

capital and democracy that prevailed during the post-New Deal period. We 

ind here an assumption that there exists an essential congruence between 

the circumstances that permit the production of true economic values and 

the norms of democracy and community. The Polanyian model does not so 

much advance a new, non-economistic understanding of the economy but 

rather tries to balance an economistic conception of the economy with an 

idealist understanding of society and the state. 

What has maintained the plausibility of these Polanyian critiques is the 

Marxist commitment to the idea of an ontologically situated economic 

logic that is speciic to capital.12 This essay rather works from the idea that 

the question of capital’s expansionary, self-valorizing nature only becomes 

manageable if is not couched in such essentializing terms and if it is instead 

considered in the context of the modern subject’s intuitive awareness of 

the necessity of contingency. The expansionary dynamics of capital are 

driven by the recognition that secular risk is the only game in town and 

an awareness that there is no safety in a stationary state. In other words, 

capital’s characteristic self-expansionary dynamic is prompted by the absence 

of pre-existing, foundational values. A substantivist conception of value is 

precisely an obstacle to a plausible account of capitalism’s systemic properties 

– including the ways in which the logic of capital penetrates into other 

spheres of human life. On this reading, speculation is not a dysfunctional 

deviation from basic structures but the driving force behind the totalizing 

logic of capital, its constant tendency to penetrate into new areas of life and 

to subject everything it encounters to a logic of valorization. This entails the 

need to recognize speculation as a potentially productive move: a dynamic 

of ictitious projection and subsequent valorization is at the heart of capital’s 

operation. The operation of that double movement pre-empts the relevance 

of any Polanyian double movement between economics and politics. The 

real double movement obtains not between an economistically conceived 

economy and an equally essentialized political sphere, but is internal to the 

logic of capital.13

The progressive model of what constitutes a coherent social order very 

quickly gives rise to exceptionalist modes of explanation: developments are 
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not explained in their own right but rather as deviations from a normative 

logic that dictates the need for judicious combinations of capitalism and 

democracy. The dynamics of the post-crisis context have consequently 

remained largely illegible from a progressive standpoint. The ways in which 

resurgent forms of democratic engagement have boosted above all the right 

rather than the left have been incomprehensible. Treatments, for instance, 

of Tea Party populism and its demand for iscal austerity have had a highly 

dismissive tone: it has been treated as an irrational fringe phenomenon that 

is at odds with the real values and dynamics of American democracy.14 Nor 

have progressive perspectives been able to ofer penetrating readings of the 

ways in which authoritarian tendencies have fed of the revival of popular 

engagement with questions of inance and debt. Deining such impulses 

strictly in opposition to democratic governance, progressive approaches turn 

a blind eye to their increasingly visible symbiosis.

Of course, Polanyian scholarship has paid considerable attention to 

questions of authoritarianism and fascism. But it theorizes such phenomena 

speciically as the result of a breakdown or self-implosion of liberal democracy, 

that is, as an outcome of the failure of the Polanyian double movement. It 

can only think of authoritarianism as reaction against the failure of the double 

movement – rather than as the dynamic of the double movement itself, 

internal to the logic of neoliberalism. That is in some ways a plausible way 

to model the rise of fascism during the interwar period, when capitalism 

came close to literally breaking down as a principle of socialization. But its 

applicability at the present moment is far more limited: declarations of the 

imminent collapse of capitalist order have been proved wrong repeatedly, 

and capital has been able to revitalize itself time and again by pushing its 

speculative logic into new areas of human life. Certainly that revitalization 

has at times had a decidedly vampiric character, but we should probably 

be more interested in accounting for capital’s paradoxical life than simply 

insisting on the fact that it is really dead. 

How to move beyond the bifurcation of politics and economics that 

underlies this inability to address key aspects of the present moment? That is 

of course to raise a question that has long been at the heart of Marxist state 

theory: how is the economic present in the political? Existing theories have 

tended to emphasize either an instrumentalist model or a structuralist model 

(or some combination thereof), the former emphasizing the ways in which 

corporate and inancial elites are able to use personal inluence to shape the 

choices made by public policymakers, and the latter viewing the operations 

of the state as structurally bound to the functional requirements of capital.15 

Both have an obvious relevance, but both also sufer from distinctive and 
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well-known problems: the irst shares the conspiratorial valences associated 

with capture theory, and the latter too often reproduces the economic 

determinism characteristic of an orthodox base-superstructure model. As a 

consequence, even many Marxist theories nowadays shy away from the very 

idea that contemporary politics is at its core shaped by the logic of capital, 

choosing instead to emphasize the principal institutional autonomy of the 

political16 – even when the growing imbrication of economy and polity is 

one of the most pronounced trends of the present. 

Instead of trying to account for relationships of causal determination, 

this essay asks how politics becomes infused with a capitalist risk rationality 

and what that means. What exactly is it that inlects the logic of democratic 

interaction so persistently around the expanded reproduction of capital? Not 

everywhere and not always, but often enough that it frequently bedevils 

those who put a great deal of faith in the emancipatory power of modern 

democratic politics. Key here is to insist on the materiality of ideology. Of 

course many Marxist theorists have made that point, but it has at times 

been diicult to make this idea concrete and to attenuate its connection 

to a base-superstructure model, or more generally a ‘spatial’ model of 

capitalism as involving diferent regions that ‘interact’.17 Such approaches 

have great diiculty understanding how ideology is present within other 

spheres of human life and the concrete ways in which it afects and shapes 

their operations. To speak of the materiality of ideology is to say that it 

often does not work at a primarily cognitive or discursive level, but operates 

in more machinic and embodied ways. Ideology does not work primarily 

through (mis)representations but more fundamentally through modulations 

situated at the level of emotional ainities, habitual dispositions, and afective 

attachments – a structure that can certainly be activated through such (mis)

representations.18

RE-ASSESSING NEOLIBERALISM

At this point it is helpful to relect on what the term ‘neoliberalism’ refers 

to. The Polanyian schema relies on a rather literal interpretation of the ‘neo’ 

in ‘neoliberal’: it sees neoliberalism as a simple revival of or return to classic 

laissez-faire liberalism, marked above all by the subordination of public 

institutions to market criteria. As a result, it is often unclear in what qualitative 

respects liberalism can be seen to be ‘new’ – it seems we are just dealing 

with a re-run of classic liberalism. Neoliberalism is accordingly criticized as 

representing a naïve faith in market self-regulation that is oblivious to the 

ways in which speculative dynamics undermine the foundations of social 

order. And the expansion of inance that has occurred under present-day 
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neoliberalism is seen as necessarily leading to the kind of economic and 

political collapse that occurred in the 1930s. 

Debates in recent years have paid more attention to the speciic ideological 

and institutional sources of the rise of neoliberalism. One prominent line 

of thinking has tended to conceive of it as a discrete project advanced by 

speciic elites, actors and ideas who seek to bypass the ordinary mechanisms 

of political decisionmaking to impose neoliberal policy templates.19 But 

this reproduces some of the problems discussed in the above. In Mirowski’s 

account, neoliberalism is an exceptionalist, Schmittian project: a form 

of government that works by paralyzing or bypassing the normal rules 

of democracy. For Klein, crises are crucial here: the widespread disarray 

that they create ofers opportunities for neoliberal elites to pursue reform 

agendas that would never have been tolerated if the populace was paying 

full attention. More recent scholarship has pursued this path of enquiry by 

turning to the concept of authoritarian neoliberalism.20

There can be little doubt that shock, awe, and capture have been key 

modalities of neoliberalism. But it is not clear that such an emphasis is useful 

for understanding all aspects of its operation, especially in the Western world, 

where neoliberal programmes have often come to power by mobilizing a 

great deal of political support. Stuart Hall observed the popular traction of 

Thatcherism and proposed the idea of ‘authoritarian populism’ to capture 

the paradoxical dynamics at work.21 But even this is perhaps not suiciently 

attuned to the ability of neoliberal discourses to capture the imagination of 

contemporary citizens: it isn’t just that elites are capable of manipulating 

the sentiments of the populace, but also that the discourses and images 

of neoliberalism have an actual sui generis appeal. The afective charge of 

neoliberalism has not simply involved the production of consent for a project 

that has already been formulated, but rather the ways in which democratic 

processes have themselves been actively involved in the production of a 

neoliberal mode of rule. 

The power of neoliberalism has never been reducible to the top-down 

imposition of a pro-capital regime: it has been rooted in a broader ield 

of beliefs, practices and institutions. Recent contributions have relied on 

Foucault’s lectures on neoliberalism in the Birth of Biopolitics to relect on 

the contours of ‘neoliberal reason’ or ‘neoliberal rationality’, so steering the 

analysis of neoliberalism away from exaggerated concern with the actions of 

small circles of elites.22 To view neoliberalism through this lens is to argue 

that it has not been simply a naïve faith in the virtues of utilitarian logics but 

instead a more or less coherent governance philosophy and that its practical 
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operations have been sustained by governmentalities – subjectively rooted 

dispositions, inclinations and ainities. 

Foucault cautions against the tendency to view neoliberalism simply as 

a return to classical liberalism. Whereas classic liberalism had always made 

strong claims about the natural legitimacy or self-evident eiciency of the 

market in managing risk, neoliberalism was driven by an awareness that 

this solution was too simple and that the continued viability of capitalism 

required more than faith in the natural eiciency of markets. Whereas classical 

liberalism saw its task as removing institutional obstacles to the utilitarian 

logic of the market, neoliberalism has been characterized by an awareness 

that the order it envisages needs to be actively constructed institutionally, 

discursively and politically. For Foucault, then, neoliberalism needs to be 

understood as an engagement with the limitations of classical liberalism as 

these had manifested themselves amidst the social and economic instability 

of the early twentieth century. 

We should remind ourselves here that neoliberal ideas were irst formulated 

during the interwar period, when capitalism experienced a crisis whose 

intensity may be diicult to imagine for those who have come of age during 

the neoliberal era. This was a major factor in precipitating the collapse of the 

international liberal world order and the turn to economic nationalism. Under 

these circumstances, capitalism had lost much of its legitimacy, and capitalist 

elites’ fear of the power of labour movements and the danger of Communism 

can hardly be overestimated. As Plehwe reports, the word neoliberalism 

was used irst in the 1920s by authors who were speciically minded to 

rescue liberal principles in the face of advancing socialist forces.23 Plehwe 

also observes that interwar Vienna served as something of an intellectual 

training ground for the neoliberal movement:24 there, Ludwig von Mises and 

Friedrich Hayek entered into debates with proponents of socialist policies 

that would eventually take the form of the socialist calculation debate.25 

Both realized acutely that, if neoclassical economics was correct, the case 

for capitalism and against socialism was on shaky grounds. Their defence of 

capitalism was less concerned with the ideal eiciency of markets and rather 

emphasized the practical limitations of human knowledge about the future 

and the way this undermines socialist ambitions for the transparent shaping 

of the future in line with collectivist principles.

Neoliberal thought could thus be viewed as an attempt to reformulate the 

principles of classical liberalism in a context where the latter had lost much of 

their legitimacy. This involved a recognition of the limits of liberalism and an 

awareness that a revitalization of capitalism could not simply be a reactionary 

project seeking a return to earlier times. In that sense, neoliberalism has 
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always been rooted in an appreciation of the problems associated with the 

liberal market utopia that Polanyi was so critical of. The contemporary 

Polanyian critique of neoliberalism as a critique of disembedding fails to 

acknowledge that neoliberals themselves already grappled with very similar 

issues and proposed particular solutions to make capitalism viable again. 

To say that neoliberalism involved a relexive engagement with the limits 

of classical liberalism, rather than simply being an attempt to restore that 

dystopia, means that we need to recognize the ways in which the neoliberal 

project has been minded to produce its own sources of legitimacy – it has 

at times succeeded and at other times failed to do so, but it has never been 

uninterested in this question.26 

CONTOURS OF NEOLIBERAL REASON

In Foucault’s account, the distinctive characteristic of neoliberalism is the 

emergence of a more purposeful and proactive relationship to the secular 

condition of inescapable risk. He views liberalism and neoliberalism as 

distinctive rationalities of governance that cannot be grasped through 

essentializing oppositions of economic and politics or markets and states – 

only through an engagement with the broader question of how humans 

engage their world in a context where traditional metaphysical certainties 

and theological justiications of authority have lost much of their force. 

Premodern sources of social order were political and religious, grounded in 

the claims of rulers to divine appointment and the ways in which such claims 

were supported and legitimated by the church. This always prominently 

included a critique of the proliferation of commercial relations: activities 

oriented primarily to money-making were condemned as corrosive and 

disruptive, as attempts to appropriate and trade in what belonged to God – 

time.27 In the context of the Scottish Enlightenment, as it became increasingly 

diicult to believe literally that human history was orchestrated by an outside 

force, the mechanisms whereby contingency is transformed into order were 

increasingly viewed as situated at the level of the secular itself. What became 

thinkable was the idea of secular self-organization, as expressed in Adam 

Smith’s notion of the ‘invisible hand’.28 What Smith’s work on the social 

division of labour and the role of the market amounted to was an argument 

that the speculative engagement of the future could under certain conditions 

be legitimate. Direct control or intervention by political authorities was not 

always necessary and indeed potentially harmful. Through the workings of 

the invisible hand, commercial and inancial activities could advance order, 

supporting rather than undermining governance.

Money now appeared no longer as an irrational, corrupting force but 

rather as a harmless facilitator of economic interaction – it was ‘neutral’, 
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as David Hume was the irst to argue, a mere means of coordination and 

commensuration.29 In neoclassical economics the neutrality tenet has come 

to refer speciically to allocative eiciency, but in the context of the Scottish 

Enlightenment it was deeply embedded in a republican mode of thought 

that viewed the self-organizing rationality of the market as a bulwark against 

illegitimate concentrations of authority and monarchical tyranny. Compared 

to the arbitrariness of sovereign interventions, money was a far more just 

adjudicator, and enforcing the logic of the market would provide a constraint 

on the latter. The neutrality postulate therefore had a clear political 

dimension: far from being diferentiated in the way they are nowadays in 

political theory, republican and liberal discourses were closely intertwined.30 

The liberal-republican image of the market is therefore imbued with a moral 

and political signiicance that contemporary critics of unbridled capitalism 

tend to miss.

Of course, the distinction between the appropriate and inappropriate 

uses of money goes back to at least antiquity. But neither Aristotle nor the 

medieval theologians following him could have said is that money was in 

principle neutral: they viewed the danger of unnatural chrematistics as an 

ever-present one, acutely present already in the appropriate use of money. In 

modern life, this changes: even as speciic inancial forms continue to attract 

charges of irrationality, the idea of money as a social institution becomes 

immune from that critique. It is no longer seen as a corrupting force but 

instead as a principally innocuous symbol that can itself become corrupted. 

Whereas in the past political and religious ordering principles had needed to 

be safeguarded from the corrupting inluence of commerce, in the modern 

conception it is precisely the market itself that needs to be protected from 

heteronomous inluences. 

To say that the modern economic imaginary pivots on the idea of market 

neutrality is to underscore that at the very same time as the modern subject 

comes to intuit the inevitability of risk, it becomes deeply invested in the 

prospect of security: as it becomes aware that the future is not determined 

by an outside authority, it becomes concerned with the possibility of 

controlling that future and making it predictable. Foucault understood this 

well, and he saw discourses of political economy and discourses of security 

as arising hand in hand in order to shape the experience of modern life.31 

He viewed modernity as engendering a distinctive ‘apparatus (dispositif) 

of security’.32 The rationality of liberal governance is thus shaped by the 

productive tension between the ever-present need to engage risk and the 

need to achieve immunity from contingency. The notion of market neutrality 

should therefore be seen as the ideological expression of a distinctly secular 
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rationality: together with the emerging legitimacy of secular time and the 

awareness of self-organizing mechanisms arises the idea that the future can be 

rationally controlled. As such it is an image of the economic that modulates 

the politics of capitalism – a regulative fantasy that attends capitalist expansion.

Neoclassical economics fully sanitized the liberal imaginary. Concept-

ualizing money as a technical one-of solution to the problem of coord-

ination, it took time and uncertainty out of risk and so obscured the 

paradoxical afective structure embedded in the liberal conception of the 

market. Hayek understood well that in this way it had abandoned important 

political ground – evident in the ease with which the methods of neoclassical 

economics could be adopted by the enemies of liberalism. In the socialist 

calculation debate, he took on the ways in which neoclassical assumptions 

regarding knowledge and the future had made socialist planning seem like a 

viable option of social organization. And he viewed progressivism and social 

democracy as premised on a very similar epistemological naivety. 

Foucault considered Hayek’s work as holding important clues to the logic 

of neoliberalism even though he was not able to pursue this connection 

in much detail.33 Whereas neoclassical theory suppresses the ongoing role 

of uncertainty and speculation in economic life, Hayek’s work thematizes 

it. Hayek was deeply indebted to Smith’s work and the way it intuited the 

principles of spontaneous economic ordering,34 but he nonetheless felt that 

the notion of an ‘invisible hand’ still retained too many theological ainities 

– it still smacked too much of a belief in divine trickery. Hayek’s more 

thoroughly secularized mind categorically denies the possibility of outside 

interventions or steering and views the emergence of economic order as 

driven by nothing but trial and error, uncertainty and discovery. Whereas 

Smith advanced his famous metaphor in order to address the question of 

how order might still be possible in a secularizing world that can no longer 

see itself as governed by a divine mind, Hayek proposed his understanding 

of spontaneous self-organization not to address a concern about the 

limitations of secular reason but precisely in response to its ‘conceit’:35 the 

faith in rationalist constructivism that he saw as the deining characteristic of 

twentieth-century socialism and progressivism. In other words, his claim was 

not just that acting without certainty was acceptable but that it was necessary 

and imperative, that there is no source of order other than the interaction 

of speculative positions. ‘Catallaxy’ was not simply a principle of ‘economic’ 

organization that needed to be respected by political authorities, but the 

only game in town.

This implies a diferent relationship to risk. Whereas classical liberalism 

was primarily concerned to discount the uncertainty of the future, 
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neoliberalism is interested in the outer edges of calculability, the incalculable 

and unpredictable.36 In a Hayekian logic, failure is itself a productive event, 

an indispensable aspect of the discovery processes that generate order. This 

means that neoliberal reason is characterized by a concern with time and the 

future that remains suppressed in classic economic liberalism (and is entirely 

absent in neoclassical economics). It is accordingly more interested in 

inancialization than commodiication,37 more taken with the promises and 

prospects of investment than the immediate utility of consumption, more 

engaged with the generative role of speculation than the stasis of general 

equilibrium.38 Whereas classic liberalism is steeped in the logic of controllable 

and predictable risk, neoliberalism intuits the limits and paradoxes of that 

logic. It views the speculative engagement of uncertainty as a productive 

impulse.

Crucially, however, these insights only ever served as a renewed justiication 

of the tenet of market neutrality. Even as Hayek’s understanding of self-

organization incorporated inluences from twentieth-century systems theory, 

it often seems as if his work was written at a time before it became customary 

to distinguish republicanism from liberalism, imagining the market above 

all as a source of protection against cumulative inequalities or structural 

power diferentials.39 In Hayek’s work market neutrality comes to serve 

more and more as a regulatory horizon, permanently out of reach, forever 

receding and demanding an intensiied commitment to the uncertainties 

of the market. In a radicalization of the counterfactual logic that liberalism 

had instituted, the fact that risk and uncertainty never result in equilibrium 

conditions only serves to heighten the importance of the active engagement 

of the uncertainty that is the only source of order. Neoliberal reason has 

thus recovered the liberal-republican imaginary of market neutrality and 

recharged the productive tensions of the risk-security axis, turning the 

security dispositif fully into an imperative for risk engagement.

This forceield has been held together by an obstinate willingness to 

attribute the widely observed and experienced non-neutrality of actually 

existing capitalism to external sources of corruption, actors who seek 

exemption from the rigorously neutral dictates of the market. The fact that 

capitalist life is often so patently at odds with the republican image of the 

market has often not occasioned a revision of that image but has rather 

heightened the felt importance of ensuring its realization. The progressive 

understanding of neoliberalism’s persistence in terms of its ailiation with 

Schmittian exceptionalism is therefore not simply misleading but also sufers 

from a massive blind spot: it fails to see that neoliberal reason itself already 

contains a critique of exceptionalism and institutional capture. The way 
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in which it has directed that critique precisely at the progressive political 

project has been central to its rhetorical traction and political success. 

The unrelexive moment here is thrown into even sharper relief when it 

is recalled that capture theory is literally a neoliberal theory, pioneered by 

George Stigler,40 one of the founding members of the Mont Pelerin society. 

From a neoliberal perspective, nothing has done more to undermine the 

neutral operation of capitalism’s institutions than progressive elites’ conceited 

claims to expertise and the way in which this has supported those who seek 

bailouts and handouts. 

In the context of the 1970s, where economic conditions were increasingly 

seen as being undermined by the ways in which the state shielded sections 

of the population from the consequences of their actions, the prospect of 

institutional puriication through the willing embrace of self-reliance struck 

a particular chord. The neoliberal subject works to be resilient, not simply 

safe – it seeks to achieve security not through avoiding risk but by embracing 

it. At work here is a logic of pre-emption, a paradoxical orientation that 

blurs the distinction between prevention and activation, defensive and 

ofensive moves, security and risk. Pre-emptive reason can be understood 

as an operationalization of the dispositif that Hayek insisted was the only 

possible way to produce order through contingency: it is characterized by a 

willingness to move beyond a naïve doctrine of prevention and to proactively 

engage the future. It intuits the importance of acting in the absence of 

certainty and appreciates the power of provocation. The notion of pre-

emption has been exploited by critical security scholars (Massumi 2007, de 

Goede 2008),41 but here I would like to suggest it also provides a useful lens 

for looking at questions of political economy. 

The Bush administration demanded vigilance and preparedness in the 

name of security, while simultaneously declaring that the war on terror would 

have no end. Similarly, neoliberalism forever demands a commitment to the 

speculative logic of risk in the name of a future security that it simultaneously 

announces will never materialize. In this way it ampliies the paradoxes of 

the modern security dispositif: even as it presents itself as eliminating threats 

and obstacles to economic security, its modus operandi is predicated on the 

possibility of activating and engaging new sources of contingency, proactively 

enforcing adjustment by allowing crises and instability to play a productive 

role. Neoliberalism goes beyond the concern to make the future predictable 

to embrace an orientation to the pragmatic uses of instability, uncertainty 

and crisis.42
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THE LOGIC OF NEOLIBERAL GOVERNANCE

Neoliberal policies have often been oriented not to the prevention of 

failure but rather to its pre-emption – in the dual sense of the word, both 

activating it and forestalling its potentially most serious consequences. Here 

we should remind ourselves that, for all the attention that has in recent years 

been lavished on the ideological sources of neoliberalism, it was really the 

pragmatically driven shift of monetary policy initiated by Paul Volcker that 

restructured the institutional landscape of the American political economy.43 

Volcker saw the American inancial system heading for decline, and he acted 

on this awareness pre-emptively by triggering a potentially productive crisis. 

The turn to monetarism was meant to provoke, motivated not by a clear 

perception of the outcome of this move but by an intuition of its productive, 

ordering potential. 

The Volcker shock was ofensively speculative, creating new sources of 

uncertainty in hopes of stabilizing the inancial system. What was not in 

itself surprising, then, was the dramatic expansion of inancial activity that 

followed the policy turn; that was precisely why in the past the Federal 

Reserve had held back from contractionary policies or quickly reversed 

them. The Volcker speculation consisted precisely in the wager that the 

instability caused by the Fed’s persistence with those policies would set in 

motion wider processes of adjustment. The extent to which the success of the 

monetarist turn was contingent on such wider adjustments was illustrated by 

Volcker’s own admission that the Reagan administration’s confrontation with 

organized labour had been crucial to the conquest of inlation.44 And that 

was only one element in a wide-ranging set of policies that accelerated the 

destruction of the secure employment contracts of Fordism. The resulting 

precarity and contingency for the bulk of the American population ofered 

a wealth of investment opportunities and have served as important sources of 

capitalist revitalization.45

The neoliberal era has seen a dramatic growth of personal and household 

debt, much of it extended in ways and for purposes that earlier generations 

would have considered absurdly speculative. What has been termed ‘the 

capitalization of almost everything’46 inds its fullest expression in the rise 

of ‘human capital.’ The tendency to think of neoliberalism as involving a 

recommodiication of labour (as opposed to its partial decommodiication 

efected during the era of Fordism) is problematic insofar as one of the key 

results of neoliberal restructuring is precisely the decrease in opportunities 

for straightforwardly exchanging one’s labour for a wage.47 The neoliberal 

subject is a speculative actor, an ‘entrepreneur of himself ’ who aims to 

explore and activate the productive potential of its capacities and ainities 
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and to realize this in monetary terms.48 Foucault considered the notion of 

human capital to be one of neoliberalism’s main innovations:49 he viewed 

it as containing an implicit critique of the way neoclassical economics had 

reduced labour to a generic technical parameter.50 Anticipating notions 

of immaterial, cognitive, and afective labour that have been developed 

by autonomist scholars, the notion of human capital brings into view a 

broader, post-Fordist understanding of production that is more in tune with 

the speculative dimension of economic value.51 Time and again, neoliberal 

capitalism has upset assumptions of objective limits and managed to push the 

logic of capitalization into new areas of human life. 

Even as neoliberal restructuring brought down inlation and alleviated 

external pressure on the dollar, these developments were accompanied 

by signiicant inancial volatility and the 1980s saw a series of bailouts 

of systemically important (‘too big to fail’) institutions, which fostered 

expectations regarding the way the American state would handle such 

events in the future.52 This new institutional coniguration facilitated a 

reorientation of inancial governance: the new approach that emerged 

recognized that crises were likely to continue to occur periodically, that the 

use of bailouts could not be ruled out, and that the aim should be to manage 

their application and minimize their undesirable side efects. Panitch and 

Gindin capture this development in terms of a shift of concern from ‘failure 

prevention’ to ‘failure containment’.53 Among Federal Reserve insiders this 

became known as the ‘mop up after’ strategy.54

It is crucial here to recognize that, as Ewald emphasizes, the transition 

to pre-emptive modes of governance should not be understood as a clean 

replacement of one principle with another: the speculative orientation of 

neoliberal governance always articulates with the continued operation of 

principles of insurance and forces of normalization.55 The neoliberal concern 

to provoke the future has always been complemented by a reactionary 

moment that manifests itself fully when uncertainty threatens to tip over 

into failure. At such times, acute uncertainty tends to create its own kind 

of certainty – not an ability to act on accurate knowledge of the future, 

but a deinite certainty as to what needs to be done in the absence of such 

knowledge. At such times, society has no option but to fortify the historically 

generated nodal points of inancial interconnectedness – that is, to bail out 

the banks. The logic of pre-emption now manifests itself in yet a third sense, 

as a foreclosure on the future. This reactionary moment too has a prominent 

presence in Hayek’s work, which insists on the need to respect norms handed 

down from the past, even if we are unable to rationally justify such adherence 

(e.g. his dismissal of the very concept of social justice).56
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What happens in such moments does not follow a Polanyian logic. Of 

course, the sense of dire necessity that accompanies bank bailouts works 

to intensify the moral indignation they elicit. But the motivating force of 

this works in paradoxical ways. The crises of neoliberalism do not represent 

moments of political openness, when a sudden absence of structural 

determinations could facilitate the emergence of a countermovement. 

Neoliberal reason faces uncertainty not as an external condition but as 

something that it works to incorporate into its mode of operation. Although 

it enjoys no guarantees in this respect, it is nonetheless one step ahead of 

the post-Keynesian critics who think that the capitalist logic of risk inds an 

objective limit in ‘true uncertainty’. Progressive talk of a double movement 

has all too often been pre-empted by the operation of capital’s own double 

movement, which is supervened by an imaginary of neutrality that connects 

much more readily with the neoliberal experience of injury and betrayal.57 

Rarely does the normative image of the market as a lat, decentralized 

structure acting as a constraint on accumulations of power enjoy more 

traction than at times when it has been betrayed in the most spectacular way. 

The past decades have seen numerous crises, and the resulting popular anger 

and discontent have above all generated widespread calls for the restoration 

of a truly republican economy.58 Nor is this simply an issue of political 

legitimation understood in a traditional sense: blurring the distinction 

between political legitimation and economic value, neoliberal governance 

techniques have not simply provided after-the-fact rationalizations but rather 

invited productive responses, active participation in its logic of pre-emption. 

There is of course an ideological dimension at work here, a politically 

relevant discrepancy between the logic and image of capital. But precisely 

because this discrepancy is so dramatic that it is obvious, criticizing it as a 

sort of cognitive mistake or diversion is largely beside the point. Populists 

are only too aware that their ideals have been betrayed – that is exactly what 

they are responding to.

Austerity discourses sit at the heart of the generative tensions of 

neoliberal reason: they represent a paradoxical combination of reactionary 

and forward-looking sentiments, enjoining us to repay the debts inherited 

from the past in order to secure the future. The austerity turn has been 

widely interpreted in terms of the ability of inancial elites to block the 

Polanyian countermovement. Austerity policies are seen as producing 

short-term beneits for ‘rentier interests’ that come at the expense of the 

production of real value: pursuing austerity instead of Keynesian demand 

stimulation, inancial and political elites are seen to deepen the recession 

and to undermine the preconditions of economic growth.59 Although it is 
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certainly true that the austerity turn has promoted precarity and accelerated 

the shift away from a world of consistent employment and steady paychecks, 

it is far from clear that this has undercut rather than promoted the valorization 

of capital. From the view of the double movement suggested in this essay, 

austerity policies should not be seen as a continuation of the ‘disembedding’ 

movement. Instead, the austerity drive is the movement whereby capital 

secures its speculative investments and valorizes its ictions.

Austerity was capable of eliciting popular support because of the way it 

manifested itself as the aim to restore a republican market that functions as a 

bulwark against unearned privilege and concentrations of power. Austerity 

has not only or primarily been associated with dire necessity and the dreary 

idea that there is simply no alternative: it appears as a means to undo capture 

and drive out special interests. The popular traction that this has given 

austerity discourses was on full display when it became a rallying cry for the 

Tea Party movement. That movement’s central aim was to restore an earlier, 

less decadent America founded on republican values, where the undeserving 

are not pampered with bailouts inanced by taxes on hardworking citizens 

and where economic security is achieved not through welfare and handouts 

but through self-reliance and risk engagement.

CONCLUSION

It is important to underscore the extent to which this neoliberal imaginary 

has only held because of the way in which it is able to contrast its moral 

commitments to the progressive philosophy that it views as rejecting 

or threatening such republican values. This means that the legitimacy of 

neoliberalism has to a high degree been sustained by the willingness of 

contemporary progressives to play their part in a public morality play – namely, 

the part of the out-of-touch patrician whose politics is driven by feelings of 

moral superiority rather than a genuine concern to ensure the basic fairness 

and neutrality of society’s institutions. But here we should remind ourselves 

that this disconnect between the republican imaginary and progressive 

politics is very much a product of the postwar era. Early twentieth century 

progressivism saw itself as continuing the political commitments of the 

republican tradition, seeking forms of authority and community that would 

not be imposed on, but instead would exist in organic interaction with, the 

dynamics of an economic system organized around individual property. Such 

political impulses were still prominently evident in the making of the New 

Deal, and it was only during the postwar era that progressive elites became 

fully invested in the promise of top-down social engineering and lost touch 

with key concerns of the popular mindset. 
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Among recent political developments, the Bernie Sanders campaign stands 

out for the way in which it managed to recover some of these connections 

and for how, in doing so, it came very close to successfully challenging Hillary 

Clinton for the Democratic presidential nomination. Sanders represents a 

politics that remains within the ideological parameters of liberalism, but 

nonetheless recognizes the systemic sources of capitalism’s oppressions and 

refuses to foment or exploit divisions among the lower classes. It now seems 

that the Sanders movement, far from having petered out following his loss 

in the presidential primaries, has continued to gather momentum. In this 

way it has become the closest thing to a believable source of opposition to 

the logic of neoliberalism. This is of course precisely why it elicited such 

intense and concerted resistance from the Democratic party establishment, 

which did not ight Sanders with all its might because they thought that 

his political ideas were too far out of the mainstream to be credible (the 

oicial line of the Clinton campaign), but precisely because they understood 

that his anti-neoliberal politics could ind far more traction than progressive 

managerialism.

This is not to say that there exist no consequential diferences between 

Clinton-style neoliberalism and Trump-style neoliberalism. One can point 

to any number of policy areas where Trump has already inlicted damage 

that would not have occurred under a Clinton administration. Where 

progressive neoliberalism goes wrong is in believing that it is possible to 

embed the expansionary dynamics of capitalism in a durable manner and that 

it can ofer a stable alternative to the more virulent approaches to neoliberal 

restructuring. It is telling that even though during the 1990s Bill Clinton’s 

administration implemented some of the most signiicant neoliberal reforms, 

it still ended up as the target of the kind of vitriolic hatred associated with 

Fox News that did so much to invigorate the politics of the Bush era. 

This essay has focused on the US both because of the importance of that 

case in its own right but also because it ofers the clearest manifestation of the 

paradoxical logic of neoliberal legitimation. Things certainly look diferent 

in the European context, where the austerity idea has not been carried by 

a popular movement and where capture explanations might seem to have 

more applicability. Indeed, authors like Streeck and Bonefeld have in recent 

years argued that European integration is fundamentally a Schmittian project, 

designed to insulate executive power and economic policy from the pressures 

of democracy.60 But this is certainly still too one-sided. The turn to austerity 

policies in the post-crisis eurozone could never have been efective if it had 

not been for the remarkable speed and lexibility with which the focus of 

Western European public opinion was redirected from almost visceral disgust 
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with inancial elites to a general acceptance of key tenets of austerity policy 

– that budgets need balancing and debts need to be paid. The consequences 

of austerity have been real enough, but they have primarily served to add 

fuel to a resurgent nationalism that is above all concerned to keep out the 

foreigners who are unwilling to stay put and sufer its consequences in their 

own country. That is not to say that there are no inspiring initiatives on the 

left of the political spectrum, but at least in Western Europe it often seems 

that, to the extent that such movements have been capable of shifting the 

institutional makeup of the political landscape, the result has been to push 

labour parties closer to a culturalist nationalism that co-exists comfortably 

with anti-territorism discourses and islamophobia. 

The rise of Jeremy Corbyn as leader of the British Labour Party and 

his recent electoral success may seem to indicate a possible break with this 

logic. In some respects Corbyn’s position is analogous to that of Sanders, 

but the former’s chances of actually heading a government are much more 

realistic. But the legacy of British Labourism and European social democracy 

is such that it is diicult to imagine a Corbyn government that would not 

very quickly become embroiled in the trade-ofs of progressive politics. That 

could of course also be the case for a Sanders-style US president, but the 

very fact that the road to executive power is so much harder and longer in 

the US case means that, if such were to materialize in the next decade or so, 

it will have been on the strength of a popular movement that has been able to 

efect major transformations in the institutional and ideological structures of 

the Democratic Party and the US political system at large. Sanders’ electoral 

success – much more so than Corbyn’s – has been closely associated with 

the repoliticization of questions of debt, inance, and banking since the 

inancial crisis. Of course there are plenty of reasons to think that the deck 

is heavily stacked against an efective left-wing reappropriation of republican 

radicalism – but this is nonetheless where, it seems to me, the battle is to be 

found and fought, at least for the foreseeable future. Even if Trump gets rid 

of some hard-won citizenship rights, it is far less likely that this battle will 

be lost because of a lack of democratic freedom than because of the failure 

to exercise such freedoms and put them to productive use to penetrate and 

subvert from within the logic of the neoliberal imaginary.
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